














PRAISE for BOOK 3 in the SERIES


Inside the Sun


“In Alexis Marie Chute’s Inside the Sun we find a flawed, tight-knit family fighting for world survival, courage displayed in a small, fragile package, and a daring journey leading to the ultimate sacrifice. Fast moving and thrilling, be prepared for a wild ride.”


—Jan Von Schleh, multi-award-winning author of But Not Forever


“Inside the Sun, by Alexis Marie Chute, is the much-anticipated conclusion to The 8th Island Trilogy. Equal parts fast, funny and achingly tender, Chute leads the reader on a wild ride through her beautifully written alternate universe. As we continue to follow Ella Wellsley on her quest to find a cure for her terminal cancer, the answer she finally uncovers from the mysterious Star under the sea will keep you turning pages long into the night. Impossible to put down!”


—Michelle Cox, author of author of the Henrietta and Inspector Howard series


“Alexis Marie Chute’s universe is exquisite in all its beauty and darkness. Once you’re inside, you’ll never want to leave.”


—Omar Mouallem, coauthor of national bestseller Inside the Inferno


“Chute is an artist of words in her colorfully painted novel, Inside the Sun. Readers will get lost in this fantastical adventure filled with captivating imagery of magical worlds and mythical creatures. Told through the eyes of a complex web of characters bound by bloodlines and love, Inside the Sun tells a truly unique tale that transports the reader back to the delightful bliss of childlike wonder.”


—Rebecca Loomis, author of A Whitewashed Tomb


“Through the eyes of multiple protagonists, Chute follows the harrowing adventure of the Wellsley family through magical portals and against determined forces. Readers will love this conclusion to The 8th Island Trilogy as it weaves themes of self-confidence, family turmoil, and the eternal struggle between good and evil. An energizing read!”


—Yodassa Williams, author of The Goddess Twins


“A complex story, Inside the Sun anchors rich fantasy worlds with relatable characters and heartfelt family relationships. A fitting end to The 8th Island trilogy.”


—Marty Chan, author of Kung Fu Master


“The novel conveys that though life’s darkest moments may seem utterly unconquerable, finding a path through them always leads to an overwhelming brightness that surpasses all. This book is a must-read.”


—US Review of Books, Recommended book


“Buckle up for Chute’s journey to a world full of unique characters, races, and magic in Inside the Sun, the third book in The 8th Island Trilogy.”


—Cheryl Campbell, author of Echoes of War


“Immaculate world-building underscores Chute’s beautifully written finale for her 8th Island Trilogy series. Inside the Sun takes readers on an exhilarating journey as Jarr-Way and its derivatives are on the verge of destruction. Naiu—the source of all life—is retreating, and only the Star has the power to save the worlds. With an army of Steffanus warriors, Bangols, Olearons, and more, Ella and her family race against time to find the Star. Their travels are laced with peril, including the ruthless Senior Karish who is hell-bent on devouring the Star, and slaughtering anyone who gets in his way. Despite a lot of grim events, the story never loses its undercurrent of love, or the common thread that unites all beings as they strive, not just to survive, but to thrive.”


—Elise Holland, award-winning author of The Thorn Queen




SELECT PRAISE for BOOK 2 in the SERIES


Below the Moon


2019 Living Now Book Awards Bronze Medal in Adventure Fiction


“Action-packed fantasy”


—Foreword Reviews


“This book will delight lovers of Neil Gaiman.”


—Andrea Jarrell, author of I’m the One Who Got Away: A Memoir


“If you have any love for the fantasy-adventure genre, you need to be reading this series.”


—Conor McCreery, author of Kill Shakespeare


“Below the Moon is a wonderfully original and richly imaginative tale that shows us that anyone can be a hero, regardless of our abilities.”


—Jaci Wells, author of the forthcoming The Lost Priestess


“Below the Moon is utterly enchanting!”


—Pierre Dimaculangan, author of The Sage, the Swordsman and the Scholars


Reader’s Favorite, 5/5 Star Review




SELECT PRAISE for BOOK 1 in the SERIES


Above the Star


“A Wrinkle in Time meets The Princess Bride.”


—Lee Lee Thomson, The Perpetual You magazine


“Shows readers that there is a power within all of us to change the world.”


—Jessica Kluthe, author of Rosina, the Midwife


“Think of Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, and Homer’s Odyssey all wrapped up together.”


—Raymond Gariepy, editor of WestWord magazine


“Will hold you spellbound until the last page.”


—Reader’s Favorite
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Keep reading!
Order the next book in The 8th Island Trilogy.
Binge the adventure now:
www.alexismariechute.com/bookorder
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Chapter 1

Ella



I doubt I’ll ever enjoy portal jumping between worlds. The magic this type of travel requires is sharp; it cuts you apart in all the places you’re not meant to be cut. My mind is spliced. My stomach halved. My spirit shaved. At the same time, for a cancer kid like me, this isn’t altogether unpleasant.


My nausea and pain float in my detached body, held tightly by the Bangol Luggie. My Bangol. He loves me, and it creases his face with worry at the thought of losing me in this in-between place. I can see his piercing nails whitening the skin of my hand as he clings to me.


My consciousness hovers over here, in this lavender patch of moving light, apart from my rail-thin silhouette. From this spot I watch myself, removed from my illness and disconnected from the tumor at the base of my skull. It’s a relief that I don’t need to pretend to be strong in these moments; we’re all hurting—every one of us left in our company. Luggie. Me. The other humans: Lady Sophia, Duggie-Sky, my mom Tessa, and—yuck—her not-so-secret boyfriend: Captain Nathaniel Billows, Nate for short. The Olearons, too: Junin, Islo, brothers Azkar, Nameris, and Kameelo. And honorary Olearons: Dad—called Ardenal in the world of Jarr—and now Grandpa Archie.


