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*Two kind-of-but-not-really important notes before you proceed further:

––––––––
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1. The content of this book/series is intended for adult (18+ but I’m actually aiming for 25 and up) audiences, and those with normal attention spans.










2. The content of this book/series is not intended for those who expect and/or need “content/trigger warnings” before they engage with anything in any capacity, nor those with reduced attention spans. Which is fine; not everything is for everyone.

––––––––
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For everyone else, I hope you enjoy yourself.
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CHAPTER 1. – EXPOSITION
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"Ugh..." he growled, weakly.

The sound softly echoed around him. He opened his eyes to a pitch black, empty space. He stood up, feeling slightly groggy. His memory was blank; he recalled nothing prior to this point, but the fact that he didn’t feel any physical discomfort he took as a sign. Whether it was a good or bad one, he hadn’t decided.

The boy stood and looked around, seeing nothing but darkness, an endless void. Oddly enough, he could see himself as if a spotlight shined on him from above. He took a moment to inspect himself.  He wore an all-black outfit consisting of jeans, a t-shirt, sneakers, and a long overcoat. Shiny, straight black hair dangled down to his ankles. His fingernails were black, lengthy, and very sharp.

"Welcome back," said a pleasant voice, a slight reverb in its tone.

"What the hell?!" he exclaimed.

He looked up and saw a small orb of light hovering above him. The orb descended and flew all around the boy, as if examining him.

"Who are you?" he asked.

"Much appreciation for applying the word 'who' in substitute of 'what,'" said the orb, as it blinked with each word.

"I am designate: ‘Exposition.’”

A puzzled look came to the boy's face.

"Is that really your name?" he asked.

"Affirmative," said Exposition.

The boy didn't know what to make of this. Feeling he already had enough questions to ask, he figured taking things step-by-step was his best approach.

"You know my name by any chance?" he asked, anxiously.

"You are designate: ‘Keena,’" said Exposition.

Keena felt his stomach turn as mixed feelings made his head rush. He took a deep breath and regained his composure.

Is it really? Keena thought to himself.

Clear as day, he heard those very words aloud as if he had spoken them through a microphone.

"Hm?" Keena grunted.

"That is your name. One would hope one's own name would be familiar to oneself. Should it not be?" asked Exposition.

Keena looked at Exposition, not knowing if that was sarcasm or genuine. He decided to be polite.

"It should, thank you. Last name?" he asked.

"Last name?" Exposition repeated, sounding bewildered.

"Yes, what's my surname?"

"You are designate: ‘Keena;’ no further identifying title established."

Keena began to worry but kept his composure.

"Why not?" he asked.

"Error," said Exposition.

Sensing an extremely convoluted answer, Keena refrained from asking what the orb meant. He instead chose to walk forward. Exposition followed while orbiting around him. Each step he took echoed slightly.

"Alright, talk to me; who am I, and what’s going on?" Keena said.

"Error. I am unable to fully answer these queries. However, I can offer details concerning physical traits and abilities," explained the orb.

Abilities? Keena thought, once again hearing it projected aloud.

"Correct," said Exposition.

"Okay, let’s start with appearance," Keena said, decisively.

In an instant, a small cloud of smoke accompanied by a quick puff sound appeared before Keena, and a replica of himself appeared. It stood completely still, like a mannequin. Exposition hovered between the two bodies.

"Designate: ‘Keena.’ Height: stands at six feet even. Gender: Male. Race: Ora--"

"What?!" interrupted Keena.​

“Ora; the Ora are-"

"What’s with the hair? And what's wrong with my eyes?!" Keena interjected as he examined his duplicate with increasing intensity.

"Opposite of typical lifeforms, male hair is composed of living cells, and can behave as an independent, collective mind. It can feel and think, and it will react in conjunction with your thoughts, or autonomously when necessary," Exposition explained.

"It's...alive?" Keena asked as he leaned closer to the projection to get a closer look.

The ends were styled in a ‘v’ shape, and he also sported wild, uneven bangs from temple to temple, and two locks at the sides which extended a little past his chest. Sure enough, several strands of his own hair gently moved around and coiled themselves around his arms, the ends of them standing straight up in his palms and rhythmically swaying around, like a snake entranced by its charmer.

Keena gasped, but quickly calmed himself upon realizing he wasn’t in danger. In fact, the hair seemed to be able to “sense” his feelings of curiosity, and he could swear he saw the tips all “nod” at him before unravelling and slithering themselves back into a resting position. Keena was left speechless, but not scared or particularly bothered by this.

"Correct. As for your eyes, there is nothing wrong with them," Exposition added.

