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Robin’s Recap
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(Robin Speaks to Her Adoring Fans)

“You’re Robin?” the wide-eyed little sparrow said. “Like...the Robin?”

“Yeah,” Robin said, slightly guarded. “I’m the Robin. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, my gods!” a tiny finch said. “I can’t believe we’re talking to fucking Robin!”

“Hey, watch your mouth!” Robin blurted. “What are you? A couple of months old?”

“Almost half a year.” The finch puffed up her tiny chest. “And I’m just trying to be like you.”

“How do you know what I’m like?”

“Uh...you’re famous,” the sparrow said. “Especially among the conjured bird population.”

Now Robin puffed up a bit, noticing that the small group of young birds that had gathered around her were all staring with unfiltered adoration. She knew she was at least semi-famous in the islands these days, but this was on another level.

“Do you guys come from my home world?”

“Yes!” the finch said, hopping side to side. “And we’re only here in this tropical paradise because of you!”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, because you’re so famous here, many people are conjuring talking birds, especially little girls. I’m thrilled to have been chosen to come to this world. My conjurer named me Finchy, and feeds me anything I want.”

“So, it still sucks in our home world, then?”

“Oh yeah,” a yellow-rumped warbler said. “The hawks are still killing the shit out of us. Their entire system of government is a meritocracy in which merit is measured by the number of birds one has murdered.”

“Shit.” Robin shook her head. “That’s an unsettling development.”

“But we’re here, now, eating all the fresh berries we can handle, without a care in the world.”

Robin felt satisfaction at being part of the reason these birds had escaped their shitty world, and she had to admit she enjoyed the attention they were showing her, but she had no idea what to say to them. “Alright, it was nice meeting you,” she said, giving each bird a nod.

“Could you tell us of your adventures?” A tiny chickadee looked at her with pleading eyes.

“Yeah!” said the sparrow. “You could even tell us really quick, like a clear and concise recap of everything that has happened to you so far, starting with the time you rode on Pratt’s galleon.”

Robin, who thought she had already fully puffed, puffed up a bit more. “Sure, I’ll tell you my story.”

The intimate gathering of birds cheered, whistled, and warbled.

Robin cleared her throat. 

“Our whole adventure started when Azure, the girl who conjured me, decided to follow her father on board the aforementioned galleon that this asshole, Reginald Pratt, had temporarily commandeered. We ended up getting thrown off the galleon and marooned on a tiny island in the middle of nowhere.

“Luckily, the marauders picked us up from the island and incorporated us into their crew.”

“Are the marauders really as nice as we’ve heard?” Finchy asked. “It doesn’t seem possible that pirates can be so focused on singing and being kind.”

“First off, please refrain from any more interruptions,” Robin said. “But yeah, the marauders are great. They’ve got such a unique energy. I know it seems strange, but it just works.”

“Sorry.” Finchy lowered her gaze.

“It’s alright. Anyway, the marauders took us to Dragon Island in search of some kind of Old Magic, but we found a dragon named Zoth-Avarex instead.

“To make a long story short, Pratt awakened this giant leviathan in hopes of taking over the League of Islands, but we were able to stop him.”

“Is that when—” the sparrow cut his question short.

Robin chuckled. “Yes, that’s when I pecked out a guy’s eye trying to save Azure.”

Half of the young birds looked impressed; the other half looked slightly disgusted.

“After that, Pratt went to jail, and we became permanent members of the marauders. When the Marauder King took his musical, based on our adventures, to Whetstone, he named Azure captain, and we started working as a merchant ship between adventures. 

“We got a job that entailed finding a lost treasure on Amenaza Island, the one with the big volcano. And while we were there, we found this little girl from another world all by herself in the jungle.

“It turned out that the little girl needed this dagger to get back to her home world, so we decided to try and get it for her. We figured out that the dagger was being held in a display case at The Fortress, the biggest casino on Mirth Island, and the owner refused to give it up.

“So, we planned a heist and stole the dagger back. During the heist, I single-handedly fought a peregrine falcon in close quarters. I stabbed the bitch with a crossbow bolt, which was pretty badass, and I don’t mind saying it.”

