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Her voice was a beautiful aria, entrancing me with such lyrical beauty that my ear wandered from the words she spoke. I leaned against my wooden staff, digging its flat end into the dirt for support as I stood there, lost in auditory rapture, captivated by the singsong trill of an avian woman whose blue tongue revealed itself only in those fleeting moments her curved beak opened just so.

After a brief pause, the harpy asked, “Is that a yes or a no?”

She held no frustration on her face, only curiosity and, perhaps, timidity. In the month since we founded our work camp outside Redelia’s old temple, a dozen harpies and at least as many golems pledged their loyalty to the goddess and, by extension, to me. As Redelia’s holy emissary, my word was law among us and my command a gospel they all obeyed.

I had grown to know each of them well. They worked hard under the constant threat that the royal army would seek its revenge on the forest and all who dwelt in it. With the king’s oldest son slain by my hand for all his subjects to see and a tower of his captive forestkind set free, the king would have no choice but to avenge his losses toward us.

Our only saving grace was distance. Redelia’s temple lay on the continent’s south, a half-day’s walk from the southernmost settlement in Greenloft’s realm. On a map, it was the polar opposite of Greenloft proper, the bustling capital with its impressive castle and dense population of human men and women far to the north.

I had been like them once, blindly loyal to a dynasty of monarchs that took my taxes and kept my peace.

How simple I had been.

While we worked at improving the weathered stone cylinder that Redelia kept as her holy abode, she sat upon her altar and prayed. For answers. For safety. For the balance of the world itself.

“Victor?” the harpy asked again.

I shook my head to loosen the hold her voice had claimed on my attention and the distracting gravity of the task we had undertaken.

“I must apologize, Fayzia,” I said. “You speak with such melody and grace that the pleasure of hearing eclipses the virtue of… actually… listening.”

She laughed, another hypnotic tune I struggled to resist. Her modest chuckle sent her shoulders up and down in quick movements that drew my eyes down her svelte, slim torso. Her body was almost human in the places her feathers did not cover, though her mane was a comb of longer blue feathers that tapered to a point somewhere down the middle of her back.

She stared at me from eyes the deepest blue with no white surrounding. While her beak did not permit a smile, the crinkle of her eyes spoke of warmth and patience.

“That’s the second time this week,” she said. “Surely I do not speak with any greater musicality than my sisters.”

“And surely you are too modest,” I said. “But now you have my undivided focus.”

“Good,” she said. “We are ready to place the sunstone. Our golem cousins have finished the temple spire that raises the peak of Redelia’s temple to new heights, but it surpasses the forest canopy.”

“By design,” I said. “Redelia wishes to soak in the gleam of the sun itself and turn its light toward divine purpose.”

“Of course,” she replied. “I just thought we should check with you before securing the sunstone because… it is very high.”

“I’ve seen your sisters fly before,” I said. “Their wings are strong and broad.”

“They are,” she said.

I rubbed my chin, momentarily dismayed at the beard that grew there. A byproduct of a month spent sleeping with leaves for a roof and nothing but stream and pond for bath and basin. It was not a long beard, not yet, but I was unaccustomed to its texture.

“You’re concerned,” I said. I wanted to say afraid but I would regret to insult this woman after weeks of valiant effort. Construction was a noisy affair that might draw unwanted dangers, yet she persisted night and day. That took a bravery I would not dare ignore. Here in the open, we were all afraid in our own ways, but her present concern was far more specific.

“When you fly above the trees,” I continued, “it will take a handful of you to lift the stone and set it properly, an endeavor that will require time to employ the proper finesse. The distinct and alluring sight of your combined azure plumage would be the most vibrant display of our presence here, disrupting the care we have taken to conceal ourselves this long.”

“Precisely,” she said. Tension she carried in her shoulders fell away then, the burden lifting from her chest.

“The lamia have been patrolling the rivers that lead to the outer waters and back,” I continued. “Each day they pass their news to our ears, and each day it has been the same. No ships of war have left the castle’s port, and no battalion of armored guards has been seen to march these trees.”

She nodded gently, the security of our position still not a certainty in her mind.

“Approach the river and dip your beak beneath,” I said. “Speak your question below the water’s surface and listen well for its answer.”

“What question?” she asked.

“Whether any movement of the king’s forces has been detected since the lamia’s last report,” I said. “Delay your installation of the sunstone until a satisfactory answer. Your concern provides us an opportunity to doubly verify our combined safety. We work to save lives here, not chance them.”

“So I did well to seek your guidance?” she asked, bowing slightly.

“Yes, you did well.” I placed my hand on her head and nestled my fingers beneath soft, downy feathers so I could ruffle them gently. I pet her until she shook, her whole body rippling from the force of that spontaneous movement.

Satisfied at a job well done and appropriately rewarded, she turned and hopped away toward the trees that led to the river’s nearest point.

“I told you,” Rikki said. The satyress stomped through the underbrush on her way toward me, her voice insistent and her face stern. She held Jarah’s hand in her own, leading the cyclops behind her.

Jarah’s impressive height forced her to duck below low-hanging boughs and brush away branches that Rikki easily strode beneath, otherwise the trees might tangle in Jarah’s long blonde hair or jab her large, lavender eye. She swatted the forest away handily; those tree limbs were no obstacle for a woman as muscled and strong as my cyclopean giantess.

“He flirts with Fayzia,” Rikki said. She huffed outward, flaring the large nostrils that lined her dark nose. The way her head tilted slightly down, as if aiming her large spiraled horns toward me, told me she was indeed upset. Jarah, however, simply shrugged.

“Harpies communicate thanks through gentle touch,” I said. “You know this.”

“I know what touch can speak,” Rikki said, “and the list is longer than mere appreciation. Jarah?”

“I’ve told you,” Jarah said, now standing straight and smoothing out the bright blue fabric of the skirt that knotted at one hip and draped across her legs from there. “I trust Victor wouldn’t hurt or betray us, and I have no issue with affording affection where affection is due. I’m surprised you do.”

“I decide who I share with,” Rikki said. “I am selfish that way.”

“Rikki Silena,” I said. “You are not a selfish woman and you never have been.”

“Then what?” she asked, whipping her long tail at the ground. A stray leaf took up residence amidst the ball of fluffed fur at her tail’s tip, which Jarah plucked clean and tossed aside. “You think I’m finicking without reason?”

“No,” I said, stepping toward her and resting my wooden staff against a nearby tree. “You wonder if my devotion will falter under the lure of a pretty distraction, and for that you need never worry.” I took her hand and pulled her closer to me. She looked away, in exaggeration more than anything else, so I kissed her bare shoulder and then her neck — lifting my head when she squirmed against the scratchiness of my new beard.

“That will not do,” Rikki said, straightening her posture so that she stood tall and forced her chest forward. A tight red scarf held her supple breasts beneath and tied in a bright bow behind her back. “I require proof of your unyielding desire.”

My hands slipped behind her and traced up her spine, smoothing over her bare shoulder blades before stopping at her upper back. Tense muscles at the base of her neck knotted with capricious frustration. I probed my fingers against the burdens she carried. Her body loosened and leaned against mine as my fingers dug into her flesh.

“My words might not quell your worries, but surely my fingers write the truth across your skin,” I said. Rikki moaned lightly and allowed her body to sway as my hands massaged deeply. “Our bodies are one. My hands are yours and they do your bidding.”

“This is hardly fair,” Rikki said, rolling her head and breathing deeply as she relaxed in my hands. “I will grow accustomed to this pampered kneading.”

“I count on your body to make peace with your mind,” I said.

Rikki’s hands rested on my chest, her palms warming the tight black vest that covered me. In the month since acquiring this armored outfit, the dark leather pants and vest had molded to my body like a second skin. I savored Rikki’s touch through my vest, though touch against natural skin would be all the better.

“You may delve your fingers into my worries,” Rikki said, “but it is not the only place that aches for a firm touch.” She placed her hands on my arms and slid them downward so that my fingers followed, resting only once my palms were firmly cupped around her powerful rear.

“I must know you prefer to dock in familiar harbors,” she said, her oversized mouth erupting into a devilish grin. “Prove your devotion slowly, Victor. I intend to take a long time to convince.”

“I should like to witness that,” Redelia said. The goddess lifted her legs high as she walked toward us, her acolytes clearing a path while they carried looking stones that shone brightly from their cupped hands.

Redelia’s charcoal gray body was scantily covered. An equally gray robe draped loosely from her shoulders and ended mid-thigh. Her sightless eyes were firmly shut, their long white eyelashes matching the brilliant mane of snowy hair that flowed over her shoulders and down her back.

“However,” Redelia continued, her expression turning more serious, “your presence is required in private. We have an urgent matter to discuss.”

The goddess turned then and left before Rikki could begin to protest.

“But I wanted to…” the satyress started. “I thought…” She touched the tip of her hoof to the dirt and dragged it backward, a sign that her frustration, physical or otherwise, was mounting.

“Redelia has summoned us,” I said. Then, knowing Rikki’s caprine intractability, “Jarah?”

The cyclops nodded and reached beneath Rikki’s arms with her own, locking her fingers around her wrists across Rikki’s upper chest and forcing Rikki’s arms to lift within Jarah’s tight embrace.

“What’s going on?” Rikki asked.

“Nothing,” I said, reaching low to grasp Rikki’s heels. Her hooves were hard and the brown fur of her lower legs long and soft as I lifted her from the ground and perched her legs over my shoulders. Rikki’s hips dipped as the space between myself and Jarah was not so great as to stretch Rikki’s body flat across. She squirmed a bit as Jarah walked backward and I forward, but she refrained from the kicking and bucking I knew she was capable of.

“This is not funny,” she said, tossing her cinnamon-brown hair as she shook her head. Rikki’s back rested against Jarah’s chest, her single central breast providing ample cushion for the satyress as we carried her toward Redelia’s renovated temple. “I want my massage!”

What had once been a simple cylinder of drab stone — hollowed enough to hold the goddess at its center with a ring of added space for acolytes and worshippers to gather in close quarters — had grown under my watch.

Her original chamber was now the central room where she could seal herself away in private for meditation and security both. A wider cylinder encompassed that structure, providing smaller rooms with doors and simple furniture. Redelia could welcome new acolytes now, or provide quarter to guests and refugees.

Each room held a simple glowing stone in its ceiling’s center, a source of light but also a means by which to capture it. They were looking stones, and nothing here would come to pass without Redelia’s watchful mind to see it.

Redelia led our small party to the heart of her central chamber and shut the stone slab door behind her.

“Now,” Rikki said, brushing herself off after we set her on her hooves again. “What was so important that it subordinates the demands of the flesh?”

Redelia sat upon her throne, a spacious seat carved from a single piece of granite. She leaned forward and spoke with a voice that was low and secret. “I, the goddess of captured light, am dying.” 
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“This cannot be,” I said. “We built a temple to honor a goddess who would preserve the lives of all whose heart beats true. We raised these walls to protect you from vicious forces and vital dangers. A month of endless effort, and yet… we have failed you.”

“Your efforts are well taken,” Redelia said, crossing her legs as she reclined against her rock-hewn throne. “A temple is more than a set of stones to shield and coddle a god. It is a siphon through which we drink the energy nature so lovingly provides. Her nectar fills our souls’ reserve so that we may spend freely on the gifts we grant our followers. An improved temple should mean greater access to the wellspring of the divine, and a greater store of energy to replenish my supply.

“Alas, the flow of nourishing ether diminishes with each passing day,” she continued. “Someone or something drinks too deeply from the well of life, and what little energy remains is insufficient to sustain me.”

“Then let us sustain you,” Rikki said. “Our pleasure is power under your observation.”

“Power and energy are separate phenomena,” Redelia said.

Rikki’s face scrunched up in confusion.

“The looking stones my acolytes carry are the same as the one you wear around your neck, Rikki,” Redelia said. “In the prismatic aura of these glowing gems, light is a conduit that carries image and sound, sense and scent, the full effect of pleasure witnessed and felt. I record those occasions in my eternal mind and I am empowered by them.

“Those of us attuned to divinity’s call gain in power the more we partake in the world’s pleasures, each in our own special way. Not directly — not by appeasing our own senses — but indirectly through the sensation of those we serve. We may make our fickle demands and summon tithings from those who seek our aid, but aid we do provide. Helping others prosper is key to improving our power.

“Power allows us to hold onto more of nature’s energy at a time, and to employ it at once in ever-larger ways. My power is my soul’s own depth and my mind’s outer limit.

“Power is not something I can expend; I require energy for that. It is energy that serves as the currency of my craft; energy that I have spent so steadfastly over weeks of quiet contemplation; and energy whose absence will be my undoing.”

“Imbuing the sunstone with its unique traits must have cost you dearly,” Jarah said. “Has it the ability to capture energy for your consumption? Will it add to your reserves that which the well of life cannot?”

“The sunstone is an artifact that bears witness and nothing else,” she continued. “It is insensible in its surveillance, transmitting light and light alone. It has a vital secondary purpose, but it cannot replenish the energy I spend conjuring boons and charms.”

“Then we must find the party slaking their thirst at the well of life and restrain them,” I said. “Their overindulgence is a murder we cannot abide.”

“No,” Redelia said. “I am firm in this. You will establish a second temple at Okkor’s Isle so that I might observe the royal assault on Jarah’s people and guide them back to peace. Found this holy building on the island’s highest perch so that no occurrence will lie beyond my observant watch.

“Relief is a form of pleasure, and the relief of a war averted is a deep and abiding sensation that will expand my power greatly, but only if I can capture its sight. This is a moment I cannot miss.”

“But why?” Rikki asked. “I don’t understand how power and energy are different at all. If you need one, you need them both.”

“I am confused as well,” Jarah said. “I am ever grateful that my people hold your attention, but what good is the power to wield additional energy if there is no energy left to wield?”

“A matter for my own worries and none of yours,” Redelia said. Her words were assured; her tone was final.

“Your grace,” I said, toeing toward an invisible line as my words prepared to transgress it. “I worry this plan is ill-fated. We serve—”

“Emissary,” Redelia said, standing from her throne and taking a step toward me. Her acolytes closed in around us, three men in cloaks with their hoods covering their heads, each holding a looking stone inside a single square of silk. Those stones increased in brilliance as the goddess’s volume rose, washing out the acolytes’ faces completely. “You will address such misgivings to the silent portion of your rearmost mind and not question my judgment aloud.”

“Yes, your grace,” I said. “I allowed my concern to cloud the duty of my rank. I wish only—”

The door to Redelia’s inner sanctum burst open, drawing our attention to a harpy whose face and beak still dripped with river water. She panted after her long sprint, but dropped to her knees before the goddess and clasped her hands together.

“Forgive me, your grace,” she said.

“Fayzia,” I said. “What troubles you?”

“The lamia,” she said. “They spoke of an army. One that moves swiftly and will soon be upon us.”

“It begins,” Redelia said.

“How far and how many?” Jarah asked.

“A few minutes’ distance,” Fayzia said. “I didn’t ask what number they brought. I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I said, petting her head and her neck to calm her nerves as I assessed my own. With so little information and an enemy fast approaching, there was no telling whether Redelia’s legion of devotees could hold our ground.

“The sunstone,” Rikki said. “With it, Redelia can see all who surround us. We must mount it at once.”

“Fayzia,” I said. “Can you and the girls lift the stone toward the top of Redelia’s temple?”

“Right away,” she said, then ran from the temple with us close behind. Redelia sat once more on her throne, but sent her acolytes with us to observe through their carried gems what her blind eyes could not otherwise perceive.

The forest surrounding the temple was eerily quiet, the month-long echoes of constant construction finally at their end. A dozen golems stood idly by the temple’s entrance, matte gray plates of natural stone covering their pink, fleshy bodies, speckled with only the occasional glint of the natural maroon metal that strengthened their mighty carapaces.

“Form a ring,” I said. “Don’t let anyone or anything near the entrance to the temple. I have seen a prince of Greenloft wet his sword with a goddess’s lifeblood and I will not witness that travesty a second time. Go!”

Their hulking bodies positioned themselves as a living wall around the temple we had spent a month reinforcing. Jarah, Rikki, and I assumed our places beside them.

I took up my wooden pike and frowned at its simplicity. Even the dented spear I carried when disguised as a royal guard had more attack power than this, but without venturing into a proper city there would be no replacement in store for me.

A pair of harpies squawked and beat their wings in unison, sharing the weight of Redelia’s sunstone in their clawed feet. The stone was larger than my own head, and the way the avian women strained suggested its weight and size made its carriage a grueling chore. A third harpy joined her sisters, supporting the stone from beneath with her head.

Movement in the underbrush caught my attention. Furtive warriors crouched and waved toward their comrades, their dark green tunics helping to camouflage their shapes, but only barely. The chainmail that covered those shirts stood out against the foliage and revealed their locations through unavoidable sound.

One man stalked closer than the rest, his gaze trained precisely on my own.

“Aho!” he yelled, holding his sword forward and parting the bushes with a careful hand. He approached in small steps, eyeing each of us carefully.

I did not reply.

“We have you surrounded,” the man continued, his feet positioned as a fencer’s would be at the start of a contest, prepared to thrust or parry as our conversation evolved.

“Why would you care to surround this place, so far from the castle Greenloft?” I asked.

“The king’s presence must be felt in all corners,” the guard said, “and his enemies destroyed root and branch. These creatures are foul aberrations that will not survive this day, but you might — if you declare your loyalty to King Corrow at once.”

“My loyalty lies with Redelia,” I said, “and all who serve her.”

“As you wish,” the man said. “Charge!”

A row of swordsmen erupted from the bushes behind him and ran at us while their leader, now within striking distance, lunged forward. A flash of sunlight glinted off his polished blade as the tip sped toward my chest.

I swung my polearm in a wide arc, catching that swordsman under the arm and knocking his attack away. Jarah stepped forward, grabbed him by his other arm, and spun, lifting him from the ground and launching him at a nearby tree. Whether it was his spine that cracked or simply the trunk of that mighty oak, I could not care. What mattered was his incapacity. He slumped and let his sword slip from loosening fingers.

Jarah’s sprawling and fluid motion left her vulnerable, but a pair of golems stepped forward and shielded her from assault as the row of royal fighters came upon us.

Rikki blocked a blade against her horns, then kicked a man in his stomach. His body fell backward, anguished and misshapen from the lasting indentation her powerful hoof left in his torso. She did not step forward to stomp him into the dirt. Instead, her attention diverted toward the trees further ahead.

“They have archers,” she said. “A half dozen.”

“They ready their bows,” I said, peering into the trees beside her. “Everyone, a hail of arrows!”

Without a body covered in plates to deflect their iron-tipped arrows, Jarah, Rikki, and I crouched low to avoid that first volley. The golems protected us, pushing the blade-wielding front row back as arrows ricocheted off their natural armor.

The archers were quick, reaching for their quivers the instant their arrows flew from their strings. We would not chase those rangers from their rear position until we beat down the foot soldiers at our front.

The harpies were above us now, their bodies visible only in the empty patches between green leaves. They rose haltingly despite the constant beat of their majestic wings, and occasionally their position slipped lower before they recovered themselves.

Their task was an arduous one. They chirped at each other in a language that was foreign to me, but their meaning was all but irrelevant. The sound of their chatter drew the attention of the company’s leader, still slumped against the trunk of a tree after Jarah flung him from the fight.

“The birds,” he said, his voice a loud and labored groan. “Disable the birds!”

The cluster of cloistered archers turned their aim skyward, releasing wave after wave of projectiles from their longbows. Half of their arrows were ruined by the upper branches of the forest’s trees, but the other half sailed through the leaves and onward.

It wasn’t long before the harpies carrying the sunstone screamed.

First, the sunstone slipped from their combined grasp and cratered the dirt behind us. Second, the harpies fell, flapping and shrieking while their wings bled from arrows still embedded in their tender flesh. Third, a flurry of azure feathers descended like snow.

Amidst the clangor of royal-sword-metal against golem-body-stone and the cries of the wounded all around us, I set down my wooden staff and lifted the sunstone to inspect its surface. Twelve flat panels were equally sized and even spaced, all without a scratch or a crack to be seen. The only markings were the odd glyphs etched by the goddess’s own hand and imbued with meaning I could not discern.

A flash of relief coursed through me. It was undamaged, sitting warm and whole in my hands as mystic power curled within the gray stone like smoke-kissed glass.

“Victor,” Rikki said. “We have to try again.”

“Victor?” one of the attackers asked, pausing his attack in a moment of curious surprise. “Is he the one?”

“Men,” their leader called in response, “take that man alive. He’s the one that murdered our prince!”

Rikki turned back, facing the captain of this crusade, and padded her hoof against the dirt.

“Let the golems handle this,” I said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “They haven’t taken a wound and they rather seem to enjoy the fight.”

I turned to Jarah next. “We must mount this stone.”

“Yes,” she said, turning toward Rikki. “Satyrkind have an affinity for rocky ledges and scaling heights.”

The satyress glanced away sharply. “A goat may not know better the price of a lengthy fall, but I am a woman too keenly aware of the distance between ground and sky.”

“I meant no harm,” Jarah said. “We all have our strengths and I had always learned climbing was a natural talent for some more than others.”

“With your long limbs and thick muscled thighs,” Rikki said, “you are the better choice.” She spoke quick and loud, as though brusqueness might hide a more vulnerable sense that exposed itself in her pinched shoulders and worried brow.

“The tower makes for a long climb,” Jarah said, “but I might manage it.”

A golem collapsed under the weight of three attackers that used his bodily plates as stepping stones on their ascent up his rocky body. One attacker landed a piercing stab that found a thin gap in his natural armor and sank into his flesh before other golems pried those men from their brother’s back.

“I would not put either of you in a position to try and fail, where to fail is to fall prey to the earth’s ardent pull or the pierce of an arrow — or both. I will go.”

“Let me,” Jarah said. “The sunstone is heavy, but I can carry it and my own weight. I just need time for a tower so tall.”

Tall. The word did not fully encompass the grandeur of Redelia’s improved temple. It was a feat of divine engineering, higher than the castle Greenloft’s mightiest tower. The wider we built the foundation, the higher the tower grew, its rounded base sloping quickly upward toward a tapering point that rose well above the forest’s canopy. To scale its wall in normal course was a lengthy proposition we could not endure.

“We are out of time,” I said. “The army is larger than this contingent. If reinforcements are near we must abandon the temple, a painful loss I will not incur unless the sunstone reveals its necessity. I will climb this tower myself, but you can cut the climb in two.”

“How so?” she asked.

“Throw me.”

“You cannot mean that,” she said.

“Fold your hands as one and I will set my heel to your palm,” I said. My arm already strained against the weight of the sunstone as I held it against my side, nesting in the crook of my elbow. “This is no time for concern, only action.”

Jarah nodded and crouched low to provide a perch for my heel. “On three,” she said.

“On one,” I replied.

“Fine, one,” she said. With a powerful leap, Jarah channeled the strength of her muscle-dense thighs, lifting her arms high as she launched my body upward.

I caught one final glimpse of movement amidst the trees — was it oncoming soldiers or only the wind? — and then I rocketed from the ground in a whirl of leaves and rushed air that braced against my cheeks.

The space between the tower and my body shrank, then my chest thumped against the stone. The sunstone nearly slipped from my grasp, but I curled my other arm around the curving façade of the temple’s spire and pressed the insides of my feet against its rough surface.

My body skidded several feet toward the temple’s base, but the friction of my boots against the stone slowed me to a stop. My whole front ached from impact, but I had evaded the first three stories of this climb in mere moments. Now, for the final four.

The midpoint of the temple’s upper prominence was wider than my frame, so I climbed horizontally first. The stones had been set with care, but they were still in their natural state, providing sufficient ledges and divots for my toes and fingers to discover.

Some arrows whirred past me as I worked while others smacked into the stone and fell lifeless to the ground below. After a few quick moves, I positioned myself on the far side of the spire, using the building itself as my shield. Now, any arrow that flew from an archer’s hand was destined to hit stone or nothing at all.

I turned my sights upward.

The spire narrowed as it ascended, limiting the potential for future grips to lift my body higher. My vertical rise was a strenuous test of my endurance, burning my legs and my arms from the combined weight of my body and its sunstone cargo.

Still, I climbed.

The spire’s tip was not a fine point; it was a concavity of stone carved with painstaking exactitude and blessed by the goddess well in advance. I approached it now, mounting the temple’s nose inches at a time as I sought the next stable perch.

I was six stories up, taller than any tree in sight. At this height I became partly exposed, praying now that my distance from the archers’ bows would reduce the accuracy with which they wielded them. 

While the battle raged on below us, I ascended that last stretch of stone and I came within reach of the temple’s peak. I cradled the sunstone in my arm, maneuvering it toward my hand, then lifted it toward its carved reservoir.

Redelia intended for this gem to sit perfectly within its cradle, the etched indentations of the stone aligning with invisible energies that rested dormant within. I placed the sunstone and tweaked its position until it sat securely. Nothing happened.

Five more times I repositioned the holy jewel and waited for a reaction. Five more times I was disappointed.

Then, on my seventh attempt, it began to glow. The wisps of gray within that smoky gem swirled and pulsed with orange light.

I had done it!

A miniature moment of elation burst like a fragile bubble that unleashed a wave of vertigo. Seven stories from the earth’s hard mantle without a clear path down, I had succeeded in my task but doomed myself to an impossible end.

“Victor!” Jarah yelled. “I will catch you!”

It was too frightful a promise to contemplate.

My arms and legs throbbed from constant strain, but at least I could use two arms on my descent. I scraped my toes along the spire and attempted to recall the path I had taken up. My muscles had no memory of it.

A ridge and a grip. I used them to lower my body several inches. A divot. A gap. The climb down was slower than I had hoped. An indentation here and a small, almost-too-narrow ledge there.

This rate would not do. Below me, injured harpies limped into the temple for protection while the troop of royal warriors extracted blood from our golem defenders. Rikki charged into the forest to disrupt the archers, and the attackers’ governing leader was gone, leaving only the splintered trunk of a tree where once had rested his battered body. He would find his reinforcements, and soon.

I needed to return to the fight.

Fate would force my hand. My next intended grip was a shadow of the anchor I thought it would be, failing to support my hand and throwing me off balance. My other hand twisted from my own jerky movement, slipping until only the tips of my fingers supported my whole weight.

I scoured the spire frantically for a grip — any grip — but none of the minor pocks within reach were deep enough.

Somewhere below me was a woman with powerful arms and a devoted heart. My continued vitality would hinge on her accuracy and attention now.

I let go.
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Oak branches battered my back as I plummeted with my face aimed at the clouds. I could not witness the ground as my body raced toward it, nor could I anticipate the saving embrace of Jarah’s arms. There was only sky above, receding behind the leaves as my plunging body parted the branches.

True to her word, Jarah stood ready. I felt the warm and welcome touch of her slender, muscled arms beneath me and she moved instantly into a scooping motion, dipping low to slow my descent rather than catch me in an abrupt and damaging finish.

With a deep breath of relief, she pressed my face into her chest and drew me toward a tight embrace. My nose sank into the pillow of her giant singular breast as firm arms wrapped around my back. I was surprised when Rikki emerged behind me and grabbed onto us both, sandwiching me between both girls as they proved to themselves that I had survived the whole ordeal.

“I was so worried,” Rikki said.

“Jarah is an able woman,” I replied, “and would not have offered to brace my fall if she were not wholly capable.”

“Thank you,” Jarah said. Her cheeks reddened and her hold tightened. Our combined attention snapped toward the golems as they finished off the last of the royal attackers. A series of bloodied, lifeless bodies lay at their feet and now they had the helmet off the final swordsman. With one bash of a mighty rock fist, a golem split the man’s skull and tossed him aside. Then the harpies arrived, dragging the dead bodies of a few archers behind them.

“Still,” Rikki said, searching for my hand and interlacing her fingers among mine. “Fear is an irrational mistress and I succumb quickly to her wiles. I thought you might leave this life. I don’t ever want to not be touching you, Victor.”

I climbed out of our threefold embrace and released Rikki’s hand, but she did not release mine. “The golems and harpies have done well,” I said, “but we need Redelia’s orders.”

The girls followed me into the temple while Rikki refused to drop my hand from her grip. The goddess stood beside her throne, her hands clasped before her.

“Your grace,” I said. “We have established the sunstone.”

“Yes,” she said. “I can see far and wide.” Her white eyebrows lifted while her dark eyelids remained sealed. “The river runs red with blood.”

“The lamia,” Jarah said.

“Were ambushed on return from their patrol,” Redelia said, smiling. “They were victorious in resisting that assault, striking down a complement of five swordsmen. It is human blood, not forestkind, that darkens the forest water this day.”

“Those girls are fearsome allies,” Rikki said.

“They should not need to be,” I said. “For generations the forestkind and humans shared this continent. There is no rhythm to Greenloft’s ire. Why do they strike now at neighbors that dwelt in peace? And wage a war against the cyclopean race, quiet and unassuming on their home of Okkor’s Isle?”

“Wait,” Redelia said. “A fire burns a hundred miles north. A grove of cherry trees smolders at the heel of the royal army.”

“Kirsis!” Rikki yelled.

“Is gone,” Redelia said. “Whether the god of cherry wine has escaped I cannot know, only that his throne sits empty. I have hailed his mind but my psychic call goes unheeded. The sun’s light falls upon the bodies of slain satyrkind. His servants have been slain and left to rot!”

Redelia doubled over with an agonized whine and held her hands over her heart. Without thinking, I stepped forward and grasped her upper arms just as her knees slackened beneath the onslaught of imagery that played before her mind. Pain and loss, carnage and blood — these would only deplete the goddess of the power she worked so hard to build up.

Her dark skin was warm against my palms. I helped her recover to her feet before I realized I had laid hands upon a goddess. A terrible sense of impropriety rooted in my gut.

“Your reflexes again prove their value,” she said, dispelling my worry with a single breath.

“Kirsis is quiet, but other gods are not,” Redelia said. “They chatter and gossip, idle in the face of the war that comes, but their whispering reveals the nature of our threat.

“The king’s youngest leads this charge. Prince Wick. He does not pause to collect the horn or hoof of those he killed. Unlike Taron, he strikes swiftly to the heart of his foes. There is no escape once his blade is set.”

Rikki’s face was ghostly white. We had eliminated one prince, only for her people to fall victim to the next.

“So many satyrkind,” I said, voicing Rikki’s concerns for her, “left without a farthing on their tongue to pay the cloud carriers for passage to their next life.”

“We will mourn for them in time,” Redelia said. “There are twenty more guards nearby. I see them, bickering over the path ahead. They followed the sound of battle until its clamor dissolved, but the escaped warrior captain tracks their movement now. He will lead them back here in time.”

“If you direct our path we might spring our aggression against them unwitting,” I said.

“No,” Redelia said. “I will ensure they do not return. You will leave the forest and travel west to the port city Telapa. The amulet Rikki carries is worth a hundred gold coins, and you will need much of that to hire a vessel across the open sea.

“Take this as well, and protect it with solemn care.” She held out a ball of silk the size of Jarah’s fist. I took the item and found a strip of silk tucked into a snug fold, cinching the sphere tightly.

“Inside this bundle is a fragile crystal,” she said. “It contains my soul.”

I suddenly regarded the ball of fabric in my hands with fear and awe. “Goddess,” I said. “I am not a man worthy to hold such a relic.”

“Go,” she said. “Now. Okkor’s Isle awaits.”

“We should stay and fight,” Rikki said.

“Victor will need you both,” Redelia said, “and so will I. A terrible battle looms on fate’s horizon, and I lack the power to fulfill the role I must. That power lies on Okkor’s Isle. Without energy, I will surely perish; without power we all will.”

“I still don’t understand,” Rikki said. “Power and energy, are they not truly the same?”

“Goddess,” I said, “our pace will not slow until your future lies safe. We shall dedicate a temple to your holy light at the island’s loftiest peak, where the land reaches most fervently for the heavens that praise your glory.” With a bow and a nod, we left Redelia and sped west through the forest, pausing only to assess whether nature’s reverberating sounds were instead the sign of royal warriors afoot.

Each step of the way, Rikki found new ways to keep me in constant contact. She searched up my back and rested a palm on my shoulder. She curled her tail around my wrist and tickled my forearm with the puff of fur at its tip. She snuck her fingers into my pocket and realized that deep pockets allowed her to touch more than just my thigh.

It was some hours before the rim of trees that formed the forest’s outer wall came into view. As we pushed back the last branches of the forest’s edge and waded into the knee-high grasses beyond, the peak of Redelia’s stone spire rose mighty above the trees. The sunstone I had placed gleamed as bright as the sun itself now, a searing orange sphere that burned my eyes after only a second of gazing in wonder. I blinked hard and turned away.

“Look back,” Jarah said, squinting her large eye toward the forest’s canopy. The golden flecks that resided within her lavender iris swirled in excitement, reflecting back a small degree of the brilliant light atop the temple tower.

Then the sunstone’s top half clouded in blackness, and the sun mirrored that miracle, becoming a floating orb of fire with a mirthless obsidian base. The trees shadowed beneath the black-bottomed sun, casting the forest into a twilight that quickly thickened to early night.

“The sunstone’s second purpose,” I said. “She has captured the light of the sun and plunged the forest into darkness, even as the sun still lights the land beyond.”

“Giving the forestkind an advantage against the encroaching enemy,” Jarah said. “The royal army will drop their speed in thick darkness, or perhaps abandon their quest altogether and cut the losses already incurred. She is a wise tactician.”

“But the forest cannot thrive without light,” Rikki said.

“Nor can Redelia,” I said, setting off toward the continent’s shore. “Come. Our journey only begins.”

“Slow down,” Rikki said, struggling to trail behind. “My finger is stuck in your belt loop.”
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The hours passed quickly, Jarah regaling us with stories of her home on Okkor’s Isle. The lively music and endless dance; the luscious flowers and lustrous palms; the warm embrace of a people who lived on a mountain surrounded by sea and loved to share their savory cuisine and delicate wine.

“When do we try this Okkor booze and grub?” Rikki asked, distilling Jarah’s careful narrative to its bluntest detail. “After we press through the plant life and hike up a rock? After we dedicate a temple and stave off a war?”

“The mountain’s peak is too long a trek to take at once,” Jarah said. “We’ll stop in my parents’ village halfway up the mountain to eat and rest. I’m eager to share you both with them, though their hospitality will be tempered by the tragic news I’m forced to break.”

“I am truly sorry for your brother’s loss,” Rikki said. “We’ll dine and drink in his honor. Then we’ll dine and drink again. For our own honor. And then we’ll—”

“There it is,” I said. “Telapa.”

Telapa was a sizeable city, its stone walls high and its entry gates few. We approached from the city’s south, keeping the shoreline to our west. The sun’s slow descent toward the glittering ocean horizon cast the sky in a warm amber glow with indigo clouds puffing quickly by.

Here, a day’s journey beyond the light-capturing force of Redelia’s temple spire, the sun escaped the divine pall that had darkened its face above the trees.

“The bulwark walls that seal the city extend a mile into the ocean waters,” Jarah said. “We could disguise ourselves to slip inside the guarded gates, though the thought of it sparks a certain weariness.”

“Nighttime approaches,” I said, “and with it the shielding embrace of long shadows. There will be no veil to hide your glorious face or torturous apparatus forcing shame upon your sensitive breast. I will find us a way.”

“I am relieved,” Rikki said. “I worried we might swim the length of the ramparts and return on the other side. Fur takes longer to dry. How shall we sneak into the city and fetch us a boat?”

“I will scout the situation and return an answer to that inquiry,” I said.

“Very well,” Rikki said.

“Which means…” I said, glancing downward.

Rikki’s face flashed in panic and her grip on my belt loop tightened. “There could be danger. If you die, Victor Coin, I would rather go with you than feed your body to the earth and starve myself from lost affection.”

“You would leave Jarah to tuck a farthing beneath both our tongues?” I asked.

She reached for Jarah’s skirt and took a fistful of cyan fabric. “No,” she said. “I would take Jarah with us too. Forget the cloud carriers and their funerary toll. No fickle ferryman will keep us three apart.”

Jarah tugged at Rikki’s arm until she released the loop at my waist and braced against Jarah’s body instead. The cyclopean woman pressed her palms onto Rikki’s shoulders and worked her thumbs in small circles at the base of Rikki’s neck.

“No lurid death pact need ensnare us this evening,” Jarah said. “Victor is as human as every inhabitant in Telapa. He is the safest among us to enter their port.”

A huff of air forced its way from Rikki’s flared nostrils, but reluctantly she acquiesced. “I will not spend this night without him. Tell Victor to return with haste.”

“Gods willing,” I said, “I shall also return with a hundred gold coins, less the price of passage to Okkor’s Isle. But for this feat, I will require Redelia’s pendant.”

“I know,” Rikki said. She unclasped the thin chain that held the glowing stone and placed it in my open palm.

In exchange, I handed her the ball of silk that protected the crystal containing Redelia’s soul. “I’ll need you to protect this while I enter the city.”