Keena stared into the replica's eyes, entranced by what he saw. The sclera was black. His very large irises were shaped like an ankh symbol with pointed edges, and were a dark, icy-blue color. Taking a quick glance, he noticed the same symbol as a black tattoo in the middle of the replica's forehead.

He also noticed a strange sort of necklace around its (and subsequently, his) neck. Comprised of a thick, plastic-y, tube-like material, it glowed white. Looking a bit more closely, Keena could see a substance flowing inside of it, like pure energy. The attached sculpture resting in the middle of his chest was of the same ankh-like symbol, about the size of his hands. It glittered, as if it were comprised of diamonds or rhinestones. Keena held the sculpture in his hands, getting a feel for its texture and weight, which felt like quite a few pounds to him. He stared for a moment.

"Why do my eyes look like this? And what does this symbol mean?" asked Keena.

And how did I not notice this? he thought, once again audible throughout the atmosphere.

"Error. That is for you to decide. And I assume because your visual attention was focused elsewhere," Exposition said in response.

Keena paused again, still a bit entranced. After a few moments, he finally put the sculpture down and looked back at Exposition.

"Okay, explain these."

He curled the fingers of a hand up, alluding to his nails.

"Fingernails, toenails, and tooth structure are of standard anatomy."

As Exposition said this, the replica opened its mouth and held its hands up with palms facing downward, demonstrating. Keena examined the mouth; the teeth looked a little pointier than a normal human’s, but with the canines and cuspids elongated, like an animal’s. The tongue was red and smooth, as if it lacked taste buds.

"And the tail is-"

"TAIL?!" Keena shrieked, as he jerked his head around to see his back.

Lying dormant was a thick, black, furry tail that protruded from an opening in his coat.

"Correct," Exposition finished.

Keena reached back and squeezed the extra appendage to see if it was actually a part of his body. The sharp pain he felt as a result of this confirmed that it indeed had nerves.

"How did I not notice this either? Why couldn't I feel it before?” he frantically questioned.

"I can only assume because your focus was elsewhere," said Exposition.

Much to his surprise, Keena began moving his tail around freely as if he'd had it his whole life, getting rather used to it in no time. He also took note of his dark-skinned complexion, upon looking at his hands again.

"That's crazy. So, how old am I?" Keena asked.

"Your current biological age is unknown," said the orb.

Unknown...-why does that sound so familiar? Keena thought, as the voice-over articulated. 

"Because you know him," said Exposition.

Keena paused, frowning.

"’Him?’" Keena repeated.

"Correct," said Exposition.

"Who?"

"Unknown."

"What's unknown?"

"Error."

Keena patience wore thin, but he kept calm.

"Hold on, is Unknown a...-person?" he asked.

"In a manner of speaking, yes," Exposition replied.

"Well, who is he? Where is he?" Keena asked, excited.

And for that matter, where am I? he and his voiceover harmonized.

"Error. If you require Unknown's presence, I recommend summoning him," Exposition said.

"Summoning him?" asked Keena.

"Correct," said the orb.

"Oh, right, you did say something about abilities earlier," Keena recollected.

"Yes. I said the word 'abilities.'"

Keena sighed and shook his head.

"How do I summon him?"

"There are numerous ways to perform a summoning technique. If you are unfamiliar with any and/or all of them, might I suggest one from the basic variety?"

"Yes...you may," Keena sarcastically said, closing his eyes halfway.

"Splendid!" Exposition said enthusiastically

The same cloud of smoke and puff noise that presented Keena with his body double appeared around it again, and the replica faded away.

"Position yourself as follows: place your feet together with toes pointing forward, raise your hands to approximately stomach level with palms facing upward, and close your eyes," explained Exposition.

Keena did as instructed.

"Based off your previous inquiries, I assume it is safe to assume you do not possess knowledge of designate: ‘Unknown's’ physical features."

Despite the burning desire, Keena kept from even thinking of any witty retorts.

"Therefore, in place of mentally picturing him, continually repeat this incantation: ‘Unknown, hear me; I, Keena, summon, thee.’ Please be sure to artificially create a feeling of need for assistance. The remaining credentials should come naturally," the orb continued.

“Alright, here goes. ‘Unknown, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee... Unknown, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee... Unknown, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee...’”*

After a few chants, the voice progressively trickled down into a whisper, and as if he were possessed, Keena's eyes opened themselves, radiantly glowing pure white. Gusts of wind whirled in from out of nowhere, creating a vortex around him, but he didn't flinch. As he completely focused on an area in front of him, the familiar symbol began to draw itself slowly on the ground in a pulsing red.

