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Monday, August 16th—Early

Year - 27515

The others were asleep around me when I woke, and I cast them each a look. Alek and Tatsuno were curled on the floor together. Luca and Geo were on one of the couches, Geo was snoring, his head resting on his brother’s chest. That was cute. Luca snored too, almost in time with his brother. Pete was likely outside, guard for life. I chuckled. Ezra was wrapped around me, and I snuggled into her for just a moment longer.

Pain throbbed through every part of my body, and I winced.

It will take some time for the wounds to heal on the inside.

The outside? I asked Ivori.

They’re already healed. I made sure while you slept your body wasn’t suffering.

Thank you.

What about you? Are you okay?

No, she answered. No, I am not.

I wanted to hug her, to wrap my bonded in my arms and tell her everything she needed to hear right now. Instinct had me reach under the pillow. Of course, they’d put her there for me.

I pulled out Ivori’s core, and I did just that. I held her to my chest.

We will be okay, I soothed. We will be okay, because we have each other, and we have them.

I know, I know. Oto…

I slipped out from Ezra’s arms. They love me, I said to her, more out of admiration than the need for confirmation. I glanced down at them and smiled deeply. We had literally talked the night away, and then as one or two had fallen asleep, cradled in their partner’s arms, it had been natural to fetch blankets, and for those of us left to cover people up, then eventually Ezra and I had settled down also. It had been more than a long day, a long—everything.

But I was happy.

They do love you, as do I. My bonded admitted. I know what you are doing and what you are going to ask.

Am I wrong?

No, you are not.

Tentatively, I reached out with my mind, trusting myself to do the task at hand, locating who I needed a lot quicker than I thought I might.

Tant, I asked Luca’s bonded Icarian. We need you and your space capabilities; we’re needed on Copter now, not tomorrow, not in a week. Now.

As you wish, my lord.

My lord, I said, a little shocked.

He is being respectful. It is also the truth.

It is a lot to accept. I blew out a breath. But I will.

I focused back to Tant. Do you have the capability to do what I’m asking?

It will pull from Luca, and he will wake, Tant replied. But we do and I will.

Then, encompass this room and take everyone inside with us.

That may need Vrost too.

Ren? Trix?

Together we would be stronger. Yes.

Do it.

As you wish.

The room was blanketed in Azris, and Ivori shivered inside my mind, making me shiver too.

He… He’s amazing.

Metal Walker, Ivori said. It is a tremendous skill.

I can see that.

The room itself changed, and suddenly we were not in the hospital anymore.

Everything shimmered as my friends and I floated for a moment, before solid walls and a floor appeared around us. I felt the power draw around me from the Icarian and lowered myself to the floor, kneeling. I let my energies flow through to my hands and into Tant. Please take from me too.

Thank you for the care, my lord, Tant said.

Everything shook for a moment, and I worried briefly. Are we safe?

He spoke through the room to me now instead. “I am maneuvering now, and we will exit the atmosphere and into space soon.”

“Luca?” I asked. “The others?”

“He is now awake, as are your friends and most trusted.”

“You got everyone?”

“With my Queen’s assistance for their locations, yes.”

“How?”

“Magic,” Ivori laughed. “Everyone in your closest circle is here. We probably took a few who should have stayed.”

“List?”

The list popped up. “You brought forty people…”

“Don’t forget the Rotters.” Tant added. I was floored. “We’ve been this big before, just not very often Metal Walkers will meld with others.”

“I didn’t know.”

“That is expected, but for you, we’d do anything.”

“Forty people,” I winced. “They’d want to be with us I am sure, this… all of this is not something they’ll ever want to not be a part of.”

“Even if it’s dangerous?” Ivori asked.

I felt her concern, but beeping alerted me ahead. I moved from my place on the floor and Tant directed me to a command center. There, I sat and hit for comms.

Councilor Troha’s concerned face popped up. “Where are you going, Oto?”

“I have business I can’t put off,” I replied. “There’s people coming for us even now, I can’t escape this.”

“You didn’t think we’d understand or allow you to leave?”

“Not without a fight,” I simply stated. “Tant is more than capable of looking after us in space.”

“He is,” Troha said, lowering her head to me. “Be well, Oto. Please talk to us when you can.”

“I will,” I replied, about to cut her comms.

“Also, Oto, be very careful out there. There are many who wish to hurt you right now. Don’t trust everyone you meet or those around you.”

I thought for a moment about her intentions. They’d have me shut away in minutes if I’d let them. “I have the backing of the lower planets’ most powerful and influential people. As we climb, we will only attract more and more who want to hurt me. Like I said, we can’t hide from this, not anymore. I will talk to you soon.”

I cut the comms as Ezra stepped sleepily into the command area, “You abducted us?”

Of course, Tant had expanded to become quite the ship.

“This is…” She looked at my screens before me.

“We should wait for the others,” I said. Ezra cocked her head to one side.

Luca walked in first. “Tant?” he asked. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I was ordered. I followed those orders.”

“Luca,” I started. “It—”

Luca saw me in the command chair and froze. Then he dropped to his knees before me and lowered his chin to his chest. “Forgive me. You do not need to explain yourself, not to the extent you are thinking. We follow you; you are as high as it goes, Oto.”

I swallowed, this was a man I had the utmost respect for, Ezra just smiled at me. I put my hand on his shoulder. “Luca.” I glanced around as the others came into the room, too. Alek, Tatsuno, and I met his brother’s eyes. They all dropped to their knees like Luca did.

“Hey. Please,” I said. “We’re family. Come sit with me, and let’s talk.”

“We—” Alek said, just as Tant changed the room to house a circular table. I sat in a swivel chair and squeezed Luca’s arm. “Rise and sit with me.”

Luca did so and the others all sat around me. “What’s the plan?”

Ivori appeared at my side, and with a wave of her hand, she brought up an image from Copter. “While Kei Tullius, Sect Lord fought with everything he had at his disposal for Amalia and Camran, we fought on Drakol Four. Those on Copter saw what you did, Oto.”

The shiver that ran up my spine was not normal.

“That changes—” Luca began.

“Everything,” I said, letting out a breath. “Kei is more important than I ever thought possible. The time we already spent together is mere preparation for what is to come. I have only ever made connections like this with Ivori,” I dipped my head to her. “And Ezra.”

“What are you saying?” Ezra asked.

“Kei is family. Kei is—” I looked to Ivori for support. Reaching deep inside myself for the truth I knew was there. “Kei is my right hand.”

“Yes,” Ivori said, tears in her eyes. “You see it. All of it?”

I put my hand to my chest. “I don’t see it,” I admitted. “But I feel it. This is right. Kei and I are entwined with each other. I feel the twists and turns of space pulling us together. Yet I don’t quite understand why or what will happen to us, but I have to be with him. We have to be with him—all of us.”

“Oto Sawa,” Ezra said. “Oto Fraser,” Luca added.

“Oto Gianetta.”

I said it without thinking.

“No, I am Oto Aetos.”

Ivori dropped to her knees beside me and put her head on my arm. “Forgive me for not—”

“I had to say it,” I said, placing my hand on her cheek and lifting it gently. “I had to accept who I am, even if I don’t understand it.”

“What does it mean?” Alek asked. “Aetos?”

“It means I have accepted my destiny,” I said, wiping Ivori’s tears away.

“It means King of the skies,” she said. “Kei Tullius—One who leads. Oto Aetos—King of the skies.”

“They’re beautiful,” Ezra said.

“There are news feeds coming in from all over Copter,” Luca said, and with a flick of his wrist, we watched some of them.

The stand I made against Bratak.

The portal home.

And when I held the tiny piece of Ivori, I held it to my heart.

I brought up the comms messaging system. Kei would be as inundated as I was and likely just as overwhelmed. But I needed to let him know something… I thought out.

Oto Aetos - I’ve seen the news from Copter; we are on our way. Hold the line.

“Is that all you want to send to him?” Ivori asked.

Everyone read my message as it was sent out into the ether. “He’s big enough not to need the hassle of me to start explaining things via text. He will let me know when he’s available or what he needs.”

“You trust him?” Alek asked.

“With my life.” I never hesitated.

“Then we’re all with you, now,” Luca said. “Let us see what mess he’s made on Copter for the networks to be going this nuts.”

I waved him to the screens, Luca and Geo dove right into the news feeds, and so did Alek and Tatsuno. “I need to know what’s going on everywhere,” I said. “Leave no stone, no piece of dirt uncovered.”

[image: ]


By the time we were in orbit over Copter, we had a clear idea of everything that was going on everywhere. It was pure pandemonium, and we were stonewalled—no matter who I said I was, we couldn’t get past their security.

“You will not stop us from landing on Copter,” I said to the woman on my screen, but no amount of arguing with her would make them drop the shielding around the planet. It seemed no one was allowed in or out till things were settled.

“I’ll call Shuko,” Luca said.

A moment later, Sect Lord Sawa was facing us. “Luca,” he said. “It is good to see you.”

“Have you—”

Shuko was shaking his head. “We can’t get through to him yet. We were politely told to let him rest.”

Luca frowned. “How is it looking out there?”

“Chaos,” he said.

In the background we could see he was in the middle of something, a meeting. “Do what you can,” Luca said. “Good luck.”

“Same to you,” Shuko looked at me then. “Oto, I am glad you are there. He needs you.”

“I know,” I said. “I need him too.”

That was it, so we got back to our digging and watching and stopped only for food.

We waited and waited, and I had to admit even I was getting tired of all of it. “Come on, Kei,” I said.

Eventually, that knock to my DM’s came and I moved to take it somewhere just a little bit more private. “Kei,” I said. “We’ve been stuck here for ages. What’s going on?”

“I’m requesting your presence before I meet the council.”

The what now? Who, where?

“I can’t get through their barriers,” I told him. “They’ve got blocks on everywhere, on everything.”

“I know she’s there,” Kei said. “Ivori, you’ve got this, no?”

There was a cough at my side, and she actually appeared for him. “Of course, my lord,” she said.

I felt vibrations between us. Ivori, what is this? They were vibrations I didn’t quite understand.

“Follow Ivori,” Kei ordered me. “She will get you here. They have no control over her or Itazi.”

“Itazi?” I was confused. Who is Itazi? At the name, though, Ivori vibrated even more, and my whole body vibrated with her.

“We have a lot to talk about,” Kei said. “An awful lot.”

“Then I will be there as soon as I can,” I replied. Not really knowing how we were going to get through security.

“Within the hour,” Ivori said.

“I’ll get my First to send you coordinates,” Kei replied.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find you,” Ivori assured him. “If you have Itazi with you, I will find you.”

Kei cut the comms. “He’s quite the character, isn’t he?” I asked. “Who is Itazi?”

The wave of emotion that washed over Ivori was so intense I almost choked out the, “Stop, please.”

“I am sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to.”

“He meant a lot to you?” Ivori lowered her head, her face flushing, “Please,” I said and patted the chair, “Sit with me, talk to me.”

“I shouldn’t tell you, I shouldn’t interfere, neither of us should.”

“Who is he to you? To Kei?”

“I can’t,” she said.

I tried for some time to get her to talk to me, but she wouldn’t. “The others are going to be asking for you any moment,” she said.

“How are we supposed to get down there,” I checked the time. Twenty minutes had passed already.

“I have that covered.” Ivori stood and offered me her hand once more. When I took it, the world shimmered around me.

“This dangerous?”

“Since when is anything we do not dangerous?”

I had to smile at her, and when she took my other hand in hers, I not only felt the power draw, but I saw it. Everything around us vanished in the blink of an eye.

You’re a Metal Walker too?

Of course, but I don’t have any metal right now, this is the bare minimum to cover us safely.

Then we were outside the ship in the darkness of space, and below us, Copter, as beautiful as she was, was hurtling toward my face at breakneck speeds.

I did not feel nervous at all, only joy. The joy of heading to a planet where I knew we were going to change the world as we knew it, and to the one man and the one Icarian that my bonded loved.

“Kei,” I said to myself. “We’re in for a hell of a fight here. I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

“I don’t think he does,” Ivori replied. But I can tell you this: when you two meet this time, you both will be prepared for anything and anyone. May they send everything they have at us because they won’t know what hits them in return.”
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The land of Copter drew closer and closer. I could see a building, people, cars, and a motorcycle, and then the ground was almost upon us.

We may be coming in at speed, Ivori said. I will slow us enough, but we will be moving forward.

I’ve got this, just nice and steady, I replied.

As the wonder that was Copter came close enough to touch, Ivori morphed the ship from around us and hovered for a moment; then she was beside me, and we were where she said we were, moving. She was walking deftly as my feet touched the ground, and I felt the speed at which I walked with her.

“Fantastic,” I said.

The motorcycle shot forward, almost losing its passenger. It was coming to meet us. Kei, I said to her. Itazi is a bike? I wasn’t expecting that either.

When the bike slid to a halt in front of us, a man appeared. Itazi? I asked. But Ivori wasn’t paying me any attention at all. They stepped in closer to each other but then froze. I was overwhelmed with her emotion again. I met Kei’s eyes for one brief moment and smiled.

Itazi stepped in ever closer, and then, to my surprise, he pulled Ivori into his arms, wrapped her up, and kissed her. My bonded Icarian and this man were in one of the most passionate and tender kisses I’d ever seen. It was a moment I’d treasure, both for her, and because I felt every part of it.

Finally, looking away, I noticed Kei never dismounted off the bike, and I moved to his side.

“Never ridden a bike before?” I asked and raised my eyebrows at him.

He shook his head and laughed. “That obvious?”

“Side stand.” I pointed down to his left foot. “Kick it out to the side.”

Kei still didn’t know what I was asking of him, so I squatted down and tugged out the side stand for him. “Lean him over,” I said, putting my hand on the tank.

His trust was clear, he let the bike under him tilt to his left. “That’s it,” I said. “Now, just feel that the stand has the weight.”

He let it settle, moved then let it settle again. Only then did he put his weight on his left side and dismount. “Thanks,” he said and stood straight before me.

I met his eyes with mine and smiled again. I flicked my head back to Ivori and Itazi. “What is that?” I asked. “My stomach’s been churning since I spoke to you.”

“The purest love I’ve ever seen,” Kei marveled, hand to his chest. “They thought they’d lost each other forever. Itazi almost took his own life.”

“What?!” I shot him a concerned look.

“Walk with me,” Kei said, pointing in the other direction. “I’ll bring you up to speed.”

“I’m out of my depth here,” I noted. But what else? Geo wouldn’t, couldn’t tell me anything else… He wanted me to see…the video feeds, but he just couldn’t get them to me.”

Kei spun around the lot. “This is all mine,” he explained. “Welcome to Copter.”

“You did it?” I swallowed. “Camran and Amalia?”

“They won their race. We took out who was planning to decimate them and the city.”

I spotted the truck at the end of the lot. Lena stood looking back at us.

“Talk fast,” I requested. “I have so many questions already.”

“I bet,” he replied, and started walking back to Lena nice and slow. “First thing, I broke Immortal rank.”

I stopped walking and stared at him. “With your Taharri, the tech, and an Icarian?”

Kei nodded. “A very special Icarian. Ivori’s mate.”

I looked back at them, and so did Kei. It looked like Ivori was crying against Itazi’s shoulder, and he held onto her very tightly. I had no idea what they’d been through; he almost took his own life. That was unthinkable.

“I have even more questions,” I expressed, and held my hand out. “Show me?”

Kei took my hand as if we were actually the family we were on paper. I smiled, and then put my other hand on his. Inside my mind I was asking him to do it, without actually asking. Would he? Yes, he then risked his tech touching the top of my hand, sealing us in together. Kei’s Azris sparked inside him, and I took control of everything that was around us. His eyes flickered with questions, then he looked a little shocked, his eyes widening. Then they settled.

Our stats flashed up, side by side and we both stared. He was younger than me? Not by much, but I doubted he had the control I had. The whole world around us darkened, swirling with elements. Water, Fire, Earth, Air, Light, Darkness, and Spirit. I had perfect control over all of them.

“That’s not fair,” I said with a sigh.

“What?” he asked.

“Your stat math is different from mine: you get your Taharri, and your Icarian added to your total for bonuses!”

“Oh,” he said. “Think there’s a reason for it?”

“I’m sure there is,” I said. “Just means I have to work harder to get where you are.”

I saw in Kei everything I wanted. I needed to become the man everyone wanted—the leader everyone needed. Kei was a natural. I dropped to one knee and, looking up at him, simply said, “Teach me, please.”

“Oto,” he beckoned, trying his best to pull me up. I harnessed Earth, let my weight double. No way, I was staying down here. He relented and stopped. “I’m out of my depth as much as you think you are. I don’t know how to do all this…” Not able to move me, instead, he lowered himself to the ground and kneeled with me. He brought forth his Azris, sorry, his qi, and focused his elements to match mine. I could see the question in his eyes, wondering what I thought of him. His skills, his levels.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” I said. “I need you.” I knew all my emotions were laid bare here, and I laughed. “My team’s waiting on that ship I was on. I stepped out into space without anything to shield me, trusting an item of metal I carry in my pocket. My pocket! Because you wanted me here. I’m here.”

“You’re crazy,” he said.

“I have a long way to go,” I added. “If I have to be crazy, then that’s what I’m going to be.”

“I have a meeting with my father and my mentor,” Kei said, and my stomach churned in sympathy. “Then I get to meet those who control this planet.”

“I thought you controlled it?” I asked, carefully probing everything he was on the inside and out.

Was he trying to pull back from me? No, he was seeking something else. “I took it,” he clarified. “It doesn’t mean I control it. I need to win them over.”

“Ahh, and you wanted me with you, becau—”

“Because we all just saw you defeat the Sevran Vipers’ second in command after I just took out one of his most powerful undercover agents here.”

“So, Copter’s going to take work, then?”

Kei nodded at me, still letting our energies mix properly. I felt everything he was, as pure as he was. As pure as Ivori… As pure as Itazi.

I looked to where they were, no longer able to see them. “Oops,” I said.

“We should…”

“Not until you say it,” I said. “I need you to accept me as your student.”

“What?” Kei questioned. “Seriously?”

“The system is asking you too, if you look.”

He shook his head. “My notifications have been so many since—I had to ask Itazi to help.”

“You really are out of your depth?” It was how I asked; I felt his confusion and then his hope. I watched him access the system notifications he had.

Oto Aetos is requesting to become your disciple.

Accept Y/N

“This isn’t a joke, Oto,” he cautioned. “You understand the ramifications of doing this, even within our family dynamics?”

The corners of my lips drifted into a smile, “It means pain,” I said. “A lot of pain.”

He was still thinking. He had so much on his mind and plate; how could he teach me anything? It was clear to see he needed Itazi to teach him, too… He wasn’t sure he could do anything good for me. I begged to differ, and I was shaking my head at him. I knew already the trouble we were both going to be in any minute as the others realized what I’d done—what we were doing here.

“I will take you on, under one condition,” he said.

I didn’t want conditions, but I said, “Ask me.”

Kei waited for a moment, then he started to laugh and clicked the Y. “Keep Lena off my back.”

I burst out laughing myself. “We’re screwed,” I joked. “I can’t even keep her off mine.”

When he moved to stand this time, I moved with him, and we stood together, the whirling storm around the both of us. “They’re going to see that from space, you know,” I remarked.

He looked around us, nodding. “Would you expect anything else? There hasn’t been an Immortal on Copter for a very long time.”

“And there’s never been anyone like me at all.”

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Oto Aetos, bonded partner of Queen Ivori Tahl Rosetta, and I want this universe.”

I said it with a lot more conviction than I felt. But that was the final goal. Defeat Batrak and take the universe. Kei shivered, and I did too. The corner of his lips curled into a smile. He reiterated my words back to me, what I’d said to him on Copter. “You want the whole universe?”

“Oh fuck,” I said and dropped my hands. His parted at the same time, and we both stood there laughing till we cried. This…this was going to be one hell of a journey. I couldn’t just see it now; I felt it. Inside me, though, I knew that, as much as my soul trembled, I could do anything with him by my side. Anything.

Boots approached, and Kei and I looked at Lena. “What did you two do?”

We exchanged glances and started laughing again. The tears literally streamed down our faces.

“We’re in trouble,” he said to me with a cringe. 

Lena put a hand on her hip, reminding me of the many times she’d done so on Isala.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Best stop laughing.”

It only made him laugh even more when the beautiful forms of Ivori and Itazi joined us. Kei and I traded one last glance, and he held out my hand to him this time, where we shook in front of the others. “Today, I accepted my first disciple,” he declared. Then looking at Lena, he extended, “Meet Oto Aetos.”

“I will not let you down,”

“Oto,” Ivori said. “You…”

“Kei broke Immortal,” I revealed. “He has stats out of this world. I’d be stupid not to ask him. I need someone here to chaperone me, to work with me, for me. For us.”

“I’d have done that anyway,” he reassured me. “We’re family.”

“Yes,” I said. “But now, this is legitimate within the system. We have to prove to everyone out there that we’re following their rules, their system.”

“Even though I’m here?” he asked. “I shouldn’t be.”

“You broke no rules in protecting this planet,” Itazi countered. “You were not anywhere near Immortal when you came here. You broke Immortal because of what you did, because of what you became, alongside everyone else with you. They have all become something else because of you. A great man, and a great leader.”

Itazi’s energy flickered. “Apologies,” he said. “We may be strong, but I can’t hold for long—something I need to practice; it has been a very long time since I held corporeal form.”

“How does Ivori?”

When my Queen of the Icarians looked at Kei she put a finger to her nose, and smiling, she revealed, “I draw from Oto. And he’s a veritable battery, no matter where he goes.”

“I can see that,” Kei said. “What he is, what he can do already is much more than his stat sheet says, right?”

Ivori nodded, “He’s an enigma, for sure. But the system has to quantify him for people around him to understand what his mind and his body are up to. He cannot control who he is, not yet.”

“But he will?” Lena asked.

“Oh yes, he will. With the right people by his side.” Ivori leaned into Itazi and blew on the side of his face. Itazi vanished. “I will not interfere with anything you all have to go through; I already stretched my feet a little more than I should have. Both Itazi and I are here, but for advice, and for training. You two are what must make this world work, this universe.”
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“Yes,” Itazi said. “Together, we make a much stronger team.”

“I get it,” Kei said. “I am more than grateful for you, for the gem, and for my Taharri, but how can we get Oto up to speed?”

“We have some ideas; don’t worry. It will work out,” Itazi reassured him. “Now, you have a meeting to attend.”

I checked the time and nodded. “We do. Let’s see if we can get somewhere secure for this; I need Oto and I on the same page for later this afternoon.”

Lena motioned behind her. “The building Nathan mentioned is secure. Max and Lan are over there now with the others, making some last-minute checks.”

“So, Max, Ori, and who?”

“Nyx Randa; he’s one of my trusted friends. Max and Ori are going to be stationed here from now on—if not near us, in the hospital corridors, wards, everywhere you won’t see.”

“But I saw him,” he added as we started to walk towards the building.

The truck roared to life then, and at the wheel… “Rae and Davon.” Kei nodded to them. Lena pointed to the bike we’d left in the middle of the grounds. “That’s going to take some getting used to,” Kei cringed.

“There will always be someone around to make sure he’s left somewhere safe, don’t worry,” Lena said.

“Trix?” he asked.

“She will be waiting with him, and Sax and the other walkers. We’ve also got a secure lot and garage for them. Thanks to the work of Rae and Ori.”

“You’ve all been busy while I wa—”

Lena smiled at him. “We wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She dipped her head. “We’re a team, all of us. You are what binds us now.” It was the way she looked at me, there was real admiration there. I wondered briefly, as to why. But I’d seen it.

“Together, we are a team,” Kei agreed. “One I’m very thankful for.”

“As am I,” I replied.

“How much room do we have here?” Kei asked Lena.

“I think enough,” she sighed. “How big do you think we’re going to get?”

“Well,” Kei looked up into the skies. “Oto has his team up there. I would think at some point, Geo and Luca and my sister are going to join us. Plus…”

I watched his mind working, adding up people.

“We might need a bigger space,” Lena noted. “But for now, we’ll be fine.”

“Okay.” We all watched as the truck went past us and then parked, way up in the distance. We walked slowly, and I knew it was because Kei wanted more time with us all.

“You’re worried,” I said. “About this meeting today?”

“I’m not a politician,” he replied. “This is almost beyond what I want out of my life. Sure, the planet, its safety, and those on her are important, but I never thought this would be me.”

“It will take some time to sort out,” Lena acknowledged, “but while that’s going on, we have a student.”

“We?” I felt my knees wobble. I was in trouble, I knew it now…

Kei grinned wickedly at her. “Oh yeah, I think I might be able to cope with that if we can take it out on Oto.”

“I didn’t sign up for tandem abuse.” I frowned. “I thought w—”

“You signed up for what we deal,” he countered, with a stern look my way.

I lowered my head straight away. “Of course, I’m sorry. Just let me know when and where.”

“We will,” Lena said. “For now, you’re going to meet Shuko Sawa and Kei’s father again.”

“The way you say it…” I nodded his way. “They are something else, right?”

“Oh yes,” Lena smiled. “Shuko Sawa is one of the most powerful men this side of the universe.”

“I know,” I said. “I met them. How far has Kei to go to reach that level? And can he?”

Lena looked my way, and Kei rolled his eyes at her. “I have no idea how long it will take me, but I will get there. What that means for me and my Taharri, or anyone else that I might take into my Taharri, I am unsure of yet.”

“With your gifts, and your stats, have you any idea?”

He focused inside himself for a moment.

Itazi asked, “You really want to know?”

“Yes,” Kei answered him, and he showed the both of us. His stats appeared, then shifted and changed.

Kei swallowed.

Strength = ??/1079.2

Dexterity = ??/1016.5

Constitution = ??/1176.56

Int/Wis/Spirit = 179

When he pulled it up against Shuko Sawa, he was at almost double his stats — already way above him—on some levels. Just not with his control. “I have a long way to go,” he revealed, “to even reach his levels.” He tapped his head. “I need help, too. I need to practice, too.” It was the way he looked at me then. “You know the steps to sixth?”

I closed my eyes a moment. “I will show you,” I offered. “What would you be at top level?”

Itazi spoke again to me then. “You will have my full maxed 100 points on the system. There’s only one level above that. Your body and mind will be almost double in capacity to manage the levels. I’m showing you because this is where I need you to be, to take my side forever.”

Kei beamed. “Forever?”

“With Oto and Ivori, yes.”

He showed us the screen.

Strength = ??/15015.84

Dexterity = ??/14196

Constitution = ??/15197.91

Int/Wis/Spirit = 499

Affinities - Rank - Broken

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - ??

Darkness - ??

Spirit - ??

“We need to have a serious chat,” Kei emphasized to him. “You’re talking about breaking almost everything I am!”

“I know,” Itazi said. “You are—and will be—a tremendous opponent.”

“What is Batrak Viper at?”

“I do not wish to scare you.”

Kei waved to me and Lena . “Go, I’ll be right with you.”

We walked away, and only when we were far enough away, did we turn to see him.

“Are they okay?” I asked Lena, as we stared at them.

“He’s been through some serious changes,” she said then waved her hand over my form. “But so have you.”

“It’s not been—”

“Easy, no I don’t think it would be. I just… I don’t know how to talk to you, what—”

“I’m still me,” I said to her. “Don’t treat me any differently, please.”

Lena nodded. “I might struggle now and then, but I’ll try.”

“Thanks,” I said and motioned to Kei as he paced around. “He’s quite animated,” I worried.

But then again, if I was seeing what he was, what my future could be… to become…

Don’t be scared, Ivori whispered in my ear.

I would be remiss if I wasn’t.

Kei started to walk back to us, and I gave him the once over. “You good?” I asked.

With confidence he probably didn’t have, he smiled at me. “Yes,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

Together we walked into the building. Its lobby opened up quite a lot; several doorways led off in different directions.

“Sending HUD info,” Lena said from his side.

That HUD info included a very detailed layout of the hospital and its grounds, the posts of the men she’d assigned, and the building here we were assigning as our base of operations. “Lots of land,” he said, noting the areas to the back of this building and the surrounding area.

“It’s huge,” she agreed. “Which is good; we might well need it.”

Kei glanced at me; I’d moved to a doorway. Lena indicated he followed us. “We’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”

“Give us a few hours, then ask Nathan to get us som—”

“He’s already on it,” Lena smiled. “Going to be quite the operation, feeding everyone around here.”

“Expensive?”

“That’s not a question anymore,” she said dismissively. “Go.”

The room had a nice reception area, a center base of couches and tables, and a set of double doors at the back. I walked right for the doors to look outside.

“I don’t need to know,” I said. “You’ll tell me when it’s time.” I leaned over the thin railing separating us from the quaint, petite gardens.

“I will never lie to you,” he promised.

I looked at him, turned around, and stared back into the building. “Nor I you.”

“We don’t have a lot of time today,” he said. “What was it like on Reeka?”

“You all saw the fight,” I replied. “This I know: I am more than my body lets you see.”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Reeka’s core is something else entirely. The power is like nothing you ever felt before.”

“I’ve felt power,” he acknowledged, and I saw him flinch.

“I pray we’re ready for it when we get there.”

“We’ll be ready,” he said. “Don’t you ever doubt that.”

A knock at the door, and Lena and Nathan brought in trays. They put them down and left.

“Come on,” he beckoned. “Don’t keep the family waiting.”

“Family,” I exhaled slowly, then looked at him. “That is one thing I never thought I’d have.”

He poured us both some coffee, and using his central HUD system, he tied his comms to the small table in the middle of us.

“Okay, dialing in,” he announced, and he hit keys to contact Shuko Sawa.

When his face appeared — and his father’s, Quintin Tullius—they looked tired. “You didn’t get any more rest, did you?”

Shuko looked at me by Kei’s side. “How is he there with you? He was on the Iradium, less than three hours ago!”

The Iradium?

Tant’s ship ID within their system. Ivori answered for me.

“I have one person I can take to these meetings. There was never going to be anyone else.”

“Security?” his father asked.

“Who needs security, when you’re traveling inside the Icarian queen,” I replied, holding his gaze. Then I lowered my head to the both of them. “It’s good to see you both once more. You were not at the wedding, though, Shuko?”

“No,” Shuko nodded. “I will forever regret not being there to welcome you to our family properly. My grandfather made sure you were welcome, though, yes?”

“When he touched me…” I began.

Kei swallowed. “Oto—” His tone was clear I’d said the wrong thing.

“Let him speak,” Shuko ordered. “When Oto was with us on Halara, I grew to like his open and frank behavior.”

I could see Kei was a little taken aback. I was stupidly new for all of us still. Crap.

“When he touched me,” I repeated, “I felt something very different from him. Compared to when I’ve been with you all. May I ask, do you know his rank at all?”

Kei choked, literally, and I had to pat him on the back. “That’s beyond ‘frank,’ Oto. There are things you can ask, and things you don’t ask.”

I shrugged at him. “You fought him for how long?”

“What?!” Shuko asked, and the focus was off me back onto him. “Well, it seems I’m going to need to speak with my grandfather,” Shuko laughed. “He’s not fought anyone for a decade.”

“He had his reasons,” Kei said. “Without them, without him I would not…” He seemed to struggle with what he wanted to say next. “Forgive me father.” He stood, and before us, he brought out his sword. I saw his qi spark, flowing down from his core into the blade. His father stood, trying to get in closer to see.

“What is that?” Quintin asked.

“This is your blade,” he said and held it up.

“No. No, it is not,” he emphasized. “The composition has changed, the shape. Subtle, but the alterations are there.”

Kei met my eyes, and with a thought, he brought forward his powers and split the blade into two. I noted a gem neatly settled into the hilt of the blade on his left, with a space for another beneath it. Two empty spaces sat in the blade on his right hand.

Then he spun the blades in his hands, feeling the weight. I could see the energy flowing through him from the gem and the planet’s core.

He hadn’t done this. He hadn’t used it like this before, it was clear.

Then he almost keeled over. “Steady,” I warned.

His eyes were glazed over though, reading a system message?

Then he met his father’s concern, his face pale.

“What are they?” his father asked.

“A gift from a god,” Kei said, glancing at me. “Atar Sawa.”

“He…” His father couldn’t speak but managed to splutter out. “He did that where?”

“A garden within the council chambers,” I answered for him.

He put the blades back together and I felt the energy in the room shift. He sat down and he laughed, laughed so hard. “Itazi you’ve got to be kidding me…” All three of us were staring at him. “Did you know?” he asked Shuko.

“Know what?”

“What Keetar’s gem actually was?”

Shuko shook his head. “No, do you?”

So, he read it to us.

Keetar’s Gem – The Spirit Eater

Over their millennia, Icarian Command had six gems created from the finest mines the universe over. One item for each soul connected to the Icarian Queen as her council.

Itazi shimmered at his side, a hand on his shoulder. “There was never any doubt you’d have accepted that gem.” Itazi said. “Just like there was no doubt in Atar’s mind what he gave you when he did.”

“You knew what they were? And I had them all along…”

“I did and do know what they are,” Itazi said. “I had no idea you had them already, though. I am, however, glad they are here with us.”

“The blades are… or were, the artifacts on Isala, weren’t they?” I asked.

“And there are three more out there,” Kei said. “One is here on Copter….”

“Where?” his father asked.

He turned back to me. “I have no idea.”

“Maybe the council knows,” I suggested. “Who is your meeting with?”

“Counselor Marat Duletev,” he answered.

Both his father and Shuko traded glances.

It was his turn to ask, “What?” this time.

“Drink,” Shuko said. “Eat. Let us fill you in.”

I heard the door behind Shuko open, and someone else joined them. “I’m sorry, I’m late, my lord. I was up till early hours of this morning then fell asleep.”
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Nathan and Lena had brought in more food for us, and we’d eaten and talked till his voice cracked. We’d finally appeased our appetites and caught up.