Rikki took the item and tucked it beneath the crimson scarf that wrapped around her chest, shifting and positioning her breasts so that the silken knot of fabric was invisibly contained.

“I never realized how useful a second breast might be,” Jarah said, marveling at the vanished orb.

“Kiss for the road?” I asked. Rikki and Jarah both obliged, though Rikki rubbed her cheeks in another protest against my new beard. I turned and trudged toward the nearest entry gate, chuckling to myself as Rikki called out behind me. She requested sticky buns on my return, as well as cherry wine from whatever vendor might have it at their disposal. And also, sticky buns, lest I forget.

Rikki was a woman of fervent impulse, and I trusted Jarah could sate her many desires with mighty hands digging deeply into the satyress’s tired flesh, distracting her hunger and thirst with the promise of a massage finally renewed.

My focus lay forward. As I walked, I kept the sharpened end of my staff pointing downward to avoid the appearance of approaching the city armed. I was just a regular man with a simple walking stick seeking the shelter of Greenloft’s western port city.

The high grasses that grew wild between the city and the forest did much to shield Rikki and Jarah from view, but those dense green blades made for a slow pace. The sun was just touching the water’s edge as I strode toward the archway in the high stone wall, its solid metal doors both open to their fullest extent.

“Aho!” I called to the guards posted beside the gate. I maintained a genial smile and continued my pace, leaning on my staff as I went.

“Aho,” a guard replied. His face bore several days’ scruff and the bags under his eyes were puffy and wrinkled. “State your business.”

“Just a traveler seeking a warm meal and a soft bed for the night,” I said.

“A loyal subject of King Corrow and faithful servant of the kingdom Greenloft?” the guard asked. He sat on a small stool, as did his colleague. Both had large bellies that rounded past their waistlines and rested on their upper thighs, stretching their matching orange tunics so tightly that the dimple of their navels clearly showed.

My smile twitched, but my inquisitor was too haggard and tired to take notice. “A hearty yes on both counts.”

“Good,” he said. “Can’t have anyone rousing rabble in the city. Your name, good sir?”

A memory surfaced in my mind’s ear. Victor? Is he the one that murdered our prince?

“Humbert,” I said. “Humbert Carver.”

“Welcome to Telapa, Humbert,” the guard said.

“Thank you kindly,” I replied, then strolled through the gate as a new man. A man whose loyalty to a warmongering monarch was resolute and whose service to his country unassailable. A man I should very much like to punch in the head.

The streets of Telapa might have been cobbled once, but the few stones that showed through the dirt and sea grime were polished smooth by the boots of a thousand passersby.

The main road north from the southern gate led to a small plaza in the center of the city where another street intersected it, likely leading from the eastern gate to the open sea. Even these paths were narrow and cramped, leaving little space between the buildings on either side and littler still as the roads were full of people hurrying along.

Vendors took advantage of this packed space, setting up stalls to sell their wares and forcing the men and women of Telapa to confront those goods head-on before skirting around each seller cart and absorbing the fanciful claims of the next hopeful peddler.

Half of these carts belonged to fishmongers, bedecked with all series of fish strung up on twine. What had been a fresh catch that morning was now a stinking, slimy display drawing more flies than interested purchasers, but at least it was half-priced.

Petty merchants were not the only ones served well by a crowded avenue. A small boy, his cheeks smeared with black grease, walked with his head tilted down and his eyes shifted up. He approached a man haggling with a very animated vendor and slipped his little fingers into the man’s pocket. He came away with a copper farthing and quickly scampered off.

I tucked my hand into my pocket after that, thumbing the smooth surface of Redelia’s gem to reassure myself that this pocket would not be picked. Two silver shillings sat in that same pocket, the sum total of all the coins I had for the journey ahead.

I scanned the goods sold by a handful of carts, most of them paltry and cheap. One cart held items with glitz and shine, appealing to a woman’s sensibility. Bracelets and bangles; rings and small gems. These were the closest match for the pendant I needed to sell.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Do you buy, or merely sell?”

“Depends on what you’re selling,” the man said. “If you come to me with glass bead and tin ring, I can pay a few farthings to restock my cart. If you come with diamond and silver, I’ll suspect they are glass and tin in disguise. A few farthings either way.”

“What I have is far better than diamond,” I said. “It is a holy pendant blessed by a powerful goddess, a resplendent gem that reflects its brilliant beauty upon all who behold it.”

I pulled the amulet from my pocket and held it by its thin chain, allowing its allure to prove its own inherent value.

The vendor frowned. “I would neither purchase nor even touch such an item.”

The child thief I had seen earlier was stopped in his tracks, obviously attracted to the vibrance of my divine jewel. When my eyes caught his, he frightened and ran off.

“Please,” the vendor before me said. “Put that away and move onward before you attract the wrong sort of attention.”

“What sort is that?” I asked.

“Any sort, at this rate.”

Confused and dismayed, I pushed forward through the crowd and left that seller to his cheap and easy jewelry. He was a man with no appreciation for finer adornments anyway.

The shops that lined this street were all closed and dark, so there were no proper jewelers to appeal to. Even the carts began folding up their displays, reducing my likelihood of finding an appropriate outlet to exchange Redelia’s gift for coin. By the time I reached the city’s central plaza, I was running out of options.

The statue watching over Telapa’s geographic center gave me a start. It was a grand metallic tribute to none other than King Corrow. The monarch had ruled over Greenloft’s realm for decades, yet this statue made him a man of young middle-age. His stoic face turned toward the sky while his body, covered in armor, stood proud. A great helm tucked beneath one arm and a splendid sword sat in his hand. A placard at the figure’s feet read: Our Lofty King Corrow, the Stalwart Statesman.

Empty words engraved beside an empty metal shell.

As I sat onto a wooden bench with my back to our king, a woman in tight green pants approached me with a skeptic’s glare. She wore a corseted vest, the laces that tied across her chest displaying the cleavage of breast against breast, pale skin that shined smooth and clean.

“I have not seen you before,” she said. “Not properly, at any rate.” A cloak draped from her shoulders with a large hood pulled over her forehead. Her face was young and round, with a slight tan from the summer’s sun and a series of freckles on her cheeks that I suspected would vanish every winter.

I stood and stepped closer. “Humbert,” I said. I extended my hand.

She glanced at it but declined the invitation, perching her hands instead on her hips while the wind nudged at the hood that held her hair out of view. “That’s a terrible name.”

“I’m so glad you think so,” I replied. “Is it your custom to approach strangers purely for insult, or am I an exception?”

“You made a bold attempt at forbidden commerce,” she said. “You attracted my… awareness.”

“There is nothing illicit about my offering,” I said. “This is a pendant crafted by the divine word of Redelia. It is no forgery.”

“A forgery would serve you safer,” she said. “Maybe you haven’t heard, but the gods have fallen out of favor here. They are revealed for the witches and warlocks the king claims them to be.”

“Those are lies,” I said.

“One man’s lies are another’s gospel truth,” she said. “The king himself declared the gods nothing but trickster sorcerers. They are enemies of the state by royal proclamation, their trinkets and baubles forbidden as contraband.

“Yours comes from the goddess of captured light,” she said. “I have heard tell of the peerless beauty that is her hallmark. May I?” She reached out, her wrist relaxed and her palm upward.

I hooked my thumbs into my pockets. “Does that mean you intend to buy it?”

“I could spare a sentimental coin for a piece of history,” she said. “An arcane curio to whisper about with thrill and scandal.” She arched an eyebrow awaiting my reply, as if her offer of a single coin could match the value of what my pocket concealed.

“Redelia’s gem is worth that price a hundred times over,” I said.

“Perhaps it was,” she replied, her hand still held out. “Its market has collapsed into criminality. One loud word to draw the guards and you’ll land in the stocks for its mere possession.”

“The king cannot forbid the world around,” I said. “This is a port city, with visitors that will pay a fair coin for a thing of holy workmanship to take home.”

“Foreign ships are turned away,” she said. “Ever since the Victor Coin attack.”

She spoke my name slowly, holding the vowels too long so that her mouth formed a ruby red “O” before concluding my surname is a half-smile. Her delivery of my name to my ears sent a shock up my spine that heightened my senses and started my feet to sweat inside their boots.

“The what?” I asked.

“The Victor Coin attack,” she repeated. “He decimated the pageant and killed the prince. Where are you from that you carry a jewel so impressive and knowledge so lacking?” She narrowed her eyes, catching me off guard by pairing her suspicion with a playful grin.

“Tremantle,” I lied. “But I have been on the road more nights than not and keep to myself among strangers.”

“Well,” she said, “if you can read you’ll want to check out the posting boards. The face of Victor Coin is the best known in the kingdom by now, just after the king, of course. Only a matter of time until he meets his rope, if you catch my meaning.”

“Crime is well punished in Greenloft,” I said.

“Come,” she said. “The precision is astounding compared to those dreadful pageant posters.” She moved her hand at last, forming a fist but curling her pointer finger, beckoning me to follow her across the plaza. She did not wait for my feet to move before turning her back toward me while she walked, swaying with confidence at each leisurely step.

Pinned to her back with a single strap was a musical instrument. It was much like a harp, shaped like a “U” with a single bar across its top and a series of strings pulled taut within its frame.

My feet begged for any direction but forward, yet I could not avoid following this woman. If a poster bore my face, I would gaze upon it and judge the threat it posed. I stepped on, a full pace behind her, careful to keep my hands near my pockets and the holy gem I guarded.

We stopped at a simple plywood board that stood at the intersection opposite Corrow’s statue. There were scraps of paper there offering odd jobs for low pay. One advertised the sale of a costermonger’s cart while another boasted home remedies for man’s most common ailments. And one, larger than all the rest, read as follows:




Wanted! Victor Coin. For the murder of Prince Taron among other crimes. Presumed armed and dangerous. Known bishop of at least one sorceress “god.” Travels with cyclopean war criminal and female goat-beast. Reward for live capture: 300 gold coins.




The illustration that followed was a detailed sketch and highly accurate.

“I wouldn’t stand too close if I were you, Lumbert,” this woman said.

“It’s Humbert,” I replied.

“I doubt that,” she said. “But the point stands. You and this Victor fellow bear a criminal resemblance, the new beard notwithstanding.”

There were too many people strolling idly through the plaza for me to tear the paper from its perch and remove my image from the public’s view. It would draw attention. Suspicion.

This woman, who spoke with such knowledge and confidence, had reached her contentment and turned to leave. Her hips swayed wide as she deserted me and my spitting image, slowly strutting out of my life as breezily as she entered it.

“What did you say your name was?” I asked before she could wander out of earshot entirely.

At first she kept walking. When she stopped, she held onto her cloak before she turned her head, ensuring that not a single strand of her hidden hair would escape her hood. She tilted her chin toward me with another half-smile and a gentle shrug of one shoulder. “I didn’t.”
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I couldn’t stand beside my own wanted poster any longer and I knew better than to follow the one woman in the city who seemed to know my true name.

Instead, I headed west. This path would lead to the docks, where I could at least witness the ships anchored there and hope to find one that might accommodate a furtive journey to Okkor’s Isle.

Closer to the land’s edge, the sea air was cool and salty, a refreshing respite from the summer’s warmth and the city’s lingering scent of sun-ripened fish. The giant mast of an impressive cargo ship sat dead ahead, with a dark green flag flapping in the wind. It furled and unfurled, revealing the royal insignia with every other breath of wind.

I sped my gait, hastening past the clustered buildings of Telapa’s commercial avenues and into the open where wooden wharfs extended all in a row. Cargo boats, one after another, sat without crew or torchlight, quietly bobbing in the water. The dozen of them claimed half the port city’s piers — and each flew the king’s green flag.

This was an unwelcome sight. Not a single vessel flew a merchant’s ensign. These were not civilian flags for transporting goods port to port, and they surely weren’t commercial flags inviting passengers for travel.

The wharf itself was a challenge to navigate as I pressed on, eager to glean what new information I could about our chances of sailing off. I stalked through a maze of full cargo boxes, barrels, and wooden crates piled at twice my height in narrow columns and sprawling pyramids as if hastily unpacked and abandoned.

A single ship ahead bore a naked mast, its mooring hastily secured by a thick rope that tied its stern to a wooden post at a pier’s end. I crept closer to that boat and a pair of men that stood near it. Their voices carried across the otherwise lifeless wharf despite the sound of ocean waves lapping against the docks beyond.

“It is too late to unmoor,” the first man said. He was a royal guard, much younger than the swollen old men at the southern gate and fighting fit in ways the Telapan guard would never be. “All ships in Telapa’s harbor are subject to royal appropriation, and yours is no exception. You will empty your ship of its cargo or we will throw you in the city’s jail and empty it for you.”

“It’s not that simple,” the man said. “It’s alive. I can’t unload it without somewhere suitable for wet storage.”

If the king was claiming the commercial fleet’s cargo, I needed to know what that cargo was. I crept around the wharf’s edge and found a stack of shipping crates filled with fruits, paper-wrapped sacks of sugar, and sealed canisters of what might be cooking oil. Rations perhaps, to nourish an army on the move?

The wooden crates were sturdy enough to climb, so I mounted them carefully while the guard and boatman argued. His was the only vessel not flying the royal flag and its hull was barely half as deep as the cargo carriers that sat beside it. Ascending the mound of crates to a sufficient height, I saw the contents of this dwarfed boat’s deck: fishing nets, many of them full of fish that lay flat and dead at the boat’s far end, with more still that hung heavy from the ship’s perimeter, trapping entire schools of living food inside those rope-knit webs submerged just below the water line.

Then, at the boat’s helm, my eyes darted to a net that moved. A long tendril of pink lifted the net it was trapped within. It had a tapered point at its end that led to a long and agile limb, lined with circular suckers on one side. A second tentacle curled slowly nearby.

I climbed another crate and leaned as far toward that boat as I could. Curiosity was too strong a motivator to deny. In the space between those tentacles, a pink shape shifted. It looked up at me.

I gasped at the sight of deep blue eyes half-open on a pale pink face. High cheekbones and a pointed chin framed an otherwise human, feminine appearance, though her midnight-blue lips and long tentacle arms left no question about her nature.

She wore no clothing at all, and when her tentacles tried briefly to support her, her soft pink body slipped and landed flat against the boat’s deck again. Those tentacles were her arms, and they were weak.

The fishing boat’s cargo was a woman, and not just any woman. She was an ocean jewel, a breathtaking creature with delicate features and a dwindling strength, reeled in with a net as though she were a simple mackerel.

“It’s not one of those gods-forsaken forest animals,” the fisherman said, his voice continuing to rise in volume and in pitch as his effort to resist the guard’s instruction met enduring resistance. “It’s a delicacy I can sell by the pound, but it has to be fresh. I can’t cut into the flesh until morning or the meat will rot before it hits the market stalls.”

Meat. I imagined the cruel knife that would sever the tentacled arms of that withering woman. I pictured the people of Telapa chewing fried pieces of her, never knowing the beautiful face that begged for salvation from the fisher’s wicked net.

“Your lost profits,” the guard said, “are not of royal concern. You have your orders.”

He turned and marched off, ending their conversation unilaterally. The boat’s owner stormed away, but my eyes did not follow his trail. I was focused too intently on the aquatic beauty awaiting a livestock’s demise.

With all human attention but mine draining from the boat, I climbed down from the stack of shipping crates and crept toward it. Twenty feet of slack rope kept the vessel from drifting too far out from the pier’s edge. With enough effort, I could reel it toward me, climb aboard, and save her.

At least, so had been my hope.

“Aho!” the guard yelled, now jogging toward me in his green tunic and chainmail.

“Aho,” I replied.

“The port is off-limits by order of Prince Wick,” he said.

“I mean no trouble,” I said. “I seek only to contract a sailor to explore the sea beyond. Surely someone offers passage for hire?”

“All travel from Greenloft’s realm is prohibited on account of war,” the guard said. “Clear the wharf.”

“What does Prince Wick want from merchant ships?” I asked.

“Clear the wharf,” the guard repeated. His hand drifted toward the scabbard that held a sword by his hip.

“Of course.” I tightened my grip on my staff and raised my free hand in a display of contrition. “Pleasant evening.”

I walked slowly from the wharf under the guard’s watchful eye, glancing back only once to steal a glimpse of that fishing boat. The woman inside had lifted her head again, her mouth opening and closing in small movements I assumed were faintly voiced words. Help me. Save me.

“Hold on, my maritime marvel,” I said. “Hold on.”
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I had not forgotten my lovers outside the city wall, nor my sacred duty to sell Redelia’s gem and purchase safe passage across the blue waters that separated us from Okkor’s Isle.

If there was a way to do right by every woman counting on my valor, I had not yet discerned it. I was alone inside a foreign city, and my isolation only improved my danger. I was a wanted man with his face on full display wherever handbills were posted, with no ally by my side to call out danger’s approach.

Long I paced, allowing my mental millstone to churn and grind despite the lack of ideas it produced. Stalking the streets under mounting duress would not force my imagination to formulate a grand plan. I needed to stop moving and start thinking in earnest. I needed refuge.

One place in every city offers respite from my kind of solitude, a likeminded mob of men and women tossing their lots in with one another and calling their shared seclusion companionship. I headed there now, guided by the warm lights glowing through the open windows of a nearby waterside tavern.

The night was still young, and the tavern only half full. To one side a few women sat together, each painted with more makeup than the most maudlin puppets in my old toy shop.

To the other side, a few men sat with flagons full of frothing ale and plates piled high with rice and herring. They wore the same orange uniforms as the Telapan guards at the front gate, and they boasted the same rolling gut after a work life poor in physical demand and a diet rich in fatty fishes.

A table against the rear wall held a lone man. His head swiveled as he spouted angry words, holding a court of no one at all and gesticulating wildly. When his face turned I recognized him as the man from the docks, the one whose irate protestations could not persuade the city guard to let him sail into the night’s open waters with a woman whose elegant body was a culinary delicacy in his barbaric mind.

And now, my ideas could flow.

I stepped toward the bar counter and caught the attention of a short man with a bald head polishing a large empty glass.

“One cup of water,” I said, “and one with four farthings of your strongest spirit.” I slid a silver shilling across the counter, making clear that the copper farthing of change would be his gratuity.

“That would fill a stein to its brim,” the barman said. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t follow,” I said.

“The woman you’re trying to forget.” He laughed while he filled the cups, then set them down with handles facing my way. “Nasty stuff, rotka, but it gets the job done.”

I sniffed at the flagon of clear liquid and nearly gagged from its aroma. It was briny and scummy with an odor that latched onto the back of the throat and clung there like a foul parasite. “What is rotka?” I asked.

“Fermented cod guts,” the barman replied. “A Telapan original. Fish guts have little use otherwise, so we ferment and bottle the stuff to stop it piling up and throwing the town into a pungent stench. Well, any more than it already is.

“Plentiful, cheap, and strong though,” he concluded.

“Every vice has its virtue,” I said. I nodded my thanks and made to turn when the barman slid my copper coin across the counter.

“Keep it,” he said with a wink. “Never know when you’ll need an extra farthing.”

I pocketed my coin, took both drink handles in one hand, and turned toward my target. He faced the wall with his back toward the tavern’s front door, a clear sign that he wanted to be left alone. It was a sign I would ignore.

“Aho, my friend,” I said, taking one of several open seats across from the fishing trawler’s owner.

“I have no friend here,” he replied, waving me off with one hand. A white bandage wrapped one of his fingers tight, stained with red.

“If you count your chickens before they roost, you’ll always count short,” I said. “Here, a gesture of hospitality from one stranger to another.” I pushed the flagon of rotka toward the man and sipped at my water.

He eyed the drink cautiously.

“The roads here were a ceaseless monotony,” I said. “Your legs must ache from the walk, but this local brew will spark new life in your nerves. I know it has in mine. They call me Humbert.”

The man across the table took a moment’s pause, then smiled. “Dineel.” After downing the rest of his own drink, he turned toward the stein full of malodorous liquor.

“No weary legs for me,” he said. “I am a man of the sea. Or, rather, I was.”

“Retired so young?” I asked. “Your business must have thrived.”

“It would have,” he said. “If the prince and his goons hadn’t stolen my life from under me. They appropriated my boat!” He slammed a fist on the table, rippling the contents of my stein and drawing unwanted attention from other patrons nearby.

“Ah, to fill with soldiers,” I said. “He could lead half the men of Greenloft to his war on Okkor’s Isle with the vessels parked in Telapa’s harbor.”

“No,” he said, slurping down another gulp of tepid liquid. “King Corrow has ample warships at the capital. This is something else.”

“Supplies then,” I said, slurping from my own cup. The water was smooth and chill, but the scent of fermented fish hung heavy between us, exacerbated by Dineel’s every breath in my direction. “You must have important cargo.”

“Squiddy looking thing,” he said. “Real squid is rare in these parts, but I can pass off the tentacles well enough. They’re the right color, and by the time the taste is discovered I’d have been long gone. There would’ve been a fine farthing in it for me if Greenloft didn’t steal it!”

“Your high volume speaks the depth of your emotion, friend, but perhaps the whole tavern needn’t hear it.”

He rubbed his forehead and took a deep breath. “Hoo-boy this stuff is strong.”

“So you came to Telapa for money,” I said, returning to a topic I could work with.

“Rough waters and vicious luck drew me here,” he replied. “I’m not supposed to be in tiny Telapa, I was destined for greater shores! Cosmopolitan cities whose merchant class carries weight with the crown. Where good men with good ships are left to their proper business.”

“Places where they might appreciate an artifact such as this,” I said, placing the pendant on the table. The soft light from Redelia’s jewel was a gentle prism that illuminated our darkened corner of the tavern, but Dineel’s body would shield its view from the others here.

“I have seen nothing like it before,” he said, gazing in wonder.

“I doubt anything like it has ever existed. It is rare and it is holy. I understand the illegality of an item like this, and I fear criminality has dismantled its marketability. Here, that is. Perhaps a buyer lies in larger cities?”

“Not in the usual course,” he replied. “But a black market endeavor could reap a pleasant reward.”

“That wouldn’t offend you?” I asked.

“To violate the edicts of a kingdom gone mad with its own war powers?” he asked. “No, I should say not.”

“The pendant is yours in exchange for what follows. Two women accompany me about whom you will ask no questions. I will help take back your boat under the cover of night. We will retrieve the girls from the shore outside the city. Then we sail to Okkor’s Isle where you leave us and the tentacled cargo suffering on the deck of your trawler.”

“Wait, you’ve seen my boat then,” he said. A moment’s confusion crept across his face, but he dispelled it quickly with another sip of rotka. “That creature—”

“Is a woman, like others I have met and cared for,” I said. “This pendant is worth ten times the price you would charge for her flesh.”

“I caught her through my own patience and skill,” he said. “She is my cargo to sell.”

“I will take her from your boat,” I said, “but you will have your livelihood back and a happy sack of gold on top. Otherwise, she remains in Wick’s possession, not yours.”

“Prince Wick.” Dineel spat on the floor before taking another swig of his rotka. “Prince Wick is a fecking joke!” he yelled. His flagon was still half full of the potent spirit, yet his mind was overflowing with it.

“Again, friend. Your volume.”

He raised his stein, sloshing rotka over its rim and down the side. “Prince Wick—”

The door to the tavern burst open and a man entered as Dineel made his grand pronouncement.

“—can go and—”

The man stepped forward, his suit of polished steel armor catching a silvery gleam from the candles and torches that lit the tavern’s tables and walls.

“—feck a pestilent horse!” Dineel concluded, his voice reaching a triumphant crescendo and his legs propelling upward so that when he slammed his free hand flat against the table he acted from added height, silencing the room with the loud smacking of skin on wood.

“Can he now?” the man at the door asked, stepping away from the doorframe to allow a handful of other men to enter behind him. They wore the telltale green tunics of the royal army beneath their chainmail.

A murmur overtook the tavern. The man at the door stared coldly as Dineel’s back stiffened.

“Prince Wick,” Dineel said, turning to face his liege. “I… I…”

“What is your name?” the prince asked.

“Dineel. Dineel Bevor.”

“Of course,” Wick said. “Yours is a name I learned earlier this day. You are the owner of the fishing vessel laden down with today’s catch despite my clear orders to discard your cargo and relinquish that which the crown has claimed.”

“Yes, your highness,” Dineel said.

Wick stepped toward the center of the tavern and drew his sword. Like his brother Taron’s, it was an impressive blade with a central vein of black that ran from its tip to its hilt. Unlike Taron’s, it was four inches wide, and likely all the heavier due to the metal that doubled its girth.

“You see,” Dineel said, his eyes fixed on the sword’s sharp point. “I was en route further south but I pulled into port because a storm riled the water’s waves further out. Can’t be too careful, a man like me with no crew to help him steer.”

He paused, but Wick did not speak. His eyes bore into Dineel’s as Wick’s grip on his greatsword tightened.

“The royal pronouncement is valid,” Dineel said. “Of course it is, but perhaps it should not be applied to me in this particular instance. I was never meant to land in Telapa.”

“But you are here now,” Prince Wick said. “Your ship is mine to do with as I please.”

Before Dineel could open his mouth to protest further, Prince Wick stabbed him through the chest. The blade emerged through Dineel’s back where it pointed at my nose from across our shared table.

The black vein that ran the length of that weapon gleamed as rivulets of fresh blood ran down the metal. It shimmered with a sinister heat, radiating a mirage of rippling darkness that churned my stomach and riled a hidden fury in me the longer I looked at it.

Dineel Bevor yelled out in pain and the prince pulled his sword free just as quickly. He grabbed Dineel by the shirt to hold him aloft, wiped the blood from both sides of the blade in a smear of dark red upon Dineel’s shoulder, then sheathed the oversized blade in his scabbard and let go.

Wick’s victim was dead on the floor a second after.

His brother Taron would have played with Dineel first, perhaps pretending to forgive or even befriend him, then dramatically reverse his sentiment and feign regret over the fate he had in mind for his royal subject. Wick had none of the pomp or theatrics. 

“Pile his cargo and burn it,” the prince said, looking back at his men. “That is, after you have drank your fill. We have work to do, but I am not unreasonable.”

When Prince Wick glanced back at his men, I swiped Redelia’s pendant from the table and prayed silently that the royal hadn’t noticed the glowing aura that revealed its divine nature.

The sound of that gem scraping the table’s surface drew Wick’s attention. He leaned close and peered into my eyes. He traced the outline of my face with his gaze, frowning when he inspected my beard. “Have I seen you before?”

“I am confident not,” I said. “Unless the name Humbert Carver strikes a chord?”

Wick squinted and sucked at his teeth.

“No,” I said. “I have never been in your presence, Prince, nor have I visited Telapa before. I have been on the road some time and word of this war and the boats the kingdom commands is all news I have just learned this past hour.

“Might I inquire,” I ventured, emboldened by the scent of alcohol even if not by its taste, “what use the royal army has for Telapa’s merchant cargo?”

“The cargo is inconsequential,” he replied. “It is the cargo ships we claim. One must pick up before one can drop off.”

He lifted the stein of Dineel’s rotka toward the other bar-goers, which the tavern’s patrons matched by lifting their own flagons. He took a long sip without wincing at the vile flavor or sickening burn of fermented cod viscera, yet when he placed the flagon on the table’s surface he gave me a serious look and spared only a few words. “This,” he said, “is miserable.”

“I shall clear it away,” I promised. “The table is yours, your highness.”

The tavern’s other men and women returned to their drinks, crowded now by the number of Wick’s men that poured into the front door seeking libations to brighten their night and lighten their load. I rose from the table, abandoned it to the prince, and disappeared into the density of the tavern’s crowd with a half-flagon of rotka and a heart filled with dread. 
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The narrow streets of Telapa has a spacious feel at night, with so many shuttered windows and locked doors holding the city’s denizens tight and leaving the dirt-paved paths for me to walk alone. Only the occasional Telapan guard strolled past, but with my face obscured by beard and shadow, I worried less about being noticed than I did about my own mounting failure.

The metal gates that had welcomed me through the city’s walls were fastened shut now, imposing an early curfew I had not anticipated. Except for the open sea to the west, whose stringent waves crashed louder now than before, I was boxed in while Rikki and Jarah were boxed out.

And yet, where people lived under rules they cared to avoid, someone had charted this dilemma before. There must be a way in or out of the city, even if it remained unknown to me. What I needed was a local mind of resourceful bent, a man or woman accustomed to finding the ways hidden among the means.

Better yet, I needed a child.

With a newfound hope adding spring to my heels, I walked with haste toward the plaza at the intersection of the city’s longest roads.

I could not flaunt the pendant that attracted the child-thief’s attention earlier that day; it was illicit and would attract the wrong attention. The tiny pickpocket might not know better, attracted by the jewel’s alluring gleam without foreknowledge of his inability to pawn the item afterward.

I secured a bench for myself in the central plaza on the far side from the parchment sketch of Victor Coin and its proffered reward.

Swirling a mouthful of rotka was a nauseating affair, but one I endured to drench my breath in the distinctive scent of inebriation. Sprawling lazily across my bench with the amulet chain dangling from my pocket and a near-empty flagon resting in my half-limp hand, I squinted my eyes to give the appearance of a man firmly under the spell of stiff drink.

There was risk in this. Public intoxication and vagrancy were offenses to the public order, and my lingering for too long a time could land me in a jail cell for the night. Still, it was a risk worth taking.

Nearly an hour passed, with only a single guard nudging me with his nightstick. I mumbled a promise to leave before midnight. That seemed to satisfy the man. He shuffled away after that, his orange tunic disappearing around the other side of King Corrow’s metallic likeness, and then I was again alone.

Each roach that skittered across the dirt gave me a false hope that a different little visitor might approach, but I maintained this act all the while. My trenchant need for a final success and worry that it might not come were enough to prevent my drooped eyelids from sealing into slumber.

Finally, a rustle. A bush behind the bench held movement and noise, though slight. A blurred form appeared before me, crouched low and reaching its tiny hand toward the chain that draped from my pocket.

As his fingers prepared to curl around that metal filament I snatched his wrist and leapt from my bench, tossing the flagon and its contents into the bushes while I lifted the boy well off his feet by the loose fabric at the front of his shirt.

“Let me go!” he whispered, failing to pry my fingers from his dirty clothes.

“You tried to rob me while I slept,” I said.

“Not so loud,” the boy said, his voice still low for a boy so panicked. “Pa won’t fetch me from the guards again if I get caught so quick.”

“Your father sets you to steal and scurry like a rat snatching crumbs for his dinner?”

“He’s not my father.” The boy kicked at me but the tips of his worn shoes barely grazed my chest. “He’s my master. Please.” He started to cry then, a pitiable combination of quick squeaks and long disjointed rasps of sharp breath.

“What is your name?” I asked.

He shook his head while his cheeks moistened with fresh tears.

“Mine is Victor,” I said. “I don’t want trouble for you, lad. I want your help. I need to sneak into the city two people who wait outside its southern wall. Surely a fledgling thief like you has knowledge of tunnels beneath the city’s wall or a guard who might be easily plied to open the gates and close his eyes.”

“I don’t,” he said. His voice still squeaked and rasped as he cried and tried to squirm free.

“There’s a silver shilling in it for you.”

He stopped kicking at my mention of payment, sniffling as his tears halted their progression down his face and his breathing calmed.

“Show me,” he said.

“Shrewd boy,” I said, still holding him aloft by the front of his shirt. With two coins at my disposal, I risked the more valuable on this exchange, plucking the silver shilling from my pant pocket and leaving the copper farthing behind. I held payment close enough for the boy to see, but far enough that he couldn’t snatch it away.

“The whole shilling?” he asked. “It’s not a trick?”

“You poor child,” I said. “I don’t know what deception you’ve fallen prey to in the past, but I assure you none will come from me. You could come with us, my ladies and me. There might be a better life for you outside the city walls. An honest life. A childhood.”

A faraway look fogged his eyes for a moment. Then he shook his head. “I can’t go. If Pa catches a runaway, there’s never much left of them when he’s done. I’ll take the shilling though.”

“It will be yours to keep.”

“There might be a way,” he said. “You’ll have to follow me, and quiet. The guards don’t much like me, and they sure won’t like any adult I’m with.”

“I trust your pecuniary motivation enough to pursue your direction thusly.”

“You what?” he asked.

“I’ll do as you say,” I said.

“Oh. I’m Wolly.”

“Thank you, Wolly. Lead the way.”

The boy clung to the shadows, speeding along the edge of the buildings that faced the road and slipping down alleys after. He seemed to sense which cross streets would bear guards down their length, slowing to a casual stroll when he came within their view and then racing off again on a winding path through the port city.

The result was an hour-long trek that took a circuitous path, but it was one that drew not a single wary glance our way. We stopped at a stone wall on the city’s south end, well away from the sealed metal gate and the guards that stood sentinel beside it.

“Shilling?” Wolly asked.

“You haven’t done your part,” I said.

His fingers traced the mortar surrounding the large gray stones that formed the wall ahead. One of those rocks shifted under his hand, then he jostled it loose. The stone was roughly the size of his head, as were the next three he pulled from the wall, opening a minor gap that looked onto the untamed grasses outside the city.

“Now?” he asked.

His eyes held worry and mistrust. I could not abuse his effort any further so I handed him the shilling and watched him return to the small hole he opened in the wall. Then, abruptly, he dove through it.

A half-second of bewilderment later, I reached out to grab the boy and prevent his escape, gripping the waist of his trousers and slamming my shoulder against the wall ahead, my arm fully extending through the narrow opening he left behind.

“Let go!” he yelled.

“I gave you a shilling, boy!” I yelled. He started to cry again as he struggled, sending high-pitched squeaks into the quiet night and breathing in sharp, noisy rasps to refill his lungs.

“I trusted you, Wolly,” I said, letting go of his pants and letting the boy stumble forward before his protestations could attract a nighttime guard. He scurried ahead in the grass until he caught his balance, stood at full height, and sprinted through tall grasses that nearly hid him completely.

I cursed under my breath and felt around the aperture he opened. Those were the only loose stones, just wide enough for his young shoulders to fit, but room too little for me to exit through, let alone for the hulking frame of Jarah to use for an entrance.

I poked my head through and looked around. “Jarah!” I whispered her name, but she was already on her way. Rikki emerged second, bolting toward me on all fours and parting the sea of grass around her.

“Victor!” Rikki whispered when she came close. “Did you sell the pendant? Secure us passage to Jarah’s homeland?”

“Neither,” I said. “But I did discover my status as a wanted man with a price on his back. I paid a boy my last shilling to sneak you girls into the city, but my trust was abused.”

“A setback all around,” Jarah said, stepping to Rikki’s side. “I could throw Rikki over the wall, but she would be seen, and perhaps hurt by the fall, and of course I would be left alone for the guards to find.”

“We have time to take the wall slow and quiet,” I said. “We’re out of options now but to climb it and hope to attract as little attention as fate allows.”

Rikki stared at the high wall and its smooth, masonry, lacking the degree of ledge and divot Redelia’s temple boasted. “I…” Rikki started. “No, we’re not climbing this. Absolutely no.” Her tail lashed the grasses behind her.

“Peace,” I said. “We’ll sit and think together. If there is another way, calm and time may yet unearth it.”

Rikki bleated at me and furrowed her brow. “I’m tired of waiting while the moon mocks my patience.” She folded her arms and marched away from us both.

“Where is she going?” I asked.

“To cool off?” Jarah replied. “We thought tonight would bring reunion, but perhaps we’ll need to sleep on a bed of wild grass while you keep working your way through the city. I suppose if you could pass us some sticky buns through this gap, it might soothe her frustrations somewhat.”

“Jarah,” I said.

“I know,” she replied. “Bakeries are not accustomed to late hours and your pockets are shallow on funds, but—”

“Jarah,” I said again. “You should move.”

She puzzled at me for a moment, then turned back. Rikki was a short distance away, charging headlong on all fours toward us. Her tail whipped back and forth, forcing the grass at either side of her to snap sharply as she trampled flat a path ahead.

Jarah jumped back and I did the same, both of us on opposite sides of the wall but on the same side of necessity.

When Rikki’s impenetrable horns contacted the wall’s base, the stones flew apart from the mortar that held them. Broken hunks of gray rock burst forward ahead of her, skittering along the dirt path and kicking up a cloud of brown dust. She continued to run at me, carried forth by sheer inertia, though her hooves did scrape at the ground to slow her arrival. At the last second, she leapt and tackled me so that we rolled together to a stop.

Her lips were on mine in an instant. “That’s better,” she said, standing and pulling me up. “Except for the beard part. I want to nuzzle your cheek but my nose is sensitive and prone to tickle.”

Jarah broke a few loosened stones away to enlarge the aperture enough to climb through. We were all in the city now — one problem solved. The destructive noise of our entrance, however, had served to spark a new dilemma. The deafening gong of a bell tower echoed nearby, and other defensive towers throughout the city started to ring their own, calling forth a disharmony that warned of crime if not downright invasion.

“An alarm,” I said. “Bad news on any day, but worse on this one. Prince Wick and a contingent of the royal army are here. If they assist the Telapan guards we are vastly outnumbered.”

“Then what?” Jarah asked. “Get inside the city only to flee from it?”