The small crowd gave a collective, “Oooooh.”

“When we tried to send the girl back to her world, a gargoyle flew out from our portal and demanded to be taken to Zoth-Avarex. So, Azure came up with a plan that led us back to Amenaza Island.

“Once there, we had an epic battle with the Dread Captain Roberts, and we tricked the gargoyle into thinking that Zoth-Avarex wasn’t in this world. The gargoyle went away, and we defeated Captain Roberts and his crew.

“It was smooth sailing for a while, then, on Azure’s wedding day, we found out that Pratt had broken out of jail. We’ve been continuing to live our lives, but we feel like something is coming, probably sooner rather than later.”

“Can we help?” Finchy said.

“I don’t think so. Not at the moment. Thank you, though.”

“Are you seeing anyone right now?” the sparrow asked, his voice suddenly an octave deeper.

“I’m literally old enough to be your grandmother,” Robin said. “You couldn’t handle me, anyway. Nice try, kid.” Robin eyed the sun, which hung low in the sky. “Well, I gotta get going. It was nice to meet all of you. I’m glad you all made it out of our shit world.”

Robin flew away to a chorus of goodbyes and well-wishes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The cecaelia prince gasped on the deck of the ship, his tentacles writhing and lips turning a pale purple.

Above him, a human bellowed a cruel laugh. “Alright, give him a bucketful.”

Another human poured a bucket of seawater into the cage. Prince Tellaro breathed the water in giant gulps, trying in vain to not let a single drop spill.

“I don’t know how much more of this you can take,” the cruel human said. “You’d better hope your people are good at finding proverbial needles in haystacks.”

“We found that golden medallion for you,” Tellaro said when the bucket had emptied. “Isn’t that enough?”

“No.” The man held up the medallion, etched with the image of a capybara, and brushed a bit of algae from its edge. “This is great, but what I require is far greater.”

Reacting to a nod from the man who spoke, a second man pushed the tip of a spear into Tellaro’s gills, just enough to draw a trickle of blood.

“Tell them I’m growing impatient.”

Tellaro reached out to his people below. I don’t have much time and don’t see an alternative to finding this human’s ring. Has there been any progress?

We can overwhelm this ship, my Prince, Callo, his most trusted advisor, said. I have fifty souls here, ready to board as soon as you give the word.

As subtly as he could, Tellaro scanned the rails of the ship—both sides were lined with men holding guns and spears, about twenty in all. Callo’s force could likely overwhelm them, but the casualties would be unacceptable.

No. I can’t let you do that.

Callo didn’t so much as answer as growled his response. Tellaro felt him dive into the deep.

On board, an imposing man on crutches limped into view. “Any luck?” he said to the man in charge.

“No. And I’m starting to wonder if I shouldn’t have kidnapped a mermaid instead of one of these octopus people.”

The man on crutches chuckled.

“Sir!” came a cry from the rail. “We’ve got something.”

Tellaro’s gills were beginning to hurt, again. He looked at the man with the bucket, but the man only sneered at him.

The human in charge hurried to the side of the ship. He looked over the rail and let out a sadistic squeal. “Someone get down there and bring it to me!” 

Several men scrambled overboard holding onto ropes.

Tellaro looked to the man with the bucket, again, eyes pleading.

“Hold your...seahorses.” He looked very pleased with himself. “Let’s see what they found, first.”

Tellaro felt himself drifting off to sleep. His vision darkened and his gills burned with the stings of a thousand jellyfish.

I can feel your pain, my Prince, said Callo, his voice was faint, distant, I’m coming up there!

In his last sliver of consciousness, Tellaro said, no!

There was a triumphant roar and a booming laugh from above.

Tellaro felt himself being lifted from the floor of the ship, but he couldn’t tell if it was real, or a dream.

The world spun. 

There was a splash.

Someone forced water into his mouth.

The world began to take form again. Slowly. His vision was blurry at first, but the tumultuous scene around him eventually started to coalesce into a clear picture. 

Callo held him to his chest like a child.