Traveling from the derivative planet, Earth, to Jarr feels like being squeezed between elevator doors. The breath is choked out of my body over there. My mind is pressed, like an orange in Grandma Suzie’s hand-held juicer—the old-fashioned kind where you’re forced to do the work yourself.


Ghost-like, I drift my consciousness toward Luggie, watching him and myself. The shifting blues and pinks reflect on his gray skin. Stones grow from his head and are freshly cut from his cheekbones. Luggie’s brow is pinched above his palm-sized yellow eyes. He studies the portal, the beams of light, and channels of Naiu, the magic that powers everything, everywhere.


Luggie clings to one of my hands, and with my other, I hold my chest. I watch myself—my body without my spirit—protect what lies beneath the fabric of my baggy T-shirt. Dangling on a long chain around my neck are two objects. Both hold power.


A locket.


A key.


From across the expanse of galaxy, I command my free hand to coil the chain and lift it. The flash of orange light that spins us also reaches for the key. My fingers curl around the polished metal. In my mind, I say, Mine. My voice has the rumble of seriousness I learned from Mom when she ordered me, in her “. . . final warning!” to get off my favorite fan fiction horror site to complete my homework. I do a pretty good Mom impression.


We begin traveling faster. I can see it in the way Luggie’s silhouette and the curve of my physical face—the Ella over there—are blurred lines. I brush my consciousness against Luggie, and he shivers, startled from toying with a band of green light that races between us. His eyes shift, straining to focus, searching for me.


“There you are,” he says. “Something was missing from you, but now I understand.”


I smile at him and he finally sees me. The real me.


I can’t reply to him. Not even in this un-place, the place straddling places. I’m mute. Cancer has left me speechless on top of pale, weak, and generally pathetic. All I can do is nod.


Luggie notices the objects in the hand of my physical body. He’s seen Grandma Suzie’s locket before. It holds faded pictures of Grandpa Archie and Dad. Luggie noticed my nervous habit of clicking the locket open and closed after I was captured by the Bangols. I’d stare into Grandpa’s and Dad’s eyes in the photographs, asking for their help in a prayer.


Since we reconnected with Mom, Dad, and Grandpa Archie in the glass city of the Olearons, Luggie understands the power of the locket more than ever. He’s witness to the fierce love my family shares—and the secrets that pull us apart. The locket represents my life before the lies, betrayals, and conflicting desires. That’s why I cling to it—to the memory of what we once were.


It’s not, however, the locket that now arrests Luggie’s attention. It’s the key. Its shape indicates it’s Bangol made—the patterns and curves of its bow, stem, and bit. His breath is choked at the sight of it, even more than by the Tillastrion that toys with us on our portal jump from Earth to Jarr-Wya.


I instruct my body to extend itself toward Luggie, resting the key in his callused gray hand. In his grasp, the chain pulls tightly around my neck. Luggie and I hover so close now that even my detached spirit quivers with longing. I chuckle in my head. What a crazy love!


Luggie stares at the key. “This was my father’s,” he begins. “Where did you get it?”


Palm to palm, my physical hands open and close, signing book in American Sign Language. It’s a gesture easy to guess the meaning of and Luggie understands.


“The blank book my sister, Nanjee, gave you . . . There must have been a hidden compartment. This key is made from the metal my father—” He can’t help but pause. His dad, Tuggeron, is dead, killed by Zeno as Luggie watched. I hated Tuggs—don’t get me wrong—but Luggie loved his dad, however cruel and abusive he was.


“—the metal my father mined from the earth,” Luggie continues. “He told me its quantity of Naiu was beyond that of even the Banji flowers. My father was digging one day and came across a pocket of energy that threw him back against the stone mine. He melted all there was of it into this. My father knew the key was powerful but was not aware of how to wield it.”


I owe Luggie an apology for keeping the key a secret from him, but my mouth doesn’t move. If my body tries to speak the words “I’m sorry,” I’ll fill the galaxy with green birds. I have borne this burden of silence since the Steffanus warrior, the late Tanius, transformed my cancer-broken voice into emerald feathers and wings and chirping beaks.


“Thank you for showing me this, Ella, but I don’t want it. Lust for power and the Star corrupted my father. I do not plan to follow in his footsteps.”


Luggie drops the key, which swings back to me on its chain. It lands against my body with a shock of electricity—and love. The key is warm, beckoning, and alive. Like a puppeteer, my consciousness controls my arms and fans my fingers to study it. As my hands stir the atmosphere within the portal, the colored lights around us melt to azure oceans. Small holes begin to appear, flashing past us quickly.


Rips in the portal?


No.


Keyholes!


I slip my consciousness back inside my weak shell of a body clothed in sheer paneled tights and a T-shirt I wear askew, revealing the skin of one shoulder. Ugh. Cancer, we meet again. My stomach lurches. A headache swells at the front of my head. I swallow the nausea and fight through the pain. Pulling Luggie close to me, I click the key into a random keyhole with all the energy I can spare. I’m clueless of what will open to us, but I want Luggie beside me. There will be no more secrets between us.


A door rimmed in blinding light emerges and opens through the shifting journey of the Tillastrion. For a second, it’s too bright to see anything as Luggie and I tumble through the opening. Mom would call us reckless, but her days aren’t numbered like mine. It’s easier to err on the side of caution when you’ve got a future to look forward to. I only have now.


