

[image: Cover]



I’M NOT THE CHOSEN ONE

By Richard Roberts


[image: ]



A Mystique Press Production

Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Crossroad Press digital edition 2026

Copyright © 2026 Richard Roberts

Interior art by Nicole Johnson

ISBN: ePub Digital Edition - 978-1-63789-423-1

ISBN: Trade Paperback - 978-1-63789-409-5

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner or form, including purposes of training for artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author


[image: ]



Richard Roberts is drawn to dark, strange fairy tales, which of course is why he got famous for his perky middle-school supervillain stories instead.

That presents the two halves of his work, the fun and crazy, and the dark and weird. In both cases, he does his best to entertain, to look at old ideas to see how strange they are if you think them through, and to make a story where his characters earn their happy endings.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Please Don’t Tell My Parents Series

Book 1: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’m a Supervillain

Book 2: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Blew Up the Moon

Book 3: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’ve Got Henchmen

Book 4: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Have a Nemesis

Book 5: Please Don’t Tell My Parents You Believe Her

Book 6: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Work for a Supervillain

Book 7: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’m Queen of the Dead

Book 8: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’m a Giant Monster

Book 9: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Saved the World Again

Book 10: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Bought Super Powers

A Rag Doll’s Guide to Here and There

A Spaceship Repair Girl Supposedly Named Rachel

I Did Not Give That Spider Superhuman Intelligence!

I’m Not the Chosen One

Quite Contrary

Skip School, Make Dragons

Sweet Dreams are Made of Teeth

Wild Children

You Can Be a Cyborg When You’re Older


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.



[image: ]




Table of Contents



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three


[image: ]

Chapter One

Coming-of-age trials are the worst.

Especially when they’re not mine!

“Why do you get to do the ceremony and I don’t?” I demanded, glaring so hard my eyes hurt.

My older brother Nimbus spent a few seconds scratching our enormously fat black cat Murder Ball, then went back to tying the laces of his ceremonial tonic. The soft white pressed cloud fluff vividly displayed the symbol of the Chosen One, a circle divided half in black, half in white.

He gave me a teasing smile touched with sympathy and replied, “Well, the big reason is that you’re not old enough.”

“And I’m a girl,” I shot back.

That stung him a little, because Nimbus hated everything unfair. He spread his hands helplessly. “The Chosen One is a boy! You know that, Tick. That’s the only reason. If the Chosen One a thousand years ago had been a girl, it would be you taking the ceremony.”

His tight scowl of pain at injustice turned back into a faint smirk as he finished, “…five years from now.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. Giving up on braiding my hair, I pulled Murder Ball over to me, and snuck a slice of dried fish out from under Nimbus’s mattress, sticking it in the cat’s mouth. He remained completely limp as I dragged him, a purring ball of black-furred gelatin with four protruding stick legs and a fluffy tail. Only Murder Ball’s jaws moved as he chewed and swallowed the fish.

Fish he was absolutely not supposed to have, especially since it was fish recovered from the Gap. Nobody cared. Of course Mom and Dad knew. Murder Ball hadn’t gotten this fat on rats. He hadn’t caught a rat in his life.

Outside the open window, bells sang high, graceful chimes. The tune paused in odd places, inhuman, rung only by the swaying limbs of the Great Tree. There still was a tune. The Great Tree spoke, even if we rarely understood.

Maybe it was trying to pass on deep, ancient wisdom. Maybe it was impatient to get this stupid ceremony over.

Calm, extra calm, unconvincingly calm, my eighteen-year-old brother gave me an encouraging smile framed by wavy hair the same rich green as the tree’s leaves. The same color as mine, and the same not quite shoulder length. Everyone said we looked a lot alike, but nobody ever mistook him for a girl or me for a boy.

Backed by fond green eyes, Nimbus reminded me, “You got to do the Gap Ceremony. You did very well.”

I hated the Gap. By all rights it should have been magnificent. The remaining scraps of the world should be separated by a silent, luminous void. Instead it had been muddy and brown, like sludge that filled the horizon and never got close. And it talked to you, except it didn’t. The noises reminded me of hostile, muttered words, and whenever you looked up or down the distant brown murk moved as if giant monsters swam just out of sight.

Just because I’d been good at navigating that mire wasn’t reason to give up my righteous sulk. I accused, “You caught something during your Gap Ceremony!”

He had. Nimbus was automatically great at everything and got all the well-deserved attention for it.

My big brother leaned over to flick the necklace around my neck, with its ring of jade holding a white stone egg that should have been heavy but weighed almost nothing. Unrepentant for his crime of being wonderful and generous and competent, he said, “We still don’t know what it is. Come on, baby sister. Let’s get going. It will all be over in a few hours and nothing will have changed.”

I hit him with the obvious question, the one that hung over us unacknowledged until now. “What if it’s you? It’s been around about a thousand years. Old Man Scud thinks the prophecy is due.”

Nimbus paused. His face turned very, very solemn and distant. I felt a twinge of guilt. More than a twinge as the silence dragged. But we couldn’t just ignore the question. The coming-of-age trial existed for a reason.

Very, very serious, he said, “If it is, it will be an honor to protect everyone.”

So quiet that I could barely hear a few feet away, he added, “…but I hope not.”

Like it always did, Nimbus’s smile came back. He stood up, hooked a hand around the mysterious necklace he’d given me, and pulled me along with it as if I were Murder Ball on a leash. Like Murder Ball, I made him drag me.

No, Murder Ball was magnificent in his laziness. I surrendered to the inevitable and stumbled after my brother. Whenever we tried this on Murder Ball, he just lay there, as if being dragged across the floor by his neck was nothing to stop purring about.

Pulling a cord out of my belt pocket, I tied my hair back in a broomstick poof of a ponytail. Nobody was going to notice me at Nimbus’s ceremony.

Sure enough, nobody did. We climbed the many shallow stairs of the village to the Great Tree, past squat houses built of pale stone blocks and layered in dirt and grass. Nobody moved down the curving side roads. Nobody was working. They all waited up at the Tree. Even the tree goats had gathered near the base, hooves perched in spikes of bark. No one played music. There was no need, because the Great Tree’s bells rang with the song it played at every coming-of-age trial.

