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Dedication
 
 
To all collectors everywhere.
 
 
To my middle brother,
who lived his life collecting experiences, always wanted to find out how things worked, and inspired me with his courage to try something new.
May you rest in peace.
 
 



Aquamarine Prologue
 
 
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
 
 
"You better be careful what you wish for." The Collector shook his head when he realized he'd spoken the words out loud. There was nobody with him at the moment, so there was no point, but saying things made them more real than just thinking them. And this warning to himself needed to be real.
 
He stood in the middle of the giant glass dome at the edge of his new home. The area covered by the transparent material was as large as half a football field and had a grandiose view of the ever-changing landscape outside. Currently he saw his favorite scene, the one with the mountains in the background, peaceful sheep grazing on a meadow stretching out as far as he could see on one side, and bordered by a small forest on the other. The sun had started to rise and made everything sparkle but he didn't actually know if it was morning, if the sun should have been rising.
 
Here, in the Void Outside Space and Time, where he'd ended up after dying from a heart attack caused by a stressful life as a businessman, the rules were very different from what he remembered to be normal on Earth. Those memories were fading fast, but the emotions he'd had seemed to be persisting longer than the details. Feelings of rejection from his father and family, the desperate need to succeed to prove the man's predictions of his failure incorrect, the loneliness of a solitary life.
 
While he still wasn't sure why he'd been granted a second chance, instead of a more 'normal' afterlife in either heaven or hell or whatever non-existence might have been his destiny, he had begun to appreciate his new existence. He'd even been given a new body, one with broad shoulders, perfect abs, muscular thighs, and a very generous package. His one complaint, that his superhero-like suit came in a boring gray while the Chroniclers got to wear vibrant colors, had been ignored so far.
 
He grinned at the thought of the Chroniclers. He had no idea where they were right now, but they seemed to respect his need for peace and quiet, his idea that there had to be a day and a night, and that nighttime was for sleeping. They had assured him he didn't need to sleep anymore, but he enjoyed it too much to give it up. Just like the food they occasionally made appear for him, he treasured sleeping. How else was he going to dream?
 
The thought of food made him return to his current predicament. He'd been trying to influence his environment ever since he'd found out that he could make things appear with the power of his mind. He'd apparently created a herd of sheep, and the more recent addition of deer that lived in the forest had also been attributed to him, but he couldn't for the life of him figure out how to do it consciously.
 
"It takes time to learn."
 
He whirled around to identify the speaker. The Chroniclers, who inhabited this place, always seemed to sneak up on him like this. He knew they wouldn't harm him, but it annoyed the hell out of him to feel like prey being stalked.
 
"Sorry." The Explorer, dressed in deep purple and in charge of locating the items for the collection of love stories he was putting together, looked as if he'd just risen from sleep. His uncombed grayish hair stood up in all directions, but that was normal for him. He didn't seem to be interested in finding out what a brush or a comb could do for his appearance.
 
"Not really." The Collector narrowed his eyes. "You enjoy shocking me too much for you to be truly sorry when it works."
 
"Guilty as charged." The Explorer flashed his wicked grin, including dimples in his somewhat wrinkled face, before turning serious again. "But that isn't why I'm here."
 
"No?" He enjoyed teasing back, something the Explorer was especially susceptible to. Despite his higher age, he had the most interesting sense of humor of all the Chroniclers. "Is the exploring part of the next book over and you're bored?"
 
"Never." The Explorer's immediate denial was almost comical in its vehemence.
 
The Collector just raised an eyebrow.
 
"All right, all right. I confess." The Explorer raised his arms in mock-surrender. "I've found the main characters for the next story and have developed the plan. The Messenger is working on getting everything set up, and the Observer is supervising as usual."
 
"So you are bored." The Collector grinned. He'd been the one without anything much to keep him entertained while the first two stories were completed. Now that he had two of them to enjoy in their various formats, including movies, he was in less danger of not knowing what to do. Add the discovery of his potential ability to influence not just the stories and his understanding of himself, but also of the environment, and he doubted that he'd ever be bored again. If only I could figure out how to make stuff change without creating monsters or environmental disasters.
 
"Not exactly in the way you define it." The Explorer looked thoughtful as he tilted his head. "But not having a specific project to work on is something I find tiresome."
 
"Told you so." The Collector almost rolled his eyes. "You're splitting hairs."
 
"I am what?" The Explorer looked completely baffled.
 
"Oh, that's an Earth idiom. It means you're arguing about very small differences or unimportant details." He grinned. "I guess whatever translation device you're using doesn't know everything?"
 
"Oh, we're not using a translation device. We all speak the same language here, but some things don't translate well into it, so the original wording takes over and there can be misunderstandings." The Explorer pointed at the wicker chairs next to the dome's wall. "Should we sit down so we're more comfortable while we discuss this desire of yours to influence the environment?"
 