“Yes,” I said, “but not by land. Can you sail?”

“Growing up on an island, I have tried my hand at small watercraft,” she said. “Though I am no skilled navigator.”

“You’re the best we have,” I said. “Come on.”

We three ran through the streets of Telapa without the same native instincts of the thief that had slipped from my grasp. We charged past intersections that held guards looking out; our boots and hooves pounded the dirt in a mad dash; our labored breaths and grunts foretold our arrival.

By the time we hit the central plaza, a squadron of guards had amassed behind us and others approached at the fore, twin walls of orange-clad colossi running as fast as their fat frames allowed. Yet, the path toward the port itself was blocked by only one man: a royal solider in his green tunic and chainmail. His gait was unsteady as he approached.

“To the harbor,” I said, turning sharply and leading Rikki and Jarah toward that single guard who stood in our way.

“He’s here!” the man yelled, pumping his arms as he ran but not thinking to pull his sword from the scabbard that swayed at his side.

I ran at him headlong and stabbed at his chest with my wooden spear. His chainmail and tunic were protective of his skin, but less so of the squishy places in his core. I knocked the wind out of him with a powerful forward thrust and kicked him down a second later. We sped past his writhing body and toward the giant masts that lined the western shore.

The drunken warriors of Prince Wick’s squadron littered the wharf. Some of them had cracked open the wooden crates that held shippers’ cargo and gorged themselves on exotic fruits. Others simply smashed what they found and delighted in the damage they caused.

Alarm bells may have roused the city’s guards into an uproar, but Wick’s men were unconcerned. Their liege stood in the center of the wharf with his hands on his hips and his greatsword resting against a nearby barrel, supervising this disorderly affair without a pang of emotion on his flat face.

“Come on, men,” he said. “Ropes, manacles, whips. A fecking riding crop would do, just find me something useful amidst the fruit and grain.”

One pair of guards walked down the pier that led to Dineel’s ship and the tentacled woman that lay suffering aboard it, though without climbing high they would not know she was truly there. Yet.

“We can’t let them board that fishing vessel,” I said, nodding slightly toward Dineel’s trawler. “That’s the boat we’ll claim. Rikki, ready your dagger to cut the rope that tethers it to shore.”

“I cannot command a ship that size,” Jarah said. “That’s no sailboat, it’s far too large and complex.”

“We have no choice,” I said. “It’s the smallest in the harbor, and it is important. To me.”

Rikki gave me a puzzled look, but Jarah accepted my insistence with a nod.

“The stacks and columns of crate and barrel are blockade enough to hide us one to one, but not three across,” Jarah said. “We could separate.”

“I’ll take the left if you head right,” Rikki said. When Jarah agreed, they split off, dodging behind shipping containers piled high enough in sporadic stacks to provide pivot points for evading oncoming guards. Should our sneaking approach erupt in a violent brawl, they might even spring an ambush counterattack from the hidden spaces behind discarded cargo. It wasn’t long before even I didn’t know where they had fled to.

My intention was to give the girls their start and follow the most likely path behind them, but even a fractional second was time enough for circumstances to shift beneath my feet. The man whose voice I had stolen when I forced his gut to expel his supply of air had crawled to his feet and returned to his master’s service.

I knew this because his voice rang across the wharf, cutting a path for itself through the constant gonging of brass bells throughout the city behind him and bringing these words to the prince’s ear: “Stop him!”
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A coterie of Telapan guards closed in behind the man that had drawn the prince’s attention. They stooped over themselves, panting and wheezing from overexertion. Their wide frames and heaving bellies sealed a wall of fat and flesh across the harbor’s entrance, leaving me to handle Wick and his rotka-soaked guards.

The prince’s hands slipped from his hips to rest at his sides, the tips of his fingers bare after his gauntlets ended just past the final knuckle. “And here I thought you wouldn’t amount to significant trouble,” he said.

Rikki and Jarah had not drawn any attention as they skulked around the wharf, crouching and darting between columned crates when the moment allowed.

“I’m no trouble of yours,” I said. “This hardly rises to royal concern.”

“He attacked me,” the gasping soldier yelled.

“And broke the city wall on attempted flight from the royal curfew!” yelled a portly guard further back.

“The curfew my father demanded,” the prince said. “This does rise to my attention then.” He seemed disappointed, almost frustrated that I had become a problem he couldn’t simply leave to the city’s second-rate guards. “Arrest him.”

Royal guards nearly fell over themselves to fulfill the prince’s wishes, their legs turned to rubber from drinks too stiff for their livers to stand.

I prepared to defend against any on-comers with my wooden staff held close to my chest. Their unsteady swords drew near, but the prince held his hand out and stopped them.

“On second thought,” he said, “continue your work. My father’s schedule for us is ambitious and this runty scofflaw is ill-equipped. The delay of an arrest and trial is obviated by a prince defending his prize.”

Wick made the slightest movement then toward his sword, but his attention was stolen by a sudden ruckus at the ocean’s edge.

The splashing plunge of two armored men into the harbor’s waters caused a furrow across Wick’s brow and a turn of his head toward the pier. Rikki had headbutted one man while Jarah lifted and tossed another. Their panicked cries ended quickly, too heavy and drunk to keep their faces above the waves.

I used Wick’s momentarily diverted concentration to seize a hurried grasp at his mighty weapon, bending to my knee with my pole in one hand and my other outstretched toward the gleaming hilt of the prince’s greatsword.

Realizing my gambit, the prince reached for his weapon as well. Our hands landed upon that handle simultaneously, but our reactions were mirrored opposites. The metal was hot and fierce against my skin, draining my vitality and blackening my vision. I released it immediately.

Wick’s grip only tightened, a sinister glimmer erupting in his pupil’s hollow core, as dark and pulsating as the curious band that striped his blade from tip to hilt. He lifted that weighty blade with ease and slashed as I scrambled to raise my staff to meet his blow. I swung upward, connecting the handle-end of my weapon with the razor edge of his blade. Two inches of wooden pole lobbed off in a clean cut that did nothing to slow the prince’s inertia. Had I stood just a footstep closer, it might be my hand that tumbled onto the pier’s surface instead of a sliver of wood from my staff.

While Wick grunted and lifted his massive sword, I recovered my footing and yelled. “Start cutting rope!” Rikki and Jarah had climbed aboard the trawler and now worked at severing the cord that kept it moored.

“You will not take a vessel the crown has claimed for its fleet,” Prince Wick said, “even a fishing boat for which we have no present use.”

“Yet you killed its owner to prove your claim,” I said.

“He defamed me,” Wick said.

“No,” I said. “Defamation requires falsity. Any ignobility he accused you of was proven true by your own hand.”

The prince lifted his sword in a high arc and slammed it down in my direction, but his heavy armor encasement and densely forged blade left me the lighter opponent of us two. I leapt to the side with ease while his sword splintered the pier’s rough boards below.

He paused a moment to yank his blade free of the wood that had captured its fine edge. In that time, I sought the shelter of a crate stack a few paces closer to Rikki and Jarah’s position.

Wick’s men, despite their order to keep at their task, watched on as their liege stalked forward with his sword ready. I pushed a crate from the top of the stack, allowing it to fall and crack apart to send a wave of tropical fruits past his feet.

“Hurry!” Rikki yelled. She leaned over the edge of Dineel’s former boat, both hands clutching the frayed end of the rope that led from the pier’s supportive post. The majority of the rope lay limp against the boat’s side, fully severed from her knife’s edge.

Jarah’s firm hands gripped Rikki by the hooves, keeping the satyress from slipping overboard. Still, it was a struggle they could not maintain.

“Your accomplices escape without you,” Wick said. He swung as he taunted me, but I sprinted ahead toward the pier that Rikki and Jarah threatened to drift away from if either lost their grip.

I evaded Wick’s blade, allowing it to slice through a fruit and sink deep into the pier’s battered slats. His weapon’s own gravity made it difficult to wield and harder to reclaim, though I assumed one sure strike would cause a critical wound in any person so lightly armored as I was. To stay a step ahead of him was to keep the hope of survival.

Twice his men attempted to snatch hold of my arm or leg, and twice I knocked them down with cargo containers shoved from haphazard stacks. I pressed my staff against the top rim of a barrel and flipped it to its side, slicking the wharf with cooking oil. I powdered the air with mill-ground grains as I stabbed holes through woven sacks.

Wick’s men slipped and they coughed, lacking the coordination to handle a fast-changing environment, thanks to the slowing sting of the rotka that poisoned their blood and mind.

The creak of wood and groan of voice signaled the end of the ocean’s patience. It was poised to whisk Rikki and Jarah away in our intended vessel. Similarly impatient was Prince Wick, fast approaching with his sword ready to cleave me in halves.

I braced for another attack, a knot of futility tightening in my stomach at the prospect of meeting his blade with my simple wooden staff — really just a forest branch I had smoothed and honed with a carving knife I no longer carried.

“Let go of me!” Rikki yelled. My attention pulled back toward the boat. Rikki had lost her battle to hold the rope’s frayed end, and Jarah held her by the waist now to prevent her from leaping over the boat’s rail. “I won’t leave him!”

The boat drifted from the pier, first by inches then by feet.

“There is nowhere you can run now,” Wick yelled flatly, as if stating a simple and inescapable fact.

“Yes,” I said. “There is.” I turned and set my legs to furious motion, sprinting down the pier that no longer held our boat at its side. My wooden staff, clipped shorter by Wick’s blade, was still a long and sturdy stick.

“You can sail, or swim, or dig, or channel,” he called after me as I ran. “I will have your head on a pike at castle Greenloft for your insurrection against the crown.”

I did not intend to swim or dig. I intended to fly.

At the pier’s end, I jammed the base of my staff against the wooden slats below and leapt, using my staff as a lever to propel myself higher into the air. The full weight of my body cracked the stick down its center and I released it beneath me, grateful for the assistance it provided in vaulting me on a long and auspicious route ahead.

Rikki’s hand outstretched toward mine as the gap between my body and the bow of our ship contracted. I might land on its deck in a forward roll, or at least clasp my woman’s hand as Jarah reeled us both toward a haven both safe and dry.

Had the boat not continued its wayward journey from the port toward the open sea, my pole-assisted leap might have sufficed. Instead, the tips of my fingers flew past Rikki’s as I descended beyond her reach.

I continued to fall along my downward arc toward black night waters below, but my fingers touched the coarse stretch of rope that now lay limp in the wind. My senses were alive with the possibility of a pitiful crash into the painful surface of rough waters, but I was also alert to my own reflexes. My fingers clutched that rope and I swung with it, slamming my body into the hull of the ship just above the waves.

I ascended through no effort of my own. I was in Jarah’s hands now, her powerful muscles flexing above me as she reeled me aboard. Rikki leaned far forward, cheering me on while I clung to my saving rope.

As I climbed over the rail and caught my breath on the deck, the silhouette of Prince Wick stood at the harbor. He was lit faintly from the city behind while alarm bells calmed their incessant plea.

The emergency was over, and yet one heavy truth thickened the air around me: Humbert Carver had made a firm enemy in Prince Wick, and removing this beard would only disguise me as the wanted man Victor Coin.
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Rikki pulled me to my feet on the fishing trawler’s deck. The boat itself was fairly small, with a central mast that held a billowing yellow sail rumpled loose against its pole and a deck that extended twenty feet ahead and again behind. A few bulging nets filled with dead fish sat in quiet heaps, but there was no sign of a pink-skinned beauty with tentacled arms.

“Help Rikki raise the sail while I take the helm,” Jarah said, heading toward a wooden wheel at the boat’s front. Eight teak knobs extended from the circular steering device, likely linked to a rudder beneath the boat that would aim us toward Jarah’s chosen direction.

“Do we know what cargo is aboard?” I asked, craning my neck toward a small mound of fish rotting away beneath tight nets. None moved with the languid gestures of a woman long trapped. None moved at all.

“We should wait to inspect at sea,” Jarah said. “Telapan archers take aim.”

Several piers extending from Telapa’s harbor now held men in orange uniforms with bows and arrows nocked in their strings. The first few shots fell wide, but they were only testing the wind’s strength and direction. If we didn’t add distance to their calculus, they would pierce our sail and stymie our departure.

Jarah stood with her legs set wide, powerful thighs and calves tensing and flexing as she spun the ship’s wheel. She kept perfect balance despite the rocking and twisting of the ship beneath us. Her singular eye focused steadily ahead while long blonde hair and a flowing cyan skirt whipped to one side against the wind’s fervent assault.

I gripped the sail’s halyard rope while Rikki did the same, taking turns pulling the cord that lifted the yellow fabric up and out, allowing its triangular shape to form against the backdrop of night. I was oddly relieved for the disguising embrace of the darkened sky, hoisting our pirated ship’s sail the way I had hoisted Prince Wick’s brother to his demise, tangled in the pulley-fed ropes of the pageant stage curtain.

The image of his panicked face and throbbing veins as that rope tightened around his neck would never leave me, but I could turn my thoughts to happier analogies instead. To the puppet strings that gave life to the creations of my former vocation. To the smooth carved bodies and patiently painted faces of my little marionettes.

My attention snapped back to the task at hand when Jarah’s voice cut across the ocean waves once more.

“She’s off balance,” Jarah yelled. “Cut the lines.”

“What lines?” I asked.

“The fisher who ran this boat took in a hefty haul,” Jarah said, “but nets of fish hanging starboard disrupt the water and slow our path.”

“I’ve got it,” Rikki said, pulling her knife ready.

“No!” I yelled. This quick protest drew a confused look over Jarah’s shoulder, as well as from Rikki’s face nearby.

“Victor,” Rikki said. “It’s just fish. Let them swim.”

“Not yet,” I said, stumbling forward as the boat lifted off a violent wave and crashed forward again onto the ocean’s choppy surface.

“But—” she started.

“Trust me on this,” I said. “Not yet.”

“Fine,” Jarah yelled back to us. “Find our wind, we’ll deal with the cargo later.”

“It’s everywhere,” Rikki yelled. “It’s wind in every direction!”

“No,” Jarah replied. “It’s the central winds we must invite, the ones that course hardest and fastest. What direction does your hair blow?”

Rikki pivoted to one side. Astonishment lit up her face when her reddish-brown hair, at first a mess of confused strands beating every which way, resolved into a stream of auburn locks that flowed behind her in harmonious beauty. “I’ve got it!” She pulled a wooden pole that connected to the sail and spun the mast, tilting the yellow fabric until it faced those central winds.

Our vessel lurched from the change in forces and I grabbed a handle on the mighty mast to catch my footing. Rikki delighted in affecting the ship so suddenly, and swung the pole back to jostle us all again.

“We can play midshipman later,” I said.

“Fine.” She relented and set the sail so that it faced the wind dead ahead, forcing the canvas to beat madly against the relentless air.

“Now to the side,” Jarah said. “We can’t sail head-on, but we’re almost set.”

Rikki’s final maneuver smoothed out our passage and sped us away from Telapa for good, quickly escaping the farthest range of even their most agile longbow.

The city’s low light receded as we parted the water around us, Jarah finally relaxing her powerful legs as the emergency of our escape had passed. The full moon cast its soothing light upon us, reflecting off the droplets of seawater that beaded on the deck and our skin.

“I think,” Jarah said, “we are steady. I can handle the ship after all.”

I exclaimed in joy and pulled Rikki close for a celebratory kiss. She obliged at first, then shook her head free as my beard rubbed against her chin.

“Let’s find a water closet and get you cleaned up,” she said. “I miss your handsome jaw.”

“We must check the nets first,” I said, rushing toward the boat’s starboard side and the long knots of netting that tied captured sea creatures to the boat’s edge.

I strained to lift each bundle of living cargo, raising it from the water as entire schools of fish thrashed against the sea air. Each time, the fish inside were a dark and pulsating mass of terrified little bodies, but none of these nets were large enough to hold a full woman, and none showed a hint of the lush pink tentacles I had witnessed that afternoon.

Rikki cut each net open to release the fish once I had assessed them, and while hundreds — maybe thousands — of fish swam to freedom, that’s all they were. Mackerels and cod.

“And with that,” I said, “we have touched our sight to every life this ship sought fit to steal.” I was left to hope the captured maiden broke her own bonds and catapulted herself into the ocean of welcome freedom. The alternative was something I could not bear.

“I suppose,” Rikki said. “Unless this boat has water traps below deck.”

“Below deck!” I yelled. “Of course.” I ran then, toward the boat’s rear and found a rectangular shape, like a wooden door built into the deck. I had walked across it several times without realizing the surface boards might work doubly as a hidden passageway to the ship’s inner cabin, and as protection from the elements for any who dwelt below.

A latch handle lay in the floor, and I popped it from its depressed position. With a hearty tug, the door swung upward, revealing a narrow set of steep stairs.

I took the first few steps, allowing my eyes to adjust further. There was no moon to light the way here.

In the corner sat a few barrels, likely fresh water to keep Dineel alive amid the salty seas. A pile of clothing sat folded on a small stool, next to tools and a mop. This couldn’t just be a storage compartment, not when my hopes had leapt so high and this was their last opportunity to soar.

A slight movement from the room’s other end lured me the next step down.

A breath of revelation passed through my lungs at the sight of the woman I had seen before, still tangled in the net that contained her. She was suffering, but alive, and present on this very boat. She would find her way into no cruel soup or exotic ceviche. She was safe.

This piscine marvel did not glance back at the sound of my boots against the wooden steps that descended into the boat’s belly, nor at the thumps of Rikki’s hooves against the same sturdy slats. Instead, she reached a tentacled arm toward a porthole window set in the ship’s outer wall, pressing her limb against it and tugging the net that surrounded her. The slight pop of small suction cups against the glass rose and fell as she traced the glass.

“We have one more net to dispatch with,” I said.

Rikki paused and reached for my shoulder. “This was a human vessel, but she is not a human crew hand,” she said.

“I know,” I replied. “She needs our help.”

“You seem to have known all along that there was a forestkind hidden on the ship we fought so hard to claim,” Rikki said.

“She is no forestkind,” I said. “The fisher who trapped her said as much before his very timely demise.”

“An expert on the forest’s children, is he?” Rikki asked. “I’m glad you place such trust in his wisdom, given the apparent lack of mine.”

“I meant no offense,” I said. “This suffering woman is plainly of the sea rather than the leaves. I assumed the fisher appraised her nature as readily as we might.”

“You have met lamia,” Rikki said. “Their massive tails are slick and soft like the kraken’s arms, and both dwell in the waters that feed and nourish all life. A forestkind like any other.”

“This tentacled woman is a kraken?” I asked. “How is a creature so aquatic born of the same forest as rocky golems and avian harpies?”

“The world forest does not limit itself to continental shores,” she said. “Where it meets the land’s edge it continues beneath waters both fresh and salt. Lily pads and reeds provide refuge and breeding grounds. Seaweed tangles provide diversion and food. The forest is comprised of kelp as much as pine.”

“I see,” I said.

“Do you?” she asked. “The world forest is just that: the world. Only the barren tundra, the wild desert, and the open seafloor are beyond its reach. It is no small copse of trees, it is mother and father to all of my kind. It is a living, primordial entity whose nurturing presence courses through every leaf. Its power strikes awe in all who touch its heart.”

“If there is one thing I have learned from the forestkind, it is awe,” I said.

Rikki glanced at the kraken, then back at me. “I never took your eye as one to wander so fickle.”

“Does your heart not ache for so marvelous a creature trapped in a fisher’s web?” I asked.

“You know nothing of her intentions.”

“She intends to be free,” I said. “I intend the same.” I placed a hand on Rikki’s cheek and she nuzzled toward it. “My eye is neither fickle nor easily beguiled, and you have no worry for competition. My heart is always yours.”

“And your mouth,” she said, touching my lips with her finger.

“And my mouth.”

“And your arms.” She ran both hands down my arms, left exposed from the shoulder down by the leather vest that covered my chest.

“And my arms.”

“And your pleasures.” She grabbed between my legs and gave a playful squeeze, though one I hadn’t been expecting. The widening of my eyes and wordless parting of my lips told her as much.

“You knew what you got with me,” she said. “I’m a creature of the wild forest, not a dainty maiden.”

“Nor would I ever ask you to be,” I said. “Now, can we free this poor damsel?”

“We can.”

Rikki and I continued down the steps to the boat’s under level. Sparse furnishings proved this a bedroom, of sorts, though one blocked from most natural light. I did have one way to mitigate the darkness here. I pulled Redelia’s pendant from my pocket and held it aloft on its thin chain.

Prismatic light shone from the holy gem, illuminating the room in a faint gleam. It was a gentle and soothing light, yet the kraken alarmed at it. She pressed her body against the farthest wall, aiming wide eyes at me and Rikki.

“Dineel is gone,” I said. “We collected his ship on a course to freedom, and we’d like to extend that freedom to you.”

She gave a muffled sound, and the light from Redelia’s amulet revealed a cloth tied around the woman’s mouth. I approached slowly and she let me, holding still long enough for me to reach through the nets that bound her and untie the gag that muted her. I tossed that old rag aside and hung the pendant on a nearby lantern hook.

This woman’s face was pale and carnation pink. Her features were every bit as feminine up close as I had appraised them from afar that first moment I saw her on the docks, with lips a blue so dark and rich it would be easily mistaken for black in this low light.

Her short, full hair was that same dark shade, like the ocean’s swell in the deep of night.

“They wrapped around your mouth?” Rikki asked.

“I bit my captor’s finger,” our kraken said. Her voice was sweet, but weak. “He worried I might tear through these nets. At least, if I had the energy in me to gnaw for so long.”

“Let me,” Rikki said, sawing through the nets with her knife.

“How long have you been held here?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “The days and nights all blend together at sea. Sometimes Dineel would drag me up top for company and release my gag, but I refused to entertain him. Otherwise, I was left down here, alone. And so painfully dry.”

I shook my head in dismay and crossed the small room to find a barrel of fresh water and a clean shirt from the laundry pile. I scraped the barrel along the floor until it stood beside our kraken rescue, then I soaked the rag and brought it dripping freely as I sat. My back slid down the barrel’s wall until I rested on the wood slat floor. She lay beside me, sprawled and still while Rikki worked on the net that contained her.

“My name is Victor Coin,” I said, wringing the water out and allowing a small stream of it to drench the woman’s tentacle arm. Water ran toward her shoulder, bringing a shine to her skin wherever it dampened.

From what I could see, her feet were dainty and her toes webbed, but otherwise they were human in appearance, with soft supple skin to cover her less beastlike parts. Her arms, however, were long and slick, tapering to fine points with suckers on one side. While satyrkind and golemkind had fingers like mine, I knew the harpies and lamia did not. I could now add kraken to that list.

She closed her eyes and relaxed under the gentle stream that washed over her. “And this is Rikki Silena,” I continued. “Jarah Lin steers the boat overhead.”

“Victor Coin,” she said, almost dreamily. “You’re the one I saw on the pier earlier.”

“Yes,” I said, rubbing that fresh water into her skin and rejuvenating it, bringing a lustrous shine and a smooth, slick texture back to skin that had been dull and dry. Her flesh was supple and warm, and as I worked my fingers from the tip of her arm all the way toward her neck, the suckers on the underside of her tentacle were soft and pliant. “I knew in that moment that I would save you…”

“Sadine,” she said. “Sadine Lavar. And gods, that feels good. Thank you.”

Sadine climbed over and spread out, placing her head in my lap and reminding me that she was entirely without clothing. Her breasts were small and pert, standing atop her chest with dark blue nipples that pointed toward my face. I squeezed the freshwater rag and allowed rivulets of water to splash onto her neck, then run down her front. They channeled between her breasts and pooled in her navel before running further down.

“Were you alone out here?” Rikki asked.

“Mmm,” she said, distracted as I applied the wet rag to her other tentacle. “Yes. It was that time, when nature makes her fervent demand. I was powerless against the forest’s call.”

“I don’t understand,” Rikki said, setting her knife aside now that Sadine’s legs were also freed. “Had you strayed too far from the world forest?”

“No,” Sadine said, arching her back and running tentacle hands through her wet hair as I continued to rehydrate her. “It was time to molt. To release the new form waiting beneath my surface. Does your kind not heed the forest’s call as well?”

“Molt,” Rikki said. She knelt down next to Sadine, barely an arm’s length from where I sat. “The harpies use that word. At full age, they preen their early down and reveal bold azure feathers.”

“So it is with me,” Sadine said. “I must return to the kelp where I was born. Then the world forest will tap my body with its might and unlock the woman I shall become. Kraken do this throughout our adulthood, unlike harpy chicks who improve their own majesty only once.

“I was basking in the familiar waters that led to my private cove, my skin dazzling with grains of salt and sand caught in the sun’s noon light. That’s when Dineel’s net caught me up, and my mind was sluggish to his danger. It never dawned on me that humans would consider kraken for a meal. They value life so little.”

“We have seen my race do terrible things to your cousins,” I said. “Though not all are so small-hearted.”

“It was the humans’ own kind I refer to,” Sadine said. “My flesh is poison. Dineel would have killed a hundred Telapans just to line his pocket with silver.”

“Poison,” I said.

“To eat,” she replied, “not to touch.” She wrapped a tentacle arm around my neck then, sliding it further toward my face. “I like this. Soft and puffy.”

“My beard?” I asked.

“Well I love it,” Rikki quickly added.

“No you don’t,” I said.

“Yes, I do. I love it because it’s mine.” She turned toward Sadine. “Victor and I are a triad with Jarah. We belong to each other.”

“I see,” Sadine said. “It must be nice for this Jarah, to own you both so fully.”

“That’s not what I said,” Rikki replied with a huff. “We are free to our own wills. I should inquire whether— Oh. Ooooh.”

Rikki moaned as Sadine’s other tentacle arm slid up her back and over her shoulder. The strong, tensile tip probed deep into Rikki’s flesh, flattening a row of suction cups against her skin. Each small cup popped as Sadine lifted and moved, that minor sucking sensation invoking a carnal confusion on Rikki’s face. She enjoyed Sadine’s touch, even if she had decided to compete with Sadine for mine.

“Now that,” Rikki said, “is a massage.”

The heavier part of Sadine’s tentacle rested against my chest while its tip continued to play against my face, her body forming a sensual bridge between Rikki’s and my own.

Meanwhile, Redelia’s pendant grew in luminescence. Of course you are watching, I thought. Did you know this would happen all along, goddess? You’ve mentioned prophetic insight, but how far might that go?

“I am grateful,” Sadine said. “To steal a boat and save a creature such as me must welcome certain dangers to your door.”

“Thank Redelia,” I said, resisting the urge to slip into moaning and heavy breathing as Sadine’s arms teased under my vest and plied my muscles. “I am her emissary. She ordained the journey that crossed our path with yours.”

“Redelia,” Sadine said, playing with the goddess’s name across her tongue as her nose grazed my inner thigh. Her head against my lap was its own separate excitement.

Parts of this kraken beauty were already alive again with a glistening pink sheen, but other areas yet begged for the soothing touch of hydration. I set my sights on those next, reaching over to cup her breasts from the sides and rub the droplets of water that beaded on her skin until they absorbed into her supple body.

Rikki moved to straddle Sadine, placing a knee against each of the kraken’s sides so that she could face me. She placed her own hands just outside mine, guiding my palms as I caressed Sadine’s tender chest and rubbed fresh water into her skin, reviving her natural, smooth texture.

Sadine released her tentacle from my body and turned both on Rikki now, gliding her slick, smooth arms up Rikki’s torso and fondling her breasts. I jolted a few inches forward, nervous Redelia’s bundled soul would slip from the red scarf Rikki wore for a top, but Sadine probed beneath that garment with expert ease, massaging Rikki’s front while her other arm worked on the satyress’s back.

Rikki closed her eyes and moaned, lost in the tactile bliss of the kraken’s firm and probing touch.

“A girl could get used to this,” Rikki said. “All the stresses of our journey and escape, they melt from pressure tenderly applied.”

I leaned back again, eager to observe what might develop next, but I found I could lean no more. My tight leathers had grown tighter as my length shifted its position, trailing down the inner leg of one pant and conforming to the leather so closely the ridge of its head was also discernible.

Sadine turned her head, still in my lap. Her eyes were mere inches from my rigid length.

“Let me guess,” Sadine said. “Rikki loves this too, because it is hers.”

“Yes,” Rikki said.

“You hold your people tight,” Sadine said. “I admire that, but I wonder if a loosened grip lets love flow faster. If Victor would share you, would you allow at least that?”

“I…” Rikki said. “I would.”

I nodded and Sadine sent her tentacle trailing down Rikki’s front to unbutton her shorts. “I’ll need more of that cool water, for what comes next,” Sadine said.

I wrung the sopping cloth over her body and she scooped some of that water onto her tentacle’s tapered point. She traced her slick tip against Rikki’s outer lips, slipping inside her silky folds and probing deeper into Rikki’s core.

As I continued to squeeze the wet rag in my hand, Sadine lifted her head to catch some of that water on her face. As it cascaded down the sides of her neck, a series of soft ridges there flexed and rippled.

Of course. This aquatic beauty had gills. I aimed for them with the stream that left the rag in my hand and she smiled. When I reached back to drape the rag over the barrel’s edge, she nuzzled her cheek against my shaft still trapped within my pants.

Rikki’s chest heaved with breath and she bit her lower lip. I found myself gently pumping my hips to run my sensitive length against Sadine’s face through my clothing while my thumbs played in circles around her erect nipples.

Rikki leaned forward and brought her face close to Sadine’s. I thought they might kiss, but when Rikki’s lips parted it was to speak. “I could share Victor too, I suppose. For Redelia’s sake.”

I unfastened my pants then and freed my shaft from its confines, the cool sea air refreshing my sensitive skin. Redelia’s pendant throbbed with light now, motes of every color darting along the wooden walls amidst the radiant white.

My other hand dunked the water rag into the barrel overhead and whipped it back out, splashing us all with fresh water. Gone was the time for delicate drops and slow massage. Every douse of enlivening water sent a thrill through Sadine’s body and sparked a brighter energy in her deep blue eyes. I wanted her wet and brimming with life. I dunked again and sent a cascade down her chest, working the water into her glistening breasts with both palms.

Rikki shifted her position, inching toward me while Sadine’s tentacle still filled her. She took the cloth from me, sopping wet, and flooded the space between the kraken’s legs. Then she covered Sadine’s swollen mound with her fingers, tracing the woman’s slit with her thumb before splitting her outer lips apart. Four fingers disappeared into the kraken’s depths while a thumb searched out the sensitive spot above her opening.

Sadine’s hips thrust up to meet Rikki’s palm, forcing her chest to heave beneath me. Now, Rikki bent forward and took my ready length between her lips.

Rikki’s mouth was wide and warm, swallowing me from head to pelvis in one slow movement. I pinched Sadine’s nipples and played with her breasts while Rikki’s mouth worked at my throbbing shaft. Her head swiveled and her tongue worked in swirling motions against my head as she pulled back, then she dove forward again with quickened breath and loud moans.

Perhaps she was putting on a show for me, or for Sadine. Or perhaps her hungry, vigorous attention to my sex was involuntary, control over her own body leaving her as Sadine worked her magic below. A long slick tendril of her kraken arm curled and prodded deeper within Rikki, applying her suckers inside and out.

The kraken’s eyes locked onto my shaft, just inches from her dark blue mouth and Rikki’s tight lips. I curled my fingers in Sadine’s short hair, parting her midnight blue locks while I guided her mouth toward Rikki’s. Her dark tongue was long and slick, toying with the base of my length and further down while Rikki’s mouth engulfed everything else.

Rikki pulled away to make space for Sadine. Their tongues danced across my sensitive head together, flicking at each other as much as they toyed with me. Whatever misgivings Rikki had about Sadine, they were dispelled now as both girls moaned and probed at each other’s sex, all while tasting mine.

I wanted to hold out longer, to keep this moment churning for all time, but as the girls began to moan louder and faster, their bodies’ rhythms commanded my own.

Suddenly, Sadine threw her head back and yelled, “Drench me!”

I reached behind and grabbed the rim of the barrel I was leaning against. Rikki’s fingers were inches-deep in Sadine’s depths while the kraken’s tentacle continued twirling inside Rikki. Their hips bucked against each other’s ministrations, adding the force of their own thrusts to the power of each other’s rapid pounding.

My muscles flexed and strained as I tipped that barrel toward us. It tilted over my shoulder, its contents sloshing and throwing its center of gravity in unpredictable directions. I could not see my own shaft, it was so far buried in Rikki’s greedy mouth, and Sadine’s dark tongue toyed at my testicles beneath.

We had nursed this kraken back from the dry and lonely creature she was to a woman with bold and lustrous skin, whose corporal desires were flush with new life. She had one desire left, one invigorating need, and it was a holy baptism to draw her into Redelia’s circle.

I gave a firm yank.

The kraken’s voice rose triumphantly as the barrel’s contents washed over us, soaking our clothing and invigorating our sex-hot skin. Rikki’s mouth tightened around me as I throbbed and erupted in ecstatic sensation. The sound of her hand slapping against Sadine’s skin intensified from the water that slicked the space between them.

All three of us gasped and moaned as our bodies reached the peak of combined euphoric bliss, washed in the brilliant white light that pulsed from Redelia’s pendant at its brightest intensity. Sadine’s gills rippled madly along her neck while her sweet voice came in short, breathy gasps. Rikki bleated with pleasure, the sound muffled as her mouth engulfed my shaft and sealed around its base. I pumped my hips and pulsed with heat and fervor.

Even the boat beneath us rocked violently from side to side then, as if thrown into its own orgasmic shudder at the completion of our joint affections.

We relaxed into a pile of exhausted flesh and limbs as our breathing calmed and our bodies regained their control, but the boat continued to sway with palpable force. Sadine licked my shaft one last time and looked up at me from my lap.

“I’m relieved to see so warm a smile after everything you’ve endured,” I said.

“You have never known a kraken in this way, have you?” she asked. “To share in the flesh is one thing, but you nurtured my body back to health on my brink of wasting away. You touch with tender care and express affection warm and true. It drives my normal urge to a depth I haven’t enjoyed before.”

“And what urge is that?” I asked, expecting a playful, sultry reply.

“To eat you,” she said.

My stomach tightened with alarm, but Sadine’s smile endured. “It is an urge I can resist, for now, though this is the strongest I have yet experienced. It is a compliment, in its own way.”

“No one eats Victor without going through me,” Rikki said, standing over us.

“Sweet satyress,” Sadine said. “I would happily eat you first.”

“Oh,” Rikki said. “Thank you, I suppose.”

While the boat swayed in sharp motions, Rikki and I fixed our clothing. Sadine stood tall and naked, wrapping her tentacles around her chest and her hips to give the appearance of modesty.

“This isn’t good,” Rikki said, bracing against the wall as she adjusted her scarf. 

“We can’t have lost it,” I said.

“Redelia’s silk-wrapped soul is tight between my breasts,” Rikki said. “I meant the choppy seas.”

“No,” Sadine said. “This is a summer squall. I’ve seen many of these storms before.”

“Do they last minutes, or hours?” Rikki asked.

“I don’t count time the way you might on land,” she said. “I count by occurrences, which nature tends to gather in useful groupings.”

“In your sense then,” I said, “how long might this squall last?”

“Usually,” she said, “the time it takes to swallow a single ship to the ocean’s floor.”
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“This cursed boat cannot yield to the ocean’s swell,” I said. “Not before we reach the shores of Okkor’s Isle.”

I raced up the steps from the lower level and a gale of wind assaulted me abruptly. It took walking at an angle to keep steady enough to scramble toward Jarah at the ship’s helm. There was torrential rain where there had once been quiet skies. Waves as high as a city wall rose and crashed, visible only when a bold strike of lightning reflected off the white waters that outlined those massive waves against the night sky.

“Jarah!” I yelled.

“Victor!” she yelled back. “I was wrong. I cannot govern this ship, not in rough waters.”

She placed her weight on the wheel, forcing it to turn against its inclination, but the maddened waters beneath us yanked it back again. She nearly fell over from the reversal and I rushed to her side, looping an arm around her waist and holding onto the boat’s guardrail to support us.

“How did this happen?” I asked.

“I didn’t notice at first,” she said. “Storms at night gather in stealth, and by the time I saw lightning it was too late to steer away. The storm has spread across the entire sky.”

“Lightning is an able marksman and we are a naked target,” I said.

We shuddered as a loud snap whipped through the air behind us. One of the tethers holding our sail to the mast snapped from the wind’s intensity, and the other tethers would follow shortly.

“Rikki!” I yelled. She shielded her face from the rain further toward the boat’s rear, while Sadine held her tentacles out and closed her eyes toward the sky. She basked in the abundance of fresh rain while the rest of us cowered from it.

“I don’t like this,” Rikki yelled back, her fur drenching more with each second.

“Me neither,” I said. “Can you two lower the sail before we lose it?”

The girls got to work while I turned back toward Jarah. “That’s Sadine,” I explained. “She’s a kraken who got swept up in this fishing boat’s cargo, but now she’s safe and hale. We’ll get her some clothes when we find the shore.”