As soon as the symbol was finished, a solid figure slowly began to arise from the ground in the middle of it. After the summoning completed, the symbol on the ground faded away, the wind dissipated, and Keena's eyes returned to normal. He lowered his arms and then gazed at the figure, completely astonished.

The being he summoned looked remarkably similar to Keena, albeit a foot taller, and his face looked a couple of years more mature. His hair and tail length were proportionate to his height difference, but were also styled identically to Keena’s. He even wore the same clothing and stood in the same pose.

"Unknown, I presume...?" Keena asked.

Unknown lowered his arms and opened his eyes, which looked like Keena's, but with red irises instead. He and Keena locked gazes, and his extremely cold expression made the latter feel quite uneasy.

"Yes, myKeena," Unknown replied.

His voice was as cold as his expression, despite it also being very similar to Keena's, albeit slightly deeper. As he spoke, Unknown kneeled down and sat in a seiza position. His tail curled to the left and rested in his lap. He then made a fist with his right hand and cupped it in his left palm, extending his arms a few inches from his chest.*

As Keena tilted his head in confusion, Exposition flew next to Unknown and hovered on his right.

"Greetings, designate: ‘Unknown.’ How are you?" Exposition asked with cheer.

“I’m well, thank you. Yourself?" Unknown responded.

"Exquisite. Designate: ‘Keena’ has arrived!"

"Forgive my ignorance, Unknown, but what are you doing?" Keena asked.

"This is our peoples’ sign of respect, myKeena," Unknown said.

"Oh!" Keena gasped as he hurriedly repeated the same gestures.

"Wait, ‘our...people’?!"

"You needn't return the gesture, myKeena. And that is correct."

Keena's head was beginning to spin. Unknown then rested his hands in his lap, and Keena mimicked him.

"I always respect those who respect me," the boy said.

"As you say, myKeena," Unknown responded.

"Why do you address me like that? And what is our relationship?"

"You are the ruler of our people. As such, we acknowledge this in speech as well as body language. I am one of your personal Guide & Guard."

Keena took a few moments to let what he was hearing sink in.

"Unknown...do I have amnesia or something?" Keena asked, sorrow clouding his tone.

Unknown said nothing.

"I just...have an infinite number of questions. I can't recall anything you’re telling me, even if it’s true, and I woke up like, fifteen minutes ago. I don't even know where I am!" Keena ranted. 

"You are where we like to call 'In B.e.t.w.e.e.n,'" Unknown said.

"’In between?’" 

"Boundless expanse towards wholistic eventual enlightening nirvana."

Keena paused for a moment.

"Okay, I can't lie; I like the word play."

"Think of it as a metaphysical training ground. Here, one may freely practice their abilities without fear of consequence," Unknown explained.

"Ah, yes, the abilities. Tell me, just what exactly are we capable of?" Keena asked, invigorated.

Unknown went silent again. Exposition remained silent as well.

"Must be a learn-as-you-go process, huh?" Keena asked.

For a second, Unknown looked as if he wanted to answer, but he didn't.

"That's fine. I guess it's more exciting that way."

Keena stood up. He looked down at Unknown, who didn't budge.

"Uh, you can stand up," Keena said in a friendly tone.

Unknown quietly complied. Keena looked at Exposition for a moment, then off into the distance.

"Alright guys, what now?" he asked.

"Might I suggest summoning designate: ‘Eterna’ before embarking on your journey?" said Exposition.

"Who?" Keena said, puzzled again.

"Designate: ‘Eterna;’ designate: ‘Unknown’s’ significant other."

Keena looked at Unknown, who remained quiet.

"Female?" Keena asked him.

Unknown nodded, and Keena smiled.

"Why didn't you mention her? Hell, why isn't she with you?" Keena asked.

"We were in a deep meditation. There she remains, awaiting your Call," Unknown told him.*

"I have to summon her as well?"

Unknown nodded.

“Same way as last time, I’m assuming?”

Unknown nodded again. To this, Keena took a deep breath. Taking a brief moment to recall how he did this the first time and then positioning himself accordingly, he began to chant, his words softer with each repetition.

“Eterna, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee... Eterna, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee... Eterna, hear me; I, Keena, summon thee...”

Just like before, Keena's eyes glowed white as they shot open, wind gusted through, and the symbol began to draw itself on the ground, only this time in a magenta color. The body that formed up from the ground was clearly feminine, but stood at seven feet tall as well.