"Sure." He followed the purple-clad Chronicler and made himself comfortable in the chair with the best view. "So, how do we do this?"
 
"You've been trying for a while, right?" The Explorer sounded curious.
 
"Yes, ever since the Messenger told me I had somehow done it." He still had his doubts. "By the way, has anyone been working on the forest?"
 
"No." The Explorer smiled. "We never do. So the answer is that yes, you made the deer appear as well. And very nice deer they are."
 
"Holy shit." He swallowed. "Why just me and not you guys?"
 
"We could do it, in theory, and the Observer needed those skills just to make everything materialize before you arrived. But other than the initial creation for setting the scene, we do not influence anything. It is not ours to decorate or change. The collection is your project, as is the entire environment while you're here. You're the one shaping the collection, and you are also the one in charge of what this place looks like."
 
"But only while I'm here? You mean I'm going somewhere else after this?" He had been wondering what would happen once his collection of stories was complete.
 
"That is yet to be determined." The Explorer almost looked like the Observer when he considered a particular point in a discussion.
 
"Who will decide?" This scared him. He had begun to wonder why he never saw any of the other Collectors. There were quite a few collections, after all, but he'd never seen any other people in gray bodysuits like his. Since everyone's job was linked to a certain color around here, he would have noticed.
 
"I am not at liberty to tell you that." The Explorer didn't seem happy about it, but he didn't look as if he'd break the rules either.
 
Well, shit. His curiosity was going to kill him for sure.
 
"So, back to the original question of you creating the sheep and the deer." The Explorer settled back into his chair. "Why do you think you have not succeeded at doing anything else?"
 
"Because I don't seem to know how to do it. At least not on purpose." He sighed. "And to tell you the truth that scares me a little."
 
"And why do you think that is?" The Explorer's bushy eyebrows rose in unison.
 
"Well, think about it." He frowned. "If I can make anything appear, what if it's not something… nice?"
 
"As in…" The Explorer leaned forward.
 
"What if I create something that is harmful? Like a predator or… a monster?" It sounded ridiculous, but his fear felt very real. It made him hold back.
 
"Ah, okay, now I see your problem." The Explorer's smile was as wicked as ever. "I can allay your fears. That is not going to happen."
 
"How do you know this?" And can I believe you?
 
"It's a basic, uhm, I guess you'd call it a failsafe." The Explorer nodded as if for emphasis. "If you don't really want to create it, your subconscious has a blocking capability that will stop you from creating something that you believe is harmful."
 
"A failsafe?" How fascinating is that?
 
"Yes, like a safety."
 
"But safeties can be taken off, and blocks can be overcome." The Collector wasn't sure he could trust his subconscious.
 
"I guess some of them can, if you're talking about machines or the right circumstances. But here we are basically in a safe space, and it would take great effort and far higher capabilities than you have right now, or will gain in the near future, to overcome those blocks." The Explorer smiled. "You need to remember as well that anything you create you can uncreate. And that is a lot easier and a lot faster than making something new."
 
"Interesting." Definitely food for thought.
 
"So, create away." The Explorer rose.
 
"You're not staying?"
 
"It's better for the first experiments to be yours alone. Besides, I have a story to check and need to make sure they don't need my help with something." With that, the Explorer inclined his head and left.
 
I hate it when they just walk away. They clearly had places to go that the Collector hadn't discovered yet. Never mind, he'd figure it out. He always did.
 
All he needed was some courage, and he'd get there.
 
He stared out at the landscape, contemplating what he was trying to do. The sheep were happily grazing, interrupted only by the odd rabbit hopping along. None of the deer were visible at the moment, but they didn't venture out of the forest often.
 
Maybe he should analyze what he'd done earlier to figure out a process to follow. He grinned. He didn't have the materials to draw up a flow chart, but he could try and do it in his head. As he went through the events of the past few weeks, it suddenly hit him. The first creatures that had appeared were rabbits. Then he'd added sheep, and lastly deer. He had apparently gone from small to big. He should probably start small.
 
He closed his eyes to help him focus and thought of a frog. When it was right there in his imagination he told it to "appear" on the meadow right outside and opened his eyes. Nothing. Maybe it needed water? So he closed his eyes again and thought of a pond. He added reeds and some sun-warmed boulders for the frog to sit on, then willed the picture to become reality.
 
When he opened his eyes a pathetic little puddle of muddy water had appeared outside the glass wall. His eyes widened and he bent forward to examine it more closely. Yep, it was definitely there. It may not be the perfect biosphere for a frog, but at least something had made it from his head into reality.
 
Apparently, starting small is the way to go.
 
 
 
"Not bad for a beginner." The Observer sat in the chair next to him and smiled at the stack of 'stuff' that still sat on the meadow, right outside the glass dome. "The Explorer told me you were experimenting and I came to see how you're doing."
 
