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A BRIEF NOTE BEFORE READING:
All characters within are the creation of the author, with the
exception of Rob Dunn, who is a close friend. His name and
likeness were used with his permission, so long as the story
version of himself was not given a ‘small package.’ Additionally,
in real life, Steve is Rob’s brother, not some band mate. There
isn’t even a band in real life. Some of the other details are true.
We’ll leave you to decide which ones.
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Serafina
Feathered wings flapped wildly as Sidra dove desperately for
the dark cloudbank ahead, hoping to lose her pursuers once
and for all by crossing into the ashen clouds. With her breath
held, she risked a glance back after crossing into the murky
clouds, but her blue eyes saw nothing more than darkness and
the roiling vapors that surrounded her. She dared to hope that
she had lost her would-be captors, but they had followed her
doggedly for days, and she would not pause now, not for
anything.
Fighting the updrafts and strange twists of air that tore angrily
at her flight and stabilizing wings, she cut deeper into the
cloudbank. The clouds, as if sensing her purpose, pummeled at
her dented breastplate and battered muscles, but still she
fought on, seeking the Pylon that was supposed to be at the
center of the storm. If she found the Pylon, she could escape;
everything hinged on that.
After she escaped, nothing in this world would matter anymore
– no one in the other world would know her. No one there
would have any reason to hurt her, to hunt her down for her
mother’s crimes against the Empress, or her father’s crimes as
an accomplice for attempting to save his wife.
The way grew darker, more sulfurous, with a biting acridity that
nearly took her breath away. The air stung the insides of her
nose and left her throat feeling raw. It wasn’t supposed to be
easy to seek a Pylon, but she’d never expected to have to
struggle so hard just to fly. Ever since she’d been old enough to
summon her wings, she’d been a natural in the skies, blessed
amongst the winds. She was a strong flier usually, but this
taxed her abilities like nothing she’d ever experienced, and
she’d only just entered the Pylon’s storm.
Cinders began floating past her, mixed with ashes and fine grit
that bit at her skin. These were symptoms of a blistering heat,
growing hotter by the moment. As she went farther into the
clouds, she felt her skin begin to crack with dryness. Even her
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wings seemed as if only their rapid beating kept them from
bursting into flames. Even so, her wingtips were still getting
singed, and she thought she heard the flapping of wings as her
pursuers closed in behind her. As a team, they could cut wind
more easily; flying in formation must have allowed them to
catch up.
“Stop!” One of her pursuers called.
She didn’t have to look back to know who called out. It was the
one with the piercing stare and features so statuesque that
they could have been carved from marble. On one of the
occasions she’d gone to visit the palace to see the Court of
Furled Wings with her parents, she’d seen him serving the
Empress. Only a few years older than her, he was still a boy,
really. Aleron, she thought his name was, a youth who certainly
must possess surprising capabilities if he had made Captain of
the Empress’ Guard at such a young age. That they had sent
him spoke of the Empress’ desire to have her captured alive,
not killed – no doubt for torture and gloating over.
“Surrender yourself now. Your father is dead, and your mother
has already been captured. It’s over!” Aleron shouted. His voice
was imploring, but she wouldn’t listen.
She’d heard the news before, heard from people she trusted
before she’d fled according to her parents’ wishes. They’d had
this plan in place in case they failed in their rebellion, but it still
hurt to hear it once more, and from a stranger. The reminder
now didn’t stop her – it drove her on instead. She folded both
pairs of her wings around her and dove, dropping like a stone.
Calls of alarm met her ears, but she knew that Aleron and his
fellows wouldn’t follow her so deep into the storm. It was
suicide to do so.
There was no telling how close she was to the ground in such
thick cloud cover. She had no way of knowing if she was about
to burst from the clouds and dash herself upon the ground
below, not when she could hardly see more than a few feet
ahead of her. So, as she fell, she drew a sword from her chest,
a spirit-blade forged in the fires of her soul. The firelight of her
blade helped. It cut through the gloom, chasing away the
clouds to light the way as she went deeper into the smoke.
Even with her blade held before her to clear the air and her
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wings wrapped around her, she had to fight the noxious fumes
that choked their way into her mouth and nostrils.
With sweat beading thickly on her brow and her lungs feeling
like they would burst from want of clean air, she continued her
nauseating plummet. Spots danced before her eyes, and she let
in a choking half-breath. That breath, necessary thought it was,
nearly caused her to go into a coughing fit that would have sent
her spiraling out of control in an unrecoverable spin, but she
held on. With her eyes streaming tears, she could finally see it
ahead of her: the Pylon.
In the whole world there were only seven of them, spread out
throughout the lands. This particular Pylon had been the closest
one to where she had been in hiding, awaiting her mother’s
word. When her Aunt Karise had sent news that the coup her
mother had taken part in had failed, she had set off
immediately, following the escape plan that had been set out
for her.
Her mother had told her, in no uncertain terms, that if things
went poorly, she was to flee, that she was to fly as fast as
possible for the Pylon and never look back. When her aunt’s
warning had come, she’d done just that, and though Aleron and
the others were faster than her, she’d had enough of a head
start on them to make it this far ahead of them. She didn’t
think they were willing to risk touching the Pylon, though, and
that was her only hope for freedom.
Pylons were mysterious things, larger than anything her people
were capable of making and more ancient than any written or
oral records. There was no knowledge of their making - they
simply existed. Some said the Pylons held up the world. Others
said they were anchors that held the world in place so it
wouldn’t slip untethered through the cosmos, orphaned from
familiar stars in the heavens. She didn’t care, so long as the
other legends about them were true, legends about them being
gateways to another world beyond her own.
Now came the moment of truth.
The monolithic structure loomed ahead of her, its foundations
mired in a gaping hole in the world’s crust, where magma
boiled and seethed like an angry gash spurting blood freely as
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platelets struggled in vain to close it. Yet, this wound would
never close, not so long as the Pylon stood, and Pylons were
forever.
It was a seven-sided prism of pure white, a difficult figure to
make, but this one was formed perfectly. It was easily a mile
high and hundreds of feet across on each side. Despite the
smoke and fire and bubbling lava, the Pylon was unharmed and
untarnished, pristine. It stood most likely as new as the day it’d
been created, and it was covered with a library full of delicate
writing so archaic and foreign that no one understood it. Surely,
it must have taken decades for hundreds of artisans to
complete the carvings. Perhaps the Creator himself had shaped
this structure with his own hands and had dragged his
fingertips across it to write upon its surface; no one knew, but
she knew she had to touch it.
With her arms outstretched so her sword was held out before
her, she unfurled her wings and pulled up, fighting the scalding
heat that rose out of the raggedly torn ground below. Her
largest wings, the pair closest to her shoulders, did most the
work. The stabilizing wings at her lower back angled back and
forth, making small adjustments to keep her flight level and to
aid in sharp turns like this one. Now, all four beat as hard as
possible to fight gravity and momentum, which had her
rocketing toward her death.
This was faster than she’d ever gone before, so fast that her
eyes could not even keep open, and the skin of her cheeks
rippled and flapped in the wind despite the fact that she had
her teeth clenched so tight that her jaw ached. Try as she
might, she couldn’t pull up. The Pylon itself seemed to be
dragging her down, and the hot updrafts she caught in her
wings didn’t seem to lift her, either. Wind rushed past her face,
pulling tears from her eyes when she forced them open.
She let out a cry of frustration, fearing she’d be smashed to
pieces upon the Pylon’s alabaster surface, if she didn’t burn up
first or die in the lake of magma at the Pylon’s base. With a
gasp, her weakened wings buckled, and things began to
change, gradually at first as she tumbled, but then faster. Her
wings fluttered uselessly behind her like worthless ribbons, but
her feelings grew distant. It was hard to tell, but she knew she
was still falling.
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Was it slower now? Had time slowed down?
Stillness, like the momentary deafness that followed a loud peal
of thunder filled her ears. As the ground rushed up to meet her,
she reached out ahead with her sword, feeling like she might
touch the Pylon, even though it was still so far away. Strangely,
the spirit weapon elongated, a wire being stretched between
pulleys. Her hands appeared to lengthen with it and then her
arms.
Needle points of pain tore up the nerves along her arms and
through her shoulders. It felt like her limbs were being ripped
off, fly wings plucked off by a spiteful child. She tried to
scream, but the air was so hot that she couldn’t scream,
because the superheated air was roasting her lungs.
From within, she could feel the soft tissues of her throat and air
passages crisp and crackle. She thought she saw a flicker of fire
around her as her wings burst into flames and then her hair
followed. Skin sizzled and her vision blurred. Her blood churned
and ached to explode from the narrow confines of her arteries.
Her eyes felt like they were boiling from the inside out.
Then she touched the Pylon.
A rush of cool air welcomed her and as her eyes struggled to
make sense of her surroundings, she knew only that she was
falling once more. Her armor broke loose and crumbled away,
disintegrating completely. Her tired wings had buckled and
failed, her spirit sword coiled around her arm lamely, and like a
falling star she hurtled toward the ground.
There was light, pain, and a surprisingly loud noise, and then
everything was dark.
Her old world had died with her, or so she thought…
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Robert
Rob was on his way to class. He was late already, getting later
by the minute, which was why he was pushing his car as fast as
he dared. Annoyingly, tardies counted toward his total absences
if he got too many if them, and he only had a couple absences
left.
It was his last year at college, and he was looking forward to
working a real job, rather than the odds-and-ends assortment
of part time jobs that he’d cobbled his schedule around in order
to pay the bills. The tedium was almost over, if only he could
get through this semester and the next, and that meant
avoiding too many tardies and absences. Unfortunately, the
instructor in his math class was a real ball-buster and a clockwatcher to boot.
From the look of things, sunset was about fifteen minutes
away, but he didn’t think much about the sky or the colorful
arrays of reds and oranges stretching out along the horizon. He
thought instead about the green glowing numbers of the clock
ticking away on his dashboard and the fuel gauge that was
creeping toward an eighth of a tank and empty shortly after
that. He thought about policemen who might be laying in wait
for someone going more than ten percent over the speed limit.
Ten percent over was his magic number, one he never pushed
past and therefore never got tickets, but tonight he was edging
up toward exceeding it.
People said that being five minutes late or ten minutes late was
of little difference, but they’d never had to walk into Mr.
Watson’s class ten minutes late. There would be questions
bombarded his way for the entire duration of the class, making
sure he’d at least paid attention during the lecture since he’d
not had the decency or self-discipline to show up on time. He
grunted in irritation as he thought about the last time it’d
happened, as if people didn’t have lives outside of the 75
minutes this man controlled their destinies on Tuesday and
Thursday nights.
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Time: there was never enough of it. As he watched, the clock
ticked forward another minute, and Rob began muttering all
manners of curses under his breath. But even as late as the
clock showed him and even as intent on making it to class as
time as he was, he couldn’t miss the fire that erupted in the sky
off to the left of his car. The light preceded, just barely, a roll of
thunder, a telling sign that whatever it was must be close.
At first he thought it was a burst of cloud-to-cloud lightning,
but it didn’t fade. He considered that it very well could be an
exploding airplane or a last flash of sunlight bleeding through
the trees. Maybe light had flared off the metal roof of a shed or
a lake in the forest, but if that were true, something wouldn’t
be falling, would it?
Unconsciously, his foot pushed down harder on the gas pedal.
His eyes tracked the fireball as it headed steadily downward,
seemingly accelerating as it went. It disappeared in behind the
treetops, where it smashed down with a thump that was
audible even over the radio and the hum of his car’s engine as
it briefly went over that extra ten percent he so carefully tread
on every other day. His windows rattled and his headlights
skipped along the pavement as a tremble ran through the
ground, causing his car to hop ever so slightly.
He swallowed nervously, his eyes scanning the trees to his left
for a sign of what had fallen. What had just happened? Was it
even possible for something crashing over there to be felt this
far away? Maybe there’d just been a pothole in the ground, or
maybe a root had caused the road to buckle upward and his car
had just skipped over the fracture in the pavement.
His eyes flicked forward long enough to see that he wasn’t
rushing headlong into oncoming traffic, and then they darted
back to check the tree line. There was a flare of light from
within the trees. Whatever he’d seen, it was still there.
UFO? Asteroid?
hillbillies?

Government

weapons

test?

Pyromaniac

It all seemed ridiculous. He checked the rearview mirror for
headlights and, seeing none, slowed his car down to get a
better look. He couldn’t see very well, so he braked. As his car
rolled to a stop, the light in the trees seemed to pulsate
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beckoningly. He was not above temptation, especially from
something so seemingly impossible.
Frowning, Rob weighed his options momentarily. He was
already late, so would it really matter if he stopped? He’d have
to endure Mr. Watson’s withering gazes and barrages of
questions regardless of whether or not he stopped and checked
things out for five or ten minutes. As long as he didn’t spend
longer than that, he could still make class. Chances were, there
wouldn’t be anything out there and he’d feel dumb about even
stopping, but if there was something, it might all be worth it.
However, if he found anything at all out there, he would
probably have to miss the entire class, but he did still have a
couple absences left, though he’d have to be extra careful for
the rest of the semester if he used one today. And, if he died
out in the forest, one less absence wouldn’t really mean
anything now would it?
Sighing, because he knew he’d made up his mind even before
he stopped, he checked traffic once more and pulled off the
road onto the shoulder. He eased his hatchback down toward
the trees, trying hard not to think about how many horror
movies he’d seen start this way. His brakes squeaked timidly,
matching the growing feeling of unease that filled his gut, as
his car came to a stop in the knee-high grass that bordered the
edge of the woods.
Rob sat nervously after shutting off the engine, letting the
music play for a few moments before turning the battery off
and pulling his keys out of the ignition. Seeing and hearing
nothing from the woods, he considered his options once more,
but couldn’t back down now, not after he’d actually stopped the
car. He was no more curious than the average guy, but how
often does something crash in the woods while you’re driving
past? This was his chance to get on the evening news, provided
something, anything at all, was out there. He wondered if Mr.
Watson would give him an excused absence if he ended up
being interviewed on TV. He figured not.
As quietly as possible, he opened his door, which creaked for
want of oil. Then, he walked around to the back of his car and
opened the hatch. He dug around in his trunk and pulled out a
flashlight from his emergency kit, something his parents had
always insisted he should have, even if he’d never used
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anything more than the jumper cables and the oil cloths,
although he’d actually used those when he’d been eating
greasy takeout instead of changing the oil.
The thud of the hatch closing resounded sharply in the
suddenly silent dusk. There was not another car in sight, and
not even crickets chirped in the grasses. Rob took one last look
at his car before starting into the woods, wondering if he’d ever
see it again. Twigs crunched underfoot as he stepped into the
woods, reminding him that he was the only one making any
noise.
The deeper he went, the darker it got. The pine trees blocked
out the last of the fading sun, so he had to switch on his
flashlight almost immediately. He tried to walk in a straight
line, hoping he’d not get lost and then have to walk several
miles in the dark or bed down with the bears, coyotes, and
yetis. He chuckled to himself, but the sound of his own laughter
only made him feel more nervous.
“I’m such a pussy.” Rob muttered to himself, taking a bold few
steps before shortening his stride once more.
A light from ahead caught his attention. His breath caught in
his throat and he fumbled hurriedly to turn off his flashlight.
Then, moving forward with all of the stealth that a 4th year
business student could summon, he crept closer to the light.
With the flashlight off, it was hard to see at first, but as long as
he kept moving toward the light, he could see enough of his
surroundings to manage not to impale himself on any sharp
stumps or fall in any ankle-breaking gullies – not that there
were many around.
He passed a few freshly broken branches, some as thick as his
thighs, and a few nearly as wide as his torso. This added
sudden credence to the idea that a plane or asteroid had come
smashing down. Nothing shy of that should have done this
much damage. What else could have so much momentum?
Then things got messier. Entire trees were knocked down.
Some had been ripped completely out of the ground, roots and
all, but most of them had been caught in the tangling branches
of neighboring trees before they’d fallen over. The trees around
him groaned uneasily, waiting for release. In days, minutes, or
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hours, they would fall. That much had already been decided,
and Rob didn’t want to be around when that happened. He
valued his life, at least so far as beer, TV, and video games
were concerned, and he strongly suspected that being crushed
to death would not be a pleasant end to his existence.
Smells of smoke and, oddly, burned meat met Rob’s nose. He
coughed and stepped into an opening, momentarily forgetting
his need for stealth. A crater had been blasted in the middle of
this part of the woods, creating an opening sixty to eighty feet
in diameter, if not larger. At the very least, houses could have
fit in the smoking hole, and he couldn’t stop staring.
The damage was breathtaking. It looked like a bomb had gone
off. Ash and glowing cinders floated past him, wafting upward
from the epicenter of the blast, where the ground had been
cleared to the bedrock. All the dirt and lighter rock had been
scoured away, thrown with enough force that smoking boulders
the size of his head rock were embedded in surrounding trees.
“Holy shit balls.” He muttered.
Mr. Watson’s scathing comments were sounding quite nice
suddenly. He looked around and wondered if there was any
fallout or radiation to worry about. He wondered if he should
leave, immediately, but in the middle of the crater in a
depression that was littered with a rain of charred, toothpicksized fragments of wood and gravel, he though he saw
something white move, and he was trapped by his curiosity
once more. There was no turning back, not now. Whatever it
was, it might have caused all this destruction.
How could he not look?
Carefully, he picked his way down into the depression, trying
not to touch anything with his hands, because the ground was
hot even through the soles of his shoes. It was not that far, but
he had this sinking feeling that grew with every foot he placed
ahead of the other as he came up on the thing in the crater.
Somehow, instinctively, he just knew it had to be a body, even
if he prayed it wasn’t one.
As if the universe was determined to confirm his suspicions, an
ash-filled breeze swept through the trees, masking the stink of
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his fear sweat with a smell like blown-out matches. The breeze
exposed more of the pale body, enough that he could tell it was
a female.
Rob’s breath caught in his throat. “Oh, God. What the hell?
Really, what the hell?”
Like a rubberneck passing a car accident, he couldn’t turn
away. He stepped closer, wanting to have details, if only so he
could explain to whomever he needed to report this to. His cell
phone found its way into his hand. He didn’t even realize there
weren’t any bars, because his eyes were so intently
concentrated on the woman.
The woman stirred, or breathed. He wasn’t sure which, but he
thought it meant that at least she wasn’t dead. That realization
was a great relief, because as bad as this all appeared to be, at
least he hadn’t found a dead body. He watched a moment
longer to confirm the good news and saw the soft thrum of a
pulse in what he realized was her neck, and then felt a trill of
guilt as he also realized he’d been staring at her breast.
“Couldn’t have fell face down…” He muttered, hunching over
beside her to see how badly she was wounded.
Strangely, she appeared to have no more than scratches,
scrapes, and bruises, but nothing fatal. However, she could
have been burned on the underside – the ground was certainly
hot enough – or she could have sustained internal injuries that
weren’t visible.
“Miss?” Rob didn’t really want to touch her and leave any DNA
evidence. He’d probably already done enough to implicate
himself in some crimes he didn’t even want to think about. Who
would believe his story? “Oh yes, officer, I just found her naked
in this smoking crater.” He could imagine the disbelief as he
explained himself, and he could easily imagine his face all over
the news – he’d go to jail for certain.
The woman stirred once more, eyes fluttering open as she
mumbled something that definitely sounded foreign, although,
it could have been nothing more than gibberish. Who could
blame her for making no sense after what she must have been
through to end up here?
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“Miss, were you in an accident?” The words sounded stupid the
moment they left his mouth. “I mean, was there a plane crash
or something?”
“Aleron?” The woman mumbled.
Rob didn’t know what to say, but that sounded like part of an
airplane. The phone in his hand suddenly seemed useful. He
punched in 911 and hit send. This seemed to agitate the
woman. Her arm flailed around, slapping at his hands. “It’ll be
okay. I’m just getting help.”
She mumbled again, and he watched as his phone sat there. It
didn’t even ring once. He tried again. The phone turned itself
off. He turned it back on, waited for it to boot up, and frowned
in dismay as it turned off again. “I can’t call for help. My phone
is broken.” He knew better than to ask her if she had one. It
wasn’t as if she had a handbag with an ID and a wallet. She
didn’t even have clothes.
“Help.” She whispered, pleadingly, her first word in English.
“Must escape.”
Rob looked around, wondering if the woman had some sort of
pursuers or attackers. Surely they’d been killed in the blast.
How hadn’t she, though?
“Wait here. I’ll get a blanket and get you out of here.”
“No time. Go now.”
Rob looked around, almost hoping someone burst onto the
scene and declare this to be a great big joke after all, but no
one did. “Alright. I’ll get you out of here. Then it’s to the
hospital.”
“No…” She whispered through cracked lips. “Your estate, take
me there. Hide me! Away from the palace.”
Rob stared at her. Estate? Palace? Clearly head trauma had
been involved, but she didn’t want to go anywhere public. Was
she involved in some sort of crime? What kind of trouble was

16

she in? “I’m going to have to touch you some more. I’m sorry,
but I can’t help it.”
Apologizing, he began brushing the debris off of her. When he’d
cleared off most of her body, he pulled off his long-sleeved shirt
and draped it over her. Then, he gently slid his hands beneath
her and lifted. She was surprisingly heavy, but he’d not worked
half a dozen jobs for nothing. As he lifted, she pulled free of a
woman-shaped depression in the ground where the stone had
melted to glass. Instead of doing the sensible thing and
carrying her away from the scene immediately, he stared
dumbfounded at the spot. It looked like she’d fallen and
smashed into the ground and left a hole in the shape of her
body, but that couldn’t happen, right? If it had, she couldn’t
have survived that.
“There must be one hell of a story behind this.” Rob grunted.
Then he carefully adjusting her in his arms, as well as taking
care to hold her as appropriately as a man can hold a naked girl
who seemed to have just fallen from the sky in a fireball.
One of her arms fell limply to dangle at her side, and though
the light wasn’t great, he could of swore that he saw a snaking,
yellow light wrap around her arm for a split second, but then it
was gone. Rob shook his head and hoped it wasn’t radiation
poison getting to him.
Before he hallucinated any more, he set off back through the
woods, trying his best not to trip, but it was a foregone
conclusion that he would when carrying someone through the
dark woods. Even the flashlight he managed to halfway light his
way with as he walked back toward the car didn’t work well,
because he couldn’t see where he was putting his feet, not with
the girl in his arms.
After a few stumbles and scrapes, and a stabbing pain that tore
through his knee with every step he’d made after he’d put his
foot down wrong about a hundred yards back, he made it back
to the car. She’d not said a word since they’d left the crater,
but he could still feel her chest rise and fall, so she was at least
breathing.
He made sure no one was driving by when he carried her out of
the woods. That was all he needed, someone calling in that

17

they saw some whacko murdering naked women and disposing
of bodies. When the coast was clear, he unlocked his car and
settled her into the back seat, which was hard to do with a 2door, especially when the damn passenger seat kept trying to
pop back up and get in the way.
He used the safety blanket from the emergency kit to cover her
up – he’d have to thank his parents again for that present. At
the time, he’d thought he’d rather have gotten beer, but when
girls fell from the sky the gift was actually useful. Who’d have
thought?
Without a second thought spared for Mr. Watson’s class, he
turned his car around and headed back home, jumping back
onto the asphalt and heading far faster than the ten percent
over the speed limit he normally allowed when driving. This
time, at least, no cops found him.
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Serafina
She woke in a dark room, pillowed on what seemed to be a
bed. The less-than-soft sounds of snoring were the first thing
she heard. Though the snoring seemed to be coming from an
adjacent room, she could still hear it through the open doorway
that was vaguely outlined by weak lighting in the room beyond.
It was odd to wake up in a home that was not your own and
have no recollection of getting there, and odder still to hear a
stranger’s snoring when doing so. Her eyes slowly adjusted to
the darkness, a strange thing, since she had always woke in the
sun – it was the way of her people. Without making a noise, in
case she’d been captured by less than friendly folk, she took
stock of her situation.
It was dark. The room smelled musty. The linens certainly
seemed in need of a wash; a good rinse and airing would
remove the male scents and sweat odors that clung to them. In
fact, the room as a whole was stuffy and the air was stale. The
smells were not entirely unpleasant, but they were unfamiliar.
She could see the dark silhouettes of furniture, as well as the
form of a window covered by a narrow set of louvers along the
top and a humming box below that felt as if it were blowing out
cold air.
There were several faint sources of light in the room, one small
red dot on the ceiling, and then several green and blue lights,
most of them showing series of digits and numbers. Another set
of red lights waited beside her on a small piece of furniture with
a drawer. Oddly, none of the numbers seemed to match, but all
of the numbers were very similar, and they appeared to be
advancing at steady intervals. She suspected them to be some
sort of time-keeping equipment.
She rolled stiffly onto her side, or tried to at least, clutching
frantically at the linens when the bed began to move and slosh
beneath her. Rolling back and forth and suddenly completely
alert, she wondered what sort of man slept on a cushion of
water. Clumsily, she felt her way to the edge of the bed and
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slipped a leg over. One foot at a time, she touched down onto
the floor and got up. The plush carpet beneath her was warm
and welcoming compared to the bed of water, despite having
small bits of dirt or something strewn across it. Cleanliness
appeared to not be high on the priorities of the man that lived
here.
She eased closer to the doorway, stopping beside it to peer out.
From the doorway, she could see the dark shape of a bench for
reclining, not unlike the divans that had been in the sitting
rooms of her mother’s estate, except this one was bulkier and
looked to be much more comfortable than those had been. Two
feet poked out over the end of the sofa, and the snoring she’d
heard came from there.
Tiptoeing, her sore and aching muscles rigid like coils ready to
spring, she crept over to the sofa. It was rather dark in the
room, dim at best, but she wanted to get a look at the man
whose home she’d been brought to. What she found when she
squinted down on the man who was either her captor or
rescuer surprised her.
He was kind-looking, if not overly handsome. His nose was
somewhat to large for his face, but the short beard seemed to
fit well with his longish feature. His hair was short, save for a
prominent rise of hair that extended several inches up from the
peak of his forehead. From the beginnings of wrinkles the light
barely illuminated, she guessed that he was older than her, but
not by much. Dressed sloppily in loose-fitting clothes that
covered him barely more than modesty required, he certainly
didn’t look like a noble rescuer, though his face did look
strikingly familiar.
Had he been the one who brought her out of the dark place
where she’d fallen? She vaguely recalled someone lifting her
up, a confusing exchange of words, and then a steady drone or
hum as they had traveled. That humming noise had, along with
exhaustion and the battering that she’d endured, lulled her into
the sleep that had just now ended. More than that, she could
not recall.
She relaxed and decided that he must have indeed been the
one who had helped her; there could be no other explanation.
Still, she wondered what kind of man he was and decided to
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explore his home to search for hints as to his character. She
located window coverings and curtains, which she operated
enough to allow a small amount of light into the room, so that
she could see where she walked. It also allowed her a better
glance at her rescuer, confirming that he was mildly attractive,
but only just.
The little light let in the room also revealed that the man had a
fair amount of possessions strewn about his abode. An odd
assortment of musical instruments, books, and other devices
had been haphazardly deposited upon every flat surface. Then
there was a large collection of mostly-empty glasses of what
smelled like stale beer.
She navigated around the messes and wandered through the
quaint kitchen. She identified it only because of the sink and a
few dirty pots, along with a knife block filled with knives of poor
quality construction. Shaking her head and marveling at the
room’s smallness, she tried to understand this man’s lifestyle.
Her mother had employed seven servants. Three of them had
been cooks and cook’s assistants. They’d have been hard
pressed to find elbowroom in such a small room, attached to a
retiring area, no less. It was an odd design. Food preparations
should always occur away from guests’ eyes – it was common
knowledge.
The culture here must be exceedingly different, she considered,
opening one of the tall white boxes in the kitchen. A light
flickered into existence, followed by a rush of chilled air.
Frightened, she shut the box, only to open it again, gingerly, a
moment later. The packages and brightly colored bottles
beckoned to her, and she identified them as food. It was a
bizarre contraption, this cold box, but she could see its merits
in keeping food fresh, as was its apparent use.
Quietly, she examined the contents of each drawer, trying to
find something familiar. Cheese, she recognized, though it
smelled much milder than what she was used to. Bread and an
orange, she knew to be safe as well. Seeing food brought to her
attention hunger that had previously been at the back of her
mind – a lesser concern than exploring. She carefully removed
those foods and closed the cool box, leaving the rest of the
kitchen for future examination.
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Careful not to wake the sleeping man, she crossed the room to
reach the room she’d awoken in. Once there, she located the
curtain devices and operated them clumsily to let in more light.
Then, she ate what she’d found, devouring several slices of
bread and a sizeable chunk of cheese before turning to the
orange. It was juicier than any she’d ever had, and the juice
ran down her chin and neck, causing her to shiver at the chill of
it racing across her bare skin.
Her hunger satisfied, her thoughts began to turn to her
appearance. The last thing she remembered clearly from her
world was burning. Her skin had sizzled and her hair had
scorched; even her eyes had felt as if they might boil from the
inside out. And then, she’d touched the Pylon.
She turned her hands over in front of her, but saw no evidence
of burning, only scratches, bruises, and a couple torn nails that
the orange’s juice had stung.
What had the Pylon done to her, if she’d not been burnt?
Worriedly, she sought out a mirror. Her mother’s house had
had an entire hall of mirrors, an expanse of silvered glass and
prisms that reflected the sun’s glory in a multitude of colors.
Here, it seemed the man lived in darkness, as if afraid to see
his own reflection, which might have explained his grooming.
She located what she thought was a mirror, but it was in a dark
closet off to the side of the bedroom she’d been in. By pure
accident, she bumped into the switch and turned on the lights.
The sudden light brought quite a shock, not only because of her
appearance, but because a simple lever could control the light.
She near blinded herself staring at the curious bulbs that
seemed to emit no flame or smoke. Her people used all
manners of lamps and lights, as well as mirrors to redirect sun
and moonlight, but a sphere of glass that held its own light was
not something she’d ever imagined.
Smiling at the ingenious design, she turned her attention next
to her own reflection. It was unnerving to see herself looking so
poorly; she’d seen better days. Her eyes looked hollow, her
skin pale and unhealthy, and scratches crisscrossed her face, as
if she’d tumbled through a patch of brambles. Almost afraid to
look, she smiled. She’d always had a beautiful smile, one of the
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things her mother had given her, and she feared that she might
have broken a tooth in her crash. However, her teeth remained
intact, even if her gums looked a sickly shade of pink. She was
weak and needed sunlight, but bathing would have to come
first if she was to feel remotely decent.
Her hair was caked with dirt, ash, and sweat. She was
surprised the male had even let her sleep on his bed, being as
filthy as she was. He’d dressed her in loose clothes, an
oversized shirt that buttoned down the front and large flowing
pants held on her hips only by the knotted drawstring at the
waist. Beneath the clothes, she felt filthy, and she knew without
even looking that the grime and dirt on her face also covered
her whole body.
Perhaps her rescuer had been afraid to bathe her? She laughed
at the idea. No man she’d known would have hesitated to wash
her if she were sick or wounded and needed tending. Looking
around, she found a tub, or at least it appeared to be a bathing
receptacle of sorts, only there were no attendants waiting to
scrub her body. She considered waking the male to attend her
as she washed herself, but she figured she’d best greet him on
her terms, when she was looking her best. Seeing how little
leverage she had on the man, she needed to at least appear
commanding, even if she was essentially a beggar now.
She disrobed slowly in front of the mirror, unbuttoning the odd
checkered shirt that draped from her shoulders down almost to
her knees. The shirt fit poorly, having been designed for a man
at least half again as wide in the shoulders as she was, much
bulkier, and a few inches taller, too. That much, at least, was
positive about the man. She carried a strong dislike of short
men, feeling them to be weak and unimposing in appearance.
The scratches that had covered her forehead and cheeks were
also evident on most of her body, as she’d expected, but there
were bruises, too. The bruises along her ribs were dark and
tender to the touch, but her entire right hip looked to be a
mass of plum-colored bruises. It was a wonder that something
wasn’t broken under all the darkness, but she could feel no
broken bones. Yes, she could definitely do with a soak, first in
water and later in sun – both would be restorative.
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She stepped into the wash receptacle and sat down, waiting for
the pipes to begin producing water. The lights seemed to work
automatically, but the water did not. Calling the man for help
was not an option, either, so she stood up and began to fiddle
with the levers and knobs on the wall above the drain. For her
efforts, she was rewarded with an eye-opening blast of frigid
water that almost made her shriek. As a test to herself, she
remained in the cold water until she figured out how it was
heated. She bit her lip and turned the heat up, figuring out the
strange but oddly useful device with its red and blue
temperature symbols. She wondered what sort of pumps could
deliver hot and cold water so readily, but did not care so long
as there was plenty of it.
How long she luxuriated in the water, she did not know. It felt
like pounds of sweat, grime, and frustration washed away with
the masculine-smelling soaps she used. She was used to
fragrant bath oils or scented waters, but these would do. Clean
was clean.
Once she finished, she reluctantly stood and used the damp
towel that hung on the peg beside the door, frowning at its
dank smell. It was irritating to bathe oneself and then have to
dry off with a stinky towel. She would have to speak to the man
of this when he woke up. Surely he should know better.
When she’d dried off and tied the towel around herself, she
borrowed the man’s hairbrush. She never shared brushes or
combs, but as she’d left hers behind along with the rest of her
possessions, there was little choice. Still, the man in the other
room had not woken up, so she used the opportunity to dig
through his cabinets and furniture, searching for suitable
garments.
Of course, he had nothing fitting in his chest of drawers, but
she did find what appeared to be a collection of women’s
clothes stored in a garment bag crammed in the back of a
closet. She opened the bag after some effort, disliking the
zipping noise it made as it came open. It was a curious device,
but more efficient in some ways than buttons. These people
were interesting, to say the least.
Many of the clothes she found were too small for her or too
tight across the bust. Clearly the girl who owned these clothes
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was shorter and smaller than her. She did find one thing that fit
her, though. The stretchy fabric had been fashioned into a pair
of triangles attached with straps that were obviously meant to
cover her top, while another matching garment was meant to
be a bottom. Simple, modest, and comfortable, she enjoyed its
cut and fit.
Now, she could wake the man. Somewhat dressed, partiallyfed, and cleanly bathed, she had questions that would wait no
longer. It was time for a proper introduction and some answers.
It was time to figure out what she could about this new world.

25

Robert
A sudden rush of light washed across Rob’s face. His eyelids
could not hold back the morning sun, nor could his hands.
Groaning and pawing at the air in a futile attempt to block the
light, he began to work toward coherency, but not willingly. A
figure stepped between him and the bright light, offering him
some reprieve as he sat up groggily.
As his eyes slowly adjusted, it dawned on him who the figure
was. He’d been to busy to have a girlfriend lately, or at least
that was the story he told himself. Amy, his little sister, was out
of town, too, and no one had come over for beer and video
games last night. That left one person: the girl he’d rescued.
That had been a moment of brilliance, hadn’t it?
After checking to see if she was looming over him with a knife
or another sort of weapon to dash his brains out with, which
she wasn’t, he decided she wasn’t dangerous. Still, she could
have been. Stupid, stupid, stupid, he chided himself.
Smacking his lips tiredly now that he’d decided he was probably
safe, he considered his morning breath, his bladder reaching
fullness, and the ache in his knee. His mouth definitely tasted
like filth and could use a good brushing, likely while relieving
himself. As to his knee, it was good and swollen from last
night’s stumbling through the woods, enough that he didn’t
much feel like standing up yet. Tylenol was sounding good,
really good actually, but it could wait.
“This is a very modest residence.” The girl remarked, looking
around at the apartment for the first time in a well-lit state.
Rob’s eyes slowly came into focus, as did his brain. He glanced
around and nodded. Modest was putting it politely. A fragment
of memory from the previous night returned in response to her
comment. “Not really a palace by any means…”
“We are in agreement.”
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She moved away from the window, causing the light to stab at
his eyes once more. As he shielded his eyes with his hand, she
made busy clearing his threadbare armchair of the collection of
junk piled on it. Like most sitting areas in his apartment, it had
accumulated a random assortment of beer bottles, magazines,
and gaming paraphernalia. As he watched, Rob noticed that she
was not wearing much more than she had been the night
before when he’d found her. She had taken off his spare clothes
and had managed to find a bathing suit of all things.
“Where’d you find that bathing suit?”
“Bathing suit?” The girl repeated, looking down at herself. “I
have just finished bathing, though I did not wear this while
doing so. Is that what this garment is meant for? Why would
you need clothing to bathe?”
“Err, swimsuit, whatever.” She did appear cleaner, and her hair
was combed. Had she just said she’d taken a shower then? He
must have been more tired than he thought, if he’d slept
through the noise of that. The pipes in the apartment weren’t
exactly quiet as they pushed hot water through the building.
“Curious.” She plucked at the fabric of the bikini top in a
manner that Rob found both distracting and alluring, though
any girl playing with her breasts generally drew his attention.
It was hard for him not to watch, though it made him
uncomfortable when he realized that the bathing suit was his
younger sister’s. She’d never filled it out quite like this girl was
doing – not at all. He cleared his throat and asked, “How is it
curious? Where exactly are you from? I know they don’t always
wear clothes at the beaches in Europe, but here we do.”
Perhaps she was eastern European. She was blonde and leggy,
Finnish or Ukrainian or something? The accent didn’t seem
right, though, at least not so far as he knew accents from
movies or classmates in college.
A blank look crossed her face, one that looked like honest
confusion. “Where is Europe? Is it near here?”
Rob looked her over for any signs of concussion or head
trauma. She looked unharmed, and even the scratches and
bruises he saw across her body didn’t look as serious this
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morning as they had the night before when he’d quickly
dressed her. “You don’t know where Europe is? Did you hit your
head when you fell last night?”
It was probably a dumb question, considering how he’d found
her, but it was just one of a thousand questions that had
crossed his mind. Other things were vying for his attention as
well, including the fact that he’d just woken up with an
erection, as usual. Skillfully, he maneuvered a pillow onto his
lap before continuing the conversation.
“I am a bit disoriented, yes.” She replied, watching him
awkwardly fumble with the pillow. There was a moment of
hesitation before she went on, but then she seemed to ease her
guard, if only partially. “I may have struck my head, but I do
not think I have lost too many of my memories, if that is what
you’re implying.”
“So, if you remember what happened, can you tell me how you
ended up in the middle of a smoking crater that was blasted
into the woods just a little way from the road where I was
driving my car last night?”
“Car?”
Rob stared at her. There were
English-speaking person would
Automobile. Little boxes with
with people inside them and go

few places in the world that an
not know what a car was. “Car.
four wheels that move around
vroom-vroom?”

“A carriage, you mean?” She looked as puzzled as she sounded.
“Carriages are pulled by horses or animals. Cars run on
gasoline and have engines. You rode in one last night. That’s
how we got home...”
She smiled wanly and shrugged. “I’m sorry, I do not
understand. I think I have heard of engines, if they are like
motors. At my mother’s estate, there were some waterpowered machines that helped move water across our property.
Things like that were not my concern, however, as I had other
duties.”
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Rob watched her for some sign that she was just screwing with
him or trying to put one over on him, but everything he could
see in her body language said she was being honest with him.
Then again, he was no great judge of character, especially if his
last few lady-friends were any indication. “Where did you say
you were from?”
“I did not say.” She shifted uneasily on the armchair, looking as
if she might stand up and bolt from the room at any moment.
“So it’s a secret?” Rob asked.
After another pause and a split-second of indecision, she
answered him slowly, “I am just not sure how much to say. We
do not know each other well, and I’m not sure I can trust you
completely, not yet.”
“Alright.” Rob shrugged. “I’m not sure I want to share my home
with you then, especially since it seems that you must be here
illegally.”
An anxious look crossed her face and the tenseness in her
frame settled in more deeply. “That is a bit hasty, is it not?”
Rob shook his head. He wanted to help her, but there was only
so much he could trust a stranger, and he’d already gone above
and beyond. “I don’t think it is.” He tossed aside the pillow
from his lap and levered himself off the sofa, taking care with
his stiff knee. “If I’m going to share my house with you, even
temporarily, I need a name and a story to go with it.”
“What if I cannot offer that?”
“Look, I don’t know what happened, but I can guess. Bomb,
terrorist attack, alien invasion… whatever it is, the authorities
are probably after you. I don’t know if it’s going to be the FAA,
the CIA, or Homeland Security, but I’m damn sure someone is
going to be looking for whatever crashed into that forest last
night, and I, stupidly, must have stepped into something really
ugly.”
“No, no one knows me here. None of these people you speak of
should have any reason to look for me.” The girl insisted,
standing as well. There was a sudden frightened cast to her
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posture that spoke of real fear. This went beyond a need for
secrecy or to guard her tongue.
“Then tell me where you’re from.” Rob hoped she’d say
something, anything to give him a reason to trust her. She was
pretty, and he’d pulled her out of a crater. How could she not
trust him?
“I can’t.” She answered weakly, though it looked as if she really
did want to tell him. What was it that stopped her? Why
couldn’t she just make that leap of faith like he had last night?
“Tell me something here, or you’ll have to leave. I can’t have
someone here who I can’t trust.”
“You can trust me. I just need time.” She meant it to be
reassuring, yet it was anything but without an explanation.
“How do I know that I can trust you? You won’t even tell me
something about you as simple as where you come from? Or
how about a name? That might be a good start!”
“It is difficult for me to tell you much of meaning.”
It was too early in the morning for this. “What the hell does
that mean? I pulled you out of that smoking hole in the forest
floor. I took you home when you said you didn’t want to go to a
hospital. I gave you a place to sleep and clothes. But, you still
don’t think you can trust me? What are you afraid of? Why
won’t you tell me?”
He was being demanding, but she owed him that much at least.
That much made it at least worth the gas money and the
absence from his college class. But that’s not what happened.
Instead, each of his questions made her flinch like stones being
thrown at her, and the confident girl who’d woke him up
vanished before his eyes.
When he finished his barrage of questions, she replied, “I fear
to involve you in my affairs. It would be unkind after all you
have done for me.”
Rob pointed at the door. He was so close to being done with the
bullshit at school, with his three jobs, and with his band, that
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he just didn’t want to have to deal with any new trouble at
home. Life was finally starting to get right by him, and the stars
seemed to be aligning in his favor. Something great was just
coming within teach, a rare and new feeling, or at least it had
seemed that way until last night. What had he done to deserve
this sudden twist of fate?
“You wish for me to leave?” The girl asked quietly, face falling.
“Why should you stay? Why would I want this problem?” He
grunted. “I don’t know you. You won’t tell me anything about
yourself. That has to mean trouble, and I don’t need to shelter
trouble.”
“Problem? Trouble?” Something he’d said struck a nerve. Her
head cocked to the side and a look of indignation flooded across
her face. The hopeless resignation she’d just shown burned
away in the face of sudden anger. “What would you know of
problems and trouble? Have you ever had to flee your mother’s
accusers and captors, fearing for your life? Have you ever given
up everything you know just so you could continue your
existence? Have you ever had to feel your skin burn as you
crossed between worlds through a Pylon that you didn’t even
know would work when you needed it to? I could have died
even before I crashed in this world! Now I must depend on the
kindness of strangers who demand answers I’m not sure I can
give?” She spat angrily on the floor.
Rob watched in stunned silence as she huffed and stomped
toward the door. His mouth was hanging open with words left
unsaid. Aside from the volatility of the girl, she’d just said a
mouthful, more than made sense for certain. Guilt flooded in
quickly. If anything that she’d just said was true, any part of it
at all, then she’d been through a lot, and now he’d just told her
to leave.
He’d brought her home, like a lost puppy, and then the first
time it messed on the floor he’d tried to kick it back out into the
wild. He felt a stab of remorse, and not just because she was
heading for the door wearing a too-small bikini and no shoes. It
wasn’t safe to head out in the streets wearing just that.
“Wait.” He started to say, moving forward to grab her arm and
slow her down, or at least that was his intent.
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For a moment, Rob thought he saw a light flare up around her
right arm, crawling down her forearm and around her wrist
before gathering at her palm. It was just for a brief moment,
perhaps a trick of the morning sun coming in through the
window, but then, a blinding light like a dozen camera flashes
exploded in front of him.
Rob staggered forward. Blinded, he tripped over the coffee
table and his hands grabbed empty air where she’d been. He
hit the floor hard, crashing with a thud that would probably
have his neighbors complaining. As he blinked away the tears
that ran from his eyes, he could hear the door open and then
slam shut, but he couldn’t see it happen.
It took several blinks for him to clear his vision enough to make
out the rough shapes of things around him, and a few moments
to pick himself up off the floor. Tripping hadn’t exactly done his
knee any good, either. A gut-twisting ripple of pain surged from
his knee up his leg as he tried to put weight on it. Nausea
followed, pleasant as always. He leaned on the sofa’s arm and
felt his face and head for bumps, but there were none. If he’d
hit his head, that could have explained the bright light, but he
didn’t feel light he’d been hit.
Glancing toward the door, Rob considered going after her. “It’s
not really my problem.” He tried to tell himself, but then he
convinced himself otherwise. How could he not feel
responsible? He’d rescued her and brought her back, and now
he was turning her out onto the streets. There were a million
stupid reasons to help her and at least one good one: she really
seemed like she needed his help. Of course it helped that she
was good-looking, but she needed his help.
“I’m so going to regret this.” He grumbled as he hobbled over
to the door and slipped on his shoes. Then he grabbed his keys
and bolted out the door, not even bothering to get decent. She
wasn’t dressed properly either, and she’d get a lot more
attention that he would.
Maybe the neighbors wouldn’t notice?
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Serafina
Disgust. Anger. Resentment. Fear. Loneliness. She felt them
all, as well as some other things she hadn’t yet identified. It
was just all too overwhelming.
How should she have expected things to go? After all, this man
was clearly lowborn. He was not nobility or anything
approaching royalty. He did not know of the way of things on
her world, or even how to treat a lady it seemed. This was not
home, not at all. This was not a gracious rescue by a kind man.
There was no way to predict how men here would act. Clearly,
she’d landed somewhere awkward, and any tenderness she
might have perceived on his part must have simply been base
desires. She’d seen the man’s arousal as plain as the daylight
that had streamed in through the windows of the shabby
dwelling. He’d liked her enough to show her that, but he
couldn’t help her more unless she divulged all of her secrets.
Could he not see that he was a stranger to her as well? If he’d
not wanted the responsibility of caring and providing for her,
why had he rescued her?
“Ugh!” She grunted, balling her hands up in fists as she stalked
down the hallway and toward the open air at the end of the
hallway, which ended near a stairwell. She walked angrily past
several other doors, likely other rooms or homes, but she didn’t
care. The thought of that infuriating man just made her want to
punch something – someone. Unfortunately, there wasn’t
anyone around.
She heard a door open behind her and thought about looking
back to see if the lout had come after her. The idea of beating
him was quite pleasant to consider, even though he’d likely
come to apologize for being insufferable. Regardless of his
intent, she didn’t want to see him leering at her, not that she
could blame him. She was a rather fine specimen of
womanhood after all – it was in her breeding. Clearly, her
appearance had been too much for him to handle, and now he’d
probably chase after her and attempt to paw at her like the
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animal he was. Well, that wasn’t going to happen, not at all. Let
him try, and he’d regret it.
If she wasn’t mistaken, she heard a second door open, but she
still wasn’t bothering to look back, not for anything. She
reached the end of the hallway and burst out onto a causeway
with a waist-high railing. Beyond lay the world she’d have to
get to know as her own. It was time to see what she’d gotten
herself into, time to start trying to fit into this new place. She’d
have to do it alone, but that meant she wouldn’t have to trust
anyone like her rescuer.
Her eyes took in what lay in store for her, and her knees
wobbled. Her mouth hung open in surprise and fear. It was
nothing at all like what she expected.
The entire landscape was so alien compared to the majestic
towers and marble spires she’d grown up around, the rounded
hills covered with the lofty cities of her people. Nor was it like
the towering black pines and mountain peaks that bordered
their lands. She could see none of her kind taking to flight to
enjoy the radiance of the sun and the violet skies. No, it was
wrong, everything was wrong.
Here, loud, little, metal boxes with windows hauled back and
forth, spewing smoke and dust behind them that smelled of
coal and soot to her. Towers of mirrored glass rose in the
distance, eclipsing the smaller buildings that rose in dense
groupings around the building where she stood. Strangelooking trees and shrubs populated the green spaces between
black stripes of roads and the grayish stripes of walking paths
that lined them. People walked along the roads, crossing when
curious lights told them to, some escorting dogs that looked
comfortingly familiar. In this world or any other, dogs, it
seemed, were constant, but they seemed to be the only thing.
Even the sky was different here, bluer and clearer than she’d
ever seen, and the sun seemed yellower, perhaps dimmer than
her own.
“Hey, wait!” Her ‘rescuer’ called back to her.
Biting her lip to keep it from trembling, she looked back at him,
unsure of what to expect from him. Everything here was so
different. Her self-confidence had evaporated with just one look

34

at the outside world, an unforgiving and alien place. What had
she gotten herself into? Would it not have been better to stay
behind and face Aleron and the Empress’ justice?
Her rescuer slowed down his limping gait and came up beside
her at the railing. He did not paw at her or attack her with his
lust, which was a pleasant surprise, though she figured that she
would be fully able to overpower him if he attempted anything.
He was tall, taller than her and fairly muscled, but his leg would
be a weakness if he challenged her.
Best of all, he’d shown no resistance to her Sunburst earlier. He
must not have any elemental influence, she surmised, not that
this was a surprise. Someone as lowborn as he was shouldn’t
have any abilities. He was likely not much different than the
slave class back where she came from, little more than cattle to
serve the high class. That would explain his home. He lived in
slave quarters, like the Gens back home in their hovels.
Unfortunately, this particular steer was her only link to this
world, so she decided to give him a chance. In the morning
light, she took one more look at him, trying to sense his inner
self, though it was hard behind the troubled brown eyes, which
were strangely handsome. That he was troubled seemed to
bode well. Perhaps he’d changed his mind about his demands.
“Look, I’m sorry, but you can’t run around like that.” He said,
indicating her clothing, the swimsuit.
She frowned and looked down at the other people outside. They
moved so busily as they hurried from place to place, but none
of them were dressed as she was. They all chose to cover
themselves, though some wore scandalously tight clothes or
bared their shoulders or midriffs. It was a curious fashion style,
completely unlike the gowns, dresses, or flowing styles
currently popular with her people. Any of these people would
look foolish in the Court of Furled Wings, though so would she
in her current state, not that it mattered any longer.
“I am indecent?” She worried about the messages she was
sending on her first day in the new world. It might have
explained the reaction she’d had on him this morning.
“For around here? Very.” He nodded emphatically.
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She looked down at herself, realizing that she was no less
foolish looking here than they would have been at her home,
but foolish was foolish. “Oh.”
Then, as if he empathized with her plight, he seemed to realize
his own embarrassing state of dress. He was shirtless, baring a
chest covered with curly blonde hair and a belly only starting to
bulge from overindulgence. Other than shoes, he wore only the
simple loincloth covering he’d worn before. He seemed to wish
he were wearing more clothes, so she made a point of relaxing
in her near nudity – if only because his discomfort gave her the
upper hand.
She leaned back on the railing, throwing her head back so she
could feel the sunlight upon her forehead and chest. The sun
here was luxuriously warm, so inviting. She was tempted to
sprout her wings and fly away, but she knew she was too weak
to do so. She’d barely managed to summon a flash of light just
minutes before, so wings were likely out of the question.
Besides, she had no idea if any of these folk could fly, and
didn’t want to raise any more suspicions. Her rescuer already
had so many questions for her, and flying off the balcony would
only make things harder to explain.
When she lowered her head back down, the man looked away
from her nervously, as if afraid to let her know he’d enjoyed
looking upon her. How timid and strange a creature he was.
Betimes he was almost aggressive, but now he was shy?
He was not the only one looking at her, either. A couple more
heads poked out from another doorway back along the hall.
One was that of an older woman, thick of neck with strange eye
glasses that made her look like a tortoise. She stared with open
interest and also disapproval. Sidra knew the type: full of
gossip and concern for others’ business. So there was that sort
of people in this world, too. Things were not so different after
all, but then weren’t they?
The other face belonged to a younger man, near their age
perhaps. He was round in face, much like the woman, who
must have been his mother. He wore glasses as well, but his
thick mop of hair was dark and oily, unlike his mother’s wiry
gray mess of curls that were piled atop her head and wrapped
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around odd pink and blue coils. The man, having been caught
watching, waved a greeting over to her. The simple greeting
earned him a slap across his hand from his mother, which
puzzled her greatly. Was he not a grown man, that he could
greet someone without reproach? He appeared to be, but what
did she know of the customs here?
Her rescuer turned to see what she was looking at and sighed.
“Hello, Ms. Ferlickee. Todd.” He seemed less than pleased to
know they were being watched by these folk, though they lived
in close proximity of each other.
The male, apparently named Todd, wore strange spectacles
that were not flattering to the shape of his face. Todd grunted
back as his only response. Apparently that was a sufficient
greeting in this region. Behavior amongst these natives was
proving to be much more difficult to understand than she’d
anticipated. The mother, however, was not so easily put off by
a simple hello.
“What are you doing out in the hallway making so much noise,
Robert?” The woman demanded. Something about the tone of
her voice suggested that the goings-on in the hallway were her
business.
“I’m talking to my friend.”
“I can see that you are talking to her, but why are you both
naked? What I can’t understand is why this conversation isn’t
better suited for indoors.” Ms. Ferlickee had a shapeless flannel
nightshirt on that was buttoned all the way up to her double
chin. She eyed the two of them suspiciously as they watched
her silently. “Is everything alright?”
“Everything is fine. We’re just talking, Ms. Ferlickee.”
“Are you two doing drugs?”
“No, Ms. Ferlickee. We’re not doing drugs. We’re talking.”
“Well put some clothes on to talk like normal people. There’s no
public fornication in the hallways. I don’t want to have to call
the police or the super. You look like you’re auditioning for one
of those rap people’s videos.” She shuddered. “It’s disgusting.”
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Robert, as she had learned his name to be, cast a pleading look
her way. He leaned close and whispered. “Can we try again?
Can we talk inside? I’m sorry about before, but this really isn’t
a good place to talk. There are eyes and ears here, you see?”
She frowned at the pesky old woman, who glared back,
unfazed. Her son’s eyes never left her though. There was
something lecherous about Todd’s thick eyebrows that
discomfited her. Suddenly, Robert’s rudeness and dim dwelling
seemed a welcome alternative. “I can see your point. Provided
you can act properly and discuss things calmly, I am willing to
continue our discussion inside.”
Truth be told, she was a little reluctant to go back inside with
him, but it was much better than standing outside in an
improper state of dress when she had nowhere else to go and
knew no one. She was a pauper in this world, and, though it
galled her, she knew she needed Robert. His kindness was all
she had, so she would do what she must to keep it.
Robert seemed to notice her reservations, and he held his
hands up to indicate that he was harmless. “I’ll behave, but I
do have questions that need to be answered if we are to work
things out, including your name.”
She met his eyes, sensing honesty behind his words. “I will try
to answer them, as best I can. What I can say, I will say.”
That seemed to be enough. He nodded and indicated that she
should walk beside him back to his home. As they walked back,
Rob placed himself between her and Todd’s prying eyes, which
pleased her. Perhaps Robert wasn’t completely without a sense
of chivalry.
Ms. Ferlickee seemed to notice Todd’s attentiveness to her
backside as she walked past. There was a screech of pain as
Todd’s mother twisted his ear and pulled him back inside, which
made her smile. Mothers did have their ways in both worlds.
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Robert
With the door safely closed behind them, Rob couldn’t help but
start laughing. The girl stared at him as if he were mad, but
imagining Todd getting put in his place by Ms. Ferlickee always
made him chuckle.
“Sorry. The neighbors are just… they’re special people.”
“I can see that.” She grinned back at him. Now that Todd was
no longer staring at her ass, she seemed to find that it was kind
of amusing too.
Rob looked at her once more, then soberly at himself. “Let’s
talk with a few more clothes on. I feel like I’m talking to a pair
of melons.”
“Melons?” She looked confused at first, but she followed his
gaze toward her ample chest and realized what he spoke of.
Not to be outdone, she replied, “Well, your own little
contribution to the discussion is not exactly easy to ignore,
either.”
“God. It’s like a priaprism today.” Rob muttered abashedly; he
was painfully aware that he was still flying at half-mast, despite
his attempts to think unsexy thoughts. “Yes, let’s get dressed,
quickly.”
“I have nothing else to wear.” She announced. “Even this was
borrowed from your closet.”
“I’ll find something for you.” Rob declared, rushing off to put on
something more constrictive. Maybe it had been too long since
he’d had a girlfriend, but this was no way to treat a guest, even
if she was half, well, four-fifths naked.
After putting on jeans and a t-shirt, he settled on a bathrobe
for her, knowing that nothing his sister had left behind in the
apartment would probably fit. His sister was half a foot shorter
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and quite a bit less shapely than his houseguest, except around
the belly, so there was no use even trying.
The girl looked uncomfortable in his selection. She put it on,
but she sniffed at it, eyeing the toothpaste stains on the collar.
“This smells off-putting. Are you entirely opposed to the idea of
laundering your garments?”
“Look, I didn’t expect company, and the guys that hang out
here certainly don’t complain about pancake syrup and other
junk I wear on my clothes.”
“Still…” She said, grimacing at the crunchy spots in the sleeves
of the terrycloth fabric.
“Alright, alright. I’ll wash it later today.” He ushered her over to
the kitchen table, pulled a chair out for her, and all but pushed
her into the chair – anything to change the subject.
Taking a deep breath, he decided to put on some coffee to
disguise the smell of his apartment, an odor he’d not really
minded before he had female company, and he figured it
wouldn’t hurt to caffeinate them both. That done, he turned
back to her, noting that he had her complete and rapt
attention.
An inquisitive expression filled the features of her finely
wrought face. “What is that device? What is its purpose?”
“It’s a coffee maker. It makes coffee.”
“What is coffee?”
For the moment, at least until she answered his questions, he
humored her and pretended she didn’t know what it was. “Urr,
it’s a dark brown or black, bitter, stimulating beverage.”
Answering with such a dictionary response made him feel
dumber than it should have.
She sat forward, smiling warmly. “Interesting. It smells
wonderful. Might I have some?”
“That’s the plan. Just wait until it’s ready. We have to let it
percolate and stuff.”
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“Oh. I will wait, then.” She folded her hands gracefully on the
table and set herself to waiting.
“Yes, coffee aside, I really need a name to call you. I don’t
know what to refer to you as, and it seems impolite to keep
saying ‘hey you’ all the time.”
“I don’t have a name.”
“Pardon?” It was his turn to look inquisitive. The idea of a
woman her age being nameless was strange to even consider.
There had to be an interesting story behind it.
“Well,” she made another frown, as if she were editing her
speech before speaking, “when my mother suffered a political
setback, our entire house was disbanded, and now I am without
a name.”
“So your family’s estate was confiscated by your country’s
leader?”
“There was an attempted coup. My mother backed the wrong
woman, or the weaker one at least. Our family’s wealth and all
of our assets were forfeit, along with our lives. My aunt warned
me that the attempt to gain power had failed, and I fled,
according to my mother’s wishes. That is how I ended up here.”
“Where exactly was this? What country?”
She eyed him, as if he spoke nonsense. “There is only one
country where I come from, one kingdom under the Winged
Empress.”
“The Winged Empress?” This was sounding increasingly like
computer role-playing games to him. Try as he might, he
couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.
“She is the head of the Court of Furled Wings, the leader of our
nation, the ruler of a fourth of the known world. We are the
most powerful of the Four Nations.”
“Only four, eh? Well, around here, there are like 200 nations or
more, and they each have their own governments.”
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“200!” She repeated, astounded by the number. “They must all
be very small and insignificant.”
“Some probably are, but others are very powerful, economically
or culturally.”
“The coffee smells good.” She said, looking at the machine. It
dripped noisily, chugging along as it churned out its rich,
aromatic morning beverage.
“It’s nearly done, but we haven’t really resolved any issues
yet.” Rob folded his arms in front of him disapprovingly.
Impatience was getting the better of him. “Your family history
aside, I still don’t have a name for you. I need to call you
something, regardless of whether or not your family or clan is
in ruins – a bad situation anyway.”
He almost kicked himself. She’d already established that she
was a bit sensitive, so why did he have to keep saying things
that were not phrased as gently as possible? He just wasn’t
used to this sort of kid-gloves treatment, and he feared he was
going to have to fend off another attack of sudden blindness.
For once, she didn’t take offense. She only shrugged. “I don’t
know what to be called. I have no idea. How about you give me
a name?”
Give the girl a name, how absurd. It took him two weeks to
name his kitten once, when he was a kid. Stifling the urge to
scream at the evasion, he decided to play along instead. “Okay
then. We need to think of a name that makes sense.”
She sat forward, intrigued. “What would you suggest?”
Rob tried to think of some name that might describe her. At
first he thought about describing her physical attributes, but all
of those names sounded like the names women took for
dancing career. He decided against it, especially with the way
his robe was starting to open up around her chest. Perhaps,
some name describing her unique qualities would serve to
create a name for her. “What do you name a lost girl you found
naked in the woods?” He wondered aloud.
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“I certainly hope you have better ideas than to name me
according to how you first found me.”
An idea came to him. “You flashed me with a bright light
somehow. That was you, right?”
She nodded cautiously. “I have that ability.”
Confirmation of that flash-bang strobe light ability seemed to
be the only true proof of her story, other than the smoking
crater he’d found her in. Those two things aside, he’d have
considered her a nutcase. “What do you mean you have that
ability? Are you an angel or something?”
“What is an angel?”
He looked at her, unable to fathom someone not knowing what
an angel was. Cultures around the world in almost every
religion knew what an angel was. “Are you kidding me?”
“Kidding?” She repeated apologetically.
Rob gritted his teeth. He’d never had his questions met with so
many questions before. “You really don’t know what cars,
coffee, or angels are?” Her face remained blank, through he
could tell by the way she fidgeted that she was becoming
increasingly frustrated – something he could appreciate.
“Depending on the story, they’re either the spirits of dead
people that protect us, or God’s servants with wings and
swords, often cloaked in bright light, that do his bidding.”
Her eyebrows rose steadily as he explained what an angel was.
“We do not have stories of that nature, though I can see how
you might assume I am an angel, as there are some
similarities.”
“So how about Angelina? It’s a popular name that means
angel.”
“No. I don’t like that.”
“Angelicka?”
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Her head shook firmly. “No. That is almost the same, strange.
Besides, if I you think that I am something like an angel, why
would we want a name that means that? Would that not cause
people to become suspicious of my nature?”
“No, those are common names, and none of the girls I ever met
with those names are angelic or otherworldly at all. Quite the
contrary…” He trailed off, his mind rapidly going in the wrong
direction.
She shook her head adamantly. “I still do not care for those
names. My apologies, but can you come up with another?”
Rob tried to think of the nicest girl he knew, and came up with
a blonde that worked the café in the student union at school.
They had a few of the same classes, and she often shared notes
with him over coffee when she was on break. “Sara?”
“I like that.” The girl said, smiling.
Rob smiled to himself, recalling the Latin class he’d taken one
semester for foreign language credits. “How about Sera Fina
then?”
“Is that a given name and a family name?” He nodded, and she
smiled. “It’ll do. Sera Fina it is.” She repeated the name,
though when she said it the two words blended together,
coming out more as Serafina. “What is your family name,
Robert? I heard the old woman outside call you Robert. That is
your given name, correct?”
“I go by Rob, but Robert is my given name. Dunn is our family’s
name. I’m Robert Alan Dunn.”
“What does it mean?”
Rob shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a name. People here pick
names that sound good together, not because they necessarily
mean something. Why, what did your old name mean?”
“The name my mother and father gave me meant ‘star born,’
for stars are blessed things where I come from.”
“How do you say your real name?”
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“I would rather not say. My old name is only a leftover of a life
that no longer exists.” Sera replied solemnly. “It would be best
to leave it behind.”
Rob dropped the subject of names. He had something to call
her for now, and that was good enough. He gave her a mug of
hot coffee instead. After all, she had been pretty forthright with
answers, other than the one. He put out a bit of milk that
wasn’t sour yet, and a dish of sugar, as well. “Some people like
a bit of cream or sugar in their coffee, to round out the flavor.”
She sipped the black coffee and nodded. “I like this as is. It has
a vibrant flavor to it.”
“I like it black, too.” He admitted, settling into a chair across
from her now that his coffee duties were finished. “If you’re not
used to it, you might want to go easy, though. It’ll make your
heart race and get you all squirrelly – too energetic.”
“I will try not to drink too much. It does seem potent.” She
warmed her hands on either side of the mug, enjoying the
warmth. “What do you do, Robert?”
“Not Robert. Rob.”
“Robert is your name, is it not?”
“Yes, but if you call me Robert, it makes you sound like my
mother.”
“I would not want that, though I am sure she is a pleasant
woman.”
“Yeah. Anyway, I’m a student right now. I’m finishing up
business school, so I can get a better paying job. I’ve been
working all sorts of jobs to pay for my car, food, and everything
else until school is over.”
“I don’t entirely understand, but it seems you are educated. I
had not suspected so.”
He laughed. “Do I look or sound dumb?” Although after asking,
he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear an answer.
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“Not really, but you are not nobility are you?”
Nobility. That’d be the day. “Maybe someone in my family was
at one time, but probably not and
certainly not for
generations.”
“Are all people here educated, then?”
“They aren’t where you’re from?”
She shook her head. “Education is saved for my people. Gens –
our servants and slaves – are trained to perform their tasks,
which may require some knowledge of letters and numbers, but
there is no need to educate them beyond what they need to
know to work.”
Either she was crazy or she really was from another world. The
things she didn’t know and the things she said were certainly
different. Part of his still felt like he was play-acting along with
this charade, but if that was what she believed, who was he to
tell her otherwise? “We’ve not really had slaves in over a
hundred years, most countries longer than that. So, we need to
be educated, work, and earn money using our hands and
skills.”
She changed the subject then, after glancing around the
kitchen area. “How are your house finances? I helped my
mother some with her books, so I understand running ledgers
and such. I am passingly good with numbers and I could help
you with them.”
“Uh, I keep a spreadsheet on the computer.” Rob winced at the
oblivious expression she offered. “Let’s just say I have a
machine that keeps track of my money. I am not rich though, if
that’s what you were asking.”
“Will you be able to afford the additional expenses caused by
me staying here?” Worry filtered into her voice unintentionally.
There it was. She was worried about his ability to support her.
Maybe to her the place did look pretty shabby. Rob was
suddenly very self-conscious about the mess he lived in and
made a mental note to clean the place up a bit.
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It was a reasonable question, and Rob honestly hadn’t thought
about that. Things were tight, but a bit of extra food he could
probably afford. It wasn’t like he’d have to pay for her school or
anything. “I suppose I can for awhile. You honestly want to live
here, though? I hadn’t thought you would…”
“I know no one else in this world, and I mean that with
complete honesty. I have no way to pay you for lodging, but I
can work around here, at least for a time. I am not entirely
useless, even if your ways are foreign to me. I will learn
quickly, but I would like to heal and learn more of your land
before I move along, if that is acceptable to you?” It was
practically pleading, but she asked with as much pride as she
could summon.
“I guess I don’t mind.” Rob looked around, trying to imagine
what it’d be like to have another person in his one bedroom
apartment. She probably wouldn’t be cooking him any dinner if
she didn’t know what a coffee pot was, but laundry and the like
should be possible. The idea of having someone to come home
to wasn’t unappealing either, even if they weren’t dating. “The
couch folds out. I could stay out here.”
“No, I would sleep out here. I do not wish to put you out any
more than I must. That other room is yours. Besides, I do not
much care for sleeping on water. It is an odd sensation.”
Rob shrugged. “You get used to it.”
“I’d rather not. My family is of the sky and light, not of the
water.”
Rob stared at her, trying to imagine what exactly she meant by
that. “I’m afraid to ask what that means.”
“Certain families have affinities to different elements.” She
replied, matter-of-factly, as if it was common knowledge.
“If you say so…”
“I do.”
“Well, look, I need to go to work.”
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“Can I come?”
“In what, my crusty, smelly bathrobe?” He grinned at the idea.
She sniffed the dirty robe once more. “I see your point. I would
need something more decent.”
“Unless you want to borrow an old lady dress from Ms.
Ferlickee, I think you’d better relax here, try to stay out of
trouble, and wait until I can come back from work. Then, we
can go buy you some clothes.”
“I do not have any currency for buying clothes. I am not even
sure what passes as valuable here.”
“We’ll hit the thrift shops. It won’t be a big deal. I can’t have
you walking around in a bathing suit all the time, or that filthy
robe.” Rob stood and put his mug in the sink. “I’m going to go
clean up and get ready for work. Why don’t you watch TV and
rest up for our night on the town?”
“TV?”
Rob ignored the question, because it opened up too many
others. He waved her over to the sofa and flicked on the
television from the remote. “Consider it an education box. You
can learn a lot about our world from watching it.”
Her eyes widened as she saw people moving around on the
screen and sound began pumping out of the surround sound.
She sank down onto the sofa and snatched the remote from his
hands. Then she stared at it, trying to comprehend the plethora
of buttons upon it.
Rob gave her a quick crash course in changing channels, using
the guide, and adjusting volume, and then went to take a
shower. Several times while showering he heard laughs or
exclamations in what sounded like a foreign language.
Even after he’d finished cleaning up and got dressed in his
uniform, she was still completely ensnared by the TV’s
seductive powers. Reality television had her attention, so much
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so that she hardly noticed when he told her to eat whatever she
found and wait until six for him to return home.
He left for work thinking that he was the most gullible idiot to
ever let a naked woman into his house. This had con-job
written all over it. He amused and frightened himself with
imaginary headlines as he walked away from his front door. It
was easy to imagine things like: ‘Stupid, nice, white guy
rescues naked girl and gets robbed,’ or ‘Good Samaritan found
dead in bathtub with all vital organs harvested,’ or even better
‘Would-be rescuer falls the victim of cult ritual.’
Yeah, he was probably a complete moron, but something about
Sera inspired him to trust her, to want to help her. Most likely it
had something to do with her pretty face… although she had a
nice rack, and it helped. Sadly, it did.
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Serafina
This device that Rob had called a TV was utterly fascinating.
He’d said it would keep her occupied, that she could learn a lot
from it, but all it had done was give her more questions.
Who were these people inside the box? How did the box work?
Why were some of the people in it so cruel or strange? Why did
people tolerate these bizarre pauses between important
moments in the entertainment to see views of food, fashion,
medicines, or cars? Why did the musicians refuse to sing with
proper grammar?
It was a dizzying experience to watch the various channels. At
least the remote, originally incomprehensible, was easy enough
to understand. Nothing could hold her attention for long,
though, because she felt as if she had a lifetime of information
to catch up on.
After a point, her eyes began to ache, and she realized that
she’d hardly moved from the spot since Rob had left. The timetelling device on the wall still had not advanced enough that
Rob was to return, but she found herself hungry and in need of
relieving herself – the coffee beverage seemed to have worked
its way through her. Reluctantly, Sera moved away from the
sofa, let the robe fall off her shoulders, since no one was
around, and went to the bathroom.
After that, she decided she was hungry once more, but she was
hardly in the mood for more cheese and bread. She explored
the kitchen, examining the cans and boxes stuffed haphazardly
into the cupboards, each with a colorful package or label,
though few of them had pictures. Some of the items on the
cans looked appetizing enough, but she couldn’t figure out how
to open them.
Frustrated, she took a can of what was called ‘beef stew’ and
set it on the counter. Then, she drew her blade from her chest.
Her hand hovered near the skin over her breastbone, and with
a thought, a blade of soul fire slid free from her body. The
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blade coiled around her right forearm, bracing itself for use.
She slid the razor edge of it across the top of the can, sawing
back and forth until she’d sliced the top completely off.
As easy as it felt, it wasn’t easy enough. It should have been a
simple matter to slice the top off, but it oddly resisted her
blade. She was still weak from her ordeal crossing over
between worlds, but it was as if this world didn’t recognize
elemental energies. It was a troublesome idea that she didn’t
want to dwell upon for very long.
After she’d opened the can, she sniffed at it, found it
reasonably appealing, though not nearly as good as the
illustration had promised. Next, she had to find a place to cook
it. The can seemed thick enough to cook the stew within, but
she did not want it to overflow or for the label to burn. She
would have to use one of Rob’s dented pots, she decided.
The pot was the easy part, but cooking it still took some
figuring out. Lacking any obvious source of heat or fire, she
began fiddling with the various boxes in the room. If the largest
box kept food cold, perhaps one of them heated food. The first
one she tried made noises at her and then lit up inside when
she turned levers and tried to work the device like the TV’s
remote.
It crossed her mind that this should be easier, that any normal
person in this world would probably have no difficulty using any
of these devices. She felt like despairing, but she was hungry,
and she would eat the food cold if she must.
Spoons were easy to find, but the idea of eating the beef stew
with its congealed fat and oil floating in orange clumps on top
of the gravy was not at all exciting. She resigned herself to
suffering in solitude and began making a mental list of things
she must ask Rob later.
Sera had just only sat down with the pot of stew and her spoon
in front of the TV again when a weird noise began sounding off
at regular intervals. The annoying noise shattered her peace,
bothering her to the point that she could neither enjoy her cold
stew nor watch the TV.
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She traced the noise back to its source, finding it to emanate
from a pair of black boxes on a side table. Using what she had
learned to be an off and on button from her experience with the
TV, she turned on what looked to be another TV. The screen
came ablaze with lights, and her hands accidentally hit some of
the buttons on this machine’s large remote – if that’s what it
was. Something happened on the screen, and she held her
breath nervously, unsure about what would happen next.
Suddenly, a voice came out through the machine. “Rob? Are
you there?” A male voice inquired.
Sera stared at the box for a moment, frowning at the image of
a very busty woman wearing less than even she was that
waited on the screen. She watched for a moment, but realized
it was only an image, not any live person in action like on the
TV. She wondered if this was indeed another TV except smaller,
but the voice continued, making it seem that it was an entirely
different sort of device.
“Answer, nutjob. You won’t believe this site I found. Holy shit
it’s crazy!” The voice paused. “Rob?”
“My apologies, but Robert isn’t home.” She replied, feeling
more than a little foolish for talking to a box.
“Who is that? Who are you?” The voice demanded urgently.
“I am…” She hesitated at first, but then offered the name
Robert had chosen for her. “Sera Fina.”
“Serafina? Who are you?” The voice asked. “What have you
done with Rob?”
Sera’s face flushed with the impetuousness of whoever was
speaking through the box. How dare this male demand of her
to identify herself when he’d not even offered a name. Come to
think of it, Rob had done the same. “I know not where you
learned your manners, sir, but where I come from it is
inappropriate to inquire about a lady without having first
introduced one’s self.”
There was a moment of silence, then some awkward
stammering. “Oh, sorry. I’m Phil Langley. Serafina, was it? You
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don’t sound like his sister, and he never told me about a cousin
with that name. Are you his mother or something?”
“Mother?!” She shouted at the box, instinctively reaching to
draw her weapon once more, even if the man was not here.
Males here were so infuriatingly boorish. “Hardly. We are not
even related. Nor am I old enough to have a child of his age.”
Mother indeed.
“Sorry!” The man in the box blurted out quickly. “I just hadn’t
ever heard your name mentioned before. Turn the camera on,
so I can see you.”
“What is a camera? What does it do?” She asked lamely,
earning a moment of laughter, which only made her feel more
stupid.
“There should be a device in front of you, somewhat round with
a pedestal or tripod – I don’t remember which model he has.
We need to turn that on, so we can see each other.”
Sera stared at the screen, watching as a small box popped up,
requesting her acceptance of a video chat, whatever that was.
“Accept my chat request.”
“How?”
“Use the mouse.”
“Pardon?”
“Take the black or silver little roundish device next to the
keyboard in your hand. Move it around. See how the arrow
pointer on the screen moves?”
“Yes.”
“Maneuver it over to the ‘accept’ button on the dialogue window
that just popped up. Then click the left button.”
His words were confusing, but she understood what he wanted
her to do. She clicked the button, morbidly curious about the
speaking man now. A grainy image about the size of her palm
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sprang into view. A clean-shaven, baby-faced man about
Robert’s age was looking intently at her, or at something in
front of him at least, but it seemed unnervingly like he was
looking right at her. She flinched away from the screen as he
appeared before her.
“I can see you now. At least I think it’s you.”
A broad grin crossed his face. “Believe me. If you’re seeing an
ungodly handsome fellow, it’s me.”
She stifled a rude reply and let him chuckle. “As I said, I see
you.”
“Now we need to turn on your camera.” Phil said, and then he
began walking her through a series of steps to accomplish that.
Words like mouse, window, screen, and double-click made little
sense to her, but he explained with uncanny patience until she
figured it out.
After what seemed like an eternity of fiddling with the horrible
machine, a second window popped up beside the first, only this
one was of her or her chest at least.
“Holy mother-of-mine.” Phil cried, though it sounded more like
a whimper and his face got very big in his little box as he
leaned closer.
“How do I fix this thing? It is not showing my face. It is
improper to have a discussion in this manner.” This was like
trying to talk to Rob this morning, only worse.
“Then let’s be improper, Sera. I can call you Sera, right?”
She held her hand in front of the thing he had called a camera,
and noticed that her hand was now on the screen instead of her
swimsuit. “Phil, how do I fix this camera machine? If I cannot
fix it, I will turn off this box.” Seriously, did all males here have
that reaction to her?
“Oh, yes. Just tilt it up until it shows your face, or sit down in
the chair and aim the lens toward your face.” He said more, but
it was nearly inaudible mumbling that continued while she
wrestled with the camera so that it would show her face,
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though she managed to drop it in her lap at least once before
finally getting it to show her face. “Dear Moses, you are a
pretty one. Where did Rob find you? Are you two banging? Do
you have any sisters?”
“He found me in the forest.” She replied, without even thinking.
Phil had rattled off so many questions that she chose not to
focus on any of them but the first. She wasn’t sure she wanted
to think about the others.
“Whereabouts is this forest of chesty blonde ladies?” Phil
inquired, offering what he surely felt was a winning smile.
For a moment, she was unsure on how to reply. Should she
change her story, or should she just go on with the story as
was, but change a few details? So far, he didn’t seem
suspicious about what she’d said. “Nearby, I think. We were
walking around in the woods together.”
“Hikers?”
“Yes.” She was not entirely certain how common of hiking was
in this area, since she’d been semi-conscious during the ride to
Rob’s apartment.
“Gravediggers have all the luck, I swear. I should get outside
more often, get a tan, and maybe find a ladyfriend.” Phil
lamented.
“Gravediggers?”
“Didn’t Rob tell you?”
A sinking feeling of suspicion settled in uncomfortably upon her
guts, and she began to fear what she might learn next. “Didn’t
he tell me what? What am I supposed to know?”
“That he digs graves.”
“Pardon? He goes to school to learn more about business.”
“Well yeah, but he’s digging graves to pay for school.”
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“Why would school cost money?” Teachers had always been
paid by institutes where she had come from, institutes funded
by the taxes, tithes, and tariffs paid to the Winged Empress.
Any student found worthy of instruction was taught for free, so
she had assumed that Robert was an intelligent young man
being educated for the betterment of his entire society.
Phil burst out laughing. “It costs money to earn the fancy paper
saying you completed your studies that they give you upon
completion of your rite of passage, so that you get paid more
later. It’s a good question, though. Wouldn’t it be nice if
learning was free?”
“The TV has free learning. I was learning some of your cuisine
and customs earlier, but Rob seems to lack the proper
ingredients to cook any of those meals.”
“Go figure. That guy lives on grilled cheese and macaroni, and
some take-outs to spice things up.”
“Do you cook?”
Phil started to speak, and then stopped. “Err, I’d cook anything
you wanted.”
She leaned forward expectantly, forgetting the fact that she
was talking to a stranger in a box on this screen. The uneaten
beef stew faded from memory entirely at the prospect of real
food. “Truly? Might you be able to cook chicken cacciatore or
creamy risotto with baby lobster tails?” Those had been two of
the more delicious-looking meals she had seen the man on TV
cook. She thought she pronounced the names right, and her
stomach growled resoundingly.
Phil stared at her. “I’d love to say yes, because you really do
look hungry, but that’s a bit beyond me. Didn’t he feed you
before he left?”
“I had coffee with him. I ate some things from the cold box
before he woke up.”
“You spent the night, eh?” Phil grinned knowingly.
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“No improprieties occurred, and I’d thank you to not besmirch
my character with such comments.” She replied curtly.
Phil’s grin erased itself. “I didn’t mean anything, Sera. Still, I
can’t believe he didn’t feed you.”
“He told me to eat whatever I found. I found some ‘beef stew,’
but I cannot figure out how to cook it with his machines. There
is no open spit or fireplace to cook upon.”
Phil made a face. “That stuff is alright, but it’s only a bit above
dog food. Do you really want to eat that, or do you want me to
order you something and send it to the house?”
“You would send food here for me?”
“Not really. I’d just call in and have the restaurant cook it and
deliver it to you. You’d just have to pay once it arrived.”
“I have no means of paying for any food.” It was embarrassing
to admit, but it would make worse trouble later if she did not
admit it at the beginning of Phil’s plan.
“Just go in the top left drawer of Rob’s dresser. He keeps
money in a dirty old gray sock. He thinks no one knows about
it.”
If it was a secret, she wondered how this Phil knew. She
decided to ask him. “How do you know, then?”
“Because he’s a very honest and talkative drunk.” Phil
answered with a smirk. “Anything you want to know from him,
in all honesty, ask after he’s had a few too many.”
Sera laughed trying to imagine her rescuer running his mouth
after a few drinks. “I will remember that. I am tempted by your
offer of food, but I think I should not take his money. He would
become angry with me if he found out, which he surely would,
if there were any evidence of the meal left behind.”
“He should treat his girl like a princess, Sera, so don’t worry
about it.”
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“I am not his girl, nor am I a princess.” Far from it, in fact. Her
mother had been an influential woman in the Court, but she
had hardly been that high ranked. Her power had been in her
words and reputation, not her titles. Respect was a powerful
tool.
“You’re a goddess then.” Phil insisted.
She laughed at the latest proclamation. “I am not a deity,
either.”
“Listen, you’re beautiful. He should take care of you.”
“Thank you for saying so. You are very kind, Phil.”
“Call me Phillip. It sounds more… close, friendly.”
“Phillip, thank you for being kind to me, but if you could simply
explain how to cook using the kitchen machines that Rob
possesses, I would be entirely grateful.”
Phil launched into an explanation of stoves, microwaves, and
kitchen implements then. He had her turn the camera toward
the kitchen so he could watch her cook and give her advice as
she did so. He was a surprisingly good teacher, which she told
him at least a dozen times.
After she finished eating and washing the dishes – Phil
explained how to use the dishwasher as well – she talked to
Phil for a bit longer. He mostly answered questions about
household objects and their functions, which would have been
easier if the camera were more portable. She’d unplugged it
once by accident when trying to carry it across the room. Phil
had frantically helped her get the thing plugged back in and
started up again, but a while after that he informed her that he
had to leave to go to work.
Oddly, he left his camera on while he was off showering and
getting ready, but she saw little more than his too pale
shoulders at the edge of the camera’s view. She found it
strangely tantalizing and wondered if he planned the entire
thing. It wasn’t that he was actually very alluring, but the fact
that he seemed live and real compared to TV made it intriguing
to watch. Phil signed off with a happy mumbled farewell and a
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smile as he waved at the camera, which she found herself
doing in return.
Done with the computer, she looked at the clock and found that
it showed a time very close to when Rob had promised to
return. She found herself anticipating his return with great
enthusiasm. She would surprise him with her new knowledge of
this world and its machines, as well as her new acquaintance
with Phillip. Robert would surely be impressed by her ambition
and accomplishments.
After speaking with a real live human most of the day,
answered questions and learning from his instruction, TV could
not hold her attention any longer. So, she paced back and
forth, stopping now and then to stare out the window and
watch the rapid pace of the world below as she awaited Rob’s
return.
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Robert
Phil was waiting for him in the parking lot outside his apartment
when he got home from work. There were dedicated spots for
each apartment, and Phil had parked right across from Rob’s
normal spot in one of the few guest spaces. As busy as he was,
his mind filled with all that he had to do, Rob didn’t notice Phil’s
car, although he should have.
Phil’s car was a noisy little hatchback with a ridiculous speaker
setup and crazy amounts of video gaming stickers plastered all
over it. It was sort of hard to miss, unless you were
preoccupied with a hot new addition to your household.
Knuckles rapped on his window, and Rob jerked at the sudden
noise and the appearance of someone beside him. Instead of
the axe-murderer he half-expected to see, he recognized the
tubby figure in the uniform outside the window just before he
soiled himself. Muttering under his breath, he turned off his
radio and popped the door open slowly, so as not to smash the
legs of his friend, though he was tempted.
“Phil, thanks for scaring the crap out of me.” Rob replied with
mock enthusiasm. “Sneak up on me more often and you might
have to bring a change of underwear with you. Clean ones,
please.”
“Yeah, funny...” Phil grinned, but Rob was pretty sure he wasn’t
grinning about his joke. “So, listen, what’s the story with your
girl in there?”
Rob cursed inwardly, wondering how Phil had managed to
figure out what was going on so fast. It’d been less than
eighteen hours, and Phil already knew he had a houseguest.
He’d not so much as sent the guy an email – twitter was for
asshats who wanted to make cute comments about the
mundane – and here he was already. In the end, he played
dumb. “Girl? What girl?”
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“Serafina.” Phil answered, grinning toothily, and he had big
teeth. They didn’t go well with his doughy complexion, greasy
hair, and man-boobs. Phil was not exactly attractive, not even
in an online sort of way.
Rob had never seen such a big smile on Phil’s face, not even
when they ordered chicken wings with extra blue cheese
dressing, hold the celery. He eyed Phil suspiciously. He’d not
told a soul about Sera, though it’d been almost impossible to
keep it all bottled up. He’d felt like a gushing schoolgirl all day,
but he’d not said a syllable. Yet, somehow Phil already knew.
“Are you peeping in my blinds again?”
Phil grimaced. “That was a misunderstanding. You know I was
just checking to see if you were home.”
Rob didn’t mention that it was much more likely that Phil was
trying to catch his sister in an embarrassing state of undress.
“Yeah, so you say. They do make doorbells for a reason.”
“It was on the other side of the building. You have the corner
apartment, and I didn’t feel like walking around the stairwell to
get at your front door if you weren’t home.” Phil responded with
practiced efficiency, well aware of Rob’s diversion tactics after
months of teasing. Whenever pressed in a topic he didn’t wish
to speak of, Rob would bring up the peeping incident. Phil
wasn’t going to let him off that easy. “Now tell me about
Serafina.”
“How do you even know about her?” Rob demanded.
“I tried to chat with you today, but she answered instead. She
turned on the video and let me stare at her boobs for like four
hours. I’m going to be late for work now.”
“God!” A groan of irritation worked its way into Rob’s mouth.
“You didn’t really talk to her for that long did you?”
Phil nodded emphatically, eyes wide enough to see the whites
all the way around. “I would have talked longer, but I had to
get over here to talk to you before my shift.”
“You didn’t have to come over here. You own a phone.”
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“I don’t have any minutes left. I used them all talking to…” Phil
trailed off, clearly unwilling to divulge any incriminating
evidence that would be used against him later.
Rob was well aware of his friend’s odd habits and tendencies,
and had no desire to know whom Phil had been talking to or
about what, so long as it wasn’t Sera, or his sister Amy. The
last thing he needed was Phil hanging out and teaching Sera all
sorts of disgusting things. “Look, can we talk about this later?
Don’t you have to go to work?”
“I’m already 15 minutes late. You shouldn’t have taken so long
getting home.”
“Thanks, creepy Phil. I’ll remember that next time I’m late for
your stalking appointments.”
“I. Want. All. The. Details.” Phil clapped his hands over Rob’s
cheeks and spoke each word deliberately, mouthing them as if
speaking to a deaf person that would have to read his lips.
Rob shrugged off Phil’s hammy hands and responded in turn,
minus the punch in the gut he was dying to deliver. “Maybe.
Later. Go. Away.”
Phil grunted acceptance of Rob’s potential offer for information
later and scurried off. He piled into his own rattrap car, peeling
out unsuccessfully when his car stalled. A moment later, the car
roared back to life and Phil rushed off to work, late for his shift
at the local electronics store’s tech support department.
Rob laughed. It was hard not to. Then, worry settled in, and he
rushed upstairs. Irreparable damage might have been done to
Sera after four hours of talking with Phil. He probably had her
talking like a geek and surfing for porn already. That was
supposing that they hadn’t spent the whole time discussing his
life’s less glorious moments. That sounded like Phil, definitely.
With trepidation, he turned the key in the lock and let himself
in. He didn’t know what to expect, between Phil and 250
channels of TV to corrupt his visitor. Sera waited for him just
inside the entry, hands on her hips and a look of concern on her
bright face.
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“Oh, no. What did he tell you?” Rob blurted out immediately.
“Who? What? I was just wondering why you were late. The
clock shows past the time you said you would be home. Then, I
thought I heard you come running up to the door.”
“Yeah. I ran up here.” He couldn’t help but feel foolish now.
“Phil was out there.” He commented, redirecting the
conversation away from his foolishness.
That caught her attention. “Phil? Really? Does he reside near
here? It is curious that he was waiting outside; he told me he
was going to work.”
“He lives maybe twenty minutes away by car. He was waiting
out there for me, late for work. Apparently, he spent half a day
talking to you.”
Sera smiled. “He taught me so much. I wish he would come up
to say hello. I would have liked to thank him for his help.” She
saw the concern on his face and frowned. “Why do you have
that weird look on your face?”
“He didn’t teach you strange things, did he?” Rob asked
nervously.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know.” He stammered. “I’m afraid to even suggest
anything he might have taught you, because it’ll repulse you. I
mean, did he tell you things you didn’t want to know? Did he
speak of things that will forever scar you emotionally or leave
you lying awake at night?”
She shook her head and looked at him as if he were the
strange one and not Phil. “Nothing like that. He taught me
about computers, a new kind of mouse that is not alive,
cooking, stoves, and just everything. He knows so much!”
Rob’s eyebrow rose. Phil wasn’t a dummy, but he was no
genius by any stretch of imagination. “I guess there are a lot of
things here that are different that what you know, right?”
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“Everything is so different. You really should have taught me
basic things before leaving this morning. I could hardly eat!”
Rob saw the opened but untouched can of beef stew. Even
consuming that was hardly eating. She was right. “I didn’t have
time. I’ll teach you some more things later, but right now I was
thinking about dinner and some shopping.”
“What do you mean?”
“I thought I mentioned it this morning. We must buy you some
clothes. You can’t chat on the computer with Phil wearing that
tiny thing any more. He’s already smitten, I think. The damage
is done.”
“Smitten? With me?” She smirked and waved her hand, as if it
were outside the realm of possibilities. “You are joking.”
“No, I mean it. Usually he has to pay girls to see them dressed
like you are right now.”
Sera laughed. “Why? He is a perfectly decent man, is he not? I
mean, he is not that fit, and he’s a bit plain, but he’s kind
enough.”
“Yeah, well if kindness got girls naked, I’d live in a harem.” Rob
said sourly, wondering what Phil had done to get such a raving
review from the girl he’d rescued. Already it seemed that she
liked Phil better than him, and it surprised him when he
realized he was jealous. Chatting on the computer was way
easier than carrying her out of a dark forest and rescuing her,
too.
“You have poor luck with women, too?” She seemed genuinely
surprised.
“Who doesn’t? Dating is a difficult and lonely game.” Rob
surprised himself by admitting. It should have been rather
shameful to say, but talking to Sera was not like talking to any
girl he’d ever met. Of course, it could have been because she
wasn’t wearing much of anything under his robe, so that lent
her a certain vulnerability that made him more open around
her.
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“I find that hard to believe. You are decent looking, goodnatured, and amusing in a way I find strange but refreshing.
You certainly aren’t like the men of my world.”
“There’s that stuff about other worlds again.” It was easier to
redirect the topic. Rob looked at his hands, looking at the dirt
under his nails. He suddenly felt awkward, shabby even around
her. “I should get cleaned up.”
“Did I say something wrong?” Sera asked.
“No. I’m just tired. I need to get cleaned up. Then we can eat
and go out looking for clothes.” He slipped his shoes off and
tossed his keys on the shelf beside the door. Then, he made for
his room, unbuttoning his shirt as he went.
“Rob?”
He paused. “Yeah?”
“Do you really work as a gravedigger?”
“Phil.” Rob repeated his friend’s name murderously. Hopefully,
that was the worst thing he’d told her. A thousand things ran
through his head that he hoped his friend hadn’t said.
“He told me, yes, but he said that you worked hard in a few
different jobs to pay for school. He sounded proud that you
worked so hard to earn a chance to go to this university.”
Rob nodded. “It’s true.”
“Maybe the men I’ve known wouldn’t have had to work in such
a job, but is it shameful here to work hard to get something?”
“No.”
“I take it that many people here have such jobs?”
“Maybe they don’t have that particular job, but part time jobs,
yes. It’s just one of many jobs I’ve had. I sell mattresses right
now, too.”
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“That does not seem like something that needs hiding. I have
tried to be open and honest with you, and I hope you can do
the same with me. Besides, if what you do helps you achieve
your goals, there is nothing that you need to hide.”
“Alright.” He didn’t know what else to say in the face of such
pep talk. It didn’t feel right to hear, even if she made sense.
“I’m going to shower now, and then we can go out.”
“What shall I wear if we leave your home? This attire doesn’t
seem adequate.”
“I’ll find something for you, even if I have to borrow it from
Mrs. Ferlickee.” Rob promised.
Sera winced as she remembered the neighbor lady’s dowdy
garb and strange makeup. “Please, no. She dresses like a
corpse.”
Rob laughed. “I would know.”
“I suppose you would.” She smirked.
He glanced up at the clock. He tapped his wrist and said, “Ten
minutes. Then we leave.”
“How long is that?” Sera whispered as he ran off into his room,
hollering nonsensically as he threw his shirt in a basket and
jumped into the bathroom. She was still unfamiliar with the
timekeeping here, but not enough to bother him.
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Serafina
Rob produced some unlikely clothes for her to wear, older
clothes that seemed too small for him, yet were too large for
her. She wanted to complain, but she reminded herself that he
could not be expected to have clothes that fit her. After all, he
was a man, and had no reason to have such things lying about.
Displeased with the unflattering fit and more than a little
tempted to wrap herself with the bed sheets and use the belt
he’d given her to cinch them around her waist, she sighed at
the mirror. A flowing gown they were not. The odd crisscross
pattern was definitely masculine, and the jeans drooped around
her hips, making her look even less feminine than she could
ever remember being.
Rob, for his part, said nothing when she came out of the room
dressed as she was. He did, however, offer her a strange hat
with a brim only in the front. She figured that the brim should
go forward to shield her eyes, and from the way he nodded
when she pulled it down over her head, it seemed this was
indeed the fashion in which she should wear it.
“Ready?”
“Am I?” She wondered, as much worried about the ill-fitting
clothes buttoned up around her as the actual outing. This would
be her first venture into this world, and she desperately wanted
– needed – for it to go right. It would be her first step toward
understanding the culture here, which was decidedly different
from what she knew back home.
Rob shrugged and picked his keys and wallet up. “You’re as
ready as you can be until we get you something more suitable.”
“And food?” It shamed her to have to ask and remind him, but
her stomach was growling. Healing required eating, her stiff,
bruised side reminded her.
He nodded and rubbed his belly. “Definitely.”
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To her delight, he opened the door for her and indicated that
she should go first. He was not entirely unmannered. Locking
up behind them, he caught up to her at the end of the hallway,
walking past the cracked-open door of the Ferlickee’s
apartment.
“Get a life, Todd.” Rob said gruffly and pulled the neighbor’s
door shut. He grumbled about it all the way down the stairs and
out to the parking lot.
The parking lot looked strange from up close. She’d seen it
from the balcony and had even watched cars moving back and
forth on television or through the window, but seeing the
puzzling devices up close was an oddly enlightening experience.
Once more, he opened the door for her, warning her to be
careful of her hands, as if he were a coach driver. It made her
grin. Then, after he climbed in, he cautiously reached across
her and helped her belt herself in.
“Buckle up for safety.” He said, quirking his eyebrow as he said
it, as if it were a joke. If it was, she didn’t get it. Perhaps he
was a poor driver of cars?
The engine started up, and she grabbed for the armrest. “What
is that noise?”
“It’s the engine. It helps the car move.”
“It’s unnerving.” She said weakly, still gripping the seats and
armrests white-knuckled.
He quickly turned on music, using a device not unlike the
computer or television, but without much of a screen. Blue and
green lights began dancing on the small screen as the music
began, rising and falling in cadence to the strange music’s beat.
It was noise, but it wasn’t exactly calming. It was still better
than the purr of the engine. “What is this noise?”
“It’s my band.”
“Your band? Do you mean a band of musicians?”
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“Well, I wanted it to be a mercenary band, but none of the
other guys wanted to spring for concealed weapon permits.”
Again, she could tell he was trying to be funny, but she didn’t
entirely catch the meaning of his words. Surely, the idea of this
mild man being a mercenary was amusing, so she gave him a
smile for his efforts.
“Some humor doesn’t translate.” He offered apologetically.
“I see that.”
He winced at her frankness, and moved the car in reverse
before turning the wheel and pushing a lever to go forward.
She watched him with rapt attention, watching his hands and
feet work the device. It seemed to be a rather simple set of
motions, but she figured it took careful attention to move it
exactly as one wanted.
By the time they reached the end of the parking lot, she
thought she had the general idea of the basic mechanisms in
the machine, so she turned her attention elsewhere. Looking
around, she realized once more that Rob was not a rich man.
Much nicer cars seemed prevalent in the area, though there
were a few in much worse conditions.
“This is my second ride in this car?” The word ‘car’ came out of
her mouth with an odd taste to it, much like many of the new
words she was learning from Phil and television. ‘Television’
made her smile when she said it, though.
“Yup. Although, you were passed out in the back seat the last
time. I felt like a frat boy.”
“Pardon?”
“Roofies? Frat boys?” Rob sighed. “I need to work on jokes that
you’ll understand.
Sera nodded quietly, feeling ashamed by her ignorance. She
turned to look out the window. “Thank you for trying, at least.”
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“Any time I can make people uncomfortable is a good time,
right?”
It was such an odd thing to say that she laughed, loudly. The
car swerved suddenly, and the other cars nearby made some
irritated noises. She looked at Rob in surprise, and he grinned
sheepishly. It had been such a sudden peal of noise that she
seemed to have unnerved him, and she found her suspicions
about his driving confirmed.
“I just didn’t expect that. Sorry.” He murmured in apology.
Another driver lifted a finger toward them as he passed them
on the right, and she returned the gesture. Likely, it meant
something about right of way, or moving aside. She agreed.
Rob should move out of the way.
He quickly pulled her hand down. “Hey! Don’t do that.”
“Why? I was signaling back to that man. He wanted to go
ahead of you.”
“That means like…” He scratched his head and seemed
unwilling to explain the motion’s exact meaning. “It’s just really
rude. Okay?”
“Oh.” Again, she was reminded just how much she had to learn
about this culture. She would have to ask Phil about the
meaning of the gesture later. Was there a whole hidden
language of signs? A secret cant she would have to learn?
Rob flipped a lever that made clicking noises, pulled off the
main thoroughfare onto a smaller road, and rolled in next to a
building with colorful red signs. He followed arrows on the
ground around the building to a line of waiting cars.
Sera sniffed the air. It smelled of fried food. “This is a place of
eating?”
“Yes. Umm, I was just going to eat in the car. Did you want to
go inside?”
She craned her neck to look through one of the large windows
at the many heavyset people gathered miserably around the
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tables. “I’m not sure I would want to eat in there. What sort of
food exactly do they serve?”
“Sandwiches. Burgers. Fried food.”
“It smells good, but the people look unhappy in there, though
I’m unsure about what is so unpleasant about the gathering of
friends and family for a meal.”
“It’s America. Everyone is unhappy.” Rob replied, smiling.
Eating without a table seemed a strange thing. She tried to
imagine eating with a plate held upon her lap or sitting on the
dashboard of the car squeezed up against the front window
glass. “Let’s eat in the car, I suppose. If it is what you planned,
I would like to try to live in the manner you are accustomed
to.”
“Alrighty. That way I can eat and drive. We’ll get there sooner.”
“You are going to eat and drive? We almost had a collision back
there. It seems dangerous.” She said worriedly.
He waved his hands dismissively. “That was a fluke. Just don’t
make any loud noises and we won’t have a problem.”
She disliked this redirecting of blame, even if she was to blame,
at least in part. “This music of yours is just loud noises. What is
the difference?” Perhaps that came out a bit grumpily, but she
was hungry and slightly nauseous. Riding in a car was
completely different than flying. When someone else controlled
the direction of travel, her stomach was left lurching along with
their commands.
“Ouch! My poor feelings.” He chuckled.
Momentary irritation forgotten, she grinned at his feigned
emotional pain. He was certainly different than the men she
knew. Cars moved ahead of them, and Rob followed their red
lights up to a sign filled with names and numbers, all of them
incomprehensible to her. She knew they must be the names of
food, since this was a place of eating, and each item seemed to
have a price, but she had no idea what the numbers meant in
terms of real life value.
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“What do you want?”
“I don’t know any of this.”
“Alright, I’ll order for you. Is there anything you don’t eat?”
“Eels. Toadstools. Frogs. Anything with boiled tree bark for
seasoning – I have reactions to it.” Rob gave her an odd look
and shivered in disgust. Perhaps they didn’t eat those things
here.
“There’s none of that witchcraft here.” He swallowed and looked
back at the sign. He lowered his window with another switch,
and looked expectantly at the screen, which abruptly began
talking to him.
Rob held a brief conversation with the sign, and she watched
carefully, trying to determine if the thing had a camera like the
computer. Certainly, it must be similar. Bizarre.
At a small window, they exchanged currency, but most of it was
simple paper, not gold, silver, small gemstones, or even metals
of lesser value. She watched the lady in her strange uniform as
she handed bags of delicious-smelling foods down to them and
two cups of drink as well.
Transaction completed, Rob pulled ahead into a spot to sort
through the food, handing her a greasy paper wrapped around
food, a box of fried potatoes, and small squishy pouches filled
with something unknown, though ‘catsup’ hardly sounded
edible. She sipped the beverage through the tube put into its
top, just like Rob was doing, and found it to be tingly and
sugary, a pleasant thing that tickled her nose and throat. More
curious still was the fact that the device made noises if she
blew into it or if she moved the tube up and down. However,
Rob made a face that indicated he was displeased by her
musical talents, which seemed to rival his own in her opinion,
so she ceased her noisemaking.
She watched as he tore open the red and white bubbles and
sprayed reddish substance on a paper, using it to dip his
potatoes in. She hesitated at first, but watched the relish with
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which he devoured the food, and tried one. It was strangely
delectable.
“What is this?” She leaned close to sniff the sauce upon the
paper. He looked uncomfortable with her head so close to his
lap, so she backed away.
“It’s Ketchup.” He answered.
“It says catsup. What relation does it have to felines?”
“None.” He said through a mouthful of food.
“What is it made from then?”
“Tomatoes, vinegar, salt. I dunno. Stuff.” He shrugged.
“Phil might know.” She replied.
Rob rolled his eyes. “Don’t ask him. He’s full of shit.”
“Pardon?”
“He says a lot that isn’t true. I like the guy. I mean, he’s in the
band and all, but the guy talks a mile and walks five steps.”
“Is a mile far?”
“It’s like a couple thousand steps.”
“Oh. So you are saying he exaggerates?”
“Don’t tell him I said that, but yes.” Rob frowned. He chewed
thoughtfully, trying to decide what to say next. “I’m sorry. I
know he was nice to you. Just take everything he says under
consideration. Ask me if anything sounds untrue or too odd to
be possible. And, whatever you do, wear a shirt when you talk
to him... pants too. In fact, cover up from neck to ankles to be
completely safe.”
While she listened, she explored inside the greasy paper
found an odd looking layered food, with bread on both ends
what smelled like meat and vegetables pressed between.
pulled the paper back to expose a portion of the food
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hesitantly took a bite. It was good, greasy, but very edible.
“This is not healthy, is it?”
“Let’s just say if you eat like this every day you’ll not want to
wear that white bikini again.” Rob winked.
She smiled at his remark. “I sense that this would displease
you and the other men I’ve met so far in your world.”
“It’d be a shame.” Rob admitted, pulling back out onto the road
once more now that they were situated with their food.
She talked as they drove, and he asked her to feed him as they
traveled, which seemed beneath her, but since he was driving
and he had purchased her food and would later purchase some
garments for her, she could not deny him. It was actually a
little bit fun to hold his meal for him and try to cram it into his
mouth whenever he opened his mouth and made a noise that
sounded very much like owm owm to her.
It reminded her of feeding her young cousin, which brought a
pang of regret and sadness that she would never see him
again. They hadn’t even been particularly close, though the boy
had taken to her the few times they’d met. A cute tow-headed
child full of giggles, and they might never meet again.
She was still feeling sorry for herself as they pulled to a stop
outside another building, one packed with hundreds of cars. As
they came to a stop, she felt a terrible pressure building up
within her guts, and let out a very unladylike belch.
“Dear God!” Rob exclaimed, laughing.
Her cheeks colored and she looked at her hands. “I’m sorry.
That was very rude of me. This drink you gave me. It seems to
fill by guts with air.”
“It’ll do that. Just wait until the food works through the other
way. You’ll be making other noises tonight.” He cackled.
“Stop laughing!” She demanded.
Rob shook his head. “No way. That was the loudest thing I’ve
heard in a long while. Phil would be proud.”
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“Why would he be proud?”
“Because men are pigs and they enjoy hearing women act like
we do.”
“I see.” It was an interesting remark, not unlike a saying she
had in her world, but she kept that to herself. Still, it was
embarrassing to have made such rude noises in Robert’s
company. Back home, she would have been mortified to have
acted so amongst servants or slaves. Her kind held themselves
to higher standards when in mixed company.
“Let’s go then. This is the place.” He nodded toward a brightly
lit building with large, clear windows.
She leaned forward and looked over where he was looking. She
hadn’t known what to expect. Typically, her mother would have
sent for a tailor. The tailor would have come to measure her,
show her bolts of fabric, and make something in the latest cuts
and styles for her. Here, it seemed that there were hundreds of
garments hanging for her to choose from, and several other
people were doing just that.
More than a little excited for reasons she did not fully
comprehend, she got out of the car and followed Rob. She
didn’t even notice that he didn’t open her car door for her, but
dressed as she was in his castoffs, she was more concerned
with finding something to wear more befitting a young woman
of noble birth, a woman raised in the Court of Furled Wings.
Side by side, the two of them approached the store, dodging
cars full of people as they went. She stuck by his side, taking
care not to look too eager or timid, either. After all, he had not
offered her an arm when escorting her, so she assumed they
would walk together like friends, companions beyond such
formality.
Shopping in such a manner, it made her giddy. She suspected
she would like this strongly.
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Robert
Clothes shopping was usually about as fun as a root canal.
There was something about fluorescent tube lighting that
reminded him of work, which made it even less fun to shop.
They strolled into the store and began wandering amidst the
endless racks of odd-sized and disorganized tops and bottoms.
The whole place stank of the desperate exploits of the lowermiddle class as they sought out brand name deals that would
allow them to identify with their more affluent acquaintances.
Pleats, flat-fronts, boot cut, skinny, those were all just a bunch
of reasons to not buy pants. And women’s clothes came with
such a variety of styles that you needed a dictionary to
understand all the vocabulary. Double-breasted sounded nice,
but what the hell was a cap sleeve anyway or a mock neck?
It wasn’t that Rob didn’t want to look good, he just didn’t have
the patience or the finances to do it well, and when you tried
and failed it was often worse than not trying. So, he wore
loose, comfortable stuff whenever he wasn’t wearing his work
uniforms. The style of wearing grunge and metal band t-shirts
had never really died anyway, had it? Besides, he was in a
band, so it was only fitting that he wore a lot of that kind of
stuff.
Serafina, on the other hand, looked awful in his old castoffs.
He’d seen what was under those clothes, and his leftovers from
skinnier days just didn’t do her figure any justice. He’d known a
fair share of women he’d rather have seen more covered up,
but Sera was certainly not one of them. Unfortunately, he didn’t
think that he was the best judge of what looked nice and proper
on a woman, especially one who claimed such otherworldly
origins.
As he steered Sera toward the women’s section of the store, he
considered that choosing the right clothes for her might be
difficult. It would be too easy to have her looking slutty, and
that wasn’t good. He tried to think of the girls in his college
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classes that looked well put together, not overdone, but not
cheap.
“There are a lot of garments here, but I don’t see any tailors.”
She remarked, looking around the place with honest interest.
He shrugged. “All this stuff is factory made. Some machines
throw them all together in no time at all and they get sent to
stores.”
“But how are you supposed to get clothes that fit, if it’s not
made for your shape?”
“You figure out your sizes and get things that work. Most
clothes come in standard sizes, which you’ll learn and then use
to shop. Of course, each brand is slightly different in their
styles and fits.”
“Brand?” She repeated the unfamiliar word.
“Yeah. Some designers become famous for their style, so they
make things a certain way, becoming very popular.” He
indicated a few marks on items that were popular, at least as
far as he recalled. His knowledge of fashion stemmed from
whatever tags and collars he saw when walking to and from
class or in elevators.
“I see. There were certain tailors, hatmakers, or shoemakers
that were very much in fashion back where I come from. I
suppose it is much the same.”
Rob waved her over to the younger women’s clothes, away
from all the grandmothers who were raking through the racks
nearby them. Something about the way their hands clutched
greedily at things that would likely outlast them made him sad
and creeped him out at the same time.
“There are such colors here!” She declared, smiling broadly.
“These dyes must cost a fortune. Purple was always one of the
most expensive fabrics back home. It had to be collected from
shells. Blue was expensive, as well, from cobalt.”
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“I don’t know what they use to make these dyes, but most
things come in an array of colors, and they don’t cost more
because of it.”
Her eyebrow rose incredulously. “What should we buy?”
“I don’t know.” Rob replied helplessly. “Try whatever suits you.”
Sera nodded and attacked the racks, following the manner of
the women around her. Rob stood off to the side, watching,
though he actually wanted to go see if they had any more beer
mugs on sale over on the other side of the store. Phil had
broken one last time he was over, and what with the one he
had broken a few months back, he only had two left.
She was a grown woman, but she was not accustomed to such
a place, and he couldn’t leave her side, even when she began
looking at some things that he found absolutely hideous.
Holding up a printed dress that looked like something his
grandmother would wear to a hippie reunion, she looked to him
for an opinion.
“Uh, no.” His expression grew sickly.
“Really? It is so colorful.”
He had to be brunt, or he’d be living with the ugliest-dressed
woman in the county. “It’s ugly-colorful, not nice-colorful.”
“Is this expensive? I don’t understand your currency.”
Rob glanced at the tag. “It’s not too bad of a price, but it’s still
ugly.” Seeing that this wasn’t a sufficient explanation, he tried
to elaborate: “Remember our dinner?”
Sera nodded, an odd look on her face. She didn’t seem to see
where this was going.
“Well, for the two of us to eat, it was like $10. That’s about how
much I make in an hour of work. That dress would be like three
meals or three hours of work, at least as I get paid.”
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“Is that a lot, though? It doesn’t seem like much, but the
clothes where I came from were very dear. Once you bought
them, you would keep them forever.”
“Clothes are more disposable here, to be changed whenever
you have money or whim to do so. Just pick another one,
please? I hate that dress.” He rifled through the rack until he
found one more flattering, mostly white with some black trim,
cut much younger. “How about this?”
“White has always been my color.” She admitted, draping it
against her. “It seems to be about the right size, as well. You
know my body well.”
Rob cleared his throat in embarrassment as a fellow shopper
nearby looked over at him, having overheard them. “Yeah, well
I’ve seen you naked.” He gazed back at the other shopper as
he said this, returning the favor. The shopper fled to the next
aisle.
“Once is enough.” Sera agreed, eliciting a laugh from the
shopper who now listened from the safety of the next aisle.
Manhood insulted, Rob gently grabbed Sera’s elbow and moved
her over to another set of racks, where things were marked
down significantly. “Look through here. Try to find a couple
tops and bottoms, maybe some dresses. Later we will have to
maybe have you take a look at the undergarments, too.”
“I have seen some of your women’s undergarments on
television. They look very sophisticated, elegant.”
“Right.” All he could do was think about beer mugs. This was
getting a bit too personal. It was odd picking out underwear for
a girl he wasn’t sleeping with. Of course, he’d rarely done that,
but she seemed to treat him like her personal valet, instead of
some guy she shouldn’t be encouraging. Although, he’d not
really given her a reason not to encourage him; he had rescued
her after all. Should he encourage her more? That was a
thought.
He helped her select several more items. She had an armload
already, so he wandered off to get a cart. When he returned, he
found Sera chatting to some woman about the attractive color
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of her blouse. Rob smiled uncomfortably and put the pile of
clothes into the cart, trying not to wince as he considered the
potential cost of this outing, even if she only bought half of
what she’d selected.
Reluctantly, he steered her toward the lingerie section of the
store, where she regarded brassieres and panties of varying
shapes, sizes, colors, and modesty with open curiosity.
“How does one wear this?” She asked him, gently touching the
lacy portion of a very racy piece of lingerie. She took it off the
hook and held it up against herself, eyeing the fit and size. She
didn’t have it turned in the right direction.
Rob scratched at his cheek, trying to think of how to answer
that wasn’t too inappropriate. His mind flipped through several
responses that were not very gentlemanly, before coming up
with, “There’s not a lot to wear, and I don’t think it stays on
long. That’s the point.”
“I see. It is… dainty.”
“Very.”
What followed was a sequence of questions on how to properly
select a bra. Thanks to reality television, previous girlfriends,
and more than a few websites he probably shouldn’t have been
on, he had a good idea what size she was, and selected several
close sizes that might best fit her. He showed her how to work
the claps and adjust the shoulder straps, opting for at least one
front-closure bra – easy access being a plus. She put a few
more items into the cart as well, things that she chose on her
own, all with an obvious understanding about what men
seemed to find sexy, instinctual or otherwise.
“Now, you must try them on.” Rob informed her, looking at the
half-full shopping cart. It took a lot of clothes to fill a shopping
cart, especially considering how tiny some of these items were.
“All of them?”
“Why would we pay for something that doesn’t fit?”
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She frowned, and then thought better of it. “No tailors around
here to adjust the fit, that is right.”
Rob led her across the store to the fitting rooms. “Try
everything on. Make sure it fits.” They’d already talked about
which items were supposed to be tight, and where they were
supposed to be tight when worn correctly, but he wasn’t going
to be able to follow her in to the dressing room. “After you get
a complete set of clothes on, come out and let me see, so I can
help determine what is worth purchasing.”
“Why can’t you just come with me?”
He chuckled and pointed to a sign on the wall that clearly
stated policy on going into the wrong gender’s dressing room or
going in as a pair. “Too many guys have already tried those
games in fitting rooms.”
A look of realization crossed her face. “I see... impropriety is
really common here.”
“Just don’t come out unless you’re totally covered. No skin
here. It’d be weird.”
Over the next half hour, Rob got used to getting up from the
chair outside the fitting rooms to give his opinion on the clothes
she had chosen. He also grew accustomed to the odd looks
from the matronly attendant, who kept giving him the evil eye,
as if he were just a quick sprint away from breaking the rules of
the store and the law as well. Truthfully, his knee still hurt, and
he’d rather have just sat there, but he was trying to be
supportive, although it didn’t hurt that she looked pretty good
in just about everything they’d chosen.
There were a few outfits that got his pulse moving a bit more
quickly than others, so they went into the definite pile, while
others were in the maybe pile. In the end, they discussed his
likes and hers, and he was only out a couple hundred bucks.
Beer and frivolous expenses would have to drop to nothing this
month. At least he’d managed to keep her out of the expensive
fragrances and jewelry, which caught her eyes just like they
would for any sane girl he’d ever met.
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As they drove home, she chatted nonstop about her new
clothes, but it wasn’t until they got home that he realized
they’d forgotten shoes. She’d been using his sandals the whole
time. Not only that, she was without a purse, a watch, a hat,
anything whatsoever to call her own. Of course, she didn’t even
have a home, except his, so what could he expect? Buying her
some of her first belongings made him feel oddly pleased with
himself. He was not rich, but he was not at all in the condition
she was in, nor had he ever been.
“You really did fall out of the sky, didn’t you?” He asked her as
they sat down on his couch in front of the television, relaxing as
his bedtime rapidly approached; he had an early shift the next
day.
“Why do you ask?”
“I just realized how hard it must be for you to start over here –
with nothing.” Again, he didn’t understand the impact his words
might have until he said them, and he regretted it when he saw
the look that came across her face.
She looked at him sadly for a moment, but then shook it away
with a sigh. “I am not without possessions or friends. Not now.”
“You look good, though.” He replied, nodding at the sleep set
she’d bought. It was a bit young for her, but endearing, sort of.
Dressed in it, she looked like a high school girl, not that she
could have been much more than twenty years old anyway.
“How old are you?” He asked suddenly.
“Nineteen years and nine months, by our calendar.” She replied
quickly.
“How many days and months in that calendar?” It stood that if
she really did come from another world, the calendar wasn’t
likely the same.
“The years vary, from 350 to 370, to fit the weeks and months,
which fit the moon’s turnings of twenty-nine to thirty-one
days.”
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“That’s similar to our calendar. We have 365 days a year,
except every fourth year, which has 366. Months are about
thirty days each, give or take.”
She smiled. “In that way, at least, or worlds are similar.”
“And our language, and so much more. We have much in
common, but things are very different, too.”
“Yes, but no more talk of my old home now. It makes me
homesick, though it has only been a matter of hours, I guess.
All there is lost to me, and I would rather think about my future
here.”
There was hope in that idea, and somehow Rob saw himself in
that future, as a friend or perhaps more. He wasn’t sure if
anything could ever be between them, but he couldn’t deny
that the protectiveness he felt toward her was growing quickly.
He’d have to watch Phil and Todd around her, and not just
because they were both sleazy.
They talked for a short while, but before long she was asleep on
the sofa. He lifted her up gently and carried her to his room,
letting her sleep there, while he retreated to the sofa and fell
asleep with the remote in his hand and the sports replay
chattering softly.