My Prince, Callo said. You’re safe and back home.
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Chapter One: A Message
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Azure lay back in the tall grass, closed her eyes, and let the afternoon sun warm her face. At her feet, the creek murmured its soothing, familiar song. With no other sound than the gentle breeze weaving through the trees, Azure was able to let all else fall away.

“Is this it?” Oriana said from the ground next to Azure.

“Yes, Little Treasure. This is it.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice.

“Just listen, and feel yourself breathe.”

Azure focused on her chest as it filled with air. She pictured a cozy fire there, but let the thought float away on the breeze.

“It’s just...”

“Go ahead.”

“I mean, I don’t want to be rude, but it’s just kinda boring.”

Azure smiled, eyes still closed. She knew this wouldn’t come easy for the little girl. In the world Oriana had come from, there was a constant need for stimulation. It would take time to refocus her attention to a slower pace.

“I know it seems boring, but if you can learn to do this, even for a moment here and there, you’ll learn to appreciate...things more.” Azure wished she had articulated that better.

“Like what?”

“Like everything.”

“How does sitting here doing nothing help with everything?”

“I suppose it lets you get in touch with nature.” The statement came out more like a question.

“I’m sure I just heard a frog splash into the water while we were laying here,” Oriana said. “I wanna catch it. Isn’t that touching nature?”

“Yeah, and that kind of thing is great, too. I just wanted you to try this with me.”

“Can I go catch that frog, now?”

“Yes. And good luck!”

Oriana scrambled to her feet, then crouched low as she surveyed the bank. Her lunge toward the water scared Robin up from the creekside.

––––––––
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“Shit.” Robin had just about pulled a moist, fat worm from the dirt when the kid scared her into flight. Before she could get back down and grab it, the delicious little thing had shot back underground.

“Don’t cuss at her,” Robin whispered to herself. “Don’t call her a name.”

Robin had grown to love Oriana, but the love was like that of a sister, tumultuous at the best of times. The girl could be the sweetest little thing in some moments and a defiant brat in others. Robin supposed Azure had been like that once, but that was different. Robin had been Azure’s partner in crime back then; now she felt more like a mother hen.

She flew upstream around a bend and searched for another sign of a vulnerable worm. 

It didn’t take long before she saw the dirt move the tiniest bit below.

Like a hawk, Robin tucked her wings and dove for the ground, pulling up at the last second and thrusting her beak into the soil. She got a firm grip on an even fatter worm, but it was still anchored pretty damned well.

Straining, she yanked her head back, a determined growl in her throat. But the worm wouldn’t budge. 

As she pulled harder, Robin’s beak slipped off of the worm’s slimy body and she tumbled backward. By the time she got up, that worm was gone, too.

“Oh well,” she said to herself. “I’m actually not even hungry.”

The truth was that Robin liked to come out here with Azure sometimes so she could get away from her raven suitor, Sir Terry. Wakeman, the man who conjured the raven, had released Sir Terry from his bindings, allowing him, with Robin’s permission, to join the Adventure Ship. 

She liked being around him, most of the time. His adoration never waned, and he made her feel special, more so than any other bird had ever done by a degree of ten. But sometimes the whole idea was a bit overwhelming. Although it was not the case, she sometimes felt coerced into domestic life, a life she wasn’t sure if she was quite ready for.

Anyway, these little breaks were good for her, and she really did enjoy seeing him again when they were over.

Robin had just decided to dip into the water for a little refreshing little bath when a blur of red zipped overhead. She followed the blur as best she could and barely caught sight of a red bird landing near where Azure was lying.

As quick as a hummingbird, Robin darted back to find the bird addressing Azure.

“Captain Azure Brine?” it said, its voice smooth and masculine.

Robin landed near Azure. Her eyes immediately locked on the newcomer, a devastatingly handsome young cardinal whose bright red feathers made a sharp contrast with the deep black of his face. His eyes shone with intelligence and mischief, and his crest came to a dramatic point atop his head.

“Yes?” Azure said.

“I have a message for you. From Governor Pratt.”

Azure started at the mention of that name.

“He’s not the governor anymore.” Azure glared at the gorgeous bird.

“Don’t shoot the messenger,” he said with a head tilt. “I’m just doing what I am forced to do because of binding runes and all that bullshit I don’t understand.”