"It's been hours." He was exhausted and felt like complaining. "And all I've managed is a puddle of water, some inanimate objects, and a stuffed animal."
 
"That's exactly what you needed to start with. And, like I said, it's quite impressive for a first try. Keep working on it and it'll become easier." The Observer, in his bright red suit, made the Collector feel happier just by being there. The Chronicler's sparkling blue eyes and brilliant white smile would do the rest.
 
"It is?" He relaxed a little. "I guess stuffed animals and furniture are easier to create than bringing alive a living breathing being."
 
"Indeed."
 
"But why did I manage sheep and deer when I wasn't even trying?" And he didn't have a particular affinity for herbivores. Or maybe he did?
 
"Sometimes the subconscious is ready to recognize a truth or manage a task long before the 'awake' part of a sentient being's brain masters those details." The Observer tilted his head in thought. "We are not sure why this is the case, but have seen it repeated all over the universes and dimensions we have worked with. It may be that learning just happens differently in the subconscious mind."
 
"Wow, that's fascinating. Some scientist somewhere is going to have fun researching that." And he was tempted to want to join him. Maybe he could ask for the details via one of his stories?
 
"I agree, but they'd have quite the project." The Observer smiled. "As for your creation of things, just keep working at it and I am sure you will see results soon. Your subconscious has already changed the various Halls you have been to, made them more appealing to you. You clearly have the talent, and all you need now is to figure out how to direct it toward what you want to materialize."
 
"Okay." He sighed and turned away from the landscape he'd been staring at so intensely that he just might have burned it into his retina. "But I bet that's not why you're here."
 
"You're right. I just needed a break from working on our most challenging story yet. We just had the Explorer do some additional research and the Messenger is on his way to deliver extra support." The Observer leaned back and relaxed.
 
How the man could be this relaxed while, from what he said, other people's lives hung in the balance, was beyond him.
 
"So, do you feel more involved now?" Apparently even needing a break didn't stop this guy from asking questions.
 
"Somewhat. After our discussion last time about who I really am, I did a lot of thinking." There wasn't a whole lot else to do around the place. So having something to mull over came in handy. "Choosing love stories as my legacy worried me at first, as you know. But after seeing the first two, I think I am beginning to understand what you meant when you said that love defines me. But all these other points, like wisdom and courage, with this next one, are also important, right?"
 
"Absolutely essential! They don't only help define the key characteristics you want to be remembered for though. Each one of them is an aspect of what is important to you, and as such help you define who you are." The Observer grinned. "It's a bit of a circular argument. I understand that, but it works."
 
"Maybe it's like feedback loop? A positive one, of course." He smiled back.
 
"That's a good way of expressing it." The Observer held up his hand and counted off his points with his fingers. "Garnets of Destiny was about shaping your own future. That is something you are beginning to do by taking a more active part in this place and adding your personal touch."
 
"Then you added the wisdom of the amethyst, which taught me about true love and how it helps overcome differences, makes living together easier." He frowned a little. "And it seems that the third one, which is about courage, will do the same."
 
"I hope so." The Observer looked at him intensely. "I sure hope so."
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Chapter One
 
 
 
Planet N'Tyre, this year
 
 
 
"Of course I can do it!" Nayder al Galimey glanced down the sheer cliff drop-off once more. The ocean was going wild today. The normally calm surface and the crystal clarity of blue-green waters that allowed an observer to see the bottom of the sea through yards of water no longer existed. Instead waves several feet high crashed into the rocks with enough force and noise to scare any sane person into giving up the idea of cliff-diving. The wildness was a combination of the currents of this bay and the strong winds most of N'Tyre had experienced recently. It matched the turmoil and pain in his heart. He had no outlet for his grief, so he'd decided to distract himself.
 
"You're crazy." Farys, one of his two closest childhood friends, had already stepped back, clearly not up to the challenge. He shook his head as if to make sure nobody could possibly misinterpret his thoughts on the matter.
 
"It's a stupid risk." Ramiel still stood at the edge of the cliff and stared down at the water. "This place simply isn't high enough."
 
"I think it'll be fine." Nayder took off his remaining clothes and stood right at the edge of the cliff. He took a deep breath. This is what I need. Total and utter focus on the present, the need to accomplish the change before he hit the water. A situation dangerous enough to make him forget.
 
"Nayder, come on, be reasonable." Ramiel looked up but stubbornly didn't step back. He didn't look very happy either as he raked his long brown hair. "You won't have enough time to change, and with the water in the condition it's in, you run the risk of serious injury."
 
Farys just continued to shake his head, his short blond locks bobbing like a pod of dolphins playing in the sunshine.
 
"You'll just have to wait and see." Nayder closed his eyes and focused on his inner merman. He was right there, as usual, just waiting to come out and play.
 
"Nayder, please don't do this." Ramiel sounded truly worried.
 