We passed our neighbors lined up along the edges of the staircase. Faces and names I’d known since before I could speak melded into an anonymous crowd, because I also was focused only on the slim back of my brother as he reached the open stone doors of the tunnel leading inside the Great Tree. As big as the Tree was, its trunk at the base still only had room for the sacred history chamber.

I always thought calling it sacred was dumb. No gods, spirits, demons, or even the Great Tree claimed it. Its whole claim to holiness was being very, very old, and very, very important.

The crowd converged, packing up around the wide doorway as everyone tried to get a good view. No one questioned when Dad and Mom took their place up front. I only had to squeeze between a few bodies to be allowed to join them.

We stood there, watching Nimbus wait a few feet away from us. Around and ahead of him the sacred history chamber stood in a circle, its metal walls lined with tall, engraved stone slabs. Old Man Scud looked absolutely ridiculous standing in front of him in a formal white robe that only emphasized the old man’s scraggly, uncombable beard.

Dad slipped his hand around mine, and squeezed tight. Our parents were not allowed to look worried for Nimbus, after all. This was a day of celebration.

Trials should have fire pits, or giant snakes, or races to run or something. This one was incredibly boring.

And quick.

And it still wasn’t fair that I didn’t get to do it.

Old Man Scud raised his hands as if he were a serene, reverent wise man under any other circumstance, and recited, “Nimbus. Like all of us, a child of the Great Tree. You are here to fulfill an ancient duty. When the first Chosen One defeated the World Breaker and reunited, the Sages knew that the day would come when the great Engine that powers all things would split again. This time, they would not be caught by surprise. This time, everything the Chosen One needed to not merely defeat the World Breaker but fix the damage he caused would be ready. And so the last and least of the Chosen One’s companions took on the final duty. They brought the Chosen One’s sword and the Chosen One’s boat to the place where he would be reborn. Here, to Sky Needle Village. Walk down the gallery, Nimbus, child of the Great Tree. Read the glyphs of the prophecy. Learn whether it is you we have been waiting for these thousand years.”

And that was it. That was the whole ceremony. The rest was up to Nimbus.

Despite having read the prophecy a million times like everyone in the village, my brother was dutiful and responsible, studying the picture on each stone slab as he walked slowly down to the far end of the gallery. He wouldn’t get much out of doing so. The pictures were absolute garbage. They were barely better than stick figures. They could mean anything.

Okay, no, that wasn’t true. Stick figures or not, the pictures were very plain. You could trace the Chosen One performing various brave and noble deeds on the way to reunite both halves of the Engine.

To get to the far end of the gallery, Nimbus had to go around the fence that encased the staircase at the center of the room. The thin metal steps and struts didn’t block the audience’s view much, but it did mean he had to go around one side or the other.

Nimbus circled around on the right, which meant he passed by the picture of the Chosen One carrying the Princess of Water in his arms, rather than the picture of the Chosen One and the Steel Maiden slaying the Gap Dragon.

Most boys went the other way. I heard a faint rustle behind me, of a crowd of villagers who wanted to whisper about that choice, but weren’t allowed to talk. Me, I wasn’t surprised.

Although the Gap Dragon picture was probably the best in the gallery. A magnificent twisty monster, rather than painted or engraved, had been inlaid into the stone with a bunch of little colored glass squares. You just knew the real thing had been made of metal, a machine more than a creature.

No traps, no feats of strength to perform or puzzles to solve blocked Nimbus’s path. He walked slowly and reverently, like the sensible and responsible and brave young man that he was, to the biggest stone slab that stood at the far end of the gallery.

Standing point up in a niche in that wall rested the Chosen One’s sword, where it had stood for a thousand years. The sword that had reunited the Chosen One and the World Breaker once, and would do so again.

Nimbus reached his hand out, took hold of the handle, and pulled.

It popped right out as if it had only been held there with gum.

OF COURSE.
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Chapter Two

Imust have made a noise. A very loud noise, because everyone was looking down at me. Then the crowd exploded with chatter

“The World Breaker is loose.”

“So is the Chosen One. We already know it will be okay.”

“If anyone can save the world, Nimbus can.”

And so on.

Mom and Dad gripped each other’s hands so hard that their arms shook.

Then they started to cheer. A second later, everyone else joined in, shouting with joy and waving their arms, clapping and whistling. The Great Tree’s bells pounded with joy and excitement.

Nimbus stood at the far end of the gallery, holding in both hands a weird glass sword that glowed blue.

Nobody in Sky Needle Village had much use for a sword, but we had a couple of relics lying around that had been salvaged in the Gap or brought by strangers on trading vessels, back when those arrived more than once a generation. They were all made of metal, not blue glass. Opaque glass along the blade, squiggles like writing ran up and down that nearly flat and magnificently sharp-edged section. Just above the hilt, the base of the blade had no edge, just a fat glass tube like a jar, transparent enough to see the gold filaments running up from hilt into blade.

As for the hilt itself, a crossbar of something white that felt like impossibly smooth stone curved up away from a thick handle wrapped in simple white leather. From the lower end of that projected another glass blade no longer than my finger.

All of the glass shone with a bright, uplifting blue light, which they had never done before.

Oh, and it wasn’t exactly glass. Disrespectful children had hit the sword with rocks before. That thing was hard. Forget ”shatter it”, nothing could scratch that surface. They’d cut themselves on the edge, too.

Everyone applauded. Everyone babbled, speculation and praise and predictions. Everyone except Nimbus, me, our parents, and Old Man Scud.

Old Man Scud didn’t smile. He looked shaken. Irritable old fish-scraper he might be, I’d never seen him anything but brave and competent about it.

Raising his hands, the geezer with the hideous beard declared, “I must speak to the Chosen One. Everyone else, I think you have a party to arrange.”

Whooping with glee, cheering and singing, the crowd flooded out onto the stairs. Everyone except Nimbus and his family.

My brother still stood there, not frozen, just staring with wide eyes at the arm-long sword he held in his hands.

Old Man Scud stumped over to the staircase, and unlocked the loose metal grid door, made of wire with gaps not quite big enough for anyone to fit through.