“I need to rest,” Kei said. “Feel like we’ve been going around in circles.”

“Isn’t that what politics is?”

“Not what I imagined it to be,” he lamented. “Rest, we have a long afternoon of this again.”

“Rest?” I asked. “No, I have things I need you to sort out, the sooner the better.”

He leaned back, observing me. “We still have a lot to do today, and that includes appeasing someone who has more motives against us than with us.”

“Exactly,” I said, standing. “If it means I’m stuck inside knocking back and forth while you negotiate and talk… I want to be outside now. Besides,” I smiled, “I’m itching to see what you can do with those blades.”

“Right now?”

“Now.” My smile grew even more. “And don’t tell me you’re not wanting to?”

He couldn’t help but grin back at me. “Seriously, you want to fight me with both blades?”

“Yes,” I held my hand out and he took it, letting me pull him up. “No better place or time for a bit of exercise. You look like you’ve not even done your morning practice.”

Kei frowned. We walked to the railing out the double door, and I hopped over easily. “No gate?” he asked.

I laughed. “Dunno, never looked.”

He moved to the other side and located the latch, opening the gate to step through.

The garden was a far cry from the lush landscapes of Isala, yet it had been tended with care, allowing me to easily see its central features. The dense bushes and towering trees formed a natural barrier, shielding the space from prying eyes.

The garden’s layout created a serene contrast, with one side bathed in sunlight and the other cloaked in soothing shade. The interplay of light and shadow gave the garden a tranquil beauty, with vibrant flowers blooming in the sunlit areas and cool, green foliage flourishing in the shade.

It was a modest yet enchanting oasis, offering a peaceful retreat amidst the chaos.

I sneezed, and Kei raised an eyebrow at me. “Allergies?” he asked.

“Not that I’m aware of, but this is a different planet, right?”

He nodded. “If it gets worse, Doctor Mon might have something for you.”

“Doc Mon?” I asked, taking the center of the garden and dropping into the First Warrior stance with ease, without even batting an eye at him.

“Yeah, he’s my personal physician; if you need anything, he’ll help.”

“I’ve got my own doctor with me,” I said. “There’s a few things we’re going to have to talk about there as well.”

“Oh.” When I started to move, he had no choice but to move in beside me, digging right into First Thought.

“You’ve not been doing this anywhere near enough,” I said. “Your energy fluctuations are all over the place.”

Kei let out a breath, forcing himself to concentrate more. “I fell out of practice when I left Sawa Sect for my mission to Zhong.”

“No fighting, not yet.” I moved from his side to the front. “I can’t teach you the steps to Sixth, until we master this. Together,” I ordered. “Again, from the start.”

I watched him, his clarity of movement, First Thought, First Breath.

The steps became easier and easier. I made him stop twice, though.

“You’re a master at this,” he said as I corrected his position once more.

“I had some very good teachers.”

“Tell me about one,” he said.

“His name was Lazarus,” I said, and the sudden loss of remembering almost made me falter in my step—almost.

“He died?”

I dipped my head and carried on. “Protecting the woman I love, yes.”

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “Going off how well trained you are, he was a great teacher.”

I met his eyes with mine again. “I don’t understand why you’re leagues ahead of us, yet you’ve forgotten your history. Again, from the beginning.”

It was clear Kei hadn’t been drilled this hard in a while. Possibly since…my eyes drifted to the edge of the gardens to Lena standing there.

“We’ve got one chance to get this right,” Kei said to me.

“I know.” I smiled. “We’ve got the best people around us to help us complete our task.”

“You’re not worried at all?”

This time, I faltered; that hit a nerve. “What makes you think that?” I corrected myself, and instead of asking him to start again, I moved into Second Sentience.

“You seem so calm.”

“Up there on the Iradium are the people I hold dearest in this world,” I revealed. My steps smooth, so smooth, even as I broached this very hard topic. He watched me and followed me through all of these with ease, like he’d never stopped doing it. “All of them I hold with not only the highest respect but…” I tapped my chest, “with all that I am in here. We came here for Camran and Amalia, we came here for you. The thought that some of them might not make it through this, kills me.”

“You think they’re not safe up there?”

I shrugged. “It’s still protected space. Just they’re stuck, and I left them to be, well, here—”

“— With me,” he added. “I get it. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said. “I’m not used to having people around to share with. What you see on the outside is not what is going on, on the inside.”

We easily moved through Third Awareness to Third Mend. Kei started to sweat. This was quite the workout; but although I instructed him only the once, I didn’t make him repeat the moves.

“Fourth Consciousness,” I instructed. “Pick up the pace, straight into Fifth Understanding. Got it.”

He nodded, making sure he didn’t lose any footing, nor his place. Kei matched me perfectly till we got to Fifth Understanding. He had never done this before. No one had shown him. He might be Immortal now, but he’d had no guidance.

“Eyes on me,” I said. “You’ve got this inside.”

Approaching Fifth Understanding, though, the sweat poured off him. He was more than nervous. There were even more eyes on us, and he risked a glance over. Two others had joined Lena.

“Focus,” I instructed him. “I’m right here. Feel when it’s coming. Focus on how it makes you feel.”

“Shit scared,” he admitted.

“I know,” I revealed.

My eyes, however, sparked with Azris around the edges. Fire and Water, both, and I let them flow over me in perfect harmony.

Kei tried not to gawp.

“You’re Spirit, and Air?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered, hitting Fifth Opposition.

“Harness your Spirit first,” I instructed. “Let it flow over you like you would your twin blades.”

“I can’t,” he said.

I stopped and cracked my neck, and then, with a flick of my wrist, I harnessed every element.

Kei almost fell, but with another flick of my wrist, I pushed Air forwards, keeping him in place. “You need to master Spirit and Air, together. They are your primary elements. The others, you’ve broken through already; you’ve never tried. You’re going to try, and you are going to learn. Now, Spirit.”

Witnessing his concentration was amazing; he pulled from inside himself, his spirit flowing out and over him in a wispy white mist.

“Yes,” I encouraged him. “That’s perfect. Now Air.”

Again, he pulled, and the breeze around us wafted his hair. He was and did have both, Spirit and Air circulating in harmony. “Heh,” he marveled. “Look at that. I did it.”

“Now, one more try. We’ve just about got time.”

He didn’t look at the time; he trusted me, and together we fell back into Fifth Understanding. This time, it felt much better, and he echoed my movements perfectly. When I moved straight into Sixth Acceptance, he put his hands to his sides, bowed, and moved away to watch my every step.

This almost felt like dancing, and I could see the image of Ivori dancing with me.

“Go for it,” she was encouraging me this time. “Show them the truth. Let them witness this with their own eyes.”

I blew out a breath, and then I harnessed every element, feeling them flow from my core, over and around me. The whole world seemed to shimmer, balance, perfect. Though I knew and felt they weren’t perfect, I danced through the nine motions. Determination, Initiative, Flight, Belief, Foundation, Opposition, Tenacity, and last Overhaul.

When I stopped, I was exhausted, yet elated. I dropped my arms, bowed to Kei, and he reciprocated again. “Now we’re going to do this every morning and every night.”

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, we are.”

“And tomorrow, we get to dance.” I made a slashing movement with my hand, and he laughed.

“Okay, okay. Let’s survive today first.”

We both walked to the others. “Lan,” he said. “Pick your jaw up off the floor.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You can’t talk, though! You were practically drooling.”

I felt heat rush up my neck.

They were all watching you, and you’re a master.

In training.

Almost a master then, Ivori said.

“It was something to see on the screen when you were on Reeka,” Kei said to me. “But it’s something else, feeling that draw here for real.”

“I am nowhere near where I want to be in perfecting it,” I admitted. “But I will get there. So will you. The difference is you can actually use all of what you have inside you, with your Rank at Immortal. I can’t unless I’m on a planet like Reeka.”

“What made Reeka so different?” Lena asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered her. “Her core’s so very different, almost…”

I trailed off when another man poked his head through the door. “Car’s here to take you to meet the councilors.”

Kei moved to Taru and Lan and pulled them to him, kissing each of them softly. “We’ll report if we can and be back as soon as we can.”

I wasn’t sure where to look. Both these women were with him, his Taharri. That must… just wow it blew my mind.

“Out there I will be something else, to them… I am something else, and I am your Master,” he said to me. “In here, you’re in my personal quarters. I am not going to be anyone else, but me.”

I could only nod at him. “Lena, would you plan for the Iradium to…” I looked around. “I’m not sure they can land here, but for them to land somewhere. They will be coming down as soon as possible.”

“How many are onboard?” she asked.

There were forty of us, I thought, but… I knew I looked confused for a moment, adding them up in my head again. “We have a full hull, cars, bikes, tech, and staff. I’ll get the captain to forward their exact numbers.”

“Okay,” she said. “We’ll sort that while you’re out.” She looked at Kei. “Good luck.”

He dipped his head to her and left with me for the car out the front.

“You don’t need to do this, Ori,” he said to the man waiting.

“Yes, I do.” Ori opened the door for him. “We have two outriders.” He motioned ahead and Kei clocked the bikes. “Jamall and Cay, with Veshta and Dragern.”

“Wait,” he said and put his hand on the car’s roof while I got in. “Dragern is the Revolt?”

“Well clocked,” Ori complimented. “We’re six for six. The Revolt takes two to create. Dragern and Reaver.”

“Who does Reaver belong to… No, no… the helms woman. Diasov? Damn, that makes so much sense.”

Ori indicated behind. “Reaver is your rear guard with SO Lier, and Rain.”

He smiled at his friend. “Thank you,” he said.

“We’re going nowhere, my lord. Shuko and your father have our utmost respect, but not only that, our Icarian know their place. We stand with them, and you.” 

He slid in with me. “I’ve seen some walkers,” I said. “Geo’s got quite the Icarian with him.”

“On the Iradium?”

I blinked slowly, he really didn’t understand this at all. “We’re all in, Kei.”

The Icarian, Sax, Ivori informed me the name, set off nice and steady, and we could hear the comms between Ori and the captain. “Quite the team,” I complimented. “They brought you here?”

“Yes,” he said. “From Halara. They’re the best, and they proved it. They fought side by side with me in taking down the Vipers’ nest here.”

“Then I’m glad they are with us too. We need them. With Lena and Pete, and… Max, was it?”

“Yes, he and Yo—” he stopped himself. “He’s one of my closest friends.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You lost someone?”

“My other best friend,” he replied. “Yoshi. Yes. We were not the only ones who lost friends.”

“You haven’t grieved yet,” I said as I put my hand on his. He pulled back with a shiver. “We will honor them when we return to the base.”

He wanted to say ‘no;’ I could see it, he wanted to deny me, them. But his eyes closed in pain. The pain inside him was so deep.

He turned away from me, stared out the window. I could see how much he was struggling, just like I was.

I too stared out of the window and watched the world go by. It made this feel so much more real, him. Being here.

I hope I’m enough, I said.

Oto, you are enough. Grief is a very hard thing for all of us. Kei included.

“Yoshitoro Actonn,” he said. “We met at First training school for the Sawa Sect. My father and his were friends an—”

“Still are?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“What made you friends?”

Kei laughed then. “That’s tough.”

“It is, isn’t it?” I asked.

He nodded. “That first day,” he carried on. “We were pitched against other kids in the school. I ended up with Max, and another young girl was put with him. I had laughed at them. Thinking how small she was against him, that she’d not stand a chance.”

“Looks can be very deceiving,” I said. “Look at Lena….”

“Exactly. It was my very first lesson learned. She put Yoshi on his ass in seconds. I couldn’t believe it.”

“And then what happened?”

“It was as if he flipped a switch. He focused, and instead of thinking she was easy, he took her on properly. He was smart, but she was smarter. Three more times she had him bested.”

“He didn’t give up?”

“No, he went in again and again, till he worked out her weaknesses and triumphed. The two of them worked through lunch, and into the early evening. She was learning as much from him as he was from her.”

“That’s great,” I remarked.

“I found myself drawn to the yard after lunch; I wanted to watch. I sat down and waited with a couple of bottles of water. That’s when I saw Max walking over. We’d both fought well but were evenly matched. It was he who wanted to go for lunch together, so we did. I just left him there, making an excuse about doing something else. I wanted to see if they were still going at it.”

“He followed you?”

“I guess he did, he’d also brought water and snacks. He sat next to me, and we both watched, giving comments on how they were training. Max looked at me after a while, and said three words: ‘Wanna join ‘em?’”

“The four of you stayed and practiced?”

He laughed more then. “It went dark, and our instructor came out with one of Sawa’s personal trainers. They both sat and watched us for a while, then they left.”

“The four of you stayed friends?”

“I don’t know what happened to that young girl, so no. She never came back to the First school. But the three of us, we were inseparable for most of my life.”

“I really am sorry,” I said. “Alek’s my closest friend. We only met last year. I never had a friend till then.”

That caught him off guard quite a bit. “No friends?”

“I remember a few kids around as I grew up, a couple of girlfriends, but nothing and no one stayed. I was an oddity, a liability. My parents left me on the streets, essentially to die.”

“Like Lena was on the streets?”

“Yes.” The car bumped slightly, and we turned a corner. “Very much like Lena.”

“So, Alek was your Pete?”

I laughed. “Almost. His sister, Ezra.”

“Complicated?”

“A little, yes. We share a bond with Ivori.”

“We?” he pushed.

“Usually there is only one bond, but she was going to die, Ezra gave her a part of herself and me at the same time.”

“That sounds almost like what I have with Lena.”

I cocked my head at him. “Lena? That is interesting.”

“Complicated, too,” he replied as Sax started to slow down.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m not used to sharing details of my past, either. I’m glad you felt you could.”

“I don’t want to be your mentor,” he confessed, and I now understood. “Not really. Even though I accepted it. I just don’t feel it.” I felt sick, I swallowed. “I want to be your friend.” He held out his hand for me.

The wave of relief that washed over me was huge. I took his hand, and he squeezed lightly as I shook it. “I’d like that,” I said. “I thought you were ditching me already. I know I can be straightforward; I say what I think and feel before it registers that things aren’t spoken the way I see them in society.”

He risked touching his qi to my Azris, that was going to annoy me… ugh. It was all the same energy after all. I knew my eyes lit with a different spark. “My personal HUD ID; you have access anytime you need it, or me.”

“Thank you,” I held his qi connection with mine, gently. He was phenomenal. Strong in many ways I wasn’t, yet just as vulnerable too.

“If Shuko Sawa likes you for being direct, then do not doubt I will either. I need honesty in my life. I’m in a position where everyone will want access: they’ll lie, cheat, they’ll do anything to be in my favor. I need people who can see through that.”

“Then I’m your man,” I said, and added, “friend.”


5




We were a good distance out of Praitar City, somewhere in the countryside. It was beautiful out here, for sure. Though I felt something odd around here.

It’s protected, Ivori said.

“We’ve been instructed to watch you inside,” Ori said as he opened the door. “Though it’s against everything we do as special guards.”

“Oto,” Kei said. “Let’s go.”

“It’s a park?”

He read the sign. “Whittle Durham’s Forest.”

“I guess a big one.”

We walked to the gate, and he nodded at Ori as we went inside.

“There’s a lake,” I said.

When he looked at me, I knew I was grinning. “Water Affinity first. I can feel it. She’s pure, deep. Fills my veins with…” I let out a cry. “Excitement.”

“Why?” he asked. “Are there no lakes on Isala?”

We picked up the pace to the path and followed it as it wound around a copse of trees, and then, yes, there was a lake. “Oh, there are lakes, there are some big ones. But this is my first on a new planet.”

The excitement was wonderful, coursing through my veins. I couldn’t help but feel it and feel for the Water. “I never thought of it like that,” he said.

“Reach out to it,” I encouraged him. “You’re stronger than anything, and any rank.”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s also growing as fast as I am, especially most recently.” I could see him reach out. “Ahh, that makes sense. This is protected land. Like the council on Isala, you could only use your energy where they allowed.”

“So we couldn’t fight, even if we wanted to?”

He shook his head. “It wouldn’t be right, even if we could. This is sacred land.”

“But you could?” I asked.

I didn’t need to see him prod the shielding very much; it bent to his will with no issues at all. He pulled back.

“Damn,” I said. “Everyone looks at me as though I’m something else—” I let out a huge sigh. “I’m actually looking forward to my team meeting you.”

He rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t you dare.”

“Too right I am,” I laughed. “You’re my best deflect. Have you even looked at yourself lately?”

“You did, you went there.”

Up ahead two figures by the lake turned to meet us. “Any idea who they have with them?” I asked.

“Not a clue, same as they don’t know who you are.”

“They will,” I said.

We stopped before them. One man, maybe middle-aged, with brown hair and a thicker form than the youngster at his side. The young man standing with him looked similar. His nose, cheek bones—the son?

“Welcome to Whittle’s Forrest,” the elder one greeted us. “I’m Counselor Marat Duletev. Please, if you are inclined, just call me Marat, though.”

“Duly noted,” Kei said.

“This is my son, Commander Bari Duletev.”

“Bari is fine while we are here, too,” he said. “These are sacred grounds. We are safe, and there will be no one else around to observe our lax customs, traditional or military.”

“Thank you, Bari, I would be honored to use your given names. It’s good to meet you,” Kei reciprocated. “I am Sect Lord Kei Tullius. This is my disciple, and most trusted friend, Oto Aetos.”

Both of them lowered their heads to us. “We did not know that Oto was here already.”

“There was a planetary lockdown,” Bari said. “How did he get through it?”

“You will not ask questions of him,” Kei deflected. “He is here; he is with me. That is all you need to know.”

“I’m sorry,” Bari apologized. “Please, how is your friend?”

Kei cast him a careful glance. “You mean my Third?” he asked.

“Ahh, yes, you are in the middle of forming your Taharri,” Marat remembered. “How is she?”

“She is awake, and we are awaiting tech to be shipped to us specifically for her next operation.” Even I knew he wasn’t really asking about her. He wasn’t concerned at all. It was just for face.

“The Taharri helps all of you?” Bari asked.

Kei glanced at him and then turned to me. “Yes, through our beliefs and the system contracts, the harmony we have among us, there are many benefits to having a house of six. Together my Taharri can run a household, or even a planet. Together they can and will raise great children and secure my line for many generations. Together we only grow stronger and stronger.”

“They enhance your stats?” Marat asked.

“Yes, they do, we enhance each other. That makes me much stronger than most people think.”

That was a warning if I ever heard one.

“So,” Kei redirected us. “What do you think about the council? Talk to me how they’re responding to me, and why you think they’re so angry.”

“They’re just angry because there’s an immortal here. No one of that level should be down here. You could crush anyone here.”

Kei just nodded. “Yes, I can. This is a protected space, though. I’d be a fool to do anything here.”

The two men exchanged an odd look. We started to walk around the lake, and Marat went through some of the local dealings this last few months, especially with Trent and Grei Alon. We listened to it all.

I don’t like this, I said to Ivori.

Neither do I. They’re hiding a lot.

While it seemed Kei’s concentration drifted. I was a master at keeping the conversation on track. I was holding the fort well, listening to both of them talk about the trade among some of the other planets. It was not interesting, not at all.

Kei knocked on my HUD, having somewhat forgotten I wasn’t as used to direct communication as he was. He, however, stayed stoic. They are surrounding us; we have incoming energy signatures.

Hostile? I inquired in response.

“Well,” Kei said. “Councilor, I am glad you invited me here for this.”

“Of course, my lord,” Marat said, and we listened to him carry on talking while Kei searched for his people. “We are here just to facilitate a first meeting and then call one for the full council. I, as Council Lead, wanted to meet you first, and feel you out, so to speak.”

I don’t know, he finally admitted to me. I am going to presume nothing till they show me otherwise.

I’m fully capable of fighting if there wasn’t this barrier. Can you take it down, let me access my Azris?

No, he said. I’ll deal with this; you don’t lift a finger.

“The park is a nice idea,” Kei said to Marat. “I feel the energy here, so beautiful.”

I wanted to do something, to help, but I knew I couldn’t. Even if the men standing with us couldn’t see or feel it, I did. Kei was drawing in Azris, dammit, qi… and it was pouring towards him in waves. I’d never felt such power gathering.

Ivori?

He’s your right hand, she said. If there’s ever a time you need to see it, it’s now. Watch his control.

Oh, I’m watching.

Kei was pulling every tiny bit of energy toward him. Like a vortex it started to swirl around him. Even if they had wanted to use it themselves, they couldn’t. He commanded it all.

He only wants to protect me, even though he brought me here?

You feel that?

Yes, his need to protect is strong.

While Marat kept on talking, boring me to death with politics, I was holding my breath.

Kei’s hands fisted, and he tried his best to look as interested as he could.

How many are there?

Maybe 20 or more, Ivori said.

“—we’re wondering your thoughts on trade and current affairs?” Marat asked.

“There’s only one thing I wish to change at the moment,” Kei said.

So he said it. Holding nothing back, as cold as he could be. “We will stop production for the Vipers.” I don’t think either of us expected Bari to choke. But he started coughing right away. Kei waited while he continued to choke. “Did I say something funny?” He glanced at me. “It’s a pretty simple concept, not to supply the bad guys anymore.”

Marat patted his son’s back while he said, “Of course, trade agreements will take some time to work through; we cannot simply just stop selling produce to them.”

What are you doing? I asked. Shuko said we’—

No, no way, he replied. These snakes are as bad as the Vipers, if they’re not already under the Vipers’ grasp.

“We stop selling to the Vipers, now,” he declared, clearly enunciating every word. “They are no longer welcome anywhere near this planet. They will not buy anything we produce. They have no rights here at all anymore. They are done.” His voice was calm, and he held the councilors eyes with his. Commanding.

Marat started to say more, his mouth opened, and then nothing but air came out of it because Kei cut him off.

No.

Even I felt him say that.

I’d been right about how blocked he was feeling this morning. Just that one short session with me had freed up access to everything around him. He flexed his control much more easily because of me, and I swelled with pride.

I couldn’t see what was going on out there in the thick of the forest. Ivori?

He stopped all of them, point blank stopped.

“Oh,” Kei took a step towards the two councilors. When Bari went for his side, even I knew he had a weapon there. A second later his arms were flat against his sides. Kei had perfect control over everything.

“You can’t do this,” he insisted. Then he shouted, “Help! Help us!”

Kei looked around to see if there was something moving. “There’s no one else,” he bluffed to them. “Just us.”

“No, we’ve brought friends,” Bari stammered out, much to his father’s annoyed, red face, trying to speak but only puffing.

He stopped thirty-two enemy men and women with weapons, Ivori said.

“You did, did you?” Kei sighed and turned around, twirling his hand in the air.

He gathered up those people in a whirlwind of a storm. “I thought it was supposed to be just us?” he asked. “You know, a friendly place to meet, sort out a few things.”

The air around Marat moved, and he also started to shout, even if he couldn’t move. “Help us, he’s… he’s a monster!”

“A monster, you say?” Kei frowned at me, I tried to stem my laughter and blatantly failed. He turned back to Marat. “You disappoint me. Now…” he looked behind him, and gently he lifted each of the surrounding people up high into the air and plonked them all behind him. “Are these your friends? Come to what? Detain me? Kill me?”

“How… How do you have control over the Forest?” Bari asked.

“Pretty simple,” he replied with a smirk. “I’m Immortal Rank, did you not see my face all over every single news station on repeat for the last week?”

“This area should be protected from Immortals!” he wheezed out.

Kei turned to me. “Get the HUD ID of everyone here.”

I could do that, easily. I ran off to do just that while still in hearing range. Kei turned his attention back to Marat. “So, where were we?”

“You hurt them…” he said. His face was getting redder and redder.

“Them?” Kei looked back to where I was making notes. “They’re not the other council members, are they?”

“They didn’t come with guards just to see what I had to say, what I wanted? You were planning on capturing me, controlling me somehow, or worse?”

“Max,” Kei summoned his guard, “bring in our Metal Walkers. We’ll need Sax to transport the council back to their respected establishments when they’ve been questioned.”

“Questioned! You have no right!”

He whirled on Marat this time, the air he had harnessed tightening on his throat so much he struggled to breathe.

“No right?” he confronted him. “I have every right. You knew there was something going on in this city. Didn’t you?”

Marat struggled to deny it, but he tried. Even with Kei choking the very life from him.

“You will all be questioned, everything you’ve done since you became council. You will not be leading this planet anymore. Nor will any of your friends.”

The rumble of bikes and cars roared in through the gates, and soon the Metal Walkers and Max were standing with us. He came straight to Kei lowering his head. “You good?” he asked, looking at the men and women under restraint. “I can’t use any of my qi in here.”

“I’m good,” Kei reassured him. “I’ve got them. I’ll make sure they’re all loaded in Sax and locked up before we move.”

Ori made sure I was good. “I’ve got all their names,” I reported.

“Point at the councilors,” he requested.

I did just that, and he lifted the five others in charge back up and dropped them beside Councilor Duletev.

“Can Sax display a 3-D TV screen for them to watch, as I access the world’s networks and vicenet once again.”

Sax morphed her side into a huge 3-D screen, where the view then turned to the councilors in the park.

Kei faced the screen, straightened himself out, and spoke clearly. “Citizens and guests of Copter. It has been a trying week. I thank you for your kindness and your concern for myself and my Taharri.” He paused, thinking on the details he was willing to share. “My Third, Da Zhong, will be having surgery in the next week for implants to both her legs and her arm. This is highly skilled surgery, with prototype tech shipping in from Halara especially for us. It is not going to be easy surgery at all. Keep her in your thoughts.”

He let the silence take everyone for a moment, I even closed my eyes. His emotion was real, his pain for her, for what the Vipers did. When he opened his eyes, those around him, including me, all had hands to our chests, and I moved to his side and leaned on him. He visibly swallowed and smiled at me, then he turned to the councilors behind us.

“We lost seventeen people fighting the Vipers here, fighting them so that Praitar city would still stand. I—” Even I found my emotions rising. He wiped the tears in his eyes. “And I lost one of my closest friends: Yoshitoro Actonn, whom I had known since First School. My personal doctor tried to save his life, but it was not possible. My doctors have since looked after his body till we can ship it home for his family. This lockdown? Ends today. Your councilors here behind me, lured me out to your local ‘protected grounds’, to do what… I have no idea, but it clearly was not to negotiate new terms, to support your planet in the best way possible. It was to maim and hurt me, or my disciple, Oto, whom you have all seen fighting Kidvec, Batrak’s own, on Reeka. No protection circle, no number of your people could hurt me. No amount of men storming this planet will ever, ever hurt her again. The Sevran Vipers are cut off. The Lockdown ends, and trade with all other planets and legitimate companies will continue. They will be vetted.

“As for those behind me, their men around us. Over twenty highly trained soldiers with qi passes to use inside this protected space will be tried for treason. Treason against the council laws that govern them, their families and friends, anyone who is associated with them…” He pointed at the six. “Anyone who is associated, or whom we tie to them for whatever reason, will be removed from their lifestyle and will have no more access to anything they accumulated because of the Vipers.”

The six behind him started to struggle, air and sounds almost making it through. He loosened his grip so that their threats and their pleas surfaced. Then he cut them off once more.

His eyes glazed for just a moment.

Itazi is showing him messages from those who are with him, with you. I could see it visibly give him more energy.

“You do not get a say in this. You do not rule over this planet anymore. I do. Understand that I, Kei Tullius, rule this planet. I rule it for the people who supported me through the fight against the Vipers. The Vipers who were destroying her from the inside. I will rule it for the people who walked past the hospital front doors and parted with their most precious gift, their life qi. I rule it for all of them. Not you, and not ever the Vipers.”

He tightened his grip on the prisoners around us. “I will speak with the other council members from each of our planets, to see what to do with you. But for now, tomorrow, I mourn. We mourn. Then, you better fucking believe me—everything changes.”

Lena stepped forward, a smile tugging at her lips. “You’re getting communications from all over the planet.”

Kei nodded at her. “Sax,” he ordered. “Display the messages on screen for everyone to see.”

“You’re sure?” Her cool voice came over the speakers.

“Yes,” he said. “I want everyone to see them. I already know what some say. The same as I know those gathering outside the forest gates are saying. They’re calling for justice—against them.” I threw my thumb over my shoulder to the councilors. “Believe me, justice will be served.”
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Kei looked exhausted, not only looked, but I could see he was. His body was craving, qi, he’d pulled it all and used it all. That display was huge—and needed. People needed to see him for who he was. It was terrifying and glorious. My right hand, indeed.

His eyes glazed and I knew he was talking to someone, family?

Then Kei put Shuko on the main screen.

“You really kicked the hornets’ nest,” Shuko remarked.

“I’m aware.” Kei replied.

I made us both a drink and tapped his knee, holding it out for him.

He took it and downed it in one.

“Damn,” I said. “I’ll get you another.”

“You broke all protocol,” Shuko continued. “We’re doing more damage control here; the council from the other five planets are calling a summit.” I held his eyes with mine, not wavering. “You just divided the system in half.”

When I passed Kei the drink this time my finger lightly touched his, and I let some of my energy transfer to him. He smiled, though he looked confused. “Take it,” I said. “You used a hell of a lot of energy back there.”

“Take it,” Shuko ordered.

Kei dipped his head at me and accepted my energy. I gladly let it fill his core.

“Shui is on her way,” Shuko revealed next. “The ship she’s on will be with you in a day. I wish I could be.”

“You’re needed there,” Kei said. “And I need you there.”

“What goes into a summit?” I asked, my curious voice penetrating the void.

Shuko glanced my way. “There hasn’t been one for many years, a logistical nightmare. Mostly due to the differing ranks of the members.”

“How do you protect them?”

“It means calling in some of the Grand Elders, those who have been in retreat. Those who no one has seen in almost as many years.”

“Thought they were rumors,” Kei said.

“So did I, but Atar’s making a hell of a lot of noise for an old man.”

“I can’t deal with all this politics,” he let out a sigh.

“You need to be there,” Shuko said.

He took a sip of the drink in his hands, looked at me, and I nodded knowing what he was going to do, I felt it.

“No,” he replied.

Shuko’s anger rose, he stiffened, and his face reddened. “Yo—”

“No,” Kei repeated. “We don’t have time.”

“We’ll make the time.”

“When Shui lands, I’m making some council decisions. We will let the public nominate who can take the lead here, Shui can deal with all the politics, she can hire whomever she needs. But their changes, none of them matter to me. What matters is…” He locked eyes with me, and I nodded again. “What matters is our mission. We have three artifacts to find, and we are running out of time.”

“You don’t even know her,” Shuko said.

“Then send someone with her you trust above all. I need my people to do this for me. I cannot. I have to be elsewhere.”

“They’ll think you’re abandoning your post,” Shuko sat back, running a hand over the top of his head. With a tug, he actually undid his topknot, letting his hair loose.

I saw Kei do a doubletake at this. Shuko lightly finger-combed through his lush hair, then re-tied it. We both just watched transfixed. I looked at Kei who was as taken aback as I was.

A great show of trust, Ivori said. Of family.

“This is turning nasty faster than I ever imagined,” Shuko said.

“It is,” Kei nodded at him. “Kidvec drew Oto from the first planet to Reeka to kill him. That altered the course of destiny for all of us. Even more so, for Oto.”

A knock at Shuko’s door roused him. “Ship’s ready to leave, with permission.”

“No,” Shuko said. “Wait.” He held a finger up to us too, and Kei sat back. I moved to his side, also nursing a glass of revitalizing fluids.

“You are right,” Shuko then admitted. “We wanted to do this by taking the planets one by one, rallying everyone under us as we did so. We, you, don’t have the time.”

Sadness washed over me from Kei, though I couldn’t understand why exactly, then I did, feelings about how beautiful this planet was, how much they’d ruined her. I put my hand on his arm.

“Trust yourself,” I said. “As I trust you. We’ve not been put together by the universe for any other reason. Copter is beautiful, you are again right, and we will not let her down.”

“You heard that?” he asked.

“Let me show you,” I said.

I brought forward my Azris, and let my energy touch his. I reached into my pocket and brought out a small, silver item. “This is Ivori,” I revealed with a smile.

Kei stared at it, “That’s all she is?”

“In the physical world, yes. Inside here is her core. Where that came from, how it formed I have no idea; it is beyond science I understand.”

“So, inside the motorcycle out there—”

Yes, Itazi said, and I heard him too. I am just as solid.

“We need to get her rebuilt, too,” I said to him.

“Yes,” came voices from all angles.

If I could have taken a step back, I would. “Okay, okay.” Kei laughed. “May I?”

With a smile, I held her out and putting my hands over his, I placed her in his care. “You hold the biggest part of my world in your hands. Everything.”

Kei held her ever so gently and I knew they were connecting on a deeper level, then he passed her back. I put her back inside my shirt carefully. When he turned, he’d almost forgotten Shuko was there.

Shuko’s eyes drifted to me, and he put his fist to his heart. “We will do anything for you all. Please, understand that. We are trying our best to also protect you.”

Kei nodded. “I know, what did you decide?”

“General Modabi will be escorting Shui, and he’s bringing some of my trusted council members, and some of our fleet. We can’t leave Halara unprotected, but some of the most skilled officers and ships are on their way to you now.”

I felt a ping inside Kei’s mind.

He ignored it.

Then it pinged again, on the main screen.

I pointed at it, as it carried on flashing.

“Apologies,” Kei said to Shuko. “Someone has my HUD ID, and Oto thinks I should get this.”

“Do not apologize, you are a very busy and in-demand young man. I’ll be organizing the rest of this trip,” he said. “We will talk soon.”

Kei cut his call and flicked to the unknown number.