"I have to. I need to feel alive." Nayder looked at his friend and smiled. "And I know I can do it."
 
"Maybe." Ramiel shook his head in imitation of Farys and stepped away from the edge. "But I still say it's a stupid risk for you to take."
 
Nayder shrugged. Ramiel was right but that wouldn't stop him from jumping, from accepting the challenge of having to change from bipedal to merman within seconds. He'd done it at this sort of speed before and he could do it again. It required all his focus and provided what he needed: a distraction from the pain and the thoughts that kept running around in his head like demented sheep, all falling over each other in their haste to get exactly nowhere.
 
He took another deep breath and turned to face the ocean, adjusting his stance until it was just right. Toes grabbing the edge of the cliff, he raised his arms in the age-old salute to the sun before pointing his hands and getting ready to jump.
 
Adrenaline took over as he pushed off. With the wind in his hair and caressing his naked skin, he imagined himself already in the water. Within the seconds given him by gravity, he lost his legs, a huge fishlike tail covered in dark green scales replacing them. He hardly felt the wind on that part of his body as he plummeted toward the foam-capped surface of the salty water.
 
At the last second before impact he closed his eyes and concentrated on bringing out his gills and adjusting his retinas to underwater vision.
 
He hit the water with a tremendous splash, and his entire body vibrated with the force of it. Diving into the ice-cold liquid like this, without the resistance from his land-bound bipedal body not quite made for swimming, was like coming home. His ancestral home to be exact.
 
The coastal turbulence around him lasted only a few moments. With a powerful flick of his tail, he shot toward the open ocean. He opened his eyes and took his first breath underwater in months. Some said returning to the sea like this was dangerous, that it only encouraged the N'Tyrian's savage side. His father certainly didn't support Nayder's 'aquatic adventures' as he called them.
 
All Nayder saw was the underwater beauty now surrounding him. Schools of colorful fish swam by, the coral reef to his right teemed with life, not a wereshark in sight. Not that it mattered, he'd proved more than a match for any one of their solitary kind on more than one occasion. But he preferred his excursions to be quiet, undisturbed, and peaceful. Red and blue anemones seemed to wave at him as he swam by and he smiled as he sped up to race farther away from land and his troubled thoughts.
 
It's a good day to be a merman!
 
 
 
Nayder did his best not to show his anger at having been called into the official seer's office as if he were a naughty schoolboy. There had been no request for a meeting, no consideration given to the fact he might have other plans. Not that he did in this case, but it was the principle of the thing.
 
With the hormones and excitement from the day spent in the ocean still racing in his veins, it took every ounce of control he had not to scowl at the old seer once he'd entered the lavishly decorated hall used for audiences. Marble covered every available surface, thick curtains framed the floor-to-ceiling windows offering views of the ocean along two of the walls, and the floor was covered in a thick layer of sand.
 
Ishara sat on a comfortable armchair next to the fireplace made from one giant slab of green marble. Nayder's father sitting next to her with a serious expression shocked him a little, but Nayder managed to hide it as he sat on the far less lavishly decorated chair clearly left there for him to claim.
 
"Thank you for heeding my summons." Ishara, the oldest seer alive on N'Tyre, inclined her head in polite greeting. Her pronouncements were practically law, and if anyone ruled the planet it was Ishara. She wore her white hair in a tight bun, and not a fold of her official robes seemed out of place.
 
As if I had any choice! He nodded carefully.
 
"I have called you here to inform you that your new job requires you find your soul-partner immediately." Ishara's facial expression didn't change, but her dark brown eyes sparkled with urgency.
 
"You want me to do what?" Nayder took a deep breath, sat back in his chair, and focused on not showing his anger. This was what they had called him in for? Infuriating didn't come close to describing his feelings. But he wasn't going to give his father or Ishara the satisfaction of revealing his true feelings. "I'm perfectly capable of doing my job as Chief Stabilizer and remaining single."
 
"The fate of our civilization and the very existence of our entire planet in its current form depend on maintaining the Balance. If water and land aren't in equilibrium we're doomed to return to the sea and will lose all the parts of our culture, our technologies that need land to exist. You know this." His father stared at him as if willing him to give in.
 
"Of course, Father, you've drilled it into me since I turned five. Even people outside our family learn this in school." Nayder almost rolled his eyes. "But nobody ever said that I had to be partnered to do the job."
 
"We never mentioned it because none of us assumed you'd need to take over from your parents for another twenty years or so. By then, surely, you would have found your destined partner." Ishara had the decency to look sorry as she leaned back into the colorful silk-covered cushions at the back of her chair. "Nevertheless, now that we're facing the situation of a defunct Stabilizing Pair at the head of the Preservers of the Balance, the need to act is urgent and the law is quite clear on what has to happen."
 
