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Beware

Beware.



Out of the ash

I rise with my red hair

And I eat men like air.



-Sylvia Plath, Lady Lazarus

 



Chapter 1: She Needs Space
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Aazuria unfastened the clasp of her heavy
brocade robe and pushed the weight off her shoulders. Stiff golden
threads grazed her skin as the garment fell from her body and
draped itself over the corner of her bed. The queen sighed and
reached up to rub the tension out of her upper back. Her thumb dug
into the scar tissue of an old wound that had healed long ago,
leaving behind only a saddening and somewhat bittersweet
memory.

She was in the process of sitting down when
a knock sounded on the door. Aazuria quickly retrieved her robe and
arranged it around her shoulders again to maintain her modesty.
Swiftly crossing the room, she grasped the knob and turned. She was
somewhat surprised to see her husband.

“Trevain?” she asked with a furrowed brow.
“Is everything alright?”

“No,” he said. The grey-haired man ushered
himself into her room and closed the door behind him. He was so
large that his presence seemed to cause the chamber to shrink. “We
need to talk.”

“Please,” she said, shaking her head. “I
just put the ashes of my friend’s body into the sea. Can we not
save it for another night?”

“I’m afraid it can’t wait,” Trevain said in
a firm tone. “If I don’t accost you now, you’ll be halfway across
the world before the sun rises.”

“Yes, and for good reason.” Aazuria frowned.
“I promised you that I’d bring your brother home. I have assembled
a small squadron from my army to go after him tomorrow.”

“Forget my brother!” Trevain said sharply.
“He’s probably off on a gambling bender. If only you knew what he
put me through when he was younger—stealing my credit card for
crazy Vegas trips. Now that we have real money, he’s probably
fooling around in Monaco or Germany—Atlantis instead of Atlantic
City, but it’s the same deal.”

“No. Callder changed when he had his
daughter,” Aazuria said defensively. “My father mentioned something
about instructing his ‘organization’ to deal with your brother.
There is much more going on here, and even if you don’t care about
his whereabouts—I promised Brynne.”

Trevain let his breath out in a whoosh of
anger. “God, Zuri! How can you say I don’t care? I just know the
hooligan better than you. We have many far more important concerns
to focus on at the moment; governments are angry with us! The
United Nations is challenging us with the Convention on the Law of
the Sea. We haven’t gotten the CIA off our back. We’re being
hounded for oil drilling rights, and harassed by
environmental activists…”

“I know.”

“And what about Leviathan?” Trevain
demanded.

“I know!” Aazuria said, fixing him with a
serious glare. “Believe me, I know.” Her brow became knitted in
frustration. “I do think that trying to rescue Callder could help
us learn about Leviathan. His last known coordinates were in
dangerous Mediterranean territory. But even if there is no
connection, just because I’m at the helm of the Oceanic Empire does
not mean I will forsake my family.”

“Really?” Trevain shot back. “Because it
doesn’t seem to me that you’re spending enough time or resources on
finding our daughter!”

Aazuria pulled her embroidered robe closer
around her shoulders, letting her eyes drift to the ground. “You
and I both know that Varia ran away. She doesn’t want to be found.
Dr. Rosenberg said that she’s been through a lot of trauma, and it
might be best to give her space…”

“Who cares what he says? We’re her parents
and she’s a minor! She’s our little girl, in a world that is more
dangerous than ever. She should be safe at home with a
skilled security detail. She shouldn’t be allowed to go anywhere
without our permission and protection!”

“You’re very upset,” Aazuria observed with
dismay. “Do not worry so much. Glais will take care of her.”

“I can’t believe you trust that boy,”
Trevain said in exasperation. “Why would you send him after Varia?
How can you know that he really has her best interests at heart?
Who knows what they’re getting up to, wherever they are? Aazuria! I
will not let that ungrateful orphan hurt my daughter! What if he
gets her pregnant? She’s fourteen, Zuri. Fourteen. I know
the kids think they’re adults, but they’re not.”

“Please,” Aazuria said, lifting a hand to
her temple. “Maintain your composure. Trevain, it might be prudent
for you to head to bed. We’ve had a miserable day. Sionna’s funeral
was not easy on any of us. I think you should leave me be. We are
both too exhausted to make progress on any matter.”

“You can’t mean that,” he said angrily.
“This is Varia we’re talking about! There is no such thing as being
too tired to be good parents.”

“No, but one can be too tired to realize
they are being a bad parent,” Aazuria said with warning. Seeing the
genuine concern and fatherly desperation on Trevain’s face, she
felt her heart soften a little. “Look, Trevain. You had the
misfortune of meeting my father. He controlled every aspect of my
life with an iron fist. Sometimes, the best thing one can do for a
child is to give her the freedom to find herself.”

He stared at her for a moment, before making
the slightest of nods.

Aazuria reached out to place a hand on his
arm comfortingly. “We have both taught her well. She knows right
from wrong, and she knows a great deal more than most children her
age. She knows how to pursue knowledge, and she has a passion for
art. She’s a good girl. We should respect her enough to let her
grieve in her own way.”

Trevain nodded again, with a bit more
certainty. “I suppose you’re right.” He paused, cocking his head to
the side sheepishly. “You’re always right, you know.”

Aazuria smiled weakly. “I try my best to
be.”

“Just…” Trevain hesitated and glanced to the
window. “Do you think she’s happy?”

“I truly believe that she is,” Aazuria
responded without hesitation. “Happier than either of us.”

An awkward silence hung in the air for
almost a minute. Trevain cleared his throat. “Speaking of which…
that’s another subject I wanted to address. I would really like to
talk about us.”

“Oh, no,” she groaned, turning and moving
away. “Please. Not tonight.”

“Aazuria, you can’t keep ignoring our
problems. You can’t brush our relationship under the rug like there
was never anything between us…”

“I am not in the mood to have this
discussion right now,” she told him.

Trevain reached into his jacket and removed
a bundle of documents. “Well, I guess we don’t have to talk—but I
do have to give you these papers. I’ve signed them already—and
maybe you can consider whether or not you want to sign.”

Aazuria’s brow wrinkled. She reached out and
took the documents from his hand, scanning them with surprise. “Are
these…?”

“Divorce papers,” Trevain confirmed.

She stared down at the words on the paper
before glancing up at his mint-green eyes. “Oh.”

“You need…” He hesitated and fumbled for the
words. “You need to decide. Either make a sincere effort to fix our
marriage—or set me free.”

“Set you free?” she repeated quietly.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s not right for one man
to be married to two women. I’ve hovered in limbo for too long,
trying to do the right thing and screwing up a little more every
day. I finally realized that it’s not my decision to make. It’s
yours.”

“You—you want me to sign these papers?” she
asked.

“I’m tired of chasing after you, Zuri. I
fight so hard… but it’s obvious that you don’t love me anymore. I
need closure. I need you to stop hoping that you’ll come around. My
mind twists every small sign of affection you give me into evidence
that we could still make it through. If it’s over for you—don’t
leave me hanging. Sign these papers, and make it officially
over.”

Aazuria felt like there was a great boulder
sitting on her chest. She took a breath, but was somehow unable to
fully expand her lungs. “I—I think…”

Trevain watched her reaction closely, with a
mixture of anticipation and apprehension.

She could feel that he sought either her
vehement denial or her despondent agreement to sign. Either answer
would give him a direction and sense of purpose. He needed her to
point him down the correct path, in order to have the certainty to
continue onward. Just like everyone else, Aazuria thought to
herself. They cannot be strong on their own, so they ask me to
create the rules of what should and should not be. Why can people
not make their own choices and determine their own paths?

“Aazuria?” he probed.

“Sometimes I feel that I have lived too
long,” she said quietly. “Life just goes on and on for hundreds of
years—and it never gets any easier.”

“What do you mean?” he asked with
concern.

“Trevain, will you please leave so that I
can get some rest?”

“Zuri…”

“Please.” She moved to open her door, and
gestured into the hallway. “Leave. Now.”

Trevain seemed ready to protest when another
large figure walked through the door and entered the room.

Vachlan made eye contact with Trevain before
turning to stare at Aazuria. “We need to get everyone out of here.
Now.”

“Out of the palace?” Trevain asked with
dread apparent on his face.

“No,” Vachlan said. “Out of the city.”

Aazuria held her breath before speaking.
“Are we under attack?” she asked.

Vachlan shook his head to indicate the
negative. “No. But we will be.”

“How much time do we have?” Trevain
asked.

“I don’t know,” Vachlan responded. “It could
be days. It could be months. But I don’t want to have my children
in harm’s way when they come.”

Aazuria squinted. “What has led you to
believe that we will be attacked?”

“I have a bad feeling,” the dark-haired man
responded. “Something’s about to go wrong.”

Trevain and Aazuria exchanged confused
looks.

“A bad feeling,” Aazuria repeated. She shook
her head in disbelief. “A bad feeling? Vachlan, I understand that
you’re upset. We all are. Just go to bed, my friend. We’ll deal
with matters of state in the morning.”

“Queen Aazuria! I’m your advisor, am I not?
Well I’m advising you to evacuate every soul in Romanova. You’d be
wise to do as I recommend.”

“My friend,” Aazuria said gently. “As much
as I trust your counsel—which is usually implicitly—we simply
cannot send thousands of people out of their homes in the middle of
the night because you have a bad feeling. It’s not good for morale,
to send everyone into a panic like that.”

“Panic is good!” Vachlan roared. “Panic will
keep them alive when fire rains down from the sky. You need to send
all your people back deep underwater, where they stand even the
slightest fighting chance!”

Trevain cleared his throat and looked at
Aazuria. “Should I say it, or do you want to?”

“I will,” Aazuria responded quietly.
“Vachlan, you haven’t been yourself lately. You’re not thinking
clearly, and you should probably take some time off. Your judgment
has obviously been impaired by Visola’s disappearance.”

Something flashed in the man’s dark eyes.
“This has nothing to do with her!” he almost shouted. “We are at
war and none of you morons even realize it! You’re going to get us
all killed! For God’s sake, they shot Sionna! Sionna! Do you
know what that means? It’s the beginning of the end!”

Aazuria felt a chilling sense of alarm
creeping through her spine. She could not seem to ever recall
seeing Vachlan so emotional. For the first time in their
acquaintance, there was something approaching fear in the man’s
eyes. It was unnerving. Aazuria swallowed and glanced at Trevain.
“Your grandfather is not well. Please take him to bed.”

“Not well?” Vachlan said in disbelief.
“Being cautious and trying to save your people makes me insane now,
Aazuria? Fine! You want to avoid making them panic? I’ll bomb the
city myself and say that our enemies did it! I’ll show them what
terror really is! I’ll put the fear of god in those puny little
people!”

“Please don’t do that,” Aazuria said
quietly. “I highly doubt that will help the situation. I will
consider your advice and begin planning a calm and efficient method
of evacuation for the future, in the event it will be needed.”

“It will be needed,” Vachlan spat. “Mark my
words. It will be needed, and you won’t be ready!”

“Come now, Gramps,” Trevain said in a kindly
way. “You could probably use some shut-eye. When was the last time
you slept?”

“I… I don’t know. I guess it’s been a few
days. But I don’t need any sleep,” Vachlan swore. “I’m being
perfectly rational.”

“Take him to the infirmary,” Aazuria told
Trevain. “Maybe Sionna can give him some…” She trailed off in
mid-speech.

Both men stared at her in stunned
silence.

Unable to bear the weight of their
pain-filled gazes, Aazuria shut her own eyes. “Go,” she ordered
them sharply, her voice breaking. “Both of you, leave my room and
shut the door.” When they complied, she moved to the edge of her
bed and allowed her body to sink down into the mattress. She let
her head fall forward into her hands.

“Viso,” she whispered into the empty space.
“Where are you? Please come back. We all need you so much.”
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“Where’s Mommy?”

Vachlan was woken from his fitful rest by
two tiny bodies jumping on him. He extended his arms protectively
to catch the dozens of pounds of energetic toddlers that had
catapulted onto his chest. Looking up into a pair of inquisitive
little eyes, he could not, for the life of him, think of how to
respond. “I… I don’t know, munchkin.”

The little girl wrinkled her nose. “Is Mommy
in outer space?”

Vachlan released a sigh. “Maybe. That woman…
It’s just as likely that she’s in orbit as anywhere else.”

“Is she with Auntie Sio in outer space?”
Ivory demanded.

The dark-haired man gave his daughter a
puzzled look. “Who told you that Aunt Sio was in outer space?”

“Kaito told me. Kaito knows lots of things,”
Ivory said with a solemn nod.

Ronan frowned, tugging on his sister’s
pigtail in a cynical way. “Why would Auntie Sio be in outer space?
She’s not an astronaut! She’s a doctor.”

“Oh Sedna, you’re so stupid,” Ivory told her
brother with a groan. “There’s sick people in outer space too! They
need doctors there badly, because everybody gets sick from the
radiators. Right, Daddy?”

Vachlan nodded dumbly, unable to focus on
the conversation.

“Radiators?” Ronan said with a puzzled look.
“So Aunt Sio has gone to save everybody from the radiators?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Ivory reasoned. “Nobody
will tell me anything, so I have to figure it out myself. I think
mommy went to outer space too.”

Reaching over to the side of his bed,
Vachlan retrieved a bottle of painkillers. He popped three pills
into his mouth and swallowed them down to attempt to combat his
headache. “Okay, tidbits,” Vachlan said, with strained
cheerfulness. “I think you should head back to your bedroom and let
Daddy rest. I have a very critical meeting early in the morning,
and some phone calls I can’t miss.”

“No,” Ivory said firmly. “We have important
news, and we need Mommy.”

“What’s wrong?” Vachlan asked, sitting up
and yanking his gun from beneath his pillow. “Are they here? Are
they coming for me?” On second thought, he reached to his side and
slipped his hand under the pillow that used to belong to his wife.
Retrieving another gun, he handed it to his five-year-old daughter.
“Here, take this. Just stay calm, and we’ll get out of here
together.”

Ivory stared down at the gun in her hand.
“What’s this for, Daddy?”

“He thinks it’s time for fighting,” Ronan
whispered to his sister. “That’s why there are dark, puffy bubbles
under his eyes.”

Vachlan reached up to touch his eyes
self-consciously.

“Silly Daddy,” Ivory said, putting Visola’s
gun back under the pillow and patting her father’s cheek. “There’s
no fighting yet! I’ll be the first to let you know when the
fighting begins.” She nodded gravely. “The important news is other
stuff. We have a surprise!”

“A surprise?” Vachlan asked in a tired
voice.

“Yeah! Ronan lost his tooth!” Ivory shouted.
She pointed to her brother’s face with excitement. “See?! It fell
out when he was eating a banana!”

Ronan gave his father a big smile to
demonstrate the large gap where one of his front teeth used to be.
He then removed a hand from behind his back, offering up the tooth
to his father proudly. “I want to show Mommy,” Ronan told him. “She
said I could play with the flamethrower when I lost my first
tooth!”

“It’s not fair,” Ivory said, shaking
Vachlan’s shoulder. “I want to play with the flamethrower too. Why
did he lose his tooth before me, Daddy? Is he more growed-up?”

Vachlan stared at the small tooth in his
son’s outstretched hand. He reached out and took it between his
thumb and forefinger. He held the incisor up and stared at its
silhouette in the dimly lit room. He looked back to the gap-toothed
grin of his little boy, and felt overwhelmed by emotion. The desire
to share the experience of the lost tooth with Visola was so strong
that it hurt. Feeling a prickle in the back of his eyes, he closed
them briefly and cleared his throat, where a lump was developing.
“I’m proud of you, champ.”

Ronan was surprised when his father
enveloped him in a giant hug, but he quickly returned the embrace,
curling up against his father’s side and nestling his head in the
crook of the man’s shoulder. “Daddy, do I get a prize if I put it
under the pillow? Is that how I get the flamethrower, from the
tooth-fairy?”

“Yes,” Vachlan said, kissing his son’s
forehead and placing the tooth under the pillow, beside Visola’s
gun. Then he wrinkled his brow in thought. “Well, maybe not a
flamethrower. Maybe a crossbow, or some grenades.”

“Yay!” Ivory shouted, violently seizing her
spot on Vachlan’s other side to avoid being left out. She smiled
and wrapped her tiny arms around Vachlan’s chest with as much
strength as she could muster, giving him a vicious hug.

The older man could not help but smile at
her aggressiveness. Ivory’s energetic ways clearly betrayed her to
be her mother’s daughter. Receiving a Visola-style hug from this
miniature version of his wife should have eased his agitated heart,
but it just made him miss her even more. He slipped his gun back
under the pillow so that he could ruffle Ivory’s auburn hair.
Feeling the soft red curls beneath his rough hand, he frowned. The
organs in his chest felt like they were spinning around within his
ribcage, and smashing into each other like bumper cars. He could
not remember ever having felt so unsettled.

“Why are you mad, Daddy?” Ivory whispered in
the dark. “Did we do something wrong?”

“No, sweetheart,” Vachlan said, sighing and
hugging her against him. He reached down to kiss her forehead as
well. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

“Can we sleep here tonight?” Ronan asked.
“Please!”

Vachlan found himself nodding before he
could vocalize his assent. “Sure, kiddo. There’s a lot more room
here in this big bed, lately.” He realized that, in this moment, he
probably needed the touch and cuddles from his children more than
they needed his affection. The two adorable innocents had bundled
around him, bringing plenty of love and good energy—it was easing
his headache and anxiety much more than any medication had managed
to do in the past few days.

“When’s Mommy coming home?” Ivory asked
again, in a sleepy voice.

Vachlan studied the ceiling, seeking
answers. “I don’t know,” he said miserably.

“Is she on her way back from outer space?”
Ronan asked. He put his thumb in his mouth, poking around at the
spot where the tooth used to be.

Tightening his arm around his son, Vachlan
sighed. “I certainly hope so, Ronan.”

 



Chapter 2: She Deserves Retribution
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A pair of black combat boots pounded the
pavement with surefire purpose. Dozens of armored boots followed
soundlessly, keeping in perfect stride behind their leader. Filling
the steel-reinforced footwear were solid calves that rippled in
flawless synchronicity. Attached to these calves were thick, burly
thighs, which heaved and alternated in a dogged, relentless rhythm.
Erect torsos, with abdominals not too dissimilar from brick walls,
floated gracefully forward, presenting the illusion of being
carried on liquid limbs. Most importantly, severe faces with utter
devotion to their objective, and sinewy arms carrying the necessary
tools and weapons for success, drew nearer to their destination,
moving as a single, unstoppable unit.

These warriors were not driven by
motivations of a financial nature, or patriotic duty; they were not
compelled by any tangible force. It was the woman spearheading the
operation that filled them with fire and bile. They drew on her
emotions, inspired by the way she clenched her jaw and fist. They
clung to her decisions, recognizing something holy in her altered
mental state. All her capacities were heightened in her madness,
and she was somehow more than just a woman. Her warriors had each
become an extension of her body. They felt what she felt. They
moved according to her will. Their purpose was the purest of sorts.
Revenge. Revenge on a nation. Revenge on a people. Revenge of any
kind; damage of any conceivable measure that could possibly amount
to the loss that had been suffered. Punishment. It was only fair.
It was merely what the universe owed her. She was from a place
where the holy people taught balance in all things. They said that
everything the earth took from a person, the sea would someday
return. But this time, the land had taken too much. There was
nothing else to do.

She would punish the world.

Marching stealthily in the darkness, the
woman turned back to her warriors. She waved her hand to indicate
where each person should move in order to properly penetrate the
power station. Their Japanese features displayed acknowledgement,
but their boots did not even squeak as the men swiftly dispersed.
The woman crouched down as she approached the gates, and waited for
a full minute for all of her men to take their positions. Once she
felt adequately covered, she pressed a button on a large panel on
her forearm to indicate that she was about to take action. Dozens
of green lights appeared on the small LCD screen, signaling that
the coast was clear.

The dark-haired woman reached into the
holster at her thighs, removing a small weapon with one hand, and
an electronic master key. She used the key to open up the gates,
and placed her gun in the crack between the doors, using the barrel
to push it open. She carefully slipped her body inside, positioning
herself behind her weapon and making sure to check every angle from
which she could be approached. She frowned when she saw that there
were several security guards in the courtyard who had already been
killed. They had not been killed by her men. Her own weapons
contained a fast-acting neurotoxin in tranquilizer darts, not
lethal bullets. Lately, she had been feeling rather insane with
rage—but not this insane. Frowning, she quickened her pace
as she began to jog toward the central control room of the power
station. More and more bodies seemed to litter the area, and it was
obvious that the security guards of the power station had fallen
hard and fast—before they had even been able to draw their
weapons.

It was evident to her that this could only
be the handiwork of one person. One very dangerous, volatile
person. Lifting her gun to eye level, the woman cautiously crept
forward, trying to ignore her heart beating in her ears. She saw a
door that was slightly ajar, and heard large smashing noises coming
from within, followed by electronic beeping. Moving forward
rapidly, she tried to breathe as quietly and calmly as possible.
Shoving her weapon into the tiny space between the door and the
wall, she carefully advanced into the room.

Before she could take a step, a large hand
had clamped around the barrel of the gun and pulled her forward.
She found an elbow slamming into the back of her neck, and a knee
against her lower back. Her face smashed against the cold, sticky
floor, and she gasped as the air was forced out of her lungs. She
felt the chilled circle of a gun nozzle placed against her
temple.

“Don’t shoot!” she said desperately. “It’s
me.” She felt the shooter hesitate, and she was almost sure that
her opponent’s finger had already begun to squeeze the trigger
before being halted by the sound of a familiar voice.

“Yamako.” The voice that spoke this
acknowledgement was as cold as steel and much more bitter. “Why are
you here?”

The Japanese princess exhaled and shifted
her body on the ground so that she could stare up into the
expressionless face of General Visola Ramaris. For a moment, her
heart caught in her throat—the empty jade eyes and grim red lips
were identical to those which had belonged to her dead lover. For a
moment, she wanted to go to her, and trick herself into believing
that Sionna still lived. Instead, she managed to croak out, “You’re
doing it wrong.” Taking a ragged breath, she cleared her throat.
“I’m here to help shut down the electrical grids.”

Visola turned away, and headed back to the
control panel. She picked up a giant sledgehammer and returned to
smashing the machinery.

“That’s not effective!” Princess Yamako
shouted in exasperation. “For Sedna’s sake, Visola.”

The furious redhead turned to look at her
sharply. “Get away from me. You shouldn’t be here.”

“This is precisely where I should be.”

Swinging her arms one final time, Viso
plunged the entire power station into darkness. The only light in
the room was the dim glow of the electronic arm band worn by the
Japanese princess. Yamako could see the green glint of Visola’s
eyes flashing at her with fury.

“I know what I’m doing,” the general said.
“Don’t fucking get in my way.”

Yamako sighed. “Will you listen to me for a
moment? This is temporary. You destroyed the hardware, but it can
be easily repaired. Granted, it’s pretty important hardware, and
the parts will take some time to replace. But there are tons of
backup generators. This won’t slow them down for as long as you
need.”

“How did you find me?” Visola snarled.

“I can find anyone,” Yamako said with a
shrug. “Listen, Viso. You need me. I can get you way more
intelligence than you could possibly find on your own.”

Visola was hoisting a weapon against her
shoulder as she peered through the window of the control room. “Why
are there guns pointed at me?”

“I brought a team with me,” Yamako
explained. “They’re covering us.”

Visola arched an eyebrow. “They’re amateurs.
I could spot them from a mile away.”

“They’re not just warriors. These men are
field engineers and programmers. I went to school with some of them
in Japan, and others are specially trained Ningyo warriors. We can
help you, Viso.”

“I don’t need your help,” Visola spat. “What
do you take me for? I don’t need fucking
electrical-engineer-ninja-mermaids.”

“Yes, you do!” Yamako insisted. She used her
elbow to push herself off the ground and pointed at Visola
accusingly. “With your methods, you could put about eight million
people out of power for a week. Sure, it’s no small feat, and it
will allow you barely enough time to carry out your plans. But with
my methods, you could have eighty million people
without power. For several months.”

Visola hesitated.

Seeing her opportunity, Princess Yamako rose
to her full height—which wasn’t much—and stepped closer. She pulled
a small microchip out of her bra. “See this? Just one small bug,
Viso—one tiny little virus is enough to give you what you need.
Something similar caused the Northeast blackout of 2003. You want
riots and massacres? You want mayhem and anarchy? I’m your woman.
Take away their refrigeration and they’ll lose their civilization.
We can sit back and watch as they turn on their neighbors and kill
each other for a bit of a food. How else does one bring down a
giant?”

Visola narrowed her eyes.

“It’s easy,” Yamako whispered. “Just give me
the word, honey. You don’t even need to go anywhere and get
your hands dirty. The entire electrical grid is run on software. It
can all be accessed remotely. And hacked remotely. Just trust me,
sweetie: This tiny bit of metal in my hand is enough to start the
end of the world.”

The general’s pink tongue darted out and
slowly ran over her top lip. Her lips then pressed together to
share the moisture, as if hungrily preparing for a scrumptious
meal. Even in the dark silence of the control room, where the only
sound and light came from the fizzing and flickering of destroyed
equipment hissing its final breaths, the microchip in Yamako’s hand
seemed to glow with the promise of far greater destruction. Visola
looked into the eyes of the Japanese princess, and saw the
reflection of the dancing sparks, along with a glimmer of
sadism—the latter might have been her own emotions mirrored back at
her, but she could not be sure. A few gunshots distracted Visola
from her thoughts, signifying that it was time to go. The redhead
stepped forward and pushed past Yamako. “I work better on my own,”
she stated simply.

“Viso!” Yamako shouted, following after the
woman frantically. “You can’t do this without me! Most of the
organizations you intend to target specifically have backup
generators anyway. Even after I mess with the RTOs and ITOs,
cutting the power for almost 100 million people, we will have more
work to do. We’ll need to carefully plan the attacks on the big
boys, once they are too focused on protecting their people to
remember that they’re sitting ducks. If we plan this correctly, we
can…”

“There is no we!” Visola shouted,
swiveling sharply. She slung her weapon over her shoulder, sending
Yamako a finite look. “Do you understand me? I’m doing this alone.
Get the hell out of my face, and keep out of my way.”

“I can give you Washington D.C.!” Yamako
shouted. “I can give you D.C..”

Visola turned back to look over her shoulder
in a skeptical but interested way. Her lips parted slightly, as
though she were considering the offer—she looked as though she
might be deciding between having waffles and pancakes for
breakfast. “No,” she finally said. “I will take it on my own. I can
get around more quickly without you and your band of nerdy-ninjas
getting underfoot and slowing me down.”

“Damn you!” Princess Yamako said bitterly,
flicking a few tears from the corner of her eyes. “You and your
fucking selfish pride! You act like you’re the only one who lost
her. You act like you’re the only one she meant anything to. I
loved her. I deserve my own chance at retribution, Visola
Ramaris. You won’t deny me that!”

Visola swiveled suddenly and put her hand to
Yamako’s throat, slamming her into the wall. Sirens began blazing
throughout the hallway, sending red flashing lights over the faces
of the two women. The coloring enhanced the bloodshot veins in
Visola’s eyes, accentuating the madness that had taken over every
corner of her being. “You’re a child playing at vengeance, Yamako.
This isn’t a game that you can win with your fancy gadgets and
gizmos. This is fucking war. Get. Out. Of. My. Way.”

Princess Yamako’s dark eyes began to water.
“I loved your sister,” she whispered tenderly. She lifted a hand to
encircle Visola’s wrist around her neck as she struggled to choke
out her words. “I understand why you’re like this. I loved Sionna
too.”

Visola’s eyes widened in horror, as though
someone had just spoken the secret name of God. She stepped away as
though she had been struck. “Don’t say her name!”

Yamako looked down for a moment, unable to
bear the pain on Visola’s face. Partly because she felt the same
way, and partly because Visola’s face was too familiar, too
indistinguishable from the woman who had been so brutally killed.
Ghosts of the past came rushing back to the princess in Visola’s
every scowl and glare—yet, this was the preferred situation. Yamako
felt like she might fall to her knees in grief and be unable to
stand ever again if Visola were to smile. Luckily, that did not
seem to be a very plausible event. “Please,” Yamako said quietly.
“We’re stronger together. This needs to be done correctly. Please,
let us help. Vachlan and Dylan have prepared plans, and Aazuria
wants to…”

“They’re all useless to me,” Visola
whispered.

Yamako did not look up, for she could
hear the chilling expression on the redhead’s face.

As unlikely as it seemed to be, Visola
smiled. It was a disturbed and deranged smile; one which a woman
might wear while standing on train tracks with her legs spread wide
apart, waiting with anticipation for the impact. It was evident
that she was either positive that she could stop the train with the
power and precision of her thoughts, or in her heightened state of
madness, she was completely invulnerable to being slammed, crushed,
or flattened. Indeed, Yamako believed that a barreling train would
not make a scratch on Visola. She feared for the locomotive that
dared to try.

As gunshots sounded throughout the power
station, Visola did not even flinch or seek their source. “They’re
all soft,” the redhead declared. “They have families. They have
responsibilities. They have lives. They can’t commit to this the
same way that I can. Sionna was everything to me.”

“Then we’re in the same boat,” Yamako said
harshly. “I can commit. You know I can. Please, Viso. If we work
together, we can sick the armies of the oceans on more than just
the CIA. We can sink New York down into the sea. Chicago and
Detroit are on the water, and we can take them down as well. Miami,
Houston, Los Angeles. You name it, and we will crush it.”

Visola stared at the Japanese woman for
several seconds without blinking. “I’m going to avenge my sister.
I’m the only one who can do what needs to be done. Go home, Yamako.
Go home to your son. Don’t worry. I’ll crush everything that needs
to be crushed. By the time Kaito is an adult, the United States
will be a distant memory.” Visola rotated her body and began to
walk away again. “I will wipe that abomination off the map, or die
trying.”

“What a shame!” Yamako shouted after her
viciously. “Sio deserved more. She deserved the best retribution
that we could give her, and you’re half-assing this because you
don’t want to depend on other people? I thought you were better
than this, Visola. I thought you were stronger than this!”

Visola clenched and unclenched a fist around
her weapon. She then turned and lifted her gun to point it at
Yamako’s face. “And just how could I do this better?” she
demanded.

“Maximize your resources,” Yamako said,
flinching slightly as she looked past the barrel of the gun. “If
you don’t want to talk to Zuri and Vachlan, if you don’t want to
drag Adlivun and all of Oceanus into this—then you need to go to
him—you need to seek out Leviathan. You need to go to the
rebels, the gangs, and the wayward warriors of the water. You need
to go to him. You need backup. You need armies!”

Swallowing a lump of disgust, Visola growled
softly. She imagined that her sister had told Princess Yamako the
story of her fleeting romance with the former Prince of Atlantis.
This memory added fuel to her already raging fire of wrath.

“Please,” Yamako urged. “He’s the only one
who can help. Go to him. Secure his armies, and let me take care of
the tech. I have Japan on my side. I am more powerful than you give
me credit for. If we play our cards right, we can take America down
in a concentrated three day span of calculated attacks.”

“Leviathan,” Visola repeated thoughtfully.
Then she spat in disgust. “Leviathan! Honestly, I would rather die
than ask Taranis Evenor for help. After what that man did to me?
Fuck him. And fuck you, Princess Yamako, for underestimating me. Do
you even know who I am? Do you know what I’m capable of? If you
did, you wouldn’t be here interfering with my shit. Get the fuck
out of my face, and take your newfangled technology. She was
my sister. I am doing this the old fashioned way...”

A security guard rounded the corner,
pointing his weapon at the two women. “Freeze! Don’t m—”

He had not finished speaking before Visola
had shifted her weapon and unloaded a round of ammunition into his
chest. It knocked the man off his feet instantly. The redhead moved
to his side and crouched down, turning to the Japanese princess
with a grave look on her face. Pulling a dagger out of her boot,
Visola slammed the knife into the man’s throat. She sliced directly
across his neck, in a tantalizingly slow manner, as though she
intended to make a point. Wiping the knife on her thigh, Visola
returned it to its sheath. With fingers that were sticky, wet, and
still dripping with blood, she pointed at the dead man. “You see? I
like working with my bare hands. I don’t need technology. And I
will wreck anyone who steps in my path. Including you,
Princess.”

With that, Visola was gone. Yamako was left
standing in the hallway, grinding her teeth together in
frustration. “Damn her,” Yamako swore. “She’s a lunatic. She is
impossible. She is so…” The Japanese woman let her hands fall to
her sides in defeat. “She is so fucking hot.”

 



Chapter 3: She is Death
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“It’s a crisis,” said the man projected on
the large screen at the front of the conference room. “The whole
Eastern Seaboard, in darkness. Do you have any idea what this is
doing to the country? If we can’t turn the lights on in a few days,
we’ll need to declare martial law. Do you people have any idea who
is behind this?”

Agent Karen Kilham rubbed her temples. “No,
sir. There was absolutely no warning; no chatter on the airways.
Thank God for our backup generators, or we’d be out of commission
too. We’ve shut the compound down, and no one has gone in or out in
three days, just as a measure of precaution. We were completely in
the dark about this—please excuse the terrible pun.”

“The army is getting into position,” the man
on the teleconference said with a frown. “But we’re having
difficulty. All the roads are blocked. Boston, New York,
Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington D.C.. It’s up to you, men.
Similar things have happened in the past, due to human error—but if
someone is behind this, I need you to figure out why, and what
their plans are, before it’s too late.”

Agent Jackson Poole spun a pen around idly
on his desk. “I know who it is,” he mumbled quietly.

“Agent Poole? Did you have something to
contribute?” asked his superior.

“Yes. Isn’t it obvious, sir?” Agent Poole
shifted uncomfortably in his chair, glancing around at his
colleagues. “Just a few weeks ago, we had Dr. Sionna Ramaris
assassinated.”

“And you did an excellent job, Agent Poole,”
said the Director of National Intelligence. “Taking care of the
Ramaris woman, and delivering that press release… it was precisely
what we needed you to do. It will definitely keep Adlivun in line
from now on. But that has absolutely zero relevance to the matter
at hand, which is the blackout and crisis at home…”

“It has everything to do with this,” said
Jackson Poole angrily. Then, realizing he was being rude, he
cleared his throat. “Mr. Director, I’m always honored to be of
service, sir. I’m just not sure… I’m not sure our information was
correct. I think we made a mistake in calculation…”

“You followed our orders, Agent. No mistake
was made. Obviously, we still need to keep a careful eye on
Oceanus, especially this ‘Leviathan’ situation, but for the moment,
we need to focus on our own country. We need to spend all our
resources figuring out the source of this catastrophe, and
protecting our citizens…”

“That’s just it,” Agent Poole said. “What if
this blackout is just a distraction? What if the real threat is
already closer than we think?”

“Please excuse him, sir,” said Agent Kilham
quickly. “He’s received several personal threats since the press
conference.”

“Personal threats? Well, that’s expected
after a high-profile assassination. After everything quiets down,
you should take a vacation, Agent Poole. I know this job can be
very stressful. Don’t worry, I’m sure that none of the threats were
serious.”

“They were serious,” Agent Poole said,
adjusting his tie nervously. “The Oceanic Minister of Defense has
gone missing. She was the target’s twin sister. We’ve been
monitoring her husband’s phone and internet activity, and there has
been no contact between this woman and her family since her
sister’s death. Vachlan Suchos advised me to ‘run.’ He said his
wife would be coming after me.”

“Don’t pay any attention to those petty
intimidation attempts,” said the director, with a small roll of his
eyes. “We’re on perfectly good terms with Oceanus, Adlivun, and all
the other sea-dweller nations. What can one woman really do? We
need to turn our attention back to the matter at hand.”

“If Visola Ramaris is anything like her
sister, she might actually be a concern,” Agent Kilham said
timidly, sending a fleeting glance to her partner.

The director shuffled around some papers on
his desk, and adjusted his glasses in annoyance. “Fine. If you
really think she’s going to be an issue, you can assign a small
team to monitoring the situation. Find her and bring her in.”

“Thank you, sir. Please excuse me,” Agent
Poole said tiredly, rising to his feet. “I need to use the
facilities.” Moving away from the conference room, he navigated
through the heavily-guarded halls toward the men’s room. Upon
entering the room, he went to the sink and turned it on. He stared
at the cold running water, and gathered a small bowlful in his two
cupped hands. He splashed it on his face to try to refresh himself.
Staring at his face in the mirror, he swallowed. “Get it together,
Jack,” he told himself quietly. “You’re just doing your job. You
need to protect America and her interests, at any cost.”

Grabbing a few sheets of paper towel, he
patted his face dry. Breathing deeply, he moved over to the
urinals. Hearing the door open, he glanced over his shoulder to see
a fellow colleague entering the room. “Hey, Roy. How’s it
going?”

“Can’t complain, Jackson,” said the other
agent, moving over to the urinals and unbuckling his belt. “Crazy
about this blackout, right? But hey, at least something interesting
is finally happening.”

“I think it’s the first time everyone’s been
on edge like this since 2001,” Agent Poole mused as he began to
relieve himself. He stared down thoughtfully. “We haven’t been
holed up in this place, pulling all-nighters in a while.”

“It’s pretty exciting, isn’t it?” Roy asked
cheerfully. “I was still in school back then, and I always
fantasized of being part of this. Now here we are, making a
difference.”

“Living the dream,” Agent Poole said
weakly.

“Yeah! That reminds me, man. Later on, do
you want to grab lunch together in the cafeteria? I’m on a low-carb
diet to try to look good in my swimsuit when I take the wife on
vacation. I saw they have this new chicken Caesar salad on special,
and I was craving…”

Agent Poole froze when the shiny white
urinal in front of him was sprayed with bright, red blood. He
stared at the crimson droplets, unable to blink. His stream of
urine stopped abruptly. Roy had been cut off mid-sentence, and
Jackson Poole feared to find out why. Turning to the side, he saw
that his friend’s head had been detached from his body. Roy’s torso
and legs seemed to sway for a moment, as if they had not noticed
the decapitation. Agent Poole noticed the few extra pounds on his
friend’s potbelly that the man would never get a chance to trim off
through eating low-carb, chicken Caesar salads. Finally, the body
seemed to crumple to the ground in slow motion. A woman was
revealed, who had been standing behind Roy and holding an extremely
sharp weapon in her hand.

“Hi,” the redhead said casually. “Is this a
bad time?”

Agent Poole swallowed, realizing that he was
still holding his penis in his hand.

“Were you in the middle of something you
wanted to finish?” she asked sweetly.

“No,” said the agent, shoving it back into
his pants and zipping up quickly. “Madam Minister…”

“I’m not the Minister of Defense anymore,”
Visola corrected.

“General Ramaris…”

“No, no, no. None of that. I’m not acting in
any official capacity.” She stepped over Roy’s body, closing the
distance between herself and Agent Poole. “If you must call me
something… call me Death.”

He gulped again. “Madam Death. You’re
looking sharp in that armor.”

“Thank you,” she said, reaching down to pat
her abdomen. “I don’t always break into the Pentagon. But when I
do… I wear leather.”

Agent Poole considered his options. He
lowered his chin and stared at his friend’s body on the ground. He
fought back the urge to wail in grief or curse in anger. Instead,
he looked into the green fire of Visola’s eyes. He found himself
fighting back tears and lowering his body to his knees.

“I just gathered information,” he told her.
“I have the utmost respect for you and your husband. I never
authorized any of this. I just did what they asked of me.”

“Agent Jackson Poole,” she said, flexing her
wrist as though she were about to slice his head off next. “It
looks like you’ve made a grave mistake.”

“I have,” he said, staring at her calves.
They were shapely and muscled as the black armor clung to them. “I
have made so many mistakes.” He felt sharp metal under his chin,
forcing him to lift his face.

“You thought my sister was the most
dangerous woman in the world,” Visola said softly. She moved her
foot to the side sharply, kicking Roy’s head away from them. The
head went rolling across the floor of the men’s room. “You were
wrong.”

“I realize that,” he said, struggling to
breathe over his hyperventilation. “I’m sorry.”

Visola smiled, almost mercifully. She
reached under her armor, and pulled out a few photographs. She
tossed them to the ground, where they fell into the puddle of Roy’s
blood. “That’s your wife. That’s your son. That’s your daughter.
That’s your sister. That’s your brother. That’s your dog.”

Agent Poole stared at the photos in horror.
All of his family members were held in various hostage situations.
“Oh god,” he whispered. “Oh my god. Please. It’s not my fault. I
swear to you, it’s not my fault. There are bigger forces at work
here. The president… he gave our director instructions to
demonstrate ‘a show of power’ to scare Adlivun and Oceanus, so we
could get back our oil drilling rights. It’s the oil companies.
America runs on oil. If we don’t…”

“I don’t really care,” Visola said with a
shrug. She tossed a USB key down into the puddle of blood. “Follow
the instructions in the file marked ‘Vengeance.doc.’ Meet me at the
specified location, at the specified time, with the specified
people. Or don’t. But if I were you, I wouldn’t want to make any
more mistakes.” Visola turned to leave, but she was interrupted by
the Agent’s whimpering plea.

“Please, Visola. Is there any chance you’ll
let my family live?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Did you let
my family live?”

With that, she disappeared. Her movements
were so ghostlike that he did not bother trying to figure out how
she had broken into the compound, or how she would escape. She was
unreal. Agent Poole stared down at the photographs of the people he
loved most in the world. Roy’s blood was spreading over the
frightened faces of his wife and children. He looked at the
beautiful blonde woman who was chained to metal pipes. It was his
sister, Judith—an early childcare education specialist, and a
mother of five. She was one of the kindest people he knew. Picking
up the USB key, he stuck it in his pocket.

“I deserve this,” Jackson Poole said
morosely. He tried to drag himself to his feet, and stumble back to
his meeting. “We all deserve this.”
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“She was at the Pentagon?” Vachlan said into
the phone receiver. “How long ago?” He waited for a response and
nodded. “Thank you for telling me this. Yes, Visola has gone rogue.
I haven’t heard from her—I had no idea what she was doing.” Vachlan
sighed as the information filtered through the phone line. “We’ve
promoted Major Mardöll to General of Adlivun’s armies, and Colonel
Namaka in Africa will be serving as the new Minister of Defense.
Visola is not part of our governance anymore and her actions are in
no way connected with us.”

Vachlan stared at the frozen shelves of the
library as he waited for more information. “I couldn’t take her
role. I’m not a war leader. I’m not a hero. I just give really good
advice.” He listened again. “I know she’s my wife, but we haven’t
always gotten along. She doesn’t always consult me before taking
action, and I don’t always consult her. We’re quite independent of
each other.” He listened again. “Look, I will put out my feelers
for her, and I’ll let you know if there’s any sign of her—but I
don’t think she’ll be coming home or contacting me anytime soon. If
ever again.”

When threats began to flow through the phone
line, Vachlan sighed. “There is no need for that. Our political and
military leaders would give themselves up to you willingly. We’re
all friends here. We are not—I repeat—we are not acting with
Visola. We are not sanctioning any of her actions. She is doing
this completely on her own.” Vachlan waited for another response.
“Yes, I would be willing to fight against her. If she comes into my
custody, I will give her up to you. Yes.” Vachlan held his breath
as the voice on the other end of the line made impossible demands.
“My wife—she’s a military genius, but she is not of sound mind.
When your people killed her sister, it caused her to have a
psychotic break. You must understand that there’s nothing I can do
about this anymore. It’s out of my hands. Yes. Yes, I will try my
best.” Vachlan sighed again.

“You have my full cooperation, Mr.
President.”

When Vachlan hung up the phone. He found
himself gazing out of the window thoughtfully. He licked his lips,
which had become very dry. He inhaled deeply, and exhaled even more
deeply, as he tried to sort through the information he had been
given. He tried to search for the answers deep inside his brain,
for clues to Visola’s next move. Did he not know her better than
anyone? Yet, after all this time, she was a mystery. He knew that
he could not stop her. He did not want to stop her. He just missed
her so much he could not breathe.

The dark-haired man continued to stare out
of the window until a noise in the room alerted him to someone
else’s presence. It was Dr. Dylan Rosenberg, clearing his
throat.

“Sorry to bother you, Vachlan,” said the
doctor, adjusting his glasses, “but do you realize that you’ve been
standing in that spot and staring out of that window for over five
hours?”

Vachlan’s eyes widened in surprise. He
glanced down at his Rolex, and indeed, it had been several hours
since his call with the American president. “I’ve been… thinking
about my wife,” he explained awkwardly, giving the doctor an
embarrassed shrug. His eyes lingered on his watch for a moment
longer. The Oyster Perpetual Rolex had been a birthday gift from
Visola a few years ago—along with an extraordinary round of
hand-to-hand combat that had quickly led to…

“What exactly have you been thinking of?”
Dylan asked, moving to stand at Vachlan’s side. He joined the
dark-haired man in staring out the window, at the cityscape of
Romanova below.

Vachlan was snapped out of his pleasant
memory, back into the unpleasant present. “I’ve been thinking that
this is the first time in my life, that I can’t see a way out,” he
responded honestly. “This really is the end of everything. All my
life, I’ve been able to find that escape route. That narrow sliver
of light in the pitch black cave. When no one else could see it, it
was plain as day to me. When no one else could figure out how to
get through the tiny window, I could find a way to wriggle through
it, and drag whomever I fancied at the time to safety.”

“Maybe you’re just overwhelmed by your
recent loss, Vachlan,” Dylan said, putting a hand on his friend’s
shoulder. “Maybe if you give it some time, you will see the
light.”

“Do you actually believe that codswallop?”
Vachlan asked.

“Not really,” Dylan answered. “I was just
spewing fake therapist bullshit.”

“Good. I thought you were a smart man.”
Vachlan moved over to the crystal decanter, which held a generous
amount of scotch. He began pouring. “Fancy a drink with me,
chap?”

“Sure,” Dylan said, moving over to take the
glass that was extended to him.

“It’s too late for the USA to play nice,”
Vachlan mused as he poured his own glass. “They think they can do
some sort of damage control now—or make us think that they’re
trying. It’s hogwash.”

“So what’s going to happen?” Dylan
inquired.

“The USA isn’t going to back down. Visola
isn’t going to back down. Adlivun isn’t going to back down. NATO
isn’t going to back down… and Oceanus isn’t going to back down.”
Vachlan clinked his glass against the doctor’s. “Cheers. To global
warfare.”

“Oh.” Dylan considered this for a moment and
poured the entire contents of his glass down his throat. “Well,
that’s swell. Maybe I’ll get a chance to do something to avenge
Sionna.”

“Yes,” Vachlan agreed. “The only wildcard in
all this is Leviathan. I don’t know enough about him to judge—but
it seems to me, if he’s anything like the other men in Visola’s
life… he might be powerful enough to swing this thing either
way.”

“That’s a good thing, right?” Dylan
asked.

“Kind of,” Vachlan said. “If Leviathan can
help Visola—then I think I could lose her. For good. I know her—I
know that she will use herself as a bargaining chip to get what she
wants. If Leviathan can give her victory, then she has no use for
me anymore.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” Dylan said to
Vachlan. “I’ve seen you two together. She doesn’t just hang around
you for your brilliant strategies and outside-the-box thinking. She
loves you.”

“She loved me,” Vachlan corrected. “But
after Sio—I just don’t think she’s capable of love anymore. I don’t
know if she’s even the same old Viso anymore. ”

“Of course she is,” Dylan said with a frown.
“She’s definitely going through some trauma that even the best
therapy could not help to mend… but she is still your wife.”

“I don’t think she’s actually had a
psychotic break, Dylan,” Vachlan said as he poured himself more
scotch. “This is just who she is. Unrestrained. It’s like the human
parts of her are gone—she’s just pure warrior now. She’s just
focused on her goal, and everything else has disappeared. Frankly,
I’m scared. I’m scared of the USA coming after us due to our
association with her. I’m scared for my kids. I’m scared of the
repercussions of her actions. I’m scared that there will never be
any going back. I’m scared she’s going to destroy herself.” Vachlan
sighed. “Mostly, I’m just scared of losing her.”

“What are you going to do?” Dylan asked.

“I’m going to help the Americans stop her,”
Vachlan said, taking a swig of his drink.

“Really? You’re going to fight against her?”
Dylan asked.

Vachlan nodded. “Yes. At least, I’m going to
pretend to do so to help to keep Adlivun safe. Trust me, even if I
did help them, it wouldn’t matter. They’re done. They’re living on
borrowed time. We all are. I hope you’re ready to witness the end
of an empire, Dylan.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Dylan said,
sipping his drink. “As long as it’s not ours, I’m okay with
it.”

“That’s usually the way it goes,” Vachlan
said. “One must fall for another to rise. Down goes the American
Empire, so Oceanus might rise. Or maybe we’ll destroy each other,
and we’ll both sink, and some unexpected underdog will be the
champion of the world. Either way, something big is about to
happen. Bigger than I’ve ever seen—and I’ve seen a lot.”

“Well, I wouldn’t rather be anywhere else
when it happens,” Dylan said, looking out onto snowy Romanova.
“Even though Sionna’s gone… this place has found its way into my
heart. I am growing to love the people who loved her. I like to
think that her spirit is still here, and that by integrating myself
into the place where she lived… I can still be close to her.”

Vachlan turned to Dylan, suddenly stricken.
He dropped his glass, and it shattered on the ground. He grabbed
Dylan by the shoulders and looked at him with fear in his eyes.
“That’s not enough for me. That will never be enough for me. I
can’t go through this again.”

Dylan looked at the other man uneasily.
“Vachlan…?”

“I need to find her, Dylan. I need to find
my wife.”

 



Chapter 4: She’s Ten Feet Tall
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Weaving her small hands around each other
quickly in an ancient, memorized pattern, Elandria braided her
white hair. She tied a green ribbon around the end of the thick
rope to keep it closed, and returned to the files that she had been
asked to read through and authorize. She had been keeping to
herself for days, unwilling to participate in the planning of
Sionna’s funeral, or the main event. She was not ready to say
goodbye. After trying nearly everything, she had finally found her
own personal method of coping. It was unusual, but effective: she
intended to completely ignore Sionna’s death. This would be
accomplished by evading people as much as possible, throwing
herself into political paperwork, and when all else failed,
sleeping. Sleeping was particularly effective. Unfortunately,
incessant interruptions from the busy palace kept dragging her out
of her solitude and making her face the harsh light of day. She was
seriously considering escaping to somewhere remote, like the
private refuge of her sea-cow sanctuary, but she had promised
Trevain that she would try to be strong. Adlivun needed her. Her
husband needed her. It was very small compared to her sister’s
responsibilities; all of Oceanus needed Aazuria. The least she
could do was try to lighten the woman’s workload.

Elandria had been visited by her sister
earlier, before Aazuria left for Atlantis. The steadfast queen had
seemed strangely distant and distraught. Her usually emotionless
and graceful features seemed weathered and weary. Elandria knew
that her sister was saddened by Varia running away. For so long,
Aazuria’s world had centered around her daughter. However, after
escaping captivity, she had been overburdened with cleaning up the
mess of the entire country, fighting a war, getting temporarily
killed, and then uniting all the kingdoms of the world’s oceans. It
was too much for one woman to bear. Yet Aazuria tried to be a good
mother—even though she had been drowning in so many impossible new
duties, Varia always remained her first priority, at the forefront
of her mind. Elandria could see that her sister felt responsible
for neglecting the young girl, and responsible for all the events
that had chased Varia away. She also felt responsible for the
conflict with the United States, and the events leading up to
Sionna’s assassination. In short, Aazuria felt responsible for
everything.

Elandria could see how deeply anguished her
sister was over the loss of Sionna. She was sure that the funeral
had been difficult, and grateful that she had not attended. She
could see the toll that these public events took on Aazuria, and
was relieved that she could hide in her bedroom, and contribute to
administration from behind the scenes. Running the country was
simply not for her.

I wish I could do more, Elandria
thought to herself as she signed off on a paltry document about
water pollution standards. But I am just a regular girl. I
cannot be everywhere at once, and do everything at the same time. I
cannot change the world every day, the way Aazuria and Visola do.
Those two must fight three major battles before breakfast, just to
get warmed up for their days. She smiled in thought of her
sister and the general, but her smile was not without a shadow of
serious underlying concern.

A shriek was heard not far away in the
corridor, and Elandria rose to her feet nervously. She was frozen
for a moment, as flashes of all the horrible things that had ever
happened to her blazed across her mind. Her heart started pounding
far too quickly. Pressing a hand against her chest, where the cruel
organ was pumping hectically, she sucked in a quick, short breath.
She remembered that her heart had been wounded once, and if not for
Sionna’s magical handiwork, she would not be alive. Biting her lip,
Elandria battled both fear and nostalgia. When another scream
sounded, she shook her head to clear the thoughts, and ran to open
her bedroom door to see who was in danger.

She was stunned to see a giant volley of
fire blasting through the hallway. She felt the heat from the
flames gusting against her face. Elandria stared in shock. She was
reminded of the bomb that her father had strapped to her body not
too long ago. She was reminded of the explosion that could have
killed everyone she loved. Her heart pounded fiercely in fear, and
she drew both of her hands against her middle, knowing how
unprepared she was for whatever was happening. If only I was in
the sea, she thought fleetingly. I could manipulate the
waves with my voice. I can be strong with the water, but what can I
possibly do with fire?

Elandria was startled out of her anxiety
when she heard the laughter of children. The flames cleared, and
she could see that they had originated from a very small person
whose height was no taller than Elandria’s bellybutton. “Ivory?”
She gasped, observing that the little girl was wearing a backpack
consisting of two cylinders, and holding a long gun-nozzle in her
tiny fist. She also saw that the flames were directed at a
similarly small person who was screeching and scrambling away
through the corridor, as fast as his little legs would carry him.
With a giggle, Ivory triggered her weapon again, engulfing the
entire hallway in a fiery blaze.

“Stop!” Elandria screamed. “Ivory!
Stop that at once. Ivory Ramaris!” When the little girl
finally heard the authoritative screams over the sound of her
weapon, she immediately complied. Elandria moved in front of the
weapon and placed her hands on her hips furiously. “Ivory!
What on earth are you doing, young lady?”

Ivory looked at Elandria in puzzlement. “I’m
trying to set my brother on fire,” she explained, as if it should
be obvious.

Elandria blinked. “Why?”

“Because he lost his tooth,” Ivory said,
with a pout. She lifted one hand and pointed at her brother.
“Look!”

Turning around slightly, Elandria saw the
little boy giving her a big smile and pointing at the gap where his
tooth used to be.

“See!?” he said with excitement. “It’s
really gone!”

Elandria shook her head in confusion. “I… I
don’t understand. What is going on?”

“He’s running away from me,” Ivory explained
again, gesturing to the flamethrower on her back, “because I’m
trying to set him on fire.”

“Sweet Sedna,” Elandria said, rolling her
eyes downward as if looking to the bottom of the sea to ask the
goddess herself for help. She turned back to the clueless child.
“Ivory… that’s not a good idea.”

“But it’s so much fun!” Ivory protested.

“Darling, you need to stop playing with the
flamethrower. Now. Someone could get seriously hurt.” Elandria
spoke with the same voice she used long ago, when she had been a
schoolteacher to the children. Back when she was the Queen of
Adlivun, before she had been banished to study with the Sisters of
Sedna—she had given the royal children some basic lessons on a
regular basis. Unfortunately, Ivory and Ronan had not been born
back then, and they were not likely to recognize Elandria as an
authority figure. She had only just returned to the palace, and the
children barely knew her.

Ivory seemed very unhappy. “But Mama said we
could play…”

“Your mother’s not here right now,” Elandria
said sharply. “That means I’m in charge. And I forbid you from
hurting your brother. Hand me the flamethrower.”

“Yes, Auntie Elan,” Ivory said sullenly. She
moved forward and took the cylinders off her back, handing the
weapon to the white-haired woman.

Elandria took the contraption, and was
surprised to discover how heavy the flamethrower was. She nearly
dropped it in surprise. She looked down at little Ivory with wide
eyes. Can it be that a five-year-old is stronger than I am?
Observing the child’s messy red hair, and familiar jawline,
Elandria softened. She was her mother’s daughter, so nothing Ivory
did should be a wonder.

Ronan saw that his sister was upset with
having her game interrupted. He immediately ran to her side and
gave his twin a big hug. “She never really meant to hurt me!” Ronan
told Elandria defensively, as if she were on trial for a great
crime. “We were just playing, I promise! Mommy said it was okay
before—before she went away.”

This touching scene caused Elandria’s heart
to ache further. She remembered centuries of Visola and Sionna
being at each other’s throats. It all came rushing back, and her
unwilling mind was filled with yearning for the sweetness and
safety of the past. It seemed impossible to imagine that they would
never all be together again, laughing and joking around, and being
ridiculous and silly. The twin sisters had never been shy to throw
verbal or even physical barbs at each other, but each insult had
been laced with clear affection. The limitless love the Ramaris
twins had for each other shone through all of their games, mockery,
and abuse. They had shared a sacred psychic connection that
Elandria could never hope to have with Aazuria, and it was obvious
that these tiny tykes felt the same. Sighing, and fighting back
tears, Elandria put the flamethrower aside and lowered herself to
her knees.

Placing her hands gently on Ronan and
Ivory’s shoulders, she gazed into the faces of the children. “Where
is your father?” she asked.

“Daddy got sick and he went to see the
doctor,” Ivory explained, lowering her chin and grabbing her
brother’s hand for comfort.

“Vachlan is ill?” Elandria asked with
worry.

“He says it hurts here,” Ronan said,
pointing at his forehead, “and Dr. Rosenberg is a doctor for the
insides of your brain. He’s making Daddy better.”

Elandria nodded thoughtfully. “Who gave you
kids the flamethrower?”

“There was a fat man,” Ivory said. “The
castle guard? Rolf. We told him that mommy said it was okay, and he
got it for us.”

Lifting her eyebrows, Elandria groaned.
“Rolf. I have heard his name spoken around here. I cannot believe
he hasn’t been fired yet.”

“Hey! He’s really nice!” Ronan said quickly.
“He’s my friend. Besides, he gave us the safe kind of
flamethrower. It uses gas instead of liquid. That’s safe for kids,
right?”

Elandria moved a hand to touch her forehead
in exasperation. “There is no kind of safe flamethrower.
Military weapons are not meant to be used as children’s toys.”

“But…”

“Honey, our palace is made of ice,” Elandria
said, gesturing around. “You’re going to melt our house to the
ground. Look, you’ve burned the carpets and tapestries. And our
imported flowers!” She sighed. “Please promise me that you won’t
play with anything dangerous unless you have the supervision of a
family member—and unless it’s outdoors.”

“Yes, Auntie Elan,” the twins said
dutifully.

Elandria knew that there was no way they
would follow her instructions for very long. The little
troublemakers would require lots of attention to keep them safe.
She closed her eyes. But with Sionna and Visola gone, and Vachlan
sick, did they have any family members they could turn to?

“There they are!” said a voice from the
other end of the hallway. Elandria looked up to see Brynne marching
toward them angrily. “I was taking my daughter to the library with
Kaito. While Princess Yamako is away, I’m watching her son. I
figured I would take care of these two brats as well, but they keep
running away from me!”

Elandria gave the twins a stern look of
disappointment. “You both will have to stay with Auntie Brynne,
okay? Listen to her and follow her instructions.”

“But Kaito doesn’t want to play with me
anymore,” Ivory complained.

“We’ll talk to him and figure it out,”
Brynne said, taking the twins by their hands and guiding them away.
“Sorry, Elan. I’ll keep them out of your hair.”

“It’s okay,” Elandria said weakly, glancing
at the flamethrower. Only then did she consider the small size of
the weapon. It did seem like it was specifically made for a child’s
body. Frowning, she picked it up and turned it over, and found
Ivory’s name engraved on the metal cylinder. “Sedna save me,”
Elandria groaned.

“What do you need saving from today?” asked
a deep male voice from the hallway.

Elandria looked up, and seeing Trevain, rose
to her feet abruptly. She dropped the flamethrower, and it
clattered to the ground noisily. She stooped to pick it up, but
Trevain had moved forward and was taking it from her hands. His
fingers rested on hers for far too long, and she pulled away
nervously.

“Ivory was trying to kill her brother,”
Elandria informed him. She backed away from him slowly, somehow
more afraid of his proximity than the gust of fire that had come
out of the weapon earlier.

“Ah. I remember this,” Trevain said as he
inspected the cylinders. “Grandma ordered this for the kids a while
ago, as a present. I guess… she didn’t know that she wouldn’t be
around to instruct them on its usage.”

“What was she thinking?” Elandria asked.
“Why would anyone buy that for her children?”

Trevain smiled. “You’re forgetting that
these are Vachlan and Visola’s kids we’re talking about. They got
them pet sharks to toughen them up. Ivory’s already been shot and
she didn’t even cry.”

Elandria sighed. She grasped the doorframe
for support, torn between ducking into her room and closing the
door, and talking to Trevain for a few seconds longer. She glanced
down at his strong hands, as they gripped the sections of the
flamethrower. He seemed to have no trouble with the weight of the
weapon. She stared at the wedding ring on his finger, and felt her
vision going out of focus as she grew lost in her own thoughts.
“Remind me why we never had any children?” she murmured.

His smile disappeared. He looked to the
west, as if he was examining a slideshow of the past. “At the time,
I was afraid that if you got pregnant, we would have been
overjoyed. We would have spent tons of time discussing potential
names for a boy or a girl, and we would have decorated a nursery.
Aunt Sio would have gotten us ultrasound pictures. You might have
been pregnant around the same time as my grandmother, so you two
could have bonded while complaining. We would have forced the poor
child to listen to horrible classical music through your stomach.
You would have done yoga and taken lots of vitamins, and then
someone would have inevitably abducted and murdered you like I
believed they had done to my first wife.”

“That was good reasoning,” Elandria said
with a nod. “I am sure they would have, with our luck.” She was
silent for a moment. “I do not think I possess Aazuria’s talent for
coming back from the dead.”

“Sure you do,” he told her. “Survival is a
trait that runs in the family. You survived everything your father
put you through, when lesser women would have crumbled. You
survived Mother Melusina’s creepy religious bootcamp, even though
she starved you half to death. You survived an arrow to the heart a
few years ago, didn’t you?”

Elandria nodded, glancing down at her chest.
“It still bothers me—I still get pains there. But I don’t think
it’s due to the injury, and certainly not due to Sionna’s surgery
being substandard. I think I’m just naturally weak-hearted. I keep
thinking that one day soon, my heart is just going to stop. It’s
just going to give up and stop trying so hard to keep me
standing.”

“Someday, that’s going to happen to all of
us,” he told her, moving closer. He placed his large hand on her
arm, encircling most of her small bicep. “But I’m not going to let
it happen to you anytime soon. I’m going to stay close to you, and
keep your heart safe and strong.”

Elandria bit her lip to keep it from
quivering. She knew that she should have run back into her room and
shut the door. Being near to Trevain brought all her emotions
bubbling up to the surface. She could not help being honest around
him, and trying to face the things that she could not face alone.
But this time, it was too much. Sionna was dead. She could not talk
about it, and she could not think about it. She could not mention
the woman’s name in casual conversation, as though nothing had
happened. There was nothing she could do that did not make this
worse. The gentleness in Trevain’s touch, and his kind and
concerned eyes made it worse, too.

“Oh, Trevain,” she said softly. “I’m not
built for this world. I can’t bear any more of this. First
Corallyn, then Alcyone… everything that happened to Zuri. And now
Sionna. Why are we cursed? Why does this keep happening?”

“I don’t know,” he answered.

She could no longer maintain her composure.
“I need to go,” she whispered, pulling away and slipping into her
room. She closed the door between them, and looked back to her desk
where the stack of paperwork awaited her. She was somehow no longer
in the mood to sign documents. She was no longer capable. She moved
over to the bed, and allowed her body to tumble down into the soft
collection of furs. They held her, comforting and enveloping her
body in a luxurious way. She tried to calm her breathing, and her
racing heart, and go back to forgetting.

A knock sounded on her bedroom door,
interrupting her mental exercise.

Wrapping the furs closer around her
shoulders, Elandria tried to ignore the world outside her head, and
seek a peaceful place in her soul where no one could find her. She
tried to go to sleep, her own personal form of therapy. Sometimes,
in her dreams, Sionna was alive. Everyone she had lost was still
alive, and happy.

The knock sounded on her door again, a
little more forcefully.

Elandria stared at the mountain of paperwork
on her desk, feeling guilty for procrastinating with her duties.
She just felt so useless and small. Their world had grown so large,
so quickly, and she was not sure how to survive in this place
anymore. She was not sure how to continue pushing forward, toward
some perfect, idealized goal of the way life should be, if it would
cost so much to get there.

She heard her door open, and footsteps on
her carpet. She felt someone move into the bed with her and slip an
arm around her waist, hugging her close. His warmth seeped through
the furs, and into her own body, creating a healing and somewhat
soothing effect. All her anxiety, and the pain in her heart, seemed
to instantly dissipate. She did not feel completely better, but she
felt a great deal more at ease.

“Elandria,” Trevain said quietly, his breath
dancing against the back of her neck. “Why weren’t you at the
funeral?”