“What’s the message?”

“Hold on, it’s tied to my—”

When he saw Robin, he stopped talking but kept perfect composure.

“Well look at you,” the cardinal said. “Your breast is so bright and full!”

Robin felt her face grow hot.

“You’re perfectly round. A borb if I ever saw one!”

Robin wasn’t sure what that word meant, but the way he said it, and the lustful gleam in his eyes, gave her more than enough clues. She looked down at herself. “I wouldn’t say I’m round, exactly.” 

“Oh, don’t even worry, that’s just an expression.” He looked her in the eyes with a piercing gaze. “You know, I usually like skinny, vibrant, colorful types, but I really like you.”

In the back of her mind, Robin knew exactly what he was doing. Males had come at her with this kind of shit before. They would give a backhanded compliment in hopes of increasing her need for their approval. Robin was way too smart to fall for this kind of thing. But...the way he spoke, and the unshakeable confidence radiating from his perfect red body, made it extremely tough to listen to the voice of reason in her head.

“My name is Vermillion. May I have yours?”

“Robin.”

“Straight to the point, that name. I like—”

“Alright,” Azure interrupted. “That’s enough flirting. Give me the message.” She held out her hand.

“I’m so sorry. Just trying to get better acquainted with your pretty friend.” He untied the note attached to his leg with his beak.

Once untied, Azure took the note, unrolled it, and read aloud.

“Dearest Azure. I am writing to you as a free man, having been liberated from my wrongful imprisonment by those loyal to the true governor of the League of Islands. And it is with my deepest regrets that I must pass on the news I have for you. I have captured the singing, one-legged idiot you know as the Marauder King.”

Azure stopped and met eyes with Robin, a look of anguish on her face. With effort, she continued.

“I can be found in Whetstone, at the capitol building, where I have taken my rightful place. Your beloved captain is staying in substantially less luxurious quarters, but I assure you, he is being treated well by my newly appointed constable. I’m also happy to report that I have more of your friends with me, here. Captain Roberts and Mr. Pierce are both looking forward to seeing you again, should you decide to drop by. Anyway, consider this a cordial invitation to join us. Any time is good, but I fear your Marauder King is not long for this world, so I would hurry if you’re holding onto the hope of seeing him alive. Sincerely, Governor Reginald Pratt.”

Azure spat in the grass.

“That asshole!” Robin said, turning her glare toward Vermillion.

He held his glorious red wings out at his sides. “Just the messenger.”

“Come on, Oriana.” Azure took the little girl’s hand and started away.

“You going, too?” Vermillion said. “Or do you want to sidle up next to me on this branch so we can get to know each other better?” He hopped to his left to make room for Robin.

The fight in Robin’s mind only took a few seconds, but it was intense. “No. I gotta go.”

“You sure?” He cocked his head at the perfect angle, as if posing for a painting.

“Yes?” Robin flew after Azure and Oriana.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: The Dragon
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Zoth-Avarex believed he finally had the strength to fly again.

He had no idea how long he had lain in the jungle on Amenaza Island, teetering on the edge of death.

After being shot through the neck with a giant crossbow bolt from the deck of Captain Roberts’s ship, he thought it was the end. At times, while languishing in a pool of his own blood, he welcomed the release of death. He was so weak, he couldn’t even perform the most basic magic. Blood loss, mixed with the utter humiliation of actually being hit with that ridiculous weapon, was nearly enough to end his existence in this world. 

But he lived on.

Excruciatingly long days and even longer nights passed by as he did little more than breathe and think. Hunger was all-consuming, but he could do nothing to satiate it. Rainwater provided just enough hydration to support life, but he was never not thirsty. The chances of survival seemed to ebb and flow with the unknowable rhythm of the multiverse. At any point, it seemed, his life could be snuffed out on a whim.

The question he found himself pondering the most was, did he want to survive? 

What was the point of it all? 

Did the marauder’s mantra of family, friends, and fun provide enough meaning for a five-thousand-year-old dragon? 

Zoth-Avarex had been driven by greed and a lust for power his entire life. Those things had kept him going. There had always been a beacon shining on the horizon, enticing him forward. He never paused his pursuit of that horizon long enough to contemplate existential concerns.