"Just because I'm a man…" Nayder wanted to strangle Ishara, even if she was the most respected seer on N'Tyre. To regain his composure he looked at the beautiful murals on the meeting room's walls. Usually the colorful underwater scenes covering N'Tyrian history from their distant past as pure mercreatures to the present had a calming effect on him. Not today.
 
"That's not the reason, and you know it." His father's voice rang out louder than normal even though the former Chief Stabilizer's face remained impassive. Control above all else, even in the most emotional situations, was so typical for his father.
 
"Isn't it?" Nayder turned his head and glared at him. He was twenty-three seasons old and fed up with being told how to live his life. He couldn't soul-partner with a woman. He'd never as much as felt any sort of attraction to a woman in his life, a fact he had carefully hidden until now. Could fate be so cruel as to make his soul-partner a woman? Or would he turn out to be a man, something unheard of in his family whose genealogy went all the way back to the times of Queen N'Talia the First? Would his 'aberration' come out when he proved incapable of finding the required partner of the 'expected' gender? He needed to continue the family line, pass on the precious genes that gave their carriers the special abilities needed to keep the Balance. Coming up with a man as his soul-partner would probably not be accepted, even if it were possible.
 
"No, my son, the fact that you're a man has nothing to do with it. We all know that men are as capable as women, we're not the backward savages we used to be when we still lived underwater exclusively. We've had many capable male rulers and even Stabilizers since Queen N'Talia the First brought enlightenment to us and enabled our species to live on land as well as in the sea." His father pinched the bridge of his nose before looking back at him. "The reason you have to be soul-partnered before you can retrieve the stolen Aquamarines of Courage is that they'll recognize only a partnered Stabilizing Pair as their rightful operators. Why else do you think whoever removed them from the archipelago was able to do so only after your mother died?"
 
His father's words sliced into Nayder's soul like shards of broken coral. He sank back in his chair, unable to think or speak for a moment. The throbbing ache at the back of his mind that was his mother's death rose back into full-blown stabs of pain with a speed and intensity that almost blinded him.
 
The questions he'd been asking himself over and over again during the week since the 'accident' raced back into his conscious mind. Why had his mother gone on that unplanned trip to the underwater city of Taloth? Why had she traveled in her more vulnerable mermaid form instead of using one of the modern underwater vehicles that offered more protection? Why had she taken only two guards? Where had those rogue weresharks come from that had literally torn the three N'Tyrians apart on their way back up from the depths of the ocean?
 
It all seemed like too much of a coincidence. The official investigation was still being conducted but the detectives in charge had already warned that they might never find out exactly what happened. Nayder shook his head, trying to push the pain toward the back of his mind where he could almost bear it. He'd had no time to grieve. He had to focus on his task of finding and returning the Aquamarines of Courage.
 
They were more than just a symbol. They originated from the times of Queen N'Talia the First, and their presence in the Cave of N'Talia was needed to support and focus the Stabilizers' psi-powers.
 
He had no time to waste on finding his soul-partner. He was doing perfectly fine on his own, he definitely didn't want some woman interfering in his personal life, and he couldn't risk the potential public outrage over partnering with a man.
 
Nayder had to make his father see that he was being irrational. The man had lost his soul-partner, the woman he'd loved with all his heart. The grief had probably gotten to him, making him susceptible to mystical stories.
 
"So you believe that the Aquamarines vanished because you're no longer partnered?" Nayder straightened his back to help him focus back on the discussion.
 
"No, of course not." His father rubbed his temples as if in pain. "Someone or something took them. But that was only possible because they were no longer tied to N'Tyre by a Stabilizing Pair."
 
"So we need a new Pair in place before you attempt to retrieve the stones." Ishara leaned forward in her comfortable chair.
 
"And why has nobody ever heard about this so-called requirement of yours?" Maybe the old seer had made it all up?
 
"Why would anyone need to know?" Ishara shook her head. "There are many things that are not general knowledge."
 
"The real reason is that it might make us vulnerable." Nayder's father suddenly looked imperious, like he did at official functions. "Can you imagine what might happen if someone who disagrees with the way things are run found out that there's a way to remove the Aquamarines of Courage? They could blackmail and terrorize the whole planet."
 
Nayder sighed. All the stories, and that was surely all they were, claimed that the Forces of Darkness had been thoroughly vanquished. How could they be a danger now, centuries later?
 
Since adherence to the old laws was important to his father and the old seer, they weren't likely to give up about this partnering business. He was so tired of arguing. Maybe it would be better if he pretended to give in so that he could get them off his back. Then he'd be able to focus on how to retrieve the Aquamarines.
 
"So, how do you propose I find my soul-partner on such short notice? And not just anyone I assume? You would want me to find someone 'suitable'?" Nayder knew that whom they considered acceptable was quite different from what he might want—and that started with the person's gender and probably ended with how educated and wealthy they were.
 