“The key opens to a different world—but where are we?” Luggie says to himself.


My chest is hot with realization. All the keyholes that passed us by . . . they aren’t all doors to one place. I want to scream at my inability to speak. “The key opens doors to all worlds,” I would say—and Luggie would understand then, too. His lemony eyes would glow with the epiphany of what this means.


The races of Jarr-Wya build Tillastrions to travel to their derivative, Earth, and back again. It takes two to portal jump between worlds (unless you’re a Steffanus), one from each world: one to build the device, the other to operate it. Jarr and Earth. The potential portals have been limited to our two connected realms—until now. The possibilities are endless! What new places can we travel to?


A pungent odor interrupts my wild imaginings.


Luggie scrunches his nose, too. My eyes sting, but I peer around us as the white light fades to a black city with crooked streets. It’s humid and salty, like sea air, and I hear a wicked cackle. Doors squeak on rusty hinges and slam at the jarring sound of a scream. The cackle continues but fades; whoever is laughing is heading away from us. More hinges squeak, and gloomy eyes peer from the cracks of doorways, shifting, on the lookout.


Luggie and I are caught in a herd of humanoid creatures that move quickly despite their curved backs. They peer at us with cat eyes from above their blue fur-covered shoulders. This is the moment I realize I didn’t need to show Luggie what the key can do. There had to be another way than this. If I’d been patient, I could have communicated with Mom telepathically and asked her to relay the message to Luggie.


I feel behind me for the door and am relieved to find its round edge. Before I can pull Luggie away from this foreboding place of charcoal skies and charred bricks and slick midnight surfaces—its blackness like a disease worse than my cancer—we’re bowled over by a creature sprinting across the road.


At another scream in the distance, my heart twists into a tight ball. The cackle rings out once more.


The creature is terrified, too. Doors screech and locks click. The creature snarls at us and barks in its language, pulling itself from the road. We stare blankly at it, which causes it to pause. Then, in a language both Luggie and I can understand, it says, “Fools, leave this place or be eaten alive from the inside out!”


My hand pulls against the resistance of the door, and, as it opens a crack, a whoosh of air escapes from the Tillastrion’s journey from Earth to Jarr. The creature’s eyes widen, and its mouth hangs open.


“I smell Naiu! On second thought, take me with you,” it says, not waiting for my reply.


It catapults itself forward, and all three of us tumble through the doorway, which the creature slams behind us. Something shatters under our weight. Immediately, I know it’s the secret history of the Olearons, the magical square of glass hidden in Luggie’s sack—but I can’t worry about that now. Its broken pieces clink like wineglasses, and I can tell that Luggie, too, knows what’s been lost.


I turn the key and the outline of the round door fades back into the rushing colors. Without the key, the keyhole passes us by, along with a dozen others, until I slip the chain inside my shirt and collapse into Luggie’s arms.


[image: Images]


[image: Images]


[image: Images]


[image: Images]





Chapter 2

Tessa



Nate’s nautically tattooed arms enfold Tessa Wellsley in a shielding embrace. She rests a cheek on his chest, her face mixed in the tangle of her wavy hair, which, like Ella’s, whips into a blond volcano as they jump portals. It’s almost over, she tells herself. Almost there. Tessa’s thoughts echo back to her through the rainbow of light and screams of pain from others in the company who are equally tormented by the trip. The thought asks her, Are you sure it’s wise to return to Jarr-Wya?


Tessa shakes off the thought, clearly not her own.


Of course I’m returning! Ella’s cure is on Jarr-Wya, tangled in the mystery of the Star beneath the island. I’ll do whatever it takes . . .


Tessa searches for teenage Ella and Luggie in the crowd of portal jumpers, but she cannot spot them. The sprites, however—those who survived the tsunami that wiped out the Fairy Vineyard—tremble nearby in a cloud of fluttering wings. The plump and outspoken Spanish opera performer, Lady Sophia, sings nonsensically on the periphery. Olearon warriors breathe deeply and steadily, calming the flames that blossom at their necks to avoid burning those who collide with them on their spasmodic journey.


Tessa’s skin is pricked with the awareness of Ardenal’s gaze in her direction. She twists, and there he is, an arm’s length away: the Olearon who was once human, answering to the name Arden, with dark chestnut hair and chunky glasses—the man who was her husband. Now Ardenal’s skin is fire red and his eyes, which meet Tessa’s for only a heartbeat, are coal black and unreadable. He cradles the twin sprites, Quillie and Pinne, in his muscled arms. Pinne clutches a vine bearing the white fruit of the Life Ohmi, the last grapes of the sprite race. Quillie cradles his stomach, ripe with an unborn babe with grasshopper legs and twinkling wings, not yet ready for birth.


Ardenal turns away from Tessa to speak with his friend and fellow warrior, Azkar, whose face bears traces of a once black scar. Tessa feels her heart sink like a stone in water. Longing and pain rise, along with a bitter taste in her mouth. She swallows it down and placates her heart as she has done for years, since her earliest memories of foster homes and loneliness. She continued doing this during the two years of single parenting after Arden’s disappearance. Now Tessa travels to the connected realm on a mission to save their daughter, as Arden had done. She wonders if the reality of all that surrounds them—the magic and creatures and startling beauty and tragedy—is enough to help her forgive Arden. Her doubts linger.


Tessa squeezes her eyes shut, choosing blackness to the mind-numbing speed of light and the too-saturated colors. She covers her ears from the wind that fills her head with strange voices speaking unfamiliar languages. Tessa fears the worlds she imagines they are passing beyond their portal—and their unknowns. Even in her self-fortified prison of defense, her thoughts warp in search of lost equilibrium.