“But how?” Jarah asked. “I’ve lost the shore. I’m so sorry, I’ve let you all down.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “You’re our most able sailor, and you’ll pull us through this. What direction is Okkor’s Isle from here?”

“Northwest,” she said. “But the stars are hidden and I’ve been tossed around. I don’t know what direction that is.”

“But we were close?”

“Yes,” she said. “I saw the shape of the island’s mountain against the sky. The storm swell pulled us close at great speed, but I’ve lost our way and squandered our good fortune.”

“The wind is too strong!” Rikki yelled. The harder she pulled on the halyard line to bring the sail down, the harder the wind puffed the yellow fabric and forced it away from her. Sadine tugged with both arms, but even together the girls couldn’t reclaim control of the swatch of yellow canvas propelling the ship on a teetering course into a watery abyss.

A bolt of lightning flashed across the sky, followed by a crack of thunder close on its heels. Every cloud illuminated for that fractional moment, but when the light receded there was a small flicker of glowing blue that lingered in the distance, somewhere between the ocean’s surface and the clouds raining down on us.

“There,” I said. “What’s that?”

“Weather, playing tricks,” Jarah said. “Magnetism? A lingering charge held by the clouds? I don’t know.”

“What if it’s land?” I asked. “A refraction of hope for water-tossed sailors?”

“There is that chance,” Jarah said. “It could be the island. It’s better than nothing. Rikki! Keep the sail up and turn it out. Slowly now, until I say to stop.”

The ship rocked continuously and I stood behind Jarah with my hands firm on her hips, providing as much support as I could to help her wrangle the ship’s wheel. Despite her strong frame and powerful grip, the ship was a feisty match for her strength.

“That’s it!” Jarah yelled. “Stop. We’re on a course again. Let’s hope that’s the shore, because we’re heading right for it!”

To the ocean, we were an afterthought. A piece of flotsam carried inconsequentially as it went about the business of churning itself into a frenzied maelstrom. It mattered not whether we drifted toward the world’s end or swept onto the shores of paradise itself. Whatever that blue glow was, that was our mystery to unfold. The ocean was indifferent.

The surrounding sea did not slow or mourn when an errant bolt of lightning touched our ship’s mast with the power of a thousand suns, showering us with sparks and a blinding wave of whiteness. The mast cracked in unison with the thunder, the mighty sound of splitting wood twisting around the boom of angry clouds. That dense pole flew sidewise and took our sail with it, rising like a yellow kite before it plunked into the angry waters beside our ship.

“Jarah,” I said. “Can we—”

“No,” she said. The wind whipped against her cyan skirt so fiercely it threatened to tear it from her body completely. “We are powerless now over our fate.”

I didn’t know how close she thought we truly were to shore, or what meaning the indistinct smear of light on the horizon held. Was it a mirage, the way a thirsting man sees an oasis in a desert where there is only sand and stone? Or was it an angel, a herald of hope and life amidst a sea of desperation?

“Redelia’s pendant,” I said. “I left it below, and with all of this tossing about…” I turned and ran without finishing my sentence, lurching to one side then the next as the boat swayed with increasing violence.

The steps to the area below were slippery and the lower level had taken an inch of rainwater that ran down from the deck above, but Redelia’s pendant still hung from its temporary hook. I snatched it and tucked it back into my pant pocket, relieved that the holy relic was unscathed by the storm that shook us.

When I reached the upper deck once more, Sadine was standing on the portside guardrail, her knees bent and her tentacles raised high.

“Sadine?” I asked. My voice wasn’t loud enough over the crash of rain and onslaught of wind. She leapt and I rushed to the boat’s side to watch as she dove into the water and disappeared beneath it.

I stared at the water a few seconds longer, hoping for one last glimpse of her radiant pink skin, but she was gone and the squall that wrapped us in its grips left little luxury for nostalgic reverie. We could barely stand for all our ceaseless lurching on the maniacal sea.

“She said her birthplace was near,” Rikki said. “She was grateful we returned her in time to molt.”

“At least she’ll be safe,” I said.

The boat rocked then with brutal fury, its starboard rail dipping perilously low as the waters threatened with new height, releasing us to dip equally low on the portside in countermeasure.

“Do you have any coins left?” Rikki asked.

“One copper farthing,” I said. “Why?”

“Put it beneath your tongue, Victor,” she replied. “We’ll not make it to shore, but when the cloud carriers come for our eternal souls, I want them to know you were loved. I want them to know your passage to the next life was paid.”

“There is no life without you and Jarah, in this world or the next,” I said.

“We’ll capsize!” Rikki said. “This is no time for bravado. I need to know you’ll go on. I can’t rest in death if I think you’ll suffer.”

“Expect life then,” I said. “Jarah! Are you tracking the shore’s promising glow?”

“It has flickered out,” she yelled. She braced herself against the steering device without attempting to turn it. The wheel spun this way and that, wrangled by the storm and not her hands. “I have lost an island. A mountain. A guiding light.”

I wanted to soothe her, to tell her the task was impossible and we were hopeful fools to commandeer a ship for which we lacked the experience. I opened my mouth to speak some word of solace, but the hull of our boat cleaved open, a sudden crash thrusting us all forward to roll along the rain-slicked deck and collide with the boat’s miscellaneous parts as we tumbled through the chasm that had split down the center.

Jarah’s body disappeared into the black depths of the swelling ocean, then Rikki. I could cling to the boat’s sinking innards no longer, my fingers slipping from their perch as I too slid forward on the vessel’s now-vertical deck.

I plunged into cold water, suddenly silent and alone.


11




11




[image: chapterbar]







One moment I was kicking at the ocean’s depths, the water’s cold sinking through skin and bone, my vision blackening, my chest spastic with the swell of water where I only sought air.

The next, my eyes opened to a blue sky and my body racked with violent motion. I coughed myself awake, forcing a spout of salty water from my lungs that left me gasping and thrashing for more breath. Warm hands with scratchy palms held my shoulders steady, bracing me against my own convulsions.

The sky was bright overhead, though the sun was not in it. The horizon still held turbulent clouds that lit with random lightning strikes just beyond the shore.

The shore. I was on the shore. The ground molded to my body beneath me as I sat, legs outstretched and arms covered in fine particles of sand.

I startled at the woman who braced my upper arms while I cleared my lungs of the ocean’s waters. Her skin was sand, from the tips of her fingers, up her shapely arms and toward her slender neck. A face, beautiful in its pale features, with oversized eyes that stared down at me, was also entirely the texture of the beach’s material. She was a sand statue brought to life in every detail. Her ears, her hair, her flowing shirt and the lively breasts that sat beneath it. All sand.

An identical replica of her every feature grasped my other arm with the same scratchy touch. I dug my heels against the beach and clambered to my feet, uncertain what to make of these beautiful sirens of the sand. They giggled at me but did not move to restrain or attack.

“Where are Rikki and Jarah?” I asked. “Where are my heart and my soul!”

“Here,” Rikki said, her voice spinning me around to find its source. “We are here, and we are safe.” She strode toward me, her arm looped within Jarah’s. A third sand-skinned woman escorted them, her feet blending into the beach with each step, then separating from it.

Rikki and Jarah lifted their legs high as they walked, their feet sinking calf-deep in fine sand with each slow step.

Behind Jarah, a mighty mountain rose toward the clouds. Its peak was a narrow tower of solid rock tickling against the wispy clouds that hung leisurely above it, though its highest perch appeared flat and level. A dais of rock overlooking the entire island from on high. The perfect location to found a temple.

“Is this it?” I asked.

“Welcome to Okkor’s Isle,” Jarah said. “We were closer than I thought. We crashed right into it.”

“We found you by the shipwreck,” the three sand sirens said in unison. Their voices were high and melodic, each distinct from the other but blending together in a perfect three-part harmony. “It was no effort to pull you from the water’s depth. We’re happy you’ve come.”

“We might have drowned if not for them,” Jarah said. “I’d say this comes close to a miracle.”

“More forestkind?” I asked. There certainly were palm trees and leafy shrubs in the distance, though this stretch of beach was long before it would touch any greenery.

“No,” Rikki said. “These women spring from some… other power. They serve as acolytes. To the goddess of shifting sands.”

“So you three are divine creations,” I said. “Is that right?”

They giggled again. The sound of their mirth, rationed so carefully, was nearly entrancing. They appeared as triplets, each boasting the same long legs, the same curvy hips. Only the gentle play of sunlight and shadow added the hint of color to their skin and the carved garments that clothed their shapes in sparse stretches of sand-hewn coverings. They were beautiful, and they maintained inviting smiles while cocking their heads to the side in coy amusement.

“I am Victor Coin,” I said, pleased to have my name back at my disposal. “I serve as emissary to Redelia, the goddess of captured light.”

“We know,” the sirens said. “Come.”

They strutted away from us with synchronized movements, never once looking over their shoulders to ensure we followed behind. Perhaps they knew in other ways; from the sound of sand parting against boot and hoof as we trod in their wake, sinking so deeply into the beach’s surface that the effort was a difficult labor.

Still, we hung further back, keeping the sand sirens close in our sight but distanced from our conversation.

“Is it common for a goddess to create her own acolytes?” I asked.

“Kirsis never had to,” Rikki said, “and Redelia’s acolytes are tight-lipped about their past, but they are mortal. These creatures are not.”

“Jarah,” I said, “have you known any cyclopean servants to attend the goddess toward whom we venture now?”

“No,” Jarah said. “I have never met this goddess before. Never heard stories of her good deeds or learned of demands my people fulfilled. These sands never coalesced into maiden forms when last I knew.

“In the months since I left my island nation to seek out my brother in Greenloft’s realm, it appears some things have changed. Including the quantity of sand. It was never this high or arduous to wade through.”

“At least the storm holds fast beyond the island’s bound,” I said, stooping to lift a large shell from the sand. Its ridges were broken and dark, a sharp contrast to the soft contours of the beach’s low dunes.

“Yes,” Jarah agreed. “In that way, we have always been blessed. The island is immune to ocean storms. A gentle mist or drift of snow is the bleakest weather I ever experienced growing up. The harsher elements know their place, beyond the nearest rim of the island’s foundation.”

“How is that?” Rikki asked.

“I assume the mountain diverts all turbulent winds and shields our villages from their wrath,” she said. “Calm skies, fertile land, and ample food always worked in unison to make this an easy place to live in peace.”

“All the more reason we must hurry to your people,” I said. “Even if the castle has not dispatched its ships of war, Prince Wick’s fleet of acquired cargo ships have a foul purpose beneath their hulls. Your people are not accustomed to danger, which makes his approach doubly lethal.”

The women leading us across the beach traced the shoreline without venturing toward the pale grasses and short, leafy shrubs that formed the outer ridge of the island’s vegetation. Their hips swayed together in a mesmerizing display, side to side, while long slender legs touched lightly on the sand’s surface. Each footfall was a blur, a splash of sand that rearranged itself into a foot again as those mysterious women set out on their next step.

At last, they turned back toward us, all three at once, and spoke in their harmonic voice. “Please. She awaits below.”

The ground began to swirl, as though a threat of quicksand made real. A whirlpool sank before us, revealing a spiral of short ledges as the sand continued to drain away. Those ledges were stairs, and they curved in a tight radius into the heart of the ground below this beach until darkness subsumed the cylinder’s floor.

Here on an island whose central mass was a towering mountain of solid rock, a goddess held court in a temple exactly its opposite. On the periphery, barely on the isle proper, a spiraled chasm whose depth might rival the majestic peak that cut this island’s face from the sky itself.

My foot lifted from the sand and hovered over that first step.

I glanced at that mountain, and a curious vision sparked in the corner of my eye. Along its face that familiar light emerged. It was the faintest blue but still as strong here against the sun’s morning rays as it had been in the storm’s darkest hour. It flashed there, halfway up the mountain slope, and then it was gone.

A reminder of the task at hand? A warning not to deviate from our path? Redelia had not flashed us with cryptic signs before, but we were far from her temple now and her power would strain to reach us if at all. I could not risk chancing her future, not if hers was the light that led us to shore.

“Please,” the sand sirens said again, “she awaits below.”

I set my foot back down in the sand.

“I am humbled by her holy invitation,” I said. “How shall I address your grace?”

The girls looked at each other carefully, never breaking their smiles. When they turned back, they said, “The goddess of shifting sands.”

“Yes,” I replied, “but by what name should we address her?”

Again, they consulted with each other through the bared teeth of strained smiles. They turned at once toward me. “Araine.”

“Kindly tell Araine that her company is not ours to keep, not while our holy mission remains undone,” I said. “The day is short, the journey long, and lives hang merciless in the balance.”

The smiles fell from the girls’ faces now, a hint of disdain curling their lips downward.

“What are you doing?” Rikki asked. “The goddess might help us.”

“Or,” I whispered into Rikki’s ear, my forehead resting against her hard, spiraled horn as I spoke quietly, “she might be jealous of the temple Redelia would dedicate on this same island. Ours is the goddess of captured light, and a curious light flashes from the mountain.”

Rikki looked up then, drawing Jarah’s gaze as well as the sand sirens’. We all watched the mountain as that curious light shone, then dimmed again. It appeared in a new location after that, but only briefly, dimming once more into nothingness.

The ground beneath us began to tremble, sand rushing from the beach to fill the entrance to the silo of spiraled stairs that opened just moments ago. Beside that entrance emerged a woman rising from the sand, taller and broader than the three women that led us here.

This new woman had hair in one long braid that ran from her head to her feet. Her hair was light brown, like the fur of a young fawn, and her skin was a few shades darker. I was relieved to see it was skin, rather than a carapace of sand.

As the woman rose from the beach, her flowing white toga blew against the faintest breeze. She clasped her hands before her and spoke, without looking back at her acolytes.

“Thank you, girls,” she said. “That will be all.”

The sand sirens burst into lifeless columns of sand. Held together by nothing at all, they crumbled into mounds of fine powder. Three small dunes were all they left in their stead.

“Perhaps this morning is too beautiful to spend inside a temple tower,” Araine said. She smiled with coconut-brown lips. Her eyes were the same dark color, with no pupil or whites at all.

I knelt on the sand, as did Rikki and Jarah. Our knees sank into the fine powder until we were almost waist deep. “Goddess Araine,” I said. “Thank you for the gift of your appearance.”

“What brings a holy emissary to my humble shore?” the goddess asked.

“Redelia… carries a warning,” I said. “The people of this island are in peril and she sends us to warn them.”

Araine looked at Jarah, focusing her attention on the cyclopean woman’s large, lavender eye. “You have returned.”

“Yes,” Jarah said. “Though I did not know my departure was so keenly felt.”

“The departure of a single soul is a transient loss on life’s ledger,” Araine said. “To recuperate one from the many, however, is a windfall profit. Your detention in Greenloft did not escape my cognizance, though how you fared thereafter remained a minor mystery.

“Your return would be no surprise, I admit, if my influence extended throughout my entire domain,” she continued. “I see so little from these lowly dunes, but I am not blind to the good fortune of your arrival. I require an escort so I might survey my home from its highest perch. There is great power at the heart of the island, and that is a more fitting place for my temple to reign.”

“With all respect,” I said, “our mission is cast and we are bound to its completion.”

“Surely there are not three emissaries,” Araine said. “Would Redelia not spare so minor a deviation to help her sister in a time of such deep need? Would she not lend one of your accompanying women to my employment?”

“I doubt—” I started, but Rikki pulled me backward and cut me short.

“A moment, your grace?” she asked. Araine eyed her warily, but nodded her assent. Rikki took Jarah and myself aside.

“You are familiar with the word ‘smite,’ ” Rikki said. “Do you wish to suffer an example?”

“We come to dedicate a temple to Redelia,” I said, “so that the goddess can watch over the island and shield it from those who would do harm. We cannot forfeit that position to Araine. Nor can we dally when our goddess grows weaker toward untimely death.”

“You want to tell Araine — a goddess with a temple and acolytes of her own — that her request falls on deaf ears?” Rikki asked.

“It is not fitting for any of us three to bear that news to a woman of Araine’s stature,” Jarah said. “It would be proper for Redelia to intercede.”

“Of course,” I said, clasping Jarah on the sides of her face and kissing her squarely on the mouth. Her large singular eye blinked in surprise.

I turned back toward Araine. “Goddess, I’m sure a woman of your divine wisdom holds a place of honored esteem in the mind of my mistress Redelia. Perhaps a kind inquiry directed to her attention would clarify the extension of our service. I imagine she stands ever ready for your psychic call.”

“I see,” Araine said. “You beseech me ask permission from a goddess an ocean hence, when I have mortals I can command here with a glance and a whim? No. Unflinchingly no. A goddess does not beg to control her own domain!”

Her voice rose to a harsh crescendo as she made her intentions clear, stepping toward us with her hands held palm-side up. Short spouts of sand rose from the beach where her hands were, quickly swirling into cyclones the width of an adult man.

“You are invaders here, all three,” she said. “The penance for your trespass lies at the top of this island or the bottom of its beach, but nowhere between.”

Araine’s flowing white robe billowed against her body as her conjured cyclones grew in shape and size. Rikki, Jarah, and I made an earnest attempt to track backward with the goddess held in our center sight. We tread away from the rolling tide and toward the island’s interior, but the sandy shore was deep and our legs sank further beneath the sand with every step.

Jarah made the furthest progress, her legs long and powerful. Rikki and I struggled to put any distance between ourselves and the irate goddess that stepped slowly and deliberately toward us, walking atop the dunes as if they were solid stone. Her acolytes, those maidens built from the sand itself, emerged behind her, rising from the depths in unison as if climbing invisible stairs that led to the surface.

“Escort me to the throne of my domain,” Araine said, pointing directly at me.

“I am not at liberty,” I said. I trudged further from the goddess of shifting sands, sinking deeper with each labored step.

“Why do you resist, I wonder,” Araine said. “What has your goddess done for you, that you are so beholden to her whim? Does she infuse your soul with divinity, that intoxicating jolt you mortals cannot well contain? Does she suckle upon your body and tease loyalty from your corporal pleasures?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but it filled with a spray of sand, blown by the constant churning of the cyclones that flanked Araine left and right. I spat to the side, the fine grains grinding between my lips and teeth.

“Her heart is pure and her actions just,” I said. “That is pleasure enough for me.”

Araine laughed, but stopped abruptly when Rikki paused to bleat, her fists balled tight. “You’re all show, aren’t you?” she asked. “That’s why you can’t achieve the mountain’s peak. You’re only power is to deceive.”

“Her power is substantial and it is stunning,” the sand sirens replied, locked in their three-part harmony. A wave of sand rose from the beach then, a dry tsunami that crashed over Rikki and me at once. I was blinded by sand as it pelted my eyes and deafened as it filled my ears before receding in a splash of powdery silt.

“Blech,” Rikki said, spitting sand from her own mouth now. “Not all show. Got it.”

“Victor, Rikki!” Jarah yelled from the beach’s edge. She had climbed her way toward the palm trees and low shrubs that signaled the edge of the beach’s expanse. “The sand is shallow here!”

So there was hope of traction. Of escape.

We ran.

The cyclones continued to swirl, dredging sand from beneath and spewing it in every direction. Deep chasms, much like Araine’s temple, pierced the ground below, sucking in the sand and pulling me with it, caught in their riptide.

I trudged forward, but at a fraction of the speed those sand sirens did. They were nimble in this terrain, unbothered by the sand that inundated us from the cyclones’ swirl. One caught Rikki by the ankle as she lifted her hoof for another halting step forward, while another grabbed onto me, hindering our already-slow escape.

“Our mistress is great and good,” she said, while her counterparts recited the same words.

“Your mistress,” I said, chafing at the sand that forced itself between my leathers and my skin, “makes demands she has no right to.”

“I make my own rights,” Araine said. “Consent to carry my holy soul to the island’s peak. I am a goddess. Obey me!”

“You have acolytes,” Rikki yelled, failing to beat back the siren that gripped her. “Why can’t you accomplish this task yourself? What terrible truth do you hide?”

“I do not answer to mortals,” Araine said. “They answer to me.”

The weight of an entire shoreline bore down on my thighs, stagnating my progression forward as the sand siren clung to my waist and weighed me down. Her legs were dead weight, sinking below the surface and pulling me with her, her scratchy hands gripping me tight as we descended further beneath Araine’s domain.

Rikki stopped running and kicked her hind legs out. Her hands sank further into the sand ahead, burying her face and horns, but her hooves shot upward and kicked that siren in the stomach. Its maiden form fell into a million pieces, allowing Rikki to gain some distance from the pile of sand she left behind, but that fiend soon coalesced once more into Araine’s mindless acolyte, bent on drowning us below the beach.

Sand assaulted my face. I shut my mouth, my eyes. I strained to resist the backward pull of the cyclones that drained the beach into bottomless chasms at the goddess’s side.

A splash of sand erupted toward me as something loud thumped against the beach. I squinted my eyes open and found an uprooted palm lying within reach. Bushy fronds rested atop the sand as its long, smooth trunk lay behind it. “Grab on!” Jarah yelled.

She had lifted a tree from the very earth and thrown it my way as a lifeline. I clawed toward that fallen palm with a sand siren still clinging to my waist, then I latched onto the first tuft of green leaves I could find.

I clung firm. Araine’s twin cyclones bent toward me, blasting my exposed skin in a painful torrent of sand. Like a thousand knives piercing my cheeks, those tiny grains stabbed at my face and drew fresh hot blood from my pores.

The palm swung across the beach’s surface, flattening the sand as it went. Rikki charged slowly forward, half running and half swimming in the fine particles that flooded this beach. I reached toward her as Jarah continued to swing this fallen tree in a wide arc, squinting my eyes against the onslaught of sand.

I caught Rikki by the arm and hoisted her onto the palm, but the siren that clung to her leg would not let go. We were four bodies weighing down the tree trunk now, and Jarah struggled to pull us toward her. The tree dug into the beach, halting against the immovable wall of sand that built up against it.

We climbed our way forward, along the palm trunk beam while Araine strutted across the beach toward us. Sand sirens clung to us, ankle and hoof, but we progressed toward Jarah’s outstretched arms.

I grabbed hold of the dense mat of roots at the base of that tree, pulling myself toward Jarah as her hands clasped my other arm. The second my foot touched down on the dirt and grass, the siren that clung to my body burst into a cloud of sand that did not reassemble. We pulled Rikki in after us, exploding the sand-crafted woman that gripped her as well.

Araine continued to approach as we got to our feet, but she stopped at the edge of the sand. Her bare toes rested just an inch before the nearest blade of grass. Behind her, a sandstorm raged on, but no grain or gust made it to us.

She laughed and said, “You will obey my wishes. You’ll see.” Despite that threat, her approach had stalled.

Whatever stopped her from leaving that shore, it was not her own restraint. We did not test the bounds of whatever force held her at bay. We scrambled to our feet and sprinted into the tropical forest ahead, brushing past ferns and succulent aloes beneath the protective shade of ancient palms until the sound of Araine’s laughter echoed in our memories and not our ears.
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When we finally slowed from a sprint to a jog, we were deep amid the dense vegetation at the foot of the island’s central mountain. A large rock that jutted from the ground like a level bench offered a moment’s rest from our harried trek, and I accepted its invitation eagerly.

“Let’s see how much of the beach came with us,” I said. I pulled off my boot and dumped an ounce of sand from it, brushing my foot bare before slipping it back on and switching to the other shoe. Jarah had her back turned, untying the bright blue skirt that knotted at one hip. She shook it into the wind, letting sand skitter toward the ground in a noisy shower of minute granules.

“What I wouldn’t give for a nice lagoon,” Rikki said, running her fingers through her long auburn hair.

“I thought you hated getting wet,” I said.

“The sensation of sand-blasting is far worse,” she said. “It’s in my ears, my navel, the fur by my hooves. It’s everywhere.”

She reached for the scarlet bow that tied mid-back, holding her top tight against her body and supporting her full breasts.

Jarah turned back as she finished cinching her skirt around her waist once more, then did a double take as Rikki released her bare chest. “Rikki!” she yelled, diving forward in time to catch the tightly wound ball of silk that had hidden between Rikki’s breasts.

“Oh gods,” Rikki said. “I forgot she was in there!”

Jarah sat on the ground then, relief evident on her face and mine.

Thank you.

I jolted upright with one boot still off, confused at the voice that spoke aloud. Rikki and Jarah both froze at that same sound.

Victor?

“Redelia?” I asked aloud, not sure where I should direct my question.

You may unwrap me.

Jarah lifted the bundle in her hands and tugged at the thin strap of silk that wound around the crystal inside. Over and over she unwrapped, releasing an extraordinarily long ribbon, until a crystal lay bare in her palm. It was no larger than my thumb from end to end, yet it contained the goddess within.

It was Redelia’s soul, but to us she appeared as a miniaturized version of her godly self. Her charcoal gray body stood with arms behind her back and legs close together while her white hair lay perfectly still behind her.

A soft light radiated in the space behind her, with occasional flares of prismatic color. We crowded around the gem as Jarah held it upright between her fingers and we peered at the beautiful goddess within, even as Redelia’s eyes stayed firmly closed.

“Victor, Rikki, Jarah,” Redelia spoke to us through the gem. “I must add an errand to your quest.”

“I did not realize we could commune with you in this way,” I said.

“My powers grow, thanks to your ardent effort,” she said. “I am gratified that your travels lent you opportunity to shine my light on new earthly pleasures. You have taken a krakeness, and you took her well, nourishing my aura and allowing my connection with this fragment to intensify.”

“Gratified,” I repeated. “So you did not send us to Telapa knowing that a kraken suffered for a savior?”

“Some gods take credit for coincidence,” Redelia said. “I am not among them. Your brush with this forestkind was provident, but not presaged. However, now that my light has graced the tender face of Sadine Lavar, my understanding of what light the future shines has gained a pleasant clarity.”

“We met your sister Araine,” Rikki said. “We bid her speak with you, but she resisted.”

“And then she nearly drowned us beneath Okkor’s beach,” Jarah said.

“You made it to Okkor’s Isle, then,” Redelia said. “Good. I needed to tell you— did you say ‘Araine?’ ”

“Yes,” I said. “The goddess of shifting sands. Had your pendant been around my neck, you might have witnessed our struggle. Though the pendant might have been lost in the scuffle.”

A long silence stretched before us, with Redelia’s tiny avatar remaining perfectly still. I did not want to shorten the goddess’s contemplation, though I did fear her energy might falter before she shared her urgent news.

At last, she cleared her throat and continued. “I have never heard of Araine, nor does she respond to my psychic call. It is possible she has yet to tap into the shared network of mind that our kin have so carefully connected.

“This suggests she is that rare exception, a god who found her way along the path to divinity unaided,” she said. “We all rely on the help of other gods, and that help is freely given. It would not suit a goddess to stand by while another being suffers. Pain runs contrary to our nature, and the soothing salve of a helping hand is a boon to both parties involved in that exchange.

“Still,” Redelia continued, “my brother and sister gods disclaim her. None mentored her toward the realization of divinity’s call. She is an island unto herself, an oddity among my kind. I fear that her isolation deprives her of the knowledge that Greenloft’s king has issued a death call for every god that walks this plane.”

“She does not seem concerned with any present danger,” I said. “She would conscript us three to escort her to the mountain’s peak — a location she has been unable to secure thus far — without first consulting with the goddess to whom we are pledged.”

Redelia sighed. “Our path is one of justice and mutual survival,” she said. “Araine must not understand that, or else she would not so jealously guard the island as though she intends to rule it alone. I am in no position to test her strength, and my soul is vulnerable this far from a dedicated temple. Let us complete our task first and worry over diplomacy second.

“Now, I did not seek your audience to discuss a wayward goddess. I caught a glimpse of Prince Wick’s sword when you rested my pendant on the tavern table, and I have dwelt since then in vain on a curiosity I observed. I realize now that perhaps I never observed it to begin with.”

“What curiosity?” I asked.

“Describe the prince’s weapon for me,” Redelia replied.

“Taron was the older prince, though Wick seems to be the stronger,” I said. “His weapon is twice the breadth of his brother’s. Polished steel, long as a man’s arm, and sharp enough to split the bristle on a warthog’s chin. I attempted to steal it away from him on the docks, but it singed my hand.”

“So it burns,” Redelia said. “What of the gap that runs the length of its blade?”

“There was no gap, your grace,” I said. “Just a band of solid black a half-inch thick that ran from tip to hilt. It was deep and grave, like a vein of onyx, given only to an occasional glint of unearthly purple when the weapon struck its target.”

“Of course,” she said. “A thing that reflects no light provides nothing for my power to capture. My looking stone artifacts were blind to that vile band. To me, it did not exist. Did Taron’s blade have the same feature?”

“It did,” I said. “What is it?”

“A thing of power, and of darkness. The king’s children are a more dangerous lot than I gave them credit for. I have only to wonder what dark force they have aligned with.”

“Are they evil?” Rikki asked. “I would be the least surprised.”

“No one is evil,” Redelia said. “Not truly. Tainted, yes, but all taints can be purged with time and sorrow. To know the true source of the corruption that tempers his blade, I will need a closer look.

“Wear my pendant, Victor,” she continued. “It has lost its mercantile value now that holy relics are royal contraband, but it maintains its perceptive aspect all the same. I will need every angle of sight your travel allows. Seek out Wick, get my enchanted eye as close to his blade as you can afford. I must glean what detail the emanations of his blade cast off.”

“We left Wick in the port city Telapa,” I said.

“But he did not leave you,” she said. “Your paths will cross on Okkor’s Isle. I wish there were any other way, but some fate lines are etched in bone.”

“How will you see that which is forged in darkness?” Jarah asked.

“With help,” she said. “I—”

We watched as the inch-tall version of Redelia doubled over. She clutched her arms around her stomach as her long white hair fell past her shoulders, hiding her face. Gradually, she rested on her knees.

My heart nearly burst through my chest at the sight of her anguish. “Redelia,” I said. “You are suffering.”

“Yes,” she said. Her voice was weak and she refrained from looking up at us from within her tiny crystal. “I… Do not worry for me. I will rest when the moment allows.”

“Take all the time you need,” Jarah said.

“Time is a luxury, and the world makes peasants of us all,” she replied. “Hurry up the mountain and dedicate a new temple to my glory. The trek is long, but the reward is pivotal. A second siphon will double my access to the well of life, and may replenish my energy enough to revive me.”

“Revive you…” Rikki said. “Dear goddess, I don’t care whether it is power or energy you need most, we will amass them both in your name.”

“Thank you, Rikki,” she said. “Thank you all.”
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Each hour of travel blurred into the next, sapping our sense of progress until a faint tune wafted down the mountain’s path and sparked renewed enthusiasm.

“There’s music,” Rikki said. Her dark eyes opened wide, spheres of polished coal that gleamed with the hope of a festive welcome into Jarah’s village.

“There often is,” Jarah replied. “We’re yet an hour from the town arch, but the night is young and my people celebrate any occasion with food and color and music, long into the night and following morn. There is time enough to climb before we reach our reward.”

“Will it include dancing?” Rikki asked.

“You are impossible to exhaust,” I said. “We’ve ascended from the island’s beachfront to its modest half-height mark at a cost of ten hours’ daylight, to say nothing of the toll it takes on thigh and calf.”

“Satyrkind have among the strongest legs in all the world forest,” she said. “I have the power to dance till dawn. Or is it the energy to dance till dawn? I’m still not sure on the difference, but I can figure that out later. After we dance. That’s what the music is for, yes?”

“Yes,” Jarah said. “There will be dancing.”

“Will there be wine?” Rikki asked. Now her grin stretched ear to ear. She already knew the answer.

“There will be wine,” Jarah replied.

“Too bad we can’t drink any of it,” I said.

“Why not?” Rikki asked, grunting an angry puff of air from her lungs.

“You’re right,” Jarah said. “Not a drop. We must sleep well and sound before tomorrow’s journey. The second half of the mountain is the more difficult to mount.”

“But I will climb better in jovial spirit,” Rikki said. “The scent of wine is a lure my lips would strain to resist. And that music… I cannot sedate my hip and hoof to the rhythm of the trumpet’s call. I’ve been patient this whole way, I… I…”

Jarah and I laughed at once, unable to contain our ruse any longer. “Who among us would dare keep you from a well-earned fête?” I asked. “So long as Jarah’s people welcome our addition, we’ll go straight to the music’s source and secure goblets of the finest cyclopean wine.”

Rikki hooked her arms around us both for a quick, tight hug. Then she scampered ahead, scouting out the path that sloped gradually forward, but not so far that we lost sight of each other. She had relinquished her constant need to maintain physical touch, but she hadn’t once let me out of her sight since our shipwreck.

“They will welcome us, won’t they?” I asked.

“This is an island of peace and trust,” Jarah replied. “Until we break the news of Greenloft’s intentions, they’ll have no reason to turn anyone away.”

“I want to make sure they won’t be unkind when they first meet Rikki,” I said. “We have journeyed past long stretches of low grass and prickly succulents, as well as tall palms surrounded by thick shrubs and ferns. We have not met a single forestkind calling this vegetation home.”

“Okkor’s Isle is a floating home of legends unproven,” Jarah said. “There are stories of ancient sphinxes that thrived in this island’s early days, back before the mountain grew from the sand. One day, they simply left, with the forest giving birth to no new children. People have their theories as to why, but the fact remains. This is a forest with no children. Not anymore.”

It was nearing nighttime when we approached the end of our rigorous hike, with the air growing cool and thin but perpetually calm and still. Only the barest breeze existed here, a welcome respite from Araine’s vicious tempest and the summer squall that had tossed us toward this shore.

Tall palms had shielded us from the sun’s hottest rays while firm cactus trunks stored water to slake our thirst. Now, as the sun’s guiding glow waned toward night, Redelia’s pendant made its presence better known by contrast, providing a greater share of the light that led our feet along the mountain’s wild path.

An evening hummingbird paused over a tropical flower, too enthralled by the bloom’s proffered nectar to distract itself with our oncoming footfalls. I had started to take these colorful birds for granted, they were so plentiful here thanks to the island’s dense and varied plant life. Small lizards climbed up the trunks of nearby palms to watch us pass; monkeys and black squirrels chased after each other for sport.

The island teemed with life, making the absence of Rikki’s cousins a glaring perplexity.

“Have you given thought to what you will say?” I asked.

Jarah’s lower lip trembled as her mouth pinched closed.

“I don’t mean to upset you,” I said. “I only ask whether there is anything I can say or do to make your task less difficult.”

“I love my island,” Jarah said. “I love my people, and my family. I should be overwhelmed with joy to share all of this with you and Rikki, but the circumstances… How will I tell my parents what we’ve lost?”

“With the same compassion you must extend to yourself,” I said. “You lost a brother to Greenloft’s warmongering royals. He did nothing but speak of peace and truth, yet Taron hanged him while his subjects cheered.

“Your parents lost a brave young man taken too soon,” I continued. “There is no way to tell them this but plainly.”

“And then the oncoming war,” Jarah said. “Our nearest neighbor’s murderous intentions. I cannot drink and dance in good conscience while that information burns hidden inside my heart.”

We continued without words for some time, the beat of the music ahead trending up while the buoyancy of our mood trended down.

This was not a trip of rest and indulgence. We were the bearers of dire news, and the carriers of a goddess’s last hope for revival.

“Aho!” Rikki yelled. “You there, aho!”

Jarah and I jogged ahead to join Rikki. An older woman approached with a dark and gnarled walking stick in hand. Her large eye was the indigo of blueberry mash, with glittering motes of lime green swirling happily within.

“Now there is a greeting I haven’t heard in ages,” the woman said as she approached. She laughed and pulled her gauzy green shawl tighter around her shoulders. Her singular breast sagged low, pulling the skin of her upper chest taut against her ribs.

“That’s right,” Rikki said. “I’ve spent so much time with Victor I forgot it was just humans who say that.”

“I’m so happy our little island has attracted visitors,” the woman said. “And I see you have a local to guide you.”

“Jarah Lin,” Jarah said, bowing slightly. “With Victor Coin and Rikki Silena.”

“Merla Yanna,” the woman responded, bowing as well. She leaned heavily on her walking stick as she completed that movement.

“Your carry a beautiful staff,” I said, my eyes drawn instantly to the finely carved tool in her hands. “I carried one myself once, though not half as sound as yours.”

“Knotted palmwood,” she said, passing the item to me. “You won’t find a tree with a heartier branch, and they grow stronger as they coil with age.”

I held it up with both palms upraised, admiring its sturdy heft and smooth texture. Its head was the size of a golem’s fist, a dense gnarl of wood that curled in on itself to form a tight and weighty knot.

“What might it take for a visitor to purchase a staff of matching caliber?” I asked, passing the staff back to its owner.

“The land blesses us with an occasional branch suited to a tool like this,” she said. “The only cost is patience. Have you traveled this path long?”

“We have outlasted the sun,” I said.

Merla’s eye lit up, the lime green flecks in her iris speeding their path. “Have you seen a young boy, no taller than a monkey and twice as headstrong?”

“No,” I said. “Should we have?”