83

Serafina
Despite whatever newfound closeness Sera felt for Rob after
last night’s foray into this new world, she didn’t mind the time
alone that his morning departure for work offered her. There
was just so much that she wanted to learn, and so much to
mull over. In just a few short hours the day before, Phil had
taught her all manners of things about the lifestyle here, and
the outing with Rob had expanded her knowledge even more.
With all she’d learned, she knew she’d barely scraped the
surface of what she needed to know to survive in this world.
Rob was very kind to her, yet she couldn’t help but wonder if he
was sheltering her. Why, after all, had he all but insisted that
she stay away from Phil and Todd? Was it jealousy,
protectiveness, or an actual perceived danger that he was
trying to shield her from? She fully expected that an exploration
of the building would help her better understand this world,
perhaps even some of its dangers.
Even weak as she was, she didn’t fear what she’d find. There
was no evidence that any of these people had any elemental
affinities. In fact, they were startlingly ordinary, except for a
few people she had seen on the television, but Rob had left her
with no doubt that those stories were indeed fiction.
The first thing she did, after dressing and seeing Rob off, was
to clean up and go outside. The scratches on her face were
fading quickly, and most of the bruises had finished darkening,
and would soon fade to yellow before returning to her natural
skin tone. Still, there were small tricks she’d learned to disguise
the fact that she’d been through a traumatic event. She wore
her hair to cover what she could, put on a hat, and covered up
her bruises and scrapes as best she could.
Then, she found a way to prop the door open without it being
too obvious. She didn’t want to lock herself out, since she didn’t
have a key. Rob had promised to get her a key, but as he only
had one, he’d kept it with him, so he could have a matching
one made before coming home after work. It was a good thing
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too, since the locks here were far more complicated than any
she’d seen. She could scarcely imagine what kinds of parts they
had inside to require such complicated keys.
On television, she’d seen a man pick a lock with just a few
slivers of metal, but she’d been unable to open the front door’s
lock even after a good deal of trying with some wires she’d
found lying around in a drawer. That made her resort to simply
propping the door open, but she didn’t want to invite thieves
into her benefactor’s home, so she found a way to stop the
lock’s latches from sliding into the square holes in the
doorframe when the door was closed. To anyone outside, it
would appear locked and secure, only it wasn’t.
With her oversized, borrowed sandals, she crept out into the
hallway, letting the door close slowly behind her, so it would
not dislodge the paper she’d crammed into the door’s frame to
prevent the door from latching. Despite any worries of her plan
failing, it worked perfectly. Grinning ear to ear with triumph,
she felt like she hadn’t since sneaking out of mother’s estate
late at night as a child.
Back at the balcony, she was reminded of her argument with
Robert on that first morning after her rescue. How impossible
everything had seemed then, and how different things were
now. Had only a day changed so much?
Her eyes roamed around the complex, really trying to take in
the structure and its layout. It was odd to have so many homes
stacked one atop another. Not even the poor folk back home,
the servant class, lived in such close proximity to one another.
She had a suspicion that there were far more people in this
world than there were in hers, but she wasn’t certain.
The complex seemed to be six nearly identical buildings,
numbered 101 through 106. It seemed quaint to start the
numbers like so, but who was she to question their strange
ideas? Each building had six floors, except the first building,
which had ten floors. The top four floors looked to be more
spacious than any of the homes on any other level in any of the
six buildings. They were reserved for the rich, clearly, since
they had a better view.
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A black metal fence ringed the top of that taller building, and
palm trees sprouted up here and there along the periphery of
the rooftop, giving it the quality of an oasis. She thought she
saw people moving around atop the building, and as she
watched, her suspicions were confirmed. Though she was very
curious about what lay on that roof, she knew that it was a bit
far to wander on her first day out on her own, so she saved
that for a future date, sometime when she was more confident
with her ability to navigate the people of this world.
Instead, she moved down along the balcony toward the
stairwell that she’d used to get down to the parking lot the
night before, when Rob had taken her out to see the city. But,
instead of going down, she went up the stairs, pausing at the
landing of each set of stairs to look out.
Occasionally she saw people coming and going from their
residences. One guy even walked past her to go down the
stairs. He slowed his gait to look at her, but did not follow her
when she hurried up the stairs past him. Her path carried her
to the sixth floor, where there was a door another half flight
above in the stairwell, but it was locked. Instead of going back
down, she chose to go out along the balcony so she could walk
around the perimeter of the building.
Walking around in such a way gave her a chance to soak up
some sun, but it also gave her a better idea of the lay of the
land around where she now lived, however temporary that
situation was. She had sharp eyes anyway, at least for her
kind, and from the sixth floor she could see things clearly
nearly a mile away. She had eyes like an eagle, her father had
always said.
Thinking of him brought with it a wave of sadness, and for once
she didn’t push it away. Her father’s fair face came to mind as
she gripped the railing of the balcony walkway and stared out
at this strange place she’d landed in. He’d had a sharp nose,
aquiline, and bright blue eyes like the sky here. His hair had
been lighter than hers, silver not with age but by birth. Her
father had been a noble in appearance and blood; hers had
been a noble family for generations.
Now, he was dead, killed in one of the first rashes of battles
that had followed the failed coup. Her mother’s mistakes had
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cost the entire family, and now all that she’d once had and
cherished was gone, killed in battle, executed as a war criminal,
or burned for once belonging to a traitor. All was lost to her,
except her life.
It angered her, enough that she wished to just fly away and
never come back, but she knew instinctively that she needed to
learn more before she could leave. Leaving before she was
ready would put her in a worse mess than she already was. She
needed to learn the rules of this place, and then she could seek
her fortune out among the clouds. Besides, her powers were
still not recovered.
Back home, she’d have been able to draw forth a Sunflare or
her Blade of Everlasting without more than a thought. Now,
other than that brief flash of anger she’d had with Rob, she
knew she’d have to concentrate to do either of those things,
and her wings and armor were about the furthest things from
her abilities. It would be some time before she’d recovered
enough and acclimated enough to the new sun here to regain
all of her strength – if she ever did.
That was a chilling thought, enough so that she stopped looking
at the cars rushing to and fro on the roads below like armored
beetles hunting for food. She cast a mournful glance at the
pigeons that winged overhead, looking for a place to roost, and
then she worked her way around to the next stairwell. Only, the
door at the top of those stairs was locked as well.
Irritated but hopeful, she strode purposefully around to the
next corner’s stairwell. The stairwells at all four corners of the
building seemed to stretch from the ground level to the top,
and there were only two left. She hoped that at least one was
open. The third one, unfortunately, was also locked, and the
fourth one proved to be the same way. For whatever reason,
people here seemed to avoid the roof. It could have been the
most glorious location in the building, with sun and clean winds
to bask and heal in, but it was denied to her.
Angry for no good reason, but angry nonetheless, she stormed
down the walkway, past a young woman and her noisy children
that were trying to get into their apartment, except the kids
were more of a hindrance than a help. Back home, she might
have stopped to help the young woman, but here she was
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alone and unsure about how to act. There were social rules
here that were still beyond her, and she didn’t want to misstep.
She was nearly to the stairwell when she heard something fall
and the woman curse. She might not know these people’s
strange dialect that well yet, but she certainly understood a
curse when she heard one. Turning back, she saw the kids, no
more than three or four years old each, tugging at the poor
woman’s sleeves and a second brown bag tumble onto the worn
concrete floor.
New world or not, she’d been raised in a household of decency
and manners, and she couldn’t leave the woman alone. “Let me
help.” She suggested, moving back to scoop packages of food
back into the torn bag.
The frazzled, dark-haired woman just stared at her in
confusion, as if kindness was the last thing she expected. Sera
smiled warmly, holding the torn bag together with her arms.
“Thank you, miss.” The woman offered weakly. She grabbed
her kids by the shoulders and pulled them close to her. Then,
her eyes still half on Sera, as if she might run away and steal
the groceries, she unlocked the door and ushered her kids
inside. After, she held her arms out. “I’ll take those.”
Sera gently placed the bag into the woman’s waiting arms. “Be
careful.”
“I will.” She put the bag on a shabby, narrow table just inside
the door, under which the kids had just kicked off their shoes
before running to scream and play inside. “I didn’t catch your
name.”
“Sera.”
“Thank you, Sera. I’m Rebecca. Are you new around here? I’ve
not seen you before…”
Sera shrugged. “I’m new, yes. I’m staying with a friend for a
while.”
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“In this building or one of the others?” The woman seemed
honestly curious, not suspicious, not now that she had her back
inside her home and her kids out of sight, if not earshot.
“This one. I’m on the second floor.”
“Oh, I see.” She cast a glance back behind her to see her
hellions were running amok, swinging ladles at each other like
swords. “I’m sorry. I need to watch these two. Thank you for
helping, though. Most people would have just walked by.”
“It was my pleasure, Rebecca. Good luck with the young ones.”
She replied, inclining her head slightly before backing away.
She resisted the urge to curtsy or bow. This was not the Court,
after all, and some habits died hard.
Rebecca barked a disbelieving laugh, as if her kids might ever
be easy to handle, and closed the door with a wave.
Sera turned and headed back toward the first stairwell she’d
come up, considering her options. She figured she probably had
to go back down to the apartment, but didn’t relish the idea.
Not sure what it was that tempted her, she climbed back up the
extra half flight of stairs and tried the locked door once more,
only to find it was not locked. She opened it cautiously and
looked around.
Tar and peastone stretched from the door all the way to the
short half-wall that formed the edge of the building. The rest of
the area was strangely empty, other than a few silvery pipes
that poked up here and there, and some other ventilation
shafts that she couldn’t easily identify. In her previous life,
she’d spent some time on roofs, being that she could fly. Many
of her folk designed their homes with functional roofs and
verandas, so they could make the most of their land and home.
This was terribly sparse, unattractively and disappointingly so,
but at least it was unoccupied.
Immediately, her mind ran through scenarios, possibilities, and
visions of what the place could be with just a little work. She
imagined a place that would rival the tall building’s rooftop
garden, but realized that she lacked wealth of any sort, and
Rob wasn’t likely to waste his hard-earned wages on her whims
– at least not again. He had been generous to a fault so far, but
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he did not seem to be in the position to make her a rooftop
garden. Perhaps he wouldn’t mind supplying just a chair and a
small bit of shade in the corner, where she might relax and
take her refreshment?
Sighing, she retreated back to Rob’s home, wondering what she
could find there that he would not miss. Maybe she could start
spending some time on the roof, making just a corner of it
comfortable enough that she could enjoy her time in the sun.
The sun would speed her recovery, as it was with all her
people, but her family’s line especially. Her folk were strongly
attuned to the sun and its energies.
The Ferlickee’s door was cracked open again, and she briefly
saw Todd peering out at her as she passed. She hesitated and
waved, but that only made him close the door. Shaking her
head at the odd boy-child, she went back inside Rob’s
apartment, or meant to at least. Only, there was a key stuck to
the door and a short note.
She looked around, wondering if Rob had come home already,
but when she called his name into the apartment, he did not
answer. Taking the note off the door, she frowned at the clear,
sticky strip that had held it and the key to the door. These
people were certainly ingenious. They thought of everything.
She focused on the key and the note. It was hard to read the
messy words scrawled across the paper, but it seemed to say,
“I thought you could use this to get on the roof whenever you
wanted – Todd.”
Sera looked at the key incredulously. How had Todd known?
Had he followed her? Rob had said he was weird and not to be
trusted, but he appeared to have given her a key to the roof.
That was certainly not a bad thing. In her distraction, she
hadn’t noticed that the Ferlickee’s door had opened again, but
movement in the corner of her eye drew her attention that
way.
Todd’s head poked out from behind the door, glasses, messy
hair, and all. He waved. “I thought you’d like that.”
She nodded. “Thank you.”
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“Who are you talking to?” Ms. Ferlickee shouted from down
behind the hallway in Todd’s home.
“No one, mother.” Todd replied, disappearing as suddenly as
he’d appeared.
Moments later, she heard the door opening once more, so she
darted into Rob’s apartment, fully expecting Ms. Ferlickee to
berate her about her state of dress, speaking to her son, or
absolutely anything she could think of to cause an argument.
Sure enough, as Sera watched through the little peephole in
Rob’s door, Ms. Ferlickee came out into the hallway and cast
her disapproving gaze up and down the hall, only to retreat into
her home when no one was around, like a turtle withdrawing
into its shell.
“Strange woman.” Sera muttered, amused but also disturbed
by the lady’s behavior.
She spent the rest of her day looking for chairs, blankets, and
anything she could use to make a shade canopy. Of course,
she’d have to ask Rob if he minded her using his things on the
roof, but she doubted he’d deny her the use of such simple
items.
It was a start, and it kept her busy. Staying busy kept her mind
off the harder parts of her situation. That was a good thing.
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Robert
Rob wasn’t one to watch the news. Frankly, he rarely found
anything in the news worth paying attention to. If he wanted to
be depressed about the state of the world, he had no further to
look than his bank account balance, which was dwindling a bit
faster the last few days than it usually did. He’d already made
plans to cut back on his beer spending and other such frivolous
expenses, like fresh pizza over frozen, and make other minor
lifestyle changes that would still allow him to pay his rent.
So, with his mind on finances, he’d meant to check the three
stocks he owned, all under-performing penny stocks he’d
picked up after winning a couple hundred bucks on a lottery
scratch-off he’d bought on whim a year back. That had been his
intention anyway, but the local news tab of his homepage had
something that caught his eye: an article on an unexplained fire
in the woods nearby.
Just a few words on a screen, and his heart felt as if it might
explode. His pulse hammering so strongly that he could hear
blood rush past his ears as the page opened, he hardly dared to
breathe as he scanned the article for any mention of Sera or a
government agency looking for her. He didn’t find any, not
even any vague theories about a woman coming from the sky
being rescued by a college kid.
After checking other sites to make sure, he found a quote from
the FAA on a local news saying that this was not a plane crash.
The two leading theories were that some delinquent kids had
probably built a bomb that exploded, or a small meteorite had
struck the countryside. However, NASA and NOAA both insisted
that they did not believe it to be any sort of meteorite, although
they could not confirm, since none of their satellites had been
watching the area at the time of the incident. That left the
bomb theory, which dozens of locals had posted comments
about, remarks to the effect of kids these days being worthless
miscreants.
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A wave of relief ran through him when he found no particularly
suspicious or vague notes, like references to aliens or other
indications that either he or Sera was being sought. There
would likely be an ongoing investigation, and by the time local
scientists confirmed that it had not been a meteorite, Sera
would have been in the clear for several weeks, with nothing
left to tie her to the crash… hopefully.
Rob got another cup of coffee, his second of the morning. His
heart was already racing, but the nearly scalding coffee pouring
down his throat helped him focus. Briefly, he considered
mentioning the report to Sera, but couldn’t be sure how she
would react. She was still sleeping in the other room, or so he
assumed. He’d taken a shower earlier before it was light out,
and she’d not been up yet.
Should he wake her up? Would she be relieved that no one was
seemingly looking for her? Would she be disappointed? Would it
just pointlessly worry her over nothing?
Sipping the hot coffee, he glanced over at the pile of things
he’d helped her collect from around the apartment yesterday.
Apparently, she wanted to lounge around on the roof, taking in
some sun. It seemed odd with the cool weather they’d had
lately, but it wasn’t exactly freezing out – not yet anyway.
He had not seen a problem with her sunbathing or her
borrowing some of the junk from around the place. In fact, if it
kept her off the computer with Phil, it was probably a good
thing. As to Todd the neighbor giving her a key he’d likely
acquired through some dubious acts, Rob didn’t know what to
think. He liked Sera already, but the fact that she’d already
started gaining a local fan club worried him. She’d been here a
couple days, and she’d already started a following with the
males she’d met.
Phil would probably call him up at work at least twice today to
find out what Sera was doing, what she was eating, what color
her underwear were, and how exactly their living arrangement
worked. Phil didn’t really know what boundaries were, or, if he
did, he chose to ignore them to satisfy his own disgusting
curiosities. That was probably why he’d never spent a night
beside a female of the human variety. He kept a cat named

93

Priss, and that was the closest female company he’d ever had
for anything more than a week.
The bedroom door opened slowly, and Sera strolled out wearing
one of his long-sleeved shirts, which was just only lengthy
enough to be decent. Yeah, he didn’t doubt that she could gain
quite a fan club, especially now that the bruises and scratches
were really starting to fade.
“You’re looking well.” Rob offered as a good morning.
“Sunlight does me well. I heal quickly.” She replied, looking
wide awake now that the first bit of sunlight was creeping
through the vertical blinds.
“That’s strange.” He closed the browser and the news articles,
so she wouldn’t see what he’d been looking at. Here he’d been
debating what to do, but as soon as she showed up, he couldn’t
bother her with it. It was odd, feeling these protective urges so
soon after meeting someone. He tried to tell himself that it had
nothing to do with the fact that she lazed around his home
wearing very little, but he couldn’t lie to himself that easily.
“Why is it strange?”
“The sun offers vitamins and good cheer, I know that much, but
healing?”
“I am not of your world, remember? Some of the rules that
seem to govern my people’s bodies are different than those
that govern yours.”
“So you’re not human?”
“I suppose not. Maybe I am, maybe I am not. Perhaps we’re
different sorts of the same animal.”
Rob shook his head. That was too odd to believe. She looked,
smelled, and felt like a real woman. He would know. “Don’t
share that view with anyone else.”
“There were two types of people where I came from – those
with affinities with the elements, the Nobilis, and those without,
the Gens. I am clearly one of the former.”
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Rob could not even begin to imagine what that meant socially
for those two races. He focused instead on the one person from
the other world he did know. “You have an affinity for sunlight
then?”
“Not just the sun - the sky, the sun, the clouds, or wind.” She
smiled as she filled her own cup with coffee and then sought
out a box of cereal, something she’d really taken to since
arriving. Colorful and sugary, what was not to like?
“Keep that stuff secret. Not everyone would be comfortable
with what you just said.”
“After watching some of your
such a proclamation might be
carefully, since many of your
accept outsiders, those who are

television, I can imagine how
met. I must hide my identity
folk seem to be resistant to
different than themselves.”

“What have you been watching?”
“Movies, I believe they are called. For a people you say that
have never met other cultures from other worlds, you certainly
have quite a library of imaginary experiences that suggest your
meetings would be less than friendly.”
“Yeah, well I guess most aliens don’t show up naked…” He
trailed off, looking around uncomfortably after speaking.
“I suppose not.” She replied thoughtfully as she poured some
milk into her bowl. “It is rather hard to look threatening when
you arrive here completely without clothes.”
Hundreds of inappropriate comments found their way to his
tongue, but he choked them back. “Yeah, so I’ve got to go to
work. Try to stay away from Todd, and if Phil calls, feel free to
ignore him.”
“Why would I ignore Phil?” She seemed genuinely puzzled by
the suggestion, and she watched him carefully over the rim of
her bowl, which she slurped at like any kid might.
Rob found it hard to walk the line here. He wanted to keep Phil
out of his life more than was necessary, but it was hard to
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disparage him too much, because he was a good friend
sometimes. “Just take care around him, and put some pants on
before you talk to him.”
“Of course.”
“I’ll be late tonight. I’ve got band practice.” He felt guilty telling
her this, but he couldn’t very well rearrange his entire life just
because she was sleeping here.
“Your music band?” She asked.
“That’s the one.”
She perked up visibly, her eyes bright with possibilities. “Can I
come? I am curious about what sort of music you make.”
Rob shook his head quickly. As fun as it might be, he knew
what’d turn out like. Every time in the past when the band had
females watching them practice, everyone screwed around and
started peacocking for them. “You’d be a distraction. All the
guys would try to show off and try to be really cool around
you.”
“Cool?” Her brow furrowed.
“All of us would spend too much time acting like we’re really
great instead of getting serious practice time in. We’ve got a
show in a week or two, and we need to save all that sort of
behavior for fans at the show.” She looked as if she
understood, but he wasn’t certain. Maybe men weren’t so
different where she came from.
“Is Phil in the band?”
“Sadly, yes.”
She seemed puzzled by his reply. “Who else? Not Todd, I
think.”
“Hell no. His mom doesn’t let him out of her sight long enough
for him to learn to play.” Rob laughed at the idea of Todd being
in his band. The four of them were all dorks, for certain, but
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certainly not on Todd’s caliber. He was a different breed of geek
entirely.
“You don’t know Steve or Greg. I’ll take you to our next show,
and you can meet them then, if not sooner.”
“I suppose I shall have to amuse myself with more television or
basking atop the building.”
Rob grinned at the way she pronounced the word television so
carefully, as if it might stop working were it not pronounced
just so. “I am sorry to leave you here like this. Maybe we can
go to my college together next Tuesday? We could hang out
between classes. I don’t know if you’d want to, though. There
are lots of people there.”
“Why would I not want to go?”
He shrugged, trying to come up with a good reason for her not
to go with him. It wasn’t as if she was obviously a visitor from
another world. He wasn’t even sure he believed that
completely, even after the weird flash of light she’d been able
to blind him with that one time and the way he’d found her in
the woods.
“I don’t know. Come with me, then.”
“I look forward to it, to seeing how your life is outside of your
home.”
Another genuine smile, and she was honestly interested in him.
He didn’t know what to say to that, but he felt something more
than friendship starting to form in him, and didn’t want to
confront it just yet, not over cereal and coffee.
Besides, if she rejected him, it would be awkward, and he was
the only one she knew here. He didn’t want her to feel like she
had to go along with his advances or end up on the street. That
wasn’t right, but she was really good-looking. Eventually,
they’d have to cross that bridge, but it could wait for now. It
would have to.
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Serafina
Sera’s daily outings into the sun continued to speed her healing
along. She felt her strength return as she soaked up sunshine
like a sponge sopped up water. Still, for all her time in the sun,
she hardly grew any darker. The sun here was different than
back home. Back home, with the clouded skies obscuring the
reddish sun that colored the afternoons violet, it was a rare
occasion that she tanned at all. Here, she could feel the radiant
heat suffusing her skin, penetrating to her bones, where her
energies grew stronger with each passing day. She began to
take on a bronzed glow that carried with her even when she
stepped out of the sun.
It was such a luxury to just lie about and enjoy the warmth,
despite the cool breezes that ran across the rooftop. The
breezes were cool, but much appreciated, because they carried
away the smell of tar and whatever roofing materials they used
here, which were quite unlike the geometric, overlapping tiles
of her mother’s estate. The tiles trapped the heat better, and
did it without smelling strange.
Occasionally, since she’d been coming up onto the roof, she’d
thought she’d heard the door to the stairwell open, but it wasn’t
until she actually caught a glimpse of sunlight glinting off of
Todd’s glasses that she confirmed what she suspected to be
happening. Another time, another place, she might have been
unsettled by Todd’s strange mannerisms, but it was actually
amusing here.
She had little experience with men here, other than Robert, but
she mourned for the women of this world if most men were like
the few she’d met, Todd, especially. Phil was not really a lot
better. Really, she’d met no great specimens of manliness since
arriving. Rob was kind and generous, occasionally even
chivalrous and charming, but he was a bit odd as well.
How odd for men to be so timid, so weak-willed that they could
not approach her directly. Young boys back home were bolder
than these foolish creatures here. She was not old. She was not
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even twenty, but she was almost four years into her majority,
as her people reckoned, but this older man acted far younger
than her. Surely, he’d done her a kindness by leaving the key,
but his actions otherwise were bizarre at best. If she feared
that she would be unable to overpower him, she might have
almost been worried, but the comical look of his bushy
eyebrows as he peered at her sheepishly from across the roof
made her laugh.
After a couple hours, she retired from the roof, bringing what
she could carry, leaving the rest where it was. Rob had told her
to do so. “No one would take the junk,” he’d proclaimed the
day before, “and if they did, so be it.” It was an oddly cavalier
attitude for someone with such tight finances, but she certainly
didn’t mind the trips up and down the stairs his attitude spared
her.
On the way to the roof, she’d crossed paths with one of the
children of the woman she’d helped the other day. Rebecca’s
son was named Nathan, she’d learned. On the way back down,
there was not sign of the boy or his mother, only an old,
bearded grandfather who smiled warmly at her and bid her
good day, earning a slap from his elderly wife, who was a step
behind him. Some things were universal.
As she fumbled with the folding chair and a device called a
radio that somehow share music, news, and weather, she
pulled Rob’s house key out of the small bag he’d given her.
She’d only just put the key into the slot when footsteps came
up behind her and a loud voice exclaimed, “Holy hell, is that my
bikini?”
Sera spun around quickly and found herself staring at a girl
about her age that bore a strong familial resemblance to
Robert. The chin was similar, and the nose was a bit too large
to be called pretty, but she had long, flaxen hair that was
nearly as long as Sera’s own. A bag was slung over the girl’s
shoulder, and her hands were on her hips in a pose that was
definitely disapproving.
“Pardon?” Sera replied, once again feeling insecure about her
ability to interact with this world’s people. At home, she’d not
have thought twice about talking to an apparently younger girl
who dared reproach her, but here, everything was different.
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“Well, it certainly didn’t look that good on me.” Rob’s sister said
wistfully, looking her up and down. “And those tits look real!”
Sera glanced down at her chest. She’d heard enough slang on
television to understand at least half a dozen breast references.
“Why would they not be real?”
“Well, they’re full and perky, so they look fake at first glance,
until you watch them bounce.”
“How does one get fake breasts?”
Rob’s sister eyed her. “Surgery, girl, surgery.”
“I see. Well, I apologize for not seeking your permission to use
your garment. I was sunbathing on the roof, and I did not have
one of my own.”
“Eh, it was last year’s anyway. So who the heck are you and
where did Rob find you? You’re certainly not his girlfriend.
You’re too pretty.” Rob’s sister frowned at the fading bruises on
her side. “Although, you do look as if you’ve been in a fight or
something. Did he hit you with his car and bring you back home
to nurse you to health?”
Sera laughed. “No, he did not hit me with his car. I was in an
accident, though. He helped take care of me afterward.” She
offered her hand in greeting. “I am Sera, Rob’s friend.”
“Amy. Rob’s sister.” The other girl replied, identifying herself.
Sera supposed it was only right that she identify herself, but it
struck her as strange that people continually demanded to
know her name without first offering their own. Manners were
different here. “What do you mean by girlfriend?”
“The girl he’s sleeping with.”
“Oh. We are not sleeping together. He stays in the other room.”
“Psh. I knew he couldn’t get a girl like you. No way, no how.”
Amy declared, shaking her head.
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Sera laughed. Rob’s sister certainly didn’t have a favorable
opinion of her older brother. She’d never had a brother, so she
didn’t know how it was, but she’d had an older cousin, and
she’d always treated him with deference. “He is a nice man, but
we just met.”
“And already you’re wearing my old clothes and sleeping at his
place? This, I’ve gotta hear.”
“Should we?” Sera asked, indicating the door where the keys
still hung from the lock.
“Yeah. Todd’s been staring at us for long enough.” Rob’s sister
remarked as she tossed a glance back at the corner, where,
sure enough, Todd was peeking around the corner.
Todd came out suddenly, smoothing his shirt and clearing his
throat. “Amy.” He said, nodding as he tried to casually walk to
his door, as if he’d not just been caught looking. “Sera.”
“Todd.” She grimaced as Todd shivered in delight upon hearing
her say his name. That was definitely not attractive.
“Ladies.” Todd said, smiling greasily from behind his glasses.
He vanished shortly after into his home, and was greeted by
audible demands from his mother to explain why he’d been
gone for so long.
“Gross.” Amy said, pushing gently past her to get the door
open. “That guy creeps me out. He used to stare at my ass
every time I came to visit Rob. I even caught him staring in the
window once and watching me work out, but it seems he’s got
a crush on you now. I can’t say I envy you.”
“A crush?” It seemed that Amy was referring to Todd’s interest
in her, but it was an odd way to put it. She closed the door
behind her, but not until she’d checked to see if Todd was
watching from his doorway again – he wasn’t.
“Yeah, like he’s infatuated with you. Where did you say you
were from? Your accent is odd, and you seem to have trouble
with common slang.”
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Sera smiled shyly. “I have just arrived here. I don’t understand
your language all that well. I am still learning.”
Amy regarded her with great interest as she settled onto the
couch and reached for the remote, as if it were old habit.
“Really? What other language do you speak then?”
“You like television, too?” Sera asked, sitting down beside Amy.
She was trying to redirect the conversation, but she knew it
was done clumsily. Yet, Amy seemed to understand her desire
to not speak of things too personal, because she didn’t press
for answers.
“Look, you don’t owe me any explanations, especially since
you’re not sleeping with my brother. Still, I think he’d take
issue with you sitting on his couch when you’re all sweaty.
Besides, looking at you in that is just making me feel
inadequate.” She sighed and looked at herself with something
approaching loathing. Her hand patted the soft bulge of her
slight belly. “That’s how I always wished I looked when I went
to the beach, but I can’t quite fill out the top, even if I more
than fill out the bottom.” Amy lamented.
Sera agreed both with the girl’s sentiments about her sweating
on the coach and about the frank assessment that Amy gave of
herself, but Rob’s sister spoke with such candor that it was
hard not to like her. “I will bathe then, and we can talk, if you
are going to be here for some time.”
Amy looked around and frowned. “I had thought to stay the
weekend, but I’m not sure where I’d sleep.”
“I can surrender the room to you, if you would like.” She
offered. It was the least she could do. Rob had insisted that she
take the room, but she was actually more comfortable on the
sofa anyway. It was hard enough when she felt like an invader,
interrupting Rob’s regular life, and now he was putting his
sister out of a place to stay.
“Eh, I don’t like waterbeds. Usually I sleep on the couch here.
We could make Rob sleep in the armchair. He does when he’s
really drunk, anyhow.”
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Something in Amy’s voice made Sera think she was telling the
truth about Rob sleeping in the chair, but she’d likely said it to
probe her reaction also. Sera didn’t give her one, nothing
obvious anyway. “That does not sound too comfortable for him.
I would not feel right.”
“We could share then, I suppose.” Amy suggested as she
scanned the channels. “You don’t snore, right?”
“Not that I know of. None of my friends or family has ever
complained about me snoring before, either.”
“Good.” The television came to rest on a show that Sera
enjoyed, and Amy added, “I do, a little. Snore that is.”
Sera shrugged. Many times as a young girl she’d slept beside
her friends or cousins. It was not at all a strange thing, and
already she felt closeness to this girl, Rob’s sister. “I can live
with that.”
“Fair enough. Just don’t fart at night.”
“Fart?”
Amy broke out laughing. Her cackle was infectious, and soon
Sera found herself laughing along, even though she didn’t know
what was so funny.
“You go shower… and cover up. My brother might be a nice
guy, but if he sees you like that often enough he’ll fall for you –
hard.”
This time, Sera understood the idiom, and she grinned. It was
hard to imagine Robert in love, but part of her was curious to
see. He was a decent man, and his sister seemed nice enough.
It made her curious about his family as a whole, about his
parents, especially.
A short time later, after she was cleaned and dressed in some
of the clothes Rob had bought for her, she rejoined Amy out in
front of the television halfway through the show.
Amy turned an appraising eye at her, sniffed, and frowned. “Is
that Rob’s soap I smell on you? You smell like a man.”
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“I have nothing else. I am sorry.” It was odd how such a simple
thing brought shame, and her face colored.
“I don’t mean to pry, really, but how did a girl like you end up
with my brother again?”
Sera considered for a moment before answering as honestly as
she could, “Like I said, he found me after an accident. He
rescued me and helped me when I needed it most. I am greatly
in his debt.”
After the look of incredulity left Amy’s face, Amy slipped an arm
around her shoulders. “I feel for you. Boys. They’re impossible.
Still, my brother rescuing someone, it kind of makes me
proud.”
“He is a nice man, a good brother, I think.”
Amy sniffed her hair and grinned mischievously. “We really
need to get you something ladylike. If you weren’t so pretty,
smelling like that would be pretty butch.”
“Butch?” Another strange word, it was frustrating. Sera
determined to watch more television when she could, in order
to improve her understanding of this dialect.
“Butch means you’re like a tough girl, the kind that probably
likes other women and is usually kind of mannish.”
Sera carefully slipped free of Amy’s embrace. “That is not at all
what I intend to project about myself with my scent. I did not
know that such scents carried this meaning. I will have to ask
Rob to get some different lotions and soaps.”
“I’ll share mine, for now, but you and I need to go shopping.
Like now.” Amy declared, standing suddenly. It was very
sisterly of her.
“I do not want to leave the house without telling Robert first.”
Sera said carefully, though a thrill ran through her at the
thought of shopping. It was important not to abuse her host’s
hospitality, or so she thought, but Amy thought differently.
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“Bah. You’re not his wife. You don’t owe him an explanation.
We’ll leave a note.”
Culture was different here. Maybe it really was okay to leave,
though she lacked the funds to afford any sort of trip. “I cannot
go. I have no money with which to make purchases.”
“Raid Rob’s sock drawer. Take a little of his money.” Amy
suggested.
“Does everyone know where he keeps his money?” It seemed
foolish to leave money in such a well-known location.
Amy nodded. “Pretty much. He’s not very clever about hiding
things. You should see his porn collection.”
“Porn?”
“Naked lady pictures. Lewd stuff. Nasty videos.” Amy struck a
contorted pose and touched herself in an unladylike manner,
making a face while doing so.
Sera’s eyebrows rose. “Rob has such things?”
Amy nodded emphatically. “Sure does. Plenty of it. He’s lucky
he’s not gone blind yet.” She made another gesture that was
impossible not to comprehend.
Sera was astounded. She revised her opinion of Rob. He was
less innocent than he appeared, not that it was necessarily a
bad thing, so long as he wasn’t like Todd. “Curious.”
“Yes, he is. You definitely need to keep him from thinking
you’re one of those girls, or it’ll ruin everything for you.”
“I see.”
“Although, I think he’ll be interested in you regardless of what
you smell like or how you act. You’re most every guy’s type:
leggy, blonde, shapely...” Amy sighed.
“So I am Rob’s type? I am the sort of woman he pursues?”

105

Amy grinned. “You’re the kind of woman he wishes he could
pursue successfully.”
“I find myself suddenly curious about his former lovers. You
have me wondering exactly what his type is.” It was an
amusing thought. Perhaps Phil would know where to find
pictures of Rob’s former loves.
“His type is anything that pays him attention. He’s not turned
into a manwhore like I thought he would with this music
business, at least not yet. Suddenly getting a lot of attention
can ruin a lot of guys.”
“Manwhore? Does being a musician make him more desirable?”
Rob’s sister gave her a look of disbelief. “Girl, you really aren’t
from around here, are you?”
“Honestly, no.”
“Well, you’ll learn.”
“I can only hope. I would like to be able to fit in more easily.”
“Then go grab at least twenty or thirty dollars, and let’s go.”
Amy launched herself up off the couch. “Shopping will definitely
help you fit in.
Sera hesitated. “I feel bad about it. It is not mine to take, nor
can I easily replace it.”
“Then it’s on me. I’ll buy this time. You can pay back the favor
sometime.”
“I could not impose. We have just only met, and I can’t have
you paying for me.” It was embarrassing to be a charity case.
She would have to find a way to remedy the situation, though
she had no clue how to go about doing that, at least not yet.
Amy was having none of it. “Nonsense. A friend of his is a
friend of mine, other than Greg.”
Whether she just wanted to shop or was being honestly
friendly, Sera could not tell. She was more curious about this
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new name, someone she’d only heard mention of in passing.
“Greg?”
“He’s in Rob’s band. He’s a real jerk, really into his own looks,
but he’s got hair like a goat.”
“I’m supposed to see his band soon. Perhaps I shall have to be
careful around Greg, and his goat-like hair.”
“Definitely. He grabbed my ass once when we were all drunk
together, and then told me I had a face like a moose.”
“That is unflattering.”
“You’re telling me. He thought it was cute. I wanted to punch
him in the taint.” She closed her eyes and balled her hands into
fists in a bit of nostalgic fury. “Now put your shoes on, and let’s
go.”
Sera slipped on the worn pair of sandals Rob had bequeathed
her and caught Amy staring at her in disbelief. “Sister, you’re
killing me. Tell me those aren’t all you have.”
“As I said, Rob rescued me. I had nothing.”
“Why don’t you try on one of my spare pairs? I have some open
toes that might fit. I think you’re about my size anyway, at
least in shoes – I’ve still not forgotten that bathing suit. The
fact that it looks killer on you is etched into my brain. I’d so
love to hate you, but I can’t. It’s just not in me.”
Amy practically babbled as she scribbled a note for Rob, and
then they were out the door. Arm in arm, the two descended
the flight of stairs and loaded into a car that was surprisingly
nicer than Robert’s had been.
It was going to be an interesting afternoon, if only Rob wasn’t
angry with her when she returned. Amy kept her from worrying
about it too much, though. It was hard to worry when she was
so busy. The girl was like a whirlwind of words and activity,
exhausting in her desire to see, do, and test everything, and
that’s just what they did.
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Robert
“Todd. Get away from my door.” Robert growled as he turned
the corner from the stairwell and found his neighbor lurking
outside his home.
“Rob.” Todd said, adjusting his glasses and trying not to look as
obvious as he had been. It looked as if he’d just pulled his ear
off the door.
“Look, I don’t want to have to talk to your mom again.” It
hadn’t been an easy day, and the last thing he really wanted
was to deal with Todd’s stalker tendencies.
Todd had the nerve to look self-righteous and confused. “Why?”
“Just stop sniffing around. Sera doesn’t like perverts and
creepers.” That came out a bit harsh, but it seemed to do the
trick. Todd scampered off like a mad scientist’s evil assistant,
disappearing into the safety of his home.
“Nutjob.” Rob muttered with a tired sigh as he fumbled with his
keys. The lock clicked and he turned the door handle. As he
did, the momentary male fantasy of a pretty girl anticipating
his arrival and opening the door for him right as he arrived
home, because she’d missed him so terribly much, vanished
like a burst balloon.
His house was strangely quiet. He called for Sera three times,
but his apartment was hardly a thousand square feet. There
weren’t exactly a lot of places to hide, and he doubted girls
from other worlds played hide and seek. She wasn’t taking a
bath, either. That left the roof, but it was dark, and she’d
declared herself a sun lover, not a worshipper of the moon and
stars. Worry began to set in.
He double checked each room, and then happened across a
note taped to the front door, something he’d walked past twice
without noticing. It, along with the bag on the sofa, led him to
a very obvious answer: Amy.
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His sister was worse than Phil in some respects. Oh, he loved
her at least as much as a brother was supposed to, but she was
somewhat obnoxious and most definitely outspoken. To date,
she’d chased off no fewer than eight timid guys she’d gone out
with because of her mouth. She said what she wanted, damn
everyone else. Rob didn’t mind it, but a lot of guys didn’t like
being called on their crap – it was just humiliating to be
confronted so directly. The problem was that Amy was usually
right. The truth hurt, and that made it twice as bad.
Instinctively, Rob checked his secret hiding spot, wondering
how bad his sister had set back his finances this time, but
nothing was missing, so far as he could tell. The money in the
metal tin in his sock drawer wasn’t exactly stacked neatly and
counted, though. He just tried to recall how it’d looked two
weeks back when he’d stashed a few extra bills in there, and
couldn’t remember it being any different than it looked
presently, which was a bit too empty for his liking.
He fought the urge to pick up his phone. His sister wasn’t an
idiot. How much trouble could they really get into? She wasn’t
twenty-one yet, either, so she couldn’t go get smashed and
drag Sera around to clubs, not that Sera would get in any
without any I.D. anyway. Although, beauty had a way of
getting people into bars despite age.
Rob paced around, wondering exactly how long they’d been
gone. There was no indication of the time they left on the note,
though it did say that if he got home he was to eat by himself.
Microwave burritos it was. He was too tired to manage much
else.
Instead of feeling sorry for himself, he tried to see it as a
chance to get some alone time, which was something he’d
quickly grown used to not having. With Sera here, he hadn’t
realized he’d been lacking in quiet time until he found himself
surprisingly alone. Phil was online and ready to game, so they
played while Rob sipped beer and chewed on burritos that were
cold in the middle and overcooked to the point of toughness on
the outside.
Eventually, he tired of gaming, mostly because Phil kept dying
as he typed out question after question about Sera instead of
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playing seriously. He was especially interested about Sera’s
personal life and the details of their relationship, many of which
even Rob couldn’t answer. Everything was still too fresh and
undefined, which was somewhat exciting. Then there were the
occasional odd questions about her sizes and how her hair felt
when he stroked it. The conversation reminded Rob that Phil
was not much better than Todd in most ways.
He fell asleep on the sofa again, drooling on the armrest as the
game scores rolled past on the screen. It wasn’t until nearly
midnight that Amy and Sera came busting in with half a dozen
shopping bags, and he was too tired to argue much with his
sister or do much more than give her a welcoming hug before
they banished him to the bedroom to sleep.
What a strange turn, he thought as he fell asleep face down on
his own bed for the first time in a few days. His sister wasn’t
even supposed to visit for a few more weeks, let alone befriend
his visitor, who purportedly came from another world. Yet, the
laughter from the other room and the hushed voices speaking
conspiratorially seemed to indicate the two were fast friends
already.
Maybe they could keep each other company while he practiced
for Sunday’s show, hopefully. More impossible things had
happened, right? He smiled and turned his head sideways as he
drifted off to sleep on a pillow that smelled of Sera’s hair.
It was a comforting and familiar smell, which made him
wonder: was he really that much different than Phil or Todd
after all?
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Serafina
Concerts, at least in this world, seemed to be an odd sort of
festival. Preparation for the event seemed to include forgoing
the use of undergarments offering proper coverage, wearing as
revealing of outfits as possible, applying lots of makeup, and
putting several products in one’s hair.
Back home, she might have worn a good deal of gold or silver,
a fancy gown, and then some makeup to color her eyes or lips.
Makeup tended to be available in very few shades, usually
made from red ochre, malachite, kohl, or a number of other
natural mixtures. With blue eyes, she’d always preferred
brighter colors of eye makeup to accent the dark kohl she’d rub
across the rims of her eyelids. Yet, Amy had other ideas, and
after she was done, Sera hardly recognized herself in the
mirror.
Her lips glistened like morning dew on a rose petal, waxy pink
and brilliant even in low light. Her hair was carefully parted in
the middle and arranged to fall in straight lengths down onto
her shoulders, except for a few loosely-braided strands. Her
eyes jumped out at her from eyeliner-rimmed lids and smokycolored eyeshadow. On either side of a lightly powdered nose,
the apples of her cheeks were touched with a healthy blush. As
to her outfit, it ran deep down into her cleavage, which had
been dusted with makeup to provide accent and draw the eye,
and she wore a pair of jeans that just barely fit the curvature of
her backside.
“Excellent.” Amy declared doubtlessly, nodding appreciatively
at the results of her work.
“I usually like to show off my legs.” Sera remarked.
“You have great legs, and even if they’re covered, these jeans
make your legs look like they climb all the way up to your
neck.”
“That is a good thing?”
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“Girl, I’m envious.” Amy replied, looking at her own reflection in
the mirror. Amy’s hair fell in gently curled waves down her
back. She fiddled with one lock of hair that must have been
imperceptibly out of place.
Amy was half a hand shorter than her, and a fair amount
thicker around the middle, if thinner on top. She dressed to
accent what she had, using ruffles and the patterns of her top
to draw attention to her chest and make it look larger than it
really was.
In comparison, Amy’s outfit seemed more sedate, more
conservative than what she wore. “This is not too much?” Sera
asked.
“Go ask Rob if you don’t believe me.” Amy suggested.
Sera watched her friend’s face for a moment, making sure
there were no hurt feelings involved in asking for a second
opinion, and decided that it wouldn’t hurt to ask his opinion. As
much as she liked Amy, the girl did seem to have a wild streak,
as their outing the night before had proven.
She found Rob out in the kitchen. He’d gotten up early to go
practice with his band, giving the Amy and her time to ‘pamper
themselves’ as Amy had put it. Now that he’d returned, he was
preparing himself for his appearance at the concert.
Part of that seemed to include tying a strange ribbon around his
neck. There seemed to be a pattern to the knot he was tying,
and he used a shiny face of the microwave to watch himself,
since the two of them had commandeered the bathroom for
about the last hour and a half – as she’d learn to reckon time.
“Rob? Am I dressed appropriately for your event?” She asked,
waiting until he’d finished tying the tapered ribbon first, and
then purposely loosened it for some unknown reason.
Rob cast a glance back over his shoulder as he checked his hair
in the microwave’s reflection, running his fingertips through the
spiked ends that came to a point at the crest of his forehead.
His mouth moved as he looked at her and his right eye
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twitched, as if he meant to say something, but no noises came
out.
“Well?” She demanded in the presence of silence.
“I would say so.” He nodded and swallowed hard. “Did we buy
that stuff?”
Sera nodded and frowned at the plunging neckline of her
blouse. “Yes, but Amy made a few alterations to this garment.”
“It’s nice.” Rob replied, though with some reservations it
seemed. “Very nice.”
“Are you certain?”
“Yes. You look great. I just worry about everyone else’s
reactions. You will have to fend them off, I think, perhaps even
violently. Although, Amy usually scares away most of the guys,
so that might just work if you two work together; both of you
may come out safely.”
“I would not want to distract you with worries.” She said
nervously. It was easy to see with the way he fussed that this
was important to him, a large part of who he was, if not a way
to make money as well.
“I don’t pay much attention to the crowd anyway. The lights are
too bright to see more than bodies moving back and forth.
Don’t worry. Just don’t let anyone bother you.”
“I will not.” She promised, turning when she heard Amy’s
approach.
Amy strutted across the room wearing a bit more than she was
wearing, but she looked well, so far as Sera could tell. She’d
seen movies and television shows enough times to know that
women did indeed dress like the two of them were, but Rob had
explained several times that television and reality were often
decidedly different.
Sera smiled as Rob’s younger sister walked over to help fiddle
with his attire, helping him with his costume. “You never could
tie a necktie very well.”
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“Dad only wears them when someone dies or when he’s getting
a promotion. How was I ever going to learn?” Rob grumbled.
“Boys.” Amy replied in mock irritation, fiddling with the necktie.
“It is a curious style, this necktie.”
Rob shrugged. “It’s formal, which clashes with our music style.
It’s my thing – at least at concerts.”
Amy stepped back and nodded, satisfied with the job she’d
done. It still looked looser than it seemed designed to be, but
the knot was neater, making it look intentionally casual, rather
than just sloppy.
Rob stepped around the two of them and lifted up his guitar,
though it was definitely different than any string instruments
Sera was used to seeing. For one, there was no air chamber to
cause the reverberations and sound, just steel strings strung
tightly across a flat body, and more plugs, much like computers
had. She found herself very intrigued by the potential noise the
instrument made, even though she’d heard his music on the car
once.
“Let’s take my car.” Amy suggested as they migrated toward
the door.
“Might as well. Neither of you can drink anyway, and I don’t like
you driving mine.”
Amy snorted. “I don’t like me driving yours either.” Her tone
grew grave once more. “You’re going to sneak us a couple,
right?”
Rob shook his head. “No way. For fifty bucks a night, I couldn’t
even afford it, let alone risk the jail time. I’m too pretty for jail
anyway.”
Amy grunted. “Jerk.”
“Get someone else to sneak you one. Flash that pretty smile
and let that personality of yours shine. I’m sure you can at
least get a wine spritzer.” Rob grinned winsomely.
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“Psh.” Amy grunted again.
“No drinking? You mean wine or spirits?” When they both
nodded, Sera frowned. “Why would we not drink at a social
gathering?”
“The law requires you to be twenty-one here.” Rob explained,
earning an agreeing nod from Amy.
“Quaint. What is the purpose of this law? Should not any parent
show their child how to properly drink before that age?” She
distinctly recalled her mother sharing watered-down wine and
other spirits with her even as a child. It had always been in
small amounts and usually at parties and gatherings of friends,
but it had at least allowed her to gain a sense of how to drink
with care.
Rob frowned. “The problem is that people don’t go out to clubs
and bars with their parents. They go out, get drunk, get in
fights, and then crash their cars. People die.”
“We always used coaches or stayed overnight at the residence
where the gala was held…” Culture, again, was very strange
here.
“Where did you say you were from again?” Amy asked.
Rob met her eyes and answered for her. “Not here.” He had
saved her from having to lie or be evasively vague. Before
anything else could be made of it, he opened the door and
pushed his sister out.
Sera followed, carrying only a small purse that Amy had lent
her. It contained twenty dollars from Rob, money he had forced
upon her even when she’d said she didn’t want it, lip-gloss Amy
had bought her the night before, and metal coins with pictures
on them called ‘quarters’ for emergency phone calls, whatever
that meant. They apparently went along with a series of
numbers that had been written on a slip of paper for her and
tucked into her purse.
The three of them crowded together at the door while Rob set
his things down against the wall and locked it. There was
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something in the air, something infectious, and it made her
giddy as they started down the hallway toward the stairs, their
heels clicking on the floor as they walked. She held out a hand
to help Rob with his burdens, but he shook his head and clung
to the items protectively.
Todd appeared suddenly outside his door, like an errant
specter. He wore a bathrobe and an old shirt, along with a dirty
pair of slippers. A moth swirled about the light above his door,
flitting just above his messy tangle of hair.
“Party?” Todd asked, pushing up his glasses and inspecting
their attire.
Rob held up an instrument in one hand and a black box with
knobs in the other and nodded. “Sort of.”
“Another gig for ‘Vague Promises’ tonight?” Todd surmised.
“You’re not coming to support your local music scene, Todd?”
Amy asked teasingly. Sera looked at her, wondering what game
she was about.
“It’s mother.” Todd replied, nodding his head back through the
entryway toward the living room. “She doesn’t like me out
late.”
Amy sighed and cast a secretive grin over at her before looking
back at Todd. “Too bad. You’re going to miss a hell of a show.”
For a moment, Sera saw Todd torn by indecision, torn between
flaunting his mother’s will to go with them, or obeying. He
gazed at both Amy and at her, but especially at her. Almost, he
said something, but Rob hurried the three of them past him and
didn’t stop pushing until they were beside Amy’s car.
“Don’t invite that tool to my concert.” Rob reprimanded his
sister once they were safely inside the car and Todd showed no
more signs of pursuit than to watch them from atop the stairs.
“More people, more tickets, more money for you, right?” Amy
replied tartly, putting her brother’s annoyance out of mind. It
was easier to do when he sat in the back, anyway.
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The car started and upbeat girlish music – of the variety that
Amy had confessed the night before she liked to use to torment
her brother with – drowned out any further protests from Rob.
Amy sang along and cast a secretive wink at her as Rob began
to groan and complain. Sera laughed at the dynamic, for it
reminded her greatly of a friend of hers from back home and
her friend’s older brother. They squabbled all the time, too, but
there was great affection between the pair.
Rob gave up trying to talk and plucked a triangular piece
against the steel strings of his instrument as they rode. The
sounds were nearly inaudible with Amy’s music playing, but
Sera watched his fingers of his left hand slide deftly up and
down the neck of the instrument as his right hand strummed
quickly, all the while bobbing his head to a beat only he knew.
He caught her watching him, and smiled warmly. Not knowing
what else to do, she smiled back and then looked back ahead.
Amy had been watching her out of the corner of her eye with
an appraising look, and while it didn’t seem that she altogether
approved, it didn’t seem that she disapproved either.
“It’s going to be a good night.” Amy shouted over the music,
speeding ahead and then around a corner as she raced toward
their destination.
Sera couldn’t help but agree.
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Robert
Rob rushed Sera and Amy into a safe corner near the stage,
opposite the bar, just in case Amy tried anything. Really, he
didn’t care if she drank or if she convinced some poor sap to
buy her alcohol since she was underage, but he wasn’t going to
encourage her, either. He’d let her have a few at his place
before, but only when he was drinking far less than she was
and only when he was certain she was in safe company; that’s
what big brothers were for.
Permanent marker X’s on both of their hands and carbonated
non-alcoholic beverages in front of them, Rob got the girls by
themselves, making sure the creep factor of the guys milling
around was relatively low – at least for the moment. Once he
was on stage, he couldn’t help them. From experience, he knew
exactly what kind of people showed up to these shows, most of
them coming not to see them, but rather the drink specials that
coincided with concert nights or to meet the girls that also
happened to show up in larger numbers to a place with live
music.
Sometimes, it worked out in his advantage. A big crowd meant
they got paid more, at least here. At this bar they got a portion
of the cover charges paid. Some places they just got a flat fee,
but they’d played here a dozen times before, and the owner
worked with them. He knew that even if their music wasn’t
amazing, they did tend to bring in a few extra bodies, which
meant better business, especially with Greg’s loyal following of
girls, a desperate gaggle to say the least.
Rob didn’t see it, but their lead singer was something of a
ladies man. A few cheers from the more easily misled females
in the bar alerted him that their fearless leader had arrived.
Hands held high, Greg strutted through the crowd, purposely
meandering toward the table Rob had selected.
Rob grunted. His sister made a noise not unlike his own
disagreeable expression. She liked Greg a little less than he
did, well, maybe a lot less. She had reason to. On several
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occasions Greg had gotten drunk and tried to make out with
her, supplying numerous comments about the size of her ass
when she’d turned him down. Once, she’d even punched him in
the eye.
“Robert.” Greg said with a nod as he arrived, though he had
eyes only for Sera. “Who is this lovely creature and where did
you find her?”
“This is Sera, and she’s off limits. That’s where she’s from.”
Amy said protectively, leaving Sera with her mouth hanging
open.
“Sera what?” Greg inquired, not bothering to look at either Rob
or Amy yet. He tucked a rogue strand of his curly hair behind
his ear, but it slipped back forward onto his face immediately
after.
“Sera Fina.”
“Sera is fine.” Greg retorted, smiling at his own wit.
“Fine?” Sera asked Amy in a whisper, sensing that there was
another meaning to the word.
“He means you’re sexy. Attractive. He’s trying to be cute and
failing.” Amy explained, not even pretending to whisper.
“Oh.” Sera replied, fixing a frown upon Greg.
“Can we get ready for the gig, then?” Rob asked, feeling
uncomfortable watching Greg undress Sera with his eyes.
Thankfully, she didn’t seem to be having any of it. Local girls
might like the eyeliner and unwashed, brooding, soulful type,
but Sera seemed to follow Amy’s taste, at least in this.
Rob tolerated the guy because he could sing halfway decently,
and because he’d known him since middle school. Neither of
them was what they’d been back then, especially Greg, and
their friendship was strained at best. It was a professional
relationship, and he, like everyone in the band, argued with
Greg.

119

“Until later.” Greg took Sera’s hand off her drink and kissed the
back of her hand, letting his lips linger and then drag across her
skin. He smiled knowingly and then let her hand go. “Let’s
prepare.”
Sera looked away from Greg and over at him, but Rob just
shrugged lamely. Greg was what he was, even if it made some
people queasy.
“Knock em dead, Rob. Greg, break a leg.” Amy called after
them. “Really, break a leg. Fall off the stage or something.”
Rob shook his head and grinned.
“Your sister is still a real bitch.” Greg said darkly.
“How’s your eye socket?” Rob knew just how to push Greg’s
buttons. Asking him about the eye his sister had punched while
holding a beer mug always got him going.
“The orbital socket will never bet the same. My ophthalmologist
said so.” Greg lamented. “My eye always looks darker now. I
have to put extra eyeshadow on the other side to balance it
out.”
“I feel for you.” Rob lied, pushing past the swinging door in the
corner to get into the back.
A single 60-watt dangled overhead, its pull-chain drooping
below it. The dim room doubled as a storeroom for cases of
bottled beer and the ice machine. Posters of scantily clad
women wallpapered the place. He found Phil and Steve waiting
for them there.
“Good God, Phil.” Greg declared upon seeing Phil, who’d
dressed himself up, or down, as it was.
Phil looked down at himself, at the tightie whities, the pitstained old man t-shirt, and some of what looked like his dad’s
dress shoes. “What?”
“Put some damn pants on.” Greg ordered, waving his hand as if
it were an imperial decree.
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“I told him.” Steve agreed, puffing away at the latest in a
never-ending chain of cigarettes. As he exhaled, he chased the
smoke with his lips, gobbling at it like Pac-Man.
Phil still didn’t seem to see any problem with his attire. “It’s my
new gimmick.”
Greg laughed. “What, being disgusting? That’s not new.”
“That’s gross.” Rob said, agreeing with Greg for once.
“Well, you’ve got the pretty-boy thing covered, sort of, and Rob
has the half dressed-up rocker guy thing, Steve is just a smoke
machine with a drinking problem, and so I’ve got to be the
weird drummer.”
“It looks more like you didn’t want to take a break from the
Internet porn at home and were late getting here.” Rob said,
just an observation, but an honest one.
“Really?” Phil looked alarmed, realizing for the first time that
maybe what he’d chosen to wear wasn’t sexy or cool.
Everyone nodded unanimously.
Phil reluctantly bent over and dug a pair of sweatpants out of
his duffel bag. There was a lot of relief after Phil had put on
pants and had become a new sort of creepy.
“So, does anyone know much about that tasty treat Rob
brought with him?” Greg wondered aloud.
“Who, Amy?” Steve asked, lighting another cigarette end to
end.
“Umm… no.”
Phil looked at Rob in alarm. “Sera’s here?”
Rob nodded. “All the more reason to wear pants.”
“Man, why’d I have to dress like shit?” Phil dug out a t-shirt,
too.
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“So what’s the story on her? Are you two sleeping together?”
Greg asked, cutting right to the heart of his concerns.
“No.”
“So she’s fair game.” Greg concluded.
“I’m living with her.” Rob replied, being honest, but also staking
his claim for his own sake and to protect her from Greg.
Greg looked at the beer brand mirror hanging crookedly on the
wall beside the industrial shelves. He preened, flicking a few
strands of hair into place and adjusting the collar of his shirt so
that it exposed more of his pasty flesh. “That was quick. You
didn’t say anything at band practice…”
“I move quick.” Rob answered dismissively. He wanted the
topic over.
“Still, not sleeping together…”
Rob brought back his sister’s words back, “Off limits, Greg.”
“Fine. Just, she’s pretty smokin’ hot for someone like you.
Normally you go for chesty and drunk types. She looks
completely sober.”
All the talk had Steve curious, and Phil was dying to see her
again, in the flesh for the first time. He’d never been closer
than the parking lot outside of Rob’s apartment. Before Rob
could stop them, the two left the room to go introduce
themselves.
“See what you’ve done? Now we’ll be lucky to start on time.”
Rob grumbled, but even Greg could see that his protests had
less to do with the time and more to do with the girl.
“Hey, can you blame them? I’m just waiting for her to tire of
you and then I’ll get my chance, sloppy seconds or not.” Greg
grinned and headed for the other door the dim room offered,
the one that led to the stage.
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“Fuckin’ asshole.” Rob didn’t even bother to say it under his
breath. He didn’t care who heard it, least of all Greg. With a
sigh, he carried his amp and his bass out onto stage.
On stage, he tried to ignore Steve and Phil as they spoke to
Sera and Amy, but it grated on his nerves. Eventually, he
closed his eyes and just listened to his bass as he tuned it in,
adjusting it slightly until it sounded just right in the noisy bar.
Greg tinkered with his keyboard settings, programming in the
agreed-upon track list for the evening, which contained a mix of
cover song crowd favorites mixed in with some original songs
they’d written. If they just played their own music, people
tended to get bored, but classic cover songs were always
popular. A couple of their tunes had actually picked up a
following, though not enough yet to make a complete album.
Steve and Phil, drawn to the sounds of their bandmates getting
ready, climbed up on stage and found their places. Steve
managed to get onstage without missing a puff of his cigarette,
but Phil clambered clumsily onto the stage, finishing his
graceless maneuver by rolling over twice and crashing into the
speakers.
After just moments of getting settled in, as they’d been here
earlier before the crowd had arrived to set up their stuff, Greg
flicked on the lights from the control panel he had next to his
keyboard. “We’re Vague Promises.” Greg said simply, launching
into one of their tunes immediately. He liked to keep things
simple, and that much Rob appreciated.
The crowd quieted and gathered as their first song reached its
crescendo. The applause upon completion was modest,
probably because most of them weren’t regular fans and had
never heard the song before. Afterward, they played a couple
cover song favorites, and got a bit more applause.
Rob watched as Amy and Sera gathered around the stage on
the corner nearest him. He nodded down to them, but didn’t
tried to ham it up or look any different than he always did, even
when a bra was thrown his way. Thankfully it was not from
either of them, although Amy had once brought three pairs of
underwear to throw at him, just to mess with his game.
Instead, it was a redhead he thought he recognized from class.
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Greg, on the other hand, was not at all against playing himself
up to the fans. As soon as he noticed Sera, he gravitated over
toward her and began gyrating his pelvis in the air and staring
right down in her eyes, all the while crooning into the
microphone.
Rob looked at his bandmates and nodded, launching into his
bassline a measure before he should have, forcing Greg to
stumble with the words of his solo to catch up. Greg retreated
to his keyboards, shooting daggers at him with his eyes.
Rob grinned as the song wrapped up and Greg was still looking
pissy. He didn’t like it when someone tried to steal his spotlight
or make him look like a moron, though it was easier done than
Greg liked to admit. Greg lived for solos, and they’d just
messed one up for him.
“Ladies and Guys – no gentlemen here from the looks of it –
this is the part of the show where I introduce the band.” There
was a saccharin look on Greg’s face, as he turned first to him.
“On backup vocals and bass, playing off-beat tonight, we have
Rob Dunn!”
Rob nodded his head, threw up a fist holding a pick, and then
played a quick thrumming bassline, which he continued, but
played lower and quieter as Greg introduced Phil next. “Phil
Langley on the drums, wearing pants even!”
Phil shook his head and skipped his drum solo, only doing a
quick clang of the cymbals to punctuate the joke at his
expense. “Asshole!” Phil shouted over the crowd’s cheering,
earning a few laughs.
“Steve on the cigarettes… and occasionally even a guitar.” Greg
continued.
Steve puffed a lungful of smoke straight up into the air and
played his guitar without looking, fingers dancing across the
strings.
“And you all know me~” Greg sang sweetly, his voice being his
main redeeming factor. “I’m Gregory, of course, and we’re
Vague Promises.”
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“It was either that or ‘No Chance of a Record Deal.’” Phil
muttered into his microphone, getting another good laugh from
everyone.
“Five minute break.” Greg called abruptly, glaring at Phil. With
an exaggerated shove of the microphone, which rocked twice
and nearly tipped over, he jumped off the stage and cut
through the crowd, heading straight for the bar.
Rob grimaced. What a great time for Greg to have one of his
tantrums. If he pulled too much of that, the owner was going to
cut their wage for the night. They were being paid to play two
hours, not take breaks every four songs.
Sure enough, the owner came out of his office on the other side
and stood by the door, arms crossed across his chest and a
disapproving look on his face. Greg saw the owner, raised his
glass to him, and then turned back to the nearest bimbo.
Basically, a nice ‘screw you’ for the man who was going to pay
them.
Rob noticed that the woman Greg was chatting up looked like
the hot redhead that had thrown her bra at him. Women were
fickle, but that wasn’t nearly as important as getting paid. Rob
shook his head and resisted the urge to swear, but only
because he had a microphone. He looked at Phil and Steve,
who both shrugged. Sera looked up at him expectantly, and he
nodded to her.
“While our fearless leader is off having a siesta, let’s show you
a demo of a new track we’ve been working on.” Rob
announced, and the most of the crowd, which had been starting
to wander off toward the bathrooms and the bar, paused,
turning back his way.
Rob launched into a song, which Steve and Phil knew well
enough. Normally, Greg would sing the lead, but Rob knew he
could do it, if not as well. He didn’t have the vocal range, but
he wasn’t going to sit around and let Greg ruin the only solid
gig they could get in a twenty mile radius.
It went well enough, even without keyboards and their regular
lead. Amy hooted and hollered whenever there was a lull in his
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singing, and Sera joined in toward the end. They got a good
round of applause when they finished, enough that Greg felt it
necessary to return before his five minutes was up.
“Let’s get started again, shall we?” Greg asked the crowd as he
retook his spot, but from the look on his face, he knew that
he’d already lost a lot of the crowd with his theatrics. He
immediately tried to earn their favor back by outshining Rob,
who played his best and sang along more powerfully than he
usually did.
It was a great show, a really good one actually, until a fight
broke out. Usually fights meant a good night of drinking and a
better pay check, but he never could have expected it to go
down the way it did.
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Serafina
The bar, The Crossroads Roadhouse, was not unlike some
places Sera had been to back home. Oh, the lighting and
beverages were certainly different, but the mood was very
familiar. There were millions of places just like it everywhere.
She knew the sort, even if she’d not frequently gone to them.
People of her breeding didn’t usually mingle with the kind of
people that filled this place, so it was intriguing to see how they
all interacted.
Her mother had been a cousin only a few times removed from
the Empress – the exact lineage was uncertain and
complicated. Regardless, they had been well regarded, so her
family had spent little time amongst commoners, though it was
known to happen. Mother had been one of those people who
could be comfortable in anyone’s company. She was a likeable
woman, and her father was nearly as beloved, or had been
anyway. Being here reminded her of her family, so she was
thankful for Amy’s company, because Rob’s sister kept her from
dwelling too heavily on such things.
Despite all the chatter, Sera could hardly remember anything
they talked about. Her eyes roamed around the place,
examining the fixtures as well as the folk. Amy pointed out
guys she thought were attractive or ‘worth rolling around naked
with,’ as she’d quite blithely announced so they could overhear.
Rob’s sister was nothing if not brazen. Amy also indicated
women whose outfits were skanky, though she did this with
somewhat more tact.
In some cases, Sera didn’t see how her own outfit was much
different than those of some girls that Amy branded as skanks,
which she determined meant some sort unpleasant woman with
loose morals and poor standards. If anything, it seemed that
being friends with Amy precluded her from being added to the
undesirable category of women, though that seemed unfair. It
made her wonder how she would have been received had she
not already met Amy and bonded. Would they have been
friends, or would she have also been deemed unworthy?
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If watching people was interesting, watching the flickering
signs, which Amy explained were different brands of popular
beverages, was enlightening as well. Like at the clothing store,
brands seemed important here. Where she had come from,
people knew which restaurants and taverns had the besttasting food and drink, but most establishments were known for
making one thing better than everywhere else. The idea of
taking the thing you make best and shipping it around to other
towns and cities was unheard of, but made great sense.
Meeting the band was interesting as well. Greg, for example,
seemed to ooze greasiness. He wanted so desperately for
everyone to like him that his courtly manners seemed fake and
out of place, especially in a land where men did not seem to
kiss the hands of ladies. It was over-the-top for certain. Amy
shared her intuitions about Greg, and the stories she told about
his inappropriate behaviors in the past only cemented Sera’s
feelings about him.
It had surprised her pleasantly to see how protective Rob
turned out to be around her. He had bristled at the introduction
and the way Greg handled himself. His jaw muscles had
tightened, and his nostrils had flared. There was something
there, and she found that it gave her the slightest tickle in her
belly to know it. Rob was her truest friend here, even after only
a few days, and already he was setting himself up as her
defender.
It was charming, though unnecessary. She was more than
capable of defending herself. Besides, a simple touch of Greg’s
lips to her skin had confirmed that he had no elemental ties in
his blood. If he were ever to choose to make an issue of things
or act in an untoward manner, she knew she could thrash him
soundly. It wouldn’t be much harder than drawing breath.
Phil and Steve, the other two members of the band, came out
shortly after Greg and Rob left for the room behind the stage.
Phil, Sera recognized immediately from the computer, though
she’d not heard of or seen Steve before. Amy whispered his
name to her as soon as she saw the two approaching. There
was something of both interest and revulsion in the way Amy
said Steve’s name.

128

“Sera!” Phil gushed, rushing out of the back to run to her and
put his arms around her, only to have a large man step in his
way and then have to awkwardly dance around him to get to
her. Phil’s hug was crushing and intense. He smelled strongly of
cologne, despite his odd attire.
“Phil, unhand her before you break her clavicle.” Amy growled,
swatting Phil on the forehead with a resounding meaty thwack.
Phil backed away sheepishly and smiled from ear to ear as he
rubbed the red spot Amy had made on his face. “I wanted to
meet you in person so badly.”
“Net-stalking isn’t enough?” Amy asked snidely, her tone sharp
enough to make Phil take another step back, which gave Steve
room to step up to the table.
Sera smiled. Amy had already informed her that she would act
cruelly toward anyone who showed her too much interest. It
was her job, she’d said, to act like a shield and cull the weak
and unattractive from her herd of possible suitors. Phil was
neither strong nor attractive, but he was kindhearted at least.
“Phil, it is nice to meet you face-to-face. I must thank you for
all of your informative advice the other day.” She offered
warmly, but not so much as to encourage him.
“Oh, anytime. I’m usually home in the late mornings and early
afternoons, and I’ll help you whenever you need something.
You need only to ask.” Phil said eagerly, perhaps a bit too
eagerly.
Amy shook her head sadly. “Desperation makes for stinky
cologne, Phil, stinkier even than the one you’re wearing.”
“Hey, I’m just being nice.” Phil protested.
Amy opened her mouth to say something else, but Sera put her
hand on hers. “Amy, he’s alright. You don’t have to defend me
from him. I could break him into pieces if he ever tried
anything.”
Phil swallowed and stepped back once more, completely
removing himself from the conversation, while Steve looked
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back and forth from Amy to her. He nodded, alternately sipping
a drink from a brown bottle with a colorful label and inhaling on
a smoldering white stick he held in his left hand.
“I’m Steve.” Steve announced.
“Steve.” She would have offered to shake his hand or
something, but both of his hands were full, and she didn’t feel
like another embrace from a strange man.
He looked somewhat harmless, but she couldn’t see his eyes
because of the dark glasses he wore. His hair was shorn short,
close to his head in the manner of the soldiers she had known.
He was not overly handsome, rather plain in fact, and his ears
protruded slightly more than was normal, giving him a slightly
comical appearance. Still, he was a friend of Rob’s, so she
greeted him kindly. “I am Sera. It is nice to meet another
friend of Robert’s.”
“You’re pretty.” Steve said, nodding again in approval and
looking her up and down. His gaze lingered upon her cleavage
longer than was proper.
“Thank you, Steve.” She cleared her throat.
Steve sipped his drink once more. Then, after an overlong
pause, he looked up to meet her eyes and replied, “No
problem.”
Sera began to feel uncomfortable under his stares, but Amy
pointed to the stage, where Greg had just come out. Rob
followed shortly after.
“They’re getting ready to start.” Amy declared.
“Time to go!” Phil shouted, rushing back across the floor to get
to the stage, even though it was only half a dozen paces away.
He clambered gracelessly onto the stage and stumbled over to
his instruments, which looked like a collection of barrels,
covered tubes, and metallic disks, clearly percussion
instruments, though an odd assortment.
Steve waited until his drink was done and his smoking stick had
burned down to his lips. Only then did he follow his friends onto
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the stage, where he picked up and instrument very similar to
the one Rob was playing.
“They’re an odd bunch.” Amy said to her reassuringly, noticing
her discomfort.
“I agree. Rob seems like the most normal of the four.”
“Sad but true, isn’t it?”
Sera grinned and watched the people gather around the stage
for the impending performance. Greg started the show shortly
after, saying only: “We’re Vague Promises.”
The music was unlike what she was used to, and even though
she’d heard some of it in the car when Rob had driven her into
town that one evening, this sounded different. It wasn’t like
what Amy listened to when she drove her car, nor was it much
like the music she’d seen on television. It was a bit more
grating on the ears, but there was a good rhythm to it.
She and Amy gravitated closer to the stage, standing as near to
Rob’s corner as they could get. They were practically in front of
one of the large speakers that sat on either side of the stage,
giving them an earful of noise. Rob looked over at them,
grinning, but their presence didn’t seem to affect his playing.
A woman’s red undergarment flew across the stage, hitting
Rob’s thigh and sliding down to land at his feet. Sera frowned
and looked for the source of the distraction. A redheaded girl
met her eyes.
The girl’s hair was shoulder length tight coils and curls that
shimmered with coppery heat. Her green eyes blazed hotly, and
there was a warm flush in her cheeks that spoke of inner fire. A
secretive smiled crept across her cherry lips. Sera felt a tingling
along her spine. The girl licked her lips and brushed her hair
back behind her ear. A copper earring hung there, bearing the
symbol of elemental fire. Sera’s eyes widened, and she grasped
for Amy’s arm.
“She’s a skeeze. Don’t worry about her.” Amy had to shout in
her ear to be heard over the music.
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Amy didn’t seem at all surprised about the undergarment, but it
was not the girl’s morals that Sera was worried about – it was
her nature. In the World of Clouded Skies, as her people knew
her homeland, people born with influence over elemental fire
were hot-tempered and unpredictable. They held no allegiances
to anyone but themselves, though they were collectively of
House Exuro, the folk of elemental fire. They were fractious,
passionate, warlike, and dangerous.
House Lucis, the Empress’ own House and her own as well, was
under the blessings of both light and air. For centuries, there
had been a tenuous relationship between them and the folk of
elemental fire, House Exuro. As often as not, they sided against
her House instead of with them. Still, they were not outright
enemies, as House Calx, the folk of earth and stone, were.
House Maris, the other major house and the folk of water,
always remained neutral, staying clear of politics, unless House
Exuro involved themselves. If House Exuro was involved, House
Maris and the people blessed by elemental water always sided
opposite the folk of fire.
But that was the politics of her world. What was this girl doing
here? Had this girl been sent to hunt her? The Empress was
ruthless; her mother had said so numerous times, but would
she actually send someone through the Pylon to come after
her? Were they that desperate to stamp out every last
insurgent? She hadn’t even fought in the coup as her father
had, so it seemed unimaginable that she was worth the trouble.
Sera watched the girl as Rob and his band continued to play,
but the girl paid her no mind, even if she appeared to know
that she was being observed. They looked to be of the same
age, but it was hard to tell, since elemental fire kept women
looking young for a long time, even into their late years. Like
the hottest fires, they lived brightly, burning out quickly, but
doing so beautifully.
Greg abruptly put himself in front of her on the stage, dancing
strangely as he sang down to her directly. Sera heard the music
continue out of time, or thought she did. Greg’s singing
stumbled and he made his way back to his piano-like
instrument with its many, many keys. Rob smiled down at her,
and she nodded her thanks.
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Afterward, she looked back toward the girl, or to where she had
been standing, but the girl was not there any longer. She
continued to scan the crowd as Greg went through
introductions and the band seemed to squabble. Then, Greg
announced he would take a break, and launched himself into
the crowd, expecting them to part way for him. Someone
hadn’t moved fast enough and took an elbow to the head. The
drunken man grumbled, but Greg had already pushed past
them.
Sera ignored the drunken man’s plight and searched for the
girl, but could not spot her. She looked up to Rob, who met her
eyes with a measure of concern. Had he noticed? She didn’t
think so, because he started playing music and singing a
moment later. His concerns seemed to be his own.
Amy clutched her arm this time, excited by Rob’s taking of the
lead from Greg, who was chatting to the redhead over at the
bar. Sera gritted her teeth and tried to ignore her, but it was
hard. She threw herself into cheering for Rob, who was singing
the lead now. He wasn’t that bad, actually, even if he wasn’t
quite as good as Greg had been, but there was more honesty in
his vocals and less self-obsession, which made both her and the
crowd react strongly and positively to his singing.
By the time Rob finished his song, Greg had apparently had
enough of being upstaged, because he pushed his way rudely
back through the crowd, climbed on stage, and took over once
more. More than one person looked disappointed, but Rob
flashed her a broad smile, and she could tell he was more than
happy with his five minutes of being the center of attention.
Now that Greg was back on stage and singing once more, Sera
resumed looking around for the redhead and found her a few
rows back, packed in the crowd. The girl was staring right at
her. She tilted her head to the side and nodded toward a
somewhat empty corner of the bar, away from the crowd.
Reluctantly, Sera knew she had to follow.
“This girl wishes to speak to me.” Sera had to speak directly
into so that she could be heard over the noise.
Amy looked over at the redhead and shrugged. She leaned in
and shouted back, “So? Who is she to you?”
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“I think I know her.” Sera replied.
“Do you want me to come with you?” Amy asked, but her
attentions were definitely on the stage.
Almost, she said yes, but she didn’t want to repay Amy’s
kindness thus far by getting her into the business of her world.
“No. It will only be a short time.”
“Just holler if you need something.” Amy smiled reassuringly,
and Sera had no doubt that Rob’s sister would indeed try to
help, but she would likely end up seriously hurt if it came to
that. The folk of House Exuro made exciting lovers, but also
dangerous fighters.
“I will.” Sera replied. Then she followed the redhead out of the
crowd.
Once they were alone, at least as alone as was possible in a
half-empty corner of a crowded bar, Sera took a closer look at
the other girl. She wore a vest that left her midriff bare,
exposing another copper piercing, this one in her navel. It bore
the symbol of war. Sera’s eye twitched at that, and she
regarded the girl’s pale but flushed complexion with caution.
The redness suffusing through the girl’s pretty face could be a
sign of either great power or drunkenness. She wasn’t sure
which. Either was a dangerous thing with a woman who
controlled elemental fire, even in small amounts.
“What do you want?” Sera demanded.
“Oh, I think you know what I want. Word has come down.
Messages sent through the Pylons speak of a girl who has fled
her home, an exile from House Lucis. There’s a death warrant
from the Empress on your head, Sidra.”
“That is not my name.” Sera replied, flinching upon hearing her
birth name. It was a poor lie, and one that the other woman
saw right through. “My name is Sera.” That much was true,
here at least.
“Whatever you call yourself here, I know who you are, Sidra,
and I know of your parents’ crimes.”
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Something about the smugness in the other girl’s voice
encouraged violence. That was one of the powers of House
Exuro, the ability to incite rage and violence. Even the mildmannered and peace-loving folk of House Maris, the people of
water, could be roused from their serene nature to take up
arms against the folk of fire. “Who are you then, that I might
know your name before I pound you into the ground?”
“Oriana.” The woman’s head lifted defiantly. There was
something unsure in the gesture, as if she’d suffered tragedy
and setbacks.
The name was familiar, very familiar. “Wait, the one who killed
her ward?”
Oriana smiled uneasily. “You know of me?”
It made sense now. This woman was an exile, too. She’d fled
for her life after her failures. “I know you killed the prisoner
under your charge, the one you were supposed to extract
answers from. My mother always said you had a great
capability for violence but little restraint. You fled when I was
only a child. No one ever found you.”
“So Angeli’s daughter knows of me. How odd, or perhaps not. I
knew him once, intimately.” Oriana grinned widely. Her teeth
glittered like new pearls, and Sera felt rage building in her
heart once more. Her hands tightened into fists at her side.
Oriana licked her lush lips and leaned forward to whisper
secretively, “And your mother? Celia, wasn’t it? Did she know of
me, of my time with your father?”
Sera’s fists swung at Oriana’s face almost of their own volition,
first the right and then the left following in short order. The
right one nearly connected, but Oriana’s forearm came up to
block it. Sera’s left merely grazed the redhead’s chin. As she
missed with both swings, Oriana’s right met her face
powerfully.
Sera’s head snapped back, and the ceiling rolled past her eyes.
She crashed down on a table, but it collapsed beneath her.
Bottles smashed around her, and glass rained around her as
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dizzy stars blossomed to dance before her eyes. Slowly, she
picked herself up off the floor. With that one punch, Oriana had
shown her strength to be a match for her own and probably
more.
Her eyes blazing, Sera stepped forward to meet Oriana. If she
truly was who she said she was, she’d had years to get used to
this world, and she’d not just been dragged through the Pylons.
On a good day, it might have been an even match, but now,
only the fires of her anger gave her any chance.
They met with a thunderclap of punches, both striking each
other with elemental energies gathered behind their fists. Fire
lent Oriana a heat that scalded as she connected her fists to
Sera’s body, but Sera’s body was surrounded by a cushion of
air that deflected some of the blow. Her own knuckles were
wrapped in a stinging light that cut through the dimness of the
bar like the brief flash of light across the sea when the sun
finally dipped below the horizon.
She heard shouts from around them and was vaguely aware of
Amy coming closer, but her wits were gone. All she could think
of was to battle. Almost, she tried to draw her Blade of
Everlasting from her chest, because she wanted desperately to
bury it in the other woman’s heart. She never got the chance.
As they circled each other, readying their next salvos of fists,
Oriana vaulted over the fallen table and kicked her square in
the chest, sending her tumbling into a heavyset man that was
built like an ox.
“That’s enough!” The man roared, wrapping his bear-like arms
around her midsection.
Sera growled and grabbed the man’s thumbs, twisting them
painfully. He yelped and lost his grip. At the same time, she
stomped her heels down onto the large man’s toes, and he
cried out in pain again. In an instant, she was free of the man’s
grasp, and a single punch to the chin dropped the man like a
tree felled by the foresters that worked her mother’s estates.
Grinning, she turned to back to her enemy and began gathering
light around her fists. There was no sun at this time of day, but
the flickering lamps overhead and the decorations on the walls
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were sources to draw from. The room seemed to dim as she
gathered a glow about her fists.
Oriana wasted no time, either. She knew better than to give
her a chance to gather energy. She sent a fist that glanced off
of Sera’s temple, dazing her for the second time. Someone
jumped in between them then, but she couldn’t see who it was.
She took a moment to look around. Amy stood beside her, and
the crowd had left the stage. The music had stopped, all except
for Steve, who seemed to be playing his stringed instrument
with a frenetic sort of energy. The squeals and shrieks of his
guitar provided a soundtrack to the violence that carried on
between the two of them, an infectious battle that had
everyone around them hungering for blood as well.
“Stop!” Rob called, holding his ground between them, even
though Oriana pushed forward against his outstretched hand.
Sera moved forward, shaking off Amy’s hands to place herself
beside Robert, and the two women stared at each other from
either side of him.
“For you, darling, maybe I would.” Oriana cooed at Rob.
Something about Oriana’s expression, the unveiled lust and
sensuality in the set of her lips and eyes, a look that promised
something sooner rather than later, enraged Sera.
She shoved Rob aside and struck the woman square on the
nose. There was a wet snapping noise, and then the fight
turned into a brawl on the ground. The two of them rolled back
and forth and tore at each other while people pulled at their
legs and arms, trying to separate them, but to no avail.
Blood flew and a couple teeth, too, before they were finally
pulled apart. Hair was ripped out in locks, and clothes were
torn. Like savage beasts, they’d scraped each other’s skin
bloody, gouged at eyes, and bitten each other.
It was unclear how much later it was when cold metal bracelets
were slapped around each of their wrists. Uniformed men
carted them off in separate cars. Sera faintly recalled hearing
Amy and Rob say they’d follow her to the station, but she didn’t
know what that meant. All she knew is that she’d held her own
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against one of the Empress’ old interrogators, a woman
schooled in torture and mind games.
Somehow, that was little comfort to her bruised body and to
her mind, which couldn’t shake the image of Rob’s shock,
disappointment, and fear for her, or of him flying across the bar
as she shoved him aside to pummel Oriana.
This was not going to end well.
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Robert
Rob had never been in a police station before, at least not
officially. Once, as a child he’d gone on a field trip to one, but
that hardly counted. That trip certainly hadn’t prepared him for
this evening, presenting himself to bail out his roommate, a girl
who had just beaten another woman bloody in front of him.
With his elbows on the table and his hands steepled in front of
his eyes as he rested his head against his hands, he sighed and
waited. The arresting officer had asked him to wait in here, and
now he could only imagine the sorts of questions an officer
might ask him about an apparently underage girl with no form
of identification and only a fake name to go by. Not to mention,
the girl was actually an alien from another world that had
crash-landed in the forest only a short car ride away.
Rob really just wanted to go home. He wanted to have a very
large drink with a pretty hefty proof on it, pass out, and not
wake up until the alarm woke him for work Monday morning.
Then, he wanted to work all day through the trailing end of a
nasty hangover so he was grumpy and irate with any
customers that had the unfortunate luck to happen across him.
Simply, he wanted to be a prick to everyone else, because it
didn’t seem likely that he could repay Sera for the trouble she’d
just caused him.
Chances were he’d never see her again, except maybe at the
arraignment, and then he or she or both of them would go
away for a long time. He’d probably disappear into some
government hole, never to be heard from again, while Sera was
dissected for some government experiments or made to breed
a race of super babies for the armed forces.
“Fuck.” Rob muttered, immediately regretting it, because
anyone watching on the monitor or recording would take it as
an admission of guilt.
Sure enough, within moments of cussing, the arresting officer
arrived. The guy was in plain clothes, but he’d had police lights
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on his car. Rob remembered that much. Trenchcoat and all, this
guy was a cliché. The short hair, the loose necktie, and the
unbuttoned top three buttons of his dress shirt – the guy had
the sleeping-out-of-his-car detective thing down pat.
Smiling broadly from under his too-long, brown mustache, he
held a hot cup of steaming coffee in front of Rob and sipped
enjoyably. For a few minutes, the officer said nothing, taking
his time to unnerve him, Rob figured.
“Need a cup?” The officer offered eventually, pointing to his
coffee.
“Sure.”
“Black?”
“Whatever.” Rob replied, hoping that this sudden kindness
would allow him to stay alert during the questioning. However,
it might be a trick to get him to have to pee, and then they’d
deny him use of the restroom. He decided it was worth the risk.
Coffee would clarify things.
The officer waved his hand at the camera in the corner of the
room to make it so.
“So, that girlfriend of yours, quite the spitfire!” The officer said
with a grin.
“Officer…” Rob began.
“Gefton.” The officer supplied helpfully.
“Officer Gefton, I don’t know what to say.”
“Say that she’s not your girlfriend.”
Rob stopped as he was readying a reply, and his mouth
remained open. He snapped it shut after a few moments,
wondering where this was going. “What?”
“I like girls like her. I like them with fire in their hearts and
bruises on their knuckles. Call me a weirdo, but that chick of
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yours turns me on. All I’m hoping is that she’s not your girl,
that she’s just a friend or something.”
How the hell was he supposed to respond? “Really?”
“So? Is she?”
Rob frowned. This was getting creepier by the moment. “Is she
my girlfriend?”
“That’s the whole point here, Dunn. Get with it. Answer the
question.”
Rob sat back in his chair, surprised at the sudden irate tone in
the officer’s questioning. Perhaps the guy should lay off the
caffeine, or maybe he was being honest. If he really was into
the raging sort of battered girl that Sera appeared to be, it
might be because he had some of those same traits and looked
for a girl that challenged him. “She’s my roommate, Officer
Gefton.”
“A roommate with no I.D., eh?” There was more than a little
disbelief in the officer’s voice.
“Seems that way.” Rob said evasively. What else could he say?
“Job?”
It was hard to decide what to lie about and what to be honest
about. This guy’s job was to read people, and Rob didn’t think
he could carry a full lie, so he colored the truth instead. “None.
She’s new in town. I met her around town and she seemed like
fun. I thought I’d give her a place to stay when she asked. I
didn’t know where it’d go, certainly not to jail.”
Gefton nodded knowingly. “How old is she?”
“Nineteen, nearly twenty.”
The smile just kept getting deeper with this guy. “Right. Just
legal, eh? Would you tell me otherwise if it weren’t so?”
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“I don’t have any reason to lie about her age. I’m just going by
what she told me. I think it’s about right. She looks that age.”
He shrugged.
Rob’s eye twitched as Officer Gefton began tapping his fingers
on the table and staring at him. He watched the fingers drum
repeatedly, trying not to meet the officer’s eyes. A knock at the
door interrupted the near silence, and a cup of coffee was
swiftly delivered in front of him.
After the other officer retreated, Gefton continued his course. “I
want a date.”
Rob choked on a mouthful of hot coffee, spluttering. “Pardon?”
He asked, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. It burned awfully,
but he stifled a curse.
“Not with you, stupid. I mean with her.”
“She’s not exactly mine to pass around.”
“Then she can sit in jail, and I’ll get the judge to pass a high
bail. Then I’ll visit her every day to chat her up whether she
likes it or not.” Officer Gefton growled, his somewhat handsome
face suddenly becoming very ugly.
“Look, I can ask her, even encourage her. I don’t want any
trouble. I don’t really know what got into her, but she’s not
going to go around beating up random women. I’ll keep a
better eye on her. I’d just like to take her home, and then I’ll
work out something with the owner at the bar for damages. My
band plays there all the time, and I’ll just take it out of our
earnings.”
“Stop blubbering. It disgusts me. Just get me a date with her,
and I’ll see that charges are dropped.”
“Really?”
“Yes. At most, there’ll be a fine,” seeing his expression, the
officer rolled his eyes, “a reasonable fine. Something modest
for disturbing the peace.”
“One date?”
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“Just one, unless she wants more.”
“Sex?” Rob asked hesitantly.
“If it comes naturally. I’m not an asshole, despite what you’re
thinking.” The officer honestly looked offended by the
suggestion that he might not be a nice guy.
“I’ll make her, one way or another, you’ve got yourself a deal.”
Officer Gefton’s hand came across the table. Rob took it and
shook it. “Nice. You don’t know that redhead, too, do you?”
“Not really. I think she goes to college with me, but there are
so many people there. I might have seen her once in a
philosophy lecture.”
“College girl, eh? I asked her for a date, too, but she wasn’t as
nice. She’ll probably camp out here for a few nights while I
struggle through the paperwork. You know, that one told me to
go…” Gefton grinned toothily and shook his head. “Well, let’s
just say it was a very colorful and anatomical suggestion that
would have made even my mother blush.”
“I don’t want to know.” Rob replied quickly. The less he knew
about this guy the better. His skin crawled as he waited for
permission to leave, for this all to just be over.
“No, you don’t. Pretty boys like you don’t want to play her sort
of wicked games, but I do. Just get me the date, Dunn.”
Rob’s eyebrow rose as the officer got up. He felt very
uncomfortable with the whole extortion of a date, and the
comment about him being pretty left him with an awkward
feeling as well, but he could live with all that so long as the guy
came through on his end. He didn’t know how bad of trouble
Sera could get into, but he imagined it might be very bad.
Gefton had to know that she couldn’t produce proper ID, so
they were at his mercy, and if a date was all it took to get all
this mess swept under the rug, then so be it.
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When Gefton had left, an officer ushered him out of the room
with a knowing look that showed that he had listened in on the
conversation. Sera did seem to have that effect on guys.
Rob was very happy to see Amy, who broke off her
conversation with a much older officer out at the front desk, a
much older and very married officer from the look of his hand.
Rob didn’t want to even know about it.
“Well?” Amy asked worriedly.
Rob looked around the office at the dozen or so faces within
earshot and shook his head. Amy got the picture. “She’ll be
alright.”
True to his word, Sera was released into their care shortly
after, no worse for the wear than the fight at the bar had left
her, though her bruises were darkening nicely, and she’d not
been given a chance to clean all the blood off of her face.
After handing a business card to each of the three of them,
Gefton ran through the arrangements. Sera was being released
into their care with just a fine, a few hundred bucks that Amy
helped pay. Somehow, Gefton had managed to get a Justice of
the Peace or some sort of court clerk with his authorization out
in the middle of the night to do all the paperwork and agree to
the fine. Without so much as the fine and a name on a piece of
paper filed away indicating that there was a woman of unknown
name, a Jane Doe, involved in public intoxication and public
disturbance, Sera was let go.
It was still night, though barely, by the time they made it back
to the car outside the station. Everyone was silent as Amy
drove back home. Amy purposely turned on the music to
prevent discussion, and to cover up Sera’s quiet sobs, though
the unvoiced questions would have easily filled the air with
enough noise for all of them. The conversation would have to
wait until they’d slept, perhaps longer.
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Serafina
Amy was the easy one to talk to, or easier at least. She was
female; she understood how women could be sometimes. Not
that it was any excuse for all that had happened.
Sera couldn’t help but feel shame after having allowed Oriana
to bait her into a conflict so easily. Of course, that had to have
been Oriana’s intent. She must have hoped to draw her out, to
make her vulnerable. If she succeeded in alienating any friends
that Sera had on this world, then Sera would be an easier
target.
Still, with all of her powers and with all the time she’d had to
acclimate to this world, Oriana shouldn’t have been threatened
by Rob and Amy, should she? Did that mean Oriana was
working alone, and couldn’t afford any interference if she
wanted to take Sera into custody? It was too hard to tell. She
lacked information, and that worried her.
Sera rolled over onto her side and stared at Amy’s profile.
They’d decided to share the foldout sofa, since Rob had
retreated to the safety of his own room after they’d returned
from the police station. Sera didn’t begrudge the man his own
bed, certainly not after all the problems she’d caused, though
she found it harder to sleep on this bed beside Amy than she
had on the water-filled cushion of his bed.
Sighing, she turned over again, facing away from Amy, whose
gentle snores were not at fault for keeping her awake.
Truthfully, it was hard to even look at her face without feeling
another stab of betrayal in her chest. These two had done so
much for her, and she’d nearly thrown it all away for a few
angry words with that damnable redhead.
Innately, she knew that it was the way of House Exuro’s
members. They had the ability to inflame passions within
others, be those feelings of anger and wrath or feelings of
loyalty or affection. They were great lovers and soldiers, above
all.
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Regardless, it chafed at her to know she could so easily be
pushed into a fight with someone she’d just met. Was she truly
so weak-willed, or had she just been looking for an outlet to
vent her frustrations on? She’d been through a lot, despite Rob
and Amy’s kindnesses. Her mother, her father, her home, even
her world had been lost to her, and now she was subject to
these two’s mercy for even food and shelter. Worthless, she
felt, troublesome, too.
The blinking lights in the kitchen and the odd smells of a home
not aired out frequently enough irritated her. Even the strange
lumpiness of the mattress beneath her and the coldness of the
room bothered her. In her mother’s home, she would have
slept on a mattress of goose down, with heavy blankets and a
fire would have been built in her room’s fireplace. It had been
cozy, warm, and inviting. This place was cramped and
awkward, but she knew that was not the real reason why she
couldn’t sleep.
Guilt and disgust at herself – she felt those deeply. But there
was more: fear of rejection, of having to do this alone.
Quietly, she slid from bed and walked softly across the carpet.
That, at least was an improvement from her mother’s home.
There, cold stone had always awaited her toes. Even the
linoleum of the kitchen floor, a strange imitation tile she’d
learned, was warmer than stone.
The refrigerator, too, was an improvement. She opened it and
stared within, looking for something, anything to occupy her
mouth and mind with. The cold air raise goose bumps on her
skin, but she endured it until she settled on something she’d
learned was called yogurt. She wasn’t hungry, but she thought
that eating might settle her heart so that she could rest.
The foil lid peeled back from the plastic cup. Within was a
strange but creamy and delicious food. It was unlike anything
she’d had in her world, and she ate it slowly, as much because
she wanted to savor it as because her teeth and gums pained
her, especially around the missing front tooth.
Leaning on the counter, she ate quietly, letting the cold spoon
slip past her lips carefully. Swallowing became difficult. She felt
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her throat tighten and her eyes watered, casting halos around
the miniscule lights around in the room. The numerals on the
coffeemaker, the computer’s power light, and the flashing lights
by the television doubled beneath her tears. She blinked and
warm tears ran down her cheeks, dripping off her jaw down
onto her shirt.
“This is so hard.” She whispered to herself, setting aside the
half-finished yogurt. Her appetite was gone and she could not
sleep.
No knowing what else to do, she slipped back across the floor
to the closed door to Rob’s room. Her conscience burdened her
so heavily that she could not live any longer without baring her
soul to the own she owed so much.
The door opened with hardly a noise, but she did not enter
immediately. She waited and watched the sofa bed, wondering
if the noise had awoken Amy. When there was no sign of
stirring, she stepped over the threshold into the dark room
beyond, closing the door behind her.
Once inside, her intentions nearly crumbled. Rob’s breathing
was slow and even, not quite a snore, but not soft, either. This
was the room she’d claimed almost as her own since arriving.
Her clothes still hung on every knob and curtain rod, relying on
the ingenious triangles with hooks that Rob had supplied.
Hangers, she remembered he’d called them. How strange that
she’d so quickly come to claim things as her own, even though
she owed it all to this man and his kind sister.
Her toes scrunched together on the carpet, and she crossed her
arms over her chest, feeling a chill that settled on her spine,
causing her to shiver. Still, she dared not take a step closer to
the bed, where she’d planned to explain herself to Rob. Now
she couldn’t even wake him, but she didn’t want to lie back
down in the other room, either. There would be no rest for her,
not until she did this. She owed him a debt, an explanation.
She lifted her foot and had nearly set it down in front of her
when Rob sat up suddenly. “Sera?” He asked tiredly. Her eyes
were not great in the dark, such was the curse of being a
creature of light, but she imagined that he squinted and looked
over at her in surprise.