A green-skinned young woman appeared on the screen; her darker green uniform was obviously from the military. Her face pinked immediately. “Crap,” she said. “You actually answered?”

Kei held in his laugh and looked at me. I just shrugged. When he looked back at her I noted her sharp features, the upturn to her button nose. She was not young, tiny lines crossed her forehead, and she had much thicker, darker bags under her eyes. She hadn’t slept in a while.

“You were quite persistent,” Kei said. “Who am I addressing?”

She straightened out her uniform. “First Commander Merlara Gerhorn of the Iradessi fleet,” she introduced herself, dipping her head as low as she could. “You are the Kei Tullius.”

“I am,” he replied. “Apologies as I do not know your family name.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “My father doesn’t know I’ve comm’d you. He’s in deep negotiations with the state. While I must defend her.”

“State of?” I asked.

“Altrol,” she added. “The planet, Altrol.”

“I need to brush up on my planetary knowledge,” Kei replied, and silently cursed.

“We’re the only other planet low enough to have mostly a Viper association,” she said. “They’re going to war over you.”

Kei swallowed, and I saw something else in her demeanor, fear. “War is coming for us all.”

“Yes, it is,” she said, and her smile faltered. “I am here to pledge our loyalty. For those who are loyal to me, as few as we might be. We are with you and the Icarian.”

That seems too easy, I said to him.

Agreed.

Commander Gerhorn reached behind herself. “I need you to see this,” she said and pulled out a small silver and green box.

When she opened it, a stunning aquamarine gem glittered back. She closed the lid quickly. Her lip quivered. “Do you understand?”

The whole of Kei’s body shivered. Goosebumps grazed over his flesh. He understood, all right, and so did I. “Are you safe?”

“For now, yes. But I don’t know for how long.”

“Who else knows?” I asked.

“Just myself and my father; it has been in our family for generations. Parent to First Child.”

“You’ve protected it,” he acknowledged. “Thank you. We’ll arrange to collect you and your cargo as soon as we can.”

“Ahh, ahh ahh,” she said, and she shook her head. “The gem comes with me.”

Kei raised an eyebrow at her, then coughed. “With you?”

“Forgive me, I’m not usually so forward,” she said, her skin flushed once more, kinda odd for her color. “You have a Taharri of three. I wish to be your Fourth.”

That was something he was not expecting. Even I let out a deep cough and patted my own chest.

“Forward indeed,” he remarked. Her face on this was not giving any of her emotions away, apart from that little embarrassment. “That is something we can decide only in the flesh. I also need full agreement from the rest in my Taharri.”

“I understand.” She flicked her hand, and there was an incoming encrypted file for him. “This is everything I’ve ever done and trained for; please share it with them.”

Kei accepted the file, forwarded it to his First, and then locked it away. Someone knocked at her door in the background. “We are ready for you, Commander.”

“Defense,” she said. Her face paled, “I am taking my Icarian, G’sem, to the skies. Kei, we will be waiting for you.”

“Metal Walker?” I asked.

Her smile was glorious. She dipped her head and put her fist to her chest. “We both pledge our lives, as does my fleet. Come fast for us, Sect Leader Tullius, we’ll hold out as long as we can.” 

Kei reciprocated her respect. “Fly safe, Commander.” When he looked up again, she was gone.

“We really are running out of time,” I said, “and—”

Sax stopped, and Kei stood with a slight wobble. “Yes, yes we are.” When the side door opened, Kei hopped out and Lena stood there shaking her head.

“You are both going to be the death of me,” she smiled. “Come, we’ve been busy.” Then she turned to Ori, who rolled down the window.

“Prisoner locations to go to the special forces headquarters. Another transport awaits them outside the city.”

“We’ll make sure they get there.” Ori flicked his head our way.

“I’ve got them,” she said. “This area will be flooded with more than capable guards in the next few hours. Go.”

Sax moved off and Kei and I followed Lena through the building and out the back doors.

“To your left,” she said. “Icarian tech and support.” She then nodded over to the right, making a beeline. “Our headquarters.”

On the inside were a lot more people. “We brought this outside to keep your area secure. These are friends and others from the city, who know protocol. We’ve already got the planet’s security and network system working with us; they bypassed all council orders. We had new contracts drawn up within the hour; they all pledged to Sect Tullius in full.”

The whole area bustled with people. They noted us and froze, but Lena waved them on.

“The Iradium?” I asked.

“Will be landing in about fifteen minutes.”

My insides churned. “Thank you.” I moved in fast to take her into a hug. “Thank you.”

“I now know Isala is safe because the council told Luca and Geo, who told me.”

I tried to steady myself, but it wasn’t working. Kei reached for him. “You okay?”

“I thought this would perhaps happen on Halara before I faced taking Batrak. Not here. It’s just—”

I was overwhelmed. Purely overwhelmed.

Lena looked and waved back to the room. “See how they stopped, when they saw you. Both of you.” I nodded at her. “You’d stop whole worlds with your presence.”

“Five minutes,” someone called to her.

“Oto,” Lena said. “With me. If you will. Kei, let Admiral Veshta help you here.”

Kei looked to the Admiral, who was standing amongst several massive 3-D screens.

“Admiral,” he said as he approached her… I kept walking to the door and outside. I knew someone followed me, but not who. I was too excited.

I needed my friends here, I wanted them here.

You’re feeling a lot of other things here, too, Ivori said.

Why?

This planet is leagues above Isala, you feel it.

It isn’t Reeka though?

It is not, and you need to be ready for that on a whole other level, too.

We’re not doing this the easy way, are we?

It was as if the very planet’s atmosphere vibrated, as my chosen were heading in.

Not at all. I also knew it wouldn’t be any other way.

We need to talk, I said.

I felt her shrink back.

Ivori, my voice was stern. I’m not joking there is no time for that.

I could see the ship on the horizon and my energies reached for her.

Promise me we’ll—you’ll talk.

I promise, were her parting words.

The Iradium came into clear view, a tiny dot amongst the skies

Then that dot grew and grew.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be here?” someone said at my side.

I noted, Max. “Thank you for the concern,” I said. “But these are my people.”

My eyes drifted skywards once more and we both waited for them to come in, then to touch down.

Tant, like this, was fucking glorious.

“From the skies to the ground, from the very air we breathe to the objects we touch. Metal Walker in all we trust.” Max recited it almost as a prayer and I felt it to my core.

“You honor us,” Ivori and Tant’s voice drifted with the winds to him.

“As I should, my queen.” Max dropped to one knee, though he couldn’t see her—I could.

You’re a tease, I said.

You should learn your role, she replied.

There was another voice that drifted my way, one I was connected to on a very different level, one I was just getting used to. One I wanted to grow deeper. A lot deeper.

“Send Xo Jamall and Cay,” Kei ordered, and his and Admiral Veshta’s sudden sorrow hit me hard. “Also, Metal Walkers, Ori and Sax. They will extract First Commander Gerhorn at all costs.”

Veshta knew it was an order; she couldn’t deny this.

Then her worst fears also hit me, the fear of losing the man she loved. “At all costs,” she replied.

What is coming we cannot change for most, Ivori whispered.

What is coming we will accept, and we will deal with, with the grace and the humility of both species, I replied.

I—her voice faltered. I should never doubt you.

The ramp from the Iradium hissed and started to drop.

You don’t doubt me, I replied. I doubt myself. But… I will not anymore. This I promise you.

Stand tall, my chosen, she said. The universe is about to understand who you truly are.

With her voice in my ear and the sight of my friends peeking over the ramp—I did just that—I stood taller.
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Then… I could see faces… Faces I adored.

Ezra stood, arms crossed. Oh shit, she’s pissed at me?

Would you expect anything else?

No, I sighed.

I walked out towards her, and where the crowd of people were gathering at Tant’s belly.

Ezra just stood there as the ramp connected with tarmac. I rushed onboard, taking her in my arms. Ezra melted into me, and I kissed her deeply.

“Get a room,” Alek said at my side.

I could see over her shoulder that Kei was walking towards us.

I pulled back slightly, and she pulled me into her again for another kiss. “Please don’t ever do that again,” she whispered. Knowing of course I wouldn’t be able to promise that.

Alek grabbed me from behind and tackled me into a hug. “You jumped out of the fucking airlock. Are you nuts!”

Kei coughed, and I looked his way. “He asked me to.”

“That’s a little bit of a stretch,” Kei said with a grin, stepping in closer.

Alek let me go, paling at seeing Kei, yet I held onto him even as he was about to drop to his knees. “Kei,” I said. “This is my best friend, Alek Takeshi.”

Kei eyed him carefully. Alek was shorter and stockier than me, and the soft, brown tinge to his skin gave him a wonderful glow, even if he paled.

Ezra was the one who dipped her head to Kei and spoke clearly, “It is an honor to be here, Sect Lord Tullius.”

“This is your bonded, Ezra Takeshi?” Kei asked.

I blushed. “My sister,” Alek corrected Kei.

Over the top of him, I added with a huge grin, “Yes, the only other love of my life.”

Kei laughed. “It’s good to meet you both,” he said cheerily. Then I saw his demeanor change and I noticed Luca, quickly followed by Geo. Kei actually froze. They didn’t need any introductions.

“He told me what you did for him,” I said.

Kei was confused. “What I did for him?”

“You helped him break Immortal; he’d been struggling with it for quite a while.”

“Ahh,” Kei said and looked a little relieved.

The brothers walked over. Technically, Luca and Kei were on a pretty even level, barring the fact that he had a Taharri, an Icarian, and three gems.

Luca knew the differences though and dropped to one knee. Geo was not far behind. That had the effect they wanted: everyone saw Kei then, and that was it, he and I were looking at nothing but row upon row of different colors of hair and shiny heads.

Lena stood by his side. “I can’t get used to them doing that in front of you.”

Kei cast her a glance. “Neither can I, in all honesty.” He waited a moment longer, to let them show their respect properly. He then cleared his throat. “Your respect is duly noted. Thank you. Please rise.”

Luca did just that and moved in closer to him. At first, Kei was confused, but Luca pulled him into a hug and squeezed him tight. “It is good to see you again,” he said. “Really good.”

Kei’s shock was clear on his face. He was usually so in control every time I’d met him, but now he was overwhelmed. Kei put his arms around my mentor and then he held on. Something passed between them. What? I instantly worried.

I felt Ezra squeeze me from behind. Despite their levels, this wasn’t the way Luca behaved, not at all.

Then I heard, ever so softly. Are you okay?

We need to talk when everyone else has found their place to rest.

All right, Kei said, and I saw something I don’t think Kei even knew he was doing. There was an exchange of Azris on a deep level. Kei was comforting Luca, like family, like someone he deeply cared for, because he did.

Thankfully, Luca’s raging emotions calmed. I will come find you, Kei replied.

I shouldn’t hear these things, I said to Ivori.

You hear them because you belong to them as much as they belong to you.

I need to hear these things, and I understood. I belong to them. I put my hand to my heart. Ivori?

Kei moved to Geo and shook his hand. “Welcome to Copter,” he greeted him and waved around the lot. “This is everything I have right now, but it will suffice for you and your teams, no?”

“We’ll be fine here,” Geo agreed. “Though I think the Iradium might need to scale down.”

“Metal Walker?”

“Only the best,” Geo winked at Luca.

“I’m behind a lot with Icarian tech and growth,” Kei admitted. “I would benefit from your guidance and instructions on many levels. If you would, of course.”

Geo bowed low to him. “It would be my honor to help you in any way I can.”

Others piled out of the belly of the ship. Those on my racing team. Those I needed around me, that my friends needed.

“This will take me a while to adjust to all the faces, the names. Forgive me,” Kei said.

“We just need to be pointed to the garages,” Hara spoke.

Kei glanced his way. “Manager,” he said. “Hara Ninsei.”

“I will take you to the garages,” Lena offered. “Disembark the vehicles, and I’ll come across with you.”

“Shall we go elsewhere?” Kei asked me. “To talk.”

“Who do you want with us?” I asked, looking around those I trusted the most. There were so many of them.

“This is going to be an issue, isn’t it?” he countered.

“Not really,” I smiled. “Your name means literally: one who leads. You lead, we follow.”

“I haven’t heard anyone translate our name since I was a kid and being nosey in First School.” Kei smiled. “But yes, you are correct.”

The rumbling of engines around us flared up, and Kei stood thinking, watching as several cars and motorbikes drove off the ramp. “You bring everything you own with you?”

“Everything of importance,” Luca said. “Family and Icarian.”

I looked around at the faces, the new ones, and Kei answered my question. “We form something new going forwards.” Kei looked at Luca. “Altrol is going to fall; Tikinia will not. We will need your trade routes, and any contacts you have across the system.”

“We can reach out,” Luca frowned. “Though if Altrol falls, some of that’s going to become disrupted.”

“Let’s keep as much going as we can. If you can get anyone out of there in the next day or so, please do.”

Luca moved away then, and I could see his eyes glaze as he gave instructions to those he needed.

“These will be my personal council,” Kei explained. “Each member can have one ‘notarized partner’ that I know they would wish to have with them. If there are any differences, you will let me know. Shuko Sawa/Quintin Tullius. Luca Giannetta/Geo Fraser. Oto Aetos/Alek Takeshi. Lena Scar/Pete Kieron. Max Venti/Ori Brova. Taru Akamine/Merlara Gerhard.

“You’re six for six,” I noted. “I’ll send out the invites.”

“Doctor Mon and Doctor Styx.” Kei smiled their way. “Nothing beats tradition, but we need the scientific help too.”

I nodded and yawned, just putting my hand up in time. “Sorry, I could do with some food and rest. It’s been a very long few days.”

“Ughh,” Kei yawned then too. “Yes, it has.” He started to walk away, back towards the large section of tents. Then he looked for Lena, who had been our guide.

Alek moved in front of us. “Follow me!” he offered. “I can find a food hall anywhere.”

Kei laughed and fell in next to me. “He’s going to get on so well with Max.”

It wasn’t long before he found a large tent and side room. “This is perfect,” Kei said beelining for a nice seat where he plopped down into it. “I think I’ll set up camp in here.”

“Do you mind if anyone eats with us tonight?” I asked.

Kei shook his head. “No, we’ll make sure there’s space for everyone else tomorrow. Tonight I want to reserve just for the…”

“What?”

“We need a name,” Alek said.

“Really,” Kei agreed.

“The Judgment Board,” I suggested.

“That sounds terrible,” Alek chuckled. “Truly terrible.”

“It does,” I agreed. “But it fits. Kei, you have Shuko and your father for wisdom, Luca and Geo for trade, me and Alek for delivery, Lena and Pete for stealth. Max and Ori for protection, and two of the best minds in your Taharri. Then the doctors for science. We can see all sides of what will happen to the universe as things turn, or go wrong.”

The others rummaged around and moved chairs and tables, and the next thing we knew, we were all kind of lumped together.

“You don’t mind me here, do you?” Luca asked, hand on the back of a chair.

“Not at all,” Kei said. “Please, I’d like your company.”

I sat to his left, and Luca then sat to Kei’s right.

Nathan and some others came in a while later with hot food. They silently served the table up with heat mats and lavish dishes, left and returned to bring in wine and cool, fresh fruity waters.

Kei had one glass of wine, and I noted his eyes and expression had calmed a lot. He stared into the bottom of his glass, wondering.

“It’s enhanced,” I said. “I can see the qi drifting inside it. It’s good. They specially prepared it for all of us. Due to the energy expenditure and our need for rest.”

Kei reached for the water and downed a glass or two of that. The room filled with more and more people as the evening went on. We listened to their stories, but Kei was very pre-occupied. I felt his emotions in waves. One moment he was with us, listening and talking, then he was elsewhere.

Is he okay?

He’s dwelling on his decision earlier.

Merlara?

Yes. His command is as fresh as yours is.

I coughed, almost choking. Alek shot me a look, but I reached for water and drowned myself in the fruity goodness.

It really is fresh, I replied. He’s struggling with sending Jamal and Ori to their— I couldn’t say it.

We can’t know the outcome. Not yet.

I watched him closely, wishing I could do more for him. I wondered if I should, and then I saw his First approach and take his hand; she gently tugged him up and out the back of the tent.

Geo stood and paced the room, Luca moved to his side, and the two brothers hugged, Luca wiping at his eyes.

I can do something for them, I said. I moved to the edge of my seat, and closing my eyes I pulled Spirit from the planet, her wonderous energies filled my core, settling in the center where Fire and Water always battled for dominance.

Then bringing my hands together, I circled them slowly, carefully.

Ezra noticed, and she perched on the edge of her seat. With her hand hovering over mine, she pushed Light out from her core, and then together we spread our combined energy out around the room.

“You’re perfect,” I said looking up at her.

“No, you are,” she replied. “You think of everyone, all the time.”

“Not all the time,” I winked at her, and she giggled. That was beautiful to hear.

All eyes were on us then as they realized what we’d done.

Luca looked my way and mouthed. “Thank you.”

Luca and Geo moved back over and sat.

“Some of our suppliers are in dire straits,” Luca admitted. “They’re begging for help.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“We can’t change things, all we can do is move others to help where they can. We can’t do everything.”

I nodded at him. Ezra moved to get them both drinks, and though our mood was somber, there was hope within their planning. Both men were smart, and with Lena and Pete they started to work through things.

They are amazing.

They all are, Ivori replied.

You and Itazi? You’re happy?

Oto… I…

Love beamed across our bond. I am glad you have him. Truly.

Moments later, Kei and Taru came back inside. He looked as exhausted as I was, but he was smiling.

“We’re heading to bed,” he said to the room. “You may stay if you wish.”

“No,” I yawned again. “I wanted to make sure you were okay before I, we, retired.”

“I’m sorry, we got talking.”

“It’s okay.” I stretched out my legs. “We all had a lot to catch up on. Tonight’s been good.”

“Tomorrow, we start early.” Geo stood, looking at me. “Usual time in the lot, everyone can join us then in First Practice.”

I groaned, but Lena laughed. “Nothing like tradition even on another planet.” She then pulled Pete with her, and they left.

“You’re talking about First Practice?” Kei asked. Indeed, it was a tradition that a lot of sects still used for new recruits. However, we weren’t really new recruits; but we were a new sect. “What time is that?”

“Four a.m.,” I groaned again.

“Shit, that is early,” Kei said and checked the time now. It was way past midnight. “Will be there. Even if I’m dragged.”

I laughed. “Same.”
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We were all awake by 4 a.m. Ezra stirred at my side, and I let her snuggle into me for a few blissful moments. “I need a shower,” I said. “But after practice.”

Ezra groaned. “Is he even up yet?”

I looked to the door and heard someone. “Yeah, he’s up.”

That’s when my mind filled with panic. I shot up, out of bed in a flash.

Ezra was right behind me fumbling for her clothes. “What is it?”

“Kei,” was all I could say as I grabbed for my boots, slipping them on and a shirt.

I raced out of the door only just catching the tail end of a semi naked man heading down in the lift.

Kei’s mind was running wild, and I felt his qi draw all around me. He didn’t even know he was doing it.

Ivori, I said.

I am here.

A hand on my arm. “What can I do?”

I looked at Ezra. “Keep everyone else calm. Get Geo and go to the grounds. Practice.”

Her brows furrowed. “What are you going to do?”

“Back up my second.” I didn’t hesitate.

She nodded. That lift wasn’t coming back up; it would not be any time soon.

Fuck. I hit the stairs. I’d race the whole way if I needed to, and I did.

By the time I reached the bottom Kei had gone. I followed my senses, his qi draw. That was easy to see, it disrupted everything around us.

What can you tell me, I said as I stopped outside the command tent. People were milling around. They’d been thrown out?

Ivori gasped inside me. Oto, Merlara’s lost her whole fleet.

Kei’s energy draw is going to devastate this area, Itazi’s voice came through to me.

“Everyone back,” I said to those still not sure what was going on inside.

You can stop him? Itazi asked.

I can’t stop what he’s done, I replied. But I can stop the damage now and help him.

On instinct I dropped down into First Thought. This wasn’t quite the work out Geo would have given for me.

This will be worse, Ivori said.

I know.

You’ll need all elements here, Ivori said. Draw—

I see it, I said. I see it.

My feet danced, and I drew everything I could towards me. When my mind reached for each element, I found something else pushing back. What’s this?

Kei’s Tahari, Itazi said.

Fuck they were strong. I gathered their energies.

I glanced back, Geo and the others, everyone… They were staring at me. “We’ve got the grounds, you help him.”

Luca’s Earth Draw was enough; he could, with the others, protect everyone else around here.

So, faster and faster my dance began, and I drew from the very planet herself. Water, Fire, Earth, Air, Light, Darkness, and Spirit. They all responded.

Weaving them in and around me, following nothing but pure instinct, I lent Kei what he needed.

There was a brief moment of something, and then pain with such an intensity I had never known. Kei was before me, on his knees. I put a hand on his shoulder, and he looked at me.

Itazi was right with me, with him. I was seeing through Itazi’s eyes.

Talk to her, I said. Talk her off of that ship.

It’s not just a ship, Kei replied. It’s her bonded partner.

And he will do everything he can to save her, Itazi added. You just need to do the rest. She has to leave him.

Then Kei was gone, and I could only help as I was— by funneling energy to him.

Then it was over.

I wanted to go into him, but…

Give him time, Ivori said.

My clothes were soaked, but I turned away, and walked to the others. Ezra wrapped me into a hug. “Oh, my love,” she said. Instantly there was Fire around me, wonderful warmth and healing.

“Gentle cool down,” Geo instructed. “With me.”

And we did, for a moment, in sync we moved as one.

When Kei emerged from the tent, he noted us, and made his way over. Head low.

He didn’t speak, he moved to my side, and fell in with us. I glanced at him, but he just nodded at me.

When the others separated off, Geo and Luca stayed. So did Pete and Lena. “We’ll talk soon,” Lan said leaning into Kei’s side. “Shuttles are almost here. Da will want to see you, too. Please come in later today, surgery is scheduled for this afternoon.”

Kei pulled her to him. “You’re amazing,” he whispered into her ear. Then he kissed her softly, letting it linger. “Let me know soon as they land.”

“I will.” Lan gave me a light squeeze and then also was gone.

Kei moved to stand with me once more.

“What happened?” I asked.

“We lost Altrol,” Luca said. “I felt it.”

“We did.” Kei nodded. “We also lost two of our finest Metal Walkers.”

Luca closed his eyes. “The Iradessi Fleet?”

“Gone,” he said, his voice cracking. “There’s only one survivor. First Commander Gerhorn.”

“I knew her father, though not well,” Luca said.

“They will be here soon enough.” He looked at me. “How do they deal with Icarian loss? I’ve never…”

My stomach twisted. I didn’t know.

Geo spoke though, the fire in his eyes flaring across his face. “It will be tough. Very tough. I can’t imagine how hard it is. The hardest thing any of us could ever face. Something I hope I never experience, but if fate separated me from Vrolst, it would be the gods themselves that asked for it.”

It was the way he looked at me and Kei when he said ‘gods’… that truth stung.

There was a breeze around us. Then we all saw her. Ivori.

I smiled her way. “You’re showing yourself too much.”

“It is needed.” Her gentle eyes locked with mine. “Would you come with me, please Kei? Itazi stay with Oto.”

She held her hand out to Kei, and though he hesitated a moment, he reached forward and took it.

With me watching, Ivori walked Kei in the opposite direction.

“We have a lot to do,” Luca said.

“We do,” Geo added.

Lena tucked her arm in mine and tugged me in the opposite direction. I turned to Itazi even if his form was just enough for me to see.

Are they okay? I asked.

They will be. Yes.

And you?

I saw him stumble. “Lena,” I said, “go on, I’ll follow. Need to shower up before the wake.”

“Sure?”

I nodded at her and while she walked then with Pete, I turned to Itazi. “Tell me the truth,” I ordered.

Itazi lowered his head to me, and I stepped forward. Watching his flickering form, I reached out and gently placed a hand on the side of his cheek. “The truth.”

He looked at me, his eyes a maelstrom of the chaos I knew he felt. “I never expected you to be…”

“Me?” I asked letting my energy into him, so his form strengthened.

“We’ve had many different partners over the years, she will have told you that.”

“She has,” I said. “But I’m different?”

“Very much so, but I am still yours,” he said.

I glanced back to them and couldn’t see them anymore.

“She’s telling him what he needs to hear,” Itazi said.

“I understand what he is, what you are,” I replied.

Itazi tried to look away, but I moved back in his line of sight. “Do not be ashamed of it, of anything in your past or your future.”

“Thank you,” he said. “For understanding.”

“She doesn’t like to share much, but I feel things,” I said. “If you need anything from me, to help her, or Kei, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“You stepped in without thought or care to help him just moments ago.”

“What he was doing…”

“He needs much training for, yet.”

“His power. Is—”

“Deadly,” Itazi said.

I could only nod.

“Ivori and I will instruct him more. As she will you.”

I clocked the time. “But for now, we have a wake to prepare for.”

Ivori returned to me while I was in the shower, but it was only a feeling of her presence.

I dressed in clean clothes, which seemed to come from nowhere, and ate with the others. Kei had not returned, but I believed would be with us for the wake this afternoon.

Kei’s friends and mine worked really well together. Though people were literally everywhere. They melded like they’d been working around each other for a decade, not just a day.

Kei’s close friends moved off after food, and those left settled in to talk some more. It was just what we needed. Catching up. Relaxing as best as we could. Together.
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Alek sat in front of me, and his clothes mirrored mine. “Where did they get these?”

I shook my head. “They’re good though, maybe a little somber.”

“What we’re about to do is somber,” he said.

I nodded. When Kei stepped into the room, I noticed Alek do a double-take. He promptly got a slap from behind. “Tat,” he said. “I never…”

“Even I’m looking, Tatsuno,” I said. “I’ve never seen a man so utterly—”

“Utterly gorgeous,” Ezra said at my side.

“Hey,” I chided.

“We can’t help but look.” She nodded to her brother. “I would put money that not one person in this room had the exact same thoughts as you.”

“Highly doubt it,” I said. “But point taken.”

I stood, smoothing out my shirt. Then I flanked Kei’s left just dipping my head to him. We walked through into the room they’d set up for this, and all eyes were on us. Every single person on the planet was watching us—no—him. They were looking at him, and I saw what they did. A young man with the weight of the universe on his shoulders. I wondered if I looked like that to him?

“We will go live when you’re ready,” someone in front of us said.

“I am ready,” Kei replied.

When she indicated for him to speak once more, Kei took the podium, held himself for a moment longer, then he spoke. “Praitar City, Copter. Today, I speak to you from the position I now hold. Today, we say our farewell to those we have lost. Today, I wish to honor them, and to honor you. For that, I wish to ask you all outside. No matter where you are, stop your jobs for me. Make your way slowly outdoors to feel the sun on your skin. If it’s raining, let it touch you. Do not hide from us today.”

Kei motioned to the people before me, and he stepped down from the podium.

I looked at him, confused. “I’m not one for being up there,” he said to me. “With me. I think I might need you for this.”

He needed me?

Kei walked past the reporters, the news crews, and out the back doors into the front area at the hospital’s main doors. There were several people already out there, and many others began to join them.

There we waited, waited for everyone to settle. Kei gave them a good five minutes.

The world around us quieted.

We now stood out in the center of the small gardens and waited as not only our friends gathered around us—we were joined by many, many people, and I noted that Max, Lena, and Pete had stoic faces, checking all around us. I faced the reporters, though there were also people at my back.

Kei nodded at me. “Stand with me.”

I did, and I pulled my qi in towards me, needing the comfort.

“Today, I ask more of you than anyone else may ever have asked in your past, Oto.” 

“I’m here,” I answered, though a shiver ran up my spine at his words. “I’ll always be here.”

Kei glanced at the crowd. They all watched with wide eyes. The energy here was already intense without him drawing in more. “First, we share another moment together, for those we lost. All eighteen of them will be forever known in these gardens. They will be forever etched in stone for all to see, for all to touch if they ever need a reminder of what we now stand for. Unity.”

He then raised his hands and placed them, palm towards me. “If you would… this will take a while.”

I think I shocked him without hesitating I placed my palms to his. Kei lowered his head. “For Yoshitoro Actonn.” He whispered. “For G’sem and Cay.”

“For all we have lost,” I added, and my thoughts drifted to Sta and Tonis, Lazarus. My heart was heavy, their losses, all of them affected us.

The world had been silent. It felt even more silent now.

Power built within him, and around us. The swirling energies of this universe, all coming together for him. If I wasn’t connected to him, I would be open jawed like most of the others were.

“I see,” I said and smiled at him, and then I drew in even more qi towards us. “We become the bridge between Isala and Copter. We join them to us.”

“Yes.” he nodded, holding my eyes with his. “Forever.”

I looked at the gathered people, and I spoke for him while he continued to build, to shape, to change the universe around us.

“Today you witness, and feel not only the loss of our friends, of those closest to us. But the changes, the love, the protection we bring. Isala is protected by the gods that graced her and the mortal world where we all started. Today witnesses that Copter joins her and is protected. No Viper shall set foot on her soil without dire consequences.”

Kei looked to his left and I heard him ask, Itazi?

I am here.

Ivori?

I am here also.

It was as if I could see space itself, both planets’ cores were reaching for each other. All Kei had to do was connect them.

But those energies didn’t want to connect.

Focusing on that task alone had the sweat dripping off him in droves.

Inside the swirling mess of energy, Kei located Water—first on this end, then from Isala’s.

At the center of the mass, we could see them, but it looked like he couldn’t connect them together.

Pain spread through him in shocking waves, and into me, he was doing the impossible, after all. There were consequences at this level. He was no god. Not yet, but he had to do this.

Hold on, Itazi said.

Once again, the pain exploded through him. His legs gave way, and we both fell.

“I’ve got this one,” I said. “This is me, Water.”

The swirling mass of energy, the connections, all affinities were reaching for each other, but just couldn’t quite reach either.

I pushed back from him, our palms separating, but the connection was still so very strong. In the center of us was exactly what we saw in space. The two planets, and the six main affinities: Water, Fire, Earth, Air, Light, Darkness, and Spirit.

I was Water. I didn’t struggle; my qi snapped forward, and with one hard pull, I tugged the two cords together, sealing them.

Kei smiled still and he said calmly, “Merlara. You are the most powerful Fire Affinity here. Would you?”

Merlara moved into the gardens and stood looking down on us. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

“Can you?” he asked.

She put her hand on his shoulder. “With your guidance.”

Kei put a hand on hers, and as she moved her mind to the task, he did just that. With a click, the two strands from the planets connected.

It was an easy summation. “Luca?” he asked.

“It would be my honor,” Luca said and stood on the other side, putting a hand to his other shoulder. This time the two sections connected with even more ease. He was, after all, immortal like Kei was.

Then Kei glanced at me, knowing Light and Darkness were next, but he didn’t know anyone’s Affinity in our close circle, not yet.

I threw my head to my side, and though I saw a slight pain cross his features, I summoned, “Ezra and Alek, please.”

The panic on their faces said it all, but they didn’t hold back. Together they stood on either side of my shoulders.

“On three with me,” he said. “We push together.”

“One. Two,” I counted. “Three.”

Together we pushed at the same time, and the connecting strands clicked in place. Kei then turned his attention to Alek. On the outside, he didn’t seem affected. He was the exact opposite of his sister, and on the inside, he was terrified. Kei let his mind wash over him and comfort him. You stand with Oto Aetos, you hold his uttermost love and respect. Together, with me.

Together, he reiterated, and we all pushed those strands in close. They snapped with a powerful crack that spit out like thunder.

Everyone dropped to their knees.

Ivori and Itazi formed before us—not in their full forms, but as wisps of themselves.

Keep going, Ivori encouraged us.

Kei now had to bind them all, to be the Spirit around all of them. I could see it, feel it; and so he did. Carefully, he wrapped each of them with his qi, his all, and everything that he was.

You’re almost there, Itazi praised.

The pain inside him stopped passing through to me as this whole essence spread through the gardens. It felt perfect. Six corners appeared, forming a perfect hex—just like the garden we’d fought in on Isala.

It wasn’t an artifact, he thought, it was the passing of law, that the gods bestowed on her surface.

Just like I protect Isala, I shall protect Copter, the voice said. Her voice.

Thank you, Kei replied to her.

No, Kei. Thank you.

I coughed and he looked up at me, then to Alek and Ezra. “We form the bond that protects, the glue which holds us together,” I explained.

“I hadn’t expected that,” Kei said.

Kei glanced at Itazi who was barely visible now. You said I was strong enough.

You were, he replied.

I thought…

You could do it alone? No, he said. That is why there are six.

Six for six, I said.

Always.

With a heave, he pushed himself up and stood with those he’d asked into this. He took my hand and Merlara’s in his.

He bowed to the crowd and held his bow. We followed him.

“We ask that you do your jobs to the best of your abilities in the coming weeks, months. We are heading to fend off the Vipers before they turn on our next planet. Tikinia. Hold the line for us,” he requested. “We will return.”

Kei let go of our hands, and he walked back to the conference room with us following.

I closed the door behind him, and Kei watched as Lena and Pete redirected the crowds behind us.

“Did that really just happen?” I asked.

Geo sat on one of the benches, clearly exhausted, holding a little longer than the others did while Kei completed the connections.

“You needed to volunteer or ask for them,” Kei said. “I could have informed you all earlier, but it would have felt like an obligation. I needed those who were willing to step up.”

“So, Copter is now as protected as Isala?” Ezra asked.

Kei looked at her as she sat on my knee, and Alek sat with us, his hand on hers. “I don’t know the full extent of her protection, but yes,” he expressed.

“It means no one under your level can intentionally set out to hurt or take control of her; she’s safe,” Merlara said.

“Tikinia, however, is not,” Geo replied.