She bit her lip in shame. “Because… I am
trying to pretend it’s not real.”

Trevain considered this for a few seconds.
“I was hoping that you would say a few words to honor her memory.
None of us really knew what to say. You really have a gift for
finding the right words in a rough time. No one can give a speech
the way you can—that is, when you feel like speaking.”

She smiled weakly at his praise. “I know
that denial is not a very mature way of dealing with demise, but I
see no harm in keeping my friend perfectly alive and well in my
thoughts.”

“If you must,” he told her. “Do whatever you
feel you need to do. But when you’re ready—just know that I’m here
for you.”

“What did Zuri say?” Elandria asked.

Trevain drew a ragged breath. “She may be
dust in the sea, but what she did will never die.” His voice
wavered as he repeated the words. “We’ve gotten through so much
together, Elan. This is just one more heartache. Just one more
disaster to add to the gigantic list of disasters we’ve
endured.”

“This is the last disaster,” Elandria said
harshly.

Trevain seemed confused by this. “The
last?”

“Yes,” she said. “This is the last disaster,
because it changes everything. It is the beginning of the greatest
disaster we’ve ever known. The whole world is going to pay for
this. Every square inch of every country—every drop of water.”

“The world is a very big place, Elan…”

“Visola is bigger,” she responded ominously.
“She’s so much bigger. The world is a horrible place, and it
deserves whatever happens. It deserves whatever comes next, and
worse.”

Trevain did not respond immediately. “You
don’t sound like yourself right now, Elan. Maybe you should talk to
Dr. Rosenberg. He’s doing grief counseling…”

Elandria made a sound of disbelief. “Have
you seen Dr. Rosenberg lately? The poor man was holding the love of
his life in his arms when the CIA shot her in the head. He
immediately tried to shoot himself in the head, but Vachlan knocked
the gun out of his hands. This is the man whom you think can help
me?”

Releasing a deep sigh, Trevain moved away
from Elandria. He laid on his back and looked up thoughtfully. “I’m
just trying… to do something. To move forward.”

Missing his warmth, Elandria turned over to
face him. She pressed her cheek against his shoulder, deeply
inhaling his masculine scent. She placed a hand on his chest, and
instantly felt stronger. She felt like she was sucking the strength
and love out of his body, but he somehow had an unlimited amount to
give.

“I gave Aazuria divorce papers,” Trevain
said finally.

Elandria gasped and bolted upright. “How
could you? And now?”

“I want you to stop being ashamed of being
with me,” Trevain told her.

“You idiot!” Elandria said angrily. “You’ll
break her heart!”

“Something had to be done, Elandria. A
choice had to be made.”

“Why?” she demanded. “Aazuria needs you just
as much as I do. Just because she’s tough doesn’t mean you can hurt
her like this. When she’s already going through so much!”

“But Elan…”

“Is this pity?” she asked bitterly. “Are you
doing this to her instead of me because you know she can handle it?
And I couldn’t?”

“Why are you always so suspicious of
everything I do?” he asked her with a frown, sitting up to look
into her face. “I’m not doing this because I pity you. I’m doing
this because I love you. I’m choosing you, because I think we’re
better together.”

“Oh, please,” Elandria said with a nervous
laugh. “You can’t actually mean that.”

“I tried to make it work with Zuri,” Trevain
told her, taking her hands. “I tried so hard, for so long. I tried
everything. But with you, it’s just easy. I feel like it’s not
one-sided. I feel like you want to be with me just as much as I
want to be with you.” He chewed his lip thoughtfully as he tried to
find a way to explain himself.

“Loving your sister is like sitting at the
feet of a statue of a great goddess. She is ten feet tall and cold
as stone, and I’m always in her shadow. I’m always small and
insufficient. I’m just a man, made of flesh and blood, but she’s so
much more than that.” Trevain smiled sadly. “I begged. I waited. I
tried to chisel away the marble and get to the woman underneath…
but she just shut down, and closed herself off to me. What more can
I do, Elan?”

Considering his description for a moment,
Elandria’s lips curved in a small smile. “You’re right. She is like
that. Let’s build a statue for her. Let’s put it somewhere
prominent, like at the airport—it would be the first thing she sees
when she comes home. She’ll freak out.”

Trevain chuckled to himself. “I like the way
you think. She’ll be so pissed—if she hasn’t signed the divorce
papers by then, she will after she sees the statue.”

“We can claim innocence,” Elandria said
happily. “Oh my goodness, why haven’t we thought of this before?
She deserves a statue! And... and so does Sionna.” Her smile
disappeared. “We could put it in front of the hospital.”

They were both quiet for a moment. “I think
everyone will love that idea,” Trevain finally said. “A beautiful
statue of Aunt Sio in her classic lab coat.”

“I will not be able to go to the hospital
without dissolving into tears at the sight of her,” Elandria said
softly.

“That’s fine,” he said with a sly smile. “If
you get pregnant, you can just deliver at home.”

“Pregnant?” she asked in surprise. “How
would that happen?”

“I can show you how,” he said, playfully
pushing her back down onto her furs. He climbed over her and placed
a kiss on the side of her neck. “I could be a little…
careless.”

“Trevain—I didn’t mean—earlier…” Elandria’s
eyes darted around in a panic before settling back on his face. Her
breathing quickened. “I was just asking about the past. Reflecting.
I didn’t mean that I was considering—for the future—I just…” She
tried very hard to form coherent sentences. “How would that look?
The ink hasn’t even dried on your divorce documents—if she even
decides to sign. Divorce is not something that my people do—it is
extremely shameful. And you already have a daughter, but she’s
missing! Should we take care of all that first? I have to
think about this. I have to prepare. The past few years with Mother
Melusina, I was barely eating. I might not even be healthy
enough.”

“Relax, sweetheart,” he said with a grin. “I
was just teasing you.”

She scowled at him. “That was unkind.”

“I couldn’t resist. You’re just so adorable
when you get all flustered,” he told her, placing a light kiss on
her nose.

“I was not flustered. Just concerned
about your lapse in judgment. You are very young and very foolish
sometimes, husband.” Smiling as she said this, she reached up and
undid a button on his shirt.

“That’s why I surround myself with such wise
women,” he responded. He began sliding the strap of her dress off
her shoulder. “Where would I be without the fine guidance and
worldly knowledge of you and your sister?”

Elandria made a face. She spoke under her
breath. “You’re a pussy.”

Trevain’s eyes widened. “What did you just
call me?”

“Nothing,” Elandria said, turning away with
a small smile tugging at her lips.

“Elandria, I’m pretty sure I heard you
say…”

“That’s right,” she said, glaring at him.
“You’re not man enough to handle Aazuria. Don’t blame her for
that.”

“I’m man enough to handle you,” he growled,
slipping his hand under her dress.

“Are you?” she asked, tugging on his belt.
“Show me.”


Chapter 5: She Cannot Wait
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“I would have felt more comfortable if
Vachlan was with us,” Aazuria said as their sleek nuclear submarine
approached the compound.

“I’m offended,” Naclana said. “Am I not good
enough?”

Aazuria smiled weakly. “Vachlan had been
scouting this place for weeks before Sionna was killed. We were
planning on launching an attack together.”

“The last I heard, Vachlan’s out of
commission. Didn’t he try to evacuate the city in the middle of the
night for no reason?” Naclana asked.

“Yes,” Aazuria said with embarrassment.
“Among other strange behavior.”

“I’m sorry that I don’t have his résumé, but
at this point in time, having me around might be worth more,”
Naclana said. “He might even be a liability.”

“I know,” Aazuria said, nodding. “I am happy
to have you here with me. I just never thought Vachlan could be a
liability. I have difficulty considering him anything but an
asset—or an adversary.”

“Well, Vachlan wanted to launch an attack.
Let’s try my methods first. Hasn’t there been enough bloodshed
recently?” Naclana asked. “Just trust me. From what I know of
Leviathan, this is the best way to approach the situation. Calmly,
and respectfully, without any show of aggression.”

“Naclana, this is a really big risk,”
Aazuria told the man. She studied her cousin carefully, taking in
his long dark hair, which was woven into dreadlocks. For centuries,
he had served only as a messenger in Adlivun, but after Corallyn’s
murder, and Aazuria’s abduction, he had taken a greater role in
matters of state. Although he and Trevain did not always get along,
Naclana had been of great service to the country’s administration.
“I’m just not sure that you’re experienced enough in military
operations to be helping me guide this mission,” Aazuria admitted.
“I don’t know how comfortable I am with putting you in danger like
this.”

“For shame, cousin,” Naclana said with a
pout. “I thought we could enjoy spending some quality time
together.”

Aazuria sent him a nervous look. “Quality
time is all very well, but I would prefer that it not end up being
the last time we ever get to spend together. Or the last
time that we spend breathing.”

“I really believe this will work.” Naclana
frowned. “What’s wrong, Zuri? I thought you liked this idea.”

“I did. I guess I’m having second thoughts
now that we’re almost here. Oh! Is that the compound? By Sedna,
that place is huge.” Her voice wavered a little as she looked
through the thick glass windows of the submarine. There was a giant
stone megalith that extended from the floor of the Ionian sea, all
the way to the surface. “I never knew about this part of
Helike.”

Naclana smiled, moving to her side to view
the fortress. “According to research from land-dwellers, combined
with our own historical data, there was a huge war here in 373 BC.
The Atlanteans managed to sink their Greek opponents into the sea
and drown them all. They rebuilt that citadel from parts of the
ruined city, as a way to gloat about their victory. Since then,
it’s mainly been used as a refuge in times of great need. It’s one
of the Mediterranean’s best kept secrets. In 2001, the
land-dwellers stumbled upon some of the underwater ruins of Helike,
but this castle was located in such a cleverly camouflaged way
among the islands, that they had no idea it was here. And neither
did most of us, in Adlivun and Oceanus.”

“So, this is the stronghold that kept the
Leviathan safe from the Clan of Zalcan,” Aazuria mused as she
squinted, studying the edifice. “This is why everyone else was
conquered, but he remained untouched. That structure is stunning.
No wonder he managed to fly under the radar.”

“We were never conquered, either,” Naclana
reminded her. “Most parts of Adlivun are rather defensible.
Especially the limestone labyrinths…”

“But it was close. Several times,” Aazuria
said. “We lost a lot of good people while defending ourselves. If
not for Vachlan screwing over the Clan, and feeding them misleading
information… If not for Marshal Landou waiting a little too long to
execute his plans… we would have been taken. We were definitely
high on their hit-list. We just got lucky.”

Naclana lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t be humble,
Queen Aazuria. We did not just ‘get lucky.’ You led us to
victory—there’s a big difference.”

“No. I didn’t know what the hell I was
doing,” she whispered, touching her fingertips to the glass. “Just
look at it, Naclana. It’s incredible. I wonder if there are more
island-fortresses like this around here. And worldwide, there must
have been hundreds of other underwater homes that weren’t touched…
the oceans are so massive. They simply can’t be monitored or
tamed—and their people are the same. We’re all free, and government
doesn’t really matter, does it? Why do I even bother? What do I
work so hard for? I can’t make anything better for anyone.”

Naclana placed a hand on his cousin’s
shoulder. “You seem a lot less confident than usual. Is everything
alright?”

“I just feel so stupid,” she told him.
“Faced with something like this. It’s so old and magnificent. How
could I not have known about this place? I don’t know anything
about the water, after all. Who am I to act like I run things? Who
am I to collect taxes and make all these big decisions? I don’t
command the water. I don’t own all of it. I’m so insignificant. I’m
nothing.”

“Aazuria, what’s wrong with you?” He gave
her shoulder a little shake to try to reset her to default. When
she did not seem to notice, he frowned. “We all love you. Your
people want you in charge—we need you. You’re not a controlling
tyrant. You’re not doing anything wrong.”

“I feel like I’ve done everything wrong,”
she said softly.

The submarine came to a stop at the entrance
to Leviathan’s stone castle. Immediately, thousands of sea-dweller
guards began to swim out of the castle. Aazuria’s eyes widened.
There were so many men that she was reminded of bees swarming out
of a hive due to a threat. It did not help that the armor worn by
the men was black and yellow. The warriors were all well-geared,
and toting advanced modern weaponry.

“At least they seem friendly?” Aazuria said,
turning to her cousin for reassurance.

“I can’t really tell what’s going on under
those hornet-helmets,” Naclana said with a shudder. He cleared his
throat and smoothed his jacket. “At least you’re secure inside this
sub. I’ll go out and announce your presence, and if something
happens to me, you can still get away safely.” He turned to the
helmsman and captain. “Have your men be ready for anything, Captain
Jove.”

“Yes, sir,” said the submarine driver. “We
are always prepared.”

“Naclana, are you sure?” Aazuria asked.
“Anything could happen. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’ll be fine,” Naclana said as he
approached the airlock. He gave her one last suspicious look. “Do
you want to tell me what’s bothering you quickly, before I risk my
skin, or should I throw myself into the beehive?”

“Go ahead and announce me,” she told him
with a sad smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll get myself together before I
have to meet with Leviathan. I’m only overwhelmed by the scope of
the water—not by the scope of the man.”

“Of course not. My cousin doesn’t get
overwhelmed by mere mortal men!” Naclana declared, clapping her on
the back.

“Don’t I?” she asked, with a grimace.

He looked at her with worry. “It’s Trevain,
isn’t it? What did he do this time?”

“We’re sitting at Leviathan’s front door,
Naclana. Let’s focus on the mission before you pick apart my brain.
Besides, that’s Dylan’s job.” She nudged him gently, sending him
into the airlock. “Go! We’ll talk later.”

“Promise?” he demanded.

“Yes,” she responded, with a gracious
smile.

Naclana nodded. He knew that if Aazuria said
yes, that she meant yes. She was a woman of her word,
and there was no need to question her, prod her, or request
confirmation. Hitting the buttons on the airlock, he stared into
her blue eyes as the giant metal doors closed between them. “I
never liked that man,” he told her as the doors locked shut. He saw
her lower her eyelashes in sadness at the last moment. Frowning,
Naclana turned around, waiting for the doors to open to allow him
to swim out into the water. His foot tapped nervously on the metal
floor. When the water hit him, he felt like he had been injected
with steroids. He was no longer concerned about the thousands of
men wearing yellow and black. He swam forward, a safe distance from
the submarine, and hovered in the water with his hands in the air,
the universal gesture of peace.

He waited for several minutes for someone to
finally come forward and meet with him. As he was always waiting on
kings, queens, and powerful leaders, patience was a great asset to
his profession. He was sure that he could best Vachlan when it came
to his ability to wait. Turning back to the submarine, he saw
Aazuria waiting in the window. Her white hair and expressionless
face gave her an image of untouched innocence. She did look unreal;
almost angelic. Naclana swallowed a lump of pride in his throat,
for the honor of being able to call her family.

Turning back to the soldiers, he swam
forward with a renewed conviction. He needed to do this for
Aazuria. After crossing a certain threshold, he found that certain
groups of the armored men began pointing their rifles at him. He
swallowed, stopped, and held his hands up. He waited for several
more minutes, until a blonde woman began to swim forward. She wore
a deep mustard colored gown that swirled around her body
beautifully as she swam. She stopped a few dozen feet away from
him, and curtsied in greeting. There were several gold barrettes in
her hair, pinning her sandy blonde curls. From her movements, he
could tell that she had been raised as royalty. Naclana bowed
deeply.

“Welcome to Fort Triton,” the woman
said in sign language. “Please state your name and purpose in
coming here.”

“I am Naclana Nodens of Adlivun, and I am
here to announce the visit of my cousin, Queen Aazuria Vellamo of
Adlivun.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she displayed
recognition. “When you say ‘Vellamo’ do you refer to the royal
families of the Nordic seas? Old Valhalla?”

“Yes,” Naclana responded
respectfully. “I believe our families met, long ago. We have
come to seek an audience with Prince Taranis Evenor of Atlantis. We
believe he might have knowledge of the location of the queen’s
brother-in-law, Callder Murphy. He went missing a few weeks ago,
and his last known location was in these parts.”

“I see,” the woman responded, with a
warm smile. “You want to meet the Leviathan. I am Marina Evenor,
sister to Taranis. If you and your cousin just wait here, I will
inform my brother of your arrival, and he will come out and receive
you when he gets a chance.”

“Thank you, Princess Marina,” Naclana
said, with another deep bow. “Do you have any idea how long it
will be until we can meet with him?”

She hesitated, glancing back to the fortress
with a gentle shrug. “Unfortunately, my brother is one of those
new-age, free-spirited types. You might say that he marches to the
beat of his own drummer. It would be impossible for me to tell you
when he will be free.”

“I see,” Naclana responded. “Well,
it is very important that Queen Aazuria speaks with him as soon as
possible. Please place some gentle pressure on him to meet with us
at his earliest convenience.”

“I will,” said Marina, with a polite
nod. “Unfortunately, I cannot invite you inside the fort to
wait, and you will have to stay out here. Forgive my poor
hospitality, but we must be cautious. I hope you are comfortable in
your vehicle.”

“We are,” Naclana responded.
“Thank you for your concern. I will inform my cousin of the
situation. We look forward to touching base with Prince
Taranis.”

“I am sure he is looking forward to
meeting with your queen,” Marina said. With a sly smile, she
turned and swam away.

Naclana stared after her billowing citrine
gown as she retreated. The color piqued his memory, and brought a
deep inner sadness to the surface of his skin. Shaking his head to
clear away the cobwebs that were clouding his mind, he turned and
began making powerful strokes in the water to carry his body back
to the submarine to tell his cousin the news.

That could have gone worse, he
thought to himself as he moved through the water, staring at
Aazuria’s silhouette. I could have been stung by a thousand
bullets from those scary armored bumblebees.
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6 hours later…

 


Aazuria tried to suppress a huge yawn.

Naclana noticed his cousin’s state; her eyes
were closing for several seconds at a time and her chin was falling
periodically. He knew that she had not slept since getting off the
plane from Adlivun. He glanced to the driver of the submarine, and
saw that the man had dozed off while reading a magazine. Similarly,
other crew members were sprawled out about the vehicle, in various
states of napping. Naclana frowned. He crossed his arms angrily and
looked out of the submarine’s window. “This is ridiculous!” he
exclaimed.

Blinking rapidly and forcing her eyes fully
open, Aazuria looked to her cousin with a frown. “Has he come out
yet?”

“No. This is intentional. He’s doing this on
purpose. He’s making us wait here for some diabolical reason.”
Naclana scowled. “Maybe he’s trying to exhaust us, and then he’ll
send the wasps to attack once we’re sluggish and off our
guard.”

“Maybe he’s just trying to insult me,”
Aazuria said softly. “We do have a history, you know.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the whole story,”
Naclana said. “Maybe you should tell it—we seem to have endless
amounts of time.”

“I don’t know if I feel like rehashing the
past at the moment,” Aazuria answered, putting a hand in her hair
and rubbing her scalp. “Sedna, he better come out soon. I’m really
not in the mood for this.”

“Did you ever make him wait? Is this revenge
for a past situation?” Naclana asked.

“My father might have.” Aazuria looked
thoughtful for a moment. “It is possible that he is still bitter
about something that happened over five hundred years ago. Prince
Taranis did something awful to my friend, and in return, I
humiliated him.”

“Zuri! Don’t you think this was important
for me to know?” Naclana exhaled loudly. “You humiliated him?
How?!”

Aazuria closed her eyes and gently pressed
her fingertips against her burning eyelids. “It was so long ago,
Naclana. It was before our people even migrated to Adlivun. I could
not think that he would still hold a grudge against me for such a
petty affront.”

“What could you have done?” Naclana asked,
frowning. “I know you, cousin. I know that you would not have done
something hurtful unless it was fair. He must have deserved
it.”

“Oh, he did. He deserved far worse than what
I did. And besides that, he already took revenge on me and my
people.” Aazuria allowed her hands to fall into her lap, and she
looked up at her cousin with eyes that were red and bloodshot, and
more importantly, deeply unhappy. “We were betrothed,” she told
Naclana softly.

“Betrothed?” Naclana exclaimed loudly.
“Betrothed?!”

“Yes,” she responded, gazing out the window
with a forlorn look. “Not that it matters now. I can’t imagine that
Prince Taranis Evenor, the ‘Leviathan,’ would even remember that I
turned down his marriage proposal in a ballroom before both of our
families and several hundred guests.”

Naclana’s eyes widened. “You did… what?
Where was I? Why haven’t I heard this story?”

“Oh, I was very young,” Aazuria explained.
“It was before you came to stay with us to take care of my
mother.”

In that moment, at the mention of Aazuria’s
mother, Naclana saw the resemblance between the two women. Having
served the old queen for years, he remembered how her health had
failed due to the pressures of leadership. And due to the abuse of
King Kyrosed. He immediately moved to Aazuria’s side, and put his
fingers in her hair, helping to massage the tension out of her
scalp. He could see that she was both stressed and miserable.

“Thank you,” she told him, closing her eyes
at this nurturing touch. “My makeup is starting to feel disgusting.
I hope we don’t have to wait much longer.”

“You should remove it, and reapply it once
we get our meeting,” Naclana said. He drew his lips together in a
grim line as he stared out the window of the submarine. “I thought
you all said that the Leviathan was Visola’s ex-boyfriend?” he said
in confusion.

“Yes. He was,” Aazuria responded gently. “He
was her first lover—her first serious relationship. She was crazy
about him. That’s the primary reason I turned down his proposal. He
was an excellent political match, from a noble family, with some
good values and vast intelligence—and of course, he was strong and
healthy and would have made a great husband. But I simply could not
do that to her. I barely knew Visola at the time—actually, at
first, we did not get along in the least—but she was so torn up
about it, that I decided to stand by her instead of him.”

“Oh, I see,” Naclana said with growing
anger. He continued to massage Aazuria’s neck and shoulders. “So
he’s a two-timing sonuvabitch.”

“That’s right,” Aazuria said.

“Like Trevain.”

Aazuria flinched and looked up at Naclana in
surprise. “Trevain is not…”

“Yes, he is.”

“No,” Aazuria said, brushing away her
cousin’s hands and rising to her feet. “He never meant to…”

“Well, then why is he continuing to see both
of you?” Naclana asked. “Why isn’t he making a choice and being a
man about the situation?”

Aazuria stared at her cousin for several
seconds, with a stricken look on her face. She resembled a deer
caught in the headlights. Finally, she bit her lip. “He did
choose,” she said in a small voice. “He gave me divorce papers two
days ago. I haven’t signed them yet.” She glanced over at the other
end of the submarine. “The papers are in my briefcase. I have not
decided what I’m going to do.”

Naclana felt horrible. He suddenly
understood why Aazuria had been acting strange. He did not know
what to do, but he knew he needed to help. Following her gaze, he
saw the briefcase. “Do you want me to look over the papers to make
sure that everything’s in order?” he asked her.

“No!” Aazuria said, looking like she might
be close to tears. “I don’t need my lawyer right now, Naclana! I
need my family. I need a friend.” She began to pace back and forth,
across the length of the submarine. “Varia’s gone. I can’t even
speak to my daughter about this. How can I divorce her father
without consulting her? She’s too important to me, to take action
and move forward—to completely exclude her from this situation as
though she does not exist.” Aazuria took a deep breath. “Elandria
would be too concerned about hurting me to tell me how she really
feels. She is so kind, and so selfless. She has nothing in this
world, other than Trevain. He has been so good to her—so healthy
for her. He’s her foundation. How could I ever presume to take that
away from her? How could I take even 5% of that away from her?” She
stopped pacing and rested a hand on the interior wall of the
submarine. “Because I could. I could accost my sister and declare,
‘He was mine first. I call dibs, so back off.’ Poor Elandria would
not go near him, ever again. I could march up to Trevain tomorrow,
and threw myself at him, and said, ‘You’re mine, and only mine. I
want you to be my husband again.’ The poor man would be overjoyed.
He’s been trying so hard—and I recognize that. Before he chose her,
he did choose me. But I put up all these walls—I didn’t make it
easy for him. I shut him out, Naclana. This is my fault. I asked
for this…”

Naclana moved over to his cousin and grasped
her shoulders. “Hey. Look at me. You were abducted. You were held
in captivity for almost ten years. That’s something that none of us
can understand—and most of us would not have survived. You’re not
responsible for what happened to you, Zuri. And of course it’s made
you distant. Of course it’s made it difficult for you to connect
with people. That’s why Sionna called in Dr. Rosenberg to try to
help you. If Trevain can’t be patient or understanding about your
issues, then screw him! You deserve better. I’ve always said that
you deserve better.”

“He has been patient and understanding,”
Aazuria said. She was screwing up her face and trying very hard not
to cry. Turning to look out of the submarine window, she frowned.
“Naclana, will you please go and speak to the Atlanteans, and see
how much longer it will be until Prince Taranis is free? I cannot
stand this infernal waiting any longer. I never wait—I never stop
moving around and doing things, and keeping busy. If I have too
much time to wait and think, I’m afraid I’ll fall apart. I need
action. I need danger. I need challenges. I simply cannot be made
to wait right now.”

Understanding how serious her plea was,
Naclana nodded and struck his fist to his chest in the Adluvian
salute. “I will go at once, Queen Aazuria.”

“Thank you, cousin.”

As Naclana moved toward the airlock, he
frowned. He mulled over this new information, trying to think of
how to advise Aazuria in her complicated love life. Having never
had much success in his own, he did not feel he was qualified
enough to help her. As he swam out into the water, toward Fort
Triton, he stared angrily at the thousands of men in wasp-like
armor. How dare they make Aazuria wait for so long? Do they not
know who she is? He drew in deep breaths of water as he swam
toward the castle. I have tried to be diplomatic and respectful.
Maybe it’s high time for some good, old-fashioned
intimidation.

Once more, he waited for the woman in yellow
to swim out of the fortress and greet him. After several minutes,
she finally came. Naclana stared at her, burning holes into her
skull with the ferocity of his glare.

“Hello again, Naclana,” Marina said
politely. “I hope that you are still comfortable…”

“We have been waiting for over six
hours,” Naclana said briskly in sign language. “Do you
expect me to believe that Prince Taranis has not gotten a chance to
come out and speak with us in all this time?”

“As I told you, he’s a free-spirit.
Unfortunately, you were not an expected visitor and did not have an
appointment.”

“I would think that the prince would show
more respect to the Queen of Adlivun,” Naclana responded.
“This is not a social call. We are here to attend to grave
matters.”

“I am sure that you are. However, my
brother is an unusual sort of man. I do not think he owns a watch.
In fact, he might not even understand the concept of time.”
Marina inclined her head apologetically. “You are welcome to
leave and return again, another day.”

“If I might ask, what task has your
brother so occupied?” Naclana demanded.

Marina smiled sweetly. “I believe he is
playing a particularly engaging game of poker at the
moment.”

“Poker!” Naclana said out loud in disbelief.
He could see that Marina had read his lips, and was smiling even
larger at his incredulous reaction. He composed himself, and
returned to sign language. “I understand that he is busy. That
is fine. However, I do fear that if Queen Aazuria is made to wait
any longer, she might feel it necessary to take drastic action to
secure your brother’s attention.”

“I see. You are threatening us,”
Marina responded. She glanced over her shoulder at the thousands of
armored men who had not moved in six hours. “I do not think we
are too worried. Besiege us if you must. Attack us if you must.
Perhaps you will gain our attention.”

“You seem like a reasonable young
woman,” Naclana told her. “I would prefer that it not come
to that. We will wait a little bit longer. If you grant us an
audience with your brother within a reasonable timeframe, you can
expect no hostility from us. But Queen Aazuria has been to war
several times in the past few years, with very successful results.
If you leave her no choice but to do battle with your people in
order to rescue her brother-in-law, Callder Murphy, I believe that
is exactly what she will decide to do.”

“How delightful,” Marina responded.
“My own brother, Prince Taranis Evenor, has an insatiable zest
for warfare. He will be overjoyed to learn of your brave queen and
her entitled impatience.”

Naclana raised his eyebrows. “If you mean
to imply that she feels entitled to know of the wellbeing and
safety of our missing family member, then yes. Yes, she is entitled
to that. Yes, Callder’s wife, Brynne, is entitled to know the
whereabouts of her husband. Yes, Callder’s daughter, Kolora, is
entitled to having a father.”

“You are very righteous, Naclana,”
Marina responded. “I hope that serves you well in battle. You
have two options now—be patient and politely wait for my brother.
Or, attack us, and draw us into combat. I have heard that those
submarines are powerful machines, but we have great technology and
immense manpower, too. Best of luck to you.”

When she turned and swam away, Naclana
gnashed his teeth together furiously. This has been a really bad
day, he thought to himself as he headed back to Aazuria. I
only pray to Sedna that it does not get any worse.
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12 hours later…

 


Aazuria could not seem to stop pacing back
and forth across the submarine floor.

“Calm down,” Naclana told her, trying to
suppress his own rage. “I’m sure he will be out to meet you anytime
now…”

“This is the most insulted I’ve ever been,”
Aazuria said. She turned to the crew of the submarine. “Call in… a
hundred war submarines from Atlantis and Helike. How fast can they
be here? I’m laying siege to Leviathan’s fortress. Let’s starve him
out with our torpedoes.”

“Whoa!” Naclana shouted, throwing his arms
out to either side. “Hold up! Zuri, what’s gotten into you?”

“I’m running out of patience,” she
responded.

“But we can’t bomb the place to pieces.
Callder could be in there.”

She seemed thoughtful. “Hmm. That could be
why they took him. As a bargaining chip. No matter. Who makes a
queen wait for twelve hours? It’s an outrage. How many military
submarines do we have in the Mediterranean? And how fast can they
all be here?”

Naclana turned to the crew of the submarine.
“Do any of you have the answers to that question?”

The driver chewed on a wad of gum as he
considered this. “What kind of submarines do you guys need? Attack
subs, cruise missile, or boomers?”

“Boomers?” Naclana repeated in
confusion.

“He means ballistic missile submarines,”
Aazuria explained, stepping forward. “I want all of them. I want
them all here.”

“All of them?” Captain Jove repeated. “Well,
it will take a few hours, but most should be relatively nearby in
Atlantis anyway. Are you trying to put on a show, Queen
Aazuria?”

“Yes, Jove. If there are any larger
passenger subs in Atlantis that we could use, just to look more
menacing, that would be good too. I want at least a hundred.”

“A hundred?” Naclana repeated in shock.
“Aazuria, what are you doing?”

“That’s way too many,” Captain Jove told
her, scratching his beard. “If you strip Atlantis of that many
submarines, they’ll be vulnerable and defenseless.”

“I don’t care,” Aazuria said harshly. “I
want all my Mediterranean submarines here. Now. Call my fucking
bombs, and let’s blast this stronghold until it isn’t so strong
anymore.”

Naclana stared, his jaw slightly ajar. He
did not think he could remember his cousin being this furious in
recent memory. He was beginning to think that she was slightly off
her rocker. “Stop,” he commanded. “Everyone, relax for a moment.
Let’s think about this.”

Aazuria turned to look at him with narrowed
eyes. “I just gave an order, Naclana. Are you challenging my
command?”

“I think that recent events in your personal
life, combined with long waking hours, might be leading you to act
rashly,” he said carefully. “Let’s just sleep on it. Let’s give up
on Leviathan for today, and go unwind at a spa in Greece. We can
talk about your divorce. And Varia. And Visola.”

“Are you serious?” Aazuria frowned. “I
cannot go and ‘unwind’ at a spa when all of this is going on. My
main task at hand now is to find Callder and bring him home to his
family.”

“Yes, but a hundred submarines?” Naclana
sighed. “Zuri, don’t you think that’s kind of… expensive? It’s kind
of a lot of resources to spend on Callder.”

One of the men in the submarine’s crew began
to chuckle. He was silenced by a glare from Aazuria.

“It’s not just Callder,” Aazuria told him.
“Did you forget that the United States blamed Sionna’s supposed
connection with Leviathan as the reason for her assassination? We
don’t know anything about this man. The last time I saw him,
I was a young girl. He was a teenager. That was centuries ago, and
I did not know that he was even still alive. I want to look into
his eyes, Naclana. I want to find out why my friend was killed. I
want to find out what he’s up to, and why the United States of
America cares.”

“And I think you should, and will, get all
of that information,” Naclana told her, “but you don’t need to do
it today. You’re seriously jet-lagged. You’re falling asleep on
your feet. You keep glancing at your briefcase warily, like it’s
going to sprout tentacles and choke the life out of you. You’re a
strong woman, but you’re not strong enough to go to war
today. It won’t kill you to wait until tomorrow.”

Aazuria moved forward, and reached out to
take her cousin’s hand. She squeezed it gently. “Naclana, I already
told you. I cannot wait. I cannot stop. It will kill me.
Besides, I could not go to a spa in Greece. How would I communicate
with anyone? I do not speak the language.”

“I speak Greek,” Naclana said, returning the
pressure on her hand. “Please, cousin. Please take a day off.”

“I’m not losing my mind,” she told him
softly. “I promise you, I’m still in complete control. Atlantis
won’t be entirely vulnerable without the subs; she still has plenty
of heavy artillery on the ground. I still have great respect for
that beautiful island fortress. I don’t actually want to destroy
it. I may be slightly annoyed at being made to wait, but I’m not
going to kill thousands of people for no reason! I’m just going to
give them a scare, Naclana. A show of power. I think it’s what
Vachlan would do, if he were here.”

“No,” said Naclana firmly. “If Vachlan was
here, he would advise you to fight patience with patience. He would
advise you to chill out. And if I’m replacing Vachlan as your
advisor. I’m advising that you take a moment to step back and
think. You have a lot of power at your fingertips, Zuri. There’s a
fine line between showing it and using it.”

Aazuria sighed. She moved away from her
cousin and faced the ship’s captain. “Please send our coordinates
to Princess Yamako Mizuchi. Can you have her confirm that Callder
is alive inside that castle?”

“Yes, Queen Aazuria,” said Captain Jove,
quickly getting to work on the orders. “Sending coords now… and,
affirmative. Princess Yamako confirms that Callder is in the
compound. Lieutenant Petros, do you have the information on the
submarines?”

The lieutenant nodded. “Yes, sir. There are
75 in close range that can be here within four hours. We can get
another 50 within six hours.”

“Send them all over,” Aazuria said firmly.
Moving over to the small cot on the far end of the submarine, she
lowered her body to the thin mattress. “For now, I’m going to take
my cousin’s advice and have a nap.” She lay there for a moment, on
her back, before turning to the side and reaching for her
briefcase.

“Zuri! Sleep!” Naclana scolded.

She was going to protest that she had things
to do. She was going to ask for permission to remove her makeup, at
least, but she was so tired that she could barely move. She
obediently folded her hands over her stomach and closed her
eyes.
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16 hours later…

 


“Queen Aazuria, the submarines have all
arrived,” Captain Jove announced. “They’re here earlier than
expected.”

Stirring from her nap, Aazuria woke to see
Naclana sitting near her, and reading through her divorce papers.
She rubbed her eyes, and looked out into the Ionian Sea. Sure
enough, there were dozens of massive submarines all surrounding
Fort Triton.

“He wants full custody of Varia,” Naclana
told her.

Aazuria scoffed in disbelief. “Is that
really in there?”

“Yes.”

“I never should have made divorce legal,”
she grumbled, throwing her legs off the side of the cot. Standing
up and stretching out her body, she smiled at the crew members of
the ship. “Are you boys ready to battle? Or at least to make to
make it look like we are?”

“Always ready for you, Queen Aazuria,” said
Captain Jove cheerfully.

“I’m excited to be a part of one of your
legendary fights!” Lieutenant Petros said, pumping his fist in the
air.

Aazuria laughed softly, moving to the window
to examine the submarines. “What formation are they taking?” she
asked.

“It’s a basic circumvallation investment at
the moment. Would you like any variations?”

“No. You are doing an exceptional job,
gentlemen.” Aazuria glanced back at the captain to give him a
grateful smile. She returned to studying the layout of the
battlefield. “Shoot down anyone who tries to leave Fort Triton.
Man, woman, or child. If they get 200 meters away from the city
walls, put them down.”

Naclana frowned. “Zuri, are you sure…”

“Give the orders,” she told the captain.

The man immediately nodded and complied.

In the meanwhile, Aazuria moved into
submarine’s bathroom. “Oh, Sedna. My hair is a mess,” she said in
dismay. She grabbed a brush and began aggressively pulling it
through her tangles. Once the mass of silver strands was tamed, she
moved to unzip a purse containing her toiletries. Having fallen
asleep in her makeup, she used a remover pad to remove the
waterproof makeup from her eyes and face.

Naclana moved into the doorway. “Queen
Aazuria, I’m worried about you. You went from feeling scared and
nervous to overcompensating with overconfidence. Are you sure
you’re capable of doing this, right now?”

“Once I have my eyeliner and mascara on, I
will be ready,” Aazuria said as she applied a thin layer of
foundation. “My features are so pale underwater that I don’t look
very menacing or serious without a little bit of war paint.”

“Let me help,” Naclana told her. He moved to
her side, and began to put some small braids throughout her hair,
sparsely. “Back home, when I was a child, Celtic women did not go
to war without a few braids in their hair for luck. I used to braid
your mother’s hair.”

Aazuria smiled as she continued to do her
eye makeup. Finally, she added a dark, crimson lip-stain to her
very pale lips. She waited a moment for her cousin to finish tying
some of her slender braids together in a knot behind her head.
“Thank you, Naclana. Do I look ready for this?”

He examined her cosmetic enhancements. The
black eyeliner caused the deep cerulean shade of her eyes to seem
even more mystical. The darkening effect to her lips gave her
expressions and words even more gravity than they already had. He
nodded in approval. “You look like the fabled Sapphire that they
tell stories about all over the undersea. If I were the Leviathan,
I would choose my next moves very carefully.”

Her wine-colored lips tugged upward into a
smile. She moved past her cousin, and into the cabin, smoothing out
her clothing. She looked down at her wrinkled green dress in
disappointment. On an impulse she unzipped the formal garment, and
removed it from her body. The result was that she was left standing
in only her armored underclothes, a habit she had picked up from
Visola. She wore Kevlar-lined green pants, and a short, cropped
sports top which showed her midriff. “Now I’m ready,” she told the
rest of the crew. “When I give the signal, I want you to all to
point the torpedoes at Fort Triton.”

“Yes, Queen Aazuria.”

“If I give a second signal, I want you to
fire them,” she instructed. “All except the ballistic missiles, of
course.”

“Of course, my queen.”

“Do you want to take a rifle with you?”
Naclana asked with concern.

“That might be a good idea,” Aazuria said.
She wrapped a few belts of ammunition around her body, before
choosing between the available rifles.

“Take the one with the attached GP-25
grenade launcher,” Captain Jove recommended. “It’s not only
scary-looking, but great in a fix.”

She lifted the weapon, and found that it
seemed very heavy in the submarine, but she knew that it would
become lighter in the water. She nodded, slinging it over her
shoulder. “Thanks, Captain. This one will do just fine.”

“You look positively lethal now,” Naclana
told her, impressed.

“That’s the idea,” she said with a wink.
Moving over to the airlock, she pressed the button to open the
doors. “With any luck, there will be no bloodshed today,” she told
the men, before entering the airlock, “but I’m personally not
opposed to acquiring some bruises and bullet-holes if it will mean
success.”

When the doors closed behind her, the men in
the cabin were left to shake their heads in awe.

“What a woman,” Captain Jove remarked. “It’s
an honor to be assigned to the crew of her sub.”

“She’s magical,” Naclana agreed proudly, “a
walking legend.”

Lieutenant Petros nodded enthusiastically.
“I bet there’s nothing she can’t do. It feels good to know that our
lives are safe in her hands.”

“Speaking of which,” Captain Jove said,
clearing his throat. “Naclana, can you urge her to sign those
divorce papers a little faster? I’d like to flirt with her when she
gets back to the sub. Her last husband was the captain of a tiny
fishing boat, right? I daresay, I’m the captain of a much larger
and more impressive vessel. Mine even has torpedoes…”

Naclana rolled his eyes as he moved to the
window. “Alright. Keep your torpedoes in your pants, boys. There
will be no firing of any missiles until Queen Aazuria gives the
order.”
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Aazuria waited in the water with one hand on
her rifle, and the other hand on her hip. The thousands of armored
men surrounding Fort Triton had begun to move around uncomfortable
at the sight of the submarines, and some of them even retreated
into the caverns of their home. Aazuria did not have to wait as
long as Naclana had before Princess Marina came swimming out of the
fortress, with a furious look on her face. She moved forward in the
water until she was face to face with Aazuria, her golden dress
spinning around her legs like ribbons.

“How can I be of service?” Princess
Marina asked in sign language, forcing a barely hospitable
smile.

Aazuria returned her smile, except her own
was genuine. She was excited by the apparent odds of the situation.
She used her hands to respond. “I am Queen Aazuria Vellamo
of…”

“I know who you are,” Marina
responded curtly. “What do you want?”

Observing the woman’s rude manner, Aazuria
responded succinctly. “I would like to see Taranis.”

Marina scowled. “The Leviathan has
greater matters to attend to, at the moment. He will see you when
he gets some free time.”

“Greater matters?” Aazuria repeated.
She lifted her hand and gave the signal, and all 125 submarines
prepared their torpedoes and missiles for launch. Once the large
guns were pointed at the fortress, Aazuria smiled at Marina. The
armored men who had swarmed around the fortress defensively all
began swimming back inside with great haste. “I think that he
might consider these matters to be worthy of his
attention.”

“Perhaps. But personally, I do not think
he will consider this situation too notable.” Marina lifted her
own hand to give a signal. Instantly, hundreds of mechanical walls
began to open all over the island fortress.

Aazuria frowned as she observed the massive
amounts of weaponry that were being readied all around the
fortress. She swallowed, noting the wide array of anti-submarine
rockets and torpedoes. It was a considerable arsenal. She knew that
there was no use in trying to determine which side had more
firepower, or which firepower would reach its destination with more
speed. In a fight like this, both sides would be annihilated. She
knew that while most of her submarines were heavy-duty and
well-equipped for war, some of them were more vulnerable than
others. She knew that there would be heavy losses of the lives of
crew members, and that it was simply not worth it to gain mere
information. It was not even worth it to secure Callder’s life, in
addition to information. Yamako’s information had indicated that he
was alive and well, and his vitals were strong. He did not seem to
be in any immediate danger. It was possible that he was just
shacked up with some woman, and that he had really left his family
by choice.

Unwilling to let this go without a little
more pressure, Aazuria swam closer to Princess Marina. She glared
at the woman, her blue eyes piercing into Marina’s hazel ones.
“My sources tell me that you are holding my brother-in-law
captive. I will not leave this place unless I receive proof of his
safety.”

“That is a reasonable request,”
Marina replied, smiling graciously. “Unfortunately, Callder
Murphy is currently engaged in a scintillating high-stakes poker
tournament at the moment. I would disturb him, but you know how
grumpy boys can get when you take away their toys. If you really
want to get his attention, I recommend firing some of your
torpedoes.”

“Perhaps I will,” Aazuria responded
sweetly. “All of the highly-trained naval warriors in these subs
are thirsty for a good fight.”

“Oh, I understand,” Marina said.
“Our men are the same way. Give them any excuse to push those
big red buttons, and they are jumping for joy. What’s the point of
having really big guns if you can’t use them now and again?”
Marina swam closer to Aazuria, reaching out to touch her white
hair. “You really are a beautiful woman, Queen Aazuria. Just
like I’ve always heard. The pure-sea-dweller traits are a telltale
sign of true royal blood and good breeding. It’s a shame we have to
meet this way, for we could be friends. If you must fire at us,
please make haste. Fire your missiles. We are ready.”

Aazuria was stunned by the woman’s demeanor.
A twinkle in Marina’s eyes vaguely reminded her of Visola. This
comparison was enough to create a sinking feeling in Aazuria’s
stomach. She knew she had made a mistake, and that even with over a
hundred war submarines, they were not going to make any progress
today. She was not ruthless enough to risk the lives of her men, or
to harm the possibly innocent men inside the fortress. She did not
have enough confirmation of their wrongdoing to incite such drastic
action.

“Please, be my guest,” Marina
encouraged. “Fire at us. If you are lucky, you will garner the
attention of Leviathan. Unfortunately, we will be required to
defend ourselves. I only fear that in the midst of the chaotic
battle that is sure to follow, as we both bombard each other with
explosives, it might be difficult for you to have a conversation
with my brother.”

Staring unblinkingly into Marina’s
emotionless hazel eyes, Aazuria’s cobalt irises discovered an
unmovable foe. She could not remember this having ever happened
before. She was at a perfect stalemate. She was at an utter
impasse. When Marina smiled in flawless confidence, Aazuria studied
the other woman’s proud posture and perfectly styled golden hair.
She felt like she was in the presence of an equal, and that did not
happen often. She knew that all she needed to do was open her fist
and clench it twice, and hundreds of bombs would be fired. She knew
that she could win, but she felt no desire to do so. The
cost was far too great. She suddenly understood that neither side
had ever intended to cause any real harm to the other. This had all
been a very elaborate pissing contest. Aazuria lowered her chin
slightly, a polite sign of deference.

“Well played, Marina.”

“Better luck next time, Queen
Aazuria.”

The two women bowed deeply to each other,
never breaking eye contact. They both turned and swam back to their
respective sides. As she propelled her body through the water,
Aazuria felt the conflicting emotions of disappointment and relief
colliding in her gut. She did not like to fail a mission, but there
was no retrieving Callder today. Naclana was right. Still, she had
gained valuable knowledge about the defenses of Fort Triton. If it
ever came to a fight in the future, it might be wisest to attack
from the air. Entering the submarine airlock, she waited for the
water to drain out. When the doors to the inside finally opened,
she stepped forward, dripping wet.

“What happened?” Naclana asked with
worry.

“We’re retreating,” she said, her voice
laced with shame. “Captain Jove, please order all of our subs to go
home.”

“Yes, Queen Aazuria,” said the captain.

“I must admit that my heart skipped a beat
when I saw all of their bombs,” Naclana said nervously. “I wasn’t
expecting that.”

“You were right,” Aazuria said with a sigh.
“It’s not worth it. Today is not the day. But at least they
admitted to having Callder. He seems to be safe. I suppose they
knew we wouldn’t attack with him inside.”

Naclana leaned against the wall of the
submarine, rubbing his forehead to relieve his stress. “I can’t
believe this. Thank Sedna that neither of you were men. This would
have been a senseless bloodbath.”

Aazuria smiled. “I’m not opposed to a
justified bloodbath, but this was not the time or the place.”

Shaking his head, Naclana exhaled. “I’m
sorry that I couldn’t say or do the perfect thing to make this
mission work. Maybe if Vachlan was here, we would have been
successful…”

“Nonsense,” Aazuria told her cousin fondly.
“You did your best. No one else could have done any better. We
didn’t know that they had so much firepower.”

“Agh,” Naclana growled. “If only…”

“Shh,” Aazuria said. “Do not worry, cousin.
Do you still speak Greek? I think I might like to take you up on
that spa idea.”


Chapter 6: She Finally Relaxes
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Aazuria was having a good time, for the
first time in a while. She had not realized how much she had needed
this. Her cousin had chosen a five-star spa resort near the
historic site of Ancient Olympia, which was not too far away from
Fort Triton. They had gotten massages, done a bit of shopping, and
now they were sitting in their new clothes at a lovely little bar.
Aazuria’s hair and skin had tanned considerably due to their
afternoon in the sunshine.

“You should drink as much as you like
tonight,” Naclana urged her. “We have a room, so if you pass out, I
can just throw you over my shoulder and carry you upstairs.”

“I really should not do that,” Aazuria told
him weakly. “I have such a busy day tomorrow, and I have to get
back to Atlantis…”

“We need to talk about your divorce,”
Naclana informed her. “We need to get this stuff out of the way so
that you can focus on your work tomorrow, and not be distracted by
the mess in your personal life.”

“You’re right,” she told him, taking a
generous gulp of her wine. She smiled at him quizzically. “You’re
doing an excellent job of replacing Vachlan. Why haven’t you and I
had more conversations in the past few hundred years?”

“For one thing, you’re always working,” he
told her, “and then there is the matter of… Well, since we’re
sitting down for a real conversation, with wine, I suppose I might
as well be honest and straightforward with you.”

“You should be,” she encouraged.

“Before you killed Kyrosed,” Naclana said in
a low voice, “I did not think much of you. I thought you were just
another girl. I watched your mother die, because of King Kyrosed’s
cruelty. She was my beloved cousin, and she was the most
intelligent and wonderful woman I had ever known. Then Kyrosed took
my sister as one of his brides, on a whim… and what he did to her.
My poor sister was never the same. After losing those two women,
who were both so strong, so amazing, and so important to me… I kind
of gave up on life.”

“Oh, Naclana. I did not know.”

“You were young and sheltered. I could not
expect you to know, or do anything about it. But then you stepped
up. Then you did the unthinkable, and you freed us from that man
and his tyranny.” Naclana shook his head in wonder. “I could not
believe what you had done for years afterward. It just did not sink
in that such a sweet and gentle girl could be capable of such
strength. To murder your own father! What resolve that must have
taken.”

Aazuria could not respond. She lowered her
eyes. “I should have taken action much sooner.”

“Better late than never,” Naclana told her,
staring off into the distance. “You don’t even know what you did
for me, Zuri. You gave me my life back. You gave me my freedom. I
felt like I had a home again; a family. I felt like I was part of
something great, and I felt… proud. I felt patriotic again, for the
first time since I had left Europe. You amazed me with every word,
every action. You fought for us, and you kept us strong against our
enemies. You inspired us all to stand together, and stand tall.”
Naclana leaned forward and placed his hand on hers. “You gave me
purpose.”

Feeling her eyes fill with tears, Aazuria
gazed at her cousin. “Naclana…”

He smiled at her with admiration. “I never
really had a sense of purpose, until you. Now, my purpose is to
help you. So, please let me. Let me be your family, and let me be
your friend. Let me take care of you, and let me stand by you
during this difficult time. For once, I will try to keep you
strong.”

Blinking away her tears, Aazuria sprung out
of her chair and moved forward to give her cousin a hug. “Thank you
for being on my side. Thank you for being here for me. I’ve lost so
many people; so much of my family is gone. My mother, and so many
uncles and aunts, cousins and sisters… Corallyn. Sometimes I worry
that I’m going to lose Elandria. Her heart is so fragile and
paper-thin that I fear a fierce gust of wind could tear her to
shreds. It means the world to me to have you here, right now.”

He hugged back. “I always will be. You know,
we probably have a few remaining family members scattered around
the European seas—relatives of your mother. Maybe we could search
for them someday, when things quiet down.”

“That would be nice,” she told him, settling
back down into her chair and retrieving her wine glass. She took a
sip and smiled at her cousin. “So, Naclana. I have a question for
you.”

“Go ahead.”

“Did you find Marina attractive? You seemed
to be staring at her a great deal.”

He sighed, taking a heavy gulp of his own
drink. “No. It was her name that bothered me, at first. My sister
was named Marina, as well. I know it’s a common sea-dweller name,
but I could not help feeling nostalgic. Then, as I observed her
more and more, she began to remind me of my sister. The yellow hair
and yellow dress, and the way she moved.”

“Ahhh,” Aazuria said in understanding.

“My sister was beautiful,” Naclana said. “Do
you remember her?”

“Only vaguely,” Aazuria responded.

“Yes,” Naclana said, in a faraway voice.
“Marina was much older than me. She was very good friends with your
mother. They grew up together. Undina and Marina, the inseparable
cousins. Sometimes I wish that we had never heard of Kyrosed
Vellamo.”

“He is gone now,” Aazuria said gently. “For
good. He will never bother us again.”

“But it’s like he said,” Naclana mused, “his
legacy will outlive him. The things that man did… they are not so
easily erased or forgotten. They’ll leave dark marks on all of us
for as long as we live.”

Aazuria shook her head. “No. We must be
strong enough to overcome our history. We are not mere products of
our upbringing, our trauma, our failures, or even our genetic
material. We are constantly in the process of producing our
new selves—with each choice we make, with each thought we think and
phrase we speak, in each new chapter of our lives. Every single day
is an opportunity to do something great, and redefine our destiny.”
She smiled and glanced toward the window of the bar, feeling
lighter than she had in years. The Greek sunset was flooding the
sky with color, and it was difficult not to feel hopeful. “Those
dark marks on your soul? Let the sunrise erase them. If you go to
bed broken in the nighttime, you can still wake up whole in the
morning.”

Naclana stared at her for a moment, letting
her words wash over him. He lifted his glass into the air to toast
to her words, and drank deeply. “You’re a wonder, Zuri. That you
can be positive after everything that you’ve been through. That you
can even smile after a day like this!”

“It was a rough day,” she agreed. “It
does bother me that we wasted so much time, waiting on that
infuriating man. And my decision to call the subs—all that wasted
effort for a whole lot of nothing!” She sighed. “I must admit that
I thought coming to this resort would be a further waste of time. I
didn’t think we could solve the problem, us accomplishing nothing,
with doing more of nothing. But I was wrong. I really needed this.”
Aazuria sipped her wine and continued to gaze at the sunset
appreciatively. “My favorite cousin just took me to a lovely spa!
How could I not be smiling?”

Naclana grabbed the bottle and refilled both
of their glasses to the brim. Signaling the waiter, he ordered
another bottle in fluent Greek, before turning back to Aazuria.
“Okay. Now that you’ve gotten a little lubrication in your system,
start talking. What are you going to do about the divorce
papers?”

Aazuria quickly put her glass to her lips
and drank so that her mouth would be occupied and she could be
saved from responding for a few seconds longer. “I don’t know,” she
finally said. “He caught me completely off guard. I didn’t know he
was even thinking about divorce.”

“Do you still want to be with him?” Naclana
asked.

“I don’t know,” she repeated. “Yes. I do
love him, but it’s complicated.”

“You’ve spent a lot of time avoiding him
lately,” Naclana observed.

“Yes. I thought it was because of Elandria
at first—and maybe sometimes it is.” Aazuria sipped more wine as
she tried to search her feelings. “Maybe sometimes I am afraid of
stepping on her toes, and taking what belongs to her. So I steer
clear, and hope that they’ll be happier that way. They were so
happy without me, when I was abducted. I know. I came back and I
saw them. I snuck into Trevain’s birthday party… and I watched from
the shadows. Elandria was happier than I’d ever seen her.”

“It wasn’t easy for them to get there,”
Naclana told her. “It took years for any of us to feel okay again,
after we lost you. But we had to try, you know? Elandria and
Trevain… they were the ones closest to you. They felt the loss more
keenly than any of us. They needed each other, and to be honest—we
pushed them together. We all encouraged them to get married. It was
our way of gluing the pieces back together. But they’re not happier
without you, Zuri. They’re just really upset at the thought that
they have hurt you.”

“They have not hurt me,” she responded.
“I’ll be perfectly honest with you, Naclana. The problem is inside
me. Even when Elandria was gone, training with the priestess—I had
my husband all to myself, and I was terrified to go near him. Dr.
Rosenberg helped a lot, but I just can’t feel the way I used to
feel. I can’t fully relax. I can’t let go and love someone, because
I’m scared that it’s going to get ripped away from me again.”

“You need to relax,” Naclana told her with
worry. “I brought you here because I know that you’re really
stressed out… but this isn’t going to help. One good day isn’t
enough. You need to relax on a regular basis—a daily basis. I
swear, when you took a nap earlier—you looked super tense the
entire time. It’s like you never actually sleep—you just close your
eyes and pretend to sleep, because you know that you should.”

“I was dead for months, cousin,” she
reminded him. “Sleep has lost some of its charm since then.”

“Fair enough,” he said with a frown. “But
remember what you said about the dark marks? Zuri, you need to take
your own advice! You’re not going to die if you let yourself fall
asleep. You’re not going to get abducted if you let yourself be
happy and love someone. Just relax, and trust that things are going
to be okay.”

“Maybe if we get to a comfortable place,
where war is not an issue,” she said softly. “Maybe… if Varia comes
home. I’ve been a bad mother to her. I’ve hurt her. In avoiding
Trevain, and never being at home… I pushed away my daughter.
Naclana, I spent every day with her for most of her life. We used
to be so close. But since I came home to Adlivun, everyone else has
needed me. They needed me to stop the horrors on the bridge. To
fight the Clan of Zalcan. To liberate and unite all the undersea
kingdoms, and rebuild all the broken cities. How can I possibly do
all of that and be a good parent to Varia at the same time?”

“The gods themselves could not be a better
parent than you, Aazuria.”

“I appreciate the flattery, but that is not
true. I must be a mother to my people. A mother to all of Adlivun,
and Oceanus; to millions of people across the seas. Is it no wonder
that Varia left? I had no time for her. I was too busy taking care
of the world. I was mothering everyone but her.” Aazuria
closed her eyes tightly. “If I get another chance, I’ll do better.
I’ll make sure she knows how much I love her.”

“She does know,” Naclana assured his cousin,
refilling her wine glass. “I promise you, she knows.”

“I hope so.” Aazuria gratefully took the
refilled glass, and brought it to her lips. Like magic, the wine
caused the truth to flow forth unrestrained. “I just miss my baby,”
she murmured. “I put so much pressure on Varia to be grown-up,
accountable, and strong—and indeed, she is very smart and
mature—but she’s still just a little girl. She still needs me, and
I still need her.”

“You’ll be together again, one day soon,”
Naclana promised. “She’s just being a little rebellious. She’s just
seeking independence to find out who she is. But believe me, once
she sees a little more of the world—she’ll realize how important
family is, and she will come home.”

Aazuria nodded, closing her eyes briefly.
The sun had set, and more people were filtering into the bar,
talking and laughing. The atmosphere had gone from a quiet evening
of reflection to lively nighttime revelry. She looked around at the
people in the bar, jealous of their simple lives and lack of
responsibility. “Visola would have loved this type of place,”
Aazuria said wistfully. “I miss her so much. Almost as much as I
miss Varia. There are few people in this world that I ever needed
or depended on as much as I did her.”

“Well, you can depend on me for now,”
Naclana told her. “I’m not going to abandon you—for what little
it’s worth. I’m not sure what Trevain was thinking in giving you
divorce papers at this moment in time. He could have waited until
things had settled down.”

She smiled sadly. “It doesn’t matter. He’s
not my primary concern, and I need to ignore the issues with him
for now. I just want Varia and Visola to come home. Not because
anyone has forced them to return, but because they both genuinely
choose to be at home. Sure, the divorce is painful. It hurts my
insides, like a constant burning sensation. I grew up without
divorce, so the concept makes me feel ill. I feel like such a
failure. But to lose Trevain, on top of losing Varia, and Visola…
all at once. It’s just too much. At least when I was abducted and
completely alone, I had Varia. Every day, I poured all my love into
her. But I cannot go through that again. I’m not strong enough to
do it a second time, Naclana.” She took a long swig of her wine,
finishing off her glass. When she looked back at him, there were
tears in her eyes. “I cannot be without Visola.”

Naclana stared at her thoughtfully. When the
new bottle of wine arrived, he thanked the waiter and turned back
to his cousin. “I know I’m a lousy replacement for Vachlan, and I
could never hope to replace Visola—but I think I know what she
would do if she were here.”

“What’s that?” Aazuria asked curiously.

“She would find a handsome man and throw you
at him so that you could forget all about Trevain for a few hours,”
Naclana said with a mischievous glint came into his eyes.

Aazuria choked on her wine. “Yes, that is
precisely what Visola would do. But do not even think of trying
such a prank. I am not that type of woman. I am not interested in
such shenanigans.”

Naclana cleared his throat and rose to his
feet. He made a loud proclamation in Greek, gathering the attention
of everyone in the bar. He spoke another sentence while pointing at
Aazuria. All of the customers began cheering and applauding.

“My Sedna, what did you say?!” Aazuria asked
her cousin in shocked embarrassment.

“I just told them that you were my cousin,
and you were rich and single and newly divorced,” Naclana informed
her with a wink. “I encouraged any interested men to feel free to
sweep you off your feet.”

“Naclana!” Aazuria hissed, lifting a hand to
hide the blush on her cheeks. “That’s unacceptable.”

“No,” Naclana said with a frown. “You being
alone and unhappy while Trevain gets his rocks off with your sister
is unacceptable.”

“I’m happy for Elandria!” Aazuria protested.
“I love her dearly.”

“Stop being so selfless for one minute, and
think about your own life. You’re a woman, not a machine. You have
needs.”

“Me? What about you. I have never seen you
with a woman, in all the years that I’ve known you,” Aazuria
accused.

Naclana’s cheeks darkened with a slight
blush. “Ah, yes. About that. I have been wanting to explain…”

“Explain what?” Aazuria demanded, emboldened
by the wine.

“I never really intended to tell anyone,”
Naclana said shyly. “But after Sionna… I figure I might as well.
We’re all just going to die anyway. The reason you have never seen
me with a woman is because I like men.”

“Ohhh,” Aazuria said, sitting back in her
chair as though she had been struck. Several things suddenly
clicked into place. “How did I not know that, all this time? How
could I have missed it?” She smiled. “You taking me shopping and
insisting we go to a spa makes a lot more sense now.”

Naclana laughed. “And now that you finally
know my secret, we can check out guys together.”

“Absolutely not,” she said in horror. “I
simply do not do that sort of thing.”

“What about those two, sitting at the bar?”
Naclana suggested. “I think the blonde one is kind of cute.”

Aazuria took a quick glance to appease her
cousin. “I don’t know. I suppose they’re okay.”

Naclana sighed. “You’re absolutely no fun,
Zuri.”

“This just isn’t right,” she told him
firmly. She refilled her wine glass and stared at the dark liquid
with a melancholy look. “When I met Trevain, it was magical. There
was a moment when time stood still. I looked into his eyes, and I
just knew. I knew that there was some special connection. I knew
that he needed to be a part of my life.”

Naclana smiled. “Did you ever think that
maybe it was just because you were subconsciously recognizing that
he was related to your best friend? Maybe you were just seeking the
familiar. You saw Visola in his face, and you were enchanted
because of the feeling of security and affection that Visola gives
to you. Maybe it had nothing to do with the fisherman. It was
transference.”

“Transference?” Aazuria questioned.

“Yes. Let me look up the Wikipedia article
so I can better describe it to you.” Naclana pulled out his phone.
“’Transference is a phenomenon characterized by unconscious
redirection of feelings from one person to another…’”

“That seems silly,” Aazuria objected,
between sips of wine.

“Another definition is ‘the redirection of
feelings and desires and especially of those unconsciously retained
from childhood toward a new object,’” Naclana read triumphantly.
“Now tell me that doesn’t sound like what you did with Trevain.
Visola was a childhood friend who had always been true to you, and
the moment you recognized some of her qualities and physical
attributes in a man, you thought it was fate. Your mind was quick
to trust him and care for him, because of previous patterns of
thinking. You already trusted and cared for someone like him, so it
was easy. It was effortless.”

Aazuria groaned. “You have been spending a
lot of time with Dr. Rosenberg, haven’t you?”

“I sure have!” Naclana said cheerfully. “I
think he is cute, too. Anyway, the point is that you need to come
out of your shell, Zuri. Sometimes it will be difficult, but you
must meet new people, and step out of your comfort zone. Don’t just
fall in love with the first guy you meet, because he reminds you of
the person you love most in the world.”

“I suppose I did do that,” she mused.

“Yes,” Naclana said, studying the article.
“It seems like you got lucky, though. It seems like most women are
prone to falling in love with men who are like their fathers.”
Naclana shuddered. “Thank Sedna you didn’t do that, Zuri. We’d all
be dead.”

“I do not think we were ever in any danger
of that happening,” Aazuria assured him with a grimace. “I have
made many mistakes, but that will never be one of them.”

Just then, the waiter returned with two
martinis. He spoke to Naclana in Greek, before setting them down on
the table with a smile.

Naclana grinned and leaned forward. “Well,
would you look at that, Zuri! You’re already getting hit on.”

“What?” she said, staring at the drinks in
confusion.

“These drinks are from the two handsome men
sitting over by the bar. It seems like they think you’re
cute,” Naclana told her.

Aazuria turned to look back to the men with
surprise on her face. They smiled and waved at her. She turned her
face away quickly in embarrassment. She noticed that her cousin was
lifting his martini glass and smiling at the men in a very
encouraging way. “Stop it!” she told him harshly. “This is immoral.
I can’t do this sort of thing. I’m a married woman.”

“Divorced,” Naclana corrected.

“Perhaps I will be, soon! But I have not
actually signed the divorce papers yet…”

“But you will, won’t you?” Naclana
urged.

“I don’t know!” she repeated, a tortured
look on her face. “Can we please change the subject?”

“Sure,” he said in disappointment, sending
an apologetic look to the men at the bar. “So, tell me more about
this Leviathan dude. I get that he’s got some impressive talent
when it comes to warfare. Not many people can stand up to you the
way he did—without ever showing his face! But what exactly happened
between you guys, way back when? He basically just dumped Visola
for you?”