147

“Rob.” She replied.
“What do you want, Sera? I’m exhausted.” His voice spoke of
the bone-weariness that she had caused him, but there was
something else there, too. Wariness? Fear? She wasn’t quite
sure.
“I wanted to explain…”
“Do it tomorrow.” He replied, settling back down onto his
pillows. “I don’t have the patience to do it now.”
Her fingers began to play with the ends of her short sleeves of
their own accord, and she looked down at the floor meekly.
“Please?”
“Tomorrow.” He repeated, more forcefully this time.
She turned and reached for the doorknob, but she found that
she could not turn it. She could not leave, not until she’d said
her piece. It would likely make him angrier to hear it now,
rather than tomorrow as he’d requested, but some things could
not wait.
Moving quickly, because she hadn’t the bravery to do it slowly
and deliberately, she crossed the room and climbed into bed
next to him, sliding under the warm covers that smelled so
much of him. The sudden addition of her weight sent the bed
rolling and the sloshing noises within brought to mind a corked
jug being shaken.
“What are you doing?” Rob asked, not so angrily as he might
have.
Sera realized that his hand clung to hers. He’d reached out to
steady himself when she’d climbed in, and his hand still
remained on hers. She could feel his pulse race through his
fingertips. Then, as if he’d realized that she knew, he withdrew
his hand and repeated his question, “What are you doing?”
“I need to explain myself.” Sera answered, rolling toward him
onto her side, though she did so slowly, so as not to rock the
bed once more.
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“Couldn’t it wait?” His resolve was weakening. The thought
made her smile, but smiling hurt her face.
“The other woman, Oriana...”
“What of her?”
“She’s from my world.” Silence. She continued, “She’s a
disgraced questioner, a torturer who fled the Empress’ service
after failing an assignment. She left when I was but a child.”
“Wait, eerrr... what?” Rob sighed and turned toward her. Once
more, his hand touched hers, again on accident. He drew it
back away from hers and looked her in the eyes. Though there
was little light, the whites of his eyes were easy enough to see.
“You’re saying that she’s an alien like you. She tortured and
hurt people, and she, too, fled to our world? Not only that, but
she’s apparently old enough to be your mother or something,
despite looking not a day over twenty?”
“Basically, yes.”
“How?”
“I don’t know. She must have come through a Pylon, just like I
did.”
“A Pylon?”
She’d forgotten that he knew next to nothing of her world, save
for what she’d told him. Of course he wouldn’t know about the
Pylons. “Our world is held up by the Seven Pylons, great pillars
built by an ancient civilization, perhaps the creator himself. I
came through the Pylon of Fire. It burned.” She shivered. “My
eyes boiled, my skin crisped, and my wings caught fire. I
remember the crackling and the stink of my own lungs burning.
It burned me and sent my spirit here to reform.”
The last part she guessed on. It was the only thing that made
sense, considering what she’d gone through and how she’d
arrived nearly unscathed, other than the injuries she’d incurred
crashing.
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“God.”
She couldn’t tell if he believed her, but her description was
enough to elicit sympathy, at least. “It was the worst thing I’ve
ever felt. Then, I crashed to earth here, in that forest where
you found me. I do not know if she reached this world through
the same Pylon or another. The passage through each is
supposed to be a painful thing.”
“So there are these seven pillars that hold up your world, and
they basically hurt you as they send you through to our world?”
“Yes.”
“How do pillars hold up a world? A world is round, a sphere.”
“I don’t understand it any more than you, and I lived there.
They are ancient, Robert, ancient beyond any records my
people have. That’s not important, though. What is important is
that she, Oriana, is here. Not only that, she has been told about
me, that I am a fugitive, and she wants to earn her way back
into the Empress’ good graces by taking me in or by killing
me.”
Rob rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. His hands
wiped over his eyes and wrung any last vestiges of sleep free
from his face. “What a story.” He took an exaggerated breath
and then sighed it out slowly. “What am I to do with it, Sera?”
“I cannot say. I do not even know what I am supposed to do
with it. All I know is that there is more of my kind here, and
they know I’m here. Where there is one, there is likely to be
more.”
He turned to her once more. “So you are in danger?” There was
true concern in his voice.
“Yes, as are you for sheltering me.” She could not lie, not in
this.
“What kind of danger? What is she capable of, this woman of
your world?”
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“She’s of House Exuro, the House of Elemental Fire. Her kind is
capable of starting fires.”
“Obviously.”
“Physical fires as well as fires of the heart, Rob. They influence
emotions. That is how she was able to draw me into a fight.”
“Wasn’t she the girl who threw her underwear at me?”
“It could have been an attempt at seduction or it could have
been meant to anger me? I do not know what you find
attractive, but was it something strange for a woman of your
kind to do?”
“Strange? No. Some nights that would have been enough.” Rob
admitted, chuckling.
“Men are simple creatures.” She replied, frowning. “Anyway,
she can incite rage. She can draw out desire or passion. Those
are the basic traits that any woman or man from her House
should be able to do.”
“What else could she be able to do?”
“She can probably heat the air around her, shoot sparks from
her hands, burn with a touch…” Sera thought back to the
stories she’d heard about House Exuro, because she’d never
fought them in person before. “She might be able to cause air
to heat with a thought, hot enough to cook meat or flesh. Some
of her people can also throw lances of fire. Likely, she can
withstand all but the hottest extremes.”
“This all sounds like fantasy to me, but I’ve seen you do some
stuff that I wouldn’t have believed possible. What is that light
that sometimes wraps around your arm?”
“That is a Blade of Everlasting. It is a weapon made of my
soul’s fire.”
“Shit.”
“Pardon?” It was a strange time to refer to bodily functions.
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“I mean, damn, that’s kind of crazy. Scary even?”
“Oh.” She’d never thought of it as scary. Although, when she
thought about it, she considered that very well could have been
because most of her family could draw one forth. Were she a
mere mortal, perhaps she’d have felt the same way as Rob.
“Can you show it to me?”
“You want to see it now?” It hardly seemed the time to draw a
weapon.
“Sure. Why, does it hurt?”
“Well, it is not the most delightful sensation, and I am in a
weakened state right now. I need some sunlight to heal.”
“What are we going to do about your tooth? It’s really
expensive to get an implant.”
“What is an implant?”
“That’s where they make a fake tooth that looks the right shape
and color and put it in your mouth to fill the hole where your
lost tooth was. I’m sorry we weren’t able to find your tooth in
all the mess.”
“There is no need. It will grow back.”
“What? Teeth don’t grow back.”
“Why would they not?”
“Mine don’t.”
“What happens if they rot then? Do you not pull them out and
let a new one grow in its place?”
“That’s not the way it works here, Sera. We grind out the bad
spot, fill it with metal or porcelain, and then keep them until
we’re old.”
“That is a strange thought.” Suddenly, Amy’s comments from
before they went to sleep made sense. Amy had spoken about
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dentists – some sort of tooth doctor – and dental insurance,
and now she understood.
“You’re kidding though, right? About your tooth growing back?”
Rob asked, still incredulous.
“No, I am not joking. My tooth will be back in a week or so.”
“I’m sorry, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“Why do you not believe me?” She asked, pushing him softly on
the shoulder. Honestly, she was afraid of the answer. Did he
really think she was just like him, except mad? Did he really
think she was making all this up?
“It’s just so hard to believe. I mean… I really don’t want to
have to pay for a new tooth. They’re a lot of money, but I can’t
very well leave you looking toothless and all.”
“Don’t worry. It will grow back. I promise.” She smiled at the
relief she saw and felt in his demeanor. She knew money was a
difficult subject with him, especially after all the expenses he’d
incurred on her behalf. Somehow, she’d find a way to repay
him.
“So this has happened before with the teeth?”
She nodded. “Once or twice.”
“So, besides pulling a spirit blade from your chest and regrowing teeth, what else can I expect you to do?”
Slowly, gradually, she felt him moving closer, and her toward
him. There was a warmth and safety here beside him,
something she’d not felt since she’d last seen her father. Her
mother may have been her heart, but father had been her rock,
unmoving and solid as life itself. “I can fly.” She wondered how
he’d take that.
“Really? You don’t have any wings. Do you float or something,
or change into a bird?”
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She shook her head. “No, I cannot change into a bird, though
some of my family could. My wings come when they are
summoned by will.”
“They’re not all leathery like a bat’s wings are they?” Rob
frowned. “I mean, that’d be alright…”
“No, they are white, feathered wings, like a swan.”
“That’s good. Bat wings would be somewhat gross, I suspect.”
His hand brushed up against hers again, but this time he didn’t
pull it away. It stayed there, his pinky finger touching the side
of her hand, the barest of touches. “So you really are sort of
like an angel – wings, spirit blade, and all that.”
“I can heal with a touch sometimes, too. I have armor that I
can summon as well. Then there’s the pillar of light and the sun
flare.”
Rob looked thoughtful for a moment. “The flare, that’s what
you did to me, right?”
“Yes, though I am sorry about that. My temper got the better of
me, and I was in a strange place. I did not know you so well
then.”
“No harm done.”
Sunlight began poking in through the cracks in the window
blinds, spreading the gaps between the horizontal slats. She
watched Rob’s expression soften as he traced his fingertips
down along the back of her hand between her fingers, tickling,
but she did not pull her hand back.
“What do you want me to do?” She asked, hoping he had some
answer, some way for her to handle things in a way that would
please him.
He hesitated. “Right now?”
“About anything, but about Oriana primarily.”
“Oh. I don’t have the slightest idea.”
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“Do you want me to kill her?”
Rob’s hand stopped moving and then he pulled his arms back
against him. “Kill?”
“She will not give up. Her people are tenacious. She is an
enemy of my family. She will stop at nothing to redeem herself,
even if it means hurting you or Amy. I will not have that on my
conscience.” Sera explained.
“Why don’t we find a way that will deal with the situation and
not end with murder? Otherwise, we’ll both be in jail, and I
don’t think there are any deals we can make to avoid that.
Besides, I already owe the officer a date with you.”
This was news to her. “What’s a date?”
“That’s where you go out to dinner and a movie or something
like that with a guy that is interested in you. It’s a romantic
meeting.”
“I have no interest in that man.” She knew exactly which man
Rob spoke of. The man had eyed her with more unbridled lust
than even Todd from next door did. When Todd looked at her, it
was fantasy and imagination he looked upon her with. When
the officer had looked at her, there had been experience behind
the desire with which he had beheld her. He liked to be in
control, to have a girl feel like they were helpless in his hands.
“Regardless, you will go on a date with him. You will act
politely, or however he expects you to.”
“But…”
“He will not force himself upon you. I have his word at that. He
wants one date. It seems he likes tough, troublesome girls. You
fit the bill as far as he can tell, and it was the only way I could
keep you out of jail indeterminately. You have to remember
that you are not a citizen of this country, not even of this world,
so you have no rights.”
When she said nothing, he rambled on in explanation, “They
could have taken you away, locked you in a jail cell somewhere
or worse. I might not have ever seen you again. I had to make
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this deal.” In part, it seemed like he was trying to convince
himself. She could tell that he wasn’t happy with this outcome,
either.
“I will do as you ask.” She said quietly. How could she not?
“Good. Amy is going to help you shop and pick up an outfit. Do
whatever you must to get rid of him, but you must not offend
him. You must simply lose his interest.”
“Perhaps I should act overly innocent when we meet? If he likes
troublesome girls, perhaps meekness is the approach that
would least interest him?”
“I have no idea. I just know that you had him all kinds of
interested in your tough girl act, and you will have to work to
dissuade him.”
“What do men of your world find unattractive?”
Rob yawned as he thought of how to answer the question.
“Physically, you are very attractive, so you will have to change
his mind with your personality. Be annoying, obnoxious,
something… I also wouldn’t discuss that murder plan with him.”
“I do not want you to be disgusted by me. I feel I have upset
you with this talk of doing away with Oriana.”
“I don’t know people who talk of murder lightly, Sera.”
“I would do anything to protect you and Amy, Rob. You must
know that. I would do the same to protect my family. It is the
way of my people. I would not harm a stranger or kill lightly,
but if I must stand up to defend myself and those I care for, I
will do so without a heavy heart.”
“Just don’t talk about it going that far and getting that bad.
There is going to be another way, okay?”
He just didn’t understand what kind of woman Oriana was,
what she was capable of. It was exasperating, but she doubted
she’d be able to convince him of the dangers she represented.
“So when she comes back and tries to hurt you or Amy, I am to
do nothing?”
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“She has no reason to hurt us. We’ll find a way to appease her
if she tries, though. Just like this officer, we’ll find a way
through where no one gets hurt.”
“I do not know how things are done here, but back where I
come from, people do not flaunt the will of the Empress. Whole
families die for a single insult. It is a place of great danger if
you are not on her good side. That is why my parents stood
against her, to no avail.”
“I am sorry, Sera, I really am, but we can’t act that way here.
We will find a way. That is how it must be.” He didn’t want to
hear it.
Seeing there was no reasoning with him on this matter, Sera
sat up. Fundamentally, their cultures were too different. He
would not budge on the issue, and she was not going to force
him to try. “As you wish, Rob.”
“Sera.” He started to say more, but no words came out.
“I will go on this date, and I will do no harm to that woman for
now, but I will protect you, with my life if necessary.”
“Sera, you can stay. You don’t have to sleep out there.” Rob’s
hand reached out, offering her a place to stay beside him. His
expression was open, inviting even. Almost, she wanted to
stay, but that would change everything.
“I do not think I should. Thank you, though. I will stay with
Amy. We will make this work, and I will find a way to repay
your kindnesses.” It was hard to peel herself away, especially
when it was so warm and comforting next to him, but it was
the right thing to do.
As she slipped from the room, she heard him curse softly.
When she shut the door behind her, she listened for a moment,
but couldn’t hear anything more than the tossing and turning
he did on the bed as he settled back into a sleep position.
As she lay back down on the sofa bed, Amy rolled over with her
eyes opened and smiled knowingly. “Is everything okay
between you two?”
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“Everything is fine.”
“Did you two kiss and make up?”
Sera looked at Amy and shook her head. “We almost kissed.”
Sera answered, wondering if that was indeed what she meant.
It was hard to tell with this language they spoke here. “Then, I
mentioned killing someone, and it scared him. Now I have to go
on a date with another man.”
Amy’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Really? You threatened to kill
someone? It was that girl, right? I’d probably want to kill that
bitch, too.”
Sera shrugged. She didn’t know why she was suddenly being so
honest with Amy, when she’d tried to shield her from her
strange reality in the past. Now, she just felt like hiding
nothing, like being herself. “I protect my own, Amy, my friends
and my family. Never forget that.”
“Who’s the guy?” Amy inquired after a quiet moment, but from
her tone it sounded as if she had a sinking suspicion already.
“The man from the station, the one who spoke to Rob.”
“Oh, that guy. He was staring at you the whole time we signed
papers. He’s creepy. Rob told me he’d made some sort of deal,
but I didn’t know all of what it entitled. I feel sorry for you,
though it is better than some alternatives. What happened
tonight could have gotten really ugly, uglier than it was.”
“Feel sorry for the man. He is going to regret the deal he made
with Rob.” Sera vowed solemnly.
Amy laughed softly. “Alright. Go to sleep. We’ll plan your attack
tomorrow, when it’s light.”
Sleep found Sera shortly after. And while it was not a long rest,
it was at least peaceful. Her unburdened soul rested well, and
then she sought out the sun, for both its healing qualities and
its warmth.
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Robert
Rob rang the doorbell outside Phil’s house. Phil’s house was a
modest Victorian home in the suburbs, a place he had shared
with his mother since his father had passed away. Phil had
always said it was to take care of his mother, but Rob had
always suspected that the living situation really just made it
easier for Phil to work a crummy job instead of getting a real
life, and it allowed him to spend extended periods of time
playing video games or surfing porn.
Frankly, it didn’t matter to Rob if Phil could or could not be
honest about the situation he lived in, so long as he remained a
productive member of the band and he didn’t bother Sera too
much. Those two things aside, Phil’s life was his own, and Rob
had long since sworn off any attempts to give his friend advice.
As interested as Phil was in girls, they would continue to have
no interest in him so long as he lived his life as he preferred to
– as a consummate geek.
Phil’s mother, Martha, answered the door. Martha was a kindly
woman, or once was, before her husband died and she found
herself saddled with her lazy bumpkin of a son who spent too
much time sealed in his room pursuing ‘his interests’ rather
than helping with household chores and any sort of financial
support. Indeed, it was a one-way street at the Langley house.
“Robert.” Martha said his name with considerably less distaste
than she used when speaking of her son. Most of that was
because he’d fixed her leaky sinks a month or two back,
something she’d asked Phil to do for weeks, but he’d neglected
to even attempt. “You’re here to see Philly?”
“Yes, Ma’am.” Politeness never hurt with Phil’s mom, especially
when she was referring to him as Philly, which was what she’d
called him when he was in grade school.
“Come on in then. Don’t let the heat out.” Martha said, stepping
aside and waving him in.
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Rob grinned as he stepped past the threshold and into the
warm environs. Phil’s house reminded him of his grandparents’
home, always warm and smelling of baked goods.
With the door shut, Rob gave Mrs. Langley a quick hug, which
she feigned a protest at. “How have you been, Mrs. Langley?”
“Oh, busy.” She smiled and ran a hand through her short, curly
hair, grayer now than it had been not so long ago. She jerked a
thumb toward the stairs, indicating Phil’s door just off the
landing on the second floor. “Keeping his clothes clean and his
belly full: just the usual.”
“That’s a tall order.”
“Are you here to drag him off to work or to another late night of
music?” She almost sounded hopeful. Their music careers
taking off might very well spell the end to her babysitting of her
son, so she always kept her fingers crossed.
“Not today, but I’m hoping to ramp up our productivity soon. I
could use the money. I’ve kind of run into some unexpected
expenses.”
“Girls, eh?” Martha grinned knowingly.
For a moment, Rob almost denied it out of habit, but shrugged
and grinned instead. “Exactly.”
“When a young man wants more money, it’s always for beer,
girls, or trouble.”
“So true.” Rob sighed and glanced up at the stairs and that
closed door atop them.
“Go.” She waved him off. “Don’t let this old lady slow down
financial success and romantic progress.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Langley.” Rob didn’t even wait for a response
before shedding his shoes and darting up the stairs three at a
time, pulling himself up by the railing.
He didn’t even knock before entering. He’d spoken loud enough
and long enough with Phil’s mom to ensure Phil had time to put
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pants on. On a few of his surprise visits in the past, he had not
been so fortunate.
Phil rounded on him as soon as he entered, sitting in his
computer chair with several days of scruff along his jaw and
neck. If the empty soda bottles stacked in a precarious pyramid
beside the oversized monitor were any indication, Phil was
likely in the middle of an online game marathon. That would
also explain the smell of body odor and the greasiness of Phil’s
lank hair.
Rob frowned and waved his hand in front of his nose. “Sheesh.
Wash much?”
“Eat me, Dunn.” Phil growled, snapping his mouth around a
handful of chips. Orange stains on the thighs of Phil’s pajama
pants and the two empty bags on the floor explained just how
long Phil had been at this.
“Your mom seemed pleased with you.” Rob teased.
Phil resumed gaming. “That woman is the bane of my
existence.”
“Did she try to get you to clean the rain gutters again?”
“Yeah, but I paid the neighbor boy to do it. He had a ladder,
and you know about my vertigo. I swear mom wants me dead
so she can collect the life insurance money.”
“That life insurance is just the five thousand you get if you die
accidentally, right? The stuff from work that they gave you
free?”
“That’s like half a year of social security.” Phil was prone to
exaggeration.
“You’re a sad, sad man.”
Phil shrugged, clicking furiously on the mouse. He didn’t even
bother to turn back to face him when he spoke. Rob sat down
on the least hazardous pile of junk he could find and was
pleased to find that it was the basket chair, the giant round
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rattan chair with the cushion that he liked. It was hard to tell
under all the dirty laundry.
“Hey, isn’t the neighbor kid only like ten years old?”
“Johnny? No, he’s twelve.”
“You sent a twelve year-old up the ladder to clean a two-story
house’s gutters?”
Phil glanced back this time. The lenses on his eyestrain
reduction glasses flashed deviously; he must have been about
serious gaming, because he only wore them when he was doing
a marathon session. A coy grin broke across Phil’s face. “I paid
him ten bucks.”
“Bastard. You’re lucky he didn’t break a leg, or worse.”
“Fate is a fickle bitch, but she loves me sometimes.” More
clicking ensued, making Rob wonder why he’d bothered to
come here.
“Got a beer?” Rob asked, looking thirstily at the mini-fridge that
Phil kept beside the computer.
“Energy drinks only.” Phil grunted.
“That stuff is going to kill you. You’re going to have a coronary
infarction.”
“You just like saying infarction. You don’t even know what it
means, but it sounds like ‘fart.’”
That much was true. “Phil, can we talk, really?”
Phil clicked three more times, whispered something into his
headset, and turned around. He kicked his slippered feet up
and put them on the shelf of a bookshelf jammed full of roleplaying gear, books, and manuals from at least twenty nerdy
games. On top of the bookshelf, hand-painted models from
Phil’s favorite sci-fi shows teetered dangerously. “I’m all ears.”
“Listen, about Sera.”
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“Ooohhh.” Phil sat forward. “You mean about her going psycho
on panty-girl?”
“Panty-girl?” The underwear toss from the concert came back in
a moment of clarity. “That was her, yes. And yes, I want to talk
about that.”
“Well, spit it out, old chap. How did you fare at the police
station?” Phil asked with a poor imitation of an English accent.
“Don’t talk like that.”
“Like how?”
“Like we’re in a game session, old-Englishy and stuff.” Rob
sighed. “I had to agree to get her a date with the arresting
officer. In return, he didn’t make us produce any identification,
and he made me pay a fine on her behalf for public disturbance
or something.”
“Is that even legal?”
“I doubt it, but I wasn’t going to argue. Deportation or
incarceration just didn’t seem like great options to allow him to
pursue.”
“This has something to do with how you found her in the
woods, doesn’t it? She’s an illegal immigrant, right?”
“Not exactly.”
“Spy?”
“No.”
“Imported Russian love-slave with an insatiable libido? Sex
robot?”
“No, dammit.” Rob growled. “She’s uh… not from this world.”
For anyone else, this might have been a leap. For Phil, it was
quite the opposite. “I knew it!”
“What?”
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“There’s no way any hot girl from this world would listen to our
music!”
“Hey. You’re in this band, too, right?”
“Yeah, but we need a real keyboardist. Rob twiddling his
thumbs on the synthesizer for vocal effects or to cue up tracks
doesn’t count. Fucking tool. I sent our stuff to this chick in town
that I know. She’s a classically-trained pianist. She added some
keyboards to a couple of our songs – it really adds depth.”
“Can we talk about Sera being an alien for a minute and not
our crummy music?”
“Crummy? Aren’t you in this band, too?”
“Funny. Shut up and listen now.”
Phil saluted briefly. “Roger that, Alpha Leader.”
“So Sera comes from this other world, where her father and
mother were both involved in a coup to overthrow the
tyrannical Empress. They failed, and Sera fled, using this
device, a Pylon she called it, to teleport here. Upon arriving,
she crashed into the woods and caused that explosion that
NASA and the weather surveyors and whomever were
discussing on the news. Anyway, she says that the redhead she
threw down with at the bar was a disgraced torturer from her
world who wants to get back in good with the Empress by
delivering her back to their home world, either dead or alive.
She kind of wants to kill the woman.” Rob took a breath when
he finished rambling out the story, which seemed simpler when
put in words.
“That’s hot.”
“How is that hot?”
“You have beautiful alien women fighting all around you, and
hair is being pulled, clothes are being ripped, and they must
have super powers, right?”
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“You’re forgetting teeth getting knocked out, even though they
grow back apparently.”
“No way!” Phil looked as if he might swoon. “Mutant healing
factor! I bet she’d be great in S&M.”
Rob pushed back his disgust, which was a bit difficult to do with
the taste of bile in his mouth. Suddenly, the urge to beat up his
friend appeared. “I’m not sure I want to tell you anything else.”
“I knew it anyway. Her fight is up on the Internet. Someone
there must have pulled out a video camera or a camera phone.
There are some weird flashes of light as they’re fighting. I was
pretty sure it was evidence of super powers.”
“It’s on the Internet?”
“Yeah, but most of the comments say it’s fake. I knew it
wasn’t.” Phil grinned and opened the site to show Rob.
Rob shook his head as he watched the video of the brutal
beatings the women gave each other. As Phil had said, there
were flashes of light in the picture, but they could have easily
been lens flares with all the shiny metal and glass, or a
reflection off of a piece of jewelry, not to mention the bar’s
lighting. It was suspicious, but not damning evidence. Toward
the end, he saw something white fly out of Sera’s mouth and
cringed. “There goes her tooth.”
“Toothy or not, Sera is my dream girl, through and through. It
was love at first chat.” Phil said, fanning himself and staring off
into nothingness. The smile on his face was sickening. The urge
to punch Phil right in the crotch grew stronger; Rob fought it
off, barely.
Phil came out of his revelry suddenly and sat forward again,
startling Rob. “Dude, we have to sabotage the policeman’s
date.”
“What? How?”
“Look, I know we’re friends, but I love Sera. I always knew she
was special. I know you probably dig her too, and you might
have even done stuff with her.” Rob opened his mouth to
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protest, but Phil kept going. “I don’t care about that. What I do
care about is that douche bag thinking he can walk into our
territory and start making moves on our girl!”
There was some sense to that line of logic, a bit thin maybe,
but Rob had protected her so far. Shouldn’t he continue?
“Okay. Let’s say I follow. What’s the plan?”
“Asshole scores a date, because it was the deal you made.
However, you insist on choosing the restaurant for the date,
and you drop her off there. I don’t think you want him knowing
where you two live. Then, I get a job at that place. I’ll make
sure I’m his server, and I’ll ruin the date.”
“Supposing that you actually get a food service job, any job,
how will you ruin the date?” Rob asked.
“I’ll hit on her whenever he starts getting too cozy. I’ll spit in
his food. I’ll dump his water in his lap. I’ll give him diet when
he asks for regular. I’ll put extra garlic in his entrée. I’ll ruin
him.” Phil waved his hands around wildly and made an
exploding noise.
Rob winced. It was stupid, but it could work. “This is like an
after-school teenage drama, isn’t it?”
“Except with alien babes and super powers. Man, that bikini…”
Phil’s hands began shaking and his pupils dilated.
“You’ve had too many energy drinks.”
“No, this is love, man… or a coronary. I’ve never felt anything
like it. Can you get me her picture? Screen captures of our chat
session aren’t enough anymore.”
“Alright, just tell Willy to take a nap. I don’t need to see that.”
Rob grimaced and threw a dirty sweatshirt over Phil’s lap. “Let’s
talk about this sabotage thing. It has to be a place you could
actually get a job, not too romantic, either.”
“Food service is a snap. I had those five weeks as a cook last
year at the bowling alley café. Remember? How about the pizza
place? Chinese restaurant?”
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“No, this guy, Officer Gefton, he’s kind of sleazy. He’ll want a
place where he can sit next to her and talk in her ear and rub
her thigh and stuff.” Rob nodded to himself, fully imagining the
sort of man he figured that the officer must be.
“Shit. I’ll put an end to that.” Phil scoffed.
“So you’re willing to start a new job, work evenings away from
your online guild, and then get fired to protect Sera?”
“Rob, my friend, have you told anyone else her secret identity?”
“No.”
Phil nodded smugly. “I thought not. There was no one else you
could trust, and it’s up to you and me. We’re her defenders.
We’re the guardians of her secret – to the death or the
marriage bed, and then beyond, it’s just you and I.”
“Marriage bed?”
“Well, if one of us marries her, the other has to butt out of
course, except in case of divorce, where the agreement returns
to the two of us taking care of her.” Phil explained, as if they’d
already signed some sort of pact.
“You’re sick. I need to say that first, but I agree anyway.”
“Understood. Now, help me find a restaurant online that fits our
needs, while I go shave and get ready for interviews. We need
at least five options, because they won’t necessarily be hiring.”
With that, Phil leapt up from his computer chair, ignoring the
noise of skin peeling away from damp faux leather.
Phil began digging around his room, shuffling through papers
and clothes both clean and dirty that had been mounded onto
his dresser, because the drawers were all overflowing.
“I have a feeling that this is going to backfire somehow, but I
think I just want to see you wearing a necktie and proper
clothes again.” Rob announced, settling down onto the
computer chair reluctantly. The arms were stained orange with
a dusting of nacho cheese powder.
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Phil grinned. “We’re going to win this, Robert. I swear it to you
on my mother’s grave.”
“She’s not dead yet, Phil.”
“No, but she’s already bought the plot.” Phil left the room then,
heading toward the bathroom and his oft-unused razor.
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Serafina
Dates were a curious custom.
Sera supposed that they were not entirely dissimilar from her
world, where suitors – sometimes more than one at a time –
would declare their intentions, and set up times to meet.
Although, those meetings usually consisted of supervised strolls
in gardens, innocent games of chance with other peers of
suitable age, or proper outings with the entire family. They
were not going off to dine together, to watch a show, or to take
in other forms of entertainment; those were things one did with
a spouse or a lover in a tryst.
“I still don’t understand why he desired to meet me alone like
this.” Sera said for what must have been the twentieth time.
Rob snorted a laugh and changed the movie. “I think you need
to pay closer attention.” He’d chosen at least a dozen silly
dramas about young romance and its pitfalls to show here. It
was part of the dating education regiment that Amy had
designed for her.
Most of the stories seemed to focus around hormonal young
adults, generally males, finding unlikely ways to impress the
females, though they rarely made the task easy. Most of the
female characters seemed to stumble through life without
knowing who they were, which only compounded the males’
trials and struggles, because the girls they were trying to
please didn’t really know what they wanted either. Was dating
really like that?
“However you do it, you need to convince him that you’re not
the one for him. You can’t leave him with any lingering doubts
about you.” Amy warned her, pulling her legs up onto the
couch. She nodded at the screen to indicate another movie had
begun, though experience had shown Sera that it would be
some time yet before anything happened. Advertisements,
while educational, were time-consuming.
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“I still don’t know how I am supposed to do that. How can I
when I don’t really know why he wanted to see me to begin
with?”
Amy stared pointedly at Rob, as if he might function as an
adequate representative for his entire gender. Rob grunted, set
his beer aside, and then paused the movie. A strange grimace
crossed his face as he adjusted his pose in the reclining chair
before speaking.
Then, as if the words had come to him in an epiphanic moment,
he began explaining: “You see, Sera, you’re pretty.”
Amy shook her head disapprovingly at his start. “He’s being
very profound here, pulling out all the challenging vocabulary.”
Rob shot her a quieting look, which she did for once. “I’m
getting there. So this guy, Gefton, he liked you because you’re
attractive, but tough and forceful, too. He likes a girl who could
challenge him, who might wrestle him down onto a bed and
have rough sex with him. Hot chicks, rough sex, and a dirty cop
– that’s the story here.”
Sera’s eyebrows rose steadily as Rob explained the character of
the man she was supposed to spend an evening with soon. “I
see.”
Rob sipped his beer and nodded. “Yup.” He sat back, mission
accomplished.
“So, we have to make you unappealing in that fashion, without
making you appealing in another.” Amy elaborated.
“How else might I become attractive to him? What must I avoid
doing?”
Once again, two female pairs of eyes swung Rob’s way, and he
sighed. “Alright. For both of your benefits.” Rob smirked the
way he did when he thought he was being witty. “You see,
ladies, guys have types.”
As he said the last word, ‘types,’ two fingers from each hand,
hands otherwise clenched in fists, clawed at the air in a way
Sera didn’t understand. The gesture was meaningless to her,
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but Rob had Amy grinning. Sometimes, Sera really felt lost
here. There was so much body language and slang to figure
out. Then, there were double meanings to almost everything
that someone said. Careful study of comedy programs on the
television had shown her that. She nearly despaired of ever
understanding, but vowed instead to pay close attention to
Rob’s explanation of types of females that men found
attractive.
“There are girly-girls. They’re pretty, wear cute stuff, hardly do
any work, and want to be protected, at least in show.” Rob
began, ticking off each type on the fingers of his left hand,
starting with the index.
Sera laughed. “Why would weak women be desirable? They are
less able to carry children to term, and certainly less able to
defend them from raiders.”
“We don’t have soldiers, mad Empresses, people with fiery
magicks, and wild beasts attacking our young.” Rob replied
swiftly, winking. “They whimper cutely during sex, too.”
“Oh.” Sera paused.
“Where is it she’s from again?” Amy inquired.
Rob ignored the question and continued with his second type.
“Then there are men’s women. They’re the girls who act mostly
like men, except they have breasts and have to sit to pee. It’s
like sleeping with your best friend, albeit one that doesn’t have
to shave… her face.”
Amy whipped a pillow over at her brother as he finished
explaining that type.
Sera nodded knowingly. “That’s desirable, I guess. Friends and
lovers at once, it makes sense. What sort of actions or activities
would mark such a woman?”
“They like sports. They like hunting or fishing. They tell dirty
jokes. They burp just like the boys and talk about their bodily
functions.”
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Sera nodded. It made sense. She was not opposed to the
outdoors or even a good joke, but she didn’t think she was this
type of girl at all. “Burp?”
Rob demonstrated, puffing out his chest first before letting out
a remarkably loud noise.
“Women do that loudly in the company of men?” It was hard for
her to believe.
“Only that type, women who are just trashy, or really drunk
ones.” Amy supplied.
That didn’t sound like a good idea to her. “What is the next
type?”
Rob stared at his thumb and index finger for a moment before
pulling his middle finger out to join them. “Artsy chicks. The
painters, pained poets, the weepy musicians, the performance
artists – they’re all very much into whatever art form they
practice, and it’s a pretty self-absorbing thing.” He shuddered.
“These ‘chicks’ are unpleasant?”
“They’re just odd. They take so much tolerance to put up with,
and they’re not really there for you. I think they require pillars
of support to hold them up, and their friends and boyfriends
usually shoulder much of the weight.”
“Should I emulate this type, then?” She wondered.
Rob shrugged. “Maybe. It’d turn me off.”
That sounded promising. Unfortunately, she’d never been very
artistic. Would claiming to be an artist and being very poor at it
make her that much less desirable? In her experience, people
who were terribly mediocre but didn’t realize it were rather
bothersome.
“Don’t forget Hippie-Chicks. They’re obnoxious.” Amy offered
helpfully.
“Hippie-Chicks?” Sera repeated.
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“Tree-huggers.” Rob said this with more revulsion that he’d
used to speak of Artsy-Chicks. “They love nature, don’t wash,
and don’t trim the hair they don’t need. They’re very into eating
healthy and uncooked food, and usually have at least one
pointless cause they’re passionate about.”
“That sounds unappealing, at least as you paint it.”
“Most women are.” Rob said grumpily, apparently wallowing in
some ancient history.
“Rob’s not really a woman-hater. Misogyny comes natural,
though.”
“Is it so wrong that I want a woman with large breasticles that
can cook, look good in a fancy pair of shoes, and still play
Frisbee without spilling her beer?”
“No, but it’s wrong that you still refer to them as ‘breasticles.’
God! What are you, fifteen?” Amy groaned.
Rob grinned madly over at his sister, and then winked at her.
“She’s so easy to bother. She’s a high-maintenance type.” He
wiggled his pinky, and checked off that type as well.
“We like shoes, shopping, and complaining. We worry
overmuch about our looks, are superficial, and love to see
others suffer, so long as they’re not our friends.” Amy
explained. “And, for the record, I’m only mediummaintenance.”
“It seems that there are several types of women in this –” Sera
trailed off, searching for a better word than world, “– area?”
“Yeah, and I haven’t even begun speaking about girl jocks,
goths, party girls, dorm mouses, girls looking for sugar
daddies, or lesbians.”
“Any mention of girls hooking up with girls gets guys nuts.”
Amy added informatively.
Sera grimaced. “Hooking up sounds painful.”
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Amy laughed. “Only if he’s wearing braces or has ungentle
hands. But we mean girls loving on other girls.”
“It is not uncommon for women from where I’m from to engage
in trysting or love-making with other women. It’s considered a
more acceptable form of infidelity than being with a man.
Similarly, men might take another man as a lover, rather than
taking a mistress.” Sera said matter-of-factly, seeing little odd
in the subject, though Rob’s childish giggle seemed to indicate
that it was somewhat taboo here.
“Definitely stay away from any mention of that around our
friendly officer.” Amy advised.
Rob seemed to agree. “If you were hideous, it would be gross.
You’re good-looking, and it would just encourage him, even if
you said you exclusively liked girls.”
“There seem to be types of men as well.” She observed.
Amy laughed. “Don’t get me started. Men are not far away from
animals. Suffice it to say, most of them want to be taken care
of, fed, and regularly sexed.”
“Hear, hear!” Rob shouted. “Which leads us to the MotheringType. They dress their men, clean up after them, offer advice,
and clean off their scrapes.”
It was Sera’s turn to shudder. “The sort of man who would
allow that is repulsive.”
“Regardless, I don’t think that’s the way to scare off Gefton. At
first glance, it’s sort of endearing to have a woman take care of
you like that. After a while, it is emasculating.”
“I should hope so.”
Rob shrugged. “I’m not going to disagree. You definitely don’t
want to be a nympho girl though.” He must have seen the
blank look on her face, because he elaborated without being
asked, “A sex-crazed girl.”
“Obviously. I do understand that we’re trying to scare him off,
Rob.” Sometimes it seemed as if he thought she was dense.
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She understood the concept of being uninviting, but wanted
specific advice.
“Well, I just thought it was worth a mention.” Rob mumbled,
sipping his beer. His eyes lit up as soon as he swallowed and he
sat forward so quickly that he nearly fell from his seat.
“Unpredictability is annoying!”
“How so?”
“Ooohhh. Yeah!” Amy nodded emphatically. “Demand a certain
type of food, but when it arrives, complain. Then, order
something else. Sample things, and make strange comparisons
to things that have no bearing on the situation or cannot be
sensibly compared.”
“Unfortunately, if you do it too well, he’ll assume you’re either
playing with him or being ditzy, which might lead him to
assume that you’re easy to get naked.”
Sera sighed herself now as she tried to keep this jumble of
types and strategies in her head. “This seems to be a
dangerous path I must tread, a knife’s edge between
unattractive and attractive.”
“It is, but we’ll help turn you into the perfect miserable little
bitch.” Amy declared confidently.
“I thank you for that.” Sera smiled at Amy’s confidence. It gave
her hope. “I don’t know how else to make up for all the trouble
I caused the other night, but I will do what I must, starting with
this date.”
Rob swished the last sip of beer around in the brown bottle and
nodded quietly. “We’ll make it work.” He promised, meeting her
eyes. There was a something in his look that reassured her.
“Thank you.” She smiled.
Amy focused on her smile and frowned thoughtfully, her brow
furrowing and her face twisting up as she considered Sera’s
features. “What about the tooth? Should we get it fixed before
or after the date?”
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Sera waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. It’s
growing back.”
“What?” Amy glanced at Rob, puzzled by what she’d just heard.
“Uhhh.” Was all Rob managed to say. He looked back at her,
pleading for her to say something. Though he’d made light and
offered hints before, he hadn’t explained the whole truth to his
sister.
Sera nodded, understanding what she needed to do. Rob’s
sister had proven to be a good ally thus far, and she didn’t
think the knowledge of her origin would change that. “Amy.
There are things about me I need to explain.”
Brother and sister, they both leaned in and listened to what she
had to say. Occasionally, Amy looked over at Rob to see if he
believed all that Sera had to say, but he never raised any note
of disagreement. She didn’t share everything with Amy, not
even as much as she had with Rob, but she shared enough to
explain the tooth and where she’d come from.
When it was all over, Amy sagged back into the couch and
stared at the ceiling. “With all this, it’s that much more
important that we get Gefton to leave you alone.” Amy let her
head fall forward and set her features into a determined
expression. “We need to do this.”
“Then let’s watch the movie, take more notes, and finish up a
plan.” Sera suggested, lacking other advice.
“Clothing is going to be important, too, deadly important. I
smell shopping on the near horizon.” Amy smiled at Rob.
“Fine. An outfit. I can’t afford more.”
“It’s fine. We’ll hit the thrift store.”
“Are you going to try the mismatched clothes, body odor, and
poor makeup route?”
Amy snorted. “Give me more credit than that.”
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Sera looked helplessly at the two of them, feeling like a pawn in
a strange game to which she didn’t know the rules. Seeing her
expression, Amy reached over and patted her hand. “Don’t
worry, Sera. I’ll take care of you.”
“Thank you, Amy, for everything, for understanding.”
“That’s what friends are for, Sera.”
She didn’t deserve it. They certainly didn’t owe her anything,
but it was great to have such stalwart companions, loyal until
the end, even without seeing all that she could do or
understanding all that her heritage meant. It made her smile.
With any luck, things would be fine. After all, Gefton was of
little consequence when compared to Oriana. The Empress’
disgraced torturer was a dangerous adversary, and she would
not be satisfied with leaving things as they had ended the night
of the concert. She would be back to finish things.
It was inevitable.
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Robert
Rob cleared his throat. His eyes drifted from the road beyond
the steering wheel over to Sera, who sat with her hands folded
quietly in her lap in the passenger seat beside him.
She’d opted for a somewhat demure, but girlish outfit. The dark
blue was not at all suggestive, but it wasn’t so matronly that it
was obvious what the intent of the outfit was. Even the small
crucifix she wore around her neck was understated, although it
too hinted at the fact that she was supposed to be more
reserved than Gefton suspected. She’d also settled on a very
simple pair of wedge heels and a calf-length skirt that hid her
long legs and didn’t cling too strongly to her shapely backside.
The whole point was to look plain but chaste. The heels also
made her tall. Gefton was not a particularly tall man, and the
heels would put her up at his eye level, if not taller. Say what
he might about strong women, but most men preferred women
three to six inches shorter than them.
No matter what they could have done, Sera would still have
been beautiful. It was impossible to hide that, even under the
guise of a dirty hippie, a religious zealot, an artsy girl, or even
a ditz. She was blessed, and any attempt to hide that would
have been a weak ploy that Gefton would have seen through
the moment she stepped through the door.
Rob felt like saying something, but was afraid to open his
mouth, lest a torrent of nonsense or worries come out. After a
few days of training Sera, mostly done by Amy while he was at
work or school, the day of the date had finally come. Like a
piano dangling precariously on a wire over his head, the deal
he’d made with Officer Gefton had loomed over them, eclipsing
every other element of their lives.
The date had become a thing to discuss and strategize over
during breakfast and dinner, a matter worthy of leaving notes
to each other on the fridge or on the bathroom mirror, and
even the reason for any outings they made. They’d run through
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dozens of scenarios and a hundred mock conversations, but
now it was time for the real thing.
To her credit, Sera had been an attentive student. She had
certainly learned a lot about American dating customs, or at
least how to succeed poorly at dating. In that, Amy had been
invaluable, spending every waking moment of her dwindling
vacation time with Sera, relating horror stories she’d
experienced or created firsthand.
“You look nice.” Rob said finally, unwilling to say anything else,
even though he had to physically bite his tongue to keep from
elaborating.
“Thank you.” Sera met his eyes and smiled, showing off a smile
that was still beautiful, despite the gap in her teeth that was
just starting to fill with a tooth that had only begun to break
through her gums.
It was an odd thing, but it could easily be mistaken as the place
where the tooth had been chipped off, rather than what it really
was. No one would suspect that she was truly growing another
tooth, because it was unheard of in much more than sharks and
a handful of animals Rob had heard of.
Rob looked forward again, turning on the blinker so he could
turn down the street on which Phil’s restaurant was located.
How someone as unmotivated as Phil had convinced the owner
of an Thai restaurant to let him anywhere near their spring rolls
and spicy soups, Rob had no clue. Phil was not the sort of guy
Rob liked to think of as being anywhere near food, but he’d
done what Rob could not – put himself in a position to protect
Sera.
“I mean it. You look good.” Rob said as they waited in the left
turn lane. He flicked on the windshield wipers, sweeping the
fine mist of water from the window. It had threatened to rain all
day, but it hadn’t actually come out and done it outright.
“Are you worried?” Sera asked him, surprising him.
Rob laughed nervously and shook his head. “I should be the
one asking that.”
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“But are you?” Her eyes intently demanded an answer.
Rob nodded grudgingly. “I’m worried.”
It wasn’t any secret that he didn’t like this plan, but it had been
the only way to get her out of that jail cell that fateful morning,
days ago, at least so far as he knew. Deep down he regretted
coming to an agreement with Gefton, and not just because he’d
been forced into it or because he was worried about what the
man might do. It had been a weak moment, and he’d caved,
and he felt it was a betrayal of his friend. He should have stood
up to Gefton and protected Sera, but now it was too late.
Sera’s hand clasped warmly over his arm as the car slid forward
and made the turn off the main road and onto the two-lane side
road where the restaurant was located. “I shall be fine. You two
have taught me so much, and you said Phil would be in the
restaurant tonight to help out.”
“I’m not sure that our training will result in any practical
knowledge. It’s like a battle, I suppose. The best plans can all
go out the window the moment the battle starts.”
Sera’s hand retreated to her lap, but she laughed. “It is only
one meal with a man, not a life or death situation.”
“It very well could be if he finds out too much, Sera.”
“That will not happen.” She reassured him, but her words did
little to allay his fears.
There had been tightness in his chest that had been growing
ever since he’d turned the engine over back at the apartment.
Now that they were within sight distance of the restaurant, its
red and gold neon lights blazing just a couple blocks away, that
tightness had become a weight so heavy that it was hard to
breathe. He took a choked breath as he rolled to a stop before
a stop sign.
For days and nights, images of Gefton manhandling Sera had
haunted him, as absurd as that was. Rob had seen the video of
the bar fight, and he knew Sera would be able to hold her own
against a man of Gefton’s size, probably two of them. That fact
held little sway in his mind, not when it was so much easier to
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dwell on the awful possibilities, the potential for arrests,
stalking, deportation, or mysterious disappearances.
“Phil had better come through for us.” Rob grumbled, pulling
past the last stop sign.
“He will. I trust him.”
That made Rob laugh. He forgot for a microsecond or two that
Sera was about to walk into what he fully considered to be a
trap. “He likes you, you know. A lot.”
Sera smiled. “I know. He is not my type, but he makes a good
friend, loyal.”
Rob smirked, wishing he could have recorded that for Phil.
“Don’t tell him that. Telling him that he’s in the friend zone is
about the worst thing you could tell him, besides you think of
him like a brother.”
“That’s worse?”
“Hell yeah it is! A friend you might sleep with, but you’d never
steer anywhere near your brother’s junk, right?”
Sera gave him a disgusted look. “I should hope not, but I take
your meaning.”
“We’re here.” Rob announced when he saw Phil’s car ahead. He
pulled up and parked right behind it, just like they’d planned.
The Golden Elephant wasn’t so popular that they’d had to worry
about parking, and from what they knew of Gefton, he was not
here yet, either. Phil had staked out in a parking structure
across from the police station to figure out what sort of car
Gefton drove, a gray sedan, a nondescript but modestlyexpensive car, as befitted the detective’s personality.
After he turned off the engine, Rob took a deep breath and then
turned toward Sera. “You don’t have to do this.” He blurted out.
A puzzled look crossed her face. “What? Of course I do. I owe it
to you.” There was no doubt in her blue eyes that she believed
what she said.
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“I know, but what he’s doing, it’s illegal, immoral to boot. He’s
extorted a date out of us, or you at least. He’s abusing his
position of authority to intimidate you.”
She shook her head. “Rob, I want to fix this. I will get rid of
him more easily this way. You said yourself that I can ill afford
any attention, because of my unique situation.”
Rob opened his mouth to say something more, but relented
when he saw Gefton’s car pull in and park in the restaurant’s
side lot. Groaning in frustration, he let his head roll back and
put his eyes toward the ceiling. He gripped the wheel in both
hands as tightly as he could. “You’re right, or I was right, but it
still doesn’t make this whole deal stink any less.”
“Politics back home are a lot messier than this, Rob. I have had
suitors before. My family is related to the Empress, if distantly.
I was nearly married off half a dozen times, and would have
been, were my mother not so accommodating of my wishes.
She aspired to have her only daughter marry in a love match.”
“That sounds nice.” Rob replied, but his attention was all on
Gefton, who’d strolled out of his car over toward the entrance.
Standing beneath the striped awning, Gefton cast a glance over
at their car and nodded. He stood there, arms crossed over his
chest and lit a cigarette, his eyes never leaving Rob’s car.
“Shit.” Rob muttered, hating the idea of making the deal more
now than ever.
“What is it?”
“He knows we’re here. He must have remembered the car or
looked up my info. For that matter, there’s no telling if he had
us followed in the last few days, trying to establish our routine.
I mean, we did it to him, so why not the other way around?”
Suddenly, he wondered if they were quite as smart as they’d all
thought they were.
“That is bothersome, but it is his job to understand how people
work, right? Do you think he knows about Phil?” Sera asked,
leaning over him to peer out the steamed up window at Gefton.
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“Maybe.” Rob admitted, an idea forming in his head. “Complain
about his smoking. Nitpick about his fashion perhaps, and his
table manners, too. Guys hate naggers.”
“I remember that lesson. Thank you for the reminder, though.”
She smiled. “Are there any other final pieces of advice?”
“None. You’ll be fine. Remember, it’s an act. I’ll be in Phil’s car,
and Phil will be around. If you need either of us, just give a
holler. He won’t try anything with other people around.”
“What if he asks for a second date?”
Rob shook his head. “Say you’ll think about it or something
really noncommittal.”
“And if he decides to move the date to a second location after
we eat?”
“Try to get out of it, especially if it’s somewhere dark, like a
movie theater. Refuse if you can, and absolutely refuse to go to
a bar. You’re not old enough to drink legally, though they might
not card you if he’s known at the place. He shouldn’t be getting
liquored up around you, though. That spells trouble of a bad
sort. Honestly, I can’t think of anything but a coffee shop that
would be safe to go to.”
“No relocation.” Sera paraphrased, nodding in agreement.
“Good luck.” Rob bid her as she reached for the handle of her
door.
She winked at him. “I will be fine.”
“I know. Just come out alive, soldier, or Amy will kill me. She
doesn’t like many of the girls I bring home naked from the
forest, but she likes you.”
Sera laughed and stepped out of the car, closing the door
behind her, leaving him all alone with his thoughts, at least
until she’d crossed the road and gone inside with Gefton. After
that, he planned on getting into Phil’s car so he could watch
and listen on Phil’s laptop, which was hooked up to a wireless
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camera set up in the booth where Sera and Gefton would be
sitting.
There would be no funny business, or he’d pull Sera out in a
heartbeat. Now, all he had to worry about was whether or not
she liked the guy. If she actually enjoyed herself, he wasn’t
sure what he was going to do, and Phil would likely go suicidal.
Rob watched Gefton snub his cigarette and greet her. He said
something that made her laugh, and then he opened the door
for her so she could precede him in.
“Game on.” Rob said to himself, sliding out his car. Phil’s laptop
awaited him.
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Serafina
Sera wasn’t sure what to expect. She’d only met Officer Gefton
the one time, and that had been during that awful night she’d
been arrested for the bar fight. Although the night at the police
station was about a week in the past, it seemed like just
yesterday. While the signs of her fight had faded, the bruises
no more than yellow splotches that had been easy to conceal
with Amy’s makeup, the memories of the fight with Oriana, her
time in jail, and Rob’s rescue of her from the iron cage she’d
been placed in were still very vibrant realities for her.
Otherwise, there was little to show that she had been in a
brutal slugfest with the Empress’ former torturer, save for her
tooth. It had not yet come in completely. That would take
several more days of sunning herself, maybe even a few weeks.
Skin and hair always knit faster than bones and teeth, or so
had been her experience. It was not the first time she’d had to
regrow teeth after losing a few in a fight. Thankfully, the
weather had been fair, other than the evening rain they’d
driven through on the way to the restaurant.
Those first few steps were the hardest, leaving the warmth and
security of Rob’s rundown car. She now knew that Rob was not
very well-to-do, and that was part of why she was in this
situation, stepping around puddles and waiting for traffic so she
could meet the man smoking under the awning just ahead. Had
a rich man found her in the forest instead of Robert, things may
have gone very different. Whether or not they would have been
better, who could say?
“Hello, Sera.” Officer Gefton said with a smile, looking her up
and down. She returned the look, meeting his gaze with a
defiant tilt to her chin.
Gefton was dressed in a long coat that was open at the front,
though it could have been buttoned. A shadow of stubble clung
to his jawline and upper lip, and his shirt was wrinkled from
being worn. Yet, his hair was carefully arranged, likely with the
use of pomade or unscented hair oil. His dark eyes were
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predatory, hungry above his mouth, where the cigarette
between his lips flared bright red-orange for a moment before
he cast it aside carelessly. The cigarette butt missed the
canister that seemed to have been placed nearby for that very
reason, but he didn’t care.
“Officer.” She responded neutrally.
His mouth pulled into a smirk. “Please. Thomas, or Tom.”
“Thomas, then.” She replied, keeping as rigid and formal with
him as she could.
“Look, I know I twisted your arm, that this date wasn’t your
idea. You must know that I made your roommate Rob put you
into this date, but set that aside, if you will. I’m the sort of guy
that sees something he wants and goes for it, and in this case,
it’s you. Rather than be disgusted by my tactics, if you could,
see it as an aggressive pursuit of you. I’m willing to go to great
lengths just to get a chance to know you better.”
“And if I decide there is nothing in you that I wish to know?”
“Then we part ways, but hopefully you will give me at least a
fair chance.”
She studied him for a moment, wondering if the concept of
fairness was even within his nature. “Alright then.” She
acceded. “Shall we eat? I hope you like spicy food.”
“I love it.” He grinned, stepping back to grab the door handle.
He opened it and gestured for her to enter before him.
“Me, too.” She lied. Spicy food was acceptable from time to
time, but too much got her stomach roiling and twisting in
knots. At worst, she could beg off at the end of the evening
with stomach discomfort.
The décor of the place was quaint, focusing on the color gold
and earthen tones, with accents of lustrous wood and textiles.
There was a recurring theme using a creature she had learned
from television was known as an elephant. Other figurines were
held in small nooks spread throughout the place, likely famous
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people or some other fantastical creatures found in the
homelands of the establishment’s owners.
Gefton spoke to the hostess, an olive-skinned woman with
lofted eyebrows and almond-shaped eyes. He explained that he
desired a cushioned set of chairs, rather than wooden stools.
The woman’s accent was almost impossible for her to
understand, so she deferred to Gefton’s choice of beverages
after they were seated on the slightly-sticky leather benches.
“You still seem very tense.” Gefton remarked, perusing the
menu with sparing interest.
“I have only been here once before. I do not know what to
order.”
“Just get what you had last time. You did like it, right? I mean,
why else would you ask me to meet you here?”
“I was uncomfortable meeting you anywhere else, because I
only know a hamburger place that Rob showed me. Besides
that and this place, I know no other eateries in this town.”
“You haven’t been here long, eh?”
“Not especially, but we eat at home mostly.”
“Do you like living with Rob? It seems an odd arrangement.
Usually women do not live with men they are not attached to,
unless one is gay or the other is a lesbian.”
Sera’s eyebrows rose in response to his accusations and
knowing smile. “Is that what you think, that Rob is uninterested
in women? Did he seem to have those qualities?”
“I met him only briefly, but judging from the fact that he has
not made his move to make you his, I can’t help but wonder if
he’s not playing for the other team.” Gefton’s grin widened.
“He is a man of great kindness and respect. He would never
force a girl into meeting him. If he decides to make a move, as
you put it, he will do it in his own time on his own terms.”
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He shrugged, unbothered by the implications that he was not
as virtuous as Rob. “Maybe, but in the meantime, I, and likely
other guys, will try to steal you away from him. He may very
well miss his chance. You are quite a catch, and I’d never let
you out of my sight if you lived with me.” Gefton reached
across the table to put his hand over hers.
She slid her hand out from under his, and a frown settled in on
her lips. “Perhaps you overestimate your own charms.”
He jerked his hand back as if it had been bitten. “I didn’t mean
to offend you.”
“Do you not?” She replied sharply, turning her attention back to
the menu, paying special note to the entries with a spicy
pepper symbol beside them. She was still ignoring him to look
at the menu when their drinks arrived, along with a familiar
voice.
“Here are your drinks.” Phil smiled at her warmly as he set the
glasses in front of them. “Your beer, sir, and your soft drink,
miss, and, might I say that you are looking especially fantastic
this evening, miss.”
“Thank you, sir.” She made a play of being bashful, and then
she batted her eyes at Phil. Rob had filled her in on some parts
of the plan, but she hadn’t known Phil would appear so early in
the date.
“Oh, any time.” He leaned in close to whisper in her ear. “It’s
not often that we get women as pretty as you in here.”
Gefton’s mouth snapped shut after he recovered from the
surprise of Phil’s swift attack. It had hung open for several
seconds as he watched Phil shamelessly flirt with her as if he
weren’t sitting there at all. “Hey, are you going to take our
orders or are you going to flirt with my girl all night?”
“Oh, I’m just delivering the beverages, sir. You’ll have to wait
for your waitress to order.”
“The beverages are here. Why are you still?” Gefton growled.
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“Thomas, he is just being gentlemanly.” Sera favored Phil with
a smile that made Phil blush. She almost laughed at how
convincing he was.
“I’ll see you later, then.” Phil said blithely, all but ignoring
Gefton.
Gefton made as if to stand up. “Go away.”
Phil winked at her and strolled away, whistling innocuously.
“Punk.” Gefton bristled. “He’s lucky I don’t hang out afterward
and hassle him about a broken taillight or two.”
“Please, let us not have the boy who delivered the drinks ruin
everything.”
“Yes, you’re right.”
“Even if he was sort of cute.” She said, purposely looking off in
the direction he’d vanished.
“Now I know you’re playing with me. That guy had all the
charm of a bag of potato chips and was nearly as greasy.”
Sera laughed in earnest at his description of Phil. To an extent,
it was true, but it was nearly as funny to see him getting so
distracted by a few comments made by a supposed stranger.
“What, is that funny?” He smiled at his own remarks.
She shrugged and returned to her menu. Moments later, the
waitress arrived, a young woman not much older than Sera
herself. With dark hair and a slender figure, Sera decided the
girl was a bit plain, but could easily be made more attractive in
less demure clothing and with a bit of Amy’s makeup. She
watched Gefton to see how he would respond to her, more than
a little aware of Phil watching from a few booths over as he
pretended to wash off a table.
“Are you ready to order?” The girl’s accent was much lighter
than the hostess’ had been. Still, there was an oddness about
some of her words, as if her tongue was ill-equipped to form or
unaccustomed with making some of the noises.
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Gefton’s eyes strayed from the woman’s face down to the
buttons of her blouse, the top two of which were unfastened,
though she exposed very little of her cleavage by doing so. “I
am.” He glanced her way. “Are you ready, Sera?”
“I suppose so.”
They ordered their food quickly. The waitress scribbled down
notes, taking in Gefton’s order of Pad Thai with extra peanuts
crushed on top, while she selected Tom yam kung nam khon for
herself. She had enjoyed the spicy, sour soup on their previous
outing here, more than the very hot noodle dish Rob had
shared with her. It seemed like a safe bet, besides, slurping her
soup noisily was supposed to be unattractive.
“You were staring at her breasts.” She remarked loudly as soon
as the waitress had left the table, causing the waitress to falter
in her retreat to the kitchen.
Gefton cast an alarmed look at the waitress, who met his eyes
briefly and then practically ran to the kitchen to escape his
prying eyes. He winced and turned back toward her with a look
of anger building. “What the hell?”
“My thoughts exactly...” She folded her arms across her chest
and sipped at her straw noisily, blowing bubbles in it after
taking a sip.
“That was… not good. Don’t do that again.” Gefton leaned
forward. “Look, maybe I glanced at her cleavage, what little
there was, but it was at eye level. It’s not like I stared at her
ass as she walked away.”
“Did you want to?”
“God. Is this your scheme then? Are you going to be a
miserable bitch so I don’t have any interest in you?”
Sera’s eyes narrowed and her hands balled up into fists upon
the table, one clenched around a fork. He watched the fork
hand warily, apparently remembering the stories about her
fight from the bar. He had, after all, brought her in on a public
nuisance and disturbance call.

190

“If you speak to me thusly again, you will regret it, Gefton.”
His head tilted to the side in amusement. “Come now, you can’t
possibly expect me to back down like that, could you? I am a
man, after all. Would you really attack an officer of the law?
What kind of position would that put Rob in?”
“Only a coward would hide behind his status.” She said coldly,
but she released the fork.
“You’re right, but I don’t want to bait you, Sera. I like a woman
with fire in her heart, a bit of an edge to her tongue, but I have
not been trying to offend you tonight.”
“You should have tried to date Oriana then. She is the hottempered one, and she’s a bit closer to your age.”
“How old do you think I am?”
“Forty-five.” She replied, overshooting by a decade easily.
He sighed and shook his head. “Right. Give me a real guess.”
“Thirty.” She hazarded a real guess.
“Thirty-two.”
“I’m nineteen. What could we possibly have in common?”
He shrugged. “I like younger girls. What can I say?”
Sera smiled, seeing the waitress approaching with a platter
containing their food. The poor girl’s eyes were wide as
saucers, and she cast a pleading look at the only other female
worker in close proximity, which was the hostess. From the
looks of it, there was no hope of rescue from that front.
Gefton noticed that her attention was behind him and turned to
see what she was watching. Again, he found himself in an
uncomfortable position. He put his head in his hands and
groaned as the waitress approached. “Can this get any worse?”
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The waitress smiled awkwardly and walked up with their meals
in hand. Sera noticed that her shirt had been buttoned all the
way up. She delivered Gefton’s meal, placing a set of
condiment dishes beside his plate of steaming noodles covered
with crushed peanuts, vegetables, and a savory sauce.
Sera’s own food came off the tray in a shiny round bowl with a
cutout in the center, where a blue flame was burning steadily,
courtesy of a small burner. The customary side dishes and
condiments were placed beside it. As swiftly as she could, she
finished the setup, inquired if they needed anything else in a
shaky voice, and departed. She all but skipped away.
Phil chose that moment to approach. He did so with a woefully
obvious approach, pretending to clean the booth behind her. He
made a few noises to get her attention, which she pretended
not to hear. A pink sweetener packet came flying over the
booth next, landing on her lap.
When she ignored that, too, he tapped her on the shoulder and
whispered in her ear, “Hey, can I get your phone number?”
Gefton stood up, eyes blazing. His hand strayed under his
jacket, and Phil went completely white. He always looked white
to Sera, but right then he was as white as fresh milk.
“Gefton!” She growled, standing also.
“What?!” He pounded his fist on the table. Silverware danced
and clattered. Her soup bowl teetered precariously, and then
tipped over, spilling all over her. The burner hissed as the soup
doused it.
Her eyes went wide with sudden alarm, and she let out a shriek
as the boiling hot soup soaked through her skirt and burned her
skin. Teeth gritted against the pain, she grabbed his plate and
flung it into the air. Noodles, shrimp, and vegetables coated in
sauce rained down. Condiment dishes scattered across the floor
and onto his seat, and the plate his food had been on shattered
on the table behind him; it had just missed hitting his head.
He glanced at her lap and had the decency to look alarmed.
“Are you okay?”
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She slapped his hand away when he reached out to her. “I
never want to see you again, you bastard.” She hissed, stalking
away with her purse clenched in her hand like it was a brick she
might cast at him if he dared to follow her.
She didn’t see Phil. He’d since disappeared into the kitchen.
She heard Gefton calling after her even as she crossed the
street, but she didn’t look back. She’d planned on getting out of
the date as quickly as possible, but getting scalded had never
been part of the plan. Her thighs were searing with pain, and
the cold rain did nothing to alleviate the throbbing.
A car honked at her as she stalked through traffic, and a flicker
of light built in her fist, ready to be thrown at the affronting
vehicle. Had Gefton not been watching from the doorway of the
restaurant, paying for both food and damages hurriedly so he
could chase after her, she’d have thrown the bolt.
Instead, she ran across the last lane, rounded Rob’s car, and
hopped into the passenger seat. He was already waiting with
the car’s engine on. Apparently, he’d seen this rapid departure
coming, but then, he had been watching the video from inside
Phil’s car.
“Are you okay?” Rob asked, true concern in his voice.
Gefton was watching from across the street, so she leaned over
and kissed Rob then. It was short and unexpected, even for
her, but it felt good, even if it was just to gall the boorish man
who’d just managed to spill a whole bowl of piping hot food all
over her lap.
When she pulled away, opening her eyes slowly, she smiled to
see that his eyes stayed closed longer than hers. He felt
something for her, truly. “My legs are burned, I’m angry as a
hornet, and I just want to go home and take my clothes off.”
Rob nodded and grinned. “Home it is, clothing optional.” With a
blinker on, he pulled out into traffic and they left Gefton and
the restaurant behind.
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Robert
Amy was waiting for them at the door. In fact, she had the door
cracked open and had her head poking out as they topped the
stairs and rounded the corner into the hall. “Home already?”
She asked, both worried and excited at once to hear the news.
“Were you waiting with the door open the whole time?” Rob
teased her.
“Phil called me and babbled for like five minutes about how
you’d left. You could have called me to let me know you were
coming.” She said reproachfully.
Rob shrugged. “Looks like you found out anyway.”
Amy sniffed, still unhappy about being left out of the loop. “I
was watching from the window, waiting for your car to pull in.”
Before they could enter, she put herself between them and the
door, arms crossed in front of her. “Well? Phil was nearly
incoherent. What happened?”
“Success, I guess. I don’t think Gefton will call back anytime
soon.” Rob looked over at Sera, hoping she agreed. He’d
watched the thing from the limited viewpoint of the camera
lens, but she was the one who’d had to sit across from the
man.
“He dumped burning hot soup all over my lap, Amy. I threw
food at him and stormed out. My legs hurt, and I’m a little bit
cold with this wet skirt. Can I get inside and change my clothes,
maybe clean up a bit?”
Amy stepped aside, mumbling some sort of apology, touching
Sera’s shoulder softly as she passed.
Sera sounded weary, worn out by the roller coaster of events
the last few days. Rob didn’t blame her. With all she’d been
through, both leading up to and during the date, it was only
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right for her to relax now. Hopefully, her worries were over, at
least for a while.
“Is she going to be okay?” Amy asked, pulling him over beside
her so she could whisper.
“I think so.” Rob replied, not knowing what else to say. He was
just being honest, even if it wasn’t particularly reassuring.
Amy regarded him with a suspicious eye. Her brows furrowed
and a frown set in on her face.
“What?” Rob demanded, moving her aside so he could get at
the doorknob.
“Something happened, didn’t it?”
“Meh.” Rob grunted.
“It did!” Amy laughed. “What was it? A kiss, right?”
Rob stared blankly at her, trying not to give anything away yet.
He wasn’t sure how he felt. He had life plans, goals that could
be upset by this girl from another world. Besides, it’d been one
brief moment after a triumph, most likely in an effort to further
gall the man she’d just escaped from a date with.
Amy’s eyes widened with delight. She enjoyed nothing so much
as drama. “Who? Did Gefton try with her and you had to step in
to defend her honor, or did she do it with you?”
“With me.”
A look passed her eyes and a smile tugged at her lips, as if she
knew something he did not. “Was Gefton watching? Because it
doesn’t count then - it’s just something women do to piss off
men who’ve pissed them off.”
“He probably saw. Look, I’m not putting much stock in it. It was
just something that happened. Don’t worry about it, or mention
it. We don’t need her feeling any more uncomfortable than she
has been lately. What with the fight, the guilt, and then the
pressure leading up to this stupid date… it’s more than enough
for anyone. Leave her be.” Rob growled.
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“Me? I’m like a sealed box.” Amy protested. “No secrets leave
me. This is strictly confidential. All documents will be shredded
before leaving the premises.”
“Bullshit.” Rob coughed out the word with a laugh and went
inside, leaving his sister with her mind whirring with the
possibilities.
From the sound of it, Sera was in the shower, and she was
crying. Rob reacted without thinking, out of instinct. Worried
that something was wrong, he burst into his room and then into
the bathroom within, only to find her sitting on the edge of the
tub with her back to him, sponging herself off with a washrag,
rather than standing in the shower. Sera cast a startled look
over her shoulder as he flung the door open.
“Are you okay? I heard –” His words trailed off. It was the first
time he’d seen her naked since he’d rescued her. He’d forgotten
just how feminine her figure was, how well-formed her body
was. “I heard crying.”
“Rob, I’m fine. It’s just the burns from the soup. They’re
blistering up some. It’s painful to wash them.”
Rob winced sympathetically. “Oh. I’ll get you some salve to put
on afterward. You shouldn’t really expose them to hot water.”
She nodded. “I know; it’s cool water. I just had to wash the
food off of me. It soaked through the skirt even.”
“Rob!” Amy shouted from behind him. “Just because she kissed
you doesn’t mean you can burst in on her when she’s
showering. I thought you had more sense! And here you told
me to keep things simple.”
Rob winced and rounded on his sister and pointed to his
bedroom door. “Amy. Go. Away.”
“Alright. Sheesh.” Amy relented, retreating back into the living
room. It sounded like she was laughing quietly.
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Sera smiled to herself, washing her neck with the cloth she’d
dampened under the showerhead. “I don’t mind. I’m used to
having attendants wash me, or I was anyway.”
“Still, it’s not really appropriate for me to watch, or to have
burst in like this. I was worried. We’re not like that, not master
and servant or whatever. I mean, I’m not a wash attendant.”
Rob stammered.
She nodded, washing down the length of her left arm while he
watched. “I know. Thank you.”
“Why?”
She looked back his way again for a moment. “For everything. I
realized how good of a man you are tonight.”
“Oh? Why’s that? I look great in comparison to an asshole?”
Her washing paused. She held the rag under the stream of
warm water and wrung it out before answering, “Like you said,
I realized what kind of man you’re not, and that made me
appreciate more what you are.”
“Is that why?” Rob asked, nearly dying from curiosity.
“Is that why I kissed you?” She asked in return, watching him
again. When he nodded immediately, she smiled and turned to
wash her other arm. “No, I did that because I am thankful for
your help, and because you looked really kissable in that
moment, with concern for me in your eyes.”
“Where does that put us then?”
“Where do you want it to put us?” She inquired without the
slightest bit of teasing.
“I don’t know.” Rob admitted.
“Maybe you should figure that out before asking me then?” She
suggested neutrally, neither encouraging nor discouraging.
“I’ll think about it.”
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“Do not think overly long, Rob. A girl doesn’t like to wait for
men with unsure intentions.”
Rob didn’t know what to say, so he dug out a small tin of balm
from the medicine cabinet and set it beside her on the edge of
the tub, fighting the urge to sneak a look at more than just her
shapely back and the muscles of her shoulders. He won that
fight, if barely, and then retreated.
“Apply a nice coat of that to your burns and keep them
covered. The blisters will probably pop and peel over the next
few days, but try to protect them anyway.” He advised over his
shoulder.
“I will. Thank you, Rob.”
“No problem.” Rob replied, leaving quickly. He’d stared at her
long enough to get uncomfortable urges that he felt were best
forgotten by drinking several beers and watching some late
night sports recaps.
Amy didn’t even bother him much, other than demanding more
details about the date during the commercial breaks. She’d
wanted to go with them before, but they’d not let her – there
had been no reason to have her along. Phil had the whole thing
taped, he explained, and he’d get a copy whenever possible, so
she could see the entire affair as it occurred.
Amy kept sneaking looks at him the entire time he tried to
watch TV, which made it hard to concentrate on the scores of
the games he’d missed. He grumbled and ignored it as best he
could, but when Sera came out into the kitchen to get
something to drink, he caught Amy smiling secretively at him
as he watched Sera from across the room.
A few more beers later, he crawled back into his bed and fell
asleep, sleeping soundly all the way through until the alarm
went off. Despite everything, he didn’t dream of Sera or of
Amy’s knowing smile.
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Serafina
Amy sighed, stretching out on a collapsible beach recliner she’d
purchased recently. Her dirty-blonde hair was tied up in a loose
braid, and she wore a far less revealing bathing suit than Sera
did, showing minimal belly. The black fabric clung to the curves
of her backside, accentuating her wide hips. The top showed off
what cleavage she had to good advantage, while the bright
stripes drew eyes to the swell of her chest. Her skin glistened
with oil and sweat, and her sunglasses covered her eyes.
Beside her, Sera was stretched out on a similar chair, although
she’d chosen a blue and green one instead of red and orange.
Between them, there was a small stand with a couple sweating
glasses of ice water with lime. A pair of shady potted trees
loomed behind them; they hadn’t been fun to lug up the stairs,
even with the elevator.
Rebecca, the lady from upstairs, had stared at them like they
were crazy when she saw them dragging a whole beach worth
or stuff into the elevator. Nathan, her son, had watched with
interest as they heaved several armloads of gear into the
elevator while wearing very little.
“Why are you sighing?” Sera asked, watching her friend
luxuriate almost as appreciatively in the sun as she did. Amy
was a bit paler and definitely softer than her, but she still
looked good beneath the healthy yellow glow of the afternoon
light.
“I’m just enjoying my last moments of freedom.”
“What do you mean?” Sera asked in alarm, rolling over to face
Amy.
“I’ve got to get back to school soon, school, a roommate, and a
job.” Amy grinned over at her with a smile wide enough to split
her pretty face nearly in half. “You’re really going to miss me,
eh?”
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Sera frowned. “I did not realize you were going soon. I know
you do not always reside with your brother, but you hadn’t said
much about departing.”
“I didn’t want to give you another thing to worry about when
you had that date with Officer Gefton on your mind. Now that
the Gefton business is finished and we’re having a bit of girls’
time, I figured it was the right time to tell you.”
“You did not have to wait to tell me. I could have handled it.” It
made her smile to think that Rob’s sister wanted to spare her
any worries. They might have been close in age, but Sera often
considered herself to be the older of the two, despite Amy’s
wealth of experiences in this world. On the other hand, Amy
had treated her like a younger sister from the start, someone to
take under her wing?
“I didn’t say you couldn’t. I just didn’t want to further your
problems. Besides, I wasn’t sure you’d miss me.” Amy replied,
smiling up at the sky. Her dark sunglasses covered her eyes,
but Sera was pretty sure she had them closed.
Sera laced her fingers together behind her head and closed her
eyes, too. Rob had caught her staring at the sun before, and
had been surprised to hear that doing so wouldn’t sear her eyes
and render her blind. Oh, it stung if she did it long enough, but
the sun was her healing conduit, and it soaked in best through
her eyes.
“I will be passing strange to have you absent from Rob’s
apartment.” Sera admitted at last.
Amy giggled. “You’re certainly not from around here.”
“How do you mean?”
“You speak so formally, like you’re from a different era. I
suppose that is to be expected, given your history. I still can’t
believe it – a girl from another world, no less.”
“Why is it hard to believe?” Sera asked anxiously. It made her
uncomfortable when Amy got excited like this, but at least Amy
had never asked her to prove her origins with demonstrations
of power.
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Amy shook her head. “It just doesn’t happen, and if it does, it’s
not to people like Rob or me. He’s a nice guy, but he’s nobody.
The people who change the world are supposed to meet girls
like you. You’re… you’re gorgeous, and filled with supposed
powers that are mystical, maybe magical even. It’s unheard of
to think you came to live on Rob’s foldout sofa in this little
apartment building where the neighbor stares at your ass.”
“Todd again?” Sera laughed.
Amy grunted and rolled over onto her stomach, fixing the
bottom of her bikini, which had begun to ride up. Then she
pillowed her head on her crossed arms and lazily pushed up her
glasses with a finger. “Does he ever stop?”
“It probably doesn’t help when we parade around like this.”
Sera observed, rolling over onto her stomach as well. The white
bikini she still wore regularly when sunbathing, which had once
been Amy’s, was not exactly modest. Its gold-colored metal
clasps at her hips strained to hold the fabric that stretched
around her, as did the matching clasps holding the fabric
triangles of the top.
“He needs to get over it. Besides, it gives the guys in the taller
apartment buildings nearby a chance to stare at us with
binoculars.” Amy nodded toward the tallest buildings in the
community.
“Binoculars?”
“Glasses that let you see far away.” Amy explained with a wave
of her hand.
Sera’s eyes narrowed and she cast a glance over her shoulder
at the couple buildings in the area that were tall enough to offer
a vantage of the roof they were sunbathing on. There were no
obvious signs of men with spyglasses observing from distant
verandas, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. “They would
do that?”
Amy shrugged. “Give a guy a spare minute and something
female nearby, and they will look.”
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“Even Rob?”
“Especially Rob. Although, to be fair, at least he’s the kind that
looks without being obvious and doesn’t touch what he sees.”
“And that is okay here? Acceptable behavior?” In her
experience, men and women always looked at attractive
people. Beauty was attractive, very drawing to the eyes.
“You just need to look out for the ones who say they love you
and still can’t seem to keep their hands off other girls.”
Sera thought there was a bit of bitterness there, stories untold
perhaps? “I see. Well, I have no claims on Rob, so it really is
none of my business.” Sera said dismissively, closing her eyes
once more. Only, Amy swatted her arm suddenly and made her
jerk back into alertness.
Amy shook her head. “Who are you fooling? You two can’t stop
looking at each other. You think I don’t notice?”
“Nothing has happened between us.”
“How long will that charade last? You might be playing it cool
now, but it’s clear you have some romantic designs.”
Sera smiled softly, thinking about her life since she’d arrive. “I
think you are overstating his case. He’s been very helpful and
kind. It is only natural that I consider him fondly.”
“Bah. That’s a load. He pulled you naked out of a smoking hole
in the ground. You dressed up in that tiny little thing you have
on now and that was that – bought and sold. Even if he hadn’t
seen you naked on day one, that swimsuit would have won him
over with a single glance.”
“You make it sound intentional, as if I had plans to seduce your
brother. I have none.”
Amy smiled knowingly. “Girl, he’s carried you out of the
wilderness, rescued you from the police, and helped you get
out of a date with another man. These are not typical things for
anyone to do. Those are the elements of a storybook romance,
well, a weird magazine romance maybe.”
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Sera rolled her eyes. “Hardly. There has been little glamorous
about a destitute young woman coming to live with a student.
Consider also that she is a young woman who tends toward
being troublesome.”
“Troublesome means interesting, a damsel in distress. I know
that if anyone does. Do you not remember the stories of my
ex-boyfriends?”
Amy’s dating experience seemed limited to bad experiences
only, but that had not dampened her fervor for seeking out a
potentially suitable soulmate. “I care little of thinking myself a
source of trouble. I have no intention of being the sort of girl
that makes men interested in me merely because I need
rescuing. I have never been that sort of girl.”
“It’s you now, through and through. You’ve got half the men in
the city lining up to help you or be with you.”
“That is far from true!” Sera protested. “It is perhaps three or
four men.”
“Rob, Phil, Todd, Gefton, Greg, maybe even Steve.” Amy
counted them out. “Are there any men you’ve met who don’t
want to save your attractive little ass from a life without them?”
“Alright, alright!” Sera rolled over onto her back once more,
stretching out. It irritated her that Amy was right, but she’d
done little to encourage these men, save for Rob. She had
kissed him, after all. It had only been one short kiss in a
moment of weakness though.
“What are you thinking about now that has you so flushed
now?” Amy asked, grabbing Sera’s chair so she could pull hers
closer into proximity more apt for conspiring together.
“It has grown warm out. I am not flushed.”
“Lies! I’ve seen you lay out here for half a day and not get so
much as a tan line on that perfect ass of yours.”
Sera quirked an eyebrow at Amy. “Pardon?”
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“Sorry. I’m just not happy with my flabby butt. Bitterness about
my derriere aside, you don’t get flushed or tanned from the
sun. You’re thinking about Rob, right?”
She cleared her throat. “Perhaps.”
Amy laughed. “It’s funny, because I think of you like a sister,
but Rob is also my brother. I just can’t imagine how any female
finds him charming. I know he’s funny and he’s a nice guy to
have a few beers with while playing poker, but as a target of
any sort of emotions or sexual energies? What is it you like
about him?”
“He is loyal, kind, and thoughtful. These are all strong
qualities.”
“Yeah, but he scratches himself while he cooks. He air guitars
for no reason. He makes up his own words.”
“He does seem to have odd vocabulary. Many of the things he
says I cannot decipher, even using his computer’s access to
reference sources. I have no idea what waggers, beefentailers,
monkeyfangles, engorgantuan, or many of the other things he
says mean.”
“Join the club. He, Phil, and that whole pack of undersexed
nerds speak a language of ‘dork’ that no one with breasts will
ever fully comprehend.”
“Dork?”
“Nerd. Geek.” Seeing these descriptions were not getting her
anywhere, Amy used a more familiar term. “Like Todd.”
“Oh.” Sera grimaced. “Rob is nothing like Todd.”
“Don’t let the fact that Rob shaves twice a week and doesn’t
have his mother fold his underwear disguise the fact that he is
indeed a geek. As soon as I leave, I fully expect that he’ll
indoctrinate you into his boxers-and-socks-wearing, belching,
beer-drinking manners.” Amy explained.
“None of that sounds appealing.” Rob did have strange habits,
but none so bad as Amy was now describing. Was he truly on
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his best behavior only because she was new to his life and Amy
was home?
Amy nodded sagely. “He is a noise and smell factory. Boys all
are. Some of them just learn to hide it better. You’ll learn. Are
the men not that way back from where you come from?”
“I knew a few young men, mostly in the Empress’ guard.”
“Soldiers are trouble, trouble comes in the shape of big,
handsome devils with wonderful muscles and tight abs.” Amy
said appreciatively, her eyelids fluttering. “Tell me more.”
“Aleron. He was beautiful. He looked as if someone had
chiseled him from stone. Each sharp edge of his face caught
eyes, and his blue eyes refused to let a woman’s gaze go
elsewhere. I had always felt something toward him, although
most of the ladies around him could claim similar things, but his
mother had been friends with mine, so I knew him well. I had
always dreamed that one day something might come of it, but
then I had to flee, and he was the one sent to hunt me down
for the Empress.”
“Perhaps he followed slowly so you could escape? Maybe he did
feel something for you.” Amy suggested hopefully.
The idea had never occurred to her. She was a swift flier, but
Aleron had been one of the fastest fliers ever born. Had he truly
let her escape to the Pylon? It didn’t really matter now, not now
that she was here, did it? “I do not know, and it is impossible to
ever find out for certain. It is a pleasant fantasy. He was very
attractive.”
“So what else about my brother attracts you?” Amy asked,
smiling as she considered her brother’s traits, both positive and
not.
Sera shrugged, unable to answer the question, for true lack of
understanding. She didn’t know her own feelings just yet. “I do
not entirely know. I just care for him, partly because he is the
only one I feel I can truly trust in this world, other than you.”
“Trust is huge.” Amy agreed. Her gaze turned thoughtful. “So
how far have you gone with him?”
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“A kiss, only.” Sera admitted. “That was when Gefton was
following me out of the restaurant. I did it partly to annoy
Gefton, but partly because Rob is not the sort of man that
Gefton is. I appreciate the goodness in him.”
“Sounds like affection growing from friendship and trust. It’s
not exactly a boiling heartache, but it could work…”
“You have a lot of notions about the fierceness of love.” Sera
remarked with a smile, wondering more about Amy’s romantic
past. She’d heard a few stories, and Amy certainly wasn’t shy
about sharing every gross detail, but she doubted she’d heard
the whole story just yet. From what she had heard, though, it
seemed more like Amy was just dabbling and playing at love,
rather than experiencing any true, earth-shaking loves.
Amy sighed and waved a hand, “I’ve watched too many
movies. Angst and heartache are my trade.”
Sera grinned. “Life rarely emulates what you see on the
television. Even I know that, and I have only just begun
watching TV.”
“Don’t I know it, sister, don’t I know?” Amy muttered
regretfully, casting a glance over at the doorway to the
stairwell, where a shimmer had caught her eyes. “Todd alert.
Hide your goodies.” She covered herself with a towel, a little bit
anyway.
Sera followed her gaze. Sure enough, sunlight glinted off Todd’s
glasses. Sighing, she waved him over.
“Wait! Why are you doing that?” Amy hissed. “Don’t poke the
bear.”
“What does that mean?” It was an odd saying. There were no
animals present.
“It means don’t encourage him. Don’t poke the bear!”
Todd looked torn. He had frozen with a foot in the air, halfdescended. He clearly wanted to come nearer, but that might
involve conversation, which he rarely engaged in with either of
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them. Eventually, his instincts of self-preservation seemed to
kick in. He fled back into the stairwell.
Amy and Sera laughed. “I’m going to miss this.” They both said
at once, and then they laughed again.
“I’ll be back.” Amy promised.
“It cannot be soon enough. It was nice to have someone here
during the days when Rob is gone to work. Before, I would
spend hours by myself, other than for Phil, who would call me
or contact me on the computer.”
“Go with Rob instead of sitting home.” Amy suggested.
“How?”
“I know you can’t tag along to his jobs, but go to school with
him. No one would say anything in most of the classes. Just tell
them you’re observing to see if you want to take it next
semester. It’d give you a chance to better understand both him
and our world.”
Sera nodded, seeing the wisdom in Amy’s advice. “I will
suggest it to him.”
“Suggest. Bah.” Amy grunted in disapproval. “Demand. Take
what you want from him. He is only a man, a simple one at
that.”
“I will demand it of him then.” Sera corrected herself, grinning.
“That’s my girl.” Amy declared, sighing contentedly once more.
She repositioned herself to even out her tan and applied more
suntan lotion.
Sera watched her, but she daydreamed about following Rob to
school. What would that be like? It was too hard to imagine, so
for now, she’d just have to enjoy Amy’s company and the
weather.
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Robert
It was odd having just the two of them around. Rob had gotten
so used to having his sister Amy around as a buffer between
him and Sera that he almost didn’t know how to act around his
houseguest anymore.
He found himself leaving the lights on, giving her wide berth
whenever there was a chance she might be in a state of
undress, and drawing his hand back when they both reached
for the remote at the same time, as emasculating as that was
to a man in his own home. Still, he felt things for her, but they
were not things he felt comfortable moving on.
Sera had a lot of adjustment to do, and she’d only been in his
world for a few weeks. That was hardly enough time to make a
good judgment of what sort of man he was, of what sort of
men were actually around. Sure, he’d helped her and had
rescued her at least a couple times so far, but that didn’t mean
she owed him anything, not really. He’d not done any of those
things expecting reciprocity; they’d just been the right things to
do. Granted, his assistance had set him back financially,
probably socially as well, but she was a good girl, and she
deserved someone trustworthy to help her.
This might have been what he told himself or tried to convince
himself of, but it was hard being so gentlemanly when he
watched her pose languidly upon his sofa, arms draped
carelessly around a pillow she hugged. Her hair fell around her
face, lying softly upon her cheek. Her nostrils flared slightly as
she took occasional deep breaths, and he found watching the
stirring of her chest as she breathed a rhythmic and enticing
sight.
He strongly felt the urge to slip over next to her and enliven
her, to wake her from this dull existence the two of them were
stuck in. He wasn’t exactly a great lover, but he longed to be
with her romantically, to escape the platonic existence they
were in. It was an odd urge, like the urge he often felt to stick
his fingers in large containers of sauce, just to feel the stuff
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squishing between his digits. He knew he was odd, but that
didn’t change how he felt.
He made himself a toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwich to
distract himself from her, licking the excess off his knuckles.
“Want one?” He inquired helpfully.
“Sure.” She replied without even looking.
Likely, she smelled the peanut butter. Besides, it wasn’t like it
was a rare snack around the place. He ate jam like it was going
out of style. Once he’d even spent a quarter hour or so
launching into a discourse on the differences between
marmalades, jams, jellies, and preserves.
After he’d cleaned up the counter, he strolled over and handed
her the sandwich. He retreated to his chair for the last couple
bites of his own. “I didn’t think we’d run out of words to say so
soon after my sister left.” He mused, licking the last bits from
his fingertips and brushing the crumbs onto the floor.
Sera smiled. “I like Amy. She was lively.”
“I’m about as exciting as a three-legged chinchilla. I know it.”
Rob admitted. She just looked at him, clearly not understanding
his animal reference. “I’m boring. Dull. Greatly lacking in the
excitement department...” He elaborated.
“It is actually kind of nice. After all I put you through since I
arrived, you deserve some down time,” she chewed slowly, and
added quietly, “although it does get lonely during the day.”
“Amy told me that. She had a suggestion for me, something
she told me when I carried her bags to the car. She asked me
to take you to school with me.”
Sera looked up, searching his face for his impressions of the
idea. “And?”
“I think it’s a good idea – provided you can keep out of
trouble.”
She dropped her plate onto her lap and held her hands up. “I’m
harmless.”
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“Tell that to a bar full of people who saw you make a bouncer
cry and knock out another woman’s teeth.”
“I lost a tooth too.” She replied, touching the narrowing gap
with a finger. The replacement tooth had a few more days of
good sun left before it was complete, or so she’d told him.
“Yeah, well not three or four, like she lost.”
“I won’t fight there. I have no reason to.” There was almost a
pleading edge to her voice, such that Rob couldn’t have denied
her even if he’d wished to, which he didn’t.
“I know. It’s fine. I’ll take you, but that’s only Tuesdays and
Thursdays. What will you do the other days?”
“You get Saturdays and Sundays off, well most Saturdays, but
you like to spend them with the band. I was thinking about
spending time with Rachel upstairs when you practice with your
band. She and her son always look timid and shy. I should like
to make friends, and I read somewhere that people are often
compensated for childcare, which seems odd.”
“Babysitting?” Rob scratched at his stubbly chin. “It might
work, but I don’t know if she trusts you enough yet.”
Sera’s eyebrows rose. “Is trust such an issue? We live in the
same building. We share the same elevator and halls. Besides,
who would harm children?”
Rob shrugged. “We live in a sick world. People do messed up
things to each other.”
A look of disgust crossed her face, and Rob wished, not for the
first time, that he could shelter her from the evils of his world.
It wouldn’t have been fair though. She was an adult, and she
needed to know about the weirdos, the cranks, the perverts,
and the psychos. Basically, she needed to watch out for the
Geftons, the Todds, and the Phils of the world. She might be
tough, but she was pretty, too. That made it doubly important
for her to be careful.
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“I will consider that and try to earn her trust. It might not be as
easy as I suspected, but any money I might earn would be
useful.”
“Do you even like kids?”
“I had cousins and my cousins had young children. They were
not altogether unpleasant.”
“American kids are a rude and undisciplined lot.”
“Were you?”
“Oh, yeah. Well, not bad, really. Amy was the troublesome one,
but only after she got boys and swearing into her head.” Rob
caught a smile tease the corners of Sera’s mouth as he spoke
of his sister’s past. “I was just sort of nerdy, I suppose. I was
more concerned with music and games than anything else.”
“Your sister said something about you and Phil having a ‘secret
language of dorks’ or something to that effect. I did not entirely
understand what she meant, but you do speak of weird things.”
“Amy is just being charming and showing her love for me and
my finer qualities. It’s one of her more endearing traits.” Rob
replied lightly, smiling. “What about you, were you trouble for
mom and dad?”
“I was well-liked. Father doted on me, and mother expected a
lot from me, a great deal actually.”
“Oh? Take over the family business and the like?” When Sera
shook her head and searched for words, Rob figured he’d
touched on a delicate subject. Clearly, it was hard to explain to
an outsider. “You mean something to do with your powers?”
Rob asked.
“It has to do with my powers, yes. Some people where I come
from have almost no powers. They never will. Others, especially
the royalty and relatives of royalty, have greater power.”
“So it’s in the bloodlines?”
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“Sort of. Although I understand my extended family was not
particularly great in power until they took the throne a few
generations back. We grew into it after assuming the mantle of
power for our land.”
“Your Empress was your cousin then, the one that your parents
rebelled against?”
“She is a great-great aunt of my third cousin on my mother’s
side.”
“Great-great, so she’s not got a lot of years left, right? You
could go back when she dies and all this blows over?”
Sera shook her head. “No, she has a lot of years left. The
Empress may be old, but she hardly shows it. When someone
of my kind has great power, they last nearly forever. The very
forces of life that make us age do not cling as strongly to the
powerful.”
“I see.” Rob replied. It made sense, in a way.
“As I was saying, people come into powers different ways.
Many never amount to much. Most of the rest peak early and
then their abilities fizzle out as their youth fades. A few rare
and special sorts manifest their powers late, often with
explosive and great powers, but they burn out quickly, dying
within a few years. Then, there are people like me.” Sera
watched him for his reactions again, gauging his response.
Rob nodded to her. “Go ahead.”
“People like me come into their powers slowly but steadily. Our
powers grow continuously, growing throughout our lifetimes.
That’s why my mother protected me, why she sent me away.
She knew that one day I might be strong enough to challenge
even the Empress, if I was given a chance to develop and live.”
“So is that something you plan to do?”
Sera shrugged. “I doubt that I could return even. It is not like
there are any Pylons here, right?”
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“I don’t think so, at least none that I’ve ever heard about. And,
they seem like they’d be hard to keep a secret, if I understand
what you said of them.” Truthfully, she’d not said much, but
the sheer elemental power and the size of what she’d
suggested seemed impossible to hide.
“My mother hid my growing talents from others as long as she
could, and would have longer, but things spiraled out of control.
The Empress was getting more demanding, more erratic. She
has reigned too long and has begun finding sport in cruelty and
pain. Little else holds her amusement any longer, and even our
allied houses are starting to shift their allegiances covertly. This
coup gave her the excuse she needed to clean out her
detractors.”
“That sounds like a mess.” Rob offered.
Sera sighed. “It is, truly. In many ways, I am glad to be free of
it, though the cost was too high to bear.”
“I’m sorry for that. I can’t do anything to help you, expect to
help you forget. We need to numb you with beer, boring
lectures at school, and lots of manual labor or cheap childcare.”
Sera grinned. “You have a way with words, Rob. You are very
special.”
“Special is a loaded word here. Do you mean good special or
bad special?”
She appeared to consider her response before saying, “A mix of
both.”
It was a fair answer, very neutral and diplomatic. “I can live
with that. Sports recap?”
“Sure, why not, but have you a beer for me also?”
“Thought you’d never ask.” Rob popped open the cooler arm of
his recliner chair and pulled out a longneck. He twisted off the
top and handed it to her.
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“I thought this was illegal on account of my age?” Mischief
danced in her eyes, a devious twinkle that Rob found hard to
resist.
“That’s light beer. It hardly counts. Besides, you’re home. If
you were going out, I’d not let you. And, if I’m not home, you
might want to abstain, especially with your eye on a kid-sitting
job.”
“Point taken.” Sera replied. “Turn it up.”
Rob settled back comfortably into his recliner and groaned in
contentment. Sports, a full belly, and a beautiful girl just an
arm’s length away – life rarely got better. Now, if he could just
convince himself to make a move…
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Serafina
The University was unlike anything Sera had yet seen. It was a
scattering of brick-covered buildings set upon wide green
lawns. Open spaces were crisscrossed by walkways that led to
and from each hall. Within the halls, there were stuffy little
rooms that were overcrowded with uninterested students.
It was quite unexpected, not at all what she remembered of the
graceful columns and open plazas where teachers had sat and
spoke to congregations of students and disciples who had been
challenged to respond to rhetoric, to questions about
philosophy and governance.
The school here had its own beauty in a natural way. She liked
to see young people gathering on the hills and eating lunches
while talking animatedly. The ivy-covered buildings were
charming too, in a rural fashion, but the entire idea of school
here seemed different.
“I confess that I do not understand this.” Sera remarked after
sitting through a second lecture in an uncomfortable and dim
hall filled with hundreds of other strangers.
“It’s a required class.”
“So why is it so boring to so many?”
Rob laughed and scrubbed a hand through his hair. “It’s a rite
of passage. You have to stumble through dozens of classes to
get a piece of paper that tells everyone you are now worthy of
a higher pay grade.”
“But where is the enjoyment of learning? I saw people furiously
writing notes on what was said and on what was covered in the
screen, but there were only a dozen or so that responded to
queries from the instructor.”
Rob shrugged. “It’s school. If you want smaller, more intimate
classes you have to pick weird classes that no one cares about,
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or you have to pay a lot more to go to schools where they can
afford more instructors. The professors here, they have a dozen
classes and hundreds of students. They don’t have time to
care.”
Sera watched the students file hopelessly out of the auditorium
and couldn’t help but feel a profound sadness. “So they are all
paying for the right to suffer this dullness? How sad...”
“Yeah, well, if you think Fundamentals of Accounting and
Business Theory was a riot, wait until you get into World
History!” Rob threw his arms up in the air in mock excitement.
Sera smirked, trying her hardest not to encourage him.
“Actually, history might be interesting. I have spent some time
watching your History Channel at home.”
Rob frowned as he checked his watch. “That? I only watch it
when they have some classic battle stuff on there. Otherwise
it’s just a free channel that comes in a package.”
“How long do we have before your next class?” Sera asked.
He’d said he had three classes today, and they’d already been
through two.
“An hour.”
“What shall we do then?”
Rob looked around and appeared to consider his options by
tilting his hands back and forth as if he were a balance scale –
one of his odder mannerisms. “I might take a nap.”
“A nap?” She growled. “Is that how you plan to enliven my day
by bringing me along?”
“I was joking.” Or so he said. She couldn’t tell if he actually
was. “Usually I catch a game of Frisbee, check my email in the
computer hall, or grab a drink somewhere. What sounds good?”
“What is Frisbee?”
“Errr, it’s where you take a flying disk and toss it back and
forth.”
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“That is fun for you?” She was unimpressed by the idea.
Rob shrugged. “I’m easily amused, what do you want? Besides,
it’s not as dull as it sounds, and certainly isn’t as boring as
what we just sat through.”
“Dunn.” Rob’s professor cleared his throat from behind him.
Sera smiled as Rob glanced back over his shoulder at the
professor. The professor was a bearded man in his early
thirties, with glasses and a distracted look on his face, not
entirely from the comment, either.
“Mr. Larson.” Rob said, turning around shamefacedly.
“Prerequisite, eh?” Mr. Larson said with a smirk.
“What can you do, eh?” Rob replied.
“See you on Thursday then.” Then, the professor seemed to
notice her behind Rob. “With your friend? Auditing, are you?”
“Auditing?” Sera repeated the unfamiliar word.
“Yeah, observing the class without really participating. Usually I
get a few.”
“Were most of the students auditing? Very few seemed to be
participating.”
The professor’s eyes widened in surprise, and held his breath in
until he barked out a short laugh. “Delivered with a straight
face, too. Well done, but I think I’ll go hide in my office now
with gentle music and a bruised ego.”
Rob shook his head as the professor hurried away, struggling to
maintain a hold on his scuffed briefcase and the stack of papers
that was overflowing out of it. “You hurt that poor man. He’ll
probably go cry.”
Sera grimaced, hoping she’d not just made it worse for Rob. He
didn’t seem too upset though, more sympathetic for the man
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she’d just unwittingly ridiculed. “It was not intentional. It just
seemed like a lot of people were auditing.”
“He probably can’t tell which ones are and aren’t anyway.” He
inhaled through his teeth and glanced around. “Well, what shall
we do?”
“Frisbee, I suppose. Are you going to play with your friends?”
“Friends?”
“Yes.”
“I come here for school, not for popularity. Popularity just
comes naturally.”
From the way he joked, she could tell he was not popular
whatsoever. She’d figured out how to pick up on his sarcasm,
most of the time anyway. That didn’t mean she was going to let
him off easy. “I didn’t see anyone looking your way, not even
any of the girls sitting nearby, except that one that wanted to
borrow your red pen.”
“Borrowing a red pen is tantamount to marriage. We were
practically spooning.” Rob sighed wistfully.
“Spooning?”
“Yeah, when you lay behind someone and conform your body
shape to theirs, like when you stack spoons up and they fit one
inside the other.” He illustrated with his two hands cupped
together.
She laughed, shaking her head. “She looked more apt to come
at you with a knife than for spooning.”
Rob grunted. “You’re feisty today. Maybe we should play
Frisbee. It may humble you.”
“That is doubtful.” She replied, eyeing him smugly. “I have
good reflexes.”
“Yeah, but there’s more to Frisbee than just reflexes. There’s
talent, technique, and creativity.”
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It seemed an awful lot of bluster for just a simple game. “Show
me, then.”
Rob nodded and whispered to himself, slinging his bag off his
shoulder onto a bench nearby so he could pull out a white disk
with gold and black lettering on it.
“That is a Frisbee? It looks like a discus.”
“This is the next generation of discus, woman. It’s a wellbalanced, perfectly designed aeronautic device.”
“Yeah, yeah, throw it already.”
“Then back up and get ready for the ride of your life!”
Sera tried not to be doubtful, but it was hard. Rob was, as Amy
had described, something of a nerd, and this was seemingly
another of his strange games. Rob let out a strange whoop and
let the disk fly. It hovered through the air with surprising
smoothness, and she caught it in her hands, fumbling slightly
because she’d expected it to have greater weight.
“See?” Rob grinned. “Once you touch it, you can’t stop.”
“I think I am done.” She let it drop on the ground and took a
couple steps away from it, enjoying the dropped-jaw look he
stared at her with. “Just kidding.” She laughed, running back to
it and whizzing it at him.
The disk slapped into his palms with enough force to make him
blink. “Nice throw.”
For the next several minutes, they sent the disk zinging back
and forth with as much speed as they could manage. Neither of
them missed often, and usually only because of a bad throw.
Rob surprised her with a few trick throws: between the legs,
upside down, and even sideways. As he’d said, there were
tricks and skills to learn, but she found they came easily to her
with only a little practice. In many ways, it was like learning to
fly. Slight differences in angles and surface planes could
completely alter trajectories. It was a simple game with
surprising complexity.
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They’d both worked up something of a sweat by the time Rob
stopped to check his watch. “We’ve got ten minutes to get
across campus. I need to go wash up a bit, too.”
Sera nodded, breathing heavily. There was a flush in Rob’s
cheeks and in hers too, she suspected. It felt good to be
outside in the sun with him, breathing in the fresh air and
exerting herself. “Alright.”
Rob tucked the Frisbee back into his bag and nodded toward a
sign she’d learned meant bathrooms. She followed him over
and went inside the women’s, while he entered the men’s.
The unpleasant smell of stale urine met her nostrils, though
there had been some attempts to cover it up with some sort of
caustic cleanser. It smelled like the bleach Rob used on his
white clothes when they did laundry. Wrinkling her nose, she
stepped over to one of the stalls and knocked. When no one
answered, she tried the door. It opened, and she went in.
Amy had spoken to her about bathroom cleanliness techniques,
especially the hover and the layer. She could remember some
of Amy’s advice clearly, ‘Always hover above seats if there’s not
much paper or not much time. If you must sit down, make sure
you wipe off the seat and then layer it with clean paper.’ It had
seemed odd at the time, but looking at the seat now, she didn’t
doubt the wisdom in the strange rules.
She finished up quickly, apparently alone until she stood to
flush the toilet. She heard footsteps under the rush of water,
but through nothing of it until she swung the door open and
caught a grin and a flash of red hair. Several ringed fingers
loomed dangerously on the edge of the door, catching it when it
swung open.
“You.” Sera gritted her teeth.
Oriana flashed a saccharine smile that showed her teeth had
mostly grown back in. Sera knew the woman must have sat in
steam for hours, perhaps even on a bed of coals to produce
such rapid results.
“Yes, me.” She winked. “You and I have unfinished business.”
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“I have no desire to see you ever again. If you left now, I could
not be more pleased. If you insist, though, I will make it my
business to break your face on the wall behind you.” Sera
growled.
Oriana reached out a hand to run her fingertips through her
hair. “You look very cute today, frolicking with your boy out
there.”
Sera flushed and batted the woman’s hand aside. “I don’t really
care what you think. You just need to leave. I am not all
battered like I was last time. I have had plenty of time to soak
up sun and renew my energies. I will not go easy on you this
time, and I was more than enough of a match for you last
time.”
“You were fierce, I’ll give you that. I didn’t expect such strong
resistance. You caught me off guard, but that won’t happen
again.” Oriana vowed, her eyes flashing red as they narrowed
sharply.
“There is no point to this. The Empress won’t take you back.
You might as well leave, or you will get more teeth knocked
out. That officer might not mind seeing you in jail again,
though.”
Oriana’s expression darkened. “I hear Gefton was after you,
too. Did he get himself a little taste of Celia’s precious
daughter?”
“Hardly.” Sera spat on the floor between Oriana’s feet. “How
about you? I might ask what you had to do to get out of that
cage. You certainly did not burn your way out.”
“No, that wouldn’t have been smart, would it? I’ve been here
long enough to know how to keep my secrets. Some lowlife
creature like Gefton wasn’t going to have the privilege of
learning my talents.”
“Sera?” Rob called from the entryway. “Everything alright?
Class starts in five minutes.”
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“Do you want to do this now or not? If not, I have better things
to do.” Sera asked, fists balling up at her side to deliver an
answer of her own if needed.
A secretive smile crept across Oriana’s ageless face. “It can
wait. After all, I know where you live now.”
Sera’s heart nearly skipped a beat. She surged forward,
grabbing Oriana around the neck. With two lightning-quick
steps she pinned the redheaded woman against the wall. While
she didn’t struggle to free herself immediately, Oriana’s hands
were both on her forearm, ready to dislodge her grasp if
needed.
“You stay away from me, or I will have to kill you.” Sera hissed,
baring her teeth in a feral snarl. “You know I can.”
Oriana smiled coolly. “Do I?”
“Yes, I believe you do.” Sera replied, holding her left hand over
her chest, where the hilt of a soulfire blade waited to be drawn
out. “Just tempt me, whore.”
“Whore?” Oriana clicked her tongue. “I wasn’t the one to go out
with the detective, though he all but begged. I’m not living with
a tasty young man, either.”
“Last chance, bitch.” Sera warned.
Oriana held up her hands in surrender. When Sera relaxed,
Oriana slid out from her grasp and brushed off her blouse.
“We’ll save this dance for later. Go off on your play date. Frolic
with your boy, but don’t forget that I’m always watching,
waiting.”
“And do not forget I can cut your head off and send it back to
the Empress.” Sera replied, stalking toward the door.
“Who says I’m working for her?”
Sera didn’t bother to reply to that one. She was being baited,
or at least she hoped. There wasn’t anyone other than the
Empress that wanted her dead, at least not that she knew of.
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“Say hi to Robert for me!” Oriana called after her, laughing as
she left the bathroom.
“Are you okay?” Rob asked her when she came out of the
restroom. He peeked over her shoulder to see who was calling
his name, but there was no way for him to see Oriana. “Who
was that in there?”
“It’s no one, just some classmate of yours.”
Rob appeared to want to ask more, but a look from her stopped
him. They went to class instead, and even though it was more
interesting, she couldn’t help but scan the crowds and
doorways continuously for signs that Oriana hadn’t given up so
easily on her pursuit. She never saw her, but that didn’t mean
anything, not with someone like her. No, Sera knew that Oriana
would take her time and strike when she was most exposed,
when it hurt the most.
She’d have to be more vigilant and keep her guard up, always.
She couldn’t afford another slip.
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Robert
A customer rang the bell at the front desk of the mattress shop,
and Rob reluctantly left the computer in the office so that he
could see to their needs, reluctantly because he was doing his
college class work on the job. His boss didn’t mind, so long as
he didn’t neglect his duties unloading trucks when one came in
and seeing to the customers that happened by during the
afternoons.
This was his second part time job, one he enjoyed far more
than the grave digging, except for the fact that he had to deal
with more live people on this job. They always wanted the
cheapest stuff, and tried to haggle prices with him, even though
he had no authority to reduce any prices beyond what he’d
been told to clearance anyway. It was tedious, yes, but at least
it paid the bills, sort of.
“Welcome to Mattress King!” Rob announced with mock
enthusiasm, swinging his fist from his side across his front in a
go-get-’em sort of gusto that he certainly didn’t feel, especially
when he saw who it was.
Officer Gefton smiled as he leaned on the glass counter, looking
up at Rob from the stack of store business cards he was toying
with. “Robert.” The word spilled from between lips curled in a
devious smile, a greasy look that seemed likely to curdle milk.
Rob’s expression fell into a guarded one as he moved to his
side of the counter, which felt surprisingly narrow and
unsecure. This was most unexpected, and not at all a pleasant
occurrence. “You need a new mattress, officer? We just got a
new shipment in.”
“I was thinking more like a second date.” The business cards
spilled out from the black plastic holder all over the counter and
onto the floor; it was clear he would make no effort to pick
them up. Gefton’s eyes danced as if he’d just done something
clever, but it seemed childish to Rob, and Rob wasn’t exactly
the most mature fellow as it was.
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“Pardon?” Rob had heard him loud and clear. He just wasn’t
sure why this guy thought he was owed anything.
“I did some thinking, Robert.” Gefton craned his neck then,
checking to see if Sera was in the office behind him. When he
didn’t see her, he frowned in disappointment.
“Oh?” Rob decided to play along for the moment. “Have you
finally save up enough to make the move to a pillow-top? Or is
it memory foam? Good choices, both of them.”
Gefton regarded Rob with a strange look. Then he slid his
hands into the pocket of his trench coat and took out a
notepad. He flipped through the pages and stopped on one that
caught his interest in particular. “I’m pretty sure the waiter at
the restaurant was your friend. Phil Langley, wasn’t it? You set
me up.”
“Who?” Rob spat out, but he was certain the look on his face
had given him away.
“I thought as much. So you reneged on your deal.”
The accusation caught Rob off guard, though with Phil involved,
he supposed it shouldn’t have. “Bullshit I did. You got your
date, and you pissed off Sera. You scalded her rather nicely,
too. I thought we’d have to take her to the hospital. She
blistered up and everything. We’ll be lucky if she comes out of
it without scars, and certainly she can’t wear any hotpants for
awhile.”
“Well, that was a regrettable ending to the date, but it likely
wouldn’t have happened had your buddy Phil not decided to
piss me off. You interfered with our date, Rob, after I kept up
my end of the bargain. You owe me another one to make up for
your screw-ups.”
“I don’t give a shit, Gefton. You can make excuses for why
you’re an asshole, but you can’t come in here and harass me at
my job, and you’re certainly not going to bully Sera into
another date.” Rob illustrated each point with a jab of his finger
in the air at the man.
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“Rob, you’re going to give me what I want.” Gefton replied,
placing both of his hands face down on the counter, so he could
lean forward and stare him right in the eyes.
Rob’s finger still hung in the air, so when Gefton leaned
forward, Rob found his finger to be pressing against something
hard inside Gefton’s coat, likely his gun in a shoulder holster.
He lowered his hand and gauged the other man’s resolve. With
bravado he didn’t feel, he leaned forward, stuck out his lower
jaw, and blew out a breath that made Gefton’s hair waver.
“This is the biggest pile of monkey crap I’ve ever heard. It ain’t
happening, pal, no way, no how.”
“You really don’t want to make an enemy of me.” Gefton
warned him.
Rob threw his head back and barked a laugh. “And you really
don’t want to stalk me, try to coerce a girl into having sex with
you, and generally make a public nuisance of yourself. Apart
from being pathetic, it’s also pretty damn illegal for a public
servant.”
A muscle twitched beside Gefton’s left eye twice, once for
pathetic and once for illegal. He leaned even closer until he was
only a hair away from pressing his nose to Rob’s. “You really
don’t want to make an enemy of me.” He repeated, his words
stinking of vile unspoken threats and cheap coffee laced with
alcohol.
Rob leaned forward, Eskimo kissing his nose against Gefton’s.
The detective recoiled as Rob winked and pursed his lips. “I
know you’re really after me, and I am flattered, but please…
leave.”
“Your sister, Amy, went back home didn’t she? Isn’t Sera home
alone right now?”
Gefton’s cool grin made Rob’s blood run cold. Had he been
staking out their apartment? “The closed-circuit has this all
recorded. Set foot in here again, and I’ll have you arrested.” He
snarled.
“Your girl without any identification, how will she get by without
you? If something happens, I mean. Crossing the road can be
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pretty dangerous around here. People don’t look like they
should. Just the other day, there was a hit and run a few blocks
down from here.”
“I’ll make sure to dodge your car then, pal. Now get the fuck
out of here, unless you want a king-size or something to sleep
on alone at night, while you cry yourself to sleep for want of
what you cannot have.”
“You’re making a mistake.”
“No, a mistake would be letting a creep like you near her
again.” Rob drew himself up to his full height of 6’1”, which was
a few inches taller than Gefton, and pointed toward the door.
“Out. Now.”
Gefton’s face twisted with rage and he pounded his fist down on
the glass, cracking the display. “This isn’t over, not for you, not
for Phil, not for Sera. I get what I want, Dunn.”
It probably wasn’t very bright to taunt the guy, but Rob
couldn’t resist. “I think I’ll have sex with her tonight. You kind
of ran her right into my arms, or pants, as you will.”
Hatred burned in Gefton’s eyes as he retreated. His eyes
shifted up to the camera the hung over the cash register, then
over to the office, where the equipment was housed. “It
wouldn’t take much to get those tapes, Dunn. Don’t forget that.
Besides, that model doesn’t have a microphone. It’s video only,
idiot.”
The front door swung open with such force as Gefton left that it
nearly broken the door closer. The door meekly closed, ending
the confrontation.
As Gefton’s car sped off, Rob breathed a sigh of relief, but other
worries flooded in. This moment might be over, but the
detective wasn’t likely to give up, not this easily.
Run.
The thought cycled through his head, and plans began to form.
By the time he had the shop closed up, earlier than he was
supposed to, he nearly had it figured out, even if it would only
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be a short reprieve. They needed time to clear their heads,
time to get out of the fire, so to speak.
Time away would do everyone involved some good. Classes and
part-time jobs be damned, he’d burn one of those last couple
absences in Mr. Watson’s class if he had to.
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Serafina
Rob surprised Sera by arriving suddenly, hours before she
expected him home. She’d been chatting with Phil on the
computer and watching television at the same time, something
she now found easy to do. Phil tended to prattle on about
anything that came to mind, and she was more than able to
split her attention between the two sources of entertainment.
Still, it caught her in mid-sentence when Rob burst into the
door, a worried look hanging about his face.
“Rob?” She asked, almost afraid of what he might say. Things
had almost seemed like they were getting more normal, other
than her brief encounter with Oriana at the university, but Rob
was certainly agitated.
“Pack your bags. We’re leaving town.” Rob blurted out,
gesticulating wildly.
She rose from the chair, leaving Phil to blither on about the
virtues of a certain television program or movie he’d been
trying to get her to watch, and not just for the eye candy,
whatever that meant. The door had hardly shut behind Rob,
and he’d already crossed the room and seized her by the
shoulders.
“We’re going on a trip.” Rob explained breathlessly.
“Where? Why? For how long?” The words came out, even
though Rob looked like he didn’t need to be bothered with
questions right then. He seemed like he just needed her to nod
her head and jump to it, but didn’t she have a right to know?
Rob’s eyes twitched and his knuckles went white as he
tightened his grip on her upper arms. “Gefton.”
The name was enough to make her stomach twist into knots.
“He spoke to you again?” Her eyes searched his face, flickering
rapidly back and forth between his eyes and his mouth, which
hesitated to form words.
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“He knows about Phil helping us out.”
“Who knows what about me?” Phil inquired through the
speakers, clearly listening in on their conversation.
Rob ignored the question. “He knows about Phil’s part in our
plan, and he knows Amy left town. He’s been watching us.”
She shrugged off his hands and took a step back. “He wants
another date. Is that it?”
Rob started to answer, but stopped, and that was answer
enough for her.
“I want nothing to do with that man!” She growled, balling her
hands up into fists.
“I told him as much. I exaggerated your wounds from the hot
soup. I threatened him. I said what I could, but I think he’s not
one to give up easily.”
“So we leave, but for how long? You cannot give up your life
here.”
“Where are we going?” Phil shouted through the speakers.
Sera frowned at the computer and stepped over to turn off the
speakers, but Rob held up his hand to halt her. “He might have
to come with us.” Rob said hastily, though he didn’t appear to
be pleased with that eventuality.
“He is in danger, too?”
“Danger? Me?” Phil laughed, but when no one else did, his
laughter faltered. “Wait. Really?”
“How does the beach sound? How about some swimming and
sunshine for half a week or so until I figure this all out?”
“The beach sounds fine, but are you sure this is wise? How do
you know he was not bluffing? How do you know he will not
just follow us there?”
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“He told me he could run me over with a car, and no one would
ever know. He’s not likely to go that far, but so long as we’re
around, he might think about it. If we give him a few days to
cool off, it might be safer for us.” Rob reasoned, but it seemed
as if he were trying to convince himself as much as convince
her.
“It won’t take me long to get ready; I have but a few things. If
you think this course of action is wisest, we could escape for a
time.”
Rob folded his arms across his chest and tapped his foot while
he chewed on the inside of his cheek, lost in thought as he
weighed his options. “I don’t see… I don’t see any other
choice.”
“Your school? Your jobs? It is acceptable to be missing them for
a few days?”
Rob nodded and sucked at his lower lip like he normally did
when he wanted a beer. “I’ll make it work. I’ll call it a family
emergency. It nearly is anyhow.”
Somehow, being referred to as ‘almost family’ made her smile.
“The beach, then?”
“I guess so.”
“It will be sunny there?”
He nodded. “Mostly. Even if it’s not, it should be decent
weather. Not terribly warm or hot, but decent.”
“And Phil?”
“Yes, what about Phil?” The computer inquired.
“He comes, too, if he can get away from his mother.”
“I’m already putting on sunscreen, sensually.” Phil announced.
“Just shut up and pack.” Rob barked at the computer, stepping
over to cut off the chat session. “Tell your Mom, too. We’ll be
there in half an hour.” A click of the mouse cut off any replies.
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“He really needs his mother’s permission?”
“Phil is like Todd, but with more social tendencies and a porn
addiction. That doesn’t mean he’s any less tied to his mother’s
apron strings, though.”
“Porn addiction?”
Rob waved his hand, irritated. “Naked lady pictures and sex
videos. He can’t stop looking at them and touching himself.”
Sera frowned, not pleased by the mental imagery of Phil such a
hobby conjured up for her. “Gross.”
“Yeah, well, we can’t all be charming.” Rob smiled crookedly
and rushed off into the bedroom.
Seeing how her things were also in that room, she followed
him, taking the smaller bag he set out for her. She carefully
folded her garments, all of them gifts from Amy and Rob, and
placed them in the bag. Afterward, she gathered up the few
personal items Amy had given her and shown her how to use –
makeup and other hygiene implements. It took her less than
three minutes to ready herself.
“I am ready.”
Rob nodded and mumbled to himself. He dug through his
drawers, stuffing an odd assortment of clothes for all weather
into the oversized bag. Cans, bottles of spray, and a few odd
things from the bathroom were thrown on top of the clothes,
and he zipped up the bag.
“Rob?” She asked, putting a hand gently on his arm.
“Yeah?” He didn’t even look at her.
“It will be okay. This thing with Gefton will work out.”
Rob paused long enough to look her in the eyes. The worry in
his expression relaxed slightly, but not nearly enough, and she
hadn’t even told him about Oriana. It pained her to see him
worked up so much, but slowing him down didn’t seem like it
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would help. If he wanted to be gone from here, even for just a
short few days, then that was probably for the best.
“Ready?” He asked, looking around once more.
She nodded and watched him stuff the loose cash the tin in his
sock drawer into his pants pockets. “Ready.”
“Let’s go, then.”
With bags in hand, they left his apartment behind. The
television was left off, but she knew it would record Rob’s
favorite programs – a wonder, that. The computer, the fridge,
even the sofa, she took one last glance at them before the door
closed shut. She would miss the place. It felt much like home
already, and she’d only been living there for a couple weeks.
Rob locked the door behind them, and they were on their way.
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Robert
As was to be expected, a road trip turned out being Phil’s
opportunity to commandeer the car stereo. Somehow, despite
having only had half an hour to pack his stuff, he’d come up
with a playlist for their trip. It consisted of several songs that
suggested very obviously that Sera was meant for someone
other than Rob.
Phil was actually pretty knowledgeable about music, arguably
the most musically-wise member of the band. Rob liked to think
he knew just about as much, though his musical tastes were
more defined and less eclectic than Phil’s, definitely moreso
than Steve, whose tastes rarely strayed far from music good for
screaming and drinking to. As for Greg, he was actually a pop
and hair metal fan, though he stuck in a little bit of opera and
classical to maintain his pretentious airs.
The problem with Phil was that he always felt he had to impart
some sort of musical trivia tidbit with each song, as if he were
educating your ears instead of just annoying you. He did so
with the charm of a canker sore. Although, Sera seemed to find
his blabbering intriguing, but then she’d never heard these
stories before. Soon enough, she’d tire of his crap. Rob was
fairly sure of it. Until then, he’d drown out Phil’s nonsense with
more caffeine.
Tapping his hands on the steering wheel in rhythm with either
the song or his too-fast pulse – he wasn’t sure which – he
passed another car. He was pressing eighty, which was a bit
over his ten percent rule, but the faster this jaunt down the
expressway was done, the better.
“Isn’t that so, Rob?” Phil asked.
“Huh?” Rob repeated, glancing over at Sera. He’d actually
heard the question, something about the difficulty of playing
drums well, but he chose to pretend he’d not heard.
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Sera smiled at him from the passenger seat and glanced out
the window at a minivan full of children that were waving madly
at them as they sailed past.
Phil repeated his question, leaning forward to stick his head and
half of his body between the driver and passenger seats.
“I don’t know. I suppose.” Rob grunted, speeding up again.
Between Gefton and Phil, Rob wasn’t sure who was bothering
him more. He hadn’t really considered it until he’d actually
picked up Phil, but his friend was likely to be a giant cock block.
Alone, he and Sera might explore the flirtation and sexual
tension that had been growing between them, but with Phil
around, there was all the sexual chemistry of a rugby match.
“Well, what Rob is trying to say…” Phil blathered on, keeping up
with the soundtrack he’d programmed into their trip.
Rob reached over and flipped back to regular radio, choosing a
bubblegum pop sort of station, the sort of thing that made him
batty, but drove Phil to want to pound ten-penny nails into his
eardrums. Rob watched in amusement as Phil twitched and
sank back in shocked silence.
Rob began to sing along with the obnoxious tune. It certainly
wasn’t his sort of music, but it was the sort of song that one
just learned from exposure to general media, at least enough to
raise his voice to the refrain. Phil gritted his teeth and stared
out the window, effectively silenced, at least temporarily.
Sera laughed and sang along after the second verse, catching
on to the repetition. She had a fair voice, surprising both of
them. Phil even stopped clawing at his ears to listen.
The silence from the back of the car lasted twenty minutes,
which was enough to finally get off the highway and look for a
motel. Phil insisted on being involved in the decision, though
they would invariably end up at whichever motel advertised the
cheapest prices on their signs. Pools were somehow a plus with
Phil, too, even if they were five minutes from the beach.
The ‘Heavenly Rest’ where they ended up had a fresh coat of
blacktop on the parking lot that still smelled strongly of tar, but
the worn look of the stone exterior spoke of the building’s age.
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Rob gauged it to have been built in the seventies, but the
undersized pool had clearly been added after. Its styling
clashed with the rest of the two-story structure, but aesthetics
were clearly not a high priority.
“We’re here.” Rob announced, killing the ignition and stretching
in his seat before reaching for the door handle.
“Cash, right?” Phil inquired.
Rob looked back at Phil, considering what he’d said. It wasn’t a
bad idea. Gefton was just the sort of prick that might be tracing
credit card activity. “Right.” He replied, as if that had been the
idea all along. In actuality, he only had the cash from his
dresser in his pockets and a little beyond that.
As Rob popped the door open and readied himself to swing his
legs out, Phil asked, “Three rooms?”
“Did you bring a big enough bankroll for that?” Rob growled.
“Two then. Us in one, Sera in the other.” Phil suggested
nervously.
Rob’s eyes narrowed on the rearview mirror. Phil was
practically sweating bullets. The idea of him rooming up with
Sera apparently bothered Phil. Rob hadn’t considered that yet,
either. “Do you want your own room?” He asked Sera.
After a moment’s consideration, she responded, “Would it not
be less expensive to share one with a few beds?”
“We’d have to get a cot for Phil.” Rob mused.
“I don’t mind sharing a bed with someone.” Phil announced
happily, clearly hoping for one particular outcome, rather than
the other.
Rob snorted a laugh, trying to imagine his friend cuddling up
with Sera. She’d probably have to spoon him. “Yeah, right.
Gassy McAssblaster is not going to share a bed with anyone.”
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Phil had the dignity to look offended. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about, but can we get out of the car? I could really use
a stretch.”
“Your mouth certainly doesn’t need a stretch.” Rob ribbed his
friend.
“Sorry for trying to fill the uncomfortable silence on the trip
here. I mean, I wouldn’t want to let your guilt fill the air too
long.”
“My guilt?” Rob turned around in his chair. “You’re the one who
got made in the restaurant. It was even your idea to get a job
and sabotage the date. I don’t see how I have any blame in this
one whatsoever.”
“I didn’t taunt the detective into chasing us out of town.” Phil
reminded him.
“Whatever.” Rob grabbed the doorframe and pulled himself
upright and out of the car. “Let’s go. I don’t want to wait
around, or I’ll get another trip down musical memory lane.”
Sera shook her head at the two of them and climbed out of the
car on her side. Phil exited on her side so he could take her
arm. The he led her toward the motel’s check-in office, casting
a gloating look over his shoulder at Rob as he did so.
“I should have left you with Gefton.” Rob mumbled under his
breath, slamming his door and following the others.
He had always had a volatile relationship with Phil. It was
because they were such good friends. It gave them the leeway
to say whatever they wanted to each other, with no worries for
hurt feelings. Each of them took advantage of the situation,
giving the other a hard time whenever it made them feel
better, like the other was a verbal punching bag. It was just
how things worked, and when it came to blows, Rob could beat
the shit out of his friend.
The motel office was typical in that Middle America sort of
fashion. It had fake silk plants in cheap pots in the corners,
wooden racks filled with brochures for local scenic spots and