Kei shook his head. “They took Altrol; they’re going to go for her next. You know it, so do I, and so does Tikinia.”

“Do you have a plan?” I asked.

He held his hand up, and moved away from us, pacing the room for a while. “The ships here, I need to see Da,”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Go.”

Off he shot, and I turned to Ezra, wrapping her in tighter to me.
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We sat and talked some while Kei was with his Taharri, and I got more information from Geo and Luca, while Lena and Pete helped fill in a few other blanks, too. By the time Kei returned we were much more rested, though he didn’t really look like he’d been able to get even a moment of peace.

He glanced around the room.

“Just one thing to do.” He held my eyes with his and grinned. “Outside?”

I shook Ezra off. “I thought you’d never ask.”

“You’re seriously going outside to… What, train?” Taru asked him.

“I can’t wait in here, it will literally drive me crazy, she’s going to be in there most of the next what…” His eyes glazed. “There you go, nine hours…” he said. “We’ll train, then we’ll eat and settle in our quarters. If Mon or Inaba need me, I will be there in seconds. But I don’t have time to waste, and…” He looked at Lena. “Neither do any of you. Outside now.”

Merlara grinned at him as he stood in the center of the grounds outside.

“Everyone can see you still, you know,” Lena said.

I nodded at her. “I know, I want them to see. They need to know and understand who stands for them.”

“Like that show of power protecting the planet wasn’t enough?” Luca asked a little sarcastic.

Kei looked at him. “No, that looks like magic.”

They waited while I weighed up how I wanted to do this. To split them. Then I did.

“Geo and Ori. Max and Pete. Lena and Luca. Taru and Oto.” He paired us. Then his eyes fell on Lan… I knew she could really do with some serious leveling. “Lan and Veshta. Adam and Alek.”

It was interesting he wanted me to face off with his First.

I moved to stand before her, noting her tech to the side of her face. “Anything I need to be extra aware of?” I asked.

“Only that I won’t be going easy on you.” She grinned.

“Good to know.” I smiled back and called forth my sword.

“Kei’s grown used to the way I fight,” she said as she came at me. “This should be fun.”

Fun it was, Taru was fast, just not fast enough for me. We tested, played, and parried each other for a long time before we noticed the others had stopped. Kei and Merlara were still going for it.

So we moved to the side where refreshments were waiting to watch them. Helping myself to cool water, I was grateful for all of it, and picked up a sandwich too, my stomach growling as I took a bite.

Merlara and Kei kept on fighting… and fighting.

“They’re really going for it,” Taru said. “She’s fantastic, and she’s showing him her moves too, so he’s learning.”

“That means I’m going to struggle to take him on then.”

Taru laughed and we ate and watched them for a while longer.

Eventually, Kei let his twin swords vanish and they bowed before coming to join us. He walked over, picking up a drink. “Thank you,” he said, motioning to Nathan as he did. “Very needed.”

“You have been at it for hours. Lena asked me to make sure you got something enhanced.”

Kei glanced at Taru, his brows furrowing. “Any news?”

Taru shook her head. “Nothing as yet.”

“We shou—” He wobbled on his feet. Merlara hooked an arm under him before he collapsed.

“You need to sit and rest. I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have gone easier on you.”

“No,” he replied to her. “No way. I need as much as you can give me.”

“In time, yes, but I was taking my frustrations out on you, and I shouldn’t have.”

Nathan somehow manifested a chair, and Kei sat, his eyes still watching the main building.

“How’s everything else?” he asked, looking at Lena.

“Fraser’s manager…” She thought hard on it before adding, “...Hara worked really hard with Fazel to secure a chassis and parts for Ivori; they’re working on it all now.”

“How long do they need?”

“A lot longer than they have had, but they’re doing the best they can. You want to take her to Tikinia as well?”

Kei turned his eyes to me and Geo and nodded. “Yes, we’ll be traveling as they have. With everything we need the most. We’re not separating for anything now. We can’t afford to.”

“Then we’ll make sure they’re all ready for when we need to leave.”

Kei blew out a breath and he made to stand, then saw Luca. Luca stood with his back to us, staring out into the distance. He turned to Taru. “Go inside, sit with Lan. I’ll be right with you.” When neither of them moved, he added, “Both of you.”

Merlara dipped her head, and together, they moved off and he went to stand near Luca. Luca didn’t look at him, just continued to stare out into the skies.

This was something the two of them needed to sort out, but Geo looked to the two of them lost. “Sit,” I said and motioned for Ezra and Alek to also leave us. Geo and I sat on the grass. “Talk to me,” I prodded.

“So many things have changed. They’ve moved faster than any of us ever expected.”

“I know,” I said. “For me, too. Do you think for one minute I thought I’d be here like this?”

“No,” he said. “I guess not.”

“He’s in a lot of pain, your brother?”

Geo sighed. “I don’t know how to help him.”

I glanced back to see Luca looking our way. “You already help him. You’re here.”

“Think I’d miss this? Seeing you firsthand doing the things some of us can only dream of.”

“You know so much more than me,” I said. “I’m learning.”

“I’m honored to teach you all of it,” he said. “Seriously, Oto. Do you know what it’s like trying to instruct people clearly higher level than me?”

“Terrifying, like it was for me with Kei.”

He laughed a little, and I moved to stand. “Come on, let’s go inside. They’ll follow when they can.”

Hara approached us with Tatsuno no sooner than we were in the main building. “We’ve pulled out no stops,” he said. “The new build for Ivori is almost complete.”

“That’s great,” I said. It was a relief, too. “Can we see?”

Tatsuno was nodding. “Yes, please, come. I’d like to run some tests. Especially after how hard it was last time to get her to meld with the nites…”

“Alek’s just doing a few other inside mods,” Hara informed us. “Amalia and Camran are with him.”

Geo and I walked with them to the put-me-up garages. Amalia stepped out before us, stopping dead. Then she threw her arms around Geo.

“Hey, hey,” he soothed her.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.

In the next instant Camran was out, too. He also wrapped his arms around the two of them.

“Can you peel your girl off me?” Geo chuckled.

Camran put a hand to her back, and she moved from Geo to him, her eyes red.

She looked at me. “Sorry Oto.”

“Don’t be,” I replied. “We’re family.”

“We wanted to come see you,” Camran said. “You’re just…”

“I wanted to see you, too,” I said. “Over our last conversation.”

Check your pocket, Ivori said.

I patted my pocket, suddenly feeling a weight. Trayk’s book. I slid my hand inside and carefully pulled it out. Stepping to Camran, I held it for him to take.

There were no tears from him this time; he reached out for it and I put it in his hands. His hands held onto mine. “Fuck, Oto. I don’t know if I can read it.”

“You will,” I said. “You will when you’re ready.”

“Did you?”

“No, only the part I read to you.”

Camran’s face dropped. Amalia wrapped her arms around him, and I let my qi snake down from my core and offer him comfort of a different level.

“We’ve all been overwhelmed,” he murmured.

“Very overwhelmed,” I added for him.

“Yes,” he said and finally he pulled back from me. Tucking the book in his own pocket. “We did the one thing we knew we could, that you and Ivori needed. We started on a new build as soon as we could. While we waited.”

I tried to look around him, but he stood in the way. Then Amalia was laughing. “Let him in, Cam.”

We all entered the garage and Alek grinned at me from under the hood of a car. No, not just a car… Holy shit, a car. “Finished,” he said. “Tweaks are all done.”

He stood back and the car’s hood flickered and closed over, it was Ocean Slayers’ colors, and the blues that seemed to change in the lighting as I moved in close.

“Can I?” I asked, and I ran my hand over the cool metal.

“Yes,” Camran said, and he nodded to his and Amalia’s cars at the other side of the garage. “We’re ready when you are.”

No way… They didn’t mean a race, did they?

They do, Ivori said. Get in.

I slipped into the sleek car; this was much more on par with those of Sinclair’s racing team, and the ergonomic seat adjusted perfectly to my body, providing unmatched comfort and support. Before me, the holographic heads-up display flickered to life, projecting real-time data on speed, performance, and navigation.

I gripped the streamlined steering wheel, feeling the car’s electric energy hum through my fingers. Naturally, I harnessed my qi and let it seep into the car from here.

Careful Oto, Ivori warned, we’re not connected to it yet.

The dashboard was a sleek, seamless interface with touch controls that responded instantly to my commands. As I activated the car fully, the adaptive LED headlights pierced the darkness in the garage with their sharp, angular beams.

“What’s this do?” I asked looking at an odd button.

“Push it and see,” Camran said.

With a gentle push, I felt a clunk, and we floated up above the garage floor.

“No way,” I said. “She hovers?”

I glided forward silently, the gentlest of touch on the gas. The hybrid propulsion system roared to life, delivering an immediate surge of torque. The car’s AI optimized settings on the fly, adjusting aerodynamics and suspension for the perfect ride. The dynamic spoiler shifted subtly, enhancing downforce as I tested the gas.

“How do we do this?” I asked Ivori glancing to the center console where there was space for her core to sit.

“Just slide me in,” she said.

“Alek,” I called. “We’re ready to insert. You watching the readouts?”

“We’re all over you, don’t worry. Clear to insert Ivori’s core.”

“You’re really ready for this?”

We need this, she replied. “I’m ready.”

I felt her hesitation though. This hurts?

It will. Yes. Just like being ripped away from my last shell.

I’m sorry. It didn’t stop me pulling her from my secured pocket though. I didn’t hesitate, there was no pulling the band-aid off here.

I slammed her core into the open space, and the car’s engines nosedived.

Then the floor coming at my face.

Suddenly it stopped.

Ivori stopped us from hitting it literally an inch from the concrete.

“Close,” she said through the comms.

“How we looking, Tatsuno?”

“You’re all red at the moment, you’ll need to cycle through some startups, and take her on the track.”

His words—the track. Fuck yes.

Amalia was slipping into her racing suit already. “This isn’t an upgrade for this planet is it?”

“No,” Tatsuno said. “This is for Tikinia, and beyond.”

“How far is the racetrack?” I asked.

Alek kicked his side stand and Ren’s engines roared to life. Though I saw Tatsuno wobble as he mounted. I smiled. “We’ve got to negotiate through the city, just be wary… if they do see us—”

“What?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“It’s not like we’ll stand out… is it…” Amalia laughed, and Ekoh’s engine raced.

“Oh,” I said realizing, but then I didn’t care. “We’ve already stood out, by being here. Might as well give them something else to gawp at.”

They were right; people saw us, then the next thing, more and more people lined the streets.

“How did they get here so fast?”

It was as if the whole city had come out. The drive down wasn’t long, and if Tatsuno had seen red, there wasn’t now. The car felt smooth, as if nothing were out of place.

The road into the racetrack was full of people. They were cheering and giving us a good old Mexican wave as we passed.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

We pulled up to the racetrack grounds. There were several guards who opened the doors without us even saying a word.

“I’ll get set up,” Tatsuno said, and Alek shot off with them towards one of the track team garages.

“Can you run me through how this works?”

“Will do,” he replied. “You’ll need to adjust your style of racing with the hover, but I think you’ll get the hang of that fast.”

“Can you hover?” I asked the other two racers.

“Not yet, we’ll need upgrades, and well we wanted Ivory to get a chassis and car first.”

“Thank you,” Ivori said.

“We appreciate it, just regular racing for now then?”

“Let’s make sure everything is working,” Tatsuno said. “Just do some quick start checks, and we’ll get some proper racing on the board once everything is in the green.”

“Everything feels good,” I said.

“We’re just here for support,” Amalia said.

“No, we are not,” Camran added. “We’re here to kick his ass.”

“Game on,” I chuckled and pulled up what I wanted on the dash.

You know how this goes, I said to Ivori.

Practice map, test… Then nail it?

Apollo’s taught me a lot, let’s see if we can put this into practice here as well.

Map is on the screen now, she said.

I looked to her display on the dash. Everything looked good, but something was weird here. The track was familiar. “We’ve been here before?”

“No,” she said, but I saw it.

“Okburg City,” I said, groaning because we’d lost that race.

“Difference is here—you don’t need to win.”

I don’t, I replied. But on the inside, I was grinning and hitting that accelerator. Drawing in qi from everywhere.

This countdown, this start was something else.

It wasn’t a countdown like on our tracks, it literally just turned red to green.

Amalia and Camran were perfect, their cars perfect.

Me, not so much. I fumbled the first start. The controls, everything was super-fast, and I flooded the engines so much Tatsuno had to bring out the team and roll me backwards instead of doing the start lap.

He was shaking his head. “Sorry,” I said.

“Expected better,” he teased. He flushed the fuel away and got her ticking over again without coughing.

I did better on the second one, and then the third. By the time a fourth start was up, I was ready to do a real run.

“Always good practice,” Alek said. “Looking good for a pass.”

“All in?” I asked.

“All in!” came the chorus.

So we waited, and that red turned to green.

Camran led us into the first bend, and we hit every single line we were supposed to, at the speeds we were supposed to. When Camran ramped it up, we met his enthusiasm with our own.

How can I get past them? I asked.

I have an idea, she said. The final turn and into the straight, I’m going to hit you for qi like you’ve never felt before.

Okay, I said and while we approached the turns, I kept my hands steady and my mind calm. We’d had qi burns that hurt, and I had got over them, but I felt her trepidation.

This is your line, she said.

She wanted me to stay behind them. That made no sense.

But as the three of us pelted towards the final turns and I was down in 4th gear to come out of it with full pressure on the gas, something in the cab changed.

I felt the car shift. The Orange button depressed.

Then I was laughing. Fuck me, you’re not joking.

It’s a test, she said—just a test.

The drive that powered our hover engine engaged, and that qi draw really was something else, and yeah it hurt.

I took my hands off the wheel for a moment to smack my chest.

Ivori held our line steady.

Now, she ordered.

I let her take what she needed, and my qi pushed us forward with tremendous force. We were over the line before I could blink.

“Dammit, Oto, that’s cheating!” Camran and Amalia were over the line just a second later.

How do I turn this off? I asked.

I let Ivori turn them off and we glided to the ground, our tires back on solid ground. “Was just wondering how it would feel, we were flying!”

“Yes, you were, we have a lot of data to go over,” Tatsuno said. “Come back, we’ll get us home and some rest.”

“Rest,” I said. “Ughh, I’m too amped for that. I’d like a swim, some food, and chatter.”

“That sounds great,” Amalia said. “I’m down for that.”

“Camran?”

Silence.

“Cam?” Amalia asked.

“Just us,” he said. “Is that okay?”

I eased into the garage where the others waited, and popped the new car up on their ramp for a bit and sat while they did a full scan.

I could feel Alek and Tatsuno’s disappointment, but I knew why he’d asked for just us. “Just us,” I replied to him, though my nerves twitched suddenly. “I’d like that.”
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Islipped into bed with Ezra, exhausted both physically and emotionally. Wrapping her in my arms and holding her tight made her stir. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“It was a tough night,” I replied.

“Camran?”

I nodded into her hair, and she pulled me in tighter. “Sleep, baby,” she said. “I’ve got you.”

I tried to hide my tears; I wasn’t kidding when I’d said it was a tough night. The moment he’d said just us… I knew, knew what he wanted and needed. I couldn’t deny him. But reliving everything, and his brothers passing… it was the most emotional pain I’d had for a long time. Ezra kissed my cheeks and wiped my tears away. “It hurts,” I said. “Everything around me means pain.”

“Not everything,” she whispered. As if on cue, an overwhelming sexual urge passed over me and everyone on this floor heard Lena’s, “Holy fuucck.”

Ezra giggled, and I laughed with her, my sadness easing just a bit. “That was Kei,” she purred, her whole body vibrating in my arms.

“Holy fuck aren’t the words I’d choose,” I replied.

“Oh, what would you choose?”

In a split second, I flipped her on her back, my lips to hers. Ezra melted against me. I was exhausted no more. “I want that,” I said.

“You can have anything you wish,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow, “Anything?”

The following morning, I moved to join the others outside as the sun rose.

Everyone looked a little lost, a little unsure of things.

Geo was about to speak when Kei joined us, just a few minutes late. Geo just raised his eyes at the Immortal and started. We all fell in with him, the movements, the focus needed, and within those first few minutes, my mind cleared, my soul open to the elements. I harnessed my qi, and pulled on each one, centering myself and them.

I noted Geo focus in on Kei and watched for a little while. “Do you mind if I offer some instruction?”

“No,” Kei replied. “Please do, if you think it will help.”

“You’re not concentrating enough,” Geo instructed. “Legs aren’t close enough together and your back is over a good few inches. Very much out of alignment.”

He was not gentle in his instruction, but he was right, and watching Kei learn from him was wonderful. Kei only looked over at me the once. His face flushed slightly, but then he tried to follow Geo’s guidance. He fixed his legs and tried to straighten his stance. We all heard his back crack. “Fuck,” I couldn’t help but curse; that had to really hurt.

Geo moved into him. “Kneel,” he said. “I can sort that, if you’ll let me, though I am not my brother.”

I moved to take the lead in practice, Geo was doing good work, and Kei needed him. Ezra was almost going to go over, but I stopped her with a hand. “Practice,” I mouthed.

She held off, but she did keep a close watch on Geo. By the time practice was over, Geo and Kei were still locked together, and I made sure we didn’t disturb them as we left.
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The next few days were pretty much a blur, traveling in such a large group was uncomfortable; there were no other words to describe it.

Kei and I had taken to practice in the only training room on the ship, alone. It was good for the both of us to be able to do this, and to have time to get to know each other on a deeper level—the friendship level.

The more I talked to him, the more I understood him as a man, and the man I needed in my life. My right hand. I loved Alek and the others, but this with Kei was something very, very different.

In amongst the training, the injuries, Luca attended to us, and so did both our doctors. I broke Kei’s arm a few times, and damaged his tech. They were easy fixes, but of course I got immediate backlash off Taru.

“I’m not so sure she likes me,” I admitted to Ezra as she was helping the doctors clean us up.

“Taru, not like you, you’re jok—you’re not joking.”

I shook my head as Ezra, along with healing energies, soothed my soul as well as the pain.

Now I was facing Kei off in a sword battle and we weren’t bleeding for once.

“We are coming into Tikinia airspace,” Veshta comm’d through to us. I was excited to see another planet. But wary.

“When I was first infected with the nites back on Isala,” I said, staring at the mass of water stretching before us. “I saw the stats for what they were. Nine billion people.”

“Has it grown since then?”

“Not enough to mention,” I said. “Still says nine billion.”

“That’s a lot of people,” he said.

“How many did you think were on Altrol?”

Kei froze.

Itazi spoke to the both of us, “Altrol lost over seven million souls.”

“This is all because of me,” I said, and my world started to spin. “All this death, this pain.”

Kei put his hand on my shoulder. “No,” he said. “This is not just on you. This is a chain of events no one could have predicted, not even those with the gift.”

He stood with me as we approached Tikinia, staring out the side cameras; there were no windows on these vessels. We knew that. Even if it still looked like a window, it was literally a display that stretched the size of the room.

This view though, I’d never seen anything like it. Tikinia, she was vastly blue. In fact, I struggled to spot land at all. There it was. In amongst all the blue, there wasn’t much of it at all, tiny spots of man-made surfaces? Was it all man-made? Were there any natural areas at all?

“It’s mostly water.” I grinned.

My excitement made the most sense; I was a Water Affinity, after all. “You’ll be right at home,” he grinned back. “Me, not so much.”

Footsteps sounded behind me, and I turned to see Max and Ori step closer to us to also try and spot the land. “That’s a scary amount of water,” Max said.

“We’re to land at Tikinia’s First Military base,” Veshta said from the deck of the Revolt. Others had gone on with the Iradium. Kei had wanted to be close to those he knew, and the ship he knew. “Understandable,” she’d said and welcomed us aboard.

To my surprise, Geo was at home on Tikinia the moment we set down in a shuttle, even if he was a Fire Affinity. He was the lead in our communications, even if he and Veshta had been making sure everyone around us was on top of their game already, including the head of military defense there.

Kei didn’t want to be involved with the meetings, they knew it, so they let him out and about with me and his escorts. That meant we were never alone for long, and our first day was one of the most difficult and stressful days either of us had had.

Geo’s schedule was off the scale, but he still found Kei and me standing, looking out at the city from our newly assigned accommodations.

“I know where you want to be,” Geo said. “Meet me out the back in the garages in ten minutes.”

“What?” I asked.

“Ten minutes,” Geo said, turning and leaving us.

“Know if there’s anything caffeine-infused here?” Kei asked me. I could only shrug.

Kei went to look in the kitchen; it seemed everything was fruit-based, several bottles filled with thick liquid. I stared at it, not really wanting my tastebuds to kick off if something wasn’t for me.

Da came in behind him, put a hand underneath his, and pulled out an orange-looking liquid. “Here,” she said. “I’ll try it.”

Kei turned to watch her as she took a sip, smiled, but shook her head, then went for a green bottle. She smacked her lips at that one. “A little tart, but this is nice. You’ll like this one. It has a smooth, nutty flavor after the initial tang.”

Kei took the bottle from her, leaned in, and kissed her. I had to look away. “Feels good?” he asked.

“Just like a flesh hand,” she said. “I wouldn’t have believed it if you weren’t part tech already, but it doesn’t feel any different.”

“No, it doesn’t,” he said. “Control?”

“Almost there,” she sighed. “Legs give way sometimes; Mon said I’m about 97%.”

“You’ll get there, it was a while before I felt totally normal.”

I coughed behind them.

“I need to go,” he said, kissed her again and left with me.

Luca and Geo stood facing a screen with various tech and others from the teams milling around.

Itazi and Ren were parked together, while there were cars around that I’d not seen before. Luca waved us over, and I moved to Ivori, only then noticing the bikes. The bright colors of the Afretta to his stunning black sheen. Also, now with the Ocean Slayers’ telltale waves gracing his sides. “Nice paint job.”

I wanted to get to know the local tracks with Ivori in her new skin, and I couldn’t blame him there. We needed to train, and so did Alek. Even if the world around us altered forever, there would still be a need to level the Icarian up, and to bond with them while doing so. The races were a huge part of their lives, and they were here to stay. We settled into routine fast. Even though another kick-off could hit us at any minute, the fact Shuko’s fleet and Tikinia in general had more firepower than those from Altrol still wasn’t enough to go against Batrak.

Alek looked across at Itazi. “Want to play?” he asked.

On the inside, Kei wanted it—and hadn’t thought he would.

I wanted him to say, yes as well. Racing against him would be awesome.

“I can’t,” Kei said.

Alek’s face fell and he walked over. “I forget you’re pretty new to bikes, right?”

“I’ve never ridden,” Kei admitted.

“What?” Alek asked. “Never?”

“I wouldn’t know where to start.”

I watched them both, there was a small smile tugging the corner of my lips. “Neither did you, if I recall.”

“Ren helped me.” Alek glared at me. “I’m sure Itazi would do the same for you.”

“I’m not allowed,” Kei added, really trying to get out of this.

“You’re not allowed to race,” Itazi said, and his engine flared to life. “Nothing in my system says you can’t learn how to ride.”

Alek ran off and Kei moved to Itazi’s side, putting his hand on the tank. “You think that’s a good idea?”

“I’ll be gentle,” Itazi promised.

I laughed. “Don’t trust him,” I said. “If he’s anything like his partner, nothing they ever do is gentle.”

“Hey!” Ivori’s engine started, and she bumped right into me, knocking me over.

I picked myself up quickly. “See!”

Kei couldn’t help but laugh, his smile growing.

Alek returned a moment later with two helmets. “You need it.”

Kei took it from him, with no clue as to what to do, he did, however, watch Alek; then he slipped it on over his head. It shrank to fit, and his head wobbled side to side as if testing it.

“You can go play with Vrolst and Tant,” Alek said to me. “I’ll take Kei out on the other track.”

There was another roar, and another bike rolled on in. “You boys aren’t having all the fun,” Lena said. She sat back on Trix and patted her tank. “We’ve been shut up, ourselves for quite some time; we’d like to get out on the track, too.”

Two other bikes joined her.

“Part of Sinclair’s, right?” Kei asked.

“Bessie,” Alek said and nodded to the right of Lena, “and Eula.” Alek flicked his head to the one on the left.

“You need one more,” Tatsuno said from the front computer screens, crossing his arms. “Can’t let you out as you are without.”

“More?” Kei asked.

That’s when a sleek, all-black motorcycle stopped at the front of the garage, no other identifying marker on it at all. Kei looked to Alek, who shrugged.

“No one I know,” he said.

Tatsuno tapped his screen, trying to see the bike’s details. “I can’t see anything. If they’re on this track, they should be here.”

“Heard the call for some fun,” they said.

It was indeterminable if the voice was male or female. Their form was thick, but also held no tell-tale signs at all; it could be either.

I looked to Ivori. We need the practice, she said.

Alek shrugged again. “This is for fun,” he said. “We have one fully inexperienced rider.”

“Perfect,” the voice said. “Come on, let’s play. I’ll even put my training wheels on.”

I need to watch this, I replied. They’re my best friends and…

Our right hand?

Not just that. No. They’re my best friends.

Alek cocked his leg over Ren and kicked his side stand off. His hands rested on the tank. “No rush,” his voice came through to us. “Get on. If you need, I’ll help.”

Itazi’s voice spread through the group, and we all felt his calm. “Do not worry; my charge might not know how to ride, but he’s a fast learner.”

“As fast as I was?” Alek asked.

“We’ll see,” Itazi said. “Kei, you ready?”

“Ready,” Kei said. With a slow mount, he settled into a good position.

The others lined up, and Kei settled in next to Alek. “They’ll probably let loose; don’t let it worry you.”

“I’m not worried,” Kei replied. “I do wish I could give them a run for their money, though.”

Why can’t they race for real?

The system would remove all of Itazi’s stat bonuses from Kei.

Ouch.

Ouch indeed.

Racing for real was too dangerous. They had to play to learn. Not compete.

When the lights started to change, Itazi said across all comms, “Fifty percent speed. No more.”

His command was clear, and even I felt the other Icarian return their support.

They can’t refuse him?

No, they cannot, Ivori replied. He is their king.

The green light shone brightly, and Itazi set off with the others—fifty percent speed—and Kei almost fell off the back.

There was something there though, I could see it, almost like a shield.

I’ve really got you, Itazi said to him, and I heard it. Nothing will ever hurt you with me in control.

That gave him the confidence to relax and absorb everything they were showing him, this was a warm-up lap, just getting all their systems in check. Tires were hot. His heart rate dropped, and his breathing slowed. Kei trusted Itazi with everything he was, and I felt that.

I moved to watch with Tatsuno. “They okay?”

“His heart’s a bit fast, but this is some scary stuff the first time.”

“Yeah, I really do remember Alek’s first time out.”

The first trip around the track was exactly what he needed. We watched the lines he took, the speeds. And I followed him with my own body, imagining the bends and the turns. I felt the way he moved, in and out, left, right, sweeping.

“You’re not learning how to ride a bike by watching?”

I laughed, suddenly a little conscious of what I’d been doing. “No, not really.”

Each time Kei came to a straight line, his heart rate jumped.

By the time he’d done several laps, he was begging Itazi to go faster.

“Seventy-five percent speed,” Itazi announced.

That sounded fantastic to his ears. Kei’s confidence radiated through Itazi, into Ivori, then into me. It was the oddest sensation. “As you command, my lord,” came the reply from them all.

At the lights, this time, the engine revs were loud, their excitement off the scale. My heart was beating almost as fast as his was.

When the lights changed this time, Kei leaned forwards and was totally with it. Though he wasn’t the one using the gears, or the throttle. When Itazi leaned over, this time Kei was doing it with him.

“That’s it,” Alek said. “You’re getting it.”

“Maybe not for a real race, but this is fantastic,” Kei replied as they approached the next set of bends. “I can see and feel why you like it, why you love it.”

“Hell yes!” Lena said. “You’d be king of Canillion Alley, if you ever did it.”

Kei’s heart jumped up another notch. “Yeah, there’s no way I want to be a part of that.”

“Scared of a little Canillion?” Lena taunted. She turned to face him as he approached a bend. We were at 200 kph. Either she trusted Trix, or she knew her own skill.

Kei flicked her the bird and she laughed, then turned her attention back to the bend.

When the lap finished, the others celebrated, but the black bike pulled up alongside Kei. “Again,” they said, “One more, you and me.”

Everything inside me screamed at Kei not to do it… The others were heading off to the pits already. Kei flipped his visor up and stared at the stranger before him.

The black bike revved its engine, and the lights reset.

Tatsuno at my side was screaming. “No. No. No.”

But the lights changed, and they were gone.

Itazi never held back at all. He was in the lead in a split second, and that black bike had no chance at all to keep up—200kph, 300kph, they were literally flying—the straights… holy shit.

When Kei crossed that finish line, it thrilled me more than I ever thought possible, more than he thought possible.

Itazi spun the bike around, and he waited for the black bike to come out of that last chicane and use their qi to reach him. That bike also flew.

I’d never seen or felt anything like it, but their qi draw… They weren’t some normal motorcyclist. Tatsuno and I exchanged a look. Ivori?

I daren’t hope, were her only words.

The black bike stopped inches before them, its rider staring them down. Then we saw them flip their visor. Whatever they’d been using to block us from seeing them, vanished. A much older man smiled at Kei. “That’s the Itazi I know.” He kicked his side stand, dismounted, and kneeled before them, his head low.

Tatsuno and I were outside in a flash. Running up behind Kei.

Itazi spoke for us all to hear. “Delago,” his voice cracked.

“It is I, my lord.”

“I had no idea anyone else was left alive.”

Itazi’s form solidified, and he put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Please stand, I wish you to meet my bonded.”

Kei dismounted and removed his helmet. It was clear this was important.

“Kei.” Itazi looked him. “This is Delago Chelor. My First Guard and his bonded Icarian Adda. Delago, my bonded partner, Kei Tullius.”

Kei held out a hand for the man to take and he did, his grip clearly strong. “It’s good to meet you, Kei; we have waited a long time for this.”

“First Guard?” Kei asked.

“The other eleven are alive, my lord. We fought, we ran, but we survived.”
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Kei and Itazi had a lot to sort out—again—and I was a spare part. I’d made some excuse about feeling off, and I did. I felt weird. I slept for a good while, even woke in the night to find Ezra curled into me. But then I couldn’t sleep, dreams plagued me. I tossed and turned for a bit, till I couldn’t do it any longer. I slid out of bed.

“You okay?” Ezra asked.

“Just need a drink,” I said. “I’ll be back in a few.”

“Want company?”

“No, stay, go back to sleep.” I leaned over and kissed her, smoothing her hair before I left.

The kitchen was dark, and the fridge still as uninviting as before. I put the hot water on and found what looked like herbal tea. I shivered at the smell and then, bingo, this actually smelled like some kind of coffee. There was even now cream in the fridge. Someone had been out hunting for this. I’d have to thank them!

I made the delicious-smelling coffee, and after finding some sweet-looking biscuits, I sat.

The dreams weren’t something I’d ever talked about, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to now.

They’re not just dreams, Ivori whispered.

Yeah, I replied. I didn’t think so. They feel like fleeting images of our future.

Because they are.

The door opened at the other side of the room and Kei padded in just wearing slacks. When he opened the fridge door for the cream, I got a really odd look at the scars on his back.

“Oto,” Kei said. “Was that you I heard?”

He’s been through so much.

He has, Ivori said. And so have you.

A moment later and he was stirring in honey and cream, and then he sat opposite me.

He didn’t look at me, kept turning the mug in his hands steadily, lost in his own thoughts.

“I had a dream,” I eventually said. “A dream I was on a different planet to you, one I’d never heard of before, or seen. It wasn’t Reeka.”

I wrung my hands together. Then sipped the coffee.

“What was its name?”

“Masra,” I answered him and saw him shiver. “It’s a bad, bad place.”

“You think that’s where the final gem is?”

“Yes,” I said. “I do. And that is where Ivori and I must go. As soon as we possibly can. It will not be easy.”

“Why?”

“It is a place for the dead. The souls of those who are lost,” Ivori’s cool voice whispered to us. “It is not a place anyone living should go.”

“Then Oto isn’t going,” Kei said.

“But I’m the one who should,” I tried. “I have to find the gem while you fight Batrak. Right?”

“No,” he said. “You are too pure for that. You can’t go there. If the gem is there, I will have to find it, and you will have to hold off Batrak. Not fight him.”

“You can’t do everything,” I said. “I have to be strong enough to—”

“You are,” he replied. “You’re more than strong enough, but we have to pick the right battles.”

“Batrak,” I said. “I’d got used to the fact I might not have to, that you were the man for that one.”

“Why? Because I have the twin Kreeshon?”

Kei dipped his head, took a sip from his coffee, then let out a sigh. “If you need it, it’s yours.”

He can’t! Ivori said. Even I felt Itazi shrink back inside of him.

I swallowed. “Your father made the right sword for me, and I’ve trained with it. It will be more than enough to do what I need.”

“Don’t doubt yourself,” he said. “We are so close.”

“It doesn’t feel close enough,” I added.

“How do we find this place?” he asked me. “It is not a planet, right?”

“I’m not sure. There’s nothing but death, pain.”

“It is a place between worlds,” Ivori said. “Not a planet, not a realm.”

“In-between?”

Ivori’s sadness washed over me. “Kei, you are too good for that place, too.”

“I can take being too good, but if it’s somewhere we must go, then we must. That gem is the only thing that will keep Batrak at bay for good. United, my blades will never falter.”

“I have to hold him off long enough, for—for you to do the job.”

“Exactly.”

“We will go with you,” Taru suddenly said from behind him.

I’d never heard or felt them slip in, but they had. I was too focused on what I needed him to understand.