“Who knows?” Merla asked. “He went to build a sand fort with his friends earlier and they all returned without him. Ketson is a scamp and a handful, but I must retrieve him before dark. It’s hard to send a child to his bed without supper when you can’t find him in the first place.”

“Perhaps he visited with Araine?” Jarah said.

“I don’t know the name,” Merla replied.

“The goddess of shifting sands,” Rikki said. “Might make a sand fort difficult to sustain.”

Now Merla’s smile faltered. “I believe you are mistaken, there can be no goddess on this island. It would affront his memory gravely.”

“Whose memory?” I asked.

“Okkor,” Merla said. She gave up smiling now altogether, offering no further explanation of the affront her mind perceived. Our exchange had become suddenly tense, and entirely non-productive.

“Best of luck locating Ketson,” I said.

“Thank you,” she replied. She stepped around us and poked her walking stick into the soft, loamy ground as she disappeared down the mountain path.

“It hadn’t occurred to me,” I said once Merla was beyond earshot, “that Okkor’s Isle involved an actual… Okkor.”

“Another unsubstantiated legend,” Jarah said. “There is a fringe who holds that story in fervent belief, but we needn’t mind Merla and her odd custom. Not when we are this close to the village arch.”

We made short work of completing our walk, following the faint glow of the pendant around my neck and the blaring music from the heart of the village ahead.

The entry arch was wide and ornately carved from the fire-hardened trunks of old palms. There were no doors or gates beneath it, just the open road that led to the village square. This was a city without walls or guards, just houses and huts built on a flat bluff that extended from the mountain’s face toward the horizon.

Rikki kept scampering ahead and then turned back with an impatient face. We followed quickly as she led us toward the source of all festivities, a live band with horns and bags of wind that made beautiful squeals when squeezed quick and hard.

Jarah reached for a few kabobs from a nearby vendor, who smiled at her and nodded before walking away.

“I do still have a copper farthing,” I said. “What more do we owe him?”

“Nothing,” she said. “We share in all burdens and blessings here. Our economy runs on faith in each other, not the passing of metal from hand to hand. He will partake in the next festival, staffed freely by men and women who indulge their fill tonight.”

We ate greedily, our bodies long deprived of nourishment. Rikki thanked another vendor and rushed back toward us with three generous goblets of a pale pink liquid.

“Rhubarb,” Jarah said. “This is a sipping wine, one of my people’s most complex and longest—”

A satisfied exhalation from Rikki drew our attention to her emptied cup. “I’ll get us some more,” she said.

Jarah and I sipped lightly at our drinks and scanned the crowd that filled the central gathering arena. A density of cyclopean men and women danced there, trading partners as they spun in circles and traveled the length and width of the square, then back again. Their bodies were strong and lithe, cloaked in loose and flowing fabrics with festive colors and ornate designs decorating their necklines and down their sleeves.

They were taller than Rikki and myself, and broader, though few rivaled Jarah’s height. It was only now that I truly appreciated how magnificent a woman she was, surrounded by women of her own race whose strength and beauty she dwarfed at every turn.

Rikki returned empty-handed. “They have to open a new cask,” she said. “Let’s dance in the meantime.”

“Jarah’s feet hang heavy with the task ahead,” I said. “Let us not apply too much pressure against her will.”

“Thank you, Victor,” Jarah said. “We came here for people, and the people dance. The only way to get their attention is to follow in kind.”

The dance arena was paved in palmwood slats, each held against the dirt below with wooden stakes at their ends. We took to the dance floor together, though Jarah’s eye was distracted the entire while. Finally, she peered forward and smiled. “Umma!” she yelled. “Umma, over here!”

A woman approached with long, dark eyelashes. They were thick with mascara, and the bright pink eyeshadow she wore over her single eye gave the impression of a woman desperately clinging to her youth. The maroon lipstick that caked her lips didn’t help.

“Jarah Lin,” the woman said. “By the gods, you look great.”

“As do you,” Jarah said. She smiled warmly at the woman, clearly seeing through the makeup to the old friend beneath it. “I need to find my parents. I have news for their ears.”

“Your father just retired, love,” Umma said. “Had you heard that? Is that why you’re back? Because he took your mother on a trip downslope to a fishing village to see some old buddies of theirs. Should’a been home by now, all be told, but short visits grow long with old friends.”

Jarah and Umma spun while they talked, their arms looped together and their feet kicking up as if in synchrony. Rikki and I spun too, making it difficult to follow Jarah’s conversation closely, but I did my best. I paid little attention to forcing my feet to match Jarah’s dancing, but Rikki puzzled over it and tried her hardest to get the moves right.

“Where is Councilor Vicah?” Jarah asked. “If I cannot deliver news to my parents, I have omens for him instead.”

“Oh, he’s here somewhere,” Umma replied. “On the dance floor, most likely. Have a spin and find him fast, I’m on my way across it now. Bye, love!”

Umma let go of Jarah’s arm and latched onto another dancer, then kissed him on the cheek. I traded Rikki’s arm for Jarah’s and leaned in close.

“That didn’t sound like luck,” I said.

“No,” Jarah replied, grabbing Rikki’s arm for a spin before coming back to mine. “Councilor Vicah is our village elder, he’s the one that will take news of Greenloft’s war and enact a plan in unison with the other villages. He’s dancing, I think.”

“There must be hundreds of people here, with more crowding in by the minute,” I said.

“Gray hair, a silver iris specked with red,” she said. “When we see him we’ll know him.”

“Lead the way,” I said. Jarah, Rikki, and I continued our three-person dance in the lively throng of cyclopean partiers. Twice Rikki reached wide for a goblet of wine, but she always offered to share. The rhubarb liqueur was sweet and rich, loosening Rikki’s hips as she twisted and spun.

My eyes scanned the faces in the crowd, but none had the distinctive silver eye of Jarah’s village elder.

As we traveled the length of the festive central square, a bright blue light cropped up in the corner of my eyes, always toward the mountain’s slope just above the palm-thatched roofs of the houses and shops. I wondered whether the wine was playing tricks with me, or perhaps the gleam from Redelia’s pendant was too bright in my peripheral sight.

Jarah’s mood became more frantic as we failed to find her people’s leader. Rikki, however, was shorter than me and had no line of visibility toward the faces of Jarah’s people. She pulled me toward her now and then for a kiss that tasted like wine and a quick grope at my backside — or my frontside, increasingly often.

Finally, Jarah pulled us away from the dance floor. “I cannot find him,” she said. The music had grown louder though, making conversation a labor.

“Does the mountain have a source of light, like Redelia’s pendant?” I asked. “We could shine onto the crowd to get the councilor’s attention.”

“No,” Jarah said. “Why do you ask?”

“We saw a blue gleam amidst the summer squall,” I said. “And again when we dodged Araine’s wrath. I thought I saw the same glow there, but it is fleeting.” I pointed toward a ledge along the mountain slope.

“If we climb,” Jarah said, “we could scan the face of every man at once, rather than dance amidst a shifting throng in the hope of a random encounter. There is no light but the torches that line the dancing square, but added height could be an advantage.”

We wound through the back alleys of the village, passing sleepy houses and darkened shops, all empty after the festivities had drawn everyone to the village center. A sheer cliff rose ten feet high along the mountain’s edge, but above that was a flat rock shelf that provided better vantage.

Rikki approached the wall without being asked. Her balance was poor, but she paid it no mind, pressing the edge of one hoof against the vertical rock and settling on a hairline ledge I hadn’t seen a moment before.

Her hands worked quickly, seeking gentle slopes or tiny pockmarks in the rock’s surface while her feet found impossible perches. My jaw dropped in wonder as she neared the top of the wall, but then she froze.

“This is amazing,” I said. “You’re almost there!”

“What have I done?” she asked, wavering slightly. “Get me down from here.”

“Rikki, you’ve almost climbed up,” I said. “See if you can find Councilor Vicah.”

“No,” she said. “I made a mistake. Up always means down. I’ll be trapped.”

“It’s just another arm’s length,” Jarah said.

“Please don’t make me do this!” Rikki yelled.

“Of course not,” I said. “Come down slow. We’ll support you.”

She pointed her hoof and bent her legs, scraping the rock face in search of a step she could shift her weight onto. Her hands trembled while her fingers bent into strained positions, supporting too much of her weight.

I reached up, prepared to brace her hoof with my hand while Jarah stood ready to take Rikki’s arms.

Then, she slipped. Her body fell all at once, losing her grip with both hands and scrambling her legs in the air. I positioned myself beneath her and caught her around the waist, causing my body to flatten along the ground and provide cushioning as she crashed on top of me.

“I don’t understand,” Jarah said. “You have such natural talent for climbing.”

“I suppose I do, but I’ve never needed it,” Rikki said, getting to her feet and then helping me do the same. “I missed that time as a child when exploration is the driving impulse. I know pain now. I have need for limbs unbroken. My mind swirls with the terror of falling and then I freeze. I’m sorry I couldn’t do it. I’m afraid. And I’m a disappointment.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “Had I known how a climb would affect you I would have urged you down and not up.”

“I will go,” Jarah said.

“No,” I said. “It is clear that this height poses a danger. I won’t put either of you through this.”

“But I want to,” Jarah said. “This is my village. We seek out my elder.”

“This is our task,” I said, “but I will accept the danger myself when I can.”

“Victor—” she pleaded. I would hear no more protest. I nearly lost Jarah to a guillotine’s blade once; I would not lose her to a mountain fall.

“Provide a boost and I can climb from there,” I said. “Truly.”

Jarah sighed but folded her hands together as a step to start my climb. She lifted me up from there until my fingers found a ledge toward the cliff’s top edge. It took a few moments for my feet to find traction, but the rest of the climb was none too difficult, thanks to my generous head start.

Even at this slight elevation, the view was spectacular. The night sky was filled with stars, and the last blue on the horizon sank into the dark ocean beyond. Cyclopean men and women twirled in the village square, young and old alike, their loose garments sending waves of colorful fabric behind them as they danced and drank.

“What do you see?” Jarah asked.

I stood on my toes and craned my neck. I could see only half the crowd, with the angled roofs of buildings blocking the other half from view. “Not enough,” I replied. “And still no Councilor Vicah.”

As my eyes scanned the village, a bright blue light flared in my vision again. I looked up the mountain slope and my eyes focused on it, a cylinder of turquoise that gradually settled into the shape of a man.

Oh, you rhubarb wine, I thought to myself. You inconspicuous liquid devil, beguiling my sight with phantom aberrations.

“Victor,” Jarah said. “What is that?”

“Is it real then?” I asked. “Do you witness what I do?” My face aimed at the man-shaped apparition but my words directed behind me, to the girls that waited at the cliff’s base.

“A glow,” Jarah said. “A man.”

This ghost smiled amiably and waved me toward him as he floated higher up the mountain’s slope. He was unbothered by the lack of steps, and I hesitated to move at all.

“He wants me to follow him,” I said.

“Come back,” Rikki said. “I can’t join you up there, and I won’t lose you to a ghost.”

“I need to climb higher,” I said. “This won’t be long, I promise.”

I heard Rikki whimper below, and while I wouldn’t take my eyes off the glowing man of translucent form that rose before me, I did hope Jarah would console Rikki and keep her calm as I finished my task.

“Just like Redelia’s tower,” I told myself, feeling the rock wall ahead and climbing slowly. Each inch I lifted myself higher was another inch the ghostly man rose ahead of me, leaving ample space between to leave me without a sense of threat.

A false impression of peace, perhaps, but I climbed anyway. My goal was to steal a fuller glimpse of the village from above, but now I worried too much to take my eyes off my spectral guide.

The higher I climbed the greater my hesitation became, until at last he vanished. The blue light he had shone over me snuffed out, leaving Redelia’s pendant on my chest to aim its prismatic glow at the mountain alone. I turned my head and tucked my chin against my chest, trying to catch sight of the faces below. Now they were an indistinct blur, bobbing and weaving among themselves but too distant to make out their features.

“What do you see now?” Jarah asked.

I squinted, taking in the full scope of the village from end to end. Beyond this small town the mountain sloped sharply down, so I could not see the rocky base that supported it from beneath. I could, however, see the outcroppings of the island’s edge. It was dark, but a few large shapes cut smooth edges away from the ocean background.

“Boats,” I said. “Perhaps the fishing village below?”

“No,” Jarah said, “that village is on the island’s other side. There is no true port besides their simple piers.”

I dared to lean only a few inches away from the rock, my arms already burning with the effort of keeping myself steady in my half-climb pose. “They are surely boats,” I said. “Large ones, and stationary along the island’s rim. With flags… Good gods, they bear Greenloft’s insignia.”

“How?” Jarah asked. “The summer squall carried us quick, but Greenloft would never sail into a storm that size.”

Adrenaline washed away my muscles’ fatigue and I climbed higher still, stealing glances left and right, cursing the darkening sky. It took all of my discernment, but I assured myself that a second bevy of boats lay further off the coast, small in the distance but large and sailing fast.

“You’re right,” I said, piecing together the limited information at hand. “Wick held his boats at Telapa until the squall subsided, but his fleet of purloined cargo ships comes toward us now, just hours behind.

“The boats I spy moored along the coast preceded our arrival and the storm we suffered through. There is a port city north of Telapa. It must not have escaped royal appropriation of its commercial fleet either. I am left to wonder how long they have anchored here, and why.”

The music below us cut off abruptly. A woman screamed, followed by others. A regiment of dark shapes marched into the square from the city’s other end.

“We’re too late to find Councilor Vicah,” I said. “We’re already under attack.”
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I climbed halfway down, then jumped from the cliff and rolled to a stop. Rikki latched onto me immediately.

“Let’s not start this again,” I said, stroking her horns with the back of my hand. “We have an invasion to curtail.”

“We were always too late,” Jarah said. “I thought Greenloft hadn’t sent its warships from the capital.”

“These are cargo ships, like the others,” I said. “Imagine all the soldiers they could fit inside the hulls. That’s all they need against an undefended island: a corps of guards with sharp swords. They kept their cannons and catapults behind, ready for a separate siege.”

“We saw what they did to Jarah’s brother,” Rikki said. “They will kill every last cyclops before they calm their swords.”

“They will not,” I said, pinching my amulet and centering its gem on my chest. “With Redelia as our witness, we will stop this war. That is why we came, so she could capture the light of an island’s relief at a crisis thwarted. This is the moment we sought, to empower our goddess and revive her resplendent soul. Fate stands on our side!”

We rushed back through the village, passing the houses and shops that lay idle and dark on our first pass. Now, the streets were crowded with cyclopean villagers, rushing from the central square and seeking haven in their homes or down dark alleys.

“Come!” I yelled to the fleeing people that pushed past us. “Let us stand against Greenloft’s assault and turn away their vile aggression!”

Yet, Jarah was the only cyclops willing to confront this war head-on. We ran further into the heart of the settlement as her people fled and cowered.

A royal foot soldier paused in the middle of the path ahead, a sword in one hand and a series of black shackles hanging from his belt.

“Aho,” I yelled, balling my fists and wishing I still had a polearm — or any weapon, really — to meet against his blade.

“Aho,” he said back, appraising the threat we three might pose while his fellow soldiers yelled and fought with Jarah’s people in the square behind him. “We’re here for the one-eyed freaks, not our own kind. You can even keep your pet if you turn back.”

“You shouldn’t have said that,” I replied.

The second the word “pet” escaped that man’s mouth, Rikki bolted forward on all fours, her hooves stamping against the dirt road and her tail whipping to each side behind her. Massive horns, diamond-hard, preceded her as she lowered her head toward the man’s legs.

He pulled a pair of cuffs loose from his belt, two dense bands of black metal connected by an equally black chain. The sword he clasped in his other hand faltered as he focused on the shackles.

Rikki’s horns cracked into the man’s knee and split the bone open audibly, a violent crack that sounded in unison with his agonized scream.

As he fell, bloodied and limp, Rikki turned back and stomped at the ground, prepared to trample over him on her way back toward us. The man, however, tossed those manacles in her direction.

As if possessed by some magnetized spirit, the shackles rose from the ground and stretched wide on their chain. Rikki rushed toward us, but the shackles followed after her, homing toward her ankles as she ran.

“Watch out!” I yelled, rushing forward to meet her. The guard crawled toward us, yelling the whole while for his comrades to assist him, though none came to his side. They were oblivious to their outlying brother as they hunted Jarah’s people from the convenience of the crowded square.

Rikki tripped and skidded into the dirt on her return to our side as those black manacles tightened around her ankles. I reached for the chain between them, but my skin burned at their touch. The metal that curled around Rikki’s ankle was too short to wrap around her dense hooves, and once its failure was evident the device snapped open again and fell to the dirt, motionless.

Jarah pulled Rikki up while I stepped closer to the fallen soldier.

“What is this contraption that animates of its own accord?” I asked. The man bled from his splintered leg but did not answer.

“What is your design on the people of this island?” I bent down and yelled my question into his face. The sole of my boot pressed on the two sets of shackles that still hung from his belt, holding them at bay without risking direct contact with my exposed skin. His face was blanched from loss of blood, but he grabbed at my foot and tried to push me away.

“Speak!” I yelled. “Before I stand on your knee instead.”

“It’s us or them,” the guard said. “And it sure as hell won’t be us.”

“For what purpose?” I asked.

“To build,” he said. His fingers drifted from my foot toward the shackles he stored at his hip. I kicked him under his jaw, snapping his lower teeth sharply against the uppers. He lay still after that.

“They don’t plan to kill,” I said, “not yet. They came for labor.”

“They came for slaves,” Jarah said. “That’s what the cargo ships are for. We are to be their cargo!”

We three rushed forward, into the plaza that had held loud and colorful festivities just moments ago. Now, cyclopean men and women lay shackled in the streets, their ankles and wrists bound in black metal that flashed an occasional gleam. They struggled to resist or break free, but they could not.

The village had devolved into mayhem. Royal guards continued to billow through the village arches wielding manacles and swords. Others threw the restrained bodies of Jarah’s people into heaps on the hard wooden slats that lined the village’s central square.

Victor.

“Rikki,” I said. She was already reaching inside her top for Redelia’s soul. The crystal that housed that perfect model of the goddess’s form, a hundredth her size but exact in every detail from her exquisite charcoal skin, to the brilliant white eyelashes on each closed eye.

“Goddess,” I said, peering into her diminutive face. “The battle has begun. This will be our victory, we need only allies to battle—”

“Stand down,” Redelia said. Her order threw me off balance.

“Greenloft will destroy Jarah’s entire civilization,” I said. “We cannot idly allow them free rein of the island.”

“You will do as I say, emissary,” Redelia said. Her voice was insistent. Her miniature soul stood firm. “Your task is to dedicate a temple, and that task doubles its importance with what I witness here. The village is lost. We cannot lose the island with it.”

“What good is an island without its people,” I asked.

“I have not abandoned its people,” Redelia said. “I have chosen to save who I may. Stand close.”

We did as the goddess asked, huddling tight despite the frenzy surrounding us in the plaza. The crystal that held Redelia’s soul pulsed with white light, each burst extending further than the last until Rikki’s hands were bathed in constant white, then our arms and torsos, our legs. We were painted in total illumination.

“I capture the light that lands upon you,” Redelia said. “I bend its reflection before I return it outward. No one will see you or the ground on which you stand. Pause here and you will be safe.”

“At the center of a violent frenzy,” Rikki said.

“While we do nothing to help a single soul?” Jarah asked.

“I am a single soul,” Redelia said. “Your patience assists me in a time of utmost need.”

Men and women cried out around us, unprepared for the onslaught of guards with their enchanted shackles. The powerful frames and long limbs of the cyclopean people were no benefit against their attackers; the human soldiers subdued them deftly without the need to touch them directly. A simple aim and toss of those corrupted cuffs inflicted an inescapable incapacity.

Tears streamed from Jarah’s oversized eye.

All around us her people suffered and begged, but we stood in our close circle, forbidden from interfering in the enslavement of an entire race. We stood at the epicenter of a tragedy whose magnitude we could scarcely fathom.

Redelia winced inside her crystal. “My power wanes in the face of it,” she said. “Agony. Confusion. Uncertainty. I can see the pain written across their faces and it depletes me. They know not the horror Greenloft has in store, but they suspect grave and terrible things. They despair.”

“Look away, goddess,” I said.

“No,” she said. “I will suffer the truth. But tell me this, why do the people of Okkor’s Isle lay still as if in surrender? Are they so averse to fighting they would give their bodies and their futures away unchallenged?”

“They are bound,” I said. “The army wields shackles that propel themselves, locking without warriors clasping the cuffs by hand.”

Redelia’s shape stood still within her crystal, but the glow of the amulet around my neck intensified.

“Much like the vein of power housed within Prince Wick’s sword, I cannot see the shackles at all,” she said. “I can, however, sense their emanations. The energy they radiate bends the natural light around them. They churn with misery and vice. There can be no doubt in my mind now.”

She took a deep breath and bowed her head, as if defeated by the realization that clicked inside her mind. “The kingdom Greenloft,” she said, “has taken an infernal.”

Rikki gasped. The color drained from her face, leaving a somber, stricken expression while her jaw began to tremble.

“This changes everything,” Rikki said. “We must run. We must take your soul to safety and never turn back.”

“No,” Jarah said. “We cannot leave my people, not now.”

“Kirsis fought an infernal once,” Rikki said. “That villain nearly ripped the god’s heart from his chest. If it weren’t for his legion of servants… Infernals are as merciless as they are strong.”

“I had thought we faced an opponent fueled by powerthirst and greed,” Redelia said. “I feared for the good hearts and souls trapped in the warpath of a madman king. For the first time since the dawn of this clash, I fear for myself as well. For my sibling gods and all mankind. The infernals rise again.”

The hell that surrounded us was a surreal backdrop for this discussion, as bewildering as the topic itself.

Men in Greenloft’s green tunics and protected by chainmail armor kicked down the doors to houses and dragged people kicking from their homes. Children were cuffed and thrown over guards’ shoulders before being tossed into piles of suffering bodies. Casks of wine and crates of food were broken and toppled as the guards scoured each inch for any denizen of this fair village that still drew breath.

“What is an infernal?” I asked. “Why does this stop us from aiding these innocent people?”

“Infernals are failed gods,” Redelia explained. “They sought the divine but strayed from its path, choosing facile power over patient devotion. They cut the journey to godhood short, binding their souls to the destructive forces that oppose the harmony my kind have always aspired to.

“While true gods grow in power through pleasure, the infernals feed off pain,” she continued. “Infernals are leeches, sucking away at the forces that enliven this world. Most realms would behead their kind and burn their remains far from their cities’ gates. At any time, infernals are far and few between, but where they arise only tragedy follows.

“This revelation explains why Taron was so willing to slay the goddess of abnegation, and why his father spreads the lie that we are simply witches and warlocks pulling the wool over eyes of man and beast. He weakens the trust people have long placed in miracles freely given and makes our suffering a source of pride for humankind.

“To kill a god provides great power for an infernal, because the death of a god is a thousand times more painful than the death of a single man. It sends a current of pain and sorrow through the core of every being — man and god alike — with a connection to the slain deity. Anyone that god ever helped, every life they ever touched, suffers a loss upon that death.

“The weapons King Corrow and his children carry are imbued with a dark and evil force that tethers those weapons to the infernal they pledge their fealty to. When Taron killed the goddess Yuriana, he fed untold strength to the infernal directing Greenloft’s war.”

“Why would King Corrow and his children pledge themselves to an infernal?” I asked. “What could they possibly gain?”

“Ultimately, their own ruin,” Redelia said, “but the path to ruin is paved with success. They will amass gold, and land, and renown along the way — until the infernal sees fit to toss them aside. By then, who of my kind will remain?”

“Gods are not the kingdom’s only victims,” I said.

“No,” Redelia replied. “Taron dismembered countless forestkind in his search for mythical parts to bind into armor. He applied his blade while those poor creatures lived and allowed them to die slowly, waiting for cloud carriers who would find no coin upon their tongue to prove their worthiness for the life ahead.”

“Was that not the cruelest part?” Rikki asked. “Those netherlife guides won’t know the measure of a soul’s hard-earned love if no one leaves a token by which to prove it.”

“Equally cruel as the merciless agony in which they died,” Redelia said, “drawn out to force a deep and lasting pain that would scar their souls for lifetimes to come.

“It was not infliction for sadism’s sake,” Redelia continued. “Every ounce of torture suffered by your slain cousins at Taron’s enchanted blade fueled the infernal’s power.

“While Taron’s method was physical pain, Wick’s men came to this shore to inflict a different kind of anguish,” she said. “One that lasts a lifetime of servitude. I—” She winced again, suffering the pangs of pain drawn in by the conduit of her watchful light. “I must see your people freed, Jarah. I must live until that day.”

“Who is responsible?” Jarah asked. Her voice shook. “What infernal draws life from all this death and pain?”

“I will require a long study of the emanations that root most directly to the infernal’s soul,” Redelia said. “I must peer into the darkness housed within Wick’s blade and contact the infernal through his own dire artifact. I will reveal his name and put a mark upon his back if it is my last act of divine intercession. Perhaps then another god can take this fight to finish.”

“We will not allow you to fall against this charlatan god,” Rikki said. “Hold steady, dear goddess.”

“And what of the blue light that beckoned us to the island, that drew my trust away from Araine and my attention to the mountain ledge?” I asked. “What role does that lively spirit play in this?”

“I cannot yet know,” Redelia said. Her voice was weak, her closed eyes clenched shut. “I must… focus.”

For hours we stood in the city’s central plaza, awash in the goddess’s protective aura, shielded from everything except the shame of our own inaction.

The royal guards were brutally harsh as they trapped and bound the last of Jarah’s people. They sprinted through the trees and down the mountain path to hunt down those who sought to escape. They shot arrows to incapacitate and closed in with manacles to finish the job. They hauled bodies old and young, forced their captives into lines, and marched them from the city with whips and spears to prod them onward despite their torn flesh and weakened limbs.

Onward they went, leaving behind the trappings of a celebration that finished in tragedy.

When the last torchlight of the invading force was invisible in the distance, Redelia ceased her divine protection. Jarah collapsed, her face so wet with tears and her lungs so spastic for breath that she could cry no longer. A silent pall hung over the empty village.

“Thank you,” I said to Redelia’s crystal, still resting inside Rikki’s cupped hands. “You stole the light before it could reach our enemy’s eyes.”

Redelia’s form lay still within her crystal. Silent.

“We require your guidance on the path ahead,” I continued. “The island’s peak is yet a day’s climb upward, while Jarah’s people descend the island’s gentler slope toward the slave ships that wait at the shore. Would you have us ascend and dedicate your temple while the ships prepare to sail, or to liberate Jarah’s people and delay dedication of the temple that will renew your strength?”

Redelia remained wordless, though not expressionless. Her mouth tensed and her legs quivered.

“Lady Redelia,” I said. “We serve you humbly. We wait only to do what we are told.”

The goddess who stood inside that tiny crystal shook her head and squinted her eyes shut, a look of fear or pain or defeat contorting the peaceful beauty she normally maintained. She fell to her knees inside that crystal, folding her legs beneath herself as long white locks fell forward to cover her face.

“What thrilling sight would strengthen you?” Rikki asked. “We will capture it for your holy sight and increase your power to sustain you.”

“It is energy I need, dear satyress,” Redelia said.

“Oh,” Rikki said.

“My power is an amphora,” Redelia said. Her voice was weak, dipping into a whisper several words at a time. “It expands as my soul expands, but I must keep it full to exert my influence. Energy is—”

“Like wine,” Rikki said, smiling as Redelia’s analogy clicked inside her mind. “You are the amphora, the container for the nectar of life’s rejuvenating energy! You just need a refill.”

“Yet,” Redelia said. “There is not a drop to drink. The well of life permits only the weakest sip long moments apart.”

“Then sip doubly,” I said. “When we found your holy building atop the island.”

“A pleasant thought,” she said. “By morning… Tomorrow’s story is twined of light I will not live to capture.”

“You must hold on,” I said.

“My vision darkens,” she said. “I… … … falter.”

The crystal dimmed as she spoke, filling as if with smoke from the inside, a fog of gray as dark as her charcoal skin that clouded the gem in Rikki’s hand and diminished the gentle light that glowed from its surface.

My pendant darkened as well, its resplendent gleam becoming nothing more than the faintest glow.

“Goddess,” I said. “Redelia! What are we to do?”

Panic overwhelmed me, body and soul. The goddess of captured light had too thoroughly depleted her store of heavenly energy protecting us from Greenloft’s slavers. We were missionaries questing in the name of a divine woman whose very divinity was failing her.

“It will take a day to reach the summit,” Rikki said. “Does she really lack a day to hold her strength?”

“Hundreds have been taken from this village alone,” Jarah said. “We must go after them, wait for the guards to swap their shifts and sneak my people to freedom. How many villages must fall in a day? What of my parents, already visiting the shore’s edge with people my family holds dear?”

“Redelia would know,” I said. “She would ask her sibling gods to read the winds and she would know. How to save us all.”

“She brought us here to save them,” Jarah said. “We cannot fail in that.”

I reached toward Rikki. Her eyes were wide with concern. I took Redelia’s soul and held the murky gem toward the sky, but the moon’s light did not pierce the cloud that overtook our lady’s form.

“My pendant,” I said, swallowing hard to force my heart from my throat and back into my chest. “Its light is faint, but not gone. We can yet revive her, but we must act now. On our terms and no one else’s.”

“You want us to climb a mountain high,” Jarah said, “in the dead of night, while Redelia perishes slowly and children trod quickly alongside their parents to whatever cruel sentence Greenloft has passed on their innocent souls?”

“We are battle-worn and travel-weary,” Rikki said. “We have not the light to see by. We should wait.”

“I will not wait for Redelia to tell me to save her life!” I said. “I am her emissary. I am the one to defy her wishes.”

“Victor?” Rikki asked. “Her patience is a string with few strands. She is liable to snap when tugged abruptly. We must ascend to the peak, tomorrow, by the sun’s guiding light.”

“We will not climb this mountain,” I said. Rikki’s tail tucked in between her legs when I made clear my intention. “Redelia’s will would not be done.”

“So we save my people?” Jarah asked.

“In due time,” I said. “First, we dedicate a temple to the goddess of captured light. Right here. Right now.”
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“We can’t,” Rikki said. “She won’t allow it.”

“She is left with no choice,” I said.

“Redelia wanted to see Jarah’s people saved,” Rikki said. “This was the premise, to capture the image of their salvation so that she could delight in their deepest relief.”

“Would she have us abandon that goal,” Jarah said, “if she cannot witness their liberation? Must she view their emotion to care at all for their freedom?”

“It matters not,” I said. “I will save the goddess’s life, and then we march on the shore. Whether or not she is able to watch on high.”

“This is a bad idea,” Rikki said. “Greenloft’s army left behind all the food and wine. We should pause to nourish ourselves here, rest in each other’s embrace, and wake with sated bones and level heads.”

I carried Redelia toward the center of the village plaza, despite Rikki’s protest. The fingers of one hand dug beside a palmwood beam and pulled it from the ground, yanking loose the short wooden spikes that held it in place. Jarah came to my aid, lifting the plaza’s simple flooring and tossing those planks aside until a wide square of flattened dirt lay before us.

With Redelia still clutched in my palm, I dug the heel of my boot into the dirt and scraped a circular perimeter into the ground, walking backward until the circle met end to end. At twelve feet wide in every direction, it was room enough for a goddess to call home. At least for now.

I had practiced these words with Redelia many times over the last month. There was a solemn gravity to the ritual, one that required an emissary to align his body, mind, and spirit to the task at hand. Early mornings and late nights, Redelia guided my intonation and the pace of my movements. She taught me to shut aside distractions and devote myself entirely to forging a connection between the earth’s nourishing life force and the deepest thrum of her soul’s power.

We had honed my mental focus, but only in pantomime. Now was the time for praxis to emerge from theory.

“I dedicate this ground to the divine,” I said, setting Redelia’s crystal in the center of the circle. I bent my mind toward the meaning behind those words, to the heaviness of what I intended. I would force the earth to gape and yawn. I would draw holy essence from its depths.

That shallow circular perimeter began to glow with white light. A numbing force swelled in the back of my mind, but I fought against it. I must control this ritual, attend to its every nuance.

“I invoke the well of life,” I continued, “to sustain the divine and connect her with the source of all creation.” The dirt beneath her soul’s crystal sank, in a small divot at first that gradually deepened and widened. Her crystal floated upward, carried on forces unknown and unknowable while a well formed underneath her. Further and deeper it grew until a glowing mercurial liquid bubbled upward from the depths.

“This is where her soul will stay,” Rikki said. “If you build a home here, she will not travel to the mountain’s peak, ever.”

My heart panged at the truth of Rikki’s warning. This was not the location Redelia had chosen, and I was forced to make this choice without consultation. I set those misgivings aside, prepared to accept any admonition the goddess would aim at me when this was over. To endure her punishment would be to rejoice in her continued vitality.

“I beseech this hallowed earth to shelter and nourish Redelia’s light,” I said. The sound of the world around me dampened as my mind sank into the ritual’s depths. I pulled away, determined to mold every moment of this dedication with focus and intention.

The ground shook beneath us as the glowing ring rippled without wind. Short tendrils rose at four points, curling like ribbons of ice as they reached upward and tapered overhead toward the center of the circle and toward each other.

“Victor?” the goddess asked. Her crystal clarified as the gray within dissipated.

“I dedicate this ground to Redelia,” I said, the first of three. More tendrils rose now, adding their strands to the others and forming a tented shape above us.

“This is all wrong,” she said.

“I dedicate this ground to Redelia,” I said again, the second of three. Another series of ribbons closed the gaps around us, weaving together in a delicate tapestry of divine construction.

Redelia reached one arm downward, toward the chasm below her floating crystal and the shallow puddle of brilliant silvery energy that pooled at its base. Her crystal soul expanded, its surface reflecting back the light that emanated from the twisting tendrils of energy above. Already some of those tendrils cooled at their base, ceasing their eldritch glow and condensing into solid rock. Soon they would form the first rudimentary walls of the goddess’s nascent temple, awaiting the labor and devotion of servants and acolytes to build this ground into a site worthy of the goddess’s splendor.

The base of Redelia’s crystal hovered above the pit in the circle’s center. The gem had grown, and she along with it, until she stood at her full size once more.

“This is for you, goddess,” I said.

Her face bore no smile as she stepped forward, through the front panel of her gem, and set her feet onto the dirt. With her knees bent and one hand braced on the ground to steady her, she reached into the well that opened beneath the twisting canopy that formed above her.

Her body was flickering and translucent, like a reflection of the sun’s light on a glittering wind chime. She brought her hand to her mouth and drank a palmful of molten silver liquid. As she drank from the source of the world’s energy, her twinkling shape became more robust, less prone to vanish in those moments between the beats of my hastening heart.

“In the midst of a village,” she said, scanning the area. “This is no place for a goddess to meditate and grow. No room to expand, no vast territory to watch over.”

Again, I cleared my mind. I would save her life, even at the risk of disappointment. I began the third of three. “I dedicate this ground to—”

My final pronouncement was cut short by a raucous boom that shook the ground beneath us and a brilliant light that pulsed across the sky. I shielded my eyes, and when I looked back, another pulse erupted, brighter than the first. Like a series of bombs that produced light for shrapnel, each blast was an assault of blinding luminance and violent tremor.

Redelia’s body, still flickering like a campfire in a winter wind, lifted from the ground. I reached for her hand, a movement born of instinct and devotion, but an electric shock sparked up my arm and jolted me away. A bright blue light pulsed from her skin, turning the charcoal goddess a lighter shade than the brightest sky. 

The glistening tendrils of holy power that had shaped the dome of her new temple cracked and shattered into pieces, evaporating in glittering shards before ever touching the ground. The stone walls that had begun to form around us crumbled to dust, stamping out the glowing ring of power at this site’s edge.

A blinding wave of blue light forced my eyes shut one last time. In the moment my eyes squinted closed, Redelia and her new temple had all but vanished. Her soul crystal lay on solid ground with the goddess encapsulated within, once again impossibly small. The well beneath her had sealed entirely, reverting the ground to a smooth layer of dirt, interrupted only by the occasional pockmarks from wooden stakes that once held beams of palm in place.

We rushed to her side, our eyes adjusting to the sudden darkness after the pulses of blue finally ceased.

“Redelia,” I said, staring at her dark gray body within that clear gem. “Have I failed you?”

“I was… rebuked,” she said. “This land has too strong a claim on it. What little energy I drew from the island’s tap will barely sustain my efforts another day.”

“Araine?” I asked. “How could her influence stretch so wide when she hesitated even to leave her sandy shore?”

“No matter,” Rikki said. “A day is time enough. The mountain’s peak awaits us, and our journey—”

“Is cancelled,” Redelia replied. “I will not risk your lives to travel further on a quest of diminishing propositions. The better course is to accept an early defeat. This island has rejected me soundly.”

“But goddess,” Rikki said. “I would risk myself freely. My gratitude runs deeper than my debt.”

“You owe me nothing, Rikki Silena,” Redelia said.