237

tourist traps, drop tile ceilings, and Formica counters. It was
exactly what they wanted.
“One room, please.” Phil requested of the clerk, leaning
authoritatively on the counter.
Rob didn’t say a word. He leafed through the travel brochures
and let Phil feel like an adult for once – everyone knew he had
few enough chances to do so. Phil’s mom babied the poor guy
on a daily basis, all the while decrying his lifestyle. The two
were locked in a sad and eternal struggle that looked unlikely in
ending with Phil being a real man.
After he grew disinterested in the brochures, Rob stood there
silently, waiting for the sandy-blonde haired attendant named
Bradley to finish checking them in. The guy was likely a high
school student working on a part time job. As he waited, he
watched the attendant in the reflection on the plate glass
windows that took up most of the wall around the entry door.
Sure enough, the punk spent half his time gazing at Sera, and
the other half tapping half-heartedly on the keyboard to take
down the fake address and the ridiculous name that Phil fed
him: Cesar Goodies. Even this guy didn’t believe that name, not
that he cared.
When it came time to talk about money, Phil tossed a handful
of crumpled bills on the counter, trying to look nonchalant
about it, as if he were used to bandying about with large sums
of money.
“We’ll need a credit card, even if you pay cash.” The young
man informed them.
Phil proffered up a credit card with the same fake name on it,
which he’d gotten from some unheard of company. Other than
a smirk at the name on the card, the kid had the good sense to
let the name go. “Will this be by the hour?” He asked, looking
once more at Sera appreciatively, his eyes lingering on her
cleavage.
Rob shook his head, glad that Sera didn’t seem to catch the
boy’s implications. The kid had hardly started shaving, and it
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would have been a shame to see Sera rip his head off or break
his jaw.
Phil glanced back at Rob before answering. “Five days?” Rob
shrugged. That was good enough for now.
“Five days it is.” A few more taps of the keyboard fell in rapid
succession, and then keys came out of a cabinet beneath the
computer. “Room 221. It’s right around the side, up the stairs,
near the corner of the building. Breakfast is served from seven
to ten, except on Sundays, when it’s six to eleven. Ice
machines and vending are in the common area next to the
elevators on both floors.” The words rolled off the young man’s
tongue with practiced precision. He winked at Sera and smiled
over at Rob.
Phil and Sera each took a set of keys, and then they hit the
door. Rob gave the kid a blank expression as the kid nodded
knowingly over at him. The nod was just shy of a high five,
which made the whole motel seem that much seedier than the
‘by the hour’ comment had.
They went back to the car to collect their bags, which was more
of an undertaking for Phil, who had packed his laptop and
enough gear to game, surf, and generally re-establish his
bachelor lifestyle in the hotel room. Rob considered for the
second time that putting Phil in a room by himself might have
been wiser. Why couldn’t he be independently wealthy?
After locking the car, a short trip up the elevator and a few
steps down the walkway placed them outside of room 221.
Inside was much to be expected, if still disappointing.
An aging television set was the crowning achievement of the
room, complete with a battered remote that had the batteries
taped into it so they wouldn’t fall out. The carpet and
bedspreads were both strange patchworks of greens and reds,
reminding Rob of nothing so much as a grandma’s attempt at
making a quilt that resembled OSB plywood. Brass fixtures
mounted above the pair of beds had yellowed lampshades that
might have been nice a decade before. A matching floor lamp
stood sentry over a scratched table that had been stuck in the
corner with two chairs beneath it – likely to become Phil’s
computer station if anything.
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“Nice.” Rob remarked dryly, tossing his stuff on the bed closest
to the bathroom, mostly because it had the best view of the
television, but also because Phil tended to crank up the air
conditioner as much as possible, just because he didn’t have to
pay the electric bill.
“I’ve seen worse.” Phil replied, nodding in approval at his new
surroundings. He set immediately to claiming the corner table
as his domain, unpacking his nerd-gear as quickly and
efficiently as possible.
Sera was less pleased. “It’s like your apartment, but uglier,
much uglier.”
“Welcome to paradise, Sera!” Rob through up his fists in
triumph, only to let them fall limply to his sides a moment
later. “Yeah, it sucks. I’m sorry, but we came for the beach, not
this shit hole. Just wait. This is a place to sleep and let Phil bask
in computer light, not a place to spend all our time.”
Sera’s worries seemed assuaged, if only in part. It would have
to do. They didn’t really have a choice. Such was the plight of a
poor man in modern times. Even poor men had beer, though,
Rob reflected, cracking open the cooler.
Things could be worse. Things could be much worse.
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Serafina
Perhaps she’d expected a lot, but somehow a trip to the beach
seemed like it would consist of more than laying on a narrow
bed that smelled of smoke and watching a smaller television
than they had at home. Sighing gently, she rolled over onto her
belly from her side and looked at the boys, who were crowded
around the glow of Phil’s computer. They chatted so animatedly
that she had been forgotten.
Despite the change in surroundings, this hardly felt different
than home. Even the childish bickering that Phil and Rob
engaged in seemed the same. She ran a hand through her hair
and stared at the ends for a moment, determining that she
needed sun to restore it to its normal luster. Leave them to
their play, she decided, because she was going to go out.
Her bag contained few things, so it took little to slide off the
bed, pluck out the swimsuit she’d first worn at Rob’s
apartment, which seemed so long ago now, and head to the
bathroom to change. The fan overhead was noisy and full of
dust. She noticed that in the light, her skin was painted a
sallow shade. She also saw tiredness behind her eyes that
would likely fade after a few hours of sun and much-needed
peace.
As she changed, her eyes swam around the room, and she
found herself absently comparing the fixtures and decorations
to Rob’s apartment. In the end, she couldn’t decide which place
was better outfitted, which didn’t speak well for Rob’s home. It
was a simple home, and she knew he could hardly afford more,
but she couldn’t understand why he didn’t live with family. It
was a bizarre culture they had here, where family spread out
unnecessarily, living in solitude rather than relying on one
another.
Because she remembered Rob’s warnings about walking around
half-naked, especially around Phil or his friends, she pulled a tshirt and a skirt on over her swimwear, and then stepped out of
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the room. The boys glanced over, and Rob had the decency to
look guilty, probably because he’d realized she’d been ignored.
“Heading out?” He asked, genuinely curious.
Phil watched her with wide eyes, tenseness building in his limp
muscles, as if he might spring up to follow her wherever she
might go. He was certainly an odd one, or at least horny.
“Out.” She replied shortly. Then, thinking better of it, she
explained, “I just want some sun, maybe some swimming. You
had said something about the beach, but so far I’ve only seen
the inside of these ugly curtains and you two doing nerd-talk.”
Rob nodded, looking toward the cooler they’d brought. “I’ll tag
along.”
“Me, too.” Phil announced, pushing past Rob on the way to the
one bag he’d brought that actually had clothes, rather than
playthings and action figures.
“Just give us like two minutes.” Rob requested, pulling his own
things out of the bags he’d brought.
Since she didn’t know where she was going, she didn’t see how
she could argue, though she was sorely tempted to do so. By
sense of smell and sound alone, she thought she might be able
to find the water. For that matter, she could always fly there,
but that would cause a scene they could ill afford. That didn’t
mean it wasn’t an option, though. It was a comforting thought
as the boys fought over the bathroom, and Rob won.
Phil smiled sheepishly and pretended like he hadn’t really
wanted to be the first one in anyway. He busied himself playing
with the coffeemaker, and then punched Rob in the shoulder as
he came out of the bathroom changed.
Rob gave Phil a shove in return that
the door and then tumbling into
“Dumbass.” Rob growled, though he
Then again, he had always said he
doses.
“Ready?” She asked him.
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sent him stumbling into
the bathroom beyond.
didn’t seem to mean it.
only liked Phil in small

Rob nodded, bopping his head back and forth oddly as he
strutted over to the cooler, plucked a beer out of the ice, and
twisted off the cap. “Affirmative.”
Phil came out of the bathroom then, wearing a white shirt with
the sleeves cut out and a very colorful set of tropical print
trunks that were much too large for him. Seeing the look she
gave him, he laughed. “I used to be much fatter, and, since I
don’t swim much, I never replaced them.”
“Seeing how he doesn’t get out of his mom’s house much…”
Rob snorted a laugh. “Just be happy he’s not swimming in his
dirty underwear, like he did as a kid.” His own trunks were
white, gray, and red. They stretched down just past his knees,
and looked form-fitting compared to Phil’s billowy pair.
“To the seaside?” Phil asked, eager to draw attention away
from his shabby clothes.
“Please.” Sera replied impatiently.
“Our chariot awaits!” Rob declared, hauling the cooler along
with him.
“I’ve got the keys.” Phil said, bringing up the rear, carrying a
basket of things he’d decided to be necessities.
The trip to the beach took less than five minutes. They
probably could have walked, but then she’d have had to carry
more than just her hat and a pair of sunglasses. When Rob’s
car rolled up to the beach and she took a look at the whitish
sand and the throng of people, she suddenly didn’t mind all
that she’d been through. She had half a mind to forgive all their
weirdness.
Rob climbed out of the car, raised his hands in the air, through
back his head, and shouted, “Paradise, I have cometh.”
Phil snickered, but busied himself about getting the supplies
he’d packed out of the trunk. Only then did he look around,
joining Sera at the edge of the parking lot to gaze at the young
crowd gathered around the seashore.
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“This is nice.” Sera admitted, watching a game involving a net
and half a dozen players on each side batting a ball back and
forth. There were several attractive young women playing, and
they’d drawn a sizeable crowd. Many other people just sat on
chairs or under umbrellas stuck in the sand. Only a few played
in the water. “Is this the ocean?” Sera asked, unable to see the
other side.
“Just a lake.” Rob answered, closing the door and locking the
car. He joined the two of them a moment later, still guarding
the cooler of beer.
“So it is freshwater?”
“I don’t know about fresh, but there’s no salt.” Rob grinned. He
nodded toward the sand. “Shall we find a spot?”
She nodded eagerly, feeling ten years younger already as Rob
led the way. Just being out in such pleasant weather, her skin
began to feel like a dry sponge getting its first taste of water
after so long. Oils began to seep from her pores, giving her a
healthy glow that would only deepen with time. The little hurts,
irritations, and problems would melt away like morning fog
chased away by the rising sun.
By the time they’d dropped their pile of gear in the place they
chose together – not too far from the car, yet not too far from
the crowds either – she was feeling quite excellent. She settled
down on the sand and sat cross-legged, content to just watch
the young people play at the water’s edge for a few minutes.
Phil set up chairs, which Rob promptly plopped down onto. The
beer Rob had begun earlier, which had temporarily returned to
the cooler for the duration of the car ride, found its way back
into his hand. He winked at her and stretched out, closing his
eyes and laying back.
A colorful parasol came out next. Phil stabbed it into the ground
several times before getting it at a depth and angle to his
liking. Then, he cranked the rickety thing until it opened like a
reluctant, late bloom. “Come over under here, so you don’t
burn.” Phil suggested to her, laying out a towel for her.
She shook her head. “I won’t burn.”

244

Phil rolled his eyes. “Nonsense. Everyone burns, even you.”
“Only in intense fires.” She replied, being completely honest.
“Suit yourself.” Phil replied, clearly unhappy with the outcome,
though Rob smiled.
Watching Phil lather himself up with whitish cream was an
oddity that she found she could not take her eyes off of. “What
are you doing?” She asked, morbidly curious about what was
mildly disgusting.
“It’s suntan lotion. It stops me from burning. I’m too white.”
While she had to admit that he was indeed very pale, she found
the idea of the sun burning someone odd. “What do you mean,
burn?”
“I burn. I get red. I look like a cooked lobster.” Phil was getting
irritated now, clearly thinking she was mocking him, though she
was not.
“How?”
“I just do! What about it?”
“My people do not burn in the sun.”
“Right.” Phil grumped, clearly feeling that she was putting him
on.
“They do not.” She insisted.
“Okay.” Phil replied dismissively. He was done with the
conversation. Before settling down onto his blanket by himself,
he pitched the lotion bottle onto Rob’s lap, startling him. Beer
was inadvertently spilled.
“Hey!” Rob bellowed, flailing his arms about.
“Slather it on, fur-boy.” Phil teased.
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Rob puffed out his chest and pulled his shirt aside to bare some
skin. “Don’t mock my prominent chest-mane just because you
have bald bosoms.”
“Sure you don’t need some?” Phil asked as she peeled off her
shirt.
She nodded, slipping out of her skirt as well. She had Rob’s full
attention now, too. He’d just squirted about a handful of the
sun cream onto his arm, clearly too much.
“Gets me every time.” Rob muttered, sighing. He flung half the
lotion out onto the sand and rubbed the rest into his shoulders,
arms, and legs.
Phil walked over and rubbed a finger on her shoulder. Then, he
rolled his fingertips together, frowning at it. “You smell like
coconuts and cocoa oils. You already put lotion on.”
She shook her head. “No, that is just how I get when I am in
the sun.”
Phil stared her right in the eye and put his hands on his hips.
“Bull.”
She stared at him, trying to puzzle out what he was getting at,
but couldn’t fathom it. “Pardon?”
“Bullshit. Lies. There’s no way you naturally smell that way.”
His accusation surprised her. “Why would I lie?”
“So you really smell like coconut and sweet oils when you
sweat?”
“Do you not?” She asked, sniffing herself curiously. She’d never
bothered to think of her sweat as pleasant smelling. It just was
what it was.
“No, I smell like sour milk.” He replied, swallowing hard, as he
observed her. His pulse raced in his neck, thrumming in his
jugular.
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“Enough!” Rob shouted, throwing sand on Phil, who screeched
femininely and ran for the water. When Phil was gone, Rob
grinned over at her. “The cave Phil is a nocturnal beast. He gets
cranky when he’s outdoors. Give him a break.”
“I will.” She nodded and stretched out, pillowing the back of her
head on her folded hands.
After a few minutes, punctuated only by enthusiastic shouts
from down the beach and the occasional passing shadow of
gulls wheeling overhead, she turned over toward Rob and said,
“Thank you.”
He turned her way, shading his eyes with his hand. “For what?”
“For this, for everything, thank you.”
Rob raised his beer. “For you, it’s hardly a bother, Sera.”
She smiled and lay back once more, closing her eyes. The sun
cast its loving embrace down on her, suffusing her with its
warmth. It seeped through her, leaking through her eyelids
until even the back of her eyes felt its rejuvenating strength.
Things were good, at least for now.
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Robert
Six beers, drank easily, had taken Rob a couple hours. It had
been enough time to stare at bikini-clad ladies – whenever they
were certain that Sera wasn’t watching them gawk – and to
build a sandcastle. During that time, Phil had become badly
burnt.
Rob smirked at his friend. “You forgot to reapply your suntan
lotion after going in the water.”
Phil winced as he touched his pink skin. It would likely darken
to a nice cooked lobster red by the end of the night. “So I did.
At least we built Isengard.”
Rob regarded the man-sized tower that Phil was putting the
finishing touches on, while fighting through the pain in his
seared skin. Rob shook his head. “Your Lord of the Rings
obsession knows no bounds.”
“That used to be true, but that was all before our otherworldly
babe landed in our laps.”
“Our?” Rob scoffed.
“Yeah, well, I’ll get my chance when you screw up, and you
will, douchebag.”
“Not likely.” Rob shot back, wondering if he really meant it
beneath the bravado. Did he actually plan on going after her?
Did he even have what it took? In a bar, he’d have thought she
was out of his league, and probably too young for him, too.
Then again, he’d always considered himself to be one of those
guys that grows on a girl if they get the chance to know him,
sort of like a fungus. The problem was getting them to give him
a chance so they could get to know him well enough to see his
‘inner qualities.’
Phil finally took his hands off the sandcastle, which was
crumbling as fast as he touched it up. Even the extreme hold
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hairspray, which he’d brought specifically for this purpose,
couldn’t hold it together forever. Then Phil took exactly three
steps back, sighed appreciatively, and started toward the
parasol, so he could get out what was left of the sun.
Rob followed him back, raiding the cooler and cracking open
another longneck before he realized something was missing, or
rather, someone was missing: Sera.
“Phil, have you seen Sera?”
Phil shook his head and then shrugged on his shirt very
gingerly.
Rob grunted and sipped at his drink, looking up and down the
beach. The teams had changed a couple times at the volleyball
court, each one a bit more inebriated than the last, but he
didn’t recognize Sera amongst the players. Even at half a
football field away, he knew her tight physique well enough to
pick her out of a crowd of semi-nude ladies. Frowning, he
glanced the other way down the beach.
He paused mid-sip, squinted, and swore. “Who the fuck is that
guy?”
“Troubles, handsome?” A husky female voice inquired from
behind him and to the left.
Rob turned, bottle poised a few inches from his lips, and
stopped with his mouth hanging open.
It took him a moment to place the redhead standing in front of
him. Sera’s swimsuit was a couple sizes too small for her,
leaving little to the imagination, but the redheaded woman in
front of him wore even less, if that was possible. Though it
covered more of her belly, it seemed as if the metallic red
fabric and the strings that laced back and forth between the
top, bottom, and the skimpy back could hardly account for as
much fabric as it would take to make a woman’s glove.
Phil, too, was dumbstruck. He was on one knee, caught in the
midst of getting up. He lamely gawked at the waves of red hair
that cascaded down, adding the slightest touch of modesty to
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the cleavage-baring, scandalous attire, at least when the wind
didn’t toss her hair aside.
“You?” Rob murmured, wondering how the feisty fighter from
the night at the club had managed to end up on the same
beach as them. At least he was trying to wonder about that,
while the baser parts of his brain were hard at work issuing
demands on urges he hadn’t even realized he had.
“Me.” She replied, making the word seem naughty as she
winked and licked her cherry-red lips.
Rob felt himself stiffen in response, and not just his spine,
either. He cleared his throat uncomfortably and choked down a
swallow of beer. Here he was, unmanned by a glance from a
woman he didn’t even like or know. It was sad, because he
expected better of himself, but she certainly made part of him
happy to see her.
“I’m pleased to see you remembered me.” She said, filling the
uncomfortable silence that threatened.
“How could I not? It’s not every night a friend of mine ends up
in the pokey. I don’t make a habit of bailing people out. I
mean, even a party animal like Phil has never been arrested.”
“That’s right.” Phil chimed in, crossing his arms in front of him.
As much as he tried to look serious, he couldn’t keep from
staring at the shimmery, red strings of her suit that seemed to
be carving their way into the flesh of her butt cheeks.
“What can I do for you, Oriana?” Rob asked finally, pulling her
name from memory. Sera had spoken at length about her on
several occasions, so it wasn’t hard to recall.
A wicked grin erupted from her full lips, followed by a laugh.
“You’re offering?”
“Robert!” Phil hissed, a warning perhaps.
Rob swung a hand absently in his friend’s direction. “I mean,
why are you here?”
“It’s a public beach, is it not?”

250

Rob’s eyes narrowed, and not on her tits, though it was hard.
He kept his eyes glued to her face. “And you just happened
across the same stretch of sand we were sitting on. How
convenient. Why are you following us?”
“Me? Why? I do have things to do. My life doesn’t revolve
around that one silly incident at the bar, if that’s what you
think.”
“Then you won’t mind moving along and leaving us in peace?”
Rob suggested lightly.
“You’re not even going to offer me a drink?” She nodded
toward the cooler.
“I’m not sure how I could do that without offending Sera.”
“Sera’s a big girl.” Oriana purred. “She’ll handle it, just like
she’s handling that handsome guy from our world that she’s
talking to down the beach.”
“What?” Rob dropped his beer and twisted his head around so
fast his neck cracked.
“Yeah, that guy down there, the one with the big, strong arms
and chiseled good looks, he’s one of us.”
“One of us?” Phil repeated, suddenly standing right next to her.
She flashed Phil a smile and touched his arm lightly.
Rob hadn’t thought it possible, but Phil blushed darker red than
his skin was already burnt. She was certainly getting under his
skin, but Rob didn’t care. Let them have each other. He really
only cared about what she’d said. “What do you mean?”
“He’s under the influence of elemental water, I’d guess. He’s
born to the waves. They’re steadfast, powerful men. He’s a
good-looking one, too.” She whistled appreciatively. “It’s too
bad his kind don’t like my kind much.”
“Does anyone?” Rob asked dryly.
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“Ahh, but some do,” She assured him, “even among the water
folk. When one of them gets together with one of my people,
they make quite a steamy couple. It happens, now and then,
making for a good story.” She sighed regretfully.
Rob took another long look at Oriana. It surprised him to hear
her talk with such longing. He gave her a long look, even as
she met his eyes. She was shorter than Sera, and quite a bit
older if Sera’s stories were true.
There was a hint of cruelty or ferocity about her eyes, which
colored her face with less kindness than it might have had. She
was half a foot shorter than Sera, which was even more
obvious now that she was barefoot in the sand, but she didn’t
weigh much less than Sera, because she carried the weight in
her shapely hips and in her chest. She was an attractive
woman, of that there was no doubt.
“Like what you see?” She asked him.
“Definitely.” Phil answered, not realizing she was not speaking
to him.
Rob shrugged. “You’re not my type.”
“I’m every man’s type.” She insisted, catching Phil’s attention,
too.
“Not this one’s.” Rob declared, stooping to pick up his cooler.
Hands on her hips, chest stuck out, and chin lifted audaciously,
she said, “Maybe, maybe not. Time will tell, and denials will
cease to carry weight.”
Rob grunted and picked up the rest of his things. “Come on,
Phil. We’re leaving.”
“I, uh, I’m going to stay here and pack our stuff up.” Phil’s
voice cracked.
“Fine.” Rob growled. “Get your shit together. I’ll go get Sera.”
“I’ll be seeing you, Robbie.” Oriana called after him as he
stalked down the beach toward Sera and the big, blonde guy.

252

“Don’t play with the wildlife!” Rob called out to Phil over his
shoulder. “They might carry diseases.” He wasn’t sure, but he
thought he heard her laughing.
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Serafina
The weather was glorious, even if the sun was not quite what
she remembered from back home. The skies might not have
been crisscrossed with cottony stretches of gray clouds that
obscured the reddish sun in the violet skies, but it was nearly
perfect. In fact, the blue skies and yellow sun were growing on
her.
Even the company was not entirely undesirable. Phil was
strange, but Rob seemed greatly at ease, which was heartening
to see. The others on the beach, as well, were alive with
youthful vitality and exuberance. The splashing, the games,
and the utter warmth of it all made her feel completely alive.
As the hours wore on and her body was soaked with the sun’s
gracious energies, she began to feel restless. All her aches and
pains had faded, and even the burn marks on her thighs had
vanished completely, the skin refreshed and renewed by her
luxuriating. Phil and Rob seemed entirely engrossed in the
making of a sand structure, a castle-like model that Phil was
overseeing the creation of. Left alone, she decided to wander
the beach, promising herself not to go too far, lest Rob worry.
It felt good to have the taste of the sea in every breath, the
caress of her hair against her shoulders, the gentle sting of
sand and grit being whipped against her shins by the breeze,
and the shifting of the ground beneath her every footstep. She
couldn’t see her own face, obviously, but she figured she had a
stupid grin on her face, the sort that idiots had when they were
completely delighted with themselves. It didn’t bother her at
all, though.
Although the sun sank toward the sea, she couldn’t help her
mood from staying aloft. She waved at people who passed her
by, men and women in tight clothes who seemed very eager to
make a good pace on their way down the coast. She stopped to
examine the shells that washed up occasionally at the pebblestrewn waterline; it was delightful to find that they were not
much different than what she was used to back home.
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She stood, hands on her hips, and stared out at the water. She
took another deep breath, and then another. As she let out the
second breath, she became aware of someone watching her
from within the waves.
A head crested fifty paces out. Her eyes narrowed as arms
broke free of the waves and stroked powerfully in her direction.
Twenty paces out, the man stood in the shallow, and stalked
her way, water sloughing off his broad, muscled figure.
He walked purposely toward her, and she began to feel her
heart thrum in beat with his strides, each pace of his strong
legs fueling the hammer beats in her aorta. There was
something about him, something beyond his excellent
physique, his chiseled good looks, and the way that water
seemed to cling lovingly to every stretch of his golden skin or
drop reluctantly from his short blonde hair.
As the sun sank beneath a cloud, an aura was cast about the
man, and he came to stand ankle-deep in the water just before
her. A roguish smile broke across his handsome face, splitting
ruby lips to show off a glistening row of teeth.
Her heart fluttered unexpectedly, and her breath caught in her
throat when he spoke, “Hello.”
“You are… different.” She mumbled.
“So are you. I could feel you all the way out there.” He pointed
his long arm out at some imperceptible spot in the distance. He
turned back to her and smiled even wider. “Your smile, I could
sense the radiant joy in it. I was drawn in to you.”
“Yeah?” She felt herself blushing to match her grin.
“I am Magnus,” he watched her, searching for a reaction. Then
he added, “of House Maris.”
“I am,” Sera caught herself. She’d almost called herself by her
birth name, Sidra, but caution and suspicion had stilled her
tongue. Would he have heard of her? The House of Elemental
Water had close ties to her former House. Was he a spy? “I am
Sera, Serafina.”
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“Serafina.” He bowed with a stately gesture, one not meant to
be wasted on one such as her. She stepped forward and
reached out to catch his arm. He looked up at her as her
fingertips brushed against his broad forearm. “Lady?”
“You need not be so polite, Sir.”
“Please, call me Magnus. I would hope that we could be friends,
and I can’t stand to be called ‘sir’ with such unfamiliarity.”
She bowed her head in acquiescence. Even if it was a bit
familiar, especially with her secret disgrace, she would call him
by name. “Magnus, then, you have no need of bowing and such
with me.”
“Even if you were only from this world, a daughter of humanity,
I’d have bowed to one as striking as yourself. You, Sera, are
simply breathtaking to observe.” He took a deep breath and his
eyes filled with a pained longing, as if it were hard to look upon
her and not have her.
Her hand found itself on his arm once more. “Please, do not
look at me so. I am not worthy of such praise. I am what I am,
a simple nobleman’s daughter.”
Almost immediately, she wished she could take it back. Foolish,
so very foolish, she thought as she bit her lip against saying
any more. How could she so quickly betray her nobility? Now he
would wonder even more about her cause for being here.
“Oh? Where are you from?”
She laughed, trying to make it sound less like a nervous laugh
and more playful, but she wasn’t certain about her success.
“Magnus, we have just barely met one another, and you are
asking for my pedigree?”
Magnus blushed this time. “I’m sorry, Sera. My deepest
apologies.” He moved up out of the water onto the beach
beside her. He gestured down the beach, as if they might walk
together, and he offered her an arm.

256

She took his arm, delighting in the feel of his skin against hers.
While hers was warm from the sun, his felt deliciously cool and
wet, as if he never quite dried off. She’d known a few people
from House Maris, and they all had that trait in common. Some
girls she’d known had always cringed and claimed the water
folk felt clammy and sweaty, but she’d never found the
sensation distasteful. In fact, with the hair and drying salt on
his skin, she found his skin very pleasant to touch.
“What I meant, Sera, was that you certainly seem to walk with
a regal bearing, and it surprises me little to hear of your
parentage. I quite imagine you impressing the rich and
powerful of our home world, but it is only imagination, as I
have never seen it myself.”
She blinked and stopped in mid-stride. “Truly?” How could that
be? How could someone like him never have seen home?
Especially when he had such clear ties to water – she could
sense the gravity of the water’s energies tugging at him even
by touching his skin. “You have never seen The Court of
Unfurled Wings or the Winged Empress?”
“Empress Elita?” Magnus shook his head. “I’ve heard tell from
my uncle. He used to live in the capital, but I’ve never been
there. My family has stronger ties to your people than to mine.
His stories paint quite vivid pictures, and you are the type of
woman I always imagined to people the storied streets of the
City of Lights.”
“The streets of The City of Lights and the women that reside
there contain far more glamour than I could ever hope to hold,
and…”
“There is bitterness and tragedy, too?” He asked, picking up
very astutely on words unsaid, things left hanging in the air
between them.
She smiled sadly, looking away from his captivating blue eyes.
Like dark water on a sunny day, they had a depth that she
found hard to escape from. “There is some of that, too.”
“So what my uncle said about the Empress is true? She is a
tyrant?” He seemed disappointed to hear the truth was as he’d
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been told, as if only grand and beautiful things existed in their
home world.
“Let us not speak of such things on such a beautiful day,” she
replied hurriedly, evading a dangerous topic, “what little is left
of it anyway. Would that be all right?”
Magnus nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend or bring
uncomfortable notions to mind, Sera.”
“None needed. I would just rather speak of lighthearted topics,
Magnus.” She cast a daring glance over at him, only to find him
watching her. She could not hold his gaze. That was strange.
She liked Rob, but she could stare at him all day. He was not
intimidating. He was warm and inviting. Magnus, on the other
hand, was intoxicating and thrilling. He made her heart race
without even trying. It was as if someone had reached in her
chest and shook her heart and lungs, bidding them to struggle
to beat and inflate, testing their strength in this man’s
presence. It was a heady feeling, and she found her fingers
clutching his arm tightly.
“Sera.” A familiar voice called from behind. She knew she
should recognize it, but her senses were all jumbled. Was it
proximity to Magnus, or just general disorientation?
Rob practically glowered at her from three steps away when
she turned, though his sour expression was aimed more at her
new friend than at her. She felt ashamed suddenly, but couldn’t
understand why. She’d done nothing untoward, nothing she
needed to apologize for, but something in his expression spoke
of hurt. Was he jealous? The prospect made her heart tremble
unexpectedly.
“Rob. Meet Magnus.”
seemed in order.

She

said

awkwardly.

Introductions

“Rob.” Magnus inclined his head proudly.
“Yeah. We’re leaving.” Rob announced, doing his best to ignore
Magnus as he reached for her arm.
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Beside her, Magnus looked surprised, but unwilling to protest
on her behalf. She wanted to fight, but then again she didn’t.
Instead, she shook his hand free and dug her heels in, at least
until she had an explanation. “Why? What is it?”
“Not what, but who?” Rob looked back down the beach toward
Phil and the parasol. She saw a woman standing near him, and
the whipping red hair and aggressive style of dress were dead
giveaways, even if the hands on her hips and defiance evident
in her posture were not.
Sera winced. Worse timing, Oriana could not have. “She’s here?
How did she know?”
“Who?” Magnus chimed in, but his eyes were drawn to the
woman down the beach, too. Even amid a crowd and from afar,
Oriana would stand out. Next to Phil, she was as brilliant and
obvious as the sun. “Oh. Wow. Is she?”
“One of us?” Sera finished his question for him.
“Yeah.” He smiled dazzlingly, his cheeks dimpling.
She felt warm despite the failing sun and strengthening
breezes. “Of course, but she’s trouble.”
Magnus cast another thoughtful look down the beach. “Fire,
right?”
Sera smirked. “Was it that obvious?”
Rob frowned at the exchange. “What do you mean, one of us?”
“Magnus is of House Maris, the Folk of Elemental Water. He was
born in exile.”
“Well, not exactly exile, but I’ve never been there. My mother
crossed to have me here, and I’ve never gone back, not once
since infancy.” Magnus explained.
Rob scratched his cheeks and frowned deeply. “In a ten minute
stroll down a random beach you found another one of your
people?”
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Sera shrugged. “I guess so.”
“It does seem a rare chance, but something brought all three of
us here today.” Magnus seemed intent on earning Rob’s trust,
but he was having none of it.
“It seems a bit much for coincidence.” Rob eyed Magnus with
open suspicion. He couldn’t really expect that Magnus was here
with Oriana somehow, could he?
Sera rolled her eyes. Rob could talk all he wanted, but
sometimes people just happened across each other. Hadn’t he
just happened to drive by as she’d crashed onto his world?
“Sometimes people just happen across each other, like in the
woods, perhaps.”
“Sera.” Rob said curtly. He inclined his head back down the
beach toward Phil and Oriana.
The look in his eyes suggested that he wanted no more said.
Fair enough, considering all the risks he’d gone through on her
behalf. It was odd, though. Something about Magnus made her
feel reckless and carefree. It was liberating, a dangerous thrill.
“Yes, we should go before something happens.”
“Will I see you two again?” Magnus asked, though his question
was clearly directed at her rather than the both of them.
“Maybe.” Rob answered for her, hurrying off.
“Stay away from the redhead!” Sera called back to Magnus.
“She is trouble.”
“Maybe I like trouble!” He shouted back, laughing.
She would have worried, except that he immediately went back
into the water, heading offshore, though he watched them as
they retreated down the beach to collect Phil.
As soon as he was gone, she noticed the strong thrum of Rob’s
pulse against her skin where his hand clasped around her wrist.
It was a gentle, yet insistent reminder of why she was still
alive, of why she had the life she did now. Yet, what did she
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actually owe him? How much of what she felt for him was
gratitude, and how much was something else?
It wasn’t something to decide when running across the beach to
save a friend from a redheaded bitch, not at all.
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Robert
As they fled from Magnus to go rescue Phil from Oriana’s vile
clutches, Rob decided that Magnus was more than he wanted to
think about. And while Phil had put himself into a situation with
Oriana, they didn’t exactly want to leave a rabbit out to play
with the wolves.
Rob was still defining his expectations of his time with Sera,
however long they might have together. Would they just be
friends or would there be some romance? He wasn’t sure, but
somehow he’d never imagined competition from a robustlooking, vital specimen of manhood from her home planet. Push
come to shove, even without special powers, Rob figured that
Magnus would mop the floor with him, so he’d have to beat him
with brains or charm. He wasn’t exactly a paragon of wit and
social grace, though.
Magnus. What a name for a guy. It brought to mind brutish
Viking warlords or the guys from the strongest man contests.
The guy was pretty handsome, too, and well spoken. He
probably drove a sports car, was in line for a huge promotion,
and had a big penis to boot. No, that was not a measuring
contest Rob wanted to get into.
Somehow, running hand in hand with a busty, beautiful girl
down the beach during a sunset was less romantic than it
should have been. Maybe it was because they had to rescue his
pasty friend from a hot-tempered sexpot dressed like a
stripper.
Phil was all but fawning over Oriana by the time they returned.
Rob was actually surprised that Phil wasn’t bowing down and
worshipping her yet, or handing her his credit card, no matter
how pathetic the limit on it actually was. He wasn’t waving
palm fronds over her and drilling holes into coconuts, either. It
was just shy of a miracle, but from the red-faced, weary look
Phil gave him, he knew Phil wasn’t far away from a complete
collapse of will power or a stroke.
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Rob had to admit, it was hard not to look at Oriana. She was
about three square inches of fabric away from showing off all
her assets, and they were quite nice. Only what Sera had told
him about Oriana’s age helped him shake away any fantasies
about her – since she was likely old enough to be his mother or
possibly even grandmother. Still, there weren’t any wrinkles on
her body, not the ones there should have been.
Shaking his head clear of impure thoughts, Rob reached down
to grab the few things she’d brought. “Dammit, Phil. Pack your
stupid umbrella.”
“In a hurry,
amusement.

are

we?”

Oriana’s

eyebrows

lofted

with

“Shut up, whore.” Sera barked unexpectedly. Rob shot her a
glance and saw that the hair on the back of her neck stood up,
and the fine blonde hairs on her arms all bristled as well.
“Whore? Because your men can’t help but look at me?” She
alluringly shifted her weight from one foot to the other in the
sand and ran a hand through her auburn tresses.
Phil moaned. “She has a point.” Phil remarked breathlessly,
pausing his folding of the umbrella, which wasn’t going well to
begin with. Still, he got right back to his task after Sera shot
him a withering look.
Rob made a point to look away and get busy packing again
when Sera’s eyes swept to his face to see if he was staring at
Oriana as well. There was no way he was going to get caught in
that trap.
“Maybe I need to go meet your new friend down the beach,
too?” Oriana wonder aloud. Somehow, Rob wasn’t really against
that.
Sera sneered. “You leave little hidden, including your
intentions. You have all the guile of a looming thunderhead.”
Oriana’s only response was a deep laugh that belittled Sera’s
attempts to insult her. Sensing impending doom if they stayed
much longer, Rob decided to help speed the retreat.
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“Phil, let me help you with that. You’re taking forever.” Rob
lifted his foot to take a step toward Phil, but never got to.
Sera’s hand clamped painfully tight around his wrist and jerked
him toward her.
“Actions carry more weight than your foolish taunts, and you
are not as irresistible as you think.” Sera said swiftly. Then,
with hardly a second to protest, he found Sera’s arms around
his neck, with her hand pulling his head down to her lips.
He blinked several times, dropped his beach chair and empty
cooler, and then put his hands on her shapely hips and kissed
her back soundly, ignoring Phil’s incredulous, heartbroken stare
and Oriana’s amusement.
When they parted, Sera took a breath and grabbed one of Phil’s
bags. “We are leaving now. Follow us and I shall be forced to
kill you.”
“I don’t plan on following you. I am here for vacation. I doubt
we should see each other again, unless you happen to be
staying at the Heavenly Rest?”
Rob thought Sera just about struck Oriana dead right there. Her
lips twisted into a crazed smile and she fled the beach, carrying
half of Phil’s beach supplies with her. To her credit, she didn’t
complain at all until they got back to their room at the hotel,
and then not until after she’d put a serious dent into their beer
supplies.
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Serafina
How had things gotten so complicated? All she wanted was to
be left alone, with Robert, or maybe just by herself. Her own
kind should have been rare, but she’d met two of them in the
space of a couple weeks. Magnus was not so much a problem,
quite the contrary, other than the added complications he
added to the equation between her and Robert. Oriana, though,
she was exactly what was wrong with her life, and nothing
made that so obvious as the carrying on outside.
Try as she might, she couldn’t not look. She’d tried turning up
the television, but they didn’t have any interesting channels.
She’d tried playing on Phil’s laptop, which he’d only reluctantly
allowed her to use. Then she’d tired of that, finding the
shouting and laughter from down below at the pool to be too
distracting.
Beer had helped slightly, but even that was only temporarily,
especially when they ran out. Then, Phil and Robert could do
nothing to alleviate the irritation that made her grit her teeth
and clench her fists every time she heard the husky laughter
from the pool area below or the playful splashing and shouting.
Robert found her on the balcony outside, and she supposed she
was glaring down at Oriana and her harem of young boys that
had followed her back from the beach. They must have had
about an hour of peace after they’d fled the beach before
Oriana found her way back to the hotel, which she’d
coincidentally occupied directly across the way from them.
“You don’t have to watch.” Rob commented, sipping the last
dregs out of his final bottle.
She glanced over at him, taking in his profile in the evening
light. He had a brow that was just a bit too much on the heavy
side to be considered handsome and a nose that dominated his
face, but his features were thoughtful and intelligent. He was a
decent-looking guy, with a face that was frequently colored by
moments of kindness or mischief. Moths flittered around lights
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mounted on the wall above them, lending him a living halo that
made her smile – at least until Oriana laughed bawdily and
slapped one of her boy toys across the face.
Her teeth ground audibly against each other as she watched the
ignorant male put up a mock protest at her treatment of him. It
was a poor affectation. He was back vying for her attentions in
less than a minute, frolicking with the other boys at the water’s
edge.
“You are right; I do not have to watch. Yet, I cannot take my
eyes away from her and the scene she is causing. It is in her
nature. She draws people to her like moths to a flame.”
“Or to a security lamp.” Rob batted at one of the moths that
comprised his volunteer halo. They kept brushing against his
hair and neck. “Thankfully, the pool closes at 11:00.”
“What does that mean?”
“They’re not supposed to stay out much longer. They’ve got
fifteen minutes. That is, supposing Bradley, the counter kid,
actually enforces this place’s rules.”
“Is that likely?”
Rob gave it a moment’s consideration and nodded down at
Oriana. “With as much cleavage as she’s showing? Doubtful.
He’s a horny young fellow, not about to say no to a pretty lady.
She’d have to do something really annoying to get kicked out of
the pool area, and that’s supposing she wouldn’t just charm the
security out of their shirts, too.”
“Great. And she will probably stay here as long as we do.”
“That sounds about right. She found out where we ran off to
and she’s going to make us miserable the whole time we’re
here, if we let her. Let’s just hope she doesn’t try to move into
our apartment building, eh?”
“That would be awful. I think I would truly have to kill her.”
“Just don’t do it where anyone can see. Not witness.” Rob
replied dryly, swishing around the last bit of foam that rolled in
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the bottom of his bottle, the drops he’d not drained into his
mouth.
“I know she is doing all this to annoy me, and it is working
really well. I just wish there was something we could do to get
back at her.”
“Better than ignoring her would be to carry on as if she didn’t
matter. We could go sit down across the pool from her and
make out.” Rob suggested hopefully.
“Make out?” The term was familiar, but she’d not yet mastered
the local colloquialisms.
“Kiss, pull hair, grab each other, squeeze each other’s asses,
and that sort of thing…” He explained helpfully.
“Oh.” She tried to imagine doing what he suggested, but
couldn’t. Doing all that and making a show of it in front of
people, that just wasn’t her.
Rob winced. “Unappealing, right?”
She didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t appealing or
unappealing. It was certainly bad timing, though. She saw
something change in his expression, something approaching
jealousy that passed behind his eyes.
“The beach guy?” Rob asked, almost fearfully.
“Magnus?” The mere mention of his name brought memories of
his impressive physique to mind. That was the kind of body
that inspired fantasies.
“Yeah, what was with him?”
She shrugged. “He was nice, but I am not interested, not
really.”
“You looked interested.” Rob replied, digging for details and
answers.
“It is our people. We are attractive. What can I say?” Her
people were a handsome folk. How else could she put it?
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Rob gave her a seriously doubtful look. “So there’s not an ugly
face in the whole land?”
“Well of course there are ugly people, too. Even still, there is a
sort of magnetism about us. People like Oriana enflame
passions. With Magnus’ folk, it is more of a deep trust, a depth
of friendship that grows and changes, ceaseless like the tides.”
“And your kind? The folk of sky and light wasn’t it?”
“We inspire. We create feelings of devotion and loyalty, but
mostly we inspire people to be more than they are.”
Unfortunately, it’s hard to be loyal to all of the opposing
factions that cropped up amongst their kind, hence the
betrayals that arose when one had to choose between allies.
Rob laughed. “I don’t know what to say. I’d like to deny it, but
I’d be lying to both of us. From the moment I saw you,
something about you told me that I needed to protect you. I’ve
never felt that before, not really, not even for my sister.”
“The nakedness probably helped.” She remarked.
“I’ve seen other girls naked before, and they didn’t necessarily
inspire my devotion. Other things, maybe, but not devotion,”
Rob scratched at his stubbly cheeks and sighed, “whimpering
sometimes, or frustration.”
Despite herself, she found herself laughing. This time she
caught Oriana looking up at her, her smile frozen momentarily.
A blink of an eye later, she was laughing and flirting with her
shirtless boys again, but for just that moment Sera had seen
through the act. That lightened her mood considerably to see
that it was all a ploy, and she found herself standing next to
Rob.
Once again, he was the anchor around which she moored her
life. He was the constancy she craved. He might not have the
build and sheer attractiveness of a man like Magnus – few did –
but his positive qualities overwhelmed simple masculine
beauty.
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“I think Phil just about shat himself today when you kissed me
again.”
She cringed; the mental image his words evoked
something quite disturbing. “Why would you say that?”

was

“He’d never seen you kiss me before, and that scene back on
the beach really got to him. I don’t think he’ll look me in the
eyes for a week.”
“What? It cannot be that bad. We did nothing wrong!” She
protested.
Rob shook his head. “You don’t know him like I do. He was
saving himself for you, as he would tell it, at least before
Oriana spoke to him. He’s kind of fickle, and she’s so much his
type that it’s scary.”
“Now that you mention it, I’m surprised we don’t see his pale
body flashing around down there with the others.”
“He doesn’t deal well with half-naked crowds of men,
shirtlessness, shaved chests, or competition. He’s more the
type that would brood from across the room and nurse an
erection in private.”
“You have a gift for describing the disgusting.”
“It’s a Dunn family trait. You should hear my father describe his
bodily functions or Amy describe her worst menstrual cycles.
Talk about raunchy!”
“Your people have a strange fascination with body habits, and
you engage in it with undeniable exuberance.”
“Humans are such a gross collection of fluids, smells, and semisolids. It’s fascinating stuff in a filthy way.”
“Why can’t you dwell on the beauty of a creature, rather than
its smells, excrement, and offal?”
Rob threw up his hands and shrugged in a mystified manner.
“Who am I to explain the inner workings of American males?”
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“You are American and male.”
He wagged a finger at her and clucked his tongue. “Ah, but
being one does not impart understanding.”
Sera shook her head and leaned back on the rails again, staring
down at the little outfit that Oriana was still wearing. It really
was quiet indecent. “Is her body better than mine?”
“It has its appeal, but I just tell myself that she’s as old as my
grandmother, and then it all goes away. She’s like shoe leather
where it counts, I’ll bet.”
“Leathery, is it? That is not a good thing.” This time, the mental
image made her smile, if only because it was about her rival. It
was petty, but it made her feel good.
Rob reached over and ran his hand along her arm. “No, not
compared to this.”
“What was that you said about making out again?” She asked
thoughtfully.
“Hair pulling, ass squeezing, grabbing… the good stuff.” His
eyes suddenly seemed really dark, the pupils swollen to fill the
whole iris. She could almost hear his heart hammering its pulse
against the skin of his neck.
Electricity ran along her fingertips. He jerked when her
fingertips brushed against his ear, shocking him. Other than a
slight wince, he held still as she buried her fingers in the short
hair on the back of his head and pulled his mouth down to hers.
He tasted like beer, but she figured he did, too.
She heard glass breaking below and shouts, but didn’t give it a
second thought as his arms found their way around her. It
wasn’t until Rob gave her a breathless respite a few hair pulling
and ass grabbing minutes later that she realized he’d dropped
his bottle down into the pool area. By then, Oriana and her
crowd had already evacuated.
“See?” He nodded toward the empty pool deck. “I told you it’d
work.”
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“I shall have to remember that next time I need to get rid of
her.”
Rob crossed his arms and leaned back on the rail, trying to look
aloof. “Yeah, well that magic only works with me. Don’t go
trying it with Phil or Magnus.”
“It is a promise.” She replied, running her hands down his
shoulders to his hands once more. “Now let’s go back before
Phil does something drastic. He has been watching us through
the curtains.”
“Figures.” Rob muttered, sighing. He gently ushered her back
toward the door. Back inside, they ignored Phil’s hurt puppydog looks, as if nothing whatsoever out of the ordinary had just
happened.
Twice, she’d escaped Oriana. She just hoped the next day
wouldn’t prove any different. It might be annoying each other
with games today, but tomorrow things might get ugly. Playing
with elemental fire led to getting burnt.
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Robert
Phil was devouring a bacon cheeseburger. The wax paper
crinkled noisily, almost loud enough to drown out the chomping
and slurping. Rob frowned and made an effort to eat more
slowly, something approaching subhuman at least.
He spent a lot of time amongst guys, though not as much
lately, and that was only partly because of Sera, the rest being
that Greg was a dick. Because of that, he realized now that his
manners were generally lacking, but next to Phil, his lackluster
level of refinement was almost unnoticeable.
“He eats mechanically, without relish.” Sera whispered to Rob
behind the remains of her half-eaten burger.
“Nuh Uh! There’s relish on here.” Phil retorted, cramming a
handful of fries in after a half-chewed mouth of meat, bread,
and wilted vegetables.
“She means you’re just shoveling it in without tasting it,
shitface.” Rob let out a quiet burp, patting his chest to ease it
out. Manners or not, sometimes you just have to do what you
have to do.
Phil shrugged and glanced at his watch. “So what? I need to get
this food down.”
“Hot date?” Rob inquired. He had a sinking suspicion it had
something to do with Oriana’s harem of boy toys, but didn’t
want to assume with Phil. Phil could just as likely be readying
himself for several hours of gaming.
“I figured I might take in some scenery…” Phil offered vaguely,
chewing his fries thoughtfully.
“You mean stare at boobies.”
Sera nodded in agreement. “Likely, yes. I think likewise.”
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Phil tried to look aghast, but just broke out laughing, which
caused an eruption of somewhat masticated potato to spew
from his mouth. Choking, he wiped his mouth with the back of
his hand. “Yeah, you know… scenery.”
“Oriana?” Sera inquired.
Phil’s eyes shifted back and forth before answering, like a
cornered rat staring down a pair of cats. “Maybe.”
“What do you see in her anyway? I know what you’ve seen on
her, and as appealing as that might be, she is old enough to be
your grandmother.”
A muscle above Phil’s eye twitched. He was rationalizing his
behavior, and this was the external sign of a war being waged
in Phil’s meager conscience, as childhood morals tried a futile
effort to reassert themselves over the muck that had befouled
Phil’s brain since early adolescence. As usual, the morals lost,
and a look of determination reappeared on Phil’s face.
“Grandma Langley in a nightie?” Rob tried, finding the image
repulsive to himself.
“At twenty, with perky tits and an exhibitionistic streak.” Phil
replied, smiling broadly. Clearly, he was happy with his path.
“Besides, we can’t all have Miss Blonde Goddess fall into our
lap.”
“She didn’t really fall into my lap. It was a few hundred yards
from my car.” Rob corrected.
Sera’s eyebrows rose. “Wait. You think that because Rob found
me, I like him?”
“Were you or were you not making out with him on the beach
and on the balcony last night?” Phil demanded.
“Is this a courtroom?” Rob asked, looking around.
“Just answer the question.” Phil insisted, fingers going whiteknuckled around his soda cup, which had just popped its lid
right off under the pressure.
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“I was. We were.” Sera answered. “Still, it has less to do with
him finding me in the woods than it does what I have come to
know about him in the time we have spent together. He has
been a stalwart companion and guide in this world.”
“And have I not also assisted you?” It was more accusation
than pleading.
“Phil, I fear you are taking this personally. You, too, are a
trusted friend. We simply do not have that sort of relationship.”
“Well, pardon me if I seek it elsewhere then.”
“You are free to do what pleases you. Still, I fear that Oriana is
just using you to get to me, and she is toying with you to do
so.”
“Let her toy with me then. Let her punish my genitals. Let her
spank me silly, so long as she gives me attention of some sort.”
Phil proclaimed, standing up to brush the sesame seeds and
crumbs from his shirt and shorts.
Rob tried to get the sudden sour taste out of his mouth.
“Graphic. Too much.” He grimaced.
“Yeah? Well, I didn’t complain when you mashed your stupid
lips all over her face and neck.”
“Phil!” Sera barked, coming to her feet as well. The remains of
her meal tumbled to the floor beside Rob’s feet. There was a
dangerous look in her eyes. “You can joke with us or have your
fun, but it is not right for you to speak like this. You have gone
too far.”
“What’re you going to do, shoot me with your alien death ray?”
“Maybe.” Sera replied menacingly, taking a step forward. Her
arms began to shimmer, as if lit from within. Her teeth
clenched tightly as her eyes narrowed on Phil.
Phil was uncharacteristically brave. He lifted his chin defiantly
and winked as he tapped his jaw. “Right here then. Plant one
on me.”
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“Phil.” Rob was tired of this stupid standoff. “Shut your face
before I stomp on it – or let her do it for me.”
Phil lowered his chin slowly. His eyes shifted back and forth
from Sera’s glowering face to Rob’s surly one. Rob wasn’t sure
which of them dissuaded him from saying anything more, but
Phil dropped it.
“Fine. I’ll be back later. Don’t wait up, and don’t play on my
laptop or drink my energy drinks.”
Rob barely refrained from telling Phil that his taste in beverages
was about as poor as his taste in women. There was no reason
to further insult his friend. He watched as Phil glanced in the
mirror long enough to squeeze a pimple, slap on some
deodorant, and then he left the room in a hurry. Sera was still
glaring at the door after he left.
“What has gotten into him?” She wondered aloud, the muscles
in her jaw finally relaxing.
“Us, but mostly Oriana.” Rob answered, letting the redhead’s
name fill the silence that came over the room for the next few
minutes. When he finally spoke, it was hard to get past the
topic that hung between them. “He’ll be fine. He’s stupid and
horny, but he’ll be fine.”
“He is harmless. She is most definitely not. She is not one to
trifle with.”
“Yeah, well, Phil is a big boy. If he does something stupid, it’s
his own fault.”
“You would really let harm come to him?”
Rob shook his head. “If I really thought he was walking into
trouble, I’d have knocked him over the head and threw him in
the bathtub.” And that was the truest thing he could think to
say. He really could imagine himself doing that.
The funny thing was, so could Sera. She burst out laughing. “I
can picture you doing just that.”
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“Yeah, me, too.” Rob grinned and sipped at his own drink. “Did
he have a point?”
“About what?”
Rob smiled wistfully, torn between sitting back down with his
drink and grabbing her and throwing her on the hotel bed now
that they were alone. “About rubbing his nose in what we’re
doing?”
Sera didn’t seem to be in a hurry to sit down, either. “What are
we doing?”
“I don’t know.” Rob admitted. “I thought I was only worried
about finishing school and about getting a good job. Everything
is so upside down now.”
“Different, but better?”
He nodded. How could he not? Despite all the trouble, his life
seemed enriched in ways even he had not fully understood yet.
“You make life interesting. Super powers, naked arrivals from
other worlds, bar fights, getting arrested, dates with cops, what
haven’t we done or seen in the last couple weeks?”
“Wings.” She replied, reaching out for his hands.
Rob set aside his cup, wiped his hands on his pants, and took
her hands in his. “Your wings? You mentioned them, but I just
never thought –” He trailed off as her hands clenched his more
tightly, almost painfully, though he tried not to make a face.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The muscles in
her back and shoulders tightened first, followed by those in her
neck and arms. She hunched over slightly and drew her lips
back from her white teeth. Her eyes fluttered and a sound like
canvas flapping in the wind filled the room as white, feathered
wings spun free from her back like yarn unspooling.
Rob stared at her, taking in the sight of shimmering wings
larger than any bird’s he’d ever seen. The tip feathers reached
across the whole room, even half-folded as they were, and two
smaller wings poked out at her sides from the small of her
back. The two pairs of wings glowed gently, as if lit from within.
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When her eyes opened, her blue eyes shone truly. Even the
whites of her eyes were tinted with blue, though very faintly.
“Now, you have seen everything, right?”
“That’s the last of your surprises?” The words fell from his
mouth almost senselessly. He’d not expected this, not at all.
She shrugged. “Well, there’s the armor, and a few other things
I haven’t shown you.”
“Armor? That sounds like pinching and chafing in all the wrong
places.” She was only wearing a tank top and some short
shorts after all.
“Yes, and it might get in the way.”
“Of what?”
She grinned wickedly and pulled him into her arms. Before her
mouth found his, he felt her wings wrapping around them both,
cocooning them away from the world.
He broke away a moment later to take in the sight of being
surrounded by downy white feathers. It was odd, but not
unpleasant. “It’s good that I’m not allergic to feathers.”
She drew a fingertip across his cheek. The fingernail crackled
noisily as it skipped across his stubble. “We would not have
been meant to be then, would we?”
“Do you really believe that?” Destiny, fate, karma, whatever
you called it, he just didn’t think it applied to alien girls with a
face that made a guy forget everything else. This sort of thing
wasn’t supposed to happen to ordinary guys.
“I think that I could not have been found by a better man.” She
replied.
“Richer maybe…” Rob remarked dryly.
“Maybe, but we have enough, and I will find a way to help with
that, somehow.”
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“We’ll make it work.” Rob replied, washing away the concern in
her eyes with a soft smile and his hands wrapped around her
waist.
“Is this weird?”
Rob glanced up at the wings, even felt the smaller pair
fluttering against his knuckles. “Yeah, but I think I can get used
to it. I mean, it could have been a third nipple or something.”
“You are comparing my wings to something as simple as
nipples?” Her arms came between them, as if she meant to
push him away, but he held fast against her agitation at his
comparison.
“I couldn’t think of anything else to compare them to. A third
nipple, I have seen. That’s kind of gross. Wings, I had not, until
now. Of the two, these are way better.”
The hurt look faded from her face. “Should we make out then?”
Rob nodded emphatically. “Yeah, making out is one of the few
powers I have.”
She laughed warmly. “I wonder how it is done here. Teach me
then?”
“Gladly.”
They didn’t stop until a good time later, but by then they’d
missed the news on the TV. Her wings might have accidentally
turned it on in the tussle, but neither had heard the breaking
report on more meteor activity in the area.
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Serafina
Arguing with Phil and all the tension with Oriana had pushed
Rob and her into each other’s arms. She didn’t regret it, but
she didn’t know how wise it was, either. There were certainly
good reasons for getting physical with a man, and jealous
accusations from a best friend were not one of them.
She looked over at Rob, watching him concentrate on driving.
The sun was filtering in through the car windows. The side
window was cracked open, so the wind blew through his short
blonde hair. Streaks of it were darker, but in the sunlight, it
appeared much lighter than it actually was. Sunlight was good
on hi; it made him look livelier, more vital.
A smile crossed his face as he caught her watching him. Was he
thinking about before? Her face suddenly felt warm, though she
had nothing to be ashamed of. If she was completely honest
with herself, she knew she’d have let things go farther than
they had, but Rob had seemed content with holding her,
exploring her body with his hands, and kissing. Making out was
fun. It made her wonder how he’d handle more than that.
He was an interesting fellow. Any man she’d known from her
own world certainly wouldn’t have stopped. Rob was a
gentleman, she decided, at least by this world’s definition.
The thought brought a smile to her face as she played with the
window’s mechanisms, opening and closing it. The ingenuity of
the folk in this world never ceased to amaze her. “That this
lever can open and close the window…” She trailed off, lacking
words to explain her wonderment.
“It’s laziness.” Rob replied, unimpressed. But then, he’d grown
up with such wonders.
“How so?”
Rob pulled to a stop just a few blocks away from the beach.
With the windows down, it was close enough that the scents
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and sounds of the beach reached them. “If there’s a way to do
anything with a button instead of using your hands or brain,
someone will make it happen.”
It was a cynical judgment of his people, but she couldn’t
exactly refute what he said, since he surely knew his people
better than she did, and they did seem to have an excess of
remote controls. Even still, she was impressed with the small
things she’d seen since coming here. There were a thousand
innovations that made life simpler than it was where she came
from, although she’d had servants to do most of what the
machines here did.
“That does not make it any less fantastic, does it? Besides,
does that not free up time for people to dedicate toward more
important pursuits?”
He laughed as he drove on, and she couldn’t help but feel
foolish, naïve. “Yeah, if only that were true. You can never
underestimate the laziness of people. Give them a remote and
a microwave, and most will never leave the house.”
“That is sad. Yours is a wide country, full of sights. It seems far
less treacherous than my home, as well.”
“Yeah?” Rob shrugged. “There are guns, gangs, weirdos,
molesters, rapists, terrorists… we have a lot of bad people.
Most are not so bad. They would rather just stuff their faces,
watch TV, and drink themselves stupid. That’s the kind I like:
the ignorant gluttons. They’re generally peaceful and pleasant.”
“I wish I could say that I do not know what you mean. In the
City of Light, there are those who live life without ever having
to lift a finger. They grow too heavy to fly and too soft to fight,
yet their riches make them nearly untouchable, so long as they
remain in the Empress’ favor.”
They had pulled to a stop in the parking lot, filing into one of
the two rows of other cars that were filled nearly to capacity
with the vehicles of young folk going about their merriment.
Despite having arrived at their destination, Rob remained in the
car, making no move to get out. Perhaps that was because he
was caught up in what she was saying, or maybe he didn’t want
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to face Phil or Oriana, who were almost certainly on the beach
somewhere.
“Fatcats, we call them here, or at least some people do. They
grow fat and rich on the work of others, or they rest in comfort
because their parents or grandparents were hard workers.
Money stays in the family to support the next generation.” He
sighed, glancing around at the cars around them. All but a few
were much nicer than his.
“You are hard-working though. Even if you do not become rich,
you will certainly have some measure of success. I have no
doubts about you, Robert.”
With her words, some of the heaviness went out of his
expression. “Thanks.”
She shook her head. “No thanks required. I say what I see and
what I feel. Success cannot be far away if you continue on as
you have been. I have seen the kind of man you are, and you
do not seem to be one satisfied with sitting back and taking life
as it is.”
“Easy now. I might get a big head.”
“A big head?” The idea was somewhat grotesque.
“It’s just a saying. Compliments make your ego swell, and you
walk around like you have a big head. Sometimes it’s like you
can’t even squeeze that big melon through the door.” He held
his hands out to indicate a wide expanse of skull and shifted his
shoulders back and forth, as if struggling to move with a
massive head. It was hard not to laugh.
“That is one of the strangest things I have heard in some time.”
She grinned. “Usually we just say that someone gets too heavy
to fly, what with all that grandeur and attitude.”
“That’s the strangest thing you’ve heard lately? Mine was a girl
with wings from another world that just happened to fall out of
the sky where I could find her. And did I mention she was way
too hot for a guy like me to be seen with?” Rob took a deep
breath and reached for the door handle.
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“Too hot, eh?” She recognized that meaning. They certainly
said it enough of TV. He might ridicule others for watching TV
incessantly, but for her it was the best cultural and language
resource available.
“Definitely.”
He slid from the car, letting his fingertips run across her wrist
as he went. It made her bunch her hand up into a fist and
nearly shiver, but he didn’t see. Just as well, she thought. Any
more of that and she might have to throw herself in the water.
Her senses were still piqued from earlier, and her body waited
for further stimulus. Any little touches or hints might set her
heart racing and her blood afire again.
A thought occurred to her as she got out of the car and closed
it behind her. How much of this was just because of Oriana?
She knew that she wasn’t immune to the woman’s aura of
emotional heightening. What about Rob, though? Had he also
succumbed to her effects because of their proximity the last
few days? He might not be interested in Oriana, but was the
redhead’s emotional effect driving him into her arms?
Come to think of it, hadn’t they really began growing closer
after meeting Oriana? Hadn’t most of their most passionate
moments occurred within hours or her appearances? Meeting
her here at the beach and at their hotel had certainly seemed
to propel them into each other’s embraces. She didn’t know
how she felt about that, but couldn’t fault Rob for any of it.
After all, it felt right, regardless of the cause.
She put on an uneasy smile and followed Rob away from the
car out onto the beach. The sunlight and the active youths
around her erased the shadows of unease from her face, and
she actually began to feel quite good, at least until she saw Phil
fawning over Oriana.
If it was possible, Oriana seemed less decent today than
yesterday, despite wearing more. She seemed to have a talent
for wearing next to nothing and making it look as if she were
naked. Her bathing suit was just a shade or two away from the
tone of her skin, and it was made of a wet-looking fabric. It did
very little to hide her figure. More than one woman caught her
man staring at Oriana.
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She shot a glance at Rob, but found him shaking his head in
disapproval, likely for Phil’s behavior, not her state of dress.
“I’ve never accused him of being a genius, but he’s just acting
stupid. I hope he burns to death in the sun here.”
Sera couldn’t help but notice that Phil was wearing a shirt, but
his neck and forearms were terribly red. If he weren’t so busy
offering her drinks and vying against the half-dozen young men
that were also struggling to gain her notice, he might have
busied himself whining about his pains. Even when she slapped
his arms playfully and purred in his ears, he labored to ignore
the pain of his sunburns.
“Stupid.” Sera agreed.
“Speaking of stupid, that guy has some amazing timing.” Rob
grunted, nodding toward the waterline. Magnus had
reappeared.
“We are drawn to each other, I think.” She remarked casually,
hoping to alleviate his fears.
She suspected that Rob would actually like Magnus if he talked
to him, but he was being far too possessive to consider that.
His body language alone said that. His chin was raised
defiantly, his jaw muscles were tight, and he’d set his body a
step in front of hers defensively. “Well don’t let me stop you.”
He declared with more annoyance than was proper.
“Robert.” Just saying his name was enough to get him to stand
down. He shook his head and smiled. Oriana had to be getting
to them both. “What I meant,” she explained, “was that
members of our kind seem to gravitate toward each other in
your world. For reasons I cannot explain, we seem to attract
one another.”
“Couldn’t you attract some less handsome guys from your
world?”
She grinned and took his hand. “Come on. Let us go greet
Magnus. He is not all that bad.”
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Rob scrunched up one cheek and then the other, squinting and
grimacing as he considered what was being asked of him. With
another shake of his head, he finally agreed. “Fine. Five
minutes. No more.”
Holding her hand tight, they went down to meet Magnus, who
beamed at them and waved from waist-deep water. Water
seemed to cling to him lovingly. Droplets cascaded diffidently
down the clefts between his glorious muscles, joining with
others to form drops that caressed his skin with gentle
familiarity before falling back to the lake.
Robert’s teeth ground loudly as Magnus stepped to the water’s
edge to meet them. He seemed reluctant to stray too far from
the waves, which lapped at his feet and swirled about his toes.
“Serafina.” He took her hand and put it between both of his
much larger hands. She found herself trembling beneath his
wet, but surprisingly soft and gentle touch.
Rob’s face split into an uneasy smile reminiscent of the grimace
of pain one might give if they had stomach cramps. “Magnus.”
Magnus’ face was one of perfect comradery, despite Rob’s
unfriendly expression. “Robert, wasn’t it?”
Rob bobbed his head. “Yes, it was. Still is.”
“How does the day find you two?” Magnus asked cheerfully.
Sera found Rob’s arm suddenly around her shoulders,
practically choking her around the neck as he clung to her
possessively. It was unbecoming, but to be expected in this
contest between two males. Without a word, she took his arm
and moved it down to the small of her back, with his hand
wrapping around her hip. Magnus did not miss either the
attempt to lay claim on her or her gentle readjustment
indicating who was really in charge of the pair.
“Fine. Great. Wonderful.” Rob replied shortly.
“Have you seen our other countrywoman?” Magnus inquired,
scanning his eyes up and down the beach. It didn’t take him
long to spot her.
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“We have seen far too much of her. I think the entire beach
has.” She snorted a laugh and tossed her head back the way
Phil and Oriana were cavorting with the other besotted males.
“Well, perhaps I should say hello to her as well?”
“Wear protection – a body condom or something. All kinds of
stuff is flying around her…” Rob remarked, “testosterone,
declarations of love, you know.”
Magnus grinned, his cheeks dimpling deeply. “I’ll be sure to
keep a few paces away. Still, I don’t get many chances to meet
folk of my own kind here. You seem to draw us to you, Sera.”
“I had thought similarly. I had also worried about the effects of
Oriana’s presence on the local populace.”
“Those guys?” He waved a hand dismissively. “They’ll move on
to the next girl in a skimpy bikini when she leaves. Speaking of
leaving, how much longer will you be around town?”
Sera glanced at Rob before answering, trying to read some sort
of indication in his eyes. “Not long, I think. We can’t stay here
forever. We have obligations back in the city.”
Magnus nodded understandingly. “Well, I’ll catch up with you
guys later.”
“Try not to get in a fight.” She advised him. Rob’s comments
about body condoms had not made sense to her, but it had
seemed to be some sort of male joke to the same effect as her
warning.
Humor was still something that she struggled with. There were
so many cultural mores and oddities she’d not yet fully
grasped, and Rob seemed to have a peculiar, often lewd style
of joking around.
After Magnus had left, she took Rob’s hand off her hip and
punched him in the shoulder. He stepped back and looked at
her in alarm, rubbing where she’d just punched him. “What was
that for?” He protested.
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“For throwing your arm around me and choking me in front of
him, as if I am your animal to toss a yoke about.”
“I just didn’t want him to get any funny ideas.”
“Like body condoms? What was that?” She demanded.
“It was a sex joke.” Rob shrugged, dropping the pretense that
his arm still hurt, or at least pretending it did not.
She sniffed disinterestedly. “I suspected as much.”
“Am I becoming too predictable already?”
“Perhaps.” She admitted. He did seem to have a one-track
mind. At least most of that wickedness was focused on her. A
perverse mind wasn’t entirely undesirable when channeled
properly, or so her friends had assured her, back before
everything had fallen apart and she’d been forced into exile.
“What’s Speedo the Wonderkid doing now?” Rob pointed
nervously down the beach at where Magnus was talking to
Oriana and gesturing their way. Oriana’s head swept their way,
too, her cascade of red curls whipping in the wind.
“Whatever it is, it cannot be good.”
“Trouble, I told you. He looks like trouble.” Rob lamented.
“Men in touch with elemental water are usually dependable.
They make steadfast friends and allies.”
“Yeah? Well why does it look like he’s consorting with the
enemy? Has she cast her spell on him?”
“He looks to have a bit more willpower than Phil. He shall not
be so easily swayed.” She replied, although she wasn’t as
certain as she sounded. Fire and water were a dangerous mix.
Usually they tried to kill each other, but when they didn’t, the
two opposing elements often came together to make ardent
lovers.
“What are we betting?” Rob crossed his arms and waited while
Magnus walked back toward them.
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“What do you want?” She whispered, lest the wind carry her
words.
“A favor.” Rob answered with a grin. “You?”
Her eyebrow rose at his vague suggestion. “I will likewise take
a favor, since I cannot think of anything specific right now.”
He held out a hand, which she took and shook as Magnus
neared. He regarded the two of them with mild suspicion but
mostly amusement.
“Are you two betting on what I spoke to her about?” They both
nodded, and he laughed. “Well, it turns out that Oriana has a
hankering for a game of volleyball.”
Sera frowned. After chatting with Phil on the computer for days,
she’d learned that there was a strange bit of slang attached to
the word balls. Volleyball had her worried. “What is that?”
“It’s that game the girls were playing back by the entry, hitting
the ball back and forth over the net.” Rob explained.
“She’d like to play on my team versus you and Rob.”
“I kind of suck at volleyball, and Sera has never played before.
It sounds like a recipe for getting our asses kicked.”
Magnus shrugged. “I’m pretty good, but I’m not certain about
her.”
“We shall accept her challenge.” Sera blurted out, surprising
herself, but Rob even more so.
“Excellent.” Magnus clapped his hands together excitedly. “I
didn’t really want to be on her team, but I do enjoy a good
match.”
“Dammit.” Rob glared at Magnus first and then looked
dismayed. “Are you sure you want to play? Rob asked her.
“I can learn any game quickly. We will play a couple practice
tosses, and then I will get it down right.” She didn’t like the
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disbelief in his eyes. “Hey, I am born of elemental light and
wind. How can any game played on a beach not be easy for
me?” She was a bit testier than she needed to be, but Oriana
just brought that out in her.
Rob opened his mouth to protest, but closed it after watching
her eyes. She knew the look she must have had. Her mother
used to tell her about the insistent look she got when she really
set her mind to something. Well, so be it.
Oriana was going to get beat. If she couldn’t do it with the
game, then she’d just do it with her fists. She was tired of
Oriana’s ceaseless toying with the men in her life, even ones
like Phil or Magnus. She doubted that the others would find
Oriana as attractive when she was missing some teeth and had
a pair of black eyes.
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Robert
Was there possibly a dumber way than an impromptu volleyball
match in which to prove he was less manly than Magnus? He
felt like a moron already, and he’d not even had sand kicked in
his face while he was down or a ball spiked into his groin.
Although, he fully expected each of those things to happen at
least twice. Oriana’s mischievous grin all but sealed his fate.
Then there was the crowd.
Since they’d squared off and cleared the court of teenagers, a
gathering had begun to assemble around them, as if a matter
of great importance were about. It made Rob nervous. He’d
rather have had the beach empty when his ineptitude at a sport
he’d never enjoyed was made clear.
Sera grinned over at him fiercely. She was certainly in her
element. Blonde hair shining, slight sheen of perspiration
standing out on her brow from warm-ups, and skin flushed
healthily with the vigor of youth. She was picturesque.
Rob, on the other hand, wished for nothing more than a cooler
of beer and a movie back in the hotel room. Be that as it may,
with Phil officiating from the side under an umbrella one of
Oriana’s many lackeys held, he was going to do his damnedest
to make sure he didn’t lose too badly. Winning was not even a
possibility he bothered to entertain, not with the teamwork that
Oriana and Magnus had showed in the few practice volleys
they’d had.
Magnus and Oriana might not have been raised on the same
worlds, and they might have been from opposing elemental
clans, but they sure as hell made a great team. As if they were
performing a choreographed dance routine, they glided in and
out of each other’s paths, signaling with their hands who would
take which opportunity and how. The beefcake and the sexpot
versus the hottie and the doltish human – what a match.
Rob groaned inwardly as Magnus signaled with his large hands
that they were going to begin the volley for control of the ball.
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It was unnerving to see that even Magnus’ fingers seemed to
be muscular. Silently, Rob prayed they won somehow, because
Sera had a vicious serve.
Magnus suddenly lofted the ball into the air jumped. A slap with
the flat of his hand sent the ball careening over at Rob. Curse
words slipped out of his mouth as he reflexively threw his arms
up. Somehow, the ball bounced toward the net and to his right.
Sera speared it out of the air, driving it into the sand on the
other side of the net with her fist. Not even Oriana’s dive could
save it.
Triumphant, Sera pumped her arms skyward and howled. The
crowd clapped and hooted along. Rob stared at her, wondering
where the sudden animalistic streak had come from.
On the other side of the net, Magnus extended a hand and
helped Oriana up. She brushed the sand off of herself and
nodded to Sera. Bending at the knees, she picked up the ball
and tossed it over the net into Sera’s waiting arms.
“Our serve.” Sera whispered as she walked past him to the
edge of the court.
She was a quick study, Rob had to give her that. He envied her
athleticism, too, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d have
been more fit and graceful if he’d grown up in her world.
Fighting thermals while flying, long sessions of dagger practice,
meditation to align one’s self to the elements: they all built
one’s focus and body.
The resulting figure, one lithe woman from another world,
smashed the ball across the net. The spin on the ball made it
whistle as it whizzed past Rob’s head, narrowly missing the
tape along the top of the net as the ball dove for the sand.
Point.
Phil’s hand went up, a finger signaling the score for his team.
The crowd erupted and the grin on Sera’s face grew wider. Rob
shook his head as he helped relay the ball back to his partner.
At least they’d drawn first blood. Now they could lose
gracelessly, he thought soberly.
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“Nice!” He congratulated her, trying to keep the doubt out of
his voice. Once was easy. Hopefully, they’d get a good lead,
and then they could just play defensively.
Phil had filled him in about rally scoring instead of sideout
scoring. Phil would know, too, seeing how often he turned on
the sport to watch bronzed ladies in tiny bikinis smashing the
ball at each other. The bikinis were certainly a draw, but he’d
learned some of the rules while gawking. Rally scoring was
going to keep the points moving more quickly. Win or lose, at
least it would happen fast.
The second serve whirred toward Oriana, who met it with two
hands cupped together, setting it up into the air for Magnus,
who sailed quite gracefully for someone born to water. Rob
found himself diving forward to get the spiked ball. He got a
couple fingertips on it, but couldn’t dig the ball up for Sera to
save.
Point for them. The game was tied.
Sera helped him up just as Magnus had helped Oriana up. It
was emasculating, especially when she dusted him off. “I’ll get
the next one.” He mumbled, nudging the ball over to Oriana
with his foot.
Magnus grinned broadly at him and shrugged. Rob kicked dirt
over at him, just for the heck of it. It was childish, but it made
him feel better.
“Beer!” He called out, gesticulating wildly. Someone in the
crowd produced on, of an inferior brand, but free beer is free
beer. He caught that in midair; he had more practice catching
beers than volleyballs. He cracked it open, downed half of it,
and then stepped back onto the court for Oriana’s first serve.
Watching her serve was like watching a pole dancer. She had
mastered moving in such a way that would shake her every
asset while doing even the most mundane motions, so slapping
a volleyball set all of her best features asway. It would have
been mesmerizing had he not been in the middle of a game.
Thankfully, Rob had seen a lot of porn. Anything she had to
waggle at him, he’d seen it and more, and the beer hoped him
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focus. Being the weak link on their team, the serve was aimed
at him, and likely would be every time. He jumped up and
blocked it on the way over the net. That he’d timed it right
stunned him, so much so that Magnus’ amazing return went
right over his head.
Sera had either anticipated this failure or was really quick on
her feet. She came crashing into him from behind, sending the
ball back over the net toward Oriana. She belted it back into
the far corner of the court, scoring another point for her team.
Two-to-one. The other team was winning.
Rob rubbed his back where Sera had crashed into him and gave
her a helpless look. “Guess I missed that return.”
“We’ll get the next one.” Her reply was terse. She was all
business.
Someone in the crowd had already heaved the ball back to
Oriana, and she was setting up for another serve. Rob played
back. Once again, the ball came at him, but Sera came skidding
into his side and yelled, “Switch!”
Rob jumped out of her way and let her deal with the serve.
He’d hardly switched sides with her before he heard Phil calling
out another point. Two-to-two. Sera had just scored right under
Oriana’s feet.
Rob gave his partner a high five – another bit of beach culture.
“Want me to draw their fire and then jump out of the way for
you?”
Sera laughed. “It seems to work.”
“You can’t play everywhere at once, Sera.” Magnus warned her
as he tossed the ball to him to serve.
“Who says I can’t?”
“Yeah, I can move out of the way fast!” Rob called over his
shoulder as he stalked to the corner of the court to serve.
Amidst laughs from the crowd, he bopped the ball over the net,
lofting it high into the back corner.
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Magnus set the ball forward for Oriana, who was met at the net
by Sera, who looked like she was ready to leap over the net
entirely. There was a collision of wills and fists. Then the ball
fell between them, catching on the top of the net before falling
on Oriana’s side. Two-to-three. Rob and Sera had the lead.
Rob took a bow and gestured for the crowd to cheer louder.
Across the net, Magnus and Oriana exchanged glances. Rob
sent the ball over the net once more, aiming for the opposite
corner this time.
The ball probably would have gone out of bounds, but Magnus
sent it up for his partner once more. Again, Oriana went
airborne. It was only for an instant, but Rob could have sworn
her fist flashed with fire as she pummeled the ball. The ball
seemed to flatten and elongate as it wrapped around her fist
and came shooting across the net.
The ball skidded hotly across Rob’s toes, and then someone in
the crowd cried out as the ball skipped up into them. Rob
glanced back and the guy who’d just taken the ball in the gut
on a bad hop and was now gasping for air.
When the ball was sent back over the net for their serve, Rob
saw a black char mark on the side of the ball. It was tie game,
and Oriana had just used her powers.
Sera gritted her teeth as Rob walked over to her. “She just
used her powers, right?”
Sera nodded. “I’ve been holding back, but I guess there’s no
use now.”
“What? Even if we lose, you can’t risk exposing yourself.”
“I’m not losing.” She hissed.
Rob grabbed her arm and pulled her closer, so no one would
overhear. “You will lose if everyone sees you doing some crazy
stunt. Let Oriana attract the attention, not you.”
“Come on, play!” Magnus shouted, pacing back and forth
impatiently.
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The crowd took up his cry and began chanting: “Play! Play!
Play!”
Rob took his place and began wishing for about the twentieth
time that he were back in his room drinking beer. Watching a
pay-per-view movie or boxing match definitely sounded better
than watching his girlfriend out herself as an alien for the whole
crowd here on the beach.
The next serve didn’t go well; nor did the one after that. The
other team scored two points on Magnus’ serves. It was five-tothree in moments, and Sera stalked across the sand. “I am
playing my way now. Your way has us losing.”
“You’re playing into her hands.” Rob warned her, but she
wouldn’t listen.
Then next ball twisted oddly in the air as Sera returned it.
Oriana bobbled it and it went between her legs. Five-to-four.
Rob blinked. It wasn’t even certain what had happened, but
Sera hadn’t given herself away. Maybe there was still a prayer.
Sera’s next three serves were aces, making it five-to-seven in
their favor, but just when it looked like Sera’s serves would be
impossible, Magnus met the fourth serve at the net and
jammed it down Rob’s throat. Looking foolish, Rob rubbed his
nose and kicked dirt again.
“I see that Sera’s playing for keeps.” Magnus whispered
through the net to him, but Rob said nothing back. What could
he say?
The score was six-to-seven, and Oriana was up to serve. Her
serves, like Sera’s, had some wicked spin on them. The ball
practically glowed orange as it zoomed across the court. Wisely,
they let it sail out of bounds, though another bystander was
injured. Concern mixed in with laughter as another guy picked
himself up off the ground weakly.
Rob did his best to serve, but it was all Sera scoring the next
two points. Suddenly, the score was six-to-ten, and they were
only playing to eleven. It was game point time.
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On what could be the final serve, Rob took a breath, nodded to
his partner, whose eyes had narrowed dangerously to predatory
slits, and then slapped the ball over the net underhanded. The
lazy tumble of the ball startled everyone who had expected a
fierce final blast. Oriana bobbled it and cried out in alarm as
she set it clumsily for Magnus, who set it a second time for
Oriana. She drilled the ball across the court.
All Rob saw was a glowing orange ball and then a bright white
light. There was shouting going on around him, but he couldn’t
make out words. Everything sounded alien to him. He was
aware of feeling wet, and he prayed he’d not just peed himself.
There really wasn’t much coming back from that.
Carefully, he felt around his body with his hands. No, the
wetness was around his nose and eyes. Blood, he imagined.
Had he broken his nose? Great. Fucking great. Goddamn
volleyball.
Volleyball really wasn’t his game, and getting smashed in the
face hadn’t changed his opinion. Still, he wished he could see
and understand what was going on around him. Things sounded
loud, like a battlefield, even with a ringing in his ear.
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Serafina
The game had been going well, mostly in their favor. Robert
certainly wasn’t a great player, but he had thus far managed
not to lose them the game; he’d even made it a close match
with a couple fair plays of his own. That was a pleasant
surprise. She hated the idea of carrying the game completely
on her own.
There had been turnabouts, but after she’d started using small
bits of her powers, Sera had to admit that things were looking
up. She didn’t even feel guilty about it, either. After all, Oriana
had started using her powers first, and they were far more
obvious than her own skills were. She doubted anyone could
even tell what she was doing. Oriana’s own returns and serves
had wounded two bystanders, but they’d done little to stop this
serve from being game point.
With her mind focused entirely on winning, she didn’t even
notice the crowd. Phil didn’t come into play, either, and he was
standing right beside the net, watching with bated breath. No,
her attention was on Rob, who raised the ball up, as if to pound
it overhand across the court, but he dropped it instead and
slapped it gently. Sera felt her own breath catch, her pulse
stilling, as this single important moment happened.
Rob’s underhanded serve barely cleared the net. Sera’s muscles
tensed like coils and her teeth gritted. Her eyes were wide as
she watched Oriana bobble the return. Magnus set her poor
loft, and then Oriana drove back her fist.
Teeth bare in a fierce snarl as her body gained momentum, the
torturer slung forces of elemental fire across the surface of the
ball. Wisps of black rose off the surface of the ball in that
infinitesimal moment before it rocketed across the court in a
straight line across the net toward Sera’s partner.
There was a brief flickering thought that she should try to put
herself in the way of the ball, to block it for him. Except, she
knew that she wasn’t fast enough. She resigned herself to
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letting the ball strike, for better or worse, only she hadn’t really
given herself time to accept the consequences of the attack.
The ball struck Robert square in the face, snapping his head
back dangerously. By pure chance, the angle of his head as he
tumbled back caused the ball to ricochet straight upward.
Whether it was his nose, his open mouth, or his jawline, she
couldn’t say, but the ball had not hit the sand.
She rose off the dirt, propelled by a downward blast of air that
curled off her fingertips. Magnus watched her, and he likely
knew the feeling, because it was not at all unlike swimming
through air. To Sera, there was nothing like air to swim in, and
the powerful downward stroke lofted her into position to strike
the ball.
For the scantest fraction of a second, she soared over Rob’s
falling body. Blood fountained skyward from his lips or nose,
she couldn’t tell which. Rob’s fingertips, gone limp as his arms
lifted to follow the motion of his crashing body, brushed against
the soles of her feet as she drove a fist into the belly of the
ball.
Air rushed around her fist as it collided with the leathery
surface of the ball. The bladder within the ball popped as she
blasted her knuckles into it. Though it had burst, its momentum
carried it over the net. The shell of the ball, the carcass of
fabric and rubbery insides, flapped noisily as it flew across the
court and flopped just inside the out of bounds marker.
Moments later, the terminus of her leap carried her nearly to
Phil’s side, just a couple steps away from Robert’s prone form.
Her eyes flared and her chest heaved. The sudden exertion had
her panting, and her stare demanded of Phil to call the game
concluded.
“Game Point.” Phil squeaked out meekly, taking a step away
from her balled up fists and blazing eyes.
The crowd burst into cheers. Even a portion of Oriana’s
followers added their voices. Sera wondered if perhaps the spell
had been broken now that they’d seen her defeated?
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That matter finished, she turned her eyes to Magnus, whose
mouth was still a wide O of surprise. Oriana stood with her
hands on her hips and dared to look smug as she nodded
toward Robert.
“That was too much, Oriana. I will not forgive you for this one.”
The words came unnaturally easy from her mouth. Threats,
she’d never had much use for them before fleeing her old life
and running into this infuriating woman.
“Better tend to your broken toy, child.” Oriana taunted,
showing her a cupped hand full of liquid fire.
Sera cast a perfunctory glance back at Robert, long enough
only to determine that he was still breathing. “You would be
well advised to get yourself gone from here.”
“And if I don’t?” Oriana took two steps closer. Her hands had
likewise gone into fists, and flames licked out from the gaps
between her fingers.
“Oriana.” Magnus warned her, foolishly putting himself between
her and her prey.
“Boy.” Oriana hissed, throwing two fistfuls of fire straight at
him.
Magnus cried out in pain as his torso was washed over by
elemental fire. The flares of it raked up his arms and down his
legs as he stumbled to the ground to douse the fire on the sand
– to no avail. Elemental fire had a mind of its own. It was not
so easily smothered and cowed as the tame version mankind
usually kept.
“Run, damn you!” Sera called out, drawing forth her soulfire
blade from her chest. “Run for your lives!”
Perhaps they were just stupid, or maybe they’d never seen
such fireplay before, but the folk of the beach certainly hadn’t
the sense to flee in the face of danger.
When her soulfire coiled around her arm like a trained snake
and drew its length into a blade, she raised it skyward and
called down a pillar of light. Afternoon sun or not, there was
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more than enough light to banish away the threatening
shadows. The resulting solar flash stunned most of the crowd;
it had them reeling and digging at their eyes; it sent them
staggering away.
Now, she could attack.
The fabric of the net parted like water before her soulfire blade.
Oriana met it with a blade of liquid fire. The brilliant white and
blistering red blades met with a sound like a peal of thunder.
Oriana squinted against the shining light of soulfire, while Sera
shied away from the heat that rose blisters on her knuckles,
where her skin was closest to the fires of the other blade.
As they locked blades and heaved against each other in the
uneven sand, Oriana’s blade twisted at the tip to swat at her.
Sera ducked her head backward, and lost a battle of leverage
against Oriana. Momentarily off balance, she had to retreat
before Oriana’s advance.
Fire crackled in Oriana’s fingertips, and the air itself wavered
before the heat of her weapon. “You never should have
challenged me, girl.”
“You are old, woman. Your best years are behind you. The fires
of your element now burn low inside your breast. You have not
much longer left, have you?”
Oriana smiled sadly. “And it is my wish to see my home world
once more before the last of my fires burn out. I wish to have
my body burnt to ash in Caeldera. If your death gets me there,
then so be it.”
Sera spat in the sand. “You will not find me an easy mark.” She
knew that Robert’s prone body was three steps behind her.
Magnus was a dozen steps ahead and to the left of her, though
he still writhed in agony as he ground the last of the living fire
out against the sand. She shuddered to think of how that must
have felt, to rub grit and sand into fresh wounds.
A confident smile crossed Oriana’s face as her fiery sword
lengthened into a lash. The whip had a dozen scourge tips, fiery
sparks that curved cruelly and burned white-hot. “We’ll see.”
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Sera drew a line in the sand before her with her foot. “This line.
You shall not cross it without dying first.”
The lash drew back and snapped forward, not at her, but at
Magnus. The fiery points ripped open stretches of his flesh,
cauterizing as they tore his back apart. A scream burbled out of
his mouth, half-muffled by the sand.
“Whore!” Sera screamed, pouncing forward. She didn’t know
Magnus well, but she’d not have allowed even a stranger to be
ripped apart like this.
Her wings ripped out of her back, spreading open and beating
once to propel her forward across the sands toward her enemy.
Her soulfire lengthened, becoming a lance that arced toward
Oriana’s foul heart. Halfway to Oriana, the fiery whip tore free
of Magnus’ back and snapped across her wings.
The pain was startling. Had she been asleep, she had no doubt
she’d have woken up screaming. Already being awake, the pain
of feeling feather burn away and the flesh beneath sizzle was
excruciating. The stink of her own burning tissues met her
nose, and she gagged as the whip tightened around her left
flight wing, squeezing like a noose.
Her momentum had carried her almost to Oriana, but she was
now kneeling in the sand, fighting off the waves of nausea and
agony that wracked her. The soulfire lance in her hand lay
limply across the glistening white sand, and she had to listen to
her tormentor’s triumphant laugh.
“There, that wasn’t so hard now, was it? Cowing you has
proven easier than expected.”
“Do not forget the bar, bitch.” Sera growled, coming to her feet
and hacking down across the whip’s length with her lance. “I
never go down easy.”
The lance’s bladed sides parted the strands of fire that held the
whip together, and strings of ash rained down around them.
Oriana’s eyebrow rose in surprise, and she took a step back.
“Perhaps I spoke too soon?”
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Sera howled and thrust her lance aloft, exposing it to the last of
the daylight left to her. The spear lengthened once more,
stretching until it was half again as long as she was tall. Three
yards, she figured, using the measurements Rob had taught
her. She smiled as she drew it back in a hand and cast it at
Oriana.
Guided by the winds, channeled between cooperating molecules
of the air, the spear should have struck home. Only, it met a
shield of fire that looked like a sun Sera had once seen
emblazoned upon a flag, a sun with ten wavering tongues of
flame surrounding it.
“H’Ram.” Oriana said the word with as much surprise as she did
reverence. Invoking the will of fire itself was not done lightly.
That it had appeared in this world unbidden was even more
unexpected.
Sera watched as her lance fell to the sand and the burnished
copper shield of fire vanished behind it. Oriana looked around
and then fled with all haste she could manage.
Sera wanted to go after her, but didn’t know if she could
manage. Oriana was surprisingly fleet of foot. If Oriana was
burning fire inside of her, she could retreat nearly as quickly as
Sera could fly, especially wounded.
Cursing under her breath, she stepped over and picked up her
lance. The lance melted away to nothing in her grip, its soulfire
reabsorbed.
Worriedly, she cast a glance at her wing, which was badly
burned. Char marks traced a line down and around the thickest
part of her wing. Blisters and cracked skin were weeping and
oozing. The mere sight of it made her want to vomit. She let
the wings go, sending them back to the elements that had
helped her summon them. They would need time to heal, but
so might Robert and Magnus.
For now, it was better to leave the area. She knew only a little
of this world, but she sincerely doubted that what she’d done
would draw anything but negative attention.
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Robert
Rob sat up, holding his aching face. Needles of pain stabbed at
his nose and his eye socket, sending tendrils of agony pulsating
through the rest of his face. He was fairly certain they’d both
been broken.
“There go my chances at winning that beauty contest down the
beach.” He mumbled, laughing despite himself. He stopped
quickly, because laughing hurt his face. It didn’t help that it
made his eyes water and his head spin, either.
“Dude, are you crying?”
“Shut up, Phil!” Rob growled, swinging a fist around in hopes of
striking his friend in the genitals or somewhere painful. Even
that little exertion made his head hurt, though, so he gave that
up, too.
“Robert!” Sera called, sliding in the sand on her knees to come
up beside him.
The move startled him, and he blinked. This, though it
shouldn’t have surprised him, also hurt his face. He winced and
fought off more tears, and not just because it was the macho
thing to do around a pretty girl. He never cried, unless a batch
of home-brewed beer turned out exceptionally well, and that
had only been once or twice, and not with anyone around.
“Your nose, it appears broken.” Sera announced critically,
probing his face with her fingertips as gently as possible.
“I think my face is broken, too, around the eye.”
She drew in a breath through her gritted teeth. “You may be
right.”
“Let’s get him to a hospital.” Phil suggested, glancing around at
the beachgoers, who were just starting to file back down out of
curiosity.
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Rob noticed the crowd with his good eye, and then saw the
scorch marks and burned volleyball net. “Shit. You guys didn’t
kill anyone, did you?”
“Unfortunately, no.” Sera replied
“Oriana?”
“Escaped.”
“Okay.” It wasn’t really fine. Rob had more than a feeling that
Oriana would be back to stir up another mess in the near
future, but that wouldn’t help his face or get them out of
trouble. “Help me up. Let’s get out of here.”
Phil grabbed one of his arms, while Sera stood and got the
other. They hoisted him up by the armpits, steadying him as he
wobbled dizzily upon his feet.
“Easy there, big fella.”
Rob resisted
companions,
wobbled and
could not see

the urge to throw up all over either of his
though he leaned toward Phil just in case. He
then caught his footing. He looked around, but
Magnus anywhere. “Where’s Magnus?”