Her attire seemed to be derived of the same general design as both Keena’s and Unknown’s, despite looking like a hybrid of robes and yoga-styled clothing, and her footwear was Kung Fu-styled shoes. After completing the ritual and returning to normal, Keena gasped a short breath as his jaw dropped.

Eterna’s body was worlds different. Her thighs and posterior were ridiculously curvy and thick, possibly beyond what a normal human body could handle, even at her height. Her midsection was perfectly toned and proportionate. Her chest was enormous, almost to the point where it looked inhuman, and her necklace sculpture rested there at an incline.

Her hair was the same length as Unknown's, and her bangs were flat as opposed to Keena and Unknown's pointy ones. Under each ear was a single lock wrapped in a golden, cylindrical piece of jewelry. Her hair looked noticeably of a different texture.

Most of her other physical features were nearly identical to the males’: same fingernails, same forehead mark, and only a slightly lighter skin complexion. But her thin lips were a shiny black. Her head was a bit rounder, and she too appeared to be in her early twenties. Her eyes were also the same as theirs, only hers were the same magenta color as the symbol she’d emerged from. Opposite of Unknown, she had the friendliest of smiles on her face.

"Hello, myKeena," she said as she repeated Unknown's earlier gestures of respect upon greeting.

Her voice was so light and soft; Keena felt almost completely entranced by this. He shook his head as he noticed himself mentally drifting off.

"Sorry, I...I wasn't ready for that,” he said.

Keena returned the salute to her. Eterna then placed her hands in her lap. He took notice of her tail as it curled like Unknown's had. Not only was the fur on her’s longer than theirs’, but it looked noticeably different in texture as well. Exposition descended towards Eterna and hovered near her.

"Greetings, designate: ‘Eterna.’ How are you today?" the orb of light asked.

"Well, hello Exposition! Wonderful, thank you! How about yourself?" Eterna asked cheerfully as she cupped her hands into which Exposition landed.

"Simply exquisite!" said Exposition, after which he returned to flying around.

"Please, arise," Keena humbly said to Eterna.

She stood and walked next to Unknown, then began rubbing her head against his, like a very affectionate cat, pushing herself up against him. Keena’s smile soon faded when he heard a very loud and distinct noise coming from the couple.

"Is someone...purring?" Keena asked, taken aback.

"She does that at times," Unknown said, as she continued to nestle against him.

"Wow..." Keena whispered to himself.

Refocusing, Keena shook his head.

"Exposition?" he called.

The orb of light floated by his side.

"You said something about a journey?”

"Intended in a suggestive manner, I would recommend allowing Unknown and Eterna to help you reconnect with the other Ora designates. From there, I calculate further action would become clearer to you."

Keena looked at Unknown and Eterna, and they looked back at him.

"I see no reason why not," said Keena.

"Splendid. Make haste then," said Exposition.

"Alright. What should we do first?" Keena asked the couple.

"We should go first to Gjordhim," Unknown said.

"’Gjordhim?’ That a city?"

"A planet, myKeena."

"What?!" Keena gasped, lost once again.

"Perhaps we should acquaint him with the system first, hun," Eterna suggested, lifting her head from under Unknown's.

The two locked hands and began to walk slowly. Keena walked beside them, and Exposition followed as well.

"Exposition?" Unknown called.

"Right away!" the orb responded.

Exposition started to glow brighter and expand. A few seconds later, he seemed to "explode," shooting out many different balls of light in all different directions. The void around the trio lit up like a planetarium. Keena marveled in amazement as he looked all around, slowly moving every which way.

“Woah!”

"The Zora System; home not only to our people, but many different sentient species as well," Unknown started explaining.

The projection Exposition conjured began to “zoom in” on what Unknown described. The system’s bright-blue sun looked much bigger than Keena would’ve expected at first.

"Each planet is equidistant to each other relative to their distance from our center star, Suli, except for ours, which is a bit farther away."*

Keena folded his arms as he listened closely.

"The first planet is known as Mor’Daa. It is populated predominantly by a species of anthropomorphic dragons; the Ümaywan. Their societies range from monarchies to multi-sectional governments. They are highly combative, competitive, proud, and exceedingly obsessed with their ancestry and heritage...

“Next lies the planet Verra, home of the Amazon, quite similar to humans, but much larger in stature. Their culture consists primarily of warriors, clans, and almost exclusively naturistic societies. I wouldn’t go so far as to call them primitive, though it may seem like that at first."

"It's my favorite place to visit from time-to-time," Eterna chimed in.

"I'd imagine; you must fit right in," Keena commented.

"Well, they actually believe me to be one of their goddesses in mortal form, but I'm literally just a tourist. The real trick is keeping their hands off my Unknown," she said, lightly resting her head on his shoulder.