“We are your protection,” Merlara agreed.

“We will never leave your side,” Da vowed.

“I’m ready,” Lan added. “No one is going to kick your ass with us there.”

“There are four of you and we need…”

“Six for six,” Da said.

“Yes,” Kei let out a sigh. “I just, I can’t…”

My eyes drifted to the large screen behind as it flickered to life. Some news crew at the side of the ocean, pointing their cameras out in the middle of the devastating storm waters, bobbed in a small boat. It headed out to a section of rocks. There I noted a light and several huddled people. The storm raged around them. All of them; the reporter crew, too.

“You better pick your last two Taharri members now,” Taru said.

It was so half-hearted, Kei rolled his eyes. “I can’t do that. Do you have any idea who and what I need?”

His Taharri all laughed then. “Here,” Taru said. “We’ve been narrowing it down for a few weeks on those who have applied.”

“Applied?” He was shaking his head. So was I, I didn’t understand. “This isn’t a job application.”

“There have been many,” Lan said, though she noted his exasperation. “Merlara was not the first to tell you or us they wanted to be Fourth. She was the only one with a direct line to you, though, that bypassed us.”

“There are several good candidates,” Merlara said. “But we settled on these four. You may take a look.”

I watched his eyes glaze over. I wanted to see, but that was probably way too personal.

The screen flickered beside us again, the view of the storms changing.

Kei’s face changed. “Chai Noir.” He pointed at the screen. “Get me an interview with her.”

Taru turned to the screen, and they all watched Chai in the middle of that storm, standing her ground while aircrews behind her rescued others trapped on the rocks.

“Is that even a name?” Lan asked.

“It is here,” Da added. “I’ll get her details up now.”

Delago stepped out from one of the bunk rooms. He wiped sleep from his eyes. “Apologies,” he said. “This has been the first almost-night’s sleep I’ve had in a while.”

“Don’t apologize,” Kei reassured him. He motioned to the coffee, and Delago moved to pour himself one.

What’s going through his mind?

A lot, Ivori said. Mostly though, his need to protect you.

Seriously? Even though this is his need. His Taharri?

He is taking all of this extremely seriously.

“T?” Kei pulled his First’s attention back. “Get us on a convoy to the ocean. There…” He pointed to the screen.

“It’s in the middle of storm season,” Da said.

“I don’t care,” he replied. Chai struggled to stand in the battering winds. “If she can do that, then we’ll be fine.”

“You think the gem here is out there?” I asked.

“There’s a reason I’m attracted to that broadcast,” he said. “It’s not just the pretty news lady.”

“Water… Gut feeling…” Da said. “Yes. I’m not sure we’re going to like it in the middle of storm season, either.”

My eyes narrowed, and I felt his qi move inside him. “Water is my thing.”

qi flooded my system, this planet was so rich in water. It was glorious.

“Then we might as well meet two goals with one move,” Da noted. “Chai is something else on paper. You might want to look at her records.”

She flicked the files over to Kei, and I nabbed them out of the air waves first. “No fair,” he moaned.

Da sent Kei another, and he read over it as fast as I did.

“Fuck me,” I said. “No wonder she’s standing there in the middle of that storm…”

“Water and Air,” Kei said and glanced back to the viewscreen. “Her Icarian is the deck she’s standing on, in the middle of that storm.”

Itazi, you said different. I wasn’t expecting that.

Metal Walker, just a different kind.

Water and Metal… Okay.

“The screen,” Lan said and flicked her wrist, turning the sound up.

We turned to the screen and Kei’s eyes widened. “Fucking idiots.” We all heard her swear, she looked straight into the camera. “H27 can’t get in, Taj. Hold my beer.”

The young woman dropped the microphone and the cameraman snatched it up before the wind took it. Chai stripped off her jacket and kicked off her boots. She was already wearing some kind of wetsuit. It clung to every curve. She turned then, and we all got a great view of her from behind as she dove off the boat and into the swirling mass.

“She’s fucking crazy,” I said. “I’m not even sure I’d want to be doing that.”

“Is this something that happens here a lot?” Kei glanced at where Itazi’s form had lingered.

“The ocean is a formidable foe. This planet, these people seem to like testing it. There’s not always someone around to save them. However, it seems sometimes there is the right person there at the right time.”

The cameraman, Taj, zoomed into the waters, and we witnessed the swirling mess—calm. There swam Chai, out in the middle of it, the water almost parting to let her. Then she deftly flew out onto the rocks, turned, and with both hands, pulled qi to her and then pushed. She pushed the storm away from them.

It was fantastic to see her control and tenacity. Kei looked over at Taru. “You approve?”

Taru smiled at me, moved to his side and whispered in his ear. “If she’s interested, I am.”
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We small-talked while the drama unfolded, and soon, Chai was back on board her Icarian and Taj had captured it all. I enjoyed my coffee and tried to push the evil dreams I’d been having away. Kei was right, this woman was fascinating.

“She’s looked at our messages,” Da said.

“And?” Kei asked her.

“Nothing, nothing at all.”

“You think she’s waiting to reply?” Lan asked, her brows furrowed.

“No,” Da said. “She’s not interested, I’m sorry Kei, maybe I was too forward?”

“I doubt that. No one could be more forward than Merlara.”

Merlara heard her name and also moved to sit with us. “I’m sure she’s got a lot of emotions running around her mind right now. How long till we can get over there?”

“We can’t fly in,” Taru said. “It would be pretty impossible with the storms.”

“Any of our Metal Walkers good at turning into boats?” I asked.

Lan shook her head. “They’re not specialized enough here for it.”

“We’re looking at hiring in,” Delago said. “Though some of our guards have Water experience—hard not to, living here for so long. Our Metal Walkers are also space-oriented, not water-based.”

“A lot to trust in others,” Kei said.

“We know,” Delago added. “We’ve got some military contacts and people we can work with. Though I’m not 100% on their backgrounds either. As much as Tikinia wants you here, they have to be prepared for what’s coming, too, which they are.”

“Are all Icarian trustworthy?” Lan asked quite innocently.

“No,” Delago said. “There’s as many of them working both sides as there are ours.”

“Can Itazi tell us when he meets them if they’re aligned the right way?”

Maybe, his voice drifted to me.

Why can I hear him so clearly and no one else can? Just now and then, like?

Because he’s my mate, and your right hand’s partner, there’s a dynamic here we both need. Sharing is something of it.

Kei didn’t voice Itazi’s thoughts, though. He kept that to himself.

Pete came in a moment later. “I’ve got some transport across the ocean,” he said. “We can meet her as she moves.”

“Moves?” Kei asked, confused.

“She’s going to follow the storm,” Alek said. “We had storm chasers on Isala but not to her level.”

“Ahh, do you think we can catch her?”

“If we leave now,” Alek said.

“Right now?”

“Yes, who do you want to escort you?” Pete asked.

Kei was put on the spot there, so I moved to his side. “We need those from your circle,” I prompted.

“Of course,” he said, but it wouldn’t work. We couldn’t have Shuko or his father here.

After just another moment, he called, “Geo, Luca, Merlara, Taru, Ezra, Alek, Max, Ori, Pete, Lena.”

“Is that enough?” Da asked.

“We can’t carry too many, as much as I’d love to take you all. You have other jobs I need you to do.”

Kei’s eyes turned to Lan. “You’ve got this, together. When we return, we will be victorious.”

“She’ll love you like we do.” Lan said.

Kei kissed her and then Da. “I’ll keep in touch,” he said.

“You’d better.” She slapped his ass.

“I’m sorry,” she said at his growl, and our laughs. “I don’t know my strength yet.”

Kei winked at her. “Get used to it, we can’t have you breaking me.”

That, at least, got a laugh out of her, even if she was worried about how hurt he was. He’d have a red mark and a bruise if he didn’t allow his Earth qi down to heal it.

“Let’s go, then,” I said to Pete.

Pete waved the others out, and we all followed him. “We got everything we need to be this mobile?” Kei asked Taru.

“The Icarian are loaded with enough supplies; we’ve been sorting out packs for us all. We’ve got this.”

“Don’t want to be heading into a storm with no extra clothes.” That was good to know.

“Most of us can handle Fire, we’d dry off pretty fast, but it’s not very warm out there. We’ve got some wetsuits being sent over,” Pete said. “Just because some of you like water, doesn’t mean we all do.”

Taru fell beside Kei. “We’ll all be fine, but you need to get used to those who will be around you almost constantly.”

“You and the guard.” He looked at me too, and I smiled. Must have been very off to always have that many—then I looked around me, and inwardly sighed, that meant for me too, I guess. “There are going to be people around us always.” 

I stepped in behind him, his Taharri came first. Merlara took his other arm. “Yes, there are, and they all matter, every single one of them.”

Up ahead, they all piled into Sax as she was now one of the trucks. They were needed, and I was so very glad to have them around us.

“You might love water,” Alek said to me, “but I agree with Pete, some of us don’t. Not that much.”

“You’ll both be fine,” I said and pulled him and Ezra into me.

Delago and six of Itazi’s close guards were with us in our truck.

The short ride on the truck back to the ocean wasn’t long. This planet was, after all, mostly water, and it showed; the lands were enhanced, man-made, mostly metal constructs that ran for miles. It was fascinating; there was hardly any natural land here at all.

When we arrived and we saw the ship, even my stomach was twisting. “You spent a lot of time near water?” Kei asked me.

I shook my head. “I’d never seen it till I took off and eventually met with your family.”

“But you feel at home here?”

My qi responded to the question. “Very much so.” I paused, thinking.

“What is it?” Luca asked.

“There is something different here, though. I feel it. The storms, they’re not natural.”

“Is that possible?” Kei asked.

I turned to Lena. “When did these storms start?”

Lena’s brows furrowed as her eyes misted. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said.

Kei let out a sigh. “One of two choices,” he said to her nod, and thinking. “Then let me take a guess. August 8th… possibly into the 9th.”

Lena just nodded. “How did you know?”

With a flick of his wrist, he brought forth his blade, and separated its halves. “Because that’s when these were combined, where everything started to mean something more than just written in the stars.” As he looked out to the water, the blades in his hands hummed. “The gems were awakened; they need to be reunited. They’re tearing their systems apart for it.”

“You think Chai knows what’s caused all this?”

“Me,” he said and frowned, his emotions in as much turmoil as the ocean spray around us.

“No wonder she’s pissed,” Merlara said and glanced at Taru.

“To stop these storms she’s, what, going after the next gem?”

“I would take a guess that every Water Affinity over a certain level is seriously feeling this ‘off’ around the planet, and there’s a need to fix it before it tears her apart.”

“Ready to board,” someone ahead shouted.

The others moved off and started to walk up and onto the large ship we were to travel on. “Pete hired them? Where from?” he asked.

No one answered. We all noted the way the huge ship still rocked up and down, even tied to the dock. The storm tail was intense.

“I’m not sure I like this,” Merlara said.

“I know,” Kei pulled her into his side. “Keep close. Hopefully, the six of us together will balance out what we’re feeling off-land.”

“I hope so,” Taru swallowed, and swallowed again. “I’m already feeling sick.”

“Have none of you ever been aboard a seafarer before?” the gentleman in a crisp blue uniform asked as we drew in closer.

“Some have, but most of us, no,” Kei answered.

“We’ll get you some sea-sickness potions. You’ll be fine once out on the open ocean—till we get closer to the storms, that is.”

“That sounds good; anything to help.”

“Captain Black is waiting for you in the main cabin,” he said, making sure that I got over the walkway onto the ship without falling down the gaping, moving hole. “Steady, my lord,” he said. “Don’t want you getting dunked before we even set sail.”

Taru laughed, and Kei cast her a glance. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

“Sea nerves,” the sailor said. “Seen a lot of it, ma’am. Please follow the yellow lines. I’m right behind you.”

The wind was very strong as we walked out, catching Kei sharply. “I got you,” Merlara said.

It was clear, none of us wanted to go below deck. Yet we were corralled down and through several corridors into the belly of the ship.

Oto both you and Kei need to calm, Ivori said.

I know it’s just, this is a lot to take in for all of us.

We stopped outside a door, which read “Captain Black,” and the door opened, though Kei didn’t want to step inside.

“My lord,” a soft voice to his left said. “Here, take this, and drink.”

“Thanks.” Kei took the drink and downed it, and we all got one. It wasn’t a horrible taste, but it was different; within a few moments my stomach settled and even I felt better.

“Easy,” the same voice said.

Kei looked up into dark eyes.

“Captain Black,” he introduced himself. His voice was beautiful. “Please, come, sit.”

We followed him over to a plush-looking couch and sat. “That’s it,” he said. “Focus on me.”

“Captain,” the man from outside said. “You go easy.”

Kei looked confused but turned back to the man who had spoken. He had the same hair, eyes, just a lot older. “Father?” he asked.

“Retired General,” the man added and moved to sit near us.

“It’s an honor then, General, to meet both of you. I’m afraid I don’t feel so well.”

“The oceans here take some getting used to,” the General said. “But the drink should work soon. Listen to the captain.”

That same sweet voice spoke once more, and Merlara let out a tiny squeal as she moved to my side. “He’s a siren!” she said.

“We have moved a long way from there, and would prefer the term, merman,” the captain said. “But you are almost correct. Originally, we were from the water. We learned to walk on land.”

“I am even more honored,” Kei said. “Thank you for helping us.”

“We are moving out of the dock, Captain.” A voice came through a small speaker to his left.

He answered and then moved his attention to us.

It didn’t take long before we settled into watching the ocean move past us, and the captain’s crew brought in more refreshments. Kei didn’t eat anything, still feeling the ocean below us churning. The winds around the ship were picking up.

“This is complicated, but we do know why you’re here.” The captain held up both hands. “Our species is split. The artifact you seek is at the heart of our legends, and yet the war that is coming says you need it.”

Kei glanced around the room. “You know why I’m here and where we’re going?”

“Not exactly. But we are here to see it through and to help you.”

“Screen,” the General said.

A trio of screens appeared before us, and everyone took better seating to be able to see it.

“Here’s our location as we set off now. Here’s your reporter friend, Chai. Here…” Captain Black said, pointing to several other dots. “Here’s where we’re going to come unstuck.”

“Opposition?”

“Like I said, not everyone wants you digging into our history, nor upsetting the planet.”

“What will you do?” I asked though he was looking at me.

“Well, we have called in a few favors which will head them off, while we get in closer to Chai and where we think she’s heading.”

“A city,” his father said. “One that’s, at the moment, being evacuated due to flooding and damage.”

“Can we see?” I asked.

The city also then came on the screen. It was vast, but the storm raged on around it, taking down trees and other parts of the buildings around the area. Flag poles with cameras and other things blowing wildly everywhere. Debris strewn across roads and gardens. Shed roofs gone; it was really getting hammered.

We watched almost in abject fear for those people trying to get to safety. Their lives were at real risk of being swept up in the wind and the ocean waters.

Several ships at the docks were bouncing around while people tried to load up. “Oto?”

“There’s nothing I can do from here,” I said. “I’m strong, but I’m not that strong.”

“Can we get in there any quicker?” Taru asked.

“We’ve another few hours to travel, as yet,” the General said.

Watching those people struggle, it was hard. “Get us there as soon as you can,” Kei ordered. “We need to help them.”

“Bu—” Taru asked.

“We can’t do both, and they need help first.”

Captain Black nodded. “I know the Icarian would like to meet you and Oto, if you wouldn’t mind coming to the lower decks with me, while we make headway.”

Kei glanced at me, and I just shrugged. “Okay,” I replied.

Captain Black moved then, and we went to follow even lower into the ship. “We’re good,” Kei said. “Wait here for us; we’ll be back up in no time.”

“They are happy we’re here,” Kei said to me. “You feel it, right?”

I nodded to him, he was right.

They are indeed very happy, Ivori confirmed.

Captain Black turned to him. “Yes, they are. I wanted to introduce you because of that. They are incredible Icarian. I’ve been honored to have them in my life as they are.”

“Seafaring?” I asked.

“Yes. Most of Tikinia, as you can see from space, is water. There’s a huge split between those who wish to race the stars, and those who wish to stay here and race the oceans.”

“I never thought it was possible,” I said. “There’s not enough water on Isala; though plenty, it’s just not like this.”

“We have some on Halara, too,” Kei added. “I’ve never been anywhere near water like this. I’m afraid it is making me quite queasy.”

I moved into his side and leaned on him. Kei instantly relaxed, and that felt good for me. “Water is amazing,” I said. “It’s just so powerful.”

“You’re practically glowing,” Kei whispered.

“I feel it,” I replied. “I’ve never felt so good.”

“Where are the Icarian?” Kei asked.

“Not so much where; you’re inside them, just like you would be in space. Their cores tend to centralize in one sectional room.” The captain pointed ahead, and then the door opened for him.

“Welcome,” a female voice said. “I am Poeat, please come inside.”

“They don’t usually allow anyone in here,” Captain Black said. “It’s sacred.”

Kei and I stepped into the room with a little trepidation. At the center, a couch formed before us. Captain Black moved to it and sat. I could see Kei was still super apprehensive.

“Please,” the female voice said with a chuckle. “Let me settle what Oto can’t. He’s too excited to be here.”

“You’re Earth?” Kei asked her.

A mist started to form. “We don’t often choose a corporeal form, due to the energy consumption. The others are concentrating on the waters outside but have given me leeway to be here.”

She waved her hand around the room, and there was a genuine smile as she formed in full.

“It is an honor to be here,” Kei said. “Thank you for your assistance.”

“The oceans are trying their best to stop us,” she said. “We are sturdy, we will get to the city in time to help.”

“Good,” I said. “I have no doubt we will meet with the woman we seek there.”

“It is not just a woman you seek, though,” she said, and she moved to stand before me. “You, as bonded to our king and queen, are much more than you look on the outside.”

Kei shivered at her eyes roaming his figure. “Yes,” he admitted. “Both Oto and I are the link between your world and ours.”

“They do not wish to walk amongst us as yet,” Poeat revealed. “That is understandable. We need to prove to them we are all worth it. Their sacrifice has, was—”

I moved before her. “We understand; they understand. They’re here. But they also need to save energy. We’re here for something special.”

Poeat lowered her head. “Of course, you’re here for the Stone of Eden.”

“Is that its name?” Captain Black asked, suddenly becoming more interested in our exchange.

“Yes, Captain,” Poeat confirmed. “The storm is a distraction; we feel that. We now have an idea of the stone’s location.”

He stood up with even more excitement on his face, and I felt very uneasy about this. “That is good news. We will get to the city, then we will go for the stone.”

I traded glances with Kei; he was as worried as I was. Something didn’t feel right.

Itazi? I heard Kei ask.

I feel sick, he said.

Same. The Icarian?

They feel truthful. They really have been with him a while. But I am doubting his motives, his heart.

Yeah, Kei looked at me. We need to be very careful here.

Agreed. I think Captain Black isn’t all he’s making out to be. Even if he’s a merman lord, I think he might not be on our side.


13




“Is there any way we can speed the engines up?” Captain Black asked Poeat.

She frowned. “You know we’re already at full capacity, Captain. We need to make sure the hull integrity stays 100%.”

“Just checking,” he said, but we could all see his disappointment.

“I’ll report to my father, Oto, Kei.” He moved away from us, and I finally moved to sit.

“Please,” Kei said.

I sat beside him. “Would you talk us through what is going on outside, in your opinion.”

Poeat was confused. When she sat, she crossed her legs, and stared at him.

Kei reached out to her, using his qi senses. I mean you no harm, he said to her. Itazi would never mean you any harm, nor Oto and Ivori. But we are worried over your captain. How long and how well have you really known him?

We’ve been with the ocean military for a while, but this is the first time I’ve ever had him onboard. You’re questioning him over the stone?

Yes, I answered. I’ve never seen anyone light up like that before. We know there are other men here seeking its existence.

For the Vipers, Kei said. Those who hurt your king and queen those many years ago.

They are both here, though, with you, that is not a lie? I feel it, right?

Yes, they are both here, I replied.

I’ve never questioned my leaders before. Poeat’s stress started to ebb over to us, and Itazi’s energy fluctuated.

Please, Poeat, don’t upset yourself, Itazi expressed to her. I will guide you. Okay?

She seemed to understand that, and her aura changed. I trust you.

Ivori’s going to help, too, I said to Poeat. Then to Kei. We need to get there as fast as possible, without tipping anyone else off to what’s going on.

Agreed. We’ll move carefully. And we will protect them. They know nothing.

“We can move a little faster,” she said to the captain.

“Good. I will arrange what I can for our safe arrival at the city to help,” Captain Black said. Then he moved off and out of the room without even giving us a second thought.

“That kinda says everything,” I stared at the doorway.

“He just left us…”

It did say everything.

Kei tapped for Taru. Stay calm, but full alert, I heard. We’re on the enemy ship.

How? What? I don’t… Where are you!?

We’re in the belly of the ship. We’re okay. The Icarian and those in here are good. But those in command are not. We need to get to the city, safely, and get off as soon as possible.

Okay, I’ll fill in the others. What are you thinking?

That we’re in the middle of a fucking storm on an enemy ship, and possibly about to show down with innocent soldiers.

Kei’s frustration built within him. I reached over and put a hand on his arm. When our eyes locked, he instantly calmed.

Will I always have that effect on him? I asked.

Always, Ivori replied. You belong to each other.

That kinda feels weird to hear.

It’s new for you, but you will understand the more you get to know him.

Oto? Taru asked.

He’s fine, calm as anything. I wonder if he ever gets nervous.

Itazi spoke up for him. He’s nervous, don’t worry. He just hasn’t had anyone around him to panic with before. Ivori has him under her calming effects. Together, we’ll get off this ship, don’t worry.

Stay with Oto. Do not ever leave his side, Taru said.

I won’t, Kei replied. Be prepared for anything. I will not have a repeat of Copter.

No, Taru said. You’re both way ahead of that.

Kei focused back on Poeat. “You’re in charge here; you’ll answer directly to me, understood? Not the captain. Not the general. You’re Icarian, and that means you’re mine.”

I almost choked.

Poeat got down on her knees before him and lowered herself to the floor. He let her stay like that for a moment. “Rise,” he then said softly. “We will protect you. But they are not taking us, nor that stone.”

“No, they’re not taking it,” I affirmed, following his lead. “If I have to part the ocean to stop us from drowning, you better believe I will.”

Poeat looked up at him and stood. “You could do that?”

“I don’t think we’ll need to,” Kei added. “But if he said he could, believe me, he could.”

“Then you can help, on deck, with the others,” she said. “They’ll be keeping the storm off our sails, so to speak.”

“It might be better that I watch from there,” I suggested. But…” I added, “Where you go, I go.”

“We’ll head to the captain’s cabin first, see the others. Then we’ll go outside,” Kei said, and we made to move.

Poeat panicked. “Please,” she begged. “If things go badly. Don’t hurt us, my lord.”

I stepped back to her. “We must protect ourselves, above all. We will survive. Do as Kei orders, and we will do our best to make sure everyone survives.”

If they move to hurt us? Kei asked Itazi.

Then you will kill them.

He said it so simply, even I did a doubletake of Kei’s face. We found our way back up to the others in the captain’s cabin. The general sat with them, and so did Captain Black.

“We’re going outside to help the other Water Affinities you have on deck,” I said.

“Oh,” Captain Black said. “Yes, you’re a Water Affinity, you’d be very happy there.”

“Everyone else should stay down here,” the general said and looked at Kei. “It’s not safe for you.”

“No,” Kei countered. “We are two sides of the same coin. Where Oto goes, I go. Everyone else can stay below.”

Taru frowned and so did Merlara, but the others, our guard, moved to make sure they weren’t going to follow us.

“Back on deck we go.” I grinned at him.

Kei was glad to follow me. He didn’t like being inside the Icarian, even if they had laid their support down for us. They still were unpredictable entities he didn’t fully trust.

The others all stayed. “Be safe,” the captain said. “Guide us well.”

I bowed low to him, then moved to the door, leaving fast.

“What was that?” Kei asked outside, the fresh air cleaning our minds.

“Politics I know nothing about,” I said. “Let’s see if we can get this ship moving faster.”

“You’re excited for this, right?”

“Of course. I’ve only ever let myself go once, on Isala. And well, it was something I think even you’d be shocked by.”

“Then I await your shock and of course, instruction. I’m here if you need me.”

“I will need you,” I said, and he indicated for me to step in and walk beside him. “You are my right hand.”

I saw him stumble slightly at that. “Thanks,” he said. “I sometimes forget how important we both are. Together.”

Someone spotted us as we moved onto the deck. Three people stood at the front of the ship. One looked our way and immediately moved to intercept, bowing down low. “You’re to help?” she asked.

I could barely see her face with her hood so tight. When Kei nodded, she quickly latched a rope around the both of us and walked us to the other two. “We could do with it, heading into some terrible waters.”

“We’ve got this,” I said to her. “Kei is backing me.”

I moved to the front of the group, and I never held back. I knew exactly what was needed. “Stand back, and watch, you might learn something.”

As the ship bucked in the waters, I took to its rhythm, and looking inside, opened my core in full.

Oto, Ivori said. You are truly blessed.

I’ve not done anything yet, I replied.

Palms together I let the energy gather inside me, and then I opened them, forcing my qi out before us, then widening my reach I spread myself around the ship.

Like a blanket, everything calmed.

The storm tried to push back, but I wasn’t having any of it, and funneled in more energy till it seemed the storm itself backed off, just a little. Then with another thought, I rotated my right arm behind me and beckoned Air forward.

The extra push made the ship zoom. I stood for quite some time, looking out into the depths of the ocean that howled and bounced around us. I glanced at Kei, his feet apart, his weight balanced. He was holding on okay, despite the fear oozing off him.

I wasn’t struggling at all, yet the oceans calmed even more before us, then I pushed us further forward, faster and faster.

“The city is ahead,” the woman said. “Almost there, Oto.”

I grinned. Not even a sweat was breaking out for me, yet Kei was sweating standing there, and I felt a little sorry for him. Just a little. We needed to practice together a lot more, if he was struggling.

Not so much struggling, but he is in a place he is not comfortable. Ivori said.

I understood that and recalled being inside the cave with Trayk.

The city came closer, and then even closer. It was all metal constructs. Boats lined the front, and when we finally got in close enough to work out what and where it was, it was all chaos. People, ships, animals… all rushing everywhere—utter, utter chaos.

“Why aren’t we heading over there?” Kei asked.

I turned to look his way. “We will,” I said, though suddenly I felt tired. The wave of exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me. “Give me a moment.”

“Captain Black is relaying orders to the Icarian,” Kei said, clearly seeing I was growing tired. “I can guide them. Rest.”

I was about to protest, but Kei put his hand on my shoulder. “This one’s mine. Stand down.”

“You do know who you’re talking to, right?” the woman to his side said.

Kei looked at her and she paled before him. “I know,” he said. “He is my disciple.”

She swallowed and took a step away herself. The others untied their ropes and also did the same. I let them break the bonds around us all, then they all backed away.

“They’re just scared,” I said. “Kinda hard not to be, when around us.”

Kei nodded and focused on the Icarian below decks relaying the new information to them personally across the bonds he could find through Itazi.

Rather sneaky, Itazi said.

Just using my assets, Kei replied.

The ship’s nose turned in the direction he was hoping for. There was enough space for us to dock alongside Chai’s ship, and we would be right there soon enough.

Her name’s Mixie, Itazi informed us.

“We can’t go in there,” I heard Captain Black bellow behind us. “You shouldn’t have asked the Icarian to go elsewhere without permission, either.”

Mixie then did something unexpected: she honked! Loudly.

Someone was clearly pissed, and not just our captain.

All I could see was even more chaos as we were tied off, people rushing around everywhere.

“Captain Black,” someone from the dock shouted.

Captain Black moved off, glaring at me. “You don’t move, either of you. We will be leaving again soon; it is not safe here.”

“Oh, right,” Kei sneered. “Like you can keep me here.” Kei moved, and I followed him. “We need to be down there; I need to see her.”

“The other side,” I said and pointed to a new gangway being attached to Captain Black’s ship. “We can get off there.”

When I moved off at a jog, Kei went with me. We managed to get to the other gangway, but two guards had now parked themselves in front of it. “You can’t leave,” one of them claimed.

“We’re leaving,” Kei declared. “And no, you won’t stop us.”

Kei might have felt a little tired himself, but flexing my aura around them made them both back off. This was something they were not used to; even on this planet, there weren’t many at our rank.

The guards moved out of the way, and we ran down the gangplank to the dock’s metal walkways, my feet slapping the metal. “That way,” Kei pointed.

I noted it, and grabbing his hand, I said, “No, follow me, we need to get around that crowd first.”

It was a big crowd that was gathering, panicking. When we got in closer, we could both see Chai and her cameraman. He was happily filming her running around, making sure people got on board their respective ships, and her own vessel.

Chai turned around and saw us, and the emotions across her face said everything. She was angry. With Kei. Why? She pulled down her jacket and then stormed over. “You shouldn’t be here,” she charged. Her voice was low, but her anger was massive.

I took a step aside, giving her room to get in closer to him.

“I am exactly where I should be,” he affirmed. “And you know it.”

Her finger reached out, and she prodded him in the chest, again saying, “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe. For fuck’s sake, it’s not safe.”

“You’re here,” Kei said, and he risked grabbing hold of her finger, stopping her prodding. “You think I’m going to be anywhere else?”

“I don’t belong to you,” she said.

Kei smiled, but on the inside, I felt his stomach churning. “Yet,” he added.

“You arrogant prick.” She shook her finger out of his grip and turned back to Taj shouting. “Gangway up! We are leaving.”

“Miss Noir, you can’t leave yet…” Someone called after her and was soon running in her direction. “Please, we need you to wait. Ther—”

“There’s no more time. You hear that?” She stopped, and even I listened…

Creaking under us… A lot of creaking. These were not normal sounds of a city or anything that was going to last.

“That doesn’t sound good,” I cautioned.

“No,” Kei replied. “You need to get back to the others.”

I reached for him. “We can’t separate, you know that.”

“We’re going to have to at some point.” He smiled at me. “You need to make sure my Taharri is safe, and our friends. I need to make sure she’s safe.”

“Fuck,” I said. “I will not leave your side, be it on land, water, or air. You got that.”

“Right by my side,” he confirmed. “That I can deal with. We don’t need to be in the exact same spot, just close enough.”

“Go then,” I pushed him away.

When he turned to follow Chai onto Mixie, she had already whirled onto the gangplank and was halfway up, running.

I was running in the opposite direction. Back up and onto Poeat.

Hurry, Ivori said.

I’m going as fast as I can!

I stood at the front of the ship, pulling my qi in, and gathering it from everywhere.

Oto? Kei asked.

I’m back with the others. But I am going to have to hold the front of this ship. When we’re back into the seas, you need to be on deck with Chai.

I understand, I don’t much like being inside.

The city is going to fall, I said. When that does go under, you need to be out. Hurry.

The storm was trying its best to beach the ships and I was throwing all my energy into stopping it, allowing calm around us. It was not easy.
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Hold on, Ivori said.

I am doing, this, this is beyond anything I’ve ever done in scope before.

May I? Kei asked me.

Of course, I replied.

Kei reached over with his qi and secured his connection to me by tapping into my pathways. This was new, and now there was free-flowing energy passing between us.

You’re doing things without even being prompted, Itazi said to him. Again.

It feels right. If we both need it, it’s there.

Just be careful. Oto might have the control, but if he draws from you in full, it will hit hard, and he might not know when to stop.

Keep an eye on me as well, Kei said.

We all will, the voices of Ivori and his Taharri answered.

I was holding everything off, and niggling at the back of my mind was pain.

That is Kei’s pain, Ivori said.

I don’t like that, and I reached over and pushed healing, calming, Earth energy to him. The pain eased.

Captain Black is trying to get this ship to pull away from you, I said.

The waters around us were also getting choppier, the winds picking up once more. We need to get these people onboard somewhere else that’s safe.

Alek’s voice came through. “A bit of a problem going on here; Captain Black and his father are barricaded in with the Icarian. We’re trying to get them out now.”

“Delago?” I asked.

“We’ll have it under control in a few moments.”

“Stay safe,” I said.

Connecting their bridge to Captain Black’s was harder than Kei thought.

I’m with you, Poeat said. You can speak with the bridge.

Be ready, Itazi’s voice drifted to me. This is it. They will come for us now. Repeat after me.

Repeat? Kei asked.

Word for word. Everything I say.

Okay, Kei said, and I felt his nerves.

“Níl luibh ná leigheas in aghaidh an bháis.”

Ivori said, It translates to: there is no remedy or cure against death.

Kei repeated the next.

“Tiocfaidh bás do chách.”

Death will come for all, Ivori translated again.

“Tá rogha agat, beo nó bás. Déan é.”

“Ní bheidh lámh dheas do bhanríon trócaireach.”

You have a choice, live or die. Make it. The right hand of your queen will not be merciful.

It didn’t take long; the ocean waters around us erupted in missile fire. Mostly at each other. That still shocked me. They’re under some brainwashing, Kei said to us.

Then they cannot be saved, Itazi returned, his sadness evident.

None of them? I asked.

Ivori’s sadness washed over me, too. No. They are lost. Destroy them.

Her words were the blunt truth.

Chai and Mixie chose the course, and Poeat followed, lining up beside them. We were not running, but we watched the ships in front of us turn on each other. This was devastating.

By the time we would get there, there wouldn’t be very many left. It was obvious who was with who, though. It bore down to three on two.

“Moving into defense positions,” Chai announced.

If they open fire on me, Mixie cautioned, I don’t have the strength.

I said don’t worry. Please. Don’t, Kei replied.

Those ships, they were turning on us. The other two were battered and probably not far off sinking themselves. The winds around us beat down, and heavy rain started. I pushed back as much as possible.