My heart skipped a beat. This was exciting! I had been down there before, but only twice legitimately and once more using a briefly existing secret tunnel.

Nimbus didn’t say a word, holding the sword perfectly upright in front of him as he walked back to Old Man Scud. Other people might say the pose was dignified. I knew my brother. He just didn’t want to cut anybody.

Mom, Dad, and I hurried a lot less delicately to meet him by the gate.

Nobody spoke a word. Nobody let their expressions say anything. Our feet rang on the thin woven steel of the stairwell that wound its way down in a squared-off spiral through the underground levels of the tower at the center of Sky Needle Village.

The tower had been divided into floors when it was built, like a regular building. At every floor the landings sported doors, but they were closed. I had no idea what was behind those doors. I had never seen them open. Maybe they hadn’t opened for a thousand years.

Still, everyone remained silent. I had no idea what they were feeling. I had no idea what I was feeling. The stairwell would have been dim indeed without the blazing blue light of the Chosen One’s sword.

Nimbus looked as absolutely solemn and serious as I had ever seen him. Not a hint of his usual smile.

Daylight lightened the blue-tinted gloom. We reached the final floor, where the Chosen One’s boat had ripped through the tower. The last few feet of the stairs weren’t sleek mesh. They were metal plates wedged and welded in place, uneven. Dirt and rock had gotten in, and plenty of it, but most of the top of the boat remained clear. That included the big pointed oval with sun rays around it, engraved on a surface with an odd brown color and texture, shiny like metal but grainy-looking.

I was at the back of the little group. I snuck a chance to crouch down and trail my fingers over the surface. No, it was smooth. Weirdly smooth, once my fingers brushed off some of the dirt. Slick, even.

Nimbus touched the tip of the sword to the spiral-decorated circle in the middle of the oval, and the brown metal slid open, widening from the center. I wasn’t impressed. There were other keys to open that door.

Not impressed, but my heart squeezed painfully tight with jealousy. It clawed its way up suddenly inside me. Maybe there were other keys, but Nimbus had one that was just his, now! A key that was his because the boat itself was his now! He got to be the Chosen One!

I struggled with that miserable, angry want. I should be happy for Nimbus.

Shouldn’t I? I wasn’t sure. This was the kind of role I would love, but Nimbus took things so seriously, despite his cheerful disposition. He didn’t look for excitement, or want it. It found him.

The anger leaked away and my mood improved immediately as we stepped into the Gap boat. You just walked over the hole as if it were solid, and it lowered you gently to the floor inside. It was somehow more magnificent than I’d remembered.

The boat was exactly as magnificent as I remembered. I loved it, and maybe that was why I felt jealous. The interior was so ornate. So many, many odd geometric designs covered the walls, and the wide shelf below the front window. A lot of the designs were buttons, which I knew because I’d pushed a bunch of them the last two times I’d been here. While no one was looking, of course.

In fact, while my parents and Old Man Scud reverently watched Nimbus step up to the window and its controls, I pressed my finger into a random diamond on the wall. Sure enough, the plate sunk in half an inch.

And those were just the buttons I could see. Most of the walls and ceiling of this big room were covered in what were recognizably crude, faded painted versions of the prophecy murals. What was that paint covering?

They were a bit dim and shaded. Old Man Scud and my parents’ bodies blocked the light coming from Nimbus’s sword, and the only other light source was daylight through the front window, which was half-covered in dirt.

Again, no one made a speech. No one had to tell Nimbus what to do. As if he’d been expecting to do this all his life, he stepped up to the projecting console and lifted the Chosen One’s sword, his sword, point down. A cylinder bulged out at the center of the angular, protruding shelf of buttons. An oblong slit ran up and down the flat circle at the top of that cylinder.

Nimbus stabbed the sword deep into the hole, let go of it for the first time since he’d pulled it from its stone socket, and reached past the sword to press his hand to a hexagon just above the cylinder.

The pentagon lit up a gentle, hopeful blue, which was the only thing that I had ever seen this boat do.

Lights sprung to life everywhere. Many of them glowed through from underneath the painted images. The ship transformed from shiny but boring brown surfaces into an exquisite rainbow. Also it made magnificent vmm noises and soft beeps and whines.

And suddenly, the world was different.

The Gap was a living nightmare. Maybe actually alive, nobody knew. But this wasn’t some rickety little fishing boat. This was built to go far, far out into the Gap, to visit the other scraps of the world, to see all the strange things that fell into that groaning brown morass and floated around hoping to find land.

This boat belonged to my brother. It actually had always belonged to Nimbus, but nobody knew.

I couldn’t sulk anymore. Now I felt simultaneously so happy for Nimbus that my feet should have floated off the ground, and so jealous that it felt like acid choking my throat.

A voice gasped. It came from everywhere, from the boat around us. “It’s you. The sword. The ship turned on. It’s you.”

The words came in a high, awed whisper, which could be boy or girl but didn’t sound adult.

Old Man Scud tilted his head forward a couple of inches, croaking, “And now we’re sure. Turn it off, Nimbus. We have much to discuss before you leave.”

Already high voice spiking with alarm, the boat protested, “What? No, it’s been a thousand years! I have something to tell you!”

His smile slight and weak, Nimbus told it affectionately, “Tonight. I promise.”

“But—” the voice started, and cut off. Nimbus had already put his hand back on the button, and pushed it. Not just the voice, but all the lights in the boat turned off at the same time.

Slowly, carefully, my older brother pulled the sword out of its keyhole. It glowed a lot less now.

For a moment, anxiety spiked its way into my twisting emotions, but only for a moment. The voice hadn’t sounded like a panicked “we must leave now” kind of urgency. It just had something it had really wanted to say. That could wait a few hours.

Old Man Nimbus stomped back to the center of the boat under the open hatch. He floated back up to the staircase, and started to climb. Nimbus followed next, then our parents, then finally me. I cast a backwards glance at the shadowy room that had been magnificent and mysterious before, but was now a slumbering wonderland.

Also, it could talk! ARG, I was so happy for Nimbus, but I wanted it so bad!

I tried to engrave every detail of what I’d seen into my memory as we climbed back up and spilled back into the gallery.