His newfound contentment was, in a way, a gift and a curse. Without the external distractions of wealth and power, he was forced to look inside and think of things like meaning and purpose. 

He wanted to laugh in the face of life’s lack of meaning, as the marauders seemed to be able to do, but as he struggled to survive, he found the lack of meaning too profound to ignore.

All of this might have been too much for him. It was damn near about to make him give up and sink into oblivion. But then the goats showed up.

A herd of around ten delicious-smelling goats had wandered into the jungle where Zoth-Avarex was about to die. 

His ability to do magic had been lost along with his blood and energy, but the appearance of the goats reawakened a sliver of it, just enough to coax them closer with a simple form of telepathy.

As carefully and slowly as possible, the dragon turned his head to face the goats. He couldn’t be sure if his ability to blow fire was gone, but he was going to give it a try, even if it took everything he had left.

As he inhaled quietly through his nose, his throat began to glow orange. Then, in a painful and powerful exhale, flames spewed forth from his mouth, engulfing the herd.

Nothing about maneuvering his body in order to reach and eat every goat was easy, but it was all worth it. Every bite was life-affirming ecstasy. Every swallow brought him further away from death’s door. Once finished, his eyes erupted with happy tears.

With newfound energy coursing through his body, he pushed himself up to his feet. His great wings spread behind him, forming what he could only imagine to be an impressive, majestic tableau. 

Life’s lack of meaning troubled him much less now. In fact, it was freeing. He had lived long enough in the multiverse to know that it was pure, absurd chaos, which left him completely free to live however he chose. And right now, all he wanted to do was see his friends.

He had to admit that he also wanted to burn Captain Roberts’s ship into the sea, but that could wait.

Sorer than he had thought possible, Zoth-Avarex launched himself into the sky.
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Chapter Three: The Red Dragon Inn
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As they made their way back to the Adventure Ship, Azure completely disconnected from the present moment. Inside her head was a whir of worry, much of it concerning Oriana’s safety. If they were about to embark on a rescue mission, was it responsible for her as a parent to bring the little girl along? She wanted to ask Elijah, her husband and co-parent, what he thought, but she needed to make a detour first.

“Come on,” Azure said, waving Oriana forward onto the dirt road that led up the hill to the Red Dragon Inn. “Let’s go see Grandpa before we go.”

Inside the inn, Azure’s dad was serving meals to a small family. Azure nodded and smiled, then led Oriana to the back room.

“Can I get a lemonade, please?” Oriana asked.

Azure scanned the kitchen.

“Hmm. I don’t see any lemonade. Why don’t I ask Grandpa if you can stay with him for...a few weeks,” Azure said, trying her best to make it sound like a fun idea. “Then you guys could make boatloads of lemonade together.”

“I don’t want to stay here.” Oriana took an immediate defensive posture, crossing her arms and narrowing her eyes. 

“But what we’re about to do might be dangerous. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

“What about you? And LiLi?” She invoked her pet name for Elijah with a manipulative level of cuteness in her voice. “I don’t want you to get hurt, either.”

“I know, and we won’t.” Azure feigned confidence, standing taller and crossing her arms. “It’s just...it might not be a good place for a kid to be.”

“But Morgak will be there, right? What, is it okay for an orc kid to be there, but not a human?” Her debate skills were frustratingly honed.

“No, I’m not saying that at all. What I’m saying is we have a great option, here. And Grampy would love to get to spend time with you.” Now Azure resorted to less than straightforward tactics by using Oriana’s pet name for her grandpa.

“I love Grampy. But I want to stay with you and LiLi.”

“Hey, you two,” Azure’s dad said as he entered the kitchen. “What’s going on?”

“I am just talking to Oriana about maybe staying with you for a week or two.”

“Oh yeah?” His face lit up. “That’d be great!”

“But I was just talking to Azure about how I wanted to go with them,” Oriana replied. 

“Oh.” Azure’s dad did a poor job of hiding his disappointment. “What’s the issue, then? If she doesn’t want to stay, then she doesn’t want to stay.”