“We all owe you everything,” I said. “And we will owe you everything more once this is through.”

“Come home, Victor,” Redelia said. “When my end arrives, I would have you three by my side.”

“No,” Jarah said.

Rikki gasped. “She doesn’t mean that.”

“Yes,” Jarah said. “I do. I will not leave my island and my people to suffer at a slaver’s hands. You sent us here to build a temple to revive you, and to maintain the balance of light and order before darkness and chaos overtake it. That is what I intend to do.”

“Victor?” Redelia asked.

I walked to Jarah and took her hand. It was balled into a fist, so I pried her fingers loose and intertwined my own with hers. I peered into her large eye. It was weary, and bloodshot. The golden flecks that floated in her lavender iris had settled into a dusting of gold at her eye’s deepest point. She was resolute, but defeat loomed on her horizon. I could not allow the infliction of more pain on a woman that had already lost so much.

“I stand with Jarah,” I said. “There is too much at stake now. I will not consign your soul to its final day, nor will I abandon Jarah’s race to suffer until the end of time. There is no such thing as early defeat, only self-defeat, and I reject it with my entire heart.”

“You would choose Jarah over me?” Redelia said.

“I have chosen you both every time,” I said. “I do no less now, even at the risk of your ire. The mountain rejects you, but I do not. I will find a way to reinvigorate your sacred soul without turning my back on this island’s people.”

Redelia rested inside her crystal, no doubt contemplating how she might react to servants so devoted and yet so defiant. At last, she spoke. “My siblings are weak, deprived their full ration of divine energy just as I am. They stand vigil against the war to come, peering into their own souls for a glimpse of a hopeful outcome.

“The wind whispers. The leaves scatter. Light shines and then it is gone. None have perfect augur, and those with clues as to the future’s musings are covetous of what they know, lest speaking the future’s words destroys its very cadence.

“Still, we share in small measure. If you wait until morning, an escort will arrive to lead you into the belly of Greenloft’s boats. I cannot ensure your success there. If you set out on this errand, my pendant will not shine its light on the captives’ salvation.”

“Why not?” I asked. “Are we doomed to fail?”

“I am doomed not to know,” Redelia said. “Now I shall rest. What energy I have, I must cling to. There will be demands on my life before this is over and I should decide whether to challenge them.

“I must also meditate. I have entrusted my soul to you three, and I have lost your unerring obedience. If there is meaning in this, I will seek to find it.”
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Redelia’s crystal clouded over until it was entirely opaque, blocking any hope of reading her expression as she sank into holy meditation. Her pendant, still hanging from my neck, gleamed faintly into the night.

“She is disappointed,” Rikki said, bundling Redelia’s soul crystal within the silk that protected it.

“She is alive,” I replied. “In that we were successful.”

“My parents’ house is on the far end of the village,” Jarah said. “If the morning brings a prophesied escort, we might rest in my childhood home and wait till dawn.”

We trod slowly and quietly, pausing before houses whose doors were torn from their hinges to listen for any signs of life, any indication that someone had escaped the village’s routing at Greenloft’s hands. Each silent dwelling was another heartbreak, further proof that none in the village had evaded fate’s cruel turn.

Rikki paused to stare at the mountain’s top. The drastic tower that formed its highest peak was only evident where it blocked the stars, a sharp and probing spire of sheer stone. “It’s so high,” she said.

“It would have been perfect for her,” I said, “had the island not rejected her presence.” I nudged a door open with my foot, but the house inside was ransacked and dark.

“She needs this,” Rikki said. “She needs us. I walked away from a god I served once, I won’t do that again.”

“We’ll find a way,” I said.

“He would have enjoyed this festival,” she said. “He would drink deep of rhubarb wine only to spit it out in dramatic fashion and proclaim his own to be superior.” She smiled at the thought before leaning into an open window to look around. Her smile was gone when she pulled back, disappointed at the building’s disarray and emptiness.

“Where do you think he is now?” she asked. “Redelia said his throne was empty, but if Greenloft burnt down his temple where would he go?”

“You’re worried,” I said. “For Kirsis? He is a mighty and fearsome god.”

“I’m worried for all of us,” she said. “The gods are an integral component of the world’s flow. Without them drawing creative energies from the earth and dispersing them throughout the world, what will happen to my cousins?”

“This one is locked,” Jarah said, a doorknob held tight in her fist. “That is odd on a normal day, but especially unlikely now.”

“You think someone’s inside?” I asked. “A survivor of sorts?”

“Or someone the guards stationed here for any that hid well into the night,” Jarah replied. “I’ll kick down the door.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll go first.”

“This is my village,” she said. “If Greenloft left a warrior behind, I want to crack his head first.”

“And I want us all intact,” I said. “I will lead, to make sure it is safe.”

“Victor,” Jarah said. She shook her head and narrowed her lavender eye toward me. The frustration of our continual losses took a toll on all of us.

Just then the door handle creaked and the door swung inward, forcing all three of us to snap to attention and brace for an attack.

“Thank Okkor,” a woman said from within. “Please, hurry inside.”

“Merla?” Jarah asked.

“Yes,” the woman replied. “I thought the whole village up and left without me, but at least you’re here.”

“So you don’t know what happened?” Rikki asked, taking the first step inside Merla’s house with us close behind.

The woman’s home had small rooms and high ceilings. All of her furniture was in disarray after Greenloft’s intrusion, with a rocking chair leaning against the front window, a tall clock tipped face-down onto the floor, and books strewn haphazardly between the front door and the entry to Merla’s small kitchen. That room seemed to fare better, with a large shelf of brown glass bottles, canvas pouches, and fresh vegetables that were spared from an irreverent tossing.

“As the mountain darkened, I gave up my search for Ketson,” Merla said. “He does this, sleeping beneath the palms rather than face my frustration at his missing dinner and curfew all in one. He’ll come back in the morning on his own though, he always does. Then he’s in for it.” She wagged a finger at us as she spoke, then turned to lock the front door once we were all inside.

“So you really missed everything that happened here?” Jarah asked.

“Not everything,” Merla said. “As I crept into my house there was a blinding light from the center of town. In the flashes that followed I finally saw the destruction that tore a path through the village. I locked my door and blew out my candles after that.

“What happened while I was gone?” she continued. “This was no storm. Okkor protects us from storms. No, this was a mystery.”

“An invasion,” I said. “Your people were taken by force.”

Merla’s face fell at that news, but she recovered quickly, propping herself up on her walking staff.

“Whatever it was,” she said. “You’ll sleep here, obviously. Take Ketson’s room, he’s already decided he won’t use it tonight. I swear, little boys think they can just come and go as they please…”

I walked further into the house while Merla described her difficult son. Ketson’s room was in the rear of the single-story house. I sat on the child’s bed, though it was large enough for a human man. Merla clinked a kettle onto the stove to boil water for tea while Rikki and Jarah explained further what happened to the village. I pulled my boots off one at a time.

A fistful of sand had gathered in my left boot, and I tipped it onto the floor. It piled into a small dune on the palmwood slats.

Then, it moved. I blinked back my exhaustion and stared again, watching those grains begin to swirl of their own accord. No window sat open to let in a summer night breeze. Yet, the sand twirled with a life all its own, forming a small cylinder that swirled slow and constant.

Perhaps the settled walls of an old house admit a draft. I stomped on the small sand pile with my bare foot and spread it wide until the grains fell between the floor beams. I left Ketson’s room and joined the others in the kitchen, leaning against the wall beside Jarah’s chair for want of a vacant seat.

“… we tried to dedicate the temple to Redelia, right there in the plaza.” Rikki said.

“I’m not surprised the island rejected her,” Merla said. “This island belongs to Okkor.”

“You mentioned him when we first met,” I said. “Who is he, really?”

“He was the god of gods,” Merla said. “And he was good.”

“The head of a holy pantheon?” I asked.

She frowned. “He was not their father, or their ruler. He was their spiritual leader, their mentor, and their guide.

“The addition of gods to the pantheon is a rare and special occasion,” she continued. “Okkor ushered in many divine souls during his time on our island, adding his energy to their own so they might learn and grow in healthy confidence.”

“The gods gain power from pleasure,” Rikki said. “What did he extract in exchange for his divine spark?”

“That’s what made him so good,” Merla said. “Nothing. There is pleasure in help freely given, and he gave it with a smile and an open hand. Their gratitude lifted him up, expanding his power greatly even as he expanded the power of others. He was charitable and wise.”

“But gone,” Jarah said. “In all my years on this island, I have never seen Okkor or evidence of his hand.”

“He cannot be gone,” Merla said. “He built this island from a single pebble on the ocean’s floor. He carved the mountain and its cliffs with his pinky nail. His mighty call drew the birds that brought the seeds that grew into the palms and ferns.

“Okkor was our patron,” she continued. “He has been quiet, yes, but he would not leave us or his creation. So long as he stays, this land is loyal to him alone.”

“He is a myth,” Jarah said. “A creation story to make our people believe our land holds a special place in the divine order. How could a single god wield so much power to grow an island from one small stone? Tonight’s tragedy proves it; this is an island like any other. Or worse than any other. This island is forsaken.”

Again, Merla frowned, but sadness fled her face quickly. “They’ll return. Okkor wouldn’t let his favorite people suffer long. You’ll see.”

When Merla turned her back, Rikki pulled a bottle from a nearby shelf. She grinned and twisted off its cork, pouring a generous amount of thick, brown liquor into every mug of hot tea before stowing the bottle away again. I smiled and lifted my tea from the table. Its floral base had hints of dark fruits, all sharpened by a brisk jolt of liquid fire thanks to my sticky-fingered satyress.

Jarah took a deep breath and pushed her cup across the table rather than drink it. “Thank you for your hospitality, Merla. I think I’ll sit for a while by the front door, just to be sure all stays quiet.”

“As you like,” Merla said. “I’ll take my tea to my bed and leave you all to rest until breakfast time.”

Merla disappeared into a side room while Rikki finished her tea, then Jarah’s. She had a mischievous gleam in her eye, so I reached under the table and snuck the liquor bottle away from her.

“Tomorrow is another day,” I said.

“And tonight is another night,” she replied. She stood and placed her hands on my hips from behind, guiding me toward our temporary room.

The bed beckoned my weary body. I approached it and Rikki pushed the middle of my back, a persistent nudge that I gave into voluntarily, flopping face-first onto the mattress before me. She lifted my legs and laid me flat.

“How’s this?” she asked, straddling my body and digging her fingers into my back. I sank into the mattress, its plush comfort a welcome change from a day of hard travel and brutal emotion.

“I could fall asleep just like this,” I said, my words muffled by the pillow that enveloped half my face.

Rikki huffed. “Well we can’t all be Sadine Lavar.”

“It’s a compliment,” I said. “You don’t need tentacle limbs with pliant strength. Your touch relaxes me, loosening my rigid muscles and soothing my aching body.” I rolled over beneath her, my hips trapped in the tight space beneath her spread legs. She loomed over me, her body lit by a faint glint of moonlight that filtered in through the window pane.

“Really?” she asked. Her breath carried the sweet scent of tea stiffened with bold spirits. Her lips were still tense in disbelief, but her fingers began to unlace my vest and pull the leather halves away from my center.

“Really,” I said. “Come here.” I pulled her toward me, her long reddish-brown hair sweeping over my face as my head lifted from the pillow and my lips touched hers. We kissed in the dark, our hands tracing gently over each other’s bodies.

Rikki’s hips were wide, and my hands swept along her curves, rounding down her firm, plump haunches until I reached the bottom of her shorts. Her fur was short there, a smooth soft suede that grew gradually longer the further down her thighs I traveled.

She lowered herself toward my body until her breasts pressed against my chest. Her breathing came heavily now, but we were only guests here.

“This is a child’s bed,” I whispered.

“Let’s make it a man’s bed,” she replied.

“It’s not just that. I worry for Jarah.”

“Of course you do,” she said. “I wouldn’t touch you if you didn’t. She needs us as deeply as Redelia. I’m glad we won’t flee this challenge with our tails between our legs.” She slapped her own tail against the mattress by my side in playful emphasis.

“We should sleep,” I said. “We owe it to Jarah to meet the sunlight with full strength.”

“You sleep,” she said. “I’m too distracted.” She slid down my front, kissing my chest on her way toward my waist.

“Rikki,” I said. She popped the top button of my fly and kissed below my navel, trailing her nose further down along my skin as she unfastened my pants the full way.

Her hand reached below the base of my shaft, cradling my testicles as my length grew rigid beside her face.

“Rikki,” I said. “Should we not refrain, at least this once?”

“Shh,” she replied. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

I relaxed against the mattress after that, sure of only one thing: I would not be sleeping anytime soon.
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I woke to an empty bed and the enticing aroma of fresh baked pastries. I reached for my boots when something beneath the bed caught my eye. It was a small wooden carving of a creature the likes of which I had never seen. The head and torso were much like a woman, though the arms ended in oversized paws with leonine claws, as did the feet. A pair of angel wings grew from her back. Her face was austere and young, with a faint coat of pink painted onto her lips and fading rings of emerald green set within her eyes.

I tied my boot laces and carried the small toy into the kitchen.

Rikki sat at the table, a sticky bun in each hand and a wide grin stretched across her face. Jarah pulled the outer ring of dough from a single pastry and placed it in her mouth while I sat down to steal a breakfast for myself.

“What’s that?” Rikki asked, her cheeks round from a mouthful of food.

“A sphinx,” Jarah answered. “The forestkind fabled to spring from Okkor’s Isle, but only a very long time ago.”

“This is an admirable representation,” I said. The wooden toy had joints carved and pinned in delicate fashion, allowing the sphinx to bend and pose. Her shoulders and hips swiveled outward, allowing her to stand upright or on all fours. She was a fine little puppet with no strings.

“They were known as guardians,” Jarah said. “That toy likely doubles as a talisman in the hands of the superstitious, meant to keep a child safe from harm. Some good it did Ketson.”

“He might be the safest of all,” Rikki said. “Missing from the village at just the right time. Perhaps the gods did bless that sphinx to spare him from a life of dread. A world with gods cannot discount the possibility of divine intervention.”

“There are infernals in this world as well,” I said. “Let us not underestimate their cruelty.”

My thumb traced the outline of the carved forestkind.

“Do leave something for Merla,” I said, catching Rikki in the act of taking two more sticky buns from the platter in the table’s middle. “Where is she this morning? Already scouting for Ketson’s return?”

“Left for a bucket of milk,” Rikki said, her speech muffled by a mouthful of sugared dough. “Apparently there are cows not far.”

“I would gladly have run that errand,” I said. “A stiff walk is good for a morning stretch, and I hate to think I haven’t earned my sleep. How long ago did she leave?”

Jarah shrugged. “I only sat down a minute before you. I meant to keep watch all night, but I fell asleep in the old rocking chair the first moment I let my eye close.”

“Twenty minutes ago, I think,” Rikki said. “Long enough that I finished the first platter of buns when they were still warm and fluffy.”

“There was a second platter?” Jarah asked. Rikki shrugged.

“Wait,” I said. “Twenty minutes is a long time. How far are those cows meant to be?”

A thud sounded outside the house followed by a woman’s panting voice. Footfalls against the dirt road suggested a dozen or more people approaching.

Rikki opened her mouth to speak, but I held a finger to my lips. We sat in stunned silence, listening for any proof that our momentary safety might endure.

“Victor Coin!” came a booming voice from just outside the door. “Come out with surrender in your hands and nothing else!” The footsteps that we had first heard continued to shuffle, getting louder and spreading around us in every direction. Outside, a lone woman cried.

“Prince Wick,” I said. “It was foolish to think the brilliant spectacle of Redelia’s failed temple wouldn’t draw Wick’s men back up the mountain.”

“We’ll fight him,” Rikki said. “I’ll spear his gut with my horns, and any others that come for us.”

“It’s over,” I said. “Redelia wanted us home, and I refused. My escort to Jarah’s stolen kin is Wick’s arrest, and my task fails here.”

“No,” Jarah said. “I will escort you. I know the island well. If we slip out the rear—”

“We have you surrounded, foul murder,” Wick’s voice boomed again.

“This is a danger inescapable,” I said. “I will go now, and alone. Otherwise they’ll break in here and find you both as well.”

“Let them,” Rikki said.

“I must fight them, Victor,” Jarah said. “My soul will mock my heart for all of time if I let this evil go unchallenged. They have my family.”

“And they have me as well, but they don’t have us all,” I said. “I need you two to protect each other. And Redelia. Keep her soul safe. I’ll return with a cyclopean army, you’ll see.”

“Don’t go,” Rikki said, but I was already on my feet, a half-eaten sticky bun left behind on my plate. I tucked Redelia’s pendant into my vest to hide its gleam, walked toward the front door, and opened it just wide enough to step outside.

“My name is Victor Coin,” I said. “And I surrender.”

I kept my eyes from landing on Merla, though my heart tugged at the sight of her. Her face was bleeding, the red diluted in narrow trails where tears washed away the blood. She knelt on the ground, her arms and legs covered in dust and mud, while her ankles and wrists were bound tight.

Two dozen of Greenloft’s guards formed a semicircle around us, leaving only the option to run back inside the house. With Jarah and Rikki crouched behind the kitchen table, that was no option at all.

Wick narrowed his eyes at me, but whether he saw me as Victor Coin or Humbert Carver mattered little to me and, apparently, to him. After only a brief pause to scan my face, he motioned for his guards to launch into their roles.

There was not a second to dodge or sprint away. Two guards, one on each side, raised heavy black manacles and threw them hard. Those infernal shackles flew fast, one high and one low. They changed their arc through the air to home toward my limbs with perfect precision. They clasped around my wrists and my ankles with a searing hot pain that sparked a deep near-purple sheen in the shackles. They were heavy, like lead, but I suspected they were energy condensed by the fervent prayer of a vile infernal the same way Redelia’s holy light coalesced into the weighty sunstone that harnessed the morning light at her behest.

My face and chest flattened against the ground, my body contorting against my will as those cuffs tightened around my joints. I bit my tongue to keep from crying out in burning anguish, for Rikki and Jarah’s sake if nothing else. The iron taste of blood filled my mouth as my teeth pressed harder.

“How sweet the day,” Wick said. “One of our wanted foes brought to heel.” He stepped toward me, and bent down as I brought my legs under me and forced them into a kneeling position. My arms were restrained behind my back, but my face tilted toward him.

“Don’t worry,” he said, leaning his face near mine. “It’s not a long journey. You’ll have your royal execution nice and quick as soon as we get back to castle Greenloft.”

I spat, forcing a wad of bloodied saliva flat against Wick’s face. He backhanded me, cutting my chin with his gauntlet.

“Mouth manacles,” Wick said over his shoulder, wiping his cheek with the tips of his fingers, the only area his armored glove left bare. “Tell him that’s what we need next. Hot metal gags.”

“You have me,” I said. “Let go of the woman. You have no further need of her now.”

“I’ll judge what use she is,” Wick replied. “We need muscle to build what’s next, and ways to boost the men’s moral while we’re off to war. We’ll see which role she plays best.”

The prince whistled then and turned toward the path that led away from the village and down the mountain toward the shore, with his guards closing in behind. A handful of guards focused on myself and Merla, kicking and prodding until we stood and marched between them. I stayed by my hostess’s side, concerned that she might not hold up on the long trek down.

Her face was gaunt, but her bleeding seemed to have stopped shortly ago. Her brow furrowed deeply.

“Did you—” I started. Find him?, I would have finished. Merla seemed to sense that, shaking her head sternly as I spoke. The guards listened too keenly to risk alerting them to the presence of another life on this island. Instead, I changed course. “Did you betray me?”

“They beat me,” she said. “They showed me your picture, on a poster. They told me lies about who you really were, then they laughed and kicked me when I gave you up. I’m such a fool.”

“No,” I said. “You’re not a fool, to give them one man. That’s all it was, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right,” she said. “That’s what I gave them.”

Good, I thought. They didn’t know about Jarah and Rikki, let alone Redelia.

“Have faith,” I said. “There is a way through this.”

“I know that,” she said. “You serve his purpose now. Okkor brought you here because he is wise and he is good. You will set my people free.

“Plus,” she continued, leaning close to speak in a breathy whisper, “you must get me home before Ketson shows up. I’ll have to wash those sheets twice before he can sleep in that bed again.”
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This side of the island sloped steeply downward, which made for a faster trek than the gradual climb I had endured the day before. I spent much of that time staring at the smooth black surface of the shackles that bound me. There were no seams or screws; no imperfections of any discernable type. There wasn’t even a lock that might be picked.

At the same time, I had to be careful not to peer into the featureless black surface of that infernal material too hard. While the burning sensation of its touch against my bare skin was a constant drain, allowing its emanations to invade my sight permitted dark thoughts to seep into my psyche.

Images of Jarah locked in the castle’s guillotine flooded my mind, sharp and prescient. Each time those visions overtook me, they were clearer and more gruesome. At first, I watched her struggle as I stood on the pageant stage, just as in my memories. Gradually, the nightmarish scene warped, sending the blade toward her exposed neck with hope of protecting her evaporating quickly.

I searched and searched for any way to dissemble the shackles that seared my skin, but all I found was the sickening image of Jarah’s beheading — a crisis once averted, but the terror of that close call still haunted me today. Somehow the shackles new this, drew my deepest terror to the surface and twisted it like a knife in my gut. It drew pain from my fear, pain which sent a mocking glint of violet light across the manacles’ black surface. The infernal was winning, drawing power from the torment it inflicted on my mind.

I forced myself to recall the truth. Rikki had protected Jarah. Rikki’s impenetrable horns blocked that blade and no blood was shed. Images of Rikki appeared then, strapped to the butcher’s table. In these visions, I failed to save her. The blades tore into her flesh and stripped her hooves from her shins, leaving her to bleed on a metal gurney.

I gave up my fruitless effort to discern a weak spot in the slavers’ cuffs as my feet sank into soft sand. Greenloft’s legion marched us across the beach that ringed Okkor’s Isle, though this spot was on the opposite side of the island from where we were tossed ashore.

Six boats lined the coast here, massive cargo ships that flew the king’s green flag. Their sterns extended toward the shore and their noses aimed at the open sea, ready to launch into motion with their cargo captives at Wick’s earliest command. His guards stood on their ships’ bows, armed with swords and full quivers.

This was not a beach of simple dunes like I had woken on the day before. This was a harbor built of sand, with docks carved from the same fine powder that spread beside my boot as I walked.

Every ship that lined the harbor had a pier of sand that led to its side, with sand columns supporting them beneath. Planks of sand built walkways. Ridges of sand formed retaining walls. Every piece of architecture was a million fine particles, held together by Araine’s passing whim.

So too were the sand sirens. They emerged before us, swirling upward from the powdery nothingness at our feet until moments later they were three beautiful maidens, draped in loose-fitting garments imagined from sand.

“Welcome back, Prince Wick,” they said, harmonizing their three voices in perfect time. “Our mistress requires a word.”

“I don’t give a feck what she requires,” Wick replied.

“She built you this harbor,” they replied. “A word maintains it.”

“Are you threatening me?” he asked. The sirens walked alongside us as Wick led our growing group toward one of the cargo ships docked at the shore. Planks of compacted sand led to the boat’s side.

“Our mistress wants to know when you will fulfill your end,” they said. “The mountain’s peak beckons.”

“It doesn’t beckon me,” he said.

“She cannot sustain herself on the tears of a single child,” they said. “There is power in the island’s heart she cannot yet reach. He promised her!”

“Whatever he promised isn’t my problem.”

“What child?” Merla asked. I ducked and turned my face toward the sand, hoping her question wouldn’t draw the sirens’ attention to me.

One of those sand women looped her arm inside Merla’s, fine particles flaking away from her body and blowing behind her in the wind. “Can we have this one?” she asked, as did the other two who kept their eyes trained on Wick.

“What child?” Merla asked again, her voice cracking as its volume rose.

“I’m keeping everyone,” Wick said. “The king didn’t barter away any of our spoils for your mother-witch to play with.”

“Tell me what child!” Merla screamed. She stopped walking and stomped one foot in the deep sand. The guards marching behind her stopped short before plowing into her.

“He thought to build a fort,” the sirens said. “He only built a grave. Our mistress delights at the new sensation of a tiny boy buried before his death.”

“Ketson,” Merla said. Her throat muscles worked rapidly, caught somewhere between an oncoming sob and the potential for vomit.

“We don’t know that,” I said.

“We do,” the sirens said, splitting their attention between Merla and Wick, their three faces swiveling from one to the other. “Ketson Yanna. He had a mother he cried for sadly, at least at first. You are that mother! Please let us take her, she’s already mourning.”

“I’ve had enough of this charade,” Wick said. He stabbed his sword through the heart of one siren, forcing her body to collapse into an inert pile of dry powder. The other two women didn’t falter or flinch. They just stood with their hands clasped before them and waited while the beach behind them materialized into the third member of their shifting triad. They followed Wick with their eyes but stood perfectly still.

“Our mistress gave you this harbor,” they said. “The goddess of shifting sands will take her due.”

“She’s no goddess,” I said as we approached the pier Wick’s guards led us toward. Her impatience, her thirst for other’s pain, her refusal to heed Redelia’s psychic call. It should have been clear much earlier. “She’s an infernal.”

“She’s a fecked up freak,” Wick replied. “Might as well be a god, what’s the difference?”

“The difference is justice,” I said. “The difference is peace or suffering, creation or war. The difference is the weight of a man’s soul. You have to tell your father to abandon this course before Araine destroys him and everything Greenloft has stood for.”

Wick stopped walking. We had reached the end of the pier and the sand-hewn gangway that led to the stern of the ship. He cocked his head to the side and regarded me with apparent disbelief while Merla doubled over herself and sobbed for her lost son.

“Araine is nothing,” he said. “She can’t hurt the kingdom. She can’t even leave this fecking island. Guards! Stow him in my cabin for now. I’ll oversee anchors-up and we can shove off this worthless rock.”

The guards pushed Merla toward a set of stairs at the center of the deck while they pulled me toward the boat’s stern. I caught only a glimpse down the stairwell that led to the holding area they forced Merla into. In the belly of this boat, men and women sat with their heads bowed and their shackles glinting sadistically. Each spark of infernal light meant despair, and this ship was rife with it.

A forceful shove knocked me to the floor of the captain’s cabin. The door shut and locked behind me.

The cabin was small and not built for sleep. A desk sat against a wall with a porthole window, though wooden bars wrapped tight around the glass. A few crates piled high in one corner while a bin of parchment rolls stood in another. I made my way to that bin and turned my back toward it, reaching with arms bound behind me for a scroll.

Somewhere, below this wooden floor, were a hundred or more people all waiting to learn what fate Greenloft held in store. I wondered the same, and unfurled the paper in my hands hoping to read a map or a letter with instructions on the kingdom’s next moves.

I sat with the poster and used my feet to flatten it along the floor. When I stood, I was disappointed. It was a wanted poster. Of me. Victor Coin. Guilty of Taron’s murder and other crimes. I lifted my feet and the parchment curled at the edges, but its center stayed flat and open.

Still, there were other scrolls to investigate so I repeated my process. This time, when I stood, I found another wanted poster, but not of me. Of a woman named Zoalina Taslin. She was a woman I had seen before, even spoken with. She was the hooded temptress who refused to give me her name in Telapa’s central square.




Wanted! Zoalina Taslin. For the practice of foul witchery and other crimes. Travels alone. Reward for live capture: 50 gold coins.




As I stood there, staring at the perfectly drawn face of the woman who taunted me back in the port city, my ears homed in on a faint whimper. I released the poster from my feet, allowing it to curl slightly beside the first one. I stood straight and closed my eyes, tuning my ears to the muffled sadness that lurked behind the cabin’s walls.

A series of disjointed rasps of breath taken quickly. A pitiable squeak. Another series of rasps.

Zoalina was not the only ghost of Telapa haunting this cabin. I recognized that sad cry. “Wolly?” I asked.

The noises stopped abruptly. “Wolly,” I said again. “That must be you. How did you find yourself aboard this boat? It’s fine, young man. I harbor no grudge that you ran off when last I saw you. Please, come speak with me.”

The whimpering resumed and soon a wooden slat in the floor jostled. It was half covered by the crates in the room’s corner, so I kicked those aside to let the boy climb up. His small pale hands lifted a loose floor panel and he pulled himself through it.

His face was dirty and his clothing tattered as he emerged from what seemed to be a narrow gap between the cabin’s floor and the ceiling of the deck below.

“H- h- how did you know it was me?” he asked. His cheeks were wet and there was snot pooling inside his small nostrils.

“I could nary forget the forlorn bawl of your distinctive brand of melancholy,” I said.

“W- what?” he asked.

“You have a unique way of crying,” I said.

“Oh,” he replied. He glanced around the room and caught sight of the twin posters lying on the floor. Fear crept across his face as he looked from my wanted poster back to me.

“That’s you,” he said, backing away until he was flat against the far wall.

“You’re a smart boy,” I said. “This beard has fooled adults at every turn, but not you.”

“This means you’re a criminal,” he replied. “You’re just like Pa, aren’t you?”

“No, Wolly,” I said. “There are bad men in charge of Greenloft. Men that want to hurt the innocent and the vulnerable. They’re upset because I protected people.”

“What people?” he asked.

“The women I’ve mentioned,” I said. “Although, the bad men that run this ship want to hurt them too. Do you know what this boat is?”

Wolly shook his head.

“This is a slave ship. The prince has captured people from their homes and trapped them here so he can use them as slaves back in Greenloft. He’ll force them to work hard for no pay, and he’ll whip them if they speak against him.”

“Why would the prince do that?” Wolly asked. “That’s not the right way to treat people.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not. Prince Wick will be a cruel master.”

“I had a master once,” Wolly said. “I don’t ever want to go back to Pa.”

“No one should have a master,” I said. “That’s why I want to protect these people, but there’s not a lot I can do right now. What about you, why are you here?”

He sat on the floor and folded his hands in his lap. “I brought the silver coin you gave me back to Pa, but one of the other kids took it from me first. Pa beat me for coming home empty-handed, so I ran and ran.

“I remembered what you said about the boats,” he continued. “One was going to freedom, but I didn’t know which one so I just climbed aboard and hid. I didn’t tell the other kids because I didn’t know if I could trust them, so I’ve been hiding here alone.”

I wanted to put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, but I had no way to comfort him with my hands cuffed behind me. “How many other kids are there?”

“I d’know,” he said. “Five, sometimes six. Not always the same ones. Is this the place freedom is? Is it safe here?”

I twisted my arms until I could sneak a finger into my pant pocket. I prodded until the wooden toy I had hastily tucked away came free. “I want you to take this,” I said. “It’s a sphinx.”

“What’s a sphinx?” he asked.

“It’s a protector, just like I am,” I said.

His eyes darted toward the door, but he stepped toward me and took the wooden toy from my hand. “She’s pretty,” he said.

“Don’t let her good looks fool you,” I said. “She’s a mighty warrior who looks after boys like you. Keep her close and you’ll always be safe.”

He wiped his nose with his sleeve and smiled as he scrutinized the toy in his hand. A warm confidence grew in his eyes. “I want to help those people. I want to be a protector.”

“I won’t lie,” I said. “That would not be easy. How well do you know the ship?”

“I’ve been here two days,” he said. “The walls are doubles, with an inside and an outside. Same as the floors. I fit between them. I’ve seen the whole ship.”

“Do you know where the anchor is?” I asked.

“Below,” he said.

“Yes, below. There should be a crank that lets the sailors reel in the anchor so we can sail away,” I said. “If they do that, we’re trapped on a path to slavery. Find the crank and break it so we cannot leave this shore. I’ll even give you my last copper farthing to keep.”

Wolly looked down at the sphinx in his little hand. “No,” he said. “I’ll just keep this. And maybe, when this is through, I can find a home here, away from Pa forever.”

“You have a good heart, Wolly,” I said. The boy beamed at me, happy to receive a kind word and a sense of purpose.

Then a set of keys jingled at the cabin’s door. “Go!” I whipsered. “Hurry!”

Wolly peeled away the loose floor panel and slipped beneath it while I stood, ready to block whoever entered from looking directly his way. The panel snapped back into place just as the door flung open and Prince Wick stepped through, two sword-wielding guards close behind.

He pulled his greatsword from its scabbard and pointed the blade at my chest, aiming the long strip of infernal black energy at my heart.

“It’s time we had a talk.”
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“So you’re the one that killed my brother,” Wick said, lowering his sword. “Some say you did me a favor. He was first in line for the throne, and now I have a real shot at running Greenloft one day. The truth is, I don’t want the throne. Never did.”

A faint scraping sounded beneath us and Wick’s gaze wandered toward the floor. Somewhere under those wooden beams was the small boy I was counting on, and being caught would be disastrous for us both.

“Then what do you want, Wick?” I asked, hiding the sound of Wolly’s escape with raised voice.

Wick backhanded me, taking me by surprise and knocking me on my ass.

“It’s Prince Wick,” he said. “The throne is a seat of glamour and fame. That doesn’t suit me. I love the thrill of battle too much, the rush of victory. I will lead our army to greatness as the realm’s most fabled general, thanks in part to the unnatural advantage our kingdom has earned.

“My reputation, of course, bolsters with bringing you home to face your justice,” he said. He kicked me in the stomach while I was already on the floor, forcing my body to curl up in pain. The shackles around my ankles glinted as my nerves screamed from the prince’s impact.

My lungs struggled for air while Wick’s attention again drifted toward the floorboards. Wolly had shimmied his way toward the room’s other edge, but his progress was slow in that tight space. I gasped and tried to speak over his small sounds, but I had no air for words.

Wick stomped on the floor with his armored boot. “I will not bring rats back to Greenloft,” he said. He pointed at one of his two guards. “You, check this out.” The man nodded and hurried away.

“Now,” Wick said, turning his attention back toward me. “Marching you off the ship and into Greenloft’s port must be the right kind of spectacle. I’ll need you bleeding and swollen by the time we pull into port. A torpid, pathetic sack of pitiful contrition. Prepare for two days at sea with nothing to eat but your own regret.”

I was on the floor, writhing from his last attack and paying little attention to my own posturing. Redelia’s pendant was a lump that bulged beneath my leather vest. It remained unobtrusive when I kept hunched forward, but now my back arched and my chest puffed out, pressing the stone against my tight clothing.

“What is this?” Wick asked. He pressed the tip of his sword below the bulge in my leathers, then traced upward toward my neck. He scraped his sword along my skin until the thin chain to Redelia’s pendant caught against his blade. He lifted it, dragging the amulet’s chain until its holy gem emerged from beneath my vest and dangled freely, casting a warm white light speckled with dancing motes of color.

“A magician’s trinket?” he asked. With a quick tug of his blade, he snapped the necklace chain and sent Redelia’s artifact jewel skittering across the floor. He stooped to pick it up.

“I said, ‘what is this?’ ” He kicked me in the chest, ruining my attempt to draw fresh air enough to answer him. With the holy pendant in his open palm, I knew Redelia could once again watch. She would see a villain lording over me, her failed emissary, captured and beaten in the hull of a slaver’s ship.

Wick peered into the gem, its white gleam emanating faint wisps of prismatic color alongside it. “You’re in league with some kind of sorcerer. Where do we find them so that we might steal their life and feed it elsewhere?”

A loud thud from beneath signaled Wolly’s struggle to find a route amid the rafters and beams of the ship’s frame. As Wick’s attention nearly diverted, Redelia’s gem flickered and pulsed in a vibrant display of colorful light. Reds and yellows mixed with purples and greens in a divine distraction that would buy Wolly his peace.

Wick lifted the gem closer to his face and stared into its depths with one wide eye while the other squinted shut. My breath was coming back to me now as the prince stared, beholden to the kaleidoscopic beauty of that divine artifact.

Then, Redelia surprised me. She released a burst of searing radiance from the pendant, forcing me to look away.

Wick’s open eye was caught in the center of that blast. His fingers curled around the stone and whipped it away from his face, but it was too late. His blue iris was a mottled cloud around a diminished pupil. Blood vessels were swollen and broken around it, releasing a stream of red down his cheek.

“A sock!” Wick yelled. “Give me a damned sock!”

The pendant cooled and darkened in Wick’s hand, likely the last burst of holy energy Redelia had access to without the ability to sip from the well of life as freely as she deserved.

Wick’s second guard yanked off his boot and handed his prince a thick, damp sock. Wick dropped Redelia’s pendant inside the makeshift sack and handed it back to the guard. “Keep that blasted thing hidden and get it off my ship. I want it sent to my father right away, with caution that our friend is best suited to dispose of it.”

“Right away, my liege,” the guard said. He took his boot in one hand and left with a single naked foot.

I stood while Wick cried blood from his blinded eye. I might not have this chance again.

I charged.

Running headfirst with my hands behind me, my legs were only free to separate a short distance by the infernal chain that linked my ankle cuffs. I rammed into Wick with my shoulder and knocked him over, forcing the sword from his hand as I kept shuffling forward.