"Nayder, you know that you only have one true soul-partner. Of course she will be suitable." Ishara stared at him, dark eyes sparkling in what felt uncomfortably close to a challenge.
 
"How will I know who she is?" It was hard pretending to be interested in something he didn't really want. The pronoun alone caused him to feel slightly nauseous, never mind being partnered to one person for the rest of his life.
 
"The same way that all members of the Galimey clan since Queen N'Talia's times have always known." Ishara raised her brows and looked at him as if he were stupid.
 
"And that is?" Nayder was fast losing patience with all these mysterious hints. He wanted to get on with it.
 
"Your birthmark of course." Ishara looked triumphant.
 
"My birthmark? What does that have to do with anything?" The small aquamarine-colored mark in the shape of a fountain sat right above his heart. It had often annoyed him because it was so visible every time he went swimming.
 
"Don't you remember what it symbolizes?" His father frowned.
 
"Of course I remember." He just didn't get the connection with finding a partner. "Mother and you told me that it's a symbol for the Fountain of Courage and that all members of the direct line of Galimey Stabilizers have one."
 
"Have you never wondered why both your mother and I carry the mark while only I am a Galimey by birth?" His gaze became intense.
 
"What?" Nayder couldn't breathe for a moment. That was weird. "No, I've never thought about it. So, why did she have the birthmark as well?"
 
"Because she was my true soul-partner." His father didn't stop looking at him.
 
"Huh?" Nayder looked back and forth between his father and Ishara, hoping for further explanation. It didn't look like there was going to be one without more prompting. "That doesn't explain anything. That's just weird."
 
"Child, there are things in this universe that cannot be explained with logic." Ishara chuckled. "This is one of them. Ever since Queen N'Talia's time all members of the Galimey family have carried this birthmark and so have their true mates."
 
"Okay, if that's the case, where is this true mate of mine?" Nayder had them now. "Surely she'd have turned up by now?"
 
"Now, Nayder, don't be rude." His father frowned. "But you're right, we should have found her by now. It isn't like we didn't try."
 
"You tried to find her? Without mentioning it to me?" Double-crossing them suddenly seemed less of an issue. They had acted behind his back, possibly for years. "You would have just presented me with her one day, telling me I was going to have to partner with her?"
 
"Why are you so upset?" His father looked puzzled. "She's the right one for you. You'll want to partner with her."
 
"Whatever." He wasn't getting anywhere with this. He needed to get back to his plan. "So, if you haven't found her, how do you know she even exists? And if she does, how do I find her when you haven't?"
 
"Oh, she exists. My vision confirms that." Ishara suddenly had a very superior look on her face. "While I cannot see the details of where she is, I suspect it is just a different version of N'Tyre. One in a parallel dimension. Which is why you need to travel to meet her and return her here."
 
"Excuse me? In another dimension?" Now the old woman had lost it. He turned to his father for help.
 
"Don't ask me for an explanation." His father shrugged. "I don't understand it any more than you do. But I believe that Ishara is right and that you'll have to go wherever this dimension is to find her."
 
"And how am I going to do that?" Best not to antagonize them. If he did, he'd lose even more time.
 
"There is an old magic ritual that will enable you to travel to whatever dimension you most need to travel to." Ishara pulled two crystal balls out from underneath her billowing seer's robes. "In fact, you will use it to find your true soul-partner. Once you have claimed her, both of you together will be able to retrieve the Aquamarines of Courage, which are no longer in this dimension either."
 
Nayder stared at the two crystal balls. Their surfaces glittered in all the colors of the rainbow with an opalescent sheen that made him squint from the brightness.
 
The old seer put one of the spheres onto the table. It was about the size of two large men's fists. Waves of color rolled across its surface, making it look almost alive. A sense of peace and happiness overcame Nayder and he wanted to get closer to try and capture it. He lifted his hand and reached out.
 
As the swirling waves on the ball's surface pulled him in, he barely caught himself. What was going on? He forced his attention back to reality. What had the old seer said?
 
"You said that the Aquamarines of Courage are not in this dimension. How do you know?" Nayder had trouble tearing his eyes away from the fascinating crystal ball. "Oh, hold on, let me guess. Another vision, right?"
 
"You may not believe it now, but you will soon." Ishara smiled enigmatically. "All you need to do is give it a try."
 
Give it a try? Traveling to a different dimension using a crystal ball was impossible, wasn't it? He took a deep breath. He only needed to follow their directions to prove them wrong. Reality would sort them out. Then he would go to the Cave of N'Talia to start tracking the thieves.
 
"What do you want me to do?" Nayder looked at Ishara, wondering what the old seer was going to say when her ritual didn't work.
 