"Oh yeah?" Keena asked as he looked at Unknown.

"Amazon hormones are incredibly strong, and how they go about courtship and mating is primarily physicality-based. Being that the majority of the population is female, and given that the males are regulated more towards procreation and non-violent tasks, it’s the women that tend to be quite persistent; if they find you a notable specimen for their standards, they won’t take ‘no’ for an answer," Unknown explained.

"Yeesh; a complete role reversal, huh?"

"Exactly."

"Even though I barely know you two, I still have a feeling Eterna would have something to say about that."

“Well, in her case..."

Keena looked at Eterna.

"They’re either fast learners or I’m a good teacher. Or both," Eterna finished with a small chuckle.

Keena said nothing, but he looked at her with a newfound cautious curiosity in the back of his mind. He then looked back at the projections as Unknown continued.

"Third is the planet Tharen, the primary human homeworld. In its ancient times, humans once coexisted with the Mati, a species also similar to humans, except naturally taller, thinner, and with hair and eyes that were always some shade of either white or blue. They were practitioners of magic and taught few early humans in the Craft.

“Unfortunately for them, also being Time Tellers, they foresaw humans dooming existence of both races through misuse of magic. In their eyes, changing this fate was paramount, and meant the greatest sacrifice: Before the turn of Millennia 1, it was secretly and unanimously decided the Mati were to exclusively mate with humans from that point on. Though it would take much time, as they mated only once in their life cycle, their genes were diluted over the years until they were genetically eradicated. Currently, the highest known concentration of that genetic heritage in a human is five percent, though it’s extremely rare to find any with one percent or more.

“Nowadays, tales of ancestry are a subject of great interest; one such human has become famous for writing a book series they believe to be the closest anyone has gotten to what times of magic were like. But it might as well be a dead language to them."*

"Jesus..." Keena said quietly.

"The history is quite sad, for those who know of it," Eterna said.

Keena sighed.

“Alright, what’s next?” he asked, hoping the next one wouldn’t be such a downer.

"The planet Yaro; half forest world, half metropolises. Most of the planet's inhabitants are anthropomorphic animals, or anthromorphs. A decent percentage of the populace also includes its own native humans, Ümaywans, and vampires. For interstellar travelers, it is widely considered the most diverse and most desirable location compared to the rest; a planetary melting pot," Unknown continued.​

Keena took notice that the first four planets were all roughly the same size.

"Fifth is the planet Khalib, the all-forest planet. Its populace consists of living beings comprised of certain elements: Mineralborne, Airborne, Waterborne, Fireborne, Metalborne, Lightborne, and Darkborne. Only Ümaywans, the Amazon, and Ora have ever been permitted here."

"Why?" Keena asked.

"Because of our natural connections to the NatureForce; they see us as far less threatening to their natural habitat," Eterna replied.*​

Keena tilted his head, not fully understanding, but had a general idea of what she meant.

"Sixth is the planet Gjordhim, our first destination. Much like most other planets’ infant years, all inhabited land mass is one giant continent. Some call it the ‘Crafter's Planet,’ as most professions here involve creating or inventing in some form. It is home to its own native humans, though predominantly a race called the Sqwirks.

“Sqwirks are naturally short humanoids, never above four feet tall. The males are bred to become miners, crafters, inventors, and scientists. The females choose to become Den Mothers, singers, poets, dancers, stylists and gardeners. None of them are ever anything less than exceptional at what they do. They also value hair obsessively.

“The humans basically mirror the same roles, and are welcome partners due to their size advantage. Ironically enough, while alcohol consumption and arm wrestling are the cultural favored pastimes, it's a peaceful environment where not much hostility exists. It’s here where we’ll introduce you to one craftsman of particular note: Byron Von Lichtenschtein."

Keena giggled.

"I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please tell me he has a nickname," he said with a large smile.

"He prefers to go by the name Leopold."

"You will like him, a lot. And he you," Eterna assured.

"Leopold, huh?" Keena said to himself.

Unknown continued on.

"The seventh planet is Kryotis. It's a frozen world, composed of ice and a planetary temperature of Pure Zero, the coldest it gets in this system. It is home to the Kryomancers, the only inhabitants; they spend their entire existence training and practicing ‘The Coldest of Arts’ to perfection.

“Next is its twin Sister Planet, Hydrolis. In essence, take what I mentioned about Kryotis and change it to water and Hydromancers. However, Hydrolians do have societies, culture, and cities like most of the other planets.

“And finally, we have our home planet, Aizeal."