“Well, we’re...” Azure hesitated to admit they were heading into possible danger.

“We have to go save someone,” Oriana said. “A bird brought a message about someone being captured.”

“Seriously?” His disappointment turned to concern.

“Yes,” Azure said. “It’s the Marauder King. He’s been captured in Whetstone.”

“By who?”

Azure hated to say the name, as if just the sound of it could single-handedly open up old wounds. But another part of her, one she wished she could deny, reveled in the opportunity to show him that his one-time love and borderline worship of the ex-governor had been so horribly misplaced.

“Pratt.”

“Oh.” Now his face flushed a deep red. He didn’t want the name spoken aloud any more than she did. “I...I don’t want you to put yourself in any danger, Az.”

“I know, Dad, but we have to do something. We’ll be as safe as possible, I promise.”

“Maybe you should stay with me, Oriana?”

“She said we’d be as safe as possible,” Oriana said, still defiant. “She promised. So, I don’t know what the big deal is.”

Azure’s dad threw up his hands in defeat. “Well, I gotta go check on the customers.” He looked Azure in the eyes. “If you make her stay, I’ll watch her, but that’s your decision.”

“I’m not staying.” Oriana stomped her foot as Azure’s dad hurried back into the main room of the inn.

“Technically, you will stay if I tell you to stay.”

“What about LiLi? Doesn’t he get a say?”

“Yes. But he will support me in any decision I make.”

Oriana’s face grew progressively redder as she stared up at Azure, grinding her teeth. Then, without a word, she bolted out of the kitchen. Azure followed her into the main room to find her crashing through the front door.

“Sorry about that,” she said to the customers with a fake smile as she sprinted across the room.

Once outside, she found Oriana sitting in the mud with her back against the inn. She had her face between her knees and her arms crossed over her head.

Azure fought back her initial anger at having been embarrassed in front of the customers. She took several deep breaths, then sat next to the little girl. She watched the clouds as they inched across the sky at a snail’s pace, unsure of what to say.

Eventually, Oriana looked up, her eyes red and wet. Her hand found the ship’s wheel pendant around her neck, the one Azure’s mom had given to her before she died, and Azure had passed down to Oriana. “What if you guys...die? And I’m...” She couldn’t finish the thought, but Azure understood. Oriana couldn’t stand the idea of losing another set of parents. And of course, she couldn’t. Her birth parents had been murdered when she was so young; the thought of it happening again must be debilitating. 

Azure didn’t want to subject her to weeks of anxiety, but she didn’t want to put her in physical danger, either. What if she and Elijah did die during the rescue attempt? The pain that would put Oriana through was unthinkable. Was it better that they all went down together? A morbid thought, but Azure couldn’t help but find it valid. It felt right that they would be together, no matter what.

“You can come with us.” Azure rubbed the back of Oriana’s head.

The corner of the little girl’s mouth turned up.

“I’m sorry I considered leaving you, but I’m just so afraid of you getting hurt.”

“I won’t.”

Azure hoped to the gods she was right.
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Chapter Four: The Adventure Ship
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The mood aboard the Adventure Ship was lazy.

The marauders that could be seen were napping on makeshift hammocks or playing subdued rounds of Dragon’s Hoard. Even the new capybara pups, which were usually cute little bundles of energy, were sleeping on their father’s back as he floated in the new pool.

After Azure’s wedding, the crew built a freshwater pool for the capybara couple on the deck of the ship. It was just deep enough for Eleanor and Alistair Covington to dive and swim, and Syl’s magic somehow kept the water from sloshing out. The only negative thing about the pool was that the two capybaras no longer seemed comfortable in their fancy clothes. Their signature gown and suit had been washed, folded, and put aside for special occasions. 

Shortly after the pool’s construction, Eleanor gave birth to a litter of three—Bonnie, Mary, and Jack. The happy family stayed in or near the pool all the time now.

Azure hurried to the ship’s bell and gave one sharp ring.

Slowly, the marauders emerged from belowdecks, wiping sleep from their eyes and mumbling under their breath.

Elijah, in his skeleton form since his and Azure’s wedding night, rushed to his new wife and embraced her while asking what was wrong. She whispered, “Just a minute. Let me tell everyone at once,” in the place his ear would have been.