The travelers suddenly find themselves in a peaceful lull where they can perceive the wide universe through the broken bands of color. Tessa peeks to watch the shadowy galaxy and its frosting of stars and paint drips of careening, spinning planets. An aroma of burnt Thanksgiving dinner arrives—salt, too, and magic. Naiu! The lull ends as abruptly as it began. The planets fade, as do the morphing colors, everything replaced by blinding light.


The words spill out of Tessa’s mouth. “We’re back!”


Nate, who had been resting his chin on her hair, eyes closed, startles at the sight. “My ship! The Atlantic Odyssey.”


The haggard company find themselves in the ship’s interior, a familiar yet foreign place after all they have endured. The Atlantic Odyssey bears the marks of carnage in the fire of the Olearons, who overtook it upon arrival in the world of Jarr. Tessa cringes at the memories of death. The desire of her father-in-law, Archie, to save Ella had been so great that he transported not just himself and the devious Bangol, Zeno, to Jarr-Wya, but the whole of the cruise ship and its passengers.


“We’re in your room, Tessa—yours and Ella’s,” says Archie. He gestures with a wrinkled hand to the queen-sized bed and wardrobe affixed to the floor of the small cabin with no porthole window. The room is littered with belongings—a lonely shoe, a fraying sun hat, books with bent and burnt pages, and toiletries—all reminders of a different life.


The modest cabin was all Archie could afford when he purchased passage for Tessa, Ella, and himself to the Canary Islands. At the time, Tessa was suspicious of the trip, and she was right to be.


Tessa flips aside the damaged door of the wardrobe and rummages through her clothes, which are tangled in a crumpled mess. Despite their creases and salt stains, she slips into a pair of jeans and a fresh tank top. She tosses what is left of her cotton dress—bloodstained and torn apart to help the wounded—into a corner of the cabin. Tessa finds clean leggings and a T-shirt for Ella, folding them over her arm. She looks for Ella but does not spot her.


The ship groans suddenly. The company in Cabin 251, and those that spill into the hall, stand still and listen. Nate again surrounds Tessa with his muscular arms, his black tattoos bulging with a proud ship on a two-dimensional sea. He is tense, leery. Tessa can tell he no longer trusts the vessel he once captained.


Archie rolls his eyes at Nate, but Tessa sees. She scowls at the wrinkled old man who grows younger by the day. His bald head is filling in with deep chestnut hair. Since Archie’s true heritage was revealed—his father was Telmakus, the 29th Lord of Olearon—all the changes Tessa has observed in him since they arrived on Jarr-Wya have fallen into place: his renewed strength and energy; the fading of his sunspots; the blackening of his eyes when he put his father to rest on the island of Lanzarote.


Archie’s voice is airy. “The last time I was on the Atlantic Odyssey, I retrieved the bag of Arden’s notebooks and gained a sidekick, Duggie-Sky. The ship was lodged in the Millia’s beach at a forty-five-degree angle,” Archie remembers. “We could barely walk. Had to have one foot on the floor, the other on the wall. Somehow, the ship has righted itself.”


“How can a marooned vessel right itself?” Nameris asks in his usual abrasive tone, but then he remembers his oath to the new leader of the Olearons. He finishes more respectfully, adding, “My Lord?”


“Let’s stick with ‘Archie,’ all right? I think we’re on a first-name basis by now.”


Nameris pauses. “You are the 31st Lord of Olearon and I will give you my respect. I do admit, it is quite strange to address you so . . . yet I sense your Lordship to be the future of our race. As the late Steffanus warrior, Laken, predicted.”


“I have never heard you speak so emotionally, brother.” Azkar plants a hand on the back of his younger, more studious sibling. “All will be discussed in time, once we right things of greater importance than this ship. Ah, it is wonderful to be home again! I feel the strength in my fire. We must not hesitate to reach Baluurwa the Doomful and find the Star. The survival of every world depends on it.”


Callisto kicks over the broken door to Cabin 251 and enters in a storm of stale air. “I have released my swiftest awakin butterfly to search the island for our Steffanus sister, Xlea, and the human boy, Duggie-Sky. When they traveled here before us, their trajectory pointed south. They cannot be far.”


“Thank you,” Archie replies to the looming Steffanus.


Callisto stands as tall as an Olearon, yet to Tessa, the woman warrior has a more commanding presence. Her gown, shredded and soiled from their battle on Earth, flows around her breasts and strong hips. Over one shoulder is a folded breastplate, and around her waist Callisto wears a corded belt adorned in brilliant metal buttons and baubles. Her skin shimmers silver, apart from the splotches of her sisters’ blood. From her forehead grow sharp antlers tipped in gold.


“Where’s Ella?” Tessa asks when she meets the eyes of every being in their company except her blue-eyed daughter. Tessa wrings Ella’s clothes in her hands, which she forgot she had been holding until now. She pulls out of Nate’s embrace to push through the crowd of humans and Jarrwian creatures. Ella and Luggie are not in Cabin 251, nor in the door-lined corridor. Tessa brushes past Callisto nervously, discomfited by the fierce woman’s fire-and-ice stare. “Ella?” she calls down the hallway.


She can feel panic painting itself across her forehead in cavernous worry lines. Her hands are clammy, and she wipes them on her jeans. Tessa relives the anguish of her separation from Ella after Tuggeron—Luggie’s father, the now dead king of the Bangols—sacrificed Constellations Cruise Line passengers in hopes of winning the favor of the Star. The journey east, across Jarr-Wya, to save Ella reminds Tessa of both her daughter’s weakness and her strength. She calls Ella’s name again, louder this time.