Old Man Scud interrupted my efforts by saying, “You can put the sword back, Nimbus. People will be excited enough as it is.”

Nimbus walked down to the slab at the end of the gallery with the same serious expression as before, but much faster. He gingerly pressed it back into the sword-shaped groove it had slept in for a thousand years.

The glass blade stopped glowing. The sword stuck in place.

Nimbus pulled his hand back with a sigh of relief audible in this empty room even from a distance.

His gravelly voice noticeably sad, Old Man Scud laced his hands together and said, “And that is why I knew it would be you. How I’ve always known it would be you. You understand that the sword is a weapon, and that there is no virtue in a weapon. Violence is the worst solution to any problem, even if it is the only solution.”

Nimbus lowered his face as he trudged back to us. “Yes.”

The old geezer went on. “The Engine split in half, and one half is the World Breaker. You are the balance, everything he isn’t. Anyone who knows you would agree.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to, but the old guy was right.

Nimbus’s patient walk brought him back to the stairs. As soon as he was in arms’ reach, our parents crowded in, surrounding him in a tight hug. Hugs.

Old Man Scud didn’t give them much time. He extended a leathery arm, placed his hand on Nimbus’s shoulder, and pried him very gently free. He reminded, “We do need to talk, Nimbus. Alone. About the prophecy.”

Nimbus let the old guy push him a couple of steps, but then twisted around to look back at me.

I leaped forward, racing as fast as I could even though it was only a few steps, and slammed into my brother so hard he staggered. Wrapping my arms around his chest, I squeezed in a furious and failed attempt to crush the air out of him.

He hugged me back more gently, and whispered into my ear, “I don’t know how soon I need to leave, but before the party tonight, why don’t I take you out in my new boat?”

I managed to squeeze him even harder. Of course he’d noticed my feelings and was worried about me.

Old Man Scud pulled. I forced myself to let go. Nimbus might not have been holding me tight, but he let go even more slowly. He did let go, and we all straightened up and tried to look like dignified people who were calm and thinking only about saving the world as we walked out of the gallery into the bright late afternoon daylight.

We got maybe five steps down the path. Villagers emerged from everywhere. A riot of people that we’d known all our lives, changed from their simple, formal ritual outfits into the wildest colors they owned.

They descended on Nimbus like a mob. Old Man Scud tried to say something, but I couldn’t make him out over shouts of “Nimbus!” “The Chosen One!” “Congratulations!”

The villagers grabbed Nimbus, physically, a dozen hands taking hold of him and tugging as everyone shouted and squealed their excitement.

He dug his feet in on the uneven stone steps, twisted around in their grip. That dislodged enough hands from one arm for him to hold it stretched out towards me.

I grabbed his hand while he struggled against the pull of our neighbors. I tried to pull him away.

Instead, Nimbus yanked me up close, or at least close enough for me to hear when he said, “You’ll see the sun, Tick. I promise.”

And that was when Cumulus jumped up onto his back from behind and wrapped her hands around his mouth. She did it with the impatience of a proto-girlfriend who knows her magnificent boyfriend is going to leave, will never come back, and is going to fall in love with a Water Princess while he’s out there.

That was too much. Our neighbors managed to lift Nimbus physically off his feet and drag him away.

To his own giant, village wide party, which Nimbus deserved.

Especially since he wouldn’t be coming back. Being the Chosen One was a one-way trip. Everyone but Nimbus would be saved. The prophecy made that absolutely clear.

I looked up at the sky. Hardly any clouds today, of any kind. The rich blue of daytime turned more and more every second towards violet. Night would arrive soon.

What did the sun look like? In which scrap of the world was it hidden? Old pictures and descriptions just said it was a bright yellow ball in the sky. That sounded weird and anticlimactic. It didn’t explain why the sun excited the people who lived before the world ripped apart. What wonders were words unable to convey?

I would live to find out.

Let Nimbus be the center of attention. I would drag him out of bed later to fly around, if I had to. No matter who that upset.

Kicking my annoying formal boots off, I jumped up a series of grass-speckled rock blocks onto the roof of Old Man Scud’s house. Not that he was home, but I skipped up the slope of his roof to stand behind two figures who sat with their legs draped over the edge. With blond hair and wearing bright-blue long shirts, they kept their eyes fixed on the wicker they feverishly wove into the shape of a fish.

I placed my hand on Gale’s left shoulder and Zephyr’s right shoulder.

Sadly, they did not jump off the roof in surprise, but that meant they were right up close as I leaned forward and told them just loud enough to be heard over the bells, “The old man didn’t lock the gate down to the Gap boat. He didn’t lock anything. Want to come take a real look, with no adults in the way?”

“Not now, Tick. We’ve got to go get the candy!” Gale scolded.

Holding the fish between them, shirts billowing and flapping, he and his sister slid down the vine-covered front of the building, bouncing off a couple of crates along the way. When they hit the road, Zephyr shouted, “Nimbus’s favorites are the berry-stuffed nuts, remember! With glaze!”

And a couple of seconds after that they’d circled around another building out of sight, without even a single look back at me.

I straightened up, my fists clenched at my side. A tremble started in my legs, ran up my body, and when it reached my shoulders I threw my fists up into the air and yelled, “Fine. Fine! I’ll enjoy this golden opportunity, the last chance they would ever have to see the inside of the Chosen One’s boat, by myself!”

So I stomped back inside the tree, my feet thumping extra hard on the stone, and then on the sheet metal floor. Old Man Scud hadn’t closed the door to the gallery, or the door to the staircase. Like I’d told my supposed friends, the only thing that had been put away was the sword itself.

Ignoring everything else, I stomped down the gallery to it. The pale rock slab it stood in was tall, wide, and thick, reaching up to the ceiling and making an impressive anchor for the blade. The Chosen One’s sword fit into an ancient worn groove in that surface, with no clasps or restraints of any kind. It just stood there, straight and vertical, as if glued there.

The light remained off. It looked exactly the same as it did every time I’d come to the gallery to look at the prophecy.

My hand quivered as I reached up slowly to close weak fingers around the hilt, and pull.

The sword didn’t budge. It didn’t light up.