"First, I want you to take this second crystal ball." Ishara held it up for Nayder to see before pulling a golden bracelet from one of her many pockets. It had a spherical mounting attached to it. She enclosed the aquamarine crystal ball in its little filigree cage, snapping it shut with a soft click. "Put this around your wrist and keep it with you at all times. It will enable you to return home with your soul-partner and the Aquamarines of Courage once you have completed your quest. Your return trip will work the same way as the outward journey."
 
Nayder took the bracelet and closed the catch once it circled his wrist. It looked as if it belonged there. Too bad he'd have to return it in a few minutes when all this mystical ritual stuff proved to be a hoax.
 
"Next, I want you to put your hands on the free crystal ball." Ishara guided Nayder's hands onto the surprisingly warm surface.
 
"Now, just relax and focus on finding your soul-partner. Let all other thoughts drain away, just think about your need to find her. The crystal ball will guide you to her." Ishara withdrew her hands and sat back.
 
Nayder glanced at his father. He nodded, as if telling him to get on with it. Incredible. The man looked as though he believed this was going to work. Oh, well, he better make it look as though he were giving it an honest try.
 
But he sure as hell wasn't going to think of his supposed soul-partner. Just in case this ritual actually worked, he'd rather let it lead him straight to the Aquamarines of Courage instead. Ishara had said it would lead him where he most needed to go. And that wasn't his soul-partner.
 
He stared at the crystal. It remained smooth and became warmer against his skin. As he seemed to sink into it, the colors started swirling faster and faster. They engulfed him like a strong current or swirl might just before sucking him into a deeper part of the ocean. Soft music sounded as if from a distance, and an enticing musky smell seemed to surround him in a cloud of utter bliss. Slowly reality vanished and the colorful mist pulled him in and moved him forward.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
 
 
 
Planet Earth, this year
 
 
 
Nico Milanos finished tying his boat to the mooring. Tense from a day's sailing he rose to his full height to stretch the kinks out of his back. Theós, but it had been good to spend the day alone out on the quiet water of the Mediterranean.
 
Too bad that had also meant that he couldn't go diving. It just wasn't safe to go without a partner. He might be an adventurer but he didn't like taking stupid risks. He grinned. At least the way he defined risks. Plenty of his friends back in Greece had called him worse than stupid when he'd left college to become a treasure hunter. He didn't want a corporate career, much less work in one of his domineering family's companies. Thankfully, his grandparents' generous trust fund ensured his freedom to pursue whatever career he wanted and still be wealthier than most.
 
He picked up the backpack containing his supplies and, with a last glance at the spectacular sunset, turned toward the beach. It was a short walk to the luxury cabin that had begun to feel like home within two days of his arrival, even though he'd bought the small island and everything on it only a few weeks ago. A quiet evening researching his next treasure hunting project would be the perfect way to end the day.
 
He'd almost made it to the steps leading to the front porch when a lumpy shape caught his attention from the corner of his eye. He squinted. Something lay on the beach a few hundred yards away, right under a thicket of pine trees. It hadn't been there this morning. He dropped his bag onto the lowest step and started walking toward the object. There'd been very little wind all day and yet something had washed ashore. Something or—Jesus. It looked like a human body.
 
He started running, covering the remaining distance in a few seconds. It was a man—a very naked man with skin the shade of moonlight. He lay on his side, facing away from Nico. A golden bracelet encircled the stranger's left wrist, his arm stretched out along the sand. His right arm rested along his side with his hand on his thigh. Long salt-crusted hair the color of shiny copper reached to his narrow hips. He had wide shoulders, well-muscled arms, and buttocks to die for. His legs were long and muscular, and what he could see of the man's front as he approached matched the rest of him. He was an amazing specimen, including the soft cock resting against one thigh. It was big even in its current flaccid state and Nico wondered what it would be like to lick and suck it until the man gave up his seed.
 
Nico mentally shook his head at his lustful thoughts. He'd been on his own for too long if a naked stranger, who was probably wounded, could get him this excited. Focus! He dropped to his knees beside the man and smoothed the obstructing strands of hair away from his face and neck to feel for signs of life. His pulse was weak but steady. His skin felt soft to the touch and Nico caressed the stranger's exposed throat before stepping over the limp body to kneel at his other side. He tunneled both hands into his hair and checked along his skull for head injuries. To his relief, he didn't find any.
 
When he looked at the stranger's face he almost stopped breathing, he was so gorgeous. His facial bones were delicately carved, his lips pale but full. Long fiery lashes cast dark shadows onto high cheekbones and his nose was straight and short.
 
His gaze slid lower and he hissed with appreciation as he took in the well-muscled chest and large, reddish-brown areolas. What was that? He bent lower to have a closer look at the birthmark above the man's heart. It looked exactly like his own, down to the aquamarine color. He lifted his hand, wanting to touch, check if it was a tattoo.
 
Just then the man drew a deep breath. What am I doing? He rocked back onto his heels, stunned. He'd been about to fondle an unconscious, possibly injured man, a complete stranger. He glanced at the guy's face. Dóxa to Theó, his eyes were still closed. Quickly he checked the rest of his body, scanning his flat stomach and the front of his strong legs.
 