Through the door from his private cabin, I emerged under the summer sun at the ship’s backside, which faced the beach directly. Guards littered the top deck, hauling ropes from one place to another, tugging at the lines that would raise multiple sails, and securing supplies for the journey ahead. None noticed me until Wick emerged from his cabin, clutching his bleeding eye.

“Stop him!” he yelled.

The guards rushed me from all points on the ship. I headbutted one guard and plowed past him but then my legs tried to spread too far and sprint when they lacked the range. The chain in my shackles pulled taut and tripped me. I rolled to a stop in the center of the ship, alongside the guardrail that extended around its perimeter. Two guards lifted me by my arms and held me tight.

Wick stepped toward me, his palm covering his blind eye and his sword raised in his other hand.

“My father demands a spectacle,” Wick said, “but there’s more than one way to achieve it. Your head could return on a pike, for instance.” He touched his blade against the side of my neck, then pulled it away and brought it back, quickly. I flinched at how easily he could have followed through on that threat.

He laughed for a moment, but then stopped abruptly. A woman’s voice called his name from the beach below.

“Oh, Prince Wick?”

“Feck me,” Wick said, turning his attention toward the beach. He walked the short distance to the ship’s rearmost point and leaned against the guardrail. “Araine, make yourself scarce. Your assistance is no longer required.”

My view was impeded, standing a few feet behind Wick while his goons held my arms tight. Still, I could see enough of the scene that played out on the beach below.

Araine, the brown-skinned woman with coconut eyes, stood on the beach in her flowing white toga. She was no goddess — she lacked the respect for life’s creations a woman like Redelia exuded — but she was powerful. A series of small cyclones churned along the beachfront, waist high at this point but capable of growing exponentially.

“You were set to sail,” she said. “I was promised sustenance, and you would leave me with nothing.”

“You are not my pet to feed, you’re his!” Wick yelled. “Take this up with your master and return my slaves to theirs.”

“I am not a patient woman,” she said. “Learn that now.”

The beach surged with sand, rolling in a wave toward the ocean. The piers and docks Araine had built disintegrated with the flick of a finger, building their material into the swell of sand that approached us.

“Do not disrupt our departure,” Wick yelled. “He’ll cut your tits off for this!”

“The king?” I asked. “Bold of you to make such threats against an infernal on behalf of a mortal man.”

“Not the king,” Wick said. “My father is the benevolent face of a peace-loving people. His sniveling infernal auxiliary has ten times the power Araine does. She’s signing her own death warrant now.”

“There’s another infernal?” I asked.

“An army of them,” he said. “And they’re supposed to follow their leader, but some infernals are idiots.”

The cyclones by Araine’s side grew larger, their incessant winds pummeling the ship and forcing it to sway.

“Sire,” one of the guards said, “what do we do?”

“Go,” Wick yelled to the men preparing the ship’s sails. “Go, go, go!” Those billowing folds of canvas were heavy and expansive, but the sailors doubled their efforts in pulling the halyard ropes that hoisted the massive sheets.

The row of boats parked at the beach’s edge drifted toward the open sea, aided by the wind in their rising sails. We drifted too, putting slow distance between ourselves and the self-styled goddess that commanded the shore.

A violent wind kicked up as the cyclones swirled larger. They sucked sand up from the deep reserve on the beach and spat it into the sky, raining dry granules all over us that fell heavy and hard, a hail of tiny stones that crashed noisily onto our deck.

“Our boat is already heavy, my liege,” said one of the guards holding me down. “We can’t take this extra weight.”

“It’s only sand,” Wick said. “We’ll sail out of her range soon enough, the riptide will pull us out— What was that?”

A crash of metal clanged near the ship’s edge and the boat jolted forward. Wick ran to the boat’s side railing but I stayed put. I already knew what he’d see.

“The anchor,” one man said, leaning over the rail. “It’s down.”

“Idiots!” he yelled. “Who dropped anchor? Raise it up, we must leave!”

“I think you’ll find it’s broken,” I said. He grabbed me by my vest, but the guards that held my arms down loosened their grips. Their faces drained of color, and Wick followed their terrified eyes to the same place I watched now, a half-pace behind him. Araine’s sandy triplets arose from the inch-thick sand that piled onto the ship’s deck.

“Araine welcomed your ships to her shore,” they said in tripartite harmony. “She deserves spoils if this furthers your war.”

“You want souls to torture,” Wick said, “be my guest. Take a few captives. Take ten! Just feck off.”

“Our mistress wants your soul now, as penance,” the sirens said. “A broken promise must be mended by the glue of regret.”

“For the last time,” Wick said, releasing me and drawing his sword from its hilt. “I’m not the one who promised anything.”

He struck down that siren with his sword, but she materialized behind him after that, springing from the sand that blanketed the deck underfoot. The other two sirens clawed at the men that guarded me, forcing them to relinquish their hold as they defended themselves.

I fought my way toward the boat’s stern, shuffling my bound legs and squinting against the blizzard of snow that pelted the boat from every direction.

“Victor!”

I peered at the beach. Araine stood at the center of the shore, commanding her assault on any man or vessel with royal affiliation. Off to her side was another woman, one whose cyan skirt and long blonde hair whipped against the constant wind.

“Jarah!” I yelled. “Turn back. You shouldn’t be here!”

The boat creaked beneath my feet. The anchor had halted our windward drift.

“Where should I be, Victor?” she asked. “You were apprehended, along with every neighbor I’ve ever known. My family, my friends, my entire race.”

“I know,” I said. “I will fix this. Somehow. Just stay off the sand. Stay where it’s safe!”

“That’s all you ever say these days,” she yelled louder now, to cut through the sound of swirling sand and wind. “ ‘No, Jarah.’ ‘It’s too dangerous, Jarah.’ ‘I’ll handle that instead, Jarah.’ ”

“It’s not true,” I said, searching my mind for proof she was wrong. “I let you steer the ship out of Telapa’s harbor. That counts for something.”

“Some trust that was,” she said. “You had no other choice! And I barely wanted that job, I was ill-suited for it.”

“I just don’t want to see you hurt,” I said. “I want to protect you.”

“You cannot protect against my drive to make things right,” she said. “You cannot deprive me of the chance to make my own impact on this world. That’s not protection. It’s imprisonment. How little do you think of me, Victor, and since when? You used to think I was strong.”

“I still do,” I said, “but I can’t risk losing you. I can’t worry that your peril is my own fault. You didn’t watch two women you love nearly fall prey to separate blades, but I did. It haunts me.”

“I have watched you and Rikki face down dangers at every turn,” she said. “Dangers that terrify me, but I believe in your strength. I have a hope greater than any fear.”

“Where is Rikki?” I asked.

“In Merla’s house, guarding Redelia’s soul,” Jarah said.

“Alone?” I asked.

“Yes,” Jarah replied. “And speak no word of worry for her, Victor. She is as strong as I am in her own ways. We must be equals in this fight if we will ever succeed. Look what stifling me has achieved for you so far.”

The cuffs around my ankles and wrists still burned with infernal power. The ship was bathed in heavy sands, Redelia’s pendant was lost, and somewhere amidst the bound and suffering people in the belly of this cargo boat was a woman whose son was devoured by the infernal Araine. This was too much for one man to address, unless that man had powerful women devoted to the same goals.

“You are right,” I said. “And I am sorry. Many of your people are trapped within this boat, bound and unable to swim. Break the hull and set them free before we sink under our own weight.”

She smiled and straightened her back. “It would be my pleasure.”

“And Jarah,” I added. “There’s a boy, Wolly. Perhaps Merla can find it in her heart to give him a home.”

The storm had reached a deafening pitch, and there was no shouting across it now. Jarah nodded and turned to begin the daunting task of rescuing hundreds of people trapped in so many ways.

“Sire,” a guard yelled from across the ship, pausing his progress on the ship’s sail and waving an arm to draw his prince’s attention. “Sire, the sand won’t relent. We’re starting to sink!”

“Feck, feck, feck,” Wick yelled.

“I will not let her defeat us,” Wick yelled. “Abandon ship, and kill that witch on the beach!”

Men rushed to the boat’s edge and threw rope ladders over it, climbing in a hurry toward the coastal waters as the boat drifted further out to sea. They splash-landed in salty water and swam until they could trudge toward the shore where Araine awaited them with a smile.

Jarah, meanwhile, had uprooted a hefty palm and turned its root-end toward the boat. She ran as fast as her powerful thighs could carry her, through the deep fine sand and past the infernal without drawing her attention. Araine was too focused on Wick and her hunger for vengeance at some deal gone sour.

For his part, Wick stayed on the deck of his ship. He squinted his only working eye and approached the railing at the boat’s edge to survey the mayhem that was about to devolve on the beach.

Jarah launched the palm tree she carried, hurling the dense trunk at the hull of the ship. The entire boat shook from the impact, the air cracking with the sound of wooden slats splintering apart. A chorus of cheers erupted from the prisoners and they began pouring out of the boat, flinging themselves from the sinking vessel and into the seawater ahead.

The ship buoyed as it lost its living cargo, lightening its load faster than Araine’s sands could weigh us down. Jarah helped her people to their feet and directed them to the bushes that lined the beach, which meant running straight through the center of Araine’s sandstorm and past the infernal herself.

In any other circumstance, that would be suicide. Today, however, a legion of royal guards charged toward the sorceress of shifting sands, their blades drawn. They were the only souls she set her efforts against now. She sent her cyclones after them one at a time, opening whirlpools of quicksand beneath those men and sucking them into the bowels of the beach.

Each man sank completely, the beach closing over their helmets and silencing their screams well before they could bring their blades near Araine. She laughed as she destroyed Wick’s army without sustaining a single blow.

I cheered, elated at the sight of Wick’s defeat and Jarah’s success. The shackles at my feet began to crack, their surfaces dull from the lack of my pain and despair. Even trapped as I was, the sweet relief of watching good people escape a bad fate was a pleasure that worked against the infernal magic that summoned these cuffs.

A clang of metal and a tremendous splash interrupted my jovial sentiments. A tinge of despair crept back into my heart as the ship resumed its drift toward the ocean at large. Wolly had done well to dismantle some aspect of the anchor, but perhaps he had done too well. It broke apart from its fastenings and plummeted wholesale into the ocean.

There was nothing to hold us here now.

Behind me, two of Wick’s guards lay bleeding on the deck, perhaps dead. Wick destroyed a sand siren, and none rose from the ship’s growing dunes to take her place. The sand, visible ahead of us in a violent tempest, ceased to fall upon our heads.

The ocean was carrying us away, even as the boat took water into its broken hull with every gentle wave.

“Come back!” Wick yelled at his fleet as they carried their cyclopean cargo toward his father’s continent. Their ships had escaped Araine’s wrath, and hundreds of Jarah’s people were bound for a terrible fate.

“Rescue your prince!” He yelled, his voice small against the ocean’s swell and the distance between us and the nearest boat. “And you…” He turned back toward me, but my focus lay with Jarah now. I climbed onto the ship’s rail and watched her rescue success from utter pandemonium.

Despite the danger, and the physical ardor of her task, Jarah helped her people out of the water and pointed them toward the bushes, a wall of vegetation that sat tranquil and oblivious to the storm that battered the beach. Araine’s power had its limits, after all. Once they climbed that far, they would be free from Wick and his men, if not from the shackles that cuffed them.

“Do you hear me?” Wick yelled. His voice was distant. Meaningless. We were two men alone on a sinking ship.

Jarah Lin would soon be a hero to her people, the woman that shattered the ship and led them to safety. What a fool I had been to ask her to sit quietly on the side.

Somewhere else on that mountain was Rikki Silena, clutching Redelia’s soul against her bosom. I would trust no one with that task more than I trusted Rikki. She was protective by nature, and she cherished our goddess with every ounce of her abundant heart.

They would succeed where I must be content to fail. What would I have said to each of them had I only known the ending was so near?

“Any last words?” Wick asked. He dragged his greatsword behind him, his lips curled back in a desperate sneer.

“For you, Wick? Yes.” I looked down at him as I balanced on the rail at the ship’s edge. “May you drown without a farthing on your tongue.”

Then, I jumped.
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For the second time in two days, my body plunged into the cold waters that surrounded Okkor’s Isle. I kicked and I squirmed as I plummeted with unnatural speed, hopeful that my cracked manacles might tear apart with a firm thrust. They held firm, and my muscles relaxed with resignation.

Those heavy shackles, dense with desperate magic, plunged my body toward the ocean’s floor, though the silencing embrace of the water on all sides had a calming effect. I couldn’t swim like this, couldn’t dodge a watery doom. I could only sink.

I closed my eyes and allowed the strain of held breath to accompany me. To remind me that, for the moment, I was still alive. My diaphragm panged with the need to inhale. Not yet. I commanded my body to tighten, to hold its last gulp of air hostage.

I’ll need it, I thought. Eventually I’ll touch the bottom. Eventually I can walk.

That moment never came. Long before my feet could grace the ocean’s floor, something grabbed hold of me. Powerful arms wrapped around me like a vice, curling around my legs, my waist, my shoulders. They cinched around my front and back again, forcing a surprised yelp from my lips that escaped in a bright bubble.

The vision before me was blurred in the salty water, but her hue was unmistakable. Pink as a carnation with lips the color of midnight sky. I was caught in the silky grip of a krakeness.

“Sadine!” I tried to say, but her name was a garbled whimper on my lips. Her face was inches from mine, her short hair floating like a dark blue cloud around her head. Every inch of my body from my neck to my ankles was wrapped up in her embrace. Delicate suction cups on the undersides of her tentacles grazed against my palms and my bare arms.

She giggled. “I’m happy to see you too. I’ve been searching these waters for any sign of your destination.”

I tried again. “Can’t breathe.” Again, it was useless noise, bubbling away what little air I had left.

Sadine’s gills rippled just below her ears, filling her blood with life while mine burned inside my veins. “Tell me,” she said. “What are you saying?”

“Help… me.” My body was flat now. Deflated. Her grin widened.

“I’d never understand you,” she said. “You’re human. You can’t modify your voice for the water like me. Are you out of air yet? Was that the last of it?”

I nodded. My vision started to blacken at the edges, the color fading from this watery world.

“Good,” she said. She pressed her lips against mine. My mouth parted, resigned to accept one final kiss before the cloud carriers came down and scoffed at my penniless death. If only Sadine might place my last farthing where her tongue is now, just inside my lips. Maybe then I could move onto another life.

Her kiss was short-lived. She withdrew her tongue and exhaled deeply, filling my body with the air she drew in from the ocean around us. A euphoric coolness filled my lungs, though they weren’t mine to control anymore. When Sadine was through she pulled her face back and stared deeply into my eyes.

I exhaled. A deep sense of relief radiated through my body as I released that spent air into the water. Out with the bad, and in with the—

Sadine’s lips were back on mine, breathing my lungs for a full breath on my behalf. Then she let go. She swam a few feet away while I sank. I kicked my feet but I couldn’t slow my descent. I didn’t try all that hard. Instead, I marveled at the woman swimming freely before me.

I had nurtured this kraken back to health once. I had touched every inch of her tender body, revived her with the cool salve of fresh water. She had two tentacles then, long and slick. Definitely only two.

Now, she had four. The two that sprang from her shoulders curled against the water and kept her aloft while her human-shaped feet fluttered beneath her. Two new tentacles, just like the first pair, extended from her back.

She had molted, and now I knew the glory that resulted.

“Oh,” she said, scrunching her face in a look of perplexity as I failed to move my limbs to swim to her side. “You’re all wrapped up.”

She neared again, pulling me toward her with two tentacle arms. Her tender skin warmed every inch of me, protecting me from the cold ocean water that enveloped us. Our bodies bobbed together as her fluttering feet kept us aloft.

“I was a pathetic creature when you first found me,” she said, brushing back my hair. “Lethargic from countless days on that dark dry boat. You must think of me as a silly seaweed, detached from the forest of the sea and floating wherever the waves take her.”

Her tentacles explored my body while she spoke, smooth and slick. I shook my head to assure her I never thought she was silly or powerless, only majestic. Alluring. I wasn’t at liberty to voice this though. I simply shook my head and smiled back at her.

The cuffs around my limbs were not the only stricture impressing its tightness on my body. The leather pants I wore were tight by nature, and now they were soaked through, becoming a straightjacket against my limbs. They grew tighter still as Sadine teased excitement from her wandering touch, sending a rush of blood to stiffen my shaft.

She kissed me again, sealing her mouth against mine without letting seawater spoil the sweetness of her tongue. Then she sucked the air from my lungs and sent a swarm of bubbles from her gills before filling me with cool, fresh air again.

“You’re kind,” she said. “Not to dismiss me as some lifeless fish. I want to make up for my first impression though. I want to prove it to you.”

Her arms were nimble and quick. She unfastened the laces that held my vest closed, then worked the tips of her tentacles down my chest until they reached my fly. I bent at the hips, leaning forward to nuzzle my nose against her cheek while she set me free of my tight clothes. My nose trailed up her angular jawline, then probed against her earlobe.

As my nose explored further, I traced the fine ridges of her gills, just below her ear. They were like ribbons of silk, so delicate and smooth. Sadine giggled and exhaled as I explored this sensitive area, sending a series of tiny bubbles outward that tickled my nose.

My back straightened out again as my fly opened fully, letting my erect length stand freely into the ocean. Warm, slippery tentacles wrapped around it, stroking slowly as I began to moan. A body’s worth of air escaped my nose in a long, satisfying exhalation while Sadine worked on my sex.

“Careful,” she said. “Air is precious down here.” She kissed me once more, tracing her tongue against the lower ridge of my top teeth while my lungs rebelled. They were empty, and longing, but Sadine had a point to make. She nibbled at my lower lip and pulled back as my eyes widened, begging for her to return.

She held my stare and continued to stroke me, torturing my empty lungs. She waited until my chest began to spasm before she pressed her lips to mine and breathed quickly, inflating my body with a cooling rush of breath.

“Now don’t waste it again,” she said, pulling away and releasing her grasp on my sex so her arms could wrap around my waistline. Her hold slackened and her body drifted extra inches from mine while her rear tentacles rippled against the water, speeding us deeper and away.

I had lost interest in what we swam away from, enraptured by her lithe body moving through the water with expert grace. We swam, and I paid no mind to our destination. The rush of water around us, the bubbles we left behind, and the warm embrace of my krakeness were all I had attention for.

Beautiful pink breasts, round and plump, jiggled against the water’s movement. They floated in this salty water, almost levitating from her chest as her dark blue nipples pointed toward the sky above. They glowed a warm, radiant hue beneath a ray of sunlight that penetrated the ocean’s surface and filtered through the water like an aquatic spotlight focusing my eyes on her, the ocean’s star.

A thunderous rumble behind me drew my eyes over my shoulder. Wick’s ship had crashed to the ocean’s floor, sending a murky cloud out from its base.

Clear of the shockwave that disrupted the waters behind us, Sadine slowed her swim and offered me a new breath. She pulled me tight as our lips touched, forcing my rigid length to glide against her pelvis. I felt her swollen mound beneath my head and I rolled my hips, exploring her body as best I could with hands bound behind me.

Sadine’s tentacle arm reached down my back and grabbed hold of my ass while another slid between our bodies, trailing down her flat stomach and splitting apart her lower lips. She curled around my shaft and guided me inside her core until my pelvis was flat against hers.

Her body was slick and tight, her natural lubricant a warm satin that sent a thrill through my every nerve. I thrust my hips gently at first, locking my eyes on hers and waiting for any sign I should hold back or slow down.

Instead, she bucked her hips against mine, burying my shaft deep within her before sliding back slowly. Another sharp thrust and slow retreat set the rhythm she wanted, and on her next approach I lunged forward to meet her effort with my own. She gasped and widened her eyes, rippling her gills with a sharp intake of air.

Then she pressed her mouth against mine and kept her face locked against my lips. We started to breathe as one organism then, her moans of pleasure pumping air into my lungs just as my groaning returned it to hers. Our bodies thrummed from the constant exchange of primal vocalization.

Her feet fluttered against the water in time with her rear tentacles, taking us on a wondrous journey where every kick sent a slight twist through our hips and every ripple of her tentacles sent a cool wavelet of ocean water across our faces.

Sadine’s breathing quickened, or maybe mine did. It was impossible to know where her impulses ended and mine began, locked in our cycle of accelerating breath and pleasurable moans.

Her sex tightened around mine, her every muscle clenching in preparation for climactic release. Her arms tensed and flexed faster, grabbing at every inch of my exposed skin, latching on with her suction cups and releasing again, a constant and ever-shifting exploration of my body against hers.

Her excitement thrilled me. Pressure built inside my body, eager to explode with our shared pleasure.

When she broke away from our kiss and arched her back, I could not contain myself. I leaned forward as my body tensed, burying my face in her buoyant pink breasts as she screamed toward the sky. Her body gripped mine with a passion so intense I forgot about breathing altogether.

There was no room for thought, my mind was so consumed in an explosion of pure bliss. My body pulsed in synchrony with Sadine’s rocking hips.

Then, with her body still clenched around mine and throbbing with her own climactic pleasure, the cuffs around my wrists and ankles split apart. The dense black material summoned by an infernal and imbued with unnatural energy was a thing of pain, and despair, and servitude. It could not stand up to the pleasure of this moment, the freedom and ecstasy of two souls finding their kindred match in each other’s company.

There was a key to unlock the infernal’s shackles, and it was forged in the sweet peace of unbridled joy.

My limbs back under my control, I grabbed Sadine by the hips and ran my hands up her arched back. I held her neck and pulled her upright, pressing her breasts against my chest and her lips against my own. I kissed her, ignorant of the need for air, knowing only that our bodies and our impulses had once again saved the other’s life.

We remained locked in our tight embrace, breathing in unison as our bodies calmed. We rejoiced in the warmth of our closeness in contrast to the cool ocean water that sped past us. Sadine angled upward and toward an underwater cliff, swimming us past jagged rocks that narrowed toward a dark tunnel.

My legs bumped against stone and then we came to a stop. Sadine released me and stood, her upper body disappearing above the water’s surface. I joined her, wading through shallow water inside a cavern deep beneath the island.

I forced my lungs to do their own work now and squinted the saltwater from my eyes. This cavern was dark, but some faint light shone from deeper inside it. Some fraction of that light made its way here, reflecting off the wet rocks that formed uneven walls around us.

Sadine lay flat on the ground here, her four tentacle arms spreading outward to her sides.

“Euphoria is a special kind of exhaustion,” she said.

I climbed on top of her, resting my knees beside hers.

“Oh, I’m not done with you,” I said, sliding my hands down her front. I ran my fingers one at a time along the side of her breasts, teasing the sensitive underside before continuing down her flat stomach. My palms met side by side as I rubbed my hands between her legs, then pushed her inner thighs to spread her legs while I lowered my face toward her sex.

An inch away from licking my way from the base of her slit toward a more sensitive spot further up, she placed the tip of one tentacle below my chin and lifted my face away.

“I told you before,” she said. “You can’t eat me, I’m poison.”

“You have a wonderful sense of humor,” I said.

“Thank you,” she replied. “But I’m not kidding about this.”

“Oh,” I said. “We’ll move onto other things then.”

A shadow extended past Sadine’s face and darkened her breasts. I glanced up to find its source and found a pair of sapphire blue eyes shining bright despite the surrounding darkness. The outline of a body stood at the cavern’s far end, watching us.

“Aho!” I yelled.

The figure did not respond in words I understood. It released a roar that rumbled through the cavern and echoed off the close walls.

I stood and Sadine did the same. She peered at those blue eyes and opened her mouth. A sound like dolphin chatter sped from her lips, a series of musical chirps and clicks. They continued an exchange in strange animalistic sounds until finally, they stopped. Sadine’s back stiffened and her tentacles relaxed, limp by her sides.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“She said we’re not welcome to stay,” Sadine said, “but we’re less welcome to leave.”

The pool of shallow water that led to the ocean tunnel receded then and the rocks themselves sealed shut.
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“You will follow,” the dark shape said. Her voice was brittle with age. When she turned to lead us deeper into the cavern ahead, her gait was slow and she walked with a slight limp.

I looked to Sadine. She shrugged and began walking. I did the same.

A narrow crevice of rock formed a long hallway of sorts, leading to an inner chamber with a vaulted roof a mile high. It tapered all around us toward a sliver of blue sky and warm sunlight that streamed in from impossibly high up.

Beneath our feet was a flat expanse of solid rock, but posed in the center of this single room was a stone chair carved ornately like a throne. A skeleton rested there, slumped in its seat. The bones were withered, but they radiated a gentle blue light.

Our guide knelt before that throne. Her hands and feet were like a lion’s paws, covered in short tan fur but ending in sharp claws. A jumper dress in dark blue matched the sapphire light in her eyes. A long cat’s tail rested on the floor behind her.

Aside from the lion ears that parted her long gray hair, there were no other leonine features. There were, however, wings. They were massive and feathered like an eagle — or, perhaps, an angel.

“You’re a sphinx,” I said to our guide.

She glanced back and nodded.

“The people of this island haven’t seen your kind in ages,” I said. “Why do you hide in this cave of death?”

“I serve him,” she said, taking a place beside that throne and folding her hands before her. “I have always served him. And this is his temple.”

“Now what?” Sadine asked.

“Now, you wait,” the woman replied.

Sadine sat on the smooth rock floor of this so-called temple, while I did the same. My feet were cramped and wet inside my boots, so I slid them off my feet. My toes wrinkled from constant moisture and I tipped my boot toward the rocks, spilling a small puddle of salty water from it. A wet mound of sand piled up too, likely carried from the deck of Wick’s ill-fated ship. I emptied my other boot and slipped my shoes back on.

The sunlight that filtered through the high cracked ceiling was scant, but warm. I lay beneath it and waited. Wick was gone; Jarah and a ship’s worth of her people were released from captivity; and Rikki was out of harm’s way with Redelia’s soul in her custody.

I sat upright. Redelia. The gem that carried her was black and damaged. Her pendant was in the hands of Greenloft’s guards. The energy that sustained her was fleeting and sparse.

“I cannot stay here,” I said. “I must leave this minute.”

“There is no exit without his blessing,” the sphinx said. “Now be still. He comes.”

The flickering image of a man appeared behind the throne, the same bright blue light I had seen before. He blinked into existence gradually, his shape becoming more consistent with each second until finally his light was nearly opaque. He crossed his arms and stood there, his body half blocked behind the stone seat his servant stood beside.

“Thank you, Abra,” he said. She bowed her head.

“Why do you hold us here when lives hang in the balance?” I asked. “What do you want with us?”

“The same thing I want from any who would destroy the balance of my island,” he said. “I want you dead and gone.”

“No,” I said. “You appeared to me before. Your glowing blue aura showed me the royal army in time to expect their attack. You planted the seed of doubt in my mind when I encountered the infernal Araine. You guided our ship through the storm beyond your shores. That was you, shining your light as a beacon. A message. You welcomed me.”

“And what came of that?” he asked. “You allowed Araine to claim lives and bolster her energy. You tried to dedicate a temple to strengthen her power! I rebuked her then and I will rebuke her now, by silencing her emissary for all time.”

“Your rebuke was not against Araine,” I said.

“If Araine is not your mistress, what infernal sent you to my shore?”

“Not an infernal,” I said. “The goddess Redelia.”

“Every infernal fancies herself a goddess,” the man said. “And every mortal under her spell is a fool.”

“Redelia is the goddess of captured light,” I said. “She has sacrificed greatly to promote peace and life.”

“What does she know of sacrifice?” he asked, his volume rising further with each word. “None have sacrificed more than me!”

“Ask her yourself,” I said. “Reach with your psychic call and verify the nature of the lady Redelia.”

“I cannot!” he yelled, tightening his fists and shaking them in small motions by his sides.

“Because you’re an infernal too!” I yelled.

Abra gasped and lowered herself onto her knees. The man-shaped ghost took a step closer to me and I stood firm. The silence in that room became palpable as the final echoes of raised voices died down.

His glowing cheeks sagged. A ghastly nose flinched as his upper lip pulled back in contempt. I glared at him, challenging his glowering face with the resolution of my own hard eyes.

After staring into my pupils for a tense minute, his fingers unfurled. His glower softened into a slight frown.

“I am no infernal.” He spoke his words calmly now. “I am Okkor, the god of gods. And I am dead.”

He crossed the room then and put his glowing hand on Abra’s shoulder.

“If you died, why do you stay?” I asked. “Why hold this island hostage to your eternal whim? Let Redelia found her temple here. Her life is forfeit otherwise.”

“I created this island,” he said. “Every inch of it is beholden to me.”

“Share it,” I said. “You have a reputation as a divine force of aid and support, or is that a myth that grew out of proportion to any good deed once done?”

“It is an honest reputation which I believe I have earned,” he replied. “For centuries I offered a helping word and a kind hand. As the path to divinity welcomed new travelers, I provided rest and aid. My power was bountiful and my energy overflowing. I gave it away for no reason other than the gratitude my generosity sparked in others. Through this, I learned the pleasure of charity.

“That pleasure only improved my power,” he said. “It was a boon for the island I built from nothing below my own feet. What started as a pebble on the ocean floor blossomed into a small continent lush with fruits and trees and peaceful creatures. Then, the forestkind were born.

“I was a young god, amazed at the blessings life could bestow. The more my power grew, the more sphinxkind appeared. I attracted explorers and traders. I attracted settlers. I was a world onto myself. The man every god sought as a mentor and a friend, I delighted in my own reputation. Then, the trouble started.

“I grew too powerful. When I drank from the well of life, I drank too deep and too quick. The energy left for my brother and sister gods dipped too shallow to sustain them, but my thirst was rampant. I could not tame my impulse.”

“Are you the one draining the well so thoroughly that my goddess sips at insufficient dregs while her life force leaves her?”

“Does it run shallow again?” he asked. His soft expression never hardened at my accusation. “No, it is not my doing. Not this time.” There was a sadness in the light blue aura that flickered before me, the shape of a man long since released from his body but still tethered in death to this island.

“My conscience would not allow my thirst to cause my siblings grief,” he continued. “I had a difficult choice to make, and I made it. One last boon to my kind. I turned away from the well of life.”

“You stopped nourishing yourself?” Sadine asked. “What a sad fate for an island that once thrived.”

“Yes,” Okkor said. “I killed my island’s creations, long before I knew the repercussions of my own self-harm.”

Sensing my confusion, Okkor continued, answering the questions that still hadn’t formed in my mind. “The relationship between the gods and the forestkind is complex. The divine energy that feeds life to the gods bears a link to the world forest itself. Without a god to draw life from the earth, the forestkind are subject to the ravage of time. They age, and they die. Given enough death and distress, the forest ceases to bear new children in a suffering land.

“I starved myself to death, and in so doing, I killed my faithful servants.”

“No,” Abra said. “You strain to protect me even in death. You protected others too, before…”

“Time comes for you next, Abra,” Okkor said. “I am sorry.”

“How could you protect anyone,” I asked, “after your life has ended?”

“Another miscalculation on my part,” Okkor said. “Creating an island from nothing does not make it part of the world at large. Settlers came, yes, but the traders left when it was clear there was no money to be made. The cyclopean people lived in peaceful harmony with a bountiful land. They had no need of coin.”

“But the cloud carriers did,” I said.

“Yes,” Okkor replied. “Those avaricious ferrymen of the skies refused even me. The energy I accumulated in life still rests inside my bones, and I draw on it to soothe Abra’s aging and protect the island. I keep the ocean storms at bay. I quell the sands when Araine whips them into frenzy. I still the wind itself. Though, the task is more difficult as my energy depletes.

“Already Araine takes advantage of my diminished control, seizing the outer shores and sinking the tendrils of her felonious claim into the island I strain to protect.

“I cannot survive such eternal struggle. In time, there will be no energy left to fuel my fight and my soul will evaporate into nothing. A truer death there never was.”

“Oh, Abra,” Sadine said.

The old sphinx lowered her head. We all knew what Okkor’s true demise would mean for her, the last of her kind.

“This island may be lost to you,” I said. “But it is not lost to all. Allow Redelia to claim it as her own. Help one last god with your final moment here, before an infernal claims the mountain’s peak instead.”

“I cannot,” Okkor said. “My rebuke is built into the land itself. It’s not just rock and dirt and plant. The entire island is my temple. No one can claim it while my spirit lingers.”

“Then don’t linger,” I said. “Redelia will revive the island in your stead. She will claim the mountain’s peak and the power stored atop it.”

“I don’t understand your meaning,” Okkor said. “There is nothing up there but a shelf of rock and a brief tear across its face to warm my bones under the sun’s noon light.”

“Araine sensed power at the island’s center,” I said. “She intends to claim the mountain’s peak.”

“This is the island’s center,” Okkor said. “Not its barren peak. The power Araine sensed is here in my bones.

“It matters not. There is no afterlife for me, no gentle journey in the cloud carriers’ embrace. I am doomed to haunt this island until everything on it dies.”

I slipped my fingers into my pocket. There it was, all the way from Greenloft’s realm. The fare for a journey up to heaven.

“I can release you from this fate,” I said, lifting my copper farthing for Okkor and Abra to see. The melancholy fled Okkor’s face then, a whirlwind of possibility delighting within his inner eye.

“Redelia would protect the island?” Okkor asked.

“For all time,” I replied.

“And Abra,” he said.

“Would not be alone. When the island revives, so too will the forestkind who called it home. We have quelled the danger of forests before and renewed the cycle of life therein. We will do the same here.”

Okkor paced in a slow circle around his throne, ignoring the limp bones that sat there in a sad pile.

“I spent so many years hoping for a path to another life,” he said. “Yet, the prospect still fills me with fear. Even a god has no instinct for what lies ahead. Abra, my faithful child, it would mean leaving you without a god to serve.”

“Holy Okkor,” Abra said. “I want only that you rest peacefully and march onward to the life that awaits you. None have earned that privilege more.”

“The island will lose its protection,” he said. “I cannot stay the wind or hold back the storms. I cannot fortify the ground against Araine’s intention. She will come for you.”

“We stand ready,” I said.

Okkor folded his hands together and the mountain rumbled in every direction. A boulder of considerable size broke from the temple’s wall a story overhead, sending the giant rock rolling down the outer slope of the mountain. Light poured in, making the god’s spirit appear paler by contrast.

At the same time, a crack opened in the ground behind his throne. Seawater flooded that pool, providing a new path back to the ocean.

The light inside Okkor’s skull flickered and dimmed as he worked, though it steadied again when he finished molding the island to suit our needs.

He nodded and turned toward me. “I want Redelia to hold my face in her mind,” he said. “That is my truest gift to her. Otherwise, there is nothing more to say or do. I am ready.”

“Abra,” I said, holding the copper farthing forward. “It’s the least of all coins, but it should do the trick. As a woman who served Okkor until his last days, it should be you who proves to the cloud carriers that he was loved in life. Would you do this honor?”

She approached slowly, her ancient legs trembling with each step. Her back hunched forward as she bent to take the coin from my open palm.

Okkor’s ghost stood beside his withered bones, glowing the same light blue as the energy that illuminated his skull from within. “I am ready,” he said. “I have been ready for a hundred years.”

Abra bowed one last time before Okkor’s skeleton, then she placed the copper coin inside his jaw. The blue light within pulsed bright, holding that coin aloft and preventing it from falling through the empty bones that rested in that seat.

A powerful wind swept through the room, likely the first this cavern had ever known. Fog condensed in every direction, swirling as it thickened into a dense mist. Drifting downward toward us, slipping through the thin crack at the mountain’s peak, were a pair of women whose bodies were chalk white. Their heads were shrouded in hoods, their shoulders draped in loose robes, all the same color as their pellucid skin. At their waists, they dissolved into formless wisps, their shapes blending with the thin cloud that filled the room around us.

The first woman to speak folded back her hood, revealing a wrinkled face far older than Abra’s. One eye was a brilliant green, though the other was a fiery red. She looked at her companion and asked, “Who pays for this man’s passage?”

“I do,” Abra said. “He is no mere man, he is the god Okkor, and his journey ahead is long overdue.”

“A god is a man like any other for our purposes,” the second woman said. Her hood slid back from her head, revealing a face that was young and smooth. Her eyes were the same mismatched pair as the older woman’s. She held her companion’s gaze as she spoke, rather than direct an answer to the sphinx herself.

“Are you cloud carriers?” I asked. “Will you take him to his next life?”

“Sister,” the older woman said. “He questions our provenance.”

“No, sister,” the younger said. “He speaks from concern. Mortals rarely see our kind, but then we are rarely summoned so sharply. A god’s passage requires our full force.”

She held her hand toward Okkor. His ghost reached out and clasped it. His ethereal shape shrank and morphed into a perfect sphere that floated inside her palm.

The older woman spoke while the younger prepared Okkor for the journey ahead. “This man’s soul will return to the well of life, where every soul begins. Only the worthy are born anew, and we assess this man’s life as balanced and just. We accept the fare offered as proof of love.”

She removed the glowing coin from Okkor’s skull, though it did not lose its blue gleam. The women began to ascend together, the fog lifting as they rose toward the mountain’s tip with Okkor in their custody.

“Is he the one?” the older woman asked the younger, glancing down toward me with her red and green eyes.