Charred bodies of humans, burned to stillness while wearing expressions of terror, line Tessa’s path as she maneuvers down the hall. This was the burnt dinner she smelled upon arriving back on Jarr-Wya. Tessa gags. Her mind reels behind a welling up of tears.


So much death.


Cabin doors are ajar or missing, revealing rooms unchanged in the arrangement of their anchored furniture yet destroyed, evidence of life and death covering every surface. Bedding, desk chairs, and personal objects are smashed and strewn here and there or submerged beneath trembling pools of toilet water. Tessa passes melted oil paintings that once depicted sunsets and happy travels. She hollers for Ella, nearly tripping over a wedge sandal tangled in the cord of a curling iron.


Ella?! Tessa bellows through her mind. Her power of telepathy from the man-spider Rolace has come in handy countless times, as it does again now.


Mom! We’re on the grand staircase—and we’re not alone!


Tessa’s heart seizes in her chest. “Arden! Archie!” she screams as she runs the twisting hallway of the ship. She cannot gauge if her plea for help has found its way to Cabin 251; all she can hear is blood pounding behind her ears.


She finally reaches the top of the staircase. Above her, drooping down from a wide skylight like a great flower, is a mammoth chandelier of crystal petals. As they had on Earth, the petals refract the light and cast rainbows in every direction. Ella and Luggie stand halfway down the maroon carpeted stairs. Ella clings to the rich oak railing. A creature faces them, its back to Tessa. It shifts from foot to foot. She can make out blue fur on its exposed shoulders.


“Get away from them!” Tessa yells.


The creature spins its head to peer at her with cat eyes. “Do not fear, strange one,” it says to Tessa. “Your journey has saved me, and I owe you all the debt of my life, which now will be much longer indeed.”


Tessa pauses on the top stair.


I don’t think it’s dangerous, Mom. Ella’s lips do not move; the thought is placed in Tessa’s mind through their shared telepathy.


You can’t trust anyone, Ell, Tessa replies inaudibly.


Ardenal and Archie arrive, trailed by Captain Nathaniel Billows—Nate—who has struggled to keep pace with the humans-turned-Olearons. Ardenal steps in front of Tessa, a protective gesture, but she is through needing the strength of others.


“Arden, I’m fine,” she says fiercely, and he lets her pass. “Who are you?” Tessa asks the creature, her voice kind but her glare leery. She slips one step lower on the grand staircase, moving slowly.


“I am Nickel,” the creature answers.


“What race are you?” Azkar bellows.


“Where I am from there are only those like me, so we have no need to name ourselves.”


“What world are you from?” asks Nameris, who studies the creature intently with his thoughtful gaze.


A hint of a grin appears on Nickel’s thin lips. “Let me show you.”





Chapter 3

Archie



The Atlantic Odyssey falls into the shadow of a cloud overhead. Without the dying light of Jarr-Wya’s sun illuminating the interior of the ship, blackness engulfs them. Archie can barely make out Tessa standing frozen on the stairs, uncertain of her next step. He can feel the air hum with the wings of the sprites, who hover in place. Azkar is the first to engulf his body in flame, casting an eerie red glow at the top of the grand staircase. Ardenal is next, followed by Junin and all the Olearons, who are careful not to set the ship ablaze. Once their red skin is indistinguishable from flame, they look at Archie.


He slouches under the stare of the black eyes looking to their Lord for guidance. Archie never intended on becoming more than a Seattle roofer, not after his mother’s death robbed him of his family and his confidence. He did not crave an office of power and a name plate on his door. All he hoped for was a quiet, uneventful existence.


The Naiu that flows through him from his father’s bloodline awoke when he first arrived on Jarr-Wya, though it did not instill in him the qualities of a leader. Archie offers a half smile and nod, patting the air in a calming gesture, communicating to his warriors that he wishes to hear the furry creature speak.


“You might wish to dim yourselves,” Nickel says with a timid chuckle, cowering at the heat of the Olearons, “if you desire to see what I will show you.”


The creature’s green eyes shift, their slit-like pupils broadening, and twin streaks of color blast outward from them, painting the interior of the Atlantic Odyssey in a dome of light. Archie spins on the spot. Every surface is transformed; it is like looking out at a foreign world from inside a snow globe. The hallway at the base of the grand staircase, with its ravaged gift shops, beauty salon, and fitness center, is now a sparkling silver main street flanked by shifting, towering pink-topped diamonds.


“Moormeg was once the jewel of the galaxy. Our cities were made of crystal and our roads formed from the dust of shooting stars. Our planet was lit with three suns; we had no knowledge of night. Life fed life, and even our deaths caused fresh wild-flowers to bloom on the jade pastures that slipped through the landscape of crystal mountains like a sash.


“I grew up amongst a litter of ten. I was the only female—the reason my mother told me the second sun shone on me more than my brothers. Our family tended the water in our city. We cared for the swimming creatures, maintained the waterfalls, and managed the elders who sat in the hot pools to share stories by song and pass the time.”


Luggie shakes his head and says with a rumble, “That is not the world Ella and I saw.”


“It is, but much has changed.” Nickel trembles. She wrings her hands, with their stubby fingers and velvety pads.


“Tell us more, Nickel,” Callisto urges in a booming voice. “I suspect we Steffanus warriors can guess what comes next.”