The two ships were now in missile range. Poeat was screaming at me.

“We’re inside, we have the captain and his father,” Delago reported, just as—

They are firing, Itazi said.

I felt Kei reach inside himself too, finding no more qi, and I felt him tap into mine. I let him take everything he needed to also keep the rain and winds off them.

Mixie’s defense wasn’t good enough; she really didn’t have anything left in her after all she’d been fighting the last few months.

The missiles were heading straight for them.

Faster.

Kei was struggling to put thoughts to what he could do, what we should do.

The things he wanted to do, needed to do, would show his strength.

Not just his strength. Our strength.

Closer.

I don’t think so, he said.

That’s when I felt something pull him away, something tugged on the other side of his mind.

Something was trying to tap into his energy. “Oh, oh… sneaky,” he said aloud.

“What is it?” Chai asked him.

Focusing to see him through Itazi’s eyes, I saw not something, someone manifesting on the deck of the ship.

“Who is that?” I asked the same time as Chai did.

“Good question,” a voice said. “Who are you? And what makes you think you’re strong enough to save or protect this planet, these people?”

The missiles were getting even closer. He couldn’t concentrate on both. He turned to the figure still forming. Putting his trust in me instead. I still fed him all the energy he was needing, and I took over his job.

He needs you, I said to his Taharri. This I have got. Keep him focused.

“Because I am, and I need you above all with me,” Kei answered the woman now solidifying before him.

“Then prepare to show me your worth.” Her long, graying dark hair spread out behind her in a plait. She deftly pulled a sword out from nowhere and then another. Then she bowed to him, and he reciprocated.

She really wants to fight me? Here? In the middle of a war?

Yes, she does, Itazi replied.

Kei pulled on the rope tying him to the deck and let himself free. His thoughts only of his Kreeshon. When it appeared before him, he let his energy flow and separated it.

Oto, can you focus more on that out there? Ivori appeared beside me and I had to turn away from the fight on the other ship. Those missiles… Fuck.

“Incoming hit,” Mixie shouted.

I wasn’t going to be anywhere fast enough to stop this, Kei though… He sidestepped the attack heading his way, spun around, and dropped to the deck, placing a hand to the cold, wet metal surface. “You can stop that missile,” he said to Mixie. “Use me.”

Use you?

His draw will come for you, Ivori warned. Be prepared.

I took a stance, feet wide apart, and concentrated while watching both Kei and the incoming attack.

Kei spun his sword sharply, just about managing to avoid the incoming swipe to his head.

That was close.

The missile was almost upon us.

The storm ramped up, too. The deck bounced below, threatening to tip all of us into the raging waters.

“Not a chance,” Kei said, lowering to his knees to make sure that when he hit the deck again, he was steady enough to not fall over.

So close, that missile was so close.

Mixie. Now! Kei screamed.

Mixie’s drain on his qi fucking hurt; she wasn’t competent enough to use him without hurting him. He couldn’t struggle here… He needed to keep fighting, he pushed back up and so did I.

My qi was ripped from me in another split second as his drained to nothing again. Then came the pain.

My own knees buckled, and I let out a scream of agony as the missile hit Mixie’s water shield instead of her, exploding off the bow.

Taru was about to rush to my side, but I held up a hand. If she touched me, if anyone touched me, they might feel as he did. No one could stand that. No one but Kei.

I had no idea how he was doing it.

Water exploded less than a few hundred feet off the deck, and the woosh of hot air blasted over my face. The whole ship shuddered beneath me.

They’re firing again! Mixie said.

Hold it together, please! Kei called.

I had to calm this storm down as well as supply my right hand what he needed.

Ivori, I said. I need you.

Ivori appeared by my side and kneeled with me. I’m right here, she said. You can do this.

I didn’t feel like I could do this. How?

Like your core can live in harmony, split your mind. Focus with Earth and Light, feed those to Kei.

I did as she said, feeling Earth and Light flowing down one side of my body. There, I let it rip across the distance between us, and for a moment, I felt Kei’s relief.

That’s it, she said. Now, Water and Air. Push that storm away.

This was harder to manage, both of the elements fought back, but if I didn’t do this…

Kei’s enemy was finally struggling against him, she got in another set of parries. But he evaded her and countered even faster. Seeing Kei wasn’t letting up spurred me on even more. This wasn’t a game, and they weren’t playing. He needed to take her out, and fast.

His next strike hit her left arm, and she dropped her sword.

I had both Water and Air flowing down my right side, and with one final push I shoved the storm away from both ships, the waters round us settling in seconds.

Kei’s next strike stopped at his enemy’s throat.

“Enough!” he bellowed.

“You couldn’t have, even if you wanted to,” she said. “You are weak. You are a mess. You do not deserve the stone.”

Then she vanished, leaving Kei and me panting on our respective decks.

The storm around us took another turn, and although there was no draw from Kei anymore, the deck of the ship creaked with such intensity below me I thought it was going to snap.

“What is it?” Kei shouted back.

“We can’t take much more of this,” Poeat said. “We’re losing.”

My ship was suffering, and I didn’t know if I could save it.

Oto? Kei’s panic came through.

I couldn’t answer. I concentrated on keeping the storm away as it battered us from underneath.

Poeat was screaming, as were the other Icarian with her. They were losing the grip on each other. Meaning our ship would fall apart. Kei’s ship was no better. Mixie was also holding on with everything she had.

We’re okay, Taru said. We have Captain Black and his father in our custody; they won’t be setting any more missiles off at you or the others.

They fired at us?

Help Oto, Taru said. He needs you now.

I felt him trying to get through to me, to reach my mind. I just couldn’t.

You are connected in more ways than one, Ivori said. Don’t be worried to let him in, to see this.

I don’t want to feel weak before him.

You are far from weak, Itazi said.

Trust him, fully, Ivori added.

I let my concentration turn inwards, holding the storm. Concentrating on the both of us, and I connected to his mind with mine.

His focus shifted to me in an instant. “You see inside the ship,” I said. “The Icarian, you help them.”

“What?” Kei asked.

“They need you, and Itazi,” I said. “They’re going to have to hold your ship together, when that’s the last thing they’re feeling.”

Mixie really was falling apart. “Okay, I can do that.”

Kei hadn’t realized till he looked inside what was making the very ship he stood on. Now he could feel the other Icarian that were there. Six souls created this ship together, of course. Bonded to each other—and to Chai. That was new, all six?

This was interesting, it was almost like he’d stepped out of his body into a different realm—their realm.

“You almost have,” Itazi said by his side.

Kei’s spirit moved inside of the ship, though he didn’t want to be there. He didn’t want to be physically on the deck so much either.

The storm tried once more to take us down, it knew I was struggling. The waves bounced us everywhere, up and down, up and down. I felt every single part of it as it started to batter us from every angle. Stronger, so much stronger.

“I can’t take any more,” Mixie said. Even I felt her trembling—opening my eyes just a little to find his whole ship was shaking.

This storm will not break me! I screamed into the ether.

It was trying, though, and my core was starting to crack—tiny hairline fractures. I could feel them.

No, I said, focusing Earth into my soul.

This was agony.

I had to push myself over there to him. They needed to hear me, see me. Standing in this storm was something else, but I pushed myself up, and I stood straight, keeping my stance solid. I had both hands outstretched. The others around him on my deck, hands following mine. Like a beacon, we stood there, struggling.

I could feel Kei’s torn feelings. He wanted to help me—but he needed to help them all more.

Like me, he just couldn’t be in two places at once. Even if it felt like we were.

Itazi, this is you, I heard him say. You and Ivori. You have to be there for them.

We’re not allowed to interfere.

Don’t give me that, Kei said. You interfere all the time; you just don’t make it a conscious decision. This is for you. You have to help them. You need to be there for them. I need to be there for Oto.

My trepidation spread through him as he was forcing Itazi’s hand.

You’re their king. He said to his bonded. They need to see you.

Okay, he replied. I will do this.

Go with him, I said to Ivori. We truly won’t survive this without you guiding them.

Ivori left my side, and I felt Kei as he focused back on me, making his ghost-like way to stand by my side. When he glanced at me, I knew he saw my pain, such terrible internal pain.

How are you here? I asked him.

I’m not, he said. I’m just projecting across to you. Like you have been doing to me.

I can’t do this, I said. It hurts so much.

My core… fuck. I was losing. Struggling even more, and my knees were going to collapse again. I tried to steady myself.

Oh well, at least that’s something I can do.

W—wh-at? I stuttered. I was shivering, too, my whole body shaking with pain, emotion, and failure.

I couldn’t fail. I couldn’t fail him or them.

Kei reached for me and took my hand across the distance in his. He interlocked his fingers with mine, and I felt him as if he were truly standing with me. Let me take that pain for you.

I saw his skill kick in.

Pain Resistance.

Skill wasn’t really the word for it. Pain Resistance was just something else he had, and it was maxed out.

Kei’s brows furrowed.

Let him take it, Ivori whispered. Oto please, trust him.

It was the hardest thing I had done, managing the elements was something else, but allowing someone to really see everything I was, no matter what…

I looked at him, saw nothing but genuine concern, admiration maybe, too. But his soul was pure, so pure.

I’m sorry, I said, and I let him tap directly to my core emotions as well as my core for qi.

“What. The. Fuck,” he stammered out.

It is doing the best it can to protect itself, a voice said on the inside. Was that… it was… the voice from Isala. Her voice. She was some kind of god, some kind of all-protecting being. It doesn’t want the stone to leave; it knows the people of the planet here need it just as much as you do.

What do you mean? Kei asked her.

The stone isn’t creating the storms. The only thing that protects this planet from the dangers of the storms is the stone.

Fuck.

Then I can’t take it, Kei said.

You need me, she said. But you need to get there and show that you are much more than just a thief. Only then can you bind us all, and I can protect all of them.

Thief? I don’t think I’d ever been called that before. Kei’s pain level was rising, and his grip on me tightened.

Please hold on, I said. I can’t do this without you, Kei.

Kei squeezed my hand again, and I could actually feel it, him. He was standing right with me. I’m not letting go, don’t worry.

He might not be, but I was letting go, and so was Poeat. The ship underneath us rocked, and then bucked.

Connected. We’re in such pain because we’re all connected, I told him. I could hear the strain as seams popped and broke apart under me. Poeat would break apart if we couldn’t do this, together.

How much longer? he asked, begging.

No one answered.

How much longer?! he screamed in my mind.

I knew this would come, I turned to him. I needed to pull back to focus better, there was only one way. Just follow me, I said. You’re way above your level or control, but you can do this.

Follow you?

I started right from the basics. First Thought, then into First Breath. I really needed him to follow me through our rank steps.

It will keep you cycling and calm even if you are in the worst position here on deck and not thinking clearly, Itazi revealed for us.

Okay. With a little reluctance, Kei dropped in line with me. Gently, with his own ship bucking and dropping beneath him, he concentrated on his form, his breathing, and his cycling of qi.

Mere seconds passed that seemed like forever.

We fought on.

And that last volley of missiles launched at us.

Pain Level – 8

It really was making a difference, him taking my pain; the ocean around us didn’t seem as deadly, as painful. It calmed. It smoothed out before us. Kei’s mind, his soul spoke to mine.

The cracks inside my core stabilized, and we moved as one together. The water in front of us turned into a solid shield. With everything I had, I pushed and condensed it.

“Is he really doing that?” an older woman to Kei’s side asked.

Kei was taken aback. But we couldn’t look at her. His awe crossed our connection. The water shield was growing stronger, and stronger. The ocean ahead became something else. It really was smoothing out; the winds around us slowed. The battering waters became less and less intent to kill us. Even the sun came out, and I drew strength from that as well, pulling in Light and Fire.

Keep going, I said. We’re nowhere near out of the woods yet.

Kei openly laughed and missed a step, almost falling.

“Steady!” Someone by his side caught him and he looked into her eyes. Chai.

How are you doing this? he asked into my mind.

I feel how scared the stone’s guardian is, I replied quite simply. I’m showing her everything that I am, and so are you. The more you open up to it, the more I’ll be able to let her see or feel. We are not here to abandon the planet or those around her. We do wish to protect. To bring peace.

We followed each other up through second and third, with such ease, into fourth. Should we... should he? He’d never completed these steps yet. But here, now, with me, it was as if we were meant for this dance together. To be here in pure harmony with everything around us.

Yes, Itazi said. Reach deep inside yourself and you will see everything you need when you need it.

“You’re almost there,” Taru spoke to us. Kei turned to her, about to lambast her back inside. “You really think we’d let you and Oto go through this without us?”

Merlara was with her, and his emotions overwhelmed him, if not for the fact that he was holding on for dear life. Not just to me, but to the pain threshold within him that he might be truly about to break.

Pain Level – 9

I saw Taru take hold of Merlara’s hand, and Kei grasped onto their energies, their love with his other ethereal hand, tugging them to him. “You shouldn’t be out here,” he said. “It’s really not safe.”

“It’s not safe if you don’t complete your mission; we need to get to the center of that storm,” Merlara said.

“Center of the storm?”

Pain Level – 10
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It was much easier with Kei and I tethered together, but we were not out of the woods yet.

“The captain said...” Merlara fought her own hair as it whipped around her face. The water spray off the ocean as we bounced had them soaked in seconds. “It has a center spot where there will be calmer waters. Once we’re in there, we’ll be okay.”

“He’s helping you?” I asked, fighting on. Holding on as best I could. As only I could.

We. Had. To. Do. This.

I. Had. To. Do. This.

“He was persuaded.” Merlara grinned.

“Center of the storm, Oto!” Kei shouted at me.

“You got it,” I replied.

With Merlara and Taru focusing on us both, Kei’s pain dipped somewhat. The burning, the darkness that threatened to swallow him, eased but didn’t go altogether.

Kei squeezed Taru to him. “We’re going to be exhausted,” he said. “When we get there, we’re not going to be able to stop. We have to keep going, we have to bind this planet with the others, for safety.”

“You think you’re strong enough for that?”

“No,” he said, and he fell back in step with me. “But we have to be. We have to convince that spirit in the stone that we’re good, that we bring good. That Tikinia will be safe without her.”

“Her?” Taru asked.

“I feel her, yes,” Merlara said. “She’s beautiful. Just like Suijan was.”

“Wait,” Kei said. “They were Icarian, weren’t they?”

“What?” I asked.

“They were Icarian; it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Then let’s hope that she will listen. We’re going to break through any minute,” I cautioned.

I looked ahead as his ship dove down. The large waves we’d barreled over were gone.

The deck went out from under me. But then we floated; all of us did. My concentration was split then, between saving those on his deck and saving the whole ship. Kei fed me everything he could as fast as he could cycle it. And then I felt his life qi move, also giving me what I needed.

My mind was screaming, no, not to take it, but I had to.

The missiles were almost upon us.

Steady yourself, Ivori said. This will not be easy.

“No,” Chai said. “Let me.”

I watched as Chai did something surreal. She ran to the boat’s edge, launched herself off the side, turned in the air, and dived into the water herself. Around her, it was as if the very water boiled. I could see her standing on the bottom of the ocean. Several hundred feet below us.

Chai spun around and around, pulling energy to her from underneath her, from the planet itself. I saw the earth crack, splitting, and pure heat erupted from within.

They really were opposites. When she pulled the planet’s core up, she handled it with exemplary control. The boiling water shot back out in an explosion that shielded us from those incoming missiles, sending them rocketing backwards towards the other ships, exploding way before they hit, but at least they didn’t hit us. With another blast of energy and the ocean filling in around her, Chai landed back on the deck of his ship below.

“Keep them together,” she said. “Only you can.”

Poeat was still splitting apart, the action of Chai and us hitting the ocean lasting just split seconds.

Pain exploded through Kei and then into me, and both Taru and Merlara screamed, but didn’t let their energy supply falter.

Pain Level – ??!!!

“Hold on!” I screamed.

“Poeat,” Kei said. “You will hear me. You will not let go.”

“We’re in pieces. The ship’s gone.”

“No,” I said. “Reform.”

“We can’t. We don’t have the energy!”

“Yes, yes, you do. It’s all around you. The water you’re in is filled to bursting with pure qi. Use it.”

“But that’s your energy,” someone cried.

“I know,” Kei said. “Please use me.”

Where the ship had begun to sink, even with me holding onto every part, the edges drew back in, closer, closer. The deck reconnected. Reformed under us.

They couldn’t use me directly, but they could use him, and the system allowed it. Together we were whole.

“That’s it,” Kei said. “Believe in yourself, us.”

Once again, the pain started to ease, and I lowered us to the deck, still forming under our feet. The others collapsed to it, but Kei held himself, me, and his Taharri up. Looking out into the ocean ahead another ship appeared.

“You must leave us!” a voice boomed. “You are not welcome.”

“Who was that?” Kei asked.

“I don’t know,” Taru said. “That really hurt.”

I lowered my hands, and Kei’s with them. “We’re not leaving,” I called back. “We’re here to talk, and we will come and find you.”

There was no other reply.

The three Water Affinities I was with needed medical attention. Despite the qi that was circulating, their bodies had gone through tremendous strain.

Taru moved away from Kei to the side of one as other sailors rushed over.

“We’ll get them inside, quick,” Taru said.

Kei stood with me while they were whisked away. Captain Black came onto the deck. He was pale, but next to his father he simply asked, “What have you done?”

The deck creaked. The sound of the ocean and its splitting in half was deafening.

I flinched, and blood oozed from my ears as I collapsed, I hit the deck with a thud.

People were screaming all around me, Taru was there, then Ezra. “Oh gods… No.”

Chai was at Kei’s side. “Hang in there,” she whispered. Then I heard her shout. “Get him to medical now!”

“No.” Kei tried to push himself up. “No, let me stay here.”

“You need help,” she pleaded.

“No.” He held his hand up. “Please, I need only rest, let me. I can feel my connection to my Taharri from here. I need to be closer to them, that’s all.”

“You’re freezing,” Chai said, getting in even closer to him, rubbing her hands up his arms. “No wetsuit? Or anything?”

“I didn’t think.” He shivered again, and she moved in even closer to him, her body covering his in warmth and comfort.

As much as I shouldn’t be feeling or seeing this, I was, our connection still so very strong. Kei wasn’t letting go of me either, he wanted me to feel this. To understand this connection.

Chai leaned forward, putting her forehead to his. “Breathe,” she said. “They’re not here, but I am.”

As Kei synced his breathing with hers, the cold, wet feeling from his clothes vanished. Replaced with warm and wet instead.

“That’s good,” he said and laced his fingers with hers, making sure his qi reached for everything she was willing to give, and she was freely giving it to him, all of it, all of her. It was filling him and then drifting across to me. Wholesome and unique.

“I’ve got you,” Ezra whispered in my ear, but I was consumed with everything that was Kei still.

“Chai?” he asked, his voice shaking. “You’re forming connections with me. Are you sure you want this?”

She pulled back slightly. “I was never very good at knowing what I wanted.”

“Your body’s telling me it wants me,” he whispered. “I need your mind to tell me as well. I sent you an invite to join me. I’ll take this as far as you want, but only if that’s what you want.”

“Can we just stay like this for a bit?”

Kei put his forehead back to hers, allowed her qi inside him, letting her feel as much of him as he did her. “Yes,” he said. “Of course, yes.”

I felt all of it, and it was so pure, so wonderful. I choked.

There was a blanket wrapped around me, and someone shielded us from the spray off the ocean, too. Then I was being lifted into the air. Darkness threatened me.

“Mixie wants to thank you, too,” Chai whispered. “Both she and Poeat are a little weak, but they’re all hanging in. No major injuries reported.”

“The other ships?” Kei asked her.

“They’re reporting in as under your command.” She smiled.

“Both sides?”

“Yes.” Her eyebrows furrowing. “They’re worried you would keep to your promise.”

“What do you think?”

“They need to worry.” And she shivered this time.

“Please don’t be scared, at least not of me.”

“I can’t help it; you threatened everything I love by being here.”

Don’t leave her now, I begged him. He never heard me.

Kei almost stood, but then hesitated. “If we stand now, are you going to block me?” he asked.

He wouldn’t let go of her hand. He didn’t want to lose her, and I didn’t want him to lose her either.

Chai shook her head gently, yet couldn’t look at him.

With his other hand, he ran a finger up her arm. His qi flickered with it. Chai shivered for a whole other reason this time. Kei leaned into her. I thought for a moment that I could smell the ocean and the salt on her skin. He pushed her hair behind her ear, and this tremble spread through her with love. Then kissed her cheek, soft and gentle.

“Thank you.” He held onto her, and pushed himself up, bringing her with him. “I relish your warmth, and I will treasure this moment for a lifetime.”

“New connections?”

“Yes.” He squeezed her hand.

“We should get you inside,” Taj said.

The camera was still pointing at Chai. “Does he film you all the time?”

“Yes.” She laughed.

“Damn fine moment there, too,” added Taj. “The viewers are going wild speculating.”

“Speculating?”

Heat flushed up Chai’s neck and into her cheeks. She was cute. “They’re betting on if I’ll let you in, or not.”

“Let me in?” Kei eyed the camera, though.

“Chai said she’d never take a lover for many years. Bad breakup.”

“Oh,” Kei said. Ouch, that hurt, and no wonder she was so dubious. “I’m sorry, someone hurt you.”

“His loss.” She pulled away from Taj.

Kei yanked her back, and she squealed. This time he met her lips with his and all I could feel was elation as she melted into his arms. This was something unique, seeing their qi reach for each other, hoping, wanting, needing. Chai’s passion took over, and I coughed. I didn’t want to feel all of this, well not really.

“Shh,” Ezra whispered. “Rest.”

Right now, I wasn’t sure rest was what I wanted. My thoughts were wild.

“Damn,” Taj said, and it broke that feeling.

When Chai pushed back for air. Kei glanced at him, camera still on us. “There’s no question,” he said and kissed her again. “I’m in.”

Chai pushed him back. “Maybe,” she teased, as she turned on her heels and went back into the decks of the ship, leaving him feeling cold on the outside, but on the inside, there were no doubts: he was on fire. Fire for her.

With that sudden passion, and emotion gone, sleep threatened me again.

Don’t lose yourself yet, Ivori said. I need to show you something.

I fought to stay awake as I was stripped off and wrapped in soft covers. Ezra and Alek?

“Right here, brother,” Alek said. “We’re all right here. Hold on.”

“I—” I was trying to form words, but I didn’t have any. So tired. So exhausted. “I need to sleep.”

You can’t sleep yet, Ivori said.

Why? I asked. My words blurred together in my mind.

“Oto,” Ezra said, her fingers tracing down my face. “I love you.”

I couldn’t return her words. Blackness was all around me.

Kei? I heard Ivori ask. Would you return as quickly as you can? Oto needs you.

I got the view of Kei, and he looked over to our ship. I’m on my way. We’ll pull up alongside you and I’ll rope across if I have to.

Taru paced the room, was she worried for me?

Of course she is,

I think she hates me, I said.

The next thing I saw was Kei in a bucket coming across to us.

Ezra and Alek were talking around me.

“I’ll go fetch him safely,” Taru said.

I could at least see Ezra now, her face flushed; she was really worried. “Hey,” she said. “That’s it come back to us.”

“Tired,” I said.

“We can let you rest.”

“I need Kei,” I said and saw pain flash across her eyes. “I love you. But I need him right now, please understand.”

Ezra nodded, and Alek took her hand in his. “We do. We felt everything between his Taharri and you, as well as our family connection to you. We felt it.”

“All of it?”

Ezra had tears in her eyes. “Just how much they mean to him and how much you do mean to each other.” Her smile was suddenly bright. “I know you love me, and I do understand.”

Ezra leaned into me and kissed my forehead, then my lips. I wrapped myself up in her, and within her Light and Alek’s Dark, my focus started to return. “Better,” she mused.

My stomach growled. “Kinda.”

“We’ll go get you some food and fluids,” Alek said.

Ezra kissed me once more and left. I let my head sink back into the pillow. My eyes drifting just slightly.

A moment later, Taru came in with Kei. She handed him a towel, and to my surprise, he didn’t hesitate to strip off while she turned and left. I looked away as he started rubbing his skin dry.

“Sorry,” Kei said. “I’m used to sharing.”

“Just a slight cultural and different upbringing,” I said. “I wasn’t military-trained either. No bunks or joint showers.”

I turned back as he tugged a pair of slacks up his legs which were red from the cold. Then he slipped a t-shirt over his head. He sat on the end of the bed and stared at me. “You need to rest,” he said.

“So do you.” I frowned, patting the sheets. “Come on up. The others will bring us both refreshments.”

Kei moved up the bed and leaned back on the pillows next to me. “Talk,” Kei said. “What’s going on?”

“We’re not far from the stone,” I explained. “But to get to it, we’re going to have to dive.”

“Like, under the ocean?”

I tapped the side of his head, and a file pinged across. Kei opened it before me and studied it. It showed our location, the miles of ocean below us, and then a cave system.

“Oh, no,” he said. “You’re kidding me.”

“No. The storm is retreating, the waters are drawing in. But she is choosing to hide, and I think for a long, long time.”

“She’d collapse the tunnels, everything?”

“Already doing it. The ripple effect from doing that is what’s causing more and more storms.”

Kei pointed to areas of the cave. “There’s air down there... why?”

“There are people down there,” I replied.

Tapping the screen, he zoomed in for the both of us. “Fuck me, how? Why?”

“I believe they’re a mix of both human and mer; they’re hybrids. They need access to both water and air to live.”

“She’d risk killing them to stop us taking the stone from here?”

“They’re her children,” I said. “She doesn’t want to leave them, but she would sooner be their demise knowingly than let someone else hurt or kill them.”

“Why, on all the planets and gods in our system, would anyone think like that?”

“I don’t know.” I sighed.

Taru knocked and brought in plates of food with Ezra. “You look so cute together,” Ezra said.

Heat flooded up my neck. “I—”

“Don’t worry, they’re both teasing,” Kei said. “But they can both leave. I’m in here tonight.”

“What?” Taru’s face paled.

“Oto and I need time together. On a different level. Scram.” Kei shooed the both of them out with a wave of his hand and a slight push of air.

I laughed. “I like you, Kei,” I admitted. “Let’s do this.”

“It might take all night.” He picked up a plate of the food, sweet-smelling fresh fish and rice.

While we talked, we both tucked into boats of salads and fruits. “We’ll sleep when we need to, and keep going, right?”

“Agreed,” he mumbled while eating.
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Icould have said the next few hours went fast, but they really didn’t. Kei and I stared at the now-detailed cave system. So far down below us, it wasn’t just scary—it was terrifying.

“You will need your Taharri,” I said. “I can keep myself alive down there, easily. But you?”

“I can control the water, but nowhere near your levels. I need to breathe,” he replied. “I know.”

“We get overhead as fast as we can, drop in here, and here. Then start to make our way across to her central location.” I tapped the screen again. “Which is here.”

“If she wants to bring the whole ocean down on me, she will.”

“Not with us there.” I smiled. “She might be able to do her best, and she will occupy everything I am trying to get there. But she can’t do both, hold us at bay and fight you.”

We couldn’t give up, not now.

Kei stared at the map. “You really think you can occupy that side of her enough so that I can do what I need?”

I lowered my eyes. “Ivori’s sad,” I said.

“What for?”

“They were her closest friends, but they lost their way.”

“Two of them have,” Kei said.

I nodded. “Very much so, perhaps just because they believed all the rumors over the years, that she really had abandoned them, that she would never come back, or have the strength to.”

“But she does,” he said. “She has you.”

“There was great pain and desperation, greater pain than I think you could ever take,” I said.

Kei laughed at me. “I am not sure there’s any pain I could not take.”

“I know one,” I admitted and then frowned. “You need your Taharri. They are your weakness.”

Kei paused and had to think about that one. “I love them,” he said. “I wouldn’t be as strong as I am without them. But... you’re right, they are.”

“Merlara and Chai,” I said. “Taru has to stay as an overwatch.”

“Agreed.”

I let out a breath and swiped the screen away. “Then we have a plan. We will form the Icarian into the fastest boat we can tomorrow.”

“I don’t know how that will work; all of us here are badly damaged.”

“Chai’s going to be the best bet here, but she might need a little help.”

“Itazi and Ivori?”

“There’s no not interfering now,” Itazi said, and he appeared at the foot of the bed. “I do have one thing I must ask of Oto.”

I tried my best to sit up. “You also can’t go alone,” Itazi said. “You are not strong enough, and you need to be much, much more than you are to complete the next tasks given to you.”

“I know.” I swallowed, pausing. Could I even think that… say it? I could. “I’ve been thinking about how Kei is connected with his Taharri, and I know what I must ask.”

“Wait, what? You—”

I put my hand on his and squeezed. “You and your girls have something really special. I don’t fully understand it, or how it works within the system. But it enhances you in ways only they can, right?”

“Yes,” he said.

I could see his breathing quicken. “I need to ask what it’s like with you and Lena.”

Kei choked and had to stop himself from sucking in more than just air.

I never let go of his hand, and though we were both weak, I felt his healing and mine connecting, making us stronger. I knew I was right… Right to ask this… “Because you’re not Emahtar, or Taharri bonded. What you have is very different, and that’s something I need to replicate off of you.”

“We are special,” Kei said. “Very much so, but I’m not sure how to replicate it.”

“I am,” Itazi said. “It’s only because you’ve shown us it’s possible that I know there’s a way to link Oto to those of his choosing.”

Ivori never said a word, oddly silent through this.

Kei processed his bonded’s words. “You want him to link like a Taharri, with his full Affinity—fuck, that’s insane.”

“I blame you,” I said. “You showed me so many things that are impossible already.”

“So I’m a guinea pig?” he asked.

His hand was hot, but he didn’t move it away either. That was a good thing.

“Yes,” I said. “You are the strongest, and Ivori’s right hand’s chosen. I would do this with no one else first.”

Kei thought about it, and then he tried to do some math, which he wasn’t the best at. He looked at Itazi. “We have at least three of his five here...”

“I already have my six,” I said. “I didn’t know what I was doing at that time, nor did Ivori, probably like you and Lena didn’t. But you’re correct, I need five others.”

“Who?” he asked.

I never missed a beat. “I’d put my life in their hands, without hesitation. My First, Kei Tullius.”

When I said his name there was an edge to it; these were command words, power words that would lock my intentions to him. He panicked a little more, but he never looked away.

“Second, Shuko Sawa.” I paused slightly then. “My Third, Luca Gianetta. Fourth, Miklao Akamine.” Kei was nodding with me now. “And my Fifth and Sixth—Alek and Ezra Takeshi.”

He didn’t speak. But I saw the notifications flash up.

Chosen First Kei Tullius – System Agreed

Taharri – Accepted

Oto Aetos has shown his intentions and is calling you to his side for life, to bond in a circle that has never been seen or done before.

System glitch... First bumped...

Ezra Takeshi is First.

Will you accept Second?

Y/N

Come on Kei, please say something. It was as if he couldn’t. My mind flooded with rejection. He wouldn’t do this, I’d made a mistake.

You have not made a mistake, Ivori said.

So you are here?

I was letting you make this decision alone. You had to feel this.

What’s he doing?

He’s frozen time, so that he may think things through. As much as you want this from him, he has to—

—I want him to want this as much as I do, I said. I need him to want it, I don’t think we can connect at that level otherwise.

No, she said. You would not.

Has anyone done this before?

No, this is a first for us.

Then in the blink of an eye, Kei squeezed my hand hitting the Y.

Chosen Second—Position Accepted

Will you accept Shuko Sawa, Luca Gianetta, Miklao Akamine, and Alec and Ezra Takeshi?

I felt him clicking through each name and accepting them too.

Chosen Third—Position Accepted

Chosen Fourth—Position Accepted

Chosen Fifth—Position Accepted

Chosen Sixth—Position Accepted

I instantly relaxed some. “Fuck, Kei.”

“What?”

“I didn’t think you were going to say yes; could you have paused for any longer?”

“Do you see where I am?” he asked, waving his other hand around, then winked. “In the bed chambers and bed of one of the most powerful men in the universe. I don’t know what this means, what it’s going to take; I only know one thing. I’m already in.”

I laughed. “You know I just saw you say that live.”

“Cheesy, I know.” He laughed. “Couldn’t help it.”

Emotion welled up in me, though. I smiled. “No one said no.”

“Do you doubt yourself that much?”

“Doubt is a tricky word,” I said. “I’m not asking for anything in the realms of normal here.”

“No, you’re not,” he said. “Do you know how we might even do this?”

“What do you say to your intended?”

Neither of us had seen Itazi vanish, but he had. Kei let go of my hand. Worried maybe that something bad could happen as he spoke. “It’s a complicated very sexual give and take,” he said. “Usually the invites go out, and are accepted, then it’s just the matter of sealing the bond.”

“Sexually?”

“Yes, my intended offers herself in full to me and my already-chosen Taharri members. Then I seal it.”

I thought about this for a moment, slipped out of bed, and sat on it before him. “With your Emahtar, you did something similar?”

“Without the sex, yes.”

“What did that feel like?”

“It was a lot harder,” he said. “The struggle to bind was there, but the others in my Taharri were with me to help, to secure her to all of us.”

There was a knock at the door. “Oto?” It was Alek.

“Stay there,” I replied, glancing at the door, then returned back to Kei. “I don’t think this is going to be anywhere near as easy.”

Kei shook his head. “No.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe not the best place to be is in here either.”

“Open water?”

Kei shivered, but he nodded. “Now?”

“Now,” I replied.

Of course, moving out of this room right now caused such a stink.

Alek and Luca stood there. “I thought I was imagining things,” Alek said, looking Kei up and down, and where I’d just come from. “Didn’t think you were like that at all.”