“I wish that was all that happened,” Aazuria
said, polishing off her wine. She considered having the martini
that had been sent for her, but was unsure. She glanced back over
her shoulder at the men who had sent the drink. Would it be
considered a sign of sexual interest if she drank the beverage?
Would it be considered rude if she did not? She decided to be
cautious and pour herself more wine. “After I rejected Prince
Taranis’ proposal in 1585, he joined with our enemies and brought
hell down on us. He convinced his father to let him lead their
armies, and single-handedly ruined my home. For five years, he
helped Ker-ys to obliterate every part of my country—he used their
numbers, combined with his strategies. It was cruel, wanton
warfare, for no purpose other than revenge on me and Visola. He
would attack small villages on the outskirts of Valhalla in the
middle of the night. All the men would be killed, and all the women
raped or abducted. We could no longer stay there and subject our
people to that kind of life. So, we left the North Sea and headed
for the Bering Strait. We abandoned our beautiful Valhalla, and
founded Adlivun.”

Naclana stared at her with wide eyes. “Do
you mean to tell me that Leviathan is the reason for
Adlivun’s existence? He is the reason we all were forced to
leave Europe?”

“Yes,” Aazuria responded. “So you see why I
was so nervous when we pulled up to Fort Triton today. I was not
just feeling a lack of confidence due to my divorce, missing
daughter, and best friend. I had good reason.”

“Childhood trauma caused by Leviathan,”
Naclana said with a nod. “Of course. It made you temporarily revert
back to the mental state of your youth, and feeling helpless
again.”

Aazuria glared at him. “Okay, you need to
stop hanging out with Dylan Rosenberg. I can only handle so much
therapy before my head explodes.”

Naclana laughed. “If you don’t want therapy,
then take my advice. I’m your advisor, therapist, and friend for
the night, and you have to listen to me.” He reached out and pushed
the martini toward her. “Drink this, and then go over to that
handsome man at the bar and say ‘hello.’”

Wrinkling her nose, Aazuria reached out and
grasped the stem of the drink between her thumb and forefinger.
“Must I?” she pleaded.

“Yes. You’re in a foreign country, Zuri.
Leave all your family problems on the other side of the planet.
Leave all your political problems under the surface of the sea.
Just relax and let loose. Have a little fun.” Naclana glared at
her. “If you don’t, I’ll pull a Visola, and force you.”

“Fine,” she responded hesitantly. She picked
up the martini and tossed it down her throat. She rose to her feet,
and grasped the table for support, noticing that she was slightly
tipsy. “I’m going to say hello!’”

“And I’m going to follow you and translate!”
Naclana said encouragingly.

Aazuria took two steps towards the men
sitting at the bar. They smiled at her with welcoming looks on
their faces. She froze. “No, I can’t,” she said, turning abruptly
on her heel to head in the opposite direction.

Naclana grabbed her arm. “Zuri! What’s wrong
with you?”

“There was a man,” she told her cousin
softly. “Bain Tangaroa. I worked beside him on the bridge for
weeks. He was brave, and strong, and funny. He had lost his wife,
and he was a single parent, like me. He was pursuing me, and my
defenses were falling. I was letting him into my heart. A little at
a time, I was opening up to the idea of trying to love someone new.
It was easy. He was so charming, and he was really getting under my
skin—but then… he died in my arms, there on that bridge.” Aazuria
fought away her tears. “I like having Trevain as my husband,
because it keeps me safe. Even if I have to share him, it’s better
this way. There’s a whole world of heartache out there for me if I
step outside my comfort zone.”

“But Zuri…”

“No. I need stability. I can’t lose anyone
else. Just let me be.” She yanked her arm away from her cousin and
ran toward the balcony. When she was outside, she rested her arms
on the railing, breathing the fresh night air. She stared up at the
darkening sky, and was greeted by her familiar constellations. She
remembered how terrifying it had been to wake up in Antarctica and
see unfamiliar stars. Maybe Naclana was right; she really did cling
too much to the comfort of the familiar. It was what she needed to
do to get through the day.

“I cannot fathom why anyone would ever want
to divorce you.”

This was spoken in a masculine,
heavily-accented voice, from a man who had followed her out onto
the balcony. She turned to look over her shoulder warily, with a
hand on the knife that was concealed under her clothing. She
noticed that he was one of the two men who had been sitting at the
bar, the one with brown hair.

“So you speak English,” Aazuria observed,
after letting her eyes roam over the man’s body. She determined
that his posture did not seem threatening, and allowed herself to
turn back to gazing over the sea. The moon was just appearing over
the horizon in the distance, and casting a line of shimmering light
on the water.

The man moved to her side, and began
contemplating the view with her. “I fear that I do not speak
English as well as my mother tongue,” he confessed. “But you are a
lovely woman, and I will try my best to find the greatest English
words I know to appear charming to you and express my infinite
admiration.”

Aazuria turned to glance at him skeptically
in the moonlight. “So, is this what you do? You prey on emotionally
vulnerable woman in bars, flattering them and bolstering their
wounded egos until they inevitably decide to escape their woes in a
wild night of sexual depravity with you?”

He blinked. “I was just going to invite you
to play darts.”

“Oh,” she responded, turning back to the
water.

He cleared his throat. “My name is Dmitri.
My buddy and I would love if you would join us for a game—in fact,
your cousin is already playing with us. However, if you are not in
the mood for darts, we could absolutely do that other thing you
just mentioned, if you are so inclined. I am always up for a ‘wild
night of sexual depravity.’”

Aazuria sighed as she leaned on the railing.
“Thank you for the offer. I don’t think I’m really in the mood for
darts right now.”

“So, that other thing?” he prodded.

She rolled her eyes before glancing at him.
“No. Not that either. I was just—ah, never mind.”

“Why don’t you tell me what’s ailing you?”
Dmitri asked her. “I am happy to provide a listening ear.”

“Look, Dmitri. You’re very charming. I know
my cousin said I was getting divorced, but it’s not true.” She
shrugged. “I don’t think I’m going to sign the papers. So, I’m
still a married woman.”

“That does not bother me,” he said, moving
closer to her. He gazed down into her eyes with a lustful look.
“Your husband is not here now, and that means that I am the lucky
one who gains the pleasure of your company. I thank the gods for my
good fortune on this day.”

“Sweet Sedna,” Aazuria said with dismay. “I
have had far too much wine. You are starting to seem like a good
idea.”

“I am a good idea,” he assured her. Moving
even closer, he placed his hands on her waist. “Allow me to
demonstrate…”

When the strange man began to lower his
mouth to hers, Aazuria was temporarily frozen in shock. Just before
he could make contact, her reflexes came alive and she stepped back
and twisted out of his grip defensively. She placed a hand on her
chest where her heart had begun racing with fear. She was more
nervous than she had been a few hours earlier when she nearly
started a small amount of nuclear warfare.

“That’s not going to happen,” she told
Dmitri firmly, “but thank you for the sentiment.”

“Can’t blame a fellow for trying,” Dmitri
said with a deep laugh.

Aazuria shook her head in exasperation. “I’m
going to go inside and see if my cousin is any good at darts.” She
left the man on the balcony, and headed back indoors. She stopped
by her table to collect her glass of wine, and took another
generous mouthful. Upon arriving at the dartboard, she was
surprised to see that Naclana and the blonde man were laughing and
having a great time at the dartboard. She stood a few feet away and
observed for a few minutes as the two men took turns at throwing
tiny projectiles. She smiled. It seemed like her cousin was really
enjoying himself.

Naclana noticed her, and ushered her over.
“Come on, Zuri! Give it a shot. It’s lots of fun.”

“No, thank you,” she said politely. “I’ll
just watch.”

“Is the lady afraid of embarrassing
herself?” Dmitri asked, coming to stand beside her.

“Hardly,” Aazuria scoffed.

“It is fine,” said the Greek man, with a
playful smirk. “Women are often not skilled at this sort of thing.
Let me show you how it’s done.” Moving to the dartboard and
retrieving the darts, he stepped away to an impressive distance.
Biting his lip and squinting, he tossed the first dart. It landed
directly in the center of the board, causing a cheer to go up from
the onlookers in the bar. He threw his hands up victoriously, as if
he had just won a great athletic competition. He was obviously
enjoying the attention.

Aazuria tried to conceal a smile at the
man’s silly antics. She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to
appear aloof and unimpressed. Everyone in the bar drew closer to
watch as the man stepped away even further and set up his second
throw.

With a great, dramatic effort, the man
studied the dartboard, drew his arm back, and threw. When his
biceps and pectorals rippled with the motion, Aazuria noticed for
the first time that his body was finely muscled, and his physique
was extremely athletic. She smiled in appreciation, and quickly
brought her wine glass to her lips to hide this expression. The bar
was filled with clapping and yelling, for his second dart had
landed cleanly in the center of the bullseye, touching his
first.

Dmitri pumped his fists in the air, shouting
words in Greek that Aazuria did not understand. However, they
seemed to get the crowd even more riled up. He took several steps
further back, and leaned against the bar. He ordered five shots,
which the bartender lined up and poured in a stylish fashion.
Dmitri drank all five shots, in quick succession, spun around three
times and did a backflip, and threw his dart toward the board.

Of course, it landed directly in the
bullseye once more. The entire bar erupted in applause and shouting
again, and several of the men moved over to clap Dmitri on the back
and congratulate him on his impressive victory. He turned to
Aazuria smugly. “See?” he shouted above the uproar of the crowd.
“It’s a very difficult and manly sport. Not for pretty little
ladies like yourself.”

Aazuria felt her entire body twitch. She
finished the contents of her wine glass and wiped the back of her
hand across her lips. She marched across the bar, until she was
standing in front of Dmitri. “I’m impressed,” she told him sweetly,
touching his chest in a suggestive way. “You’re so manly. So
skilled. I’ve never seen such a display of dexterity.”

“What can I say? I’m a natural,” he boasted.
“I could show more of my skills upstairs…”

“Maybe,” she said with a smirk. “Unless I
beat you.”

“What?” he said with a quizzical look. “Beat
me?”

Aazuria smiled and moved away from the man,
to the very opposite end of the bar. From where she stood, the
dartboard looked tiny. However, she reached under her skirt, and
withdrew a slender knife that had been strapped to her thigh.
Chewing her own lip thoughtfully, she waited until everyone had
cleared the area. She set her throw up, aimed, and fired.

The sound of gasps echoing through the bar
was enough to let her know what had happened. Reaching into her
bra, she pulled out another knife. She squinted to aim, and threw
again. More gasps and sounds of wonder echoed through the room.
Finally, she reached up to her darkened hair, and pulled out her
barrette. She pulled the decorative sheath off the accessory, to
reveal another knife. Winding her arm back, Aazuria threw once
more. This time, there was only silence. She walked forward to see
the result of her throws, and was met with shocked looks from all
of the patrons in the bar. She was pleased to see that each of her
throws had perfectly sliced Dimitri’s darts in half.

“Zuri!” Naclana said in awe. “How the hell
did you do that?”

“I was trapped in a metal box for seven
years,” she told her cousin. “I did not have very much to do.” She
stepped forward and retrieved her three knives.

“You are magnificent,” Dmitri told her,
approaching her with his blonde friend. “I have never seen such
skill. Have a drink with us.”

“Please,” said the blonde man. “It would be
an honor.”

“I think I should probably head to bed,”
Aazuria told them. “I have a busy day tomorrow.”

“Really? What do you do?” Dmitri asked.

Aazuria smiled. “I run an empire.”

“She’s a dancer,” Naclana corrected quickly.
“She’s highly trained in the art of ballet. Zuri, why don’t we stay
and have a drink with these fine gentlemen?”

Seeing the hopeful look on Naclana’s face,
she realized that he was hoping to get lucky with Dmitri’s blonde
friend. Aazuria groaned. “Fine,” she relented. “One more drink. But
only because I don’t get to spend quality time with my cousin very
often.”

“I love you,” Naclana told her seriously.
“You’re my hero.”

“Then bring me more wine,” she commanded,
but there was a playful undertone to her voice. She allowed Dmitri
to guide her to his table, and pull her chair out for her. Sitting
down, she felt the room spinning slightly. Her entire body was
tingly and light, and warm. The stresses of the day had
disappeared, and she was enjoying herself. She had finally relaxed.
Naclana was right, she realized once more. She needed to take time
off more often. Maybe if she spent more time with Trevain…

She was startled by a hand resting on her
arm.

“That was an incredible feat,” Dmitri said,
leaning close to speak into her ear. “You wiped the floor with
me.”

“You were being so arrogant,” Aazuria
responded, staring down at his hand uncomfortably. She grasped his
wrist and removed it from her body. “I just could not resist the
challenge. Unfortunately, I am still married.”

“Then sign those divorce papers,” he told
her, his breath tickling her ear. “Come upstairs to my room with
me.”

Aazuria was about to respond when Naclana
returned with her wine.

“Just get wasted and do something foolish
that you’ll regret later,” Naclana encouraged. “C’mon, Zuri, it
will be good for you.”

She scowled at her cousin. “Why are you
trying to be such a bad influence on me? You know that’s not like
me. I’m a mother, and…” Her voice trailed off when she was
distracted by a news report on the television behind the bar.

“You’re a mom?” Dimitri said in surprise. “I
never would have guessed. Not many mothers have sweet moves like
those…” He stopped speaking when he saw how ghostly pale her face
had become.

Aazuria found herself tightly gripping the
arms of the chair in which she was sitting. She found that all her
muscles had grown tense, as she pushed herself up from her chair.
She stood, breathing heavily as she stared at the photograph on the
news report. She could not read the Greek lettering scrolling
across the bottom of the screen, but she could tell from the tone
of voice of the reporter, and some of the images and video that
were being displayed, that it was not good news.

It was Visola’s face that was being shown on
the television.

Knocking over her chair in haste, Aazuria
rushed around the table and moved as close to the television as she
could without leaping over the bar. With eyes wide, and a cold
sweat breaking out all over her body, she pointed at the screen,
and turned back to Naclana.

“Translate this!” she ordered. “Translate
this now!”

Naclana bolted upright, standing at
attention. He swallowed as he listened to the news. “This woman has
been responsible for a major blackout on the Eastern seaboard,
along with a series of murders of high-ranking government officials
and CIA operatives. She is the former Oceanic Minister of Defense,
and General of Adlivun’s armies, formerly commanding hundreds of
thousands of troops at her disposal…”

Aazuria gripped the bar so tightly that her
knuckles were white. She held her breath as she stared at the news
report while listening to her cousin’s translation.

“We are happy to report that Visola Ramaris
has been captured by the American government and is now being held
in custody…”

“No!” Aazuria screamed. She felt her legs
grow weak under her, and she struggled to stand. Tears flooded her
eyes. “No… how could they capture her? She’s… she’s too smart. She
would not…” Aazuria found herself unable to speak between her fast,
gasping breaths.

Naclana rushed to her side and put his arms
around her. “It’s going to be okay, Zuri. Visola is the strongest
woman we know. This is probably nothing to her…”

“What if they kill her?” Aazuria gasped,
sobbing into Naclana’s shirt. She clung to him for dear life.
“They’re going to kill her.”

“No, they wouldn’t dare,” Naclana said,
rubbing Aazuria’s back in a soothing manner. “She’s going to be
fine. I promise you…”

“They killed Sionna!” Aazuria cried, ripping
herself away from her cousin. She looked into his eyes, almost too
horrified to speak. Her voice came out in a croak. “They killed
Bain.” She gasped for breath, but the air was too thin. There
simply was not enough oxygen in that small room to keep her alive.
She ran back toward the balcony, flinging the door open and
stumbling forward onto the patio. The fresh, cool night air
assaulted her, and she fell to her knees.

Aazuria placed both of her hands flat on the
stone ground, as tears poured from her eyes in an endless cataract.
She stared down at the little rivers weaving their way along the
concrete. “Please,” she whispered. “Please. Sedna protect my
friend.” She closed her eyes tightly, and wrapped her arms around
herself, sobbing uncontrollably. She wished that she had not
consumed so much alcohol, for it seemed to amplify her emotions to
the point that it was overwhelming.

Her usual coolness and clear-headedness had
been slaughtered by the wine. Her signature serenity and complete
control was nowhere to be found. Her composure was somewhere far
away, in a distant part of her mind, which seemed to be barricaded
from her access by a river of liquor. Her head began to ache, and
all of the good effects of the relaxation and laughter came
undone.

All she could imagine was Visola being
tortured and killed by the Americans. The gory visuals danced
across her mind, and she could not block them out. “No,” she
moaned. “No. Viso…” After what might have been several minutes of
crying, Aazuria suddenly became aware of the fact that there was a
hand on her shoulder.

“Naclana,” she said, between violent sobs
that made her entire body shake. “We have to go to her. I can’t
lose her. She’s my best friend.” She continued to sob even more,
and grew frustrated when there was no response. “You said I should
relax!” she accused him brokenly. “This is what happens when I
relax. Everything falls apart.”

A figure crouched down to her side, and the
hand that rested on her shoulder slid down to circle around her
back. “I know how much you care for her. She is one of the greatest
women who have ever lived. I will help you.”

Aazuria looked up, only to find the strange
man from the bar. Dmitri. There was something different about his
voice now, something honest. For the first time all night, she
really looked at him. When his face was illuminated in the
moonlight, she could see echoes of a young boy she had once known.
Crystal tears gathered on her eyelashes, but she was too stunned to
even blink them away.

“I am sorry about making you wait for twenty
hours outside my fortress,” he said sheepishly. “I wasn’t sure
whether you were friend or foe.”

Aazuria continued to stare, in utter
disbelief.

“I will help you safely retrieve General
Ramaris. I vow this on my mother’s grave.” He looked down in
embarrassment. “And… I guess I’ll return Callder Murphy to his
family.”

“Taranis?” she whispered.

“Queen Aazuria,” he said, nodding in
acknowledgement. “I am the Leviathan, and I am at your
service.”

Aazuria did not care about this anymore. She
allowed her head to fall into her hands again. She continued to
sob. What did it matter, who this man claimed to be? Dmitri or
Taranis, it was all the same if Visola was currently being
murdered. She could not bring herself to care. She could not bring
herself to correct her humiliating posture. While it was entirely
unseemly and shameful to be on her knees in front of a prince, she
could barely find enough strength in her body to keep breathing.
Her only thoughts were of Visola. Her tears washed over her hands.
The world around her grew suddenly bright and blurry, and it all
seemed to be moving. It was moving too fast and closing in on
her.

“I appreciate that you did not unleash your
weapons on my people,” Prince Taranis was saying. “I had to see
what kind of person you were. I am sure you understand that one can
never be too cautious.”

Aazuria pressed both of her hands over her
ears, to block out the sound of his voice. She did not want to hear
his warm and soothing words. His tone seemed kind, but she was
almost sure that he was supposed to be an enemy, or something like
an enemy. It was too confusing, and all her senses were in
upheaval. She was in such a state of panic, in addition to her
drunkenness, that she could not focus. She felt Taranis gently
grasping her wrists, and pulling her hands away from her ears.

“My brother, Marinus and I—we followed you
here to spy on you and eavesdrop on your conversations. We heard
what you said about your father. You must understand—King Kyrosed
was a monster, and he caused endless suffering and chaos for our
people.” Taranis reached out to wipe away some of Aazuria’s tears.
“I just had to find out if you were like him. You are his daughter,
and we had no way of knowing how much he had influenced you. Please
forgive me for these underhanded tactics. I just needed to know if
you were a good person.”

Aazuria pushed him away, and struggled to
rise to her feet, swaying from drunkenness and tiredness. Dragging
her sleeve across her wet face, she tried to calm her breathing and
steady her stance, but her body was shaking from sorrow and fear.
She waited for the “Leviathan” to rise to his feet. Lifting her
hand, she found just enough energy to slap Taranis across the face.
Hard.

“I am the same kind of person that I always
was,” she responded, “someone who will not tolerate your juvenile
bullshit.” She turned and tried to march away angrily, but her
limbs felt like jelly.

“Aazuria, wait,” he said, grabbing her
arm.

She turned back, with unrestrained fury in
her eyes. “Fuck you, Dmitri! I have it under good authority
that Visola would rather die than accept help from the likes of
you.”

“But I’m not offering her help,” he
responded. “I’m offering it to you. Would you rather let her
die than join forces with me?”

Aazuria pulled away from him. “She won’t
die,” she whispered. She stumbled toward the glass doors, trying to
get back to her cousin. She was able to grasp the doorknob before
her body began collapsing under her again. Her hand slid off the
doorknob. “She won’t die,” Aazuria whispered again, through her
tears. She could feel that her cheek was somehow pressed up against
the cool glass door. She did not notice when her body was picked up
in a pair of strong arms, and she was carried into the bar. “She
won’t die,” she murmured into a cotton shirt that was lightly
stained with a masculine cologne. She was dazed and dizzy, but she
held fast to that one sentence. She could not let go of those
words—nothing else in the entire universe seemed to matter. “She
won’t die.”

“Not if I can help it,” said the man called
Leviathan.


Chapter 7: She Keeps Living
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Vachlan moved stealthily through the seedy
motel. With a gun in his hands, and more weapons strapped to his
body, he felt prepared for any eventuality. After spending some
time in Arlington, Virginia, trying to gather information on his
wife’s last known location, it had taken him two days to track
Visola to this roach-infested dump on the outskirts of Miami,
Florida. From the looks of the place, it seemed to be a haven for
prostitutes and two-bit drug dealers. Although it made his skin
crawl, Vachlan was fully prepared to consider the filthy walls akin
to the rough exterior of a diamond mine, if he could only find his
wife safely nestled within them.

He had given the hotel manager five thousand
dollars in cash and shown him a picture of Visola, in order to
confirm which room was hers. He figured that it was wiser than
threatening to kill the man, or actually killing him and going
through his books, which might not contain any useful information.
He figured it was much easier than knocking down all the doors and
causing a ruckus, and giving Visola a chance to flee. She obviously
did not want to be found, and interrupting her while she was on the
warpath did not seem like a good idea. He had no delusions that she
would be willing to talk to him, or even glance in his direction.
He doubted she would even acknowledge his existence, with how
focused she was on her goals.

Approaching the door which he had been
informed was hers, he pressed his ear near to the wood to listen
for sounds. Hearing nothing, he stepped back, and slammed his foot
into the door. The weak door frame easily gave way, splintering
under the force of his kick. Vachlan moved into the room, his gun
lifted at attention.

“Visola!” he shouted, rushing into the room.
“We need to talk.” Seeing an empty room, he frowned. He noticed
that the adjoining bathroom was closed, and he moved over to it
quickly. “Visola! Are you in there? I just want five minutes of
your time.” When there was no response, he turned the doorknob and
entered the small bathroom. He cursed at finding it empty. He
immediately started scanning the bathroom for signs of inhabitance.
Crouching to his knees, he used his fingertips to examine the
bottom of the shower drain. There were still small pools of water
in the shower, and the temperature was warm; indicating that it had
been used recently. He scraped at the metal grate, and was rewarded
with a single stray red hair that had caught on the drain. He
quickly dropped his gun and used his other hand to extend the hair
out long to determine its length. Although he found that he was
having difficulty in keeping his hands steady, he was able to gauge
that the length was about right.

“The dye must have washed out,” he mused,
remembering that he had advised her to color it black only a few
weeks ago to conceal her identity. How long had it been? It felt
like an eternity since he had seen her. How many dozens of showers
had she taken since then? How many thousands of hairs had she lost,
and how many millions of skin cells? Had she transformed into an
entirely new being? She was a vibrant, vital organism, more alive
than anyone he knew. How could she just go on living and
regenerating herself? Vachlan felt like his body was in suspension
without her. He felt like his mind was missing the glue that held
it together.

It was like she had hit the pause
button on his soul. He was walking around and trying to act like a
human being, but there was something crucial missing inside him.
These past few years had been the happiest of his life, and the
thought of losing what he had gained was paralyzing. Unless she
came home and hit the start button, he was not sure that he
could ever be whole again.

He knew that everyone could see how it was
affecting him. They were all so understanding and nice that
it made things even worse. They seemed to think that his reactions
were natural and normal for someone who was lovesick and
brokenhearted. Vachlan felt insulted by this. All the words they
spoke to try and describe his situation or console him were
inadequate. What he felt for Visola was so far beyond love that the
others could not presume to understand his situation.

Before he could think about what he was
doing, Vachlan removed his wallet from inside his jacket, and
tucked the single strand of red hair in between a few dozen
hundred-dollar bills. The palace at Romanova was too clean, with
almost daily maid service and frequent laundry. All of their
submerged dwellings were constantly being swept free of any humanly
residue by the water immersing them. He was not sure that he could
find any other biological evidence of Visola’s existence, anywhere.
If he never got to touch her again, then he needed to have at least
that single strand of hair. The thought made him feel ill.

He knew that he was grasping at ghosts.
These souvenirs were insufficient; strands of hair or flakes of
skin would never do. He could not put all these dead fragments
together, and somehow create a living, breathing Visola. She was a
rare, irreplaceable specimen of humanity. She was not one in a
billion—she was infinitely more precious and valuable than that.
Vachlan closed the wallet and returned it to his pocket. He
retrieved his gun and placed it in its holster.

Rising to his feet, he moved back into the
bedroom. He frowned as he approached the small, unkempt bed.
Reaching down to touch the blankets, he could visualize Visola’s
pattern of movement. He could see her waking up and leaping out of
bed, starting her day with great zest; he could see her kicking the
covers aside with complete disregard for them. Reaching down to
trace the impression left in the pillow, he imagined her head
resting there. He picked up the pillow and lifted it to his face,
burying his nose against the white cotton. He breathed in, hoping
that there was some faint remnant of her scent. It was barely
there, or not at all—he could not tell if he wanted to be close to
her so badly that he was imagining things.

He hugged the pillow against his face for
several seconds, until his phone rang, startling him and causing
him to drop the bag of fluff. He was disoriented for a moment, and
newly surprised by the squalor of his surroundings. He really was
having difficulty in performing basic functions lately. His mind
always seemed to be preoccupied and far away. With a sigh, he
reached down and retrieved his cell phone. He stared down at the
name without really reading the letters. He was too disappointed by
the fact that he had narrowly missed Visola by such a small window
of time. It was probably for the best. He did fear that the
Americans would be tracking him in order to get to her. He had
taken great precautions to avoid this, but one could never be too
cautious.

His phone kept ringing, and he blinked. He
forced himself to use his thumb to accept the call.

“Daddy, where are you?” It was a furious
Ivory. “You have to come home, now!”

“I can’t, squirt. I’m looking for Mommy.
What’s wrong?”

There was the sound of sniffling, as Ivory
began to cry softly. “Ronan got hurt. It’s my fault.”

Vachlan’s heart skipped a beat. “Hurt? How?
What happened?”

“He fell down,” Ivory said in a very small
voice. “He hurt his knee.”

Exhaling loudly in relief, Vachlan put a
hand on his forehead. “Good Lord, child. You scared the stuffing
out of me.” He gazed down at the fallen pillow. “Look, Ivo. I wish
I could be there right now, and help Ronan feel better. But I think
Mommy’s in really big trouble, and I have to help her now. Can you
be a big girl and take care of your brother for me?”

The little girl was quiet for a moment. “Of
course, Daddy, but…”

“No buts, kiddo. This is a very important
mission. You have to be strong and show your brother how to be
strong, okay?” Vachlan waited for her response.

“Okay,” she said hesitantly. “But
Daddy…”

Vachlan scratched his head in frustration.
“If you or your brother get any more scrapes or bruises, you need
to go to directly to Aunt Elandria. While your mother and I are
busy, she’s in charge. Is that understood?”

“I don’t want to, Daddy,” Ivory said in
tearful frustration. “I don’t like Auntie Elan anymore. She took
away my flamethrower.”

“You need to listen to your Aunt Elandria,”
Vachlan ordered. “If she says not to use the flamethrower, you have
to follow her instructions.”

Ivory began to whimper softly. “Why won’t
you come home, Daddy? You can’t go away for so long. We miss you.
Mommy is gone, and you need to stay with us. Ronan is sad.”

Vachlan walked to the window of the hotel
room, and pushed the curtain aside. The sky was darkening, and it
was becoming more striking that the city was entirely without
electricity. None of the streetlights were lit, and all of the
buildings appeared as opaque black shapes against the sky. “I can’t
come home now, munchkin. Mommy is very upset and she’s going to do
something very bad if I don’t stop her. It’s very important.”

“Fine!” Ivory shouted into the phone. “Mommy
always said that you were going to disappear one day. You don’t
care about us. Stay away, and don’t come home. You’re not my daddy
anymore.”

When his daughter hung up on him, Vachlan
stared at the phone in dismay. His chest ached. It was Alcyone all
over again. His heart was torn in two different directions. He knew
he should go home and take care of his children, considering their
vulnerable and impressionable age, but he also knew that this was a
critical time for their mother. If he could not reach her in time,
he had a hunch that Visola was about to unleash more chaos than
even he could control.

She had already started.

Holding the curtain aside, Vachlan stared
out at the pitch-black city. It did not look like the lively city
of Miami, known for its thriving nightlife—it looked like the
beginning of an apocalyptic nightmare. “So you turned off all the
lights, Viso. What are you up to, love?” He mused over this as he
stared at the ominous skyline. Indeed, one of the taller buildings
looked like there had been a fire in its higher floors, or possibly
explosions. He was staring at the black smoke billowing up into the
sky, when his phone rang again. His head snapped down sharply, as
he looked hungrily for the caller ID. He hoped that it was Ivory
calling to take back her words, but he had no such luck. It was Dr.
Dylan Rosenberg.

Vachlan answered the phone. “What’s up,
man?”

Dylan cleared his throat. “Uh, Vachlan. You
need to see the news. Get to a television set.”

“Can you just tell me the news?” Vachlan
asked angrily.

“Sure… it’s just… she is…” Dylan cleared his
throat again. “That is to say…”

Vachlan rolled his eyes in frustration. He
moved over to the clunky old television set in the musty motel
room. Grabbing the remote, he turned it on and flipped to a news
station. Seeing the headline scrolling across the bottom of the
screen, he froze.

“Did you see?” Dylan asked, hearing the
noise from the news report. “What do we do? Vachlan? What should we
do?

Taking a few steps backward, Vachlan lowered
himself to sit down on the bed. His arm was still extended with the
remote pointed at the television.

 


FOREIGN TERRORIST VISOLA RAMARIS CAPTURED BY THE CIA AND HELD
IN A SECURE LOCATION FOR INTERROGATION. THE FORMER OCEANIC OFFICIAL
HAS BEEN DECLARED AN ENEMY OF THE STATE.

 


The colors of the television screen seemed
to spin in a kaleidoscopic explosion. Vachlan had difficulty
hearing the words spoken on the news report, for there was a sudden
ringing in his ears. All he could see was Sionna’s body laid out
before him. All he could remember was that fearful moment of
beholding a corpse was identical to his wife. It now danced across
his brain like an omen of things to come.

“Vachlan? Vachlan, are you there?” Dylan was
asking.

“Yes,” Vachlan said quietly into his phone.
His eyes narrowed. “I feel uncomfortable when other people torture
my wife.”

Dylan seemed confused by this comment. “I
think that’s a perfectly natural emotion to have.”

“None of this is natural,” Vachlan
responded. He breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly. “I could save
her from anything and anyone. But how am I going to save her from
herself?”

“Let’s just start by finding her.”
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Aazuria woke up to the odd feeling of
weightlessness. It felt incredibly pleasant for a moment, and she
smiled as her body soared through the air. If this was a dream, it
was nice. It had been a while since she had dreamt of such a
realistic…

Snapping awake, she sat up abruptly. She
found a small window to her right, and she pressed her face against
it in surprise. The ground was moving away. It took her a moment to
understand that she was on an airplane; she did not know where, or
why.

“Good morning, sleeping beauty. Coffee?”

This was spoken by an unfamiliar voice.
Turning to the side, she saw the man who was holding a cup of
coffee out to her. Fragmented memories of the previous night came
rushing back to her mind. She tried to stand, but found a seatbelt
across her body. She unlatched it, and rose to her full height.

“Am I being abducted?” she demanded. “I must
warn you, I have been held against my will before, and it usually
does not end well for my captor.”

Taranis lifted an eyebrow. “It wasn’t on my
agenda. Would you like to be abducted?”

“What kind of a question is that?” Aazuria
asked with a frown. “Who on earth would want to be abducted?”

“Lots of people,” Taranis told her, placing
her coffee down on her tray. “It plays into their fantasies of
losing control. They hire companies to arrange staged kidnappings,
for the sake of the thrill.”

“Wow,” Aazuria said in disbelief. “I cannot
imagine that it would be very thrilling if you knew you were safe
the entire time. Those people must not have much excitement in
their lives.”

Taranis laughed. “We’re not all lucky enough
to be as important as you, and actually get kidnapped.”

“Lucky?” Aazuria repeated. She blinked, and
then shook her head. “Forget this. Where is my cousin? Is he
safe?”

“Of course! He is in the other section of
the plane, chatting with my brother.” Taranis scratched his head in
embarrassment. “They, uh, seem to be getting along quite well.”

“Your brother,” Aazuria said, squinting in
memory. “I don’t know your brother.”

“You met him last night. The blonde man who
was with me? His name is Marinus. He is Marina’s twin brother. They
are younger than you and me—they had not been born the last time
you were in Atlantis.”

Aazuria nodded, glancing back to the window.
“Where are we going? The last thing I remember is… a news report
about Visola.”

“We’re going to save her, of course,”
Taranis responded, moving back over to his side of the plane and
sitting down. He picked up some papers that he had previously been
scanning.

“How are we going to do that?” Aazuria
asked. “She’s in the custody of the American government. We can’t
just ask them nicely to return her.”

Taranis chuckled. “Not after what she’s
done. That little lady sure can stir up a storm, can’t she? I
remember her being so sweet and innocent. Visola sure has changed
and hardened over the years…”

“She’s been through a lot,” Aazuria told
him. “To begin with, you betrayed her and broke her heart—but it’s
only gotten worse since then. The American government has committed
appalling crimes against us. Visola is in great pain, and she has
no other way to cope with it. So she’s lashing out and
retaliating.” Looking around, Aazuria found a bottle of water, and
quickly uncorked it and took a long drink. “Where are we going?
What’s the plan? How are we going to get her back?”

Taranis shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure yet,
to be honest. It’s not going to be easy, that’s for sure. But
between the two of us, we should be clever enough to work something
out.” He returned to his reading.

Aazuria would not allow herself to feel any
security in the knowledge that this very powerful man was on her
side. He had betrayed Visola in the past, and turned his entire
nation against them for petty reasons. The Leviathan had forced her
out of her home once before, and she would not allow him to cause
her to lose Adlivun. It was just as likely that this man could be
her ultimate enemy as America, or any of the land-dweller
nations.

“What about Callder?” Aazuria asked sharply.
“You abducted Callder.”

“Abducted?” Prince Taranis responded,
flipping through the papers. He glanced up. “Is that the right
word?”

“You tell me,” Aazuria said, moving closer.
“What is the right word?”

Taranis considered this for a moment. “How
about ‘befriended’? Callder and I share a particular passion for
games, and we have been enjoying a marathon of various mental
competitions.”

Aazuria narrowed her eyes. “He just
disappeared. His family has no clue where he is.”

“Well, I must admit. I did intend to kill
the man, a few short weeks ago,” Taranis said with a nod. “I was
infuriated that you put him in charge of Atlantis, considering that
the place has been in my family for millennia. I am the rightful
ruler of Atlantis.”

“I thought you were dead!” Aazuria hissed.
“The Clan of Zalcan had conquered and oppressed pretty much
everything under the sea. When I defeated them, I made it my duty
to go around and clean up their mess, restoring order and a high
quality of life to all the war-torn nations. I formed the Oceanic
Empire as part of my vow to try to prevent anything like that from
ever happening again. When I came to Atlantis, it was a pile of
rubble. I had to build that city back up from the ground. I
couldn’t believe that you or anyone in your family would still be
around, and let that happen to your home.”

The brown-haired man turned to gaze out of
the window, with a troubled expression on his face. “I hear that
you have a daughter, Queen Aazuria. Is that true?”

“Yes.”

“How old is she?” Taranis asked.

“Fourteen. Almost fifteen,” Aazuria
responded. She closed her eyes briefly. “Why are you asking me
this?”

“I had a daughter, too.” He turned to make
eye contact with Aazuria. “When the Clan swept through Atlantis,
they were not merciful. We fought against them. We fought with
everything we had, but we lost. I lost everything. They killed my
father and my wife; they took my young daughter. We had to take our
best men and retreat to Fort Helike. We’ve been hiding there, and
sneaking around to build our forces and our influence, for
seventy-five years. We’ve been waiting all this time for the day we
could rise again and take our revenge. Seventy-five year of living
like rats.”

“That would have been around the same time
that they attacked the Ningyo in Yonaguni,” Aazuria said,
thoughtfully.

“Yes. It was while the land-dwellers were
engaged in World War II. The military strategist of the clan was a
rogue sea-dweller from Ker-ys. He managed to commandeer dozens of
submarines from the Germans, who had a working relationship with
the Clan. He sent land-dwellers down to bomb Atlantis.
Land-dwellers! Fighting against us. It was his fault. That’s
why my city was ruined.”

“It was Vachlan?” Aazuria asked softly.

“Yes. The Destroyer of Kingdoms,” Taranis
said, with a sneer. “A name he aptly earned. Imagine my surprise
when I learned that he had married Visola Ramaris. My
Visola. For a little while, I thought she might be responsible for
this—as revenge. That’s why, when you put Callder in charge of
Atlantis, I thought that was the plan all along. To steal my nation
right out from under me.”

Aazuria sighed and moved into the seat next
to the man. “Prince Taranis, Atlantis is yours. It always has been.
Callder is a sweet man, but he’s an idiot, and not fit to run a
blossoming metropolis. I just sent him there because he was family,
and I trusted him. Sometimes, his incompetence cost me more stress
than his help was worth. I have been flying back and forth across
the world frequently, and governing the city myself for the most
part. If I had known that you were alive, I would have happily
handed it back to you. It has been a huge headache, and just
another responsibility that I cannot possibly handle. I am only one
woman, and I am also responsible for rebuilding Bimini, and helping
the Rusalka, the Mami Wata, the YawkYawks…”

“But I would not be free,” Taranis
responded. “You would require that I join your Oceanic Empire.”

Aazuria nodded. “Yes. Of course. You will be
the King of Atlantis, and you will have the freedom to govern your
own people as you see fit—however, you must join Oceanus to ensure
that you will remain peaceful with other undersea nations.
Considering the billions of dollars that our crown has
invested in rebuilding the city and bringing in skilled foreign
workers, we would also expect to remain financially interested,
indefinitely.”

“So you’re giving me back my home, with
dozens of conditions, stipulations, and provisions?” Taranis placed
his elbow on the armrest and leaned forward to glare at her. “That
doesn’t sound too respectful to me, Queen Aazuria.”

Aazuria straightened, returning his glare.
“I apologize, Prince Taranis, but it is my duty to make sure that
Atlantis continues to grow and prosper. I have promised all the new
immigrants a safe, comfortable, and superior lifestyle. With all
due respect, Atlantis is currently in better condition than it ever
was when your family was in charge.”

This seemed to strike a nerve, for the man
turned away. “It may have been a dump, but it was my dump,” he said
angrily.

Sighing, Aazuria leaned back in her chair.
“We have labored incessantly to improve the city. We care about its
future, and we would want to work together with you to ensure its
progress.”

“I would be the King of Atlantis, but I
would be controlled by you?” he asked with a growl.

“Empress Amabie is at the head of the
empire,” Aazuria corrected. “We make decisions together. All of the
heads of state get together for annual meetings, or emergency
councils. Sultans, Czars, Kings, Presidents—we are all stronger
together. We are independent, but we find strength in our
allies.”

“This is despicable,” Taranis said. “You’re
trying to reduce me to nothing more than a puppet.”

“Be grateful,” she said with warning. “If I
had not waged war against the Clan of Zalcan, you would never have
recovered control of Atlantis. And if, by some miracle, you
had—they would have taken it back easily. The Clan was immensely
powerful, in every ocean of the world.”

“Not in my ocean,” Taranis said. “I secured
an army of over a million strong in the wilds of the Atlantic. The
heathens of the Mid-Atlantic ridge? They all answer to me as their
king now. I was going to make my move against the Clan soon, but
you just got around to it before I did.”

“Exactly. I did,” she agreed. “I could have
used your help, but it seems you were busy scurrying around in the
sewers of South America. My men died in the war against the
Clan. Thousands of my men died for victory, while you and
your millions of warriors were hiding in the mountains like
frightened little girls. So, if you want to enjoy the free new
world that we secured for you, you can damn well follow a few
rules.”

He studied her for a moment. “Color me
impressed, Queen Aazuria. Look at you, driving a hard bargain and
laying down the law. You sound nothing like the meek, mild-mannered
girl I met in the sixteenth century.”

“I was never meek or mild-mannered.” She
scoffed at this. “You just never got to know me. I don’t think we
ever had a single conversation privately—it was always just my
father parading me around like a prized horse he wanted to sell to
your father.” She shook her head in disgust. “You never even
spoke to me before proposing to me, and hurting Visola the
way you did...”

“I never meant to hurt her,” Taranis said
sharply. “I only proposed at my father’s behest. The whole
betrothal was a fucking fiasco. I thought Visola understood that
marrying you would be strictly business, but that I truly loved her
and would keep her as my mistress on the side.”

“As your mistress on the side!”
Aazuria repeated furiously.

“I know. I know that sounds.” Taranis
sighed. “Look, I want to clear some things up. I used a device last
night to eavesdrop on your conversation with your cousin and figure
out your honest intentions. There’s one thing you were wrong about.
The war against Valhalla; it wasn’t me. I didn’t lead the attacks
on your kingdom in 1585. My father was angry about the refused
proposal. He was trying to build a reputation for me as a fearsome
warrior. He’s the one who insisted we spread that nickname, and
call me the ‘Leviathan.’ He led most of the attacks, and attributed
them to me.” Taranis swallowed. “But I did eventually start leading
troops into battle, in an effort to make him proud. I really did
want to live up to the name he chose for me.”

Aazuria shook her head. “You let your father
control you that much? And you say I was meek and mild-mannered? My
father gave me clear instructions to marry you, but I refused! I
was strong enough to do the right thing, even though I knew I would
be punished.”

“I thought that I was doing the right
thing,” Taranis said with a frown. “I was deeply in love with
Visola, but my father said that power was more important than the
petty emotions of a child. He said it was my duty to marry you. He
said that duty to family came above all else. I told Visola this. I
told her about the conflict I was facing, but I said I wanted to be
with her, no matter what I was forced to do.”

Aazuria was appalled. “So you wanted to
enter a fake marriage with me, while sleeping with my friend behind
my back?”

“Yes. Precisely. It would have made everyone
happy. It would have appeased both your father and mine. It would
have saved countless lives, and you never would have had to abandon
your home and migrate to Adlivun.”

“I cannot believe I am having this
conversation,” Aazuria said with a groan. “The worst part is that
you almost make that fool-brained plan seem sensible.”

“It could have worked,” Taranis said. “It
could have been a functional arrangement.”

Aazuria exhaled very slowly. “I do not
regret my decision to refuse you. Visola deserved your proposal,
and your full attention. She did not deserve to be your mistress on
the side.”

“I agree,” he said.

“I suppose that everything happens for a
reason. Maybe we needed the experience with you to serve us in
later years. I am just glad that Visola found a better man than
you. A man who always honored her and held her above all else.”

“I disagree,” said Taranis with a frown.
“Didn’t he abandon her? Say what you will about my choices, I never
left Visola. I may have chosen to marry someone else, but I never
pushed her out of my life. I never walked out of hers. You would
have had my name, and my title, and given birth to my legitimate
heirs, but Visola always would have had my heart.”

“You’re a sick bastard,” Aazuria told
him.

“Perhaps. Of course, any of my children with
Visola would have also been bastards, but I would not have loved
them any less.”

Aazuria put her head in her hands. “This
conversation is hurting my brain. Please make it stop.”

Taranis smiled and stood up to retrieve her
water bottle. He also grabbed a small plastic cup and a packet of
Alka-Seltzer. “You are probably just hung over,” he told her, as he
proceeded to mix the remedy together for her.

“No, I don’t think so,” she told him. “I
don’t get hung over. It’s just your exasperating stupidity that’s
making my head hurt.”

“Drink this, anyway,” he ordered, giving her
the plastic cup.

To be polite, she accepted and complied.
Then she wondered why she was being polite to someone so lamentably
impolite. She put the cup down in revulsion.

“Aazuria, I just want you to know… that I
regret my decision.” He seemed uncomfortable with saying this out
loud. “I understand now—and I have for a few hundred years—that I
made a great mistake. I was young and ignorant. I see now, of
course, that I didn’t appreciate what I had with Visola. I searched
far and wide, and I never found another woman remotely like her.
Losing her was the biggest regret of my life.”

“It should be,” Aazuria told him.

“I didn’t mean to hurt her, and I didn’t
mean to wage war against your people. I was young, and I was weak.”
He lowered his eyes in embarrassment. “I was stupid, but I was
never evil.”

“Stupidity can be far worse than evil.”

“I have come to realize that,” Taranis said.
“That is why I am no longer stupid.”

There was a brief silence in the cabin.

Considering his words, Aazuria took a sip of
the Alka-Seltzer. “She still has a tattoo with your nickname on her
body. She says that it reminds her not to trust people.”

Taranis smiled. He stood up and lifted his
shirt, revealing a large tattoo on the side of his abdomen. It was
a large, ferocious bird, with flaming feathers extending backward
around his side. The style of art was very old and intricate.

Aazuria stared with her jaw slightly ajar.
The tattoo was breathtaking, and so was the body to which it clung.
She fought the urge to reach up and trace the pattern with her
fingertips. It would be highly inappropriate. “The Firebird,” she
said softly. “Visola’s nickname.”

“I keep mine to remind me of what I’ve
lost,” he told her, returning to his seat. “If I’m ever lucky
enough to get a chance with a woman vaguely like her again, I will
never let her walk away and slip through my fingers. I have grown
up a great deal.”

“Good luck,” Aazuria told him dryly. “There
are no women like Visola.”

“No,” he said, gathering the papers he had
put aside, “but I think I can find someone pretty close to her.
Literally.” He began scanning through the sheets again. “From the
looks of these documents, a certain spectacular lady might soon be
on the market again.”

Aazuria gasped, realizing that he had been
reading her divorce papers. She reached out and ripped them out of
his hands, and rose to her feet. “How dare you! These are private.”
She hugged them against her chest protectively while glaring at
him.

“There’s some pretty interesting stuff in
there,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “It seems like you’re
not that into him. You didn’t have sex with him for fifteen
years?”

“Oh my Sedna!” Aazuria said, growing pale.
“I was in captivity for most of that time.”

“Failure to provide companionship due to
mental illness, diagnosed by a medical professional?”

“Stop,” she said softly. “I don’t want to
talk to anyone about this, least of all you. How dare you
insert yourself into my private matters?”

“I just couldn’t resist. I just really
want to insert myself into your private matters,” he said, with
a small grin.

She stared at him. “Did you really just say
that?”

“No,” he responded. “You did.”

Her cheeks darkened.

“I’m just kidding around, Queen Aazuria. I
must admit, I was looking at the papers because I want to find out
more about you. Perhaps I should quit with the espionage and just
talk to you. I want you to know that I am honored that you would
return my home to me.” He smiled at her, and there was a glimmer of
mirth in his eye. “Frankly, I am excited at the prospect of being
under you.”

“You’re doing it again,” she accused.

“No, for real. I am delighted to know that I
will have a woman of your caliber above me. You may tell me what to
do, and I’ll be obedient.”

“Just stop,” she said in annoyance. “We have
restored your old palace, along with a good deal of Helike and
other smaller cities in the Mediterranean. If you wouldn’t mind,
I’d like you to oversee all of them.”

“It would be my pleasure,” he told her. He
gestured to her divorce papers. “Maybe then you can change that
whole situation where your husband is a stay-at-home dad, and
you’re never around, and unfit to be a mother.”

Aazuria glared at him. “You need to stop
being an asshole, right now. You think you’re being cute or funny,
but I don’t know you. You’re not my friend. We either talk
business, or we don’t talk at all. Do you understand?”

“Yes. My apologies, Queen Aazuria.” He
shrugged sheepishly. “In my defense, I have been spending a lot of
time with Callder Murphy lately, and he’s been a bad influence on
my filter.”

“There are no excuses,” she said quietly.
“Now, can I trust you with Atlantis, or shall I find a more
competent leader?”

“I am the rightful ruler, and I will help
take Atlantis to greater heights than it has ever seen,” he vowed,
suddenly serious. “I will gladly join Oceanus, and follow every
rule, pay every tax. I am truly grateful to be part of an
organization that finally understands the real danger.”

“The real danger?” Aazuria asked.

“The land,” said Taranis. “The real danger
is the land. Mother Melusina, the great prophet—she has been
forecasting for years that there will be a massive war between land
and sea.”

Aazuria shivered, remembering the creepy
woman’s prophecies. “I’m surprised you know of Adlivun’s High
Priestess.”

“She has gained global fame in recent years.
I am a big fan of her work.” He hesitated. “I know that you have
played a big role in her prophecies in the past, but this time she
speaks of me. She says I will be important in the coming war. ‘The
Leviathan will protect Oceanus. The Leviathan will sink the
impure.’ The impure being land-dwellers, of course.”

“Do you have knowledge of her location?”
Aazuria asked with a frown.

“Not at the moment.”

Aazuria nodded. “I will need to speak with
you about her more in depth later. She may be dangerous.”

“She is very dangerous,” Taranis agreed. He
patted the seat beside him. “Just sit down and relax, and drink
your Alka-Seltzer.”

Frowning, Aazuria glanced from the chair up
to the man. A memory suddenly came back to her. “Sedna, almighty!
Last night, you tried to kiss me! What was the point of
that? There’s reconnaissance, and then there’s reconnaissance. I
understand you spying on us, but trying to kiss me? That seems
excessive.”

“That wasn’t me,” he said innocently. “It
was Dmitri.”

“What?” she asked in frustration.

“I was in character,” he explained. “I was
improvising. It’s what Dmitri would have done, so I went with
it.”

“You’re unbelievable. You have excuses for
everything.”

“I tried not to lie too much, even in
character,” he said defensively. “I really don’t speak English as
well as my mother tongue. But my mother tongue is not Greek, it’s
Old Atlantean.”

“You took that whole charade way too far,”
she said. “I was drunk and you were pressuring me to go upstairs
with you.”

“What can I say? Dmitri found you
attractive.” He shifted his eyes to the left in embarrassment.
“Also… uh, I might have slipped something in your drink. Which is
why you passed out.”

“You did what?” Aazuria yelled. She
glanced at the coffee he had given to her and the cup with
Alka-Seltzer in fear.

“I was planning to take you somewhere
private and ask you more questions later,” he admitted.

“So you were going to abduct me!” she
accused.

“I changed my mind,” he explained with
embarrassment. “It turns out that it was unnecessary. Talking to
you works just as well.”

Aazuria shook her head in horror. “You are
both stupid and evil!”

“I never meant you any real harm,” he
assured her. “I just wanted to get to know you. The psyche of a
person is deeper than the deepest ocean. You can easily explore the
surface, but until you really dive down and discover what lies at
the very bottom, you will always be vulnerable to the unknown.”

“But if a person does not grant you
permission to access their depths, then you must not seek to
discover them through deceitful and dishonest means. You must honor
their solitude and sanctity,” Aazuria told him. “Being intrusive
and violating a person’s privacy? That can be just as dangerous as
not knowing—you could make enemies of people who would otherwise be
willing to offer you their friendship.”

“I think I would prefer to risk offending
someone than to not know that someone poses a threat,” Taranis told
her, rising to his feet. His head nearly brushed the ceiling of the
airplane’s cabin. “I told you that I am no longer stupid—and part
of that means a continuous commitment to seeking knowledge at all
cost.”

“It seems a great and suspicious change,”
she said, fixing him with an angry look. “That you would propose to
me without ever having had a conversation, and now you go to such
great lengths to spy on me, inspect my personal documents, drug
me…”

“And all of this has led me to the ultimate
conclusion that I probably should have tried harder to secure your
hand in marriage, back in the sixteenth century,” he told her.

She stared at him, thunderstruck.
“What?”

“You are a brilliant woman. Back then, all I
saw was a child with zero sex appeal, and I could not believe my
father was forcing me to marry you. But my father was right,
because he could see the woman you’d become, and the way the world
would change. It would have been more appropriate for us to be
together than any other match. As much as I regret losing Visola, I
regret not having gotten to know you.” He smiled sadly. “If only I
could go back in time, right? Undo all my transgressions and
correct all my oversights …”

“I would have never relented to the likes of
you,” Aazuria told him. “All the courting and pursuing in Europe
would have done you no good. You were a scoundrel, and you still
are.”

“No. I would have been successful,” he told
her with a smile. “I can be very persistent.”

“And I can be very resistant,” she responded
darkly.

“You are making some big mistakes right now,
Aazuria,” he told her. “You don’t know me—you don’t know the man I
have become. You can’t base your entire impression of me on the
foolish boy who fucked up in the 1580s.”

“People do not change,” she told him.
“People are not like the sea; we remain solid at the core. If I
judged you based on the past twenty-four hours of being in your
territory, my impression would be no different than 1582. I will
thank Sedna every single day, from now until the day I die, that I
escaped the horror of marrying you! To think, that my younger years
could have been filled with more torment and misery than it already
was!”

“It would not have been torment,” he assured
her. “I believe that we would have grown quite fond of each other.
It would have been awkward at first—I mean, we would have been
engaged for several years before we actually got married, and we
both had a lot of growing up to do. But eventually, we would have
grown to love each other. Both of our nations would have been
strengthened. Many wars would have been prevented. We would have
conquered Ker-ys, and maybe the Rusalka. We would have stood
against Bimini, and we would have obliterated the Clan before they
ever had a chance to form. And best of all, we would have had so
much time to build a family. We could have had many children. I
might have more than one daughter who has been missing for
seventy-five years, and you would have more than just one daughter
who ran away from home. We could have had over a dozen children.
Strong, noble sons and beautiful, intelligent daughters. Things
could have been wonderful, if only we had both listened to our
fathers.”

Aazuria felt her face soften, but she
refused to admit the logic in his words. “All of that would have
been highly improbable. It is more likely that I would have slit my
own throat from being forced to share a bed with you.”

He cringed. “It is very difficult to slit
your own throat, Queen Aazuria.”

“I would have requested that Visola do it
for me,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly.

Taranis smiled. “I think you are just
embarrassed to admit that it makes sense. We would have made a
great couple. We would have made an excellent king and queen. We
would have made each other very happy.” He moved closer to her,
staring down with laughter dancing in his eyes. “Unless you didn’t
have sex with me for fifteen years. Then I probably would have been
forced to take Visola as my mistress on the side.”

Aazuria could not control herself. Her hand
had lifted once more of its own accord, and it was already flying
into the Leviathan’s face. Her knuckles connected with his nose and
cheekbone so swiftly that he did not have time to block the strike.
He stumbled backward, clutching his bloody nose.

“I’m sorry,” Taranis said, his eyes wide. “I
was just kidding! I guess I struck a nerve.”

“You are incorrigible,” she told him. “Turn
this plane around immediately. I will not insult Visola by
accepting your help. I will save her on my own. I have the armies
of over a dozen nations at my disposal. I will never need charity
from a lowlife like you.”

“Aazuria…”

“No. We might be desperate, but we will
never be desperate enough to need you!”

“She could die,” Taranis responded.

“Maybe she wants to die,” Aazuria shot back,
“and maybe it will be better that she dies with honor than lives to
see herself rescued by one of the people she despises most. I think
she would certainly prefer to be tortured to death by the American
government than saved by you.” Aazuria’s lips curled scornfully. “I
will not owe you a debt. I will not let my dearest
friend owe you a debt. Turn this plane around!”

“There’s no need to get upset, Aazuria. I
was just joking around.” He put both of his hands up to indicate
surrender. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I know that this is a
touchy subject, but we really should be able to laugh about
something that happened so many centuries ago…”

“I cannot laugh about you disrespecting my
friend,” Aazuria told him.

“You’re right, you’re right. I should have
said that. I apologize.” He sighed. “I realize that I was way out
of line. I should not joke about Visola like that.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Instead,” he mused, “I should have teased
you about taking your sister as my mistress. Or even
marrying her! That doesn’t seem to bother you too much, does
it?”

Aazuria stared at him. She felt a storm of
fury rising in her chest.

“I’m just saying… you’re kind of
hypocritical.” Taranis crossed his arms thoughtfully. “You forgive
and remain married to a man who does the same things that you
despise…”

“Do not dare to speak of my husband,”
Aazuria warned in a furious whisper. “You think that just because
you read a few papers, you can presume to know anything about my
life? Or my family? Or what we’ve been through? Trevain is a kind
and good man. Unlike you, he would never intentionally harm me, or
my loved ones. He’s not even a hundred years old! Which means he is
much younger than you were when we first met, and still, he has not
made half of your mistakes. He has ruled my country with wisdom and
dignity, even in my absence. You? You are unfit to be a king, and I
pity the child who ever called you father.” She moved closer to
him, grabbing the front of his shirt and pulling him down until he
was at her height. She glared into his eyes, which were that
unusual shade of amber possessed by certain sea-dwellers. She was
reminded of Bain and Glais, but she knew that the comparisons ended
at physical resemblance. Hoping that she could convey all of the
loathing and fury she felt, she frowned, examining his face until
he was uncomfortable. She watched a bit of blood from his nose
dribble down over his lips, and felt satisfied at the sight.
“Prince Taranis Evenor, you are a sorry excuse for a man. I won’t
give you Atlantis. I don’t trust you, and the thought of dealing
with you on a regular basis makes me ill. Perhaps I will put your
sister, Marina, in charge. She seemed intelligent and capable—and
much less psychopathic than you are.”

“Psychopathic?” he repeated with
surprise.

“Yes. I don’t know what games you’re
playing, but it ends now. I don’t trust you. I don’t know if you’re
an enemy or a friend. I have never known.”

“You should take a risk and try to trust
me,” he encouraged. “I only mean well.”

“I wish you were on my side,” she told him.
“I wish you had acted like a civilized person and met with me when
I came to Fort Helike. I wish you had introduced yourself, and that
we could have sat down over food to discuss an alliance, and the
future of Oceanus. I wish I felt comfortable accepting your help
with Visola, but I don’t. You insulted me. You spied on me. You
drugged me.”

“Please believe me. I am on your side, Queen
Aazuria…”

“No. My husband is on my side. Whether or
not we get divorced, he will always be my family. Trevain was born
and raised an American, but if we go to war with the USA, I have no
question in my mind of which side he will fight on. He would not
desert me.” She studied the Leviathan’s face, and abruptly released
his shirt. “Thank you for making me realize this.”

“You think the safe man is the right
choice,” Taranis told her. “You think that just because he’s easy,
predictable, controllable, and putty in your hands, that he’s
somehow better than someone who presents a real challenge. I find
it fascinating that a woman so brave, who is so easily willing to
risk her life, is incapable of risking her heart.”

“I do not like gambling,” Aazuria told him.
“Especially when the odds are not in my favor, and I have nothing
to gain anyway.”

“You would have something to gain, if you
took a risk in trusting me,” he told her.

“What? An army of a million barbarians who
cannot read or do simple mathematics?”

“Maybe,” he told her with a smile, “but I
was thinking of other important things that seem to be missing from
your life.”

“What things?” she demanded.

“Passion,” he responded at once, “and maybe
even happiness.”

Aazuria rolled her eyes. “Good grief. Just
turn this plane around so I don’t have to listen to your obnoxious
voice anymore.”

“As you wish, my queen—but first, I have a
present for you.”

“I want nothing from you.”

“This will make you feel better. Just trust
me,” he told her, slipping past her and moving to the back of the
plane.

“I do not trust…” Aazuria trailed off in
speech when Taranis opened the door, and sitting on the other side,
she could see Naclana and Marinus having a conversation with her
missing brother-in-law. Callder seemed happy and healthy; he was
smiling. Aazuria exhaled in relief. So, at the very least, the
Leviathan had been honest about Callder’s safety.

She moved forward briskly, toward Trevain’s
brother. She felt a weight lift from her chest. At least something
good had come from this terrible trip. “Callder!” she said angrily.
“Where have you been? We were all worried sick!”

“Queen Aazuria!” said the man, jumping to
his feet nervously. He laughed and scratched his arm. “Umm, I was
just hanging out with my new buddy, Levi. He’s pretty great. We’ve
been cleaning out the casinos! What a rush.”

Aazuria sighed. “You idiot,” she said
fondly, moving past Taranis to embrace Callder. “We thought you
were dead.”

Callder returned the hug from his
sister-in-law happily. “Wow, this is nice!” he said when the hug
lasted a bit longer than he expected. He gave Taranis two big
thumbs up behind Aazuria’s back. “They did notice I was gone!” he
said happily.

Taranis smiled at his friend.

Pulling away from her brother-in-law,
Aazuria studied the man thoughtfully. “Callder, has Taranis been
asking you questions about us?”

“Oh, yeah,” Callder said. “Tons of
questions. It was pretty obvious he considered me ‘the weakest
link’ or something like that, and was only using me for
information. So I played along and acted dumb, and told him a bunch
of lies.”

Aazuria made a face of pleasant surprise.
She turned back to Taranis to observe his expression, and the man
seemed stunned. She smirked. “I guess you’re not so smooth,
Levi.”

Taranis frowned. “Come on, I didn’t think
you were that stupid Callder. You really expected me to trust
everything you told me?” He paused and narrowed his eyes slightly.
“But the personal things were true, weren’t they? All those things
you told me about your brother?”

“I was trying to make him seem like a dumb
asshole so that you would underestimate him in case you ever
decided to attack Adlivun,” Callder explained. “I know I get chatty
at the blackjack table, but I’m not going to spill all my family
secrets. Get real, man.”

“I thought we were friends,” Taranis said in
obvious disappointment.

“We are,” Callder said cheerfully. “I like
you, buddy, but I love my big brother. Trevain is my hero.
There was no way I was going to be your patsy and betray anything
about him.”

“Why are you telling me this now?” Taranis
asked.

“Because Queen Aazuria is here to rescue
me,” Callder declared, “and that means everything is going to be
okay. I’m going to go home and see my family. You wouldn’t let me
leave before, but I doubt you’re going to stir up a fight with
Zuri. Unless you want my brother to bring an all-out war down on
your head.”

Aazuria exchanged a smile with Naclana at
the young man’s threats. Something his zealous manner reminded them
both that although he seemed harmless, he was definitely a son of
the Ramaris family.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Taranis said,
shaking his head. “Based on your misinformation, I was just trying
to manipulate Queen Aazuria into signing her divorce papers. I was
under the impression that her husband was a horrible man.”

“Is that the reason?” Aazuria said
skeptically. “It sounded like you were trying to seduce me and
failing miserably.”

“That was part of the manipulation,” he said
in frustration. “Dammit.”

Naclana rose to his feet and cleared his
throat. “Okay, friends. Everyone needs to calm down. It seems like
everyone has been playing everyone. Why don’t we all sit down and
have a real conversation, where nine of ten sentences aren’t
lies?”

“Sounds good to me,” said Marinus. The
blonde man moved over to shake Aazuria’s hand. “I’m Prince Marinus
Evenor, and I apologize if my brother has been a jerk. We all think
that he was taken up to the surface and dropped on his head a few
times when he was an infant. He’s brilliant, but his methods are
usually eccentric and off-putting.”

“Yes,” Aazuria said, studying the man called
Leviathan. His head of curly brown hair gave him an almost innocent
appearance, but his amber eyes shone like daggers. “Personally, I
think he’s a psychopath.” She was not yet sure whether she should
fear him, admire him, or simply detest him, but she knew she was
going to have to find a way to keep her cool around him. Prince
Taranis Evenor had an uncanny ability to push her buttons and rile
her up into a fury—and he seemed to enjoy this. She could tell that
he would be the source of many headaches to come. She turned back
to his brother, who seemed much more mellow and ordinary. “It is
nice to meet you, Marinus.”

“Likewise, Queen Aazuria. I have heard only
good things. Amazing things, actually.” The blonde man smiled. “You
are a legend in all corners of the ocean, so I feel like I’m
meeting a celebrity.”

“I may have talked you up a little bit,”
Callder told her with a wink.

Aazuria smiled. Having assurance of
Callder’s safety, and the young man’s pleasant presence in the room
eased her mind a great deal. She turned to her cousin. “Naclana,
that’s the last time I take your advice. Flirting with strange men
in bars does not help me relax.”

“It helped us get Callder back, didn’t it?”
Naclana said defensively.

She reached up to rub her temples. “Using
the bombs would have been easier than being forced to have
conversations with this man. Next time, let’s just go to war.”

“It’s a deal, cousin.”

“Are we going to save my grandmother?”
Callder asked with concern.

Aazuria shook her head. “No. Taranis is
going to turn this plane around. He’s going to go home, and we are
going to go to Adlivun. I will organize a rescue for Visola on my
own. I am sure Vachlan is already hot on her trail.”

“But we should all help,” Callder insisted.
“We can’t let Grandpa V do this alone. I know he’s this big
superstar when it comes to war, but he still needs backup.”