“I don’t know.” Sera replied, alarmed at the man’s sudden
disappearance.
“He dragged himself back to the water, I think.” Phil pointed to
a dragging track that ran from the volleyball court down to
where the surf lapped anxiously at the beach.
“Then he should be fine. Water will heal him.”
Rob sighed, wishing for the thousandth time in his life that he
had some sort of powers, at least a mutant healing factor.
“Wish I could say the same.”
“Sadly, you cannot.” Even Sera sounded a little disappointed, if
he wasn’t mistaken.
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“C’mon, Quasimodo, let’s get you and your Elephant Man face
back to the hotel before you end up online.”
Rob let Sera help him walk, but he shook off Phil out of
principle. When he took a gingerly step toward the parking lot
and his car, there was a strange sensation down below, the sort
of thing that caught his attention in a startling way. It felt like
he was urinating, but he knew he’d not. Looking down, he saw
handfuls of sand leaking out of his swim trunks, passing
through the liner and down his thighs to rain upon his sandaled
feet. “Phil?”
Phil grinned gamely. “I thought it was funny, a smidgen of
levity in such a serious moment.”
“I’m going to smash your laptop when we get back to the room.
Then I’m going to dump all of your energy drinks in the toilet.”
Rob began to ramble after that, plotting all manners of revenge
that didn’t stop until they’d gotten him into the back seat of his
car.
“Drive, Phil.” He recalled hearing Sera say, but his eyes didn’t
want to focus. The left one had nearly swollen shut already, so
he didn’t even bother to try to keep it open.
Sera was beside him as they rode. He felt her warm hands on
his, and then felt her probing touch around his face again. The
warmth of her touch penetrated his flesh, down to the bones,
easing his pain.
“What are you doing?” Rob murmured. He was certainly not
complaining. Whatever she was doing felt great.
“I am healing you.”
“You can do that?”
“While wearing a bikini, no less.” Phil remarked appreciatively.
Sera cleared her throat and Phil seemed to go back to driving.
“Healing has never been one of my stronger talents, but yes, I
can do it.”
“What did everyone see back there?”
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“Fireballs, blood, wings, flashes of light.” Phil listed just a few of
them offhandedly, but Rob knew that meant there had probably
been more.
“That’s it, eh? Well, we should make the evening news.”
“I don’t think so.” Sera replied, massaging her healing
fingertips across the fractured bones of his face. “That Sunburst
was the strongest I have ever summoned. It was nearly a Pillar
of Light.”
“What’s the difference?”
“There is a level of power at which a Sunburst ceases to be a
Sunburst. When it is strong enough, it becomes a Pillar of Light,
which is similar in effect, but greatly different in magnitude. If
it was even stronger than that, it would become Divine Light.”
“Which is?” Rob asked tiredly.
“It is light so fierce that it can sear your eyes to blindness even
with your eyes closed. It can blister skin and stun even the
prepared. No one other than the Winged Empress can manage
that, though.”
“We’re here.” Phil announced, parking roughly.
Rob punched the back of the seat. “Park nicer. She’s got her
hands all over my damn broken face and you’re parking like a
sixteen year old in driver’s school.”
“Sor-ry.” Phil snorted, piling out of the car.
Rob was pretty certain he heard Phil mutter something
disparaging, but he couldn’t be made to care enough to make
something of it. Phil was just an ass sometimes, though not so
bad as Greg. For some reason, whenever his face hurt, he
thought of his band. It probably had something to do with the
chronic hangovers and migraines band nights induced.
They maneuvered the stairs slowly up to their room, and Phil
set to packing. He hid his energy drinks and laptop first,
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remembering Rob’s promises of wrath. With his laptop, he
would not take any chances.
“Why didn’t you follow Oriana?” Rob asked his friend after Sera
had him settled back on one of the beds.
“I think seeing her rearrange your face with a volleyball broke
her spell over me. She just wasn’t as attractive when she was
whipping Sera with fire and breaking my friend’s beautiful
mug.”
Sera nodded as she administered her touch to his face, calming
the damaged sections of his face with deft movements of her
digits. “The inflammation of passions that she inspires cannot
usually cause a change of loyalty, not in such cases as this. She
would have needed weeks or months with him to get him to
feel nothing of your friendship. It would take that long to slowly
erode away.”
“I’m glad you came to your senses.” Rob said after a few
moments of silence.
“Sure thing, pal.” Phil sounded distracted. He cleared his throat
and sighed.
“What is it?” He tried to sit up, but Sera forced him back down
onto the pillow with an insistent look, straddling him this time
to make sure he didn’t get up until she was done.
“My cell phone is dead. It’s just blank. I pulled the battery, I
rebooted and reset it, but it’s just empty.”
“Check mine.”
“Same. It’s gone, man. I’ll have to swap us out at my store. I
bet you’re glad I got you those protection plans, eh?”
“Yeah. I don’t really want to pay for a new one.” Nor could he
afford to right now. “What caused both of them to die, though?
The battle, maybe?”
“My Sunburst may have disrupted your devices. I am not
certain, because there are no such devices on my world, but if
my power could scramble the senses, why not your machines?”
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“EMP?” Phil wondered aloud.
“EMP?” Sera echoed.
“Electromagnetic pulse. It’s a burst of energy that can disrupt
electrical equipment and even disable or kill living things.” Phil
explained.
“That wouldn’t be a bad thing.” Rob said thoughtfully. If their
phones were effected, how many others had been wiped, too?
Phil groaned mournfully. “Speak for yourself! I’ve got topless
shots of Oriana on this phone!”
“Had.” Rob smirked up at Sera’s serious face as it hovered over
his. “What was that about loyalty?”
“Yeah, really.” She agreed.
“Phil, what I’m saying,” Rob called over from the bed, “is that if
our phones are dead, maybe everyone’s cameras and phones
died, so there may not be a single video or photo of what
happened out there.”
“It depends on how far the effects traveled, I suppose. I was
refereeing, but I think I remember seeing a few people
recording the game.”
“As long as they missed the Armageddon ending, I think we
might be okay.” Rob replied, wondering if they were really
going to be alright.
“There!” Sera announced happily, climbing off of him.
Rob reluctantly sat up and strolled over to the mirror. He
noticed immediately that it didn’t hurt so bad just to stand up.
His head-splitting agony had been downgraded to a dull
throbbing. Unfortunately, his face was still puffed up like a
balloon and it was darkening.
“I look like an ape.” Rob groaned, eyeing the purple and black
that ringed his left eye and spread around his nose, which was
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still about twice as big as it should have been. The underlying
damage seemed mostly gone, though.
“I could only fix the bones and set the nose, Robert. I could not
heal the swelling.”
“Beer.” Rob demanded, holding out his hand expectantly as he
stared at the ugly face that looked back at him through one eye
and half a swollen eye.
A cold bottle found its way into his hand. He pressed it gently
against his face and sighed. “Ice and beer. I’m going to need
lots of it.”
“I guess I’m driving back home?”
“After I’m good and drunk, yes.”
“What if we have to stop at a rest stop on the way? Are you
going to want to scare little kids in the men’s room with that
face of yours?” Phil had a point.
“I’ll pee in a bottle.” Rob decided, downing half his beer in a
few quick swallows. “For now, I need to wash myself off. I still
have sand where no man should.”
Phil giggled as Rob retreated into the bathroom, tossing his
swimsuit out after himself. It slapped wetly on the wall. Sera
followed him into the bathroom a few moments later, surprising
him as he stood in the cool water.
“I figured I would try to push a little more healing into you
while you showered.” She explained, shrugging.
Did she feel guilty about his injury? He had warned her to play
the game straight. “It’s not your fault.”
“Not directly, perhaps, but harm keeps befalling you since you
have gotten to know me.”
Rob didn’t argue as she cast aside her swimsuit and climbed in
after him. Let Phil chew on that. That was revenge enough, and
showering with her was better than showering alone with his
half-empty beer bottle any day of the week.
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Serafina
It was odd having Phil drive. Other than Amy, Sera had never
ridden in a vehicle with anyone else driving except Robert. She
had to admit after a few nauseating miles that Rob was by far
the best driver she’d ridden with. Amy tended to talk on the
phone or to her passengers and forget that she was driving.
This necessitated the frequent use of her horn when she almost
smashed into someone carelessly. Riding with her was a hairraising experience every time.
Phil, however, weaved in and out of lanes. Sometimes it wasn’t
even on purpose. He had his laptop open on the seat beside
him, he was playing with the radio, and he had a bag of snacks
open on his lap. As he chewed noisily and sang along with the
radio, he was also tapping away on his laptop.
“Should you not concentrate on driving?” Sera asked worriedly.
She didn’t want to be insulting, but Rob didn’t seem like he’d
survive a crash.
Phil looked back with lips stained orange by whatever he was
eating and laughed. “You sound like Rob.”
Sera glanced at Rob, who was sleeping lightly. His head was
wedged between a few rolled up shirts and a towel to keep him
from bumping his swollen face on the interior of the car.
Regardless, his head wobbled back and forth as Phil drove.
“Rob once told me that he never let you drive if you two have
to go somewhere together.” She said.
“That’s not true!” Phil protested, but from the way his voice
faltered, even he didn’t completely believe himself. As some
sort of peace offering, he turned down the radio a little bit and
closed his laptop, but doing so made him swerve into the other
lane.
“Phil!” Sera shouted, gripping the seats with white knuckles.
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“Oh.” Phil said, righting their way and earning an angry horn
blast from the oncoming driver.
“Do you want me to drive? I am certain I could do nearly as
well as you.”
“Fine, fine. I’ll do better. No need to get testy.”
“Yes, there is a need. We are entrusting you with our safety.
Stop being an idiot and pay attention.” She barked.
To his credit, Phil only cowered down into his seat a little bit,
and his driving actually did improve for several miles. She felt
bad afterward, but only slightly. Cars hurtled past each other
only a few feet away from one another at tremendous speeds.
She’d watched enough movies to know that car wrecks could
easily be fatal.
She leaned back against the back seat and took Rob’s hand in
her own, sending the warmth of her touch and a trickle of
healing energy through her fingertips. It wasn’t much, but she
wasn’t really a healer. Besides, healing someone else was much
harder than simply focusing her internal energies to fix damage
within.
As Rob slept, she watched him breathe. His mouth hung open
unattractively and he snored softly. Were he lying down, she
had no doubt he’d be snoring up a storm. With a broken nose,
she couldn’t fault him for that, although he snored most of the
time anyway.
“Don’t see what you see in him.” Phil muttered, watching them
in the rearview mirror.
“Pardon?”
“Why him? Why not me?”
Sera smiled. “It might have been, but I owe Rob so much.”
“So you feel indebted and obligated to sleep with him?” Phil
inquired.
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She shook her head. “Gratitude is a great basis for friendship
born from kindness. Gratitude grows toward understanding and
affection. I think it is only natural.”
“So if I’d rescued you from the woods, we’d be rolling around
naked together instead of you two?”
She shrugged, preferring not to answer in a way that would
upset him while he drove. “Who can say? Maybe?”
“Maybe.” Phil nodded, liking her answer.
“Why do you worry about it? Did you not have your moments
with Oriana?”
“What, with all those beautiful young boys around? Why would
she look at me?”
“Because she smells need on you like you have doused yourself
in cologne. Any woman would notice it. Some like the
desperation, because such a man will do anything for you.”
“Well, I must have reeked of it, because with those little outfits
she had on, I was willing to sell my organs for her, lose a limb,
or kill my grandma.”
“That is kind of sad. Such a lack of willpower is hardly
inspiring.”
“I guess you didn’t see the way she filled out the top and
bottom halves of her swimsuit. Sweet Moses, it was like a
second skin.”
“It was practically only skin she was wearing.” Sera replied. Phil
had a point, and Oriana looked amazing for her age, for any
age really. Still, she had sort of a tasteless beauty that
appealed to base instincts. Lust was what she was about.
“I would have done filthy things to her or for her.” Phil sighed
sadly.
“You may still get your chance. She has a way of showing up
wherever she is not wanted, whenever it is least convenient.”
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“With a body like that, it’s never inconvenient for me.” He
began to explain in grotesque detail the way the swimsuit had
clung to her skin, how her pores had each glistened with an
unearthly pearl of sweat that smelled musky and enticing, and
a dozen other things that went beyond her need to know.
Sera shuddered, suppressing mental images of Phil and Oriana
in the throes of passion. They sprang unwanted into her mind.
“Alright, alright. Enough already. I hate the woman and do not
care to hear you sing her praises.”
“Fine, fine.” Phil relented.
“Turn up the radio.” Sera said after a few minutes. They were
speaking on the radio rather than singing, and it sounded
important, like when the news and gossip shows came on the
television.
As they listened, they heard the middle of a story read by a
male announcer, something about meteors. “-two more east of
the city. The first preceded the others by only a few minutes.
Officials are already scrambling to investigate.”
“What’s a meteor?” Sera asked.
“Space rocks. Falling balls of fire from the sky.” Phil answered
quickly, turning the radio up even more.
“Initial reports are inconclusive. No one has yet been able to
determine if this is a failed experiment, a terrorist attack, a
downed aircraft, or another meteor strike, like the one from
several weeks ago. At least one source claims that an asteroid
could have broken apart upon descent, smashing in three
separate spots in the same vicinity.”
“A spokesman for the FAA denies that there was any air traffic
in the area prior to the explosion, though it admits there could
have been a small aircraft flying without a registered flight
plan. However, lack of aircraft debris at the crash sites seems
to rule out the possibility of it being a downed aircraft.”
“More on this breaking news at 10 o’clock. For WVOX, this is
Daniel Thomas reporting.”
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Phil turned the radio back down when the station resumed
playing music. “Why did you want to hear that?”
“It just sounds like trouble.”
“Trouble?”
“Maybe.” She wasn’t certain, but she wouldn’t put it past the
Empress to send more assassins after her. In just a few weeks,
she’d run into Oriana, met Magnus, and now this? Were there
really so many of her kind around?
“What kind?”
“Those crashes may have been more of my people arriving. I
cannot say with any certainty, not without going there myself,
but I suspect something. Considering the way I arrived, is it
that far-fetched to believe?”
Phil nodded. “When I heard that report a few weeks ago, the
one Rob told me about, I was relieved to know that they didn’t
seem to think any aliens had arrived. There was no mention of
any naked girls seen crashing down or satellite images of
strange stuff. He had me check.”
This was news to her. “What report?”
Phil glanced back, eyebrow rising. “He never told you?”
“Told me what?”
“There was a similar story on the news a few weeks back. We
talked about it. He was worried that the government was onto
you. He thought maybe they’d seen you on satellite and would
hunt you down, but no one every came after you – except
Gefton.”
“Gefton was my fault. It was from the bar fight with Oriana. I
doubt he knew anything about my arrival. I did not know that
Rob had heard a news report like that, though.”
“I wouldn’t have kept any secrets from you, but he probably
didn’t want to worry you.” Phil offered.
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Sera nodded. That was probably so. It sounded like something
Rob would try to do out of kindness, but he still should have
shared the news. News about her that could affect both of them
should not be kept a secret. When Rob woke up, she’d have to
question him about it.
“So what if it is three more of your people? It doesn’t mean
that they’re evil, does it?”
“Evil might be too harsh of a word, but I cannot think that
anyone would try to use the Pillars to come here if they had a
choice. I am certain that if those are indeed my folk, then they
were sent here for me by the Winged Empress.”
“What’s so bad about these Pillars? How do they work,
anyway?”
Sera glanced out the window, trying to decide how much Phil
needed to know. In the end, she decided it could not hurt him
any more than having seen the Ten Flames of H’Ram or getting
to know Oriana. “The Pillars are ancient things, older than time.
We have no knowledge of their builders, nor do we know
anything of their construction.”
“So they’re relics.” Phil summarized.
“Yes, but they are dangerous. Time and the elements act
strangely around them. Seconds stretch for eternities and your
body might seem to burn or freeze. Skin may melt away and
your body might rip apart. Your abilities betray you, and you
are drawn into the Pillars. Then you are quite suddenly and
unexpectedly dumped into this world.”
“That sounds unpleasant, but kind of neat. What do they look
like, the Pillars?”
“They are huge. They seem to pierce the heavens and the
ground, and they are covered with writing that none of my
people understand. I have heard that each one is different in its
own way, unique, but I have only seen one. The top of the Pillar
I went to was mired in a thunderhead and its base swam within
a pool of lava. I am quite a strong flier, but I could barely fly to
reach it. I nearly died trying to touch it, and then I appeared
here.”
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Phil nodded, connecting the pieces of what Rob had told him to
her account. “That must have been when you fell to the earth
like a comet.”
She shook her head to clear the memories and took a deep
breath. It was painful even to remember. “I hardly remember it
– just flashes and bits of the experience. I just remember my
skin burning one second and cool air the next moment. It was
not something anyone would go through lightly, and it certainly
is not something I would try again.”
“So if it really is three of your kind, they probably mean
business, assuming all three survived.”
“My best bet would be to find them soon. I had to recover from
my injuries after arriving, and there is a chance that they will,
too.”
“But how will you find them? If you found someone to hide you
right after you landed here, how do you know they won’t?”
“Let us just hope they are not as pretty or lucky as I am,
right?”
Phil laughed. “I don’t know. I’ve not seen an ugly specimen of
your kind yet. Chances are, even beaten and bruised, someone
would help them.”
His words offered her no comfort, and she could not think of
any way to deny what he said. From what she’d seen of the
people here, most of them would likely help a wounded woman
or man if they came across one. She would have to figure this
situation out soon, or she might very well be facing three
enemies instead of one, as Oriana had been.
This was supposed to be an escape. She was supposed to start
a new life here, not continue the old one. One thing was
certain: she wasn’t going to run away here, not even if there
were three enemies coming after her. Three was better than
the thousands that waited back in the World of Clouded Skies.
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Here, the Winged Empress’ reach was not so strong as it had
been. Here, she had a fighting chance, and she was damn sure
going to take it.
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Robert
When he was worried about Sera’s secret being discovered,
worried to the point of feeling sick in the stomach, it was hard
to concentrate on anything, even music. At work, he did what
he needed to, but he did it mechanically. Working on the
cemetery grounds, that wasn’t a bad thing, but during school it
was. His grades were suffering, and he couldn’t bring himself to
care.
How was he going to care about grades and papers about
impressionist artists or reports on investment theories when the
government was probably watching his apartment? For all he
knew, FBI agents were waiting for him to go on lunch break so
they could raid his apartment and have Sera kidnapped. They
were probably tailing Amy, as well. At any given moment, they
might burst in, hit him with a taser, and drag him off to an
undisclosed location for some serious waterboarding and
torture. No one would ever see the three of them again, and his
parents would die with no grandkids and the painful mystery
unsolved.
Suffice it to say, Rob really wasn’t in the mood for making
music. He ignored a nasty look from his bandmates, particularly
Greg and Phil, when he played a few off notes. Shaking his
head and smiling nonchalantly, he continued to play. It wasn’t
as if Greg never sang off key or Phil ever missed a beat on the
snare drum. Only Steve didn’t seem to care that he was playing
off, but then Steve never seemed to care about much of
anything.
Rob watched Steve enviously as he puffed away on a cigarette
and flailed about in an exaggerated manner as he played his
guitar. Even in practice, Steve played as if there was a full
crowd watching. It was as if there was a never-ending concert
going on in his head, one that he alone had been invited to,
and he was damn sure going to have the best time ever.
Steve nodded his way, exhaling through his nose as he jammed
out a particularly loud set of chords. Rob nodded back, though
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the simple nodding of his head served to remind him that his
skull had recently been fractured.
Sera’s healing had done wonders, but even a few days with
icepacks and aspirin had not been able to vanish every sign of
facial trauma and the likely traumatic brain injury that had
gone with it. He smiled to himself as he replayed a scene from
the mattress store in his head.
A woman had come in, asking for a mattress that was springy
and supportive. The whole time he’d been showing her their
selection and explaining the special features of each to her,
he’d caught her sneaking glimpses at his ugly bruises. After
about the fourth time, he’d winked at her and explained them
away as a mattress testing mishap. She’d blushed and rushed
out of the store, dragging her two young kids with her. He’d
lost the sale for a chuckle. Piety and innocence were lost on
him.
A text message came in. He didn’t hear his incoming message
alert over the racket of their practice, but he saw the light turn
on in the front of his phone, which sat on a table just a step or
two from his amp. He looked at the contents of the music as he
played. It was Sera.
“Cooking. Return posthaste. Sera” The message read.
So, as Greg crooned away some more of the sad, mopey lyrics
about love lost, Rob played and grinned despite life’s foibles.
Despite the evil machinations of the enemies in his imagination,
he still had Sera.
“How about some fucking professionalism!” Greg growled as
the song ended, brushing a curl of dirty-blonde hair back off his
forehead.
Rob rolled his eyes and flipped Greg the bird. It was hard to
look tough with a perm. It might have been a natural curl, but
Rob was pretty damn sure it was done in a salon. “Bite me.” He
gnashed his teeth at their lead singer and sent a text message
back.
“Coming soon. Rob”

318

“The girl, again? Jesus, have you grown a twat?” Greg
demanded petulantly. “You’re so whipped. She’s even started
the domestic abuse, and you’re ready to rush home for another
beating.”
“It was the other girl that broke his face.” Phil said with a grin.
Rob shrugged and came up with a snappy reply. “At least I
have girls willing to beat my ass. They just spit at you and tell
you to take a bath.”
“Hell they do!”
Phil looked doubtful. “Methinks thou dost protest too much.”
Rob tended to agree.
“Methinks you should take a bath and go on a diet, Langley,
learning to drum somewhere along the way.”
Phil snorted. He was used to this line of attack. Whenever Greg
got testy, he’d attack someone’s appearance and talent.
“Someone has his panties in a bunch tonight.”
“Well, I’d love to listen to you putzes cut each other down, but
dinner is getting ready.” Rob announced.
“Dinner?” Phil’s echo sounded more like pleading. Rob could
almost hear his heart breaking at not being invited.
“We could practice another hour or two. Skip dinner; it’s like
ten o’clock anyway.” Greg was always asking for more practice
time. He didn’t have the obligations that Rob had though.
Rob stowed his bass and grabbed his keys and phone from the
table. “So? A man’s got to eat.”
Steve nodded in agreement, picking out a new rhythm on the
guitar. It wasn’t one of their songs, just a little fiddling around
like he often did.
Rob watched for a moment, pausing. “Hey, that’s not half bad.
That might be a good background for a hook or solo.” He
resisted the urge to play a bass accompaniment as Steve
repeated the part Rob had commented on.
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“I like it, too.” Greg declared, trying a few faltering lyrics
dripping with angst. “We can make it work.” His previous
quarrels forgotten, he began explaining to Phil how he wanted
the drums to go along with the guitar.
“Like I said, I need to get a move on.”
Greg threw up his hands helplessly, clearly unhappy by Rob’s
exit, even if it wasn’t an early one. “So when do we practice
again? You’ve been taking break after break, and we’ve not had
a gig since your girlfriend got dragged out of the bar in metal
bracelets, right?”
Rob sighed. It was true, but what could he do about it? “I’ll
convince them to take us back, or I’ll find something new. Give
me two weeks.”
“One.” Greg challenged him, staring him down, as if his will
would be made reality by stating it. “Or we might have to
reconsider your place in the band.”
Rob laughed. “Go for it. I can find another band with a douche
lead singer in about five minutes flat.”
“Three minutes – you’re a good bass player.” Steve offered,
ignoring a withering look from Greg.
“Just make it happen.” Greg said, turning his back to Rob then
to indicate that the discussion was at an end.
“Whatever.” Rob muttered.
Steve waved, and Phil cast longing looks after him as he
grabbed his amp and his case on the way toward the door. Rob
nodded his head over at Phil, who slammed his sticks against
the cymbals and broke into an angry drum solo, all while Greg
tried to tell him what to do.
Maybe life was getting back to normal, new assassins from
another world or not. Maybe.
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Serafina
Cooking was not something Sera had often done in her life.
While her mother and father had not been particularly wealthy,
they had at least ranked high enough in the Empress’ Court to
warrant having half a dozen servants – gardeners, a caretaker
for the home, a couple of young cleaners, and a cook.
In Rob’s world, it seemed that nearly everyone cooked, at least
when they avoided meeting friends and business associates for
a meal in a public place. Business here was done differently,
though. As far back as her early childhood, she recalled
attending meals with her family where business was discussed.
It was how people sat down and spoke about financial concerns
where she came from. Such things didn’t occur in stuffy offices
filled with men in suits; that was more of a setting for
dishonesty and secrecy.
At least with television she could learn to cook, even if there
were nuances to preparing a meal that she couldn’t have
expected. She’d foraged for herself from the cupboards for
weeks, but she’d quickly grown tired of the plebian fare that
they offered. It had been a boon to discover entire channels on
the television dedicated to the creation of masterful meals.
It was aggravating sometimes to see the chefs on the screen
prepare such enticing foods with so little effort. It was nowhere
near that easy, not when she had to do all the knife work on
her own, the dicing, chopping, and slicing that appeared to be
done for the television cooks beforehand.
Her experiments were not always successful, but Rob
complained little, even when she left him lists of ingredients to
procure on the way home. She suspected he enjoyed eating
something different than what he normally ate in his regular
rotation of about a dozen foods. She certainly didn’t want to
subsist on pizza, burgers, fried foods, sandwiches, eggs, toast,
cereal, and hot dogs – a curiously and poorly named food to
say the least.
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This evening, she’d cooked a form of pasta noodle known as
linguine, which she enjoyed saying. Some of the food names in
this world were delightfully bizarre. Then, she’d baked
meatballs in the oven before tossing them into a sauce of basil,
tomato, and garlic with a wine reduction. Food was delicious
and downright scientific, she was finding. The cleanup after
cooking was still unpleasant, but Robert tended to do that for
her if the meal was at least fair.
The plates were steaming and ready as Rob walked in. She’d
heard the telltale sounds of his car approaching outside, and
had timed his entry. He grinned as he saw the plates.
“Spaghetti!” His eyes widened and he rubbed his belly in a
childlike fashion.
“Linguine.” She corrected him.
“Same difference.”
“It’s a different shape of noodle.” Did he know nothing? She’d
learned that in five minutes of research, though the purpose of
naming the same ingredients a dozen different names on the
basis of shape alone seemed foolish.
“Yeah, well it all gets in my belly.” He replied, throwing aside
his bass guitar almost carelessly.
“Ahem.” She cleared her throat and pointed at the sink.
Rob grimaced and halted his attempt to sit down. He retreated
past the fridge, grabbing a beer on the way to wash his hands
before returning to the chair.
Sera hovered nearby, watching for his verdict as he grabbed a
fork and stabbed it into his food like a spade. She’d tasted the
sauce and found it very palatable, but she had no idea what it
was supposed to taste like.
Rob slurped down the first mouthful and wiped his mouth on
the back of his wrist. He nodded and made some unintelligible
grunts that seemed to be an indication of approval.
Grinning, she sat down and attacked the plate in front of her.
Between the two of them, not a word was said until the plates
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were clean, wiped up of all sauce by buttered bread –
something Rob had taught her to do.
“Good shit.”
contentedly.

Rob

remarked,

stretching

and

groaning

“Shit?” She frowned, wiping her mouth on the paper napkin
she’d folded and set on her lap at the beginning of the meal.
“Shit isn’t always a bad word, especially when you put ‘good’ in
front of it. ‘Good shit’ is high praise.”
“You could just say ‘delicious’ or something to that effect. I
refuse to think of the word ‘shit’ as complimentary in any way
when it refers to my food.”
“Good-ass shit.” Rob offered.
Sera pushed herself up from the table and pointed at the sink
and stove. “Clean the dishes, you mannerless cur.” She said it
with a grin.
“Yes, Ma’am.” Rob replied, winking as he slid over to do his
domestic duties.
As he set about the dishes, she found herself a beer and
returned to her seat. Rob moved about her, wiping down the
table, putting away various containers of food, and cleaning the
majority of the kitchen. Cooking she might be getting down,
but doing it in a cleanly fashion was something beyond her.
“So, I was thinking...” She began, trying to broach a topic that
had been on her mind all day.
Rob paused in scrubbing a pot she’d used. “Yeah?”
She frowned and took a sip of her beer, considering the
condensation around her fingers. “I think I need to visit the
crash sites. I need to hunt down my pursuers before they
regain their strength.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea? They don’t even know you’re
alive, do they?”
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“I am certain they do if they came here. If not, why would they
have come?”
“Yeah, but they have no idea where you are. They may know
you’re on this world, but you could have gone anywhere after
arriving.”
“I did not go far though, did I? I got help from the first guy who
happened by, and I have lived with him ever since.”
“Errr, sorry for helping?” Rob sighed and started scrubbing
again.
“That is not what I mean.” She replied quickly. When he didn’t
acknowledge her, she groaned. “Robert!”
“Yeah? I’m just over here trying to help these poor dishes. They
don’t berate me for kindness.”
She knew he was trying to be silly, but that didn’t make it
easier. “Rob, I appreciate all you have done for me. You have
been beyond kind to me, and yet I know I put you in danger by
being here.”
“So you want to hunt them down and what, kill them?” He
asked.
“If need be.” She answered. A haunted look shadowed across
his eyes, as if he couldn’t believe that she could be so cold. It
all came down to them or us, she thought, and that wasn’t a
hard choice. “I am not going to let them harm either of us.”
“And you are certain they mean you harm?”
“Has Oriana been kind to us?”
Rob absently touched the puffy side of his face where the
bruising still hadn’t completely receded. “I take your point. Still,
how are you going to find them?”
“Phil showed me a website today that had local maps. Using the
maps and comparing them to the maps the news used to
indicate the crash locations, I think I can locate them.”
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“And you want me to drive you there? Am I going to wait in the
car while you battle some battered aliens to the death and then
help you get away before the police arrive?”
“You do not need to drive. I am going to fly there, Rob.”
“Fly? No way. Someone will see.”
She snorted. “See what, a flying woman at night? Who will
believe that? There are no women with my abilities in your
world.”
“That doesn’t mean that people won’t believe it possible.”
“You mean like an angel? A Seraphim like you named me
after?”
Rob grinned mischievously, caught in his joke at last. “You
figured that out?”
“Eventually, yes. I read about them. They are fascinating
creatures, but we do not have those where I come from. There
are no such legends. I am hardly an angel, Rob. I’m no servant
of God.”
“That doesn’t mean that you don’t look like one with your
wings.”
“I also read that angels and saints are spotted all over the
world. If anyone saw me, they might think that was what I
am.”
“Or a really damn big bird, a vulture, maybe.” Rob offered.
She wrinkled her nose. “How can you compare me to such an
ugly creature?”
He grinned. “Just being helpful…” Then his grin faded. “I don’t
think it’s a good idea.”
“I cannot live here and play housewife forever, Rob. I enjoy
cooking, and I certainly want to repay you for all you have done
for me, but I need to see that I am safe here, that we are safe
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together. I will not be the cause of harm to you because I did
not stop threats before they arrived at our doorstep.”
“So when do you start?”
“Tonight, I think.”
He nodded and didn’t look up from his work cleaning the
dishes. “Uh, you might not want that beer, then. I don’t think
drunk flying is a good idea.”
She set it aside. If that were his only demand, she would listen.
She’d actually expected him to fight harder to get her not to
go, but he seemed as if he’d actually expected this. Maybe he
had, or maybe he just knew he couldn’t hold her back. She
wasn’t certain which.
“What’ll you wear when you go?” He asked.
She’d already thought of that. She needed something less
visible. “Dark clothes. Maybe my armor, if needed.”
He looked up at that. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your armor.”
“I will show you then, tonight when I get back.”
“Where will you leave from?”
She shrugged. “The roof, I suppose.” There wasn’t anywhere
better around to fly away from.
“Is that wise?” From his expression, he was clearly imagining
her falling from the roof in a gruesome fashion.
“Less people are going to be watching the roof than the ground,
I think.”
“Maybe you’re right. Just try to fly away from the taller
buildings, toward the park across the street. Less people should
see. And, whatever you do, don’t lead anyone back here.
They’ll use it against you.”
“I will land in the park and walk back then.”
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Rob set aside the last dishes. “Be careful.”
She smiled. “I will. This is just a scouting mission. Even if I see
someone, I do not think I will attack immediately. It could be a
trap.”
“Make sure there aren’t any cameras or government people
around. They could be watching those sites carefully, so you
might want to do one of those flares again, to burn out any
electronics watching in the area.”
That was probably wise. “That seems wise. I will do it.”
Rob sat down by the television with his beer as she retreated
into his room to change her clothes. She chose a formfitting set
of black clothes, exercise clothes that Amy had bought for her.
They were clinging garments made of remarkable fabrics that
stretched to perfectly hug her curves. Clothing in this world
really was remarkable, she decided for the hundredth time as
she slid on the second skin of garments.
Then, she stepped back out into the other room. Rob made a
show of watching the television, but she could tell that he was
watching her reflection in the window, not the sports program.
He turned around, putting his arm on the back of the sofa.
“Nice.” He nodded appreciatively.
She turned around and looked at herself. It was almost like
being naked, the garments were so tight. With a thought, she
summoned her armor. Wisps of ethereal smoke appeared from
nowhere and began to solidify.
At first it just wrapped up along her left forearm, golden and
silver all at once as it coiled up the length of her arm, hugging
her muscles and surrounding her elbow. It crept past her
shoulder, encircling her neck and chest, thickening
appreciatively near her heart and neck to protect her vitals. The
armor halted after bracing her neck all the way up to her chin
in front and to her hairline in back. It also ran a supportive
shield down her spine and across her torso.
“It moves like it’s alive.” Rob remarked, getting up to come
touch her where the armor covered her. “It feels flexible.”
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“It is.”
“It’s an odd shape.”
“It conforms to my mood and needs. Tonight I just want the
minimum kill zones covered, but I want mobility, too.” She
explained.
“And your right arm?”
“That is my sword arm. I do not like to impede my ability to
swing with any added weight.”
“Your sword? That lightning sword thing that I saw crawling on
your arm?”
“Yes.”
“It’s cool, really cool. I want a set.” He said enviously, looking
her up and down, though she suspected he was admiring more
than just her armor.
She laughed. “I cannot give you one. It is mine – part of me.”
“Can you make it grow on me instead?”
She frowned. She’d never considered making the armor grow
on anyone else before. “I’m not sure.”
“Try.” Rob put his hand out and let her brush his wrist with her
left hand.
With a thought, she tried to will the armor to cover him.
Instead, a massive gauntlet formed around her hand and
fingers, nearly encasing his arm just because of proximity, but
it did not cling to him. “I am sorry. I think I cannot make it
cover you.”
“It’s okay. I have a computer. That’s cooler.”
She grinned and concentrated on her mailed fist. As she did,
the metal retreated from her fist and coiled back around her
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wrist. Its mass was inconstant, vanishing and appearing as
needed. “I need to go.”
“Better hide that stuff and bring it back out when you get
upstairs.” Rob suggested, fondling her breast through the
armor.
She swatted his hand aside. “You can’t feel anything through
the metal anyway.”
“It’s the thought that counts. In my mind, it’s squishy and
supple.”
“Robert.” She said firmly.
“Alright. Go. Be safe.”
With that said, she left the apartment, keeping her armor
confined to a small band on her wrist until she was ready for it.
It was faster to summon the entire armor when she left a small
portion of it on her instead of banishing it all and trying to recall
it.
She took the elevator, though it felt like an interminable ride.
After she took the last few stairs and broke free into the night
sky on the rooftop, she summoned her armor once more along
with her wings.
Then she fled into the night, taking to the skies. For the first
time since arriving in Rob’s world, she felt free, truly free. Wind
streaming in her hair and whipping past her, she laughed as
she tore through the clouded sky.
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Robert
When a knock came shortly after Sera left, so soon after in fact
that he was still staring longingly at the door, he thought for
certain it was her. She’d changed her mind and had come back
to stay with him. Beer still in hand, he leapt up off the couch
and threw himself at the door, nearly breaking his ankle as he
stumbled over one of his shoes.
“Sera?” He asked, opening the door with a smile.
Officer Gefton met his gaze with a frown, his eyes taking in the
bruises on his face. The man’s unkempt style was still fully
intact, as was his poor timing. “Nice nose. Now why would you
think I’m her?”
“No reason.” Rob replied quickly. No use giving the man any
information. He hoped his tone was enough to imply that he
wasn’t interested in talking. The last time they’d spoken it had
been threat upon threat, and he wasn’t looking forward to
continuing in that vein.
“Is she here?”
“Would I answer the door asking for her if she were?” Rob let
the sarcasm flow freely. It was hard to speak sensibly around
the man.
Gefton tilted his head back and forth, trying to catch a glimpse
of her within the apartment, as if she were hiding behind the
couch or had just ducked beneath the table. “Where is she?”
Rob’s gaze hardened. He didn’t like where this was going. “And
I’d answer that why?”
“Dunn, you don’t want to mess with me.”
“Fuck you and get lost.” He began to shut the door.
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Gefton stepped back as if slapped, yet his hand caught the door
to stop it from closing. He opened his mouth to spit out an
angry reply, but thought better of it. “Dunn, I don’t want this to
get ugly.”
“It became ugly the moment you came up here. Why the hell
are you at my house? This is stalking, Thomas.” Rob wasn’t
going to dignify the man by calling him officer, or even by his
last name. He didn’t respect the man at all.
Gefton was crooked, the sort of man who abused his authority
to blackmail his way into a date with a young woman and then
stalked her. Rob didn’t want to antagonize the man, but he also
didn’t plan on letting the man push him around in his own
home.
“I want to talk to her.”
“Sorry. She’s out. I won’t take a message. Good night.” Rob
began to close the door again, but Gefton put his foot in the
door and grabbed the door with both hands.
“Dunn.”
Rob flinched at hearing his name uttered. His brain brought
flashes of what might happen to him: murdered and stuffed in
a closet by this nutjob, so that he could wait on the sofa for
Sera to return. “What? Go away.” His voice carried a lot more
irritation than he’d thought possible.
“It’s really important that you listen to me. I don’t know if I can
keep you two safe.”
Rob barked out a laugh, even though it wasn’t really that
funny. It was ironic for certain, but not funny, especially not
when Gefton probably had a loaded weapon under his wrinkled
coat. “Seriously? You threatened to have me run over by cars
or crippled if I didn’t do what you wanted last time. How exactly
does that have anything to do with protecting me?”
“You have too many secrets.” Gefton replied, relaxing his
white-knuckled hold on the door.
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Rob gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the doorknob. If
push came to shove, he was fairly certain he could sucker
punch the guy and get his door closed. Gefton likely wouldn’t
even report it, because he was probably off duty or not on
official business. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Suddenly, he realized that Gefton had probably been watching
the apartment. He had been genuinely surprised by the fact
that Sera wasn’t home. How long had he been surveilling the
apartment? They’d only been back home for a couple days, and
he’d already shown up.
“You’re harboring an illegal alien, Robert.” Gefton smiled
devilishly, as if he was being very clever and he wanted Robert
to know it. “I’ve done some digging, and I think there was a
reason that your ladyfriend didn’t have any proper
identification. She’s an illegal.”
“You’re crazy. She was underage in a club. She’s not some
immigrant.” That much was true, since she was a refugee from
another planet. Regardless, Rob wanted to get off this subject
in a hurry. “Stop fishing for something that doesn’t exist,
Gefton, and leave my home. Now.”
Maybe it was the fact that Rob had been able to stare him in
the eyes and tell him truthfully that she was not an immigrant,
maybe it was the firmness in his voice, or maybe he really had
been fishing for answers and hoping Rob would slip, but Gefton
backed off. He pulled his hands and feet out of the doorway and
let it close.
Rob listened at the doorway to Gefton retreating hesitantly
back the way he’d come. Only then did Rob relax, and even
then only momentarily, because a new fear crept up his spine:
he had to warn Sera or she’d walk right in past Gefton.
He scrambled for his phone and punched in a message. He hit
send, only to hear the message received tone sound across the
room. His eyes swept over to the kitchen counter. There Sera’s
phone sat, flashing an alert that it had received a message.
“What’s the point of having a damn phone if you don’t carry it?”
Rob shouted at the phone, at the wall, at no one in particular.
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He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and thought about the
possibilities, playing scenarios in his head. Going out to meet
her in the park might very well lead Gefton to her. Even going
out one of the apartment building’s side entrances was risky.
Gefton was nothing if not obsessed, which meant he might
have cameras or friends helping him watch the place. Could he
head outside and lead Gefton in the wrong direction? Being
outside with the lunatic wasn’t a very good option, because he
might get dragged off where there were no witnesses.
When it came right down to it, Phil was the only option. There
was no one else in the world that cared as much about Sera’s
welfare as the two of them did.
Hands shaking nervously, he punched in Phil’s speed dial
number and hit send. If Phil met her in the park, he could hide
her at his house. It was entirely possible that Gefton would
have Phil’s house under watch, too, but he couldn’t be in two
places at once. Rob would have to play decoy, but at least Sera
would be safe.
For once, Phil answered immediately, and the two put their
heads together. Together was the only way they were going to
beat Gefton.
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Serafina
It was liberating to be on the wing again after so long. It was
like stretching limbs too long cramped by confinement.
She was careful about where she flew, staying above the
darkest areas of the city as she went. It was a delicate balance
between flying high enough up that she couldn’t easily be made
out from the ground and flying low enough that she wasn’t easy
to see over the treeline.
Rob had been very specific about this, and it made sense. After
all, there weren’t any flying people with wings on this world, at
least none that hadn’t come from her world. She was happy not
to draw too much attention to herself.
Truth be told, there was another reason to not fly too high: the
wounds on her wing from her fight with Oriana. Even if her
wings faded whenever she didn’t use that, that didn’t mean
they didn’t still exist. Like any stretch of skin, they required
time to heal and time to regrow their covering, in this case
feathers rather than hair.
The wing still ached dully where she’d been burnt. The char and
blisters had faded, but only on the surface. Elemental fire was
dangerously hot, and it often burned through all the layers of
skin and into the muscle below. It would likely be weeks before
she was completely healed, even with proper sun. Yet, the
exercise and cool night air helped, as did the rush of wind
around her.
It had been too long.
The first crash site was easy enough to find, because it was the
closest to where they lived. She reached it in a fraction of an
hour, though she’d still not gotten perfect at estimating time as
Rob’s people told it. Her people had divided the daylight sky
into eight phases of the sun, each one a fraction of a circle,
which, together with the eight phases of moon at night, made
up an entire day. She had a feeling that days on Rob’s world
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were longer than those on her own, and not just because they
had twenty-four segments to their days rather than sixteen.
The world just seemed slower, and yet larger.
Thus, when someone managed to fall at a location less than
half an hour from their home by her estimation, she suspected
that they were certainly looking for her, despite Rob’s optimistic
suggestion that they were other refugees or exiles from her
home. Even if they’d landed somewhat further away, she still
would have been suspicious.
She came in low a distance from the crash site, rising in
altitude only briefly before descending in order to get an idea of
the crash scene layout. It seemed much like what little she
could recall of her own descent into the skies of this world. She
honestly didn’t recall just how large of a crater she’d caused,
but this one looked easily large enough to build a modest home
within.
Trees had been knocked aside, as if a tornado had touched
down here, and soil had been scoured back down to the
bedrock by the force of the impact. Anything loose had been
tossed carelessly outward from the epicenter of the blast, and
that much felt familiar. She just hoped that the new arrival was
as battered as she’d been upon her arrival.
But if that was true, had the newcomer also found a rescuer?
As she alighted on the ground just at the edge of the trees
when no one was around, she found herself wondering if
another young woman had found her way into a caring man’s
home. Had some stranger pulled a would-be assassin from the
woods and nursed them back to health, too?
She frowned as she contemplated that, letting her wings
dissolve into the night air. Then, she made her way into the
woods. Her folk had poor night sight. That’s why they’d trained
to develop the ability to cast about with stored light, but she
couldn’t very well march through the woods broadcasting her
arrival with a beam of stolen sunlight, so she stumbled along,
as much feeling her way along as she was seeing it.
Her feet slipped on stones covered with lichen as she made her
way forward. She stayed near to the lighted areas that were
spaced throughout the forest, places where the tree canopy
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softened and allowed the moon access to the forest floor.
Creatures sang from among the weeds, and giant yellow eyes
watched her from amidst the branches of the trees overhead,
but they gave no sign that they knew who or what she was and
why she’d entered their domain.
She paused once to nod thanks to an owl before stopping
herself. Owls were the guardians of her people’s realm during
the nighttime hours. Since enemies often sought to attack
when the warriors of House Lucis lacked the advantages the
sun gave them, they’d long since taken to having the nocturnal
birds act as their border wardens. The woods at the edge of
their territories were thick with them, their loyalty bought with
offerings of rabbits, mice, and snakes. Some of the trainers
even claimed to be able to share eyesight with the birds,
though she couldn’t see how. That would have been an ability
worth having now.
Strangely, it was comforting that this particular owl seemed to
lack the intelligence of the ones she’d grown up seeing, but that
hadn’t stopped her from offering thanks out of habit. Maybe the
familiar being unfamiliar was comforting, because it reminded
her she was outside the realm of the Winged Empress and
therefore safe – so long as she handled these assassins. She
grinned at the wide eyes as they blinked down at her and
pushed onward.
Only when she reached the edge of the crater could she
actually see anything in detail. The moon’s light, half full
though it was, made the crater seem like daylight. Her eyes
opened wide to emit every iota of reflected sunlight from the
moon. She scanned the crash site, looking for some clue as to
the identity of the recently arrived.
Sera watched for a good long while before she finally broke out
of the cover that the trees offered and made her way down into
the crater’s bowl. She watched for signs of ambush or trick, but
no one made a noise or a move as she descended.
At the bottom of the bowl, she found a human-shaped imprint
stamped into the rock, faint but noticeable if one were looking
for it. She gauged the size and shape of the imprint and
decided she was looking for a male. There was a cloying sense
of light and sky around the impact point. It was certainly one of
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her folk, and male. Had her hunter found a woman to rescue
him?
She smiled. Her folk were handsome, even by her own kind’s
standards. Here, they would be highly attractive, perhaps even
irresistible. Had that been why Rob had been so drawn to her?
She hoped it was not the only reason, though the idea of him
finding her irresistibly attractive didn’t bother her in the least.
She just hoped he saw more to her than just a shapely, firm
body and elemental charm.
As she readied to leave, she found another clue in the imprint,
something that appeared to be a ring. As she knelt and
squinted at it, she found a loose stone, a lapis. She froze. Lapis
were used in the rings worn by the Empress’ Guard.
And there it was: proof.
The Empress hadn’t forgotten about little Sidra, daughter of
Angeli and Celia, betrayers of the realm. She’d sent some of
her best hunters after her to finish the job that Aleron and his
hunters had begun when they’d arrested her parents and had
their servants executed.
Reflexively, she urged her armor to creep up and cover her
body, to create a protective shell to comfort her as she knelt
and thought about what that little piece of blue stone meant.
Perhaps it was even Aleron himself, punished for letting her
escape in the first place. Could she stand before his beautiful
face filled with accusation again? Would he still insist on trying
to capture or kill her, even in this world? He’d once fancied her
she’d heard, and she him, but that was before the coup, before
her family’s betrayal had set them up on opposite sides of the
game.
She knew she’d have to find this one soon. The Empress’ Guard
was mostly made up of Cloudbreakers, heavy shock troops with
powerful control over elemental wind and lightning. She had
only the slightest hope of defeating a healthy one. Against two
or three, she had no hope.
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There was nothing else to find at that site, so she fled into the
woods and made for the nearest open field devoid of people
and out of sight of traffic and cars. Then, she opened her wings
and headed to the next site, following the map that Rob had
printed for her.
At the next site and the one after that, she found little to
suggest that any of her kind had ever been there, except for
the imprints in the stone, which belonged to another man and a
woman. The Empress had sent two men and a woman after
her, and at least one had to be a member of her personal
guard, her hunting squad of Cloudbreakers.
She headed back home, her mood somber despite her earlier
elation. Even the joy of flight couldn’t overbalance the worries
she now felt at having her worst fears realized.
As she returned, she stayed in the lanes of darkness that the
city’s development offered her. Stripes of lights indicated roads
and the traffic upon them, but there were dead spots cast in
night, areas where lights were fewer and farther apart. These
areas, as well as her innate sense of direction aided her return
to the park near Rob’s apartment, where she was supposed to
land.
She had to admit, as she came in for a soft landing, Rob
seemed to have a good head on his shoulders. Fighting might
not be one of his stronger points, but he certainly thought
things through. If it had just been her, she’d probably have just
flown back to her own building, but that would have led to her
eventual discovery, sooner rather than later.
Even if she was landing in the park, she’d made sure it was
clear before landing, and then she landed on the opposite end
of the park, on the side furthest from Rob’s home. She quickly
extinguished her armor and sent away her wings. It wouldn’t be
good to seen wearing either of those, after all.
Then she walked a roundabout way, following the biking and
walking trails back through the park. Couples had found their
way into dark spots here and there, taking advantage of the
benches and the covered pavilions, and a few people – women
with big dogs mostly – walked or jogged purposefully around
the trails. With the carefully spaced lighting, she’d have thought
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the place safe, but once or twice she caught glimpses of men
that might have had questionable intentions. They fled swiftly
when they saw that she’d taken note of them.
To her surprise, Phil awaited her return in the parking lot just
inside the park’s grounds, the one closest to the apartment
complex. He saw her coming and hustled out of his car to meet
her. There was a frantic tone to his breathlessness.
“Phil?” She asked, wondering if he was all right.
“Gefton.” Phil blurted out.
The word was enough to make the hair on the back of her neck
stand up. Had this been her world, she’d have slain the man, or
at least embarrassed him seriously for the trouble he’d already
put her through. Here, the rules were different, and it wasn’t as
if Rob could uproot and follow her if she fled from the laws of
this place.
“What has he done?” She hissed, balling her hands into fists.
“He’s waiting for you. He’s been watching the apartment. He’s
there right now.”
Her head snapped toward the building across the street. She
could make out Rob’s building, and had a fair idea of where his
apartment was in relation to the rest of the structure. Though
she’d hoped to see Gefton camped in the walkway between
apartments, smoking in the hallways, she saw nothing.
“I shall kill him and put an end to his meddling in our affairs.”
She decided, getting ready to march across the street with her
armor on and her Blade of Everlasting drawn and ready to
impale him. The soulfire would probably rip him in two, as
angry as she was. Bullets were her only concern then, and her
armor very well might be able to stop those.
“No.” Phil shook his head. “That gets you more attention, and it
gets Rob girlfriend status with a beefy guy named Hank.”
“What?”
“Don’t they have man rape in prisons where you come from?”
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Sera frowned. Phil and Rob always pointed out strange things
about this world, usually of a sexual nature. It was
disconcerting. “I do not know. I never thought about it. There
are not very many prisons. People are executed and exiled a lot
though.”
“Sounds like a good system.” Phil mused, scratchy at his
stubbly chin.
“Phil!” Sera shouted.
Phil startled back to attention. “What?”
“What am I to do?”
“You could come home with me?” He suggested. “It was
actually Rob’s idea. He’ll pick you up later, when it’s all clear.”
Sera gave him a long, hard look. Was he making a joke again?
His preoccupation with all things female made it hard to tell. He
was looking at her with lecherous eyes, but he did that all the
time. She decided that he was being sincere in his invitation,
but didn’t entirely agree with that tactic. “I will not be chased
from my home.” She declared testily.
“Well, Gefton is going to camp out there until he catches you,
or until he finds out all of your secrets. After that, who knows
what the hell he’s going to do.”
“Could we not appeal to his human nature? Could we not tell
him that there are far more dangerous and important things to
worry about?”
“The three visitors?”
“They are the Empress’ puppets. They have truly come for me.
I am sure of it.” It was funny how simple and clean the issue
sounded when put that way. She put her hands on her hips and
sighed, gazing in the direction of Rob’s house. “Why did Rob
not meet me here?”
“He didn’t want to lead Gefton to you.”
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“He could have called me.”
Phil grinned. “He tried. You left your phone at home.”
She patted down the pockets in her leggings, but found that
she had indeed forgotten her phone. Rob had gone to the
bother of buying her the device so that she could keep in
contact in case of emergencies, and she’d forgotten to carry it.
She felt terribly foolish. Smiling sheepishly, she replied, “I
guess I did.”
He nodded. “It happens to the best of us. I once missed out on
a great deal on some rare import DVD’s because I didn’t have
my phone.” He rambled on for a bit longer, but eventually
seemed to notice that he had lost her. “Uh, yeah. So what’s the
plan?”
“We hide at your place then?”
Phil nodded, but couldn’t help an evil twist from entering the
smile that crossed his lips.
“Phil. I will not sleep with you or next to you. We will be on
opposite ends of the house, hopefully with your mother
somewhere between us.”
“I know. Of course I know.” Her open declaration deflated him
more than a little. “Can I at least peek when you’re getting
ready for bed?”
“No, and you may not sneak into my room at night to take
pictures.” She insisted, and his shoulders sank even further into
a slump.
“What do you take me for?”
“A woman-obsessed lunatic with
concerning decency and propriety.”
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Phil opened his mouth to protest, but stopped. “That’s actually
fairly accurate,” He shrugged unapologetically, “but I think
most men are like that, even Rob to an extent. He just has you
to fixate on. I have Oriana, and she’s a violent absentee.
Therefore, I enjoy feasting my eyes on your lady parts.”
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“You are quite strange.” She made a point to stand a little less
erect, so his eyes would be on hers instead of her chest, at
least part of the time.
“Definitely.” His eyes still wandered.
“Why do you not just find a woman to play with, so you can
end your preoccupation? Most men settle down some after they
have played a bit.”
“It’s very easy
say that, Sera,
pull woman. It
to coax women

for someone as stunningly beautiful as you to
but for a troglodyte like myself, it is difficult to
might be hard to believe, but I just can’t seem
into my lair.”

“Do you think the fact that you call your home a lair has
anything to do with it? You should not have to coax a woman
anyway. It should be mutual, or even her idea.”
“Whose idea is it to sleep with an overweight computer geek
with pasty skin?” Phil inquired.
“I shall stop trying to be helpful now.” She answered. If he was
going to be self-deprecating, it was hard to offer any
assistance. Lack of confidence was a romance killer anyway.
“No, really. You can pass judgment, but the women of this
world want nothing to do with a large portion of the male
population. Even the fatties and uglies think they deserve
better than me. Ladies want nothing to do with me.” Phil
insisted. “That’s what lap dances are for.”
“Lap dances?”
“When you pay a girl wearing little or no clothes to grind her
pelvis on your lap at a gentlemen’s establishment.”
She grimaced. There were such places back where she came
from, too, but they were not something spoken about openly
and frankly like this, especially not in front of a lady. “There is
nothing gentlemanly about that. It is rather crude actually.”
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“That’s not what the lady getting Andrew Jackson says.” Phil
winked.
“Who’s he?”
His joke failed, Phil sighed. “Never mind.”
Once again, she realized they’d strayed from the business at
hand. Phil had a way of leading her off on tangents, and now it
was not a good thing. “Phil, you are distracting me from our
true intent here. We need to decide on a course of action with
Gefton. If killing him is out of the question, what do we do?”
“Don’t you have any useful powers, ones that aren’t just used
for looking hot while you slay people?”
Sera frowned and thought for a moment. “What if I removed
his memories?”
“You can do that?”
“It may be possible.” It would also be nice to avoid sleeping at
Phil’s house.
“Why are we standing around here with our dicks in our hands
then?”
“Please keep your hands where I can see them.” She said
quickly. When he stared at her with an almost hurt look on his
face, that she would take him so literally, she burst out
laughing. This place was definitely having a corrupting influence
on her.
The actual procedure ended up being far easier than she
expected. With Phil’s help and Rob on Phil’s phone, she was
able to pinpoint Gefton’s car and sneak up on him.
No sooner had she appeared than did he open the door to get
out of his car, cigarette in mouth and surprise poorly hidden on
his face. He lifted his hand to say something, and she hit him
with a flash of light.
When he staggered back against his car, blinking, she drilled
his eyes with another Sunburst, and another. She kept them
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coming. Flashes of light pulsed rhythmically, confusing and
dazing him, even as he reached for his gun. With a hand on his
wrist, she was able to restrain him, all the while plying him with
more flashes of light.
She’d seen this done once before by her father, but hadn’t
realized what he was doing until just a few moments ago while
talking to Phil. As her father had done, she spoke softly, calmly
and explained to Gefton what she wanted him to do. She
repeated herself again and again. The pulses of light caused his
pupils to rapidly contract and then swell once more when they
had vanished. The process engraved her message onto his
brain.
When she was done a few minutes later, Gefton sat back down
in his car, cigarette still in his mouth but burned down to the
nub. He closed the door, turned the keys in the ignition, and
backed out, leaving slowly. He didn’t check his mirrors or turn
to look at her. Instead, he just left, driving with his lights off.
She heard some rustling in the bushes, where Phil gave her
thumbs up, and she returned the gesture, but her triumphant
smile faded when she saw a boy watching her from the
balcony.
She recognized his face. It was Nathan, the boy she’d met
during her first exploration of the apartments. He lived a few
stories up with his mother, Rebecca. How much had he seen?
Nathan gave her a smile and a wave, but that did little to
alleviate the chills she felt running down her spine. How many
people had her little act just exposed her to?
Without a word of goodbye to Phil, she fled inside to the
comfort of Rob’s apartment, hoping he could give her some sort
of reassurance.
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Robert
After what had seemed like an eternity of waiting, time he’d
spent unhappily checking sports scores and browsing the
Internet, Rob heard someone at the door. With a flick of a mute
button, he was on his feet and launching himself over the sofa
to reach the door. He had the presence of mind to check the
peephole before opening the door, in case it was another
unwelcome visitor.
Thankfully, it was Sera, a bit sweaty and disheveled looking,
but it was still Sera. Rob let her in and swiftly locked the door
behind her, and then found himself unable to resist embracing
her. It was, after all, the first time she’d ever gone out on a
sortie on her own, one where she’d had to use her powers and
expose her true nature to the whole world.
“Well?” He inquired, releasing her enough to hold her at arm’s
length. It was a good distance from which to take in her
expression. A flicker of worry crossed her face, and Rob
immediately felt a twist in his gut, a sensation that had become
terribly familiar as of late. “What happened?” He demanded
more insistently when she was hesitant to speak.
“I found signs. They are here, three of them. None were near
the landing sites, but I know they are here. It is as I suspected.
They are here for me.”
Rob nodded slowly. They’d already figured as much, so this
much wasn’t news to either of them, though the confirmation
was disheartening. “And?”
“I ran into Phil out there. He warned me about Gefton. I
thought it was finally time to confront him.”
Rob’s hands slowly lowered to his sides and that sense of dread
that had been building in his guts crescendoed into a massive
wave. “Come again?”
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A mixed bag of emotions ran across her face then, shame
perhaps, and definitely apprehension. “Rob, I could not let him
interfere any longer. He has bothered us enough. I will not live
in fear as he terrorizes us. I did not escape from one tyrant to
live under another.”
He took a step back, a frown creasing his face. “What did you
do to him?” He was almost afraid to ask, but like a raw wound,
he couldn’t help but probe at it.
“I told him to leave.”
“That’s it? How did he take it?”
“He really had no choice in the matter.”
“How exactly did you tell him to leave?” Rob asked, suspecting
something more than words had been exchanged. “Did you hit
him?”
She shook her head, hands on her hips. “I can be persuasive
without punching the man.”
He nodded admiringly at her hips. “I know you can, but how did
you convince Gefton? He’s not exactly an easy-going fellow.”
“I flashed him and told him to forget about me.”
Rob choked on air, forgetting momentarily how to breathe. He
staggered backward and caught himself on one of the tower
speakers that sat beside the television. A few knickknacks
tumbled off the top of the speaker onto the floor as he steadied
himself. “You showed him your tits?”
“My tits?” A look of profound confusion crossed her face.
“What?”
“You took your shirt off and showed him your breasts?” Rob
demonstrated with his own shirt, to a lesser effect obviously.
“No! Rob, no! Why would I do that? How would that convince
him to leave?”
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“Have you not met Phil? Steve? Greg? Any one of them would
probably do what you asked if you showed them your boobs.”
“Boobs, tits, hooters, knockers, breasts… why are there so
many words for breasts?”
“We are a culture both obsessed with and ashamed of sex. You
don’t want to know half the names we’ve come up with for
other male and female parts.”
Sera grimaced and moved away from the door, taking Rob’s
hand to lead him over to the sofa, so they could talk while
sitting. “Rob, I did not show him my breasts or any other parts
of my body. I used flashes of light, Sunbursts.”
Rob shifted in his seat, still somewhat caught up by the mental
imagery associated with Sera possibly showing Gefton her chest
to get him to leave. That took several moments to fade.
“Sunbursts? Like that one time you blinded me?”
“That is correct. My chest was absolutely not part of the
persuasion.”
“I’m relieved to hear that, but how exactly does flashing light
help you persuade someone?”
“Repeated flashes at the proper timing, along with commands
given at a proper cadence can influence the mind.”
“Hypnosis?” Rob’s eyes glazed over.
“Suggestion.”
Rob shrugged. “I guess it sounds possible. I just thought that
Gefton would have been more careful or less susceptible to
such things. He’s kind of a single-minded hardass.”
“I am not certain what a hardass is, but I agree about being
single-minded. On the contrary, though, I think it is his singlemindedness that makes him susceptible to confusion. He
focuses utterly, and therefore is capable of being refocused on
something else when the proper techniques are applied.”
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It sounded all very convincing, as if she’d known full well what
she’d been doing, but Rob wasn’t completely sold. “So you’ve
done this before?”
“Never.” She admitted without so much as a smile or a batted
eye.
“What? Did this seem like the time for a test run?” Rob groaned
and rubbed his face incredulously, as if that might dispel his
disbelief. “How could you do something so reckless?”
“Something had to be done.” She declared simply, as if it were
that cut and dry and easy to do.
Rob nodded. “I’m not arguing that point.”
“Then what?” She was getting a bit indignant now.
“You can’t just try out your powers on random men with guns
who are already stalking you.”
“Who better? If it hadn’t worked, I would have had to kill him.
This is a better alternative.”
“What I’m saying is that you should avoid situations where you
might be forced to kill a man if your powers don’t work as
planned. Or, you might have tried to convince me first, so you
would have had a chance to practice and this wasn’t an all or
nothing crazy gambit. You need to practice these things. Field
testing is what we call it.”
“And should I also field test pounding you with my armor on?
Maybe I should try a Burst of Wind and see how it goes
redecorating your abode? Or, I could see how well your flesh
resists my Blade of Everlasting.” She suggested coolly.
“Sera, I mean the best, and I want to help you, but there had
to be another way that wouldn’t have put you at so much risk.”
“I could not see one. He was blocking the entry to our home. I
dealt with him. He drove away with no lights on. It should be
hours before he realizes what happened, and even then he
should be left with a sense of foreboding. He may avoid us
completely from now on.”
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“Or he could be drawn back to us hotter than hell, a moth to a
flame. You might have just pushed him to violence. For that
matter, how did you know he was alone?”
“You said yourself that he was breaking laws in following us.
Who would he ask to assist him in his lawbreaking? Would any
others follow him in his follies?”
“I hope not, but crazies tend to travel in packs. And if anyone
saw…” Rob trailed off, not even able to fully comprehend the
possibilities – none of them pleasant.
“Nathan saw me.”
“Nathan?”
“Nathan, the boy upstairs. He has a mother named Rebecca.”
“Oh, her. I’ve seen her in the elevator. If he starts making up
stories, we may leave it at that. Most people won’t pay
attention to him, but if it sounds like trouble, we’ll need to
convince him that he saw you playing with a flashlight or some
toy.”
“Will he believe that?”
Rob shrugged. Gefton he was worried about – a boy, not so
much. “I don’t care if he doesn’t. He’s what, seven or eight?
Who will believe him when he says the girl downstairs made
light from her palms and made a policeman drive away?”
“It probably doesn’t sound very plausible in this land, does it?”
“Not at all, and thank God for that.” Besides, he could always
pay the kid in candy or something to shut him up. Kids were
easy to convince or bribe.
Sera nodded. “I will attempt to be more circumspect in my use
of my abilities on people in the future. Still, I will not promise
the same when it comes to my own kind. Any that we see will
be liable to attack us.”
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“After Oriana, I don’t think I’ll argue that point.” Rob sighed.
Uninvited, more visions returned to him, this time of a
volleyball blasting into his face and the bruises that had come
with it.
“Does your face still hurt?” Sera asked, reading his mind. Her
fingertips gently probed the area around his eye socket and
cheekbone.
“It’s not bad. It aches now and then, like a dull throbbing.”
She leaned in and kissed it softly. “I am sorry. I will protect you
better in the future.”
“How chivalrous and emasculating, all in one.”
“Would you like me to convince you that what I did was right?
Should I practice my Sunburst on you and tell you it is all going
to be okay?”
“Will your shirt stay on when you’re flashing me?” Rob inquired,
grinning.
With a smirk, she replied, “That is optional.”
“I vote for no shirt.” Rob replied, watching her hands reach for
the hem of the black top she wore, part of her sneaking
costume. “It’ll help me concentrate on what to do about Gefton
if he comes back.”
She paused. “Doubtful.”
Rob grabbed her hands and helped her out. “Alright. You
caught me. Gefton is the last thing I’ll be thinking about when
your shirt is off.”
“I should hope so.” Sera laughed. “Now, what were all those
names you had for breasts? I should know, in case I hear them
in the future.”
“Ah, well, you asked the right guy. You see, I know no less than
fifty terms for various parts of the female anatomy – some
filthy, some odd, but all worth knowing.”
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Sera leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Educate me.” She
took his hands and placed them on her chest.
“Funbags,” was what slipped out of Rob’s mouth first. And they
were.
It took them quite a while and a lot of laughing and explaining
to get through most of the others. She kept his mouth busy
anyway, and he found that Gefton was the farthest thing from
his mind.

351

Serafina
A meeting of the minds was called, or so Sera saw it. Rob and
Phi were to spread out and arrive separately at a
predetermined meeting place, where she was to meet them.
Normally, she might have just ridden along with Rob, but he’d
insisted that she learn to get around on her own, though he
was curiously against her using the public means of transport
like the bus. That left her with a bicycle, since wings were also
out of the question.
She’d been practicing navigation techniques for a few days
now, and had figured out the numbering schemes for addresses
along a street. The numbering systems were very logical,
except when they skipped numbers for empty lots of land or
added letters in the case of long buildings with multiple shops
inside. As to the naming of roads, that was another thing
entirely.
It was easier just to memorize major thoroughfares, she’d
learned, and then ask people which major way the minor
streets were off of, as well as which direction they ran – north,
south, east, or west. That, coupled with using major landmarks
like parks and large buildings, had greatly simplified any
logistical problems, so long as she stayed in the immediate
vicinity of the apartment complex. Gradually, though, she was
able to slowly expand her geographic knowledge farther and
farther.
It amazed her how helpful people could be when she asked
directions. She’d remarked as much to Rob on their first few
such outings, when he’d ridden silently on his own bike beside
her and allowed her to navigate. He’d made some off remark
about beautiful blonde girls in short skirts or tight pants getting
all the help they needed. Regardless, she found people helpful,
even if she had taken Rob’s warnings about only asking normallooking people or gas station attendants for directions.
Honestly, she found these lessons Rob and Phil had been giving
her to be quite helpful. By memorizing landmarks, she would be
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better suited to fly by night, and she would become less
dependent upon the two of them in daily life. Plus, there was a
great satisfaction to be had from successfully arriving at
whatever mystery location had been provided. Lately, Phil and
Rob had taken to sending her down one-way streets, across
strange intersections and doglegs, and into addresses with
suite numbers. It might take her a little longer, but she always
found her way.
Today, she’d been given a relatively simple address, and she
found it in almost no time. From the bright yellow sign picturing
a stack of pancakes impaled on a fork, the large glass windows
that showcased people eating inside, and the smells that
emanated from the place, she quickly identified it as a
breakfast restaurant. It seemed strange to her to have cuisine
that was dedicated to one meal or another, and then to have
restaurants like this one, The Hot Cake, that served the
morning meal all day long, but it was pretty delicious, if rich
food.
After chaining her bike outside, she entered the place, ignoring
the looks of heavyset men watching her through the windows
as they chewed bits of greasy meat or syrup-laden treats. She
wiped her sweat on the back of her hand and ignored the
hostess that met her inside the double doors.
“My friends are over there.” She called over her shoulder to the
hostess as she walked over to the corner booth to where Rob
was nursing a cup of coffee he had both hands wrapped
around, and Phil was fiddling with a drinking straw.
As she eased herself down into the booth across from the two
males, she allowed herself a look of confidence.
“Bout time. I’m starved.” Phil grumbled.
Rob checked his watch. “She’s earlier than expected.”
Phil shrugged and refused to look up from the menu. “So? Tell
that to my stomach.”
“Well, why are we here?” She asked, gazing at Phil’s menu.
Though it was upside-down, she could still admire the pictures.
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She’d already eaten a light repast just past dawn, but the
exercise of getting here had awoken a fresh hunger in her.
“Food.” Phil answered.
“Planning.” Rob replied, nodding to a waitress that had caught
his eye, asking without words if they were ready for food.
Sera grabbed a menu from the wooden rack on one end of the
table beside the colorful paper wrappers that contained
sweeteners, jams, and seasonings. She’d long since learned
that Rob thought nothing of paying for her food, not that she
took it for granted. She just knew she was expected to eat on
these outings, and it would make him feel uncomfortable to eat
alone or to see her not eat while they enjoyed their food.
The novelty of eating in such a place had not entirely worn off,
but she still selected her meal almost immediately. It was
inexpensive compared to the other things, but a fair amount of
food. Rob might pay for it, but that did not mean she would
abuse his generosity. If someone like Gefton were paying, that
was another story…
The waitress smiled and greeted them with, “Hi, ya’ll. What’ll
ya be havin’ today?” It was an accent Sera had identified as
southern or country. The clipped syllables were only a little
difficult to discern. It made her wonder if this was one of her
lessons for the day – understanding different people.
Mindy was a blonde like her, but she kept her hair short and
curly. It bobbed beside her ears with each exaggerated gesture
or giggle she made with hands on her hips. She took Phil’s
order first, which seemed unnecessarily complex.
They listened for nearly a minute as Phil delineated exactly how
he wanted his toast, eggs, and hash browns, as well as the
various sauces that would smother his food and undoubtedly
make him gassy for the rest of the day. She smiled as she
recalled Rob’s stories about Phil’s digestive horrors.
Rob ordered wheat toast – a lone concession to health – and a
messy pile of potatoes and pancakes. He glanced over at Phil
when done, as if to say, “This is how it’s done.”
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Sera emulated him, keeping her order simple and direct,
answering the volley of questions about doneness of eggs and
type of toast. Orders taken, Mindy retreated into the kitchen
with a sway of brown fabric that clung to her hips in an
apparently appealing fashion, for Phil’s eyes never left her
posterior until she vanished from sight.
“You are attracted to the waitress?” She inquired softly, loud
enough to be heard at their table but not beyond.
Phil’s face colored. “I think everyone is.” He glanced at Rob for
moral support.
“She’s cute.” Rob admitted, adding, “but not my type.”
“She’s my type.” Phil said with a sigh.
Rob agreed, nodding. “She’s female and breathing.”
Sera grinned. Phil’s low standards in women had become
something of an ongoing joke between them. “Besides
observing Phil’s boundless lust, what else was I to learn in
today’s mission?”
“Boundless. I like that.” Phil remarked, smiling daftly. He
adjusted his glasses, smudging them with a fingertip, which
meant he had to clean them with his shirt and then readjust
them.
“We wanted to talk about our backup plans, in case Gefton
returns.”
“Murder is out of the question?” She whispered. Phil looked
unperturbed by the suggestion, but Rob was decidedly
troubled.
“Maybe we can sic Oriana on him again.” Phil suggested. “He
was attracted to her, and she’s murderous. It couldn’t end well.
Either one or both would end up dead. It’s a win-win, even if
they elope and make nasty, angry babies together.”
Sera laughed at the idea, but couldn’t fault the logic. “It sounds
well enough.”
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“It’ll have to do.” Rob admitted. “It’s better than moving to
another state.”
Phil looked dismayed. “And break up the band?”
“Speaking of which, I think I have us another gig.”
“In addition to the free shows you promised Randy at our
regular dive to pay for the damages Captain Tornado here did?”
“Yeah.”
“Captain Tornado?” Sera repeated, fixing Phil with a glare. Phil
grinned toothily, unafraid of any retribution for the moment.
She considered stabbing him under the table with a fork or
something worse.
“It’s in a shopping mall.” Rob explained.
“A mall?” Phil laughed. “Teenagers in mini-skirts and black
makeup? Underage chicks buying slutty lingerie at the same
stores their mothers shop?”
“It’s not that bad. It’s an outside open mall, not the inside
teenage hangout kind.”
“So hipsters and middle-aged people with too much money?”
“About that, I think.” Rob shrugged. A job was a job. “It’s in
the plaza outside the mall to be exact. They have live music
events set up. The restaurants around the stage split the fee
for the bands, because it draws in bar crowds.”
“How much?”
“Fifty a person per night, but more if we sell t-shirts.”
“I’ll get printing them again.”
Sera sipped at the ice water Mindy had just delivered.
“Printing? Shirts?”
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“Oh, whatcha all doin? Are you three in a band? I just love
bands.” Mindy declared, cracking a broad smile as she chewed
her gum.
“I’m the drummer for Vague Promises.” Phil answered with a
wink that earned him a coo of delight.
“We’ll be playing at the Promenade Mall this weekend. I play
bass and do backup vocals, or lead vocals when our lead singer
is being a dick.” Rob added, not to be left out.
“Oh my, I just knew you had musical hands.” Mindy’s hands
found their way onto his, so she could draw them up toward
her face and examine them closely.
Sera glowered at the woman, who stared expectantly at her,
waiting for her to explain her place in the band, in which she
had no part. “Crowd control.” She answered gruffly.
Something about the way she’d said the words made Mindy
shrink back and let go of Robert’s hands. “Your food will be
right out.” It was funny how Mindy’s accent vanished when
threatened.
“Crowd control?” Phil snickered.
“I had better have a t-shirt with your band’s name on it, so I
can keep an eye on you guys. Oriana might show up again and
decide to work another number on your face.”
Rob looked down into his coffee, saying nothing.
“What?” She demanded.
“Are you sure it’s safe to go? What if you start another fight?”
“Start? She started things, not me. And so far, it seems like
cameras cannot capture the things we do. They cannot see.”
“Electromagnetic interference is what we figured.” Phil added
helpfully.
“Which would explain why NASA and the CIA haven’t knocked
down my doors yet.” Rob surmised. “Still, they will track the
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disturbances and find patterns. Eventually they will zero in on
our location if we’re not careful.”
“You mean like discussing this in The Hot Cake?” She asked. If
he was so worried about being caught, why would he talk in
public?
“It’s less conspicuous than meeting in a dark alley or the park.”
Rob replied.
“The park is conspicuous?” That seemed odd. How noticeable
were they in an open park compared to here?
“It’s very much a meat market. Ladies in tight jogging clothes
are prowling for hot young men. It’s disgusting what happens
there.” Phil shivered, but it was not in disgust, Sera thought.
“You mean the exercise?” Rob joked, very much aware of Phil’s
hatred of physical exertion.
“Exactly.” Phil nodded. “I have nothing against spandex and
stretchy fabrics. Like that black outfit you had on the other
night. I could have bounced a coin off your ass.”
Sera wasn’t entirely sure what Phil was saying, but she was
100% sure it was inappropriate. “Pardon?”
“He means your ass was tight and on display in those clothes.”
Rob explained.
“It was covered.” Sera protested. She did not believe that she
had been indecent. Every day she saw many women dressed as
she had been.
“It left little to the imagination, and you have excellent muscle
tone.”
“If you bent over, I probably would have seen the outline of
your coin purse.” Phil said wistfully.
Coin purse was one of the slang terms Rob had educated her
about. Sera kicked Phil under the table. He hopped up and
nearly spilled his drink. The sudden movement also coincided
with Mindy’s return and the arrival of their food with her.
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“Easy. Easy.” Mindy’s eyes were as wide as saucers. She
carefully steadied two plates on her left arm while hugging the
third against her chest. Phil sat down, as much so he could rub
his bruised shin as to allow Mindy a chance to give them their
food. “I almost spilled your hash browns!” She tittered
nervously.
“Sorry.” Phil muttered.
“No worries. Vague Promises at the Promenade was it? I’ll have
to check them out.” She left with a smile on her face and the
check on the corner of the table.
“See you there!” Phil waved at her. “Man I’d like to get to know
her.” He said it just loud enough for her to hear as she
retreated. Her face turned just slightly to the side so they could
see a smile pull at the corner of her mouth.
“Phil Langley.” Sera growled.
“Men don’t speak that way in your world?” Phil wondered aloud,
using his fork to make a muddle of his plate of food.
“In the presence of a lady, no, they do not. In the presence of
other men, they likely do, albeit with a lesser flair for colorful
descriptions of female anatomies.”
“I like descriptions… a lot.” Phil jammed a mash of food into his
mouth. “So tell me about your world.” He said between bites.
Sera started. It was unexpected to be asked such a broad
question. She paused with toast halfway to her mouth, thought
better of it, and took a bite to give her time to think. “What
would you like to know? You might have well asked me to
explain the universe.”
“How about your home?”
She shrugged. “It was simple for the area.” She wanted to
approach diplomatically, so as not to upset Rob, whose home
was quite humble by comparison. “You have to understand that
while there are thousands of empowered and elementallyblessed people like me, the Nobilis caste, there are tens of
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thousands of servants of the lesser caste, called Gens. The
lesser folk serve us to make our lives possible.”
“Okay, so what was your house like?”
Her eyes got a faraway look as she recalled her childhood
home. “It was built mostly of stone, atop a hill. Most of my
people’s homes are built on hills, so as to be closer to the skies
we love. The columns and pillars are old-fashioned, by your
standards, but it reminds me of your museums.”
Rob smiled. He’d heard her describe her home before, and he
had even seen her rough sketches of her familial home. “Sort of
a Roman or Greek architecture.” He explained to Phil.
“Similar, I suppose.” She agreed. She’d seen some
mythological movies in the last few nights, and Rob’s
explanations had brought her a greater understanding of this
world’s culture. “So there were gardens, pools, and terraces,
much like you’d expect. My mother owned a vineyard as well,
and my father’s family had an olive orchard.”
Phil frowned. “But with the powers and all, didn’t it change
things? Compared to here anyway?”
“It is not as if our powers make everyday life easier. Most of
what we can do is geared toward battle and defense. So, most
of my kind spend their life in vigilance, patrolling the borders or
engaging in sport flying. Conflicts are rare but dangerous
contests. When we are not going about martial affairs, we rest
in luxury, playing games of courtship, romance, and politics.”
Phil smiled. “It’s all about sex and cloak-and-dagger operations.
That, I completely understand.”
Rob shook his head, but Sera just continued. “I suppose our
world is such that one House will never gain dominion over all.
Each land befits the people that live there, so it would be nearly
impossible for any side to gain too strong a hold on any other
territory for too long. Yet our peoples are so different that we
cannot help but fight one another.”
“So there are border squabbles and skirmishes, but rarely
outright wars?”
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She chewed thoughtfully, trying to remember the stories that
Asta, her childhood nurse and tutor, had taught her of the
heroes of her people and the tales of distant lands. “Most
fighting is done by small bands and private armies. There are
rogue generals and war parties that prowl the border lands.
Some young warriors make names for themselves that way, so
they can later be elevated into noble status. Then they can
retire to the capital of their land.”
“And these three that have come to hunt you, they’re probably
seeking fame and fortune?”
“That or they have displeased the Empress, and this is their last
chance for redemption.”
“So they will be motivated to seek you out and do what they’ve
been told to do.”
“They will not easily be dissuaded from their task.” She
reiterated.
“I hope they’re girls. I’ve not seen anything but hotness from
your world, and I wouldn’t mind seeing more. Even Magnus was
pretty cute, in a surfer way. If I was gay I’d totally do him.”
“If?” Rob repeated, smirking. Phil’s sexuality was a frequent
joke. As much as he claimed to like girls, he’d never gotten
very far with any of them.
Phil growled, “Screw you.”
“Like I said, if?”
Phil decided to drop the subject for now and ask another
question: “What kind of people will these three be?”
“You mean will they be of House Exuro like Oriana?”
Phil shrugged. “Sure. I dunno.”
“I think it more likely that they will be of House Lucis, from my
people. The Empress has an iron grip on my folk, but her
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growing hatred for the other folk of my world has alienated
many of her would-be allies.”
“So there will be more blonde, buff, flying people trying to kill
you or capture you.”
“That is likely, yes.”
Phil drummed his fingertips on the table and wiped his mouth
with a napkin. “We need a secret weapon, something that will
work against them.”
“Hair dye?” Rob interjected.
“How would hair dye help?” Sera demanded. It seemed like an
inane suggestion.
“They wouldn’t recognize you.” Rob explained. “It might give
you a chance to get the jump on them. If most of your people
are of your coloring, they’d not expect a woman with black hair
to jump them.”
“I get your point, but it still seems simple.”
“Then we can dress Phil up like he’s got a set of your armor,
and they’ll think he’s an ally. It’ll be a distraction. While they
beat him to death, you can sneak up behind them.”
Rob didn’t seem to be taking the grave danger these three
hunters presented seriously. “Rob…” Sera started to rebuke
him, but Phil interrupted her before she could say her piece.
“You mean our whole band will dress up like heavenly warriors
with blonde wigs at our gig and the pictures of us will circulate
around so they can hunt us down, which will in turn lead them
into Sera’s trap!” Phil said excitedly.
Rob stared at Phil, his joke suddenly turned into a possible
band thing. “Maybe, but I don’t know if Greg will go for it.”
“Are you kidding? Don’t you remember all the role-playing we
used to do in high school? He used to dress up in stupid hats
and costumes all the time! He’d be all over it, full hard-on and
all.”
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“You two are serious?” When they both nodded, Sera sighed. It
seemed like a childish idea, but what did she know of this
world? She’d only lived here a few weeks, and maybe this was
exactly what they needed to draw out her enemies. “How do we
get started then?”
“We need you to model your armor for us… nude.”
That got the attention of the people in the neighboring booth.
Sera felt her face flush and they finished the meal in silence,
wondering how much the others around them had actually
heard. Phil had a way of getting exuberant and loud when he
got talking about anything sexual.
“We’ll work on costumes later.” Rob promised in a whisper,
shoveling in the last forkful of food and reaching for the check.
She couldn’t help but feel stares boring into her back as they
left the place, and as she glanced back, she was fairly certain
that there had been at least half a dozen sets of eyes on her
ass, just as Phil’s had been on Misty’s.
Perhaps she’d have to rethink her wardrobe choices.
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Robert
Rob sighed as he checked the clock in his car while sitting at a
red light. It ticked much faster whenever he was in a hurry. He
was stretched thin, with too many responsibilities and hardly
enough time to satisfy them all. He felt as if he were halfassing everything, doing just enough to scrape by, but doing
nothing as well as he should have.
One thing that never changed, despite having a really attractive
otherworldly being living with him, was the need to work.
Whether it was actual work to earn money or studying to finish
his degree, life didn’t seem to want to give him a break.
He was dangerously close to falling behind in several of his
classes and could not really afford any more absences if he had
any hope of ever graduating. Similarly, the recent trip and the
added strain of another person in his household that needed to
be clothed and fed had left his financial situation in a tight spot
as well. Even his bandmates had felt of late as if he’d been
ignoring them, and had been ever since the big fight at the
Crossroads Roadhouse.
Pulled this way and that, every minute of his day occupied by
some obligation, time was really wearing on him. There was
only so much he could humanly accomplish, this much he
knew, but that didn’t mean everyone didn’t expect something
of him. He yawned and checked the clock again.
After work he’d stopped at the arts and crafts store and a fabric
store, getting all manners of costuming materials for the band.
Greg would reimburse him, but Steve and Phil could be hard to
get money out of. Steve preferred to pay everyone back in
booze, most of which he mysteriously got for free. Rob didn’t
really need booze, though. He needed cash to pay his bills. As it
was, he was already considering cutting out his sports package
on cable, because it would save him seventy dollars a month.
That was seventy dollars to use to flee when Gefton came back.
Or it was seventy dollars to feed and clothe Sera or to pay for
gas now that he was driving all over creation on a regular basis.
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Just then, his phone buzzed with a text message, the third in
the last fifteen minutes. The boys were getting unruly and
impatient. They’d all shown up at his apartment early. They
were supposed to be there at seven, but they’d begun filtering
in as early as five, especially Phil, who was still enamored of
Sera, despite his recent period of servitude to Oriana.
Distracted by worldly problems that felt increasingly out of
control, he nearly rear-ended a car in front of him at yet
another red light. He cursed, took a breath, turned off his
phone, and sat in the silence staring at the red light. When it
changed, he took off cautiously, and drove with the utmost
concentration for the rest of the trip home – all of ten minutes.
Once he arrived at the apartment, he drove around the building
once to check for Gefton or other suspicious cars. There were
none, except for a creepy old rusted out van, likely Steve’s. He
had a thing for driving busted up old pieces of shit. He got
them, again, for free somehow. He put some pocket change
into them to get them running and drove them until they
literally fell apart.
Most memorably, Steve had driven a minivan lacking both of
the sliding doors. It’d been useful for dropping off
advertisement fliers, he’d claimed, since the cross breeze had
sucked them right out the doors if he drove fast enough,
scattering junk mail down busy city streets. How he’d not been
arrested for gratuitous littering, Rob didn’t know. Steve was like
that, some sort of black hole for luck, scraping by past all
danger and serious misfortune as the cosmos bent to his will.
With no sign of Gefton and the rumbles of full-blown hunger
building in his guts, Rob parked as near to the stairs as he
could. He bailed out of his car, collected the bags of foam,
padding, shiny fabrics, fabric adhesives, and glittery crap that
he’d found, and trudged up the stairs. Sera had been kind
enough to let him photograph her wearing armor, though the
camera had been unable to take a direct picture of her. It had
been able to take a picture of a reflection of her armor off a
mirror, something they’d discovered by accident. Armed with
that photo, he’d assembled everything he could find to create
four suits of armor of a similar fashion, albeit of a costume
variety.
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Feeling like more of a tool than he liked to admit to himself, he
carried his purchases up the stairs in their girlish, floral printed
reusable bags. A boy was waiting for him on the stairs. Rob
opened his mouth to say hello, but stopped when he realized it
might very well be Nathan, the son of the woman upstairs.
There were several kids in this building, and he didn’t know any
of them well enough to remember which one was which. There
were a couple Hispanic kids, three or four white kids, and at
least one Asian kid running around, but other than that he
knew very little about the families in the building that were not
his immediate neighbors.
“Uhhh, hey.” Rob said lamely, torn on how to react. On one
hand, if this was Nathan, he might be best off ignoring him.
That might table the whole hypnosis of an officer of the law
issue. Or, maybe Nathan would best keep their secret if he
were kind to him. Or, maybe he could scare the kid off by being
a complete dick to him. He just didn’t know enough about kids
to tell.
“Hi.” The boy waved at him, scooting over to let Rob and his
bags get by more easily in the stairwell. He played with a toy
helicopter, swishing it back and forth in the air in front of him,
making it do impossible turns and loops. He paused in the
middle of a barrel roll. “Rob, right?”
Rob paused in mid-step, and then let his foot slowly fall to hit
the stair tread. “Yes.”
“You live with that pretty girl, right?”
“I do live with a pretty girl.” Rob admitted, eyebrow twitching
as he waited for the line of questioning to get dangerous.
“She’s nice?”
“Yup.”
“I saw her fly once.”
Rob felt as though his heart might explode in his chest.
“Pardon?”
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“It was night, and she was wearing all black. She had these big
white wings, and she flew!” Nathan illustrated this by swooping
his helicopter straight up into the sky as he tilted his head back
to track its movement.
“Yeah, right.” Rob snorted, but Nathan’s head swiveled back
toward him, and the fake smile he wore faded.
“It’s true.”
“Maybe.” He replied noncommittally, taking another step
toward his door.
“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone that you live with an angel.
She’s here to protect us, right? I don’t want her to leave
because I couldn’t keep her secret.”
Rob nodded. “Right. She’s here to protect us.”
“Even from mom’s boyfriend?”
“Err. What?” That was worth a pause.
“He’s mean.”
Rob gritted his teeth, tried to summon the courage to just run
for his front door, but couldn’t. Sighing, he sat down on the
stairs beside Nathan. “I think she’s here to fix the world’s big
problems, not to get involved in the little problems each of us
has in our life. We’ve got to solve our little problems on our
own. It’s part of being men.”
“Oh.” There was very little understanding, and a whole lot of
disappointment in the boy’s tone.
“I’ll ask her, but I can’t promise anything.” The words just
came out; it was a knee-jerk reflex to hearing the boy’s
disappointment.
Nathan’s eyes lit up. “Really?”
Rob regretted offering immediately, and sought some other
way to help the kid. After a moment or two, he suggested,
“Look, if the guy bothers you that much, tell your mom. I know
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she’s got to love you more than she loves her boyfriend, so she
should listen to you.”
“She’s not home much anymore, and when she is, her
boyfriend is with her.”
“Well, do your best, eh?” It sounded weak, but what else could
he say?
“What are you making?” Nathan asked, peeking into his bags to
see the contents.
“Costumes.” Rob got up and collected his bags before Nathan
started unpacking everything.
“Why? It’s not Halloween yet, is it?”
“Nope. It’s for my band. Sometimes people who play music
need costumes.”
“Cool.”
He waved his hand slightly while holding his bags. “Yeah, well
they might be, but not if I don’t get to work.”
“Can I see?” Nathan asked.
Rob shook his head quickly and took another couple steps up
the stairs. “No, I’m afraid not. When adults work on this sort of
thing, there is likely to be swearing, drinking of beer, and all
sorts of inappropriate behavior you shouldn’t witness.”
“Yeah?”
Rob could tell he’d made the whole process sound more alluring
by his description, rather than unappealing. “Tell you what. I’ll
tell your mom when and where we play. Then you can come
watch us if your mom agrees to bring you along.”
“Cool.”
“Yup, cool.” He snuck off before Nathan could say anything
more, and when Todd poked his head out his door as if to say
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something, Rob nudged the door shut with his foot and darted
to his own door.
He was inside before anyone else could ask anything of him,
but then the barrage of questions came from the people inside:
“Where have you been? Did you turn off your phone? Why are
you late? What did you get? Did you bring pizza? Are you out of
beer? How do I get your TV to go widescreen?” He wasn’t even
sure who asked what. His eyes began to glaze over as the
questions that greeted him stacked up.
Everyone grew quiet, except for Steve, “Where’s your plunger?”
Rob sighed. “No rest for the wicked.” He muttered, finding
Sera’s eyes through the crowd. She smiled sympathetically.
After all, she’d been holding down the fort.
Now, it was time to work, again.
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Serafina
Rob had told her that the boys from the band would show up in
the evening to help work on costumes, and that some might
even get there before he got home. At the time, she didn’t
know what to think about it, but could hardly complain. Silly
though it seemed, the whole idea was to lure in her enemies for
her. On the off chance it could work, she didn’t want to do
anything that would hinder their efforts.
The more she thought about it, as she watched the clock tick
forward past lunch and into the afternoon, the more she began
to dread the arrivals. She chewed the insides of her cheek as
she considered the possibility of Greg or Steve arriving first.
How would she safely engage either of them in conversation? It
had been a few weeks back, but she remembered Greg’s
aggressive manner and Steve’s unabashed stares at her. The
only thing she could think of was to call Phil, so he’d arrive
before the others. He was her safety net, which made her laugh
to think about it as she punched in his quick dial number on the
cell phone Rob had given her; Rob was number one on the
phone, and Phil was number two.
“Yel-low!” Phil answered exuberantly. There were loud chewing
noises following his gleeful greeting.
“Yellow?” What sort of greeting was that? Even for this world,
she’d not heard of such a thing.
Phil’s chewing slowed to a thoughtful, measured pace. There
was a swallow on the other end. “Sera?”
“Phil?”
“Hello?”
“Yes?”
Phil snorted. “You called me, not the other way around. What
can I do you for?”
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“Phil, please speak normally.”
“Roger that, Gold Leader.”
“Gold Leader?” Sera’s teeth began grinding furiously of their
own accord.
“Sera, what do you need, babydoll?”
After a deep breath, she answered. “I need you to come over
here before Greg and Steve get here.”
“Now?”
“I don’t know. How soon do you expect them to arrive? Rob
was vague.”
“Of course he was. That’s our band’s name, right? Vague
Promises?” Phil snickered, but she didn’t find it so amusing.
“Get it? Rob gave you a vague promise about what time people
would show up.”
“I understand the joke. It’s not funny.”
“Sure it is. You just have to think about it.”
“Phil.” She growled into the phone.
“What time should I be there?”
“Before them.” There was a moment of silence on the line. She
paced back and forth across the room, glaring at the clock.
“Okay. I’ll be there soon. It might be best anyway.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem. See ya.”
“See you soon.” She replied, closing the phone in relief. The
people here could be so aggravating. There was so much slang,
so many strange sexual or bathroom references in everyday
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conversation, and just a lot of bizarre idioms. It made learning
to speak normally nearly impossible.
Still, the promise – not a vague one – that Phil would be over
before the others was comforting. He was a known evil, surely
lesser than Steve, and certainly less so than Greg.
The hands of the clock had just passed six when the doorbell
rang. For a moment, her heart clenched in her chest, and she
found herself understanding the people she’d seen on TV
praying for this or that to occur. While the idea of God still
puzzled her, praying to whatever controlled fate and
happenstance seemed a reasonable idea. At the moment, she
was praying to whatever would listen to her that this was Phil
outside the door.
When she looked through the peephole, she saw that it was
indeed Phil. She threw the door open, snaked a hand out to
seize his wrist, and hauled him bodily in through the threshold.
“Phil.” She said, closing the door and blocking it with her body.
“Sera?” Phil cowered away from her, hugging a camera to his
body.
The tenseness went out of her demeanor, but not her suspicion.
“Why do you have a camera?”
Phil relaxed slightly, realizing he was not about to be attacked.
“I thought we’d take pictures of you, showing off the armor.”
“Why?”
“Greg and them need to have a better idea of what we’re
creating, and since I don’t think you’re going to armor up in
front of them and strut around to show them every crease and
crevice in your metal bikini, I think it would be best to take a
few photos we could print out to give them a looksee at them
instead of your body.”
“No, I understand that. It’s just that Rob already took pictures
of me wearing the armor. We figured out that he could take a
picture of my reflection, but not of me directly, or else the
camera will not ‘see’ me correctly.”
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Something went out of Phil’s face, spirit most likely. His
shoulders hunched in defeat. “I see.” He dragged himself over
to the sofa, flopped onto it gracelessly, and stabbed at the
remote buttons with careless fingers. It was really quite
childish.
“One picture?” She sighed.
Phil’s left eye twitched greedily. “Five.”
“Two.”
“Three.”
“Fine.” She agreed, summoning
whispering words to summon it.

her

armor

immediately,

Phil staggered away from the sofa and watched admiringly as
the metal appeared from somewhere else to wrap around her
abdomen first. Then, the metal molded itself to her chest,
spreading downward at the same time to her hips. As the metal
enwrapped her neck and slid up to her chin, it curled around
her shoulders and stretched downward to her knees.
In moments, it was done, and Phil began running around the
apartment anxiously. “What are you doing?”
“I’m looking for a mirror.”
“There’s a hand mirror in the bathroom.” Sera replied, waving
him in that direction.
Phil disappeared and hurried back out after a few thumps and
curses in the other room. Grinning from ear to ear, he held the
camera up and the mirror with it. He circled around her and
began taking pictures. If she hadn’t seen Rob do the same, she
wouldn’t have known he wasn’t keeping his word. She knew
that each red flash on the top of the camera meant a picture
being taken, and he’d already taken five.
“Phil.”
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“Three costumes.” Phil explained, eyeing her fists, which had
just balled up enough for her knuckles to go white. “You can
change it, right? It looked different last time, and we want to
show the guys options.”
“Like what?”
“Just show me a breastplate, maybe some bracers on the
wrists, and some leg greaves. You could even do some sort of
faux winglets poking out of the back, couldn’t you?”
Sera grimaced and tried to comply. The results were not what
he asked for, but the armor aligned itself with her moods, and
she was feeling irritation more than compliance. He took
pictures anyway, and then said, “Get smarmy. Get sexy. Throw
your hair around.”
Somehow, that wasn’t so hard to imagine or work out. The
armor wrapped itself around her curves, tightening like a corset
around her middle and embossing itself with elegant flowers
and swirls. Phil ate that up, and then she found herself getting
in the mood. They went through half a dozen more versions of
armor before the bell rang again.
“Greg!” Phil announced, having leapt across the room to reach
the door. “You go to the room and lose the outfit. I’ll let him
in.”
Sera nodded, and backed into the room she’d been sharing with
Rob. She closed the door behind her and banished her armor.
She glanced around the room, now illuminated only by the
glowing numbers on the clock. Funny how they’d started
sleeping apart, and had now taken to each other, so she was
back in the bed she’d first slept in upon arrival. It felt more
natural.
Greg’s voice reminded her that she didn’t have time to dwell on
the changes between her and Rob, or the masculine smells in
the room that she had once found unappealing, and now found
tolerable. She was acclimating to Rob’s world, and his friends
were part of that.
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When she reentered the living room, all conversation stopped.
Whatever Phil had been saying to Greg went out the window,
and the two of them stared at her.
“Greg.” She said quickly to disperse the silence.
“Sera.” He replied, eyebrows twitching along with the corners of
his mouth. He was either intrigued or had something he wanted
to say but was holding back.
“I was just showing Greg some concept art for the armor.”
“And?”
Greg nodded. He was flipping through images on the back of
the camera, turning it back and forth as he examined what Phil
had done. He glanced once or twice over at Phil, smiling
secretively as they shared the pictures.
“And?” She repeated, more insistently this time.
“I’m impressed.” Greg admitted. “I had no idea you were into
cosplay.”
“Cosplay?” She frowned at the unfamiliar word.
“Costume play: it’s where you dress up in character, wearing
the costume of a person from your favorite show or animation.”
Phil explained nervously.
Sera realized quickly that this was the story Phil was using to
explain the fact that she was wearing armor in the photos. It
seemed as if Greg had accepted the explanation on face value,
so she wasn’t about to correct him. “Costumes are interesting.”
She offered.
“It looks like
something.”