I punched him, and we struggled briefly, finally getting him in a headlock. I kissed the top of his head. “You wish,” I laughed.

“Come on, let me up,” Alek said. “I want to congratulate the man who broke you.”

My face flushed slightly and yet I let my friend go. Alek stood straight before Kei, though he was shorter.

“Seriously, though.” Alek then dipped his head to Kei and dropped back to one knee. “If your First chosen accepts all of us, and your right hand, then I’m honored.”

“We presumed this might work like a Taharri,” Luca said. “In your specific order?”

I nodded. “I would think so.”

“Then we need Shuko here?” Kei said. “That’s not going to be no—”

“—not possible,” a voice said from down the hallway, “but almost pretty fucking impossible.”

“He had a little help,” Miklao said at his side.

Kei wobbled on the inside. His words flooding my head. My mentor is here. My clan leader. Who I... who I what? Fuck all this shit that went with being this... any of this.

Kei moved to him and kneeled. Shuko put his hand on his head, as he knelt too. “I mean I could try and take your head,” he said. “We have a lot more to do than fight amongst ourselves. When the student becomes the master, there should be no upset. I would be honored to serve you, Kei Tullius.” Shuko then looked at me. “I am even more honored to stand by your side, and to serve with the Icarian.”

Kei pulled him in and hugged him tight. “How the hell are you here? Seriously.”

Miklao put his hand on his shoulder. “I brought him, and we sped here with the knowledge that our future was changing faster than any of us could ever have predicted.”

“You saw this?”

“Something like it, I just knew we had to be here.”

“My father?” Kei asked.

“The rest of our families had to stay; they’re holding the fort on Halara. It is not easy.”

Kei nodded, and together, they rose.

A blur moved from the back of them to my side, Ezra. I pulled her to me for support. “I don’t know what I said yes to really,” she said with tears in her eyes. I leaned in and wiped one off her cheek. “But you are the only men in my life I would have said yes to.”

I kissed her. “Shall we see what the ocean offers us?”

The seven of us made our way outside, and I saw Kei’s Taharri there looking worried. He wasn’t even bonded to Chai properly yet.

“The system sent us a message,” Taru said. “I don’t understand it.”

“But you accepted it?”

“Yes,” she said. “We all did.”

Lena stepped in close to her. “So did I,” she said. “Kei, what is this?”

“We’re about to find out,” Kei said.

“You need Mixie?

“Yes, and the second strongest Icarian that’s in this fleet.”

“Tant,” Luca said. “He’s also extremely good at metal walking.”

“Will he look after Mixie?” Chai asked, her voice trembling.

Luca moved to her, “Of course he will. We all will be there; nothing will happen.”

“You can come,” Kei said to her. “You can keep the ship on course.”

Taru smiled. “You’re not connected to the Taharri yet, I don’t think you’re quite as attached to everything around us as yet.”

“You’re also a great Water Affinity around us to keep the waters calm.”

“What do you think could happen?” Taru asked, sinking into his side, melting into him like she could never leave.

“I have no idea.”

That’s when Tant came in above us; I mean, he must have been there because somehow, he’d dropped off Shuko and Miklao. But it was still a bit of a shock to see how close he hovered to the water. Chai moved away, and the whole deck became a hive of activity. The others are nervous, Itazi said inside. They’ve never operated without Mixie.

We’re all doing things we never thought possible, Kei returned.

Yes, Itazi said. Yes, you are.

Did you have any idea this might happen when you first saw me?

When I first saw you, Itazi said, you blew everything I ever knew away.

Kei’s emotions threatened to engulf me.

He is glorious, isn’t he? Ivori said.

I laughed. You’re not talking about Kei there, are you?

Ezra stepped to Kei as we watched the ship out on the water dance with the one below.

“Kei,” Ezra said.

He looked down at her, her tiny frame. “What is it?”

“I have something for you.” She smiled and held out her hands for him.

I watched with curiosity.

Ezra is as smart as she is beautiful, Ivori commented.

He glanced around, but no one else was looking. “Oh,” he said and though a little hesitant, but he took her hands in his.

“We didn’t know what we were doing when we did it,” she said. “But I do know my place is not as Oto’s First.” Ezra’s qi moved around her.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m relinquishing my place to its rightful owner. One who is not only powerful enough to take it, but to truly be by my love’s side and to connect with Ivori and all of us, first.”

“First?” I mean, he knew, and I knew he wanted it. “Ezra, what if this, all of this makes you stronger? You were First; I can’t deny that.”

“It might,” she said, and gripped his hands tighter. “But it might not. You are already his chosen right-hand man, the one he will take everywhere into battle. The one he will ask for more council than I ever could give.”

“He loves you,” Kei said, and he felt that, through her and him, through Itazi and Ivori, like I did his Taharri.

“I know, but love does not always make the best First.”

He paused, not able to answer her.

“Seriously, Kei. I know my place. It is not here.”

“But...” He tried to think of anything he could say here to make her rethink, but he couldn’t.

She was right.

“You are First. You always would have been if circumstance and fate hadn’t gotten in the way.”

Even I felt much more than just what she was saying. She was actively relinquishing her designation.

Ezra Takeshi is giving up her role as First to Oto Aetos.

With this comes greater responsibility if you accept.

Are you willing?

Y/N

Kei looked over to me, and I stared right back at him. Shit.

Of course he clicked the Y.

I ran towards them, catching Ezra as she collapsed.

No one else even noticed, but she smiled up at me, touched the side of my face. “Now, make the right choice,” she said.

I looked around. Not only had Ezra relinquished her place, but she had given me the opportunity to make another stronger choice.

“Fuck,” I said. “I can’t... I don’t know.” Deep down, though, I did. “Lena Scar.”

Chosen Fifth—Lena Scar

As Oto’s First, and Right Hand, you must accept his choice.

Do you accept?

Y/N

Kei accepted it without question.

And the new order flashed up: Shuko, Luca, Miklao, Lena, and Alek.

As Lena turned to face us, her face paled; then she nodded, and of course, she clicked her Y. She moved to us, put her arms around all of us, bumped our heads together. “You boys will be the death of me,” she said. “Truly the death of me. But I love you both.”

“Family,” Kei said to her. “In more ways than one.”

Lena stroked Ezra’s hair from her face. “You are an amazing woman,” she said. “Giving that up, why?”

Ezra stood straighter as she recovered her qi. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “Alek’s been training with you and the others for months while all I did was study. It was the right choice.”

I kissed her again, lingering, loving. “Stay with Taru,” I said.

“I will.” She smiled and bumped my nose. “Be sure you all come back.”

I leaned into all of them, took in the intensity of their auras, their fears and worries, all of it out in the open for someone of my rank to note. Lena looked at me. “You already feel more than most would,” Kei said to her. “You’re already connected to me. This might be different, though. You understand that, right?”

“I do,” she said. “I really do. And even if I’m terrified, I have never wanted anything more in my life.”

“All aboard,” Luca shouted behind us.

I turned to see the ship that Mixie and Tant had made. The sleek-pointed, metal boat had a wheelhouse and a large, open deck. Kei moved with Lena and climbed aboard. I stayed with Ezra for a moment, holding her tight, then joined them.

“Let’s do this,” Kei said.

“We’re not going back, are we?” Lena asked.

“No,” he replied. “This is it. Taru has our plans; they’ll meet us on the other side. But we’re the distraction the universe needs to see, while they get into positions.”

Taj was sitting with Chai in the wheelhouse, and he raised his camera for me. “Perfect,” Lena said. “How the fuck do you even do that?”

“Practice,” Kei said. “It took some thought, some talking, but we know people, and I know reactions.”

“Ready?” I asked, coming in behind them.

Kei dipped his head my way. “Does that mean I’m not your master anymore?”

I laughed but was confused. “I guess this is essentially me taking the position off you.”

Kei reached for my arm. “I’m joking. The system sees it as it is; I just see it as strengthening what we already have.”

“Do you know what you’re going to say to me?” I asked, my voice a little lower.

Kei couldn’t help but grin. “Those words were burned inside my mind the moment you mentioned it. I know exactly what to say.”

We moved out to the flatbed of the boat. The others gathered around us. Not quite the circle of power we had on Copter, but the people here were some of the strongest I knew.

Kei stood opposite me, and with a thought brought his Kreeshon out for all to see, then he split her in two, dropping to his knees, the blade tips sinking into the metal.

I was about to do the same, but he put a hand up, “No, stay there,” he said. “This is on me.”

He looked around the deck but stayed where he was.

No turning back now, Itazi said.

I don’t want to turn back, Kei replied. This is what we are here for. This is it.
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Kei’s voice croaked slightly as he tried to speak. He coughed and looked up at me. I waited for his words, what he was going to use to seal this. Us.

There wasn’t just his emotions or future on the line, though everything was. Kei’s thoughts briefly crossed my mind of his Taharri, noted the number on his HUD of the lives lost, those who were still losing their lives.

Ivori what is that? I asked her, and my heart sank.

That number rose continually.

That is what keep his mind and body fueled, she said. The numbers of lives lost to the other side.

I couldn’t believe it. We had to stop this—this slaughter.

Kei then let out a breath and spoke clearly the words I truly wanted to hear. “I, Kei Tullius—wish to be bound to you in life and spirit, to serve as your First in Command. To fight by your side for everything you believe in, and to support you both physically, emotionally, and every single way you see fit, forever and always.”

His qi swirled all around him. His Immortal strength, life giving energies. It needed something; it reached, and he let it hang there waiting, wanting.

It was needy, so very needy. Everything was on the line for me to see, and for everyone here, the world, the universe because of Taj and his camera to see.

Kei’s whole body trembled, and I felt how much he ached all over, an ache that had to be filled with something only I could give him. He ached to be everything I needed.

The thought he wasn’t good enough spun around in his head.

I hesitated, thinking and feeling everything that this would be, what it was showing me from him, and everyone around him.

Had we been wrong?

No, I think he is just struggling with his words, Itazi voice softly said. These will forever be sealed by him and this new connection.

Gently, I put a hand on his shoulder, took a slight step forward, then I dropped to one knee. “My chosen and the universe witness today as I bind you with me, in spirit, in life and in death. I, Oto Aetos, take you as my First in Command, to fight by my side, to protect those who deserve it, always.”

Kei stopped breathing for just a second; I felt his heart stop, too. Then it beat, strong, sounding like music to my ears. He let out a breath. I blanketed him in comfort, in me.

I held my hand out for him. “That didn’t even tickle.”

“Yeah, that was weird. Look at your changes and tell me what you see, because... I can’t put it into words. I just can’t.”

Itazi brought up his stat sheet and I looked to mine. “This is—”

Name = Kei Tullius

ID Number = 1061371

Age = 22

Species = Halarian

Sex = Male

Alignment = Lawful Evil

Bloodline = Fire Hydra

Health = 76%

Cultivation Level - God 1

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 341717

Artifacts = 4

Chosen Specialist = Sect Lord

First Chosen Affinity = Spirit

Second Chosen Affinity = Air

Statistic = Body + Taharri + Cultivation

Strength = 330/2838.8

Dexterity = 298/2451.6

Constitution = 339/2932.41

Int/Wis/Spirit = 349

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - Orange

Darkness - Yellow

Spirit - ??

Abilities - Slow Time/Pain Resistance

Blood Bonded Items - Sawa Sect DataWatch + Lameye’s sword

Kreeshon - HandMade family sword

Body Mods

Left Arm - Model Titan 717

Left Leg - Model Sinatra 491

Keetars Gem 1/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member

Twin Blades of Pain and Ecstasy 3/6

Plus 20 to all stats from each blade, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

The gem of Suijan 4/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

Taharri - depending on the stats of the woman claimed aids main stats.

First Bond - Taru Akamine + 5 to all stats

Second Bond - Qiao Lan + 3 to all stats. Bonus to Con, an extra 2 stats

Third Bond - Da Zhong - + 10 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri member.

Fourth - Merlara Gerhorn - Due to her Immortal rank and standing within Altro society + 20 to all stats, and 30 to all stats of your Taharri.

First in Command to Oto Aetos

Due to Oto’s rank and control you will be awarded 100 to each stat for each bonded soul he connects with; each of them will receive your full rank and levels in retrospect.

We read over our sheets, grinning from ear to ear. There was no stopping us now. Nothing would ever stand in our way. Kei, myself, and his Taharri just got the fucking level-up of our lives.

Name = Oto Aetos

ID Number = 4188927

Age = 23 ??

Species = Anodite

Sex = Male

Alignment = Chaotic

Bloodline = Royal Seven

Health = 84%

Cultivation Level - God 1

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 1 Billion

Artifacts = 2

Chosen Specialist = Racer

First Chosen Affinity = Water

Second Chosen Affinity = Fire

Statistic = Body + Ivori + Cultivation

Strength = 244/2437.56

Dexterity = 248/2413.04

Constitution = 236/2291.57

Int/Wis/Spirit = 201

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - ??

Darkness - ??

Spirit - ??

Droll’s Leg Pouch – Empty

Ring of Light - A gift from Ezra

Adapted, so you may use it as you wish.

Boosts Azris circulation and usage, + 30 to all stats

Uses = 4

Death Thwarted - Used x 2

Yet again you performed something no one else could have. You gave everything of your life essence for another, but more than that, you channeled everything you were, and you gave it away like it was nothing. This has not gone unnoticed.

Bonded to Kei Tullius

Being the Icarian Queen’s Chosen, you will be awarded 100 to each stat for each bonded soul you connect with, and link with their respective Taharri’s.

“Impossible?” Kei asked me. “To each Taharri as well.” He looked to Shuko and Miklao.

“What the hell is this going to do, with all of you?” I asked looking around the others.

Kei started to laugh. “I don’t have a clue, but this... this is a ride we are not stopping.”

I dropped to my other knee. “This will break the system,” I said, my voice so serious. “There will be nothing you can’t do. You are it, Kei.”

He stared into my eyes, put his hand to his heart. “I am your right hand, my king. I am yours forever. I serve only you. Guide me well.”

I lowered my voice. “The others aren’t going to take this like you have, can yo—”

“I will take their pain,” he said. “It is my duty and my honor.”

I pushed myself up and offered him a hand, he took it and we stood, looking at the others. “Shuko,” Kei said. “Step forward.”

“I know you don’t feel pain,” he said to Kei.

Kei put his hand on his arm briefly. “I’ve got you. Do not fear.”

When Shuko Sawa kneeled before me and recited almost the words Kei had, not only did his mind and body shiver with power, but so did mine.

“I, Shuko Sawa, Sect Lord and Lead for the planet Halara—wish to be bound to you in life and spirit, to serve you and your First in command. To fight by your sides for everything you believe in, and to support you both physically, emotionally, and every single way you see fit, forever and always.”

It was a good addition, and when I accepted him, Kei’s pain crossed the barrier—and I let out a cry.

Kei wrapped the elder in his skill, and he took it as Shuko’s blood boiled, his cells exploded, and Kei rebuilt them in nanoseconds.

Shuko never felt a thing. But we did. We felt every single part of it as he was broken apart before us. Kei also noted Shuko’s changes, which was a lot more information than he’d seen from his mentor before. He liked this, and so did I, seeing who they were and what made them who they were.

Name = Shuko Sawa

ID Number = 1061371

Age = 79

Species = Halarian

Sex = Male

Alignment = ??

Bloodline = ??

Health = 99%

Cultivation Level - God 1

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 201771

Artifacts = 1

Chosen Specialist = Third Bonded to Oto Aetos

First Chosen Affinity = Spirit

Second Chosen Affinity = Air

Statistic = Body + Taharri + Cultivation

Strength = 334/1472.64

Dexterity = 331/1439.73

Constitution = 366/1815.36

Int/Wis/Spirit = 376

Affinities - Rank

Water - Yellow

Fire - Black

Earth - Red

Air - ??

Light - Orange

Darkness - Yellow

Spirit - ??

His changes were astounding, too and to his body. So much more muscle mass, strength to do as needed.

I met Kei’s eyes before asking Shuko to rise and for Luca to join us. Luca stepped to my side. “I can see your pain is off the scale. You don’t need to protect me from this,” he said.

“You know I will, for everything you have done for me; you know I won’t ever let you feel that.”

Luca hugged him. “This changes everything that comes next,” he said. “I will never forget it.”

“You’re bound to me—” he winked, “—I won’t let you.”

Luca laughed and moved past Shuko, who stood by his side. Shuko was still panting, his head lowered.

Luca did take a lot of his own pain, but Kei had to take the rest from him. This was getting harder with every person. When Luca stood, Kei couldn’t even look at him. He was fully absorbed in making sure he didn’t collapse and that his own changes were stable. They were vast, and his body was wreaking havoc in and on itself, as was mine. I reached forward and put my hands on his shoulders.

He looked up, though I could see the pain in his eyes, I also saw the awe.

Next, we did Miklao, who was once again harder than Luca. When we stopped this time Kei had to take a break. Checking his stats, we both looked again what it had done to us.

Name = Kei Tullius

ID Number = 1061371

Age = 22

Species = Halarian

Sex = Male

Alignment = Lawful Evil

Bloodline = Fire Hydra

Health = 45%

Cultivation Level - God 1

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 341717

Artifacts = 4

Chosen Specialist = Sect Lord

First Chosen Affinity = Spirit

Second Chosen Affinity = Air

Statistic = Body + Taharri + Cultivation

Strength = 530/5722.8

Dexterity = 498/5207.6

Constitution = 549/5899.31

Int/Wis/Spirit = 549

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - Orange

Darkness - Yellow

Spirit - ??

Name = Oto Aetos

ID Number = 4188927

Age = 23 ??

Species = Anodite

Sex = Male

Alignment = Chaotic

Bloodline = Royal Seven

Health = 84%

Cultivation Level - God 3

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 1 Billion

Artifacts = 2

Chosen Specialist = Racer

First Chosen Affinity = Water

Second Chosen Affinity = Fire

Statistic = Body + Ivori + Cultivation

Strength = 244/2437.56

Dexterity = 248/2413.04

Constitution = 236/2291.57

Int/Wis/Spirit = 201

Then there were two people left: Lena and Alek.

Lena was just a little weaker than Miklao. It seemed much easier, yet it still hurt all of us. We were exhausted. So exhausted.

But we did it. She joined our ranks, changing all of us in ways none of us ever thought possible. She cried when it was over, and she clung to me.

“Oh Kei,” she said. “What—what have we done?”

Each of the chosen grew in intensity and pain for Kei, and even though his strength and ability grew, Kei had to stop again when he got to Alek.

“Just give me a moment,” he said, and I noted his health had dropped significantly. “Please, this is much harder than I ever thought possible.”

The door to the wheelhouse opened, and Chai tentatively stepped out with an outstretched hand. “This might be the worst timing ever,” she said in front of everyone. “But I know what you need.”

He glanced at me, and my face flushed. “It’s part of your system,” I said. “I’m not stopping you. Go. Make her yours.”

We watched Chai close the door, then the windows, I leaned back on the side of the ship. My heart raced, my body still going through changes. Many changes.

Ivori?

I am here.

Are we doing the right thing?

Ivori kneeled before me, solidifying so that the others could hear her. “If it were not possible, you would not be doing it.”

“We are doing it,” I said.

She smiled. “Rest for a moment, let me gather for you all.”

Ivori stood back up and held her hand out. It was Itazi who took it.

Just like Kei and I had joined forces on Poeat’s deck they did the same.

“I never knew it was a dance,” Shuko said. He was at least breathing normally now.

“It is the dance of the elements, the dance of the soul,” I replied.

I saw Ivori look my way, but she never missed her footings.

“They’re beautiful,” Lena said. “Absolutely beautiful.”

“Yes, they are.”

We didn’t need to hear the moans of pleasure coming from inside the ship, Kei once again, let his control on his qi flood out. Lena’s curse was a split second later, “Holy fuucck, he’s gotta stop doing that.”

I saw more than a few uncomfortable glances off the elders. “I don’t know,” Alek said. “I could get used to that.”

Lena slapped him before I could. Alek just giggled. “I’m really not the only one thinking that, right?”

No one answered him.
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Kei and Chai left the wheelhouse to Shuko and Miklao giving low-key claps, “Welcome to the family, Chai.”

Kei didn’t even realize the state he’d put us all in. I smiled at him. He oozed sex appeal. “One more to go?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “On both counts. He glanced at Alek, who had been waiting longer than most and, by the look on his face, was horrified. “Though I have no idea who she will be.”

“We’ll find her, in time,” I said and shook his hands. “Congratulations, though.”

“Alek,” Kei addressed him and pointed him to the center of the boat. “You ready for this?”

“No,” he admitted. “I’m terrified.”

Kei stepped to him, took Alek’s arm in his and they both took a step to the center of the boat together. “You’ll stay with me?” he asked.

“If you need me to, I will.”

Alek looked at me, his best friend, and a little wave of jealousy washed over me from Kei. Really, he’s jealous?

You have a lot to learn about each other’s wants and needs. He is as worried about how you see him as much as you are about how he sees you.

“No,” Alek said and straightened his back. “I’ve got this. I’m not scared of Oto, just of what I will become.”

“What you will become is everything you were ever supposed to be and more,” Kei said.

Alek turned to face me and dipped his head. “I’m ready.”

I kneeled. “Please,” I said. “Join me.”

Kei took a step back, though; he wasn’t stupid either. He lowered himself down and knelt, too.

Shuko and Lena each took a side. Luca moved to Kei’s back, and Miklao with him. “We’re right here,” Luca said. “You can do this, but we’ve got your back, too.”

Lena leaned on him, and Shuko put his arm on Kei’s. Shuko and Miklao put a hand each on his shoulder.

I was alone.

You are not alone, Ivori said. Not by a long shot.

“Now that is a sight to see,” I said.

There were footsteps, but I saw Taj doing what he needed to show the world who we were.

Alek coughed once, then spoke clearly. “I, Alek Takeshi, your confidant, and best friend—wish to be bound to you in life and spirit, to serve you and your First in Command. To fight by your sides for everything you believe in, and to support you both physically, emotionally, and every single way you see fit forever and always.”

I glanced to Kei, then lowered my head, and reciprocated. “I, Oto Aetos, take you not only as my best friend forever, but as my Fifth, to fight by my side, and to protect those who deserve it, always. With your pure soul, with your Darkness I bind us together in the fight for everything that is right and just. Together we will free this universe of everything that plagues her.”

When I put my hand on Alek’s and our energies connected, Kei tried to stop the pain.

It was too much.

He couldn’t do it.

I saw someone else before him, his face calm, eyes so steady. “You can do it,” Itazi said. “Hold on, that’s all you need to do.”

Kei looked at me, then Alek. I could see his body changing from his tiny, tiny level and we felt every single one as he leveled up.

Every. Single. Fucking. One.

He hit King, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9.

Then Immortal - 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and he then matched Lena at 6.

Fuck... this!!! Kei screamed.

Sweat poured down Alek’s back; his body was on fire, and every cell was about to explode.

I hadn’t broken a sweat at all. And everyone saw why... I was already where I needed to be.

God Rank 9.

But it was shifting, my energy levels breaking. Something was moving...

Oto? Oto stay here, Ivori begged.

“Don’t follow me,” I said.

“W-what?”

When I broke eye contact with Kei, the world I was in vanished.

“Don’t,” I heard Lena warn.

It was too late.

Kei appeared beside me a split second after I arrived. His hands flat to the wet grass.

“I told you not to follow me,” I said.

He looked up at him, willing his body to move, but it struggled. “Where are we?”

Where do you think? a voice asked and we saw something forming before us, not quite like Itazi or Ivori; she wasn’t solid or humanoid at all.

Kei looked confused, then recognized where we were. “Isala?”

“Yes,” she said aloud this time. “Please rise.”

Kei moved to stand, and this time he could. He looked around as did I. We were in the garden at the council chambers on Isala. “What, why?”

“I was going to show Oto a few things, but I can show you both now. Please face each other and draw your weapons.”

“I can’t fight him,” Kei said.

“No, no, you can’t,” she said. “But you are going to have to finish training him to fight for you while you complete your mission.”

“The final piece to the sword?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Is it really on a planet of the dead?”

“Yes,” she said again.

I looked at him. “Show me what you’ve got.”

So, he did.

There was no guessing how much time passed or how long we fought.

Eventually, we stopped, though, and I let my sword vanish. “Thank you.” I lowered my head. “I need to sit,” I said, suddenly feeling weak. “Let’s check our stats.”

We moved to the bench at the side, and Kei didn’t sit. He fell.

Name = Kei Tullius

ID Number = 1061371

Age = 22

Species = Halarian

Sex = Male

Alignment = Lawful Evil

Health = 84%

Bloodline = Fire Hydra

Cultivation Level - God 1

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 341717

Artifacts = 4

Chosen Specialist = Sect Lord

First Chosen Affinity = Spirit

Second Chosen Affinity = Air

Statistic = Body + Taharri + Cultivation

Strength = 790/9828

Dexterity = 758/9165.6

Constitution = 799/9989.81

Int/Wis/Spirit = 899

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - Orange

Darkness - Yellow

Spirit - ??

Abilities - Slow Time/Pain Resistance

Blood Bonded Items - Sawa Sect DataWatch + Lameye’s sword

Kreeshon - Hand-Made family sword

Body Mods

Left Arm - Model Titan 717

Left Leg - Model Sinatra 491

Keetar’s Gem 1/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member

Twin Blades of Pain and Ecstasy 3/6

Plus 20 to all stats from each blade, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

The Gem of Suijan 4/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

Taharri - Depending on the stats of the woman claimed. Aids main stats.

First Bond - Taru Akamine + 5 to all stats

Second Bond - Qiao Lan + 3 to all stats. Bonus to Con, an extra 2 stats.

Third Bond - Da Zhong - + 10 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri member.

Fourth - Merlara Gerhorn - Due to her Immortal rank, and standing within Altro society, + 20 to all stats, and 30 to all stats of your Taharri.

Fifth - Intended Chosen - Chai Noir - Due to her Immortal rank, + 50 to all stats, and 30 to all stats of your Taharri.

Sixth - ?? ??

First in Command to Oto Aetos

Due to Oto’s rank, and control. You will be awarded 100 to each stat for each bonded soul he connects with; each of them will receive your full rank and levels in retrospect.

Kei’s mouth dropped. “The last stone will not make much difference to my main rank, or levels.”

“No, I don’t suppose it will,” I replied.

“It will give you access to an unlimited supply of energy though, so you don’t break.”

He frowned and ran a hand over his fresh growing stubble. “How long have we been here?”

“Too long,” I said and offered him a hand.

“You can travel through space without blinking an eye,” Kei said. “You astound me, Oto.”

“Did you even look at my levels?”

Kei shook his head. “Not without invitation, that’s personal.”

So I let him see as I whisked us back into the known universe, right back to the dock of the ship we’d just left...

“Now that’s more like it,” Kei said. “Your numbers add up. All in the right places.”

“For that, I’m glad. Makes a hell of a difference. God bond?”

“I guess that’s what we are.” Kei dipped his head to me. “It fits, perfect.”

“All the others?” I asked.

“Each of them with us got the same one hundred per person booster,” Kei added. “My Taharri got a hundred bonus off of me, through you.”

Oto Aetos

ID Number = 4188927

Age = 22

Species = Anodite

Sex = Male

Alignment = Chaotic

Health = 84%

Bloodline = Royal Seven

Cultivation Level - God 9

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 1 Billion

Artifacts = 2

Chosen Specialist = Racer

First Chosen Affinity = Water

Second Chosen Affinity = Fire

Strength = 1744/71137.76

Dexterity = 1748/70846.44

Constitution = 1736/70325.36

Int/Wis/Spirit = 1701

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - ??

Darkness - ??

Spirit - ??

Droll’s Leg Pouch – Empty

Ring of Light - A gift from Ezra

Adapted, so you may use it as you wish.

Boosts Azris circulation and usage, + 30 to all stats

Uses = 4

Death Thwarted - Used x 2

Yet again you performed something no one else could have. You gave everything of your life essence for another, but more than that, you channeled everything you were, and you gave it away like it was nothing. This has not gone unnoticed.

Bonded to Kei Tullius

Being the Icarian Queen’s Chosen, you will be awarded 100 to each stat for each bonded soul you connect with, and link with their respective Taharri’s.

The others were still where we left them; time seemingly had never moved.

Kei was moving instead. He stood with me. When time moved again, and I leaned down to help Alek with Chai while Kei went to check the others.

“What?” Shuko asked.

“We did it,” Kei said. “Thank you, thank you all.”

There were a lot of sighs and self-congratulations, and everyone sat while Taj first moved around making sure he’d got the rest of the video. Then, he made us all drinks out of the wheelhouse fridge.

“How are you feeling?” Kei asked them, anyone who was up to answering.

Alek sat next to him, sipping his drink.

“Thank you,” he said. “There’s no way I could have done that without all of you.”

“You’re on my team,” Kei said. “Whatever it takes.”

“I’m higher than I ever thought I’d be,” Alek said. “I jumped years, literally thirty years or more in advancement.”

Kei nodded at him, then looked at the others. “It comes with a hell of a responsibility, though.”

“Yes, it does,” Lena said and smiled slightly. “But that’s why we accepted. We get who you are, where you’re going.”

“Not just the bottom of the ocean,” Kei said, eyeing Chai.

Chai moved and did something no one expected—she unzipped her suit.

“I have no need to hide anymore. You already can see what I am on your stat sheets. And more than that, I don’t want to hide anymore.”

I didn’t know where to look, but Kei caught my eye. “Look at her,” he urged. “She is beautiful.”

“She’s yours,” I said.

Kei laughed. “She is, but she’s also a species that shouldn’t require clothes or feel the need to hide herself.”

I looked and took in her form. The scales that ran the full length of who she was. She smiled at me. “I tuck nicely into my own skin,” she said. “See?” She turned around so everyone could see. She was perfectly hidden in all the best places. The places reserved for Kei.

I laughed. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be so—”

“Fresh,” Lena said. “You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t.”

“Agreed,” Shuko said and offered Chai his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you freely, Chai Noir. Welcome to our family in your full glory.”

Taj let the camera trail down her form, then pulled back. “I had no idea,” he said and actually turned the camera off. “Chai, you really are beautiful; why hide?”

Her face did flush, the color of her skin changing before us. “I don’t know, I just wanted everyone to like me.”

“They’d have liked you anyway,” he comforted her. “What you do for us most couldn’t be put into words.”

She moved to Kei’s side and sat; he put an arm around her. “So now, we recoup a little more, go back for the others instead of meet them there, then we’re heading down.”

Kei nodded, and I saw him message Taru the new details.

“That sounds like…” Alek said. “Down... as in, within the ocean, down?”

I nodded. “Yes, we need you with us down there.” I pointed to the ocean. “We’ve got a fight in a cave system.”

“Here,” Kei said. And he fired the details we’d sat discussing in bed last night over to them all.

It went silent now that they all had something to study.

“You’re sure they’re going to be hostile?” Luca asked.

“They are,” Miklao said.

Shuko frowned, but then spent time looking and flicking through our notes.

“You have a solid plan,” Shuko said. “I can’t fault your entry points, nor your use of every single one of us.”

“It took some time,” Kei said. “But we knew you, just not quite the levels you’d become.”

“You can see all of us,” Shuko asked.

Kei lowered his head slightly, but I was the one to answer. “We do, and we share it with you. If you look, you can see the both of us as well. There are no secrets between us. Not ever, now.”

“I find that a little tough to swallow,” Alek said. “My life’s not...”

I put my hand on his. “Not one of you ever has anything to be ashamed of, nor any need to worry.” I looked at Shuko, yet there was shame oozing off of all of them. “None of you, understand?”

Shuko actually blushed, really hard. “I’ve don—”

“The past is the past,” I said. “You have protected your clan with everything you had at your disposal for all the right reasons, just like Miklao has been your eyes all over, where others might not have had that advantage. I am glad you did, and that you worked together.”

Shuko looked at Miklao. “You knew what Kei was all along, didn’t you?”

“I did,” he admitted. “Elder Sawa came to me many years ago. When Kei and Taru first met. He asked one thing from me. He asked me not to blow his cover.”

“You really knew?” Kei asked him.

Miklao lowered his head. “We’ve all been hard on you, Kei, but me more so, because I knew what you’d become.”

“You never pulled Taru away from me, at all?”

“She was her own person. She was destined for you. No matter how I thought about the timelines, and what was or could become, she would be by your side, every single time.”

Kei smiled at that. “Those words mean the most to me,” he gushed. “Thank you.”

“I couldn’t prevent what was coming, but I watched. I spoke with Elder Sawa many times about how I might guide your future without you knowing. Just the slightest push in one direction made you so very different.”

“I’m not so sure I like being so manipulated,” he admitted.

“You were still your own person,” Miklao clarified. “Believe me, if you didn’t want something, you let everyone know about it, and you didn’t do it. There were many times Taru tried to get you to go somewhere to do something and you just outright refused.”

“That was your doing?” Lena asked.

“Sometimes,” Miklao said. “And you know that, also, more than most. Because you wouldn’t have done or become as you were without some extra pushing.”

“Damn,” Lena said. “That’s pretty brutal.”

“I’m not sorry for it,” Miklao said. “But you will all see if you look. Hence I’m telling you now.”

“Kei already knows me more than anyone here,” Lena said. “I don’t have anything he doesn’t know or hasn’t seen and at a level that you all now will. I also wish you to know I did everything for everyone around me.”

I moved to see all of them. “I have nothing but respect and love for you all. But can you cover us with some warmth? And let’s try to get some rest.”

“I’ll get you back to the others,” Chai said. “Taj, with me.”

The two of them moved off, back to the wheelhouse, and Geo blanketed us in the warmth of his Fire.