I grabbed it with both hands, and pulled. I heaved. I propped my foot against the slab and yanked again and again.

Absolutely nothing. I might as well have been trying to shift the tower itself.

Not so much as a spark flickered in that weird bulb at the base of the blade.

Eventually, I let go. I sniffed, and rubbed the back of my sleeve over my eyes, and then my nose. I wasn’t crying. I was just… frustrated. Right.

Swinging around, I marched over to the cage surrounding the staircase. In through the open fence door, I hopped down the steps as fast as I could, until I emerged into the broken cave, and dropped down the last three crude steps to the surface of the Gap boat.

The hatch still stood open.

Well, I didn’t need a sword for this. I stepped into the opening, and floated down inside.

The sky was getting darker, and now the interior of the boat, which had blazed like a rainbow just a few minutes ago, had turned gloomy and ominous.

Stomping up to the window, I slapped my hand down on the big hexagonal button above the keyhole.

It pressed down under my palm.

It lit up blue.

Blue lights flickered on in a wave all over the room, returning the boat to magnificent multicolored glory.

“—I love you!” shouted the disembodied voice, ragged with pleading and urgency.
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Chapter Three

Ijumped, surprise blowing away all my other emotions. I answered awkwardly, “That’s the last thing I expected a boat to say.”

“I’m not—wait, don’t touch anything, just give me a minute,” complained the voice, which was still high and childish, or maybe just early teen, or maybe boats just sounded like that.

Several seconds followed of not quite silence, backdropped only by the quiet humming of the boat itself.

A ghost of a cat solidified in front of me.

Not a ghost. An image. A magnificent, wondrous image. It was made of mirrors, none larger than the last digit of a finger, dozens or hundreds of shining silver triangles and squares. They floated in the shape of a cat. It hung in the air upright like a human, but otherwise was the correct size and shape for a lean, athletic, actual rat-hunting kind of cat.

The “ghost” impression came from how I could see through some of the shards of mirror as they turned and rearranged. The image was never still. I got the impression it was, well, just an image, not a solid object.

Should I touch it? I was going to touch it.

Instead it floated up another foot in the air, leaned forward, and touched me. I felt nothing as insubstantial paws touched my shoulder and the beautiful phantom cat’s head turned this way and that. Audibly desperate, it asked, “Where is he? Where’s the Hero?” It might look like a cat, but its mouth moved like a human’s when it spoke.

“You mean the Chosen One? My big brother?” I asked, because I had just stopped being confident I understood anything in my life.

The cat floated back, body curled in a slumped sitting position, with the tip of its mirror fragment tail flicking about. It waved a dismissive paw. “Chosen One, Hero, same thing.” Jerking upright, it leaned forward again to look me in the eyes and gush, “He’s your brother? You got to grow up with him? You are so lucky! Is he coming back? Of course he’s coming back, right? It’s the prophecy. I just, uh… wasn’t expecting you.”

Unwilling to stay on the defensive, I propped my fists on my hips and accused, “I wasn’t expecting you. If you’re not the boat, who are you?”

Oh, it loved that question. It reached up a paw and brushed it back over its head, not like a washing cat but like a human caressing their hair. It preened in gesture, in smug smile, and in tone. “Uh, only the Hero’s closest friend, longest companion, and most importantly true love. I had to leave my body with the Sages, but it was worth it to be here when the Hero returned.”

That was enough information. My brain finally caught up. “You’re the Water Princess?”

The floating mirror cat recoiled, face twisting in offense. “What? That drippy bimbo? No!”

Well, the Chosen One had drawn a lot of girl companions, and the pictures weren’t specific about some things. I tried again. “The Air Princess?”

The cat looked from side to side in confusion. “What Air Princess? There wasn’t an Air Princess!”

I pointed at the walls, at a faded image of a stick figure in a white-and-grey-striped dress with spirals around her. “She’s right there!”

The cat leaned forward, squinting at the image. It scratched its head with one paw, and said awkwardly, “Oh. I did make those sad-faced goobers who followed him around look element-themed. No! Look at those images. Who is always at the Hero’s side?”

I looked. I knew who the slightly transparent cat meant, but I still looked again. One figure in the glyphs was shorter than the others, always next to the Chosen One, but never doing anything itself. It was drawn bendy where the others were always straight, and it did have pointy ears and a tail. I glanced between the crude images on the wall and the glittering image floating in front of me. “That’s you? The Chosen One’s pet? He can’t have been in love with you. You’re just a cat!”

It reared its head back in shock. “What!?” Recovering a little, the cat waved its paws down its body. “This isn’t what I look like. It’s just a projection. I know the sword led me to a tiny little scrap in the back end of nowhere, but do you seriously not know that people come in every color and shape? And look at me. Sinuous. Lithe. Not like that broomstick with watermelons Water Princess. I was a total sensual hottie. It was me the Hero couldn’t keep his hands off of.”

I retorted with the other obvious thing about that character. “You don’t do anything.”

The cat leaned forward this time, brow setting and emphatic in declaring, “Except be there for him. Always. Always at the Hero’s side. The others were there to save the world. I was there for him.”

I waved my hands helplessly at the story of destruction and bravery and danger and sacrifice and salvation decorating the walls, ceiling, and some of the floor. “But the prophecy… I mean… you’re just there. Nobody even knows your name.”

The cat didn’t answer.

It didn’t have to not answer for very long. Even a second’s delay made me gawk. “You don’t know your own name?”

Its beautiful mirror-shard face set in a hard stare. Its words came out suddenly harsh and scratchy. “It’s been a thousand years.”

The bleeding pain in that confession jabbed me with guilt.

The cat recovered quickly, enthusiasm rising with every word. “I don’t even remember what I looked like. I know I was super hot, but not the details. Hey, you said the Hero is your brother, right? Is he into boys or girls? That might help me remember which I was. Although I guess he could have swung the other way for me. And me for him. I mean, look at him. You’ve looked at him, right? I woke up and he was right there in front of me and he’s so pretty that my toes must be curling, wherever they are. All those years I couldn’t let myself believe he was as good-looking as I remembered, but he is! We’re going to get my body back and no waiting this time. Straight at each other! Hey, can you sneak him a hint? You know, tell him to expect that? So it won’t seem weird.”