“We will help,” Aazuria promised, “once we
have a chance to go home and organize ourselves properly. Without
Taranis.”

“No way. He should come with us. Levi has a
huge army at his disposal,” Callder said, “and I mean
huge. That’s right, Levi—when you were trying to spy on me,
I was actually spying on you. And do you want to know how I
spied on you? I boned your sister.”

Taranis took a step toward Callder, his
voice rising. “You did what?!”

“I boned Marina. So hard. She loved it, and
she just told me everything,” Callder winked at his friend. Then he
turned to Aazuria and Naclana and spoke in a low voice. “Don’t tell
Brynne I said that.”

“Are you mad?” Taranis asked in horror,
reaching out to grab the front of the man’s shirt. “I told
you that Marina was off-limits. You could have had any woman in
my kingdom, but I strictly forbade you from touching my little
sister…”

“And that’s what made it so exciting!”
Callder told him. “It was forbidden. That’s the best.”

“Hey, hey,” Marinus said, moving in between
the men and forcefully separating them. “Cool it down, boys.”

“Merciful Zeus,” Taranis muttered, releasing
Callder and stepping away. “I invited you into my home…”

“You trapped me in your home by
constantly insisting I stay until ‘tomorrow.’ Just because you were
nice doesn’t mean I wasn’t a prisoner. Besides—you spent last night
trying to sleep with my sister-in-law, who is still technically
married to my brother. Jerk.” Callder glared at Taranis, before
turning to Marinus apologetically. “Sorry, man. I swear, Marina was
into it.”

Marinus nodded. “No worries. I know my
sister can handle herself. She would never tell you anything that
we did not really want you to know.” With a small smile, Marinus
glanced at his brother. “Knowing Marina, she was probably
manipulating and playing Callder.”

“She played with something!” Callder said
happily. He moved over to Aazuria and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Anyway, my point is that Levi has armies. He may be an asshole,
but he’s useful. So, let’s use him.”

“I don’t trust him,” Aazuria said simply. “I
prefer to handle this situation on my own.”

“Zuri,” Naclana said in surprise. “You
should accept help from the Atlanteans. We need to get to America
as quickly as possible. We need to be there yesterday.”

“I’m not too concerned about time,” Aazuria
said with a smile. “They intend to torture her, and it will take a
while to break Visola. What can the American government do to her
that Vachlan hasn’t already done? He probably did worse on their
honeymoon.”

“This is another joke, right? Visola’s
husband can’t really be that awful,” Taranis said in surprise.

Naclana shook his head. “Thankfully, this is
serious. They don’t call Vachlan ‘The Destroyer’ without good
reason. But I am sure that there is a reason they call you
‘Leviathan,’ as well. For Sedna’s sake, Zuri! Accept this man’s
help. This is not the time to be prideful.”

“I know,” she responded, “but I’m thinking
of Visola. Taranis is the last person she needs to see right now.
In fact, I have reason to believe that if she came face to face
with him at this point in time, she would put a dozen bullets into
his head without a second thought.”

Everyone was quiet for a moment, as they
considered this. Then they all started to mumble their
agreement.

“Okay,” Naclana said. “It’s Zuri’s call,
anyway. I guess we’re going home.”

“Yes!” Callder said in delight. “I have
missed Adlivun. I can’t wait.”

Naclana grinned. “You’ve been away so long
without notice. Brynne is going to bite your head off.”

“That’s okay,” Callder said with a sage nod.
“I don’t mind if she uses her teeth a little bit.”

“Callder… ew.”


Chapter 8: She Gets Captured
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A few long, slender fingers extended through
the holes of a manhole cover, before lifting it and sliding it
aside. The woman who emerged was dressed all in black, and carrying
a large backpack filled with weaponry. She moved stealthily into
the shadows of the dark street, which was dark only because she
preferred it that way. Gazing up at her carefully chosen
battlefield, she nodded in satisfaction. The skyscraper was over
fifty stories tall, with a helipad on the roof. It was also packed
full with thousands of panicked civilians who were all running low
on food supplies. Unlike in the northern areas, they were not in
distress from struggling to keep warm without heat in the falling
autumn temperatures; but that did not mean they were any less
rattled.

It was ideal. It was interesting. It was
new.

“Just another day,” she murmured to herself.
“Just another suicide mission. Easy as apple pie.”

She knew it would be exhausting to not only
climb all those flights of stairs, but to engage in plenty of armed
combat on nearly every floor. She was far removed from her comfort
zone. Her specialty had always been undersea warfare, where her
body moved at ease, like liquid within liquid. However, this urban
guerilla warfare was entirely new. She had chosen the site
carefully, for several reasons, and rigged the building with
explosives in several locations. She had also concealed bags with
more weapons and ammunition throughout the compound, but she hoped
that none of this would be necessary.

Visola only wondered why she felt none of
her usual excitement and adrenaline. She hoped it would kick-in
once the danger started. After giving Agent Poole the USB key with
the instructions to bring his men to this location, she had hoped
that she would feel some sort of anticipation for the fight in the
days leading up to the event, but there was nothing. Lately, she
had just been dead inside. It had been so hard to feel, or even to
care. There was only action and forward movement. There was only
methodical planning and careful execution. There was only revenge.
Moving carefully around the skyscraper, she saw that the police
force and army had cordoned off the building, and were not allowing
people to enter.

“My dad is sick,” said a young man. “I need
to go upstairs and check on him.”

“Once the threat has cleared,” said a
military official. “We’ll let you know.”

“My little girl is inside!” pleaded a plump
woman holding a bag of rice. “She’s hungry! You need to let me
in!”

“Unfortunately, this is an emergency
situation, ma’am. We must keep you out of the building for your own
safety,” said one of the policemen.

Visola observed this with approval. Turning
away from the civilians, she slipped into the building, through the
poorly-guarded section meant for garbage-pickup. She quickly
removed the cloak she was wearing, and tossed it aside to reveal
her armor. “It’s Visola time,” she declared softly, to no one in
particular. The hallways and stairways of the building were dark,
but her eyes were better suited to the lighting than the
land-dwellers, and she had the advantage. Reaching into a satchel
at her side, she pulled out a tablet of Benzedrine. It had gone off
the market years ago, and was banned in America, but Sionna had
produced a personal stash for her sister and Adlivun’s forces. The
amphetamines had been used as a stimulant for land-dweller forces
during recent wars, and Visola thought that artificially enhancing
her performance might help to make up for her discomfort in the
environment.

“Not that I really need you,” she told the
tablet, right before she placed it on her tongue and swallowed.
“Just want to keep things interesting.” When the tablet hit her
stomach, and the organ growled up at her in complaint, Visola’s
eyes narrowed. Had she forgotten to eat before battle yet again? It
did not matter. She was no longer running on calories; she was
running on rage. She tried to force a devious smile onto her face,
to pretend to be the enthusiastic girl she once was, but failed.
With a shrug, she simply moved forward. If she could no longer be
stylish, at least she could be effective. She knew that there were
some protein bars in her backpack, but she would save them for a
real emergency. She retrieved her rifle and pointed it ahead as she
began climbing the stairs of the building, with careful and light
footsteps. She knew that the entire structure would be swarming
with policemen, military, and possibly a SWAT team. Each floor she
managed to climb would be a small victory. She anticipated that
climbing any floors without killing a few people and getting into a
serious skirmish or two would be unlikely.

She also highly doubted that she could
continue to use the stairs for very long, once they figured out
that she was in the building. She imagined that they could toss
tear gas down and make the stairways difficult to navigate. She did
have a gas mask with her, but she wanted to see how far she could
get without being detected.

3rd
Floor.

The stairway had an unpleasant scent, even
for a sophisticated and expensive high-rise building that should
have been regularly cleaned. Visola’s shoe squeaked on some residue
on the ground, perhaps from a child’s spilled beverage. She
frowned, glancing to her right, and seeing flashlights dancing
under the door to the corridor. She slipped her body into cover
behind the doorway, and waited for the men to open the door. When
they finally did, she assessed that there were only three soldiers.
She put down her rifle and lunged at the men before they could even
register her presence. Before they could fire a shot, she had
disarmed them, kicking one man’s gun away as she twisted the guns
belonging to the others away with her hands. She then grabbed one
man’s head and slammed him into the doorframe, knocking him
unconscious, she turned to the others and removed a knife from her
belt, and proceeded to dispatch with them. She then moved back to
the unconscious man and slammed her knife into his neck.

The little scuffle had made barely any noise
at all, except the clattering of a gun to the ground. No one seemed
to be alerted, and she took a moment to examine the armor and
weaponry of her opponents. She found her mind completely clear and
logical, and not clouded or enhanced by any great emotion. She had
done this type of things so often that it no longer seemed
important to examine the meaning in everything, or remain extremely
tense and emotionally invested. She already knew the outcome of the
fight.

Grabbing her gun, Visola slipped past the
men, and into the corridor of the third floor. Visola walked
quickly toward the center of the hallway, where there was an
elevator shaft. She knew that since she had robbed the building
(and half the country) of electricity, the elevators would not
work. However, she imagined that the empty elevator shafts could be
a safer method of climbing through the building than the
stairwells. Reaching into her bag for a crowbar, Visola forced the
doors open. Then, she quickly retrieved some climbing gear, and
latched herself to the insides of the chamber. Biting her lip with
effort, Visola began to hoist her body upward through the empty
vertical tunnel.

“Well, drown me in a watery hell,” Visola
whispered as she worked her arms to drag herself upward. “How do
land-dwellers get anywhere? This would be so much easier if the
elevator shaft was just filled with water. I’d swim for a few
minutes and be at the top of the building.” She placed her foot on
a higher point and began to shift her weight onto it when her boot
slipped. Her breath caught in her throat as she caught her entire
body weight on three fingertips curled around a piece of metal.
Luckily, her armored gloves provided plenty of grip. Quickly, she
repositioned her feet and hands to better support herself. She
turned back to look down to the bottom of the elevator shaft, which
was becoming increasingly far away. “Fiddlesticks,” she said
glumly, “and if you fall ten stories in water, your head doesn’t
smash open. You just kind of float down gracefully, like a
feather.”

15th
floor.

She had climbed this far before it seemed
that people had stumbled upon the three dead bodies she had left on
the third floor. They had found the opening in the elevator shaft,
and were forcing the doors open further, and shining their
flashlights up the elevator shaft. Visola quickly began using her
crowbar again to open up the elevator doors to the fifteenth
floor.

“Hey, I think I see her! She’s here!”
shouted one of the men. “Open fire!”

She managed to slip between the doors just
as bullets began to fly upward into the elevator shaft. One bullet
nicked her thigh, nearly knocking her off balance. “Nice,” she said
with contentment, as she used her thumb and forefinger to pick the
hot projectile out of her armor. She was experimenting with a new
style of protective clothing called ‘liquid armor’ that was
supposedly better than plain old Kevlar. The layers of Kevlar in
the armor were soaked in a substance called polyethylene glycol.
She was very impressed with the result. I should order mass
production of this for my armies back home. This thought
automatically popped into her head before she remembered that she
no longer controlled any armies, and no longer had a place she
called home. This thought ruined her excitement at the armor, and
motivated her back into action. Rising to her feet, Visola tucked
her crowbar and climbing gear back into her backpack. She ran to
the north side of the hallway, and retrieved a few canisters of
tear gas from her backpack. She opened the stairway door and tossed
them down the center of the staircase. With a grin, she knocked on
the door closest to her. A few seconds later, a fat man opened the
door, in the middle of snacking on a bag of potato chips.

“Hey! You’re pretty,” he said happily. “Do
you live on this floor? We should hang out sometime, but I’m not
sharing my food. I’m really low on supplies since we lost power and
everything in my fridge went bad.”

Visola rolled her eyes, already having
walked past the man and made her way onto his balcony. She did not
need climbing gear for the outside of the building, for the
balconies provided a natural staircase. Combined with her natural
height, she could climb up onto the railing, using the wall for
support, and just barely grasp the bottom of the balcony above. Her
thick gauntlets helped to protect her hands from chafing or
bruising on the concrete and metal. Visola was already two stories
above the fifteenth floor when the fat man finally waddled to his
balcony and stuck his head out the window.

“Hey! You didn’t take my number!” he
shouted. “Don’t you want to hang out sometime? I have some great
movies on Blu-ray! My phone number is 305-469…”

Visola ignored the man as he shouted out the
digits desperately. She continued to climb swiftly, shoving her
body upward with her leg muscles and pulling with her arm
muscles.

“Call me!” the man shouted. “Promise you’ll
call!”

“If you shut the fuck up, maybe I…” Visola
trailed off in confusion. What was she saying? Why was she
bothering to be nice? “Look, buddy,” she shouted down five stories.
“You’re hideous, dumb, and socially impaired. You’re not going to
get laid unless you pay for it, and you’re never going to get a
girlfriend. Stop trying.”

The fat man looked up with great sadness on
his face. “But… I have a good job. I’m a computer programmer for a
really big company. I can cook you a great tuna casserole, and I
have the high score on…”

Visola pulled out her smaller handgun and
shot the man in the head. She then returned it to its holster and
began swiftly climbing once more. Her stomach growled at the
mention of the tuna casserole. Why was it that unusual battle
situations always made her so unbelievably hungry? She tried
to get the delicious image of tuna casserole out of her mind. In
fact, she had never seen or tasted said dish, but her imagination
was quick to taunt her nose and stomach with hypothetically
tantalizing smells of warm food being baked in an oven.

“Damn,” she muttered as she continued to
climb, “should have let him live and gotten me some tuna
casserole.” She was feeling a little out of breath from all the
physical exertion. Breathing the air simply did not fuel her body
the way the water always had in similar circumstances. Climbing the
balconies also seemed unnecessarily tedious, and she wished once
again that the building was submerged. She thought longingly of the
protein bars sitting comfortably in her backpack, but she preferred
to keep moving. She was considering taking another Benzedrine
tablet instead when she heard noises below, and more shots being
fired. She had been in the middle of ascending to another balcony,
but she dove into the middle of the one she was on, crashing into
the resident’s plastic patio furniture. The concrete bottom of the
balcony provided excellent cover, and she had a moment to re-assess
her plan. She had gained another eight floors since shooting the
fat man, before the soldiers had forced their way into his
apartment on the fifteenth floor.

28th
floor.

She was vaguely reminded of a video game
that Kaito and Glais used to play. She had taken a stab at it when
the young boys had gone to bed, and found it highly addicting. And
convenient. One needed only to press a button to change weapons, or
run, or climb things. One only needed to press another button to
fire the weapons, or aim. “Wouldn’t it be so much easier if I could
just press a button?” she whispered. Then she shook her head. “Nah.
I like the challenge. Over halfway there! Keep on moving, Visola.
Now the fun really starts.” Opening the balcony door to let
herself into the apartment, she found an elderly woman reading a
book. The woman promptly screamed. This time, the soldiers were a
lot quicker to respond, and had already begun trying to break down
the door. Visola dove behind the couch, and retrieved a grenade
from her backpack. She pulled the pin out, and tossed it toward the
door, immediately plugging her ears with her fingers and tightly
shutting her eyes.

Her timing could not have been more perfect,
for just as the men broke down the door, the grenade detonated,
sending the heavy door flying right back at them. They had not been
prepared for this, and they were all either unconscious or stunned.
There were over half-a-dozen men in the small unit.

Visola stood up and shook her head in
disappointment. She looked over to the elderly woman who seemed to
be having a mild panic attack, and difficulty breathing. “These
boys are such amateurs, aren’t they?” she asked, but of course, the
woman was in no condition to respond. Visola pulled out her gun and
moved to the doorway. She began to quickly dispose of the ones who
had not been entirely killed with the grenade, and make sure that
the ones who were unconscious were actually dead. After glancing
both ways in the hallway to check if the coast was clear, she
dropped to one knee and studied the armor of these men. It was
slightly more advanced than the ones on the third floor. As
expected, the army and CIA had chosen to deploy more advanced and
specialized troops closer to the top of the building. Some of them
even had heavy ballistic shields, but it had not been enough to
protect them from the grenade.

“Don’t worry,” Visola told the men, tapping
her backpack smugly. “There’s much more where that came from.” For
a moment she had difficulty deciding which way to go. She had
already tried the stairs, the elevator shaft, and the exterior of
the building. She was running out of cool ways to safely scale the
structure. The whole point of her mission, however, was not
entirely to get to the top of the building. She would, one way or
another. She would either walk up there and deliver a clever
greeting to the director of the CIA and a high-ranking army general
in style, or she would get shot, and beat up, and dragged up there
in a humiliating state. It did not really matter—the result was the
same. She just wanted to take out as many significant troops as
possible before reaching her destination.

It simply made her feel better.

When the stairway to her left opened, and a
new faction of men began to move toward her, she bounced off the
ground rapidly toward them. She deflected the weapon of the first
man as it fired and shoved her boot into his shield, catching him
off guard and making him stumble backward. He fell behind the door
to the stairway, and Visola did not have time to think before she
reached for a grenade on her belt. It had worked so well a few
seconds before, that she could not resist trying it again. She used
one hand to pull the pin and lob it down the stairs before shutting
the door. Her only regret was that she had no time to wave goodbye.
She turned and ran across the hall in the opposite direction,
vaulting over bodies as the second explosion happened. Some people
had begun to filter out of their apartments and into the hallway
after hearing the initial explosion, so she had to weave around the
curious and anxious civilians. Her ears were slightly ringing from
the second explosion for she had not been able to cover them, but
she could see a SWAT team headed directly at her from the other
side of the hallway. They all wore night-goggles and carried heavy,
intimidating-looking shields.

Visola’s lips curled upward in the beginning
of a smile. She was finally feeling some of that adrenaline. How
she had missed it! Putting her hands to her hips, she retrieved two
guns. She began firing as she ran toward the men. She ducked around
people, using their bodies as her shields and cover. She would fire
at the soldier’s head with one gun, while aiming at his ankles with
the other gun. The shields were not large enough to cover the
entire bodies of the men, so she always had a place to hit. She was
surprised when she was able to take out at least five men, but
still saw a huge line of warriors marching down the hallway. She
had to duck into an open apartment for a moment, to reload.
Screaming civilians were running past her in a frenzy, including a
hysterical woman in pajamas with horrible bed hair. Visola smiled,
and having finished reloading, grabbed the woman, and moved into
the hallway. She walked forward slowly with the woman as her
hostage, and was surprised when the woman was instantly pumped full
of bullets. The Americans had not even tried to avoid shooting
their own citizen. Instead, they had attempted to shoot directly
through her to get to Visola.

The red-haired warrior looked down, and
found that at least three bullets had made their way to her body
armor. However, after traveling through the hysterical woman, the
bullets had been slowed down a great deal, and Visola had hardly
felt them. However, the poor American woman had been killed, and
was currently bleeding all over Visola.

“That sucks,” she said in disappointment.
Her shield had been much more interesting when she was alive, and
making hilarious screaming noises. Visola suddenly felt like the
open air behind her was very cold and empty. She knew that this
instant discomfort was a strong sign that she was about to be
attacked from behind, and she threw her body to the ground, pulling
the hysterical woman down with her. Her eyes widened, for as usual,
instinct was right. On the other side of the hallway, which she
thought had been emptied with grenades, some soldiers had set up an
M2 Browning machine gun, the small, modern equivalent of a cannon,
which they were using to fire an impossible barrage of bullets at
the place where she had just been standing. Trying to carefully
maneuver out from under her female shield, Visola crawled very
close to the ground—slithered really—and ducked her way into the
nearby open apartment. A few of the large caliber bullets from the
heavy machine gun had grazed her arms and her side. However, she
realized with a chuckle, that most of those bullets had been fired
directly at the SWAT team. Even with their impressive shields,
those bullets must have made a dent.

While Visola had always loved close-quarters
combat, and did have a strong urge to pop back out and go
hand-to-hand with the SWAT team, she did realize that the situation
on the 28th floor was way too hot. Regretting the fact
that she was being repetitive, she pulled the pin out of another
grenade, and tossed it down the hallway at the SWAT team. She
closed and bolted the apartment door before rushing to the balcony
and beginning to climb again. Having gotten the motion down
perfectly right, her climbing speed was a lot faster. She had
scaled another six stories when she heard the noise and saw the
lights of a helicopter approaching. She cursed.

“That’s not fair,” she said, ducking into an
apartment and hiding behind the curtains. The lights from the
searching helicopter caused shadows to dance across her face.
Visola frowned. “I didn’t bring any rocket launchers.” She sighed
in frustration as she surveyed the situation.

34th
floor.

Visola’s fingers twitched, in an instinctive
urge to reach for her phone. Part of her had a yearning to call
Bimini for help. She could probably have a dozen fighter jets
surrounding this building within a few minutes. She could win. She
could win with flying colors.

There was absolutely no need for her to do
this alone. Nearby, off the coast of Florida, was the thriving new
settlement in the Bermuda Triangle. Less than 60 miles away, Visola
had massive armies at her disposal. Although she was technically no
longer in command, she had lived there and trained with the men for
years, and worked closely with each battalion. She knew that she
could swim into the military base and retake control of her troops,
and that they would follow her orders. However, this did not seem
like the right thing to do. If she used Oceanic forces to fight her
personal fight, she would be starting a war.

This was no one’s fight but her own. She did
not mind being alone. It made it easier to do what needed to be
done, knowing that no one else would suffer the consequences. It
made it easier to detach herself from her past. There was only
looking forward from this point on.

Moving back further into the apartment, she
considered what to do about the helicopter. She felt temporary
jealousy of the heavy machine gun, and considered going back down
to the 28th floor to steal it and use it on the flying
menace. She then considered trying to use her rifle to shoot the
pilot of the helicopter, or lobbing a grenade into the cockpit once
it got close enough, but she decided that it was not important. Her
efforts were probably best spent on continuing to fight her way to
the top of the building. Turning to look at the apartment she had
entered, she froze in her tracks.

The sight before her made her heart skip a
beat.

The room was mostly dark, but sitting in the
shadows was a small child, curled up into a little ball. Hugging
her knees and whimpering, the small girl stared up at Visola with
frightened eyes. One of her tiny fists was clutching the hand of a
teddy bear.

“Where’s my mommy?” the little girl asked.
Her lip was quivering. “When is my mommy coming back?”

Visola stared blankly.

“There was a big boom,” the little girl
said. “Everything was shaking. I’m scared. I want my mommy.”

Visola’s mouth had gone very dry. Her eyes
were magnetically drawn to the teddy bear.

“Why did you buy her this, Vachlan? It’s
an utterly useless piece of fluff!”

“For Christ’s sake, woman. Can’t your
child own one solitary item that isn’t meant for
self-defense?”

“Sure,” Visola said, pinching Vachlan’s
arm with a playful smirk. “She can own things that are meant to
kill and main in offense!”

“Yes, but she needs things that are soft
and safe,” Vachlan said, nuzzling his wife’s neck. “She needs
something to love, and talk to when she’s lonely, and cuddle at
night.”

“Duh,” Visola had responded. “That’s why
I made her a twin brother. He can be her real-life teddy bear until
he gets too large.”

“But this!” Vachlan said, holding up the
teddy bear. “It is inanimate. This will force her to use her
imagination. She can give it a name and create a personality for
the dashing fellow. I mean, look at that charming bowtie. He must
be a Winston or a Theodore or a Radcliffe…”

“You can encourage her artistic side all
you want, as long as you remember that her martial knowledge comes
first. She needs to stay alive. I already had one daughter who had
great difficulty with that feat.”

Visola stumbled forward, toward the little
girl and the bear that was identical to her daughter’s stuffed
animal. She found herself tripping over the coffee table and
lurching forward, onto the rug. She was confused when she caught
herself, putting her hand down in the thick beige carpet. She
noticed a dark substance dripping onto the rug, and lifted a hand
to a pain in her side that she had previously ignored. She was able
to finger a large hole in her armor, and warm wetness began soaking
through the fabric of gloves. One of the large bullets from the M2
Browning had pierced right through her armor. It seemed that
liquid-coated Kevlar was not enough to stop the same bullets that
were meant to take down airplanes and ships.

This surprised Visola. She felt that her
body was far greater than airplanes or ships, and it was a little
embarrassing that she could also be taken down by a few bullets.
She thought that she had moved quickly enough to avoid all of the
projectiles, and had not even noticed getting struck. She looked up
at the little girl in the corner, and the child and the bear began
to grow blurry in her vision. The child seemed to have light brown
hair. Maybe even reddish-brown. It was too dark to tell. The bear
was identical. Visola’s mind started to twist the child into the
identical form as well, painting her the correct cheekbones and
grey eyes.

“Did you get an ouchie?” the little girl
said with concern. She rose to her feet and ran to the kitchen, her
little feet going pitter-patter on the hardwood floor of the
stylish apartment.

Visola watched curiously as the child stood
on her tippy-toes in order to reach the drawer with the Band-Aids.
When the girl returned with the box, she pulled out a small bandage
and began to remove its wrapper. She concentrated carefully as she
pulled the plastic off the sticky parts of the Band-Aid, before
stepping forward and looking at Visola’s face. There was a bleeding
gash across the side of Visola’s cheek. She was not sure how she
had received that wound either; possibly from a grazed bullet,
grenade shrapnel, or the hand-to-hand fighting.

The little girl lifted the Band-Aid and
pressed it into the correct position over the cut. “There,” she
said in satisfaction. “All better. It has little unicorns on
it.”

The corners of Visola’s eyes squinted as she
looked at the child. “Unicorns?”

“Yes. You know, magical horsies with a big
sword on their face.” The little girl lifted her finger to her
forehead to simulate a unicorn’s horn. “They use their magic to
help your boo-boo go away faster.”

Visola lifted her hand away from her bullet
wound to touch the Band-Aid on her face. Her lips parted slightly
and her eyes displayed great pain at being unwittingly forced to
remember.

“Mama, will you come play with me and
Tuskany? We’re going to go hunting deep under the ice. I’m going to
help him kill all the fish he wants to eat!”

Visola had been reading one of Vachlan’s
screenplays, and she looked up in confusion. “Tuskany?” she
repeated.

“It’s the name of the narwhal that Daddy
got me! He has a sword on his nose, and it’s made of ivory. Like
me!” Ivory laughed as she touched her own nose. “Come play! It’s
going to be so much fun!”

Visola frowned. “Your father and I agreed
that we were going to get you pygmy killer whales,” she said,
rising to her feet. “Those are much more appropriate pets for you
and your brother. Narwhals are slow, boring, and dumb.”

Ivory gasped. “No! Mommy, you need to meet
Tuskany. He’s very smart and strong, and sometimes he even has
swordfights with other narwhals. With his nose!”

“I’m going to have to talk to your father
about this,” Visola said.

“No! It’s my fault. I told Daddy that I
don’t want a dolphin. I want my Tuskany. He’s my best friend.
Please, don’t take Tuskany away, Mama.” Ivory had tears in her eyes
at the prospect of losing her beloved pet. “Daddy got a narwhal for
me because I begged him. He’s the best daddy in the whole world. He
knows how much I love Tuskany.”

Visola felt her heart softening. Was it so
bad to let her have the narwhal? It was impressive that such a
young child was showing such strong indication of firm-decision
making, and fighting for what she wanted. Visola admired her
resolve… It also seemed like it had been a point of bonding for
Vachlan and his daughter…

“Don’t you like the unicorns?” asked the
little girl with worry.

Visola stared at her, and in her altered
state, her mind mixed the present reality with past memory,
creating a cocktail that was difficult to swallow. “Ivory?” Visola
whispered.

“My name is Suzie,” the little girl said.
“I’m four. Have you seen my mommy? I’m hungry. She said she was
going to bring food.”

Noticing that her body had been frozen,
Visola forced herself to move. She slipped her backpack off her
shoulders, and dug inside it for her protein bars. She pulled one
out and ripped the wrapper off, before handing it to the little
girl. “It doesn’t taste very good, but it’s healthy for you.”

The little girl eagerly took the protein bar
and took a giant bite. “Yay, food!” she said with her mouth full.
She took several more large bites, giving the impression that she
had not been eating well for some time. “Mommy always makes me eat
things that aren’t tasty because they’re good for you.”

Visola watched the little girl eating the
protein bar, and she felt emotion for the first time in weeks. “I’m
sorry,” she said softly. “Your mother—she loves you. More than
anything. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry that your mother left you all
alone.”

“It’s okay!” Suzie said happily as she
finished the protein bar. “I’m a big girl, and I had Teddy. Do you
want to hug Teddy? He always makes me feel better.” The little girl
ran to retrieve her bear, and quickly returned. When Suzie thrust
her small arm out toward Visola, with the teddy bear hanging from
her tiny fist, Visola flinched and recoiled.

“I can’t,” Visola said, fighting back a wave
of emotion. She pushed the bear away. “I can’t.”

“You seem sad. Teddy always listens when you
tell him your problems.” The little girl gave a solemn nod, and
shoved the bear toward Visola again. “If you give him a hug and
tell him what’s wrong, you’ll be happy again soon!”

After a moment of hesitation, Visola found
her hand reaching out to grasp the teddy bear. Her black glove
smeared blood on the teddy bear’s light fur. As she stared at the
toy’s innocent face, her insides contorted with memories of home.
She found that her shoulders were beginning to tremble.

Suzie moved closer to Visola, examining her
cheek, where she had placed the Band-Aid. “Does your ouchie feel
better yet? I want to be a doctor when I grow up, so I have to
start practicing!”

Visola looked up sharply. “A doctor?”

“Yes!” the girl said happily. “So I can help
lots of people.”

The world started to spin around Visola. She
reached out and brushed her fingers delicately over the child’s
messy hair. She could not help seeing another little girl that she
had known long ago, looking back at her with wisdom and kindness; a
mirror that showed her a better version of herself. The apartment,
the city, and the entire state, continued to revolve around Visola
like a growing hurricane; she realized that she was the solid
center of a dark and menacing storm. It was suddenly very clear.
For the first time, she could see her wrath in a physical form,
churning around her in a giant vortex from which nothing could
escape. In her lust to destroy everything bad that had ripped the
good out of her world, she was also extinguishing all the tiny,
sacred bits of innocence that still existed in the world. She had
become exactly like her enemy. And she could not stop. She could
not stop the icy venom and vitriol that was running through her
veins. She could not stop the bile and bitterness from spiraling
out of her heart, and sucking everything around her down, down, to
the center of the maelstrom where it would be crushed under the
pressure of her pure, unadulterated hatred.

She would be the worst tempest that Florida
had ever seen. From her understanding, they had seen a few—but
nothing like her. She would be the typhoon that dumped the wrath of
the sea down on all of America. She could not stop now. If
anything, she should stop playing around and get on with it. The
water did not stop flowing when it found itself traveling downhill
in a torrent. It continued, for it was all it know how to do. It
continued, engulfing everything in its path with utter
indifference.

The sound of heavy footsteps was heard in
the hallway, along with male voices. Visola looked up, immediately
at attention once more.

“I’m scared,” Suzie whispered. “Where’s my
mommy?”

Visola bit down on her lip. She reached out
and grabbed her backpack, slinging it back over her shoulder. When
a knock sounded on the door, Visola was startled when Suzie lunged
forward and threw her arms around Visola’s neck, hiding her face in
the large woman’s armored chest. Visola instinctively put her arms
around the young girl, returning the hug and lifting her off the
ground. She carried the child across the apartment, walking
soundlessly to the bathroom. She laid Suzie down in the bathtub,
and placed the teddy bear beside her.

“I need to go,” Visola said, prying the
child’s arms away from her neck. “Just stay here and hug Teddy very
tight, and you’ll be okay.”

Suzie nodded nervously.

On second thought, Visola moved into the
child’s room and forcefully ripped her small mattress from her bed.
She dragged the mattress into the bathroom, and began sliding it
over the girl’s small body.

“Don’t leave me alone,” Suzie said softly.
“Please. My mommy is gone. Please stay and take care of me.”

Visola’s heart ached. She leaned down and
placed a kiss on Suzie’s forehead. “You are strong, and you are
brave,” she told the child. “Teddy will take care of you until your
mother comes back.” Shoving the mattress firmly over the bathtub,
Visola knew that child would be protected from any explosions or
gunshots that would shortly occur. When she turned away and moved
to the door of the apartment, she took several deep breaths. She
made a fist and slammed it into her chest to try to get her heart
to stop hurting. It stung worse than the bullet holes.

“Is someone in there?” shouted a man from
the other side of the door. “Open this door now, or we’ll break it
down!”

“I’m coming out,” Visola responded. “This is
Visola Ramaris, and I’m… surrendering.”

“Walk out of the apartment slowly, with your
hands behind your head!” the man shouted.

Visola grimaced, putting her bag of weapons
down and staring at the ammunition regretfully. It was saddening to
see so many bullets that had not been fired, grenades that had not
been tossed, and the remote for several bombs that had not been
detonated. She really had hoped to put up more of a fight, and kill
a few dozen, or several hundred more men before calling it a day.
Unfortunately, she was no longer in the mood.

Unlocking the door and stepping forward,
Visola placed her hands behind her head as she walked out into the
hallway. She found that over a dozen guns were pointed at her, and
this made a cold sweat break out over her neck.

“Hey, fellas,” she said quietly, but she
could not even try to sound flippant and funny. In the next moment,
Visola felt her head being slammed against the wall, and her knees
being kicked out from under her. Her wrists were grabbed and shoved
behind her back, where they were clamped together in electronic,
heavy-duty handcuffs. Her boots were pulled from her feet, and her
ankles were cuffed as well. A man yanked her up by the hair,
forcing her to stand, while another kicked her in the gut.

“Hey! Roger, what are you doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m kicking the
shit out of this bitch.” The soldier continued to assault Visola
with his foot.

“Stop it, man! She surrendered. She’s
cuffed.”

“Like I fucking care! She caused the deaths
of over a dozen civilians, and at least fifty of our men! Some of
those guys were my friends.” Roger spat on Visola as the other
soldiers dragged her away. A few soldiers restrained him. “Fucking
cunt! Fucking cocksucking cunt! You better suffer! They better
leave you in the dirt to bleed out while your entrails get picked
at by vultures. They better torture you damn good before they kill
you!”

“They have already tortured and killed me,”
Visola said softly to the angry young soldier.

Two large men dragged her to the stairway
and began to shove her up the stairs. Her ankles were cuffed
together, so she could not climb in the traditional fashion. She
tripped forward and fell against the stairs, and the men hauled her
up like a piece of luggage. Since her armored boots had been ripped
from her feet, her toes were vulnerable to the impact of the edge
of the stairs as she was forcefully dragged up. She had to endure
sixteen stories of this before getting to the roof. She could tell
that the men dragging her were making sure that she incurred many
more injuries than necessary. She did not blame them.

“Hold up, man,” said one of the soldiers on
the 48th floor. “Once we hand her over to the CIA,
they’ll take control of the situation. Let me have a little fun
with her first.”

“Dude, let’s just get this over with. We
have strict orders…”

The other soldier made a fist and punched
Visola in the face. He drew his arm back and punched her again in
the same spot. Seeing that her lip had broken, and that she was
bleeding, he punched her yet again. He then put his face very close
to hers, and sneered. “You’re lucky, bitch. If it was just you, me,
and my army buddies, I would really make you bleed. We all would.
But the fucking CIA wants you alive for information, so you won’t
be getting gang-raped today. You should thank your heathen whore of
a god.”

“I will thank her,” Visola told him with a
smile. “You punch like a girl, and you probably fuck like one,
too.”

The man immediately drew his fist back to
deck her again, but the other soldiers restrained him.

“Relax, man!” one of them said with a
chuckle. “She’s just getting you riled up so you do something
stupid. Let’s just follow our orders so we can go home and change
out of our smelly armor.”

The man spat on Visola. “You’re lucky!
You’re lucky, bitch!”

“Honey, you’re the lucky one,” she told him.
“If you were allowed to rape me in front of your buddies,
you’d probably get performance anxiety. It would be even more
humiliating than the way you punch.”

Some of the men laughed at this.

“You’re a riot,” said the man holding her,
as he continued to drag Visola to the top of the building. “I don’t
know how anyone can be so calm and make jokes in a situation like
this.”

“This is just my average day at the office,”
Visola told him. “I’ve been in tighter spots.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “I honestly can’t
imagine anyone being in a tighter spot.”

“Normally, I’d make a dirty joke about what
you just said,” Visola told him. “There’s lot of potential. But I’m
just not in the mood right now.”

“That’s understandable.”

A few seconds later, Visola was dragged out
into the open air of the roof, where a helicopter was waiting,
along with a few military men, the director of the CIA, and Agent
Jackson Poole. The man that was holding her shoved her forward, and
she fell to the ground inelegantly, landing painfully on her
face.

“This is her?” said the director of the CIA
in surprise. “She’s just a woman. You made her sound like a fucking
poltergeist.”

“Don’t underestimate her,” Jackson
warned.

“Agent Poole,” Visola said in greeting,
twisting her body on the ground to look up at the man. “I said that
I would only meet you here if you came alone. It looks like
you brought the cavalry.”

“It looks like you were expecting the
cavalry,” he responded. “It looks like you intended to kill the
entire cavalry, when I thought we agreed that we would discuss
things peacefully.”

“I guess we don’t trust each other,” she
told him. “What with you killing my sister, and me holding your
entire family hostage. By the way, your dog died. I forgot to feed
him.”

“Gizmo’s gone?” Agent Poole said in a
horrified voice.

“I might have forgotten to feed your wife
too,” Visola told him. “I can’t remember.”

“You… you monster,” he whispered.

The director of the CIA patted his back in a
comforting way. “Don’t worry, Agent. We’ll find your family and
make sure they’re safe. We’ll get it out of her.”

“Good luck,” Visola told the director. “I
know how to keep a secret.”

The director pulled out his gun and shot
Visola in the chest. He then shot her again, five times.

Visola lay lifelessly on the ground. She saw
stars, and for a moment, she thought she was dead. Finally, she
gasped for breath. She groaned and rolled to her side, coughing and
clutching her ribs, trying to ease the blinding pain. She looked
down at the bullets and saw that none of them had pierced her
armor, but they still felt like they had gone directly through her.
She felt like she had been hit in the chest with a sledgehammer—or
Vachlan. Or Vachlan swinging a sledgehammer.

“Okay,” she said, after a minute. “I’m ready
for more.”

The director glared at her, before turning
to the military men. “Rough her up, boys.”

The men immediately complied, moving over to
Visola and beginning to kick her wounded body. She took the beating
without making any cries or complaints, and only made small grunts
when they kicked her chest, and knocked the wind out of her lungs.
When she seemed so limp and unresponsive to the blows that she
might be unconscious, the director spoke up.

“That’s enough, men!” the director said. “We
want her alive. Check her vitals.”

A soldier crouched down to put his hand
against Visola’s neck and check for her pulse.

After a moment, she stirred and smiled.
“This reminds me of my honeymoon,” she told him.

He blinked in confusion before looking up to
the director. “She’s alive, sir.”

The director nodded. “Good. Strip her down.
Knock her out. Do a full cavity search and body scan—make sure she
hasn’t swallowed anything she can use later. Make sure there are no
tracking devices on her.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s the plan?” Agent Jackson Poole asked
his director.

“We need to get her to the west coast, where
we still have power. I don’t feel comfortable here, so close to a
sea-dweller strong point. Bimini is a real threat. If they knew we
had her, they could probably all rise up out of the water and sink
Florida within a day. But even worse than that, is the threat posed
by the Leviathan. If their organization really has the forces we
think they have…” The director scowled and turned to his other
agents. “Let’s just get her to the middle of the desert. Where
proximity to water won’t be an issue.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And for god’s sake, put out a press release
and tell everyone we’ve captured her. Give the American public some
security in knowing that this maniac won’t be causing them any more
trouble.”

“Many of them can’t watch their televisions,
anyway, sir.”

“Whatever. For the ones that can.” The
director moved into the helicopter. “Let’s get out of here. We
neutralized the threat. It’s been a good day, boys.”

Even as Visola felt her armor being removed
from her body, and the cool air against her bare skin, she smiled.
She felt a needle being jabbed into her neck. Just when you
thought you’d gotten too old for this sort of thing, she
mentally told herself, with a bit of fondness. Here you are
again. Just when you thought that you had finally gotten to a good
place, a peaceful place—just when you were happy. The demons will
always come stalking you from the dark of the night, and you will
always go stalking them right back to show them who’s boss. You
won’t ever be able to let anything go, and this will always be your
life, right up until the day you die. You will always be going head
to head with your demons, until one finally takes you down. But I
don’t think today is that day.
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When Visola woke up, she was disappointed to
find that she was not underwater. She always got a better night’s
sleep when submerged in the sea. It was something to do with the
breathing—it was more relaxing. She groaned as she came to, feeling
a painful stiffness in her muscles, especially in her chest and
back. There was also a sharp pain in her side, and a dull ache in
her abdomen and thighs.

“Vachlan?” she mumbled. “Did I drink too
much again last night?”

When there was no response, she cracked an
eye open. She became suddenly aware of the fact that she was tied
to a chair in the back of a moving, armored vehicle. There were
members of the CIA sitting across from her and watching her
carefully. “Oh,” she said in surprise. “Hi.”

One of the women stood up and backhanded
Visola across the face. “Tell us what you know about Leviathan!”
she shouted.

“Whoa,” Visola said, flexing her jaw.
“That’s better than coffee in the morning.”

“Take it easy, Karen,” said another one of
the agents. “Maybe we can get her to play nice. She’s already been
roughed up a lot.” The male agent stood up and walked over to
Visola. He placed his hands on either side of the chair that she
was strapped to. “Are you ready to cough up the info we need?”

“Sure,” she told him, leaning forward. “I
am the Leviathan. I have the tattoo to prove it. Didn’t you
see when you guys undressed me?”

“We know that’s not true. There’s been
Leviathan activity since you’ve been captured. Assassinations of
prominent American and global officials that were supporters of the
Anti-Sea Alliance. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Visola said. “I think you’ll
find that I’m not the most sympathetic ear when it comes to hearing
about your people getting assassinated. I’ll give you three guesses
why.”

“You’re cheeky,” said the male agent, “but
this is important. I need you to think really hard and tell me what
you know about this organization.”

Visola lifted her eyebrows. “Wish I could
help you, stud. I don’t even know what the Anti-Sea Alliance
is.”

“The ASA is trying to re-write the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea so that fewer resources
remain under the control of the sea-dwellers.”

“Ohhhh,” Visola responded. “So, you guys
want our stuff.”

“Essentially,” he responded.

Visola looked up thoughtfully. “Wasn’t
America one of the few countries not to ratify the Law of
the Sea treaty?”

“That is correct.”

“Wow. We should have known something was
wrong ages ago. You guys are jerks. You just want everything.”
Visola was just talking to fill the space. She did not really care
about the treaty anymore, but her mind did float to Aazuria. She
wished she could give her friend all the information she was
gaining. “So… how does Leviathan play into this? Is Leviathan
actually… protecting sea-dweller rights?”

“Yes. But people are being killed.”

“How are they being killed?” Visola
inquired.

The agent moved to retrieve a file, and
displayed photographs to Visola. They were scenes of men washed up
on beaches with the word “Leviathan” carved into their chest.

“Whoa,” Visola said. “Gruesome body
art.”

“She displayed genuine surprise,” said one
of the female agents. “She might actually not know anything about
this.”

“Of course I don’t. And neither did my
sister. That’s why you’re all going to die.” Visola tried to force
a cheerful smile, because it was what her old self would have done,
but it did not come out quite right.

“It looks like she’s being honest,” the
female agent said again, with a frown. “She’s trying to conceal
pain, betrayal, anger at injustice. She has no feelings of
guilt.”

“Is she reading my face?” Visola asked in
wonder. “Wow. She’s really good.”

“She did not turn her face away or try to
conceal anything when she discovered my profession,” the
face-reading woman said in surprise. She swallowed. “Agents, this
woman is innocent. I haven’t seen too many innocent people being
interrogated like this, so trust me—I know.”

“I’m hardly innocent,” Visola said
jokingly. “Definitely not a virgin.”

“She’s hardly innocent,” agreed the male
agent. “She killed dozens of people a few days ago in Miami.”

“Days?” Visola said in surprise. “How long
was I out?”

“You were airlifted to a hospital, and once
you were patched up enough for the road, we begun driving out
west.”

Visola nodded, thankful for the
information.

“No, you don’t understand,” the female agent
said again. “Not innocent of that—but innocent of the events that
led up to that. The situation with her sister. She feels a great
injustice was done to her. Where did we get the intelligence that
her sister was involved with Leviathan?”

“I don’t think we had any confirmation of
that,” said another agent. “It was just a hunch—or a made up story
to justify the doctor’s assassination.”

“Wow,” Visola said quietly to herself. “The
mere fact that you would say something like that in front of me
betrays how little you value your own life… and being able to grow
anything on the soil of your country for the next fifty years.”

“Uh oh,” said the female agent. “She was
being serious with that little wisecrack.”

“How do you know?” said the male agent
skeptically.

“Well, she wasn’t being serious earlier when
she called you a ‘stud,’ Lewis,” the female agent explained. “I can
read her patterns after watching her say a few sentences.”

Lewis wrinkled his nose. “Thanks for the
bullshit, but most of us don’t believe in your phony psychology
mumbo-jumbo—we just take you along because the director requires
it.”

The female agent lowered her eyes.

Visola frowned. “Hey, lady. What’s your
name?”

“Joyce Dearborn,” the face-reader
responded.

“Have you noticed how I’m the one tied up
and being ‘tortured’ here, but they’re the ones giving me
information?” Visola said with a grin.

Joyce nodded.

“Except for you,” Visola commented. “I like
you. I’ve been tortured for months, and no one was ever able to get
as much information out of me as you were from simply looking at my
face. Mad respect. You work for me now.”

“Excuse me?” Joyce said in surprise.

“Well, not me, I suppose, since I
left Adlivun,” Visola mused, “and I might get killed soon. But
there’s a royal family and royal advisor in need of someone like
you. They’re going to need a lot of help to fill my shoes. Just go
to Adlivun, and tell my husband I recommended you. Show him what
you can do, and he will be blown away. You don’t need to be
disrespected by these losers anymore. You can choose your own
salary—whatever you want, he can pay it. Make it double or triple
what you’re earning now, or ten times more. He won’t care—just ask
for whatever you feel you’re worth.”

Joyce seemed pleasantly surprised by this
offer, but her colleagues were not.

“Did she just try to buy one of our
own out from under us?” Lewis asked. “In front of us?”

Karen nodded. “Seems that way, sir.”

Lewis moved over to Visola and slammed his
knee into her stomach. He did it once again, aiming a little higher
and hitting her in the ribcage.

She gasped. Her armor had been removed, and
she was wearing only a thin hospital gown. Her skin was already
extremely bruised and sensitive from the bullets that had hit her
in the chest earlier, and her muscles and bones felt quite sore as
well. Still, it was not a particularly awful day.

“See?” Visola croaked to Joyce. “Typical
jealous man. He mistreats you, fails to appreciate you, then gets
all possessive when someone else wants you. Yeesh.”

Joyce smiled.

“I don’t think you can beat her up any
more,” Karen told Lewis. “She might pass out or require
hospitalization again. Look—the bullet wound in her side has begun
to bleed again.”

Visola looked down and noticed that the
woman was right. Her hospital gown was becoming stained by dark red
blood. She stared at it for a moment, feeling spellbound by the
sight of her own vital fluid.

“Just use the truth serum,” Lewis told
Karen. “They were right when they advised us that torturing her
would be difficult.”

Karen nodded. She reached down to a small
box at her side and prepared a needle for injection.

“Truth serum?” Visola said. “I thought the
CIA stopped using those methods?”

“We were supposed to,” said Lewis, “but in
light of recent events, and when dealing with terrorists like you…
sometimes it’s necessary. We received specific permission to use
narcoanalysis on you.”

Visola chewed on her lip as she examined the
liquid in the syringe. “What is that… sodium thiopental? Or maybe
scopolamine?”

“I can’t say,” Karen said, standing up with
the needle. She moved forward, and shoved the needle into Visola’s
body. She injected an unusually large dose. “Now,” Karen said.
“Tell us what you know. About Leviathan.”

Visola’s head rolled back. Her vision became
blurry, and the moving vehicle seemed to be going a lot faster than
before. Every bump on the highway felt larger, like they were
driving over a road covered in dead animals. Like the truck might
be driving over small deer and raccoons, and possibly fallen
trees.

A faraway voice spoke to Visola again. “Tell
us what you know about Leviathan.”

“He doesn’t like being called that,” Visola
whispered. “His dad chose that nickname. He’s actually a really
sweet guy.”

“Leviathan is a man?” the voice asked.

“Mhmm,” Visola murmured.

“Just one man? We thought that
‘Leviathan’ was an entire terrorist organization…”

“He played the guitar,” Visola said
dreamily, as her eyes fluttered closed. “I could listen to him for
hours. He didn’t really love me. But I thought he did, when he sang
to me…”


Chapter 9: He Played Guitar
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Atlantis, 1582

 


“What are we going to do?” Taranis
asked.

Lying on the moist, warm sand beside him,
Visola sighed. He spoke in the refined Atlantean tongue that was
meant for poetry and song. Even when he was not playing his guitar,
his deep voice and foreign phonetics sounded musical. “What choice
do we have?” she asked, rubbing her hand idly over his arm. “We
must follow the instructions of our fathers.”

“I do not think I can do that,” Taranis
admitted. “Knowing you… it has changed me. I can no longer imagine
living my life without you.”

“We have our tattoos,” Visola said with a
smile. She stretched out languidly on the sand, examining the
glittering walls of the private lagoon. “You will always be my
friend. Wherever I go in life, I will remember you and think fondly
of all the trouble we got into together.”

“So that’s it?” he asked, looking down. The
slender young boy strummed his fingers across the strings of the
instrument he held on his lap. “That’s all.” Music poured forth,
filling the cave with an enchanting sound. It was something he did
whenever he felt upset and needed to lift his own spirits. “I
barely got to know you,” he said, over the music, “and now you’re
being ripped away from me.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I will be your
wife’s bodyguard,” Visola reminded him. “We can still train
together and see each other now and then.”

Taranis shook his head, strumming a few more
notes. He looked up at the cave sadly. “I have never even met her.
What’s the princess like?”

“She’s a spoiled brat. An annoying little
snob,” Visola said. Then she flinched at the harshness of her own
words. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say that. We’ve been fighting
lately. But I do love her dearly, and sometimes I think she’s the
most amazing girl I’ve ever met,” Visola admitted.

“I hear that she’s just a child,” Taranis
said nervously. “Why would they want me to marry a child?”

“Technically, she’s older than I am, even
though she looks much younger.” Visola sighed again, looking down
at her own body, which had matured to the equivalent of a
16-year-old land-dweller. “She has lived underwater for most of her
life, so her body is preserved and aging slowly.”

“I see,” said Taranis. He played his guitar
for a few more minutes, slowly sending music out to mix with the
relaxing sound of the water against the rocks. He played the tune
of a song he had composed for Visola a few days earlier. She had
almost fallen asleep when he abruptly stopped. “I want to do the
right thing. I want to make my family proud. But I’m terrified of a
cold and loveless life. I want to be with you, Visola. I feel
happier than I’ve ever felt when I’m with you.”

“Me too,” she said softly, “but you should
not worry. You will grow to love Aazuria. I promise.”

“I am scared,” Taranis admitted. He put his
guitar aside and looked at her gravely. “Father expects me to
propose to her tomorrow at the banquet. In front of everyone. What
am I going to do?”

Visola turned away from him, to conceal the
tears in her eyes. “You should do whatever feels right.”

“It feels right to be here with you,” he
said quietly. He placed his hand on her waist. “Will you sing to
me?”

She shook her head. “I cannot sing very
well.”

“Just try,” he urged her gently, pressing
his lips against the back of her shoulder. “You have such a nice
voice.”

Visola bit her lip to steel herself and keep
the emotion out of her voice. “I am afraid that I have no talents,”
she said softly. “I cannot sing. I cannot dance. I cannot paint. I
cannot write.”

“But I have seen you fight,” he told her,
brushing her radiant hair aside to kiss her neck. “You sing with
your sword. You dance with your daggers. You paint with the blood
of your enemies. You will write history with your ferocity.”

Turning over to scrutinize his face, she
gazed at him through her tear-filled eyes. “Why do you say such
things to me? Why do you waste your words when you know we cannot
be?”

“Why can we not?” he demanded. “Why should
we let others choose our lives? Why don’t we take control?”

“Prince Taranis, please do not toy with me,”
she told him, reaching up to touch his cheek. She smiled up into
his amber eyes. “We both know that family comes first.”

“Then maybe you should be my family,” he
said, taking her hand. His face lit up with excitement. “Let’s run
away together!”

“Run away?” she repeated. She was not sure
if she understood the correct translation for the Atlantean words.
She was almost sure that her ears were deceiving her.

“Yes. Forget them!” he declared violently.
“They can all rot. My father and King Kyrosed Vellamo—how dare they
manipulate me into doing their bidding? I want you as my
bride.”

“Bride?” Visola said in surprise.

Taranis leaned forward to place a kiss on
her lips. He was uncertain, and awkward, and somewhat shy—but
temporarily emboldened by his burst of rebellion. “Will you be my
bride, Visola? Will you marry me?”

She stared up at him, her mouth open in a
perfectly round O-shape. “Silly me!” she finally said with a little
laugh. “I don’t know your language that well, and I just thought
you said something that you could not possibly have said…”

“Will you marry me?” Taranis repeated in Old
Norse.

Her mouth resumed its previous shape of
astonishment. “Oh!” she said, after a moment, laughing again. “You
must not know my language very well! There’s no way you
meant to say what I thought you just said. Well, this is
embarrassing. Look at us, a pair of fools from different countries,
perfectly incapable of basic communication…”

Taranis pulled away from her and sat on his
knees. He lifted his hands to speak in the universal sign language,
which was utterly unmistakable to anyone who had been born beneath
the waves. “Lieutenant Visola Ramaris, will you please marry me?
This is a difficult question to ask, so please stop making me
repeat it!” The poor boy’s cheeks were beet red. “I know a
few more languages, but I might be running out of ones that we both
know.”

Visola was frozen for several seconds. She
lifted herself up onto her elbows and stared at him, cocking her
head to the side. “But you’re a prince. I’m just a lowly
warrior from the north. Your father would never allow it.”

“I will make him understand,” Taranis said,
moving over to Visola and kissing her again. “I will go to him
tonight and beg him to consider letting me marry you. And if he
refuses, I will tell him that I agree to marry Aazuria; but
instead, you and I can run away in the middle of the night. At
midnight. I’ll find a way to send word to you, and we’ll meet back
here. If you don’t get word from me, it means he agreed.”

“Taranis,” Visola whispered, reaching up to
grasp giant handfuls of his shirt. “You would do this for me?”

“I would do anything for you,” he vowed,
wrapping his arms around her and hugging her tightly.

Visola buried her face in his shirt. She
breathed in his scent, and found that he was spicy and musky, like
a fresh, quiet forest in the morning. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of
course I’ll marry you!”

“Really?” he said, pulling away to study her
green eyes.

“Of course,” she told him. “I just can’t
believe you would choose me. That you would fight for
me. You’re the loveliest boy I’ve ever met.”

“You’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever
met,” he told her, caressing his hands over her hair. “I think we
can do this. We can be free and happy.”

“But where will we go?” Visola asked. She
gasped. “Oh, no. What about my sister? I can’t leave Sionna. And
Zuri—she can’t fight. She needs me. She’s so tiny and weak.” Visola
clamped a hand over her mouth in horror. “I’m an awful person! I
intend to abandon those who need me for my own happiness.”

“We might never get a chance like this
again,” Taranis told her. “We have to act now, to protect our love.
We can’t let them take it away from us.”

“I don’t even know if this is real love,”
Visola said in alarm. “What if I’m making a mistake? This is all
new to me.”

“It’s new to me, too,” he told her. He
pressed his lips against hers again, and guided her body down onto
the sand. “Do you trust me, Visola?”

She stared up into his amber eyes, and
swallowed down a gulp of fear. She nodded.

“Then let me show you,” he told her,
reaching down to untie the leather strings of her armored corset.
“Let me show you what real love feels like.”

She watched him unstring her laces with a
mounting terror in her chest. She felt suddenly too hot and too
cold, all at the same time. She felt like she could not breathe.
“Taranis,” she whispered. She grabbed his hands. She felt like she
was going to be sick. This was all too much, too fast. “Are you
sure about this? Please. Tell me truth. Are you sure about me?”

He smiled down at her with complete
certainty. “I’ve never been more assured of anything in my entire
life.” He kissed her again, gently. “Visola, relax. Your hands are
shaking.”

She shut her eyes tightly in embarrassment.
She was usually so calm and collected in most situations, but this
was entirely unnerving. “I have never done this before,” she told
him.

“Neither have I,” he responded.

“Really?” Visola said in surprise, her eyes
shooting wide open. “Then how do you know…?”

“I just know,” he told her. “It just feels
right. It feels like the most natural thing in the world.” He
leaned down to kiss her neck, and continued to plant kisses over
her collarbone. He kissed along the edge of her bodice and down to
the opening of her corset.

Visola gasped. Her head tilted back as her
body began to melt with pleasure. It did feel natural. It
did feel right. She stared up at the shimmering cave ceiling
in utter ecstasy. She had never known that she could be this
happy.
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“I’m running away,” Visola declared, “and
you can’t stop me.”

Sionna looked up from her writing. She had
been sitting on the ship’s window-seat and scribbling furiously
onto a piece of fine vellum parchment when her sister had barged
in, violently flinging the door open. Straightening her posture
slightly, the doctor studied her sister with raised eyebrows.
“Oh?”

Visola had expected more of a reaction. “I
already told Aazuria!” she shouted in their mother tongue. “The
princess doesn’t care. She said she doesn’t need me, anyway. No one
needs me. Not even you or Papa. So, I’m going.”

Frowning, Sionna shuffled to the side to
make room, and patted the spot beside her. “Come here, honey. Tell
me what’s wrong.”

Standing in the doorway for a moment, Visola
felt her lip quivering. Then she launched herself forward, diving
into the spot beside her sister and clinching her arms around
Sionna. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore,” Visola sobbed. “What
am I doing?”

“Shhh,” Sionna said softly, wiping away a
bit of ink that had spilled on her hand. She put her writing
implements aside carefully so that she could put a hand on Visola’s
back and comfort her. “Tell me what happened, dear.”

“There’s a boy,” Visola said.

Sionna smiled. “I gathered that much. You’ve
been sneaking out at all hours for weeks. I wanted to ask, but I
figured you’d tell me in your own time.”

“I should have told you sooner,” Visola
said, wiping her sleeve against her nose. “I think I’m losing my
mind. He wants me to run away with him. He wants me to leave
tonight.”

“Tonight!” Sionna stood up abruptly,
knocking over her inkwell. She uttered several Norse curse words
before stooping to clean up the mess. She placed the letter she had
been writing aside carefully to keep it from being damaged.
“Visola, have you thought about this carefully?” she demanded. “Who
is this boy?”

“It’s the prince.”

Sionna reached up to touch her face,
unknowingly smearing ink all over her cheek. “Dear heavens, Visola!
Are you mad? He is engaged to Aazuria! King Kyrosed would have you
killed!”

“By the time he finds out, we’ll be far away
from here,” Visola said. “He’ll never find us.”

“Where?” Sionna asked. “Where do you intend
to go?”

“I don’t know yet. Taranis says he knows
places. We could go to Africa, or Asia… or the new world.” Visola
hesitated. “Would you consider coming with us, Sio?”

Sionna’s face softened. “Maybe. Viso,
please. Tell me what’s really bothering you.”

“It’s Aazuria,” Visola said quietly. “I
don’t think she likes me very much anymore. She keeps sending me
away. She said, ‘I do not need a bodyguard,’ but it sounded like
she meant, ‘I do not consider you worthy of my time and no longer
require your mediocre friendship.’ I think we’re growing
apart.”

“That’s ludicrous!” Sionna said. “Aazuria
loves you greatly. If anything, she’s just been depressed at the
concept of being forced to marry some man she doesn’t know.”

“Maybe,” Visola said glumly, “but you know
I’m simply not smart enough to speak with her on most
subjects…”

“Viso,” Sionna said in disbelief, moving
back to sit by her sister’s side. “That’s not true. I’m very
educated, and I would still rather talk to you than most people.
You’re a genius, in your own way.”

“I just don’t have the schooling that you
two have. The years of private lessons, the tutoring, the
apprenticeships. I feel so insecure and lost when I listen to you
two discussing certain things.” Visola sighed. “I’m just a giant,
muscular brute. I feel huge. You and I are supposed to look exactly
alike, but I am so much brawnier and heavier.”

“It barely shows,” Sionna told her. “Most
people still mistake us for each other.”

“But Sio,” Visola whispered, grabbing her
sister’s hands. “Taranis is the first person who makes me feel like
a woman. He makes me feel important and beautiful, and less
like an enormous blundering oaf. He compliments my appearance, and
he’s always so sweet. When he’s close to me, I feel
small—and heaven help me—dainty! He looms over me
like a goliath, yet he touches me with such gentleness.”

Sionna glanced over at the unfinished letter
she had been writing. “I suppose I do understand how you feel. It
is a revelation the first time everything clicks into place like
that.”

“Before you go saying that it’s purely
physical, I promise you that it isn’t,” Visola said defensively.
“The thing I love most about him is his music. He’s just so
vulnerable when he plays that guitar and sings to me. It’s like I
can see his soul.”

“Oh, Viso,” Sionna said softly.

“Do you remember that story Papa used to
tell us?” Visola asked. “About the Norse hero named Gunther? He
played the six-string Scandinavian lute. Do you remember how he
played it until the very end, even while he lay dying in a pit
filled with snakes?”

“Real men will never be the way they are in
the stories,” Sionna cautioned. “Fairytale heroes don’t exist,
darling. Real men are flawed, weak, and stupid.” She lifted a hand
to brush some wisps of red hair out of her eyes. “Goodness, Visola,
you sound like a fool right now. You’re not thinking clearly. Lots
of boys have been interested in you…”

Visola nodded. “Sure… but Taranis is the
first man that I have ever found attractive. He’s handsome,
charming, tall, strong and brave. He is not afraid of me.
Most men are scared of me, Sio. You know it’s true. They are too
intimidated to approach us. If it were not enough that you and I
are so much taller than most men… our red hair also makes them
believe us to be witches.”

Sionna laughed. “This is true.”

“Taranis is the first man who expressed
direct interest in me, up close and personal. Everyone else does it
from a distance.” Visola made a face. “They like to watch from the
shadows and gawk at me. But they’re too terrified to get close and
have a conversation. So, they send their fathers to talk to my
father. Pathetic wimps.”

“That’s just the respectful protocol,”
Sionna said gently. “That’s how things are done.”

“You met someone, and he spoke to you,”
Visola told her. “You already have someone you intend to marry.
You’ve spent more time over the last ten years writing letters to
this mysterious doctor from Paris than talking to me!”

“I’m sorry.” Sionna lowered her eyes. “About
that… while we’re on the topic. I’m worried that something happened
to him.”

“What do you mean?” Visola asked.

Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Sionna
looked at her sister with disheartened eyes. “It has been two years
since I received a letter from Dylan. He used to write me every
week, without fail, for eight years. I have been writing him, out
of desperation to get some kind of response—anything at all. But
I’m losing hope. I know that there has been a lot of war in Ker-ys,
and… Why would he suddenly stop? Did he meet someone else, or did
he get hurt? Is he in prison? Is he even alive? I wish I
knew.” Sionna wrapped her arms around her middle. “I wanted you to
meet him, so badly. He was so handsome, so brilliant. I thought
we’d be married by now, but instead… I lost him. I think I lost him
for good.”

Visola stared at her heartbroken sister in
dismay. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell me he stopped
writing back?”

“Because saying it out loud makes it real,”
Sionna said. She bit her lip. “I couldn’t admit that it was really
over. I don’t think I’ll ever meet anyone like him, ever again.
There aren’t too many really wonderful men in the world.” Sionna
hesitated. “I… I stopped sending the letters. He never replies, so
what’s the point? But I have kept writing them. I cannot seem to
stop. I’ve kept dozens of letters sealed in a little waterproof
case. I keep hoping I’ll meet him again someday, and I can give
them to him. But I know that is a foolish hope.”

Unable to say anything in response, Visola
simply leaned her head against her sister’s shoulder, and sat in
silence with her for several minutes. She did not think she had
ever seen the young doctor so devastated. She tried to think of a
comforting or uplifting phrase, but could not find the words.

“If you do run away, I will come with you,”
Sionna said softly.

Visola bolted upright. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Sionna said. She lowered her chin,
and tears began to slide down her cheeks. “Oh, Viso. I wish I had
been brave like you. I never should have left Paris. I should have
stayed with him. I should not have waited and delayed—there was no
time. I should have been proactive and passionate; I should have
risked it all for love. I should have eloped with Dylan and married
him when I had the chance. But I had to be all reasonable!”

It was difficult for Visola to watch her
sister cry. Sionna very rarely displayed such emotion.