“Not yet,” the younger said. “But he will be.”

“What sadness must a man bear in a single life,” the older said. “He has no fathom of the path he’s on.”

“It’s sorrow enough to know his fate,” the younger said. “Sadder for him that he must live it.”

“What do you know?” I asked. “What fate do you speak of?”

The younger looked down at me and shook her head. “He needs it more than we do, sister.”

“I think this once, sister, that’s true,” the older said. “A coin given for a coin received.” She tossed the farthing from up high and I reached up to catch it in my palm. “Do you think he’ll despair of his course before the life has left his bones?”

“I’m sure of it,” the younger said. “He’ll taste its power and beg for our return, knowing full well the price of our invitation.”

“A soul,” the older said.

“Yes, sister,” said the younger. “Always a soul.”

“What does that mean?” I yelled after them, but they did not respond. The preternatural cloud that had filled this temple chamber vanished as quickly as it descended, leaving Sadine, Abra, and myself to stand in the center of an island that lost its god, once and for all.

The coin in my palm was light, as it always had been, but it was no longer copper in color. It was white, and its surface ever-shifting. It billowed in layers as if a window to the heart of a cloud.

Abra’s body shook as she released tears a generation in the making. “Thank you,” she said.

A faint rustling behind me turned into a loud and scratchy tumult, cutting Abra’s sob short and forcing all three of us to step back. The small mound of wet sand that had slipped from my boots swirled of its own accord, building into a towering cylinder that quickly took the shape of its ceaseless master, Araine.

“Oh yes,” she said, the brown color taking hold of her skin and her long dark braid unfurling down her back. “Thank you, very, very much.”


22




22




[image: chapterbar]







“The whisper of the wind was always faint on this island,” Araine said, stepping carefully around the perimeter of the hollow mountain’s floor. “I listened long and hard, though patience was never my strong suit.”

Her body lacked the smooth, solid skin of a natural woman. Instead, she was half-sand, constantly shifting and rebuilding herself but failing to crystalize into the same steady form we met on the beach.

Abra kept her eyes glued on the infernal woman. Her cat’s tail stayed low on the ground while her pointed ears thrust back along her head. She stalked toward Okkor’s abandoned throne and stood before it, as if prepared to protect her master’s bones long after he had discarded them.

“The future was never yours to know,” I said.

“On the contrary,” Araine said. “The winds spoke of your arrival. In words ever so faint, drifting toward the shore despite the island’s opposition to the air’s ardent flow, they said a man with dampened lungs would float toward my domain. And you did.

“They said you would carry me where my own feet could not, and you have. Here I stand, with you to thank.”

And yet, she did not stand. Her body limped and lurched. Her legs were pillars of churning sand, rematerializing with each step she took but never quickly enough to allow a consistent, stable gait.

“I accept no gratitude for aid not freely given,” I said. “Whatever grains of vile silt settled in the sole of my shoe were placed by your dishonest hand, not mine.”

“I am a goddess and you will speak with respect,” she said. “I saved your life once.”

“But you have ended many others since,” I said. “The bankruptcy of your soul eradicates any debt you thought to collect.”

“Victor?” Sadine asked. “Is this the goddess you spoke of once, the one you serve?” The kraken’s confusion seemed to pain her face.

“My goddess is a woman of resplendent valor,” I said. “This creature is an infernal.”

“Call me what you wish,” Araine said. “I will build this jagged island into a pyramid of perfect design. I will conjure enough sand to fill the oceans of the world. Can you not feel it, pitiful mortal? There is power in the island’s heart. Once I lay my claim, I will have the strength to walk the island’s every inch.

“You have done well, but,” she continued, frowning at the skeleton and the sphinx that stood before it, “my use for you is through. I’ll leave you and this… vestibule of curiosities as I ascend to my new throne and claim it.”

Araine’s body flaked away as a swirling gust rounded the cavernous room. She became sand on the wind, blowing in a constant arc upward and escaping through the narrow crack at the tip of Okkor’s former sanctuary.

The sand seemed to multiply, to arrive from nowhere and stay everywhere at once. A thin layer of it built on the floor, while the wind increased its acceleration. Abra stood with her wings held wide, struggling to shield Okkor’s remnants from the sandblast wind that swirled in Araine’s wake.

“The island is up for grabs now,” I said. “I can’t let Araine take hold of it. Sadine, the ocean awaits. You should go before this place fills with sand.”

“I will not be far,” she said. “Speak my name below the water’s surface and I will return.” She kissed me, a quick and tender expression of her lasting affection. Then she patted my beard with her tentacle arm and dove into the open pool that Okkor left here just for her.

Abra released a long-held breath and lowered her wings. “I was worried,” she said. “That Araine might realize the power she sensed was only inches away. Okkor meant his face for Redelia, not the sand sorceress.”

I puzzled at her for a moment and followed her gaze back toward Okkor’s skeleton, still resting in his stone-hewn throne.

“He meant that?” I asked. She nodded.

With a deep breath and a pang of irreverence, I approached his holy seat. The skull of Okkor maintained a pulsing blue glow from within, radiating most fervently from the hollows meant for eyes. I lifted it from his long-dead bones.

The rest of Okkor’s withered body disintegrated into dust, time finally catching up to his physical form now that his spirit had departed, but the glowing skull remained intact.

“The energy he accumulated in life,” Abra said. “It could not disperse until used. He spent it thriftily on protecting this island over time, but he cannot complete that task now. If Redelia wants to honor his legacy, she will do this in his stead.”

I gripped that skull with all the intention my body could channel. “Abra,” I said. “We must preserve the island for Redelia and deflect Araine before her stake is claimed. What’s the fastest way to the top of the mountain?”

“I’ll take you there,” she said. “Stand firm.”

She stood behind me and hooked her arms inside mine.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” I said. “If there’s another way—”

“There isn’t,” she said. “I will not let that infernal destroy my master’s island, even if it kills me. My death is nothing after all these years. I’ve served my life’s purpose after this.”

She jumped, causing joints in her old body to pop and crack, but her wings were still powerful and a single thrust propelled us further upward.

“Your life still has purpose, Abra,” I said.

“For now,” she replied, flying us through the gaping hole in the mountain’s wall that Okkor had opened before his soul left this plane.

At first we emerged beside leafy ferns and tall palms, all of which absorbed the brunt of Araine’s winds. As we ascended further, leaving the trees to shrink below us, the full force of the infernal’s assault on the island became clear. Even the waters around the island churned now. We were at the center of an island-wide tornado.

I could barely keep my eyes squinted open as sand pelted them hard. My hands were full, with Okkor’s skull gripped firmly, and Abra’s were unable to shield her face as she flew with me held fast against her arms.

“The winds become harsher as we go,” Abra said. “My wings ache against them.”

“We’ll take a minute to rest,” I said.

“We don’t have a minute!” Abra yelled. “Dedicating a temple is not a long affair.”

“Neither is falling to our death,” I said. “You need a moment’s respite and we’ll take exactly that. Look, below. I know that village. We’ll land ourselves there.”

A hundred cyclopean men and women were gathered in the central plaza, their arms and legs still shackled by the infernal’s cuffs. They backed away as Abra and I landed amidst them, their faces alight with astonishment and awe.

I had hoped their elation at the return of a fabled forestkind might thrill them enough to break their shackles, but there was no such luck.

“Victor!” Jarah yelled. I spun around and found her, running toward me at full speed. Her cyan clothing pressed firmly against her from the wind, outlining her large unitary breast as it bounced in time with her sprint. I clasped Okkor’s skull in one hand and threw my arms open to embrace her.

“You were amazing on the beach,” I said. “So strong and precise in bursting open the ship’s hull, so patient and quick in helping your people escape it. You’re a wonder of the world, Jarah.”

She kissed me hard and looked back at Abra. “There are many wonders of this world, it seems.”

“Yes,” I said, stepping back. “Abra was Okkor’s servant, and this is his skull. I will explain when time allows, but for now I need Rikki to come here.”

“Victor—” Jarah started.

“Abra will fly me with Redelia’s soul and we will claim the island before Araine can.”

“I’m sorry—”

“That is,” I continued with a slight chuckle, “if Rikki doesn’t pounce on me too hard and demand my specific attention before she’ll let us take back to the sky. She’s always—”

“She’s gone.”

I blinked twice at Jarah before I could even think to speak. “How is she gone? She was meant to protect Redelia from all harm.”

“I’ve looked everywhere in the village for her,” Jarah replied. “There’s no sign of her or of Redelia’s soul.”

My jaw dropped and I drew in a sharp breath to speak again, but I choked on sand that hit the back of my throat. I wasn’t even sure what words would have fought their way forward if they could. I turned back to get myself right and order my thoughts.

The other cyclops men and women shuffled into alleys and cowered beneath doorways, squeezing into whatever crevices might hide them from the storm that threatened to bury their ancestral home.

Everyone except Merla.

The flinty old woman stood with her feet forward, leaning back on her cane. Her hands were still clutched in black manacles, but she held her staff of knotted palmwood behind her and rested calmly against it with her face tilted toward the tumultuous sky.

“I can’t just have another child,” she said, squinting at the mountain’s peak. “I’m old. His father is dead. But most importantly, you can’t replace a person. He was my Ketson, and I loved him with everything I had.”

“I know,” I said, after moving the sand around the inside of my mouth with my tongue. “And I’m sorry. The world is made cruel against all the wrong people. Have you—”

“Met Wolly?” She asked. “You bet I did. Kid had a tough life, and I’ve already taken him in. He’s inside now, where the air is calm. I’ll do right by him. I think he’ll do right by me too, though he’s an addition. Not a replacement.”

She stood upright then, lifting the wooden cane from the ground now that she wasn’t resting on it for support.

“He was a good boy, you know,” Merla said, a far-off look in her eye. “A brat and a scamp, but a good boy. He deserved a full life.”

“We all deserve that,” I said.

“No,” Merla said. “Not that bitch Araine. You kill her for me, Victor. You kill her for Ketson. You said once you knew how to wield a staff, so take mine. It’s a sturdy cane, and it’s fitting Araine should face it before she goes.”

She turned around and passed me the walking stick from her shackled hands. “It’s as good a weapon you’ll find here,” she continued. “Our people don’t deal in blades and bows. We’ve always held peace with both hands.”

“Victor!” Jarah yelled. “Look!”

I followed Jarah’s gaze toward the mountain. Halfway up the smooth rock spire that formed the island’s highest tip was the blurred shape of a person with arms and legs outstretched mid-climb.

“That must be our Rikki,” I said. “Too headstrong to wait for our separate returns and too devoted to Redelia to allow the goddess to dwindle inside her damaged gem. She doesn’t know the dedication ceremony though. It’s something Redelia and I worked out in private.”

“She makes progress,” Jarah said. “For all her hesitations, she presses on with her ascent.”

“She cares for Redelia more than she fears for herself, but her progress is slow and our time is short.” I glanced back at Abra. The old sphinx was still breathing heavily and hunched over her bent knees.

“Araine draws power the more we suffer under her tempest assault,” I continued. “Each speck of sand that abrades our skin is a mote of life she draws for herself.”

Together, Jarah and I gasped. “What life would she draw from a painful death?” she asked.

The blurred shape of the woman we loved had faltered. As she clung to the smooth face of the rock before her, her feet slipped from their perch and her body slid sharply downward.
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“Abra,” I said, holding a skull in one hand and a dense palmwood cane in the other. “Can you fly?”

“Less with each passing second,” she said. “The skies are more sand than air. If we go, it must be now.”

I looked back at Jarah, her powerful hands cupping around her large eye to protect it. “Redelia chose well in you,” she said. “We all did.”

“Everyone!” I yelled. “Okkor was a great god, and he looked after this island with care and devotion. He is gone now, but a new goddess arrives. When Redelia’s holy light beams from the island’s height, this tempest ends. Safety and peace will return. Until then, hold hope in your heart and keep vigilant watch.”

I tensed my muscles hard to hold my arms with elbows out, turning them into stable hooks for Abra to loop her arms into. It took three tries at jumping and flapping her wings, but we finally rose above the village and toward the mountain that vanished behind a wall of airborne sand.

Below us, that same sand covered the leaves and bushes, rising in a thick carpet that slowly swallowed the island’s smaller features. Under Araine’s command, it would bury everything and everyone.

Our ascent was slow and labored, dense waves of sand occasionally defeating our visibility and forcing us to veer off track.

My legs whipped to the side as Abra’s wings caught a virulent wind at the wrong angle, blasting us off balance. She beat her wings harder, correcting our course only to get thrown aside again. We dipped on occasion, Abra struggling to find clear enough air to pump beneath her wings for flight.

Slowing as we entered the heart of the cyclonic winds, Abra spotted stable ground beneath and lowered us toward it. It was the flat expanse of rock that formed a “table” of sorts at the mountain’s peak — a small round plateau that was level and smooth but for a narrow crack that split its center.

My feet touched down first and Abra released me, then she landed on one knee and pressed her palms against the mountaintop’s surface. Her wings folded in, but not fully enough. The wind that battered us both forced her body to skid backward.

“I want to stay and fight,” she said.

“But you cannot,” I replied. “The science of wind would not allow it. Go, while your exit is still within your control.”

She nodded and opened her wings, blasting backward off the mountain’s flat surface and vanishing amid the storm.

I rushed to the mountain’s edge, scouring the downslope for any sign of my satyress. “Rikki!” I yelled. Rampant gusts thrust my voice back into my throat, stifling any volume I hoped to produce. “Rikki!” I tried again.

Visibility was low and my search was frantic. Each approach toward the ridge of the mountain’s rim showed a dizzying drop. The rock spire beneath me had precipitous walls, almost sheer in their verticality as far as I could see.

“Rikki!” I yelled in desperation.

“I’m here!” she finally yelled back. I rushed toward the sound of her voice and got down on one hand and knee, passing Okkor’s skull to the hand that clutched my staff.

“Just a little higher,” I said. “Take my hand.”

“I can’t,” she replied. “I’m sorry. I have done nothing this whole trip of any true value. I made demands and I avoided my share of our work. I can’t even do this, a task my kind are born with instincts for.

“Oh, I should have stopped at Merla’s house and spiked some tea for myself. Forget the tea, I should have drank her liquor shelf dry to stifle my cowardice down.”

“You are no coward,” I said. “You think with your heart. Let it guide you now. It knows how truly Redelia needs you. How I need you.”

She looked up with her deep, black eyes. They glistened with pleading and doubt.

“Take this instead,” I said, lowering the knobbed handle of Merla’s staff toward Rikki’s hands.

Now she stretched upward, her dark nails just grazing against the staff’s tip. “A little further,” I said, straining to close that gap.

“Ah!” she yelled, one hoof falling from its narrow ledge and forcing her whole body to jolt and slip further down that smooth slope. She caught herself by her fingertips, but she lost much of the height she had gained. It was too far for my staff to find her. She kicked out to search for a new foothold, but her hooves only dangled.

“You are not welcome here,” said three voices in a melody at once pleasant and troubling. I looked back to find Araine’s sirens strutting toward me from across the mountain’s small plateau. Their bodies were perfectly shaped, unperturbed by the winds that battered the island around them. Araine had built them to be impervious to her own tempestuous nature, and now they walked toward me as if this blizzard of sand were a thing of my own imagining.

“Tell your mistress she will not claim this island in the name of suffering and death,” I said. “Tell her!”

“Tell me yourself,” came Araine’s voice. The shape of her face materialized above us, oversized and outlined in hovering rows of sand that shifted their alignment to give the appearance of expression, bending as her lips would when she spoke.

Here, so high from the ground and far from her temple, she lacked the power to stand beside me. Even conjuring herself in a lurching mass of crumbling sand was too demanding a task, but this — this ghastly outline of her face looming overhead — was presence enough.

“My acolytes will dedicate this island in my name,” she said, “and then I will stand here in renewed power and glory!”

I glanced back at Rikki. She had one hoof at an awkward angle now, but she found a small crevice to use for leverage. Her goat-like hooves were a boon that suited her to this climb like none other, but with the rock spire’s nearly featureless smooth surface, it seemed an impossible climb.

“Look out!” she yelled.

I spun back and lifted my staff in time to pierce the sandy arm of a siren that struck down at me. Her limb slipped from her body, splashing into a layer of dense dry sand. A new arm grew from its place, but the granules that had comprised her former limb sat as a dusting of inert silt, not blown aside like the other sand around us.

I held Okkor’s skull tight and lunged forward with my wooden weapon, knocking the non-woman back and then turning on her triplet sisters. They slashed and swiped at me, but each time I stabbed them or thumped my dense staff against their sand bodies, they collapsed and staggered, leaving a mound of sand that sat idle and started to cover the mountaintop in a permanent beach.

As sand built up on the mountain’s surface, some flowed from the edges and cascaded down its slope. I worried for Rikki and what that meant for her traction. Other particles of sand drifted toward the small crack in the mountain “table,” plummeting to the bottom of Okkor’s old temple and adding to the growing mound of sand that had buried his ancient throne.

“Rikki!” I yelled. “How do you fare?”

“I can’t do this, Victor,” she yelled. “My whole body surges with the terror of what falling could mean. Will you fetch me?”

“As best I’m able,” I said. I glanced down. She had slipped further now, with significant height left to drop if her fingers or hooves gave out on her. “There’s the matter of three attacking sand—”

One of the sirens kicked me in the shin and dropped me to my knees. Merla’s staff slipped from my grip as I chose to cling to Okkor’s skull instead, using my now-free hand to grab my attacker’s wrist before she could slap my face.

Another siren approached and pushed my shoulder. Another kicked at my thigh. I was surrounded, and sliding backward on my knees from their relentless assault until the tips of my boots found open air beneath them.

“Oh gods,” I muttered, suddenly engulfed in the sense of freefall. My knees slid away from their perch on the mountain and my body was no longer crouched at the tip of Okkor’s Isle. Now I was falling, my one free hand scraping against the mountain face for any hope of slowing my fall.

“Victor!” Rikki yelled.

In rapid succession, the thunderous sound of a veritable stampede struck my ears, I felt something strong and quick latch around my waist, and my accelerating descent came to a halt.

Rikki had leapt into motion, scaling the mountain and grabbing my waist in time to save my life.

“How?” I asked, breathless from the fall. “Your fears—”

“If there is one thing I fear more than the disability of broken bones, it is losing my love for all time,” she said. 

I craned my neck to kiss her on the cheek. “You are a magnificent woman, Rikki Silena. Stronger and fiercer with every moment.”

She smiled broadly. “Do you have a hold?”

“I do now,” I said. “Thank you.”

Rikki guided me up the mountain’s wall, seeking ledges no human could find and offering me a hand to lift me to the next usable ledge. They were farther and fewer between than I could count on, but together we were able to scale the rocks despite the sheets of sand blown our way.

Rikki was the first to climb up to the mountain’s top, and she pulled me that last step to join her. Araine’s acolytes had already started etching a circle, digging their fingers in the windswept sand that covered the mountain’s surface. Every place their unholy fingers touched, the sands quieted and parted, forming a ring that would not dispel under Araine’s unwavering assault.

Their attention turned toward us and halted their initial step in dedicating the island to their mistress.

“Now,” Rikki said, brushing the sand from her shoulders. “Which one of you sand-bitches kicked my man?”

“She did,” all three said in harmonic unison, with each pointing to a different siren. This sparked looks of shock and insult on all three of their faces.

“Fine then,” Rikki replied. “Prepare for a bleating.”


24




24




[image: chapterbar]







Rikki kicked at the sand beneath her feet and lowered her head to point her ridged, black horns at the nearest of three sand sirens. A grunt of air puffed out her nose and her tail whipped downward, then she was off, charging across the sandy surface of the mountain’s small plateaued peak.

I brushed the sand with one bare hand and found the palmwood staff. Time to finish what Araine’s acolytes had started. While Rikki danced with deadly sand women I finished tracing that circle in the sand.

Araine’s face loomed over me, summoning winds that shifted direction and pelted my front with so much sand I was forced to hold my breath. Rikki was an able defender, blocking the infernal’s acolytes, pulverizing their makeshift bodies, and then stomping their heads in when they started to spring upward from the sand underfoot.

Despite the curses and threats Araine hurled down at me, I dragged Merla’s staff into position and completed the circle.

“Rikki,” I said. “It’s time.”

She kicked both hind legs backward and obliterated a half-conjured sand siren, then ran to my side. She pulled Redelia’s gem from her bosom.

I unwrapped the silk ribbon that protected it and let the wind carry that strip of soft fabric away. Rikki continued to defend me while I brushed away enough sand for Redelia’s gem to nestle into a standing position there in the mountain’s middle.

“You could have served me instead,” Araine said, her mouth a constellation of sand ridges that moved as an outline, the sandstorm sky still visible behind her. My acolytes would have been yours for the taking. I could have made replicas of anyone you like. I’d make them do whatever you fancy.”

“That’s not life, Araine,” I yelled. “Life is about the choices we make, not the orders we can force others to obey. No replicated woman can offer life’s partnership, but you’ve forgotten that. Your ceaseless quest for power has stripped you of your right mind.”

She replied, but I tuned her out. The constant swirl of air and dust, the clawing of sand sirens, the taunting of the infernal controlling the skies — I had to block out these distractions and focus on the sanctity of my task.

“I dedicate this ground to the divine,” I said. 

“Has your mistress shared her power with you, I wonder?” Araine said. “It would sweeten the vibrations of your soul in death. It would add flavor and punch to the pain you provide.”

Come now, I thought. Block her out.

“You have all this power,” Rikki yelled while she fought. “Why waste it on cruelty when you could create? Like Okkor did. If you want an island so badly, go out and make one. Attract the hearts of man and their faith will follow. Why lay claim to this place, simply to destroy it?”

“There’s a slow way,” Araine said, “and a smart way. While gods and lesser infernals piddle around their own pet projects they are vulnerable. He is changing the balance of a pantheon as we speak. Only the strong will rule by his side.”

I ignored her words, thankful that Rikki had distracted Araine so I might dwell on this dedication in relative peace. I cleared my mind and forced it to separate from my body. The irritation of windswept sands were a corporal pester, but I was a mind and soul now. A holy emissary initiating his ordained mission.

The circular indentation that ringed the intended temple began to glow. So did the hollowed eyes of Okkor’s skull.

Araine’s face contorted in the sky, the sand ridges that formed her expression faltering. “You cannot overpower me,” she said. “You— What pulses in your paltry grip? Energy, profound and intoxicating. Girls, claim the artifact skull from his hands!”

“The slow way is steadied by truth and rigor,” Rikki said. “It is the only way to find a power that endures.” Her horns blasted through the chest of a siren and left her as a lifeless mound of sand at her feet. The creature was slow to re-emerge after that, Araine’s power already diminished within Redelia’s holy circle.

“I invoke the well of life,” I said, “to sustain the divine and connect her with the source of all creation.” 

The sand beneath Redelia’s crystal stirred and indented. Her gem lifted from the ground and levitated there, steady despite the surrounding winds. In the small space beneath her, a silvery liquid bubbled up.

“She is vulnerable,” Araine said. “You were a fool to expose her to me.”

The infernal summoned hands to match her monstrous face. They hovered above us, oversized and hollow, formed only in outline by sands that condensed into ridges. Her palms moved toward the mountain’s center, toward the precarious perch of Redelia’s delicate soul.

“I beseech this hallowed earth to shelter and nourish Redelia’s light,” I said.

The ground shook beneath us as the glowing ring rippled like a river of light against a wind much gentler than the one that whipped against us. It repelled Araine before she was even close, blasting away her conjured hands as quickly as they had formed.

Redelia’s gem turned from black and clouded to crystal clear.

My mind was set now. The world receded from my eyes and my ears, funneling my attention on the ritual I had begun. Rikki’s voice was a distant echo. She struggled with the sirens and succumbed to their grip. Two of those vile acolytes held her down against the sand-swept rock.

I knew this. And yet, it was like another world. Another life. I was too entranced by my holy task to break free of its power.

I slammed my staff into the mountain’s peak, the vibrations of that impact pulling me further into divine stupor. I said the first of three. “I dedicate this ground to Redelia.”

Thin tendrils of light coalesced into branching spikes that would form a webbed shell around this holy place, but they were unable to withstand the barrage of Araine’s assault. Each small extension of Redelia’s new temple wall was met with a blast of sand that snapped it from its base and obliterated its light.

The third siren approached with no one to stop her. Araine’s face twisted into a crumbling smile. I should have worried or moved. I should have hurried to complete the dedication. Yet, the ritual had its own rhythm and I was locked in step with it.

Again, I punctuated my ceremony with a hard thrust of the palmwood staff against the sand-covered rock, sending a sharp vibration up my arm that further numbed my sense of the world around me. “I dedicate this ground to Redelia,” I said again, the second of three.

A pair of scratchy hands landed on the skull that was tucked under my arm. I made no effort to resist, to clutch that prize tighter and ward off the sand siren’s theft. The skull left my possession, but the nascent puddle of silver energy that gathered atop our plateau grew in size and depth. Its surface reflected light that emanated from within, sourced from the wellspring of life itself.

The lowest point of Redelia’s crystal hovered inches above the small depression at the circle’s center. The gem had grown, as did she, until she stood at full height once more.

The sand siren lifted Okkor’s skull toward Araine. The infernal’s face came closer, pursing her lips as if to suck the power into her own mouth. I knew the disaster that would follow if Araine drew that energy for herself, yet I could take no step to prevent it. My ritual was not complete.

Redelia stepped through the front panel of her gem and set her bare feet into ankle-deep sand. Her body was flickering and translucent, a twinkling shape that might blink out of existence if her hold on this island could not take root.

I began the third of three. “I dedicate this ground to Redelia, the goddess of captured light!”

I knocked the base of my staff against the rock shelf underfoot and the large gem that had once housed her soul exploded in a ball of light. A second later, she stood at the center of a temple newly formed and claimed. She was tall and strong, her dark gray skin supple and soft. Shock white hair blew around her in the wild storm, but her eyes did not squint or strain. They remained calm and closed as she bent her knees and dipped her hand into the silvery well beneath her, gathering a fresh sip of life-sustaining energy.

“I was here first,” Araine said, a hoarse voice assaulting us from above. “My claim has priority over yours!”

“You were never here in earnest,” Redelia said. “You came for your own aggrandizement, as all infernals do. I came to serve. I came to lift life on its righteous pedestal. I came to evict the forces of death and pain.”

Araine’s eyes fell once more on the skull in her servant’s hands. She dove toward it, but her face was held back by an invisible barrier erected around Redelia’s new temple.

“Our mistress will never leave,” the sirens said.

“No,” Redelia said. “And neither will you.”

Redelia lifted her arms and spun in a tight circle. The ring of light that formed her temple’s outer wall strummed in pulses of blazing white. Each eruption came faster than the last, bathing us in brilliance and warmth. The faster she twirled, and the hotter that light became, the darker the sky grew in every direction.

Here, at this height, Redelia could capture light for miles to come. The wispy white clouds that hung on the horizon dimmed and vanished against the encroaching darkness. The blue sky became black. The only light left was the small circle of firmament above Redelia’s new temple, and through that narrow tunnel came all the light of the world.

She harnessed it, collected it, and fed her mystic power though it, but what she captured she would not keep to herself.

A pulse erupted so blinding the backs of my eyes stung from it. The sirens groaned in three-part voices and covered their eyes with their sand-carved hands, stepping away from Redelia and toward the outer edge of the glowing ring that encircled us. The two who held Rikki released her and she ran to my side.

The third siren dropped Okkor’s skull. Free from my part in the ritual, I wanted to reach for it but I was forced to shut my own eyes as another pulse of ineffable brightness crested within Redelia’s outer circle.

My eyes were closed, but my skin told the story of the world around me. Pellets of sand struck like bombs from a cannon’s mouth. Howling winds drowned out all sensible sound. Rikki’s fingers dug into my arm, clutching me for assurance that we were still on solid ground and the world was still real around us.

I wrapped my arms around her, pressing her cheek against my chest to block her delicate face from the onslaught of air and sand.

Redelia’s holy summoning accelerated around us. What began as pulses of light and warmth were now a constant beam of sweltering heat. My vision was awash in red as the brightness outside my closed eyelids forced its way through and illuminated the small vessels that carried blood to those thin patches of skin.

With a throaty shriek from a defeated infernal and a wave of searing fire, it ended. My eyelids went black again. The wind ceased all at once. My ears still clung to the phantom howl of Araine’s abrasive wind, but the world around us had gone silent.

The swirling storm of sand that was Araine’s final form had come to rest, not as a million particles strewn across a beach, but as a cone of glass, melted by Redelia’s light into a roof and walls to shelter and protect the wellspring of her holy energy.

A face, faint in its features, was discernable high on that conical wall. Araine’s mouth was twisted in anguish, her eyes pressed firmly closed.

Against the outer wall, spaced apart at even intervals, were the glassy bodies of the infernal’s acolytes. Three sand sirens stood as perfect copies of each other, arms crossed over their eyes in an “X.” In their effort to escape the light, they appeared as they were blind, a fitting set of statues for Redelia’s holy abode.

“You did it,” I said, marveling at the tranquil blue that returned to the sky. “Behold the glory of Redelia, whose light freed the island from darkness.”

“My success was never my own,” she said. “Rikki, come to me.”

I loosened my hold on the satyress and she walked to Redelia. Her knee bent slightly, the start of a bow, but Redelia grasped her by the shoulders and held her up.

“Rikki Silena,” she said. “You have been a brave and stalwart companion. I thank you for your sacrifices and your strength.” With a curled finger, she tilted Rikki’s chin upward and leaned down to kiss her gently on the mouth.

“Victor?” Redelia asked next. I approached the same way, standing just an inch before my goddess.

“Destiny and luck are twin sides of the same coin,” she said. “And you, Victor, are the coin to harness their power. It was fated that our paths would intertwine, and it pleases me greatly that you choose to stay by my side. There are powers that would prey on your loyalty and seek to lure you from my company. I thank you for your virtue and your honor.”

She kissed me then, her dark, full lips touching softly against mine. My body thrilled at her touch, a weightlessness taking root in my bones and sending a euphoric calm through my soul. Her touch was hope, and love, and bliss. Her touch was the light of the heavens made flesh.

Redelia dipped to one knee before myself and Rikki, though only to reach into her new well and lift a palmful of silvery essence from its depths. She sipped it, replenishing her energy in the smallest way.

I bent down as well, to lift Okkor’s skull. It still glowed with the electric blue light of the energy he had saved. “Redelia,” I said. “This is a gift from the god of gods, who trusts you alone to protect his legacy.”

Redelia took the holy remnant in her hands. As the light drained from the hollows where Okkor’s eyes must once have been, the skull disintegrated into dust and vanished. Redelia’s dark skin built a radiant sheen from the sudden influx of energy.

“I owe this island’s creator to make good on promises made,” she said. “And I owe this island’s people the protection all lives are due.”

With her arms raised high, she changed the world around us.

I took Rikki’s hand and squeezed it while we watched the glass walls of Redelia’s sanctuary shift through her holy guidance. With the melted face of Araine engraved in the temple’s north wall, Redelia opened an archway in the glass to the east and the west, drawing a gentle breeze across our faces.

The glass, once clear on all sides, grew opaque toward the conical tip of the temple’s ceiling. That clouded glass caught the sun’s light and returned a prismatic display as it began to generate a light of its own.

“And now,” Redelia said, “a looking stone.”

“You can do that?” Rikki asked. “Turn the entire temple into a gem through which to see?”

“Without it, I am entirely blind,” she said. “With it, I will capture the memory of every sentiment large and small, and I will keep those moments close to draw strength from, for all my time.”

The pointed tower on the mountain’s top was a lighthouse beacon to rival the sun, casting a brilliant glow over the whole island.

With another wave of her hand, Redelia summoned an image on the south wall of her temple. The glass became a mirror through which to watch what Redelia herself observed, to display the light she captured and play it back for our faithful eyes to see.

All over the island, we watched Jarah’s people shed joyful cheers as the infernal tempest subsided and the mountain transformed into a symbol of peace and calm. The island was safe once more, home to a goddess whose benevolence matched Okkor’s own. One by one, then ten by ten, their shackles cracked and released.

“And now,” Redelia said. “Some housekeeping.”

The sprinkling of sand that remained at our feet wafted upward from the ground, shifting hues as it rose. Each grain released an audible pop and spray of color before vanishing altogether.

Like the shackles formed by an infernal’s lust for pain — and like the sunstone born of Redelia’s promise to protect the creatures of the vulnerable forest — the sand was a figment of Araine’s mystic powers. As her life came to an end, so too ended her control over these vile artifacts. Each granule of sand was a blight on this island for its new owner to cleanse.

All across the island, an infinite cloud of glittering specks evaporated and drifted upward as they lost their weight, their form, their substance. A vibrant display filled the space around us, pinpricks of light in every color the spectrum could allow.

As the sand popped and fizzled in a radiant display, Abra’s shape cut through the glittering mist. She landed under the western arch and bowed to the goddess of captured light.

The leaves of every plant below us, once straining under the weight of that sand, sprang upward in relief. The beaches, once piled higher than nature should allow, were released from their unearthly burdens. They were left shallow and welcoming to the waves that rolled in from the east.

“Your power astounds me,” I said. “You wield it with equal parts strength and beauty.”

“I have witnessed the liberation of a people enslaved,” Redelia said. “Theirs is a profound release of fear and confinement. It is the rebirth of the freedom that dwells in their souls and an inspiring swell of optimism renewed. They have accepted the gift of dreams for their future, and the light that shines back from their faces carries a profundity of beautiful emotion. It empowers me. It reminds me the importance of my very being.

“This runs much deeper than the first task I set you to.”

“To spy on the spark of new lovers,” I said. “Yes. You have matured.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she said, tilting her head and offering a sly smile while her eyelids leisured in their closed position. “My tastes have expanded, not contracted.”

Every image that played across Redelia’s wall was a different cyclops in the throes of celebration, until the image of Merla appeared. She stood in the village center with her hands and feet still shackled.

“Held captive aboard a slaver’s ship, and yet this freedom was not a deep enough relief,” I said. “Her grief for Ketson’s loss is too severe.”

“Ah, Ketson,” Abra said. “The boy Araine buried deep beneath her sands. I’ll fetch him now.”

“In the hope that a proper funeral would bring her mind a modicum of ease?” Rikki asked.

“There’s no need,” Abra said. “Okkor provided for the boy as best he could. He built this island, after all. What difficulty is it to build a fort beneath the sand?”

The sphinx leapt and flapped her wings, then swooped toward the coast several miles out. As the sands continued to recede, a small building revealed itself, a fort built not of sand but stone. When a door emerged at the building’s front, a small boy climbed himself toward the surface of the drifting sands.

“Her delight will know no limits,” Redelia said. “I cannot wait to see her face. Yet, she is not the only cyclops whose heart waits for its burdens to lift.”

Redelia’s wall showed a new image now.

“Inside Merla’s kitchen,” she said, “where Jarah thinks you will not see, she weeps. Of the ships that escaped this island, one was a vessel that carried her parents to Greenloft’s realm. For all her efforts, she did not save them.”

“Not yet,” I said. “But we will. She will.”

“I believe that,” Redelia said. “But Prince Wick will not make that easy.”

“He survived?” I asked.

“His crew retrieved him from the water above his sinking ship,” she replied. “They carry my pendant now across the open sea. I view their journey’s progress and will convey their destination when the time arrives. I believe they seek an audience with the infernal who crafted their swords and absorbs power from the vile deeds they do in his name.”

“Araine mentioned such a man,” I said. “Whoever he is, he conscripts other infernals as well.”

“The power orchestrating this war used her and abandoned her,” Redelia said. “Araine sought power and found only desolation. This is what happens to those who ally with infernals. Even other infernals are not immune to it.

“Come home to the forest,” she continued. “I wait for you there. Together, we will prepare to meet Wick and his army head-on. It is the only way to discern the infernal truly behind Greenloft’s hostility.

“I have one final act before I rest, a spell of protection to shield this island in a way unique to me. I cannot hold away the elements in the nature of Okkor’s power, but I can capture the light that touches this island and bend its reflection back, folding it onto itself so that the island’s contours vanish against the sea. No one will find their way to this isle without my explicit blessing.”

Just as Redelia had once used the last of her dwindling energy to cloak Rikki, Jarah, and myself from Wick’s forces at the center of Jarah’s village, now she channeled the immense energy bequeathed to her by the island’s maker to wrap the island in a reflective shield. Every inch of the terrain within her view; every person and every plant; every animal and every stone — it flashed in a swirling prism of elegant color before the effect dissipated and the island was cloaked in her protective promise.

“It is done,” she said. “And now, I must rest.”

“Praise be to Redelia, the savior of Okkor’s Isle,” I said.

“Come on,” Rikki said, tugging my arm. “It’s time to go home.”

I stood at the mountain’s edge, peering down the sharp slope that dropped a sheer mile down. “Should we wait for Abra?”

“No,” Rikki said. “I’ll carry you. As it turns out, I’m one hell of a climber.”
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