you’re

playing

some

sort

of

Valkyrie

or

Phil jumped in for her once more. “Exactly! With the blonde hair
and all, it seemed to be a great fit.”
“I always hate when people try to dress up as something that is
totally unfitting for their body type. This is a good match
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though, you’re right. Still, I’m surprised that Rob talked her into
it.”
“Why would Rob have to talk me into wearing such a thing?”
She asked.
“Women usually won’t wear much more than lingerie, unless
you get a nerdy chick or one that is into kink.”
New words swam past her ears once more, and she feigned
comprehension. “Well, I try different things.”
Greg’s predatory smile returned to his lips, and he gazed at her
knowingly, as if he could imagine all the depraved things that
Rob might do to her. She felt strongly like smashing him over
the head and throwing him out of the apartment, but it was not
her place to do so.
Phil seemed to sense her discomfort. “Anyway, we thought
we’d get the whole band dressed up in these great metal suits,
just for some press.”
“It’s cool, very 80’s hair metal and glam-rock. We’re usually
just sort of garage band, but I don’t mind the change,
especially with this new venue Rob has us booked in. How in
hell did he manage it anyway?”
Phil shrugged. “I think Sera went with him on the interview.
Who cares though? I’m just happy to be playing.”
Greg laughed triumphantly, enjoying this bit of information
intensely. “So he needed her to come along to get the gig?”
“I did go along.” Sera replied, remembering the curious man
who had booked their dates for the outdoor auditorium. It had
been a brief, unannounced errand one day after school, but
she’d gone along with Rob willingly. He’d explained that men
had a harder time saying no to him when she was hanging
around next to him. Men were indeed weak-willed, and it had
proven true.
Greg frowned suddenly. “Did the guy think you were part of the
band?”
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“I hope not!” She blurted out. The idea of being up on stage
with so many people watching her was horribly unappealing,
and not just because she had only the most modest
understanding of music, and that was the music of her world,
not here.
Greg frowned. “You don’t play any instruments or sing at all?”
She shook her head quickly. “No.”
“How about like a backup verse or a chorus? You wouldn’t have
to sing at all, except for when everyone else was already
singing.”
“No.” She answered firmly.
“I don’t know. I think the band could use a little feminine
charm.”
“I thought that’s where you came in.” Phil gibed.
“Funny, fat boy, funny. I’m clearly the frontman of the band,
with you guys as the supporting cast. I’m just saying that
having an attractive blonde on the stage never hurt any band.”
Phil snorted and rolled his eyes. “I can list at least half a dozen
rock and roll counterexamples to that statement. It’s so full of
crap that it begs to be retracted.”
Sera wondered if Phil was jumping in to protect her again, but
from the way he began arguing aggressively about the matter
with Greg, he seemed as if he truly believed it – that or he just
wanted to attack Greg’s sentiments. While she let the two of
them squabble over music history that she couldn’t understand,
she answered a knock at the door.
Steve waited outside, puffing on a cigarette. She opened the
door and smiled noncommittally. After Greg’s reactions to her,
she didn’t want to encourage anyone. “Steve.”
“Ma’am.” Steve pushed his sunglasses up on his nose and
waited to be invited in.
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She quickly gestured for him to enter, and could have sworn
that he sniffed at her as he walked past. Was he really trying to
catch a hint of her perfume? She wasn’t even wearing any.
Todd waved at her from down the hallway, opening his mouth
as if he might come down the hall to speak to her. She gave
him a wan smile and closed the door as soon as she heard Mrs.
Ferlickee bellowing at Todd about the costs of heating an
apartment. The two doors, hers and his, closed simultaneously,
thus ending the encounter.
“Steve, put that smoke out.” Greg barked, more of an order
than a suggestion or request. He cast an apologetic glance her
way, as if to take responsibility for the other man, and then
sighed loudly. “Rob will have a shitfit if you stink up the place.”
Steve grunted and tossed the half-finished smoldering butt into
a beer bottle Rob had left laying about. There was a brief sizzle
as the dregs of beer snuffed the cigarette, followed by a
streamer of smoke that rose directly up toward a thick, round,
white disk attached to the ceiling. A pinpoint of red light shone
down out of it.
An ear-wrenching squeal erupted from the disk as they
watched. Phil cursed helplessly, but Steve howled suddenly,
clambering carelessly up onto a tower speaker that didn’t look
like it would support his weight. Before he or the speaker
tumbled over, he snagged the whole device off the ceiling and
dropped to the carpet, where he pried at the thing with both
hands like a man would tear open a giant clam. Moments later,
the battery tumbled free and the sound stopped.
She uncovered her ears in time to hear Greg mutter, “Idiot.”
Steve just grinned and tossed the device onto the table in front
of the sofa, and then helped himself to a beer from the fridge.
“Smoke alarm.” Phil whispered in her ear, dispelling her
confusion.
Greg glanced at the two of them, wondering what whispers had
passed between them, but apparently thought better of asking.
“Let’s sit down and sketch out what we need in our individual
costumes.”
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“I’ve already given some thought to mine.” Phil announced, not
that anyone seemed to be listening. “I definitely think I want
my arms free, so it doesn’t hinder my drumming.”
“Armor?” Steve inquired, sipping from the brown bottle he’d
procured. The cap spun out of his fingers and rolled across the
floor, disappearing into the tangle of wires beneath the
computer desk.
“We’re making costumes for our next show. That’s why we
called you here.” Greg said scornfully.
Steve flashed a middle finger at the lead singer. “No shit, Grego-re-tard. I know that. No one told me what kind of costumes,
though.”
Phil handed over the camera to Steve, who thumbed through
the pictures, pausing to glance appreciatively at the subject of
the photos. “Hot. Nice. You take these tonight?”
“Uhhh, no?”
“You’re wearing the same clothes as in the pictures.” Steve
observed.
Greg’s head twisted her way. “Do you still have the costume?”
“It was some time ago…” She glanced at Phil for some help.
“Why are you looking at him? What did you do before we got
here? What’s the big secret?” Greg demanded, standing up
again from the sofa, as if he might intimidate her more from a
standing position.
She hesitated, wanting to flash Greg a middle finger in the
same way Steve had. She wasn’t certain of etiquette though.
Was she allowed to do such a thing? She chanced it and did it
anyway.
Steve and Phil burst out laughing and Greg flushed angrily,
sitting down in silence.
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“Golden! Fucking golden!” Steve bellowed out, crooning the last
word to the mouth of his beer.
“What’s with the third degree?” Phil asked, a hand on his hip,
camera in the other.
“Nevermind. I’m sketching.” Greg replied in mock courtesy,
scribbling on a piece of paper. From that point on, he ignored
the conversation, while Steve fiddled with the TV and Phil
printed out the pictures on Rob’s computer.
Some time later, they all congregated around the coffee table
and chatted excitedly about the costumes Greg had sketched.
That was when Rob returned, finally rescuing her from playing
hostess to these strange fellows he called friends or
bandmates, if there was any difference.
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Robert
Pizza was job number one, which he set about after throwing
the bags of supplies in between the three guys. They set about
them like dogs, worrying at the handles and straps of the bags
until they’d split down the seams and spilled their contents all
over the table and floor. While they shouted out complaints
about what the bags contained, Rob located the phone.
He was about to call – an easy task with the number on speed
dial – but he noticed the look on Sera’s face. She looked worn
out, and he could only begin to imagine what these three had
put her through. He gave her a brief peck on the cheek, and
then snuck in for the lips when he noticed no one but Phil
watching. “Sorry about all them.”
She smiled softly at his whispered words. “No worries.” She
whispered back. Then she nodded toward his friends, as if to
encourage him to get to work.
Getting toppings for pizza squared away was ridiculously hard.
Greg always demanded difficult to obtain toppings, like Feta
Cheese, Salami of a specific brand, or something else that
confounded all but most specialty shops. Steve usually just
blurted out stuff that no one listened to, requests for sides
mostly, and Phil insisted that they’d get better deals ordering
from different stores whose current bargains and discount deals
he could parrot by heart. In the end, Rob ordered too much and
figured he’d just freeze the extra and microwave it for lunch
indefinitely.
After that, he wrestled the others’ share of money out of them.
Steve complained the most, and then paid his share in quarters
and singles. Greg insisted on writing a personal check, and Phil
didn’t have change for twenties or fifties, which meant there
was a complicated giving and taking system to even up, and
Rob was pretty certain that he was screwed somehow in the
swap, but his brain was too tired to follow the crappy math
being done. Phil might be good at his job, but he most certainly
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was not a cashier. He couldn’t make change for a dollar half the
time.
Then it was finally time to get into costume designs.
Steve shot out of his seat, his face glowing. “Dude, I’m so
having a battleaxe.”
“A battleaxe?” Rob repeated, sputtering on the beer Sera had
just handed him to take a swig of. “Is there some archaic war
I’m not aware of? Are you doing a reenactment of the
Crusades?”
“No, but I play an axe – a guitar – and I’ll have a second axe
on my back, strapped to my armor. It’ll be like twenty pounds
of steel ass-kicking.” Steve seemed oblivious to the disbelief
and scorn in the faces of his bandmates. He quickly sketched in
a cartoon version of himself in spiky armor with a gigantic
battleaxe and a codpiece that was much larger than he could
ever need even in his best dreams.
“It’s been done.” Phil remarked regretfully, clearly less against
the idea than the others.
“I don’t think we’re going to be able to walk around in public
with weapons.”
“If not, I’m taking ninja stars and sewing them onto my
costume as nipples.” Steve insisted, so Rob let it drop.
From there until the food arrived, Greg led the conversation
with some uninspiring explanations on how the costumes would
have to be made. He even uncovered a sewing machine that
he’d left beside the door. He spoke about different stitches,
about layering fabrics, about hiding seams, and making
buttonholes until he was blue in the face.
When Rob and the others stared at him as if he’d grown a third
eye, he rolled his eyes and got indignant. “What? I make
costumes. I’m an actor!”
“You were a waiter that also acted in a dinner theater show on
a train car.” Phil said, clearly unimpressed with their Greg’s
credentials.
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“And I needed a Victorian outfit for a Jack the Ripper type
murder mystery. It’s important to act in character, and
character requires an outfit.”
Phil shook his head. “You couldn’t have shopped at a costume
store?”
“Couldn’t we?” Greg returned, winning this round. Phil shut up.
The entire costume-making process turned out to be a lot more
labor intensive than any of them expected, except Greg. Greg
was all for burning the midnight oil and working until they all
dropped. Fueled by pizza and energy drinks, he sewed until he
bled, literally. Most of that was from threading needles
incorrectly and getting stabbed in the thumb, but he bled
nonetheless.
Steve was mostly worthless. He kept taking breaks to flick
through TV channels or relieve himself. Whenever he went to
the restroom, he spent inordinate amounts of time there, and
upon returning he made sure to share the details of every
article he’d read while camping out. After doing this, he’d make
some tactless comments about the lack of progress. Greg
nearly strangled him, at least twice.
Phil was useful at least, delegating himself to measuring and
cutting so that Greg could just sew, seeing how he was the only
one with any clue about what to do with the machine. Rob
helped him, when he wasn’t trying to figure out how the actual
outfits would have to be constructed. The sizes and designs
were mostly up to him, and Phil cut according to the patterns
he made, which weren’t always right, but that’s why he’d
bought a lot of extra materials.
Sera was a surprising help in that matter. Since she was the
only one among them that had ever worn armor, she knew how
it had to be fashioned to move with one’s body. She confided in
whispers to him that she’d had to wear traditional armor before
she learned to summon her own. Rob watched her explain
where to lash the armor to the body to make it look the most
realistic, and almost come to blows once or twice with Greg for
sewing in such a way that made the outfit look like a shiny suit
jacket rather than armor.
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At the end of the night, Phil’s armor was mostly done, other
than detailing and adding finishing touches, and it actually
didn’t look too awful. They’d decided to do his first, since the
first would likely be the poorest effort, and they could hide it
behind the drums.
Greg was going to do his own at home, as well as assemble
some of Steve and Rob’s, but a few more nights of work would
be required. Steve was unanimously uninvited from the next
session; he didn’t argue that point.
It was two in the morning before everyone left, and Rob
collapsed into bed. Sera found her way in just a few moments
later, but he was already half asleep.
“Rob?” Sera whispered, just in case he was sleeping.
“Yeah?” He mumbled.
“Is this going to put you all in danger?”
Rob blinked his eyes opened and let them focus on her in the
dark. “What option do we have? You don’t want to tell them all
what we’re really doing, do you?”
“I am not sure.” She said uneasily.
“Even Phil doesn’t know entirely. At least I don’t think he
understands the full plan and the dangers behind it.” Sera
sighed and fluffed the pillow beneath her with her fists. Rob put
an arm around her and slid over next to her. “I don’t think it’s a
good idea to let them all know. Not yet anyway.”
She nodded at the ceiling. “I know. I just hate to put you and
the others in harm’s way, except maybe Greg.”
“Even if something happens, it can’t be much worse than the
fight you got in at the bar or the battle at the beach, could it?”
“I think you still do not understand what we are capable of.
Oriana is strong, but she held back a little, as did I. If it
becomes a life and death situation, things will get very ugly.”
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“I think most life and death situations are probably ugly.” Rob
commented dryly, regretting it when she glared at him. Even in
the dark, the anger in her eyes was evident. “I just mean that
we’ll have to be careful, is all.”
“Maybe I should be on stage with you.” She suggested. “To
protect you if anything happens.”
“Not unless you’re going to play an instrument or sing.” Rob
replied.
“The others suggested that I sing before you returned.”
“Really?” Rob grinned, trying to imagine her singing. It wasn’t a
bad image, but then he had no idea if she had any such talent.
“Yes. They thought perhaps the man who hired us wished to
see me on stage, that he might be operating under the
misconception that I was part of the band, hence my reason for
accompanying you to the interview.”
Rob yawned as he tried to digest that piece and then smiled
sleepily. “I’m happy to let you try to sing, even for just a
chorus in a song or two.” But if he was pleased by the idea, she
was uncertain of it.
“I am afraid of making a fool of myself. Other than playing a
few chords on a harp or tinkering with a flute as a youth, I have
very little musical experience, except for some military march
songs that all young fliers learn.”
“It wouldn’t take much to teach you when and where to come
in for a chorus on backup. We can even practice in the car.”
“Do you not have classes?”
“Yes, but you can come along again. I don’t think Oriana is
laying in wait for you in the bathroom again.”
“I would not want to be a burden or a distraction.”
“What is this all of a sudden?” Rob demanded, tired of hearing
the unsurety in her voice. He didn’t like hearing her voice
without its normal confidence. “You’re so worried about me,
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about hurting me, and about being a bother. If you’re
troublesome, I’ll say so. If I don’t say anything, then I’m fine.”
She was quiet for a moment, but when she spoke again it was
with more confidence. “Then I will come along. It would be nice
to get out of this place for a few hours. Maybe I can hunt
around more at night after we get back, or fly back on my
own.”
He nodded. That was more like it. “So long as you’re careful on
your return and bring your phone along, sure.”
“Do you want to sleep, then?”
“Please.”
She settled in next to him and yawned. “Sleep well, Robert.”
“You, too, Sera.”
The peace sleep offered was short-lived, and then an alarm
awoke him for another day. And despite all that he did, he
couldn’t help but feel guilty for not doing more with Sera. That
was part of why he invited her along with him. He could only do
so much, though.
Such was life.
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Serafina
After the first concert, Sera had no idea what to expect from
the second. She’d seen the pictures of the stage and venue in
the office of the man Rob had convinced to let them play, but
they didn’t do the place any justice.
In an odd way, the stage made her feel a nostalgic sorrow for
all she’d lost at home. Something in the way the columns were
lined up reminded her of her home. The flowering vines
stretching between them brought to mind her family’s
vineyards. All it lacked was a few hundred of her winged folk
alighting upon the surrounding buildings or gathering in front of
the stage. Certainly the lighting, the band, and the
unapologetically boisterous crowd were different than home,
but the general scene at twilight made her feel for a moment
that this could have been her own people gathered around to
hear a concert.
With that twinge in her heart, she watched Rob and the others
climb onto stage to tweak their instruments and set up their
equipment. They were not yet in costume, nor was she, for that
would come later, after they were announced. The sun still had
to fall a bit farther toward the horizon. Supposedly, the show
would begin at eight o’clock, but Rob had informed her that
such a time was a suggestion, and so long as they played their
allotted time in full, no one would complain if the show started
a little late, and that would give Greg time to preen and make
sure he had everyone’s attention before he began.
For now, her job was to mill around the crowd and search for
anyone who might have come from her homeworld. That was
easier said than done with all the people around. The stage had
been set up in the middle of a long aisle of stores and cafés,
most of which had windows and awnings overlooking the stage,
so they could set up tables and serve food and drink for those
being entertained. Then there were fountains and benches
beyond good watching distance from the stage, but well within
earshot. Several speakers had been attached to a series of
trees that lined the grassy areas surrounding the stage and
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sidewalks, which served to better carry the sound, although
currently they serviced only to spread the noise of instruments
being tuned.
Drawn to the promise of live entertainment, people had flooded
in, filling in nearly all of the available sidewalk benches, café
tables, and bars seats that overlooked the concert area. Sera
had positioned herself with her back to the wall, sipping a drink
as she watched these people filter in. She wore sunglasses and
jacket, and had made a point of leaving her hair down to
obscure her face. Positioned as she was, it looked to any casual
observer that she was waiting for the concert to start, and she
was watching the band tune their instruments, when in
actuality, she was hardly paying attention to them. Her eyes
were scanning the crowds, straining for recognition of any
familiar faces.
She was so engrossed in her job that she almost didn’t notice a
familiar face approaching from her side at a wide angle. She
twitched and nearly spilled her drink when she noticed with a
start that she knew the man walking up on her. Instinctively,
she’d balled up her fists before she realized that this was
Magnus, and not one of her hunters.
“Sera?” Magnus called over, his handsome face splitting with an
attractive grin.
She watched him stroll over, his muscles bunching beneath the
t-shirt he wore. Even his thighs were thick with muscles that
coiled beneath his dark jeans with each graceful, yet powerful
stride he took. He certainly was fun to look at, with strong
hands and chiseled good looks.
Rob wasn’t thin or puny, but he didn’t have this sort of build,
either. Something about seeing the masculinity that Magnus
exuded made her pulse quicken. Perhaps it was because her
world was filled with more savagery, but fitness and physical
prowess were highly regarded where she came from. Frankly,
Rob’s world was filled with the soft, the slovenly, and the weak,
so it made her pleased to see such a physique.
“It’s been awhile.” Sera remarked coolly, wondering why
Magnus had chosen this moment to show up. Their
correspondence had been minimal in the days since the beach.
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She couldn’t even recall if she’d mentioned the event to him,
what with all that had occurred in the last week.
“Well, I felt like I owed you one.” Magnus explained. She had a
hard time not staring into his blue eyes.
“Oh?” She imagined a slight frown crept across her face.
“I remember hearing from Phil once that he and Rob were in a
band, and I came across an announcement on their site, saying
they were playing tonight. I thought it’d be a good way to run
into you again, and thank you for saving me back on the
beach…” He trailed off, flushing as if from embarrassment.
Clearly he was not used to having to thank a woman for his
protection. It showed in the way he sheepishly rubbed short
blonde hair on the back of his head with his hand and sighed.
She smirked at his false modesty. Was he just trying to put her
at peace and ease her suspicions? It was working. “I do not
really recall helping you. You crawled off after she ripped you
up. You saved yourself, after jumping in on our behalf, too. If
anything, I owe you one. You hardly knew me, and yet you
endangered yourself for us.”
He shrugged. “If what my uncle tells me is true, isn’t my birth
House traditionally at war with the House of Fire? House Exuro,
wasn’t it? Maybe it’s just in the blood, but she kind of rubbed
me the wrong way, even before she started scourging me with
fire.”
“Oriana will do that to anyone.” She replied appreciatively. She
knew exactly what he meant. The first time they’d met, they’d
come to blows at Rob’s show and the police had carted both of
them off. Only Officer Gefton’s corrupt nature had saved her
from a more serious fate, but then they’d had to deal with his
near obsession with her.
“So, Vague Promises is a good band?” Magnus asked, changing
the subject smoothly.
It was her turn to shrug. “It is not what I’m used to, but it
grows on you. Rob is almost a better singer than Greg, the
lead, but he does not have the showmanship. Greg is rather
arrogant, so he plays the part well.”
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“Phil seems fitting as a drummer. He’s noisy.” Magnus
observed. “He’s not very photogenic either, and sitting at the
back of the stage behind drums hides him.”
“That is so cruel!” She couldn’t help but laugh, though. There
was a sort of honesty in his observation, despite its cutting
nature, that was amusing. “Steve is a character, as well. They
are all meant for each other, for better or worse.”
“All four insufferable louts, eh?”
“Something like that.” She shook her head. “Although, tonight I
am supposed to join them on stage, so what does that make
me?”
“Oh?” Magnus grinned at the prospect. “Five insufferable louts
now is it?”
She grinned. “Hardly – I am just playing my role. I helped get
them the job I suppose, and they insist that a bit of female
backup vocals will only compound the complexity of their music
for the better.”
Magnus’ eyebrows
“Complexity.”

rose,

feigning

an

impressed

look.

They both broke out laughing, but her laughter faded when she
remembered her purpose for being here. She scanned the
gathering crowd, but there were just too many people now to
be certain of anything. “Honestly, I think the show might hold
some surprises.”
“Why? Is Oriana going to show up?”
“It is a distinct possibility.” She admitted.
“Someone else, then?” Magnus surmised, deciphering her hints.
“Maybe it has something to do with the meteor crashes that
have everyone in an uproar?”
She replied without even thinking. “There are no meteors.”
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His eyes met hers, and she wondered what about him inspired
such honesty on her part. “I thought as much.” He admitted.
“They may be here tonight, and I need to be on the lookout for
them. A lot of this concert is a ruse to draw them out, if not
tonight then at a future date.”
“How so?”
“We will be dressed like my people, armored and attired as if
we were fresh from the Empress’ garrisons in the City of Lights.
Pictures and evidence will get around, we hope, and it should
draw out our enemies.”
“So how do I help?” He seemed to sincerely want to help.
“Can you spot people from our world? If not, you will be of no
use until they attack or choose to make themselves known.”
“I noticed you right off on the beach, and Oriana wasn’t much
harder to figure out. There’s a quality about the people of our
world, an inner light or aura that seems distinguishable from
the humans here.”
“Agreed.” She had noticed as much, though for her it was more
of a type of magnetism between people, not any visual aura
like he spoke of. It was the sort of feeling one got when
meeting another’s eyes, even from a distance. Gazes locked,
pulses quickened, and emotions heightened – especially in
Oriana’s case. “So you do not mind working the crowd tonight?”
“Like I said, I sort of owe you one.”
She snorted. “If you believe that, then I will accept your help.
Just play nice. I ruined Rob’s last outing, and it would be nice
to not have to apologize for another ruined gig.”
“If I notice anyone suspicious, I will find you immediately.”
Sera shook her head. That wouldn’t work, not with the kind of
people she was dealing with. She handed Magnus her phone.
“Add your number to the speed dials. Make yourself number
three. If I see anything, I will call you. If you see anything, I
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expect a call, too. If you let these people slip from your sight
even for a moment, it could be enough to let them escape.”
He seemed to accept that, for he typed in a few numbers on
her phone and then handed it back to her. “I’ll go mingle,
then.”
She caught his arm as he turned to leave. When he looked back
at her hand first and then her face, she said, “Be safe.”
“Always.” He replied with a wink. “Break a leg.”
He slipped free from her grasp and into the crowd the way a
wave swept back into the sea after crashing onto the shore. He
moved with a fluidity that made her both envious of his
gracefulness and attracted to him, but there were times for that
sort of thinking and times for work. This was a time for work.
Rob waved at her from the stage, signaling by tugging on the
corners of his shirt that it was time to change. She nodded and
made her way through the people gathering at the foot of the
three steps at the front of the stage. As she went, she kept a
watch for faces she knew and that telltale magnetic feeling she
got when one of her kind was looking at her. There were plenty
of men watching her, and some young women as well, but they
were all gauging or judging her, not hunting her down.
By the time she made her way into the building off to the side
of the stage where the dressing room was, Phil had emerged
from the dressing room and into the hallway that led outside.
With a triumphant grin and drumsticks held skyward like a pair
of swords, he was already fully in costume. She had to admit
that in the low light, he did look a bit like a warrior from her
world, if a bit heavyset and undisciplined. The sword hilt poking
out from behind him helped.
“What is that?” She pointed at the weapon, grinning.
“Steve’s talk of axes and weapons got me thinking. Besides, if
someone attacks, I’ll need a weapon.”
“And you just have weapons like swords handy?”
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“You’ve never been to my house. You should see my basement.
I have like thirty weapons hanging on the wall. It’s pretty much
a medieval armory. I almost brought a crossbow with me.”
“You have a crossbow, too?” This surprised her.
“Of course. What sort of self-respecting warrior wannabe
doesn’t?”
She wasn’t sure what to say to that. She was fairly certain that
Rob didn’t have any such weapons around his home, but she’d
not gone through his closets and all the boxes yet. “Do you
know how to use a sword?”
Phil looked offended. “I’ll have you know that I LARPed for
years, I took a beginning kendo class, and I even did a
weekend symposium on classical European fencing.”
When he looked as if he might draw the weapon to give her a
demonstration, she put up her hands in submission. “Very well,
I will take your word for it.”
“Why take my word for it when you can witness the fury of
Philip K. Langley?” After sheathing his drumsticks in a holster
on his thigh, he reached up over his shoulder. The sword rang
free of its sheath, drawn two-handed. It swung around
menacingly once or twice before nearly decapitating Rob as he
exited the dressing room.
Rob stared at the chunk of the wall that had been gouged out
by the passing weapon. Had he not ducked, he might have
fared worse than the wall. “Dammit, Phil!” Watch that thing,
before I shove it up your ass. You promised you wouldn’t go all
ninja on stage.”
“Sorry. Sera just didn’t believe I could use it.”
Rob wound up and punched Phil in the shoulder. There was a
meaty sound as his fist met Phil’s body. Phil’s eyes and mouth
opened as wide as humanly possible and the sword clattered
uselessly from his numb hand. He winced and rubbed his
shoulder. “Oww! How am I supposed to drum now that I’m
wounded?”
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“Drum shitty like you always do, fatboy.” Greg teased as he
exited the dressing room. It almost seemed as if he’d been
waiting to deliver the barb as part of his dramatic entrance.
“Fuck you, fairy. At least I’m not wearing glitter.”
Sera stared at Greg, who’d slicked his hair up into a curled
Mohawk and painted up his face as if he were going to war, but
not any sort of war she’d seen before. The blue and red swirls
on his face and strange writing didn’t look like anything she’d
seen before, except perhaps on the Pillar, right before it’d
ripped her from her world and sent her here.
Greg grinned. “Don’t hate me because you’re ugly and I’m
hauntingly enticing.”
Sera laughed at that, earning a glare from Greg, who clearly
thought better of himself. Phil retrieved his sword from the floor
and sheathed it. “You’re a tool, and it’s a good thing I brought
this sword.”
“Why is that?”
“Because the guys in the crowd will probably try to use you like
a girlfriend after the concert. I might have to defend your honor
and chastity.”
Greg rolled his eyes and strutted down the hallway toward the
doors. Sera noticed that he walked funny, which drew her eyes
down toward some gigantic black leather boots that stood on
platforms nearly a hand tall. “Can he walk in those things?” She
whispered to Rob, who shrugged.
If Greg heard, he chose to ignore the comment. “Move it
Steve!” He bellowed.
Steve was the last to emerge. He’d painted his face white,
except for some ghoulish black paint around his eyes, mouth,
and nose. As promised, he wore a giant shiny axe on his back
and carried his black and chrome guitar in front of him. With all
the metal studs, spikes, and chains on his armor, he reminded
her more of the warriors from House Calx’s Metal Brigade.
Wearing a mismatch of various scavenged ores and alloyed

394

metals hammered together as armor, they were fierce warriors
indeed, if even part of what she’d heard of them was true.
Rob, in contrast to the others, looked the most normal. Perhaps
it was his light coloring, his ruddy beard he’d confined to his
chin and upper lip, and his height, but he could have nearly
passed for one of her kind. Again, she was struck by a feeling
of nostalgia, but a warmer one this time.
Rob held up a few fingers, showing a signal they’d improvised,
one of a few gestures that they’d planned for different
eventualities. “I’ll signal you when we’re ready for you to come
onstage.”
“And the light show?” She whispered.
“We’ll play it by ear.”
“What does that mean?”
He grinned. “We’ll just see how things are going. We might not
have to do that much to get their attention. If everything
seems normal, then we’ll just have to try.”
“Good luck out there.” She wished him.
“Thanks. Don’t take too long changing. We’ll need you after a
song or two.” Rob advised her.
She nodded and ducked into the changing room. She didn’t
even need it, but she couldn’t very well have the others know
she could summon an otherworldly armor at will. It was all part
of the ruse they’d come up with, as was the light show. She
shed the unnecessary clothes, and put them into a bag Rob had
left her. Then came the armor.
Despite the fact that there was no apparent danger out there,
she couldn’t help but feel nervous. She’d never performed like
this, never been asked to sing in front of hundreds of people.
As a young girl, she might have sang with classmates or other
childhood friends, but never like this, not with hundreds of pairs
of eyes on her. In her nervous state, her armor manifested
most interestingly, and she couldn’t help but admire it in the
mirror. What would Rob think?
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With a final deep breath, she left the dressing room. From the
hallway, she could hear the loud beats of Phil’s drum, the thick
vocals Greg delivered, and the mixture of Steve’s guitar and
Rob’s bass. As she reached the door, she saw a wash of colored
lights and saw the crowd waving and cheering just in front of
the stage. All eyes were on stage, not off to the side of the
stage where she would approach from.
Her last thought before emerging into the night air beside the
stage was about Magnus. She wondered if he’d found anyone
yet, because she’d forgotten in the heat of the moment to bring
her phone with her. It was in the dressing room in her bag, but
it was too late now. Rob was waving to her, and it was her time
to go.
“Empress preserve us.” She mumbled out of habit, surprising
herself as the lights swung her way.
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Robert
Playing in front of a crowd was always an experience, even
when he wasn’t dressed up like a warrior from another world.
Even so, there was something different about this night. From
the moment Greg started the concert by growling into the
microphone, “We’re Vague Promises,” Rob had felt a thrill
unlike anything he’d ever known before.
Maybe it was the venue; it was certainly bigger and nicer than
any bar they’d played in before. Maybe it was the costumes; it
added a new dimension to the characters they played on stage,
and he had to admit he liked it, despite feeling a little bit like a
tool. Then maybe it was the crowd? There were hundreds of
people, easily double or triple anything he’d ever played in front
of before. Whatever the reason, he just went with it.
He dug down into his bassline as their set progressed from a
powerful start, easing into a more comfortable pace after two
or three songs. As he played, his eyes swept the crowd, and he
saw that the people out there were getting caught up in the
moment as well. It was an intoxicating feeling to know he was
responsible for so much of a good vibe.
Phil caught his eyes from the back of the stage, nodded
confidently, and continued hammering on the drums. Even
Steve’s playing seemed more ‘on’ tonight than it had ever
been, and for the moment Rob almost didn’t care why their
spiky, face-painted guitarist was hitting every note just right.
Rob laughed, and the noise carried just loudly enough to pick
up on the microphone over the music.
Greg shot him a look, singing sideways into his own
microphone, arms outstretched above him as his pelvis gyrated
alternately against the mic stand and the keyboards. Rob
couldn’t help but grin. Surprisingly, Greg grinned back when he
took a breath, his eyes sharing his own surprise and
enthusiasm for how well they were playing.
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Then the lights swung over toward the double glass doors
they’d come from as someone emerged: Sera. Rob gave her
the established signal and took a step back from the
microphone to get a better look at her as she approached.
Bathed in blue and gold light, she was heart-stopping to
behold. His breath caught in his throat and he forgot to swallow
or blink for several moments as she cleared the dozen steps to
the edge of the stage and climbed those three white steps that
put her at his level. Climbing wasn’t even what she was doing;
it was more like floating or gliding.
Rob had seen her armor several times now, and he’d seen Phil’s
pictures, so he knew very well that her armor was malleable,
that it’d form differently according to her will and moods. He’d
never seen it like this, though. While the four of them on stage
each wore silvery fake armor with black and silver piping
around the edges of the pieces of their armor: pauldrons, the
cuirasses, gorgets, greaves, vambraces, and gauntlets. Though
each of them had a different variant of the same basic armor,
some lacking certain pieces that might impede proper playing,
they all had the same unifying theme, and that was something
that Steve’s armor’s cigarette burns and metal spikes couldn’t
interrupt. Sera, on the other hand, had fashioned some sort of
new armor unlike anything Rob had seen before, and the effect
was quite powerful.
Enshrined in a white suit of armor that might have been
fashioned of polished ivory, Sera took her place beside him on
stage, smiling brightly, if nervously. Rob’s eyes swept across
the golden filigree patterns that were stamped across the
shoulders and chest of her armor, patterns of reddish suns,
silver stars, and even golden circlets. The details were picked
out between ridges across her armor like the boning of a
corset, all which exaggerated her already feminine figure
around the chest and hips, narrowing at the waist and below
her thighs. Behind her head, the neck of her cuirass terminated
in an upswept peak that split her hair into a pair of golden
cascades, one running down each of her shoulders, gathering to
each side of two pairs of slots for her wings. Just above the
crown of her head, a golden ring sparkled and shone like a
halo, dancing with a living spark of energy, like a bare halogen
bulb.
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He was so enraptured by her appearance that he nearly missed
her first signal. “Like we practiced!” He shouted in her ear so
that she could hear him over the noise of cheers, whistling, and
shouts that had broken out as Sera took the stage.
As Greg led the band into the chorus, Sera lifted her voice to
join them, her mouth dangerously close to Rob’s own as they
sang together into the same microphone. Her eyes never left
his that first chorus, and they took strength from one another,
belting out the words with enthusiasm. If her voice faltered
ever so slightly with her first line, it only grew stronger and
clearer as she continued, nearly drowning out Greg’s own
matching vocals.
The chorus ended, and Rob took a step back, nodded
encouragingly to Sera. Then he made his way down to the edge
of the stage, so he could make a show of playing with
exaggeration for the crowd. As he did, he scanned the crowd.
After a moment, he looked past the front faces of the crowd,
the women screaming for him or the guys throwing triumphant
hand gestures skyward in honor of him. He looked deeper into
the crowd, seeking a glimpse of the unearthly beauty of Sera’s
folk. Like her, Oriana and Magnus had stood out, and he
wagered any more of her kind would as well. Even though he
looked, no faces jumped out at him, but the lighting was
shifting as the colored lights of the stage swung back and forth
and the strobes pulsed frenetically.
Reluctantly, he took a few steps back to his place and nodded
to Sera. Just like they’d practiced in the car, she launched into
her second chorus with him. If anything, she grew stronger and
more confident with each word, even as his voice struggled to
match the quality and rich timbre of hers. His eyes caught
Greg’s lingering on them as he sang his own words, a
pleasantly surprised and possibly jealous look crossing his face.
Rob stepped back just as the last line of the chorus was set to
begin and let Sera sing it on her own. There was a brief flash of
concern in her eyes, but she sang it clearly and well on her
own, while Rob paused during a lull in his bassline to lift a hand
and indicate her talent to the crowd. They responded with a
loud cheer unlike any so far in the night. As Sera and Greg
crooned out the last few words and the song died down, the
five of them on stage grew silent.
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The crowd erupted with an almost religious furor, grasping for
more. They called out, shouting anything and all things, so long
as they would continue.
“Thank you!” Greg purred into the mic. He had to repeat
himself several more times before the crowd realized he wanted
to say something. A few quick notes on the keyboards silenced
the crowd finally. “We’re Vague Promises, and I’m Gregory.” He
sang his own name, howling into the equipment and curling his
tongue in a bestial manner that elicited a few cheers. “I’m lead
vocals and keyboards.”
“On backup vocals and bass, Rob Dunn.” Rob tweaked the bass
a few times and then threw both hands up as he was
introduced. The cheers were modest, not quite as good as
they’d been for Greg, but he wasn’t the lead, and his feelings
weren’t so easily hurt.
“Our mad monkey of a guitarist, Steven.” Steve pinwheeled his
arms around and struck a few cacophonous chords on his guitar
and made some face that was completely gruesome with his
makeup on. The crowd’s reaction was a mixture of repulsion,
excitement, and aggression – exactly what Steve wanted. He
howled out into the crowd without the help of a microphone,
and then lit a cigarette.
“Phil Langley on the drums!” This announcement had been
preceded by tapping on the cymbals, which rose after Phil
heard his name, and then broke into a brutal drum solo that
really got the crowd going.
“And finally, a new addition to our band, playing the eye candy
and helping out Rob in backup vocals, Sera Fina.”
Sera took a slight bow, and as she did, four stark white wings
sprung from her back, a splash of light in the night. They
stretched out, spreading across half the stage. Feathers
sprinkled down and the crowd watched in stunned silence as
Sera slowly drew herself up and spread her wings fully. Rob,
too, was entranced by the sight, and couldn’t even bring
himself to object to her as she reached toward her chest and
drew a brilliant blade of soulfire from her heart.

400

The crowd went berserk. Clearly they’d not expected this kind
of show from an unheard of band playing in a small public
venue, an outdoor shopping mall of all places. Things were
thrown in the air, people screamed for more, and several
people pushed their way past each other to get on the stage.
Greg mouthed an explicative or three and his eyes went as
wide as saucers. Phil began drumming like mad, and Steve’s
cigarette fell from his stunned mouth. Rob waved his hand
quickly to Greg, indicating that he should continue. Greg shook
his head to recover from the shock. It wasn’t often that Greg
was caught at a loss for words.
One fan grabbed Greg’s leg as he tried to start the next song,
but a small group had surrounded Sera. While Rob was terrified
a worshipping mob would carry her off, or that she’d start
laying about some death with that sword of hers, neither of
those things happened. Like a blessed saint come among them,
they just wanted to touch her, and she’d extinguished the spirit
blade to keep them safe. With just a touch of her hand on each
of them, the crowd receded from her, pleased with the simple
contact – proof of Sera’s realness received.
As soon as the music began again, the crowd began to settle
down, but Rob still fought the urge to start pushing people
when a few of them didn’t get the idea that they were supposed
to be on the ground beneath the stage and not on it. He gritted
his teeth and settled into his place, only to have that renewed
calm shattered when he caught a glimpse of Oriana’s face in
the crowd, and she was staring right at Sera. It definitely
seemed that Sera was looking right back at her, too.
Not only that, Rob thought he saw Magnus a few rows back
from Oriana and closer to the center of the crowd. He squinted
as he played and watched Sera’s expression for any
recognition. There was eye contact between Sera and Magnus
and a nearly imperceptible shake of her head. Magnus melted
away into the crowd, and Rob felt like doing the same, but he
wouldn’t get a chance until the show was over.
Suddenly, playing in the best concert he’d ever played in before
didn’t seem like such a great thing. He kept waiting for the axe
to fall, for mayhem to break out, but it never did. Oriana kept
her distance, a secretive smile curling the corner of her lips. It
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was unnerving that she never blinked, that she could stare at
them and stand so statue still, but she did nothing threatening
all through the show.
But if he watched her for any signs of aggression as their set
ended, having played all the way through without breaks for
fear of the crowd’s reaction, Sera seemed unconcerned with it.
Her eyes sought out another in the crowd, an uncommonly tall
man with beautiful features.
Standing half a head taller than most of the crowd, the man’s
features were sharp around the bones of his face, but not
enough to be drawn in an emaciated or unattractive way. His
hair was a shock of white, but not the white of age, but rather a
platinum blonde. Rob had no doubt that this man was another
from her world. Like Magnus, he was undeniably handsome in
an unearthly way, and, also like Magnus, he appeared to be
young, nearly Sera’s age, if a bit older.
Sera only had eyes for this one man, and that was more telling
than Rob’s own observations would have been. A sickening
twist in his guts made him wonder what connection the two
had. Hunter or not, what was between them that made her
unable to take her eyes from him?
Was this jealousy? He was surprised at himself. Had he
deceived himself by thinking that just because she came from
another world that there would be no competition? As he
looked at her, radiant in her costume or in any costume for that
matter, how could he not think that there wouldn’t be others
vying for her affections?
A chill ran over his heart, and he trembled, missing a note.
Almost no one noticed, but Sera did. She’d heard the songs
dozens of times in the last few days to get ready for this, and
she knew when a note was missing or if the following few rang
false as he attempted to hurry along to catch himself up.
Concern was in her eyes, but that didn’t help him play any
better. He ignored her to focus on the last few bars of the song,
bringing it to an almost successful finish.
“Thank you everyone! Good night.” Greg bellowed after the
amplifiers quieted and the last guitar notes faded. The crowd,
dismayed, began to shout for encores.
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It was an old tradition, to play another song or two, and they
had two in stock, but Sera didn’t know any of them. They made
a show of trying to decide what to do, but they’d already
planned it out.
“I do not know any other songs.” Sera said worriedly.
Rob shrugged. “Play it by ear.” He suggested, covering the
microphone as he spoke. “Otherwise just look pretty.”
It went well, as she’d heard the songs once or twice in the car
before. She improvised when to come in, mostly just repeating
whatever Greg had said during the hooks of the song, singing
the good parts in round with him. He played off it, taking his
mic and walking over to sing next to her as they traded lyrics.
Rob shook his head, surprised at how natural she was on stage.
It’d taken him dozens of poor shows before he got as good as
he was, and he knew he had a long way to go still. Yet she’d
managed to surpass him and all of them all in one hour. It was
enough to make him bitter, but he wasn’t that kind of guy.
Instead, he felt proud of her success and ability.
When the second encore song ended, all in unison, the five of
them shouted, “We’re Vague Promises!”
“Buy our albums and check our site for future concert dates,
and if you really loved us, demand to hear more of us at all of
your favorite local venues.” Phil announced in his best
commentator voice, tapping the drum a few heavy beats when
he was done.
Greg waved to the crowd and said, “That’s all.” Without any
more warning, they made their way off stage.
When the crowd threatened to follow, Sera held up her palms
and flashes of light stunned the nearest people. This got cheers
from people far enough back to avoid being blinded, those who
thought this was just another part of the show.
Rob knew that blinding light all too well; he’d been introduced
to it that first morning after rescuing her. Recently, Officer
Gefton had tasted it, and now these people had.
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Off the stage and out of the spotlights, the air suddenly felt
cooler, and feelings of elation returned. They’d just done
something amazing. But even the best feelings can be ruined
by an unfriendly face, and there were three of them waiting for
them near the entrance: Magnus, Oriana, and the new guy.
Even if they weren’t standing together, and even if Magnus
seemed to be very reserved in the way he hung back to watch
the other two, Rob couldn’t help but feel surrounded by
enemies.
Sera pulled him along by his arm, and they ducked into the
corridor beyond the stage. No one followed, so Rob permitted
himself a minute or two to enjoy the ecstatic cheers Greg and
the others made as they gathered around Sera. There was
something electric in the air. They all sensed something more
than normal in her, and she reveled in it.
“You were fucking amazing.” Greg declared in the dressing
room, clapping a hand familiarly onto her shoulder. He seemed
momentarily bothered by her costume’s solidity, but was so lost
in his emotions that the feeling passed.
“Fucking. Awesome.” Steve nodded aggressively enough that
his newest cigarette bobbed up and down with his head.
“Definitely.” Phil agreed.
She smiled and shook her head. “No, no. I just played along. I
was a supporting role to you guys, nothing more.”
Phil sighed. “Too much false humility is sexy.”
“They’re right. You were something else out there. The crowd
really got into it, especially a few of them.” Rob commented,
glancing toward the door.
Sera caught his meaning. “We should get out of here. We can
go drink back at Rob’s place or something.”
“We have to pack up the instruments first.” Phil replied
practically, showing more sense than usual in the calm after a
show.
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Greg looked dismayed. “You don’t want to mingle? Our loving,
adoring fans are out there. They want to talk to us, touch us,
and sleep with us!”
“There is more mystery in vanishing.” Sera smiled wickedly, as
if this had always been her intent. “Leave them wanting more.
It is the first rule of romance, is it not?”
Greg scratched at his head, upsetting part of his Mohawk as he
considered her idea. Eventually, he nodded. “I suppose it is.
You have a good point. We show up, rock their goddamn socks
off, and then vanish like a lover after a one-night stand.” Still,
part of his mind seemed to be trying to figure out how to sell tshirts and CDs to a willing crowd.
She nodded. “Exactly.”
Rob ached to talk to Sera about the people waiting outside, but
the situation wouldn’t permit it. Even as Sera waited outside
while they stripped out of their costumes and returned to
civilian garb to hide their identities, Rob realized that he had a
long night of partying ahead of him before he’d get a chance to
speak to her alone. Greg was flying high and triumphant, and
Steve was pumped; they’d go until the wee hours of the
morning. Only Phil seemed at all reserved, if only because he
alone was cognizant of his friend’s discomfort.
Sera waited for them in the hall, casting glances at the glass
doors where the crowd had yet to recede. Rob let the others go
ahead, talking like only guys who feel like they have the world
by the balls can. But Rob hung back, waiting for her. This was
his only chance.
“Sera, who was that guy?” He asked, catching her elbow as she
tried to slip past him to go change in the dressing room.
“Aleron.” She replied coldly. “He is the Empress’ Captain of the
Guard, a Cloudbreaker.”
“What’s a Cloudbreaker?”
“He is one of a clan of expert fliers, skilled with powers of wind
and lightning.” She explained, adding, “He is fast… really fast.”
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“He’s hunting you then?” Rob asked, and she nodded. Other
suspicions crept back. “Who is he to you, though? How do you
know him?”
“I met him in the Court of Furled Wings, the Empress’ Court. He
was charged to capture me, and he followed me to the Pillar,
but I lost him in the storm cloud that surrounded it. He would
not risk his life to dive for the center, like I did. Mine was a
desperate move, one he wasn’t willing to emulate.”
“Yet he got here somehow.”
She nodded gravely. Her eyes raked once more back toward
the doors. “With the Empress’ help, it can be easier than
forcing your way here as I had to.”
“So what do we do?”
“We drink. We party. Then we wait for his move.” With that,
she slipped away, looking defeated.
Surely, she did not want to face this man, Rob thought to
himself. But I’ll be there when he comes. He won’t expect me. I
can’t do much, but he won’t expect me, us. Phil would be there,
too. For that matter, Greg and Steve would probably help her
after tonight, even if they didn’t know the whole truth.
They escaped from the stage with all their gear without
incident. Phil managed to sell CDs and shirts while the others
packed up, but when they were done packing, they vanished.
Back at Rob’s, the others partied all night long, but Rob and
Sera kept their reveling to a subdued level. Things could
happen at any minute, and it was too hard to surrender to an
alcohol daze when life-changing events hung over them
precipitously.
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Serafina
Sera might have told Rob one thing, but that didn’t mean she
was going to sit around and wait for Aleron to come knocking
on her door with the rest of the Empress’ lackeys he’d brought
along. She couldn’t very well let things go on his terms, not
when she was outnumbered, and not when Oriana had chosen
the concert to show her face again.
Did that mean that they were working together? Had Aleron
even noticed Oriana? She wasn’t sure which alternative was
better. Either way, four people from her world wanted to hunt
her down. However, she supposed that if Oriana wasn’t working
with them, she might be able to play her two enemies off each
other, or at least she could hope that Oriana might interfere
with Aleron’s attempts. Strong Oriana might be, but Oriana was
no more a match for three of the Empress’ Guard than she was.
It was enough to give her a headache thinking about, and it
had. Sera retreated to her rooftop oasis for some serious
sunlight. Rob was working overtime to pay the bills and doing
homework while at the mattress shop, so she’d elected to stay
home alone. He’d offered to take her with him, but his jokes
about trying out the mattresses as demonstrations for
customers had been half-hearted. She could tell he needed this
time to get his work done.
Stretched out on her lounge chair with her fingers laced
together behind her head, Sera stared at the clouds through
her sunglasses. Staring at clouds had been her way of sorting
things out since she had been a little girl, but that had been
when she’d lived beneath the ever-present Cloud Ring that
hovered over the City of Lights. Here clouds came and went, all
shapes and sizes. It was oddly refreshing to have a new sky
every day. Her mind relaxed as she sorted out the random
shapes and movements within the clouds. It allowed her to
focus on whatever problem was at hand. Of course, it didn’t
hurt that the sunlight revitalized her as she did it.
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There had to be a better way to handle this, she lamented. The
ball was in Aleron’s court, as Rob would say. It was the Guard
Captain’s move, not hers, but that didn’t sit well with her. She’d
waited and waited for Gefton to make his move, and he’d been
a thorn in their sides until she’d taken matters in her own
hands and done away with him. Granted, the boy that lived a
few floors above them had seen her do it, but Rob had worked
to earn the boy’s trust. The point was, she’d gone on the
offensive and removed a threat, and she planned on doing it
again now.
Decided, she sat up suddenly, and lifted herself out of her
chair. She grabbed her extra long t-shirt and pulled it over her
head. Rob might be fine with her sunbathing, but he’d insisted
that she wear at least a long shirt over her whenever she
walked the hallways and rode the elevators around the
building. It seemed prudent, fitting with the culture of the area,
so she’d not argued the point.
After she’d pulled her shirt over her head, she grabbed her
towel and her dripping cup of ice water. She smiled at that.
These people didn’t realize how lucky they were to have ice
readily available. Back home, it’d been a luxury. Usually, it took
teams of tireless fliers that had to wing down to the ancestral
lands of House Maris and carry chunks of ice from the icepack
all the way back to the City of Lights for those willing to pay for
it.
Others had found ways to make use high altitude winds to cool
skins of water that were launched miles into the sky, where the
temperatures were below freezing. In the minutes it took for
the water to fall back earthward, the water would begin to
freeze. Repeated enough times, the water within the skin would
freeze solid. It took precision and great attention to track and
then catch a speck in the sky; one miss and the skin would
dash itself upon the ground, ruining the ice. That was quite a
spectacle to see, like a game of catch played in the higher
layers of the atmosphere.
Her mind still on ice, she missed the fact that Todd was
standing at the stairwell, the door open as he looked at her.
The sight of Todd not fleeing from her once he’d been noticed
was so strange that she stopped walking toward the door and
stood there dumfounded.
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“Sera?” Todd called out tremulously.
“Yeah?” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other,
trying to seem impatient. Todd was harmless enough, but she
wanted to go hunting for Aleron right now, not bandy words
with Todd.
“There’ve been a lot of people around the apartment lately…”
“It’s the band. I hope we weren’t too loud. We had a party the
other night after our concert.” She explained.
Todd pushed his glasses up on his nose and crossed his arms
over his chest. “I know. I’m sorry I couldn’t go. I heard you
sang even! I wish mom had let me out. She doesn’t like me
driving at night.”
Sera shook her head. “You missed a good show, but maybe
next time.”
“I’ll try, but that’s not what I wanted to say.”
“Pardon?”
“Uhh, about the people asking around…” Todd frowned and
looked around, as if he were uncomfortable talking about this.
“It wasn’t the band. I know the band members, because they
come over all the time. It’s the other people I’m talking about.”
A chill ran down her spine suddenly, and her imagination got
the better of her. “What other people? Do you mean a redhead,
dressed like the kind of girl who has loose of morals but is
gorgeous nonetheless?”
Todd shook his head. “Not her.”
“Not her? Do you know her?” Sera was flabbergasted. She
hadn’t expected that Oriana would ever waste time talking to
Todd, not in a million years.
“She asked me about you once in the parking lot a few weeks
ago.” Todd grinned at a private memory. “She was pretty, but
you’re way prettier… nicer too.”
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“Thank you, Todd.” She replied with a bit of frustration. He
certainly was taking his time getting to the point. “Now who are
these others you’re talking about?”
“The police officer used to come by almost every day, but I’ve
not seen him for about a week now.”
“TODD.” She took a step toward him, ready to pelt him with her
half-empty cup if he didn’t speak.
Todd held up both his hands. “Alright, alright. It’s the tall guy,
the guy with the really blonde hair. He’s taller than Rob and
skinnier, without a beard.”
“Aleron.” She murmured.
“Yes, that was his name. Aleron. He said to tell you he was
coming to see you, and he was bringing some friends. It didn’t
sound very friendly though.”
Sera rushed over to Todd and took his hands, dropping her
towel and cup where she’d stood. “Todd, you have to promise
me you will never speak to that man again. I do not care if he
knocks on your door or rings the bell or calls you on the phone.
You leave him be. He is very dangerous, worse than that
redhead.”
Todd blinked twice behind his thick glasses and then nodded,
comprehending her need for secrecy and safety, even if he
didn’t understand the hows and whys. “I won’t.”
“I mean it, Todd. He would go after you and your mom if he
thought it would gain him something. He would not hesitate to
do whatever it takes.”
“My Mom?” A mixture of emotions crossed his face then. “I’ll
stay away.” He decided finally.
She wasn’t sure if he thought Aleron coming after Mrs.
Ferlickee was a good thing or not. Surely, Cookie Ferlickee
would annoy the Guard Captain as much as she did everyone
else, but that wasn’t the kind of thing you inflicted on family, or
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on your enemies. “But if he does come around, or anyone you
think are these friends he spoke of, I need you to call me.”
“I don’t have your number.” Todd replied lamely.
“Do you have your phone?”
From the way he fidgeted at his pocket, she was sure he did.
He drew it out and nodded. “Yup.”
“I will type my number in for you.” Usually she just used speed
dials, but Rob had made her memorize the ten-digit number for
cases just like this. She held out her hand. “Give it here.”
“Wait.”
He made as if he was going to punch in some buttons, but she
snagged it out of his hand suspiciously and peered at the
screen. There was a picture of her on the screen with her arms
up as she’d been pulling her shirt down over her head just a
few minutes prior. It wasn’t a bad picture of her, certainly a bit
revealing, but he could have taken worse.
She frowned at him, and he colored fiercely. “I see.” Clearing
her throat, she started hitting random buttons until she came
to the screen she knew would let her type numbers. After she
typed in her number, she hit the green button, knowing it’d call
her phone. Only when she heard her phone ringing did she
hand it back. “Do not take any more pictures without asking.”
“I won’t.” Todd nodded quickly and accepted the phone meekly
when she held it out. “Umm, do I have to delete these?”
“Exactly how many are there?” She demanded, taking the
phone back from him.
“Maybe five?” He swallowed hard. “Five or Twelve.”
“Or twelve? Show me.”
Todd punched a couple buttons and handed it back. “Use the
arrows to move through them.”
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She frowned at the screen, flipping through. In one picture it
showed her rolling over and fixing her bottom, as it’d bunched
up uncomfortably in the rear. This time she did hit Todd and
almost didn’t pull the punch.
“Oww.” Todd almost whimpered, taking a step back to rub his
shoulder.
Another picture showed her adjusting her top as well, but it
wasn’t as embarrassing as the first. Still, it was worth another
malicious glare. She’d seen the next to last picture before, the
one where she’d been putting her shirt back on. The last one
though, she’d not seen, and what she saw made her squint
closer at the image.
She held her hands up over the edges of the screen to block
out glare, and stared at the shadow in the backdrop, a figure
with wings. She shoved the phone at Todd and craned her
neck, looking at the buildings around her. On the top of one,
she saw Aleron. He lifted a hand in greeting, and Sera cursed.
“Todd. Get out of here. Now!” She growled, tearing her t-shirt
free from her body with a single hand.
Todd’s eyes widened and his mouth began to move, but no
sounds came out. He lifted his hand and pointed behind her.
She crouched down and let her wings explode from her back,
two pairs of pristine white, marred only by the scar Oriana had
given her, where the feathers hadn’t entirely grown back yet.
Next, she drew her Blade of Everlasting from her chest, and
gave Todd an order, pointing at the stairwell. “Go. Now.”
When he did not move immediately, she gave him a push and
yanked the door closed for him. Todd all but fell down the stairs
as the door slammed shut, and she launched herself into the
air. Aleron darted in toward her with his wings folded tight back
against his body. He sliced through the air, and then tore past
her at such a high velocity that she had to struggle for balance
as his wake washed across her flight path.
Then, she followed. In front of her, she saw him glance back
and grin. He poured on the speed and put some serious
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distance between them. She gritted her teeth and jumped into
his air stream, drafting behind him.
If it was a chase he wanted, it was a chase he’d get.
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Robert
“Rob?” A trembling voice inquired over the phone. It was pretty
creepy.
Rob lifted the phone away from his ear and frowned at the
unfamiliar number. “Yeah?” He asked, putting the phone back
to his ear.
“This is Todd.”
“Todd as in Todd Ferlickee? My neighbor?” Rob’s frown
deepened.
“Yeah.”
“How did you get this number?”
“I’ve had it for a while. I’ve just never had a reason to call
before.”
Rob’s mouth worked itself open, but the dozen questions he
wanted to ask didn’t come out. His mouth and mind were at
war with one another, and he wasn’t exactly sure what to say.
“So… you have a reason now?” He finally asked, skipping over
questions about where Todd was or if he was still wearing
pants.
Terrible images of Todd having finally snapped and gone psycho
flooded into his brain. Had Todd gone and murdered his mother
after a wild fit of masturbatory rage? The guy certainly seemed
repressed. Had he, having already murdered his mother, went
and broke into Rob’s apartment to molest Sera? Rob shook his
head to dispel the crazy ideas that threatened to overtake him.
“It’s Sera.”
Rob’s heart felt as if it might lurch up his esophagus to get
vomited out on the counter in front of him. He imagined that
his boss would have a hard time replacing him at the mattress
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store if he stained the carpet dying. “What about her?” It was
hard to choke out the words. His hand scrabbled across the
counter in search of his soda. He took a convulsive swig.
“She has wings.” Todd said at last, his astonishment evident
even though Rob couldn’t see his expression through the
phone. Then the words came tumbling out of Todd’s mouth like
a torrent. “And a sword she pulled out of her chest. It looked
like lightning. There was another guy with wings, too. He flew
down at her, and she shoved me back down the stairs. She
wanted me to run away, but I didn’t want to run away, but
what could I do? It was so unexpected. I always thought she
was different, but I thought maybe it was because she was
foreign or she’d had some plastic surgery – she’s really hot and
that didn’t seem at all possible to all be natural. I mean, have
you ever taken a serious look at her chest? Even the way sweat
beads up on her skin when she goes sunbathing is unnaturally
sexy. I swear, that’s the kind of woman I want to marry
someday, or at least talk to on a regular basis. I wonder if –”
“Todd. Shut up for a minute.” Rob interrupted, barking his
demand for silence loud enough that the sole customer in the
store, a middle-aged guy with a potbelly and a beard, looked
askance at him from across the showroom floor. Rob didn’t
care, though; the guy was poking through the clearance
section. Screw him. Screw him hard. There was almost no
commission on that stuff.
“Sorry.” Todd muttered.
“You saw all of this where?”
“On the roof.”
“And there was a guy with wings there? She flew after him or
something?”
“I think so. It was hard to see, because she threw me down the
stairwell. I think I bruised my tailbone, but I won’t let mom
check for certain. I don’t like it when she looks at my butt.”
Rob grimaced and tried to forget that forever, but he had a
sinking suspicion that he would be scarred mentally with that
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branded into his psyche forever. “What did the guy look like?
Was he tall, blondish, hot like a model?”
Of course this earned him another odd look from the customer
across the showroom floor. Rob turned a shoulder to the guy
and spoke more quietly into the phone. “Did he look like he
might be her cousin or something, or at least from the same
country?”
“Yeah. I think so.” Todd replied after some thought. “It was
only a brief glance, but I’d say so.”
“Fuck.” Rob sighed. Aleron.
“Who is he?”
He spit out the truth rather than making up some story to cover
Sera’s ass, because that was likely impossible now that she’d
shown Todd what she was. “He’s a hunter from another world,
Todd. He’s a Cloudbreaker. He’s a hardass flying soldier sent by
the malevolent Winged Empress from Sera’s world to hunt her
down.”
“Damn.” Todd took the news surprisingly well, as if a winged
guard captain come hunting from another world was a regular
occurrence in the apartment complex. “What do we do?”
There was a jingle as the door opened, and Rob waved at the
lone customer as he left. The man didn’t wave back; he just
fixed Rob with a disapproving stare and then retreated across
the parking lot to his rusted out minivan. Cheapass.
Rob thought for a moment, really seriously thought. What could
he do? It wasn’t like he had a GPS locator on Sera so he could
follow her around on ground, and, even if he did have one, his
car certainly couldn’t cut across fields and tear through blocks
of buildings as if they weren’t there. He’d never keep up.
Damn Aleron for showing up, and damn Sera for getting Todd
into the secret I-know-about-winged-aliens-club, and damn her
again for doing all this during the day. Did she have no sense?
This shit was going to all come crashing down on their heads
now. Someone was bound to see two people flying around the
city with wings. With any luck, within hours he’d be getting
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waterboarded in a special prison that some unheard of
government agency ran for people like him who kept illegal
immigrants from other worlds.
“We wait, Todd. We wait.”
“That’s it?”
“Todd, she may have powers, but we don’t. Let’s just hope she
has her cell phone and doesn’t get killed.” Rob knew very well
that if she was flying, she’d not think of the phone, and
probably wouldn’t answer any calls, but he planned on calling
her every fifteen minutes after Todd hung up. “But you can
keep an eye on the apartment, especially the roof. Let me know
if you see her or anyone.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m at work, selling mattresses. What can I do?”
“Okay. I’ll keep an eye out. If anything happens, I’ll call right
away.”
“Yeah, and keep this between us. You’re one of the very, very
few who knows now.”
“Gotcha. It’s a secret. Todd signing out.” There was a click as
Todd hung up, leaving Rob to shake his head and start dialing
Sera’s number uselessly for the next several hours. Thankfully,
the day was slow in the mattress business, and so he had
plenty of time to curse and dial, curse and dial.
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Serafina
It was fearful exhilaration that possessed Sera as she tore
through the skies after Aleron. As a Cloudbreaker, Aleron was
one of the fastest things on the World of Clouded Skies. It had
been his speed and loyalty that had earned him a position first
as a Cloudbreaker, and later as a member and captain of the
Empress’ Guard, but speed foremost. Even here on Rob’s Earth,
he was not lacking for speed.
The wind tore gloriously at her skin, drawing tears from her
eyes and forcing her feathers to strain at the shafts, where they
were embedded in her wing flesh. Since coming to this world,
she’d never flown so high or so fast. By the Empress, she
thought as she struggled to follow Aleron’s maneuvers, he was
quick! She’d never been a slouch when it came to flying, but he
ran loops around her, darting through clouds with such velocity
that thin white trails followed him into the blue beyond them.
She chased him up past the clouds and further still, where the
air was thin and cold. It frosted at her skin and chilled her
lungs, but still she followed. He had sought her out, so how
could she not? Granted, this very well could be a trap, but the
advantages of flying were such that it was much harder to
surprise her in the air where she could see him coming than it
was on the ground, where there were things to hide behind.
As they went further up, she had to squint her eyes. The sun
might love her and her kind, but when she stared directly at it,
it could still blind her, and that seemed to be Aleron’s plan,
because he had put it in front of him, and she had to chase him
into it.
After a time, when the air grew so thin that her wings beating
furiously could barely keep her aloft, she saw a dark shape
plummet toward the ground. Closing her eyes to bare slits, she
could no longer make out Aleron’s form ahead of her, so she
collapsed her wings, laying them against her spine and followed
the shape down. With her arms pressed tightly to her sides, she
arced through the air, following her quarry.
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Perhaps because she was sleeker, she seemed to gain upon
him. A grin graced her face, and she forgot for a moment that
this was a deadly chase she was engaged in, and reveled in the
pure beauty of flight. She knifed through the air, ever closer,
until she could see Aleron’s handsome face peer back over his
shoulder at her.
Suddenly, Aleron’s wings jerked open and he caught air, and
she rushed past him. She struggled to open her own wings, but
her speed was her enemy this time, and it took all of her
strength to open them, and even when she did they were
wrenched so savagely by their sudden deployment that she
nearly lost consciousness from the stabbing pains that wracked
her body.
Aleron’s face swam past her as she slowed, grinning. “You’re
not built for that sort of thing.” He taunted, flexing his muscular
wings as she worked her strained muscles just to stay airborne.
“Why you? Why did you come?” Even beautiful faces were easy
to hate when they could be so smug.
“The Empress wanted her best. I volunteered.”
“It was not for the shame of having lost me the first time?
Punishment?”
The barb hit home. There was a twist of resentment at the
corner of his mouth and a flash of anger in his eyes. “Let us not
forget that you are the one being hunted here.”
“Then take me in, be done with it.”
“It would be easy to knock you out of the sky here and watch
you fall to your death. It would be so ridiculously simple, but
the Empress wants you alive.”
And you can’t take me alive, she thought. At least it explained
why she wasn’t streaking toward the ground to dash her brains
out. It would take little for him to knock her off balance, and
with her wings already strained, she’d not be able to right
herself. “Why does it matter? I am in another world. What do
her wishes mean here?”
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“That is the difference between you and I. I do what I am told,
and you need to know why. Some things are just above you,
and you needn’t know them.”
“Or you are scared to question why our vaunted Empress, the
spirit of wind and light, needs to collect the daughter of a
disgraced traitor. Maybe you are just too frightened to realize
that our Empress is a petty creature, one given to bouts of
frightful tantrums and the executions that accompany them.”
Aleron’s face twisted in a mixture of anger and shame. He knew
what she spoke of, but it was not something that he dared let
himself dwell upon. “Her wishes are the will of our people. Who
are you to question?”
“Who were the hundreds or thousands that revolted to question
her? I was merely the daughter of a traitor. I never lifted a
hand against her. I would have sworn any vows of loyalty she
demanded if it would have meant my safety, but I had to flee
for my very life and vanish into another world after the deaths
of my family!” The startling thing was that Sera had never
really thought about it this way before.
Rob had been so kind to her, but it would have been infinitely
better for both of them had they never met, had they never
been required to meet because of politics in another world,
something she had no hand in, but had been pushed into
because of who her parents had been.
“Be that as it may, I have to take you in.”
“I am sorry, but I can’t allow that.” She replied, holding her
soulfire blade before her. It was a weak defense against the
powers he could likely summon, but she would not go easily.
He smiled wryly and shook his head. “I will take you in, one
way or another.”
“I know.” But she wasn’t going easy.
She’d seen Oriana do things in this world that surprised both of
them, and Sera decided to pull out all stops and reach beyond
what she should have been able to do. Some powers came

420

innately, while others were crafted over time. Still others
sometimes appeared only when they were needed. Necessity
became the switch that opened the valve to the well from which
all her people channeled their abilities.
She waved her blade of everlasting before her, and cried,
“Skyfire protect me!” With that word and with the purpose of
her heart and mind, she drew on forces that she couldn’t
understand. The blade leaped forward, elongating into a lance
that crossed the space between her and Aleron.
The white-hot lightning of soulfire tore across his handsome
face, ripping through his skin and boiling the fluids within eye.
He howled something unintelligible, a sound of pure agony, and
began to fall from the sky. As he fell, his hands dropped from
his ruined face to clap together.
The shockwave caused by his hands simply touching was
unimaginable. A peal of thunder erupted around them,
destabilizing her flight and deafening her. Around her, the
clouds parted, pushed aside by the sudden thunderclap. The
two of them, both stunned and wracked with pain, fell to the
ground.
As white light flashed before her eyes and her ears rang like
drums had gone off right next to her head, she struggled with
her wings. They, like the rest of her body, felt numb from the
pummeling of sound and air they’d taken. Her mind drifted
back to the night she’d first arrived. It was so similar, falling
toward the ground, another inevitable crater. Only this time
she’d been sent there by one of her own people, not by a Pillar.
She struggled to right herself, but she was like a tangled kite.
Her stabilizer wings on her lower back flapped uselessly, as if
the bones had lost all rigidity. Her upper wings, the larger pair,
were wrapped around her like a cocoon. She lacked the
strength to force them open one more time to save herself.
“Windfall!” She howled again and again, trying to summon the
power that all of her people learned just out of infancy, trying
to create a cloud of air that would slow her fall.
Confused by the dizzying sight of the ground rushing forward to
meet her, she could not tell if it worked or not. All that she
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knew was that she was hurtling toward a ground that spun out
of control. Moments above the ground, she called out to the
elemental forces that her people had access to, and put her
arms out to brace herself. It was instinct, really, but putting
one’s arms out to stop yourself does not help when you’re
traveling at lethal velocities, or at least it shouldn’t.
She hit the ground with a resounding thump, crashing
gracelessly in a way that knocked the wind out of her. For a
time, she saw nothing, heard nothing, and felt nothing but a
need for air. There was a long moment when her heart, having
lurched within her ribcage upon impact, couldn’t decide whether
or not it would aid her any longer. Finally, reflexes forced her
lungs to draw air, and she gasped out a few breaths.
She cried then, and rolled onto her side, feeling as much pain
as she could ever remember, maybe as much as she’d felt after
her arrival here. When she could finally get her wits about her,
she dispelled her wings, which felt broken, and got onto her
knees.
People around her stared at her, unsure of what to do or how to
help. Clearly she should have been dead; she could see that
much in everyone’s eyes. There was no way of telling what they
thought of her, how their minds were justifying what they’d just
seen. She was in a similar plight, until she saw her phone lying
in the grass next to the impression she’d created upon
crashing. Somehow, though it was cracked and a few buttons
were missing, it still worked.
She punched in Rob’s speed dial and waited for two rings.
When he answered frantically, she said, “Come get me. I’m
hurt.” This time, she’d remembered to bring it. In that instant
before leaping off the apartment building, she’d grabbed it and
held on.
“I’m coming.” That was all he said, and she thought she heard
shouting before she collapsed. She wasn’t sure how he’d find
her, but she knew he’d find a way. Rob was trustworthy. Rob
was dependent. Rob would find her.
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Robert
Rob thought that what he felt was probably very much like
what a mother or father would feel if they were called in the
middle of the night and told that their child had been in an
accident or was on a slab in the morgue. It reminded him of the
time his mother had scolded him, spanked him, and cried
herself breathless after he’d nearly been hit by a car when he
was playing in the road on his bike.
It was fucking terrible. It was nauseating. It was painful beyond
belief, and he was practically helpless. She’d called him and
stabbed him in the heart with her pleas for help, and what good
was he?
The problem was, that even if he’d closed the store early, even
if he could convince Eric, his boss, that he’d left for a good
reason, which would likely take a couple bikini shots of Sera to
prove his reasons, he still had to find Sera. Getting his boss a
few sexy shots of what was basically his girlfriend, he could do.
Finding her where she lay hurt and wounded and unconscious,
he could not.
Gritting his teeth as he peeled out of the parking lot, he tore off
toward the apartments. As he spun out, he left a pair of
wannabe customers staring at the marks his junk car somehow
managed to leave on the asphalt and the closed sign swinging
on store’s front door. He was on the far side of town, and he
prayed that he was doing the right thing.
As he drove, weaving through traffic to dodge lights, grandpa
drivers, and the odd pedestrian or biker, he fumbled with his
phone and called back Todd. Todd answered slowly, after about
the sixth ring, just as it was going to voicemail. How Todd had
convinced his mom to buy him a cell phone was beyond Rob,
but at least he answered.
“Todd. Which way did she go?”
“Hrm?” Todd replied.
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“What’s going on? Who is calling and making all that racket”
Mrs. Ferlickee shouted in the background, demanding to know
who was assaulting her ears with an obnoxious ringing phone
during decent hours of the day.
“Todd. Where is Sera? Which way did she fly?”
“Rob?”
“Yes, dammit, it’s Rob. Now which way did she fly?”
“I don’t know.”
Rob pounded on the steering wheel and whipped around a
minivan as he drove. “Todd, think. Use that noggin of yours.
Was she flying into town, away from it, toward the forest, or up
your ass? Which way was she going?”
A door closed. Was Todd hiding in his room to keep his mom
from hearing? “How should I know? She shoved me down the
stairwell and slammed the door on me.”
“Well think. Get your head out of your mom’s greasy snatch
and tell me.” Rob ranted and raved, cursing more under his
breath than he dared share on the phone.
“Rob, there’s no reason to be rude.” Todd actually had the gall
to sound like his feelings had been hurt.
“Todd, Sera’s been hurt. She’s hurt and lying somewhere that I
can’t help her if I can’t find her.”
“Sera?”
“Yes, the hot blonde next door, Sera. The one you saw flying
away today? Ring a bell?”
“I think she was flying toward town, like toward the sun. I
remember it from the pictures I was taking.”
Rob hunched over and looked through his windshield into the
sky. It took a moment, but he located the sun poking through
the buildings. “Pictures?”
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“Yeah, I was taking pictures today.”
“Local wildlife, still life, Ansel Adams stuff?” Art appreciation
class had its uses after all, even if only when berating
neighbors with voyeuristic tendencies.
Todd cleared his throat on the other side. “Yeah.”
“Bye, Todd. Stop taking pictures of her sunbathing, you prick.”
Any responses were cut off when Rob hung up. He got in a left
turn lane and cut toward the sun after the light.
As he drove, he continually called Sera’s phone, pleading with
her to answer. Each time, it went to voicemail after several
rings. Each time he had to hear her peppy voice suggesting
that he leave her a message, and it was another gut-wrenching
twist of fear, that this might be the only way he’d ever hear her
voice again: on a damned cell phone voice mail system.
The twentieth time, or at least it seemed that many, someone
answered. “Hello?” It was a male voice. Was it that Aleron guy?
Had he answered to gloat about hurting her?
“Who are you? Why are you answering my girlfriend’s phone?”
“I’m Mark. Who are you?”
“I’m Rob. The phone you’re using belongs to my girlfriend,
Sera. Where is she?” He demanded.
“She’s here. I was just walking by and this girl fell from the sky
like her parachute broke or something. Everyone was just
standing around, but the phone kept ringing. If she were my
girlfriend, I’d want someone to answer.”
Finally, here was a guy with some sense. “Mark, thank you.
How is she?”
“Dude, she’s hurt. She’s unconscious. Someone called the
paramedics.” There was true concern in Mark’s voice, and Rob
felt a tightness grip him from his throat, through his chest, and
down to his groin. Fear.
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Rob pulled over and parked haphazardly in the first parking
space he saw, and he drew a pained breath. “Where are you?”
There was a pause, presumably as the guy on the other end
looked around. “We’re just a block or so from Westside Park,
across from the mall and a gas station.
Memories of Westside Park and the layout of the streets around
it flashed through his mind. He closed his eyes. “I know it. I’ll
be there in ten minutes. Stay near her, please. Don’t let anyone
take her until I’m there.”
“I can’t stop paramedics from helping her.”
“She needs sunlight. Make sure she’s in full sunlight.” When
there was confused silence on the other end, Rob sighed. “Just
do it, really. It’ll help.”
“Okay, hurry.”
It was not a long drive, though it felt like an eternity as he did
it, and afterward he would not remember anything except the
terrified feelings he’d had while making it. He’d not remember
parking half over a curb and half on the grass beside a sidewalk
where people gathered, but he would remember pushing
through a crowd to find Sera crumpled on the ground with her
eyes closed in silent pain.
“Sera!” Rob cried, dropping to his knees beside her.
“Rob?” A skinny young man about his age held out Sera’s
phone to him. Rob’s eyes swept past him, hardly caring what
he looked like.
“Yeah.” He responded, but he had eyes only for Sera. She was
beside a depression in the ground, much like he’d first found
her in. The only difference was that this one had been pounded
into sod and soil, not into the rocky ground in the middle of a
forest.
“Help is coming.” Mark reassured him, placing a hand on his
shoulder.
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Rob nodded, taking Sera’s nearest hand in his. He leaned
forward and touched her face. She blinked several times, and a
tear of pain ran down the side of her face. “Sera?”
“Robert?” She mouthed, unable to actually speak yet.
“I’m here.”
“Robert.” She whispered his name and smiled, though it clearly
pained her to do so. Her fingers tightened around his,
squeezing hard enough to indicate her pain.
“I’ll get you out of here.” Rob whispered to her.
“Aleron. I hurt him.” Each word was hardly more than a
whisper, and her eyes didn’t seem to want to focus. They had a
glazed over look, and the pupils were large and dilated. She
seemed concussed, or worse.
“He hurt you, too.”
She gripped his hand tighter. “I called forth a Lance. I didn’t
know I could do that.”
“Good for you, but you’ve got a crowd of worried people here
now. They’re coming to take you to a hospital.”
“No. Take me home.” It was the first thing she’d said with any
strength.
“I don’t think that’s wise. She could be bleeding internally or
something.” Mark interjected, his idea only made more real by
the sounds of approaching sirens.
Rob was struck with an idea. He let go of Sera’s hand and stood
up with a great smile on his face. “Gotcha! You’re all on TV!”
Everyone stared at him, some horrified, some shocked, some
dumbfounded. “You’ve just been part of a new social
experiment called Good Samaritans! We wanted to see who
would help random strangers who seemed to be wounded.
Thank you!”
With that, Rob reached over, snagged the phone that Mark still
held, and crammed it into his pocket. Then he knelt down,
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scooped up Sera very unceremoniously in his arms, and started
toward his car. She played her part, waving with a dazed smile
at everyone as the crowd parted and allowed them to leave.
“Where are the cameras?” Someone asked.
“In the trees!” Rob shouted, struggling over to the car.
Mark followed him, helping him with the passenger door. “Are
you sure she’s alright? Are you in some kind of trouble?”
Rob glanced over at the guy, and found that the man honestly
seemed to be concerned for their welfare. “We’re good, man.
Thanks. You’re a class act. You’re a good guy, a real credit to
the community. Congratulations and thank you...”
Mark shook his hand when it was offered abruptly, but he stood
there, his face etched with compassioned concern. He waved
helplessly as Rob pulled out, jumping his front wheel back over
the curb with only a modest scraping of metal. Rob bolted off
through the parking lot to avoid the ambulance, whose siren
was now very audible. He was gone before the ambulance
arrived, but he could see the flashing lights in his rearview
mirror, though they faded with distance.
“Robert?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.” Her hand quested out to take his, which was
trembling upon the gear selector. She’d scared him badly.
He glanced over at her and resisted the urge to cry. A grown
man he might be, but her near death had frightened him
senseless. It was all he could do to drive and get her home
safely without rear-ending someone or driving into a building.
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Serafina
Sera had been aware of people around her for some time,
voices mostly, but people nonetheless. She was aware of the
vague passage of time, but it meant little to her, because she
was stuck in a fog, a darkness that clouded her mind.
On occasion, she would come to, say something, fulfill some
sort of bodily need, but she never truly became fully conscious.
Deep down, she knew it had to have been the blow to the head,
but part of her had to admit that it was probably the blow to
her pride that had done as much to put her out of commission.
She’d acted stupidly, throwing herself headlong into danger
against a faster, stronger flier, and now she was laid up again,
presumably in Rob’s care once more.
After she’d spent some time reflecting on her failings, she
decided it was time to wake up, or maybe the splash of sunlight
across her had finally been enough to shock her out of her selfpity. It hardly mattered, so long as she was awake, she
supposed.
Sitting up was hard to do. Her bones felt rattled, and her spine
felt compressed. Crashing headlong into the ground probably
did that to a person. Then there was the phantom ache of her
wings, which weren’t present, but some part of her soul
registered their agonies, and the muscles of her back screamed
as she sat up.
“Whoa. Easy there.” Someone said, bracing her with a hand
behind her and another to steady her shoulder.
Her eyes focused slowly on him, expecting Rob, but finding
Phil’s familiar face instead. “Rob?” She whispered hoarsely
through her dry throat.
“He’s out. It’s my shift. He was just here a few hours ago.”
She glanced around, but she turned her shoulders rather than
her neck, because the twinge in her neck told her it was going
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to be a stabbing pain if she dared twist it. She squinted at a
bright light source about a yard across and oddly shaped. It sat
next to the window, forcing sunlight across her sickbed, which
seemed to be the folded out sofa bed.
“We couldn’t carry you up onto the roof, so we set that reflector
up to keep as much sunlight on you as possible.” Phil
explained, following her gaze to the makeshift mirror.
“Good idea.” She hardly cared, so long as it worked, and water
seemed to be a much larger concern, both for drinking and for
bathing. Her teeth felt slimy, caked with days of dried saliva
and probably blood. The whole of her felt grimy, and if she felt
grimy, she probably looked worse.
She glanced down at herself. She was wearing undergarments,
but that was it. The thin sheet that she’d been covered in stunk
of sickly sweat. It had probably been a few days, by her
estimate.
“How is Rob?” She asked, delaying her strong desire to get
clean for just a few more moments.
Phil shrugged. “Worried, pissed, and going out of his mind take your pick.”
“How long has it been?”
“A week, I think, maybe eight days. I’m not great with
remembering dates. Remember that when we get married.”
She frowned at him, and he chuckled. “Or not.”
She sighed, felt a stab of pain in her ribs, and then exhaled
more slowly. She was beat up, still. What a mess. “And you two
have been taking care of me?”
“Us, and Todd, too.”
“Todd, too?” That was surprising.
He shrugged. “You sort of let him in on the secret, what with
the flying and magical lightning sword thing. We had no choice
about involving him. And, creepy or not, he’s dedicated to you
and your cause.”
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“My cause?” It was an odd way to phrase her position.
Phil’s face twisted into an uncomfortable expression, as if he
was overstepping his place to say anything. That just made her
more suspicious. “Phil.” She couldn’t quite summon her normal
insistent growl, but it worked.
“There have been some murders lately. Since you’ve been
asleep, there has been a rash of unexplainable attacks, some at
night, but a lot even in broad daylight. People with powers have
been attacking random folks, blowing things up, and causing
general mayhem. Things are getting tense, and all sorts of
rumors are flying about.” Phil explained.
“What?” She’d not exactly hid herself away, and she’d caused
her fair share of problems for Rob, but she’d not gone around
attacking people and drawing attention to herself like this.
“We’re certain that it’s your three hunters, and maybe Oriana,
too.”
“But…” There wasn’t much to say. She had nothing. Still, it was
confusing. Her people had come here to fight, and they’d
gotten a fight. She’d been wounded, yet they’d not taken her
when she’d been incapacitated. Why?
“Anyway, Todd thinks it’s your cause. You’re the heroine, come
to save our town from the evil. He’s read a lot of comic books
and has come up with no less than a dozen parallels, all of
which he’s happy to repeat at length to anyone who will listen,
which is basically no one.”
“What am I to do?” She asked, feeling very responsible for
everything her people had done. After all, they were doing this
to draw her out into the open.
“Hell if I know.” Phil shrugged. “You wanted to draw these guys
out, and we did. They know where you live, but they’ve stayed
away, other than the other day when this Aleron guy came out
to play.”
An explanation dawned upon her. “They are trying to make it
impossible for me to stay. I think they want me to go back
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voluntarily. Soon, I will not be able to hide here. People will
know and believe in my kind, and then none of us will be safe.”
“So they ruin your new life here so you have no choice but to
face them and return.”
“Basically.”
“Why?”
“The Empress must want to look me in the eye before she has
me killed. If they simply wanted me dead, it would have been
done.”
“Or, that Aleron guy knew where you live, but not the others.
We’ve listened to the things you said when you came in and out
of consciousness, and we heard that you pounded on that guy.
Maybe he’s dead or as badly wounded as you are, and the
others are angry and trying to draw you out.”
Sera thought for a moment. It made sense, as much as her
theory. Somehow, she just couldn’t imagine Aleron being dead.
She’d hurt him, stabbed him with a Lance of soulfire, but she
doubted he was actually dead. “I do not know. He is very
strong. Maybe.”
“Well, it hardly matters, because we can’t do anything until
you’re better, and even if we understand their motives, it’s not
like we can protect you from these super powered guys if they
do decided to show up. We’re pretty helpless, other than
nursing you back to health every time you get beat up.”
“But you do a good job of it.” Sera said, offering the beginnings
of a smile. “Help me up. I need to bathe badly.”
“Want company? I’ll scrub your back… or other places.”
She knew he was trying to be cute or funny, but there was part
of him that was serious. “Another time, Phil. Maybe another
time.”
He sighed and then she groaned as he eased her out of bed and
helped her limp to the bathroom. He turned the water on hot
for her, and left a towel where she could reach it. “Yell if you
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need anything. Take your time. The water might do you good,
ease the pain out and all that.”
“Thanks, Phil. Really.”
He nodded. “I know. You’d do the same for me.”
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t grab you inappropriately while I thought
you were asleep.”
His face flushed. “You felt that?”
She shook her head slightly, all that she could manage with
such a stiff neck. “Nope. I just assumed. You and Todd have
dangerous hands.” She frowned and waved him off.
“Dangerous hands.” Phil repeated, grinning abashedly as he
retreated.
When he was gone, she surrendered to the healing powers of
hot water and cleanliness. She might have been beaten up, but
there was something restorative about feeling like one’s self
again after a long time abed. It was a start. Later, she’d have
to deal with Aleron, but not before talking to Rob.
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Robert
Rob glanced over at the sofa, where Sera lay sipping soda and
flipping through the channels listlessly. She had cabin fever,
and Rob didn’t blame her. Yet, the last time she’d gone out for
sunbathing, she’d flown off after Aleron and gotten wounded in
the ensuing fight, not to mention adding Todd to the number of
people who knew her secret.
Scratching at his stubbly cheeks, Rob flipped through his
emails, sorting through ad for erectile dysfunction medication
and promises of hot foreign babes dying to meet men just like
him, and came across one with a vague and unpromising title:
‘Read Now.’ He would have flagged it for delete immediately,
except for the email address, which was GeftT@homesite.com.
Something in his insides clenched and quivered all at once.
Gefton had sent him an email. Rob suddenly felt like puking or
at least drinking heavily – though the end result might be the
same.
Glancing once more over at Sera to make certain she wasn’t
watching him, Rob’s shaking hand maneuvered the mouse so
he could left click on the message. Wincing as he clicked the
button, he held his breath as the message loaded. It didn’t take
long, as his connection was good and the email was short.
Rob, I know everything.
Things are happening and we need
to talk face-to-face, about Sera and more.
Trust me.
There were half a dozen links at the bottom of the message. He
browsed through them, finding them to be news sites mostly.
At first he hoped it was nothing, demented ramblings, but the
headlines alone proclaimed the articles to be about what could
only be some of Sera’s people causing problems.
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“What the fuck?” Rob growled at the screen, pushing himself
bodily away from the desk. He paced back and forth, rubbing
his head with his knuckles and then rubbing his eyes.
Sera had sat up on the couch and she stared at him as if he’d
just grown a third head. “What is it?”
“Gefton.” Rob answered after rereading the email twice more.
“What?”
“Gefton sent us an email. He says he knows.” Rob read the
whole thing aloud for her and watched her face blanch.
“What could he mean?”
Rob sat back down and clicked several times, hammering away
at the keyboard. Within moments he’d arranged the news sites
for her to view all the stories about the strange attacks,
sightings, and crimes in the area, all of which had taken place
within the last few days. When he’d done so, he turned the
screen so it was facing her.
“What is all that?” She asked, leaning over the armrest and
squinting to see what he wanted to show her.
“Your friends.”
Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Like Phil and you?”
“No, I mean your hunters, your people who came here. This is
likely Aleron and his other two buddies.”
“Why did you call them my friends then? I plan on killing all
three of them.”
“It was sarcasm. I was being humorous.”
“It was not funny.”
“Noted.” Rob said dully. No one likes to be told that they’re not
funny.
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Sera levered herself off the sofa and came over to kneel beside
the desk so she could read the articles. Her reading still wasn’t
stellar, but the pictures helped.
“Recognize any of them?”
“From the descriptions of them and the poor images, I think I
see Aleron, but the others are hard to make out.” She froze as
the screen flashed her another set of images. “Magnus?”
Rob blinked and jumped around the desk. “I’ll be dipped in
shit.”
“What?”
“It means I’m surprised. What is he doing in these images?
Why would he be so careless as to be photographed? Why
would he even be near those guys?”
“Maybe he was trying to avenge me?”
“Yeah, because he’s going to succeed where you failed? He got
torn apart by Oriana on the beach, but he’s going to tackle
three guys at once, the Empress’ elite guardsmen?” Rob
commented dryly.
“It doesn’t make sense.” She admitted.
He had his suspicions, but he kept them to himself, for now.
“What are we going to do about Gefton?”
“Should we hear him out?”
“And if things don’t go well, you hypnotize him again and send
him driving off in the dark. Maybe this time he’ll crash and do
us a favor by killing himself.” Sera gave him a disturbed look.
“What? It would be a big favor.”
“He is rather bothersome and persistent. In some cases, that
might be admirable, but not now.”
“From experience, he doesn’t seem to be the kind of guy we
can just ignore. He won’t go away.”
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“Right, but what does he really know? How much is he in the
dark still?”
“Let’s guess that he knows you have some kind of powers.
Hopefully, he doesn’t think you’re responsible for all the recent
crimes. He’s always had a thing for you, and I don’t blame him
in that, but I think he’d take your side if we approached him
right.”
“So you want me to use the crazy man to help me against
Aleron?”
Rob shrugged. “He does have guns…”
“I do not think that’s a good idea.”
“Would you rather have him snooping around and catching you
at a bad moment? If we can at least lead him into keeping an
eye out for Aleron’s goon squad, you might be able to get a
jump on them.”
“So he could help us track them down.” She mused, absently
playing with the hem of the nightshirt she wore to lounge
around in.
“Erm.” It was distracting, and Rob found it hard to be much
more than monosyllabic in the face of such distraction. Since
she’d been wounded, he’d not even groped her once or done
anything more than hold her hand while she slept.
“So we need to talk to him.”
“You’re banged up. You couldn’t beat Aleron on your own. The
alternative is Phil and I getting guns. Gefton is a dick, but he’d
probably a better shot.”
“I do not like the idea of inviting outsiders into our problems, or
getting them involved in the politics of my world.”
“Since when? You’ve told me, but I rescued you. Phil sorta
figured it out, and you’ve not been too secretive around him
since. Todd knows now. Magnus knows. Gefton suspects.
You’ve flown off in broad daylight and then crashed. Don’t
forget brawling in a bar or battling on the sands, either.”
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Sera regarded him with a hurt expression. “So I am not very
secretive,” she admitted, “but knowing and asking them to get
involved in my fight – that’s two different things.”
“So you don’t want me to fight these guys either?”
She smirked at the idea. “How? You are not weak, Rob, but you
cannot fly. You do not have any powers or weapons.”
“I wield a mean box cutter and a meaner shovel.” He protested
half-heartedly, but he knew she was right. Guns suddenly
sounded like a great idea, but he wasn’t sure he could afford all
the ammo it would take to get reasonably good at using one.
Was there even time to do that anyway?
“Rob, I would not want you to get hurt. Again...” There was
genuine concern in her voice and in her expression, which
softened the blow to his pride after being called essentially
useless. “You have been nothing but kind to me, Robert. I could
not have you be hurt because of that. I would rather die than
see you wounded.”
It would have been easy to let things go at that, but then it
wasn’t easy. There were certain things that he had to say, just
as there were things she had to say, but this business of it
being okay if she was hunted to the death just so he wasn’t
inconvenienced, that wasn’t right. “And I could not respect
myself if I stood idly by as you were threatened, cornered, and
dragged back to your world to face a woman that we both know
is going to probably order your execution. How do I just let that
happen and call myself a man, or call myself your friend?”
“Rob. What can you do?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t give a damn. I’ll throw rocks at
them, annoy them with jokes, or wave a mop handle
menacingly, but I will be involved in this fight, Sera. You bet
your sweet ass I will.”
She smiled at his enthusiasm, and took his hand in hers.
“Thank you, Rob. I shall find some way for you to help, even if
it is just doctoring me up afterward.”
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“Um, I think we’d best keep you off the injured list for a while.
Gefton might not respond as well to your pleas if you’re all
decrepit and abused looking.”
“Or he might respond better to my vulnerability.”
Rob shook his head. “I don’t think he has protective instincts as
much as an active libido.”
She let that one go, either because she wasn’t going to argue
the point, or because she didn’t understand it. Either way,
there were more important things to do, like lunch, lunch and
planning the next encounter with Gefton, and then calling Phil
to further strategize. Hell, they might even include Todd, if he
could be pulled away from his pet hamster.
Some things were hard to gauge, hard to judge, until they were
upon you. Rob figured this would be one of those.
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Serafina
The meeting with Gefton came the day after the email. There
had been some discussion, but in the end it just didn’t seem
wise to wait with a man like Gefton. He was arrogant and
demanding, and he wasn’t the type to get more pleasant after
being made to wait for an answer. So, Rob had called for
directions, a time, and a place.
Sera still didn’t feel back to normal after her crash. Her bruises
might have somewhat faded, but her head throbbed when she
stood up too quick, and there was still the matter of the
phantom pains in her wing muscles, which ached dully despite
being intangible. Even her soulfire blade didn’t work properly; it
had lost its rigidity and strength, something that had made Rob
giggling and making absurd jests about its flaccidity.
Needless to say, looking worse and feeling far weaker than
normal, she was hesitant to meet Gefton, even if he’d chosen
an innocuous location for their meeting: Pancake Heaven. She
frowned at the logo of a dancing pancake with a blob of
whipped cream and two cherries on top that was hanging
precariously from a steel chain and a series of eyelets that
attached it to a garishly painted frame of steel.
“It looks like the Hot Cake, sort of.”
“Pancake Heaven and The Hot Cake are rivals.” Rob offered
helpfully, turning off the engine after parking carefully.
“But they serve the same style food?” The whole idea of making
nearly identical restaurants amused her.
“In all but name, pretty much.” Rob confirmed.
“The real question is why would Gefton want to meet here?”
She asked suspiciously.
“Cops like free coffee.”
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“Pardon?”
“Policemen get free coffee.” He nodded over at a veritable line
of police cars along the side of the building.
Images of being swarmed by officers bearing guns and
handcuffs ran through her head. It hadn’t helped that she’d
been couch-ridden for a week with nothing to watch but police
dramas. They were entertaining, and in this case possibly
educational. “Will this be a problem? Will they arrest us when
we go in?”
Rob tapped his fingers nervously on the steering wheel,
apparently pondering that same question. He’d not yet opened
his door, so they sat there while he thought. It didn’t take
overly long, though it felt like it. “I don’t think so.” He said at
last. “I think it’s a public place, and we’re supposed to feel safe
here. For once, I don’t think he’s going to try any funky stuff.”
“No funky stuff.” She echoed, unimpressed by his efforts to
alleviate her fears. It was enough of a push at her confidence to
get her out of the vehicle.
Rob preceded her to the door, opened it, thought about letting
her into the restaurant first, but then took the lead and held the
door open for her to follow. She smiled at his chivalrous act,
but doubted he’d be able to protect either of them if Gefton had
led them into a trap after all.
The place was small, with a dozen red, cushioned stools lining a
shiny counter that was set parallel to the front windows. Small
booths were crowded together around the outer walls, and a
wide galley kitchen was obvious through the opening behind
the front counter.
The place smelled of fried food, potatoes, meat, and eggs
mostly. It made Sera’s stomach growl. There was nothing like
convalescence for the appetite. She offhandedly wondered if
they’d eat while they were here, and was reminded of her
logistics training a few weeks back, when she’d have to locate
places around town on her own.
Most of the booths were crowded, and probably had been filled
regularly for some time if the cracked and worn leather was any
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indication. Nearly every seat filled with someone, some with
uniformed officers, but mostly not. She shivered as if from a
chill, the uniforms reminding her uncomfortably of the Empress’
Guard.
Gefton wasn’t hard to find. His was one of the dozen or so faces
that had turned their way upon entry, and was certainly the
one that watched them longest. He sat alone in a corner booth
where he could see their car. He’d probably been watching their
debate in the car about the wisdom of entering the place.
Rob took a step toward Gefton, his head swiveling back and
forth to look for any outward signs that this was a worse idea
than they both felt it was. Sera grabbed his forearm and stayed
at his side all the way to the booth, where Gefton did not rise to
meet them. He stayed seated and sipped his coffee instead.
Smacking his lips, he nodded to the bench across from him.
“Sit.”
Rob scooted in first, leaving her the easiest exit. Sera felt
Gefton’s eyes bore into her as she took her place beside Rob.
She’d not seen him since the night she wiped his memory, and
it felt as if he wanted to memorize every inch of her face, lest
she try again. Something crossed his face, an emotion that
tweaked at the muscles around his eyes, causing them to
tighten uneasily.
She almost smiled when she realized that he was as afraid of
her as they were of him. Under the table, she squeezed Rob’s
thigh reassuringly. He glanced at her. Had he seen the unsurety
on Gefton’s face?
“Why are we here?” Rob demanded, leaning in with his hands
folded into fists on the table between them.
“You read my email. You know what’s going on.” Gefton
replied, though his eyes never left hers. Rob was just additional
baggage, a tagalong that came with her. He wanted her, to
question her or was it more? “Things are happening. We all
know they’re not quite normal things. Sera can explain it better
than I.”