Keena noticed the previous four planets up to Aizeal were the same size as well, though about double the size of the first four. However, Aizeal itself appeared to be the smallest in the Zora System. Keena waited in silence for a moment, expecting Unknown to continue.

"Aren't you going to tell me about it?" he asked.

Unknown and Eterna looked at each other, then back at Keena.

"We believe it best if you were to learn in person, myKeena," Eterna said.

Keena knew it would be wise to listen to his 'Guide and Guard,' so he didn't offer any arguments.

"Before we go though, I do have a few questions," Keena said.

"Of course," Eterna replied.

"How is life sustainable being so far away from Suli?"

"Each planet receives the same amount of solar energy, no matter the distance."​

"Really? That's...incredible! Alright, unrelated question: why does the hair on your head and tail look so different?"

"It's silk."

Keena's eyes grew wide.

"Silk?" he repeated, making sure he heard correctly.

Eterna nodded.

"Your body grows silk?!" Keena asked again.

"Come feel."

Keena walked over to her. She moved her tail so it curled to her front. He grabbed a handful of hair and stroked it. He could barely feel anything, as it seamlessly flowed through his fingers, like liquid.

"It feels like...just a cooler part of the air," Keena said.

He put his hands down after a while, then looked up at her.

Damn they're tall Keena thought to himself, the voiceover once again assuring it was heard.

Eterna smiled.

"And you’re...all natural?" Keena asked shyly.

"Yes, myKeena," she said in a light voice, almost seductively.

She took hold of both of Keena's hands with her own and placed them on her sides. For a split second, he wanted to jerk his hands away, but didn't. She stared at him with a sudden serious look, almost compelling him to examine her, as though feeling the anatomy of an alien organism for the first time. He took his time, slowly going over most of her obscenely curvaceous figure, even paying special attention to her rather firm muscle structure in her arms and legs. He even inspected her nails, hair, and her entire tail. He almost couldn’t get enough, especially when it came to her weighty chest.

"No support?" Keena asked, a bit shocked.

"No need," Eterna said, letting out a light chuckle.

Keena reset his hands after a little while longer; he walked over to Unknown and looked up at him, who looked back.

"You're ok with me feeling on her like that?" Keena asked, astonished.

"We are yours to do with as you please, and yours alone, myKeena," Unknown simply responded.

Keena frowned slightly, feeling particularly strange to hear that, but his curiosity had already taken him prisoner.

He placed both his hands on Unknown's chest; it was near rock solid, and almost too well-built. He then moved his hands opposite ways to Unknown's biceps. Even without flexing, he felt almost no body fat he could squeeze, as they were uncannily solid as well, and he couldn't even stretch his hand across half of one. He then ran his hands down Unknown's midsection till he got to just above his waist, stopping himself there.

"Ten-pack abs?!" Keena asked in amazement.

Unknown nodded. Keena ran a hand down his own stomach, feeling only a set of six.

"Well, you got me beat," he said with a slight smile.

"Would you have me adjust so that is no longer the case, myKeena?" Unknown asked.

"What? Wait, you can...? No, No! No, you guys are—"

Keena paused for a moment before slowly lowering his head to the point of his bangs concealing his eyes.

"Perfect..." he muttered to himself, in a completely different tone.

Unknown and Eterna looked at each other, both with the same serious expression, then back at Keena, whom shook his head and quickly blinked a few times, then looked back up at Unknown, then at Eterna, then back at the Zora System projection, focusing on Gjordhim.

“You said we need to go here first?” he asked, pointing at the planet.

Unknown nodded.

“Something special about this place?”

“There’s someone you need to meet, and something you need to acquire there. Afterwards, we’ll acquaint you with our home and people,” Eterna explained.

“Sounds important...”

Keena turned his head back towards the planetary projection, wondering what might be in store for him.

"Alright, then. I think I'm ready to go now," he said.

Unknown and Eterna locked hands once again, the former extending his left hand out towards Keena, who took hold of it.

"Best wishes to everyone on their travels! I'm glad you've arrived designate: ‘Keena!’" Exposition happily proclaimed, rescinding the starry projection back into himself.

"Thanks, Exposition." Keena said back.

The trio's bodies shaded darkly until they looked like shadow silhouettes, which then shot upward at incredible speed, vanishing out of In B.e.t.w.e.e.n.*
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CHAPTER 2. – SOULSTEEL
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Keena, Unknown and Eterna descended from the sky onto a grassy hill, reforming from their shadowy figures. Unknown released Keena's hand, allowing him to take a few steps forward. He looked around, viewing a beautiful landscape consisting of several large hills, luscious green grass, manmade dirt trails, and glistening blue waterways along the horizon. Suli was high in the sky and shined down on everything.