Guilt got shoved aside by disgust and horror. I recoiled. “Ew! I’m not helping anyone get… involved with my brother!”

That didn’t bother the cat. It went relaxed and slumped backwards again, drifting a couple of feet away as it tucked one paw behind its head and waggled the other. “That’s fine. It will happen. It’s all going to happen.”

Ugh. I pursed my lips, and my voice came out acid with sarcasm. “Right. The prophecy. The Chosen One. It’s destiny.”

The cat image couldn’t hold onto a mood for more than a few seconds. Now it straightened up like a standing human again, and cocked its head to one side. With a faint giggle, it asked, “Destiny? Is that how you think the prophecy works? No, it will happen because that’s who we are. That’s who everyone is. It’s not destiny, it’s a plan. The Sages set up everything the Hero should have had, and we know what the World Breaker will do because we know what kind of person he is. The Hero will be the kind of person he is, and he’ll win because everything is ready and rigged for him, and he would win anyway because we know what happens when he faces the World Breaker. They’ll reunite again, but this time the Hero will have what he needs to fix what was broken. Until then, he and I will be together, and oh, is it going to be fire. He’ll be too tired to save the world.”

I was treated to the sight of a cat made of mirror shards rubbing its paws together with gleeful and lewd anticipation.

Scrunching up my nose, I gaped at that and demanded, “Do you ever think about anything else but getting physical with my brother?”

The erratic little creature’s mood shifted again. It stopped rubbing, its face went impassive, and it didn’t answer immediately. After a second of pause, it floated over to the console, sitting like a human with its legs hanging over the edge and one knee crossed over the other. Fighting against its natural energy, it said, “Okay, you’re right. Jet back a minute, Nya. Nya! That’s my name. I was Nya. I am Nya. I’m an over-the-top, turn it up to eleven and jump a shark person, and the Hero loved it and your brother is going to love it, but that’s not all of me. Just…”

It paused again, took a deep breath, and made another attempt at composure. “Start over again. What’s your name, and what are you like?”

“My name is Tick,” I answered the first part.

The cat flinched, and muttered “Ouch,” in what was obviously meant to be sympathy.

Me, I just blinked. “What? It’s short for Lenticular. I was a cute, round baby.”

The cat’s head switched from tilted to the right to tilted to the left. Its maybe girlish, maybe boyish voice said, “I guess you don’t have ticks here. Lucky. You’re in for an ugly surprise there when the Hero reunites the world. A few ugly surprises, and a lot of wonderful ones.”

My eyes widened, and I whispered, “…you were there. Before the world broke. That’s why you talk so weird.”

The silvery cat had definitely calmed down a lot. Propping its paws on the console behind it, it spent a second gathering its thoughts before saying solemnly, “Yeah. It’s been a long time, but I was born before the world broke. Of course, we didn’t know we needed a Hero before it happened. What’s your brother’s name?”

“Nimbus,” I answered.

The cat closed its eyes tight, but only for a moment, and was calm again when it continued, “I guess I did crash into a little sky island, huh? I mean, the sword crashed us. I was just trying to park.”

This really was one of the Chosen One’s companions from the breaking of the world. Here in the Chosen One’s boat, who else could it be? I almost should have expected it.

A question popped into my head. “If it wasn’t Nimbus, what was the Chosen One’s name when you were alive?”

The cat sat up sharply, throwing its paws up in frustration. “I’m still alive! I’m just…” And it waved its paw towards the window. “…out there somewhere. Someone had to deliver the sword. Someone had to wait. Nobody but me wanted to, but I’d have died of old age so long ago I’d only be a pile of dust if I didn’t let the Sages put me in this box.”

“Box?” I started to ask, but stopped myself. “Wait. You’re trying not to answer the question.”

The cat image held its paws out between us in warding, but they danced around as its head bobbed and looked all over. It stammered, “Me? I’m not avoiding anything! What question? There’s no question. I haven’t forgotten what the Hero’s name was. Or everybody else’s name.” The playful energy gave way to bitterness as it continued, “Because I’ve been here, trying to sleep as much as I can and not doing a great job of it, for fifty times as long as I was alive in my real body.”

Cold ran through me, like I’d been hit by an ice mallet. “No wonder nobody else wanted to do it.”

The cat nodded savagely. “Yeah. But it was worth it, because the Hero is back, and this time the world will be back together when we stick him in the Engine, and maybe there will be people who can get him out safely. I will find them, and I’ll make them do it because the whole world owes him that.”

The cold ebbed slowly. The cat had seemed so silly at first. Still trying to catch up to the mood swings, and knowing I’d caused them by sticking my foot in my mouth up to the knee, I stammered, “I didn’t… nobody knows you felt like that about the Chosen One.”

The cat uncrossed its legs, and kicked them lazily. They passed in and out of the solid underside of the console. It—Nya said, “I still do. A thousand years, and it hasn’t faded even a little. I was so scared it would, at first, but… ugh, oh girl, just knowing he’s up there on your little sky island right now, the feelings are clawing through me so hard it’s like I still have a flesh-and-blood body.”

That was not the part of this that I wanted to discuss, so I waved a hand at the pictures on the walls. “I mean, there’s all those pictures of him with the Water Princess.”

Nya scowled and gave its head a shake, a glittering and exasperated blur. “Oh, don’t get me started about that. Everybody assumed they’d be together. It took—”

The mirror-shard cat stopped. It took a deep, slow breath, and let that out in a sigh. The playfulness faded away, back to sadness-tinged seriousness. “Okay. You’re his little sister. You’re treating me with respect. I’m going to be real with you.”

“I thought your body was,” I started.

Nya interrupted me. “I mean tell you the truth that I don’t like. I’m going to trust you. Okay?”

A feeling poured into me. Responsibility. After all this creature had been through, whether or not I believed everything, I had to be like my brother for it. For her. So I forced myself to be calm just like Nya. Standing straight and still, I nodded and said, “Yes. You can trust me.”

“Two weeks,” Nya said, grim but calm about it.

As gently as possible, I pressed, “Two weeks what?”