“If you have love, seize it,” Sionna said.
“I don’t want you to make the same mistake I did, and throw away
your happiness for family responsibility.” Her tears cleared up
instantly as she tensed up and straightened her posture,
considering a second scenario. “However, I don’t want you to throw
it away unless this is right. Are you sure that what you
have with the prince is real? Is this what you want for the rest of
your life?”

“I don’t know,” Visola said in a small
voice. “I think so. I’m scared. Excited, but scared.”

“Will you allow me to investigate?” Sionna
asked. “If he passes my test, then you will have my blessing. We’ll
both go. Even if things don’t work out as planned, at least we’ll
still have each other. It will be an adventure.”

Visola nodded tearfully. “It will be hard to
abandon Zuri, but as long as I don’t lose you, I know it will be
okay.”

“You won’t lose me,” Sionna said, leaning
forward and placing a kiss on Visola’s forehead. “I’ll always be
here for you. Remember our pact? Someday, when we’re old and grey,
we will die together—on the same day. Just like we were born on the
same day. So we’ll never have to live a day without each
other.”

Visola smiled. “Promise?”

“Promise,” Sionna said. She stood up and
took her sister by the hand, and dragged her over to the bed. She
pushed Visola down, and tucked her in under the blankets. “Get some
rest before your grand elopement!”

“I will,” Visola said. “Thanks for not
making fun of me, Sio. I couldn’t bear it right now.”

Sionna gave her sister yet another kiss
goodnight, but there was a pensive look on her face. “Just don’t
get your heart broken, darling.” As she said this, her body began
to fade.

Visola looked up at her curiously. “Sio?”
She saw that her sister’s figure had developed a glowing outline.
Her skin was glowing and becoming iridescent. She did not look
human. Visola gawked at what appeared to be an angel. “Sio!” Visola
screamed, sitting up and reaching for her sister in a panic. Her
hands went directly through the woman’s body. It suddenly occurred
to her that she was not really here, in this place or time. It was
not 1582, and she was not in a ship above Atlantis. She was… where
was she? It did not matter. All that mattered was the fact that in
her time and place, Sionna was dead. That was all she knew, and she
did not want to go back. She scrambled for the apparition, trying
to cling to her disappearing form. “Sio! Please, no! Sio, don’t
leave me! You promised! You promised! Sio!”

The ghost floated away, her dress and body
becoming whiter and whiter. A tranquil and graceful smile
transformed her features. “Come to me,” Sionna said softly,
reaching out toward her sister. Her ethereal voice echoed in the
ship’s cabin as she extended two pale arms in the gesture of a
loving embrace. “You promised me. We were supposed to die together.
Born together, die together. Come to me. You should be with
me.”

“I want to be,” Visola sobbed. “Take me with
you. Sio! I was trying to avenge you.”

“This is not what I would have wanted,”
Sionna’s spirit replied. “Everything you’re doing—this is not for
me. I never would have encouraged my sister to kill innocent
people.”

“But what else can I do?” Visola screamed.
“I can’t bring you back to life. I can’t raise the dead! I can’t
fix this. I can only kill. It’s all I know how to do. You know
that, Sio.” Visola crawled toward the ghost, clawing at her in
desperation. “Please. I have no talents. I cannot sing. I cannot
dance. I cannot paint. I cannot write.” Visola looked up at Sionna
with the anguish that one might have when entreating a goddess for
mercy. “I can only kill. This is all I can do to show you how much
I loved you. This is all I can do to show the world how important
you were. This is all I can offer you.”

“I am disappointed with your offering,” the
phantasm told her, as its red hair burst into actual flames, which
quickly engulfed the entire room. “All I want is you. You could
burn a billion souls for me, and it would not suffice. You’re my
missing half. Born together, die together. You promised.”

“Sio!” Visola screamed as the flames
surrounded her body. However, she was not crying out in pain, but
in fear that the wraith would disappear. “Sio!”

“Come to me,” said the specter, in an
otherworldly voice. It echoed in every corner of Visola’s brain.
“Come to me, and I will save you from the woman you cannot stand to
become.”
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Present Day

 


“What’s happening to her?” Joyce asked
frantically. “Do something! Help her!”

Visola’s body had begun to convulse in
serious spasms. “Sio! Sio!” she screamed.

“She’s having a reaction to the drug,” said
Agent Karen Kilham with worry. Visola was shaking so violently that
she caused the vehicle to rock. Karen fished around for something
to help and handed more needles to the male agent. “Here. Give her
this.”

“More drugs?” Joyce asked with worry.

“There’s nothing else we can do.”

“Sio! Sioooo!” Visola screamed.
“Sio!”

“What the hell is she shouting?” Lewis asked
as he slammed another needle into Visola’s arm. She slowly began to
calm down.

Joyce Dearborn sighed. “It’s the nickname of
her dead sister.”

Lewis turned to Joyce Dearborn. “I bet
you’re thinking about that paycheck she offered you, right about
now.”

“No,” Joyce said quietly. “I’m thinking
about the one that gets direct deposited into my account on Friday…
and how embarrassed I am to receive it.”

“Look, we still have a lot of information we
need to get out of her,” Karen told the other agents. “She’s still
holding Jackson Poole’s family hostage, and we have only gotten
incoherent ramblings about how romantic this man called
Leviathan is. Let’s give her a higher dose of a different truth
serum.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“We don’t have any choice.”


Chapter 10: He was Weak
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Atlantis, 1582

 


“Wake up,” Sionna was saying. “Wake up.”

Visola came to with a start. “Is it time?
Are we running away now?”

“There will be no running away,” Sionna told
her. “He failed the test.”

“What test?” Visola asked, wiping her eyes
groggily.

“I swam down to Atlantis and snuck into
Taranis’ room last night, to tell him that he had better not hurt
my sister.” Sionna sighed. “He grabbed me and kissed me. He started
pulling my clothes off. He couldn’t tell the difference between
us.”

Visola sat up, with surprise written all
over her face. “How could that be? We’ve spent so much time
together over the past little while.”

“How old is Taranis?” Sionna asked.

“He’s close to Zuri’s age,” Visola said
sleepily. “Around 150.”

Sionna frowned. “He’s older than us? By
almost twenty years? Heavens, Visola. If he were under eighty, I
might blame this on his youth. I might say that he still has a lot
to learn, and it takes decades to learn to see people for who they
really are, and not just their bodies. But he’s old enough to have
common sense…”

“Maybe he was just tired. Maybe it was
dark,” Visola responded. “He can’t really have thought you were
me.”

“Oh, he did,” Sionna confirmed. “It was
dark, but it was bright enough for us to speak in sign
language.”

“Did he say anything about the elopement?”
Visola asked.

“Yes. He said he did not get a chance to
talk to his father last night, and he would do it first thing in
the morning. He said that he would send word to you by noon.”

“Maybe it was just a mistake,” Visola
murmured. “You can play a very convincing me when you want
to. I still want to run away with him.”

“No. You can’t,” Sionna said. “Please,
Visola. Do not make this mistake. A man who really loves you will
be able to tell the difference between us easily. By a single word,
by the look in your eye. You’re special, and you deserve someone
who sees that. Someone who loves you for you. You and I—we’re as
different as two identical people can be.”

“There must be some mistake,” Visola
said.

“Has Zuri ever once confused us with each
other? Has Elandria?”

“No,” Visola whispered.

“That’s because they love each of us, as
individuals, for who we are on the inside. That’s the kind of love
that lasts a lifetime. The love of friends, of sisters. I know they
will love us like that until the day we die, and even beyond that.
Don’t sacrifice your friends for a man who doesn’t know you.
Please.”

Visola lowered her eyes and nodded in
disappointment. “Thank you for telling me this.”

“You’re lonely right now, Visola. You’re
weak and insecure, and you’re clinging to the first person who
shows you any sign of affection. But it’s not real love. It’s just
sexual attraction—just a passing fascination. A momentary
obsession.”

“I know that I am insecure, but that’s why I
was attracted to him.” Visola rested her chin on her knees. “I
liked him because he was strong. He pushes me to be stronger. He
makes me do things that are new and exciting—he pushes me until I’m
uncomfortable, and that teaches me a great deal.”

“I promise you,” Sionna vowed, “you will
find a man someday who is ten times stronger than Taranis. Maybe in
fifty years, or a hundred years. There is a man, somewhere out
there, who will be worthy of my sister.”

Visola shook her head stubbornly. “I like
Taranis. He’s so remarkable—you just don’t know him well enough. I
mean, he’s the Prince of Atlantis! And he likes me. Maybe he
doesn’t know me well enough either, but that will happen with time.
We’ll grow closer.”

Sionna gave her sister a half-hearted smile.
“Honey, the only reason he prefers you over Aazuria is because you
have breasts, and she does not.”

Visola seemed wounded by these words.
“Sionna…”

“We should talk to her about this,” Sionna
mused. “We should tell Zuri what’s going on.”

“Please don’t,” Visola whispered. “She’ll
despise me even more than she already does.”

“I don’t know where you’re getting this
from, but Princess Aazuria does not despise you,” Sionna
said with a sigh. “Just take my advice, Viso. Don’t elope with this
man. You’ll live to regret it.”
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Visola had not received a message from
Taranis all day. She had found herself feeling sick to the stomach
as she swam down to the hall. She had never opened up to someone
the way she had done with the young prince. She had never been so
vulnerable and exposed, and she had the nauseating sensation that
she was about to be crushed. It had taken her hours to choose a
gown to wear for the occasion, and to style her hair. She usually
did not care about these things at all, but today, every tiny
decision felt momentous—like the world would come to an end if she
slipped up.

The gathering was to be a gigantic banquet
in the ballroom of the Atlantean castle. When Visola entered the
room, she was impressed by the beautiful, swirling fabrics of the
dancing courtiers. Soft music and laughter filled the water in a
haunting way. She felt her mind somewhat eased. The place was too
beautiful to continue to be nervous. She did not often go to
parties like this, and she intended to enjoy the event. Scanning
the crowd for Taranis, she found no sign of the young man. She did,
however, see the person she was supposed to protect at all
times.

The young princess was sitting by herself in
a dark corner. Her hands were folded in her lap, and her eyes were
cast down to the ground. While her gown was gorgeous, and her pure
white hair was styled elaborately, it was evident that she was
deeply unhappy. Visola accidentally swallowed a bit of salty
seawater in a guilty gulp. When the girls had parted last, they had
both said some unpleasant words to each other. Visola found herself
swimming toward Aazuria, pushing aside her pride and apprehension.
The girl just looked so sad, that Visola knew she had to cheer her
up.

Hovering before Aazuria’s face, Visola
smiled and gestured to the dance area, before communicating in sign
language. “Why isn’t the best little ballerina I know
dancing?”

Aazuria forced a feeble smile as she looked
up at Visola. “I have just learned that I am about to lose two
people that I care about very much.”

Visola’s frowned. “Do you mean… did
Sionna tell you about what I intend to do?”

“Yes,” Aazuria responded. She lifted
herself from her chair and hovered in the water across from her
friend. “I understand that you do not feel your place is with me
any longer. I want you to know that I wish you well, wherever you
might go in life.”

“I never meant to leave,” Visola told
her, glancing around to see if anyone was observing their
conversation. “This just happened. It came out of nowhere,
unexpectedly.”

Aazuria smiled and moved forward to hug her
friend. “As long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters to
me.”

“Hey! You’re the princess. I’m supposed
to make sure that you’re happy!” Visola teased.

“No. Your job is merely to keep me
alive,” Aazuria told her. “I have never been happy. I doubt
I ever will be.”

Visola felt guilt wash over her. She knew
that she had made a promise to King Kyrosed and her country that
she would never abandon Aazuria. Now, here she was, throwing her
entire life away for a man. Visola felt her forehead wrinkling in
deep thought. Was Prince Taranis worth this? As soon as the
question crossed her mind, it was answered. Of course. He was worth
everything. He would be her husband, and he would fill the rest of
her days with love, laughter, and music. She did not need to
continue risking her life for a nation that did not appreciate
her.

Aazuria looked away from Visola and frowned.
The ballroom was clearing aside as the young Prince Taranis entered
with his father, King Atlas Evenor. The king was large and burly,
and full of smiles.

When Visola first saw Taranis, her heart
leapt into her throat. Although dressed in grand finery, and
looking more handsome than ever, the poor boy was standing with his
body hanging limply in the water. His head was lowered. It was
hardly the posture of a prince. Visola stared at him, trying to
scrutinize his face, but he would not make eye contact with her.
She wanted to go to him, but she knew that she could not embrace
him in such a public place. She watched as Taranis followed King
Atlas into the center of the room, where the Atlantean king met
with King Kyrosed Vellamo. The two men shook hands. They began
grinning and chatting happily, as if they had both struck a great
bargain.

Visola felt Aazuria grab her arm.

“Something is wrong,” Aazuria mouthed slowly
into the water.

Visola nodded. She continued to stare at her
prince, drinking him in hungrily with her eyes, until he finally
looked up. Both Aazuria and Visola gasped, sucking in giant breaths
of water. Prince Taranis’ face was bruised, as though he had just
been in a rough fight. His lip was broken and his cheek was
swollen, and he was sporting a new black eye. The two women turned
to look at each other in helpless understanding. Visola felt her
chest constrict. She closed her eyes tightly and bit down on her
lip. She did not have to look at King Atlas’ fist to see the
bruises that were there. Prince Taranis had often complained to her
about his father’s administrations over the past few weeks.
However, to the onlookers in the ballroom, the prince would merely
look like he had been involved in rigorous physical activity, or
athletic competitions.

If there was any man in any of the world’s
oceans that could be as abusive, cruel, and controlling of his
children as King Kyrosed, it was King Atlas. There was a reason
that the men had maintained such a formidable alliance for so long.
Visola felt a small hand squeezing her own. She looked to see
Aazuria sending her a look of such compassion and understanding
that she could not breathe. Visola knew she had lost everything she
had hoped for.

When King Kyrosed and King Atlas began
gesturing for Aazuria to move toward them, the young princess
tightened her grip on Visola’s hand. She frowned and pushed her
shoulders back, before releasing Visola’s hand and swimming into
the center of the room.

Visola moved backward until her back
collided with the wall. She was having trouble keeping her legs
straight, and she was afraid that she would sink to the ground
without a bit of structural support. She stared at the prince’s
face, remembering how only yesterday, he had made such confident
promises to her. Only yesterday, he had made love to her on the
beach, and promised her a life together. Now, this was
happening.

“We thank you all for joining us here
today, in our home, for this special occasion,” said King Atlas
with his hands. “For the first time in the history of Atlantis,
the heir to the throne will be taking a bride who is not one of our
proud countrywomen. Instead, to usher in the dawn of the
seventeenth century, Atlantis will be moving forward and expanding
our foreign influence. Please welcome my good friend, King Kyrosed
Vellamo to our nation.”

Kyrosed moved forward, greeted by the
‘applause’ of the hundreds of people in the room. The clapping of
sea-dwellers underwater consisted of moving one’s hands in waving
motions to stir the water up around their fingers. “Hello, my
Mediterranean friends. We are honored to be your guests here today,
to seal our alliance with the eminent King Atlas. Together, we will
stand strong against the brutality of Ker-ys, and work together to
create a flourishing and powerful empire for our children to rule
in Europe, and eventually, the rest of the world. We will show them
the ancient wisdom and glory of Atlantis! We will show them the
resilient strength and fierce pride of Valhalla! Our enemies will
all fall before us.” King Kyrosed reached out to his daughter, and
shoved her forward before the crowd. “As a gift, and a token of my
commitment to your people, I give you my greatest gift—my beautiful
and most beloved daughter, Princess Aazuria.”

 


Everyone in the room created a visual
applause in the water once more, excited at the prospect of a
glitzy event like a royal wedding. Aazuria, however, stared only at
Visola. Her pale blue eyes were stricken, displaying the look of an
innocent animal who was about to be slaughtered. It was easy to see
that she was horrified at the thought of breaking her friend’s
heart.

Visola suddenly realized what her own face
looked like, and she tried to gather her composure. She tried to
straighten her body and force a smile onto her face. She could not
make this any harder on the young princess than it already was.
Tears poured forth from Visola’s eyes, but they were invisible in
the softly lamp-lit water. She tried to send courage to Aazuria by
giving her friend a slight nod of permission. She knew that
Aazuria’s marriage was meant to end a war between nations. Hers was
just the whim of two children. It was easy to understand the
correct decision.

However, she still felt like her heart was
being trampled when Taranis lowered himself in the water, so that
he was down on one knee. Visola had never actually seen Taranis
wearing such elegant clothes. She had met him in the castle armory,
where she had wandered one day, out of boredom, in order to check
out the training of the Atlantean royal forces. She had not known
he was the prince, for he had been wearing such drab and common
clothes. However, his fighting technique was impressive, and his
choice of weapon was unusual. He used the old-fashioned trident,
and wielded it with grace and finesse. She had watched for a while,
before jumping in and beginning to train with the men.

“This room is not for girls, Miss,”
Taranis had told her with warning when he had noticed her presence.
“I’m going to have to suggest you leave. Things could get
dangerous around here.”

Visola had smirked. “That’s funny. I was
about to say the same thing to you.” They had engaged in mock
combat for hours, accessing greater stores of energy than the older
warriors in the room. They had laughed and fought, and insulted
each other, until they had finally reached a stalemate. Only when
they were finally both lying on the ground, too exhausted to move,
had they introduced themselves.

“Lieutenant Visola Ramaris from the North
Sea.”

“Sweet Zeus,” Taranis had said,
panting. “Are all northern women like you?”

“Naw. I’m special,” Visola had said
with a smug smile. “I come from a long line of fearsome Viking
warriors.”

“Vikings, huh?” Taranis said in
wonder, examining the unusual color of her hair. “You’re the
stuff of legends. You remind me of an Amazon.”

“Shucks. Thanks,” Visola had said,
pushing herself off the ground. She extended a hand to help him off
the ground. “This was fun. We should do it again
sometime.”

“I’ve never seen a girl fight the way you
do,” Taranis said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Or at
all, for that matter.”

“Then stick around,” Visola said with
a wink. “You haven’t seen anything yet. This was just a
warm-up.” She began swimming away, but then turned back at the
last moment. “Oh! I forgot to ask your name.”

“My name?”

“Yes, so I can find you and beat you up
again tomorrow.”

The boy smiled. “I thought you knew. I’m
Prince Taranis Evenor of Atlantis.”

“Okay. Wait—you’re what?!”

Now, several weeks later, that same sweet
boy that she had grown to care for, was down on one knee before
another girl. He wore large, elegant lace sleeves and a large
ruffle at his neck. His torso was swathed in an elegant,
embroidered doublet that denoted wealth. A handsome baldric was
fastened diagonally across his chest, holding his sword at his
waist. He truly looked like a prince. It was obvious that he was
far out of her league, and that she was foolish for ever having
believed they could be together. Still, she felt like he belonged
to her. She felt like what they had shared together was too
profound to not be real. Part of her still hoped he would stop in
the middle of his proposal and swim to her and kiss her. He could
still change his mind, and fight for her—like he had promised.

“Princess Aazuria,” Taranis signed.
He hesitated, placing a hand on his knee. He was wearing ornate,
jeweled gloves, to signify his status.

Visola could see his fingers twitching
inside the gloves. She waited. She waited for a sign of strength,
rebelliousness, and independence. She waited for him to be defiant.
He needed to be, now more than ever, in this crucial moment; there
would be no other moments.

“Princess Aazuria of Valhalla,” he
began again.

Visola held her breath.

“Will you do me the honor…” Taranis
trailed off. He turned to glance at Visola, only for a fraction of
a second. There was an apology in his eyes, but there was also
shame, powerlessness, and worst of all, resignation. She could see
that this was difficult for him. She felt an unbidden wave of
sympathy for him, even as he committed a grave betrayal. She felt
like the situation was hurting him as much as it was hurting her.
But it could not have been, or he would never have done what he did
next. Taranis turned back to Aazuria, and pulled a ring box out of
his pocket. “Will you do me the honor of becoming my
wife?”

The entire ballroom began to chatter in
excitement. Everyone was all smiles and good cheer. King Atlas
clapped King Kyrosed on the back.

Visola wished for a sinkhole to appear under
her feet and swallow her whole. She noticed her sister standing off
to the side, with the Atlantean physicians. Sionna did not look
pleased.

“No.”

Everyone in the ballroom slowly began to
focus their attention on the young princess. There were murmurs of
shock and expressions of surprise. Aazuria’s hands were clearly
held in the position for the universal undersea sign of refusal.
Both of her small fists were clenched, and her wrists were crossed.
There was murder on her face.

“No,” Aazuria signed once more for
emphasis, slamming her wrists together vehemently. Small bubbles
began to float upward from the point of impact. Her perfect,
porcelain white features were entirely expressionless. “I will
not marry this man. It is my understanding that he is engaged to
another woman. If Prince Taranis has any honor, he should fulfill
his prior commitment.”

King Atlas stepped forward and grabbed his
son by the shoulder. Prince Taranis flinched slightly.

“Is this true, my son?” the king asked in
anger. “Have you promised yourself to another?”

Taranis lowered his head in humiliation.
“Yes, Father.”

An uproar went up from all the onlookers.
There were expressions of shock and outrage at the scandalous
behavior of the young prince.

King Kyrosed moved to stand beside his
daughter, trying to regain control of the situation. “That does
not matter now. Any prior engagements or promises are null and
void. This is a marriage that will promote the prosperity of both
of our nations! A marriage sanctioned by both of your fathers—wise
old kings!” Grabbing Aazuria’s slender arm, just above the
elbow, Kyrosed discreetly crushed her limb within his fist, causing
her to wince under the force of his threat. “This is a marriage
that both of you have agreed to beforehand,” he reminded her.
Turning out to the audience King Kyrosed laughed and placed a hand
on his daughter’s back encouragingly. “My friends! The children
just have cold feet. They are young and intimidated by the prospect
of marriage. We can assure you that they will reconsider their
engagement, and be married within a few short years.”

Aazuria ripped her arm away from her father
and swam back a few feet. She shook her head defiantly, and it was
clear that she could not be coerced. It was clear that she would
never marry Prince Taranis Evenor. “Unfortunately, I am firm in
my decision,” she told her father.

Visola’s heart soared as she gazed at her
friend. This was what she had been seeking; this was the defiance
she had thirsted for and expected to see on the face of her lover.
This was what it truly felt like when someone loved her and stood
up for her. Her chest swelled with adoration and admiration for the
princess.

Feeling Visola’s eyes on her, Aazuria turned
to look at the redhead. She smiled.

Visola smiled back.

“You will not embarrass me!” Kyrosed roared
as he swam after Aazuria. “You will marry this boy.”

Aazuria made a face of derision.
“Frankly, Father, I would rather marry an octopus.”

With that, she turned swiftly, and swam out
of the room. The crowd erupted in a tumult of horror, laughter, and
general disbelief at the unexpected drama.

“This is the respectful and dignified
daughter you promised me?” King Atlas asked Kyrosed with a
sneer. “That ungrateful, insubordinate wench has insulted my
son!”

“Your son is going around fucking other
women and promising to marry them!” King Kyrosed shot back.
“You expected my daughter to tolerate such indecorous and
indecent behavior?”

“Yes!” said King Atlas. “My son is
a crown prince, and he has the right to entertain himself however
he pleases. A good female knows her place and ignores such
dalliances!”

Visola pressed a hand against her stomach,
for she was feeling sick again. She thought she might vomit right
there in the ballroom, and send chunks of her previous meal
floating all over the party. Entertainment, she thought to
herself. He used me for entertainment. I was nothing to him.
The true nature of the situation was becoming clear to her. Her
pride had never been so wounded.

“Your son is an uncivilized, vulgar
boor!” King Kyrosed was saying. “You would think you raised
him in a fish-pen instead of a palace!”

Visola could no longer listen to the arguing
monarchs. She was emotionally exhausted. She began swimming out of
the room, to look for Aazuria. However, when she was in the
corridor, she sensed someone behind her. She swiveled, and came
face to face with Taranis. Even though she was furious at him, she
still had an urge to throw her arms around him. Even though she
felt concern for the bruises on his face, she greatly yearned to
give him some more.

“Please,” he begged her, mouthing his words
into the water. “Please understand that I did what I did for my
country. My father… he was very harsh and persuasive this
morning…”

“I don’t care,” she told him. “You are not
the man I thought you were. You filled my head with lies. Every
word was false, just meant to secure your own pleasure.”

“I meant every word I said to you,” he said,
and Visola could tell from the shaking of his torso that he was
crying. “I want to be with you. I want to run away with you.”

“After what you just did?” Visola could not
reconcile all the conflicting emotions in her breast. She knew that
she could not think about this situation too much, or she might
forgive him. She needed to be strong. He was weak, but she would
never be like him. “You said that we would be together. You… you
laid with me.” Unable to resist the urge any longer, Visola
flung her fist out and hit him. It broke her heart when her fist
connected with his already wounded black eye. She did not want to
hurt him, for she genuinely cared for him. But he had hurt her.

He clutched his eye in pain. “Visola…”

“I never want to see you again,” she told
him. It was a lie, but she would make it true. “If you come near
me, I’ll kill you.

“Visola… I love you.”

“Oh, please. Save it for your next
insignificant conquest.” She began swimming away, but she turned
back to deliver a final sentiment. If she did not see him ever
again, for the rest of her life, she needed to leave him with an
inspiring piece of wisdom. She needed her last words to be profound
and memorable.

“One more thing,” she said. “You can go fuck
an octopus.”
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“How could you do this? How could you do
this to me?” King Kyrosed roared. They were on the ship, returning
home to Valhalla. He was advancing on Aazuria menacingly. “We only
went to Atlantis to get help with the war on the Ker-ys. What are
we going to do now? You have fucked me over!”

“I am sorry, Father,” Aazuria said.

“Sorry isn’t good enough!” he yelled,
putting his face very close to hers. “You have ruined
everything!”

“I was not born to be your perfect little
bargaining chip,” she told him quietly. “You created me and raised
me, but you do not own me. I am ready to endure whatever
consequences you deem fit.”

“Oh, there will be consequences,” he
whispered. He reached out to grab her neck, but instead, found his
hand connecting with sharp metal. He drew back in surprise, seeing
blood covering his hand. Another sharp object was shoved up against
his neck.

“Step away from the princess,” Visola told
him. “You can talk to your daughter once you’ve calmed down.”

“I am your king, Visola. You are not allowed
to threaten me,” Kyrosed said darkly. “That is treason.”

“Trust me,” Visola told him, “I’m in the
mood for a little treason. Get out of this room. Now.”

“If I didn’t have a massive war to plan for,
I would have your head taken off, Lieutenant Ramaris.”

“If Aazuria didn’t love you, I’d take yours
off right now,” she replied, shoving her sword against his neck
harder.

With a frustrated growl, King Kyrosed left
the room.

“Thank you,” Aazuria told her friend, with a
sigh of relief. She moved to sit down on her bed.

Visola immediately returned her sword to its
sheath, and dropped down to one knee in respect. “Princess
Aazuria…”

“Please do not do that,” Aazuria told her
gently. “I’ve had enough people kneeling before me today. Rise to
your feet, Visola.”

The red-haired warrior did as she was told,
but her lip quivered with emotion. “You stood up for me,” Visola
whispered. “You turned him down.”

“Yes,” Aazuria said, gazing at the taller
woman fondly. “We are friends, are we not? It is my understanding
that you are supposed to do such a thing for a friend.”

“But Zuri,” Visola said weakly. “I think you
just started a war because of me.”

Aazuria nodded. “I think you’re right.”

“I can’t stand right now,” Visola said. She
moved forward and collapsed on the ground near Aazuria’s feet, and
leaned her cheek against her friend’s knees. “This has been the
most awful day of my life.”

“I want you to know something, Viso,”
Aazuria said quietly, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I
would gladly start a thousand wars for you. To defend your honor, I
would fight any battle. If you are hurt or troubled, that is the
most important thing to me in the world. Please remember this.
Someday, when I am queen, if you ever think your problems aren’t
important to me—you’re wrong. You defend me and protect me on a
daily basis, and I will always do the same for you.”

“I don’t deserve this loyalty,” Visola said,
fighting back tears. “A few minutes ago, I was going to abandon you
for some guy I just met.”

“That is because he was the wrong man,”
Aazuria told her. “The right man encourages you to be closer to
your friends. He grows to love them and consider them family. He
doesn’t ask you to run away in the middle of the night and leave
everyone and everything you love behind.”

“I understand that now,” Visola said. She
hugged Aazuria’s legs. “You know, that if you had agreed to marry
him, I wouldn’t blame you. I wouldn’t love you any less. You didn’t
have to do this for me.”

“I did. If I can avoid hurting you, I must.
At all costs.” Aazuria was quiet for a moment. “I know that I said
some things that upset you lately, but I did not mean them. I do
need you, both as my guardian and as my companion. I will never
turn my back on you, and I will never break a promise to you,
Visola. You are my dearest friend, and you will never be alone.
Your causes are my causes. Your pain is my pain. Your victories are
my victories. For as long as I live.”

Visola sniffled. “I’m not that great with
words, but… take everything you just said, and multiply it by 34,
and that’s how much I love you.”

Aazuria giggled. “Why 34?”

“I don’t know,” Visola said, sniffling, and
wiping her nose on her sleeve. She was trying very hard not to bawl
like a baby. “I’m not thinking clearly right now. How could I be so
stupid? How could I think that you didn’t care about me? How could
I think that he loved me?”

“Maybe he did love you,” Aazuria said
thoughtfully. “Love is not that important, Visola. It’s not that
rare, either. It’s human nature for us to love each other. However,
a man can love you and still treat you like dirt. The way my father
loves his daughters. Choose a man who respects you. Respect is far
more essential and precious than love. Choose a man whom you
respect, and it will be easy to always honor him. And, if you’re
willing to be a little patient, maybe you can even find a man whom
you love, who loves you in return. But please, please put respect
first.”

Visola seemed pensive. “I thought I
respected Taranis, but when he proposed to you, I lost all respect
for him. I think my love disappeared along with the respect.” She
leaned back to look up at Aazuria with a frown. “I guess you’re
right. Respect is very rare. The only men I can think of whom I
respect are my father and Uncle Sigarr.”

“Maybe we will meet the right people
someday,” Aazuria told her.

“Yes. Taranis was just a mistake.” Visola
made a fist and slammed it into the palm of her hand. “He was a
mistake I will never make again! From now on, I’m detaching my body
from my brain. I’m never going to let someone hurt me like this in
the future. I’m never going to be so stupid.”

Just then, Sionna walked into the room.
“Hello, ladies.”

Visola bounced off the floor and threw
herself at her sister, enveloping her twin in a colossal hug. “You
were right. You’re always right.”

Sionna returned the hug. “I did not want to
be right.” She sighed. “I may have some unsettling news. It looks
like we are returning home to a country on fire. Father sent me a
letter, and he said we’ve had three villages attacked and ruined
since we left home. I just spoke to King Kyrosed… and he said that
since we did not get the alliance with Atlantis… we may need to
leave our home and flee to safety somewhere distant, in the next
few years.”

There was a silence in the room as the other
two women absorbed this information.

Visola shivered slightly as she thought
about the implications. “Princess Aazuria…” She looked back at the
young girl with distress. “What if we lose Valhalla because of what
you just did?”

“It will be worth it,” Aazuria said
solemnly. “It will be worth it to me, for you.”


Chapter 11: He Torments Her
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Present Day

 


Visola felt a slap across her face. She
groaned. Another slap connected with the other cheek. She opened
her eyes, and was startled to find herself in the back of an
armored truck.

“Tell us what you know about Leviathan!”
shouted the CIA agent.

Visola blinked. “Um. I’m confused. Didn’t I
just tell you guys everything I know?”

“No,” said Agent Karen Kilham. “You just
mumbled something about an octopus. Is that the name of one of
Leviathan’s cohorts?”

Visola chuckled. “Oh, yeah. The Octopus is
Leviathan’s right-hand man.” She snorted a little in laughter. “Or…
maybe that’s just what he calls his right hand.”

“So… the Leviathan was your boyfriend?”
asked Lewis.

“Wow. You weren’t even able to get that much
out of me?” Visola shook her head. “Your truth serum sucks. You
should call it a bad-memory serum. I did not want to take a
swim in that memory pond.”

“Why did you date him?” Agent Joyce Dearborn
asked in a sensitive voice. It seemed like she actually cared.

Visola smiled at her. “I’ve always had a
thing for a boy with an artistic side. What can I say? I was only
132 years old, kind of innocent, and way too excited about life. I
didn’t know how awful it could get.”

“What was he like?” Joyce asked.

“Let’s see,” Visola said thoughtfully. “Do
you guys know my husband?”

A few of them nodded.

“I can’t confirm what Leviathan is like
today,” Visola said. “But back when I met him… he was basically a
younger, dumber, weaker, less successful version of my husband. And
though he was great with his guitar, it never quite made me feel as
great as reading Vachlan’s stories does. Or watching movies made
from his books. Have any of you ever seen my husband’s movies?” She
sighed. “They’re pretty great.”

“They actually are great,” said Karen, with
a small blush. “Do you know what he’s working on next?”

“I haven’t spoken to him in a while,” Visola
said. “My guess is an action flick with a bit of romance, or a
romance flick with a lot of action. You should talk to him. He
might be able to write in some characters for devoted but misguided
CIA agents who can’t successfully perform an interrogation, and end
up chatting about movies and their target’s love life, because
she’ll only talk about superficial things freely to waste their
time.”

“That’s it,” said Agent Lewis. “I’m going to
kill this bitch.” He lifted his gun and pointed it at Visola’s
head.

“No!” said Joyce, diving for the weapon. She
knocked it away just as he fired, and the bullet went into Visola’s
shoulder. The sound of the gunshot echoed loudly in the small
enclosure.

“Ow,” Visola said, looking down at the new
bullet hole in displeasure. “That’s uncomfortable.”

“I’m sick of this!” Agent Lewis said as he
wrestled with Joyce on the ground for his gun. “She’s so fucking
annoying.”

“She has information we need!” Agent
Dearborn reminded her colleague. “Keep it together! She’s trying to
upset you on purpose.”

Agent Lewis twisted Joyce’s body and slammed
her head against the bottom of the truck. The female agent passed
out.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Karen
Kilham asked. “She was trying to help us. She was the only one
getting anywhere.”

“She was a charlatan,” said Agent Lewis. He
reached for his gun again, and went to shoot Visola once more. This
time, Karen Kilham kicked his gun, and the bullet ricocheted off
the truck walls. The bullet hit Agent Lewis in his leg, close to
his hip.

“Dammit!” he swore, grabbing his thigh.

Visola and Agent Karen Kilham looked at each
other in surprise.

“Did he just shoot himself in the ass?”
Visola asked in an incredulous whisper.

Agent Karen Kilham nodded. Then she began to
giggle. She clamped her hands over her mouth to conceal her
laugher.

With a roar of rage, Agent Lewis leapt
forward and punched Karen Kilham in the face. When she stumbled
backward and fell, he moved toward Visola and positioned his gun
against her chest.

“Say hello to your sister, bitch,” said the
man, as he began to pull the trigger.

“Mmkay,” Visola said, with a little
shrug.

Before the gun could be fired, an explosion
was heard, and the armored car was flipped on its side. Visola’s
head slammed into the back of her chair, but because her body was
strapped down, she was the only one wearing the equivalent of a
seatbelt.

“Ow,” she said again, blinking away the
stars that seemed to be spinning around her head. Then she frowned.
It seemed unusually cartoonish for there to be stars spinning
around her head. She was still staring at the little yellow shapes
when the door to the armored car was ripped open. Several figures
in black entered the vehicle, and retrieved her from the wreckage.
She was still dazed as she was carried out and laid on the ground.
She saw that she had been traveling in a small convoy of armored
vehicles, and that none of these vehicles were standing upright, on
their wheels.

When a flashlight was shone into her eyes,
Visola realized that the drugs had not completely worn off yet.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “Who’s doing this? Vachlan?”

“It’s me,” said a dark-haired woman,
crouching at her side.

Visola squinted, and was able to make out
the face of Princess Yamako. She closed her eyes. “Don’t kill the
CIA agents.”

“Why not?” Yamako asked. “Most of them are
already dead.”

“The ones in my car… they’re with me.”
Visola felt the bullet being removed from her shoulder. She was
receiving proper medical attention from an ally, and she should
have felt safe and relieved. Instead, she just felt annoyed. She
allowed herself to pass out for a few minutes while Princess Yamako
ensured the survival of the people in her vehicle. She felt the
doctors examining her wounds and treating them with speed and
efficiency. Once more, she imagined her sister’s ghost crouching
over her. This time, Sionna was wearing her white lab coat.
You’re a mess, Viso, the ghost said, shaking her head
fondly. Here, lie still and let me fix up this broken body of
yours.

When the Japanese woman returned to her
side, Visola felt a soft hand caressing her cheek. “You’re okay,
Viso. You’re going to be okay. The CIA agents are all alive
too.”

Visola grunted her acknowledgement.

“I have a plane waiting nearby,” Princess
Yamako told her. “Wanna get out of here and go somewhere safe?”

There was no response.

Yamako frowned. “Viso, you need to accept my
help. You can’t one-woman-army everything.”

The redhead sighed.

“Please say something, Viso. I just saved
your life…”

“You fucking dumb whore!” Visola finally
shouted, opening her eyes and glaring at Yamako. “You think I’d let
myself get captured if it wasn’t intentional?”

Princess Yamako stared at her with raised
eyebrows. “They were torturing you. They could’ve killed you.”

“You call that torture? It was child’s
play!” Visola hissed. “On my 200th wedding anniversary,
my husband crucified me to a wooden trident. He left me up there
for days. He broke my kneecap with a pickaxe. This was
nothing! The Americans just slapped me around a little. They
were chatting with me about movies.”

“Well, excuse me for thinking that you might
not want to get pumped full of drugs and bullets,” Princess
Yamako said harshly. “I was just trying to help.”

“Fucking Sedna. Get me into a vehicle so I
can talk,” Visola commanded.

The princess spoke in Japanese to her men,
who immediately began to lift Visola and carry her into the back of
another truck. This time, she was laid out on a cot and given warm
blankets for comfort. Princess Yamako entered the vehicle and sat
by her side, instructing the doctors to leave.

Once she was assured of privacy, Visola
began to talk. “If you must know,” she said, “I was blackmailing
Agent Jackson Poole into getting me access to a secure military
facility that’s also a control station for a few nuclear launch
sites. It’s nearly impossible to get into the place, but easy to
breach it from the inside. My plan was to use their own bombs
against them. We were on our way there now.”

“Damn,” said Yamako. “That is a good plan. I
guess I wasn’t thinking about how skilled and smart you are. I was
just worried about you.”

“I don’t need your concern,” Visola said,
turning her face away.

Yamako sighed. “I shut down the electricity
grids in a more professional way, you know. I made it unable for
them to get booted back up too quickly.”

Visola nodded. “I know. That actually did
help.”

“And I can help a whole lot more,” Yamako
said, touching Visola’s arm. “If you’ll let me. If you’ll talk to
me.”

“Well, if you’re going to get in my way like
a little bitch, I’d better let you know of my plans,” Visola
grumbled. “Just so you can’t ruin them.”

“Thank you, Viso.” Yamako placed a kiss
against Visola’s cheek. “You will soon find that I’m a greater
asset than you expected. I have a gift for you.”

“What’s that?” Visola asked.

Yamako smiled. “Japan.”

Visola frowned. “I already know that
Shiretoko would help me if I needed it…”

“Not Shiretoko,” Yamako said with a smile.
“All of Japan. Land Japan.”

“Land Japan?” Visola repeated in shock.

“Yes,” said Princess Yamako. “It’s part of
the new emperor’s policy. He has been meeting with my mother to
discuss his great respect for the water and its people. They have
decided upon a new constitution that advocates zero separation
between land and sea. We are all one people now.”

“Wow. That’s novel,” Visola admitted. “I
wonder if any other land-dweller nations will make a similar
decision.”

“I highly doubt any will follow suit,”
Yamako said. “As you know, Japan’s geography makes them vulnerable
to us. They are mostly comprised of small islands. They know they
can’t fight against the sea and win. So, I bet there’s an element
of self-preservation in their choice.”

Visola nodded. “I suppose their culture and
spirituality helps, as well. They have known of Empress Amabie and
considered her a deity of sorts, and a good omen for
centuries.”

“Speaking of my mother… she sent this note
for you.” Princess Yamako reached into her armor and retrieved a
slip of paper.

Dearest Visola,

I hope you will be pleased to know that all the U.S. military bases
in Japan have been wiped out entirely, to the last man. Whether or
not you will have us, we are all standing with you.

Love, Empress Amabie.

 


“Oh,” Visola said, putting a hand against
her chest as she felt an onslaught of emotion. It was the first
positive feeling she had experienced in a long time. “But she can’t
do that. Japan can’t do that. They’re allies with the United
States. They have a treaty of mutual cooperation…”

“Didn’t Adlivun have a similar treaty with
them a few years ago? A treaty that restricted you from having an
army and building forces?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you and my mother go behind their
backs and build your own special forces anyway?”

“Yes,” Visola said softly. “My
ducklings.”

Yamako smiled. “Some treaties were made to
be broken. Especially when a huge superpower is demanding far too
much of smaller nations, and oppressing their rights. Especially
when they’re taking our liberties, and playing god in choosing
which of us deserve to die. My mother is ready, Visola. Give the
word, and we declare war. Not just Japan, and Shiretoko, but all of
Oceanus.”

“I should not work together with another
person, or another country, Yamako,” Visola told the woman. “I do
not want Zuri to be involved. If this goes the way I want it to
go—things are going to get really out of hand. I want to be the
only one liable. I don’t want anyone else to suffer for what I’m
about to do.”

Princess Yamako bit her lip. She struggled
to contain a flood of tears and speak calmly. “Don’t you
understand, Visola? We are already suffering. We need the chance to
heal just as much as you do.”

“I’m not doing this to heal,” Visola told
her. “I can never heal. I just want to make sure that they
will never heal either. I want them to understand that their
actions will not go unpunished.”

“Do you know anything about Japan’s recent
history?” Princess Yamako asked.

“Yes,” Visola said. “But I thought it was
history. I thought the Japanese loved America?”

“Most do. But not all of us forget so
easily,” Yamako whispered. “Not the emperor and Imperial Household.
Not the Shizoku warrior families. We’ve been waiting for a long
time. We’ve been playing nice for decades. It’s always there,
simmering under the surface. We can’t forget. Japan deserves her
vengeance as much as you do. Japan has a really big bone to pick
with the United States.”

Visola chewed her lip. “For Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.”

“Yes,” said Princess Yamako, “among other
things—but let’s focus on that. I do believe it’s finally our
turn.”

Using her arms to lift her battered body
slightly off the cot, Visola studied Yamako’s face. “Are you saying
what I think you’re saying?”

Yamako paused. Her lips curved upward slyly,
and she gave Visola a knowing look. “Yes,” she said softly.

“You can help me get access to atomic
bombs?”

Yamako smiled. She moved over to Visola, and
sat on the edge of the woman’s cot. She leaned over, and put her
lips close to the redhead’s ear.

“I can get you anything you want,
honey.”
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Aazuria marched purposefully through the
halls of the palace in Romanova. She was followed closely by
Naclana and Callder.

“I hope this goes smoothly,” Callder said
quietly.

“Don’t worry,” Naclana assured him.

They turned a corner, and found their family
members gathered in the sitting room.

“Daddy!” Kolora shouted, rushing forward and
throwing her arms around Callder. “You scared us.”

“Hey, pretty lady,” Callder said to his
daughter. “Have you gotten bigger?”

Brynne rose to her feet, holding a tissue up
to her eyes. “Callder. Oh, god.”

“Hey, B,” Callder said softly, extending his
arm. “C’mere, babe.”

Moving forward, Brynne clamped her arms
around Callder’s neck. “Don’t ever do that again. I swear, I will
hurt you.”

“I’m sorry,” he told her, kissing her
forehead and stroking her hair. “It’s all good now. Don’t
worry.”

Trevain moved forward and cleared his
throat. “It’s good to have you back, Callder.”

“Big bro!” Callder said in a joyful
greeting. “Thanks for sending the big guns out to get me. If not
for Zuri, who knows how long I would have been stuck in that
fortress.”

Trevain looked to Aazuria thankfully. She
smiled at him in response.

“Okay,” said Elandria, rising to her feet.
“We don’t have any time to waste. What are we going to do about
Visola?”

All eyes turned to look at her, surprised at
her no-nonsense, take-charge attitude.

“I have received an encrypted message from
Princess Yamako, in the past few minutes, that she has managed to
save Visola from American custody,” Naclana told everyone.

There were sighs of relief around the
room.

“Unfortunately, Visola intended to be
captured, and Princess Yamako ruined her plans,” Naclana added.

“Oh, Sedna,” Aazuria muttered. “That could
have been any of us.”

“They intend to be working together from
this point on,” Naclana explained. “Princess Yamako and Queen
Amabie will be throwing Shiretoko and all of Japan toward
supporting Visola’s efforts against the United States. They’re
going to work covertly for a time, but I believe there might be an
eventual declaration of war happening very soon.”

Aazuria frowned, feeling somewhat jealous.
“But what about us? How can Visola not involve us in this? We
should be supporting her. I want to fight with her.”

“She’s protecting you,” Elandria said
softly. “She does not want to implicate you, for she intends to
make a very large mess.”

“If Visola is making a mess,” Aazuria said
with a scowl, “then I am prepared to get dirty.”

“Let’s just be patient,” said Trevain.
“Let’s have a little faith in my grandmother. She’s just letting
off steam. Has anyone heard from Vachlan?”

Dylan Rosenberg cleared his throat. “Yes. I
have been helping him to search for Visola. He is obviously very
intent on finding her and helping her in this fight. But she’s been
two steps ahead of him at every turn. He seems to be… losing his
mind. That is my professional opinion.”

Elandria closed her eyes. “Those two.
They’ve both abandoned their children, and I’m struggling to take
care of them.”

“Speaking of children,” Naclana said, “when
Japan goes to war, Princess Yamako requests that Kaito be brought
here to stay with us. So Empress Amabie can focus on the war.”

“Of course,” said Elandria. “Kaito’s a
darling, and he should be able to help me with Ivory and
Ronan.”

“I’ll help too,” said Kolora, who was
fifteen years old. “I can babysit.”

“Thank you, dear.”

Aazuria felt more jealousy stirring in her
chest. “And… Elandria. When Varia and Glais come home, I will need
you to look after them too. While I’m at war, helping Visola.” She
drew an anxious breath. “Because she is going to come home, soon,”
Aazuria said, to try and reassure herself. She smiled, trying to
ignore the looks of pity from around the room. “Well, I believe
we’ve covered everything,” Aazuria told the others, feeling very
crowded and emotional when surrounded by her family. “I have
business to attend to.” She turned and moved to leave, but was
interrupted by a fat guard.

“A delivery!” said Rolf cheerfully, holding
up a large bouquet of red roses. “For the queen.”

Aazuria frowned. “Who is sending me
flowers?”

“Let me see.” Rolf shifted the bouquet in
his arms to read the card. “Sweet Aazuria, I had a great time
with you in Greece. Sorry you had to leave so soon. Come visit me
again sometime. Love, Dmitri.”

A loud sound of disgust and exasperation
left Aazuria’s throat. She moved forward and swept the flowers from
Rolf’s arms before dumping them in the trash can as she moved out
of the room. The nerve of that man! she thought to herself
as her cheeks flushed in mortification. He must gain great
pleasure from aggravating me.

“Who’s Dmitri?” Trevain called after her
with concern. “Hey, Zuri! Who’s Dmitri?”

Naclana and Callder both shared a hearty
laugh at his reaction, but they did not give him any information.
It was too enjoyable to watch the man squirm.

Trevain turned to his second wife in
embarrassment. “Uhm, Elandria—would you please excuse me?”

Her face wrinkled in understanding of the
situation, and mild amusement. “You are always excused. Go.”

Trevain ran after Aazuria, and caught up to
her as she was ascending the carpeted ice staircase to the second
level of the palace. “Zuri! You met someone in Greece?”

Aazuria sighed and continued climbing the
stairs. “What does it matter to you? What do you care about my love
life—shouldn’t you be asking about whether I signed the divorce
papers you gave me?”

Trevain reached for her wrist, causing her
to turn and look back at him. He lowered his eyes. “I didn’t really
want you to sign the papers. I just wanted to know how you feel.
Zuri, it’s eating me alive.”

“I know,” she told him quietly.

“Please try to understand. This is a
difficult situation. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” Trevain sighed.
“By giving you those papers… I thought that I was doing the right
thing.”

Aazuria let out her breath in a whoosh. She
wanted to scream at the top of her lungs, but instead, she just
ripped her hand away from Trevain and slammed her fist into the
sumptuously decorated wall of ice beside her. “That’s what he
said,” she whispered, staring at the cracks she had caused in the
ice. “That’s exactly what Taranis said.” She turned on her heel and
lifted her skirts and ran up the stairs. She just wanted to throw
herself down on her bed and find a deep, dreamless sleep for a few
minutes, to forget about the pressures of her life. However, when
she reached for her doorknob, she found Trevain’s hand on hers.

“Talk to me,” he told her. “Please.”

She was unable to resist the pleading look
in his green eyes. “Dmitri is Leviathan,” Aazuria told her husband.
“It’s a fake name he used to spy on me.”

Trevain frowned. “He’s interested in you?
Did he try anything?”

“I believe he was just pretending to be
interested for the sake of his ruse,” Aazuria explained. “He has
changed a lot—he lies almost incessantly. He just sent the roses to
torment me.” She glared at Trevain. “The same way you erected that
statue in the airport. We saw it when we got off our plane, and
Callder and Naclana teased me the entire way home. I felt like
murdering you.”

Trevain smiled. “Do you like it? I wanted to
surprise you.”

“I think your sculptors made me look fat,”
she responded. However, her frown eventually softened into a smile.
As soon as this happened, she was startled to find her body being
pushed back against the doorframe. She saw a flash of intensity in
his eyes before his lips descended to hers. Aazuria felt heat
flooding her chest with surprise at the suddenness of the motion.
“Trevain,” she mumbled against his lips.

His body was pressed against hers as he
leaned down to kiss her. She felt trapped between the frozen wall
behind her and the giant in front of her. His hands slipped around
her body to pull her even closer. She felt dizzy and uncertain. She
felt weak, like she had dissolved into putty. She used all her
remaining strength to push him away, and grasped the doorknob for
support. “Don’t do that to me. I can’t think when you kiss me like
that, and I need to be able to think.”

“I just missed you so much,” he told her. He
slipped his hand around the back of her neck and titled her head
back so he could place one final, small kiss on her lips. “Don’t
sign those papers,” he told her.

She moved into him, allowing her arms to
glide over his shoulders and lock behind his neck. She clung to
him, and placed a few more kisses on his mouth, not really thinking
about what she was doing. He had awakened the memory of her hunger
for him, and it was difficult to stop. She closed her eyes.

“Actually, go ahead and sign them,” he told
her, in between kisses.

She looked up at him in confusion.

“It doesn’t really matter to me,” he told
her. “What laws you make up and what documents we print. What words
we say, and what we do or don’t do. You’re my wife. I think you
always will be. Whether you sign the papers or not. Whether you run
away from me or not.”

Aazuria smiled. “Whether I declare war on
America or not?”

He cleared his throat. “I was going to say
‘even if you’re getting flowers from other men,’ but I suppose that
works, too.” He pushed her back against the wall and pressed his
mouth against hers once more, sliding his hands around her waist.
“Don’t sign.”

She tried to force herself to think. “I
won’t sign. Not without amendments. If you think you’re getting
full custody of Varia, you’re hilarious.”

“I just put that in there to piss you off
and get your attention,” he told her, running his hands over her
back. “I would never insult you like that.”

“We would be fools to argue over Varia like
a piece of property, and not consider her opinion,” Aazuria told
him, idly combing her fingers through his shaggy hair. “Especially
since no one has custody of her at the moment.”

“You’re right,” he told her, brushing his
nose against hers. “We should be working together to get her back,
not squabbling between ourselves.”

“I miss my little girl so much,” Aazuria
whispered. “Oh, Trevain. I miss you, too, but you’re not
mine anymore. Varia was the only person in my life, for so
long. And now, Visola…” She tightened her arms around his neck,
hugging him desperately. “None of the people I love most want my
love. They don’t need it. I feel so empty. Who am I going to
love?”

“You can love me,” he told her, holding her
close. “You know I’ll always be here for you. No matter what; you
can love me.”

“No. I can’t,” she told him with a tearful
smile. “But I can’t not either.” She unfastened herself from
his body, and pulled away. “Let’s just forget about us, for now.
That’s all I can do to keep sane.” Aazuria straightened her posture
and lifted her chin. She exhaled, resuming battle mode. “Now that
I’ve retrieved Callder, it’s onto the next task. I’m going to send
search teams out to every corner of the globe, to find our
daughter. Then, I’m going to prepare for war. I once told Visola
that I would start a thousand wars for her. I suppose it’s time to
gather the troops.” Aazuria nodded, content with this decision.
“Until Visola returns, I will be both Queen and
General.”
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Vachlan stood alone in the middle of the
road, surrounded by the rubble of the demolished cavalcade. He
should have been grateful that Yamako had saved his wife, and he
should be happy at the thought that Visola was no longer alone. She
now had powerful, intelligent allies that would help to keep her
alive—or at least ensure her success. He should be grateful.

But all he could think was that he
wanted to be her ally. He did not like being shut out of her world
like this. However, he knew he deserved it. He had done the same to
her on multiple occasions.

“My dear wife,” he said as he stepped over
the debris of burning military vehicles. He stooped to the ground
to examine the bodies of the fallen CIA agents. He shook his head
and smiled. “I’m always three steps behind you, love. But I will
find you. I love a good chase, and you’re not escaping me so
easily. Not in this lifetime.”

Vachlan rose to his feet, and crossed his
arms as he stared at the wreckage. “Maybe I should think a little
further ahead, and come at you from a different angle. You’re not
as impenetrable as you think. I know all your weaknesses. I know
you better than you know yourself.” He strummed his index finger
against his own arm as an idea began to form. “Maybe I’ll write a
little something for you. You never could resist my words. Although
understated, they are far more powerful than any other skill or
attribute I possess. I just bet that I can find the words to thaw
your frozen heart.”


Chapter 12: He Becomes Ill
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Meanwhile, in Lake
Vostok…

 


Varia was running out of good books to
read.

She had packed thousands of volumes of every
sort onto her device, with information on every subject known to
man. It was a virtually inexhaustible pile of information, and it
would keep her busy for years. She could not spend all day, every
day reading—she needed to condition her body as well, as her mother
had always encouraged her to do when she was younger. She spent
lots of time training and wrestling with Glais, and this was great
fun. Although he usually won, due to his larger size and heavier
muscle mass, she still found it exhilarating.

However, she was disappointed to see that
she had read most of the books that she had really been excited to
read. She had gotten caught up on a few new series of stories
written by famous sea-dwelling authors, and they were riveting. It
bothered her that she had no internet connection, and could not
check for updates. There were fascinating new books being written
every day, and she was beginning to feel upset at having cut
herself off from accessing all the beautiful knowledge and art in
the vast world outside Antarctica.

Varia looked up from her novel, and examined
Glais’ body as he trained with a heavy wooden sword in the water.
He had been wise to bring several important items and games that
they could use to occupy themselves indefinitely. However, she was
worried that he was growing bored. He had seemed listless for the
past few days, and she could see that his sword fighting was not up
to its usual standard.

She remembered that he had missed his
fencing competition for her, and she felt guilty. Maybe he was
losing his zest for the sport. Putting her tablet aside, Varia
moved over to stand near to Glais to observe his fighting. He
smiled at her, and put his sword down.

“Anything exciting happen in your
book?” he asked.

“I finished the fantasy novel you
recommended,” she told him. “It was pretty great! But when I
went to start a new one, I couldn’t find any that were as good. I
began over ten books, and got bored and stopped reading. It’s so
hard finding a really exceptional novel that can make me feel
things.”

Glais grinned. “So, let me guess. You
came over here so that I can make you feel things?”

“Will you?” she asked shyly, moving
closer to him.

In response, Glais picked her up. She was
light in the water, and he could easily manipulate her body. He
pulled her toward him for a kiss.

Varia did feel things. However, she wanted
to feel more things. He was always so tender and careful
with her, like she was made of breakable glass. She had expected
that this would change once they were alone, and committed to each
other, but he was still so cautious and protective. It was driving
her crazy. She wanted to be wild and free, and discover the aspects
of herself that she did not yet know. She was an adventurous girl,
and she wanted to be adventurous physically; she wanted to explore
this new territory with Glais, and truly conquer the final frontier
of adulthood. Whenever she addressed the issue with him, or asked
him to be more aggressive with her, he requested that she be
patient.

“We have all the time in the world,”
he would say. “There’s no need to rush into things. You know,
our actions could have very serious consequences. We might be too
young for that sort of thing.”

Varia tried her best to change his mind,
every single day.

Glais pulled away and looked at her with
puzzlement. He spoke into the water, allowing her to read his lips.
“Are you okay, Varia? You seem far away.”

“I guess I’m a little sad,” she
responded.

“Do you miss home?” he asked.

She shrugged lightly. “Somewhat. This place
did seem so much more interesting when I was younger.”

“You were more easily amused,” he told her.
“You required less stimulation.”

“So amuse me,” she urged him playfully,
tugging on his shirt. “Stimulate me.”

Glais flinched and moved away.

Varia’s hands fell in disappointment. It was
as expected. She felt like every time Glais touched her, he saw an
apparition of her father standing behind her and wagging a
threatening finger. It was like there was some critical barrier
keeping parts of his mind locked away from her, and they were parts
she really wanted to meet. She did not know whether to give up, and
go back to reading, or try a little harder. He was the only person
she had in the world. She had left everyone behind, except for him,
and he was refusing her the intimacy she so desperately needed.

“Will you make love to me?” she asked him,
embarrassed at having to say the words out loud. Then, she felt a
rush of clarity and resolve. Glais had asked to marry her, and
given her a ring. He had said great words of passion, but had
barely demonstrated any carnal interest in her. She stood a
little taller and reached up to slide her dress off her shoulders.
She repeated her words as a command. “I want you to make love to
me, Glais.”

The young boy’s eyes widened, and he moved
backward in fear. “I—I—I think…”

Varia glowered at him.

Glais looked around sheepishly, as if
seeking a good excuse. “I’m not in the mood for this right now,
Varia. It has to be right.”

“Are you ever in the mood?” she demanded,
stepping forward in fury. “Do you even find me attractive?”

“Of course I do! You know how much I
do!” He threw his hands up in the air defensively. “I love you. I
just want to take it slow. I don’t want to be a mistake that you
regret.”

Varia took in a deep breath of water, and
held it for a moment, before releasing it in defeat. “It’s okay. I
get it. You just see me as your little sister.”

“That’s not true,” he told her.

“You don’t love me. You don’t want me. Are
you just here to babysit me to make sure I don’t get into
trouble?”

“No! I’m here because there’s nowhere I’d
rather be.” Glais frowned. “Whether you know it or not, this is not
the right moment. I need to protect you from your own rebellious
nature. If we did this, you would just be using me as a method of
coping with everything else—a method of escaping everything else.
You would be doing this out of boredom, to kill time. And I
want to be more than that.”

“You are!” she shouted into the water. “This
isn’t about anyone else but you and me. I just thought… I just
needed…” She shook her head. “Forget it.”

Glais was growing upset. “I’m really getting
sick of you pushing me, Varia. These things you’re asking, they’re
new to me too. I don’t know how to do what you’re asking. I’ve
always followed your orders and done what you told me, but I’m not
going to hurt you. I’m scared of hurting you.”

“You are hurting me by keeping this distance
between us,” she told him.

“Is this all you want from me?” Glais asked.
“Because it’s not fair. Maybe I’m not ready. Why isn’t my
friendship enough, for the moment? Why does something critical have
to change, just because we’ve decided to be married?”

Varia sighed. “I just thought you meant
‘right now.’ I didn’t know you meant ‘someday.’ I didn’t know I had
to wait even longer than I’ve already waited.”

Glais frowned. “Look, I’m a little angry
with you. I’m going to stay in the cabin for a little while. I
don’t want to talk to you right now. Don’t follow me.”

When he left, Varia sank to the ground,
where her dress was sitting in a pool of abandoned silk. She glared
at it in contempt, as she hugged her knees to her chest. She
suddenly felt like a five-year-old girl again, playing in her
little lake, all by herself.

“Maybe I should have stayed at home,” she
said to herself softly. “I miss my mother.”
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A few days later…

 


Glais weakly rested his forehead on his
arms, which were loosely folded across the porcelain bowl. He
waited a few seconds, and then began to retch. He watched in dismay
as his vomit splattered the insides of the white toilet. When he
was finished heaving, he groaned and allowed his upper body to
collapse to the ground beside the bowl. His curled up into a ball
and wrapped his arms around his stomach.

“Dammit,” he muttered to himself. He lifted
his wrist to wipe the sweat from his face. “Why is this happening
to me?” He allowed his body to roll so that he was lying on his
back. He stared up dizzily at the small bathroom of the metal
cabin. The chamber was cramped and ugly, and he was lying in an
uncomfortable position, but he was too weak to move to the bed.
When he heard the airlock opening, he quickly tried to push himself
off the ground and flush the toilet. But he did not manage to do
this quickly enough to avoid letting Varia see his condition.

“Glais?” she whispered, moving to his side.
She put a hand on his forehead, testing his temperature. “Sedna.
How long have you been like this?”

“A few days,” he answered.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. She
slipped his arm over her shoulder and struggled to help him stand.
“I thought you were upset with me, and that’s why you weren’t
coming out into the water.”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” he told her.
He moved to the sink and splashed his face with water. He tried to
rinse out his mouth and clean himself up, but he began coughing
violently. Varia was instantly at his side, holding him. He looked
at her with regret. “I lied about being angry at you. I was just
feeling like shit that day.”

“How could you do that to me?” she asked as
she guided him over to the cot. “I was freaking out. I couldn’t
think about anything else.”

“I’m so sorry, Varia. I mean, I wasn’t
totally lying about everything I said. But if I was feeling better,
I might have tried to make love to you, if it would have made you
happy.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” she told him
with a frown. “It’s insignificant.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with my body,”
Glais said, shuddering a little. “I’ve been weak for a while, but
it’s getting really bad. It’s pretty gross. I thought you might
think less of me if you saw me lying on the floor and vomiting.
It’s really unattractive.”

“But what if you needed me?” she asked him,
running a hand over his chest soothingly. His shirt was soaked from
sweat. “What if something went really wrong, and you were all
alone?”

“We are all alone,” he told her. “If
something goes really wrong, there are no hospitals or doctors
around for thousands of miles. I’m screwed.”

Pulling her lips together tightly, she
frowned at him. “That’s all the more reason for us to spend every
minute together. You need to let me take care of you. What if you
had died, and I hadn’t come in here to check on you? What if I
waited for weeks, and then when I finally came, I found you dead on
the bathroom floor? After the fight we had?”

“Shh,” he told her. He tried to lift a hand
to touch her leg and comfort her, but his hand just sort of flopped
against her thigh. He sighed in exasperation. “I’m sorry, Varia. I
was trying to focus only on getting better. I thought I could will
myself back into health. But my willpower doesn’t seem to be
enough.”

“Did anything happen to you around the time
this started?” she asked him. “Can we figure out the source?”

He shook his head. “I guess… it could be a
deficiency of some sort. We did run out of vitamins recently, and
our diet is limited. But it could also be a surplus of something
negative, some mineral or toxin from the marine life we’ve been
hunting in the lake. Or it could just be a bacterial infection from
something in the lake. A new type of disease. Even if I could get
to a hospital, they might not know how to treat it.”

Varia had never seen the young man so pale
and weak. She stared at him in amazement; it had never crossed her
mind that this could be possible. Glais had always been so active,
so healthy, so energetic.

“The way you’re looking at me,” he told her
weakly. He had begun to shiver uncontrollably. “That’s what I
wanted to avoid. The pity, the fear. I want you to keep looking at
me with desire. I want you to always look at me like I’m your
hero.”

She smiled, and moved to lie down beside
him. She cuddled up against him, and pulled the tattered blanket
over their bodies. “You are my hero, no matter what. You
carried me out of a burning blaze, that one time.”

“You’re exaggerating, as usual. It was
mostly smoke by the time I got there,” he said modestly. He tried
to encircle her body with his arms, but they would not seem to
work. His limbs just flopped around uselessly. This frustrated him.
“I can’t get warm, Vari.”

She made a face. “Here, I’ll be your
blanket.” She shifted her position from lying beside him to lying
directly on top of him. She put her face against his shoulder and
breathed hot air against his neck. “Is this working?”

“No,” he said in disappointment. “I can’t
even enjoy this situation.”

“I’m enjoying it,” Varia told him. “You’re
comfy.”

He sighed, putting his arms around her and
hugging her tightly. “Can you promise me something?”

“Sure.”

“If I die, promise that you will go home to
your mother.”