To their right, a bit further in the distance, Keena could make out what appeared to be the outline of several squat buildings and enormous crystals of different colors protruding from the grounds in several places nearby. He took a deep breath as a small breeze wafted around them.

"The air is so fresh," he commented.

"It’s a predominantly green planet; there’s very little waste," Eterna said.

"So, where's Leopold?"

"He lives on the outskirts of Emerald City, northeast of here."

"Oh. Was the, uh...teleport-thingy a bit off?"

"No, myKeena. We figured you would like to explore a little first."

"Oh...that was pretty thoughtful of you guys. So, should we head that way?"

Keena pointed towards the structures.

“If that is your wish,” Unknown said.

Keena nodded, then headed toward the city, Unknown and Eterna following behind him.

***
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The city's structure was of many low-top buildings, all mainly made of varying minerals. The setting made Keena think of an Old West town meeting a Steampunk setting, as there were several mechanical inventions to behold: tricycles, bird-like mechanical contraptions flying near citizens, steam-powered wheelchairs, folks with mechanical limbs, and other gadgets and gizmos he wondered about as he gazed. The garb was loosely somewhat reminiscent of 19th century English style.

Humans and Sqwirks were everywhere. The Sqwirks were burly people, both men and women. Seemingly all the men had long, distinguished facial hair and short haircuts, while the women had long hair and no facial hair, either braided or combed, but wily. All of it was very thick on both genders. None of them were by any means ugly in Keena’s opinion. The men looked a bit gruff, regardless of age, while the women had smoother, youngish faces. The humans themselves almost sort of looked as if they were from the era; garb, haircuts and all.

The trio soon came upon a building where a song was being sung in acapella by what sounded like a large group in unison inside.

"Care for a quick sample, myKeena?" Eterna asked.

"Might as well," Keena responded.

The three entered what was unmistakably a pub. Unknown and Eterna's heads almost touched the ceiling, and they had to bend down just to get inside. The establishment was very clean, with furnishings entirely made of a finely polished wood which shined brightly from the 

light emanating from the many crystal chandeliers. In the very center was a large, circular counter with a single Sqwirk man working behind it and several kegs all around him.

His hair was dark brown, slicked to both sides, and parted at the middle, while his incredibly long mustache and beard were braided. Hanging from the ceiling above him was a green sign that read “Gibb's DéBrew” in Old English font. Booths and windows lined the walls, while several round and rectangular tables filled the rest of the space. All the waitresses were Sqwirks as well—and very beautiful. They all had their hair tied in buns, and wore stylized serving dresses. All the patrons seemed to be happy, as the room overflowed with cheers, singing, and laughs aplenty.

The three walked up to the counter.

"What can I get ye' fine lads an' lass?" said the pubkeep, his voice a bit raspy.

"Three of your ‘Fine ‘n Shines,’ please?" Eterna said.

"Righ' away. That'll be fifteen stones."

Eterna reached into her front-right coat pocket, pulled out fifteen shiny, black, rock-like objects that were shaped a bit like Ring Pops, and held them over the counter.

"Find us a table, love?" she said to Unknown.

Unknown and Keena walked to the booth in the corner close to the entrance and seated themselves. The pubkeep reached over to take the stones from Eterna's hand, but stopped. Instead of taking the payment, he placed her hand in his palm and examined her nails, silently. He then looked up at her with a serious expression on his face.

"Yer not goin’ to be causin' any trouble 'round here, are ya?" he questioned under his breath.

"We’re not vampires, I assure you," Eterna said, matching his seriousness as well as his volume.

"Aye. But last bit'a Vampirefolk what came 'round these parts ran quite amok, some two cycles ago. Seemed like a proper bunch at first, 'till few of 'em went off all crazy-like. Lot’a bad memories were born that night. Yer lot jus’ has a peculiar...look abou’ ya, is all," he said heavily.

Sadness darkened Eterna's face. She gently placed the stones in his hand, then remorsefully cupped it with hers.

"I promise, you'll get no such behavior from us," she said, reassuringly.

"Glad ta hear it, lass!" he said with a smile.

Eterna removed her hands and reached for the inside of her longcoat on the left. She pulled out a black cloth pouch the size of her fist, tied at the top with a golden string, and held it before him. The pubkeep took the pouch and stared at it for a moment, then looked back up at her, a bit confused.

"For not turning us away," she said, her smile returning.

"We judge by the worth’a yer rocks, not the look of 'em," he said with a wink as he placed the pouch in his own pocket.