Quiet, with the exaggerated calm of hard-fought self-control, she explained, “That’s how long we had, thanks to everybody shoving him at the Water Princess. Thanks to his quest. Thanks to the Sages, and the only way we could save what was left of the world. He had to unite with the World Breaker and go back in the Engine, Tick. By the time your brother and I really faced how we felt about each other, that’s how long we had together. Two weeks. He has to go back in the Engine this time too, and I’m desperate about this because I don’t want to waste all that time. I know I love him, and he’ll love me because he’s the same person he was, just started over from scratch.”

At first, that had sounded ridiculous. Now I got it. Nimbus wasn’t starting a quest. He was picking up a quest that he’d put down a thousand years ago, and merely didn’t remember. When he turned on the boat, and then I turned it on, we’d joined this prophecy in the middle, not at the end. Nya had been there from the start.

Not sure if this was being rude or taking her seriously, I said honestly, “I wouldn’t have guessed you’re his type.”

She wasn’t insulted. She kicked her legs again, and smiled. “Neither of us did, but even before we knew it was love, I knew him better than anybody else. Better than everybody else. Look at the pictures. I was always there for him.” Those last few words came out emphatic, but she drifted immediately back into calm. In fact, she gave me an impish, friendly smile. “You’re Nimbus’s sister, right? Raised with him. Always by his side. The point is, you know what he’s like better than anybody. Better than your parents, I bet. Right?”

“Yes.” It was so true I had nothing else to say.

She nodded slowly, gripping the edge of the console with her front paws. “So I’m going to tell you what he’s like, and you’re going to understand that he’s the same person, that I know him too. Then you’ll trust me when I talk about him. About us.”

Now I didn’t have anything to say at all.

Nya leaned to one side, looking up at the ceiling, and spoke in soft, wistful joy. “He’s kind. I know, that’s the cliché, it seems so simple, but really. He would spend five minutes shooing a fly out of a house when he could just swat it. He’s not a pacifist, but he’s always thinking about the kindest way to do anything. He would catch a fish if he’s hungry, but not if he could pick berries instead. He’s brave. He’s so brave it’s crazy. He didn’t hesitate a second when that big red guy turned a voidship into the first Gap ship. The Gap itself never scared him even a little. And he smiles. He’s always smiling. The world was ripping apart, and rain poured down so hard we’d have drowned in a flood if it didn’t pour into the Gap. Lightning blew up the shed we’d been planning to hide in, a hundred feet from the cave we’d resorted to. And still he smiled, because it was beautiful and cool, and he looked down and smiled at me, because I was beautiful and cool, and I clung to him, absolutely freaking out. And yet still I remember noticing how he smelled like jam.”

I opened my mouth, but couldn’t say she was right, because she was too right. I understood not just what she was saying, but what she meant that words weren’t enough to say. Something else popped into my head, so I said that instead. “I mean… I’m not as brave as Nimbus, but that does sound beautiful and cool.”

Nya’s smile widened. The ever-shifting mirror cat said, “Oh, yeah, I can tell for sure you’re his sister. You’re like a little of him, and a little of me. Maybe his and my babies will be like you. If I’m a girl.”

I pressed my eyebrows together. “How can you not remember if you’re a girl?”

She paused, silver eyes looking past me contemplatively. The answer came out slowly, at first. “Because I guess it doesn’t matter. It was all so long ago, most of it’s murk. I remember feelings. I remember what he was like. I remember how angry I was when he did so many dumb, dangerous things. I remember… I don’t even remember when it happened, or why, but holding onto his hand. Scared. Terrified beyond anything not of dying, but because if I let go, I would lose him.”

The gentle contemplation stopped. Nya smirked, pushing herself off the console, and floated up to my head level. She tossed her hair, and pointed a paw at me, then swept it to one side as she declared, “So I mean, obviously we were in love, right? We were going at it. And I want to get back at that gorgeous emerald-haired hottie brother of yours as fast as possible, so go get him down here and we’ll go get my body back.”

Fire roared through me. I’d thought it was gone, but it came back, scorching up from my belly, roasting my heart with anger and defiance. I managed to sound merely curt as I told Nya, “We don’t need him.”

She rolled onto her back, arms crossed over her chest, voice rich and hungry, “Oh, I need him.”

Trying not to roll my eyes, I explained, “I’ll go get your body. I’ll bring you back to him, all flesh and blood, and shove you into his arms.”

And saying it, I knew it was right. I’d be okay with that, if it was me doing it.

Nya swung back into sitting upright, baffled. “What? You can’t do that.”

Stepping up to the controls, I looked the shelf of buttons over. A bunch of geometric shapes scattered over a flat crescent, some glowing blue. None of them made any sense, so I lied, “I bet I can.”

Not mad, just matter-of-fact, Nya corrected me, “You can’t control the ship. Only the Hero can do that.”

Turning to glare at her, I argued, “I turned it on.”

“It was already unlocked!” she argued back.

“Just watch,” I ordered, and looked back down at the console.

There were no labels on anything. I wasn’t completely sure which shapes were even buttons.

Okay, but Nimbus knew to push that big central hexagonal button because it looked like it turns things on, right? So what looked like it would make this go?

There were some triangles. I pushed the one pointing out.

Nothing happened.

But, this was a Gap boat, right? Except a super fancy one. So it has to balance, and that sideways line looked like balance. You have to lift while you’re still in the world, and this thing was old technology because it had buttons. It would have special engines and you wouldn’t just point it forward, you’d need to push.

Those forward strips by the sideways strip would be lift and speed if I had made these controls. So, I pushed the speed line a little forward, and the lift line a little up, and waggled my finger right in the center of the balance line to make sure that was set.

The boat rocked. The sound of crumbling rolled around us. Dirt cascaded across the window.

We floated out into empty air.
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Chapter Four

As the boat cleared the cave, I saw the huge overhang of rock and roots and dirt above us that was the island itself, a sight you hardly ever saw even in a Gap boat. A few little waterfalls rained down from where springs under the Great Tree ran back out through holes in the ground, or in places where the water hadn’t been stopped from draining around the island’s edge.

The boat dropped, the island receded, and my stomach floated up into my throat.