442

She grinned, knowing she had the upper hand here. He was
fishing. He suspected, he knew some, but he suspected most.
How much should she tell him, how much should she confirm?
“Things always happen.” She replied dismissively.
“Like my memory being tampered with?” Gefton asked, tapping
his forehead with a finger. He smiled at the turn in fates as he
got to watch her squirm instead of him. With a hand in the air,
he waved someone over.
Sera cast a worried glance over her shoulder. She was stunned
to see Phil walk in the restaurant. His face was dark and his
cheeks were red, as if he’d run the whole way here. “Phil?”
Rob swore under his breath.
“Scoot in.” Phil ordered them, stacking their side of the table
further against Gefton.
“What’re you doing here?” Rob hissed.
“Shut it, Dunn.” Phil growled, leaning over the table to jab a
hammy fist into a close proximity of Gefton’s scruffy face.
“You’d better lay off the girl, Gefton. I know people. I know
things.”
Rob suddenly stood and leaned across her lap, grabbing Phil.
“Phil, there are other cops here. Sit down and shut up.”
Phil relented, and then settled into his seat, grabbing a sticky
menu while he grumbled.
Gefton tugged at his wrinkled shirt collar and rolled his head on
his neck, sighing. “Look, Langley, I didn’t ask you here to be a
spectacle. If you want to play hardcore, we’ll meet up
somewhere more private so I can beat your ass. Otherwise,
shut your piehole and listen.”
Phil snorted and waved over a waitress. She arrived on short
notice, and, as if oblivious to the open mouths waiting to argue
around Phil, proceeded to take his order for Pigs in Blankets
and a large orange juice. “And he’s paying.” Phil indicated
Gefton with a vicious finger pointed across the table.
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When no one else was ready to order, the curly, blonde-coifed
waitress vanished into the kitchen with a slip of paper for the
short-order cooks.
“What kind of man orders Pigs in Blankets?” Gefton scoffed,
pulling out a pack of cigarettes and laying them on the table
beside his coffee cup and saucer.
“What kind of man coerces a young woman into going on a
date with him, then stalks her when she wants nothing to do
with him?” Phil wondered aloud, carefully arranging his waterspotted silverware on his paper napkin.
Sera’s mouth didn’t seem to want to close. Her jaw seemed
perpetually stuck in the open position. Phil had shocked her. He
wasn’t mild-mannered usually, but he certainly wasn’t this
brash. In the last few moments he’d just done more brave
things than he’d done in the months since she’d met him. Even
Rob seemed dumbfounded by his friend’s sudden machismo,
which had forced Gefton into silence.
Phil finished arranging his silverware and looked very pointedly
at Gefton. “Alright, so why are we here, detective?”
Gefton’s eyebrow rose. He fiddled with a cigarette he’d pulled
from the pack, making as if to light it, but he did not. Like
everywhere else, smoking indoors had been banned. Seeing
how he was a cop, would anyone here bother to stop him when
half the crowd was also cops?
“I know things are happening.” Gefton began to explain. His
eyes shifted back to her. “Things that are otherworldly. I don’t
know if it’s aliens or what, but what you and others like you are
doing, it’s not human.”
“Not human?” Rob laughed, but it was an exaggerated laugh
that anyone could see through. An actor he was not.
“Oriana, the redhead I arrested with you that first night, I
suspect she is the same.” He pulled a thick stack of manila
envelopes off the seat beside him, previously hidden by his
coat, and plopped them on the table. “Go on.” He encouraged
the three of them.
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Rob took one and started leafing through. Inside were all the
articles that Gefton had forwarded him on the email, but more
things as well. There were profiles and reports on Sera,
Magnus, and Oriana, as well as a few others he didn’t
recognize. There were clips and screenshots from the fight at
the beach and the fight in the bar, all very blurry and distorted
from the electromagnetic interference the otherworldly powers
seemed to cause, but it was evidence nonetheless.
Beside Rob, Sera paled. He suspected or knew much more than
she’d thought. How deep had he dug? Aleron was in at least
one of the photos, and there were people in some that she
didn’t know either. “What do you want?” She asked.
“I want in.” Gefton leaned in conspiratorially, his eyes shining
with eagerness.
Rob made his best attempt to look confused. “In?”
“Whatever is going on, it’s big. Maybe it’s an alien war or
maybe it’s a gang fight between two magical tribes. I don’t
know what it is, but I want in.” He let the demand hang out in
the air for a few uncomfortable moments, and then added,
“And I want to know what all you erased of my memory.”
“Your memories…” She played dumb for the moment.
“I’m a cop, and I’m paranoid. I was recording everything that
happened in my car that night. When I drove off for no reason,
drove until I ran out of gas, missed my next shift, and pissed
my pants because of the compulsion to go-go-go, I figured
something was wrong.”
“You pissed your pants?” Phil snickered. “What sort of man
does that?”
“The kind that would kindly shoot your dick off if you got in the
way of me finding out what’s really going on.” Gefton snarled.
The four of them sat in silence, ignoring the glances from the
tables nearby. Phil’s food arrived. He thanked Tina, the
waitress, and then doused his food in raspberry syrup from one
of the pourers stored at the side of the table. He then began to
eat, though he did so with shaking hands.
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Sera had felt his fear the whole time. Despite his bravado, his
legs had been quivering in fear since he’d arrived. She knew
because he was pressed in tight against her in the booth, and
while it might have taken her a little while to notice, once she
had noticed it was plainly obvious. Gefton seemed to know it,
too.
Gefton cleared his throat. “You have some powers, wings
perhaps. Oriana seemed to control fire. This Magnus guy, I’ve
got little on him, but he lives by the water. He’s always found
by water, at least a fountain. I’d bet he’s got water powers… I
don’t know why, but I know that’s right.”
“So what if you are right?” Rob asked.
“Let me in. I know Sera’s not one of the bad guys. Magnus I’m
not certain on. Even Oriana seems to be a smalltime crook or
troublemaker. She gets in fights all the time, but she’s not
robbing places, burning down buildings, and killing people like
these other three or four.”
Sera wondered where he was getting all this. She wasn’t
exactly blameless, even if she wasn’t as bad as Aleron’s group.
“Why do you think that I am innocent?”
“I’m a detective, Sera. I read people for a living. I know when
someone’s scared shitless,” he paused to look at Phil, who was
suddenly engrossed in his food, “or when someone is lying. I
can tell that you’re a good girl, but one caught up in bad
business. I may be a prick, but that goodness in you is what
caught my attention at first… that and you’re really easy on the
eyes.”
Despite herself she felt heat rise into her cheeks. Blushing,
because of Gefton? How foolish, she chided herself. “So I am a
poor girl in with the wrong crowd. What of it? Why all this
nonsense about powers?”
“Because
swear to
attacked,
and have

I’ve got witnesses, too many to ignore, who will
whoever listens that aliens and superheroes have
that people with powers have descended on our town
started screwing things up.”
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“And you’re going to help?” Rob asked incredulously. He and
everyone here found the idea of Gefton being helpful so foreign
that it was a terribly hard idea to swallow.
“I don’t know. What can I do? Oriana, I could take or leave.
Magnus, I don’t care about him so long as he stays out of my
way. These other three or four that are causing a ruckus, I
want them dead or captured, and I want it soon.”
Sera glanced at Rob, who shrugged. He wasn’t entirely
convinced, but he wasn’t entirely unconvinced either. “It is his
job to protect and serve, even if he’s a bit self-serving
sometimes.”
“Damn right. At the bottom of it all, I still care. I might be a
sleaze, but I still care about this town. I don’t want some alien
pieces of shit killing and causing mayhem. I don’t know what
you are or where you came from, Sera, but you’ve not done
anything more than cause a couple fights. You’re not like these
others, I can tell that. Help me to stop these others.”
“How would you help us?”
“I could keep you updated on the places these guys are hitting,
maybe help zero in on their base of operations? Or, worst
comes to worst, I’ll go after them with you. I know Rob doesn’t
own any firearms.”
Rob nodded. It was true. She’d never seen any guns at his
apartment, and he’d never mentioned them before. “So? You
are proposing to help me hunt down and even shoot Aleron and
his helpers?”
Gefton’s eyes narrowed. “Aleron? Is that the leader’s name?
He’s the one with the wings, right?”
She nodded. She surprised herself at how easily it was to just
share with him, even with Rob’s wary expression. “Yes. That is
his name. He is very tough, dangerous. I cannot keep up with
him when he flies as fast as he can.”
“Faster and stronger?” Gefton scratched at his chin and stole
the last sausage from Phil’s plate. As he chewed it thoughtfully,
ignoring the dismayed look on Phil’s face, he made a decision.
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“We need people watching you all the time, to get news to the
others if something happens.”
“Gee, we hadn’t thought of that.” Rob remarked dryly.
Gefton ignored him. “How many others know? I knew that Phil
knew about you, because he’s always around, but how many
others are there?”
“Todd.”
“That dorky neighbor guy?”
“How do you know about him?”
“He came out to glare at me when he thought I wasn’t looking.
He was wearing bunny slippers and a smelly robe.” Gefton
snorted and slurped down the last of his coffee. “Why would
you tell him?”
“He was there when I sprouted wings and took off after Aleron.
I told him to go tell Rob about it.” She explained.
“And I rescued her in the park.” He almost said more, but held
it at that. There was defiance in the set of his chin,
territoriality, daring Gefton to challenge his devotion to her. It
was childish but endearing all at once.
“You did.” Sera agreed.
Gefton nodded. “Anyone else? The band?”
“Greg and Steve may suspect, but we have told them nothing.
Rob’s sister knows, to an extent.”
“She’s out of town still.” Gefton surmised.
Rob nodded.
“Any chance she can come back to help out until things blow
over?” Gefton wondered.
Rob looked torn about the idea. “I can call, but I don’t really
know if she’d help much, considering the danger it may put her
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in. Her powers don’t extend beyond maxing out credit cards
and being obnoxiously peppy.”
Sera grinned at the description of Rob’s sister. Truth be told,
she’d welcome having her back, if only to have another woman
to talk to. Lately, she’d found herself surrounded by males, all
with modest to poor hygiene it seemed, too.
“The extra eyes would help.” Gefton almost seemed soft and
understanding about Rob’s plight, almost. “How about this
Magnus? Can he be trusted?”
“I think so. Oriana tore him up on that beach, and I cannot
think that he would do that for me just to earn my trust.”
“But you said the Houses of Fire and Water never get along
anyway.” Rob pointed out.
“Can you see getting your back lanced open by a fiery whip just
to prove a point? Is getting scourged by white-hot fire really
worth it? He could have found an easier way, if that was his
goal.”
“I guess so.” He still didn’t seem convinced, but then Rob had
never really cared for Magnus – or his beautiful physique.
“So we hold off on Magnus, but we call Amy. We keep someone
at Sera’s side at all times. In the meantime, we’ll pool our intel,
and I’ll try to figure out where these guys are holed up. Then,
we’ll formulate an attack plan. Before that, I’ll need to know
what you’re capable of, though.”
Sera frowned. “Why don’t we see what you’re capable of first?
Then we’ll see how much I’m willing to let you see.”
Gefton grinned. “I show you mine and then you’ll show me
yours? I can deal with that.” He seemed eminently pleased with
himself.
“Good, because it is the only offer I will be making. Now, if that
is all of our business, I am starving. Give me a menu.” She
reached over Rob to get one for herself, even as Rob and
Gefton both tried to get her one.
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“It’s on me.” Gefton announced, earning a sneer from Rob, who
looked in that moment as if he planned on ordering everything
on the menu, just to make Gefton regret it. His stomach just
wasn’t that big, though.
Gefton was in on the secret now, whether he liked it or not.
Even Sera wasn’t sure if she liked it, not with her and Gefton’s
troubled history, but done was done.
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Robert
The doorbell rang and Rob sprang up from his recliner, spilling
a few drops of his beer across Sera’s lap as he vaulted over the
sofa – beer still in hand – and lunged at the doorknob. It was
an uncoordinated but very energetic display, so much so that
Sera laughed.
When the door slid open, Rob grabbed his sister in a bear hug,
twisted at the waist, and deposited her inside, like a crane at a
worksite moving a load of stone from one spot to the next. Amy
stood speechless just inside the doorway as Rob repeated the
gesture with her bags, hardly spilling his drink before elbowing
everyone out of the way so he could close the door.
“Amy.” Sera announced herself. She brushed the droplets of
beer off of herself, at least what hadn’t soaked into her clothes
already. Then she went to the door to welcome their guest.
Amy gave Rob a playful shove so that he stumbled back against
the door. That gave the two girls room to hug each other, while
Rob grinned foolishly beside them.
“Miss me?” Amy asked, separating but holding Sera’s hand yet.
“Phone conversations are not enough.” Sera admitted.
“Conversations?” Rob’s smiled faded into puzzlement. He knew
that Sera had been the one to invite Amy back, but he’d known
nothing of an ongoing dialogue between the two. He wasn’t the
sort of guy who checked phone logs to see who Sera was
talking to.
“Yeah, we talk.” Amy announced. “I’ve heard enough to know
that you two sleep in the same bed, that Gefton is back, and
that you’re still as slob.”
Rob cleared his throat embarrassedly. “Sounds like you’re up to
speed then.”
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“Don’t worry. She didn’t share any intimate details that I wasn’t
aware of… furry ass.” Amy grinned at her brother.
Rob snorted a laugh and then downed the rest of his beer in
two giant gulps. He was feeling outnumbered and
outmaneuvered by the female contingent in his apartment, and
Amy had only just arrived. “I’m not going to wax it.” He
muttered, slinking off to the fridge.
He’d barely had time to crack open a new one when the
doorbell rang again. All three of them looked at each other.
Amy had been on time, if ten minutes late was on time, but she
was the only one they were expecting.
“Gefton?” Rob whispered, wondering.
“Or Phil?” Sera guessed.
Amy tiptoed over to the door and looked through the peephole.
“Neither.” She announced cheerfully, fanning herself with a
hand. “It’s some hot guy with muscles like a bag of steaks and
a face like a model.”
“Magnus.” Sera announced, as no one else they knew fit that
description.
“I would so do him and not regret it the next day.” Amy gave a
husky growl.
“Magnus?” Rob wondered, trying to ignore his sister’s horny
comments. There was no reason for him to be here, and as far
as Rob knew, the guy was still suspect. Sure, Oriana had
messed him up a bit, but Rob didn’t trust the guy any farther
than he could throw him, which was about six inches, seeing
how he was built like a brick shithouse.
Amy bounced eagerly. “Let him in?”
“Yes.” Sera answered, casting a glance over at him.
Rob shrugged noncommittally. “The more the merrier…” At
least, unless Magnus was a traitor, but he couldn’t say that
now, could he?
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Magnus swept in with a swagger only a handsome, well-built
man can possess. There was a liquid grace that flowed
evidently in his every move. There was a comfort Magnus
showed in his own skin that Rob envied. The guy knew that he
was sexy, that he was statuesque, and that he got everyone’s
attention when he walked in a room. They even watched as he
tossed his duffel bag to the side of the door.
“Sera. Rob.” Magnus paused when he regarded Amy, whom
he’d never met before.
“Amy.” Rob’s sister offered her name and her hand at once.
Magnus took her dainty little hand in his two big bear paws and
pressed his lips to the back of her hand in a very genteel
fashion, very old-world. Amy ate it up, swooning and putting a
hand to her forehead, as if she might faint right then and there.
Rob grunted. “Amy, any more theatrics from you and he’s
going to think you’re ready to drop your trousers and get nasty
on the carpet here.”
Three sets of eyes swung his way, all of them wearing some
form of horror, disgust, or shame because of what he’d just
said. It was an uncomfortable few moments, enough so that
Rob almost regretted what he’d just said, even if it was pretty
funny.
“I said something weird. Get used to it and shut the damn door
before we get any more houseguests.”
Magnus shouldered the door closed and turned to Sera. “I’ve
come to help protect you. When I didn’t hear from you for
days, I contacted Phil. He told me you’d been hurt.”
“You contacted Phil?” Rob demanded, interjecting himself
verbally and then physically by moving over to stand beside
Sera.
“Yes, I called Phil.”
“How do you even have his number?”
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Magnus shrugged. “I got it the night of the concert. I thought
it’d be useful.”
Rob fired right back, unwilling to let the point go. “More so than
calling me? That seems mighty sneaky and suspect, considering
how this is actually my house.”
Magnus’ gaze hardened and the muscles in his jaw tightened.
“What are you getting at?”
“I’m getting at you talking to other guys about the girl who
lives with me. If you need to know something, you should ask
me, if not her.”
“What’s this all about? I thought we’re all on the same side
here.” Magnus demanded.
“Are we?” Rob asked.
“What are you talking about? Of course we are. There are
people after Sera. I want to help.”
“Like you did against Oriana?”
Magnus took a step forward, bumping chests with Rob. His face
was dangerously close and his fists were balled up at his sides.
“I seem to remember you hitting the sand first, Rob, and you
even saw your attack coming.”
“I don’t have super powers, Magnus, but I’m still as useful as
you, more actually.”
“If you don’t want me here, just say the word.” Magnus eased
off and shrugged, as if he didn’t care, but Rob knew he’d gotten
under the man’s skin.
Rob just couldn’t let it go. He had to know if the man was a liar
or not, and the easiest way seemed to be to accuse him of
something. If he remained honestly indignant, then he might be
all right. If he blew it off, he was probably a liar. “There’s
probably a pool to go play in nearby, or you could go give your
spy report to your new friends.” After he finished, he took a
breath and steeled himself for what he knew would probably
follow.
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The fist that hit him rocked his head back so quickly that his
neck cracked half a dozen times and his teeth clacked together
loudly. Spots danced before his eyes, teasing the darkness, and
his jaw felt as if it’d been knocked off kilter. He stumbled
backward, catching himself on the couch. His beer went flying.
Fighting wasn’t something he did often, but he knew he had to
keep moving. Falling down was tantamount to losing, so even
off balance, throwing himself at Magnus was better than
nothing. Somehow, amidst the surprised shouts of the two
girls, who had both stood by and watched in confusion as the
two argued, Rob managed to wrap his hands around Magnus’
neck. They staggered back and forth, trading elbows and body
shots.
After a few hits, Rob was only holding on by the guy’s shirt,
because Magnus hit like a sledgehammer and he knew he
wouldn’t last much longer. Roaring in frustration, he grabbed
Magnus by the belt and hefted. He’d spent hours behind a
shovel and hefting mattresses, but he didn’t expect to be able
to pick the guy up over his shoulders and slam him onto the
carpet, which was what he did.
Magnus hit with a resounding thud, which was followed a
remarkably short time later by angry tapping at the ceiling in
the apartment below. Magnus appeared as stunned by the turn
of events as everyone else, and he was very slow at getting up.
Sera put a hand on his forearm. “Rob, stop this.”
“That’s enough.” Amy put herself between him and Magnus.
Magnus picked himself up off the ground and shook his head.
Apparently he was still dazed. “I’m sorry, Rob. I shouldn’t have
let my temper get the best of me.”
“I just needed to know if I could trust you.” Rob explained,
trying hard not to wheeze or fall over.
“And can you?”
“Maybe I can. You seemed honestly indignant.” Rob’s ears still
rang from the sock in the jaw. He rubbed his chin.
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“Good, because I need a place to stay. I’m out of hotel money.”
“Phil has a spare room.” Rob suggested. “You’re good friends,
right?”
Magnus opened his mouth, but then burst out laughing. Rob
wasn’t entirely joking, but as he thought about it, it was pretty
amusing. He started laughing, too.
“You guys are nuts.” Amy grumbled. “Testosterone makes them
all crazy.”
“Men will be men.” Sera agreed.
“I’m not sure where you’ll sleep – the floor maybe. The
bedroom is Sera’s and mine.”
“Or the boys could sleep out here and the girls get the
bedroom.” Amy suggested diplomatically.
“That sucks. Why should I lose out on quality time just because
he’s here?” He emphasized the phrase ‘quality time’ in such a
way that everyone knew it was nothing of the sort. It was a
childish and territorial thing to do, and he knew it, but someone
had to say it. Magnus might muscle his way into helping Sera,
but Rob was damn well not going to let him get close to her in
any other way.
“The floor is fine.” Magnus announced happily.
Amy opened her mouth to protest further, but Sera shook her
head at her, and Amy relented. “Perhaps I might be convinced
to share the corner of the foldout, but you’d have to promise to
not get in any more fights.”
Magnus held up his hands in surrender. “Done.”
A wicked grin crossed Amy’s face as she eyed Magnus’ physique
appreciatively. “And to not wear a shirt when you sleep.”
“Also done.” Magnus said with a grin.
“And no pants.”
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“Hey!” Rob protested. “That’s my sister, Magnus. Treat her as
you would me, minus the wrestling and punch in the face.” That
really didn’t sound like a good way to put it, so he revised,
“Actually, treat her like you would want your own family
treated.”
“Got it.”
Rob sighed. How was he going to get any work done? Now he
had to worry about leaving two girls here with Magnus. Maybe
he could get Todd and Phil over. That idea made him cringe.
How were either of those two a dependable alternative to
anything?
Life sure was full of crappy compromises.
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Serafina
Rob’s apartment was becoming something of a disaster.
Sera was not ashamed to admit that she was not insistent that
the house remain at its cleanliest state, but there was a mound
of beer bottles gathering near the door that begged to be taken
out, and an insurmountable mountain of laundry was gathering.
She was doing some of it, but could not hope to keep up. They
were supposed to departmentalize, with her keeping the
kitchen clean, while the others each took turns with garbage,
cooking, laundry, and cleaning the bathroom. She certainly
didn’t blame Rob, because he was flitting back and forth
between his duties at his multiple jobs, his schoolwork, band
practice, and his guardianship of her. Amy, Phil, and the others,
she blamed.
Amy was practically a sister to her, or at least as close to one
as she’d had in this world, but the girl spent most of her time
mooning over Magnus, flirting ridiculously with the man until
she put him into a state of bewilderment. He was stupefied and
completely absorbed by Amy’s all-fronts attacks on his impulse
control. It was even worse when she was drinking, because her
already loose morals became looser. No fewer than twice, Sera
caught Amy groping Magnus inappropriately – at least in
company, and Amy’s tops got skimpier and skimpier, without
undergarments. She’d even paraded around in just a bath towel
after showering once, which just happened to be on Todd’s
guard duty shift, and he was ill equipped to deal with that sort
of stimulation.
During the last week, Todd had joined the rotation, not because
Rob even pretended to like the guy, but Rob had put it in such
a way that implied that he might take a punch or two and slow
Magnus down if he actually was a traitor. Sera didn’t think so
negatively of Todd, but his crusty robe and strange way of
staring at her and Amy with bated breath was disturbing, as if
he were trying to absorb the moment deeply into his pores so
that it became part of his very being. It was disconcerting how
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his eyes glazed over beneath his glinting glasses when he
sniffed the air as someone female passed, too.
Needless to say, she wasn’t quite sure anymore why she’d let
him in on her secret. So much easier it would have been if
she’d just thrown him down the stairwell and slammed the door
before she’d revealed her wings.
Phil had proven to be the most solid member of her defense
team, at least when he wasn’t checking email and updating his
social networking status to describe what exactly the ‘hot girls’
in the room were doing and in what specific proximity to him.
Males.
For what might have been the thousandth time, she thanked
the powers that were in this world for having someone like Rob
find her, instead of any of the other men she’d met. It was
enough to turn her off to the gender entirely, except that she
didn’t much like the females she’d met either, since one was
currently not wearing pants and the other was a redheaded
warmonger who’d tried to kill her at least twice.
She waded through the pile of humanity and the trash that had
accumulated with them, so she could make herself a fresh pot
of tea in what was left of the kitchen. While the water boiled
and then the tea steeped, she set about cleaning the dishes,
which basically meant scraping plates and loading the
dishwasher – something everyone present was capable of
doing, though none had the ambition to set about.
When the tea was done, she glanced at the clock, noting that
Rob was due to arrive within half an hour. She sighed
despairingly at the laundry, and kicked it into a hamper and
two overflowing baskets. There were at least five loads to do,
so she started one, tossing things in randomly with what she
was certain was likely to be an improper amount of soap. So be
it. At least it was started.
The bathroom, on the other hand, she avoided like the plague.
She’d begun hovering with her rear above the seat; ever since
three more males had begun living in the place the seat had
become a filthy mess, which quite reminded her of home, oddly
enough.
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Still fifteen minutes left. She eyed Amy and Magnus on the
couch, doing almost everything they could with their hands and
mouths except copulating. It was shameful, especially with
Todd watching. He sat on the other end of the sofa, alternating
glances between the video games he was playing and the show
beside him. This was all while Phil tapped away frighteningly at
the keyboard, grinning madly at something only he would find
witty.
“ENOUGH!” She screamed, throwing her head back and roaring
at the four of them.
Everyone paused what he or she was doing. Even Amy took her
mouth off Magnus’ face long enough to glance up with a lusty,
heavy-lidded expression on her face. “What’s going on?” Amy
asked, her voice husky with desire.
“Pick up after yourselves.” Sera growled. “I am going out.”
Todd launched himself upright out of the spot he’d been rooted
in for several hours. “No way. We can’t protect you out there.”
“If one of them burst in right now, you’d be dead in seconds,
because you’re closest to the door, Todd.” She swiveled her
gaze to Amy and Magnus. “You two would probably not hear
them coming, either, but at least you would die with her hands
down your pants.”
Magnus shifted uncomfortably in his seat and pulled his shirt
back down over his unbuttoned jeans. He cleared his throat and
mumbled something unintelligible.
“And you, Phil, would probably post something on the Internet
about getting murdered while they did it. You guys are terrible
guardians. I might as well throw myself off the building for all
the help you are. And Rob, meanwhile, is running himself
ragged playing about six different roles to keep us safe and
fed.”
An ashamed look crossed Amy’s face. She ran the back of her
hand across her mouth to wipe Magnus’ saliva off her upper lip.
“Sera –” She started to say.
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Sera shook her head. “Save it. I do not want to hear. I
understand that we are all stuck here waiting, but please… do
something about this place before Rob returns. I am leaving to
go meet him.”
She hadn’t exactly made plans to do that, but she figured with
knowing his schedule and with a few quick text messages,
she’d be able to meet up without any difficulty. Besides, if they
attacked her on the way, at least her three friends wouldn’t be
murdered alongside her.
“Sera?” Todd tried to interpose himself between her and the
door, but one glare from her had him stepping quickly aside.
“Later, Todd.”
The door opened and she was gone, into the hallway beyond.
She breathed a sigh of relief.
Mrs. Ferlickee was watching her from down the hall. “When is
my boy coming home?”
“I am not sure. You are welcome to him whenever you want. By
my estimation, he is due for another ginger soda and a nap
soon. You will want to collect him before then.”
Todd’s mother stared at her as if she’d clearly overstepped her
maternal bounds, so Sera added a remark to add insult to
injury: “Oh, and wash that nasty robe of his. It smells like
feet.”
Sera grinned as her steps carried her past her neighbor and
around the corner to the stairwell. It was hard not to laugh with
Mrs. Ferlickee’s stunned face stuck in her head. It sounded like
Todd’s mother was advancing on Rob’s apartment door even as
she rounded the corner and hit the stairs. She could not forget
the image of Todd’s mother’s stunned face, at least not until
Gefton appeared at the bottom of the stairs.
“Sera.” He said, his voice devoid of all warmth and desire for
her. He was all business now. “I’ve got a lead on them.”
Her eyes narrowed and her fists bunched of their own accord.
After sitting in the apartment, her body felt like a coil
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compressed and ready to release, a trap ready to spring. Her
muscles hummed like harp strings ready to be plucked, and she
ached to stretch her wings for the first time since her crash.
“What is the plan then?” She asked, a wicked grin curving her
lips.
Gefton’s mouth curved into his own devious sort of smile, and
for once she found herself not hating the man so much for what
he’d done those weeks past. He was useful. Empress help her,
this awful man was going to be useful.
“Here’s the idea…” Gefton started, and things just kept rolling
after that. Meeting Rob was going to have to wait.
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Robert
Rob felt as if he’d been through a divorce. Things had left his
life, and he’d been through such a whirlwind lately that he
couldn’t keep track of work, school, or his home life. They’d all
mashed together like a plate of food at a buffet restaurant,
messy but somehow filling. The problem was, it was too filling,
and he was tired of it.
Home had to be the worst. He’d given up on simple things like
privacy, a clean plate to warm up his burrito on, or beer that
was cold because someone hadn’t forgotten to replace what
they’d drank. Things were getting ugly, and if they didn’t keep
the coffee pot full, he had a feeling he might just murder
someone. The rich, dark caffeinated elixir was about the only
thing keeping him running. Were it not for coffee and multiple
alarm clocks, he might well have collapsed and slept for a
week.
Driving was getting dangerous as well. Rob found himself
pinching his inner thigh with his left hand and driving with his
right, all with the music blaring and the AC on high. It kept him
awake, even if his thigh was bruised by the time he got home.
Things were getting harder and harder, especially parking. By
the time he parallel parked his car, he was ready to start
screaming at the sky and throwing things at nearby windows.
He carried himself up the stairs and shuffled down to his door.
At least he didn’t have to get his keys out and unlock the door.
That was about the only benefit he could think of to having so
many people packed into his home. He knocked twice before
being let in.
A wave of stink met his nose. It smelled of too many people in
too small of an area, trash, burnt toast, and laundry in need of
washing. Still, Phil was folding clothes, and Todd was
inexplicably freshly pressed in his robe, which looked almost
new and didn’t smell at all of hamsters. Amy wasn’t ramming
her tongue down Magnus’ throat, either, which was certainly a
blessing.
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He wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about Amy giving Magnus
the full-court press, but he knew he wasn’t comfortable with it
on a few levels. At the very least, he didn’t want his sofa’s
mattress and cushions ruined by the two of them involving
themselves in all sorts of raunchy love play after everyone else
was asleep. But even then, as long as they stayed off his
armchair, he wasn’t too perturbed about them doing what they
wanted. They were consenting adults, and so long as he didn’t
have to see his sister’s naked ass or Magnus’ when he came out
for a midnight snack, he supposed he’d survive.
Everyone was oddly quiet. He glanced over at Todd, still
unnerved by the man’s new robe. Todd’s mouth worked as if it
might spew words of its own volition, but only a strangled noise
came out.
Rob continued to watch the others as he kicked off his shoes
into the pile beside the door and made his way to the fridge to
find a beer. There were actually cold ones. He cracked one
open and poured it into a glass, then glanced over at Phil, who
smiled weakly.
“Where’s Sera?” Phil asked him after his first sip. “Is she in the
car or something?”
“Huh?” Rob replied, wiping beer foam from his upper lip.
“Sera said she was going to meet you. She was going to text
you or call you and meet up.”
Rob stared at his friend for several moments before he began
cussing up a frightful storm. His half-empty beer, downed in
part just moments before, sailed across the room at Phil’s
head. Somehow he dodged it – perhaps because he’d
anticipated Rob’s wrath.
Amy yelped and threw herself off the sofa to hide behind the
coffee table, and Magnus came over to help with the situation,
but only managed to make it escalate. Rob slapped aside
Magnus’ hands when he tried to restrain him.
“Calm down!” Magnus shouted.
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“Fuck you. I gave you guys one damn job, and you couldn’t do
it. I buy frozen pizzas by the boatload, keep the beer stocked,
and all you had to do was watch Sera. Now she’s gone, and
none of you idiots know where.”
“I can check her GPS locator…” Phil suggested.
Rob stopped for a moment, remembering that Phil had actually
done something useful for once by installing that cell phone
application. The only question was, had she taken it?
“What about Gefton? He might know where she is.” Amy
suggested, straightening her shirt, not realizing it was on
backwards.
“Is your shirt on backwards?” Rob asked, a look of disgust
creeping across his face.
“So it is.” Amy shrugged. “I thought you were worried about
Sera, though, not my clothes.”
“Right... Phil.” Rob waved his hands because the words eluded
him. Adrenaline didn’t make men statesmen.
Phil was already typing at the computer, so Rob got another
beer. He eyeballed Magnus, who was standing around with his
hands on his hips, waiting for Rob’s next outburst. Rob frowned
and took his first sip and urged himself to be calm, but couldn’t
quite manage.
“Dipshit, if you lay hands on me again in my house, I will throw
your ass on the street. I’m half tempted to do it anyway. That’s
twice you’ve gotten physical with me, and I don’t like it, not
one damn bit.” Rob growled.
Magnus shook his head and sighed. “I want to help Sera, too.
Let’s just leave it at that.”
Rob grunted. “And roll around naked with my sister on my sofa.
You’ve certainly done a bang-up job of protecting my sister’s
pelvis, but not the girl you’re here to protect.”
There wasn’t really a reply to that, though Amy managed an
indignant, “Rob!”
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Rob grunted. “Whatever. Phil. Status.”
“Got her location, and she’s on the move.” Phil reported.
Rob walked over to look at the screen and eyed the streets on
the small map on the screen. The red marker in the middle of
the screen indicated Sera, and she still seemed to be in town, if
on the other side. It took a moment, but he recognized a
crossroad and realized where she was. “She’s going after
Aleron. She’s gotta be.”
“Alone?”
“With Gefton.” Rob guessed, glancing at Amy. She’d been right,
he was almost positive.
“So what can we do to help?” Magnus asked, looking genuinely
concerned.
“We get in the car, and we go bust some heads!” Todd
announced, raising a hammy fist.
Rob shook his head. “The five of us are about as useful in a
fight as a pack of Chihuahuas. Magnus and I will go.” Rob hated
the guy, but he actually had muscles. The other three made
Rob look badass, and that took quite a bit of doing, he reflected
sadly. There was no reason to take them at all.
Rob glanced around he place. “The rest of you will clean up this
dump. I want extra fabric softener in the laundry, Amy. You
might want to wash your wet panties after all the playing
around you’ve been doing with loverboy here, or you’ll get a
yeast infection. Todd, take out the trash and clean up that beer
mess. Phil, you stay by the phone and the computer. Tell me if
she moves.” Each nodded at their orders, but he didn’t think
anyone was particularly happy about them, especially Amy. If
there had been a sharp or even slightly sharp object within
throwing range, it probably would have smashed into his larynx
already.
He was out the door with his shoes on and his keys in hand
within seconds, and didn’t realize that he was still holding his
second beer until he reached the landing of the stairs. He
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drained it, glanced around, and pitched the glass over the side.
He was already down three stairs when he heard it shatter on
the ground below, but he didn’t stop until he reached his car.
When he turned the key in the ignition, the low fuel light came
on.
“God dammit.” Rob muttered. Things kept getting better and
better.
Magnus looked sheepishly over at him. “I’ve got gas money?”
He offered.
“Fine.” Rob said, peeling out. At least he’d get a free tank of
gas out of the whole mess. Now, if only Sera wasn’t seriously
injured or dead when he arrived, that would be fucking
fabulous.

467

Serafina
“So, what is the plan?” Sera asked, growing tired of waiting for
Gefton to explain. They’d been driving for nearly fifteen
minutes, and he’d still not said much. Perhaps he was just
enjoying her company. Despite all of his attempts, they’d never
done more than have that one dinner. This was the first time
she’d ever been in his car, too. In the corner of her mind, she
wondered if this was all an elaborate scheme to get her alone.
“Well, it depends on what you’re capable of. I still never got the
full story on that.” Gefton replied.
“I am not as fast or as strong as Aleron. He can summon the
same weaponry, as well. We need an equalizer.”
“That’s me. I have a high powered rifle.”
“You plan on shooting them?”
“Why?” He glanced over, concern
momentarily. “That’s not a good idea?”
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“It might work for one. After that, I do not think you could hit
them again. You get one surprise, and then that is it. They will
not let another shot work.”
“How could they stop it from happening? These bullets go over
a thousand feet per second.”
“These men, if they are anything like Aleron, have powers over
wind and air. They can make such strong winds around them
that nothing can penetrate. On my world, they can stop arrows
or spears with nothing but a wall of wind.” Gefton looked
doubtful. Even she wasn’t sure how bullets stacked up to spears
and arrows, but she doubted it would be as easy as just
shooting them all.
“What else can they do?”
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Sera shrugged. She truly didn’t know. Aleron had powers, likely
more than he’d evidenced in their brief meetings, but she’d not
known the other two in her life before, so all she could do was
guess. “Blades of spirit energy, ethereal armor, flight, lightning,
perhaps, or they might suffocate you with a sudden absence of
breathable air.”
Gefton grunted. “Cute.”
“Cute?”
“Yeah, it’s going to get ugly. So if I can take out Aleron, he’s
the one to do?”
It was hard to say yes, surprisingly. She didn’t think she’d have
to sign the man’s death warrant. After all, he was only following
orders, but he should never have come here. “Yes. He is the
biggest threat.”
Her guts ran cold when she said it, but if it was between him
and her, she knew she wanted to live. Gefton seemed to
understand that. He nodded, and kept driving. She glanced at
the speedometer and noticed he was driving very fast now.
“Why the rush?”
Gefton grinned. “You’ve got no idea, Sera. This thing is a really
hot issue. Everyone’s got their fingers in this pie. From the
mayor’s office all the way up to various agencies of our national
government, your three countrymen have really stirred up
some trouble.”
“Is that how you found out where Aleron is hiding?”
He nodded. “I just put together all the work everyone else is
doing, made a few guesses, and then paid a few eyes and ears.
I know they’re there, where we’re going. But if I can find them,
so can others. This might be our only chance to cover up for
you. If we fail, I don’t think we can keep you safe.”
“I see.” That didn’t exactly make her feel better. As if there
wasn’t enough pressure already.
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“So don’t pull any punches. Let them find you. Make as if you’ll
surrender, but be ready to move when I take down Aleron.”
Gefton glanced at her phone, which was clenched in her hand
and vibrating for about the twelfth time in the last few minutes.
“And for God’s sake, please turn off that phone’s vibration.”
“I do not really know how.”
Gefton grabbed it from her hand and pushed a few buttons.
“Silent mode.” He said, handing it back to her.
A few turns later, he pulled up to a dark three-story building
across from a couple restaurants and a gas station. The gas
station was still open, and the overhead lights lit up the whole
area.
“This is it?” Sera asked, frowning at the place. It didn’t look like
much.
“They rented it and half a dozen other places under assumed
names, but haven’t turned the power on yet. Why they
bothered to rent a place, I am not sure.”
“They probably would not know how to use it or even want it.”
Sera figured. “Where am I supposed to enter?”
“There are double doors across from the gas station.” He
pointed them out. “I’ll be parked near the vacuum station over
there. The glare from the overhead lights should obscure me,
but you’ll have to get out here and let me drive around the
block once before you hit the door.”
“And you do not want me to fly in there and start laying down
punishment, right?”
“You can’t take on all three. Let me get the first one. The
element of surprise when he drops should give you a chance to
take out another. We’ll try to get the third together.”
“I guess so.” She had to admit, it seemed like a better plan
than just rushing at all three of them.
“If you get too far from the door, I won’t be able to help you. I
need that first shot, and then I’ll follow on foot.”
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“You could die.” She watched for his reaction.
Gefton nodded again solemnly. “Think I don’t know that? I plan
on wearing a jacket though. It’ll stop bullets, but maybe not
what your friends are throwing at me.”
“Be careful.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice.” He smiled, but it seemed like
false bravado. He leaned across her lap, almost uncomfortably
close for a moment, and opened her door for her. “Remember
to wait for me at the entry. Lure them into my line of sight, so I
can take a shot.”
Sera unbuckled herself and gave him a chaste hug. “In case
either of us dies. I wanted to say thank you.” She explained.
He grinned. “What happens, happens, Sera. Don’t die, though.”
“I do not plan on it.” Then she stepped out of the car, feeling
glad she’d seen so much television with cops and criminals.
Primetime television was rife with this sort of thing, minus
wings and otherworldly criminals.
Then she was on her own, crossing the dimly lit street. Her
footfalls sounded abnormally loud, but she figured it was just
her body’s way of preparing for what was to come –
heightening her senses to give her the best fighting advantage.
The building was more decrepit than she’d have thought Aleron
would like to stay in. She had sort of expected a hotel or
something more luxurious, where he could stay on the top floor
and enjoy a great vantage point. After all, Gefton had shown
them articles about valuables being stolen. What reason could
they have to steal things if not to finance their stay here?
She moved along the sidewalk and came to a stop before the
dark green double doors. Paint was peeling in several places,
and one of the two windows atop the left door was broken. She
stood on her tiptoes and peered in. Her sight in the dark was
fair, but it was aided greatly by the thin bit of light that made it
across the street from the gas station to penetrate the
building’s depths through the broken windows. There was
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nothing obvious inside like movement or three people standing
in wait, at least not at first glance.
Gefton’s car pulled up at the gas station behind her after taking
a lap around the block, stopping at the vacuum cleaner like
he’d said he would. The driver’s window rolled down, and she
saw him nod from across the road. It was time.
She gave the doorknob a twist, but it was locked. Frowning,
she put a little more strength into it. There was a snapping
noise from within the lock’s mechanisms, but the door still
wouldn’t give. Finally, she threw her shoulder into the doors
and they started to give. A second crash sent the doors
wobbling open.
It was dark inside, too dark. She drew her soulfire from her
chest and let it settle onto her palm. Once there, it was enough
to illuminate the empty entranceway, showing her a lobby of an
office building with only a few errant pieces of abandoned
furniture to fill its wide spaces.
Footsteps sounded from down the hall accompanied by a
glowing yellow ball of soulfire. The sounds and light
materialized into Aleron, whose bitter smile lifted the corners of
his mouth. There was a discoloration across the left side of his
face where she’d thrown her Lance of Everlasting and struck
him. Soulfire did funny things to flesh, and sometimes a burn
never healed right. “You came, finally.”
Fear stabbed at her heart, and the sinking suspicion that this
was a trap nearly immobilized her. “You expected me?” Was
Gefton actually in on this? Had he betrayed her?
Aleron chuckled. “Why else would we leave such an easy trail to
follow?”
She cast her soulfire down toward the floor with a flick of her
wrist. It elongated into a blade about a yard long. “You think I
would come unprepared?”
Aleron laughed. “You might have surprised me once, but it will
not happen again. It is better for all involved if you just
surrender now.” He nodded to previously unseen doors at
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either end of the lobby, where the other two hunters were
emerging.
Right on time, she thought to herself, backing toward the
doorway.
“What? Think you to run?” Aleron laughed again. “Need another
flying lesson?”
“Why, are you asking for a burn on the other side of your face
to match the first?” She taunted, taking another step back.
Aleron’s once-beautiful face darkened. “If you come now, it will
go easier. We will leave your new friends alone, but if you make
it difficult, none of them will survive.”
“That is not much of a choice. If I surrender, I shall die. If I do
not, they die.”
“That is up to the Winged Empress. What she does is by Her
will.” Aleron shrugged. His conscience was clearly unbothered
by the atrocities committed by the Empress.
Around her, dust and pebbles began to dance upon the tile
floor. Spider cracks wove their way around her, making plinking
noises as the ceramic shattered at her feet. Surprised by the
sudden activity, she jumped back and cast her eyes out at the
edges of the room, where Aleron’s two accomplices waited. The
glinting eyes and smile of one in particular drew her attention.
“You have the aid of House Calx?” It was nearly impossible to
imagine. The House of Elemental Stone rarely sided with the
House of Air and Wind. They were opposites, one ethereal and
changing, the other solid and changeless. Sworn enemies of her
kind usually, it was still hard to believe Aleron had found one
willing to come here to hunt her down.
“Your Empress’ little revolt in her kingdom upset the status
quo.” The man said with a shrug, stepping forward into the
light. The planes of the man’s face were literally chiseled from
stone. He might have put on the human clothes of the people of
this world, but the alabaster cast of his skin was that of marble,
sparkling in the low light that invaded from the street.
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“What?” Her soulfire sizzled at her side, but she couldn’t bring
herself to attack. It was a strange confluence of powers she
seemed to be caught up in, and the man’s comment was
intriguing to say the least.
“What Caelum is trying to say, is that the attempt to overthrow
the Empress has upset the balance of our world. The other
Houses are unhappy.” Aleron explained impatiently. He didn’t
have the infinite reserves of patience of the folk of stone.
“What does that have to do with me?” Sera demanded.
Caelum was much more willing to elaborate than Aleron, who
looked ready to jump into battle, but a wave from Caelum
stopped him. Sera eyed the stone man warily. Who was he to
tell the Empress’ captain to be still?
“An example must be made. All rumors and vestiges of the
rebellion must be quashed. Then the four Houses can go back
to fighting amongst each other. With one hindered by civil war,
the others grow too strong. House Exuro grows by leaps and
bounds, unchecked by the occupied Empress.”
“House Exuro is a close ally of House Calx. How would that not
benefit your kind?”
Caelum laughed darkly. “They are warmongers. Even as allies,
they would as soon bite our hands and strike at our side, as
they would attack your people. They struggle beneath our yoke,
and fight for their own purposes. Their armies gather, and the
banners of H’ram fly high in Caeldera.”
Sera tried to imagine Oriana’s people marching across the land
as a unified army, burning and pillaging as they went. Always,
her people had stopped them in the past, sometimes with the
help of House Maris, the water folk like Magnus, but House
Exuro had never ran unchecked across the lands. There had
been constant skirmishes and wars between their peoples
almost since the beginning of time.
“That is not my fault. I have left. Spread stories of my death.
Take a false corpse back with you.”
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“No. You and your mother are set for public execution. You
must be put to death before House Exuro marches, or all will be
lost.”
“My mother is dead.”
“Your father was mortally wounded defending your home, but
your mother was taken alive. She has been sealed from her
powers and locked away until your return.”
She searched Aleron’s face for some hint of falsehood, some
slight twitch of his eyes that betrayed his lies, but there was
nothing but absolute truth on his face. “Lies!” She hissed, but
not even she believed that.
Aleron held out his hand. “Surrender and make this easier on
yourself.”
Almost, she gave in. Almost, she surrendered, but Aleron kept
speaking.
“Make it easier on your new friends and on your mother.”
Sera snarled and drew her soulfire up above her to strike
Aleron down, but the ground erupted below her, engulfing her
in shards of stone that ripped at her skin and tore at her
clothes. She fell to her knees, and a shot rang out from across
the street. What took so long she wondered?
As the pain from a hundred cuts and gashes soaked into her
senses and the agony slowly registered, she looked to Aleron,
who had fallen to the ground struck by Gefton’s bullet. She
didn’t know if he was dead, and didn’t really care – not with the
pain of her wounds. She managed to get to her feet once more
and summoned her armor.
In response to the mood and the threats around her, the armor
was heavy. It covered her from head to toe like a set of full
plate metal, glistening gold and silver as it bunched around her
vital organs and thinned around her joints to allow ease of
movement.
“Come then, Caelum. Try me.” She growled, willing her soulfire
once more into a lance, the way she’d used it against Aleron.
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Caelum’s feet hardly seemed to lift off the floor as he walked,
gliding across the tile as if it were nothing more than ice, as if it
were part of him.
With a wave of her hand, she sent a burst of wind in the
opposite direction, knocking Aleron’s other helper off his feet as
he moved to help the guard captain, and then she sprung at
Caelum. With a heavy fist, the stone man knocked her aside. It
was like being hit by a boulder, except that it followed after her
and wanted another taste. A slash of her lance warded Caelum
off, but then he drew his fingertips out into stony arcs so long
and curved they looked like fans. Finger blades like those were
supposed to be sharp, she’d heard of them before, seen
pictures of them in war manuals her people kept.
Another shot rang out. It bounced ineffectively off Caelum’s
forehead. Or had it? She thought she saw an imperfection
where it had hit. As he swiped and clawed at her, she cast her
lance at his face. It struck right where Gefton’s shot had
blasted away a tiny chip of marble, and drove right through it
like a nail driven through wood. The mercenary crumpled to the
ground limply.
Stunned by her success, she stared at the downed man, but
before she could savor her triumph, she was struck from
behind. The blow sent her skidding across the floor on her
chest. She tumbled to a stop and hurriedly tried to get up, only
to find herself getting pummeled once more by Aleron’s man.
He was lightning fast, perhaps another Cloudbreaker, if his
speed said anything about him.
Blow after blow rained down on her. Her head rocked back as
one connected with her chin and she saw stars. Another punch
doubled her over and knocked the wind out of her. The armor
she wore did little good when the man struck so hard and so
fast, though it saved her ribs from cracking on impact.
She risked summoning her wings and used them to pull herself
out of reach of the man’s lightning-quick fists, but there wasn’t
room in the hall to use them properly.
Several more shots came from the entryway, where Gefton
stood now, firing with a handgun. He’d come as promised, but
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his shots were ineffective now. Aleron stood once more, and
he’d summoned such a curtain of wind around them that
Gefton’s shots could not penetrate.
As Aleron advanced on Gefton with gale force winds whipping
around him, Sera saw her only ally forced to retreat back the
way he’d come. Her advantage was gone, and now she was
facing a superior adversary. Only her soulfire lance was keeping
her alive and free now, and that would only last until Aleron
could turn his attention on her as well.
She decided to attack. If she walked into a hit, she knew she
could land a blow of her own, and with a Lance of Everlasting,
there was a chance she’d take this guy down with her.
It was like cutting herself open, walking into an attack like that.
She knew the pain that was coming, she saw the fist as it
connected, and she felt her bones crack beneath it. As she
gasped in pain, she drove her Lance through the sternum of the
soldier before her.
His eyes widened in surprise. The sharp winds, that had sped
his movements and had driven his fists into her body, stilled.
He fell to the ground even as she sank to her knees and
struggled to draw another breath. Shaken, her armor faded
away, and her soulfire flickered at her fingertips. The man was
dead, but Aleron wasn’t, and she wasn’t entirely sure that
Caelum was either. The folk of stone were remarkably hard to
kill. More than likely, he was only unconscious or stunned.
She heard Gefton cry out, and she thought she heard his crash
into the pavement some distance away, probably flung out onto
the street by the winds Aleron had swirling around him. With
Gefton out of the way, Aleron turned to her, his own wings
flourishing around him menacingly.
“I will fight you to the last.” She managed to say with a grunt
of pain.
“You cannot. You are beaten.”
She forced herself to stand. “Yeah?”
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He looked impressed, but he was not pleased that his
companion was dead. “Last chance, Sidra.”
“It is Sera now. Sidra is gone.”
“No, but she will be.” Aleron took another step toward her.
Outside, she could hear the approach of sirens.
“You cannot beat me before they get here, Aleron. Then you
will be facing this whole city’s human army.”
“They are worms, inconsequential creatures.”
“Individually, perhaps they are not so strong. Together, they
will be insurmountable.” She replied defiantly, and she saw a
wavering of his confidence.
A car screeched to a halt outside. She prayed it was more
police, but Rob’s familiar voice called out instead. Her heart
lurched in her chest as he ran up the stairs and slid into the
room right beside Aleron.
Her hopes of a clean escape died in that moment, as Aleron
turned to meet this new challenge, because she knew she
couldn’t protect Rob. He’d come to save her as always, and this
time there was nothing she could do to save him.
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Robert
Rob didn’t really know what to expect, so he expected the
worst. Gefton was there, so he probably had a gun out, or his
handcuffs. The mental images that idea summoned were the
stuff of nightmares. He tried not to dwell on any of it, but it was
awfully hard.
For about the hundredth time, he wished he was sitting next to
Phil or even Steve. To either of them, he could have vented,
and they would have understood. Magnus was sleeping with his
sister though, and Rob didn’t trusted the muscle-bound jackass
one bit.
Sera had been watching a lot of action movies lately, if the DVR
listings were any indication. She’d taken to martial arts films,
especially the stuff from Southeast Asia. How Muay Thai was
going to help her against something like Aleron, Rob wasn’t
sure, but it all seemed to point toward a big throw-down of epic
proportions with superpowers from the other world.
Rob’s hands tightened on the wheel and he sped up. For once,
the radio was off, and he was listening intently for sirens of any
sort that might indicate some terminal end to the conflict that
seemed all too possible an end to this mission.
“What do we do when we get there?” Magnus asked.
“Fuck if I know. What kind of powers do you have besides
making your pecs glisten with sweat on command?”
Magnus gave him a weird look. Maybe he’d struck a nerve. “I
can blast water around if it’s handy, throw up a shield of
water.”
“What if there’s no water around?”
Magnus held up a water bottle he’d gotten at the gas station. It
was a full liter, but that wasn’t much.
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“Great. Just swell. At least you’ll be hydrated when Aleron’s
goons pummel our asses. What can you do with that?”
“Not much. I could freeze it, or I could make things slippery…”
“Bet that last one helped with my sister.” Rob remarked dryly.
“What the hell do you have against me?” He honestly seemed
upset.
“I don’t know. I just don’t like you. But so long as you’re here
to help out Sera, I’ll tolerate you.”
“Then stop the comments. I really don’t want to hear that shit,
especially about your sister. What kind of brother says that
stuff anyway?”
Rob shrugged. “She’s practically got a penis. She’s always hung
out like one of the guys, so I don’t watch what I say about or
around her.”
Magnus grimaced at the description of Amy. “You’re sick.” It
was a weak counter, and he knew it.
“Agreed, now watch for Gefton’s car and the building.”
It didn’t take long to find it; they’d just begun hearing sirens
when they nearly ran over Gefton. It wasn’t Rob’s fault, or at
least that’s what he thought as he swerved to miss the body in
the road and drove his car right up over the curb and into the
wall of a brick building.
The sudden maneuver, the screech of brakes, and the crunch of
headlights and plastic grill, along with the snapping noise from
the front suspension, were all very sobering. Magnus and Rob
looked at each other, cuss words hanging unsaid between
them.
“Hairy batshit.” That was what finally slipped senselessly from
Rob’s mouth, lacking better descriptors for the situation. Then
he sprang from the car and bolted over to where Gefton lay.
He skidded to a halt beside the officer, who groaned and held
his wrist, which looked very broken. From the bruises on his
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face and the way he was sprawled out, Rob assumed he’d just
been thrown on his ass and broke the fall the wrong way.
“My gun.” Gefton growled through gritted teeth, pushing a
handgun out from under him. “Aleron…”
Rob glanced toward the open doors to an unlit building where
flashes of light and sounds of battle emerged. “Sera?”
Gefton nodded and spoke through gritted teeth. “Still alive. Go.
Now.”
Magnus hauled Rob to his feet with a yank on his shoulder. Rob
shoved away and ran full speed for the building, taking the few
steps outside in a single bound. It was all very brave and
cocksure, until he slid right into Aleron on the way to save
Sera.
Aleron greeted him with a strangling grasp around the neck and
a fist driven unnaturally into his guts. Now Rob didn’t
particularly work on his abs, but he certainly wasn’t used to
having every cubic centimeter of his breath knocked out of his
lungs by a single punch. He’d have slid to the floor if he could,
but the hand around his throat kept him from doing it. So he
gasped for air and tried not to throw up or piss himself while he
choked. He was literally being hung, just without a rope.
Sera cried out. Rob shot her an apologetic glance, but she could
do nothing.
“Give up now, or I snap his neck.” Aleron illustrated his point
by tightening his grip.
Rob felt his eyes bulge precipitously from his skull. He’d not
been choked out like this since a locker room fight in high
school. Somehow, this was more embarrassing and infinitely
more painful.
Sera’s soulfire flashed out of existence and she let her hands
drop to her side. “Fine. I surrender. Just let him go.”
“The armor, too.” Aleron demanded, but the sirens were almost
here. Time was getting really short.
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Sera nodded and banished her armor. It faded, which made
Rob feel even worse as the darkness encroached on his vision.
His oxygen-starved brain still recognized despair and
disappointment on her face.
Aleron took a couple steps closer to her, still dragging him
along. He held on to Aleron’s wrist with both hands, but could
do little else. Unconsciousness and suffocation were not far
away.
Sera’s eyes shifted behind Aleron for a moment, and then
Aleron’s grip was released suddenly. As he tumbled to the
ground, a frozen water bottle fell to the ground beside him.
Then Magnus’ bulky form sailed past him, crashing into the
stunned guard captain from behind.
From the floor, Rob saw Magnus go skidding past Aleron, who
stumbled forward, just managing to keep his footing as Sera
drew her soulfire blade out once more. The blade slashed
across his wrist, its spirit energy deadening nerves as it passed
through flesh and bone. He cried out and pushed off the floor
with all his might.
Small as the area was, he was still a very capable flier. A single
beat of his wings carried him around the periphery of the room
and back toward the doorway. Before anything could be done,
he’d flown out into the night, and left them there.
Sera rushed to his side then, dropping to her knees beside him.
“Are you alright?”
“Can’t breathe.” He whispered weakly.
“I told you the water would work.” Magnus said with a grin. He
stood with his hands on his hips and looked infinitely pleased
with himself.
Sera helped him sit up and he managed to gulp down a few
more breaths. “How did you use it?” Rob managed to ask.
“I threw it at him after I froze it. It hit like a brick. Then I
rushed him and knocked him off balance.”
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“Glad I could be a distraction.” Rob grunted and climbed to his
feet, leaning heavily on Sera. He looked around the room. “The
others?”
Sera shook her head. “One is dead.” The other, apparently a
man made of white crystal or stone, seemed to be melting into
the floor. “The other we might see again.”
Magnus nodded at the doorway. Gefton waited for them. He’d
gotten up, but he still cradled his broken wrist against his side.
“Get out of here quickly.”
“My car is screwed.”
Gefton nodded. “Take mine. Keys are in my pocket. I’ll explain
to the police when they get here.”
“What will you say?” Sera asked.
“I’ll make up a story about borrowing Rob’s car when mine
broke down. Hopefully it will keep my ass out of jail for
obstruction of justice.” He looked around, and then stared
pointedly at Rob. “Aleron fled. Where’s my gun? Why didn’t you
use it?”
“I didn’t get a chance to fire it.” Rob replied meekly. He couldn’t
help but feel stupid.
Gefton groaned, rolled his eyes, and managed to look pissed all
at once. “Put it back in my hip holster, get my keys, and get
your worthless ass out of here then!”
They left Gefton there. They turned the corner heading away
from the scene just as the police and several unmarked vans
rolled up and men in military gear piled out. They’d come in
heavy, expecting the worst. Instead, they found a wounded and
disgraced officer off the clock. Rob didn’t envy the man, but he
had to admit begrudgingly that he respected the man’s will to
take one for the team.
Somehow, it only made him feel worse about his role in the
evening’s fight.
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Serafina
It was a hectic ride home.
Part of that was Rob’s frantic driving of a car unfamiliar to him,
all the while looking over his shoulder and at the mirrors,
expecting to see red and blue lights come flashing up behind
him. He seemed to have caught his breath, but not fully. Pained
looks crossed his face, and every time they came to a stop, his
hands went to his chest and stomach, where Aleron had
punched him. And while she felt sorry for him, she had wounds
of her own to worry about.
Magnus kept talking, too. That didn’t help. Sera hardly heard a
word he said, but he kept rambling on about Aleron’s abilities,
about his own role in Aleron’s flight from the battle, Gefton’s
predicament, and Sera’s injuries. The man didn’t know when to
be quiet. It should have been a solemn moment, a quiet ride to
reflect during.
“Magnus.” Rob said softly, interrupting the man after about five
minutes of constant chatter.
“Yeah?”
“Shut up.”
“What?”
Rob pulled over, turned his neck and screamed into the back
seat: “I can’t hear myself fucking think!” Magnus sat back in
stunned silence, out of words for the moment.
She took the moment to stare out the window at the colored
lights and the reflections they made on the windows of
businesses and apartment buildings. Despite the strangeness of
the surroundings, some things never changed. Her enemies had
followed her here. Sera cracked a slight smile, partially amused
by the situation, but mostly just happy for the peace.
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Only, Rob shattered that peace a moment later by pounding his
fists on the steering wheel. “Fuck! Fuck and double fuck!” Rob
breathed out and pressed his eyes shut. He sighed and then
tried to drive again.
“How many of them are dead?” Rob asked after he’d gone a
block or two.
Sera took a sigh then, trying to bring the events of just a short
while back to memory. They should have been fresh within her
mind, but they were all blurred, as if it had been a dream – an
unpleasant one at that. “One definitely, but the second guy, I
have no idea. I would say not though.”
That seemed to worry him more. “So what’s the plan?” He
asked.
“I go after them alone.” Sera replied, ignoring a look Magnus
gave her in the sideview mirror.
“You just went off nearly alone and look what happened.” Rob
pointed out.
“You showed up, screwed up, and instead of saving me again
like you doubtless planned, you nearly got yourself killed.
Aleron escaped in the confusion.” It was hard to put it to him
that plainly, but Rob was clearly out of his depth here. He’d put
himself and her in danger with his heroics.
Once she’d said it, though, it sank into her heart and she found
it to be truer than she’d thought. What had been words had
become fact. Rob was unable to help her in this. He might offer
her a meal or a place to stay, even the comfort of his arms, but
he could not stop Aleron. He was powerless.
Rob glanced over at her and opened his mouth to say
something, but shut it. Maybe he’d surmised the same things
she had. The helplessness hung between them, festering in the
silence as they rode along.
It took a while, but Magnus finally summoned the courage to
say what he wanted: “I could still help.”
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Rob bit back an ugly retort and looked instead at her. She
shrugged. As much as she might wish it to be Rob, it was
Magnus who had the power to help her. He’d been delegated to
a support position, assisting her in her lead, but he could not be
an ally in this fight. Magnus could.
“I must think upon it. We might not get another chance to hit
him head on again.”
“He’ll make himself known when he’s ready.” Rob remarked,
and the three of them could sense the truth in his words.
“Next time I will have him meet me on my terms. It should
even the odds.”
“We’ll have to pick our grounds carefully, somewhere preferably
by water, I’d think, so I can help you more.” Magnus
suggested.
“Fountains perhaps, a pool, or a lake.” Sera surmised.
Magnus nodded. “That would work.”
Rob got awfully quiet as they planned. There was a determined
set to his jaw, but he clearly hurt at being excluded. What was
she to do though? She couldn’t very well take him along again.
This time he’d nearly died, and he wasn’t nearly as resilient as
she was. The time Oriana had pummeled him it had taken days
and days for the bruising to disappear completely. In the time it
took him to heal from bruising, her bones could mend, her flesh
could renew itself, and her tissues would heal. Magnus was the
same, if to a lesser extent.
If she’d known Rob on her world, he would have been a servant
or one of the general populace, the Gens. He’d have been one
of the lesser folk of her world that saw to the needs of the
Noble Houses. Perhaps he’d have toiled in the fields, worked in
a kitchen, or sweated in the mines and forests. They would not
likely have been friends, let alone lovers.
This world had put her in his care, and for that she was
grateful. It was why she’d protect him from any further injuries
on her account by refusing to bring him into her fights. She
couldn’t do that if he was fighting beside her. Rob would just
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have to come to understand that, even if it meant that Magnus
would be next to her when she made her final stand against
Aleron, and not him.
For now, she’d let him worry about how to explain everything
that had happened to Phil, Amy, and Todd. They would all want
to know about Gefton and the fight.
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Robert
Sera had hardly been around lately. She and Magnus constantly
went off on ‘training missions.’ Supposedly they were honing
their talents and preparing for Aleron’s next appearance, but
that didn’t keep him from imagining other things. What did she
really owe him anyway? There was no ring on her finger, and
only the tenuous hold of guilt and favors he’d done for her
actually held her to him so far as he could see it.
He swigged down the last of his beer, disliking the taste of
insecurity that seemed to go down with the dregs. Then he
tossed the empty into the bucket of ice and beers he’d hauled
up onto the roof. Amy sat next to him and drank in the sunlight
along with his beer.
She glanced over at him and shook her head. Rob frowned at
her and the bathing suit she wore. Amy was a poor substitute
for Sera. Her skin was pale, her stomach and thighs were a bit
flabby, and she just didn’t have the sinuous muscle that made
Sera hard not to look at. This and the fact that she was his
sister made her company pretty miserable.
“Don’t give me that look,” Amy belched in a rather unladylike
manner to punctuate her sentence, “Dipshit.” She used belches
like conjunctions.
“God, you’re a pig.”
“Yeah?” She lifted a leg and pretended as if she might fart, too.
He couldn’t help but laugh.
“You’ll never marry.” He pointed out as he got a fresh one.
“I might.”
“Your genes shouldn’t pass on.”
“And yours should?” She scoffed. “I think all this self-pity
makes for a pretty damn good prophylactic though, so I don’t
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think there’s any worry of your swimmers making it to their
goal.”
“Screw you.”
“Pssh. This isn’t backwater Tennessee, bro. Besides, you’re no
Magnus.” She sighed.
“Sera’s probably sleeping with him.” Rob commented.
Amy lifted her sunglasses and gave him a stricken look. “Don’t
say that shit.” Her voice had the slightest hint of her own
insecurity. “You know she likes you. I don’t think she’s going to
bend over for water boy just because he gets that perfect
sheen of sweat on his muscular man cleavage, or because he
has dimples that make me want to squeeze out his kids the
moment he smiles.”
“You’re horrible… and worried, too.”
“Sera’s fucking hot. You screwed this one up big by taking that
sucker punch. I mean, I know you’re not a super hero, but
come on… You had a gun and you run into the guy and let him
knock your ass down.”
“I’d like to say I’m a lover and not a fighter, but I’m not really
much of either.”
“At least you’re good at selling mattresses.”
Rob shrugged at her attempt to cheer him up. It was weak
anyhow. “Passably good. Anyone with two arms and a cheat
sheet on mattress prices could do as well.”
“Gravedigger?”
“Eh, I’ve seen men sling a better shovel than I.”
“Student?”
“My GPA is average.”
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Amy grunted. “Well, despite my attempts to show otherwise, I
guess I can’t help but agree that you’re pretty darn
unremarkable, even with that largish nose on your face.”
“It’s prominent.” Classic rebuttal. Point to him. “Aquiline.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I don’t know. I read it in a book.”
“I didn’t know they used words like that in the sports highlights
that scroll across the bottom of the screen.”
Rob grinned and drained half of his beer in one giant gulp.
“Really, what should I do? You’ve slept with more girls than I
have.”
“The hell I have!”
“Come on…”
“Only twice, and I was experimenting to make sure that I am
built for men, not women. I don’t remember much except
elbows getting in the way and rug burn in weird places.”
“Ugh!” Rob shuddered. “Enough. Burning that image into my
mind is the worst sin you’ve committed today.”
She laughed and flipped over to even out her tan. As she fixed
a wedgie where her suit had ridden up into her asscrack, she
glanced over at Todd, who was waving a fake palm frond over
her to give her a breeze. “A little more breeze, Mr. Ferlickee.”
“I think I should get a gun.” Rob declared. It wasn’t the first
time he’d thought he needed a weapon. His ineptitude at hero
business just reinforced the idea, not that it’d worked last time,
but a bigger gun always seemed more useful.
Todd’s fanning faltered.
“What?”
“Really. I think a shotgun might even things out between
Magnus and Aleron and myself.”
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“Because that last gun worked so well?”
Rob snorted. “It was a handgun. What can I do with that?”
“Point and shoot.” Amy replied, earning a snicker from Todd.
Rob threw an empty at Todd. It clattered noisily across the
concrete but didn’t break. “Cram it neighbor, or I’ll step on your
hamster next time he gets out.”
“Getting a gun is about the stupidest thing I’ve heard from you
in weeks.” Amy declared authoritatively. If anyone knew stupid
shit he said, it was her.
“What about getting Sera pregnant so she has to stay with me?
Is that a stupid idea?” Previously, he’d been afraid to even
voice that thought aloud. Right now, he figured that while they
were hashing out ideas, why not throw that one out there?
“She’s an alien. Are you even sure it’s possible? And that’s not
even going into the issue of trying to trap a woman with
pregnancy. That’s low even for you, maybe even low for
someone like Phil.”
Rob sighed. “You’re right. Any other ideas? Should I just hang
in there and hope for the best?”
Amy shook her head. “That’s lame. Hand in your man card and
get used to the vadge.”
“If it’s meant to be, she’ll be back for you after she finishes
with Aleron.” Todd remarked.
Amy gave Todd a withering look. He backed away a step and
began fanning her furiously. “What a piece of greeting card
tripe. What about fighting for her, standing up and being a
man?” She grunted and relaxed once more. “Maybe you should
get a gun.”
“Thought so.”
“Or maybe you should finish your final exams, play a few more
gigs, and end up with a normal groupie girl who wants to get a
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few tattoos with your name on them and then have your brood
of babies.”
As appealing as her idea sounded, it wasn’t what he wanted.
Once, it would have been enough. Not now. “Given the choice
between being an intergalactic gunslinger or some desk jockey
at an accounting firm, I don’t think there’s much of a choice.”
“I thought you wanted to be a financial planner?” She yawned.
Even the idea of such a job was tiresome to her.
“That or an accountant, I’m taking classes for either/or, seeing
how the markets are today.”
“Sounds dull. I can see why you’d need the bass guitar thing as
a hobby.”
Rob sat up, cradling his beer in his lap. “Is it really that strange
that I’m thinking about breaking laws, killing people, and doing
all sorts of shit for her?”
Todd shook his head. “That’s love, man. It makes you do crazy
stuff.”
“Like wave a palm frond over my sister and stare at her ass?”
“Something like that.” Todd admitted, glancing away and
tightening the ties on his robe, likely to hide an untimely
erection.
“Gross.” Amy groaned. She got up, pulled her towel tightly
around herself, and stalked off.
“Seriously, man.” Todd adjusted his glasses and stopped
waving the palm frond. “Love, it makes you do fucked up stuff,
and if that love carries you across worlds, I’m ready. Rock and
Roll and all that shit. Let’s do it.”
Rob frowned at his neighbor, wondering where this bold,
assertive moment came from. Had Todd saved up months and
years of testosterone to make this single showing? “Who are
you?”
“I’m just your neighbor.”
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Rob took Amy’s cue to leave, taking his remaining beers with
him. “Clean up this crap, and I’ll think about taking you with
me if we go.”
He had no real inclination toward doing that, not that he
thought he’d ever actually go to Sera’s world either. Todd
seemed to believe him though, or maybe he just didn’t like
litter.
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Serafina
There wasn’t much Sera could do except hunt out her enemies
once more. Everything had built up to this point, and she
couldn’t let them recover. She wasn’t in top shape either, but
with Magnus beside her to tilt the odds back in her favor, she
figured she’d be able to handle Aleron – and his stone friend if
need be.
Part of her really did want to include Rob, but he’d been such a
disappointment at the last fight that she just didn’t want to
throw him into the mix again. He could have died last time, and
he’d brought nothing to the fight.
Rob was a caring man, and she knew that he would do anything
for her, but asking him to do nothing for her might be his
hardest test yet. Rob was a prideful creature, and it would be
extremely hard for him to admit to himself that Magnus could
help her more than he could.
She left him to his own designs, which seemed to be getting a
gun, as of late. Gefton would have helped him if he’d not been
suspended and under house arrest pending charges of
impeding a federal investigation and a whole litany of other
things, so Rob and Phil had taken to the shooting ranges, at
least as Amy told it. Amy was many things to her: a great
friend and confidante among others, but an exaggerator also.
She left them to that pursuit while Magnus and she searched
for signs of Aleron. Todd and Phil still searched the Internet and
listened to police scanners for hints of Aleron’s location, but
even with their aid finding Aleron had been a feat in itself.
Aleron didn’t want to be found, and he was actively hiding from
this world’s authorities. It seemed as if he’d finally taken
caution to heart after nearly being surrounded by humanity’s
police forces. Granted, he had only faced Gefton, but the sirens
and cars that had filled the night outside the site of their last
fight had to have been a warning to her. She had a suspicion
that when he’d escaped he’d gone just far enough away to still
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watch them escape. He was that sort of man, the kind that
would not just flee blindly into the night if he could watch and
see if they made it out or not. It would have also given him an
idea of what he was up against if he fell into the hands of this
world’s police.
It was not a hopeless hunt, though. Aleron had a very limited
understanding of this new world, stemming mostly from the
fact that he’d not had a helper like Rob to help usher him into
the lifestyle people here lived. Therefore, he had to steal his
food, he lived mostly without electricity or care of plumbing,
and he appeared to know little to nothing about the Internet or
cable television. In this world, Sera had found that word
traveled faster than mouths could speak it – it traveled at the
touch of a button.
There were patterns in his behavior that could be tracked, and
even in a city filled with tens of thousands of people, there
were only so many abandoned buildings that would appeal to a
man of the skies. It just so happened that many of these
buildings had security cameras or traffic cameras nearby, and
that was Aleron’s undoing. All it took was one careless flight
past a weather camera, and they found him.
This time he’d chosen a taller building, an apartment complex
no less. It seemed fitting that her folk always seemed to cluster
around the tall buildings, regardless of what world they lived in.
It also meant fewer escape avenues, thought the sky was a
wide place for a Cloudbreaker to run off into.
“I shall take the roof by wing. You use the elevator. He should
be in one of the top few levels of the building.” Sera whispered
to Magnus as she regarded the building from inside Amy’s car.
Amy had been reluctant to lend it to Magnus, and before she’d
agreed, she’d exacted half a dozen promises that had
apparently satisfied the protective urges she felt toward her
vehicle as well. Sera wondered if they would have borrowed her
car at all had Magnus not been sleeping with Amy; she thought
not, but it was hard to say.
“Why are we whispering?” Magnus asked, leaning in closer but
speaking at regular volume regardless.
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Sera laughed. “Sorry. I suppose it just seemed appropriate.
With the street noise, I doubt he could hear us even if we
shouted at each other though.”
Magnus nodded. “Are you sure you want to do this now?”
“He will not expect it. He knows I am careful about my identity.
I cannot be if I want to catch him off guard. I need to strike
now. I just hope you can get up those stairs fast enough to
help out. Do you have enough water?”
Magnus glanced at the seat behind him, where a five-gallon jug
of water and a couple water pistols waited. “I think so. I still
feel ridiculous going into a fight with children’s toys.”
“It is just a way to move water, right? Besides, with your
powers, those children’s toys can become deadly weapons.”
“That doesn’t mean I won’t feel like a tool pulling out a hot pink
plastic gun and pointing it at a man made of stone who’s liable
to kick my ass.”
“I am sorry about the color. It is all they had at the dollar
store.” She lied, grinning. A little teasing added levity to the
otherwise serious situation.
“Yeah, right.” Magnus grumbled. She’d done the shopping, and
he knew very well what she’d done. “Shall we then?” He
nodded toward the building.
“Yes. Just let me send a text message to Amy, so she can get a
ride over here in case we are unable to move her car. It was
one of her rules…”
Magnus paused, frowning at her first and then at the building
that was their target. The building had dozens of large windows
and cheerful, almost festive paint colors to go with the hanging
plants that hung from most balconies and the ivy that climbed
the trellises on the east wall. It wasn’t exactly ominous. “Are
you that worried?”
“What if we have to make our way out of here on foot or even
fly away? I do not want to leave her car stranded here. I just
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need to tell her where it is, and she can come get it this
evening if we have not returned.”
“You don’t think Rob will come over here the moment he gets
the address, guns blazing and making trouble for us?”
“He might.” She admitted, and part of her almost hoped he did,
even though she knew it was a terrible idea. “But one way or
another, I think we will be done here before he could interfere.”
“Then let’s make sure we do this right. We won’t get a third
chance to get this Aleron guy.”
She nodded, tapping on the phone’s small keyboard to send the
message. It was a skill she’d grown more adept at in the past
few weeks. The ingenuity of the device still amazed her. She
pushed the button and news of their location arrived nearly
instantly. These people might not have magic or powers like
her folk did, but they’d found ways around it, surpassing what
her kind could do in some respects.
The sun beat down on her gloriously as she exited the car. She
felt strong, full of energy. The thing was, Aleron would likely
feel the same way, but this time she was coming after him, not
the other way around.
Magnus nodded at her from the sidewalk where he’d set up a
small handcart with the water jug. It went with his deliveryman
costume, which would hopefully allow him to approach
unnoticed. The water pistols were in his pockets, and the left
one was already leaking a few drops through his pants pocket.
She grinned and locked the passenger door with the key before
making her way around the car to the sidewalk beside Magnus.
“See you up top?”
Magnus embraced her quickly. “Good luck. Just remember, all
you have to do is hold them off until I get there.”
“Just take the elevator, alright?”
“Got it.”
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He stood back and watched as she summoned her wings and
lurched into the sky, stunning everyone who saw her go. Even
if she was wearing jeans and a halter-top instead of a bikini, a
winged woman got people’s attention. She laughed as she
headed for the rooftop of the building.
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Robert
Rob glared down the sights of his handgun, willing his bullet to
hit the man-shaped silhouette at the end of his alley in the gun
range. Controlling his breathing, he waited until he was
between breaths and squeezed the trigger, drawing on the
experiences from dozens of movies and a few drunken,
nighttime adventures back in his hometown.
A small hole appeared in the white of the paper far outside the
silhouette, about a handspan above the left shoulder. There
were half a dozen other marks in the white on either side of the
shoulders, and one around the armpit of the silhouette.
“Goddammity friggrin bullshit.” He grumbled. The target in the
cowboy hat was surely mocking him. He squeezed the trigger
again and put one right above the cowboy hat, a few inches
away from the between-the-eyes-headshot he’d been going for.
Last week he’d shot at a target in the shape of a deer, just for
giggles, and had generally missed the kill zones altogether.
There were dozens of other targets he could have shot at. The
owner had a sense of whimsy, and even set up stuffed animal
dinosaurs on occasion, ‘just to keep the shooting fun’ or ‘just in
case they come back,’ he’d once confided.
“You suck.” Amy declared as he took off his noise-canceling
earmuffs.
Rob frowned at his sister and her horrid cheerfulness. The
attack stung because he knew she’d been waiting breathlessly
to deliver the news that he sucked, but mostly it was the truth
that hurt. “I can’t seem to get any better. It’s so much easier
with a video game controller.”
She snorted derisively, clearly unimpressed by his excuses.
“Geeks. I swear. It’s a good thing you pseudo-males don’t have
to protect our country anymore.”
“Yeah, there are real men for that.”
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“No doubt.”
“At least I’m learning. Phil was complaining about tinnitus after
three shots the first day we came here.”
“Phil shouldn’t breed. Ever.”
“Can you imagine the offspring?”
“No, because I can’t even imagine something willing to get
naked for him.”
“That’s cruel.”
Amy shrugged. “He’s nerdtastic. What do you want?”
“Sympathy?”
“How about no? Shut up and shoot, or you’ll never be able to
protect your woman properly.” To punctuate her point she
squeezed the trigger on the gun she’d borrowed from the owner
– funny how he’d been willing to loan a girl one but not him.
Rob cursed under his breath when he saw that she’d hit her
target. She gloated to rub it in, salting the wounds. “Now I’ll
have tinnitus.” He grumbled.
Amy lowered her weapon and glanced at her phone. Neither of
them had heard it, but she must have felt the vibration. She
poked at her phone with the barrel of her gun, pushing buttons.
Rob didn’t explain to her that it wasn’t the best idea to use the
gun in place of her fingers.
A message? Rob wondering who had sent it, but he figured it
was probably Magnus. “What is it?”
“An address.”
“They found Aleron?”
“I don’t know.” Amy lied.
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“What’s the address then, a new restaurant to try out? A club?
A new gynecologist?” That last bit was another dig at her
choices in men, but he couldn’t resist.
“Fuck off.” She waved her gun around and Rob ducked.
“Safety’s on. God, you’re about as bad as Phil.”
“I’ve just seen too many TV specials about crazy women and
their guns.”
“It’s the address for where they parked my car.” She explained
at last.
“Why would they park it?”
“Who knows? They just said if they don’t come home by this
evening, go pick it up there.”
Rob grabbed for her phone, but she yanked it away. Maybe she
didn’t want him to see Magnus’ glistening chest as her
wallpaper. “Where’s the address? They’ve got to be going after
Aleron. Phil and Todd must have actually found something.”
“Need I remind you that they’ve gone through two tanks of gas
searching around town the last four days? It’s probably
nothing. They’ve sent me similar messages half a dozen times.”
“But what if this is the real thing?”
“Then you’d better get a hell of a lot better with that gun before
you think about doing something. Otherwise you’ll pull another
moron move and wind up getting hurt again or even killed.”
Rob bit back a response, knowing she was right. Sera had told
him to stay out of it, and though it pained him to listen to her
when his protective instincts screamed at him to do otherwise,
he’d heed her word this time and work on getting useful. Then,
maybe she’d let him back into her confidences. He had to make
up for his last screw-up, and rushing off to help her when she’d
not asked for help wouldn’t do that.
He pushed his earmuffs back over his ears and squeezed the
trigger again, emptying his clip in a few rapid shots. This time,
he actually scored a few in the target, if outside the bullseyes
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by more than he’d like. Perhaps it would be enough to wing
Aleron, to clip him so he couldn’t fly.
Beside him, Amy nodded approval. He reloaded and emptied
another clip. If practice was what he needed, practice was what
he’d do, especially since Amy was helping to pay for the ammo,
or at least her flirtations with the owner were.
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Serafina
Flying was always exhilarating. The skies might have been blue
instead of purplish grey, and the air might have tasted
different, but the feeling of wind zipping past her face and
ruffling her feathers was the same no matter what world she
was in. It was hard not to grin maniacally as she pumped her
wings harder so she could rocket up along the face of the
building, as if it were a palace back in the City of Lights or
along the cliffs that bordered the sea.
It was something she’d known she’d missed doing, and like an
itch she couldn’t scratch, the need to fly had festered in her.
The wind in her face brought her clarity. She realized how
poorly she’d treated Rob. It hadn’t been his fault that Aleron
had overpowered him – it had been an unfair match. Besides,
Rob had come to save her, even though he’d surely known he
had been running headlong into danger. She shook her head as
she crested the building’s walls and the roof was revealed to
her. Amends would have to be made, but they would wait until
Aleron was dead.
The rooftop was flat, and not entirely unlike the top of the
building where she and Rob lived. The walls formed a slight
ledge around the roof, perhaps hip-high, and the rooftop was
generally featureless, save for a few pipes, vents, and giant
humming boxes that she had learned to associate with air
conditioning. Other than those few things, there were a few
scattered children’s toys, the concrete protrusion from the floor
that housed the door and stairwell leading down, and a few
linens that someone had hung haplessly on a pair of sagging
lines strung from a metal eyelet near the door to the edge of
the building.
She circled once, getting a better idea of the layout of the
surrounding buildings, lest Aleron try to flee on land. At first
glance, she could see no better way to escape than the sky.
Her people didn’t like to confine themselves to dark little
rooms; they were at home in open-air pavilions, stadiums, or
vaulted atriums. They were not meant for closed halls. Indeed,

503

she found Rob’s home to be claustrophobic at times, to the
point that it would have been nearly unbearable if she did not
enjoy his company so much.
Sensing no immediate danger, she alighted in an open area
facing the doorway. She gave herself a few moments before
making any moves, lest someone catch her by surprise, and
even when she made her move toward the door, she didn’t
banish her wings. Aleron’s flight from their last meeting had
taught her that she might best be served by fleeing, if it meant
she could fight another time. No matter how badly she wanted
this ordeal to be over, it wasn’t worth dying over. She just
hoped Magnus tipped the scales enough in her favor that she
could finish this once and for all.
She’d only taken two steps toward the doorway when it swung
open. The sun glinted off of Aleron’s stone ally, still chiseled
from the same white marble. There was neither hint of any
damage to his porcelain-smooth complexion from their last
fight, nor any hint of fear in his confident grin.
“You seriously thought to sneak up on me in a stone building?”
Sera opened her mouth to say something, but drew out her
soulfire blade instead. Talking would do her no good. She cast a
glance around to see if he was trying to distract her so that
Aleron could take her from behind, but there was no sign of the
guard captain.
“I can feel everything that happens in this building. I know the
unique vibrations that every person’s footsteps cause. All I had
to do was wait for yours…” He grinned and advanced upon her.
He gloated so proudly that she couldn’t resist saying
something. “What is your name again, stone man, that I might
etch it into your gravestone with my sword?”
“Caelum of Hollow Mountain.”
“You are all from Hollow Mountain.”
He shrugged and took another step toward her, close enough
that she sprang at him, arm outstretched to stab him with her
soulfire.
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Caelum met her blade with stony knives that shot out of his
hand like extensions of his fingers. Soulfire was strange stuff.
In some cases, it reacted as if it was solid, and yet it was not.
While her sword rebounded off his knives, it was clear that it
pained him to parry her attack; she could see it etch into the
stony lines of his face.
She drew back her blade and struck again, slicing to behead
him. He drew his arm up in front of him and blocked her attack
once more. Having driven him back, she took heart and struck
again, glancing another blow off his deceptively fast defenses.
Without warning, her skin began to sting as if she’d jumped
into a nettle patch. Then her eyes began to water and she was
forced to blink and cover her eyes. Sand had begun to sting her
flesh, pelting her with enough force that it tore at her skin. She
jumped back, propelled backward by a single thrust of her
wings, but even that could not clear her from the stinging
sands that seemed to follow her.
Coughing as sand entered her mouth and nose, she staggered
away from Caelum, only to find his attack waiting for her.
Stone knives ripped through her side, and she found herself
wishing she’d been smart enough to summon her armor. The
problem was, crying out in pain only invited more sand in. She
choked in a dusty breath and called on the powers of wind.
A zephyr ripped down from the high altitudes, lassoed by her
will. It dove toward the building, and invisible wave of wind.
The sands were cast aside and Caelum was thrown back. Had
he not been made of stone, he might have been thrown off the
building along with whomever’s sheets and toys that had been
left on the rooftop. Now they were sailing through the sky,
inanimate victims of a battle between two combatants of the
Greater Houses.
Caelum laughed. “If you could see yourself, tattered and
bleeding. You look like a chicken that has had a run-in with a
fox.”
“You are not nearly quick enough or smart enough to count
yourself a fox.” She muttered, grimacing at the wounds on her
side. Had his knife fingers not been so sharp, she had no doubt
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she’d be bleeding profusely, but if sharp weapons tore through
organs and skin much more cleanly, that didn’t mean they did
less damage.
She summoned her armor, knowing it would knit her flesh
together at least temporarily. She watched it slither out of
nowhere to cover her body, stabbing ethereal metal sutures
into her skin to keep her guts from falling out. Then the metal
slipped across much of the rest of her body, molding itself to
her figure as it sought to cover her most vital areas.
“Impressive.” He seemed to mean it.
“Yeah, now we shall see if stone men bleed the same as any
other.” She channeled more of her spirit into the soulfire blade,
and it elongated into a lance nearly five yards long. It burned
just to hold it, harshly bright with energy and all but leaping
from her hands to escape and do something.
As she drew back to cast it at him, she actually thought she
saw fear register on the stone man’s face. Before she could
throw it, the floor crumbled beneath her. She pumped her
wings and tried to keep aloft, but there just wasn’t enough
space to fly. Crumbling bits of the floor struck one of her wings
and she fell.
There was a lot of confusion. Wires popped and snapped around
her. A gout of dust shot up as the concrete buckled and the
ceiling materials of the floor below shattered under the sudden
unexpected weight of the rooftop crashing down. Around her,
twisted girders had rerouted themselves out of her way,
allowing the roof to crash down. She thought she heard
screaming, but wasn’t certain it wasn’t her own.
She was half-covered in rubble and could hardly see or breathe,
but she knew it when Caelum stepped on her. The bones in her
chest popped as the cartilage in her sternum separated from
the ribs it was supposed to hold in place. She cried out, but if
felt as if someone had simultaneously stabbed her lungs and
then stomped on her heart.
The lance at her side flickered out and died, like a candle blown
out.
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“House Lucis sure makes pretty soldiers, but that’s all they are:
pretty.” Caelum lamented, dragging her out from under the
rubble with his considerable strength.
Her hands scrabbled across the icy planes of his face, utterly
cold in expression and lacking the warmth of human skin. Even
as her thumbs sought to crush his eyeballs, she found instead
that her thumbs were cut on the sharp facets that his gemstone
eyes had been carved from.
“Fuck you.” She grunted, cursing in the way of Rob’s people.
Caelum paused, unused to such language. It was all she
needed. She drew life from him. She wasn’t sure how, but
desperation made for a great learning tool. She knew her kind
could draw life from the sun to heal, but some part of her
guessed that she might well be able to draw life from this man
beside her to heal her own wounds. Caelum fell as if he’d been
struck dead, and she fell on top of him.
As she drew more life from him, corrupting the Blessed Touch
of her people to do harm even as she fixed the damage he’d
done to her, she felt spidery cracks worm their way across his
skin. Then, when she’d nearly healed her side and her cracked
sternum, he crumbled away beneath her touch, turning to dust
and gravel, all save for his two shiny eyes, now nestled in piles
of ashy grey powder.
Feeling somewhat revived, but shaken that she’d apparently
killed the stone man, she got back on her feet. There was too
much rubble to be able to leave the ruined apartment to get
into the halls beyond, she realized. She glanced skyward
toward a blue sky partially obscured by dust that had not yet
settled. With a tentative test of her wings, she found they still
worked, even though she felt pretty banged up.
Three more powerful thrusts carried her out of the rubble and
back above, where she landed beside the doorway that led
down from the rooftop. There was just enough space to land
beside the doorway, and then she entered the stairwell and
started her descent. She stopped at each floor and poked her
head into the halls, waiting, looking, listening, and sensing.
There was nothing until she’d gone down four floors.
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There were rapid footsteps ascending the stairs. She drew out
her soulfire blade once more, wincing as she touched her
tender breastbone. She waited in the stairs above the landing,
ready to stab whoever rounded the next turn, but the sloshing
of water alerted her to Magnus’ arrival.
Breathless for having run up the stairs apparently, he carried a
half-empty jug of water.
“Where is the rest?” She asked, nodding at the jug.
He set the jug down and panted for a few moments before
answering. “I wasted it getting away from Aleron. When I heard
crashes up here, I made a diversion with a couple gallons and
ran up the stairs.” He managed to say, though it took him a few
breaths between sentences to get it all out.
“So he is downstairs?”
Magnus nodded and wiped the sweat of his efforts off his brow.
“A couple floors back, yeah.”
“Let us go then.” She started down, leading the way. Once
more, she drew out her soulfire. She wasn’t going to walk up to
the guy without a weapon in hand.
She’d only made it three steps when something slammed into
the back of her head hard enough to make her teeth rattle in
her skull. Her body tumbled senselessly down onto the steps,
sliding the rest of the way to the next landing, where her head
pressed against the wall, turning her neck sharply to the side.
She worked her mouth to say words, even to breathe, but it
was nearly impossible. Her eyes wouldn’t even focus, or when
they did, it was on a large block of ice that sat on the floor next
to her. It was funny how it looked like about the same amount
of water as Magnus had been carrying.
She smiled to herself and tried to roll over, but she couldn’t.
Tears in her eyes clouded her sight, but she was fairly certain
that she saw Magnus standing over her. Her ears were ringing,
but it seemed like he was shouting something. Then there was
another face above hers, one she knew was Aleron’s.
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She’d been betrayed. Rob had been right. Something clamped
down around her neck.
Then there was only blackness.
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Robert
Seeing Magnus return alone was like a punch in the nose,
followed by a kick to the balls. There was no other way to put
it.
The disappointment coupled with the sick feeling that tasted
like uninvited betrayal was enough to make him want to start
throwing things. He knew. Deep down, Rob knew what Magnus
would say before he even opened his mouth. There was just
something about the shifty look in his eyes and the way his
weight shifted from one foot to the other that gave away his
failures.
Magnus’ eyes glanced back and forth around the room, darting
from Phil’s expectant face, to Amy’s confused expression, to
what Rob could only imagine to be his simmering anger. Wrath
was building up in him, and he was all but certain he could pulp
Magnus if it came down to it, if only on account of adrenaline
and pure ass-kicking rage.
“Here’s the thing…” Magnus began, but never got to get
anything else out.
Rob bellowed and charged. His whitened knuckles cracked
audibly, and his eyes bulged furiously as he drove his fist
straight into Magnus’ jaw.
Phil and Amy stared in stunned silence, too amazed to move as
Magnus’ chin sank down toward his chest and his arms shot
outward to catch himself as he fell. Rob leaned in and
pummeled him three more times before he managed to catch
himself against the wall. Drywall cracked when Rob brought his
knee up into Magnus’ gut and slammed him back against the
wall a second time.
Only then did Magnus bring his arms and hands up to defend
himself. He kept on the defensive while Rob exhausted himself
bruising Magnus’ forearms and his own knuckles. A few shots
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slipped past Magnus’ defenses, but he held his arms up until
Rob stopped throwing fists at him.
Panting, but still hopping mad, if able to restrain himself, Rob
took a step back. “You fucking threw her to the wolves. You
worthless whorebag! You sluthappy shitface!”
Magnus almost said something again, but Rob cut him off.
“Close your mouth! Nothing but lies, that’s all you’ll say. Get
the fuck out of my house.”
“Rob?” Amy interjected timidly. She flinched when Rob turned
his wrath in her direction. “Shouldn’t we at least hear what
happened? We don’t even know how to help Sera if he doesn’t
tell us.”
Rob took a breath, saw the reason in her words, but couldn’t
quite get over his anger to listen yet.
“Chill, man. Chill. We need to hear this shit. Then we can throw
him off the roof.” Phil offered, putting his hands on his hips to
look intimidating, though it came off more effeminate than
anything.
“Fine. Say your piece, and then I’ll have to decide if I hunt you
down and kill you.” Rob made a gun with his fingers and cocked
it while pointing it at Magnus.
“I deserve it.” Magnus admitted, raising his hands up in
admission of his guilt.
“Fuck yeah!” Phil shouted, trying to up his profile in the
conversation.
“Aleron looked me up. He cornered me actually.”
“Traitor.” Rob muttered under his breath.
“He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse – a trip back to my
people’s homeworld and a place at the Empress’ side. It was
that or he could kill me.”
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Amy had a look of hurt and betrayal on her face. She had
trusted the guy completely, and he’d betrayed them all. “I
thought the Empress is a bitch, though?”
Rob nodded. “She’ll walk on anyone. Why would you want to go
serve her?”
“I grew up listening to stories of my homeworld. My uncle
comes from there, and my mother, too. I needed to see it, to
know where I come from. I still do. I would do anything to get
back there.”
“And so you sold out Sera to save your own hide.” Rob filled in
the blanks. “You delivered her into the hands of a man who will
bring her home for execution.”
“Aleron said that she was wanted for questioning, not
necessarily death. If they wanted her dead, they’d just execute
her here. They don’t just want her dead.” Even as Magnus said
it, they could tell that he didn’t really fully believe it.
Rob shook his head. It was a flimsy excuse for Magnus to
justify his need to go to this other world. “The way she told it,
the Empress is the sort that likes to make examples. She’s not
the kind of woman that lets anyone who rebels against her live,
and the same goes for the children of rebels.”
“I can’t believe that.”
Rob snorted. “You mean you don’t want to believe that,
because if you do, it means you just signed Sera’s death
sentence.”
“It doesn’t fit with what my uncle taught me.” Magnus offered
yet another weak protest.
“If that world was so great, why did he come here in the first
place?” Phil demanded.
“To escape the wars… it’s a dangerous place, and my mother
was sickly. He came here to protect his sister.” Magnus didn’t
sound that certain.
“Likely.” Phil snorted.
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“So she’s gone already, and you didn’t get your promised
rewards?” Rob asked. He wondered how far gone Sera was;
was it already too late?
“Aleron slapped a collar on her and then he took her away.”
“How did he capture her?”
Magnus winced. “I tricked her and knocked her out.”
“Fucker.” Phil growled. “Cowardly fucker.”
“The stone guy was supposed to stop her. She killed him, so I
had to stop her. Aleron would have been worse about it…” No
one felt any sympathy for him, even though he wore a pained
look.
“I can’t believe I slept with you.” Amy sighed and rubbed at the
tension that was building in her brow. Sera had been like a
sister to her.
“And then what?” Rob demanded.
“I don’t know. I asked him if he wanted me to come with him,
or if I could help him get ready for our trip somehow, but he
threw me down the stairs with a blast of wind. By the time I got
back up, they were gone. He’d flown off with her.”
“Which direction?”
Magnus shrugged. “I don’t know. Away from the city?”
“So in that ‘oh fuck’ moment when you realized you’d been
screwed, you couldn’t even think to mark the direction your
betrayer fled in?”
“North, I think?”
“You’re worthless.” Rob grunted. “Phil, get Gefton on the
phone. We’re going after Aleron.”
“How do I help?” No matter how guilty and ashamed he looked,
Rob wasn’t going to give this guy another chance.
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Rob shook his head. “You don’t, asshole. We’re still deciding if
we’re going to throw you off a building. It depends on if Sera is
in the other world yet or not.”
“If she is, what will you do?” Amy asked worriedly.
Rob paced back and forth for a moment, trying to think, but the
sports highlights kept grabbing his attention. Cursing, he
turned the TV off so he could think. An idea came to him: “It’s
clear you don’t have any idea about getting back home, but
maybe your uncle knows something, something he’s never
mentioned. Maybe it was too dangerous or painful, but
something he didn’t tell you.”
“My uncle is dead.”
That was like a punch in the gut. Any hope of a jolly,
storytelling uncle helping out deflated instantly. “Then you’re
worthless to us. Get lost. Gefton will help us hunt you down if
we decide you’re better off dead than walking around.”
“We need to find someone else from Sera’s world then, right?”
Amy thought out loud.
“Oriana.” Phil remarked, sighing both appreciatively and
anxiously. He didn’t exactly have the best track record with the
redhead. For that matter, Rob had to admit he didn’t either.
“Get on it, Phil. Find her. I’m going to get Gefton.” Rob grabbed
his keys and his wallet off the kitchen counter and headed for
the door. “And Magnus, get the fuck out of my house. Don’t
show up again.”
Magnus nodded. “I’ll just say bye to Amy and be on my way.”
Amy shook her head and crossed her arms in front of her.
“Don’t. We’ve got nothing left to say.”
Rob laughed and left. Somehow, his sister’s rejection of pretty
boy made the possibility of life without Sera a small bit easier,
if still unbearable.
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Given a chance, he’d have liked to get drunk and stew over his
anger, but Sera needed him. He might have screwed up last
time he tried to save her, but this time would be different. It
had to be.
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Serafina
Sera could only remember one other time when waking had
been so painful, and that had been after her initial arrival in this
world, when Rob had found her. Only, instead of her silly knight
arriving in his broken-down car to speed her off to his home
and nurse her back to health, she woke to an angry guard
captain hovering over her waiting to taking her back to
judgment and death.
Her head ached fiercely, and she felt empty, utterly
unconnected from her abilities. With the sun shining down on
her, she should have felt reinvigorated and energized, but she
felt nothing save for the warmth. There was no special
connection, no tingle of life and vitality.
“What have you done?” She whispered, finding even words
difficult to say in her weakened state.
Aleron smiled down at her, his eyes dancing mirthfully, even
the one with the whitish scars around it from where she’d
stabbed him with a soulfire lance. Golden flecks were picked
out in the iris of that damaged eye, but he seemed to see well
enough with it.
“I am taking you back.”
“How?” She choked out.
“There are ways. It helps that we know you arrived through the
Pylon of Fire. Fire will be the key to getting you back.”
Sera shivered. Just the reminder of the painful soul-rending
transition between worlds was enough to set her stomach
roiling. She’d never felt anything so painful before, and had
hoped to never feel it again.
He smiled at her reaction, but it was clear he shared her
discomfort. “I am not looking forward to it either, but the

516

Empress made us follow you. Had we used another Pylon, we
might not have arrived so near to you.”
Sera tried to roll over, but she was bound at the wrists and
ankles, and it seemed as if those ropes were tied together as
well. Trussed up like a wild boar, she thought miserably, but
that was not so bad as the millstone weight around her neck.
“What is this thing on my neck?” She couldn’t see the stone
ring around her neck, but she certainly felt it.
“It is a little present from Caelum, but then you killed him
somehow, so you can’t really thank him now, can you?”
“I cannot feel my powers.” She croaked.
Aleron nodded, and continued to fiddle with red plastic cans
and other things as well. “That is the idea, Sera.” He turned to
face her and knelt beside her. Gently, almost as a caress, his
left hand cupped her cheek as the right carefully smoothed
back her hair. “I really do wish things had been different.”
Her eyes struggled to focus on what he held in his hand. It was
an unlit match. Suddenly, all the sights, sounds, and smells
rushed in. All the details of Aleron’s preparations came with
them. She noticed the maker’s print scribbled all around them,
copies of the script she’d seen on the surface of the Pylon. Then
the winds swirling about them brought dozens of smells: trees,
car exhaust fumes, fresh blacktop from nearby roadwork, the
mildewed smell of unclean air-conditioned air, the coppery
scent of the dried blood matting her hair, recently used grills,
nervous sweat from Aleron, and countless other things – but
none of them were as strong as the smell of gasoline. It was an
unmistakable smell.
“It is time to go home, Sera.” Aleron whispered. Then he struck
the match.
She couldn’t help but hate his beautiful smile as her whole
world was engulfed in fire and she felt her being stretch out as
it had once before. The agony seemed endless and absolute,
but then it was over. She was home again… really home.
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Robert
“Oriana.” Rob grunted, eying the redhead like he would a rabid
dog, albeit a hot rabid dog. Even meeting her in a neutral place
like the park near his home was dangerous.
“Robert, it has been too long.” Oriana purred, pouring it on
extra thick to drive Phil crazy. Phil looked about ready to cream
his shorts already, and he bit his lip to keep himself quiet.
Rob didn’t really blame Phil for his weakness. After all, Oriana
was exceedingly attractive, if not in the same fresh-faced way
that Sera was attractive. Where Sera’s beauty had been one of
youth, purity, and openness, Oriana’s was like a dark secret, a
lustful countenance paired with a body that drew eyes
naturally. They were night and day, or sky and fire at least –
both beautiful, but very different.
“It was not long enough for me, but you were necessary…” Rob
admitted, though he wasn’t scared to admit that they were
uncertain about Oriana’s ability to help them, “we think.”
Oriana sighed and examined her manicured nails; they’d been
done in a deep red that shone almost black in the low light
offered by the lamps that ran along the cobbled walkways of
the park. “I heard about poor Sidra’s sad fate.”
“Sera.” Rob corrected her. He knew Sera’s original name, but
somehow it seemed a poor fit compared to the name he’d given
the girl he rescued.
“And now, you’re going to rush off gallantly to save her once
more, and you’ll likely die foolishly in the attempt.”
“Aleron took her, and we’re going after her. It’s not a question
of risk; it’s about loyalty.”
“We’ll do what it takes.” Amy agreed.
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Oriana glanced Amy’s way briefly, and it was enough to quell
any more urges she might have to interject. The same went for
Phil and Todd, who waited quietly off to the side, watching their
representative engage the unpredictable, fiery-tempered
woman from the other world.
“Your noble intentions aside, how do you intend to get over to
my homeworld? If it were easy, wouldn’t I have gone years
ago?”
“I don’t know. That’s why you’re here. We have the need, and
you may have the power. If not, you’re not necessary. We’ll
find others. If Magnus and you are here, there are certainly
others, and they will likely be a bit more pleasant to deal with.”
“Magnus.” Oriana scoffed. “That water boy is as worthless as
they come. His allegiances are as shifting as water itself. I’m
truly amazed at your restraint. I just can’t imagine why you
haven’t killed him, though it is likely due to timidity rather than
any calculations you might have made about his usefulness in
the future.”
“I don’t give a shit about Magnus. That’s not why we’re here to
talk. Do you or do you not have a way to get us into your
world? If not, this conversation is over.”
Oriana stared at him for a moment, gauging the strength of his
commitment to this path. She cocked her head to the side,
crossed her arms in front of her, and tapped her lower lip with
a fingertip. A secretive smile crossed her lips, and the skin
around her eyes crinkled in amusement.
“To hell with this. You’re of no use.” Rob turned to go. He
wasn’t about to just hand her the upper hand in these
negotiations for no reason. “Phil, Amy, Todd… we’re leaving.”
As he turned to go, Oriana’s hand caught his forearm. He
whirled around, expecting a fireball to blast into his face or his
skin to crisp as if baked in an oven, but all he felt was the
strange warmth of her skin on his, as if she were feverish. An
odd light danced in her eyes, somewhere between desire and
mirth. It made him shiver, despite the flush he felt rushing
through his skin.

519

She pulled her hand back and placed it on her hip instead, but
even that was alluring. There was a femininity and confidence
she exuded in the way she shifted her weight from one foot to
the other and stood there. “I believe you actually would go to
that world for her. As hard as it is to believe, you would do
something that stupid.”
“Stupid is in the eyes of the beholder.” Phil replied, stepping up
to support Rob, or maybe to get her to put her hands on him as
well.
“It’s stupid, Phillip Langley, to go powerless into a world ruled
by beings such as myself, or more dangerous than myself
even.”
“We’ll bring guns.” Rob replied.
“Do you know if they’ll work?”
“Why wouldn’t they?”
“Well, to start with, I arrived here naked. ‘Sera’ arrived here
naked. What makes you think you won’t show up over there
wearing only the fur that pokes out of your shirt?” She grinned
at the two of them.
“She has a point.” Amy announced gloomily, loath to admit it
that Oriana might actually make sense instead of just being a
bitch.
“I’m not certain, because the rules could very well work
differently going that way, but I don’t want you to get your
hopes up that your world’s arsenal will be at your fingertips
when you arrive over there. Otherwise, we’d just steal a tank or
helicopter and fly over there, blast our way through their
forces, and steal her back, right?”
Rob’s mouth opened and flapped a few times, but no words
came out. “They’d just come back after us, wouldn’t they?”
“You’re damn right they would!” Oriana laughed. “Did you really
think an Empress who would go through the trouble to retrieve
an errant child of one of her betrayers would actually let you
rescue her and come back here with her? Even if you do
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succeed, you’ll have to face more of her hunters, probably a lot
more after a second escape. She will not go easy on Sera, on
you, or on your families. The Winged Empress is not one to
trifle with.”
“So what do we do?”
“Well, this is where I come in.” Oriana leaned in secretively,
although she spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. “I’m
going to help you kill the Empress.”
“What?”
“How else can we keep her from following you back here? We
kill her, and the ensuing power vacuum and the resulting
struggle for power will keep her people too busy to seek
revenge. You might even be seen as a liberator for that matter,
which could lend you a certain protection.”
Phil glanced at Rob, as did Todd and Amy. They seemed to be
waiting for his approval. “It does make some sense.” Why was
it so painful to agree with this woman?
“You’re damn right it does, and that’s the only reason I’m
helping you.” Oriana declared triumphantly.
“I wonder what you would get out of the deal.”
A wicked grin crossed Oriana’s face. “Obviously, we must sleep
together to seal our deal.”
“No way!” Rob protested.
Phil jumped in front of Rob. “I’ll take one for the team!”
“If I wanted you, pasty-boy, I’d have had you the moment I
saw you. I want to take something of Sera’s.” Phil deflated
visibly, his dreams crushed, but her eyes never left Rob’s as
she spoke. She seemed to be enjoying watching the conflict of
emotions he knew were washing past his eyes.
“You’re playing with me.” He decided at last.

521

She burst out laughing, a mirthful, boisterous sound. “Yes, you
are right. I have no interest in taking her man. However, I
must insist on going with you, of course.”
“Of course.” Rob relented. If Oriana got him back there, who
was he to say she couldn’t come along? Besides, if he had a
gun when he got there, he could try to kill her on the spot. It
might not be a bad idea anyway. Or, she might prove to be a
diversion while he rescued Sera. He could leave her with the
angry hornets’ nest of super-powered freaks while he made off
with the hot chick. “How do we start?”
“We’re going to need some personal belongings from the ones
who didn’t make it back. Magnus made it sound like the
mercenary from House Calx died, as did one of Aleron’s winged
buddies. If we can find something that belonged to them, we
should be able to use it to bridge the worlds.”
“If that’s true, why didn’t you just return when you came
here?”
“There are some secrets I must keep, but, if you must know,
they came here with the blessing of one of the four Greater
Houses. I was dumped here without that blessing, so I came
with nothing, like Sera. Therefore I have nothing of that world
to use to get back.” She shrugged. “Now where can we find
stuff that belonged to those guys?”
“Gefton.”
“That guy?” Oriana groaned. “I’ve never seen a guy so hard up
for pussy before. He blackmailed his way into a date with Sera,
and tried with me as well. I’m not looking forward to seeing
him again, unless I can kill him. Can I?” She looked hopeful,
but Rob knew he’d have to dash her hopes.
“Sadly, no.” Rob answered.
“He is a necessary evil, then. Perhaps I can afflict him with
some sort of debilitating wound to the groin before we leave.”
Todd coughed uncomfortably and winced when everyone looked
at him.
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“The robed wonder here isn’t going to the other world, is he?”
Oriana frowned, probably imagining Todd battling his way
across her world. It was a sad thought.
“I have knowledge of swords and other martial weapons.” Todd
replied, surprising everyone when he produced a handful of
ninja stars from a pocket within his robe.
Oriana was unimpressed. “You’d drop at the first sight of some
cleavage, though. What use are you?”
“Do your people fight with their tits out?” Phil wondered aloud,
suddenly very intrigued in battle.
“No.” Oriana snapped at Phil. “H’Ram, this is the saddest bunch
of rescuers I’ve ever seen. What have I gotten myself into?”
She lamented, tilting her head back skyward in irritation. After
a measured sigh, she looked back down at Rob. “Well?”
“Gefton is our key. He might be able to get into the morgue to
get something from the dead one. The rest of us will have to
search for something at the place where Magnus said the rock
guy died. And after that?”
“I still have contact with my powers, as you well know. I can
use them and the items you collect to bridge the worlds. It will
be easiest where they just crossed back to their world, because
the path there is still fresh and the border between worlds is
weaker there. If we have to, we can also try where they
crossed into our world originally.”
Rob frowned. “But you don’t know if we’ll be able to take guns
with us… or clothes.”
“I won’t know until we try.” Oriana replied.
“Will it hurt?” Todd asked meekly.
Oriana grinned maliciously. “It will tickle a bit, ripping you out
of this world and sending you to the other. Think you can
handle it?”
Todd backed away, grabbing a lamppost to steady himself. “If I
need to, I can do anything for Sera.”