Nickel drops her hands and sucks in a deep breath. “It began slowly, but by the time we noticed, it was too late. The life force of Moormeg left us. It began in the air. The smell of the breeze was bereft of its sweetness. Then the water became cloudy. The land grew dry. Finally, we . . .”


As Nickel speaks, the images projected from her pupils accelerate. This hurts Archie’s eyes, like Ella’s time-lapse videos on her phone. He squints to absorb the shifting scene. The glittering roads of Moormeg become dull and gray. The crystals lose their color, crack and crumble, and are gone entirely. The sky dims, creating a shadowless gloom that Archie recognizes from the poisoned celestial orb of Jarr-Wya. One by one, the suns of Moormeg are snuffed out, and blackness comes to rest like a ghost.


“With our crystal palaces decimated, we cut down our forests to build wooden shacks. Knowing a bottomless hunger, we overate from the fields and drank too deeply from our water sources. The death in the land crept into our bones, and, for some, into their souls. We knew night for the first time. And with it, nightmares.”


Nickel’s green pastures melt into burnt earth. The colorless night drifts over the wooden shacks and the roads Nickel’s kin sluggishly hobble between in their new city. The creatures’ rich, lustrous fur dulls and their bright eyes lose their mirth. What was once pleasurable becomes labor. Nickel and her brothers set nets to catch swimming game that they pocket without care for the hungry. Elders grow crooked backs and wretched minds, building traps for the young they enslave, while the deserted hot pools, without friendly visits and wise song, grow slick with tar.


“Of all the nightmares we have learned to endure, she is the worst.” Nickel shivers.


Archie notices Tessa creep down the last step to stand mid-staircase beside Ella and Luggie. Before shielded by Ardenal and Nate, now Tessa creates a barrier between Ella and Nickel. Her movements are deliberately slow, and the furry creature’s attention remains fixed on her projection.


“Ifeera,” whispers Nickel. “Her real name has long been forgotten, replaced with a word too evil for us to speak. So we call her Ifeera, which is the sound on the wind as we of Moormeg flee in her presence. I fear her. I fear her.


“What created Ifeera, no one knows. She is a witch whose power grew in blackness as she feasted on the light, till none remained. Her five eyes are always searching, hungering for souls to consume. Her unlucky prey are left alive, though no more than heartless shells of their former selves. Joy is dead in Moormeg.”


Callisto’s wings startle Archie, who falls back to the ship’s charred carpet. The Steffanus warrior lifts off from the balcony and flaps down to stand on the middle step of the grand staircase. Tessa pulls Ella away from Callisto and Nickel. The teenager stumbles as she descends the stairs and releases a single green bird. The happy fowl flies through the cracked skylight as the cloud passes overhead, welcoming back the faint sunlight.


With nowhere to escape Callisto’s imposing presence, Nickel presses her back against the staircase railing. Archie notices the path of tears that have dampened the cheeks and fur of the creature from Moormeg. Nickel again wrings her hands together uncomfortably, looking smaller than she had when Archie first spied her.


Callisto does not stow her wings, nor does she speak immediately. Archie watches, too afraid to order the Olearons, preventing the Steffanus warrior from striking down the creature and too startled to act himself. Archie’s blood pounds through his glowing veins and he gulps, preparing himself for the inevitable confrontation.


Instead of uttering deep-voiced threats or enchantments, Callisto wraps her wings around Nickel and cradles her. “Your parents and brothers?” she asks kindly.


“Their souls are . . . They belong to Ifeera.” Nickel cannot dam her sorrow, and she sobs, which echoes through the Atlantic Odyssey.


Every Olearon tips their head in a somber bow as they touch fiery hands to their hearts. The sprites whisper their condolences in a high-pitched chorus, and the Steffanus sisters who remain on the balcony clench their jaws. The Bangols shift on their stout legs, uncomfortable with the display of affection and impatient to return to solid ground.


Archie is startled when Zeno, newly minted king of the Bangols, speaks up in his raspy voice. “I bet Moormeg has a star poisoning their world like our Star is doing to us. You Olearons thought we Bangols were killing the harvest, corrupting the soil and clay, darkening our sky”—Zeno glances up through the skylight—“but it is the Star. Everything went awry since it arrived. The Star is wicked, and we Bangols intend to rid our world of it.”


“You will do nothing of the sort,” growls Callisto. “After you foolhardily transported yourselves to Earth, we Steffanus sisters shared with our fellow Jarrwians the truth about the Star.”


“Which is?” Zeno sneers.


“Cool it, Zeno, please,” implores Archie. “This mystery is larger than any of us, and if we’re going to do anything about it, we need to work together.”


“Well said, my Lord,” commends Nameris.


“Knock it off, I told you. Call me Archie.”


“Y-yes, Lord Archie.”


Archie rolls his eyes, then says, “Callisto, please share. Tessa also doesn’t know the truth.”


The Steffanus warrior rocks Nickel as she ascends the grand staircase. The sprites land along the railings, eager to listen. Bangols drop to their knees or sit on the ship’s carpet, while Olearons simmer at the perimeter of the sweeping balcony, watching the entrances with suspicious glances. Callisto’s voice trembles as she speaks.


“My sisters and I have traveled by many Tillastrions and through many enchanted doorways to other worlds. We have seen the horrors Nickel was brave enough to show us—similar horrors and some much worse than what we all witnessed on Moormeg, I am afraid to admit. What is common amongst all the dying worlds is this: the withdrawal of their life force, which, as you are all aware, is the same as ours.”


“Naiu?” Kameelo asks, flying above the line of Olearons for a better vantage point.