Varia pulled herself away from him and
stared down into his face angrily. “Why would you say something
like that?”

“Let’s face it. We’re so far away from
civilization, and we have no idea what’s wrong with me. We have a
few antibiotics and general kinds of medicine… but I tried taking
some, and nothing helped.” Glais reached up to touch Varia’s
shoulders gently. “You have to be prepared for the worst. We have
to make plans for the worst.”

Shaking her head in refusal, Varia buried
her face in his shoulder. “No. I forbid you from dying. You’re not
allowed. You can’t leave me.”

Glais smiled. “There’s a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve been having those dreams again,” he
told her. “Dreams where I’m dead. Dreams where I’m close to you,
and trying to talk to you, but you don’t hear me. You can’t see me.
I’m just a ghost.”

Varia sat up abruptly, accidentally yanking
the blankets off him. “Was it one of those kinds of dreams?”
she asked. “Like… the one you had before my mom died? Or… Aunt
Sio?”

Glais closed his eyes. Shivering, he reached
weakly for the blankets, but failed to grasp them. “I don’t know. I
don’t know, Vari. It didn’t seem very urgent. I’m pretty tough, so
it will take a few days for me to get really worn down. But I’m
pretty sure I’m going to die. Maybe next week.”

“How can you be so calm?” she asked him.

“Well, I’m happy. These past few weeks, down
here with you—I’ve never been so happy. We just left the world and
all its headaches behind, and we’ve been so free. It’s so serene
and quiet. I don’t have any regrets.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Varia told
him. “You’re happy, so you want to die and leave me so I can be
unhappy without you?”

“No. I don’t want to die,” Glais admitted.
“But, if it’s going to happen, I might as well make peace with my
life now. I know you love me. I know you won’t forget me.”

“Don’t make peace. Don’t accept it.” Varia
looked at him angrily. “I don’t want to be with you for only a few
weeks. I want centuries. I have so much more love inside me, and it
will take me a millennium to give it to you. I want you to fight to
live. There’s so much we haven’t done, so much we haven’t learned.
Will you promise me that? Promise me that you’ll fight.”

“Only if you make your promise first,” he
told her. “Promise you’ll go home to your mother.”

“Alright,” Varia said angrily. “If you die,
I’ll leave your rotting corpse right here and go home to my
mother.”

“Thanks,” he told her.

She growled. “But not right away. I’ll
probably hug your rotting corpse and cry for a few dozen years, so
if you want to save me from serious emotional trauma and possible
necrophilia, you should fight to live.”

“Necrophilia?” he repeated with
surprise.

“Mhmm,” she teased. “Since you wouldn’t
oblige me while alive.”

Glais began to laugh at this ridiculous
prospect. He kissed her hair. “Do you really like me that much,
Vari?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “How crazy will I
go when my only friend, the person I love most in the entire world,
just falls over and dies? I guess we’ll find out. But I’m perfectly
determined to just act like nothing happened and pretend you’re
still alive.” She gave him a suggestive little wink.

Glais stared at her with wide eyes. He
cleared his throat. “Well, maybe you could pretend I’m dead right
now. You know, while my body’s still warm.”

“No way!” she said, repositioning the
blanket over him. “You’re sick and you need to rest.”
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The next morning, Glais did not wake up.

It was a while before Varia noticed. She
figured that since he was ill, he needed to sleep much longer than
he usually did to allow his body to heal. She tried to speak to him
occasionally, but when he did not respond, she did not think much
of it.

“Glais?” she murmured. “Can I wake up now,
or do you still need me as a human blanket?” Receiving no response,
she figured he was too deeply asleep to hear her. She shifted her
position, and snuggled against him from a different angle, and went
back to sleep.

“Glais,” she said again, waking up a few
hours later. “Can I go back to reading now? Are you feeling any
better?” She reached up to touch his forehead. He still felt
somewhat warm, but it was better than the previous day. She smiled,
patting his cheek. “You need to shave,” she said with a giggle.
“You’re getting so prickly.” She went back to sleep again.

A few hours later, she woke up, and
immediately began to cry. She knew that this was not normal
behavior for the young man. He had not even moved in his sleep, all
night. “Glais,” she whispered, through her tears. With a fearful
look in her eyes, she moved two fingers forward to press them
against his neck and check for his pulse. It was faint, but it was
there.

“Glais,” she said again, shaking his
shoulders. Tears were pouring down her cheeks. “Please, please wake
up. Don’t do this to me. My mom was asleep for months. Do you
remember how scary that was, not knowing if she would wake up? All
the kisses in the world wouldn’t save her. I sang to her, and told
her stories, but nothing would work. Please don’t make me go
through that again.” She leaned down and pressed her lips against
his, kissing him firmly. “Wake up,” she commanded. She kissed him
again. “Wake up,” she cried, her voice cracking. “Please. Please
wake up.” She slapped his cheek lightly, a few times.
“Glais!”

Varia felt helpless. She was suddenly
conscious of the fact that she could not just scream for help, and
have palace guards running into the room, ready to do her bidding.
“This is my fault. I never should have brought you to this place.”
She could not just pull out her phone and call 9-1-1, or send a
text message to her Aunt Sio. There was no service, and her aunt
was no longer alive. She did not know what to do.

Her first instinct was just to go back to
sleep. She placed her head down on his chest, listening to his
heartbeat. Varia wondered if she was in the middle of a bad dream.
She wondered if she could wake up, and see him smiling at her,
feeling perfectly fine. Then she realized that there was no time to
waste. If she did not get him professional medical care soon, he
would starve to death. Shaking in fear, Varia moved away from the
bed and began to rummage through Glais’ bags. She knew that he had
brought some items for emergencies. She was thankful when she found
a satellite phone. She moved into the elevator, to take herself to
the surface of Lake Vostok. She punched in the code and stared at
his lifeless body as the elevator ascended. She could not even
stand to leave him for a few minutes, especially when he was in
this condition.

She leaned against the elevator wall, crying
softly. Once she was at the surface, she turned on the large
device. She held it up, moving forward, stumbling barefoot in the
snow. “Come on, come on!” she coaxed the phone. When it finally
displayed a signal, she quickly punched in the number for the
palace at Romanova. When someone answered, the connection was
choppy and indistinct.

“This is Princess Varia Vellamo!” she
shouted into the phone. “I need to speak to my mother! My Aunt
Elandria! My father, the king! Get me someone, now!”

She heard some shuffling sounds, and then
silence. She felt like it was an eternity until someone answered
the phone.

“Varia? Oh, Sedna. Varia, is that
you?”

She could not stop her tears at the sound of
her mother’s voice. “Mom!” she cried out. “Glais is sick. Please
send someone. He’s in a coma.”

“Varia? I can’t hear you. The connection
is awful. Sweetie, where are you? Please come home.”

“Mom, I need your help! I’m in Antarctica.
Please send someone.”

“I can hear your voice, but I can’t make
out what you’re saying. I love you, darling. Just come home, and we
can talk in person...”

“I can’t get there!” Varia shouted into the
giant phone. “Mom, I’m so sorry I left. I love you so much. I’m
trapped at Lake Vostok. Can you send a plane, Mother? Please! It’s
urgent.”

“Are you in trouble? Varia, wherever you
are…”

The line went dead.

Varia looked at the phone, and realized that
it had died. It had run out of batteries. She opened up the battery
compartment, hoping it was a generic type so she might have a
spare, but it was very specific. Varia screamed and threw the phone
at the elevator. Only then did she notice the pain in her feet, and
realize that she would probably get frostbite if she stood in the
snow any longer. Limping back to the metal elevator, she tried to
determine the best course of action.

“I’ll save him,” she promised herself. “No
matter what it takes. I will save him.”
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Dressed in heavy boots and a large fur coat,
Varia walked across the fields of ice. She had fashioned a sled out
of the cot from her cabin, and dressed Glais very warmly. She had
made a small tent over him with blankets, and put lamps inside the
tent to generate heat to keep him warm.

“I can do this,” she declared to the tundra,
as she walked ever forward, against the storm, pulling on Glais’
sled. “I couldn’t do this before when I needed to, and I ruined my
mother’s life. If we had gotten home sooner, my father would not
have married someone else. But now, I’m stronger. I’m not going to
let Glais down. I’m not going to let him die because I’m too weak
to walk a thousand miles.” Saying the distance out loud made her
shiver. “Maybe I’ll even run a thousand miles, so we get there
faster.” Pulling the heavy sled behind her, she quickened her pace.
However, after only half an hour of running, she felt like she was
going to collapse. This resulted in a horrible déjà vu.

“Mother, I want to be strong,” Varia
said. “I know you like it when I’m strong. But I can’t go any
further.”

“Darling, please try. We need to either
get to the shore or find a research station. The scientists will
help us.”

“I’m scared.” Varia lowered her head
shamefully at saying these words. “It’s really cold. It’s really
big. I never knew the world was this big. I want to go back. Can we
please go back?”

“Varia, we’re not going to get another
chance to escape. We could be stuck in that little metal cabin
forever.”

“The sun hurts my head.”

“You’re a tough girl, sweetie. You can do
this.”

Varia nodded. “I’ll try.”

“No!” Varia shouted at the memory. She could
see her smaller self as a mirage in front of her, collapsing from
the strain of the exertion. That pathetic child had been too weak
to take the sunlight. “I’m not that little girl anymore!” Varia
declared. “General Visola Ramaris is my great grandmother, and now
that I’ve met her, I know that I can do anything.” She continued
trudging forward. She continued to push herself, and push herself,
for hours, until her legs finally gave out below her. She began to
cry in frustration when she realized that she needed to sleep. She
needed to waste precious hours that she could be using to save
Glais, due to her own frailty.

She turned and crawled back to his
tent-sleigh, and began to pack snow around it to make an improvised
igloo to keep in the warmth, the way her mother had taught her so
long ago. When this task was complete, she took off her parka to
make herself smaller, and crawled into the tent with Glais. She
checked his vitals fearfully, praying that he had not died while
she had been dragging him across the tundra. She was relieved to
find a slight pulse.

“What was I thinking in running away?” she
asked him. “I’m so dumb. I’m just a kid. I’m just a stupid kid.”
She laid her head down on his chest, but she could not hear his
heartbeat through his gigantic coat and many layers. She found
herself gasping for breath and crying because of her anxiety.
“Glais… you were right. You were right to be careful with me and
not treat me completely like a grown-up yet. I wasn’t ready. You
knew that. I didn’t.”

She needed to have constant reassurance of
his life force, so she moved up to place her cheek against his
cheek. She could feel his warmth, and his breathing. She sighed.
“But you know, I’ll be ready someday, and you’ll be ready too. You
just have to be alive when that day comes, because I was really
joking about the necrophilia thing. I was just trying to make you
laugh because you were sick. Can you forgive me for pressuring you?
All I want is your health and safety. I’d give anything just to
have you back.” Although she was very tired, she was too scared to
sleep. She was afraid that if she closed her eyes and drifted off
for one moment, Glais would stop breathing. The last time she went
to sleep, she had woken up to something awful, so how would this
time be any better?

“I was sick here once,” Varia suddenly
remembered. She remembered being in this same posture, with the
situation reversed. Her brow creased. “The way I feel for you, now…
that’s how much my mom loved me.” She closed her eyes as the
memories came back to her.

“Varia?” Aazuria asked in a hoarse voice
that did not sound like her own. “Varia?”

She exhaled her warm breath into Varia’s
face which was cold as death. “No,” she whispered. Aazuria pulled
her glove from her hand. She put two frozen fingers to her
daughter’s neck to feel for a pulse. She wished that this was
something no parent ever had to do. Her fingers were so frozen that
she could not even feel if there was a pulse. She pressed her face
against Varia’s sobbing.

“Trevain,” she said softly, unable to
believe that she had killed their daughter. “Forgive me. I just
wanted to come home. Trevain, I tried so hard.” She would never see
him again. Her warm tears were soaking her daughter’s cheeks. She
whispered her husband’s name over and over. If Varia was dead,
there was nothing left for her. Her fate was to die here, like
this, holding her daughter. She wanted Trevain’s name to be the
last word that left her lips. His name should be the sound which
was carried by her final breath.

But her body was not cooperating, and it
would not die quickly. She spent an hour whispering his name. When
she became tired of that, she began calling for Visola. She no
longer had the energy to cry, only to make the faintest of murmurs
against her daughter’s cold cheek. “Viso. Viso, why didn’t you find
us? Did you all stop looking for me? Oh, Trevain, please. I can’t
do this…”

Her daughter’s lips moved against her
cheek.

“What’s a Trevain?” Varia asked her
softly.

Varia could never forget the first time she
heard her father’s name, coaxing her back from the brink of death
with curiosity. She pressed her lips against Glais’ mouth once
more. “Okay, buddy. Here’s the deal. If you die, I’m going to die.
I hope you’re cool with that.” She allowed her nose to fall against
his. “But if you live, I’m going to love you so hard, for the rest
of your life. I’m going to make you the happiest man on the planet.
I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to find a way. I’m going to
give you everything your heart desires, and I’ll never make you
sad, not for one minute. So please, please live. Live so that we
can have a huge, amazing wedding with everyone there. I know we
both said we didn’t want that, but we actually do, don’t we? Live
so that we can grow old together. Live so that we can have lots of
adorable babies. Don’t you want to do that with me, someday? Live
so that I can smack you in the face for scaring me like this.
Please, please live.”

She continued rambling and begging until she
fell asleep, with her cheek pressed against his.
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Varia had no idea how long she had been
walking. She was not meticulous like her mother in counting the
days and estimating the miles. She was too blinded by emotion.
Truthfully, she did not even know if she was heading in the right
direction. She did not know the stars as well as her mother did,
especially in the deep southern sky. She was just acting on faith.
She had nothing else to go on, and she knew that. She did not have
the knowledge, or the resilience, or the luck. There was only
faith, and she prayed to Sedna on a bi-hourly basis to send her a
miracle. She looked up to the skies for sign of a plane, hoping
that some parts of her message had gotten through to her mother. At
the very least, they should have been able to track the signal from
the satellite phone, and collect her coordinates.

Coordinates that were now hundreds of miles
away.

Varia cursed. She had not taken the time to
consider that staying at the cabin in Lake Vostok might have been
safer and more logical. The need to move had been too overpowering.
She had to feel like she was making progress. This whole situation
was helping her to understand her mother a whole lot more. The need
to do something, anything to make a bad situation better, had
always consumed Aazuria. That was why she had been absent so often,
flying around the globe to visit and repair other sea-dwelling
nations. Not because she wanted to neglect Varia, but because she
did not want to neglect the millions of others whose lives she
could improve.

Every step she took made Varia realize what
a poor decision she had made in running away. Unfortunately,
walking hundreds of miles in heavy gear and pulling an unconscious
boy behind her was exhausting. She was beginning to feel like she
had not grown or improved very much over the last decade, for each
of these steps felt as difficult as they had when she was five
years old.

Varia frowned. She could not remember why
she had thought fondly of this godforsaken place. “If I ever get
out of here, I am never coming back,” she said with determination.
She finally knew how her mother felt; her mother had been the one
struggling to keep her alive. Now that she was responsible for
another person’s life, she understood that it was not fun and
games. Antarctica was brutal and harsh. It was desolate.

It was no country for little girls.

When a storm swept up around her, Varia
glanced back at the sleigh with concern. She was afraid for Glais’
safety. She was not sure how much longer he could remain alive in
this state, without medical attention. She knew he needed food and
water, but she was not sure how to force him to consume anything.
She wanted to stop to check on him, but she knew she needed to keep
going. Storm or no storm.

Please, Sedna. Give me strength.

Varia just focused on putting one boot in
front of the other. She did this until she could no longer move.
Her body collapsed, and she fell into the snow. She did not even
have enough energy to crawl back to Glais’ tent and get warm
inside.

A shadow of dark movement caught her eye,
and she looked up in concern. She tried to sit up, but could only
pray that it was not some wild beast coming to attack her. She felt
her heartbeat quickening. As the dark shapes grew closer, she was
surprised to see that they were human forms.

“Mother!” she shouted across the ice. “Is
that you? Mom!”

However, when the shapes were nearer, she
recognized the blindfolded woman at the center. Her jaw dropped
open in surprise.

“Sedna has answered your prayers,
child.”

“Mother Melusina?” Varia gasped. Around her,
stood the Sisters of Sedna. The holy women were not even wearing
coats over their green dresses. Varia knew this was due to special
sea-dweller biology, but it still seemed supernatural. “How did you
find us?” she whispered.

“This boy is my nephew,” said the priestess.
“I share a special connection with him. I knew he was ill.”

“Can you help him? You helped my mother,
didn’t you? All those years ago, when she was in a coma.”

“Yes.” The priestess smiled and moved
forward. “Of course I can help him. But there will be a cost. What
will you trade in exchange for his life?”

Varia suddenly remembered that this woman
was allegedly credited for bringing her evil grandfather back from
the grave. She remembered what Mother Melusina had caused her Aunt
Elandria to suffer. She realized that to promise her anything at
all would be akin to making a deal with the devil.

“I’ll give you anything,” Varia said.
“Anything you want, if you help him get better.”

Mother Melusina smiled.

 


 



Chapter 13: He Comes Home
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Three months later…

 


Vachlan approached an abandoned farmhouse
where he was almost positive that Visola was temporarily staying.
He had been closing in on her trail for some time, and he could
sense that he was closer than he had ever been to finding her. He
could feel her presence. In recent days, over five mid-sized
American cities had been bombed into the ground. He had hungrily
watched her handiwork, and he had recognized that these were merely
“test-shots.” The idea of missing the grand finale had his stomach
in knots.

He had forced Dylan to work with him
tirelessly to hunt her down. He had bothered Trevain and Naclana to
pull strings so he could gain access to privileged information. He
was so close to making contact with her that he could almost
imagine holding her body in his arms. He would not let up or rest
until he was touching her. He needed proof that she had ever
existed at all. However, when his burner phone rang, for what must
have been the fortieth time that day, something compelled him to
answer. It was a private line for family emergencies, registered to
a name that was not his, so he really should not have been ignoring
it as much as he did.

“Hello?” he responded.

“Vachlan!” said the voice on the
other end. It was already an accusation. “Where have you
been?

“Elandria? Is that you? I’ve been looking
for Viso.”

“You asshole. How could you do this to
them? Your poor kid has been in the hospital for months, and he
asks for you every day. And you ignore his phone calls.”

“Hospital? What are you talking about?”

“Ronan fell off the roof and broke his
leg in three places. He also suffered head trauma. I thought Ivory
told you?”

“Jesus!” said Vachlan in shock. He was
unable to breathe for a moment. “She said he fell and hurt his
knee. I thought it was a scrape that could be fixed with a Band-Aid
and a kiss.”

“Vachlan… This is Ivory we’re talking
about. Ivory Ramaris, the five year old who got shot and didn’t
even cry. She calls you in tears about her brother’s leg being
injured, and you think he skinned it? Is this how much you know
your own children? With the dangerous games they play, and the
weapons they use on a daily basis! She wasn’t calling for your
attention, or to annoy you—she was calling because there was a
genuine emergency. If you had any decency…” The woman’s voice
trailed off. “You know what, forget it.” Elandria sighed.
“Around here, we’re all used to taking care of the mess you left
behind. Or rather, the people you left behind, and the mess you
made of them.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked,
still unable to focus with the image of his injured son. The
realization that he could have lost his child, an innocent that
depended on him, while chasing after the ghost of a woman that did
not want to be found, hit him like a tidal wave.

“This isn’t the first time you’ve left a
child behind for me to raise,” Elandria told him. “I helped
Visola take care of Alcyone in the past, and once again, I will
raise Ivory and Ronan as my own, for as long as I can. For as long
as I am alive, they will have me. I am happy to do so, and I love
them. But I am disappointed, for I had really begun to think you’d
stick around this time. I guess old habits die hard.”

“I’m trying to bring their mother home!”
Vachlan shot back, deeply upset by her words.

Elandria was silent for a moment. “It’s
funny, isn’t it?” she asked. Vachlan could almost hear her
derisive smile over the phone line. “Do you know what Visola
did, when you left her, over two centuries ago?”

“No,” he responded.

“She took care of the child you made. The
child you left behind to rot. A child that could have been dead or
alive—it did not matter to you. It did not matter if she was safe,
or happy, or warm, or if her leg was broken in three places. You
never listened to her problems—you never listened to her dreams.
You haven’t changed at all, Vachlan.”

“Queen Elandria,” he said quietly. “All of
this is very hurtful, so if that’s what you’re intending to do,
it’s working. I just want you to know that this is a critical
situation. Visola is at high risk of stepping off an edge from
which…”

“Oh, please. You have no idea where
Visola is or what she’s doing. Even if you do find her, she’ll just
send you away. You have zero responsibilities right now, to Adlivun
or any other nation. We suspended your duties long ago, when we saw
how affected you were by Visola’s disappearance. We gave you the
time you needed to focus on yourself and your personal life. Your
only responsibilities, as a human being and as a man, are to take
care of your children.”

Vachlan hesitated. “I just need to see her,
Elan. Just once.”

Elandria hung up the phone.

Staring at the farmhouse in the distance,
Vachlan frowned. He was suddenly hesitant to move forward and make
contact with Visola. Once he saw her again, he would not be able to
let go of her. He would follow her to the ends of the universe.
Whatever madness she was possessed with, he would join
wholeheartedly. He would find the logic in her mania, and the
beauty in her psychosis. Maybe Elandria was right. It seemed that
Visola did not need him to be her partner. She already had one, and
had been doing well even before that, on her own. A memory returned
to him, of something she had said only a few months ago.

“I don’t need your kind words, Vachlan. I
don’t need your romance or your sweetness—I just need you to be
here.”

He looked up at her in misery. “I want to
be more than just here.”

“You are,” she whispered, reaching out to
hook her wrists over his shoulders in a relaxed way. “I realize now
that maybe you always were. If something happens to either one of
us, the twins will be fine. They won’t feel the loss so strongly,
because as long as they have one of us, they will have both of us.
So you shouldn’t worry, tough guy.”

He cursed, realizing that Elandria was
right. He only had one job at the moment, and he certainly was not
doing it. He was failing her. If Visola ever found out that he had
abandoned their son in the hospital, she would be furious. The old
Visola who cared a little more, would have been. When his phone
rang again, he answered it quickly, hoping that new news would
distract him. “Hello?”

“Vachlan. Thank Sedna.”

It was Queen Aazuria’s voice, this time. He
heard a serious note of concern in her tone, and he frowned. “Zuri,
what’s going on? Did you find Varia?”

“No. No.” Her voice was shaky.
“I’ve had people combing every inch of Antarctica, since I
received that phone call. There are signs that she was there, but
she left Lake Vostok… there were footsteps in the snow. I think
someone found her, and helped her, but I’m not sure where she is.
She could be anywhere.”

“I’m sorry,” Vachlan told her, “but Varia’s
strong. She is going to be just fine. As long as Glais is with her,
he’ll take care of her. He’s a brave boy.”

“I know,” Aazuria said. “I’m
calling about something entirely different.”

“What is it?” he asked.

She paused. “I don’t want to bother you
with matters of state,” she said quietly, “but when things
like this happen—when things are really bad—you are the first
person I feel inclined to ask for help.”

Vachlan was growing worried. “Aazuria, tell
me what’s going on.”

The woman sighed. “The United States just
declared war on us.”

“On Oceanus?”

“No. Specifically on Adlivun. I found out
minutes ago.”

Vachlan’s mind instantly switched into high
gear. “It must be because of Visola’s recent attacks. They think
that she’s working with us—no, they think that attacking us will
distract her and make her focus on defense. It’s because they know
she has family in Romanova.” Vachlan swallowed a lump of saliva.
“They’re going after our kids.”

“Yes,” Aazuria said. “That is what
we believe.”

“Did you ever make that evacuation plan for
Romanova?” Vachlan demanded.

“Of course,” she told him.

“Get everyone out of there. Now.” Vachlan
turned his back on the farmhouse, and began walking back to his
car. “Contact our allies. All the allies you can reach. Empress
Amabie, the Rusalka, Sultan Olokun. Get our people underwater.
Defend Diomede City and Limestone at all costs.” He slid into the
driver’s seat and started his vehicle. “I’m coming home. Tell Ivory
and Ronan that I’ll be there soon.” He hung up the phone. He had
been so close. So close to her. However, his children needed him.
As he slammed his foot on the gas pedal and drove away, he sent one
last regretful glance to the farmhouse that contained his wife.

“I will see you soon, Visola,” he promised
her. “You got lucky today, but you won’t escape me forever. And
when I find you, certain things are going to change.”
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Visola was standing at the window of the
bedroom of the farmhouse that she had turned into a temporary
war-center. There were maps and diagrams plastered over every wall.
Princess Yamako and the other Japanese soldiers had set up tons of
mechanical equipment, and were hard at work, punching away at their
keyboards. When a knock sounded at Visola’s door, she did not turn
around. She was too distracted by the odd, nagging sensation that
there was something important, or dangerous, just outside her
window.

“I think I just killed over a million
people,” Princess Yamako said.

“Thanks,” Visola said absent-mindedly,
without turning around. “More, please.”

“Those were just the practice shots you
asked for,” Yamako said. “I can do a lot better.”

“Great,” Visola said with a frown as she
squinted and gazed into the distance. “Less talking, more
working.”

“Viso,” the Japanese princess said
mournfully. “Why don’t I feel any better? Shouldn’t I feel
something from this? Five cities bombed, and all those people dead
or injured. When does it start to hurt less? When does the score
finally get evened?”

Turning to glance over her shoulder, Visola
studied the Japanese princess with a frown. “This is not going to
make you feel better.”

Yamako stared at the woman, seeking wisdom
in her face. “Then how do I cope with this, Viso? I thought this
would help.”

Visola shook her head. “If you can get over
something so easily, it means you were never really that hurt. If
‘evening the score’ erased your pain, it would mean that your loss
wasn’t so great.”

“It was the greatest loss,” Princess Yamako
whispered.

Unable to look at her face, Visola turned
back to the window. She thought she saw a vehicle driving away in
the distance.

“So, what do I do?” Princess Yamako
demanded. “What do I do, Viso?”

“Whatever you can,” Visola answered.

The Japanese woman moved across the room,
and put her hand on Visola’s shoulder. When the redhead turned to
her questioningly, she was surprised to find Yamako only inches
away from her face.

“Pretend to be her,” Yamako begged. “Please.
Just for a few minutes. I just want her back.”

Visola frowned.

Yamako stepped forward hesitantly, until her
breasts pressed against Visola’s body. She raised herself onto her
toes to place a gentle kiss against Visola’s lips.

The red-haired warrior lifted an
eyebrow.

Princess Yamako increased the pressure of
her kiss, and ran her hands over Visola’s body. “Be softer,” she
whispered. “Be nicer. Be more like her.”

Visola stood completely still, looking at
the other woman as though she had gone mad.

“Dammit,” Princess Yamako said, biting her
lip to keep from crying. “This isn’t working. Can you say something
smart?”

“Uhhhh…” Visola’s eyes darted around the
room awkwardly.

“Come on,” Yamako said, slipping a hand
between Visola’s legs. She massaged through the layers of the
woman’s armor. “Tell me about your latest research. Tell me about
how stressful your day was at the lab.”

Visola made a face of discomfort.
“Ummm…”

“Say ‘I’m having difficulty synthesizing the
enzyme.’” Yamako commanded. “Say it.”

“I’m… having difficulty… synthesizing the
enzyme?” Visola asked in confusion.

Yamako made a sound of exasperation “It’s
not a question! You have to say it like… Never mind. You’re nothing
like her.” The Japanese princess turned to leave the room in a
huff. “Everything sucks. I’m going to go bomb Raleigh, North
Carolina.”

“Don’t forget Columbus, Ohio, and Denver,
Colorado!” Visola called after her.

“I’m not going to forget!” Yamako yelled
back. “I have the fucking list you gave me!”

Visola turned back to the window, and made a
face of bewilderment. “Well, that was weird,” she told herself. “I
usually get molested by men.”
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Elandria walked into the hospital room where
Ronan was lying in bed. His sister was sitting at his side, and
struggling to read him a book. Hearing Ivory’s rendition of the
story made Elandria smile, because she could tell that the little
girl was adding her own twist to the adventures happening on the
page. Elandria was not sure whether this was because she was having
trouble reading some of the actual words, or because they did not
satisfy her. It was possible that Ivory was rewriting the story as
she went along to make it better. And it did seem better.

“I just made a few phone calls,” Elandria
told the twins. “I spoke to your father…”

“We don’t have a father,” Ivory declared
with annoyance. “I don’t know who you spoke to, but it must be some
stranger.”

Ronan seemed confused by this. “We don’t
have a father? But I thought we did…”

“Nope. He never existed,” Ivory told her
brother. “We only imagined him. I don’t know who Auntie Elan just
spoke to on the phone, but it wasn’t our dad. Our dad is
dead.”

“Dead?” Ronan asked in horror. “But how did
he die?”

“Sharks ate him up,” Ivory said
viciously.

“Sharks?” Ronan repeated. “That’s
scary.”

“There were ten biiiig sharks,” Ivory
declared, holding her arms out wide, “and our dad fought bravely,
and killed nine of them. But then he got tired, and he asked the
tenth shark if he could take a nap. The tenth shark said, ‘Sure,
here’s a pillow and a blankie.’ So, our dad took a nap, but the
tenth shark was a liar! Once our dad was asleep, and not
paying attention, the mean ol’ shark ate him up.”

“No!” Ronan said, and he began to cry. “I
want my daddy. I want my daddy back.”

Elandria sighed. “Ivory. What did I tell you
about scaring your brother with these stories?”

Ivory lowered her eyes sadly. “That he hit
his head, and got confused, and might believe the stuff I say is
real. And that I should stop telling him that Daddy died in a
million different ways.”

“Exactly. You have to be careful not to
upset him, okay?” Elandria moved to the other side of the bed, and
gently hugged the crying little boy. His wounded leg was raised in
a full cast. He had been growing impatient and upset about being
confined to the bed, and had been insisting that he be allowed to
move around and play with his sister. However, the doctors had been
extra restrictive of his activity; earlier on in his hospital stay,
he had already begun goofing around again with his sister, and had
caused additional injuries to his leg. They had been involved in
some sort of accident involving ‘racing stretchers,’ that had not
been conducive to his healing.

Elandria did not like the stark, bright
atmosphere of land hospitals. She missed their underwater
infirmaries, which were relaxing and pleasant environments.
However, some of the best doctors in the country had chosen to work
in Diomede City for the higher pay. Elandria noticed Ronan tugging
on her sleeve.

“Daddy is still alive?” Ronan asked Elandria
tearfully, putting his thumb in his mouth.

“Of course, honey. He’s just really
busy.”

“What about Mommy?” Ronan asked. “Where is
she?”

Elandria sighed. “I don’t know.”

“She’s fighting the bad people,” Ivory
explained. “She’ll come home once she wins.”

A gentle smile touched Elandria’s features.
She wondered how Ivory knew to trust Visola but to be suspicious
and apprehensive of Vachlan. The little girl was wise beyond her
years. “I would pray to Sedna for your mother’s safety. She is
trying her best.”

“I don’t remember what Mommy looks like,”
Ronan told Elandria.

Elandria looked down at the little boy in
surprise. She then turned to his sister, who had an incredibly sad
look on her face. “Well, your mother is one of the most beautiful—”
She paused in her speech as a commotion seemed to erupt in the
hall. The sound of angry men’s voices and gunshots outside brought
a sense of worry to the queen’s face. Gently, she motioned for the
children to be quiet, and they all listened for a moment in hushed
silence.

The door to the hospital room slammed open.
“Put your hands up in the air!”

It was a group of American soldiers.

Elandria gasped and followed their
directions. The men all had rifles pointed at them. She glanced
down at the children with concern. Ivory looked angry, and she
stepped forward.

“You better not hurt my brother,” she said
seriously, placing her body between the bed and the soldiers, “or
I’m going to kill you all.”

Some of the men laughed at this, but
Elandria was terrified that Ivory would actually take action. The
little girl was moving forward when Elandria dove and tackled her.
“Ivory! Don’t.”

“These are the bad men,” Ivory said,
struggling against Elandria. “Let me go!”

The child was actually too strong for
Elandria, and she broke free and moved toward the soldiers. The men
did not take her seriously at first, allowing her to easily duck
under their guns shove her fist into a man’s balls. When he doubled
over in pain, she hit his face. She strategically struck them in
spots where they were not wearing armor. Ivory used her elbow,
knuckles, and knees, to bring three men to the ground before a
fourth was able to restrain her.

“Whoa, there, little firecracker!” said one
American soldier in surprise.

“There’s no mistaking it now,” said a
wounded man with a grunt. “This is the terrorist’s kid.”

“Great. We’ve got our leverage. What about
this woman?” One of the soldiers roughly grabbed Elandria’s arm. “I
think she’s the queen, or the queen’s sister—something like
that.”

“Unhand me,” Elandria hissed.

“We better take her along with us. She could
be useful too.”

“Good. Grab her, and grab the sick kid, and
let’s get going.”

Elandria watched in fear as they pulled
Ronan out of bed and began to drag her down the halls. “Ronan!” she
called out. “Ivory! Don’t worry, just…” She was silenced by a hand
being clamped over her mouth.
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As Vachlan’s powerboat came upon the small
city of Romanova, he saw billows of smoke climbing into the air.
There were fighter jets circling above, and blazing explosions had
already reduced the royal palace to rubble. Vachlan’s heart caught
in his throat, and he could only think of his children. He was not
the type of man to put his fate entirely in someone else’s hands,
but he now realized that he had done so with Aazuria. Everyone had
been correct; his judgment was impaired. He had abandoned his
children in a city that had just been obliterated. Romanova was now
flatter than Pompeii. Thousands of gorgeous little civilian homes
had been reduced to mere ice cubes.

Vachlan should not have been surprised.
Romanova had never been a defensible city. It had been an opulent
construction meant to provide a sense of wealth and stature above
the surface, for entertaining foreign dignitaries and conducting
business. However, he had grown fond of the lovely little town.
Every single structure was a wonder of modern architecture. The
city had received tourists from around the world, visiting just to
gaze at the apartment complexes of five-story igloos, gymnasiums,
and shopping malls made entirely of ice. They would bathe in the
hot springs, peruse the stunning carvings in the frozen libraries,
and observe the unique designs of the mansions that surrounded the
royal palace. There were gardens of ice sculptures, and even a
spectacular frozen golf course. It was the largest snow-golf course
in the world, and Vachlan had taken many presidents, kings, and
foreign ministers out on the whites for a little putting-fun after
long meetings.

The powerboat veered to the side sharply to
avoid gunfire, and Vachlan was nearly knocked off balance. He
glared up at the fighter jet that had begun following his boat.
There were anti-aircraft guns on the back of his boat, but his men
had been temporarily distracted by the state of Romanova.

“Stop gawking and fire!” Vachlan shouted at
his soldiers.

The men immediately returned their focus to
taking down the plane. Vachlan suddenly realized that he had no
idea what Aazuria’s evacuation plan had been. It did seem like most
of the people had been able to get out of Romanova, for the city
was unusually quiet. Vachlan scowled when he saw a tank moving
through the main street. So, the fight had not just been from the
air. There were infantry forces and heavy artillery on the ground.
That was not good news.

There was a crash as the plane that had been
shooting at them slammed down into the water near their boat.
Vachlan, feeling a rush of adrenaline, dove off the moving boat. He
ignored the shock of the temperature change as his body was plunged
into the cold water. He swam powerfully, propelling himself toward
the burning wreckage of the plane. He saw that the pilot was alive,
and swam toward the man. The pilot grabbed his gun and tried to
shoot Vachlan, but Vachlan simply moved underwater to disarm him.
He grabbed the man by the neck, holding him over the water, against
part of the burning plane.

“Where did everyone evacuate to?” Vachlan
demanded. “Did you see where the civilians went?”

“Tunnels,” said the pilot, coughing and
flailing in an effort to break free. “Tunnels under the
palace.”

“Thanks, mate,” Vachlan said, before
grabbing the man’s skull and forcefully snapping his neck. He swam
down to examine the thick submerged walls of the tidewater glacier.
He knew that there would be an exit somewhere nearby, and that the
royal family and citizens of Romanova would probably be taking
submarines to Diomede City or Limestone City. He had advised
Aazuria to keep her people underwater, so they were probably headed
to Limestone. However, the Diomede Islands were closer. He knew he
needed to connect with his family so he could contribute to this
fight and keep everyone safe.

Vachlan was startled by a large blast
illuminating the dark water a few miles south of his location. He
immediately began to swim to the surface, and signaled for his
boat. The craft immediately headed in his direction, and slowed
down so he could hop on. “That way, about three miles,” Vachlan
directed. “I think there’s a submarine fight going on.”

“Okay. Hang on, sir.” The boat sped up and
headed in the direction of the underwater explosions, and once they
were there, Vachlan dove off again. He quickly assessed the
situation beneath him. It was dark in the deep water, and the
submarine belonging to Adlivun and America looked nearly identical.
However, he could see the distinction in his own ships—he had
helped to purchase and select most of them, after all. He could
also see that his people were winning. Just as he arrived, a final
torpedo hit an American sub, sending a shockwave through the water.
He shielded his eyes, and fought against the wave as he swam down
to the sub that had fired the blast. The airlock opened to let him
in, and he moved forward, dripping wet.

“Vachlan!” Aazuria said, looking at the man
with wide eyes. She moved forward to give him a hug.

Panting from all the brisk swimming, Vachlan
looked around the cabin. He saw Trevain, Naclana, Callder and his
family, along with much of the palace staff and civilians he did
not recognize. Elandria was nowhere to be seen, and neither were
Ronan and Ivory.

“Where are my children?” Vachlan asked
Aazuria.

“I don’t know. I’m so sorry. I don’t
know.”

 


 



Chapter 14: They Lose Hope
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“So they’re attacking Diomede City and
Limestone simultaneously?” Vachlan asked, putting his hands in his
hair. “This is going to be rough. Where are our allies?”

“I didn’t get a chance to tell you
everything on the phone,” Aazuria told him. “There have been at
least ten other declarations of war in the past 24 hours. The
land-dwellers are trying to wipe us out, everywhere. They’ve formed
something called the ASA…”

“Oh, no.” Vachlan shook his head. “The
Anti-Sea Alliance. I’ve heard whispers, but I didn’t think this
could really happen.”

“Those are the guys Leviathan was fighting
against,” Callder told them.

“It’s like they’re trying to purge us,”
Aazuria said. “Some sort of global ethnic cleansing. They all want
their countries free of sea-dwellers.”

“It looks like that’s why they were so
focused on stopping Leviathan,” Trevain mused. “He was trying to
prevent a genocide.”

There was a silence in the submarine.

“This is unbelievable,” Brynne said. “How
can people treat each other this way?

“It’s not new,” Naclana responded. “This is
human nature.”

Aazuria sighed. “Russia declared on the
Rusalka. France declared on Ker-ys. Somalia, and several other
African countries have declared on the Mami-Wata. Most of our
allies are too busy fighting their own battles to help us. It also
turns out that Empress Amabie and the Japanese Emperor have
deployed a significant amount of troops toward helping Visola in
the United States. They need to be at the ready for attacking
certain coastal cities in California. They can’t get here on
time.”

“It doesn’t matter right now,” Trevain said,
stepping forward. “What can we do? Let’s focus on the
easiest task first. Obviously, they’re going to attack Limestone
with submarines and possibly try to penetrate the underwater
metropolis with infantry, using Sionna’s serum or scuba gear. So,
let’s focus our submarine deployment on defending Limestone. It’s
our oldest and most populated city, and we need to hold
Limestone. Since we lost Romanova… we can also reclaim the old
royal palace in the glacier that we abandoned near there, years
ago. And we can use the panic room we built there, for the
kids.”

“That’s good thinking, son,” Vachlan said
with a nod. “But it’s likely they’ll be attacking Diomede City with
submarines as well.”

“I don’t think so,” said Trevain. “Or at
least not as many. They closed down the bridge, and reports say
that they have infantry and tanks closing in on the city from both
sides. Russians are marching on us from the west.”

“Oh, no,” Vachlan said, moving to sit down.
“Then of course, there’s the air force. It’s such a small city—they
can afford to send everything. They can annihilate us. I hate to
say this, but I don’t think we’re going to be able to keep Diomede
City.”

Several of the civilians who were stowing
away on the ship began to gasp and murmur in horror and
refusal.

“It’s okay!” Aazuria said, lifting her hands
to calm them down. “It’s not as bad as it looks. We left Romanova
because we did not need the capitol. It was never meant to
be a stronghold. We surrendered the space, but we did not lose a
single person. That’s what matters. We all have our lives and we
have a fighting chance. Diomede City is our only remaining surface
city. It is the only sea-dweller surface city in the world. We need
to try our best to keep the Diomede Islands.” She turned to look at
Trevain to gauge his opinion.

“Are you sure?” Trevain asked. “The
Americans gave us that city, and they are really going to want to
take it back. It might be better to try to evacuate or surrender,
and focus our defenses on Limestone.”

“No,” Naclana said. “She’s right. Visola has
a large percentage of the American forces occupied on the mainland.
From the power outages alone, and the declaration of martial
law—she expertly made it so difficult for them to maintain order in
their own homeland that their attack power is significantly
compromised. If you consider the recent bombings—how many American
cities have fallen in the past three days? Over a dozen? All of
those cities are going to need relief efforts. I think that
considering the circumstances… we might stand a chance at keeping
the city.”

“Wait—wait a moment. It just hit me.”
Vachlan took a deep breath and rested a hand across his thick dark
eyebrows. “My wife is single-handedly destroying America, isn’t
she?” he asked.

“Yes,” Aazuria responded.

“This,” he said, gesturing around them.
“This, what they’re doing. Attacking us. They’re desperate. They’re
desperate to do anything in their power to stop her. They’re
desperate to get her emotional, to make her slip up and make a
mistake. Any mistake. They’re actually… losing.”

“Yes,” Trevain said, with a smile.

“I’m so proud,” Vachlan said, as the corners
of his eyes wrinkled. “God, I love that woman.”

“Are you… crying?” Naclana asked.

“No,” Vachlan said, but his voice was choked
up. “I am just… perspiring from an unusual place, due to an excess
amount of moisture in my face, as I experience an unusual inability
to process how much I love my wife.”

“That’s called crying,” Naclana informed him
skeptically.

Vachlan cleared his throat. “I need a
moment. Just carry on talking.”

“I think you’re all forgetting something
very important,” Brynne pointed out.

“What’s that?” Callder asked.

“The last time I heard from Elandria, she
was in Diomede City, taking care of the twins. Dylan suggested that
she move the twins there for better medical care. They’re both
staying at the Ramaris house, because it’s closest to the hospital.
If that city is under attack, they’re going to want to capture her
along with Ivory and Ronan, to use them against us. And Visola.”
Brynne frowned. “I don’t care how heartless and coldblooded you all
believe Visola to be. She’s a mother. If you hold a gun to a
child’s head, you can quite easily make his mother throw herself
off a cliff.”

Vachlan’s moment was gone. “My children are
in Diomede City? Why didn’t anyone tell me this sooner? Forget this
slow submarine. I’m taking my powerboat.” He moved to the airlock
at once.

“I’m coming with you,” Trevain said.

Aazuria, Naclana, and Callder moved forward
as well.

“Don’t worry. If Elandria is with the twins,
she will protect them,” Aazuria informed the men as they entered
the airlock.

“She’s not you, Zuri,” Trevain said quietly.
“She weighs 104 pounds, soaking wet. She grabs my hand during scary
movies while you yawn. There are some things she can’t do.”

“You should really have more faith in the
women you marry,” she told him, right before the airlock allowed
them out into the ocean.
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When the powerboat arrived at Diomede City,
they found that the infantry and tanks were just beginning to close
in on the city. The city’s defense was already in position,
prepared to do battle.

“They’re not bombing the city by air like
they did to Romanova,” Trevain noted as they disembarked from the
boat. “That probably means they want to capture it with minimal
damage and claim it as their own.”

“That’s good news,” Vachlan said, “but we
should still be prepared for the possibility of an air strike—in
case things go south for them, they’re probably willing to destroy
the city.”

“If we survive this, I’m building gates for
the city,” Aazuria said with a frown. “Or maybe I’ll build walls—or
some state-of-the-art dome.”

“It will be Troy on water,” Naclana said
with a smile. Then his smile disappeared. “Without the part about
falling.”

The group arrived at a waiting vehicle on
the port, which was meant to take them to the hospital, but they
found themselves intercepted by another vehicle. A few American
soldiers exited a truck, roughly pulling a man along with them. It
was Dr. Dylan Rosenberg. A soldier pointed his rifle at Dylan’s
chest.

“We have Queen Elandria, and the children of
Visola Ramaris,” one of the soldiers said. He wasted no time in
getting right to the point. “We require that Vachlan Suchos swim
down to the space between the islands, where he will join his
children in custody in one of our submarines. We require his full
cooperation in apprehending his wife so that we can execute
her.”

“Wow,” Vachlan said quietly. “This one—he
has no concept of the art of conversation. A little small talk
first, my good fellow.”

“If you do not swim down to join your
children immediately, this doctor will be shot in the chest,” said
the soldier.

Vachlan sighed and raised his hands in
defeat. “Okay! I’m going.”

Trevain looked to Aazuria for guidance.

“Go to Elandria,” she encouraged him.
“Callder too. Naclana and I will stay up here and keep an eye on
the city.”

“Alright,” he told her, reaching out to give
her hand a squeeze. “Be safe.”

Vachlan, Trevain, and Callder dove down into
the water between the two islands that made Diomede City. As soon
as they had disappeared, the soldiers released Dr. Dylan Rosenberg.
The doctor stumbled forward, adjusting his bowtie and clearing his
throat nervously.

“That was unpleasant,” he said, moving to
Aazuria’s side.

“You’re okay,” Aazuria said, touching his
back in a reassuring way. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be fine.”
She was startled by the feeling of cold metal against her cheek.
Looking up, she saw that one of the soldiers was prodding her with
his weapon.

“We let go of him because we want you
instead,” he informed her. “Come with us. Get into our truck.”

Aazuria sighed and looked to Naclana with
annoyance. However, several other soldiers still had guns pointed
at Naclana and Dylan, so she complied with the soldier’s command.
She moved into the back of the military vehicle.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“I’m going to turn you in to the general, so
I can get a promotion,” said one of the soldiers.

The other soldier in the front seat laughed.
“Yeah, right. It was my idea.”

Aazuria smiled, as she buckled her seatbelt.
She turned to the other man who was sitting beside her, and still
holding a gun pointed at her face. “What about you? Don’t you want
a promotion?” she asked.

“Obviously, I’ll be the one getting it,” he
gloated. “I’m the one doing all the wo...” He was abruptly cut off
when his gun was twisted away and used to clock him in the side of
the head.

“What the…” said the man in the front seat,
turning back.

Aazuria punched him in the face. She yanked
on her seatbelt to give her some space to move, and reached forward
to grab the steering wheel. She jerked it hard into oncoming
traffic, and returned to her seat. She barely managed to reach
forward and press the release button of the seatbelt of her driver,
right before they crashed. Her head swung forward, and she shut her
eyes tightly as the sickening crunch of metal against metal was
heard, and felt.

Her head was spinning. It was one thing to
theoretically understand how to survive a serious car crash, but
another thing to actually experience the event. She blinked away
her dizziness, and reached for her own small, amphibious gun. She
quickly discharged a bullet into the head of the man who was the
most conscious, followed by the other two. The driver might have
already been killed by the impact, but she was not taking any
chances.

Aazuria reached down to remove her seatbelt.
She tried to push the truck door open, but it seemed that the metal
had warped and become stuck. Shifting her position, she braced
herself against the dead body of the soldier beside her, and kicked
the door open. It took three kicks before it would budge. Grabbing
the soldier’s rifle, Aazuria pulled herself forward, stumbling out
of the truck. She was assaulted with shouting and cursing from the
driver whose car she had totaled.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? Lunatic!
Where did you get your license?”

Aazuria grasped the side of the vehicle,
fighting her dizziness as she moved forward. “Those were American
soldiers, trying to capture me,” she told the people who had
gathered around the accident. “I am Queen Aazuria, here to lead our
troops in defense against the attack. I just need… a small nap,”
she said, as her knees buckled. She found herself lying blissfully
on the cool concrete, and she clutched her throbbing head. “We’re
going to win this battle,” she assured the people who were crowding
around her to check her vitals. “I promise. Just give me five
minutes, tops.”
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Elandria was being held with Ronan and Ivory
in the watery heart of the Diomede Islands. Unlike in most cities,
this space was not wasted. There were thousands of sea-dweller
homes and business built into the submerged sides of the islands,
and along the ocean floor.

“This injured kid is kind of awkward to
carry,” one of the Americans complained. He had paused in his
struggling to move Ronan through the water, and stopped to say this
in sign language.

“How do you think I feel?” said
another soldier. “This little girl keeps biting me. I think
she’s trying to chew off my arm.”

“We got permission to kill one of them,
right? Once Vachlan gets down here, if he doesn’t
cooperate.”

“Yeah. It was recommended that we kill
one of them, to show that we’re serious. It will give him incentive
to try to keep the other one alive.”

Elandria gasped as she looked at the
frightened children. “No! You can’t hurt them,” she told the
soldiers. “They’re innocent. The whole reason their mother is
attacking America is because your people killed her innocent
sister. What do you think she would do if you killed her
child?”

One of the men, who could read lips,
responded to her. “Lady, we are far past the point of threats.
America’s never been in such a state of mayhem and chaos. I doubt
Visola Ramaris could do anything worse than what she’s already
done.”

“She could,” Elandria assured him, “and so
could her husband. I would highly recommend not doing anything to
harm those children.”

“We have orders. We have no choice. The
only decision will be whether we kill the cripple or the biter.
Shit! She’s still biting me. I will be happy to get rid of this
little brat.”

“Don’t you dare!” Elandria yelled.

“It doesn’t matter now!” said one of
the soldiers. “Here come the reinforcements!”

A few hundred submarines pulled into the
narrow space between the islands, in a tightly packed formation.
Once in position, they hovered there as thousands of scuba-suit
wearing infantrymen began to pile out of their airlocks and into
the sea. Elandria stared at these seemingly endless troops with
fear. They were more than enough men to occupy and take the city.
She looked down and around at all the sea-dweller homes, and saw
the fear on the faces of her countrymen. They did not deserve this.
Many of them had once been American or Russian land-dwellers, and
had chosen to immigrate to the new city. Elandria wished that she
could protect them.

At the same time, a few men began swimming
down from the city above. Elandria looked up with fear, hoping that
it would not be who she expected. She began to struggle against the
man holding her captive, when she saw her husband and Vachlan,
followed by Callder.

“Trevain!” she shouted, sobbing and
struggling. “Don’t come here! Swim away! Swim away! Trevain!” She
feared for his life, but she mostly feared for Ivory and Ronan. If
Vachlan came any closer, he would surely be captured. There were
too many American soldiers. If he was captured, they would kill one
of the twins to try and control him. In Vachlan’s current state,
and after the hurtful things she had recently said to him, Elandria
knew he was vulnerable. He was guilty, and soft, and in turmoil
over Visola. It would work. If there was ever a moment in history
that Vachlan could easily be manipulated, it was this one.
“Vachlan! Get away!”

Elandria standing in front of Ronan and
Ivory.

“Vachlan Suchos,” said one of the
American soldiers. “We require your full cooperation in stopping
Visola Ramaris’ reign of terror. We need you to help us seize her
and put her to death at once—and if you disagree, we will shoot one
of your children.” He gestured to the man holding Ronan, and
the soldier placed a gun to the little boy’s head. Ronan looked up
at his father in fear.

Looking around to assess the situation,
Vachlan frowned. His eyes settled on his son. “Hey there, champ.
Sorry I haven’t been around. I didn’t know that you got hurt so
badly.”

Ronan’s lip quivered and he nodded. “I
still love you, Daddy.”

“I love you more, little man.”

“Well, I hate you!” Ivory declared to
Vachlan. “And I won’t consider you my dad, or talk to you, or
look at you ever again… not unless you save us! Not unless you save
everybody!”

Vachlan turned to look at Trevain and
Callder with a smile. “The kid drives a hard bargain,” he commented
to his grandsons. “Does anyone have a plan?”

“Is it too late to run?” Callder asked.

“I don’t think he’s cooperating,”
said one of the soldiers. He nodded to the man holding Ronan at
gunpoint. “Shoot the kid.”

The next few seconds happened in slow
motion. Vachlan reached for his gun, and moved to try to shoot
first, but he knew it would not be soon enough. He could feel his
heart pounding right out of his chest as his arms struggled to move
faster than humanly possible. Trevain and Callder similarly drew
their weapons, but there was nothing they could do.

And then Elandria screamed.

“No!” she bellowed, feeling her vocal
chords vibrate with the force of her cry. She shut her eyes
tightly, waiting for the sound of the gunshot. But it never came. A
moment later, she opened her eyes, and gasped. The man who had been
about to shoot Ronan was being pulverized before her eyes. His skin
had bubbled off, in a matter of seconds, exposing his bone. A
gruesome skeleton began to float to the bottom of the ocean floor.
Elandria clamped a hand over her mouth. She had almost entirely
forgotten about her built-in weapon. She turned to Ivory in horror,
hoping that she had not scarred the child for life from boiling a
man alive in front of her.

The soldier holding Ivory had released his
grip, too horrified by the sight before him to function. The young
girl could finally move and speak freely.

“Cool!” Ivory said, with shining
eyes. “That was the coolest thing ever, Auntie Elan! You
melted him. With your voice. This is just like what happened
to the Wicked Witch of the West! Can you do that to all the bad
guys?”

“I don’t know,” Elandria whispered. “I’m not
a murderer.” She was grateful when a gunshot sounded near her head,
and the man who had been restraining her floated away. She found
her husband quickly swimming to her side to embrace her. She clung
to him, feeling a sense of great security when his big arms wrapped
tightly encircled her body. She tried to stop hyperventilating.

Vachlan had moved to Ivory’s side, quickly
stabbing the stupefied soldier that had held her. He picked her up,
and was surprised when her small arms immediately went around his
neck and squeezed. He smiled. For all her tough talk, she was still
his daughter. He was not fooled by the Ramaris women and their
thorny exteriors.

Elandria pulled away from Trevain, once she
had calmed down a little. She saw that Callder had been chatting
with Ronan to lift the boy’s spirits. Moving forward, she lifted
the young boy against her body and gave him a firm hug. It
terrified her to know that she had nearly lost him. However, what
scared her far more was the look on Callder’s face, which indicated
that they were about to lose far more.

“They’re coming for us,” Callder said,
feebly pointing his rifle at the thousands of armed American
soldiers who were swimming forth from the wall of submarines.
“We’re screwed. So, so screwed.”

Vachlan and Trevain stared at the endless
amounts of infantry troops with helpless expressions. They looked
to each other, silently acknowledging that their reinforcements
would not arrive in time. Trevain moved to Elandria’s side, and
took the small boy from her arms.

“I need you to step up here, Elan,” he told
her softly. He remembered what Aazuria had said about having more
faith in the women he married. “I need you to help stop those men
from getting to the city.”

She stared at him in shock, shaking her head
vehemently. “I can’t control it, Trevain. If I use my voice… it
won’t just scald them or injure them. I will boil them all
alive.”

“I need you to do that for me, Elandria.” He
drew his lips into a grim line, holding Ronan closely against him.
“I need you to use your technique on all those men.”

She moved away from him, her face aghast.
“Do you know what you’re asking me to do?” She seemed appalled and
revolted at the thought. “You want me to massacre all those
people?”

“If you don’t kill them, they’re going to
kill us.”

 



Chapter 15: They Must Surrender
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Aazuria woke up in the middle of a boutique
clothing store. She sat up and looked through the window, and saw
people running in every direction. There was a tank moving through
the street. “Damn,” she said, turning to the store clerk. “How long
was I out?”

“No more than fifteen minutes,” the woman
told her nervously. “It’s getting really bad out there.”

Looking around, Aazuria squinted as the shop
struck a chord in her memory. “I bought a coat here once, a few
years ago.”

“I remember that,” the woman said with a
smile. “For the museum opening.”

Moving to the window, Aazuria saw the
Corallyn Centennial Museum less than a block away. She chewed on
her lip, and reached down to check her armor for her phone. Finding
it intact, she quickly dialed Naclana.

“Aazuria? Where are you?” he
asked.

“I’m at shop on Main Street. I killed the
soldiers who were taking me. What’s going on?”

“Dylan and I have caught up with
Adlivun’s special forces. Some really impressive men that were
trained by Visola back in the day. We’re trying to hold off the
Russians and Americans from both sides, but it’s getting difficult.
They’re leaking through and getting into the city.”

An explosion nearby caused the glass from
the store window to shatter, and Aazuria lifted an arm to shield
her eyes. “Where do you want me?” she asked. “Where can I come to
help?

“We’re going to lose this fight, Aazuria.
I was wrong. They’re too strong. You’re on Main? There are some
women and children taking shelter in the museum. Go there and you
should be safe.”

Glancing at the museum, Aazuria shook her
head. She marched out of the broken store window, turning back to
wave goodbye and thanks to the shopkeeper for watching over her.
“Where are you, Naclana? I’m coming to you.”

“For Sedna’s sake, Aazuria—it’s really
critical out here. Take cover!”

“I think you have me confused with someone
else, cousin. Where are you?” she demanded again, moving carefully
through the back alleyways of the streets.

“Dylan and I are defending the city from
the bridge that leads to Russia,” Naclana said, “but we’re
going to fail. There are too many Russian soldiers… we’ve already
lost so many men. This is pointless.”

“I don’t care,” Aazuria said, breaking into
a run. “I’m coming to help.”

“Wait! Wait, Zuri!”

She did not stop running, but she frowned.
“What is it?”

“Look to the north. Do you see
that?”

While still moving, she turned to observe
the horizon. She frowned when she saw dozens of dark marks growing
larger. “What is that? Are those ships? What kind of crafts?”

“Hold on, Dylan has binoculars,”
Naclana said.

Aazuria kept moving, but her heart rate had
doubled. Ships coming from the north? They already had to deal with
infantry and submarines from Russian and America—how could they
fight a naval fleet? To whom did the boats belong? There was
nothing to the north except Arctic water and ice. Was there a third
land-dwelling country joining this fight against them? If so… she
knew that she would need to surrender shortly, or be killed. While
fighting to the death had always seemed like an honorable concept,
she could no longer entertain the idea. She had to think of
Varia.

Naclana cleared his throat. “Aazuria.
We’re seeing hundreds of cruisers and destroyers here. Lots of
corvettes. Some anti-submarine frigates. A couple amphibious
assault ships. And, um… at least four aircraft carriers.”

Finally, Aazuria stopped running, frozen in
her tracks. Her phone clattered to the ground. She stared out
toward the north in complete disbelief, before crouching down to
retrieve her phone. The call had not been dropped. “Naclana? That
sounds like the full fleet of at least three countries. It can’t be
just the US and Russia—who else is it? Is it the Royal Navy?”

“I don’t think the UK has this this much
steel on the water anymore, Zuri.”

“Who, then?” she demanded. “France? China?
Korea? What the hell is going on, Naclana? Who’s attacking us?”

“From these numbers, Aazuria—I would have
to say ‘all of the above.’ We won’t be able to keep Diomede City.
We won’t be able to keep Limestone City or any of old Adlivun.
We’re done for.”

Aazuria sat down on the ground abruptly, and
pounded her fist into the dirt. She fought to keep tears out of her
eyes as she looked up at the sky. “Why? Why did they need all of
that to take down this one small city? It’s overkill.”

“Diomede City is important. This bridge
is incredibly vital. It’s the link between worlds.”

“How are they even coming at us from the
north?” Aazuria asked weakly. “That’s not possible. Is this a
nightmare?”

“Aazuria…” Naclana’s voice was empty
and distant. “Just come over here and be prepared to put your
hands up in the air. It’s over. We’ve lost Adlivun. You need to
surrender.”

She remained sitting on the ground, holding
her phone and staring at the approaching ships in amazement. Over a
minute of silence passed.

“Zuri?” Naclana urged gently.
“Come on. The fighting has stopped. Come meet me at the western
bridge. You need to officially surrender.”

She felt an impossible sinking sensation in
her gut. She had done it yet again. She had lost yet another
nation, due to her foolish and impulsive actions. She had let her
entire country down. She could not even cry. The emptiness in her
chest was too great.

“I don’t want to surrender,” she told her
cousin, bringing her fingertips up to rest them lightly against her
cheek. She was filled with foreboding and misgiving. “How can this
be? This doesn’t feel like it’s really happening.”

“Aazuria. Stop thinking. Just get up and
move. You need to come over here and surrender, or hundreds of
thousands of innocent people are going to die.”
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“Elandria, please!” Trevain urged. “Those
soldiers are going to be in firing range soon. They would have
killed Ronan if you didn’t stop them.” Trevain held up the scared
little boy, whose leg was still in the clunky cast. The material of
the cast had gotten wet, and was now flaking and crumbling. “He’s
alive because of you!” Trevain shouted. “He’s alive because you
took action! I need you to do that again.”

She swam a little bit further away from her
husband in trepidation. She lifted her hands to speak in sign
language. “Trevain, that was the first man I have ever killed.
In my life. I did not mean to do so. It was an accident. I cannot
harm anyone else. I could not live with myself. I would rather
die.”

“Auntie Elan,” Ronan said, swimming forward.
“I’m sorry you had to make the bad man melt. Thanks for keeping me
safe.” He put his arms around Elandria’s waist and hugged her
tightly.

Elandria felt her heart soften. She reached
down and gently cupped the child’s head, holding him against her
stomach.

Vachlan swam forward. “Elandria, listen.
We can’t do anything. My grandsons are good fighters, but take a
look at these odds. It’s three against something like thirty
thousand. We’re sitting ducks. We need your help.”

“I can’t,” she mouthed into the water. “I
can’t.”

The men exchanged looks of great
frustration. It was easy to see that they considered Elandria a
mega-cannon, capable of launching a lethal fireball that would
easily obliterate their enemies. However, they could not seem to
make the cannon fire.

“I don’t even know if I could make a
difference,” she told them. “I killed one man, but I might not be
able to harm so many. There are so many.”

“We’re going to die if you don’t do
something,” Vachlan told her.

“No one is going to die,” she announced.
“I’m going to surrender. If I killed half of them, and they end up
capturing us anyway—wouldn’t it be better if I had let them all
live, and surrendered?”

“You’re really thinking of surrendering?”
Trevain asked in surprise.

“Yes,” she responded.

“Aw, shucks. Don’t do that,” Callder said in
displeasure. “I would much rather die. Please, sis? Just be a nice
dragon and breathe fire on all the mean soldiers. Cook us up a
good, ol’ fashioned American barbeque.”

“Auntie Elan is a dragon?” Ronan asked in
wonder.

Elandria smiled, and moved forward to hand
the child to Callder, since Vachlan was holding Ivory.

“I think she’s a sorceress,” Ivory told her
brother.

“She’s stronger than Mommy!” Ronan
declared.

This sentence caught Elandria off guard. As
she turned and swam toward the soldiers, she could not help asking
herself the question that Aazuria most favored. What would
Visola do? Then, deciding that she was not crazy enough to
manage Visola’s insane feats, asked herself another question.
What would Aazuria do? None of the answers to these
questions mattered. She knew that surrendering was the most logical
and peaceful choice. She swam away from the men, toward the
soldiers. She put both of her hands up in a gesture of peaceful
surrender.

She did not see Trevain swimming behind her.
“Elandria, wait!” he called, but she could not hear him in the
water. She continued to keep her hands lifted, and hoped the
soldiers would be reasonable. At first, it seemed like they were
going to accept her surrender.

Then, the bullets came. When the soldiers
closest to her began to fire bullets at her, she froze. She was
confused by the fact that none of the bullets hit her, until she
turned. She saw Trevain get struck. She saw his body jerk backward
a few times as bullets hit him in various places. She held her
breath, hoping that the Americans had only hit his armor. However,
she saw dark clouds of blood enter the water, and the pain on his
face. She saw him lift a hand to clutch his chest.

“Trevain?” she whispered. She swam to him
and pressed a hand over his. Her fingers made the red clouds of
blood dance in the murky water. She looked into his face, and saw
the feelings of fear and defeat etched in the lines beside his
mouth and eyes. He interlaced his fingers with hers, and squeezed
her hand tightly.

“I love you,” he mouthed into the water. “I
respect you for staying true to your values, no matter what the
cost.” His eyelids seemed to be getting heavy, and he let them
drift closed for a moment.

Elandria stared at his eyes, holding her
breath and praying they would open again. She squeezed his hand.
“Trevain,” she whispered. She lifted her other hand to touch his
cheek. “Trevain?”

Feeling her touch, he smiled and turned to
press his lips against her fingertips. He forced his eyes open, one
final time. “Tell Varia… and Zuri...” He could not continue, for
the life was draining from his body. He suddenly relaxed, and his
body hovered in suspension, slowly falling. His hand, which had
been tightly clutching Elandria’s slowly drifted away, as he was
swept away by the gentle current of the sea.