When most of the crew had gathered around her, Azure said, “I’ve got some horrible news to report.”

A general hubbub spread through the crowd. Everyone straightened up and looked more alive.

“The Marauder King has been captured by Pratt.”

The crew lost their collective mind. Miserable laments resonated around the deck of the ship.

Azure handed Pratt’s letter to Blunderbuss while she waited for them to quiet down, chest buzzing with anxiety.

“I think we should decide what to do as a group,” she said. “Does anyone have any thoughts?”

“We have to rescue him,” Nargol said in her big, booming orc voice, eliciting loud support.

“Send us orcs in,” Orok added.

“Let’s call the dragon,” Mr. Threepbrush said, earning equally loud agreements.

Azure considered the suggestions. They hadn’t heard a thing from Zoth-Avarex since their adventure on Amenaza Island. His absence had been longer than usual, but she assumed he was rolling in his treasure. A troubling thought occurred to her as she pictured him on his island.

“What if Pratt has the ring again?” Azure had to raise her voice to be heard.

“How could that be possible?”

“I don’t know. But I just... Something doesn’t sit well with me. I don’t think Pratt would provoke us like this unless he knew he could handle Zoth-Avarex.”

“Good point,” said Mr. Threepbrush, although the majority was still unconvinced.

“Someone has obviously been collecting things from the bottom of the sea.” As proof, Elijah pointed out his renewed skeletal form to everyone. “Who’s to say he couldn’t have retrieved the ring, as well?”

In excited tones, the marauders discussed among themselves.

“So, let’s just assume for now that we can’t use the dragon. What other options do we have?” Azure took the half-second of answerless space to float an idea of her own. “I was thinking—now hear me out on this—I was thinking, I could disguise myself and try to inf—”

“NO!” Seemingly everyone on the crew shouted at once, causing Azure to jump.

“You can’t be serious, Azure,” Brisa said, a motherly look of disappointment on her face. “That plan has been an absolute disaster...twice! And you want to try it again?” She shook her head.

“Well, fine. I see your point. But...” Azure didn’t know what to say. It really was a shit idea. 

“What if I go?” said a lofty voice from the rigging above.

Sir Terry flew down and landed on the bell.

“I could sneak into the area and do some reconnaissance. I could try to determine whether or not Pratt has this ring. I could find this Marauder King and determine the best plan of action for a rescue.”

“Not without me.” Robin joined him on the bell structure. “You don’t know what the ring looks like, or the Marauder King.”

“But, m’lady—”

“Don’t even start with that shit. I’m going.”

Sir Terry nodded his acquiescence.

“I think that’s a great start,” Syl said. “Send the birds in to get a better idea of what we’re dealing with here.”

Azure looked to Robin, always hesitant to put her in harm’s way.

“You don’t even start, either.” Robin gave a dramatic head tilt. “You know damn well this is the best idea we got. We can handle it just fine.”

Azure’s mind spun several circles looking for better options but found none.

“Alright,” Azure said in her captain voice. “Set sail for Whetstone.”

––––––––
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“You miss her, don’t you?” Azure asked Syl, who had been standing alone near the bow, staring at the horizon, his hoof gently tapping the deck.

“I do.”

“I’m sorry, Syl. I really liked her.”

“Yeah, I did, too. But Ceda couldn’t get used to the idea of a life at sea.”

“It’s not for everyone.” Azure’s thoughts jumped immediately to Oriana.

Syl sighed.

“Do you ever think of quitting this life?” Azure asked. “Settling down on solid ground somewhere?”

“To tell the truth, I’ve been thinking about it a lot these days.”

Azure nodded.

“My people prefer trees to masts.” Syl flashed a forced half-smile. “Sometimes I feel like I’m the only faun under the Ring who loves being on the sea.”

“It’s too bad she wouldn’t just give it a try.”

“Oh, I didn’t imagine she would do that. I had just met her, really. I couldn’t expect her to upend her life and move onto a relatively small boat with me.”

“Well, when you put it that way...”