“Yes, Naiu,” continues Callisto sadly. “It is the creator of all worlds. In the velvety expanse of nothing, before everything was made, Naiu flew with no need to land. It formed life out of that void, all breath and time and love. With each new creation, Naiu gave of itself and its goodness, its joy and playfulness, spinning worlds for pleasure. When it had depleted itself, it passed Earth, where a baby girl stowed away on its wingtips. Naiu crashed into Jarr, forming the mountain, Baluurwa, with its impact. In its final breaths, it fused its spirit with the human girl, birthing our race—the Steffanus sisters. From that time on, none knew that Naiu had existed apart from its creations, except for us.


“Thoughts of Naiu live fleetingly in our memories as the shared history of our sisters. Even before the Star arrived on Jarr-Wya, we knew a change had begun across the planets. The Naiu in us felt colder, lacking in love and pulling at our souls, which is why we went in search of answers.


“What every Steffanus reported was that the worst suffering was felt at the farthest fringes of creation. Many planets had already died. They combusted or froze, crashed into another or imploded. From the perspective of some, evil was expanding inward from the far reaches. Others wisely recognized what all Steffanus sisters now believe to be true: Naiu was and is withdrawing. When it leaves a world, it takes with it all goodness, and in its absence, pain and wickedness prevail.”


“Withdrawing to where?” asks Tessa.


“Here.”


Luggie clears his throat. “Jarr-Wya?”


“That makes no sense,” Zeno quibbles. “No sense at all! If Naiu were leaving other worlds for Jarr-Wya, would not life on our island be better? Would there not be abundant harvests? Peace amongst us? Greater power? No, we are worse off, too.”


“You dimwit! Naiu does not withdraw here to dwell in Jarr,” Callisto says, fuming. “It collects itself in the place it came to rest—the mountain—amalgamating back into its original form. It wishes to die. Without the gift of Naiu in all worlds, everyone will perish along with it, which is what it wants: to stop time and return the galaxies to the nothingness of before. It believes this is compassion.


“Naiu, being everywhere, sees the lust between people and mistakes it for the absence of love. It sees industry—like the Bangols’ mining of the island—and confuses it with hatred of the land, not curiosity in it. Greed. Ambition. Destruction . . . Naiu believes the worlds are not worth saving.”


“If that is the case, there is nothing we can do,” growls Azkar.


“What role does the Star play in this, Callisto?” Archie asks quietly.


“The Star—whose name is Finnah—believes there is good left in all of us.”


“Finnah?” Tessa repeats. “Why do I know that name?”


You do know it, Mom! You know Finnah! From your dreams, remember?


Ella, what are you talking about?


Azkar’s rival, Islo, breaks the line with his strong shoulders. His eyes are black slits. His rock-hard red jaw is clenched. “I sense a movement beyond our perimeter,” he says.


“Islo is right,” says Junin, worry breaking through her smooth voice. “The Atlantic Odyssey has tilted ever so slightly as we have stood here. There is a gentle quiver running through the metal.”


Archie watches as Tessa calms herself and slows her erratic breath, exhaling so long that her lungs must be empty. She looks like a spooked horse. At the same time as Tessa, Archie notices the slight vibration of the chandelier’s glass petals tinkling over their heads. All in the weary company observe the borders of the ship’s interior, which would never normally capture anyone’s attention. Archie disguises his panic at the unseen threat for Tessa’s sake as she protects Ella and for all the Olearon warriors that look to him for guidance.


Then he spots it.


Along the creases between wall and floor, tiny lines of sand slip forward like pulled thread. Sand frames the melted paintings and windows. Archie stares without blinking as these lines move in the rhythm of marching ants. Another thin sliver of sand creeps down the grand staircase banister, headed for Tessa, Ella, and Luggie.


Lady Sophia gasps and points a plump finger. The company tip their heads back. From the chandelier petals, strands of sand as thin as Rolace’s spiderweb droop, lengthening one sparkling granule at a time. Archie sees Tessa’s panting return. He watches as a droplet of sweat from her glistening forehead plummets to the floor. Archie watches it fall.


There, where it lands, he spots sand outlining Tessa’s shoes. Ella also looks puzzled as she brushes a light dusting of silt from her body. It is clear to Archie that Tessa can no longer rein in her emotions. She screams and thrashes. By this time, all in the company have spotted golden grains on their dresses, jumpsuits, and boots. There is a roar of dismay, warnings, and worry.


A wicked, curling laugh blasts through the commotion. With it, the swooshing, scratching sound of gritty wind encircles the grand staircase, whipping hair and peppering eyes with sand.


“Senior Karish,” Ardenal says, seething.


The mouthpiece of the Millia sands, Senior Karish, laughs once more. “Welcome home!”





Chapter 4

Ella



Grandpa Archie hollers, “We need to get out of here—now!”


Mom starts pulling me back up the staircase, and I grab Luggie’s hand before he falls behind. I haven’t exercised since my cancer diagnosis—unless you count the plodding walk to school—so running up stairs is hopeless. Mom nearly dislocates my arm out of its socket. Dad appears as I stumble; he scoops me up and cradles me like a baby. He leaps up three steps at a time with his long Olearon legs. His fire dances out from the back of his neck, and I’m kissed by its warmth.


Then I smell sulphur. It’s so close, like burning hair . . .


I can’t help but scream, my non-scream, and a pair of green birds soar from between my teeth. I can taste their birdishness on my tongue. Before the two fowl can escape through the skylight, sand leaps from its frame and turns them gold. My birds fall dead to the ground four floors below with barely a thud. A pang of grief strikes my chest.