Elandria’s lips parted. She looked up at
Vachlan and Callder in terror. She gazed at the stricken faces of
the twins. She knew that this was her fault. She knew that the
others would be in danger too, in only a few seconds. She imagined
bullets ripping through Vachlan, and the children that she had
grown to love so much in recent months. Tears flowed out of her
eyes, although no one could see them. She swiveled sharply and
glared at the thirty-thousand American soldiers, who were
approaching in a particular formation. She wanted to hurt them, but
she was terrified of doing so at the same time. She had no idea
what kind of beast she would unleash, once she got started.

She clamped both of her hands over her
mouth, trying to stop her grief from bubbling over. She tried to
maintain control. However, all she could see was the look on
Trevain’s face, as he squeezed her hand and said goodbye.
Elandria’s entire body was shaking violently with pent-up rage.
Centuries of pent-up rage. She had allowed the world to trample her
down for too long. She had been a calm and gentle pacifist, but she
had never been rewarded for her kindness. Instead, she had watched
everyone she had ever loved get hurt, killed, or taken away.

She had suffered.

For generations, she had suffered. She was
tired of taking it—she was sick of accepting it, and sustaining and
enduring like a good little girl. She now knew that it was in her
power to make it stop. She could let it go. She could let go of all
the suffering, and rise above it. She could be free, boundless, and
untouchable. She could be infinite and limitless, like the sea
around her. She just needed to let go. So, she did.

She allowed her hands to fall away from her
mouth, exposing the nozzle of the deafening cannon that she had
kept silenced and shut for so many years. Her heart-shaped lips
were completely relaxed and slightly parted at the center, as she
drew in a blissful breath of water.

Then, Elandria closed her eyes and
screamed.

The piercing sound stabbed her eardrums as
if a thousand firecrackers had been lit in the confines of her
skull. Her chest engorged with powerful breath, vibrating and
pulsating, as if thunder from heaven itself was being emitted from
her very breast. The earsplitting roar eventually gave away to a
blinding white silence. It was a silence that was too silent, and
created an ethereal ringing sound—an almost electric buzzing noise,
or the high-pitched humming of bees.

When Elandria opened her eyes, she saw that
she had created a thick, invisible wall in the water, which the
unsuspecting soldiers swam directly into. The water in this space
was shimmering, almost luminous with the vibration of her song. The
men fell instantly, effortlessly, like insects zooming headfirst
into a bug zapper. Most of them did not have a chance to show any
signs of shock or pain before their skin and muscles were dissolved
and liquefied. The sight of the men being disintegrated before her
eyes was almost exhilarating. She moved her head slightly to the
left, making sure that she directed her voice toward every last man
who was marching on her nation. She screamed and screamed, allowing
her voice to resonate throughout the miles of water, directed
perfectly at her enemies. She screamed until every last man in the
horde had been vaporized.

Then, she stopped. She stopped and observed
the fruit of her handiwork, as she panted for oxygen. She was dizzy
from breathing the Sacred Breath of the sirens; the legendary
birthright of her people. She was delirious from accessing the
mythological gift of her ancestors. She was feverish as she
witnessed and absorbed the conclusion of her triumph.

And for a moment, she was the hero of
Adlivun.

This ecstasy lasted only as long as it took
for the seas to run red with blood. She was no longer breathing
water; she was breathing the blood of her enemies. The bitter taste
and heavy feeling of the liquid in her lungs caused Elandria to
gag. She choked on the realization of what she had done. Elandria
turned back to look at her loved ones. She saw Vachlan holding both
of his children, and all of them gazing at her with astonishment
and admiration on their faces. She saw Callder holding his
brother’s body, and staring down at the older man with anguish.

Coughing on the gory aftermath of her
victory, Elandria swam toward them. She indicated that they should
all swim back toward the surface. She could not think about what
she had done, or she risked falling apart. She moved to Trevain’s
side, and looked down at his peaceful expression as Callder dragged
him up to the surface. She could not believe this was real.

When they were all finally standing on the
docks of the port at Diomede City, Callder laid Trevain’s body out
on the pier. He glanced up at Elandria and cleared his throat.

“Gesundheit,” said Callder, with a
completely serious expression.

“What?” she said blankly.

“It’s what you say after someone has a
really big sneeze,” Ivory explained.

“Except Auntie Elan’s sneezes kill
everybody!” Callder said, ruffling Ivory’s red hair and making her
giggle.

Elandria narrowed her eyes and glared at
Callder. “How can you make jokes when my husband is dead?”

Callder blinked. “Trevain is dead?” He poked
his brother in the side. “Hey, Trevain—are you dead?” He waited,
and receiving no response, slapped his brother in the face a couple
times. “Trevain! Wakey, wakey!”

Ronan whimpered as he clung to Vachlan, and
Ivory held her breath.

“Uhm,” Callder reached up to scratch his
head. “Just give him a second. He hasn’t been shot in a while, and
he’s getting old. He doesn’t bounce back from it quite like he used
to.” Callder slapped his brother in the face a few more times.
“Biiiig brooother!!! Please wake up now!” Callder laughed
nervously. “Uhmmm, I think he’s faking.”

Elandria took several deep breaths to calm
herself. “Please stop defiling his body,” she commanded
Callder.

“Hey! How about I defile your body instead,
now that you’re single?” Callder joked.

There was a deathly silence as Elandria
stared at him with the fuming look of a widow who had just
slaughtered thirty-thousand men with a single breath.

“Too soon?” Callder asked weakly.

Vachlan cleared his throat. “Stop that,
Callder. It’s disgraceful.”

“Sorry, Gramps.” Callder lowered his chin,
with the look of a scolded little boy.

“Is he really dead?” Ronan asked softly. He
tugged on Vachlan’s collar nervously. “Is Uncle Trevain really gone
forever?”

Vachlan laughed, and deposited his son onto
the ground beside his sister. “Did you die when you fell off that
roof, champ?”

Ronan shook his head. “No.”

“But you did go to sleep for a little while,
didn’t you?” Vachlan asked. When his son nodded, he smiled. “That’s
just what your body does to help you get better faster. That’s why
Trevain is sleeping.” He then moved over to the wounded man, and
looked down at him thoughtfully. After a moment, he delivered a
massive kick to Trevain’s hip. “Now wake the fuck up and stop
scaring the bloody shit out of everyone!”

“Bleep,” said Callder, in a delayed reaction
to Vachlan’s swearing in front of his children.

Trevain groaned and lifted his head. “Ouch.
Was I hit by a freight train?”

“Oh, Sedna!” Elandria sobbed, throwing
herself down on his body. She began to rain kisses all over his
face.

“Owwww!” Trevain said, clutching his chest
in pain. “What’s going on? What did I miss?”

Ivory and Ronan both giggled and ran forward
to jump on Trevain with hugs as well.

“Ow, ow, ow,” he said, wincing, but he
hugged them back dutifully.

“Nice job faking us out, bro,” Callder said
with a sigh of relief. “Elan thought you were dead, and she went
crazy and deep fried the American soldiers. It was
insane. I’m surprised she didn’t disintegrate the islands,
too. You shoulda seen it! It looked like these guys were suddenly
in a giant microwave, and just whoosh…”

Trevain looked at her in surprise. “You did
that, Elan?”

She nodded, tearfully. “I thought you were
dead. I got angry.”

“Remind me never to make you angry,” he
said, kissing her nose. He smiled. “I guess I should have more
faith in you.”

“I should have more faith in you,”
she said. “I should have known that one bullet wasn’t going to kill
you. You Ramaris men are as tough as steel.”

“We sure are!” Ronan shouted, peeling the
remnants of his cast off his leg. “Look, Auntie Elan! I can walk! I
can run! Try to catch me!”

The little boy took off running down the
pier.

Elandria stood up with worry. “Ronan, get
back here!” she said in a panic as she immediately lifted her
skirts and chased after him. “You’re going to hurt yourself!”

Trevain, Vachlan, Callder, and Ivory laughed
at her reaction.

Abruptly stopping his laughter, Trevain
grabbed his chest grunted. “Remind me not to laugh for a few days,”
he told the others sheepishly.

Vachlan’s attention was suddenly caught by
something in the distance. “Holy shit,” he said. “I think we’re
still deeper in hot water than we think.”

Trevain and Callder looked up to see the
hundreds of warships approaching the islands. They stretched as far
as the eye could see, from one side of the northern horizon, to the
other. Trevain immediately began struggling to stand.

“Help me get to Aazuria, now,” he ordered.
The other men nodded and moved to his sides to support him.

Ivory remained on the pier for a moment,
staring out at the warships. “Whoa,” she whispered. “That’s a lot
of really big boats.”
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Aazuria had almost reached Naclana and the
other men when the warships began to close in on the islands. She
was moving swiftly toward her cousin when one of the ships fired a
blast in the middle of her path, which knocked her backward, off
her feet. She gasped, turning over and flattening her body to the
ground, as she began crawling away from the point of the blaze.
This turned out to be a wise idea, for another torpedo was launched
into something quite near to her. Her ears were ringing from the
explosion, and she could feel the heat against her skin. She kept
crawling away, hoping to get to the safety of the city buildings
before she could be caught in the middle of one of these explosions
and toasted like a marshmallow.

The first place she could get was behind the
service building of a small gas station. Being at the center of the
bridge caused the islands to have extremely high vehicular traffic,
and there were plenty of gas stations near the exits of the bridge.
Aazuria realized that a gas station was not necessarily the best
place to avoid explosions, but she needed a moment to catch her
breath before making a run for the next nearest building.

Once she had found her strength, Aazuria
rose to her feet and bolted for cover inside the Royal Bank of
Adlivun. Of course, this building was heavily constructed of glass,
so it did not provide that much shelter. However, she ran behind
the counters, and ducked alongside a few dozen tellers and
civilians.

“Have you considered using the bank’s safe
as a bomb shelter?” Aazuria whispered to them.

One of the tellers nodded. “We would, but
I’m not authorized…”

“I authorize you,” Aazuria said. “I’m Queen
Aazuria Vellamo, and this is an emergency. Get all the women and
children into the safe. Fit as many as you can.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the teller, crawling to
the back of the bank. Aazuria raised herself to look over the
counter, to examine the clearing explosions outside. What she saw
surprised her. It looked like the explosions that had occurred near
her had not been intended for her at all. The bombs had been
directed at enemy tanks. Her heart jumped a little at the
implications this might have, but she remained confused and
uncertain. She continued to stare at the battlefield while the
civilians poured into the safe.

“Queen Aazuria, you should get into the
safe!” shouted a teller.

“I—” She trailed off when she noticed a tank
pulling up alongside the window of the bank. Aazuria gasped and ran
back to the safe, and shoved the teller inside and slammed the door
just as gunfire began to pelt through the bank. She had only taken
one step away from the metal doors when there were already shells
being embedded in them. She ran through the halls of the bank and
took shelter in the first room she could find; a janitorial
closet.

“Shit!” she said, looking around for
something to use for cover. She did not have time before gunfire
began ripping through the room. She threw her body down to the
ground, and placed her arms around her head, as the tank demolished
the small bank. Aazuria cried out in pain when she felt a large
cabinet fall across her legs and back. Followed by parts of the
walls. She knew that her injuries were not fatal, so she tried to
grit her teeth and ignore the pain. What bothered her most was the
dusty air caused by all the debris. She heard a huge explosion, and
suddenly the tank went quiet.

Aazuria blinked dust and plaster out of her
eyes. She frowned in suspicion. Were the warships really destroying
the tanks? Was it possible that that gargantuan navy could
actually be some of their allies? Her question was answered when
someone entered the janitorial closet, and began clearing the
debris off her body. She grabbed her weapon and twisted her body,
expecting the worst. However, she found that she was pointing her
gun toward the face of the Prince of Atlantis.

“Taranis?” she whispered.

“At your service, my lady.”

She was so relieved that she could have
cried, but she only lowered her weapon and tried to wriggle out
from beneath the cabinet. He assisted her, and soon, she was
sitting against the wall and rubbing her legs. “How—”

“I was in the neighborhood,” he explained,
“and I heard you could use a hand.” As he said this, he reached
down and offered her his hand.

She took it happily, and tried to stand, but
found that her legs were too weak. “Dammit,” she said, trying to
use the wall to lift herself off the ground. However, the walls
were also having trouble standing, and room’s ceiling began to cave
in. When Taranis reached down and picked her up, and whisked her
out of the room, she was grateful.

“You know you saved all those people by
putting them in the safe?” he told her as he carried her. “Why
didn’t you go inside with them?”

“There was no time,” she answered, wincing
at the pain in her legs. Once they were outside, she placed a hand
on his collarbone to indicate that he should stop walking.

“I should be able to stand now,” she told
him. “If you give me your arm, I should be fine to walk.”

“Well, I could do that,” he said, as he
casually strolled by the blazing tank, “but your cousin and a few
of your friends and family members are gathered over there by the
bridge to Russia. I think I’ll seem way more heroic if I
show up holding you like this. I feel more heroic. Do I look
heroic?”

Aazuria sighed. “You are heroic.
Taranis, you saved Diomede City.” She paused, looking up at him in
the dim light, and spoke in a hushed voice. “You might have saved
all of Adlivun.”

“You really love your home, don’t you?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she responded softly. “Thank
you.”

He smiled down at her. “It was nothing. I
figured that after all the pain I caused you and your friends in
the past…” He cleared his throat. “Also, I was instrumental in
causing you to lose Valhalla. I can’t bring your old home back, but
the least I can do is try to protect your new home.” He gave her a
small wink. “I figure I have a lot of work to do, so I would start
big and try to make a good impression.”

She laughed lightly, allowing her head to
roll back against his shoulder. “Well, this is big. This is very
big.”

As they approached her family members, who
were all gathered near the bridge, Aazuria noticed a few things.
First of all, the warships had destroyed all of the tanks and
infantry marching on the bridges toward Diomede City. The war was
over, for the time being, and it looked like the city was secure.
They had won.

The second thing she noticed was that
Elandria’s dress was soaked with blood, and that she was on her
knees beside Trevain’s body. She gasped when she saw that Dylan
Rosenberg was performing an emergency surgery on her husband.

“Trevain!” she shouted in horror. Everyone
looked toward her, and she pressed her hand against the Leviathan’s
chest. “Put me down. Put me down,” she told Taranis quickly. He
complied, and she tried to run toward Trevain, but her legs gave
out. She fell, but ignored this and crawled forward to his wounded
body. “What happened?” she whispered. “Is he okay?”

“He’s going to be fine,” Dylan said. “The
bullet landed in an ideal place.”

“Zuri,” Trevain said, reaching out to grab
her hand. “It barely even hurts. Why can’t you walk?”

“Parts of the bank fell on me,” she said in
embarrassment. “It’s nothing. You’ve been shot!”

He shrugged. “I’m perfectly fine. My
grandfather got shot with three bullets and walked away from it,
and you think I can’t handle one? I am just a bit… winded. That’s
all.”

“Thank Sedna,” she said. “We really got
lucky here.”

“Auntie Zuri!” Ronan said, running to her
side and giving her a hug. “My leg was hurt, but now it’s all
better! You’ll be able to walk again soon!”

“Thanks, Ronan,” she said, squeezing his
tiny body with a smile. “I’m so glad to see you up and about!” She
turned back to her husband as the child ran back to his sister.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked him.

Trevain squeezed Aazuria’s hand to reassure
her. “Of course! Hey. You should hear about what your little sister
did.”

Being confident of his safety, she turned to
Elandria. “You look like hell,” she told her sister with a smile,
touching her bloody dress. “What happened?”

“I murdered upwards of thirty thousand men
with my voice,” Elandria explained with a blush.

“Oh,” Aazuria said in surprise.

“She’s going to need therapy for that,”
Dylan said, without taking his eyes away from Trevain’s bullet
wound.

Meanwhile, Callder had gone to Taranis and
was giving him a grateful hug. “Thanks for coming, man.”

“Thanks for letting me know what was
happening!” Taranis said. “Aazuria probably would have been too
proud to contact me.”

“Who are you?” Vachlan demanded, marching
directly up to Taranis. “And where did you get these ships?”

“I am Prince Taranis Evenor of
Atlantis…”

Vachlan paused, swallowing loudly. “You’re
the Leviathan?”

“Yes, that is one of my more widespread
monikers…”

Vachlan moved forward, until his nose was
less than an inch away from Taranis’ face. The two men were of
identical height, and similar stature. “You mean to tell me that
you’re the man who made my wife get a tattoo of his
name on her…”

“Whoa!” Aazuria said, struggling to stand.
She stumbled forward and shoved her body in front of Taranis to
protect him. “Someone stop Vachlan from killing him!”

Callder and Naclana immediately moved to
restrain Vachlan, who had great fury in his eyes.

Taranis placed his hands on Aazuria’s
shoulders, helping her to stand. “That’s the Destroyer?” he asked
her softly.

“Yes,” she told him.

“I don’t trust this man!” Vachlan roared.
“Isn’t this a little suspicious? Where the hell were all these
ships a few hours ago? How did they get here so conveniently?
Explain yourself! Explain yourself!” Vachlan demanded.

“Uhhh.” Taranis cleared his throat. “To be
perfectly honest, I had no idea they were going to be needed so
soon. I had them built and stored nearby as a present for Queen
Aazuria.”

“A present?” she said in surprise, looking
up at him. She felt butterflies of excitement in her stomach, and
had started to smile when she remembered to be suspicious and
serious.

“Yes,” Taranis said, lifting a hand from
Aazuria’s shoulder to rub his nose in embarrassment. “It was going
to be your divorce present.”

“Divorce present?” Trevain asked in
surprise, gesturing for Dylan to pause working on his wound. He
frowned as he observed the way that the Prince of Atlantis was
holding Aazuria.

“Sure! I never got you two a wedding
present, so it’s the least I can do.”

Everyone was silent as they stared at
Taranis suspiciously.

“Why on earth would you do something like
that?” Vachlan demanded.

Taranis lowered his face and blushed. “I was
trying to be romantic. They say that a thousand ships were launched
for Helen of Troy. I figured that it would be more suitable to a
legendary woman like Queen Aazuria if I launched two thousand ships
in her name.”

There was another silence.

“That was really kind of you,” Aazuria said.
Feeling rather warm and flushed, and a bit unnerved from standing
so close to Taranis, she reached up to remove his hands from her
shoulders. She tried her best to limp over to Vachlan, to use him
for support instead. He immediately understood her discomfort, and
put an arm around her to help her stand.

“You’re a difficult lady to impress,”
Taranis said. “Sending flowers obviously didn’t work.”

“Okay,” Vachlan said, with a nod. “I believe
his story, and I’m not going to kill him. Today. But I’m going to
keep a close eye on you, Taranis Evenor.” Vachlan pointed a finger
at the man ominously. “I don’t trust you with my wife, with my
queen, or with my country. Tread lightly.”

Taranis nodded. “Trust me, Vachlan. I do not
want to make an enemy out of you.” He looked back to Aazuria.
“Speaking of your divorce, Queen Aazuria, have you signed those
papers yet? I’d like to ask you out on a date. We could go right
now, if there are any restaurants still standing around here…” He
stroked his chin as he looked around the island nonchalantly,
searching for an establishment.

Trevain cleared his throat. “No, she hasn’t
signed the papers. And I’m her husband.”

“Her part-time husband, right?” asked
Taranis.

“Uhhh…” Trevain looked at Elandria
awkwardly. Elandria covered her mouth to hide a laugh at his
evident discomfort. Trevain scowled and turned to Dylan. “Maybe I
need some painkillers or anesthesia for this after all.”

Dylan shook his head. “Nonsense, sir. I know
how tough you are, and I’ll have this bullet out in no time!”

Taranis strolled forward and dropped to one
knee, extending his hand to shake Trevain’s hand. “Sorry to bother
you while you’re having surgery. It’s a pleasure to meet you, King
Trevain. I’ve heard good things. Mostly.”

“I’ve heard bad things, mostly, Prince
Taranis,” Trevain said as he returned the handshake, “but I do
appreciate what you’ve done here for our country, and I am happy to
have a new ally.”

“Great!” Taranis said. “So, about your
wife…”

Aazuria turned to Vachlan, her cheeks
red-hot with embarrassment. “This is so awkward,” she
whispered.

“But rather amusing,” Vachlan responded
quietly.

Taranis was explaining his idea to Trevain.
“I figure that until you two sign the divorce papers, we should
work out some sort of system.”

“System?” Trevain asked, wincing in pain
from Dylan’s handiwork.

“Since you’re busy with your other wife part
of the time, maybe Aazuria could spend part of her time with
someone else, too. I mean, I don’t want to step on your toes here.
I mean no disrespect. But as I understand, she’s usually in my part
of the world most of the time, anyway.”

“Wait—I’m not sure I’m understanding this
correctly,” Trevain said in bafflement. “Are you asking for
permission to date my wife?”

“I’m sorry,” Taranis said. “Am I out of line
here? I figured that since you married someone else… that Aazuria
should also be free to have a little something on the side…”

“Dear Sedna!” Aazuria said loudly. “Prince
Taranis, would you like to go for coffee sometime?”

“Why, I would love that!” he said
graciously.

Trevain gritted his teeth and made a loud
groan of pain.

“I got the bullet out!” Dylan said happily,
removing it from Trevain’s chest. “Perfect. It’s all in one piece.
That was easy.”

After taking several deep breaths, Trevain
wiped the sweat from his brow. “You might as well just put the
bullet back in there! That’s what it feels like Aazuria just did.”
Trevain groaned and tried to sit up. “God, Zuri! Are you trying to
kill me?” He pressed a hand against his chest, near the wound that
Dylan was still mending.

Aazuria looked at him with sympathy. “For
heaven’s sake, Trevain. If not for Taranis, we might all be dead,”
she said softly.

Dylan cleared his throat as he applied
pressure to his friend’s chest. “Honestly, Trevain, if you want my
professional opinion—you should really be more understanding about
this. You gave the girl divorce papers. So, let her have her
freedom.”

“I think there’s an unwritten rule,” Aazuria
explained. “When the Prince of Atlantis gives you four aircraft
carriers and saves your city, you’re obliged to have coffee with
him.”

“There are actually a dozen aircraft
carriers,” Taranis told her. “You just can’t see them all from the
islands, because some are spread out closer to Alaska and Russia. I
figured that you could deploy them all over the world as you see
fit.”

“A dozen aircraft carriers?” Aazuria said
with a little sigh. “That really is romantic. Alright, let’s go to
dinner. Right now. I’m buying.”

“I’m hungry too, Auntie Zuri!” said Ivory as
she and her brother joined the conversation.

Aazuria smiled. “Alright, then. Everyone’s
invited. Let’s go eat!”

Everyone began to chatter as they all moved
toward the city together. When Dylan finished bandaging Trevain’s
wound, he helped the man stand and guided his friend along the
destroyed sidewalk.

Naclana moved to help Aazuria walk, and
leaned into whisper something naughty into her ear. “I’ll have
‘coffee’ with the prince if you don’t want to,” Naclana
volunteered. “I’ll have coffee with him all night long.”

Aazuria laughed at this. She laughed a
little bit too loudly.

 


 



Chapter 16: They Try to Move On
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One month later…

 


“So, tell me about this movie you’re
making,” said Dylan Rosenberg, leaning back in his chair and
adjusting his glasses. They were at the Ramaris house in Diomede
City, where Dylan had taken up residence.

“Well, I guess you could say that it’s a
family project,” Vachlan explained. “I got the kids helping me to
direct—just giving them small tasks and asking for their help with
minor decisions, here and there. I’m hoping that it stimulates
their creativity.”

“That sounds like an excellent bonding
experience,” Dylan said.

Vachlan shrugged. “After I abandoned Ivory
and Ronan for so long, I really wanted to make it up to them. I
know you told me about how crucial these early years are, with the
rapid brain development and all—I didn’t want to waste any more
time.”

“I’m really glad to hear all this,” Dylan
said, making notes in his notebook. “You’re really doing a lot
better than you were when we first started having these sessions.
Do you think you’re ready to talk about the subject matter of your
movie today?”

“Yes,” Vachlan said. He reached into his
briefcase and pulled out a weathered old script. “You see, the
movie is based on a play I wrote when I was very young. When I
first met Visola in 1797, she asked to see some of my writing.
This… this is the first thing I ever shared with her. I don’t know
why I gave it to her. Back then, I was very sensitive about my
work. Too sensitive. But she loved it. She understood it.”

“What did she understand about your work?”
Dylan asked.

“It’s hard to say exactly,” Vachlan said,
flipping through the yellowed pages. “This story was loosely based
on my life. It’s about a man who achieves world domination, but the
entire time that he’s fighting to conquer the world—he feels empty.
He feels ill-at-ease with his own power, and he doesn’t really want
it. I guess, he keeps looking for something to bring him down. He’s
seeking his own end. Then, when he finally gets conquered by a
force greater than himself… he finds peace.”

“So, it’s a story about loneliness?” Dylan
asked. “A lack of love?”

“Yes,” Vachlan responded. He smiled. “As I
said, I was very young when I wrote it, and I’d only seen really
negative things happen around me in the world. I had never really
had a true connection with someone until I met Visola. Frankly, I
think the story is horrible. That’s why I recently re-wrote
it.”

“What did you change?” Dylan asked.

“Four main things. First, I made the main
character a female,” Vachlan said with a smile. “I used to see
myself in the lonely warrior, but now I see Visola. Second, I made
it relevant to recent events. Instead of having the fighting take
place mostly in Europe and Africa like in the original story, I had
the main character destroy the United States of America. Third, I
gave the main character a family. I gave her a husband who loves
her unconditionally, even when she’s killing tens of millions of
people. I also gave her two adorable children. Fourth… I gave the
story a happy ending.”

“Those all sound like excellent changes,”
Dylan said, making plenty of notes.

“Yes. I have considered using Ivory and
Ronan to play the parts of the children,” Vachlan mused, “but I
worry that it might seem like cheap theatrics.”

“Cheap theatrics?” Dylan asked.

“Yes. The movie is for Visola. It’s my trump
card.”

“It’s for her?” Dylan asked. “In what
way?”

“She’s going to see it,” Vachlan explained.
“I’m going to pour a shitload of money into advertising. There will
be posters and billboards everywhere. She’ll see the title, and
she’ll read the synopsis, and she’ll recognize and remember. It’s
important to us. I still remember sitting cross-legged on a small
bed across from her in a ship’s cabin, and listening to her talk
about my story with such excitement. It meant as much to her as it
did to me. I know that.”

“What did it mean?” Dylan asked.

“It meant that we both needed something to
live for, so we decided to live for each other. It meant that we
both felt vastly superior to our peers, both physically and
mentally, and this bored us. So we decided to challenge each other
so we could continue to grow. It meant that we discovered, through
our feelings on this story, in that moment, that we
were two parts of the same person. We were each other’s missing
half. Soulmates...” Vachlan trailed off in memory. “It sounds
cheesy, but that is literally the way it is. There was never any
going back from that. I tried to put centuries, and half the planet
between us, but once I found her, there was no letting go. She was
always there. Every time I looked in the mirror, and she wasn’t
beside me, I only saw half a man. Do you know what I mean?
Dylan?”

The doctor had taken off his glasses and was
holding his face in both of his hands. His shoulders were moving a
little erratically.

“Dylan?” Vachlan said with concern. He got
up and moved around the desk, to take the man by the shoulders.
“Dylan! Dylan, look at me. Are you okay?”

“No,” the doctor whispered. “How can I ever
be okay again?”

“I’m sorry,” Vachlan said. “I didn’t mean to
upset you.”

“I do know what you mean—about soulmates.”
Dylan could not seem to stop crying. “I didn’t even have one year
with her.”

Vachlan moved away to sit on Dylan’s desk.
He sighed and strummed his fingers on the wooden surface. He
happened to glance down, and was startled to see the doctor’s
notebook open near his hand. The notes were surprisingly simple and
repetitive. Written over and over again in the doctor’s neat
handwriting, was a single word:

Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.
Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.
Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.
Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.
Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.
Sionna. Sionna. Sionna. Sionna.

 


“Dylan?” Vachlan said with concern. He
picked up the notebook and rifled through it. He found hundreds of
pages covered in the same way. “Good god, man! How long have you
been doing this?”

The doctor gestured up to a shelf that
contained several dozen notebooks.

Vachlan moved over to the shelf, and began
to rifle through them. He found at least ten notebooks that had
only Sionna’s name written in them from cover to cover. Finally, he
managed to find a book that had actual coherent sentences. The
final real entry was dated on the day of Sionna’s death. They were
notes on her lecture from the conference in Cairo. Vachlan turned
back to the blonde man, and fixed him with a pensive look. “This
can’t be healthy,” Vachlan informed him.

“It’s not,” Dylan replied with a smile. “You
probably should have let me shoot myself in the head, that
day.”

“No,” Vachlan said. “You’ll get better. I
promise, you will.”

“Am I supposed to be counseling you, or are
you supposed to be counseling me?” Dylan asked sadly. He sighed.
“Vachlan, I can’t do this. I’m too close to the situation. When you
talk about your wife that way, I think about her sister. I feel
jealous of you, because you had things—you have things I
will never have. I can’t be impartial. I think you need a new
therapist.”

“No,” Vachlan said. “I don’t just want an
impartial, logical counseling session, man. I’m not just here
because Elandria said she would take my children away unless I got
therapy. I’m not just here because I’m seriously messed up in the
head. I’m here because you’re my friend. We went through something
together that really messed us both up. I’m not going to
ever be comfortable speaking to another human being about
what happened in that car, in Cairo. But you were there. You cared
as much as I did—maybe more. No one else can understand what that
day was like.”

Dylan nodded, tearfully.

“This?” Vachlan said, holding up the
notebook covered in Sionna’s name. “This is what my therapist
should be writing. This is the whole point. This is the
heart of the matter. This is the reason for everything that’s
happening. The whole world should know and understand, but they
don’t.”

“I want to help you do everything you need
to do,” Dylan told Vachlan. “I want to help you be the best father
you can be. I want to help you find your wife and reach her, and
pull her back from her madness. But how? How can I do that, when
I’m dealing with my own madness?”

Vachlan reached out and placed his hand on
his friend’s shoulder again. “We’re all a little psychotic. All of
us. You and I are going to talk this out, as much as we need to.
We’re going to get through this together. We’re going to counsel
each other. Okay?”

Dylan nodded again. “Vachlan… I think
there’s something I need to show you.” He cleared his throat, and
replaced his glasses on his nose. “But if you’re going to counsel
me, you need to keep this confidential. It’s very important to me,
and could get me in a lot of trouble.”

“Sure,” Vachlan said in confusion. “Not a
problem, mate.”

Dr. Rosenberg rose to his feet and moved out
of the office, gesturing for Vachlan to follow. He walked up the
stairs of the house. “I stay here because it’s where she stayed,
you know. I do everything I can to be close to her.”

“I know,” Vachlan said.

“Please, try to understand what I’m about to
show you,” Dylan implored. He opened the door to his bedroom, and
gestured for Vachlan to enter.

With a curious expression, Vachlan entered
the room. His jaw dropped. “Holy shit, man! You—you did not…
you…”

“I’m sorry,” Dylan said, moving forward to
place his palms against the cryonic glass casket. “I just couldn’t
let them cremate her. What are we, barbarians?”

Vachlan exhaled in amazement. “Whose body
did they burn?”

“Just some dead woman I stole from the
morgue,” Dylan said with a shrug.

Vachlan nodded in approval. He moved forward
and examined the body, feeling a little shiver at her perfect state
of serenity. While frozen, Sionna looked like she was merely
sleeping. Dylan had even arranged flowers around her body; her
favorite oleander. “Why are you showing this to me?” Vachlan
asked.

“I figured that you would understand. Since
you told me the story about taking that strand of Visola’s hair
from the motel room…” Dylan cleared his throat. “I know this is
much more than a single strand of hair, but it’s the same concept.
I couldn’t lose her altogether.”

“Why is this in your bedroom?” Vachlan
asked.

“So I can see her every day when I wake up,
and before I go to bed,” the doctor answered.

“Dylan…” Vachlan said. “The moment you start
keeping a dead woman frozen in your bedroom is the moment you
should seriously consider doing something other than
counseling others on their mental health for a living.”

“I know that I’m damaged, but there is some
logic…”

“No. You can never try to reanimate her,”
Vachlan warned.

“Maybe not anytime soon. But science is a
wondrous thing—maybe in 100 years or 200 years, they could find a
way…”

“That can’t ever happen. If you bring Sionna
back… with her brain damaged the way it was. She won’t be the woman
she was. She could be too dumb to tie her own shoelaces. Unable to
speak in simple sentences. She would be little more than an animal
that looked like her old self.”

“Don’t say that,” Dylan said, sitting down
on his bed. “I just want to have hope. I don’t have anything else
to look forward to in life.”

“Also, it’s not just your call,” Vachlan
told him. “Legally or ethically. Her sister should have a say in
the matter—but even more than Visola, Princess Yamako and Sionna
were basically married. You really shouldn’t do anything to
Sionna’s body without consulting the princess.”

“I know,” Dylan said, “and I will tell
Yamako. I just wanted a little more private time with Sionna to say
goodbye, before sharing her with anyone else.” He pressed his hand
against the glass near her face. “We had so much time stolen from
us… I just wanted her for a few more minutes.”

Vachlan gazed at the scene before him with
regret and pity for his friend, mixed in with his own sadness for
the loss. There was something hauntingly beautiful about Sionna’s
pale complexion and peaceful repose. “You win,” Vachlan said. “This
is much better than my single strand of hair.”

“On the bright side,” Dylan said
sarcastically, “if you lose that hair, I’ve got lots to spare.
Their DNA is pretty much identical, so except for the sentimental
value—the hair would have the same molecular makeup.”

“Thanks,” Vachlan said with a grimace.
“That’s really romantic.” He suddenly snapped his fingers. “Their
DNA! That’s it. Dylan, you’re brilliant. You might have just saved
the entire world by keeping this body.”

“What do you mean?” Dylan asked.

Vachlan smiled and clapped his friend on the
back. “This is the golden ticket, right here. We could use her to
stop the war. We could fake Visola’s death.”

“No,” Dylan said.

“Yes—the USA wanted my full cooperation in
capturing and killing Visola. So, maybe I should go to them, and
offer my cooperation. If I can get Visola to agree to play along,
and stop the attacks at the precise moment that the USA finds ‘her
body,’ and declares her dead—we could fix everything.”

“There are many ways that any good doctor
can tell that this isn’t Visola,” Dylan told Vachlan.

“So we’ll mess her up a little. We can have
parts of her found in the remains of an explosion, with just enough
of her face and dental records left to identify her.”

“A good forensic pathologist can tell that
this woman has been dead for a little while,” Dylan argued. “The
body begins to decompose…”

“You froze her,” Vachlan said. “I know that
you would have barely given her a chance to decompose. It’s a
feasible idea, right? This could work? This could potentially get
the Americans off our backs?”

“Yes,” Dylan said, adjusting his glasses and
frowning. “With enough damage done to the body, they wouldn’t be
able to tell the difference. They wouldn’t be able to tell that
Sionna has never had children, or see her lack of caesarean scars,
and dozens of other scars that Visola has… It is a good idea,
Vachlan, but I’m not ready for you to take her away from me.”

“This might be the only way I can save my
wife,” Vachlan told him. “This might be the only way I can get them
to stop hunting her down. You know, after what she’s done—they will
never let her live in peace.”

“I’ll consider it,” Dylan said sadly. “I
know that a dead body is a small sacrifice if it can save many
lives. But it’s Sionna. I don’t want any more harm to come to her.
I don’t want her to be mutilated or injured. I just want to keep
her safe and perfect, forever.” He sent Vachlan a small smile.
“Yes, I know how creepy that sounds. Anyway, I also do know that
Sionna would do anything in her power to help her sister. So, if
this really does end up being the only way—if Visola agrees to fake
her own death, and Princess Yamako agrees to use the body—then I
will agree. I already know that Sionna would agree.”

“Thank you, Dylan,” Vachlan said. “It’s just
an idea. I don’t want to take her away from you.”

“I know that I need to let go. I know that
it’s the healthy thing to do.” Dylan looked at Vachlan with
helpless eyes. “But I just can’t let go. I just want her back. The
world was a better place when she was here.”

Vachlan grimaced. “Considering that a global
war started due to her assassination, I would say that you are
literally correct. Sionna is the new Franz Ferdinand.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Dylan said, with
a frown. “Don’t you feel it? The world is emptier now. The sky is a
little less blue, and the water is a little less clear. It’s like
she took some of brightness right out of the sun. It’s just so much
darker.”

Glancing at Dylan with great pity, Vachlan
nodded. “I feel it, man. I really do.”
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Visola had been fighting alongside the
Japanese forces to gain access to Cheyenne Mountain for hours. Due
to the secure location of the bunker, and the extra vigilance of
the American forces, it was proving to be an insurmountable
task.

“Just get me access,” Visola repeated in a
mocking tone as she crouched behind a boulder. “It’ll be easy once
we’re inside. Spoiled princess is used to getting everything she
wants.” She tried to peer over the rocks and fire a barrage of
shots at the opposing forces. There seemed to be even more men
defending the facility than before. “Sedna’s tampons!” she cursed.
“Where are all these people coming from? Haven’t we killed them all
yet?”

She was considering ordering her men to
retreat, and coming back on another day. She was considering
attacking a different facility. There were a few other important
military bases that Princess Yamako wanted to gain access to, so
that she could get to work on cracking their digital security and
taking command of their weapons. Revenge was a difficult chore that
required much patience. When a small airplane flew overhead, Visola
pointed her rifle upward. However, there was no gunfire from the
plane. She frowned in confusion.

“General Ramaris,” said one of the Japanese
soldiers. “Something’s changing. The men are surrendering and
granting you access.”

“What?” she said in confusion. “Why? That
takes the fun out of the fight.”

“I’m sorry, General.”

“I was lying,” she told the man, with a roll
of her eyes. “This fight was never fun. But this doesn’t make
sense. Allowing us inside the mountain gives us the advantage. We
can’t be trapped inside. I suppose they could release a gas of some
sort once we’re inside, but we’re all equipped with gas masks and
fully protective armor in case of such an emergency.”

“Should we go in?” the soldier asked.

“Sure,” she said with a shrug. “What’s the
worst that could happen? Let’s see what kind of nasty surprise they
have planned for us.”

Visola slowly rose to her feet, and was
immediately surrounded by a tight formation of her soldiers. They
formed a wall around her as she moved, keeping their weapons
raised. The American soldiers had laid down their weapons, and
placed their hands in the air. Visola frowned at the situation, as
she moved forward. The 25-ton doors to the Cheyenne Mountain bunker
were open, and her people were easily able to walk directly through
to the inside.

Once they were deep inside the structure,
she began to suffer from a very bad feeling. “Everyone put on your
gas masks,” she instructed in a whisper, as she did the same. She
moved forward stealthily with her weapon, confused by all the open
doors and empty rooms. “Wait here,” she told her men, when she saw
the silhouette of a person sitting in a room with a giant control
panel and tons of electronics. “Don’t come in unless I give the
signal that it’s safe.” Visola walked forward quickly but quietly
as she approached the shadowy individual.

“Why did you let us in?” she inquired. “Who
are you?”

When the man swiveled in his chair, Visola
stumbled backward in fear and dove behind the nearest piece of
equipment for cover. She forced herself to remember to breathe. She
had not expected to come face-to-face with her greatest weakness
today. Her body had broken out into a cold sweat, and her breaths
were coming short and quick. In order to cope with her anxiety, she
repositioned and tightened her hands on the grip of her weapon.

“Come now, Visola,” he said in a familiar
voice. “There’s no need to consider me a threat.”

“You’re working against me,” she said
breathlessly. “You’re helping the Americans!”

“I am just here to have a conversation with
you,” said the man. “I don’t even have a weapon.”

She made a loud snort of derision which
echoed throughout the room. “Please. You are the
weapon.”

“I am your weapon,” he responded.
“Only yours.”

Her eyes began to sting as she considered
the very real possibility that she had been betrayed again. She bit
down on her lip in frustration, for her stomach was flip-flopping
at the sound of his voice. “If you’re not working with them, how
did you gain access to this facility?”

“I told them that I was the only one who
could help them capture and execute you, to stop the destruction of
the United States of America.”

Hearing this, Visola scowled. “And how do
you plan to do that?”

“If you come out here and look me in the
eye, maybe we can have a real conversation.”

Pointing her weapon at him, Visola moved out
of cover. She stared warily at the man with longish-dark hair, and
sad grey eyes. She spoke his name guardedly in acknowledgement.
“Vachlan.”

“This was a really great idea, Viso. Using
their own bombs against them—simultaneously destroying their
offense and defense. I’m really impressed and proud of the way
you’ve embraced new technology.”

She squinted at him cautiously as she aimed
her rifle at his face. “You’re helping them to bring me down.”

“No,” he said. He began unbuttoning his
shirt, to reveal the wire he was wearing. He ripped it off and
destroyed the small microphone. “They only think I am on their
side. Visola—I haven’t seen you in months. Will you put the gun
down and let me hug you?”

“No,” she told him, marching forward and
pushing the barrel against his chest. The nozzle perfectly
connected with a scar from a bullet wound that she had inflicted on
him in the past. “I don’t want you or anyone else standing in my
way. Don’t get involved in this situation, Vachlan. This is none of
your business.”

“If it involves you, it involves me,” he
told her. “Now will you listen for a moment? I have a plan to get
you out of this. We can walk away, right now. You and me. We can be
safe.”

“I have a plan, too,” she said furiously,
“and I was in the middle of executing my plan when you got in my
way and started wasting my time. What the fuck do you want from me,
Vachlan?”

“I want my wife back.”

She recoiled as if he had slapped her in the
face. She frowned at him, but lowered her weapon as she walked away
to examine the computers in the room. “That’s not going to happen.
You should go get a new one.”

“I liked the old one,” he told her. He
watched her fiddle with the equipment for a minute, allowing his
eyes to roam over her body with unbearable nostalgia. He cleared
his throat. “They’ve erased all their sensitive data from the
computers at this location. This facility won’t be of any use to
you anymore.”

“Dammit,” Visola said, looking around in
vexation. “I do like the layout, though. I think I’ll keep it. The
interior design is really modern and minimalist. The grey is a nice
neutral tone that will allow for splashes of color to really pop.
I’m thinking I could add some throw pillows and curtains. Maybe
some avant-garde paintings. It could be cozy.”

“Visola,” he said with a smile. “You should
probably look for less high-profile real estate, love.”

“This will be a great new command center,”
she declared. “I’ll give it to the Japanese.”

“Darling, I want you to tell me your plans,”
Vachlan said. “I want to collaborate with you, and help you achieve
completion. Then, I want you to cooperate with me so we can get out
of this mess.”

She turned to glare at him. “Well, you seem
to know enough about our strategy already. We’ve been deploying
their own bombs, for the most part. Yamako is really close to
gaining access to some great nuclear warheads, which we intend to
scatter over the nation on Christmas Day—you know how land-dwellers
love their Christmas.”

“That’s diabolical,” Vachlan said.

“Yes. But even if we don’t get these
warheads—for example, if some prick like you gets in our way and
cockblocks the operation—we have a backup plan.” She smiled at him
sweetly. “Four new, state-of-the-art atomic bombs, built in Japan.
We’re saving them for a special occasion. Midnight on New Year’s
Eve—when everyone is gathered in Times Square to watch ‘the ball
drop.’ They’re going to see a different kind of ball get dropped,
if you know what I mean.”

“That’s cruel, Visola. That’s… almost too
cruel.”

She shrugged. “It’s a taste of their own
medicine. After New York, we have plans for Los Angeles, Chicago,
and finally, Washington D.C.”

“That’s a lot of innocent people,” Vachlan
responded.

“I know,” she said with a pout. “That’s the
point. You shouldn’t kill innocent people.” She lowered her voice
to a sarcastic whisper. “It’s not very nice.”

“They’re not all responsible for what
happened,” Vachlan told her. “Most of them would probably be
appalled if they knew of some of the mistakes their leaders made.
But that’s all this was—a mistake, which you have already made them
pay for. You need to let it go. You need to move on. Haven’t you
gotten enough revenge by now?”

She lifted her gun and pointed it back at
his chest. “It’s never enough. You’re here to sabotage me. They
sent you as an emotional weapon to try to talk me out of this. It
won’t work.” She shoved the gun against his chest harder, forcing
him to step back. “Get out of this place. Get away from
me!”

“No,” he said softly. In a single, fluid
motion, he twisted the gun out of her hands, and grabbed her wrist,
hooking a foot under her leg to slam her body to the ground. He
maneuvered his weight on top of her, pinning her beneath him. “I’m
not leaving you, Visola. You need to stop this. I know you’re in
pain. I am not your enemy. I have never been your enemy—not even
when I was, in fact, your enemy.”

“Get off me,” she said in a low voice. “I
swear to Sedna…”

“You need to come home. You have two young
children who need their mother. Ivory and Ronan ask for you every
single day. They’re not upset that you’re gone, they just want to
know that you’re safe. They want to know that you still love them.
They want to hug you and tell you stories about all their little
adventures. They need their mother.”

“Stop talking,” she screamed, struggling
against him. “I don’t want to hear your guilt-tripping
bullshit.”

“There’s no guilt. Only love. You have a
family, people who love you. Poor Aazuria is lost without you.
She’s so upset that she’s making poor decisions, like letting
Prince Taranis Evenor take advantage of her. She needs you to
protect her.”

Visola’s eyes displayed a flash of
recognition. “Zuri’s in trouble?”

“Yes,” Vachlan whispered, lowering his face
so that his breath brushed over her lips. He stared down with a
wretched and pleading look in his warm grey eyes. “Visola, please.
Instead of launching thousands of nuclear warheads, will you just
cry and let me hold you?”

She studied him for a moment. “No, thanks. I
like my original plan better.”

“Please, Viso. Please,” he implored her,
releasing her from his iron grip and laying his palm gently against
her cheek. “Launching those missiles will not bring Sionna back;
she’s gone. But I’m right here, and I love you. I need you.”

“You?” she said quietly. “You? You’re
the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” she hissed. “You’re
the reason Sionna’s gone. She was helping you when she gave you
access to those diseases. You know it’s your fault.”

He swallowed and nodded, unable to
respond.

“You left me,” she reminded him. “You
left me alone for 200 years, for no good reason. You left your
unborn child. Now you’re telling me to come home? I never
chased after you. I gave you your freedom. You’re the one who set
the precedent for behavior in this relationship, and if I want to
leave… that’s my prerogative. That’s my right.”

“It is your right, but…” He took a deep
breath. “I can’t do this without you, Visola. Don’t abandon me. I’m
scared that I won’t be a good father.”

She shook her head. “I don’t care.”

“What are you saying? Of course, you care.
Viso, you have to come home. If not for me, for them. I know I
don’t deserve your love and presence, but the children do.”

She gave him a sick little smile. “There’s
no point. You’re just going to get them killed eventually.”

“What?” he said in horror.

“You’re the reason Alycone was killed,” she
told him bitterly. “I already have one dead daughter. And a dead
sister. What do I care if I have two more dead children?” She
lifted her head off the ground, putting her face very close to his.
“Do it, Vachlan. Kill them. Go home and kill them, and add them to
the list.”

“Visola!” he said in shock. “How can you say
something like that?”

“I don’t care anymore,” she told him. “I
have let go of everyone and everything. It doesn’t make sense,
loving people in a world like this. They just get hurt and taken
away.”

“That’s not true,” he told her. “We can
change the world together, and make it better.”

“I am changing the world,” she told him.
“Haven’t you noticed? I’m improving it, one crater at a time.
There’s nothing left for me here. I recognized, before I started,
that I was signing my own death warrant. I can’t ever think of
going home—I’m not stupid. You don’t get to do what I’m doing and
then live happily ever after. They’ll never let me go, as long as
I’m alive. They’ll hunt me down, wherever I go. I started this, so
I need to finish it. I’m taking it all the way.”

“All the way to what? Complete
annihilation?” Vachlan glared at her. “Listen. They will let
you go, Visola. You do get to live happily ever after. I
told you that I have a plan. You just have to trust me. I can make
them think you’re dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have a body,” he said quietly. “I have a
body that I can use to convince them that you’re dead. It will be
altered so that it’s indistinguishable from yours. If they perform
an autopsy or forensics, they won’t be able to tell that it’s not
you. I will give them this body, and you and I can…” Vachlan was
cut off by a punch to the jaw.

“You bastard,” she hissed, hitting him
again. “You fucking bastard. How could you!”

“Visola, I just want…”

“You will not mutilate my sister’s body!”
she screamed. “How dare you suggest that to me! They already
took her life, and now you want to give them her body? I’ll give
them my body!” she shouted furiously. “I’m the one they
really want. Let them try to take it from me! I’m going to show
America that they killed the wrong woman!”

“You’ve already shown them that, Visola.
You’ve wreaked so much havoc…”

“I’m not finished! I have so much more to
do.” She rose to her feet and stood over him angrily. “You want to
fake my death so badly?” she said with a snarl. “Do it for
yourself. Do it in your own mind. Let’s pretend you killed me here
today. Let’s pretend that there was something left in me to kill.
When you walk away from this place, keep that thought in your mind.
‘Visola is dead. Visola is dead to me.’ Just keep repeating that to
yourself. Because there’s nothing more between us. That’s all I’ll
ever be to you, from now on. Dead.”

With that, she turned and walked away.
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Visola had been unable to sleep since her
encounter with Vachlan. She was tossing and turning in the small
bed of the college dorm room she was currently occupying. It was
the holidays, and the dormitory buildings were completely emptied
of students, so she had chosen to camp out there with her army
temporarily, until moving to the next location. However, the
meeting with her husband had left her frazzled. It had been her
first unsuccessful and upsetting day in a while. She had been
caught off guard by his presence, and she had been shaken by his
words. She had also been shocked by her own words, and they would
not stop playing on repeat in her mind. She had always been harsh
and cruel, but she had never known she could be so heartless

He had barely touched her, but her body
seemed to react to his presence in a manner she could not control.
She had forced him out of her memory for a very long time; not the
knowledge of him, but all the feelings associated with him. She had
tried so hard to shut so many doors in her mind, but he had come
storming in at the most unexpected moment, and tried his best to
tear them open. They had barely budged at the time, but now, a few
hours after the event, she felt a small earthquake shaking the
foundation of her solid walls. It was unsettling.

She continued to toss and turn, completely
unable to get comfortable or find peace. She dug her hands into her
pillow, crushing it against her chest. She squeezed it between her
knees. She pulled the blankets up over her head. She tossed them
completely off her body. “Arghh!” Letting out this small yell of
exasperation, she threw her pillow at the ceiling light fixture,
and promptly covered her eyes as it broke and shattered.

Visola rose to her feet and tiptoed around
the glass shards in the dark. She exited her dorm room, and
ignoring the guards stationed outside the bedrooms, moved to the
room beside hers. She slipped in quietly and closed the door behind
her. She moved over to the small bed where Princess Yamako was
sleeping, and sat down beside the woman.

“Hmmm?” Princess Yamako said as she stirred.
“Is everything okay? Is there danger?”

Visola bit her lip. “I’m… having difficulty
synthesizing the enzyme.”

“What?” said the princess, yawning and
rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?”

Frowning, Visola looked around the small
bedroom. Seeing some bobby pins discarded on a desk nearby, she
crossed the room, combing her fingers through her hair to remove
the tangles. Grabbing her hair together in one hand, she quickly
twisted it, and used the other hand to tie it into a knot. She
grabbed a bobby pin, and stabbed the bun to keep it in place. She
grabbed another, and stuck it in there as well, for good measure.
She turned back to the princess, relaxing her body and trying to
make her facial muscles soften.

“Is everything okay?” Yamako asked in
confusion.

“I’ve been… thinking so hard, all day,”
Visola said, slowly walking back to the bed. “It was such a
stressful day at the lab.”

The princess looked at Visola
suspiciously.

“Yama, my brain hurts,” Visola said in a
dejected voice as she sat beside her on the bed. “Will you make me
feel better?”

Yamako smiled. “You just got into a fight
with your husband, didn’t you?”

“Maybe,” Visola said with a sigh. She
reached up to undo her bun. “Sorry, this isn’t working.”

“No, no.” Yamako reached up to clasp her
wrists. “Leave the bun. I like it.”

“How did she do this?” Visola asked. “My
sister pretended to be me lots of times, for lots of reasons. She
even ran my whole goddamn army when I was away. Why can’t I be half
as good as she is? Why can’t I be anything like her?”

“You’re more like her than you think,”
Yamako said, stretching slightly and observing Visola’s downhearted
face in the moonlight. Staring at the curve of her cheek was
slightly overwhelming. “Do you know that Sionna tried really hard
to present an image of structure and sophistication, just to
differentiate herself from you? Just to prove that she could escape
her nature?” Yamako smiled. “But it was in her nature to be wild
and powerful, just like you. She was more like you than you
realize.”

Visola nodded, closing her eyes briefly.
“Thanks for helping me these past few months,” she said. “I
couldn’t have gotten this far, this quickly without you. Those
atomic bombs are going to be perfect.”

“I’m excited too, honey,” Yamako said,
lifting herself to a seated position and moving closer to Visola.
She traced her fingers along the other woman’s arm, starting at her
wrist and moving to her shoulder. Leaning forward, Yamako pressed
her cheek against Visola’s back. “I’m sorry if I touch you too
much,” Yamako whispered. “I just look for her face in every person
I see. I’m always trying to find her. And then, there are you
are—so much like her. So much like her that it hurts. It hurts to
not be touching you, and pretending that you’re her. Sometimes—like
right now, when your eyes are closed, and you’re not saying
anything stupid… I can almost fool myself.” Yamako smiled sadly. “I
wish I really could fool myself.”

“You can,” Visola said. “I’ll be Sionna for
you. Just once.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Just for tonight,” Visola said. “I
need the distraction to keep me from killing my husband.”

“I can distract you,” Yamako said, moving
forward to press a kiss against Visola’s ear. “And we are in a
college dorm room after all.”

Visola smiled. “Okay. You’ll have to tell me
what to do. I have no idea how this works.” Visola made a face. “I
don’t know what goes where.”

“Just stop talking and kiss me.”
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Visola woke up to the sound of soft crying.
She was startled when she saw the naked dark-haired woman beside
her. “Yama?” she asked with concern.

“You look just like her when you’re
sleeping,” the princess said, with a small laugh. “Thank you, Viso.
It was like I got to spend one last night with her. I never got a
chance to really say goodbye.”

“I know,” Visola said. She reached out and
touched the nasty scar running across Yamako’s neck. “When you were
injured, you told her to date Dylan Rosenberg, to decide who she
wanted. She had been spending all her time with Dylan in the days
leading up to her death.”

“If I had known there was so little time, I
wouldn’t have given her away,” Princess Yamako said. “I was trying
to be generous because he saved my life. I was trying to be
considerate of their history, and their unfinished business. I
didn’t want to marry Sio if she still had questions. I didn’t want
her to lie awake at night thinking about what could have been…”

“I think you did a really good thing for
her,” Visola said. “It was awful timing, but that was the sweetest
thing anyone has ever done for my sister, in her entire life.”
Visola smiled, staring up at the ceiling fan pensively. “Thank you
for being so good to her. She was so alone, for so long… I know
that she really loved you. She loved being part of Kaito’s life,
too. Thank you for making her happy.”

“Oh, Viso.” Yamako looked down at the
redhead with teary eyes and wistful expression. “We haven’t talked
about her very much, until now. We haven’t been able to.”

“I know. It’s like we’re making a
breakthrough or something,” Visola mused.

“I think… I actually feel a lot better,”
Princess Yamako admitted.

Visola seemed surprised. “Hey! Me too.”

“Does this mean we shouldn’t launch the
bombs?” Princess Yamako asked with a sly smile.

“Heck no!” Visola exclaimed. “Are you
kidding? It just means we can enjoy them more.”

“Good, because I wasn’t feeling that much
better,” Yamako said. “I still need the bombs.”

Visola laughed to herself, and stretched.
She was startled when she felt a hand on her stomach.

“Sio didn’t have huge scars like these,”
Yamako said.

Visola looked down. “Yeah. She gave me some
of those. This one is from my caesarean section, and this one is me
trying to perform hara-kiri and kill myself because Vachlan pissed
me off.”

Yamako grinned. “Wow. You two have a very
interesting relationship.” Yamako reached up to touch her neck
absent-mindedly. “We both have some pretty nasty scars, don’t
we?”

“The worst ones are on the inside,” Visola
said. “I felt like when Sionna died… I had a surgical removal of
most of my soul. She was the secret box where I stored the best
aspects of myself. Once she died, I became a monster.”

“You didn’t become a monster, Visola,”
Yamako assured her. “You have always been a monster.”

Visola smiled sadly at this. “You should
have heard the things I said to Vachlan yesterday. I was so awful.
I was out of control. Seeing him and hearing him talk about our
kids. That was difficult. I’m not used to feeling things anymore. I
blamed him for everything, but it’s not his fault. It’s this
country.”

“You blamed him for what?” Yamako asked.

“For Sionna’s death. For Alcyone’s death. It
wasn’t fair of me to say those things,” Visola said. She sat up and
ran her hands through her hair. “This is new. I’ve had beef with
lots of countries before, but never like this. I’ve never gone up
against a country quite like America.”

“Honey, I don’t think anyone has ever
gone up a country like this one. No one would be crazy enough.”

“I loved this country,” Visola said sadly.
“I liked the people. I admire them, in a lot of ways. They can be
good, kind, and fun. But they can be so dumb. And then they do
things, like assassinate my sister…” She closed her eyes. “If only
they had not made that mistake. They should have killed me instead.
No one would have cared. If they had killed me, the world wouldn’t
be at war right now.”

“You’re wrong,” Yamako said. “If it had been
you instead of Sio, I would be right here, in this very college
dormitory, on this same mission. Sionna would have reacted in the
exact same way, and I would have come along and supported her in
avenging you. The only difference is that we might have accepted
Aazuria’s help.” Yamako gave Visola a teasing look. “And also—I’d
be getting laid a lot more, and it would be so much better than
last night…”

Visola laughed and smacked the other woman
with a pillow. “Sorry! I just don’t know how to work with what
you’ve got going on down there.”


Chapter 17: Watching a Movie
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Visola strolled through the streets of Los
Angeles on New Year’s Eve. In a few hours, an atomic bomb was going
to fall on the city, but none of the residents knew that. With her
hands tucked in her pockets, Visola whistled to herself happily as
she strolled down the lively avenue. She wore a pale blonde,
Marilyn Monroe-style wig to loosely conceal her identity from
anyone who might recognize her, but she did not care too much about
complicated disguises any longer. Knowing that everything she saw
was soon going to be plunged into chaos made her appreciate the
beauty of the city even more. She had grown much more intimate with
the continental United States during her vast journeys from east to
west, and south to north; and she had developed something of a
sentimental attachment to many of the places she visited.

Not sentimental enough to forgive,
but sentimental enough to recognize the value of what she was
destroying.

A couple of kids walked by her, chattering
in excitement. She thought nothing of it, until she heard snippets
of their conversation traveling toward her on the wind.

“What’s it called again? The one that got
the best reviews.”

“Maelstrom. Apparently, it’s an
incredible film.”

Visola paused. She turned and glanced back
over her shoulder, at the teenagers who were heading into the
theatre. Her memories were stirred by the word, but she brushed it
off and kept walking. She took a deep breath, and tried to return
to enjoying the scenery.

A couple was walking past her, and chatting
among themselves.

“We have to see it!” the man was saying
passionately. “It’s about this warrior who sets out to destroy the
world all alone…”

“But is it romantic?” the wife asked.

“Of course, it’s romantic!” the husband
said. “You see, the warrior’s husband is a writer, and she abandons
him and their two kids to go on this crazy revenge mission…”

Visola stopped abruptly on the street. She
crossed her arms across her chest and frowned. “He didn’t,” she
muttered to herself. “Please tell me he didn’t.” She stood there
for a moment, tapping her fingertips on her arm as more people
passed by her, all chattering with excitement about the movie.

“Yeah, you know that chick who’s been
blowing up the country? I hear it’s loosely based on her life!”

“No, it’s directly based on her life! It was
written by her husband.”

“So, is it like a documentary on how she got
to be so crazy?”

“Are there going to be sex scenes? Because I
think we should watch a movie where we can just sit in the back row
and make out.”

“Apparently he wrote the original screenplay
while Shakespeare was still alive! He only recently adapted
it for the big screen.”

“…And the ship gets sucked into the
maelstrom at the end…”

Visola lifted her hands to cover her ears.
She walked briskly away from the movie theatre, trying to drown out
all the chatter about the new blockbuster. She felt like she had
been picked up and dropped into a giant puddle of Vachlan, and she
was now soaked and submerged in him. Hearing so many strangers talk
about the play that was so precious and intimate to her was
disturbing. It was the story that had first caused her to get to
know Vachlan and fall in love with him. When he had so many
hundreds of newer plays and screenplays written, why had he chosen
to make a movie of that old relic?

Also, was she hearing correctly about the
main character being female? That did not seem right. It had
originally been written about a man. Maybe the movie was not based
on the same Maelstrom that she had read all those years ago,
but just happened to share the same title. She hoped this was the
case, for Vachlan’s Maelstrom had stolen her heart when she
first read it, and she had been dying to see it produced for over
two centuries. She would not be able to resist shelling out a few
American dollars to see the movie, even if a bomb was scheduled to
flatten the theatre just as the credits started rolling. However,
this might be a fitting and peaceful way to go, almost as perfect
and poetic as the death of the main character in Vachlan’s original
story.

Visola sighed in memory. Then she frowned at
herself. “Keep walking,” she ordered her legs. “That’s it. Just
keep on walking.” She was pleased when they listened and continued
to move as directed, carrying her far away from the lethal movie
theater that was surely trying to seduce and kill her. Of course,
her mind was probably slightly exaggerating the danger, for the
theatre might not have been precisely within the one-mile
hypocenter where the bomb was marked to hit. However, for several
miles around the point of impact, there would be serious
repercussions. A firestorm was likely to sweep through most of the
city, causing enormous damage to everything in its path.

The explosion would also likely result in a
small earthquake, which could hypothetically trigger the massive
earthquake that was bound to happen sometime soon, due to the
buildup of pressure in the San Andreas fault. There were endless
possibilities for mayhem. Ultimately, it was not the wisest idea to
be sitting in a movie theatre in Los Angeles tonight. Visola knew
she needed to get far, far away from the city. The transportation
to take her away was already waiting, but she was feeling in the
mood for a nostalgic stroll.

She turned a corner, and abruptly stopped
walking. There, before her, was a brightly lit billboard
advertising the movie. There was an image of a Maelstrom swirling
in the background, and a woman with red hair on the poster who
closely resembled Visola herself. The woman looked angry. In giant
letters, the tagline for the movie read:

She will take justice into her own
hands…

Visola scowled at this. “Justice? It’s not
justice. It’s revenge.” She inhaled deeply, glaring at the poster
and shoving her finger up at it in annoyance. “I am not the hero,
Vachlan. I’m the villain. How much money did you spend just to
aggravate me?” She stared at the image thoughtfully, and then
glanced down at her watch. “Maybe there’s enough time…” she
murmured. Turning on her heel, she marched back to the movie
theatre. She saw another poster there, on the exterior wall of the
building. and was able to read more of the fine print. She stopped
when after the names of the actors, she saw her husband’s name.

Written and directed by Vachlan
Suchos.

Tracing her fingertips over his name, Visola
chewed on her lip. Moving to the ticketing booth, she leaned close
to the glass and spoke into the microphone. “When does
Maelstrom start?” she demanded.

“It actually just started a few minutes
ago,” the clerk told her. “But there are about fifteen minutes of
previews, so you probably wouldn’t miss anything if you went in
now!”

“What’s the run time?” Visola asked.

“Ah, let’s see. Just about two hours,” he
informed her.

Visola looked at her watch. It was 9:30 PM.
“I need to know exactly how long this movie is,” she told him.

“119 minutes,” he informed her. “It’s a
really amazing movie. I highly recommend it. I took my wife to see
it the other day, and she just cried and cried. The main character
is really sympathetic. You wouldn’t think she’d be sympathetic,
because she’s doing all these awful things… but you really feel for
her.”

Visola grimaced. She slapped a few bills
down and pushed them forward. “Just give me a fucking ticket,” she
snapped.

The clerk nodded, and printed one for
her.

Collecting the piece of paper, Visola moved
into the theatre. Her ticket was taken, and the stub was returned
to her. She stuffed it into her bra as she walked forward, stopping
at the concession stand.

“Can I get you anything, Ma’am?”

“Nachos,” Visola said darkly, reaching under
her jacket for more money. “And popcorn. Extra butter.”

“Sure!” said the cashier, rushing to fill
her order. “Anything to drink, Ma’am?”

“Diet Dr. Pepper,” Visola ordered.

The clerk handed her the items she had
ordered, with a big smile. “Enjoy your movie! Are you seeing
Maelstrom? It’s spectacular.”

Visola growled softly. “Not as spectacular
as the fireworks are going to be at midnight.”