“I feel like I’m at a crossroads. I’m starting to feel the pull to settle down and start a family, but I know that isn’t going to happen as long as I’m a marauder.”

Unsure of what to say, Azure nodded again.

“But here I am, moaning about vague potential futures when MK is in danger right now.” He shook his head.

“We’ll do everything we can for MK when the time comes, but that doesn’t mean anyone should begrudge you a little contemplation while we’re getting there. Your happiness is an important thing, you know.”

“Yeah. I suppose it is.” This time his half-smile was much more genuine. “This is the only group I’ve ever found where I truly belonged. It’s nearly impossible to imagine what a life outside of it would be like.”

“I hear you on that. And I’ve only been with you guys for almost two years.”

Syl’s eyes were drawn back out to the horizon. “I really do miss her, though.”

“Well, maybe someday, after you two start a family, we’ll swing by and take you for a cruise around an island or something. We could make it a monthly thing.” Azure gave an exaggerated shrug.

“I appreciate the sentiment.” Syl rested a hand on Azure’s shoulder.

“Am I interrupting anything?” Brisa said from behind them. 

“Oh, no,” Syl said. “Just chatting about lost loves and uncertain futures.”

“So, nothing important, then?” Brisa flashed her best wry smile. Time with the marauders made her much more likely to attempt humor than she used to be. The ciguapa woman’s beauty and grace never ceased to amaze Azure.

“No. Not at all. We might even discuss something silly, like the meaning of life, next.”

“Well, I’m sorry to butt in. I’ll leave you to it.” Brisa took a step back.

“No, no, no. Please, join us.” Syl side-stepped to make room for her.

Reluctantly, Brisa took a spot between Syl and Azure.

“We were just talking about Ceda, and that I’m missing her,” Syl said. “I imagine you might be feeling the same about Mari.”

“You imagine correctly.” Now it was Brisa’s turn for a sigh.

“Is she still working at the capitol?” 

“No. She’s got a great job over on Landfall. An important one, too.”

“Do you think you two will ever...make things more serious?” Azure asked.

“You never know. Maybe someday we will. But for now, she’s too focused on her work. It was tough for her to get away and come to your wedding, and that was just a few days.” Brisa shrugged a wistful shrug.

“Hey guys,” Mr. Threepbrush said. “Got room for one more in this party?”

“Well, it’s not much of a party, unless you want to call it a pity party,” Brisa said with a smile. “We’re just lamenting our love lives. Except for Azure, I suppose.”

“Well, my husband turned into a skeleton again, so I think I belong at this pity party as much as anyone.” Azure flashed a smile to show that she was mostly joking, but she mostly wasn’t.

“That’s true.” Brisa looked at Mr. Threepbrush. “Do you ever feel the need to...find someone and settle down?” She seemed upset with herself for asking as soon as the words came out.

“No, I really don’t.” Mr. Threepbrush shrugged a shrug devoid of wistfulness. 

When no one spoke, he continued. “I’ve never felt that need. My whole life, I thought I was a freak because I didn’t have the same drive that everyone around me seemed to have, but I’ve long been at peace with it. I have the marauders, and that’s everything I could wish for.”

Azure silently admonished herself for not knowing more about her quartermaster and friend. She had always kind of assumed that he preferred to live that way, but had never taken the time to ask.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Brisa said. 

Azure and Syl nodded in agreement.

“I don’t mean to sidetrack the conversation, but I wanted to mention that Pratt’s letter said Mr. Pierce was with him,” Mr. Threepbrush said. “That means Mr. Bancroft might be there, too.”

“And if that’s true,” Azure said, finishing his thought, “then his falcon will also be there.”

“Exactly.”

An uneasy tingle traveled through Azure’s body. She already hated the idea of Robin being in any danger, but things were potentially much worse than she’d initially believed.

“I don’t see Mr. Pierce leaving his casino and allowing his right-hand man to leave as well,” Syl said. “It’s a pretty safe bet that Mr. Bancroft and his falcon are at The Fortress.”

“I agree.” Brisa nodded to Syl.

“Still, those two will have to be extremely careful.” Azure was slightly soothed by Syl’s words, as they were most likely true, but she couldn’t completely shake her uneasiness. 
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