Only then did I look at Kei, his eyes drifting. Sleepy. I was sleepy too, so very sleepy.

I lay my head back on the deck, looking up at the skies. Then I looked over the three most powerful men on this boat: Myself, Kei, and Shuko

[image: ]


Within moments Kei was asleep, and when I glanced around everyone else was too. I finally put my heard back and drifted into a wonderful dream of dancing and celebrations.
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Miklao came to sit next to me. “You know he’s leaving us for a bit, right?”

“Leaving us?”

“There’s something they need to do before we go for the stone.”

I glanced at Kei as he walked across to the wheelhouse, chatting with Taj and Chai.

“I feel a lot from them, but I don’t see the things that you do. Is there anything I can help with?”

He shook his head. “Some things we have to let play out.”

“You did good by him and Taru,” I said. “I can feel you had some moments, right?”

“Did we ever,” he said.

Shuko moved to my other side, and I smiled at him. “Feeling okay?”

“I’m still a little in shock,” he said.

I nodded at him. “Welcome to my world.”

“You’ve been something else from the start,” Miklao said. “Not so much a shock, but still a shock.”

I laughed at that, seeing Kei, Taj, and Chai move inside the building.

It wasn’t long before I sensed Ezra, and looking over, I noticed that the other boats were indeed coming into view; Kei emerged from the wheelhouse a moment later.

Chai moved to guide our Icarian in, even though they didn’t really need instruction.

We pulled in alongside the others as the rest of our sleepy team woke up.

Kei moved to intercept Taru. I beelined for Ezra. Kisses and hugs all around. “Are you okay?”

“I am, are you okay?”

She was nodding, but her hand was to her mouth. “The stat changes. I saw what you did to Kei’s Taharri. It was hard on them.”

I glanced over, and he just nodded at me. The others settled and moved away to get food and drinks. Kei stayed close to me.

Da’s stats from the tech surprised all of us. She had the best results. She lost her debuff, and so did all the others. We moved to sit and find food for ourselves.

“I’m glad,” Kei said. “I’m going to need all of you for the next mission.”

“They’re on their way, bringing all of the others.”

“All of them?”

“They might not like the ocean as much as some, but they also know they are needed next.”

“So I have time to complete this side quest?” Kei asked.

A tray was placed before him, and he picked up a piece of food to eat.

“Side quest?” Chai bounced right back at him.

That was it, then, our table filled with others. “I’ll not be gone for long,” Kei said.

“Wait, we can’t come?” Lena asked.

“No,” Kei said. When she was about to start on him, he put up a hand. “No, okay—but you are going to tell me everything.”

Chai stopped his opening sentence. “This is the location we’re heading to. Coldporte,” she said, and frowned. “It has some of the toughest underground gangs around. It won’t be easy, wherever you’re going there.”

“Since when is anything easy for me?” Kei asked and stared at Taru. “Please, tell me everything you can.” He carried on eating while he listened, and so did I. I didn’t like the idea of him going off without me, but I also knew he needed to do this with Geo and Luca; it was a family thing. Ezra slipped her hand into mine and squeezed.

Chai explained some of her local gang knowledge, and the more we listened, the more I realized nothing in my life was ever going to be the same with them around. Kei absorbed everything she said, and then Taru and Lena questioned her on the lay of the land, the buildings, the local weather, and everything they could learn about the location.

Words reverberated in Kei’s head, I heard them. “Use them.”

Using them he was. He let them do all the main planning, and that helped them understand his reasonings first. Within minutes, his Taharri had identified the best infiltration and observation points for him, and best of all, they had laid out a plan of attack.

Lena knew all of us like family. Throughout her life, she’d spent more time with Geo and Pete than anyone, and Chai knew more about that city than anyone else here.

He couldn’t do this without them, and he knew it.

I gave up eating a while ago, just sipping water, but Kei kept going. I was surprised at how much he actually put away.

I moved to talk to Luca for a moment.

“You’d have my help if you asked for it,” I said.

He lowered his head to me. “I know, but I believe we can handle it, you know.”

“I do,” I said and reached to touch him, leaning in.

“Thank you.” He put his arm around me in a side hug. Then I moved away as Geo headed over. “Good luck,” I said.

He didn’t say anything else, just nodded.

Their emotion is very raw, Ivori said.

Revenge is something very personal. This is theirs, I fully understand the reasons.

They are also wanting to protect you, she said.

I hadn’t thought of that.

It was quite a while later Kei found me. “You need one more,” I said with a frown. “You can’t go in with just the five of you. They’ll have everyone in that city at their disposal.”

“I know,” he replied. “But we can’t risk anyone else, and especially you.”

“I wasn’t offering.” I sighed. “We’re just getting so close.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he vowed. “We’ll be in and out, I promise. Then we’re going down...” He pointed. “There.”

“Go,” I said. “They deserve closure from their family’s pain, they need to know it’s done, that those men never get to do it again to someone else’s son.”

“I’ll keep in touch,” he promised.

He was about to leave when I pulled him into a hug, slapped his back once, and let go.

Kei wasn’t used to much affection from others around him, and it showed. “Soon,” he said to me, and then he left.

I blew out a breath and moved to watch them all leave. It was the hardest thing I’d done in a while. My soul told me I needed to stay with him; we were two sides of the same being, yin and yang.

When they’d gone, I turned to the others. “It’s going to be a long wait until they come back. I suggest we rest as best we can.”

“I have some things we can do,” Shuko said. “If you’re up for some swimming.”

I knew my face lit up. “I’m a Water Affinity first, you know that.”

“I have spent my time around those who love water,” Shuko grinned.

“Your Taharri?”

“Indeed,” he moved to the side of the ship.

I didn’t need any kind of encouragement. I wanted to feel the water, especially with my new levels. I was stripping off in a split second.

Then I heard laughing.

I turned around to see all eyes on the deck of the ship on me.

“What?” I said, hopping on one foot, trying desperately to untangle my pants from my boots.

You should have taken them off first; Ivori was laughing at me, too.

Ezra stepped forward and dropped down to help me, her bright eyes looking up at me. She was… wow. I’d not seen her in this light before, either. “No one has ever seen that enthusiasm for deep ocean water. We’re not used to it from Isala, remember?”

“Sorry,” I said. Ezra managed to get my boot off and undid the other before I even tried to take my pants off this time.

“Don’t be,” Shuko slipped his shirt off, too. “Keep the galley warm and the food hot. We might need it when we return. Then we’ll rest, but for now, Oto needs to train in the water.”

I swallowed, and suddenly, the excitement escaped me like the air in my lungs. “Train?”

“I’m not just taking you swimming,” Shuko said. “Lena!”

She was at his side in a flash. Lena’s eyes lit up and there was a wicked, wicked grin on her face. “We never got to explore my Water side.”

Ivori was seriously laughing at my side when she appeared. “This should be good.”

“Come on,” Lena said. “You’re not scared of a little water, are you?”

I wasn’t really scared, I said and glared at Ivori before I turned, and without another thought dove off the side of the boat.

Lena was fantastic in the water, she swam so easy. I admit I still struggled a little, I wasn’t used to huge amounts of exercise.

“Let’s try for some dives first,” she said. “We’ll see how you do.”

I nodded, and Shuko joined us, along with some of the others.

“Together,” Lena said. “Dive.”

Some of the others were slower, but I was heading down in seconds. Letting the water around me fill me with qi; the more it filled my soul the stronger I felt.

This is fantastic, I said to Ivori. I… I just don’t have words.

I was surprised in a few minutes that we’d actually reached the bottom of the ocean floor. I turned and looked up. Lena was still following me, and I could see her qi, not so much her. The Water Affinity around her lit the way.

My eyes adjusted, and when she reached me, she smiled and held both thumbs up. You good? she asked inside my mind.

Yes, I said.

Good, now let’s fight.

Within a second she had her sword out and had lit the oceans on fire with some practice moves. Holy shit, she looked like she was dancing in steam?

Ivori appeared to the side and Shuko finally reached us. Lena paused only for a moment and went to him. I saw her do something I didn’t expect. She cupped his chin and he nodded. Then a ton of bubbles exploded from his lungs as he expelled what was inside him.

Interesting, Ivori said.

Then Lena breathed into him, he pulled back.

They’ve practiced a lot in water.

Maybe not as deep as this, she said.

Lena turned back to me and didn’t hesitate as she came at me, her sword back on fire.

The only time she stopped was when Shuko needed oxygen. Then she was relentless. I had to concentrate on my breathing and fighting.

When Shuko needed his next breath, she waved to me. Me?

You’ve got to learn how to breathe for someone else, yes.

I put my sword away with a thought and swam to him. Our eyes locked. I trust you, he said.

The fact he was older, and well I’d never kissed anyone but Ezra before.

You’re not kissing me, Shuko chuckled inside my head.

Lena came to our side. Breathe normal, and when he’s ready…

Now, Shuko said and breathed out.

I took his chin in mine, put my lips to his, and breathed into him. He took it all in, then pushed back.

Again, Lena said. That wasn’t quite a full breath.

So I did it again, and again till she was comfortable in leaving him for another few minutes while we fought. She didn’t, however, clue me in this time when Shuko needed more air. I cottoned onto that test, and slipping out from one of her attacks, I kept my sword in my hand, breathed for myself, then for him.

Good, Shuko said. It is, however, getting a little cold down here. We should head up.

I can sort that, I said. I think I also have a better option for you breathing.

With some thought to Fire, Water, and Air, I pulled in everything I could. Swirling it around and around me before I focused on Shuko. Fire brushed his skin, Water moved, and Air pooled into a large bubble around him.

When I turned to Lena, though, she had put her swords away, and she bowed deeply to me. “Thank you,” she said. “You mastered that a lot quicker than I did and at this depth, too.”

Shuko smiled and pushed off for the surface. “Lessons really are over, it is late, and I truly am hungry as well as cold.”

“Even with my Fire?” I swam up beside him.

“Yes, it gets bone deep sometimes, it is nothing you did wrong. I am just not quite made for water like you both are.”

We surfaced, and I was shocked to see it had gone dark. “We were down there a long time. I’m sorry.”

Ezra was sitting waiting for us with towels and our clothes though. “Thank you,” I said taking one from her.

“Was it fun?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve never felt so free as I do down there.”

“He has perfect control of Water, and he was conscious of others around him when they were running out of air.”

I nodded at Shuko. “You were a bit of a guinea pig, really.”

“I was watching your every move Oto; you and Lena are formidable.”

I dipped my head to him. “As are you, my lord.”

He laughed deeply. “Now then, enough of that. I have no idea what to call you.”

“Oto,” I said with a laugh myself.

Shuko clapped me on the back. “Food and sleep,” he said.

There was a commotion up on deck and the three of us shot up to witness the funniest thing I’d seen in my life. A tiny blip in the skies. “Da, and Lan,” Shuko said with a frown.

I just nodded. “Hard for them to sit here, too.”

“Come we need food,” Shuko said. “They’re quite capable of handling themselves.”

“Isn’t it far?” I asked.

“I’m sure they’ll get there.”

And so we followed the drifting smells of food down to the galley. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, and the food down below was good, so good, I made myself feel a little ill before settling to sleep.

You did well today, Ivori said.

Any news?

Itazi said they are close.

I stared at the ceiling. There’s no way I can rest now.

You need rest, she said.

I slipped out of Ezra’s arms, kissing her cheek.

Ivori sighed.

When I padded down to the galley again, I found Shuko and Miklao there.

“Can’t sleep either?” Shuko asked.

I shook my head.

Miklao patted the seat next to him. “I’ve a drink that will help.”

He moved off and went about making a hot drink for me, it seemed the both of them already had their own mugs. When he passed it to me, I took a sip of the sweet vanilla and honey liquid. “It’s nice, thank you.”

“Have you seen anything?” I asked.

“You mean if they come home?”

My stomach twisted, that earlier dinner shifting uncomfortably.

“They come home,” he said.

I let out a breath. “Good.”

It wasn’t much later that Ivori’s spirit form drifted to us. “It is over,” she said.

“They’re dead,” Shuko asked.

She lowered her head. “They are on their way back. Tant will do his best to get them here though there is a storm developing.”

“We’d better grab a few hours sleep,” I said. “Thanks for the drink.”

The two men nodded at me, and I left them, slipping back in with Ezra.
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The noise woke me, and I turned over to an empty spot. When I looked for her, Ezra was dressed and had a drink in hand.

“Sounds like they’re back,” I said.

“About thirty minutes ago.”

I made to get up, but my body ached. Ezra put the cup on a small side desk and moved to me. “Turn over.”

“Huh?”

“Just turn over,” she said.

I did as asked and laid on my stomach.

Ezra was quick, but she massaged my back, and things started to feel better. “Damn, I could let you do that all day.”

“Sadly, we have a mission,” she leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“We’re all ready for it,” I said.

“And your qi?”

“Fully tanked,” I turned over and smiled at her, reaching for the cup of fluids.

“Take it, get up and dressed. I’ll make another.”

“Thanks.” I drank deep, and looked inside when she’d gone.

You’re far from ‘fully tanked,’ Ivori said.

I didn’t want her to know I’m not always ready to go.

Up and on deck, she added. You will be.

I groaned but also followed her instructions. Everyone was moving around, doing things, organizing. I didn’t need to listen just yet. We knew what we were doing.

On the bow of the ship, I settled into First Thought. Sucking in the excellent ocean air. Slowly and steadily, I worked my way up. When someone joined me, I didn’t need to know who it was; I just knew that they were there.

“You needed that,” Geo said as I brought my final moves to a close. I turned to him and Luca.

“Seems so did you.” I moved to stand before Luca, gently putting a hand to his shoulder.

Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.

Kei’s “Ready?” had us both turn.

“Ready,” we all replied, and we were. This was it.

There was a lot of swapping about then as Kei moved to Mixie, and we stayed with Tant.

Kei and I stared at each other as we split away.

I turned to Luca and Geo. “We really ready for this?”

“I’m tired but ready,” Luca admitted.

“Same,” his brother agreed.

It was as if on cue that the storm started to build once more.

“We’re heading into that,” Luca said, reaching out. I saw his exchange with Tant. “He’s just nervous.”

“I understand, Ivori; you can help keep them calm.”

I will do my best, she replied. I admit that water isn’t my favourite place, either.

The storm drew my eyes and I frowned.

“This might test us all.”

“But it will test us together,” Ivori’s voice spoke clearly for all.

I smiled at her and looked back to the storm.
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“We can go down from here, right?” Luca asked as Geo finished helping him into a wetsuit.

Shuko nodded.

“Let’s go then.” I moved to the back of Tant and was in the water in seconds. Everyone was with me shortly after.

“Damn, water’s freezing,” Alek shivered.

“It won’t be while we’re swimming.”

“The cave system itself shouldn’t be hard to find, but we will come up against some opposition.”

“They want to—what protect what they have?”

“They do. Steady breaths; it’s a ways down. But don’t worry. I’ve got you.”

I glanced to Shuko, who smiled. “He really does. Although it might feel like you’re going to drown, you won’t.”

“Three, two…”

We all dived together. Though Alek was terrified, I felt it. Ezra wasn’t far behind him.

Once under the water, I pulled all the qi I could and started to keep it moving inside me and through me. I concentrated on Water and Air and extended the little breathing bubbles to all of them.

It wasn’t hard to see where I was going either, the cave system they used was well lit up ahead. I pointed towards it, and we headed down.

There was no one outside or inside as we headed in.

The water was getting colder, and darker, too.

Shuko pointed ahead. There were others heading towards us, and not friendly.

I stopped swimming, and though I didn’t want to hurt anyone, I knew it was coming.

We can’t delay too long here, Shuko said, moving to my side, with the others all flanking us.

We were a force these people weren’t expecting, though, and even if there were a hundred against us, we would win.

When they first saw us, there were instant attempts at using Water against us. It was a pathetic attempt. I brushed it aside.

Do not come any closer! A voice penetrated my mind. I glanced to the others.

You all heard that?

They nodded.

Don’t stand in our way, I replied.

The Mer took up defensive positions.

You don’t understand simple instruction?

I understood you asked, I told you no.

When they pushed water at us this time, they did it much more coordinated. It was strong, but I held up a hand and pushed back.

The effort they were physically showing, as they kept that assault on me going was clear. I pushed back even more and stepped forwards with it. Keeping my friends’ oxygen bubbles still going.

Shuko turned. We’re surrounded. But keep concentrating on those at front, we need to get through that cave towards Kei.

I nodded at him, and I kept my resistance up and moved forward.

How are you doing this? the Mer asked.

I’ll let you look if you really want.

Oto, Ivori warned.

I can’t see anything, which means you’re at least King rank.

Exactly.

He’s higher than King, a woman to his side said. He’s not even breaking a sweat.

I pushed on further. You going to guess?

No. He pushed more water at us, this time. The others tried, too.

I still moved forwards; this time I didn’t hold back. I don’t want to hurt any of you

I risked a glance back. The others were now fighting underwater, their consumption of oxygen stronger on me. I could still easily manage it. I looked back to the Mer before us.

I checked on the time. Kei would be in the cave now. That’s when I felt it: panic across from Kei.

Fuck, he couldn’t breathe.

I didn’t know if I could split myself three ways and help him too.

You can, Ivori said.

He couldn’t breathe. He’d been separated from the others.

Trust your Taharri. Trust Oto. Itazi’s voice drifted to Kei.

I felt his panic ease. He did trust me.

So, I split my focus as I stepped forward, pushing with more intensity than I intended, and I saw Kei; there, I could see he was about to start fighting. He was also about to suck in a lung full of water.

Not today, I said.

It took a lot more out of me to wrap Air around him, but he took a breath.

When I looked back to the Mer they were sprawled out.

Oops, I said.

How?

Magic, I said and turned to my friends. Pulling in more strength, I quickly pulled the Air from the lungs of the Mer they fought. They instantly started to struggle, and in the next second were pulling back.

“We need to get to Kei, now,” Shuko said.

I agreed. “Quick.”

The spirit of the stone was staring at Kei. I was seeing it through his eyes.

His arms were bleeding a lot, the drift of the cloud of blood behind him, and confusion spread over her face. “How? How are you breathing down here?”

We swam faster. He wasn’t where he was supposed to be.

I took a different tunnel and then down. Following my instinct, my connection to him.

“That’s a good question,” Kei agreed. “His name is Oto Aetos, and I serve with him to protect everyone and everything on this planet. No matter who you are, who you were, I will take that stone from you.” He pointed to her blade, and her eyes filled with panic. It was in the hilt of her blade, like it would be in his, soon enough.

I had to reach him before…

He spun his blades around, and then he let them go. They dropped to the sands at the bottom of the ocean, and light spread out. Enough so that I could see where he was, he felt me as much as I could him.

“No,” she said. “That’s impossible; he can’t reach you here.”

“It isn’t impossible,” he refuted. “See him, see us for who we really are. Stop this nonsense. Stop the storms.”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “You can’t take this stone from here; it will kill all of them.”

“It will?”

The woman before him dropped her blade down, reached to its hilt, and gently tugged the stone from it. “It will kill everyone, if we’re not here to stop it, stop him.”

Kei’s lowered his hands. “What are you saying?”

“I am not the only spirit here, Kei.” She held the stone out towards him. “He is so much more powerful than me, and he’s been getting stronger. He’s been fighting to get to me long before you arrived.”

Kei closed his eyes, sealing the wounds on his arms to her sheer surprise. “Batrak?” he asked. “Batrak Viper is here?”

“Yes,” she revealed.

The world around him darkened, and she faded with it.

I was almost there, almost to him.

“You don’t deserve those blades,” a voice said. Deep, commanding.

Before him, a figure formed, thin and wispy at first, then it thickened. The qi around the figure was stronger than anything Kei, or I had ever felt. It pressed down on him, and he struggled to hold himself up.

“You are weaker than a child; you cannot stand against me.”

We both noted where Batrak was; he was on that planet. He walked around a platform. As Kei’s view backed away, beneath it, in the thousands, were the souls of the damned. “This is what you want to see, their pain?”

“No,” Kei said, his fists forming, qi filling him to bursting.

Batrak moved to stand before a woman. She had the longest, darkest hair I’d ever seen, and wore a red dress slit up both sides, exposing pale, white flesh. He cupped her chin in his big hand, pulled her up towards him, and grasped her breasts in his hands. “Come join us, Kei Tullius. All of this, could be yours.”

Inside the woman was pure sexual qi, and it was off the scale. We could feel it from here, her, all of her—and no, no, no, he wanted her.

“Oh, yes,” Batrak said. “That’s exactly it... you do need one more, don’t you?” His laugh carried across the universe, and Kei shivered. “Only you can break the bonds to Oto, take her, join me.”

Kei, no, I said. You’re better than this. Fight it.

I couldn’t swim any faster; I’d lost the others, though I was still making sure they breathed.

Kei pushed away. Energy filled his veins, my energy, and I felt those of his Taharri, too. In the back of his mind, he had them us with him. “No,” he forced out. “Never!”

Yesssss! I screamed out.

Batrak was gone, and Kei was staring at the stone’s protector once more. Time returned to normal. I didn’t know if it was Kei or Batrak that had stopped it.

“He’s been wearing me down for so long,” she said. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this, I can’t fight him without it. I can’t give this to you, I just... I can’t.”

I was so close to him.

He could feel it aching to let him touch it, to combine it with everything he already was.

That feeling of want, drifted across to me.

“You can’t fight him,” Kei said. “But we can.”

She laughed and took a step back from him. “You can’t fight him—you’re nothing but a mortal.”

“No,” he said. “I’m not mortal, not by a long shot. I haven’t been since Itazi stopped my heart, since I saw the last breath of life leave me, and all my ‘nites, my cells die.”

She cocked her head to one side. “You died?”

Seriously? I asked.

Yes, Ivori said.

“Yes,” he said. Kei’s understanding of what he’d done made me stop swimming. Itazi not only freed him so they could join, but he really had taken his physical life, and Kei had transcended into something else.

Ivori? Did I die in that cave?

There was no answer.

I pushed onwards.

Kei took another step towards the spirit, and she let him. “Let me prove to you that I can do this. We joined Copter to Altrol. No one can hurt anyone else there now. They are both under the same protection that Copter was in the mortal realm.”

“No.” Her face furrowed even more. “You’re joking. This isn’t real. It can’t be real.”

Kei held out his hand for her. “Let me show you.”

They were on the other side of that wall. I stopped swimming and stared at it.

I had to get through it. Or them through to me.

I let my qi gather, everything down here was draining me, but I was still holding my own.

You are stronger than ever now Oto, Ivori said.

Kei almost choked and forgot to breathe at all when she took hold of his hand. He dropped to one knee and touched the sands with his hands. “Feel this within me.”

I wasn’t going through any wall that was her domain. I had to bring them to me.

I pulled Earth to me.

Everything around started to vibrate and shake, the ground moving and rippling. Then, it was as if I plucked both of them out and pulled them to me.

Pain inside my mind exploded. Everything hurt.

That was too much, Ivori said.

But I had them, they stopped before me, and the water around us drained away. I opened my eyes and asked, “You have the stone?”

“Not yet. Batrak is here,” Kei replied. “We need to push him back and take this planet from his clutches while he’s here. We need to bind it with Copter and Isala.”

I looked at the woman at my side. “We need the Stone of Eden,” I said. “I cannot keep this ocean off us and fight him, and Kei cannot bind our worlds together without it.”

I held my hand out, and she came to me. “If you leave me, if you let them die...”

“We won’t,” I said. “I promise you with my life, and the lives of all bound to me, that we will not leave this planet unprotected.”

“Your Kreeshon, please,” she requested.

Kei glanced at me, I shrugged. He brought forward his blades once more. The woman kneeled and lowered her head to him, holding the stone up.

It was such an odd angle. “Put your blades to the stone,” she said.

Kei moved to do as she asked, but no sooner had he moved forward than she—she grabbed hold of his blades, the sharp metal ripping through her hands in seconds, and she yanked them forward and into her chest.

“No!” Kei shouted, as blood spurted out all over the blades, drifting away and all over the sands beneath her.

He let go of his blades, fell to the sands with her, and tried to reach out. She was real—she wasn’t a ghost, an apparition; she was flesh and blood. Real blood!

“What is this?” he asked, frantically looking around for someone else to help him. “What the hell is this?”

“The stone’s been blood-bound to my family for years,” she said. “The only way it can pass from one to another is with their death.”

Kei was frantically pulling his qi towards him to help her, to heal her. But she held her shredded, bleeding hands out to stop him. “There is no other way,” she explained. “You wouldn’t have done it, you couldn’t have, and neither would Oto. I see the error of my ways; I see the pure inside the both of you.”

“I’ve killed before,” he confessed, though his voice shook. “I could have done it.”

“This isn’t like killing someone or something which is evil,” she said. “This is killing purity, safety. Love, and friendship. Hope.”

Her blood still poured from her. There was movement from behind us. His Taharri and the others came rushing inside. Taru’s face paled, and they stopped dead.

Chai’s hand covered her mouth, stifling a sob.

“Promise me you’ll complete your task,” the woman begged. “You must take the Stone of Eden and kill him; vow it to all the gods in this universe. Promise me you will do that one thing above all.”

Kei crawled forward a step, his knees already wet with sea water soaking in her blood. He took her hands in his “I promise,” he solemnly vowed.

“I’m sorry I doubted you,” she cried.

Kei waved to the others. “Come,” he said. “She will not die alone; she will not suffer.” He pulled the dying woman to him. “Don’t fear,” he said. “We are here for you. All of us.”

His Taharri followed his instructions, and I went with them. I kneeled too. Several of the others stepped forwards. Shuko, Luca, Geo, Alek, and Ezra. Kei just nodded to me.

With bloodied hands, with the woman’s sheer pain flooding his veins, Kei took the Stone of Eden from her, and he pulled his blades out from her stiff body. They slid out with a wet squelch. I stopped her from falling to the sands. With shaking hands, Kei put the stone to its hilt.

He fell to the sands as his body underwent one more change. The stone broke his body apart and rebuilt him once more.

“I want you to see this,” he said to her. “Please hold on for me.”

In one smooth motion, Kei pulled the energy strands from the planet’s core, and he stretched his mind outwards.

“Careful!” Itazi cautioned loudly. “You’re exhausted.”

“I am,” he said. “I’m exhausted with this fight; I am exhausted with seeing the innocent in pain, and with fighting for fighting’s sake.”

Together, we saw the strands of Water qi wrapping around Isala and Copter, and Kei reached for them with one hand. This was so much easier, so much so that he didn’t even need me or the others. He was strong enough. Holding onto the strands of Tikinia, the young woman dying before us saw all of this, and her smile lit the ocean up around us—light, such light, such beauty.

“You are more than a god,” she said, the blood now dribbling from her mouth. “You are everything.”

Kei nodded, and he forced the connections together, all of them all at once. My friends around me let out a moan. It hurt them slightly because he hadn’t asked. He just did it.

But the wave of protection from her then washed over everything.

“Tien is right,” this voice I knew said. “You are so much more than a god.”

“I ask you to extend yourself,” Kei said. “To protect this planet from the evil that surrounds her, that you stop these storms and calm these waters, for good.”

“That I can do,” she replied.

The pressure above us moved and shifted. The earth under our feet shook, and then it settled, and I knew the storms that raged above us were gone.

“Tien?” Kei asked. “Is that your name?”

Her eyes were glazing over; she was almost gone. “Yes, brother,” she said. “Tien Noir.”

Tien Noir? Oh no… Say it’s not true, Ivori?

It is true, she replied. She was Chai’s sister.

Then she really was gone.

Kei fell backwards, twitching and spasming. As the changes took place inside him, we held onto him.

I saw the planet from space; the storms really had stopped. I zoomed in on several cities and saw their inhabitants out in the streets celebrating.

I knew he had lied to her when he said he’d broken all barriers—he had not, yet. But he’d known he would with this, as did I.

It took a few moments, then he looked up into Chai’s eyes. “You should have told me.”

Tears streamed down her face. “Would you have come?”

He pushed himself up and away from them, all of them. “The storms have gone,” he said. “We should return to the surface. We’re safe.”

Chai tried to move to his side again, but he turned away. “Please give me some space.”

Then he was gone, and out into the ocean on his own. He never thought once about not being able to breathe.

“Get them to the surface safely.” I said to Chai, then I followed my First.

I stayed behind him for a while. But he knew.

When he eventually turned, I said, “I’ll never leave you. Especially if you’re the one in pain and you need me.”

He just nodded at me, turned back, and carried on swimming.

He did eventually stop and stood on the ocean floor. Are you there, Itazi?

Like Oto, I would never leave you; we are always going to be with you.

I stayed a few meters away, but he met my eyes with his.

What does this mean? he asked and Itazi appeared beside him as he pointed to what I could only presume was his stat sheet. Are we broken?

No, Itazi replied. You are not broken, but you’re almost ready to take on Batrak.

Almost?

Very close, yes. Almost.

One more mission?

Curiosity got the better of me, and I sat beside me, and looked over my sheet, too. He put his against mine.

Name = Kei Tullius

ID Number = 1061371

Age = 22

Species = Halarian

Sex = Male

Alignment = Lawful Evil

Health = 99%

Bloodline = Fire Hydra

Cultivation Level - God 3

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 81791717

Artifacts = 5

Chosen Specialist = Second in Command

First Chosen Affinity = Spirit

Second Chosen Affinity = Air

Statistic = Body + Taharri + Cultivation

Strength = 960/13864.8

Dexterity = 928/13087.2

Constitution = 969/14055.21

Int/Wis/Spirit = 1079

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - ??

Darkness - ??

Spirit - ??

Abilities - Slow Time/Pain Resistance

Blood Bonded Items - Sawa Sect DataWatch + Lameye’s Sword

Kreeshon - Hand-Made family sword

Body Mods

Left Arm - Model Titan 717

Left Leg - Model Sinatra 491

Keetar’s Gem 1/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member

Twin Blades of Pain and Ecstasy 3/6

Plus 20 to all stats from each blade, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

The Gem of Suijan 4/6

Plus 20 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri Member - no penalties

Stone of Eden 5/6

Argonite - Blue - Plus 20 to all stats and 20 to each Taharri Member, no penalties.

Taharri - Depending on the stats of the woman claimed. Aids main stats.

First Bond - Taru Akamine + 5 to all stats.

Second Bond - Qiao Lan + 3 to all stats. Bonus to Con, an extra 2 stats.

Third Bond - Da Zhong - + 10 to all stats, and 10 to each Taharri member.

Fourth - Merlara Gerhorn - Due to her Immortal rank, and standing within Altro society. + 20 to all stats, and 20 to all stats of your Taharri.

Fifth - Chai Noir - Due to her Immortal rank, and control over Water. + 50 to all stats, and 30 to all stats of your Taharri.

Sixth - ?? ??

First in Command to Oto Aetos

Due to Oto’s rank, and control. You will be awarded 100 to each stat for each bonded soul he connects with, each of them will receive the same bonus.

Kei Tullius - All Affinities

Oto Aetos - All Affinities

Shuko Sawa - Spirit/Air

Luca Gianetta - Earth/Fire

Miklao Akamine - Light/Earth

Lena Scar - Fire/Water

Alek Takeshi - Dark/Fire

We studied both of them, without a word.

Name = Oto Aetos

ID Number = 4188927

Age = ??

Species = Anodite

Sex = Male

Alignment = Chaotic

Health = 84%

Bloodline = Royal Seven

Cultivation Level - BROKEN

Active Meridians = 12/12

Nanites = 1 Billion

Artifacts = 2

Chosen Specialist = Racer

First Chosen Affinity = Water

Second Chosen Affinity = Fire

Statistic = Body + Ivori + Cultivation

Strength = 1744/88577.76

Dexterity = 1748/88326.44

Constitution = 1736/87685.36

Int/Wis/Spirit = 1701

Affinities - Rank

Water - ??

Fire - ??

Earth - ??

Air - ??

Light - ??

Darkness - ??

Spirit - ??

Droll’s Leg Pouch – Empty

Ring of Light - A gift from Ezra

Adapted, so you may use it as you wish.

Boosts Azris circulation and usage, + 30 to all stats

Uses = 4

Death Thwarted - Used x 2

Bonded to - Ivori Tahl Rosetta - Queen of the Icarian

Due to the ranks of those you have bonded under the both of you. You have broken God Level and are into the unknown. Unknown stats awarded.

Eventually, when I moved, I just stretched out and looked upwards. “Are we ready to face Tikinia?”

“I’m ready to face Tikinia.” He nodded. “I also need to speak with Chai, I need her.”

“I know,” I said. “And I need all of you.”
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A system that humans shouldn't have access to. Abilities no one dreamed possible.
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You can also connect with me on Facebook and Twitter! Anytime for a chat! Thank you!

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon]


CULTIVATION/LITRPG/GAMELIT LINKS


All things Cultivation, LitRPG, Gamelit, links, groups and chat.

Cultivation Novels - Facebook group -

https://www.facebook.com/groups/cultivationnovels/

Gamelit Society - Facebook group -

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

LitRPG Books - Facebook Group -

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

LitRPG PodCast -

http://www.geekbytespodcast.com/


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to other authors including myself, and to just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group


OTHER RECOMMENDED BOOKS


Here’s some of my favourite authors amazon links! Check them out!

Michael Chatfield

Love Ten Realms

Luke Chimilenko

Has to be Iron Prince!

Alex Raizman

Has a new Dinosaur core series out!

David Petrie

Zombies? I’m in!

K.T. Hannah

My SO loved Somnia Online

And a couple of the genre’s publishers!

Portal Books

Highly recommend - Beast Realms and Shadeslinger - Fantastic both series!

Mountaindale Press

For the above - David Petrie’s - Necrotic Apocalypse - totally loved it!
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