“Oh! I’m sure they will be. Happy new
year!”

Marching toward her cinema, with arms full
of goodies, Visola muttered to herself about invasion of privacy,
and wondered out loud whether she could sue her husband for
producing a movie based on her life. As she struggled to open the
doors to the dark room, she acknowledged to herself that she was
being foolish. The timing of the movie’s end was dangerously close
to the scheduled bombing of the city. If the movie ended at 11:30
PM, she would have a mere thirty minutes to get out of the city, or
she would surely fall victim to her own assault.

As she navigated through the theatre, trying
to find a seat, she realized that she liked the thrill of the time
pressure. She liked flirting with the concept of self-destruction.
She would have remained in the city until the last minute anyway,
soaking up the sights and sounds so she could remember them
forever. Once, in recent history, an American president had
described a brutal attack as “a date which will live in infamy.”
However, Visola felt that after midnight, the current president
would be forced to find stronger words. More than any other date,
this one would live in her mind as her greatest victory. No other
dates would ever be as important as this one, to the future of the
world.

But for the moment, Visola wanted to enjoy
her nachos.

Sinking down into her chair, she immediately
grabbed a chip and generously dipped it before stuffing it into her
mouth. “Dammit,” Visola grumbled as the cheesy goodness smothered
her tongue. “I should have left America alone so I could get more
of these heavenly nachos.” She continued to indulge in substantial
helpings of the sinful snack food, and made plenty of pleasure
noises as the previews came to an end. As the movie began, she
switched to popcorn. “Mmmm,” she said softly. This is some great
tasting stuff. At least I can say that I took some time to sample
the cultural cuisine and fine ethnic food of the locals before I
annihilated them. And as delicious as this is, I do miss a good
manatee steak.

Visola was distracted from her thoughts as
the title screen and names of important actors began scrolling
across a vignette of an ocean storm, with plenty of ominous and
foreboding music. She was already hooked. She felt thrilled and
eager to see what happened next; and the movie had hardly begun.
The main character appeared on the screen, and she was
beautiful—even in high definition. Visola nodded in approval of the
casting choice, but noted to herself smugly that the woman had
probably needed to dye her hair to achieve the precise hue of
Visola’s naturally perfect color. The main character was smiling
and hugging her identical twin sister, and the two were poking fun
at each other and making jokes. Just as the main character began
waving goodbye to board a plane, Visola received a text message.
She looked down, trying to conceal the light of her phone from the
audience. It was Princess Yamako.

Why aren’t you at the meeting point? We need
to get out of L.A.

She quickly texted back:

Shhh. I’m watching a movie. It ends at
11:30. I’ll try to get to the sub once it ends.

The response came immediately:

Are you insane? You can’t TRY to get to the
sub. You HAVE to get to the sub.

Visola smiled at the frantic capital
letters, and replied:

Shhhh! It’s a really intense movie, stop
bothering me.

Princess Yamako responded again:

You can watch the movie another time! Tell
me the title, I’ll download a copy now. You can watch it on the sub
as we get away from here. Please! Stop freaking me out.

Visola narrowed her eyes. The movie actually
was starting now, and she wanted to focus.

I need the full theatre experience with
surround sound! Your laptop or TV doesn’t compare to the big
screen.

One final text came from the princess:

You’re a madwoman.

Turning her phone off completely, Visola
tucked it in her jacket. She did not care anymore. She did not care
if the whole city was falling down around her, and everything was
burning to ashes around this theatre. She just wanted to relax and
watch her husband’s movie. It seemed that the main character had
flown to New York, while her sister was at a medical conference in
Cairo. The pretty red-haired doctor gave a brilliant and moving
speech, which was followed by an incredibly romantic scene between
her and a nerdy-but-adorable therapist. It seemed that they were
old flames who had been separated for some time.

Visola’s breath caught in her throat, as the
entire theatre gasped. In the middle of a conversation between the
woman and her lover, a shot was fired. Visola accidentally bit down
on her tongue instead of a piece of popcorn, for it seemed that she
had forgotten how to chew. Her heart ached as she was forced to
watch the therapist cry and hold his dying lover. She closed her
eyes.

“Why are you doing this to me, Vachlan?” she
whispered.

A dark-haired man came to the scene, trying
to save the woman who had just been killed—but he was too late. He
took the therapist and the woman’s body into a dark SUV, and
explained that she had been shot by the CIA for foolish reasons. He
expressed terror at what he expected would be his wife’s reaction.
He ominously predicted the end of the world.

As the movie finished with the aftermath of
that event, the scenes went back to New York. Finally, the movie
started to incorporate some of the storyline of the original
screenplay of Maelstrom that Visola had read. She could see that
Vachlan had replaced most of the European locations with American
ones. Specifically, he had set certain scenes in Arlington,
Virginia and Miami, Florida. There were many other updates on
weaponry and technology in the fight scenes to make it more modern,
along with changes to the warrior’s personality and family to make
it more relevant to their current situation. But the story was the
same.

If anything, the story was far better than
the first time she had read it. Vachlan was a much better writer
than he had been 250 years ago. He had been through so much more;
he had experienced so much more of all the good and bad the world
had to offer, and he was wiser and kinder. His thoughts and
perspectives shone through in each of the movie’s scenes, and
Visola missed him so much that it was unbearable. She wanted to
turn to her side, to smile at him and compliment him, and tell him
how much she loved his work. But the seat next to her only
contained an empty tray of nachos. She reached over to place her
fingers on the plastic, feeling the remaining crumbs.

She loved the nachos, but touching them was
not quite as gratifying as it would have been to rest her hand on
her husband’s muscular thigh. She felt a strange sense of loss as
she leaned back in her chair and returned her eyes to the screen.
She was puzzled by the fact that the main character was having a
flashback to her father. It was an older man who wore a giant red
beard that was tied into a braid beneath his chin.

“You are a great warrior, child. You come
from a long line of brave Vikings who would be proud of your skill
and strength. But always remember the reason we fight. A true
warrior never forgets the reason they go to battle, for that
is more significant than the fight itself; more vital than
winning.” The older man reached out and clapped his huge hand
against his daughter’s shoulder. “The most important thing a
warrior can ever know is when to put down his weapon. It is
important to know when to pick it up, and important to know when to
turn around and walk away—but once you get started fighting, it
becomes hard to stop. Promise me, that when the time comes, and you
find yourself addicted to the destruction and unable to stop
yourself—promise me that you will remember my face, and my voice,
and search deep inside yourself for the strength to put down your
weapon.”

“I promise, Papa.”

Visola stared at the screen. She had
forgotten to breathe for several seconds, and her heart felt like
it was failing. She pressed a hand against her chest. That
mother fucker, she thought to herself brokenly. I told him
that in private. How dare he bring my father into this? If Papa was
still alive, and he knew what had happened to Sio—he would have
done far worse. Far worse. She tried to convince herself of
this, but she knew it was not true. Her father had been a huge
proponent of peace and forgiveness. His lust for fighting came from
a desire for perpetual preparedness and protection of family.

He never would have approved of what she had
done in recent months. Papa, she thought to herself,
shutting her eyes tightly. I’m so sorry. I let you down. She
wanted to keep her eyes closed for the entire duration of the
movie, but the dialogue was too beautiful. She could not stop
watching.

For over 100 minutes, Visola was held
spellbound by the beautiful images on the screen. She temporarily
forgot her pain as she was swept away into the life of the
characters on screen. It was loosely based on her, but the main
character still had certain elements that made her a stranger. It
was breathtaking, and enlightening. Visola felt like she was
learning about herself by examining her situation from this new,
insightful point of view. It was subtle, yet profound. It was
Vachlan’s best work yet. It was emotional, suspenseful, and
intense.

It was a revelation.

Finally, the movie arrived at the climax. It
was the moment that Visola had been expecting all along, and she
gripped the sides of her seat in anticipation. She needed to see
this. She needed to see this so badly. It was the moment when the
warrior finally found peace. Just like in the original story, the
warrior’s ship was unexpectedly trapped in a massive maelstrom. The
visuals were stunning as the gigantic warship was flipped on its
side, and all the crew members and equipment from the boat were
tossed into the sea. All the weaponry was dislodged from the boat,
and began churning in the whirlpool, smashing into the people and
the boat, and creating general mayhem. There were screams of horror
as many of the crew members perished.

But the look of peace on the warrior’s face
as the ocean currents carried her body; there it was. She looked
around, and saw her people dying around her, and knew that her own
end was near. It was too chaotic, too violent. Even she could not
survive the wrath of the sea. Visola watched, with tears in her
eyes at the beauty of nature’s justice. It moved her just as much
as it had the first time.

Then, something changed. The warrior began
to think of her husband and children; her reason to live. Brief
flashback scenes played, of happier times. Her eyes grew hard and
determined, as she began to struggle. She swam, and swam, kicking
and stroking with all her might, to break free from the powerful
current. Visola held her breath. She watched in wonder as the
warrior fought for her own survival. She watched with relief as the
warrior swam free.

“He changed the ending,” she whispered. “No.
She is supposed to die in the end. That’s the whole point.”

The movie ended with a sweet reconciliation
scene between the main character and her husband. “I fought my way
out of the Maelstrom for you,” she told him. “All I could see was
your face. I realized that I had to let go of my obsession if I
wanted to be happy. I didn’t realize how much I wanted to live
until I was about to die. I didn’t realize how much I loved you—and
the kids.” The woman moved into the bedroom where her children
slept. Finally, for the first time in the movie, a clear shot of
the children’s faces was shown.

Visola stared. “No.” She stood up from her
seat and moved into the aisle, and walked closer to the screen.
“No,” she said in disbelief. “No, no, no, no, no.” There, on the
screen, were images of the two people she loved most in the world.
The two people she had tried to entirely erase from her mind. They
were her children.

Vachlan had gotten Ivory and Ronan to play
the children in the movie.

“Sit down!” someone shouted. “You’re
blocking the screen.”

Visola ignored this as she moved forward and
touched the screen, with tears running down her face. “Ivory,” she
whispered, seeing the little girl’s smile. “Ro-Ro.” Visola lifted a
hand to her mouth, and found that there was wetness all over her
cheeks, and her lips were trembling. She was gasping and crying,
and having trouble remaining upright. She felt like a cement truck
had dumped a few tons of emotion on top of her, and she could not
breathe. “My little Ro-Ro.”

As the movie ended, Visola found herself
gripping a nearby seat to keep herself standing. She lowered her
face, but not so low that she could not see the dedication at the
end of the film.

For my wife.

It’s never too late.

Love, Vachlan

Visola felt a strange sound escape her
throat. She turned back to the audience and gazed at them. Most of
them were crying, or close to tears due the touching reunion of the
warrior with her family. This enraged Visola, quite suddenly. How
dare they feel anything for her? How dare they sympathize? How dare
Vachlan use her own children as emotional weapons against her?

“This movie sucks!” Visola shouted. She
looked around for something to throw at the screen. She grabbed a
plastic container filled with pop and launched it directly at the
middle of the credits. “It’s atrocious how bad that was. We
should all ask for our money back! What miserable idiot
wrote this shit? And doesn’t he have anything better to do than
waste our time with this drivel?”

A man in the audience stood up. “Actually,
it’s one of the greatest movies I’ve ever seen.”

“Yeah!” shouted a teenage boy. “Those were
some epic fight scenes.”

Another man stood up to add his feedback. “I
hear that it’s based on Visola Ramaris—what an amazing woman.”

“Are you people crazy?” Visola asked. “She’s
a monster! She’s killing Americans. So many Americans.”

“Didn’t you understand the movie?” a girl
asked her in confusion. “That poor girl lost her sister. She was so
brokenhearted that she just lashed out at the world. How tragic!
What she must have gone through!”

Visola scowled at this.

“And it was so romantic,” said an older
lady, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. “Not just the movie,
but the man who wrote it for his wife… I wish my husband was like
that!”

“I’m so glad there was a happy ending!” said
a teenage girl in the room. “It would have been awful if she just
died and never saw her kids again.”

Visola threw her hands up in the air.
“People. People! Seriously. That woman does not deserve a
happy ending. After what she did? She should have died in that
maelstrom. She should have died.”

“I think that most people would forgive her
and understand why she did what she did,” said a young man in the
audience. “I forgive her. I guess the real question would be
whether she can forgive herself.”

“I forgive her, too,” said another woman in
the audience.

Another older man nodded, starting to
understand the situation. “I forgive her.”

Visola stared at them all, speechless. She
felt tears on her eyelashes. “Would you forgive her if she told you
that she was about to drop an atomic bomb on Los Angeles in…”
Visola glanced at her watch. “Less than 25 minutes?”

Some people laughed at this, while others
gasped or stared at her in surprise.

“Less than 25 minutes!” Visola shouted
hysterically. “Would you forgive her then?”

“I think I would ask her nicely to
not do that,” said one man carefully.

“Surely she could still make a phone call
and cancel the attack?” asked another man hopefully. “Surely she
could still reconsider?”

“Yeah. She’s not gonna reconsider. Her
sister’s still dead, and she’s still pissed. And there is no happy
ending.” Visola reached up and pulled the blonde wig off her head,
revealing her red hair. She turned and moved to the emergency exit.
“Less than 25 minutes,” she told everyone as she opened the door.
She looked over her shoulder at them without pity or remorse. “Get
out of the city.”

Exiting the movie theatre, she left a room
filled with terrified citizens behind her. She was surprised to
find Yamako pulling up on a motorcycle. Due to Yamako’s microchip
technology, she always knew exactly where everyone was at all
times. It was disconcerting. There was no longer any use in asking
how did you find me? The Japanese woman removed her helmet
to glare at Visola.

“Cutting it kind of close to zero hour,
aren’t you, Viso?” she asked in annoyance.

Visola moved forward and grabbed the spare
helmet, tugging it down over her head. She slid onto the bike
beyond the princess and wrapped her arms around Yamako’s waist. The
princess sighed, replaced her own helmet, and gunned the bike
forward.

Resting her cheek against Yamako’s back,
Visola fought back her tears as she thought about the movie she had
just seen. She thought about the dedication, and felt her stomach
contort in pain and yearning. When they stopped at a stoplight,
Yamako glanced back over her shoulder at Visola.

“Just what the hell is wrong with you?”
Yamako asked. “Do you really want to get killed?”

Visola sniffled. “He made a movie for me. It
was so beautiful, Yama.”

Yamako growled and blasted her bike directly
through the red light. She continued driving forward at an
exorbitant speed, weaving in and out of traffic and refusing to
stop for anything. Within a few minutes, they had reached the
water, where a speedboat was waiting to take them out to their
submarine. Ripping her helmet off as they climbed into the boat,
the princess put her hands on her hips, with the helmet resting
under the crook of her arm. The boat began to speed off into the
darkness of the night.

“You miss him,” Yamako said simply. “You
miss your kids. I know you do. Let’s just go home.”

Visola nodded. “I guess, I am growing… tired
of this.”

“We have accomplished a lot,” Princess
Yamako said. “You wanted to teach them a lesson?” She gestured
toward the beautifully lit skyline. “In a few minutes, they’re
going to learn a lesson they’ll never forget. You’re changing the
world, Visola. For better or worse—there is going to be a change.
This isn’t just about us anymore. This is about all of humanity.
You’re making a mark on the human race.”

Visola gazed at the city, with worry and
wonder. The dizzying lights reflected off the water, and in her
emerald eyes. “I hope something good comes of this,” she said
softly. “I hope they do learn.”

“They will. Maybe they’ll learn to show more
respect to their fellow men. Maybe they’ll learn that all human
beings are part of the same family, whether we were born in the
east or west. Maybe they’ll learn that we all deserve to live,
whether we were born at land or sea.” Yamako grinned. “Or maybe
they’ll just learn not to fuck with us.”

“We’re here,” said the pilot of the
boat.

“Great,” Yamako said. “Let’s swim down to
the sub.”

“Wait,” Visola said, grabbing her arm. “Can
we watch?”

Yamako frowned. “The only way we can be safe
from the radiation is to be deep underwater in the sub.”

“I want to feel it,” Visola whispered. “I
want to feel the explosion on my face. I want to see the mushroom
cloud.”

Yamako rolled her eyes. “How did I know you
were going to say that?” She turned to the driver of the speedboat.
“Haruki! Take us as far away from the shore as you can.”

“Yes, Princess.”

“If you want to swim down to the submarine,
I don’t mind,” Visola told her. “I just want to see it.”

“We’re in this together,” Yamako told her.
She fished around in the speedboat storage compartments. “Besides—I
thought you were going to say that, so I stuck some special
sunglasses in here along with some champagne. Ah! Here we go.”
Princess Yamako pulled out the aluminized, eclipse-watching
sunglasses which they could use to look at the blast without going
blind. She handed a pair to Visola, and placed another pair on top
of her head, before quickly getting to work on opening the bottle
of champagne. She popped the cork and poured a glass for Visola.
She turned to the driver. “Haruki, would you like some?”

“Don’t mind if I do!” he responded.

She smiled and gave him a glass, before
pouring one for herself. She lounged on the seat of the boat, and
glanced at her watch. “Oh, that’s perfect timing. We’re really
close.”

Visola sat down on the other side of the
boat. She felt butterflies in her stomach, and was suddenly unsure
of whether she had made the right decision. She thought of all
those lovely people in the movie theatre.

“No regrets, Viso,” Princess Yamako said,
noticing the look on her friend’s face. “Don’t get soft on me
now.”

“No regrets,” Visola agreed. “It’s
just—overwhelming.”

“Okay! Here we go,” said the princess,
tugging down her sunglasses. “Final ten seconds.”

“Should we count down?” Visola asked, her
heart racing in anticipation. She placed her own sunglasses on her
face with a wavering hand.

“Sure. Five, four, three…”

“Two, one…”

When the bomb hit Los Angeles, the explosion
was deafening. The city was far on the horizon now and very small,
but they could still see the brilliant flash of light and the
mushroom cloud ballooning up into the air.

“Happy new year!” Princess Yamako
shouted.

Visola laughed lightly, leaning over to
clink her glass against Yamako’s. “For Sionna,” she said
softly.

“For Sio,” said the princess, lifting the
glass to her lips as they felt the heat and wind from the explosion
waft over their faces. She drank deeply, and turned back to look at
the city. “I hope that wherever she is, she knows how much we love
her.”


Chapter 18: Ringing the Bell
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Vachlan was lying in the bell tower of a
church on the Diomede Islands. It was one of the tallest points in
the island, and he had begun coming here now and then to sit with a
gun and watch over the city. Of course, that was not the only
reason. There was something about the atmosphere of the Church of
Sedna’s Sorrow that beckoned him lately. He had never been much of
a praying man, but he had exhausted all other potential courses of
action. He felt helpless, and alone, and he liked to think that
there were greater forces in the world that protected people. How
else could he explain the victory in keeping Diomede City? By his
every calculation and estimation, they should have been crushed;
but at the last moment, a miracle.

He had never much believed in miracles, but
after that battle, it was impossible to think that anything was
impossible. That was why he had gone after Visola to tell her about
his plan. That was why he had tried to make a movie to show her the
way he wanted their story to end. He had really thought that he
could reach her and bring her back home. He stared up at the large
bell contemplatively. There was really nothing more that he
imagined he could do, other than wait. He was not a big fan of
waiting.

Dawn was just starting to break, and the sky
was being painted with little splashes of color. Vachlan was
staring up at it in wonder when he heard a scuffling on the side of
the bell tower. He frowned and sat up to examine the situation, but
before he could move, he was already being pinned to the
ground.

“I hate you,” she said, slapping him in the
face. “How could you do that to me? I hate you.”

Vachlan beamed from ear to ear. “You saw the
movie! I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

“You bastard,” Visola said, slapping him
again. “That stuff about my father was personal. I told you in
confidence, and you shared it with everyone.”

Vachlan relaxed on the floor, staring up at
her with sublime happiness. “You came home,” he said softly. “You
came home to me.”

“And you put our kids in the movie? Are you
insane? That’s cheap, Vachlan. That’s low. Why would you do that to
me?” Visola looked down at him with a wavering anger on her face.
Her voice was beginning to falter. “Vachlan? Are you crying? Don’t
cry. You’re going to make me cry.”

He sat up abruptly and wrapped his arms
around her tightly, burying his face in her chest. “I thought I’d
lost you.”

She closed her eyes and hugged him back,
running her hands over his dark hair. She sat there, comfortably in
his lap, for several minutes. When she opened her eyes to place a
kiss on his forehead, she noticed a streak of silver. “Oh,” she
murmured, running her fingers along the strands. “What’s this?”

“You’ve been giving me grey hairs, woman.”
He pulled away and looked at her with an accusation on his face.
“It’s not conducive to my health, stressing over you like
this.”

Her lips began to curl. She reached up to
push a lock of her own red hair behind her ear as she leaned
forward to brush her lips against his. “Let me make it better,” she
said teasingly as she began to remove his shirt. “Let’s do
something good for your health.”

Vachlan did not need to be offered twice,
before he slipped his hands under Visola’s thighs and rose to his
feet, lifting her off the ground. He slammed her body back into the
wall of the bell tower, and crushed his lips against hers.

She continued to remove his shirt as he
kissed her, rubbing her hands over his shoulders and back to feel
the familiar bulges of his muscles. He deposited her legs on the
ground for a moment so that he could slide her pants off, and
pressed his face against her stomach, trailing kisses against her
scars. She closed her eyes, enjoying the tenderness of his touch.
When Vachlan stood up, he unbuckled the front of his pants and
pushed them down, before pressing himself against Visola. He
reached down to lift her body again, and she helped by putting her
arms around his shoulders.

Pushing her back against the wall, he shoved
himself inside her without warning. He heard her gasp a little in
surprise. He kissed her, biting her bottom lip and tugging on it
gently. Placing another kiss on her chin, he paused for a moment,
holding her very still and observing her face.

“Vachlan,” she moaned impatiently, pushing
her body against his. “Please.”

He obliged her. He thrust himself inside her
again and again, until she cried out. He found that there was too
much passion to hold back, and he could not seem to stop moving. He
felt almost crazed with the desire that had gone unsatisfied for
far too long. He felt her fingers digging into his back as she
tried to pull him closer. He heard her whispering words, but he
could not quite understand what they were.

Finally, he felt Visola remove her legs from
where they were gripped around him, and push him away. He fell back
against the large brass bell of the tower, accidentally making it
ring. Visola giggled at the loud noise as she moved forward, and
dragged him slightly away from the bell. She sat down on top of
him, wrapping her legs around him again.

“Slower,” she whispered, touching his face.
She kissed him and let her fingers trace along his jaw, and over
his neck.

He nodded, reaching up to grasp her ribcage.
He lifted and lowered her on him, slowly, while she gyrated her
hips. Visola arched her back and moaned. She moved against him
until she felt herself approaching climax, and her breathing became
terse.

“I’m close,” she told him.

“Good,” he responded with a growl. He
continued to move her body at the same tempo, and only when he felt
her muscles contracting around him did he increase the speed.
Listening to her moan, and feeling her body shudder was all he
needed to find his own release. He pressed his lips against her
neck, tasting the thin film of sweat that had developed there. He
sighed.

“Don’t ever leave me again,” he warned her.
“I’ll go insane.”

She leaned against him, her body suddenly
weak and drained. She smiled in contentment. “You left me first.
You already drove me insane, and brought this upon yourself.”

“I did,” he agreed, running his fingers
through her red curls, and letting them get tangled up in the messy
knots. He gazed up at the dawn sky which had grown brighter in the
past few minutes. “I was praying for you, before you showed up. I
didn’t know what else to do. Who knew that praying worked so
well?”

Visola chuckled, causing her torso to shake
gently under his hands. “It wasn’t your prayers, silly. It was your
movie.”

Vachlan held her even tighter. “The kids
need to know you’re back. They need to know now.”

“They will,” she told him, kissing his
temple. “I just wanted to see you first. I just needed you.”

“I needed you more.” He rubbed his hand over
her back absentmindedly. “Oh, Viso. We’ll have to take you to
Aazuria, too. She’s going to be so happy. Trevain and Callder were
worried, too.” He paused. “Can you do me a really weird favor?”

“Sure,” Visola said, wiggling closer to him.
“You know I like doing weird things.”

He smiled. “Except this is not for me. Dr.
Dylan Rosenberg has been going through something difficult. I don’t
know how to help him. Tomorrow, when you see him, can you give him
a hug, maybe a kiss? I think he needs to see the difference between
a living, breathing woman, and a lifeless, frozen memory.”

Visola pulled away from Vachlan and examined
him carefully. “You’re pimping me out,” she finally accused, “for
the emotional health of your friend. I guess I never realized that
it was the duty of an identical twin—when your sister dies, you
inherit all her lovers, and have to sleep with them to ease their
pain.”

Vachlan narrowed his eyes. “Do you mean to
say that…”

“Yeah. Princess Yamako.”

“You’ll have to tell me about that later,”
Vachlan said in wonder.

Visola smiled. “I wonder if I had died…
would you have turned to Sionna for comfort?”

“Absolutely,” Vachlan said. “She was great
at pretending to be you.”

“Oh!” Visola said, her eyes widening as an
idea struck her. She snapped her fingers. “Oh! I have something
that will make Dylan feel better. In the old palace near Limestone,
there should be a waterproof case containing hundreds of letters
that Sionna wrote to Dylan after they lost touch.” Visola smiled
sadly. “I had a dream about her writing those letters, while the
CIA was attempting to extract information from me. It was so long
ago that she probably forgot to give them to him. I bet reading
those would give him closure.”

“You’re a genius,” Vachlan said. “A total
genius.”

“Am I? Show me how smart you think I am,”
Visola said playfully as she nibbled on his ear. “I need more of
your sweet, sweet vacuum cleaner.”

“Let’s get out of here first,” he
encouraged. “If we ring this bell any more, we’ll wake up the whole
city.”

“But I want you to ring my bell,” she told
him, pushing him down to the ground. “You can ring my bell a little
more here, and then we can go home, and you can ring my bell a
little more there.”

“I can’t argue with that logic,” he said,
pulling her down against him.
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Aazuria had been seeing disturbing news
reports on the television. She had been unable to sleep. She had
been pacing up and down in her bedroom until she aggravated the
recent injuries to her legs that had not yet fully healed. She
wished she could be underwater, but she needed to remain in Diomede
City for a few more days to help the people rebuild their houses
and their spirits, and make plans to strengthen the city against
further attacks. She constantly worried about Varia. Even before
the war started, she had suffered from many sleepless nights,
wishing for the safety of her daughter. It did not help that
tonight, there were many strange noises coming from the westernmost
part of the house. Hearing strange crashes and the sound of
shattering glass, she finally decided to grab a weapon and
investigate.

With a rifle in hand, Aazuria moved through
the halls. The noises had continued for a few moments, but then
they had abruptly stopped. She licked her lips to moisten them as
she headed for the source of the commotion. When she found herself
standing outside of Vachlan’s bedroom, she frowned.

“Vachlan?” she whispered softly. She
wondered if the man was in trouble. So many terrible things had
happened lately that she felt compelled to check. “Vachlan!” she
said slightly louder. Hearing no response, she pushed the door
open, and headed into the room with her rifle poised in front of
her body.

The first thing she saw was that the
curtains had been ripped down from the windows. Almost every framed
photograph in the room was lying smashed on the ground, along with
various ornaments. Aazuria felt a surge of terror when she saw that
the bed was empty, until she noticed a lump of sheets on the ground
near the footboard.

“Vachlan?” Aazuria asked with worry, moving
slightly into the room, her rifle outstretched. She saw movement
under the sheets. As she grew closer, she recognized a redhead
lying tangled up on the floor with Vachlan, and she gasped. This
time, Aazuria stumbled backward and bumped into a piece of
furniture, causing more ornaments to be smashed. Her rifle
clattered to the ground and a sob escaped her lips. “Viso!” The
sight before her was too beautiful to be real. She reached down to
poke herself directly in her wounded thigh to make sure she was not
dreaming.

Stirring from her sleepy state, Visola
lifted her head off her husband, and tossed a few curly strands of
hair out of her eyes. “If it isn’t the Zurester!” she said
happily.

Aazuria began to cry.

Visola stood up and crossed the room,
entirely naked. She slammed her arms around her friend and tried
her best to crush the smaller woman’s bones. Aazuria returned the
hug with equal ferocity.

“Now I know that we’re going to be okay,”
Aazuria whispered. “As long as you’re home—the end of the world
doesn’t matter.”
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“Why are we having a birthday party now?”
Ronan asked sadly. “Our birthday was ages ago and everybody
forgot, except Auntie Elan. Daddy wasn’t even here.”

“Sorry, squirt,” Vachlan said with a secret
smile. “I’m just trying to make it up to you.”

“It’s okay,” Ivory told her brother. “As
long as we get cake, it doesn’t matter what day it is. I’m just
here for the cake.”

Earlier in the day, all the adults had
gathered in the library to be informed of Visola’s return. Many
hugs and tears were exchanged, and bit of catching up had been
done, while plenty more was in order. Princess Yamako had shared a
few stories from the road, and Callder had enthusiastically
explained about Elandria’s massacre. Trevain had complained that
Aazuria had a brazen new suitor, who shamelessly flaunted his power
to win her attention, and Aazuria had insisted that she was not
that impressed. Visola had given Dylan the letters which she had
sent Naclana to retrieve that morning. He had been very grateful
and choked up, and had retired to read them in private. Visola had
thanked Elandria for taking care of the twins, but she had chosen
to do something special to surprise them with her return.

“Where’s the cake, Daddy?” Ivory said
impatiently. “You promised cake.”

“Patience, young lady!” Elandria said as she
entered the room, carrying the colossal cake, which was lit with
six candles on each side, for each of the twins to blow out. She
deposited it in between them, and gave them both a smile. “Make a
wish,” she told them softly, “and then blow out the candles, all at
once!”

“It has to be a very important wish,”
Vachlan told them sternly. He glanced around the room at the
gathered family members with a twinkle in his eye.

“Okay, I have my wish,” Ivory said, turning
to her brother. “Ready?”

“Yup!” he said happily. “Let’s do this!”

The twins leaned forward and each took a
huge breath before blowing out their candles. All the adults
clapped for them.

“Do you want to know what I wished for?”
Ronan asked his sister.

“No!” she snapped. “You can’t tell or it
won’t come true. Don’t you know anything, dummy?”

Meanwhile, Visola was sneaking up behind the
kids. She placed a hand on each of their shoulders, and whispered,
“Boo!”

“Ahhhhhh!” Ivory screamed in excitement,
jumping out of her chair. “Mommy!”

Ronan put his thumb in his mouth shyly.
“Mommy?”

Visola gathered them both up in her arms,
planting big, sloppy kisses on both of their cheeks. “Hey,
munchkins. Didja miss me?”

“Yay!” Ivory said, jumping on Visola with
ten times her usual energy. “My wish worked!” Ivory told everyone
victoriously. “I’m the champion of the wishes!”

“No. No. No,” Ronan said firmly, pointing at
himself with his thumb. “It was my wish. I wished for Mommy,
and I brought her back. I’ve been good, so my wishes are
more likely to come true than yours.”

“That’s with Santa Clause, not with birthday
cakes!” Ivory told him. “I can be as bad as I want, and still get a
wish on my birthday! Right, Mommy?”

Visola had tried to be cool and funny and
light. She had tried to be cheerful, but she was falling apart. She
wrapped her arms tightly around Ivory’s tiny body, and put her face
in the child’s hair. She never wanted to let her daughter go again.
“Sure, peanut butter cups,” she whispered. “You can be as naughty
as you like, and still get your wishes. Just don’t be as bad as
me.” Looking down at her shy son, Visola smiled sadly. Unlike his
cheerful sister, Ronan seemed very overwhelmed by the
situation.

The little boy was crying and sniffling. He
had grabbed a portion of Visola’s skirt, and buried his face in the
fabric to hide his tears.

“Oh, Ro-Ro,” Visola said, crouching to her
knees and pulling him into a hug. “Shhh. It’s okay. It’s going to
be okay. I’m here, and I’m fine. I’m not going to go away again.”
She pressed a kiss against his nose. “What’s wrong, little man? Why
so grumpy?”

“I thought you didn’t love us anymore,”
Ronan said. “I thought Auntie Elan was our new mommy forever.”

Visola looked up at Vachlan briefly. She
sighed and pressed her cheek against Ronan’s. “No way am I leaving
you, tadpole! I love you two so, so much. More than anything. Do
you know why I came home so soon? Because I saw you in Daddy’s
movie. You were such good actors!”

“I was better,” Ivory said quietly. “He kept
forgetting his lines. And he only had two.”

“It was really sad,” Ronan said. “We had to
pretend you came home, when you didn’t.”

Visola felt overcome by a sudden remorse and
horror at the pain she had caused her children. She looked up, her
face wrinkling. “Vachlan,” she said softly. “What have I done?”

He moved down to her side, and embraced her
and the twins at the same time. “It’s nothing compared to what I’ve
done,” he told her. “Nothing we can’t get past with time.”

She nodded, leaning her head on his shoulder
for reassurance.

Elsewhere in the room, Princess Yamako was
getting teary-eyed. “Has anyone seen Kaito lately?” she asked her
friends.

Brynne nodded. “I was taking care of him for
a little while, but then Empress Amabie requested he go to Japan to
stay with her. He’s doing really well.”

“He’s a cheerful little guy,” Callder added.
“He talks about spaceships nonstop.”

“Spaceships,” Princess Yamako said with a
fond smile. “He always did want to be an astronaut.”

Naclana and Trevain were chatting with Dylan
about Sionna’s letters.

“I read a few of them,” Dylan admitted.
“They were carefully sealed in neatly organized scrolls. I started
with the earliest letters. Her handwriting is so perfect and
pretty. It was… difficult. Reading her words brought her to life
almost as much as actually bringing her to life would have done. It
was cathartic, but… haunting.”

The other men nodded in understanding.

Princess Yamako joined the conversation.
“Excuse me, boys, but I need to steal Dr. Rosenberg.” She grabbed
his arm and guided him to a corner. “So, Dylan. I heard you’ve got
something pretty in your bedroom. Were you going to invite me over
to see?”

“I’m so sorry, Princess,” Dylan said
nervously, straightening his tie. “I never meant to keep her from
you. I just couldn’t let them cremate her. Not when there’s still a
chance… I know I must sound creepy, or mad—and the body is
rightfully yours. You should be able to do with it as you please. I
no longer need her. I have the letters. I have proof of her life,
and her love. I have something real to hold onto.”

Yamako looked at Dylan curiously. “A mad
scientist is only mad until he proves that his shit works. Then
he’s brilliant.” She moved a bit closer to him. “You know this,
Doctor.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

She reached out and removed his glasses. She
breathed a fog of hot vapor onto them, before using her blouse to
clean the lenses. “Sionna and I worked for months, trying to find a
way to raise the dead. And then she did it. I was there, and it was
one of the most amazing things I’ve ever helped to accomplish. It
might take a few hundred years, but you and I can do great things
together. When do we start?”

“Are you saying that you want to help me?”
he asked. “With Sionna?”

Yamako replaced the doctor’s glasses on his
face. “Where else are you going to find a bio-nanotechnology
specialist who loves Sionna as much as you do? Come on. It could be
fun. Everyone needs a hobby.”

“Princess Yamako,” Dylan said in surprise.
“Are you… flirting with me?”

“Not at all,” she said with a frown. “I just
have a hunch that we’ll work well together.”

“What makes you think that?”

Yamako gave him a mischievous smile. “Well,
Sionna worked well with you. And she worked well with me. It only
stands to reason that you and I should work well together.”

“Good heavens!” Dylan exclaimed. “I—I—I am
not interested in that! I do not think we should talk about
this anymore, Princess. It’s unseemly.”

“I wasn’t talking about sex,” she told him.
“I meant actual work. Sionna fell in love with you while working as
a medic over injured bodies in France. She fell in love with me
while working over Aazuria’s mostly-dead body here in Adlivun. It
stands to reason, that if you and I tried to work together, over
her dead body—we might be successful. We already have the skills
necessary, and we’ve shared a similar work environment.”

“Oh, yes. Sure, you’re right,” he said
nervously. “Forgive me. I’m just… sensitive. I’m not very…
comfortable in unusual social situations.” He cleared his throat,
and repositioned his glasses a little higher on his nose.

Yamako gave him a lascivious smirk. “So,
when are you going to invite me over to your bedroom?”

Meanwhile, in a different corner of the
room, Aazuria was sitting with her sister.

“I know you’re going to miss them,” Aazuria
said as she observed the reunion of the twins with Visola and
Vachlan.

“She has no idea,” Elandria said softly. “I
was their mother for a little while.”

“Do you want to have children of your own,
Elan?” Aazuria asked.

Elandria shuddered. “I don’t know. I like
other people’s children well enough.

“Maybe you should try,” Aazuria suggested
softly.

“I’m too scared,” Elandria told her. “I
don’t think I would be a good mother.”

“You’ve always been everyone’s part-time
mother,” Aazuria commented. “Corallyn, Alcyone, even Varia…”

“And how many of those names you just listed
are alive and with us today?” Elandria asked.

Aazuria flinched.

“Oh, no, darling,” Elandria said, reaching
out to touch her sister’s arm. “I never meant to imply that Varia
was…”

“I know she’s alive,” Aazuria said. “I
raised her strong. I’m not worried about that. I am only concerned
about her state-of-mind and general well-being. I just want to know
that she’s happy.”

“She will come home,” Elandria promised her
sister. The younger woman hesitated. “Do you remember
Cassandra?”

“Of course,” Aazuria said softly. “She was
not with us for very long before she took her own life.”

“Yes,” Elandria said. “My mother and sister
took their own lives. I was too afraid to speak for hundreds of
years. If I were to have a child, what if he or she was weak, like
the women in my family? What if she was mentally ill and frail?
What if she just died, like everyone else I have loved?”

“Elandria,” Aazuria said with a smile. “You
just melted an entire army with a lethal lullaby. You aren’t weak.
Any child you have, would have several crucial advantages. She
would not have to ever encounter our father, and she
would have Trevain. Those are two advantages that even Varia
didn’t have.”

“Tell me honestly, sister,” Elandria said in
a hushed voice. “Would it bother you if I had a child with
Trevain?”

Aazuria turned to look at the man in
question. She felt her stomach roil a little. She looked down. “I
must admit, the thought is slightly upsetting. I’m not sure why. I
only want the best for you, and I value your happiness above all
else. Maybe because it’s something special I shared with Trevain,
and if you also shared that—I would have absolutely nothing left
with him. It’s quite foolish of me to imagine that there is
anything left, anyway. Maybe it’s because I worry he would care
less for Varia. Either way, I would get used to the idea and I
would love your child as my own—as you have done for me.”

“I need to think about it more,” Elandria
said. “The idea is too terrifying.”

Aazuria smiled. “Elan—you be honest with me
now. Do you want me to divorce him?”

“No,” Elandria said immediately. She turned
to Aazuria with a devious smile. “I am worried that if he was not
married to someone else, he might lose some of that sinful,
forbidden charm. Knowing that he belongs to you makes him much more
attractive to me.”

Aazuria threw her head back and laughed,
attracting the attention of several people in the room. “You’re
hilarious,” she said.

“I’m being serious,” Elandria said. “If you
divorce him, I might have to do the same, on the grounds of
‘boredom.’ That’s a thing, right?”

“I could make it a thing,” Aazuria said
lightly. “Someday—let’s have a real conversation about my divorce.
I would be willing to hand him over to you completely.”

“You do not mean that, Zuri. Now, you’re
lying to yourself.”

“I do mean it.” Aazuria said with a raised
eyebrow. “Besides, haven’t you heard? I’m dating someone.”

Elandria snorted. “The Prince of Atlantis!
Right. Because a man you spent centuries hating has suddenly
reformed into a saint.”

“Hardly a saint; but he is a solution.”
Aazuria grew meditative. “Being with him would resolve the whole
issue with us both being married to Trevain. I could get a divorce.
I could marry Taranis. It would be simple. You two would no longer
feel guilty about me being alone. But more importantly, Taranis
saved my country. My people need that kind of power and
protection.”

Elandria seemed suddenly tense. “Zuri,” she
said quietly. “Do you even like this man?”

“I don’t know,” Aazuria responded
truthfully, “but I do like how much he bothers Trevain.”

The women laughed together.

 



Chapter 19: Puddle of Prevention
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Varia tugged at the shackles which held her
wrists and ankles. She had been held prisoner before, but it had
never felt like this. Her body floated in the undersea dungeon, and
her stomach growled for a substantial meal. However, none of this
bothered her very much. What was most upsetting was that she had
been separated from Glais. She had not seen him in weeks. She did
not even know if he was alive.

Seeing a swirl of green fabric before her,
Varia grimaced. Mother Melusina came to visit her once a day, to
ask her for the same favor. Over and over again, she asked. Over
and over again, Varia refused. She would do anything the woman
asked of her in order to save Glais, but she could not agree to
this demand.

The blindfolded priestess appeared before
her, hovering in the water just past the prison bars. “Have you
decided to help me yet?”

“Have you healed Glais yet?” Varia
demanded, using sign language with her shackled wrists.

“I will not perform a miracle for you
without my payment,” Mother Melusina responded. “Women in
your family have a tendency to try to swindle me for my
services.”

“I highly doubt that is the case,”
Varia said defensively. “My Aunt Elandria was faithful to you
for years…”

“For years! I brought your mother’s soul
back from the grave. The arrangement was that the silent one would
be mine forever. A life for a life. A sister for a sister. A
beloved wife for a beloved wife. The bargain was broken!”

“And you brought my grandfather back to
life,” Varia accused. “What bargain was that?”

“That was for a greater purpose,”
Mother Melusina said. “That was to teach the silent one to be
strong; she needed to learn to roar, in order to save Adlivun like
she has recently done.”

“What did she do?” Varia asked.

“She has slain an entire army of men in a
single breath,” said the priestess proudly.

“No,” Varia said. “My aunt would
never hurt anyone. Please stop messing with my head. I just want
Glais to be safe.”

“He will be, when you agree to help
me.”

“He’s your nephew! I know you care about
him. Why am I the only one who needs to suffer for his
recovery?”

“You don’t need to suffer, child. Just
agree to do what I ask.”

“I’m not going to betray my mother for
you,” Varia told the woman.

The priestess swam closer to the bars of the
prison. “I am not asking you to betray her. Your mother is about
to make some very poor decisions. Decisions that will doom us all.
What I require from you is that you either prevent her mistakes—or
eventually resolve them. Unfortunately, making up for your mother’s
mistakes won’t be easy. It will take an entire lifetime to erase
the effects of a misjudgment that it could take only a few weeks to
prevent. We sea-dwellers have a saying: A puddle of prevention is
worth an ocean of cure.”

“My mother does not make mistakes,”
Varia said stubbornly.

“Oh, my dear. You are so young. Did you
not warn Queen Aazuria of Sionna’s impending death? Did you not
give her a chance to stop that event?”

Varia could not respond. She turned her head
to the side. “Please. Just let me see Glais.”

“I need you to influence your mother down
the correct path,” the priestess said. “When you agree, I
will help the boy.” The woman began swimming away.

“Wait! Don’t leave me here. Let me see
him! Let me see Glais!” Varia was left all alone in the prison.
She yanked angrily at her chains. “Let me see him!” she screamed
into the water. She closed her eyes in defeat. She missed home
dearly and severely regretted leaving the protection of her family.
She felt responsible for Glais’ mysterious illness, and she knew
that she needed to help him. He was the most important person to
her, and she could not lose him. However, betraying her mother was
not an option. “I will not break,” she told herself. But she knew
that she would.
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“Empress Amabie!” Visola exclaimed, moving
forward to hug her elderly friend. “You’re a sight for sore
eyes!”

“My dear, dear Visola,” said the empress,
gathering the younger woman up in her arms. “You did so well. So
very well! I don’t think I’ve witnessed a more successful campaign
in my thousand years of existence.”

“Shucks,” Visola said with a blush. “I
couldn’t have done it without your support and backup. To be
honest, it was more of a crusade than a campaign. I wasn’t thinking
too clearly at first—I wasn’t all there. If not for Princess Yamako
and her newfangled gadgets, I wouldn’t have completed my mission as
quickly as I did.”

“Thank you for keeping my daughter alive,”
the empress said.

“She kept me alive, too,” Visola admitted.
“Hey, look! It’s Sultan Olokun and that bitch Namaka!” Visola moved
across the room to greet the couple, who were there to represent
the Mami Wata from Africa.

It was the first meeting of the Oceanic War
Council. They had all gathered in Diomede City to decide how they
would handle the rising threat from the Anti-Sea Alliance. The
general consensus was that most of the leaders of sea-dwelling
nations wanted to go to war on the countries involved, but the
decision needed to be discussed more thoroughly and decided upon
more officially.

Visola moved around the room, greeting
everyone cheerfully, while Aazuria remained seated at the giant
round table, looking over her paperwork with consternation. Trevain
and Elandria stood in one corner of the room, chatting with the
politicians who approached them. Elandria did not always
participate in war-council meetings, but having recently engaged in
a rather aggressive and lethal act of critical warfare, it seemed
silly for her to stay with the children and not acknowledge that
she was a major participant in this situation. Visola noticed that
Princess Yamako and Dylan Rosenberg were sitting off to one side
and chatting privately. She smiled to herself; it did seem that
those two were spending an unusual amount of time together
recently. Dylan’s spirits had lifted considerably since receiving
Sionna’s letters, and Princess Yamako seemed to be very pushy about
being granted access to Dylan’s bedroom for “scientific research.”
Visola found this highly amusing; the Japanese princess definitely
had her share of quirky fetishes.

Scanning all the people in the room, Visola
observed familiar old friends, and some strange faces who were
political leaders of places she had never been. She felt excited by
this; she was glad to have strong new friends to fight beside, and
she was sure she would get to know them quite well soon enough.
Gazing across the room, her eyes locked with her husband’s. They
stared at each other for a moment, with small, private smiles.
Vachlan was in the middle of a conversation with the leader of the
Chilean sea-dwellers, known as the Sumpall, but he still had a
moment to raise her glass to her in acknowledgement. Visola felt a
blossom of warmth inside her chest. She was happy. Even at the cusp
of one of the greatest declarations of war to have ever been made,
she was happy.

The doors opened, and a handsome man entered
in royal attire, with a beautiful blonde woman and man flanking
him. Visola’s breath caught in her throat. She stared for a moment,
lifting her fingers to her lips. “Taranis?” she whispered. When he
looked to her, and his face frozen in recognition, she laughed.

“Taranis!” she shouted, bounding across the
room and lunging at the man. She tossed herself into his arms. “Oh
my god. Look at you,” she said, touching his curly brown hair.
There were tears in her eyes. “You’re all grown up. You were so
scrawny back in the sixteenth century.”

“You look exactly the same,” he said,
cupping her face in his hands. He rubbed his thumbs over her
cheekbones. “No. Something in your eyes has changed. You’re far
more stunning than before. You’re breathtaking.”

“War agrees with me,” Visola responded with
a grin.

“I met your kids,” Taranis told her. “They
are so beautiful. I can’t believe you’re a mom. Visola—about what
happened between us. Can you ever forgive me? I was a fool, and I
broke all my promises…”

Vachlan was suddenly standing very close to
them. He cleared his throat loudly.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Visola said,
smiling into the man’s amber eyes.

“It matters to me,” Taranis said.

Vachlan cleared his throat again.

“You weren’t the man for me, anyway,” she
told him. “I got an upgrade.”

Vachlan began counting. “Ten. Nine.
Eight.”

“What is he doing?” Taranis asked.

“Counting down how long you have to remove
your hands from my body before he castrates you,” Visola
explained.

“Oh!” Taranis said, abruptly releasing
Visola. “I meant no disrespect, Vachlan, sir.”

Visola chuckled when she saw the stormy look
on Vachlan’s face. She also felt a little shiver at the danger it
signified.

Vachlan stepped forward, glaring daggers at
the man called Leviathan. “So, I’ve been given some interesting
information lately, Prince Taranis. I hear that you took my wife’s
virginity.”

Taranis glanced at Visola in surprise. He
began to look around uncomfortably as he stuttered. “Well, I—I… you
see, it was… well…”

Visola snorted. “It was pretty awful. He had
no idea what he was doing. It lasted like three seconds. It
shouldn’t even count.”

“It counts!” Taranis protested. “It
definitely counts! And for the record, I was going to marry someone
else, but I wasn’t going to abandon you. I certainly wasn’t going
to abandon you for two hundred years.”

Vachlan began to roll up his sleeves and
step forward. “You dumb, mother fucking…”

“Boys, boys, settle down,” Visola said
lightly, hitting them both in the shoulders. “I know you’re both
gunning for a fight, but let’s direct some of that energy toward
the assholes who want to murder our families and eradicate all
sea-dwellers, okay?” When she saw the fire that was still in their
eyes, she switched from violent-comrade talk to a soothing motherly
tone. “We’re all friends here. Calm down. Breathe. Good. Good
boys.”

Taranis cleared his own throat and turned to
Visola graciously. “Allow me to introduce my sister and brother,
Prince Marinus and Princess Marina.”

“A pleasure,” said Marina, with a small
curtsey, as her brother bowed slightly from the waist.

“Great to meet you!” Visola said, giving
them both friendly, informal hugs. She paused at Princess Marina.
“Gosh, you’re pretty. I wish I could make my hair behave like
that.”

“Thank you,” Marina said with a smile. “It
takes precious hours of wasted time. I would rather have
yours.”

“So, what’s this I hear about Taranis dating
my girl, Zuri?” Visola made a face. “That seems odd, considering
our history.”

“Yes, well… life is funny,” Taranis
responded.

Visola nodded skeptically. “Uh huh. Break
her heart, Taranis. I dare you. We’ll see what happens.”

“I would have to win her heart first, before
I could break it,” Taranis said, glancing across the room at where
Aazuria was sitting and poring over papers.

She looked up, as if sensing that someone
was talking about her. Pushing aside her papers, the Queen of
Adlivun smiled and rose to her feet. “Is everyone here? Great. Let
us begin.” Aazuria gestured to the table before her. “Please take a
seat.”

Aazuria waited for everyone to follow her
instructions. She looked around the table, making eye contact with
all of the political leaders and important officials. “My dear
friends and colleagues, thank you for making the trip to Adlivun.
We are all here today to discuss our plan of action in dealing with
the ASA. Many of our nations have recently been attacked by members
of the Anti-Sea Alliance, an organization which we had hardly even
heard of up until recently. Prince Taranis has been fighting
against them for longer than any of us, so perhaps he can share
more information about our enemy.”

Taranis stood up, nodding at Aazuria as she
took her seat. “What is the ASA?” he asked. “It began as a small
organization of elite Americans and Europeans who were worried that
sea-dwellers would be claiming too many resources and presenting a
threat to their economic development. In recent years, it has grown
into an offensive alliance comprised of almost every land-dweller
nation. They have made declarations of war with our individual
nations, and have tried to single us out. Divide and conquer.
However, we are all here because we recognize the need to work
together, as a single, powerful unit. We should let them know that
when they attack us, they’re not just attacking one small
underwater city, but they’re attacking all of us under the
sea.”

There were murmurs of agreement from around
the table. Visola found herself studying Taranis in surprise. He
seemed so much stronger, both of body and spirit, than when they
had first met. Gone were all the insecurities, the weakness, and
the hesitation. He had really developed into a fine man.

“The most critical order of business I want
to discuss today,” Taranis continued, “is that I have used my
sources to recover intelligence that the ASA is working on a
superweapon. A superweapon that can be used against sea-dweller
nations.” He paused. “The details are highly classified. We do not
have any idea what this could be. It might be a sound wave
generator that can boil water, similar to Queen Elandria’s
technique. But our greater concern is that it might be
chemical.”

“Chemical?” Empress Amabie repeated, looking
at her daughter with concern. Princess Yamako was frowning.

“Yes,” said Taranis. “They’ve been
experimenting with a chemical that will poison the water so that we
can no longer breathe and live under the sea. If they can
successfully do this… they will wipe out all sea-dweller nations.
Those of us that aren’t killed will have to relocate to land, which
will be difficult for many of us. I expect that they’ll keep us in
prison camps.”

Dylan cleared his throat. “As someone who
has spent time in a Nazi prison camp, I highly recommend we prevent
this outcome.”

“You have?” Princess Yamako asked in
wonder.

“I spent a lot of time on land to keep
current with medical developments,” Dylan explained. “Occasionally,
I would blend in among them and offer my assistance in times of
great suffering. Trust me. No one does suffering like the
land-dwellers, and we can’t let them get their hands on our
people.”

Several people nodded while voicing their
agreement.

“It’s already happened to us,” Elandria said
softly. “It was my fault for signing their treaty. The Americans
oppressed us for years while our people worked on that bridge. They
offered us protection and pretended to be our friends… but they
subjected our people to the worst conditions we have ever
suffered.”

“But why would they use a weapon to destroy
the seas?” asked Sultan Olokun. “There is other life in the oceans
that they depend on for survival. Why would they damage the very
resource they are fighting us for?”

“Scorched earth tactics,” said Vachlan
thoughtfully, glancing at Taranis. He rubbed his chin as he turned
to Trevain. “This would be against the Geneva Conventions,
right?”

Trevain frowned. “I think that the United
States has not ratified that protocol.”

“Fuck the Geneva Conventions,” Visola said.
“I broke them about a dozen times in the past few months.”

“But you weren’t acting on behalf of a
country,” said the leader of the Rusalka. “You were acting as an
individual person, and no rules really apply to you. This would be
different.”

Aazuria rose to her feet again. “If Oceanus
declares war on the countries of the Anti-Sea Alliance, we would
have to follow the Geneva Conventions. We would expect them to
adhere to the rules of war as well.”

“They have no rules! They have no dignity!”
shouted the Chilean leader.

Everyone erupted in argument, causing Visola
to frown. She looked down at her fingers, which she had begun
tapping against the table impatiently. She tuned out what everyone
was saying until something trivial caught her attention and she saw
an opportunity to make a joke.

“We would be sacrificing many of our
imports. A great deal of variety has been introduced to our diets
recently due to trading with land-dwellers. We have access to vast
amounts of fruit and grain, and new types of meat. However, we do
not require any of these luxuries, for we have all lived on the
bounty of the sea for generations.”

“That’s sad,” Visola said. “I like
popcorn.”

Those who were unfamiliar with her flippant
ways turned to her in surprise. She gave them a wink, and returned
to strumming her fingers on the table as the others began
conversing again. Visola was growing antsy and upset, and wanted to
leave the meeting. She did not like talking; she was only good at
fighting. She only looked up again once the conversation began to
involve her.

“Who should give the speech? The official
declaration of war for Oceanus?” asked Trevain. “Empress Amabie, or
Aazuria?”

“I personally think that Queen Aazuria would
present a greater image of strength,” Empress Amabie said. “I might
seem too old and frail to the public if I am the face of this
war.”

“What about Visola?” Aazuria asked. “Should
we consider reinstating her as the official Minister of Defense,
and having her make the speech for a serious show of strength? She
has made speeches before that went over really well with the
American public.”

“After what I’ve done? I can’t be the
Minister of Defense anymore,” Visola said sadly. Then she thrust
her fist into the air. “But I can be the unofficial Minister of
Offence! Heck, yeah.”

Empress Amabie smiled. “Visola, you might
think that you have made things harder on us with your actions, but
you would be mistaken. The ASA was coming for us either way. You
just forced their hand a little sooner, and brought them out of the
shadows. We all owe you a debt.”

Visola lowered her eyes, nodding in thanks.
She was not altogether sure that this was true.

“Public opinion is quite favorable toward
Visola,” Aazuria informed everyone. “There is a high degree of
respect and understanding for her actions. Part of the reason for
this is Vachlan’s movie. It told the whole story.”

“It was a really great movie,” said Sultan
Olokun. “Some fine work, Vachlan—possibly your best.”

“Thanks, mate!” Vachlan said.

“Your movie made me cry like a baby,” said
the female leader of the Australian mermaids.

“Same with me,” said the Rusalka leader.

Vachlan seemed aglow. “I can’t tell you how
happy that makes me, my friends. Thank you!”

Aazuria looked at her advisor thoughtfully.
“Vachlan… Did you intend for your movie to be used as an instrument
of war?” she asked him.

The dark-haired man smiled. “Popular
literature and art has always been used as propaganda to influence
and educate the masses.”

Aazuria turned to look at Visola, shaking
her head in wonder. “What an incredible man.”

“I know, right? He’s a peach.” Visola smiled
at her husband. Then she lowered her eyes to the table once more.
“Look, Zuri. I appreciate that you want me to make the declaration.
But I can’t do it. I’ll fight—I’ll fight as much as you all need me
to fight. But I’m not in any condition to do this part. The public
relations—putting on my fake happy-go-lucky face to trip everyone
up.” She shook her head and rose to her feet. “You do the
declaration, honey. You be the face and the voice. I’ll be your
fists.”

With that, Visola sent everyone a smile and
exited the room. She moved through the building, heading for the
balconies where she could get some fresh air. She had to cross
through the living area, and there was a large television playing a
news report of her recent attacks. Visola hesitated and paused. She
gazed at the images and video of the mushroom clouds and falling
ash, spellbound by the destruction. She listened to the panic in
the voices of the reporters, and observed the pictures of all the
injuries that people had suffered.

Seeing this drained her energy. Visola
crawled into the couch, and curled up into a ball, facing away from
the television. She thought about the days to come, and the future
of her children. She thought about what a dark place the world had
become—and how she was largely responsible. She continued to
meditate on the destruction until the reporters’ voices lulled her
to sleep. After some time, she awoke to a hand on her shoulder. She
could feel that it was Vachlan. She looked up at him, allowing her
true emotions to be visible on her face.

“What have I done?” she asked him again.

“You did everything you could,” he told her,
taking a seat beside her on the couch. He caressed her hair. “You
did what you needed to do.”

She turned over so that she was facing him
and the television news report. She stared at the pictures with the
deep, soul-searching look of someone who was questioning
everything. “If only you had reached me sooner, Vachlan… you could
have saved the world.”

He continued to stroke the hair near her
temple. “I didn’t want to save the world. I just wanted to save
you.”

This sentence surprised her. She looked up
at him with a small smile of gratitude for his unwavering
allegiance. She lifted her hand to draw small circles on his arm.
“Well, I guess I win.”

“Win what?” Vachlan asked.

She gestured toward the television, where
there were endless depictions of the burning cities of America.
“They used to call you the Destroyer of Kingdoms. What will they
call me?”

“The Destroyer of Earth,” Vachlan
responded.

“Mmmm. I think I like that,” she said.

“It is strangely beautiful, in a dark and
morbid way,” Vachlan said as he surveyed the destruction.

“I was surprised that Japan helped me so
much,” Visola admitted. “I really thought they were cool with the
USA, but the emperor was holding this secret grudge, and just
waiting for the right moment…”

“Can you blame them?” Vachlan asked. “We can
act nice and play nice with our enemies for a few decades if we
have to… but we will never forget what they did to our mothers.
What they did to our grandmothers. Any country that thinks it can
escape its history is doomed to be the victim of the same crimes it
committed.”

“There are some dark days ahead, aren’t
there?” Visola asked.

Her husband nodded.

Footsteps were heard and they both turned to
see Aazuria enter the room, with a grim look on her face. “It’s
done,” she informed them. “I made the declaration. Oceanus is
officially at war with the Anti-Sea Alliance.”

“Great,” Vachlan said, slapping his palms
against his thighs in a gesture of readiness. “It’s Land versus
Sea. Now it’s just left to see who sides with them, and who sides
with us. And who remains neutral. This is going to be fun.”

Visola lifted herself off the couch and
supported herself with one elbow as she stared at her friend with
concern. She peered into Aazuria’s eyes, seeking beyond the woman’s
unfathomable resolve. “Zuri,” Visola said softly. “What if we lose
Adlivun because of what you just did?”

“It will be worth it,” Aazuria said, with a
loving smile. “It will always be worth it to me, for you.”
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Dear Reader,

 


First of all, I’m very sorry if Visola blew
up your hometown. I feel very regretful about this. However, I was
grateful that she destroyed most of my American ex-boyfriends, so
they won’t be bothering me anymore. =)

I really hope you enjoyed this book. At the
beginning, I was terrified of writing Maelstrom. I was
worried that there was no way I could top the last book. I was also
stressed about making it believable. “How can I possibly write
about one woman destroying the USA? That defies all logic.” I began
writing the book hundreds of times, and I had to scrap a few
beginnings. A few of the false starts involved Sionna’s funeral,
but I was never happy with what I wrote, and my proofreaders did
not like it either.

So, I spent a couple months letting it
simmer in my mind. I drove extensively all over America visiting my
friends and readers. I must have driven through Washington D.C.
about six times, and I just kept imagining what Visola could do, in
a dozen different ways. I guess I might have challenged myself a
bit too much with the premise for the novel, but when I finally
felt strong enough to pick up a sledgehammer and smash through my
insecurities, and get to a place where I could just write, I loved
it. I’m so satisfied with this book, and I feel like it’s the best
thing I’ve written so far. I’m incredibly proud of it. I cried
several times while writing, and sometimes I was shivering and even
breaking out into a cold sweat during intense scenes. I think the
most important thing I learned from this difficult writing
experience is that I need to stop planning and overthinking my
writing, and just go for it. I spend too much time worrying that it
won’t be good enough, but I am usually really pleased with the
results once I try.

On a silly note, I have done so much
research on military stuff and nuclear bombs that I’m sure my
everything is probably being bugged. It has become a silly paranoia
of mine: I like to sit in the warm bath and write, and I keep
getting uncomfortable and imagining that military guys are hacking
my computer’s webcam staring at my boobs because I’m under
“surveillance” for my suspicious internet activity. Sometimes I get
so nervous that it interferes with my writing! But I’m sure that a
lot of writers suffer from this kind of paranoia. We do have active
imaginations and tend to get carried away. =)

Speaking of paranoia, I wrote some of this
story during extreme cold weather situations in Toronto. It’s been
one of the coldest winters we’ve had in years! On a few occasions,
I was writing peacefully in the middle of the night, when huge
noises caused me to think that a dump truck had crashed into my
house, or that robbers and rapists had used a cannon to blast open
my front doors. It was especially scary when I was in the middle of
writing a fight scene, and the action was very intense and my
characters were in serious danger. I would be snapped out of my
story and into the real world, and I would be convinced that I was
in actual danger. I would freak out and go into battle mode, and
grab a weapon to go downstairs and confront the “threat.” The first
few times this happened, I could not find anything. I wondered if a
pipe had burst, or if some part of my house was actually breaking.
Eventually, I discovered that this was an actual natural phenomenon
called a “frost quake” which is a sudden crack in frozen soil or
rock. The scientific name for it is cryoseism. It was very
distracting and scary, but I was very excited to experience a new
natural event that I had never come across before.

As usual, I would love to hear your thoughts
on the story! Please feel free to send me an email, or contact me
on Facebook or Twitter. I also have a mailing list now, which you
can join to be updated about new releases. I must apologize,
because for the first time in the past few months, I realized that
have I missed responding to a few fan letters. It was only two or
three, but I feel just awful about that. I intend to go back and
try to dig them up and reply to them now that this book is finally
complete and published. =)

Regarding the future of this series, I
definitely have a few books still sitting in my brain that need to
be written. I will try to write Book #7 within the next few months.
(Early 2015, but it could be a bit later!) My working title at the
moment is “Poisoned Waters.” I really hope there will be more Varia
and Glais, because I was very disappointed their story did not get
much attention in this book. I initially intended to include a lot
more, but it ended up not being important enough to moving the plot
forward in this book. That should definitely change in the next
book.

In the meantime, I might be experimenting
with writing a new genre of novel, under a different penname. I
will be sharing information about that on my Facebook page. The
reason I must do this is mostly for financial reasons. The Sacred
Breath books are very close to my heart, but they are not quite
“popular” enough for me to make a living on them. If they were, I
would just keep writing them nonstop until I reached the end of the
series. And then I would probably write some more. =)

I am really curious to hear what you think
about the Prince of Atlantis. Do you think he’s a jerk? Do you like
him? I spent a lot of time building his character, but he isn’t
exactly the way I intended. He got away from me a little, and
started taking control of the story whenever I wrote about him. I
kept getting upset at him, because he simply would not do or say
what I wanted. I rarely experience that with characters.
Personally, I’m not sure how I feel about him yet—but I am excited
to see more of his character.

If you enjoyed this story, I would be very
grateful if you would leave a quick review on Amazon or wherever
you purchased this novel. It really helps to encourage new readers
to try the books, which helps me to keep writing them. =) It makes
me so happy that so many of you have stuck with the series all the
way to Book #6. Thank you so much for your support! I still can
hardly believe that I’ve written six books in a series. I always
knew that this was what I wanted to do someday, but now that
‘someday’ is here, I feel a bit overwhelmed. What a journey it’s
been! Thanks to all the readers who have taken the time to leave
reviews, contact me, or comment on my page. It is really heartening
and motivating, and helps drive me forward when the writing gets
difficult and lonely. It means the world to me to know that you
guys care about the stories.

Thank you so much for reading! Wishing you
all a wonderful 2014. =)

All the best,

Nadia
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