"If you ever want the best brews 'o the Borders, Gibbs’ door is always open!"

Eterna bowed her head and walked over to the others. Keena looked a bit sad, while Unknown had his hands locked and upright on the table with his eyes closed. Unknown slid to the side so Eterna could slide in next to him, which she barely could at all, as her legs touched the underside of the table. Nevertheless, she rested her head on Unknown's shoulder once they settled in.

"Amazing. Even after that...and the people around here don't even stare at us," Keena said, observing all the carefree joviality of the patrons.

"Gjordhimians are like that; they don’t care about what makes you different, only about what difference you can make," Unknown said.

Keena smiled.

"So...you had some currency left from a previous visit or something?" he asked.

"No, myKeena. I Conjured it," Eterna responded.

"You did?"

Eterna held out one of her hands before him. Slowly, five stones like the ones she used to pay with grew in her palm, seemingly out of thin air.*

"Whoa! You guys gotta teach me that!" Keena whispered.

"Of course, myKeena," Eterna said, closing her palm and making the rocks reduce into nothing.

A red-headed Sqwirk carrying a tray with three clear quartz, double pint mugs and a wooden bowl with napkins next to it approached their table. She had smooth, vanilla skin, a very perky bosom, and ruby-red lips.

"Top of the day to ya, dears!" she said in a lovely tone.

Unknown and Eterna bowed their heads in unison, while Keena smiled at her.

"Ah, silent, are we? A rare trait 'round here."

She placed a mug in front of each of the three, then the wooden bowl in the center.

"Compliments of the keep. Musta' been a good first impression."

The waitress placed her now free hand on her waist.

"I say, lass! What's yer secret?" she said, attention fixed on Eterna.

Eterna chuckled.

"In all me cycles, I've never seen 'em grown like that!"

Hehe, "Cycles!" And straight to the point; I like that, Keena thought to himself, free of any audibly projected playback this time.

"Lots of stretching, plenty of red meat, fats, and dairy, and keep the hormones flowing, if you catch my drift," Eterna responded with a wink.

"I see. Are ye carryin'?" the waitress asked.

Eterna looked at Unknown with a smile, though he had resumed his thinking posture with his eyes closed.

"Someday," Eterna said.

"Goodness me, I shudder thinkin' how big you'll get then, aye?" the Waitress said in a playful way.

Eterna chuckled again.

"Nothing either of us won't be able to handle," Eterna responded, moving her arm down to Unknown's leg and rubbing it. His tail wrapped around her back in response.

"Well, bless ya, dear. Please enjoy yerselves. Name's Loora, should ye ever need me," the Waitress said, adding a quick bow before returning to service.

Keena looked in the bowl. It was filled to the brim with what looked like orange cheeseballs, but were smooth instead of flaky. He picked up a few; they felt squishy to a certain point, then solid near the center, like the outer layer was just a coating.

"May I suggest one at a time, myKeena?" Eterna asked.

"Oh? Is that more polite?" Keena inquisitively questioned.

"Your sense of taste is incredibly strong."

Keena looked at the bite-sized spheres with intrigue. He put all but one back in the bowl, then grabbed the mug handle with his other hand.

“And I guess it'd be rude not to first taste the main attraction, huh?" he said after a second thought.

A thin layer of froth floated at the top of the liquid. The drink itself was a light orange at the top which gradually grew darker toward the bottom of the mug. Keena took a sip; the flavor filled his entire mouth as soon as it touched his lips. It tasted like an extremely tangy but pleasant citrus juice. The alcohol in the drink only served to compliment the other flavors.

"Oh my god! That's soo good!" Keena exclaimed aloud, unable to help himself.

A loud cheer erupted from the entire pub at once as everyone with a drink raised their cup, like they’d all heard him. The trio drank from their glasses in unison, putting them down with glasses half empty.

"Hard to savor, isn't it?" Eterna asked.

"You’re tellin’ me! It's like...I want to take my time, but my body won't let me!" Keena commented, amazed.

Eterna and Unknown each grabbed a few pieces of the bite-sized snack and ate them like popcorn. Keena threw one in his mouth. The moment it touched his tongue, the outer layer began to melt away, and this too exploded with flavor, like the richest of caramel. He bit down on the solid portion, which had the texture of a ball of milk chocolate but was much sweeter.

Feeling it was just another layer, Keena was surprised to notice there was even more to the little treat. A warm, mousse-like liquid seeped from its shell, bringing with it the taste of pure, buttery milk. Keena struggled to keep his composure as the sensation spread throughout his body, tingling him from inside. He settled himself after about a minute, extremely surprised
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