Dad pats out the small fire in my hair, but I’m annoyed. Seriously, Dad? My one good feature? Many of the cancer kids I know back home chose to buzz their heads during chemo. I kept my luscious locks during radiation, although I don’t know if anything can elevate my appearance to human standards. Again, I count myself lucky to have Luggie, who doesn’t know anything different.


The Steffanus women and sprites fly ahead and find the nearest door out onto the deck. It’s really only a huge hole in the side of the ship. Dad races into the fresh air, passing Zeno and his fumbling sidekick cousin, Borgin. Broken glass from splintering portholes and sliding doors crunches beneath Dad’s black boots. The railing where Grandpa Archie and I watched a whale breach the sea on the first day of our cruise has been torn from the deck and is twisted like melted straws. The damage to the Atlantic Odyssey is not all unintentional and collateral. I can tell Dad notices this too as his steps falter. Mom catches up to us, panting hard.


“Ella, are you okay?” she begins, but stops when I point.


From the deck we can see the southern beach of Jarr-Wya where the skeleton of the Olearons’ glass ship sits partially submerged in the sand like a massive petrified tree. Only the frame of the large fishing vessel remains. Mom, Grandpa Archie, and I had been taken there when they recognized Dad’s human likeness on Grandpa’s face. We were held hostage in a glass room with a shifting opacity through which we spied the happenings inside the other translucent corridors and out to the shore.


Now that glass is here, a part of the Atlantic Odyssey, or, I should say, a part of this new thing that I can only describe as a massive, quirky sandcastle.


The Millia have used the Olearon glass to form sharp corner towers connected to parapet walkways complete with turrets decorated in conch and oyster drill shells. The battlement drips crimson from its deathly edge. The Atlantic Odyssey’s wooden patio chairs, which once surrounded the kidney-bean shaped swimming pool, have been snapped apart and reassembled into a splintery picket fence. It guards whatever dark creature lurks below the surface of the dirty saltwater in the ship’s swimming pool.


The ship’s control tower, where Captain Nate held his post, is the keep of the castle. It rises at the center, though its windows are obscured by sand. Other walls of gold are erected haphazardly, playfully, as high as they can reach.


The creeping sound of the Millia continues all around us. If it wasn’t for Senior Karish’s wicked cackle, it would almost be soothing. It reminds Nickel of Ifeera—I can tell. She cowers and hunches, muttering under her breath. I hug close to Dad. Grandpa is by our side, too, and finally Luggie arrives, glistening with sweat from running up the stairs.


“You remember what happened last time,” Dad whispers to Grandpa Archie.


“Don’t remind me,” Grandpa replies, but I know what he’s remembering: the screams of the helpless cruise passengers; the beach painted red; the Millia blowing through the people and laughing, sucking, and drinking the blood of the humans.


Islo and Azkar approach Grandpa, and Islo speaks first. “We are out to sea, not an easy swim to shore. Karish has built up this ship like a column in the sea, but there is a sandy bridge over there,” he says as he points.


“It is all an illusion. The bridge. These walls. They are listening. Right now.” Azkar growls. The cut line that was once a deep scar—lessened in its grotesque appearance at the kind touch of Callisto—still twists his face as he talks. “What are they waiting for? Why they have not attacked us yet?”


Junin also expresses her worry. “The Steffanus sisters and sprites can fly—”


“And me.” Kameelo lands softly.


“And Kameelo. But the rest of us . . .” Junin pauses. “I don’t know if you are aware, Lord Archie, but we Olearons are not graceful swimmers.”


“They are as graceful as a wounded rat,” Zeno spits. “We Bangols, on the other hand, sink like stones.”


The sprite Lillium, with her silver pet fly, Gobo, on one shoulder, frowns at Zeno. Gobo buzzes grumpily. Lillium turns to Junin. “Zeno assumes we sprites will sneak off. On the contrary, Archibald. We will not abandon you, our friends. Without your brave company, all sprites would have died in the great wave, curled in slumber within the leaves of our vines. I regret I was not there to help rescue who I could at the destruction of the Fairy Vineyard, but thankfully, because of you all, our Life Ohmi is safe and our race will continue.”


“Nor will we depart,” says Callisto in a booming voice. She lands behind Kameelo, startling the young Olearon.


“Enough pledges and noble yammering,” grumbles Zeno in his low, throaty drawl. His broad yellow eyes squint, and his gray skin is flushed, if that’s even possible. Luggie takes Zeno’s side, which I hadn’t expected. Um, what now? Luggie nods at Zeno’s words and cracks his knuckles.


“We need a plan,” Luggie begins, but he doesn’t have a chance to continue.


A golden wall of the sandcastle suddenly falls with a gravelly roar and a cloud of silt. Our eyes are peppered. I rub mine till I can see, though a part of me wishes I couldn’t.


“No use making a plan, a plan,” rumbles Senior Karish, repeating himself as usual, which drives me nuts. He has taken on human form but stands fifteen feet tall. He struts around the deck. “Unlike the races on Jarr-Wya, we Millia have always appreciated the Star for what it is: divine, divine. Which is why we covet it. That you fools have not recognized it as one of the greatest marvels of the galaxy makes you unfit to rule our little island here. You have spoken ill against the Star, lacking wisdom.”


“Our island needs peace,” Archie begins, his voice cracking, but Senior Karish interrupts him before he can say more. Grandpa, you need to be strong—at least pretend!


“What is it to you, human? You are of a frail, weak race. Do not speak, do not speak in my presence,” rebukes the leader of the Millia.
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