523

“Good, my little Sera dedicates. Now let’s go get our jobs
done.”
“What’s your job?” Rob inquired, mostly out of morbid curiosity.
The woman had an answer to everything.
“My job? It’s to look fucking hot as hell when I get back to my
world. I need a manicure, a pedicure, and a massage. I need to
be ready to rumble, as your people love to say, when I arrive in
my ancestral home.”
“They won’t be happy to see you, will they?” Rob surmised.
“Definitely not, at least not those who remember me.”
Amy laughed. “Oh, right. She’s a grandma.”
“Watch it.” Oriana growled.
“Grandma or not, I like the way she walks, talks, and dresses.”
Phil wetted his lips and gave her an approving nod.
“Enough out of you, children. Go get those items and whatever
silly guns you wish to bring along. Then try to find where Sera
left from. I’ll do what I can to help you, but Magnus should
have enough sensitivity to the aftereffects of our people’s
magic to be able to feel it if you get close enough.”
“What do you mean?”
Oriana smiled accommodatingly, with only the slightest bit of
condescension, and patiently explained, “Our magic leaves a
signature, like a splash in a pond. It can be tracked back to the
source if you determine the origin of the waves, if you pardon
my poor metaphor. All Magnus needs to do is get near it, and
he should feel a tickle in his mind, like a sixth sense. Then, if
you drive around, he should be able to zero in on it.”
“I guess I have a lot of driving to do.” Rob nodded. It was
something he could do easily, much more easily than trusting
Magnus again. There was always that slight chance that Sera
could still be in this world, though a part of him knew it to be
untrue. If she were still here, he thought he’d know it. Part of
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him felt empty, and he knew she’d been taken back already.
“We’ll call you when we’re ready.”
“I’ll be waiting.” She waved prettily, and then vanished into the
night with a purposeful stride. They couldn’t help but watch her
derriere swish back and forth as she left – even Amy.
“That woman has quite a walk.” Amy sighed, clearly jealous.
“I know. I swear I could see her coin purse in those tight pants.
God!” Phil shivered with delight.
Amy made vomiting noises. “Gross.”
Rob had seen it too, but he wasn’t the type to comment on it.
“Alright, enough talk about coin purses. Let’s get our work
done. Sera’s gone, and she needs our help.”
“Who does what?” Amy asked.
Rob shrugged. “I suppose I’ll go with Magnus. Amy, you can
pack stuff we’ll need for supplies over there, and then you’ll
have to hold down the fort for us when we’re gone. Todd and
Phil, you need to get with Gefton and get something from the
dead guy, even if it’s his damn liver.”
“Why do I have to pack?” Amy grumbled, clearly hoping for a
more important job.
“Because you’re the only one not going to the other world so
far, and that means you’ll be the most thoughtful one about
what we need.” Rob explained.
“Hey, I’m not sure I can get the time off work.” Phil pointed
out.
“Shut up.” Rob barked at his friend. “You’re going to the other
world. If you didn’t go, you’d hate yourself for not trying.
Besides, I’m not asking.”
“Damn. You twisted my arm.” Phil scratched at his head as he
puzzled out how this would all work out for his social life. “The
boss is never going to get me time off. I already used it all up
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for that comic convention a few months back. I guess I’ll have
to steal a bunch of shit from work before I quit then...”
It was clear that Phil was already making a mental list of what
he’d pilfer. Rob shook his head. “Move out.”
“Aye, aye!” Todd shouted, uncharacteristically loud.
“Yeah, yeah.” Amy grumped. She seemed like she wanted to go
to the other world, too. What use would she be there, though?
Besides, there was no way Rob would risk his sister.
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Serafina
The agony of being ripped out of one world and thrown into
another was quite deliciously terrible. Sera knew of no other
way to explain it or endure it than with screaming and lots of it.
Unlike last time, she didn’t fall from the sky. Rather, she
appeared at the edge of the lava ring that surrounded the
Pylon. One of seven unexplainable structures that seemed to
hold up the entire world, this one was covered with miles of
indecipherable writing that had been etched into its surface all
the way up to where it disappeared into the clouds, and likely
beyond the clouds. No one knew how far the Pylons went up,
because they extended indefinitely into enormous thunderheads
that were impassably treacherous. Presumably, they reached
the stars.
Sera rolled over on her side, retched, and then emptied the
contents of her stomach onto the pitted rock. The rock dug into
her skin through her clothes, which were still upon her, she
found. At least she hadn’t landed naked, though that would
have been preferable to the leaden weight of the stone collar
she had been shackled with. Groaning, she tried to sit up, but
couldn’t manage.
“Stay still.” Aleron advised her.
She turned her head to get a look at her captor, but
immediately regretted it. Her guts clenched as if someone had
squeezed them in their fist, and she couldn’t do anything but
curl up and moan breathlessly.
“I told you to stay still.” He said, grunting at his own
discomfort, but he didn’t have to do it with his powers sealed
away from him.
The stirring of a relatively cool breeze in the presence of the
hot glow of molten rock caused her to open her eyes. Three of
the Empress’ guards alighted nearby, looking as glorious as
ever, statuesque in their beauty. They took a long hard look at
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both Aleron and his captive, and Sera realized they weren’t to
be trusted.
“Where are your companions?” The leader of the trio asked. His
blonde hair hung in sheets down around his shoulders, but his
brilliant blue eyes pierced through.
Aleron got to his feet woozily. “Dead.”
“What?” The shock was echoed through all of the new arrivals.
It made her feel good, if only for a moment. “There is only
her…” They made her sound inconsequential.
Aleron nodded toward her. “She is a dangerous woman. Why
else would the Empress want her, Aurelius?”
“But Jarl? He was a good flier.”
“Flying is not everything, especially when you are cut down
with soulfire. She ran a Lance of Everlasting through his chest.”
Aurelius winced. Clearly, she’d impressed him with the death
she’d dealt the dead man, whose name she’d only just learned:
Jarl. He’d died on their first meeting. Caelum, the man of stone,
had come after that.
“And your man on loan from House Calx?”
“He is dead also. She killed him as well, but not before he put
most of his being into the collar she wears.”
“But how did you force it onto her?”
She frowned. She’d never heard of sealing one’s powers before,
and knew nothing of the process it took to make a collar to do
it. A sudden rush of questions entered her mind as she
struggled into a kneeling position. Why had Caelum weakened
himself to make it? Would she have been able to beat him if he
hadn’t been weakened? Or, more importantly, what would it
take to remove it?
Aleron flashed Aurelius a bored look. “Her friends betrayed her
into my hands and we snapped it on her neck with relative
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ease. Now, if you would, can we get back to the City of Lights?
I am eager to report my success to the Empress.”
Aurelius glanced at his two companions, and then gave Aleron
another measured look, focusing on the scar across his face.
“What stops us from claiming you were sorely wounded upon
arrival? We could kill you and toss your body into the lava flow.
You would never be found, and none would find fault with us.”
Aleron summoned his wings. There was a strained look on his
face as he did it, Sera noted enviously, but he managed to
draw all of his authority about him as he did. He was the
captain of the guard for a reason. His wings were the symbol of
his authority; they were massive and white, covered with row
after row of perfect feathers, and they dwarfed those of the
other three.
“Need I remind you who I am? Even tired from my fight, I am
not so weak that the likes of you three could overpower me.
You three are worthless as much more than watchers. That is
why she sent you to wait for me.”
Aurelius nodded obsequiously, his hair swishing about his face
as he bowed and took a step back. The others backed up with
him, taking an extra step back even to allow Aurelius to face
the brunt of Aleron’s wrath. “Just so, my Captain. Of course,
you are right. My apologies if my ambitions got the better of
me just now. It is just that we grew impatient waiting for so
long, and your rewards for your successes will be enviable to
say the least.”
“Well, perhaps you can carry her and make yourselves useful
enough for me to forget your momentary lapse.”
“As you wish, Captain.” The three said as one.
“Not you, Aurelius. You will fly near me and tell me all that I’ve
missed in the past weeks. The other two can handle her.” He
waved them over to her, and they began to truss her up to
allow a harness to be wrapped around her.
“Such odd clothes.” One of them whispered, frowning at her
attire as he wrapped her in slender ropes that would allow them
to carry her weight between the two of them.
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She fussed a bit, but she knew it was in her best interest to let
them do their job right. It was her head that would dash upon
the ground if she made them tie her incorrectly, not theirs. It
didn’t make it any easier of a prospect to stomach to know that
the Empress would probably execute the lot of them if such a
mishap did occur.
Aleron watched their efforts with great interest. He had more to
lose than anyone, and he was not about to let a low-level
officer like Aurelius or his two fresh-faced recruits cheat him
out of any glory.
“Shall we then?” Aurelius asked Aleron when the others had
finished tying her.
Aleron nodded and propelled himself skyward with a single
push of his broad wings. Three more sweeps of his white wings
sent him near the heavy cloud cover that ringed the Pylon.
Aurelius followed nearby, and the other two trailed behind him,
beating their wings furiously to gain altitude as they towed her
through the air.
It was humiliating to be carried thus, without the use of her
wings. Yet, it was hard not to get caught up in the sight of the
skies of her homeworld as she left the Pylon’s storm behind.
Sadly, she knew the feeling would not last.
Once they reached the City of Lights, her life would cease to be
measured in years, but hours or days instead – weeks at best.
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Robert
Rob didn’t think this would have all been possible. He just
wasn’t the lucky sort. Shit happened to him time and again,
and he always scraped by somehow, but things were never
easy – not for him. Things had been going horribly, in fact. His
normally shitty luck and turned abysmal, and his temporary life
with Sera had gone to hell in a hand basket.
If someone had told him last week that his extra-planar
girlfriend would be betrayed by a friend and then kidnapped by
a hunter working for the malevolent Empress of her world, he
would have had a hard time believing them. That a seemingly
more impossible chain of fortunate events would follow within a
week of such an incident was even harder to comprehend.
Somehow, Phil and the others had come through. Amy claimed
to have gotten all the supplies she thought they’d need, and
there were several backpacks stuffed with goods to prove it.
Gefton had managed to steal something from the corpse with
Phil and Todd’s help. Oriana had shown up, wearing something
even more alluring than normal. And the kicker – Magnus and
he had managed to find where they thought Sera had returned
to the World of Clouded Skies.
It was as if the cosmos were aligning to help him rescue Sera.
He wasn’t one to believe in destiny, unless it was a last second
win in game seven of the series, but this certainly smelled at
least of fate.
“So this is it?” Oriana asked, looking around at the wide deck
that had been built to cover half the apartment building’s roof.
She wasn’t impressed, but she wasn’t doubtful, either.
Rob nodded after getting a nod of confirmation from Magnus,
who stood beside him. “This is it. It may not look like much, but
this is it. We think it had something to do with it being the
tallest building in the area.”
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“Likely so.” Oriana agreed, chewing on her lip thoughtfully.
She, like they, were carefully looking for some visual signs of
Aleron’s egress. Nothing was immediately obvious, but Magnus
had insisted that there was a special feeling to the building,
particularly the roof, which looked fairly ordinary.
Stained wood stretched for several hundred square feet, if not
thousands of square feet. Benches had been built into the deck
periodically along the walkways, as a feature of the handrail. A
few covered pavilions were positioned at the corners of the
building where the views were best, doubling as grilling
stations. Potted plants had been added for a touch of green,
but most of them had seen better days, perhaps the result of
too many drunken pit stops – if the urine smell emanating from
some of them were any indication. Basically, it was a place to
get drunk and entertain your friends if you lived in the building.
“Did you bring the stuff?” Oriana inquired, looking over Gefton
most carefully. His broken wrist was still wrapped in a cast, and
he had a couple weeks’ growth of beard stubble on his face.
The bulges under his coat looked all too obviously like weapons.
“We have something from the dead guy. Don’t worry.” Gefton
growled at her, but there was a hint of something else in his
voice. This time, it didn’t seem like desire, but rather urgency.
Was he expecting someone?
“Can I see it?” She asked.
It was Gefton’s turn to eye her, and the rest of them did the
same. The men looked because she was worth looking at as
well as eyeing suspiciously, and Amy looked because she was
searching for some snide remarks to hoard unspoken until the
proper moment.
Oriana had chosen a form-fitting ensemble that was strangely
covering for a woman of her fashion tastes. Typically, she
covered as little as possible, but this outfit seemed almost
Puritanical compared to the getups she was used to prancing
around in. Indeed, had there not been a keyhole cutout nestled
right in her cleavage, Rob might have forgotten about her
breasts altogether, other than the fact that her nipples stood
out like blackberries under the thin fabric of the shirt that
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strained to contain them. She was clearly excited by the idea of
heading back to her world – that or proximity to Phil.
Other than that, her red hair was swept back into a careful knot
at the back of her head, actually giving her something of a
vulnerable look, exposing so much neck, and the rest of her
clothes were sensible, even her shoes, which for once were not
adding an extra six inches to her height.
“I will need to see the item you acquired if you wish for me to
send us all to the other world.” Oriana reminded him
impatiently, patently ignoring the fact that she had six sets of
eyes on her nipples.
“How do we know you won’t backstab us and leave us here
while you zoom back to your world with us as human sacrifices
to power your evil enchantments?” Phil demanded, stabbing his
finger at Oriana in a rare show of spine.
“You’re sick in the head, Phillip, and that’s why I like toying
with you. Sadly, the powers I serve do not require the sacrifices
of shut-ins and geeks, only vestal virgins and pure-hearted
paladins of holiest virtue.” She smiled wickedly. When no one
spoke, she was left to break the terrible silence that followed:
“A joke?”
Everyone took an uncomfortable breath.
Gefton grunted and took out a handful of items, the largest of
which was a bronze bracer that had been around the dead
man’s wrist when Sera had killed him. The others included an
emerald earring and a small wad of cloth torn from the corner
of his tunic.
Rob patted Phil on the back, impressed with what they’d come
up with. Phil ballooned up his chest and ran a hand through his
thinning hair in a failed attempt to look more imposing. Todd
crossed his arms in front of him and assumed a taller, prouder
stance as well.
“They sat in the car while I got these.” Gefton remarked,
deflating the two as if they’d been poked with a pin.
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Oriana grabbed the items from Gefton and looked them over
carefully, closing her eyes at one point as she examined them.
“They will do.” She announced finally. She glanced at Magnus
then, who silently handed her a jagged white stone.
“It’s a chunk from the dead stone guy.” Magnus offered when
suspicious glances shifted his way.
Significant glances were exchanged, and Rob cleared his throat.
“I don’t like you not sharing parts of the plan with us, Magnus.
We’re working on very little trust here after your last betrayal.”
“I asked him to do it.” Oriana said, stepping in to defend
Magnus.
Rob fixed her with an uncompromising stare. “I don’t like you
telling one of us what to do unless we all know it.”
“Fine then,” She held her hands up, “I offer my apologies for
overstepping. I just thought it would be easiest for him to
retrieve it, since he’d been to the building where Sera killed the
guy before, and no one else had.” She sighed and took a
breath, as if it were her patience being tested here, not
everyone else’s trust. “At least we have what we need.”
“Then it’s on to the other world!” Todd bellowed. The other
people on the roof at the moment paused their revelry to look
over at them from their barbecue parties.
“Todd, shut up.” Phil groaned. “God, it’s embarrassing to even
be with you in public. I can’t believe you’re wearing that robe
into the other world.”
“It makes me feel safe, and it’s warm. I think those are both
important things when going to a strange new place.” Todd
replied defensively, pushing his glasses back up his nose.
“Moron.” Gefton muttered under his breath. Todd either didn’t
hear it or didn’t want to make a deal of it considering the guns
Gefton was obviously carrying.
“The betrayal thing really is stuck in my mind.” Rob announced.
“I mean, Oriana is a bitch, no offense.”
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She shrugged and smiled saccharinely. “None taken, darling.”
“Yeah, and Magnus already betrayed us once, even if he’s
making up for it now… supposedly.” Rob glared at the
meathead.
Phil eyed the two otherworlders. “Hey, are you fucking her?”
Phil demanded of Magnus.
“Please.” Oriana scoffed, obviously unimpressed by Magnus.
Magnus started to say something in his defense, but Amy
interrupted. “What, I can fuck him, but he’s not good enough
for you?” She demanded indignantly. Her cheeks flashed red
with anger, and probably a fair deal of shame to go with it, Rob
figured.
“It’s because he let you rub all over him that I don’t want him.
I mean, he’s not bad looking, but I just don’t like to go
slumming after dumpy-looking broads.”
Amy shoved past the others and got right in Oriana’s face,
which was hard to do; Amy might have been as tall as the
other woman, even taller since Oriana was without heels, but
the redhead exuded a wicked presence that just made her
seem bigger than life. “Powers or no, I think I’m going to have
to kick your ass, slut-bag.”
Rob had to give it to his sister, she worked herself up into a
fury quite well, and he didn’t even think it had much to do with
the powers Sera had told him the folk of fire had, their abilities
to incite strong emotions. As much as he kind of wanted to see
what happened next, he knew he couldn’t let it happen.
He put himself between the two girls, somehow found his hand
on Oriana’s breast despite aiming for her shoulder, and then
gave his sister a semi-gentle shove backward. Oriana winked at
him, which made it worse.
“What are you doing?” He hissed at Oriana.
“I could ask you the same.” She teased playfully, getting him to
drop the hand that still hadn’t left her chest. “A little fire in the
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atmosphere helps me to draw out my own abilities. I needed to
stir things up.”
“Oh.” Rob frowned. It did sort of make sense that she’d have to
be a bitch to work her magic. “Well stop picking on my sister.”
Amy backed down, apparently vindicated after having heard
Oriana’s explanation and having been defended by her brother.
“Bitch.” She muttered to herself, stepping away.
“Are we about ready?” Gefton was looking impatient, and Rob
didn’t think it was the smell of bratwurst on the grill over on the
other side of the roof.
“What’s with you?” Rob asked. The man was way too antsy,
and that made him nervous.
“I might not have long to get a move on here. I was sort of
under house arrest. There were some… er… paperwork
irregularities that came out when they started looking a little
closer at my work after the whole street fight with Aleron deal.”
Gefton grinned sheepishly.
“So there could be cops on us at any moment?” Sweet Moses,
was there no one in this team he could trust to not screw things
up?
“Maybe, although I did sort of run off a few days ago. I slept in
an alley the last two nights.” He coughed once or twice and spit
up something unappealing onto the decking.
“And you brushed your teeth with a decomposing badger,
apparently.” Phil winced.
Rob cast an imploring look over at Oriana. His little alliance was
falling apart here, and they’d barely managed to do anything
more than arrive together at the departure point.
“Here goes nothing.” Oriana announced.
Amy gave the other woman a wide berth as fire began to spout
from Oriana’s left hand to engulf the right hand, where the
items Gefton had stolen from the morgue and the evidence
lockers were sitting. The fire pricked and poked at the items,
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like a caterpillar looking for the next leaf to crawl onto, and
then leapt through the air. A thin streamer of fire zigzagged
around them toward a corner of the roof where there was no
decking, just open concrete beside a series of vent pipes.
Oriana followed the streamer to a patch of concrete that looked
as if it had recently been scrubbed clean of soot. A few strange
squiggles on the ground appeared to have been scored into the
roof and then burned deeper, and while the ink that they’d
been written in was gone, the etching would forever remain.
Above the mark, at about waist height, the streamer faded.
“This is it, definitely.” She announced, having knelt down to
trace the marks with her manicured fingertips.
“So how do we do this?”
“Now that we have the exact spot and samples of those who
came with Aleron, we can return.”
“It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?” Todd inquired.
“Deliciously so.” Oriana purred, casting a ball of fire up in the
air. It hovered at twice a man’s height and began to grow,
expanding until it was several yards in diameter. “Have you
ever been burned alive?” Oriana laughed at their reactions, and
offered a warning to the only one staying behind, “Better step
further back, Amy dearest. The rest of you, gather together.”
They had extra attention now, as everyone who should have
been partying, grilling, or just taking in the night sky had
paused to stare that the unexpected pyrotechnics. Rob
tightened his grip on the strap of the backpack he had slung
over his shoulder. Suddenly, a bag full of ammunition and
supplies didn’t seem like a wise idea, not if their conveyance to
the other world was being burned alive.
When the fire fell, it was like a white-hot knife had sliced down
around his body, skinning him alive and taking extra special
care to prod and saw around his more sensitive areas, like his
eyes, his ear canals, and genitals. Flayed alive by unearthly
fire, he felt his body lurch amongst the screams of his
companions.
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Certain he’d just been betrayed and murdered, his body
tumbled through the fire, and he tumbled upon uneven stone.
His eyes burned as if he’d just stared at the sun, so it took him
a few minutes to realize he wasn’t just sprawled out and
breathing his last crispy breaths on the concrete roof of that
building back home.
If the burning exit from his own world had been agonizing, the
soul-wrenching entrance to Sera’s world was somehow worse,
but somehow not as bad, because he’d already been in
unspeakable pain. It was like breaking every finger after he’d
already snapped a wrist. Part of his mind had shut down to
ignore what it was experiencing as his body and soul were
reassembled in a world quite unlike his own.
When his eyesight began to return, he saw a colossal pillar
stretching skyward as far as he could see, which wasn’t far into
the clouds that ringed the structure. It had to be one of the
Pylons Sera had spoke of. Around him, there was an odd stink
like melted solder and a strange orange glow. He thought he
saw Oriana’s silhouette pacing around nearby, while Todd, Phil,
and Gefton surrounded him.
“Where’s Magnus?” Rob wheezed.
Oriana leaned down beside him, her face so close to his that
her sweet, hot breath moistened his face. “I left that asshole
back home. He screwed you once, and I wasn’t going to give
him the chance to do it again.”
“Thank you.” He managed to say, but he couldn’t help but
wonder if Amy would be okay. A pissed off Magnus wasn’t
something she’d be able to handle very easily.
Before he could say anything else, he thought he heard Phil
crying. Apparently, he’d just woken up and was in little better
shape than Rob felt. In spite of his pain, Rob laughed.
Getting up or trying to figure out where Sera had been taken,
those would wait. For now, laughing was fine, because he was
still alive. And, they’d made it. They’d crossed worlds. He
laughed a little more, choking on the fumes from the Pylon’s
surrounding bath of lava, and then he finally sat up.
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Serafina
In the days it took to return to the City of Lights, Sera learned
to hate Aurelius. The man had established himself as petty and
opportunistic from the beginning, not to mention cowardly, but
since then, he’d also shown himself to be cruel and
uncomplicated. His two lackeys, who’d never given their names,
showed themselves to be no better, though one had at least
taken to offering her water whenever they’d rested.
Regaining his strength and feeling more confident with each
wing beat that carried them closer to his rewards, Aleron had
almost forgotten her entirely, except on the occasions when he
bothered to check to make certain she was still alive or to gloat
about his successes. She despised him, too, and his scarred
face. The white patch around his one eye made her smile every
time she saw it. Proud he might be, but at least she’d marred
his beautiful perfection, twice, though he chose to wear his
scars as badges testifying of his courage.
Short of the city, just close enough that she could see the ring
of hills that made up the city and the massive head of clouds
that floated above them, they stopped. She couldn’t help but
cast a forlorn look at her former home, to gaze at the hilltops
covered in palatial estates decorated with minarets, arched
openings, and domed peaks. Of all the ways and all the
circumstances she’d imagined returning home, this certainly
hadn’t been one of her top choices.
Aurelius and his companions eyed her warily, fully expecting
her to regain her powers or to take flight without warning, but
she could do nothing. Her powers were as absent as if they’d
been completed severed, like a finger chopped clean off. She
was like one of the Gens, a commoner without elemental
powers.
“Sidra.” Aleron called for the second time, surprising her. It was
strange to have to respond to her birth name instead of the one
Rob had given her. She found she preferred her new name to
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the old, the new life to the old, especially if her treatment now
was an indication of things to come.
She tore her eyes away from the scene before her, away from
the cloud rings hovering over the hills of the city that the
distant shapes of her winged brethren flitted about. “What do
you want?” She demanded. A prisoner she might be, but that
didn’t make her any less irritated with her situation.
Aleron tossed her a bundle of blue fabric tied off with cords.
Where he’d got it, she didn’t know, but it seemed as if this had
been the plan all along from the way he watched her
expectantly with arms akimbo. She opened her mouth to ask
him what she was to do with it, but it seemed obvious. She
untied the silken cords knotted around the bundle, and the
rough, blue homespun fabric wrapping fell away with the cords.
She frowned at the gown that had been concealed within the
simple covering. Wrapped in the folds of the gown were pair of
silver earrings with a wealth of iridescent crystals. A matching
the band of crystals had been worked into the neckline of the
dress, much like a broad-banded necklace.
“What is this for?” She had a sinking suspicion, but Aleron was
more than willing to let her know for certain.
With a victorious smirk, he explained, “It would not be right for
an enemy of the Empress to show up looking like one of the
Gens. You need to have a certain splendor to you, or it is
insulting for her to even display you as a child of a rival of any
sort.”
The knot that had been forming in the pit of her stomach
twisted like a fist in her guts. “You will parade me into the city
so all can see my failure to escape?”
“The nobles do love a show.” Aurelius remarked with a laugh.
If they wanted a show, she felt she should give them a proper
one. “And the hair? The sweat and mud?”
Aleron nodded to a small cottage beside a meager patch of
ground that one family of common folk had scratched a few
furrows into in order to plant crops for their family. The home
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was very simple. The roof was made of sod, so that the home
nearly blended in with the stretches of open land that seemed
to run forever in all directions, except for the hills of the City of
Lights that rose so unexpectedly in the middle of nowhere. She
thought she could see the beady little eyes of two children
peeking out from the unshuttered windows.
“Am I to beg them for wash water, or shall I dabble my hands
in a bowl?”
“There happens to be a small spring out back. We shall keep
watch while you make yourself presentable.”
“And if I roll in the muck and tear the dress?”
“Then we must haul you before the crowd naked and slavering
wild, and you will make a very different sort of show for the
Empress’ sycophants. I am sure they can imagine that the
other world made you into some sort of raving lunatic, and they
would probably much like to see such a spectacle, but I am not
certain it is the impression you want to leave before your trial.”
“Trial?” That was news to her. She’d counted on a simple
execution, but then it did make sense that the Empress would
want the final relative of the members of the failed coup
extinguished forever in a public manner.
Aleron nodded and handed her a rag, clearly something cast off
by one of the ragamuffins dwelling in the peasant home. “Wash
yourself off. Try to make yourself reasonably presentable.”
Sera frowned at the rag and then him. At least Aurelius and his
goons weren’t going to watch her strip down and wash off.
“Oh, and they will be watching you to make sure you do not do
something silly like drown yourself or run and hide – not that
you could hide.”
That knot in the pit of her stomach twisted a little harder, and it
was hard not to scream or to try to at least gouge out
someone’s eyes, especially Aurelius.’ She knew he was going to
enjoy watching her get herself ready. At least she still had her
underwear on. She wondered what they’d think of a fashionable
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black bra and panty set. There was no way they’d get a look at
any more than that.
“Fine, but even if I do not have any powers, that does not
mean I cannot claw your eyes out or break your fingers if any
of you low-born pieces of shit decide to do more than look from
a safe distance.”
Aleron gave Aurelius a look and decided that she was right; the
man couldn’t be trusted. “Let her ready herself without
interference, Aurelius.”
After stripping down as far as she would allow herself in the
company of such men, she began washing herself with the rag,
swiping off travel grime, sweat, and the stink of her captors. It
wasn’t easy to do, but she found she could do it if she blocked
out all the other stimuli and focused on the simple, refreshing
act of bathing. It might have only been a rag dipped in water
bubbling up from a spring, but at least she was getting herself
clean.
When she was finishing up with her face and neck, a little girl
appeared at her side, shyly holding up a misshapen white cake
of what could only be soap. Sera stared at the girl, a poor thing
with an oversized head for her body, tangled hair, and dirty
feet. Yet, instead of feeling disgust as she once might have, she
could only feel sympathy and warmth within her heart for a girl
who had so little yet offered what she did have.
“Thank you.” She whispered to the girl, offering a smile as she
took the soap. From what she knew of soap, it was not easy or
cheap for these people to make, quite unlike the giant bottles
of the stuff that Rob used without ever sparing a thought for
the processes that went into their making.
Sera knelt beside the girl when the girl did not leave; she
patted a place beside her on the grass. The girl sat hesitantly,
but allowed Sera to scrub at her hands and feet with the rag
and the soap. She grimaced when Sera went for her face, too,
and pulled away.
“Alright, I’ll leave the face as it is, but if you want to grow up
looking pretty, you might want to wash your face some day.”
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Sera replied in the common language of her world. Living with
Rob had made it easier to speak to these people, it seemed.
She tried hard to ignore the exasperated and impatient looks
Aurelius and his men were casting her way, knowing they
would not give her much longer to finish up. “I think I need to
finish cleaning up.”
She wrung out the rag and wetted it again, taking it to her own
skin once more so she could finish wiping the last of the soot
from the grounds near the Pylon and the dust from her legs. As
she did so, she watched the girl fiddle with the clothes that
she’d brought from Rob’s world. The stretchy fabrics fascinated
the girl. “Keep them.” She offered.
They certainly wouldn’t fit the young girl, who was hardly as tall
as her waist, let alone near her height and size. But, if she had
a mother about, there was a chance they could be remade to fit
her better or sold if it benefited them in any way. She knew she
certainly wasn’t going to need them any time soon. The girl
made no effort to respond, but she did gather up the clothes in
her arms, even though she cringed as she did so, as if she
might be struck for stealing the clothes.
“Take them, and thank you.” Sera said once more, handing
back what was left of the soap. She’d used it sparingly, figuring
she’d be in a jail cell or dead in a few days anyway.
She gave the girl a gentle push toward her house. It would be
better for her to leave quickly and stay under cover with Aleron
and his men around. Who knew what kind of cruelty they might
inflict upon this family just for fun?
When the girl had retreated into the home, she took a moment
to shake out her hair and braid it into a simple, yet elegant
gather piled atop her head, while the rest of her hair spilled
down her shoulders. Sensing she was nearly done, Aurelius
approached, leering at her. She glared at him hatefully, and
dropped the gown down over her shoulders, securing it at the
neck with the clasp designed into it. The earrings clamped onto
her earlobes, and then she was ready, wanting only a pair of
slippers or sandals, but they’d not provided those.
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“Take her.” Aurelius instructed his subordinates. Without
hesitation, they grabbed her by her shoulders and summoned
their wings, waiting only for Aleron before they left.
“Presentable.” Aleron commented, coming into sight. He put
away a small coin purse, indicating he’d paid the Gens folk for
their water, and likely their silence as well.
“Shall we get this over with then?” She asked impatiently.
Aleron smirked and nodded toward the men holding her. With a
few powerful beats of their wings, they were into the air. A few
more carefully-timed wing beats carried them over the small
cottage and toward the City of Lights.
It was difficult to behold the City without being moved,
regardless of the circumstances of her return. There were so
many memories held within it, and the clouds seemed to swarm
with wings and accusing faces as she approached. The walls
were lined with her people, a beautiful, vain folk made with a
statuesque beauty that seemed flawed and unkind in the
uneven lighting of late day.
They flew over the ring of hills that surrounded the tallest,
central hill, where the population and buildings were densest,
and landed in a broad piazza. Hundreds, if not thousands of her
people had gathered to see her arrival, and whispers carried
thought the crowds, reaching into the alleyways and back
through open corridors to spread throughout the city. Without a
doubt, everyone would know of her return, that the daughter of
Angeli and Celia had been captured.
A detachment of guards pushed through the crowd to flank her.
They were not here for her honor, but rather her protection, so
that the Empress’ prisoner arrived unharmed. They paused to
bow and salute to Aleron, who then took the lead as the wedge
of soldiers knifed through the crowd once more. Now they were
heading in the opposite direction, this time toward the Winged
Empress’ Palace. Of course, they took a scenic route on the way
there, allowing more of the city folk to witness her downfall.
She kept her chin high, fighting the urge to drop her eyes and
hide her face. As she walked, it was harder and harder to show
her inner steel, to face the swarms of nobility and commoners
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that owed their loyalties to House Lucis. Her toes stubbed
against the cobbles of the streets, and the dust and dirt from
the street soiled the hem of her fine gown, which grew filthier
with each pace toward her official incarceration.
The paused only once, and that was near a rubble pile between
several tall estates. Felled trees from once proud gardens had
been left to rot, and the other decorative plants and grasses
had been salted so severely that they’d all dried up and died. It
was her home, the city dwelling her parents had owned. No two
stones remained in proper order, and nothing was left of the
beautiful apartments her family had stayed in when they’d
visited the city. No doubt, her family’s country estates were in
similar ruins, were being squatted in by Gens, or had at the
very least been deeded to loyal subjects.
Tears crept into her eyes, but she banished them with a swift
wipe of the back of her hand and allowed none to follow them.
She straightened her back, and tuned out the laughter Aurelius
sought to hurt her with. She decided to kill him if she ever got
the chance, even if it made things more painful for her in the
end. She would die anyway, but if the man died with her, it
would make her death all that easier to take.
Try as she did to stay strong, the sight of the Winged Empress’
palace made her resolve fade. Her knees went weak, and only
being hoisted up by the armpits made any forward motion
possible. The imposing walls, the grand domes, the lofty
arches, and the needle-thin towers stretching imperiously
skyward, they all projected such an air of power and authority
that she felt as if a second millstone had been hung around her
neck. It was hard to walk, hard to breathe, and harder still to
maintain her façade of pride and capability.
Then she saw the line of statues wrapping around the walls
near the main gate, each illustrating the members of the failed
revolt. The faces upon the statues were twisted in fear and
agony; her mother and father’s faces were among them. In
fact, they were immediately set on either side of the roadway,
perfectly visible to her as she was dragged through the gates.
Aleron regarded her with something approaching pity in his
eyes, but it was not enough to overshadow the ambition behind
them. She’d been brought here to die, and her face would
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adorn another statue placed as a warning to the Empress’
enemies. Likely it had already been commissioned, and it was
merely awaiting her arrival so the artist could put the last
touches on the horrified face.
All will to resist gave out, and she broke down sobbing.
Hopelessness crashed down on her, and she dropped to the
ground. Through tear-blurred eyes and the pain of her knees
and feet dragging across the ground, she thought she saw
more people watching, but she no longer cared, nor did she
respond when voices both familiar and unfamiliar called out at
her. As far as she was concerned, she was already dead. The
world closed off, and she ceased to care.
Even when they unceremoniously threw her in a cage in the
darkest cell they could find, cut off from the sun and skies that
were the lifeblood of her people, she did not care.
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Robert
“This is so fucking surreal. It’s like I just wet myself, but I’m
perfectly dry!”
“You did wet yourself.” Rob commented, pointing out the drying
stain on the front of Phil’s pants. At least the smothering heat
of the nearby lava flow helped dry it quickly, even if it left
behind a salty residue on the fabric of Phil’s jeans.
“Semantics, Rob. I mean it. This is wild as all get-out. Who’d
have thought it possible?” Phil staggered around the volcanoblasted stone and flailed his limbs as he took in all he saw.
“We all did, or we’d not have volunteered.” Rob said dryly, but
even he couldn’t stop staring at the Pylon. It drew the eyes like
a pink unicorn in the middle of a football game – an undeniably
magical and unfathomable thing.
Todd also appeared overwhelmed, although he chose to be
overwhelmed while rocking back and forth in the fetal position
in his smoldering bathrobe. Yes, that certainly seemed like
behavior that could be described as overwhelmed.
Gefton had fared better than all of them, it seemed. He’d
already recovered enough to get out a gun and scout around
the area. Oriana, for her part, had just sat on a rock and stared
at Rob in a disconcerting fashion.
“What, dammit?” Rob found himself checking to see if he’d
peed himself upon reentry as well.
“They’ll come for us.”
A sense of bravado washed over him. They’d come this far, and
now he wasn’t going to let a few punk-ass winged sissies stop
him from getting his woman back. “That’s what the guns are
for.”
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She shrugged. “I don’t think they’ll work. Even if they do, you
can stop a few, but certainly not all of them. You certainly can’t
blast away an entire kingdom of them to get her back. She’s
lost to you.”
Rob just glared at her. Despite the heat, she’d not even broken
a sweat, while he’d already completely soaked through his
shirt. She glowed, if anything, like a woman fresh out of the
sun with a bronzed tan. It was even a bit like afterglow, and
Rob didn’t like her orgasm face one bit. He suspected her of
planning something devious, and it wasn’t kinky devious,
either. “What do you suggest, then?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to suggest a course of action.” She
replied, classically unhelpful.
Rob frowned at her. Apparently her usefulness had ended with
her arrival. “Can’t you use your powers to fly us there or
something?”
“Have you ever seen me with wings?”
“Why not? If she makes wings of light and air, why not wings of
fire?”
“It just doesn’t work that way.”
“Try.”
“It won’t work.” She insisted.
“So make a giant coil of fire we can bounce on or a fiery chariot
that rockets across the sky drawn by phoenixes or something.”
“Those things don’t exist here!” Oriana growled. “You can’t just
use your imagination and make up things. There are rules and
limitations. For hundreds of years, generations upon
generations, we’ve sought new ways to use our abilities, but
there have been none. We know all there is; there are
established and finite powers. There is a balance to be held,
and the development of new powers would upset that.”
Phil snorted. “Sounds like a lack of creative thinking to me.”
He’d given up on crying and staring slack-jawed at the purple
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and black clouds tumbling angrily overhead and had begun
listening, it seemed.
“We’ve got company.” Gefton announced suddenly.
Rob looked over at the detective, still wrapped in his dark
trench coat. His wrist was still bandaged, and his face was
covered with soot, but his eyes were clear and focused beyond
whatever pains he must have still felt. He clutched a shotgun in
his hands, which he pointed at the sky, where five winged
figures could be seen approaching.
“Will our guns work here?” Phil asked.
“I don’t know.” Gefton looked very displeased by that notion.
He’d trusted guns to protect him for years, decades perhaps.
Now, when he needed one most, it might not even work.
“Why don’t you squeeze off a few rounds and check?” Rob
suggested.
Phil shook his head. “No way! They’ll hear it for certain, and
then they’ll definitely see us. Right now, we can’t know if
they’re coming for us or not.”
Oriana laughed bitterly. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that
they found us so soon. They’ve got to know we might come
after Sera.”
“If we shoot now, it will give up the element of surprise.”
“Surprise won’t matter if all you can do is throw stones and bad
jokes at those guys. Besides, your bladder should be empty.
Stand ready to die like a man.” Oriana scoffed.
“I’m more of a boy-child.” Phil lamented, sweating profusely
now, and not just from the heat. His hands shook and his chins
quivered in fear, with tears not far off. He threw himself flat on
the ground, hugging his pack to chest. Somehow he found a
candy bar and his handgun to comfort himself.
Oriana crouched down beside Rob behind a pitted black
boulder. They watched as Gefton checked his weapon and
aimed across the blasted land at a target of his choice. “I’d
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rather not hear Phil wail like a woman when they come to roast
our bodies with soulfire and then dispose of our corpses in the
fires of the Pylon.”
Rob grinned at her, unable to resist, despite his distrust. She
had a wicked sense of humor and a killer body, but she was the
devil incarnate, and he had to keep his wits about her.
The shotgun fired, sparking and smoking more than it should
have, but fired nonetheless. Gefton sputtered and coughed,
cursing.
“Well?” Rob called out, wondering if they would have to battle
their foes with rocks and fists.
Gefton shook his head and took cover behind another boulder.
He unloaded his shells and checked the barrel of the weapon.
“The powder burns wrong here, slowly or something. I don’t
know how many shots we’ll get before the things get so caked
up with residue that they’ll cease to work properly. I don’t
expect more than a half-dozen shots, if that.”
Oriana smiled.
“You knew, didn’t you?” Rob demanded of her.
“I had an idea that it might be like this.” She whispered, licking
her full lips lasciviously.
“Well fuck. If I’d know that, I’d have brought a crossbow.” Rob
grumbled, watching those once-distant winged silhouettes close
in. They were close enough now that he could make out some
of their features. Somehow, they all looked like that asshole
Aleron.
“What’s the game plan?”
“Wait until they get close and then just start shooting like
mad?” Gefton suggested.
Rob nodded. “That’s about what I had.” He glanced around,
feeling like a moron for not coming up with anything more
creatively tactical. If Gefton, a detective, hadn’t thought up
anything better, there likely wasn’t much else he could do.
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Todd was still rocking back and forth, clutching his knees to his
chest, but sitting right out in the open. At least Phil had found a
place to hide, though the smudges of chocolate across his
cheek made him look far less helpful in a gunfight than Rob
would have liked. “We’re going to die here.” Rob muttered to
himself.
Oriana gave him a reassuring pat on the back and nodded
toward Todd. “Let the robed nut draw them in. When they go to
investigate him, open fire on them from behind.”
Rob felt bad about it for the briefest of moments as he
wondered how he’d explain to Mrs. Ferlickee that her son had
been a casualty of a rescue attempt in another plane of reality,
but then decided it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. He pinched
his nose and drew upon memories of Todd’s mother to mimic, if
poorly, the woman’s shrill voice, “Todd! Close that door. Get in
here right this moment!”
Todd jerked out of his fugue state, snapping into alertness. His
eyes flickered back and forth around the wasted horizon, and
he bolted off in a random direction, as if searching for the door
that needed closing.
“You dick! That was awesome.” Phil grinned over at him.
Sure enough, the five circled in and came at Todd with some
sort of stun lances that spat bursts of lightning and disabled
Todd in seconds. Seconds were all Gefton, Rob, and Phil needed
to pop up from behind their rocks and start emptying their clips
at the would-be captors or executioners.
The first few shots were the most effective. They winged two
and seemed to kill one right off the bat. After that Rob found
himself diving for cover behind rocks as blasts of fiery light
ripped over his head, scorching the earth around him.
Somehow, he’d gotten separated from Oriana, which worried
him. Had she ditched them, or was she waiting for a better time
to show herself? A little bit of fire might help them, but if she
had to wait for the right moment to take down a few and even
the odds, then he’d have to try to buy her an opportunity.
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Phil found himself pinned down even worse, with alternating
fire hissing as it scorched the ground to either side of him.
Girlish screams emanated from behind his cover, seeming only
to encourage more deadly fire to come his way.
Gefton managed to get off a few more shots while they
tormented Phil, but then a blast taken in the shoulder reduced
him to a screaming pile of a man. Rob shook his head,
wondering what it would take to kill the guy, though it sounded
like Gefton wished he were dead. The smell of the detective’s
burnt flesh wafted around the field like rancid barbecue, and
Rob despaired.
Just when he thought he might stand and try his hand at dying
valiantly fighting outnumbered and outgunned, Oriana threw a
wave of fire at the enemy soldiers and then rushed over to his
side, clearing the distance between her hiding spot and his in a
few graceful strides. When she dropped down beside him, he
thought to thank her, but a weird look in her eyes stopped him.
“What is it?” He started to ask, but he never got the chance. All
he got out was the first syllable, and then her hands clamped
down on him.
It was like going through the whole ritual of being sent to
another world again. An indescribable pain ripped through his
being, shivering down his spine like every one of his nerves had
caught fire and melted. He opened his mouth to scream, but his
lungs had seized in the inferno he felt racing through him, and
then he collapsed.
He’d have liked to say he’d been aware when they took him
captive. He’d have liked to know why they’d even bothered to
capture him when they might have killed him, but he had no
idea. After she touched him, even his eyes and ears had felt
ablaze. Whatever she’d done to him had raced through his
auditory and optic nerves, severing him and all of his senses
from the outside world… at least for a time.
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Serafina
Shame was a powerful tool, but it was not as strong as the
darkness. For a people born beneath the sun and accustomed
to flexing their wings in the broad skies amongst the bright
celestial rays, utter darkness was quite horrifying. Worse yet
were the glimpses of light, mere slivers of grey that washed
across the floor of her cell when they brought her food and
drink, because it reminded her of what she was missing. She
knew she was slowly dying of poisoning; she’d been deprived
for too long of the sun’s healing, life-enriching energies.
Strangely, the food wasn’t that bad, not compared to frozen
pizza and some of Rob’s worst attempts at cooking. But that
was of no comfort, and eating was a short-lived stimulus in the
pitch black, even if she took as long as she could to savor each
morsel.
Her other senses also stretched for any sign of life. Her ears
strained for the whispers of sandaled feet upon stone or the
muffled echoes of voices in chambers and halls beyond the hole
she’d been thrown into. Drips of dank water sounding in the
deep darkness became her companions, and the smells of her
own body and the slick grime that grew in the cracks of the
walls were her closest friends.
So it was a great surprise at long last – though she truly had no
idea of how long it had been – when she was suddenly moved
to a lighter cell, one where she had actual company.
“Sera?” Phil’s familiar voice called out. Certainly it was the
voice of a phantom or an element of madness already fallen
upon her. Exactly how long did it take to go mad? Phil could not
possibly be in the cell down the hall from her. “Sera?” The voice
repeated. “Is that you?”
Sera laughed. “Philip Langley, you cannot truly be here. There
is no way you could have come.” Talking to ghosts and spirits
was said to be bad luck, as it let them know that you actually
did see them, but she didn’t see how any figment of her
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imagination, or any entity for that matter, could put her in any
worse situation that she was in. She was waiting for her death
after all.
“It is you!” Phil laughed nervously. “I thought I was going
crazy, but I’d recognize your tight little assets on any world,
even if you’re in jail and wearing a filthy dress.”
Sera looked down at herself. The dress she’d been made to put
on before her grand entrance to the city had indeed become
soiled by her time in that dark cell. It was as if the dark itself
had leeched into the fabric, even though she knew it to be
mildew and grime from the unwashed stones. “I have seen
better days.” She admitted.
“Yeah, me, too.” Phil sighed. “I miss TV.”
It was still hard to believe she was out of her cell, let alone
speaking to Phil. “If it really is you, how did you get here?”
“Oriana brought us here. She opened a fiery hole in the
universe and brought us here.”
“Us?” Her heart lurched up into her throat at the simple use of
a single pronoun. With a tremble in her voice and hands, she
had to ask what he meant. “Who else came with you?”
“Rob. He’s in the cell next to me on the floor. You can’t see
him. Oriana came, obviously, but she also brought Gefton and
Todd with us.”
“Todd?” It seemed an unlikely thing. What would the guy from
the next apartment offer to what could only be a rescue
mission? They might as well have brought Rebecca and her son
from a couple floors up, or even Mrs. Ferlickee, Todd’s cranky
old mother.
“Yeah, Todd was sort of our diversion. We let the winged guys
shoot at him while we ambushed them. It didn’t do much good.
Gefton was shot by your sky lightning stuff. I don’t think that
arm will ever heal, especially the way they’ve been working him
over for information.”
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He seemed to be avoiding saying anything about Rob. “And
Rob?”
“Oriana fucked us, Sera. Just when I was getting roasted
between a pair of rocks and Rob was trying to save me, she
grabbed him and that was all he wrote. He’s been asleep for
days.”
“All she did was touch him?”
“He screamed like nothing I’ve ever heard before. It was a
soul-ripping sort of agony she put him through. All I can do is
give him water from this chipped mug over here and clean him
up if he pisses himself in his sleep.” Phil seemed defeated, and
not just because he was in jail. More than anything, the
inability to help Rob seemed to eat at him, to gnaw at his core.
“I’m not a very good nurse.”
“You are doing all you can, Phil. Rob could not ask for more.”
She projected as much pride and confidence as she could, but
she wasn’t sure it went very far in reassuring him. At least he
fixed his glasses and nodded back at her. That was a start.
“It’s pretty messed up, isn’t it? We were captured within an
hour of arriving, and now we’re in jail. Execution is the plan,
right?”
“Yes.” There was no point in lying.
“I thought so. I hate these stupid, fucking, flying faggots and
their goddamned lightning. Even our guns were worthless
against them. We needed grenades or a bazooka. I’m sorry,
because I love you like a sister-in-law that I’d gladly help cheat
on my Rob, but we’re retarded. This was a lame-ass idea.”
Sera sighed and leaned against the bars. “You needed allies
with powers.”
“Well Oriana screwed us and Magnus wasn’t brought along.
Oriana made sure of that.”
“Magnus is not to be trusted anyway, no matter what he might
have said since I was taken…”
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Phil sounded like he was sniffling back tears. “I’m sorry, Sera. I
wish I could do more. I’m only a drummer.”
“You did what you could, and you are taking care of Rob.”
“What about your powers? Can’t you do anything?” If only it
were that easy.
“I am cut off from the sun by these walls and from my powers
by this stone collar.”
“Just bang it on the bars.” Phil suggested helpfully, as if she’d
not thought of such a simplistic idea. “But you’ve probably
already tried that.”
“Yeah.” She replied dryly. “Where are Todd and Gefton now?”
“I don’t know about Gefton, but Todd is being interviewed by
some androgynous guys in leather gear. It’s like an S&M
dungeon in here, and I fear for my asshole.”
“Pardon?”
“S&M… that’s kinky sex stuff where people get whipped and
punished and wear metal and leather.”
“I see.” She really didn’t, but then Phil had eclectic tastes. “So
this imprisonment is not a painful experience for you?”
“Not really. Working 16-hour shifts on holidays at an electronics
store is far worse. I swear, if I’d been asked one more time
about the advantages of LCD versus plasma TV’s, I’d have
ripped my nutsack off just to beat someone across the face
with it.”
Sera smiled despite their situation. “I don’t really understand
what you’re saying, but I imagine there is tedium in any job.”
“Tedium. Yeah, that’s a cute way of putting it. Just like idiots
who wonder if the Internet is in the computers that I sell them,
rather than something existing outside any one computer that
they navigate through with the help of cables and protocols and
all that.”
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“Phil, I don’t think this is going to help us.” He was getting very
agitated and for little reason that she could see. Perhaps the
experiences he’d been through had affected him more than
he’d realized or cared to admit. “Can you check Rob again?”
“Think he’ll wake up if I put a finger up his ass? Nothing else
has worked. I already slapped him, kicked him, shouted in his
ear, threw water on his face…”
“I doubt that would help. Whatever Oriana did, it is not likely a
mild condition that can be easily overcome.” She replied,
worried that Phil might actually try something stupid. Surely
he’d been joking, she thought, but a yelp a moment later
proved otherwise. “Is he awake?”
“No, I just think I broke my finger.” Phil whined, sitting down
heavily on the bench that was the only piece of furniture in the
small cell. His breathing was an uneven wheeze, almost a
whine, and he slumped over after a moment, growing silent.
“Phil?” There was no answer. He appeared to have passed out.
“Great.” She muttered, letting herself slide down the bars of
her own cell until she sat on the floor with her head resting on
her knees. Once again, she was alone.
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Robert
With a roaring ache in his head, a fire trembling within his
bones, and a litany of other aches and pains, Rob awoke. He
became aware of Phil’s prone form lying on a wooden bench
beside him. Todd was whimpering in the corner, his robe torn
and bloody. Gefton was nowhere to be seen, perhaps dead.
Rob sat up, careful not to speak, not trusting himself not to cry
or scream like a girl because of what he was suffering. A few
whimpers escaped as he pulled himself up on the bars of his
cage, apparently a prison cell somewhere in the other world –
in Sera’s hometown maybe.
“Rob?” Sera’s voice called.
Rob turned and answered out of habit, not even realizing how
unlikely it was that he would actually find Sera in this dark,
musty place. “Yeah, Sera?” It took a moment for his watery
eyes to send the message to his brain that he was staring at
the woman he’d risked life and limb for by coming to this
dimension.
“Rob!” She laughed and seemed to cry at the same time. “You
idiot! I cannot believe you came here after me. I cannot
imagine why you thought you would be able to help, or why
you trusted Oriana!”
Rob shook his head. “Love - it makes men do stupid things.”
“Love does not make a man do all you have done for me.” Her
voice caught in her throat and her eyes glistened wetly. “It is
too much, too selfless.”
“Maybe it was, but I thought you were worth the danger and
suffering.” Rob couldn’t help but agree, seeing how bad his
body ached. “Speaking of which, why does my ass hurt?”
“Phil.”
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Rob eyed his friend huddled on the bench, especially his hand,
where one finger was twisted oddly, as if broken. Mental
imagery followed. He repressed a shudder, almost. “Gross.”
“I told him not to. He thought it would wake you up.”
“Maybe it did. Oriana touched me, and then I was out. I have
no idea how long it’s been.” He patted himself down, and
realized he’d messed himself at least a couple times. The rank
smell he’d smelled upon waking was not the cell or even the
prison; it had been him. “I need a damn shower and a change
of clothes.”
“We both do.”
Rob shivered against another wave of needle-like pain that
worked its way from his toes up to his brainstem. “What did
Oriana do to me?”
“I do not know. I was not there, and I do not have any powers.
So, I cannot sense anything. If I were not collared and were I
next to you, I might be able to feel what she has done to you.
As it is, I expect she wanted you to be captured, either as a
repayment for her debts, so she could earn her way back into
their good graces, or because she has you planted here as
some part of a revenge scheme she has plotted from the
beginning.”
“So I’m a bomb or something?”
“Quite possibly, but it is likely more subtle than just a fiery
explosion. Such a thing wouldn’t likely kill the Empress.”
“Why me? Why not Todd or Phil?”
“The Empress will have learned from interrogating your friends
that you are important to me. She will probably drag you in
front of her and her audience in the Court of Furled Wings, so
that I have to witness your suffering and death before she has
me executed as well.”
“It certainly sounds like a glorious weekend retreat we’ve won
this time.” Once again, Rob wondered at the wisdom of this
rescue attempt. Lacking any better course of action, he began
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digging around the cell for something to clean himself with.
“Yeah, it might be best if you don’t watch. I’m not exactly at
my prettiest, and they didn’t leave much to clean up with.”
They’d left him a rag and a washbasin, but the water was
barely enough to dampen the rag.
Sera laughed and turned her back to him, sitting down once
more. She made smalltalk while he stripped down and scrubbed
himself down as best as possible. It was strange undressing
with Todd rocking himself back and forth in the fetal position
just a few feet away. The whole experience was sort of how he
imagined prison to be back on Earth, only without the plaid
robe. In the end, he was forced to throw away his boxers and
just wear his jeans. He had to use his socks as rags, too. It was
a pretty sorry state to be in, and the throbbing in his skull
made it worse.
“I wish they’d left our backpacks.” Rob lamented as he settled
down onto a corner of the bench beside Phil.
“What did you have in them that would help us now?” It was
hard not to hear the helplessness and hopelessness in her
voice.
Rob paused, wishing he had something more tangible in his list
of supplies that would have saved the day, something that
could have made a difference. “We had clothes, energy bars,
and an MP3 player.” It sounded even dumber coming out of his
mouth than it had when Amy explained what she’d packed for
them.
“How did you plan to save me, Rob? I cannot fathom how you
thought it even possible to save me, and it astounds me to
think you have done all this for me. I know of no other man
that might have crossed worlds with his friends to face certain
death for a woman he had only known for a few short months.”
“You make it sounds so epically romantic.” Rob sighed. “I
suppose it was pretty stupid to think that a few guns and a
raging boner would be enough to conquer a world and
overthrow the tyrant that had my woman kidnapped.”
“You are so…” She trailed off, words failing her.
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“Ludicrous.” He supplied the adjective, because he knew it fit.
Pain, filthiness, and failure: that was how he summed up his
efforts.
“I love you, Robert.”
“I know. Believe me, I’m sending that right back at you, Sera.”
He grinned, trying to cheer her up. “I wonder if they’ll let me at
least give you a bit of goodbye sex before we both get
executed.”
“I doubt it.”
“I’d even do it in front of everybody. Maybe my prowess would
encourage them to let us live.”
“Doubtful.” She was covering her mouth to keep from laughing
aloud.
“Do you think I could launch one from over here and reach your
cell?” He mimed tugging at himself.
“What?” It was over her head, but funny nonetheless.
“Nevermind me.” Rob sighed and tried to put his libido out of
mind. Something about being in prison had him feeling horny,
and that was a feeling he didn’t even want to begin to explore.
“I need some rest, a few Tylenol, and a solid meal before I can
even hope to think straight.”
“Close your eyes for a bit; sleep is the only one of your
demands we can see to right now. I will give a shout if
someone comes.”
Rob nodded. It sounded like as good an idea as any he had,
though part of him wanted to slap himself for dozing off so
soon after finding Sera, since he’d gone through all the trouble
of getting here.
Dreams pulled him in almost without warning, and Oriana’s face
dominated all he saw. In the dreams, her burning touch always
left its mark upon him, purplish-red, angry handprints left on
his back where her power burned into his very being. Then
there were images of him bursting into flames, engulfing all
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around him, causing dozens of deaths as he spontaneously
combusted.
The dream repeated several ways, always with the same
terrible end, before he finally woke again. Somehow, waking up
with Phil staring at him with a mixture of concern and pain on
his face wasn’t much better than where he’d been in his
dreams.
“Get out of my face. It’s creepy.”
“You’re alive.”
“Obviously.” There was a time for sarcasm. This was it.
Phil shook his head. “No, I mean really alive. I thought for sure
you were going to die in that coma. I was putting sips of water
into your mouth and trying to make you swallow some of the
gruel they gave us, but I didn’t think it’d be enough.”
“I’m starving like a motherfucker. I bet you ate most of my
share.”
Phil shrugged. “You wouldn’t eat, and Todd has just been
mumbling to himself and rocking himself back and forth.” They
both took a moment to stare disdainfully at Rob’s neighbor,
who huddled in the corner staring at nothing. “He’s about one
crying fit away from sucking his thumb, I think.”
“God. Damn.” Rob eyed his friend, wondering what all he’d
missed since Oriana had turned on him. Phil didn’t look like
he’d had the luxury of sleeping through his captivity. Stresseating aside, he looked pretty worse for the wear. “What’d I
miss?”
“Everything, man. Where do I start? Torture? I’ve been
waterboarded, plied with lousy food, forced to listen to
pompous jerkoffs, paraded before chicks in sexy robes
bellowing orders, and subjected to an uncomfortable journey
here where I was strung in a net between two flying men who
were half-nude.”
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“Why aren’t we dead?” It was the most salient question that
Rob could think of, and terribly appropriate after Phil’s list of
grips.
“Oriana brokered some deal I think. After we got pummeled,
she convinced the others that we would make a nice
accompaniment to Sera’s execution or at least leverage against
her.”
“That bitch.” Rob glowered at Phil, because he couldn’t give the
redheaded traitor the evil eye.
“Tell me about it. Such a tight little package, too. You really
can’t live with her or without her. I’d like to have slipped her
the pickle at least once, though. If I have to die, why must it be
as a near-virgin?”
“Near?”
“It was never with anyone hot. Handjobs from uglies in high
school and sloppy hummers from drunk, middle-aged groupies
don’t count.”
Rob wondered at the skill with which Phil managed to make a
jail cell a little less comfortable with his reminiscing. “So what’s
this place like, beyond the jail?”
“Uh, it’s like an RPG video game, except with the impending
doom actually being real, and there are less super powers on
our side. I think we have less hit points and lower stats, too. It
looked like a cross between ancient Rome and those little
cherubs you see on greeting cards, except way hotter – not
that any of them will even show me a little love.”
Rob frowned at the description. It wasn’t exactly evoking any
specific imagery. But then, Phil always had spent too much time
speaking monosyllabically to his guild mates in online games.
Conversations weren’t something Phil excelled in. “I can’t really
imagine it.”
“Exactly. It’s weird as hell and a lot smellier than video games.”
“I just want to wash. Everything smells like ball sweat and
shit.”
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“I think that’s Todd’s robe or my hand. I’m not sure which.”
Phil’s stomach rumbled.
“There’s got to be a way to get a change of clothes. Did they
bring our bags with them?”
“I was in too much pain to tell.” Phi wore a defeated look that
had even invaded his shrugging. “They knocked the gun out of
my hands and beat the living shit out of me. It made the
whoopins my mother used to give me for not doing chores look
like love and cuddles. I don’t think I’ve ever in my life been
asswhipped so badly.”
Rob nodded, realizing that some of what he’d thought had been
smudges of dirt on Phil were in fact a series of bruises all over
his friend’s face, neck, and arms. “Gefton?”
“Dead, I think. He didn’t come with us. I haven’t seen him since
the shootout.”
That sinking feeling, the suspicious guilt that had been hovering
beside him finally sank fully upon him. After seeing everyone
else alive, Gefton’s absence could have only meant one thing,
and now he had confirmation. “What a waste. What a fucking
mess.”
“He wanted to come, Rob. He was a grown man. What could we
have done?”
“Not come?”
Phil regarded him with surprise. “You don’t really mean that. Do
you?”
Rob cast a look down at Sera’s cell. She’d slumped against the
corner of the cell and had fallen asleep against the bars, with a
hand outstretched toward them through the bars. In a
heartbeat, he knew he’d have jumped at Oriana’s offer once
more, even if it ended here. “No, I don’t.”
“What if we get really nasty and smelly? Wouldn’t they give us
a bath before they execute us?”
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“Why?”
“Empresses love to gloat over their conquered foes, right? We’ll
probably be dragged out to show all of her peons that this is
what happens to those who oppose her. How can she offend
their noses with our foreign stink of sweat and fecal matter?”
“Enough with the shit talk. It already smells of it here. What’s
the plan?”
“Pee on Todd’s robe?” Todd’s anxious rocking faltered for the
slightest moment.
Rob couldn’t bring himself to torture the guy any further.
“Tempting though that idea is, I think I’ll pass. You’re welcome
to it, but I think we already look bad enough.”
“Suit yourself.” Phil lay back down on the bench in resignation,
unable to come up with any more ideas. “I’m going to sleep
until they kill me, torture me more, or give me something to
eat.”
Rob took the hint and tried to go back to sleep as well. The
sounds of Todd’s pathetic whimpering and Phil’s sleep apnea
slowly lulled him back into oblivion.
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Serafina
After the initial surge of hope and excitement at finding Rob
alive and apparently well, Sera had drifted off to sleep, lulled by
the soft sounds of snoring coming from the other cell. The
weeks she’d spent beside Rob had made her grow accustomed
to his sleeping noises, the little snorts or grunts as he rolled
back and forth or the sonorous timbre of his breathing.
For a while, it almost seemed like they were back in the
apartment, dozing cozily on the waterbed, waiting for the alarm
to go off and signal the beginning to another day. How easy it
was to dispel that pleasant dream… All it took was a handful of
guards with orders to drag them all out.
Clanking doors and yelling woke her up, and rough hands
seizing her finished the job. She was flailing her fists and feet
as soon as she came to, and while it did little except make
them secure all of her limbs before moving and further, it made
her feel like she was at least resisting. When she craned her
neck, she could see Phil and Rob being hauled out ahead of her,
with Todd leading the way without any resistance at all, just
lamely accepting what was to come.
“Rob!” She screamed, because yelling was about all she could
do. Never had the weight of the collar on her neck felt some
cumbersome and unbearable. It signified her inability to act –
not that she’d have been able to fight off a half-dozen of the
Empress’ Guard in close quarters.
“I’m fine!” He called back, but there was fear in his voice.
He’d been lucky enough to sleep through most of their
punishments and interrogations so far, and the fact that they
were all being taken now seemed to indicate that things were
coming to a close. They could all feel it. The executioner’s axe
hung over them, just a hair’s breadth from their necks.
They were taken from their cells down several corridors to a
room with running water. Clothes, towels, and oils had been
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laid out for them. Several servants, Gens wearing
washwomen’s garb, had been appointed to clean them.
Without any ceremony or even a hint of shyness, they stripped
the prisoners down and attacked them with soap, brushes, and
buckets of steaming water. Even Todd’s armor-like robe, his
security blanket and the final layer of his humanity, was tossed
aside. It would have been humiliating had it not been done so
methodically and without any meeting of eyes. The servants
scrubbed them down with all the attention they might show for
a tile floor or a pet in need of a wash. They were thorough, but
entirely impersonal.
The clothes laid out for them were from their own backpacks,
perhaps an attempt to point out how alien they all were, Sera
thought. She didn’t mind her training wear. It was mostly white
with silver piping accents running down the sides of her thighs,
around her waist, and along the v-shaped neckline. The heavy
marble collar was certainly out of fashion, clashing with her
modern Earth clothes. Even so, her skintight sheath of clothing
would be a strong contrast to the robes, togas, and diaphanous
gowns her people favored. The others looked no less strange.
Phil had on his band costume, the same one he’d had on at the
last concert. With all its faux metal plating and muscle padding,
it made him look like a caricature of her people, a pudgy, pale
version of one of their warriors. Even Phil had the decency to
look ashamed of his costume. “I look like a fucking idiot.”
Rob couldn’t help but laugh at his friend, despite the situation.
He looked secure in his choice of a band t-shirt, dark jeans, and
boots, which were out of place, but were very much him. Sera
grinned to see him with his hair slicked back and still wet from
his shower. The stubble on his chin looked good, as well. In
comparison, almost anything would look good standing next to
Phil. “Why did you pack that thing?” She asked him.
“At the time, I thought it looked heroic, but it makes me look
like a complete tool.”
“It’s pretty lame.” Rob declared.
Phil nodded soberly. “Agreed.” He sighed. “What else should I
have brought into another world for a rescue mission?”
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“Pants that weren’t shiny.” Rob offered helpfully.
Todd cleared his throat. Freshly shaved, he actually looked
somewhat handsome in a three-piece suit, complete with
polished wingtips. A pocket watch hung on a silver chain from
the breast pocket of his vest.
“Todd, what the fuck are you wearing?” Phil grumbled, clearly
feeling underdressed for what promised to be their execution
party.
Todd stared blankly back at Phil and spoke the first words he’d
managed probably since arriving in this world. “If I am to die, I
shall do it with panache.”
Rob snickered at Todd’s vocabulary and his attire. “With what?
Pancakes? Pistachios?”
“Hey, move along now, prisoners. Your time is up.” One of the
guards barked at them, ending any hope of bickering or joking.
Once more, they were flanked and surrounded. They were all
grabbed by the shoulders and forced to walk down another
series of corridors, these more luxurious than the last, and they
were growing more so as they traveled. What had been roughhewn passages were now polished and smooth, with colored
glass mosaic tiles laid in accenting stripes. The ceilings grew
loftier and the vaults wider, so much that they accommodated
the occasional flier winging overhead.
Phil made a point of tapping on everything he could with the
drumsticks that were strapped to his faux breastplate, including
the cuirass of one of the guards. He continued to pound on
random objects until a guard, whose helm he tapped once too
often, grew tired of his play, snapped them in half, and tossed
them into a giant planter pot. They were a welcome addition to
the bamboo-like fronded plant in the pot, one of many plants
interspersed through the halls to give the cold stone a livelier
and warmer appearance.
At the next intersection in the hallways, Phil produced his spare
pair of drumsticks from a sheath on his left thigh. Sera shot
him a warning look, as if to say, “What are you thinking?”
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“If I’m going to die anyway, I might as well be obnoxious.” Phil
whispered.
The guard elbowed Phil in the ribs. “Enough talking.”
After a few pained strides, Phil waved the drumstick
threateningly at the guard, but the guard ignored him this time,
so long as he didn’t try to beat on anything with them any
longer.
Todd, for his part, strode purposefully at the head of the group,
at times even leading the way, except for the officer that kept
hurrying to take the lead from him. It would have been rather
comical had she not recognized some of Aurelius’ men in their
group. She knew them to be prone to cruelty and disobedience,
and there was always a chance they would just kill someone
perceived as insignificant to the proceedings without a thought,
like Todd or Phil.
Grand staircases and carpeted lanes came soon after, all
leading them toward the regions of the palace dedicated to the
care and comforts of the Winged Empress. After they’d climbed
several flights of marble stairs, they entered a veritable forest
of stone. Massive pillars like the trunks of redwoods stretched
from floor to ceiling to support the frescoed domes distant
enough that they could only be enjoyed by fliers. Things began
to open up to the point where hallways fell away to become
long stretches of open floor, where crowds of nobles,
dignitaries, guardsmen, and servants rushed every which way,
all hustling about their daily duties. Their own small group cut
through them like a ship’s keel through water, knifing toward
the center of the palace and the open-air courtyard there.
Sera had been here on a few occasions with her parents,
mostly as a young child, less as she’d grown older. As she’d
reached her teens, her family had fallen out of favor with the
Empress, and they had in turn grown to distrust their leader
less. Things had changed – they always did – but it was still a
breathtaking sight. It shouldn’t have seemed as large since she
was a grown woman now, but the place still seemed as massive
and daunting as it ever had. It was enough to make her feel
young and insecure once more.
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They drew quite a lot of stares as they progressed beyond the
common areas of the structure and deeper into the interior of
the palace, finally drawing close to the Court of Furled Wings,
which was at the geographical center of the city-sized building.
The Court itself was broad enough to house several thousand
people at once, more if one counted the airspace within the
dome. It was illuminated by natural light coming through an
enormous oculus opening at the top of the biggest dome in the
world, the Dome of the Skies. The opening was large enough
that at any one time, the entire circle of perfect grass below
was always illuminated.
On that circle of grass was a rather unassuming crystal throne,
so sheer and pristine that it almost appeared invisible. The
Empress was ensconced upon the crystal throne, and there was
no doubt that she was center of attention. The lavish
surroundings vanished from attention, overshadowed by wings
of unparalleled size stretched out beyond the woman. Slight of
body, such that she might have been little more than a child,
her body was wrapped in a sheer fabric that had been sewn
with pearls and nets of diamonds. She glistened like a melting
icicle or an infant star. Despite the beauty, a cold and
calculating pair of eyes set on her porcelain face watched with a
raptor’s gaze as the crowd quieted, and the four prisoners were
led in.
Only then, when she broke from the Empress’ awful gaze and
the fear it bred, did Sera notice the others present. Flanked to
either side of that throne were hundreds of members of the
nobility of House Lucis and its allied minor houses. The
Cloudbreaker warriors of House Ventus were strongly
represented, as were the tireless fliers of Minor House Aether, if
to a lesser extent. The greatest members of the Nobilis people
of their nation were all present, along with many of their mostvalued retainers. Their costumes ranged from classical and
sedate to bold and modern, but all were doubtless expensive in
the extreme, though none dared to outshine the Winged
Empress herself.
Of those others present with the Empress, none were as
important as Maia, the Winged Empress’ only living offspring, or
Emma, the Empress’ Chief Aide. Both were imposing, if only
less than the one they served.
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Maia was a version of her mother in miniature, perhaps ten
years old in appearance, though much older in fact. She
already had her mother’s breathless countenance, if not her full
ability to exude power and cause fear with a glance. Her gown
stretched from neck to wrists and ankles, but clung to her body
with the familiarity of a lover. She stood on her mother’s left.
Emma was dark-haired, a rarity for the folk of House Lucis or
her allied Minor Houses. It spoke of interbreeding at some point
in her family’s history, perhaps with the water folk or maybe
even the earth folk. Her superior smile made it clear that she
belonged at the Empress’ immediate right, and none other. For
all of her physical attractiveness, she was rather boyish and
unappealing. Rumors around the City of Lights had often said
that she was a cruel and capricious lover. Her moods changed
as often as her clothes, people said, which were currently
immodest to say the least.
Elita, the Winged Empress, slipped silently from her seat and
stretched her billowing wings skyward. Feathers rained down on
the proceedings, barely-tangible feathers that vanished when
they touched the ground or landed upon someone. With a clear
voice that carried like a clarion bell, she announced: “And now
we bring an end to Celia and Angeli’s pathetic revolution.”
Triumph resonated in her every syllable.
Sera stilled her knees and willed them not to shake, but she
feared that the look she shot Rob was far from reassuring.
Their trial was about to begin. There could be no happy ending.
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Robert
If he hadn’t been a captive with menacing soldiers flanking him
as he was escorted through the palace to meet his fate, Rob
might have enjoyed the trip. It was hard not to crane his neck
to look at the classical architecture and art collected in this
place. It was like strolling through the set of a movie, only
without the coffee and donuts waiting on folding tables off to
the side. There was quite a serious air about the crowd, as well.
Then there was the actual Empress. Rob felt her before he
actually saw her. A hush had fallen all around them, and before
he even placed a foot on the circle of perfectly-green grass that
the crowd of onlookers was assembled upon, he could feel her
piercing eyes burning holes into his being. The woman would
have been intimidating even without wings the size of sails;
with them, she was awe-inspiring. Beautiful in a way that was
not sexy, but timeless and flawless, she was nothing like Sera,
and yet he could sense some familiar threads of familial ties
somewhere between the two, distant though they might be.
The others around the Empress were nearly as astonishing,
particularly the two standing to either side of her. One was dark
haired and vicious-looking, and she watched them like a
Doberman might eye a meal. The other was a younger version
of the Empress, clearly a daughter, sister, or perhaps a niece.
There were at least a hundred others gathered in an arc that
stretched around half of the grassy circle, clearly the important
folks that had enough clout to warrant a front-row seat for the
trial.
Phil swallowed hard and gave Rob a weak look. Once again he
looked to be regretting his choice in clothes. He really did look
like a dumbass, but Rob felt like a hobo at a black tie event
himself, so he said nothing. Sera looked slick in her exercise
clothes, but she seemed more ready for a five-mile jog than a
trial for her life before her Empress. Of the four of them, only
Todd looked even remotely prepared for what they faced.
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As they were brought to a halt at the dead center of the grass
circle, directly beneath the opening in the dome above that
bared the sky to them, Aleron stepped out. Dressed in his
finest, cleansed of all his road grime, and bereft of his former
weariness, he looked both glorious and victorious. This was his
moment. He’d finished his task, and now he had only to watch
their execution before he claimed his pay, whatever that might
be.
“Looks like the Ice Capades in here.” Rob muttered, glancing
around at all the hungry eyes in the peanut gallery, most of
them desiring some sort of violence, others just wishing for it to
be over.
“The accused have been brought before us today, ready for
judgment, to be declared and carried out before the foremost
citizens of the realm.” Emma, the Empress’ dark-haired
assistant announced, taking a step forward as she delivered her
proclamation.
“My ass!” Phil blurted out defiantly, earning a round of chuckles
from many of those who stood the furthest from the Empress.
Sera took strength from Phil’s outburst to come up with one of
her own. “What my friend means is that we do not recognize
your authority to render judgment upon us. We have been
wrongfully imprisoned and tortured.”
Stillness ran through the crowd. Eyes all swiveled toward the
Empress, waiting for the repercussions that were sure to come.
She was not one to be interrupted, and one did not interrupt
her voice in matters, Emma, either.
Sera seized the silence to continue, “We are all citizens of
another land, another world. I was forcefully abducted and
brought back to this place, even though I had no desire to
return, nor any connection to the failed coup, save for the fact
that my parents participated in it. I was a bystander, dragged
back here for nothing more than your regent’s cruel purposes.”
The Empress gave an almost imperceptible nod, and the guards
that had accompanied them all the way here from the jail cells
drew small staves from their belts and began attacking the
prisoners. Rob had expected it, but his attempts to fend off
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their blows were of no use. Surrounded, he could only block
one attack at a time, and he was being assailed on all sides. It
felt like he was getting worked over by a team of police officers
committing a hate crime. Pain blossomed all over his torso, and
a glancing blow across the head made him see stars. He went
down with his arms swinging, and though he felt his fist
connect once, he knew it had done little good.
When the blows stopped raining in, he rolled over and looked at
Sera. Her white and silver outfit was stained red in several
places, where her split lip had dribbled blood onto it. Her cheek
was swelling as well, darkening into what would likely be a nice
black eye. Todd was surprisingly not whimpering; he was
beyond all recognition of pain and shame at this point. Phil was
not so lucky. He’d had the wind driven out of him, and was
gasping on the ground with tears running down his face. Likely,
Phil would have vomited if his stomach had actually had any
food in it.
Rob picked himself up first and then helped his friends up,
starting with Sera. When they were all up, he cast his nastiest
glare over at the people, ignoring the Empress altogether. “I
see that we are here for little more than your amusement, a
diversion in your busy days as you pause for our torture. Well
fuck you all and your piss-poor justice system. I don’t give a
shit about you or your stupid laws or land. I just came here to
save the woman I love.”
With another nod from the Empress, a blow fell on him from
behind, stunning him. He dropped to his knees and tried his
hardest not to give in to the threatening darkness. Lights
danced before his eyes, and all he could hear was the throbbing
pulsations of his heart in his ears. He’d had enough of falling
unconscious, and through sheer strength of will, he didn’t let it
take him again. It was tempting, but if he was going to die, he
was going to do it on his feet.
Leaning to one side, as if he might fall over, he balled up his
hands into a fist and punched the nearest guard in the groin as
hard as he could. Codpiece or no, the guard doubled over, and
Rob snatched the wooden guard’s stave from the ground. When
he lunged at the next guard, tackling him and bodily bearing
him to the ground, Phil and Sera started fighting the other
guards.
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It was not much of a fight, since they were outnumbered at
least two to one, but for a glorious moment, it looked as if their
ferocity might actually win out. The hope ended savagely, with
another beating.
With a few loose teeth and a rash of new bruises to match the
first ones he’d gotten, Rob was once more on his knees, and
this time he was in no shape to put up much more of a
rebellion. He glanced over at Phil, who was laughing and crying
at the same time, and at Todd, who looked as if he’d actually
enjoyed his physical activity, even if his forehead had a nasty
knot growing on it that was bleeding rather nicely.
Sera was the worst for the wear. She cradled her left arm
against her, possibly broken, and could hardly kneel without
toppling over. They must have worked her over extra well, the
bastards. The defiance Rob felt oozed out of him. It was
deflating to see his woman so grossly injured, and humbling
beyond anything he’d ever experienced to know that he could
do nothing.
“Fuckers.” Rob growled.
From the corner of his eye, Rob saw a fist raised to strike him,
but the Empress’ assistant waved him off. “Their petty insults
and efforts fall short, as their lives will be. Leave him be.”
Rob glowered at the woman, wishing she were near enough to
strangle. That might have been worth dying to try. Somewhere
inside, he felt a burning desire to just stand up and explode in
fury, but he knew it would do no good. He bit his tongue and
fought off the urge to reply angrily.
“Now, if there are no further outbursts, we will proceed with the
trial.” The Empress suggested.
“Certainly, Empress.” Aleron nodded, but even he looked
uncomfortable with the prodigious beatings that had just been
handed out – even if some of it was Rob’s fault. “Sidra,
daughter of Celia and Angeli, two convicted and executed chief
orchestrators of the rebellion, is accused of treason against the
Winged Empress and the Court of Furled Wings. The penalty for
treason is death.”
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The word hung out over them like a fog, but Rob held his
tongue.
“Her companions are considered enemies of the state, invaders
from the world beyond the Pylons. They bring with them foreign
weapons, their strange dress, their poor etiquette, and a
distasteful lack of hygiene.”
The last was meant as mockery, but it was probably Phil’s fault,
especially with his mistreatment of Todd’s robe. As he listed
their faults, Aleron’s fellow guardsmen unceremoniously
dumped the remaining supplies they’d brought with them in a
pile in front of the Empress, for all to see.
Rob eyed the guns that spilled out of the bags longingly, but
knew he’d be dead before he took three steps toward the pile of
junk.
“The canned beans look good.” Phil joked under his breath.
Rob shook his head, unable to resist bursting out in laughter.
“Do you find the crimes you are accused of amusing, prisoner?”
Aleron demanded, his face flushing. He was trying very hard to
keep his composure during such an important event. It was
clear that his performance was being judged.
Phil gave Rob a smile, a smile that said he expected it to be his
last. “No, but the food over there from our bags looks mighty
good after the shit you fed us in those cages downstairs.”
The crowd burst out in laughter once more, a larger portion this
time than the last. Aleron waited for the laughter to die before
replying, “I am glad your stomach is still with you. After all,
your last meal is approaching.”
“Steak, please!” Phil bellowed.
“Cheeseburger!” Todd called out.
Rob didn’t even think. He just added his own voice to the
requests: “Frozen Pizza!”
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“Silence!” Aleron screamed. After a moment, he took a breath
and began pacing back and forth, unaware of the glance Maia
gave her mother, the Empress. “You will be silent until your
responses are requested, or your tongues will be cut from your
insolent mouths.”
“How will I go down on your mother then?” Phil inquired,
flapping his tongue at Aleron between his split middle and index
fingers. Even in another world, the meaning was impossible to
miss.
“Cut his tongue out.” Aleron ordered coldly.
Guards seized Phil by the shoulders while a third man
approached with a pair of iron tongs and a sharp knife that
glinted dangerously. Rob tried to get up to interfere, but they
were all forced down onto their knees, and guards stepped on
the backs of their calves while twisting their necks to watch, so
they couldn’t look away.
“Fuck you all. Fuck your mothers and your uptight Empress.”
Phil howled as the knife came closer. “Right in the dirty
puckerhole!” He managed to squeeze out as his last words
before the third soldier forced the tongs between his teeth,
chipping one tooth as he seized Phil’s tongue mercilessly and
pulled on it. Phil’s eyes bulged out as the knife came closer.
“STOP!” Sera screamed at the top of her lungs. Her eyes were
squeezed so tightly shut that frustrated tears pressed out at
their corners. Her hands tore uselessly at the collar around her
neck, but all it earned her was a knife at her own throat.
Rob felt something in his chest burst then, as if he’d just been
shot in the heart. A fire unlike anything he’d ever felt ran
through his veins, as if he’d been dipped in magma and it had
filled the marrow of his bones. He shuddered and stood, despite
the two men trying to hold him down.
Unwittingly, his hands leapt to the collar around Sera’s neck
and ripped it from her throat. The marble crumbled beneath his
hands like chalk. Crumbled bits of stone crushed between his
fingers, and the man holding the knife to her neck stared at
Rob in shock.
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Without a moment’s hesitation, Rob snapped the man’s wrist
and jammed the knife into his throat, punishment for
threatening the neck of the woman he loved.
“What is happening?” Aleron demanded. “Subdue them!”
Rob didn’t know what was happening either, and he wasn’t
questioning it. Be it pure adrenaline or magic, he wasn’t going
to squander this final chance. With a wicked kick, he drove the
heel of his foot into the sternum of the nearest guard, wrested
the tongs from the man trying to cut off Phil’s tongue, and
smashed them into the soldier’s face, killing the man instantly.
Everything erupted at once then. It had only been a spare
second or two, and the shock of seeing the man from another
world kill two of their own shook the crowd. Some fled, but
many more cowered, shifting off the grass to the supposed
safety of the pillars that surrounded it and held up the massive
dome. Others still waited to see how their Empress would react.
Guards flooded in, scores of them with pikes and heavy blades.
But most importantly, the Empress moved. She slid from her
gossamer throne and strode forward, brushing Aleron aside
with a wing and her absolute authority as she sought to deal
with the foreigners personally.
Rob turned from the shocked guardsmen, who still had not
killed any of his friends, and he raised his hands palms up
toward the Empress. He released what he felt waited within his
being, something that was poised for action within him and had
just now come alive. Oriana had seeded it into him for this very
reason.
“H’Ram.” The word slipped from his mouth, and a wheel of
living fire erupted from the air in front of him. It instantly
engulfed the Winged Empress, and she fell dead before them
all, leaving a cloud of charred feathers raining down on them.
Stunned silence blanketed the room once more.
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Serafina
Sera, unlike the rest of the people in the room, did not wait to
see if the Empress was truly dead or not. Now that she was
free of the awful marble collar, she felt the sun’s energies rush
back into her, like a dam had been broken, and power rushed
in to fill the void behind it. Her life force was fed by the oculus
that bared the sun to the room; the eye of the cloud ring that
the Empress kept above the city was open to her. The rays of
light from the sun of her homeworld shone done upon her with
all of its amazing life-giving force.
As if it had missed her, it suffused every atom of her body with
its warmth and power, and she used it to draw forth the most
fearsome suit of armor she’d ever made. Angular and vicious,
every fold and bend of it was designed for murder. It clung to
her body like sculpted vengeance, and she drew forth a whiplike scythe forged of everlasting soulfire.
With a twist of her wrist and a snap of her arm, she took off the
heads of three guards still watching in shock. Then, when the
scores of other guardsmen charged with their pikes and bronze
blades, she threw herself among them, ripping and rending
their bodies without so much as a thought. Her every
movement was bent toward bringing death.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Phil and Rob dive for the
pile of junk spilled from the backpacks. Gunfire quickly filled the
chamber, and Aleron was forced to give ground even as he
drew out his own weapons and armor. Strangely, Maia, the
Empress’ daughter, remained calm and composed beside the
Empress’ throne. With all that was going on, Sera thought the
girl would have fled, as the Empress’ assistant Emma had.
When she’d cut through all the guards that tried to get near
them, she turned and gathered Todd, Phil, and Rob beside her.
The palace guards were content to stay back at the edge of the
Court, beside the pillars that marked the boundary of the room.
They left dealing with her to Aleron and his Cloudbreakers.
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Aleron’s guard filed into the room to gather beside him, forming
a wedge around the Empress and the officer of at least twenty
incredibly toned and masculine figures. All of them looked
ready to die in the defense of their captain, if not the corpse of
their Empress, which they had put themselves in front of,
protecting her body from further desecration.
“What do we do?” Todd asked nervously.
It was a strange thing to be asked, Sera thought, because he
spoke to her now as if she were his mother. She wanted to give
him an answer, some sort of hope, but it was beyond her. “We
fight while we live. When we stop, we die.” She grinned at the
horrendous luck that had placed them here, in this last stand.
Seeming to understand the expression she wore beneath the
peaked helm she wore, Todd laughed. “At least we go down
fighting.”
He looked pretty banged up, his suit wrinkled and mussed quite
nicely at this point, and the shotgun he held clearly wasn’t
going to get them out of a hostile city.
Phil wasn’t much better off. His shiny, fake armor was torn and
covered with blood, some of it his. Rob alone stood tall. Despite
the bruises and cuts on him, he looked as if he’d not suffered
through much of anything.
“It’s just us four against the world.” Rob remarked, his view on
the situation dim, but it was said in such a resolute way that
she couldn’t see him wanting this any other way.
“Fuck ‘em all.” Phil agreed, pointing his handgun over in
Aleron’s direction.
“Enough!” A voice called out as the two sides edged closer to
each other, inching toward a decisive strike that would
devastate either force.
Aleron and his force scattered as Maia strode forward,
commanding them to part way by virtue of her presence alone.
Daintily, she stepped over her mother’s corpse, though its
charred wings stained her beautiful gown as she passed.
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“Why do you fight so, when you cannot win?” The girl
demanded of them. There was honest confusion upon her
delicate face.
“It is better to die living than to die without having lived.” Sera
replied. It was the clearest way she could explain herself
without screaming, cursing, or swearing at the offspring of the
woman that had murdered her family.
“But even if you win, you cannot go back home safely. Your
companions – especially this Robert – could never survive the
passage back. He is not of this world and could not make the
journey.”
Rob turned to Sera, wearing a sick feeling upon his face. “Is
that true?”
Maia covered her mouth with a gloved hand and giggled. “Did
Oriana not tell you this would be a one way trip?”
Phil leaned in to whisper. “What is she talking about?” He spoke
with a thick lisp, evidence of the damage his tongue had taken
after being clamped in tongs and nearly pulled out of his face.
“I am talking about the fact that Sidra here barely lived through
the transfer. How would mere Gens like you survive?”
Sera tapped her foot impatiently; her sickle of soulfire flickered
angrily at her side, as if it ached for more blood. “How can they
be Gens? They are not of this world. Besides, we all know Gens
cannot hold any of our powers, yet Rob clearly possessed and
controlled some part of H’Ram, the life of fire itself!”
“That is a strange coincidence, surely, but is it enough to wager
your existences and your affections upon?” Maia inquired.
“I’m willing to take that chance.” Rob declared.
Sera nodded defiantly. “They survived coming here. He found
me. We killed the Empress. I would say the chances are good
that we can make it.”
Maia tilted her head to the side and shrugged in concession of
the point. “If you believe this, then you have only to cut your
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way free of this room, and then you are free. Only Aleron and
his men stand in your way. The palace guards will not hinder
your escape.”
Sera glanced at Rob, Phil, and Todd, who all nodded as one.
“Deal. Gladly.”
“So be it.” Maia announced. Then she gathered her skirts in her
hands so she could hop girlishly over her mother’s dead body
on her way to the throne.
Aleron stared at the Empress’ daughter in confusion and
surprise as the girl took her seat on her mother’s throne, and
then winked at him. He shook his head and turned back toward
Sera. “It does not matter, fools. Thirty against four is
impossible odds, and three of you are pathetic.”
Rob grunted. “You mean we’re pathetic enough to kill the
Empress in her own throne room.”
“I’ll take the two little ones on the left.” Todd announced,
nodding at the two biggest guys, both strapping men who
looked like they might break him in half without the slightest
exertion.
“Aleron is mine.” Rob glared over at the captain.
“Take a rest, Sera. I’ve got the rest.” Phil slurred.
Aleron’s men actually started laughing at that, at least until
Sera lashed out with her scythe and buried it in the nearest
man’s chest. The guard died horribly as bullets zipped forward,
only to get caught up in gale force winds that threw them off
aim, but they were shooting into a crowd, and a few guards still
went down. Rob gave a war cry and threw himself forward,
stepping right into Aleron’s guard to deliver a blow to the man’s
chest with the stock of his gun.
Sera waded into the fray once more, surrounded on all sides by
bolts of lightning, winds so sharp and forceful that they cut at
her skin even through her defenses, and the hammer blows of
Cloudbreaker soldiers falling upon her armor. Limbs and torsos
bled, as they were ripped apart by her swift-falling wrath, in
the form of a curved blade of plasma fire as hot as the rage in
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her soul. Faces contorted in agony slipped past her as she
continued to cut.
Rob and Aleron fought, exchanging punches and blows, and
Rob’s fire engulfed him as he struggled against the sheer
velocity of wind that wrapped Aleron so lovingly, a curtain of air
that threatened to extinguish his fire even as it choked him for
breath.
Todd and Phil had fired as many gunshots as they could, but
they’d both been wounded and knocked to the ground, perhaps
even killed by the opening salvos exchanged between the two
groups. All she could do was keep the attention of the others as
Rob continued to battle on. Should he fall, too, then it was up
to her to kill Aleron, even if she died doing so.
As if the thought were a self-fulfilling prophecy, as she dealt
with some of the last of Aleron’s men, she saw Rob falter and
then drop when Aleron’s lance of everlasting punched through
the wall of air and into Rob’s side. Screaming in frustration,
because she could see Maia’s cruel little mouth twist upward
into a smile confident of victory, she sliced another man in half.
Cauterized body parts flew across the room as she stormed
over to the guard captain.
“Come, Sidra, and see what your whoring amongst the
otherworlders brings you! You are weak now.”
He had a point. Even with the collar gone and her powers
unsealed, she had drained herself. Days in near dark and
inadequate access to sun and proper healing had left her
exhausted. It was miraculous that she’d managed as much as
she had, a testament to will alone. Willpower could not carry
her much further if her body decided to give up on her.
“You are right. I am tired and weak.” She admitted, letting her
armor fade. She feigned a staggered step and dragged the tip
of her soulfire scythe on the ground, as if it was all she could do
to keep her balance and her forward momentum, which wasn’t
far from the truth.
Aleron’s ambition won out over his caution, and he charged,
stabbing for her heart as he used a blast of wind to propel
himself at her. A blink of an eye, no more, and he was before
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her, his weapon poised to pierce her unguarded heart – not
that any armor would stand up to such a blow.
A Cloudbreaker she was not, but that didn’t stop her from
summoning her own winds. From deep within the palace, a rush
of air powered along, rushing past dignitaries and workers alike
as it made its way to the Empress’ Court. The zephyr threw her
aside, carrying Aleron right past her. His weapon scored her
chest and side as she slipped past him, but she split the man in
two with her own weapon. What was left of Aleron was nearly
carried out of the chamber by momentum alone, as if the
palace wanted nothing more to do with the man.
Sera tumbled to the floor, her weapon fading to uselessness in
her exhaustion. She was completely done. There was nothing
left to give. Above her loomed an injured soldier, one of the
ones she’d wounded but not killed. “It is over.” She choked out.
“It is not over until you are dead!” He hissed, but the delay was
enough that Phil put him in his sights and shot him dead.
Sera laughed. It was a morbid thing to do, but the impossible
had happened. She crawled her way over to where Rob and the
others had fallen, stopping beside Phil first.
Todd was breathing shallowly, holding his guts. He’d been
burned badly. Electrical burns were always nasty. He’d grown
even whiter than his pale skin should have allowed. “I’ve not
been much use.” He whispered to her.
Phil gave her a hopeless look, but he was too injured on his
own to even help Todd. “Go see to Rob.” He mouthed to her,
unable to speak. He let his head fall onto the grass and
concentrated on breathing instead.
She managed to get onto her hands and knees, which still
didn’t make the crawl over to Rob much easier. Moans and cries
of the dying or near dead surrounded her, and even through
blurry eyes she could see that Maia was enjoying this. She sat
forward in her seat, greedily absorbing every detail of their
suffering.
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“Rob?” She cried, ignoring the crowd of nobles, the high
members of the Court of Furled Wings that had filed back in to
see the final body count.
Rob lay bleeding on the ground, his side pierced straight
through so that she could see the grass beneath him through
the wound. It made her stomach turn to see him in such
suffering, and knowing that she could do nothing made it that
much harder. Death was not far off for him.
“Do something, you pompous bitch!” She screamed at Maia,
but the new Empress only laughed. To her, their deaths would
be merely a source of whimsy, her daily entertainment.
Without any other hope, she reached out to Rob, running her
hands across his face, feeling what she thought would be the
last warmth of his skin fading beneath her touch. She wept
then, in fear of loss of the one who’d done so much for her,
given up so much for her.
His hand clapped over hers and squeezed reassuringly, but she
saw the light leaving his eyes. His grip tightened and then
began to relax as his last breath caught in his chest and the
thrum of his pulse in his neck slowed.
Crying out, she reached a hand up toward the sky and then
squeezed his hands with all her might. “F’Lor!” She screamed,
invoking the name of the living spirit of light and air.
Then there was light, warmth, and hope. The collective gasped
at what they saw. Few had ever witnessed the Divine Gift of
Restoration, or one capable of drawing upon it. None had ever
seen such power used to save a commoner or a man from
another world, either.
The crystalline wheel of light and air bathed them in its healing
glory, a cool counterpart to H’Ram, the spirit of fire. One had
brought death, while the other had preserved life.
It was a day for many unexpected things, for miracles to occur.
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Robert
Rob couldn’t remember a time when he had felt so disoriented,
and yet so happy. It was like being drunk, only his body felt a
lot weaker, and his belly wasn’t hanging heavy from a gallon of
cheap beer.
Beside him, Todd leaned on Phil, and Phil leaned on a marble
pillar. Sera stood in front of them all, her glorious wings
outstretched to catch the afternoon sun before the backdrop of
the City of Lights.
They were on the central hill upon which the city had been
built, just outside the palace, where the new Empress Maia had
seen them deposited after their miraculous survival. Around
them, they could see the other hills of the city, each crowned
with towering estates and colossal manors where distant figures
flitted back and forth on wings, likely carrying news of the
Empress’ death. It was like watching an ant colony being
disturbed, if the ants had knowledge of classical architecture,
could fly, and had what amounted to magic.
With the sun setting and the gigantic cloud ring overhead
gathering every pink, purple, and orange imaginable into the
late afternoon sky, it was quite a breathtaking sight. Or,
perhaps it was just that he was alive and that his friends had
come out of a gunfight with Aleron’s alien guard squad with
only a few excruciating memories and a couple nasty scars
apiece. That could have been it.
“I love you, Sera.” Rob announced suddenly, admiring the
pearlescent hues gathering on Sera’s spread wings and the
lively blush that came to her cheeks when he said those three
syllables. He offered her a hand, and she reached for it.
“I do, too.” Phil agreed before Sera could take Rob’s hand.
When Rob glared at him, he elaborated: “She saved my life,
dude!”
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“I’m sort of infatuated myself.” Todd declared, holding a hand
over his chest upon his tattered and charred suit jacket.
Sera sighed. “Amy will be disappointed.”
Rob glowered at his friends and gave Sera an ultimatum. “Well,
a harem you cannot have. I’m not some random dick of the
week. It’s all me or nothing.”
Sera made a careful deliberation as she considered her options,
a job made even harder as each male puffed up in front of her.
In torn costumes with drying blood and bruises all over them, it
wasn’t much of a show. “I guess it will have to be you, Rob,
though it is a hard bargain you drive with such fine masculine
specimens beside you.”
Rob grunted. “After I crossed the planes of reality to save you,
it’s only fair.”
“What do we get then?” Phil inquired, feeling slighted by his
lack of womanly companionship after all he’d been through.
“We crossed planes of reality, too!”
Rob shrugged. “How about you get a free trip to another world,
and you get scars that might get you laid if any chick back
home ever believes the stories you put with them.”
Phil beamed. “Sold!”
“So what now?” Todd asked, unhappy with not being chosen as
Sera’s boyfriend.
“Are you already aching to see mom?” Rob winked.
“No, I just want to know what we’re doing. Do we run away
before the new Empress has us brutally murdered? Do we try to
get home? Can we even get home?” Todd listed off just a few of
the questions that seemed to be bothering him, if the
constipated look on his face was any indication.
“If Empress Maia keeps her promises, while she consolidates
her mother’s power, we can probably escape. It is hard to say.”
Sera offered. “After the showing we just put on, we are too
dangerous to leave wandering around, and we are something of
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a liability to keep near. That means we are going to wind up
dead here, or we must flee to the other world.”
“Or we could wander around here for a bit and then go home.
Oriana is always out there somewhere. We could try to give Phil
another crack at her, the tough walnut that she is, and maybe
double check to see if Gefton is really dead.” Rob suggested.
Phil grinned and rubbed his hands together excitedly. “These
are all good ideas, loads of fun.”
“For once, there are endless possibilities and no midterms.” Rob
sighed contentedly, at peace despite all they had suffered
through, at least until he remembered his unfinished degree.
“Shit. My classes.”
“And your rent.” Phil added insult to injury. Maybe Amy would
get a job so he didn’t end up out in the street.
“My hamster.” Todd lamented.
“Oriana.” Phil sighed dreamily, getting a strange look on his
face and a bulge in his pants.
“Enough of this gazing wistfully at the horizon,” Sera chided
them, “shall we go rock this world for a bit before we go
home?”
Phil leaned in and whispered to Rob. “Did she just say, ‘rock
this world’?”
“I think she did.” Rob grinned.
“I really need a chick from another world, in a bad way.” Phil
moaned erotically.
“Go find your own.” Sera growled when Phil cast a longing gaze
her way. “I am taken now, and you are surrounded by a world
of them.”
“Help me meet one?” Phil asked Sera, though it was pleadingly
done, with a piggish, puppy-dog face that not even a mother
would respond warmly to.
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“If it is possible, I will attempt make it happen.”
“Shall we get moving then?” Rob suggested. “We need to get
Phil a woman, check on Gefton’s supposed demise, avenge
ourselves upon Oriana, and then get back home before the next
football season starts.”
“Oooh, that sounds nice.” Sera grinned. Of all things earthly,
she’d grown to enjoy drinking beer and watching sports with
Rob the most – that and frozen pizza. He also tended to like
seeing her sitting around wearing a team jersey. It brought
back fond memories.
Rob just laughed and offered his arm to Sera, who took it with
relish. They started strolling away from the palace and the
watchful eyes of the guardsmen that had been left to ensure
they attempted no reentry.
“What will we do for money?” Todd wondered aloud as they
walked.
“Should we start a band here and become traveling minstrels
and womanizing troubadours?” Phil asked.
Todd looked doubtful, but relented anyway, lacking any better
direction. “I guess.”
Rob shook his head. You could take Phil away to another
planet, but you just couldn’t take away some of his habits.
Things would be different, but they would be good, so long as
Sera was with him.
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EARTHBOUND
When heavenly bodies meet,
All hell breaks loose.
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Cast of
Characters
(In Alphabetical Order)

Aleron: Captain of the Empress’ Guard at the Court of Furled
Wings. He is one of her Cloudbreaker Soldiers, an elite
warrior with a power over wind and lightning.
Amy Dunn: Rob’s kid sister
Angeli: Sera/Sidra’s father, a noble in the Court of Furled
Wings, believed deceased after a failed coup.
Aurelius: An officer in the Winged Empress’ guard.
Bradley: the desk attendant at the Heavenly Rest Motel
Caelum: A mercenary of House Calx on loan to the Winged
Empress to serve under Aleron in their attempt to return Sera
to the World of Clouded Skies.
Celia: Sera/Sidra’s mother, executed as a traitor after the coup
to replace the Empress failed.
Daniel Thomas: A news reporter for WVOX.
Elita: The Winged Empress
Eric: Rob’s boss at the mattress store.
Gertrude “Cookie” Ferlickee: Rob’s nosy neighbor, mother of
Todd
Gregory “Greg” Learner: vocals & keyboards for Vague
Promises
Jarl: A soldier in the Winged Empress’ guard that was sent to
aid Aleron in his hunt for Sera/Sidra.
Johnny: a boy who has the unfortunate luck to be Phil’s
neighbor
Mr. Larson: one of Rob’s professors
Magnus: a young man of House Maris lineage, though he’s
never seen the homeland. His parents left him on Earth for
safekeeping with an uncle.
Mark: a good Samaritan who helps Sera when she crash lands
a second time.
Martha Langley: Phil’s mother
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Mindy: a waitress at the Hot Cake
Nathan: Rebecca’s son from the apartment upstairs.
Oriana: disgraced torturer for the Empress who fled into exile
years ago
Phillip “Phil” K. Langley: Rob’s best friend and the drummer
for Vague Promises
Rebecca: the girl upstairs, a single woman with a boy named
Nathan.
Robert “Rob” Alan Dunn: bass & backup vocals for Vague
Promises
Serafina “Sera”: our heroine
Sidra: Sera’s original name, daughter of Angeli and Celia
Steve “Just Steve”: guitar player for Vague Promises
Thomas Gefton: the arresting officer that took in Sera and
Todd Ferlickee: Ms. Ferlickee’s strange son
Vague Promises: a garage band consisting of Phil Langley
(drums), Greg Learner (vocals & keyboards), Rob Dunn (bass
& backup vocals), and Steve (guitar).
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The World of
Clouded Skies

Caeldera: the home of House Exuro, a place filled with steam
vents, geysers, and rivers of molten rock. It is a sweltering
and almost barren place where only the strongest and fiercest
survive.
City Beneath the Waves: the waterside and partially
submarine home of House Maris. Docks and massive dry
docks border the sea, leading out onto piers that have
stairways leading beneath the waves to where the richest and
strongest of the water folk live. The seal and symbol of House
Maris is known by the same name.
City of Light: the seat of governance for House Lucis, founded
upon a series of hills and cliffs. It’s ringed by constant clouds
at its highest point. It is filled with palatial estates and aviary
style coves cut into the mountainsides.
Cloud Ring: the ever-present ring of clouds that hovers over
the City of Lights. It is formed in part by the Empress’ own
powers and is maintained by the legions of winged soldiers
that circle overhead.
Cloudbreakers: The Winged Empress’ shock troops. With a
powerful command of winds and lightning, they are some of
her fiercest warriors and fastest fliers. Many of them come
from the Minor House Aether.
Court of Furled Wings: the Empress’ palace in City of Lights
F’Lor: the spirit of light and skies, a disembodied presence that
supposedly grants House Lucis its powers.
Four Nations: the four lands under Houses Calx, Exuro, Lucis,
and Maris.
Gens: the common breed of human in the World of Clouded
Skies. They have no powers or affinity to the elements, much
like the people of our world. They make up the castes of
servants, slaves, and laborers.
Greater Houses: the four major houses of the land – Calx,
Exuro, Lucis, and Maris.
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H’Ram: the leader of House Exuro, possibly the living
embodiment of the will of elemental fire. He rules lightly,
doing whatever he pleases, smiting whomever angers him,
and generally inspiring his people toward a path of conflict.
Hollow Mountain: the cavernous home of House Calx,
perhaps the largest single structure ever built or carved out of
the land. It is also featured as a seal and symbol of the
people of Stone and Earth.
House Aestus: a minor house allied with House Maris. They
have powers related to the tides.
House Aether: a very minor house with control over clouds
and lightning, beholden to House Lucis.
House Aurum: a minor house with abilities to control metals.
They are beholden to House Calx.
House Calx: House Calx is one of the four Greater Houses.
They are a clan of people with powers of elemental earth and
stone. Minor Houses Aurum, Nemoris, and Prasii serve them.
House Exuro: easily the most dangerous and fractious of the
Greater Houses, the folk of House Exuro have been blessed
by elemental fire. They follow the leadership of H’Ram, the
embodied spirit of fire. They have no Minor Houses serving
them.
House Lucis: greatest and foremost of the four Greater
Houses, House Lucis is the ruling folk of the World of Clouded
Skies, with powers of elemental light and air. Minor Houses
Aether and Ventus serve them.
House Maris: one of the four Greater Houses, House Maris
consists of the folk of the seas, who control over elemental
water. Minor Houses Aestus and Nivis serve them.
House Nemoris: an obscure house generally associated with
House Calx, but often acting independently. Their powers are
those of nature and wood. They are known to breed openly
with the Gens folk, which is considered taboo, as is their
occasional coupling with animals and other living creatures.
House Nivis: a minor house tied to House Maris with powers
over ice and snow.
House Prasii: a rich minor house allied with House Calx. Their
powers extend to crystals.
House Ventus: a minor house allied with House Lucis. They
have powers over winds and storms.
Ka’Ala: the living spirit of stone and earth, from which all the
powers of earth have been bestowed upon House Calx and its
Minor House allies.
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Mer’Lasa: the spirit of water in all its forms, a deity perhaps,
that has granted its powers upon House Maris and all its
allies. As with the others, it’s unknown whether all functions
of its gifts have been discovered.
Metal Brigade: the fiercest group of soldiers at the disposal of
House Calx. They are famous for pounding together
scavenged metal from their dead enemies to use as armor.
The more armor they wear, the more they’ve killed.
Minor Houses: the smaller factions that have allied with the
four Greater Houses. There are seven of them currently worth
noting, but that number changes semi-frequently, depending
on wars, assassinations, and the political environment.
Nobilis: the noble folk of the World of Clouded Skies. They
comprise the people of the four Greater Houses and the seven
Minor Houses, though the folk of House Nemoris are known to
interbreed with the Gens people, and animals as well,
according to rumors.
Pylons: see Seven Pylons
Seven Pylons: these massive structures are ageless, older
than recorded history. Some theories suggest that they hold
up the world or anchor it in the cosmos. What is known is that
they can be used as a gateway between the World of Clouded
Skies and our own, perhaps others as well.
Ten Flames of H’Ram: the seal and symbol of House Exuro.
H’Ram is believed to be the name of the soul of elemental fire
itself. Calling upon his name may grant one the power of
elemental fire, but also its attentions, which are rarely kind.
Winged Empress: the Empress that governs House Lucis and
much of the World of Clouded Skies
Winged Lightning: the seal and device of the Winged Empress
and House Lucis
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House Calx

With Minor Houses Aurum, Nemoris, & Prasii
KNOWN POWERS OF HOUSE CALX & ALLIED MINOR
HOUSES:
 Stoneform – Crystalform – Metalform: taking on the
aspects of various earth elements.
 Shatter – Quake: an attack of vibrations coming from
the ground.
 Healing Embrace – Earth Shelter: wrapped within a
womb of soil and ground, a quick healing coma.
 Armor – Invulnerability: a natural hardening of the
body.
 Finger Blades – Flowing Metal: metallic weapons that
grow from the body.
 Statue: The ability to turn one’s self into a living statue
for indefinite periods of time. It is sort of like taking a
nap, sometimes for years or decades.
 Natureform: this ability is specific to Minor House
Nemoris. It allows a person to become part of a living
forest. In this form, one is often hardly recognizable as
human.
 Sandstorm – Rock Shower: weather phenomenon that
can fling sand or stones at extreme velocities. It is said
that this ability comes from crossbreeding generations
ago with House Ventus, a minor house under House
Lucis.
SIGNIFICANT FIGURES:
 Caelum – One of the three hunters sent after Sera.
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House Exuro
House Exuro has no Minor Houses

KNOWN POWERS OF HOUSE EXURO:
 Inflame Passions: charge emotions in others, especially
rage, hate, fear, love, and lust.
 Fiery Blade – Fiery Spear: A summoned weapon of
elemental fire.
 Fireball – Meteor: an explosive ball of fire or falling
stone from the sky.
 Wave of Heat – Globe of Fire: a defensive sphere of fire
that surrounds the person.
 Flaming Whip: a lasso or whip of solid fire.
 High Temperature Resistance: resistance to all but the
most extreme heats. In fact, heat and fire heal them.
 Inferno – Eruption: a burst of fire and heat from the
ground
 Inner Fire: beauty and health that is bright and
irresistible, though the person lives shorter, burning out
ahead of their time. Inner Fire can also be used to
increase speed and offer a burst of energy, though it
may cost them later, leaving them weak for a while.
 Will of H’Ram: a mysterious summoning of fire’s spirit. It
is unpredictable at best, and terribly violent.
 Heat Trail: a tracer of fire that shows the direction
someone has gone.
 Tunnel: a burning hole through space from one place to
another.
SIGNIFICANT FIGURES:
 Oriana – a tormentor fallen from grace, she was an
interrogator who fled after failing the Empress.
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House Lucis
With Minor Houses Aether & Ventus

KNOWN POWERS OF HOUSE LUCIS & ALLIED MINOR
HOUSES:
 Sunburst – Pillar of Light – Skyfire: varying strengths of
light in powerful flashes, some strong enough to burn.
 Blade of Everlasting – Lance of Everlasting – Scythe of
Everlasting: a weapon of soulfire. It varies per person,
but is malleable to those with great will.
 Wings of Light – Avianform: wings for flight, or the form
of a giant bird.
 Holy Plate – Form of Light: defensive armor, or being
clothed in light itself and nearly invulnerable.
 Blessed Touch – Divine Gift of Restoration: healing
through light, especially pure and unfiltered light.
 Cast Light – the use of stored sunlight, which can be
cast forth from hands or eyes like a flashlight.
 Burst of Wind – Zephyr: gusts of wind, strong or galeforce.
 Thunderclap – Cloudbreaker: a shockwave of sound.
 Bolt – Chain Lightning - Skyripper: bolts of electricity
falling from the skies to strike one or more targets.
 Windfall: a cloud of air that slows one’s descent, to
cushion a fall. It’s one of the first things the flying folk
learn.
SIGNIFICANT FIGURES:
 Angeli – Sera/Sidra’s father, a noble in the Court of
Furled Wings, believed deceased after a failed coup
 Asta – Sera/Sidra’s nurse and tutor as a child
 Aurelius – An officer in the Winged Empress’ guard.
 Celia – Sera/Sidra’s deceased mother
 Elita – The Winged Empress
 Emma – The Winged Empress’ chief assistant.
 Jarl – One of the three hunters sent after Sera.
 Karise – Sera’s aunt, on her mother’s side.
 Maia – Daughter of the Winged Empress, heir to the
throne
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Serafina – name Robert chose for the girl from the other
world
Sidra – Sera’s original name, daughter of Angeli and
Celia
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House Maris
With Minor Houses Aestus & Nivis

KNOWN POWERS OF HOUSE MARIS & ALLIED MINOR
HOUSES:
 Water Walking: walking upon water.
 Obscuring Mist: cloud of fog that clings to a body or
form.
 Shapeshifting: as water can shift forms, so can the
ladies and men of House Maris. Typically, there is
something of ice, water, or steam to each form, and
most members of these houses can assume three forms.
 Freeze – Boil: ability to change water to ice or water to
steam.
 Cage of Ice: encasing someone in a frame of ice.
 Seeing Mirror: looking upon the water to see something
or someone else near or on water, despite the distance.
 Deep Sleep: regenerative sleep wrapped among
undersea kelp beds.
 Gills – Seaform: ability to breathe underwater or
become a powerful sea creature.
 Tidal Wave: a massive wave that can be summoned to
crush enemies near water. It is useless inland.
SIGNIFICANT FIGURES:
 Magnus – a child of the World of Clouded Skies born in
exile. He was raised on Earth by a relative of his uncle.
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