I’d been expecting that. Lift, right? I pressed my finger to that strip and slid it up.

Sure enough, we straightened out.

Nya stared. Nya gawked. Nya’s feline mouth hung open and her eyes bulged bigger than a real cat’s could. She whispered, “Well, great balls of fire. You can do it.”

I gave her a grin of ferocious, acid, giddy triumph. “See? I’m Nimbus’s sister. The only difference between us is that he’s eighteen.”

The shiny image of a cat tucked a paw under its chin, and looked me up and down. Amused, Nya conceded, “You are almost as pretty, but yeah, too young for me. Okay, almost-the-Hero, tell me this. Do you know where my body is, and how to navigate there? Because I sure don’t. I followed the sword to get here.”

Uh… how to…

I deflated a little, but only a little, because… look! I’d done it! I was flying the Chosen One’s boat! With that strength in me, I could admit, “No idea. Maybe I can figure it out. Uh…”

Her grin both impish and affectionate, Nya jabbed her silvery paw in my direction. “You’ve already impressed me. Take us back to Nimbus, and… tell you what. I’ll convince him to take you along.”

So I could watch him be the hero?

The painful jab of jealous dissolved into excitement. No, so I could be there with him, in the thick of the heroics. So I could be added to the prophecy glyphs. I could be a legend, too! I didn’t have to be as big a legend as Nimbus, so long as I could be one with him.

“Okay,” I agreed.

What would be the best way to turn this boat around? Probably ease down the speed first. I wasn’t sure where “not moving at all” was, or even if this boat could hover. Glancing back at Nya, I told her, “It’s probably safest if we get into the Gap, then turn around.”

No sooner said than done. Dark blue evening sky melted into brown in front of us, and the weird, scratchy groaning of the Gap penetrated the window and metal walls.

The control shelf lit up.

I’d thought the boat was a rainbow already. No, it had just been shiny and pretty. Now dozens of buttons lit up different colors, and the colors changed, sliding around like they were chasing each other.

Nya shoved her paws up against her muzzle and whispered, “Oh, no. Mung, I forgot about this.” Throwing up an arm, she yelled, “Turn it off! Turn it around! The Sages set up programs because they knew where the Hero was supposed to go!”

I jammed my finger to the speed stripe, and slid it all the way down. To zero. To less than zero. To backwards, hopefully.

Nothing changed. The boat still sailed forward, gathering speed through the brown expanse that pretended to go up and down, but was actually flat.

I hit directional buttons, trying to turn us around.

Nothing changed. The boat kept cruising and the colored lights kept flashing along their pre-arranged path.

I slapped those colored buttons. I stabbed every button I could reach.

Nothing changed.

No, one thing changed. A little box opened right under the window, showing a convenient and perfect picture of the blue bubble containing Sky Needle Village receding behind us, just as if this were a window in the back of the boat.

I slapped my palm against the left and back directional buttons, pushing them in and holding them down.

Nothing changed.

Beside me, Nya swayed in the air from side to side. She held her paws up in front of her mouth, but not covering it because she kept shaking her head from side to side. The cat image babbled, “Oh, no. Oh, no no no. I should have stayed plugged in. I shouldn’t have encouraged you. I thought this was exciting. It felt like being with him again. I’ve doomed us all.”

My voice squeaking with desperation, I promised, “I’ll get you back to my brother! Somehow!”

Nya shouted, “Forget about that! Don’t you know what this means!?”

Shock that Nya would say anything was more important than Nimbus blew my panic out of my head. I took a step back.

The boat kept going. It’s not like I was actually flying it anyway.

Slowly, deliberately, Nya floated around in front of me. Her gleaming mirror paws reached out to my cheeks, where I couldn’t feel them touch. She leaned her fragmented feline face in front of me, and her eyes stared right into mine as she said, “Tick, we can’t go back. The Hero is stuck on his home world scrap with the sword. This isn’t in the prophecy.”
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Chapter Five

Ilooked into the sparkly, reflective eyes of the floating cat in front of me, with her body made of fragments of mirror that were just illusion. Behind her, on the other side of the boat’s window, lurked the endless brown morass of the Gap. It moved, but always in the distance. Like the sky’s blue was always in the distance, so was the Gap’s brown.

I gave its paw on my cheek a reassuring pat, even though my hand went through it and I felt nothing but my own fingers on my face. “Calm down. You’re just upset that we’re going in the opposite direction of my brother.”

“I’m pretty upset about that, yes!” she declared, voice spiking.

Having someone else to comfort helped steady me. I assured her, “I mean that we’ll get back. We have to get back. It’s a prophecy. It doesn’t matter what’s not on it, only what is on it.”

She floated back from my face, her left front paw on her curled-up haunches, and her right flailing around. “I told you, it’s not that kind of prophecy. It’s a prediction. A plan.”

Nuh uh. Nope. I narrowed my eyes at her. “It can’t just be a plan. It predicts something that was a thousand years away.”

Her front paws flew up, and then out to the side. “It’s a really good plan! I…” She calmed down a little. Her reflective, fragmented cat face wasn’t easy to read, but I saw the scowl and heard her grumble. “I hated it when they said this, but they were right, okay? The Mender and the World Breaker are predictable. As much as I loved the Hero, you knew what he would do in any big situation. What would Nimbus do in your situation, right now?”

Hot irritation flared in me at that question. Could any question insult my brother more? But I needed something to think about right now, and I couldn’t believe his lust-crazed girlfriend from a thousand years ago felt anything but adoration for him, and…

I took a deep breath, and thought, for about half a second. The answer was obvious. “He would tell me not to worry, because he’ll try to fix the ship so we can go back and try again. If he can’t, then we’d go save the world together. Someone has to, prophecy or not.”

Maybe Nya didn’t like the question. With a sharp edge of irritation, she said, “The World Breaker was even more predictable. Right now he’s performing his first experiments to break things. People. Places. Times. He’ll start a minor natural catastrophe that will ripple through every shard of the world.”

I nodded. It was all in the prophecy. “Right. And first the Pure Rivers will stop flowing, and he’ll send something to try to kill the Water Princess to stop her from fixing
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