There were no visible injuries. He took off the leather jacket he wore as protection against the cool March evening. At least it covered the guy's privates.
 
What now? He couldn't risk moving him, not before he'd made sure there were no internal injuries. He also couldn't just leave the guy here. Maybe he should call for medical support, but it would take a helicopter at least half an hour to get here from Crete.
 
Just then the stranger sighed and his eyelids fluttered. Then his eyes opened fully and Nico inhaled sharply. Pools of the deepest sea-green drew him in, made him forget who or where he was. He wanted to lose himself in those eyes. The stranger stared right back at him, eyes widening as he took in the rest of him.
 
The man blinked and opened his mouth as if to speak, but no sound came out. He frowned, cleared his throat and tried again. Nothing. His frown deepened and a hint of fear showed in the depths of those sea-green eyes.
 
"It's okay, you're safe." Or as safe as he could make the guy with his libido raging.
 
The man blinked again, shook his head, and raised his eyebrows.
 
"Are you in pain?" He hoped not. He needed to get him inside. It would cool down soon, once the sun had set. "I don't want to move you unless you're okay."
 
The stranger shrugged and shook his head again. He sat up and the jacket that had been covering him slipped. Totally unconcerned, the man used his arms to support his upper body as he looked around. Eyes wide he looked back up at Nico, panic in his gaze.
 
"Yeah, I know, it probably all looks very strange to you." He tried to smile reassuringly. "You're on a small island. Nobody else is around."
 
The man shook his head again.
 
"You don't understand a single word I'm saying, do you?" He tried a few other languages, starting with his native Greek, but got no reaction from any of them. How would he communicate with him? He sighed. At least the man seemed to have no hidden injuries.
 
"Okay, we'll try going back to basics." He chuckled. He was running a completely useless audio commentary. Purely for his own benefit, not the stranger's.
 
The man tilted his head and smiled hesitantly. His whole face lit up and Nico had trouble remembering what he'd been about to say. Yeah, that's right, he was going to convince the guy to let him carry him to the cabin.
 
"I'd like for us to go inside." He pointed at the both of them, then the cabin.
 
The man smiled again and nodded, trying once more to get up. His arms and legs started shaking and he sank back into the sand, looking exhausted and frustrated.
 
"Allow me." Nico pointed at him again, then opened his arms and mimed picking him up and walking to the cabin. The stranger frowned but didn't protest when Nico straightened the jacket to ensure it covered the distracting bits, then Nico slid his right arm under the guy's shoulder and his left under the man's knees.
 
"Okay?" He almost groaned when he touched the soft skin and felt it all along his forearms. The guy's scent was a mix between the salt from the water and something uniquely his and very male. It made him dizzy with desire.
 
The man gripped the leather jacket more tightly when he lifted him, his body stiff in his arms. God, he was heavier than he looked. Grateful that he worked out, Nico started to walk. The faster he could do this, the better.
 
By the time he reached the cabin, he was totally out of breath and sweating profusely, and the man in his arms was sound asleep. Nico grinned and entered the cabin. He put him onto the white leather couch in the living room, careful not to disturb him then watched his guest for a while in the fading orange light that streamed into the room through the French doors. He was the most gorgeous man he'd ever seen. Who was he? Where had he come from and how had he gotten to his beach? Luckily he liked solving mysteries, this promised to be a good one.
 
With a deep sigh he left the sleeping man behind, retrieved his backpack from the front steps where he'd dropped it earlier, and made a few calls to check if any boats were missing. None yet, so he left a message with several harbor masters, just in case.
 
After a quick shower he prepared dinner. He'd just finished making the stranger some tea with honey when he noticed that the guy had awoken. His big green eyes followed him as he walked up to the sofa, offering him the tea. He tried to sit up but was still too weak. He scrunched his face, clearly impatient. Nico barely suppressed a grin. The guy looked cute when he was annoyed.
 
"Let me help." He slid one arm under his shoulders and lifted him into a half-sitting position so he'd be able to drink without spilling the hot liquid all over himself.
 
The man sniffed at the warm liquid then carefully sipped a small amount. His eyes widened, he smiled, and had some more. Nico held him while he finished the tea. When he sighed in contentment Nico's heart beat faster. He was happy that he'd been able to make him feel that way.
 
The man hadn't quite finished his sigh when he fell asleep again. Nico carried him upstairs into the master bedroom. Briefly he thought about getting the sand off him, but he needed to sleep more than to be clean. He drew back the dark blue day cover and slid him between the sheets, making sure the warm blankets covered him.
 
He stood there for a moment, enjoying the sight of the man in his bed. Theós, but he wanted to slide under the covers next to him. He was still very aroused but the guy was in no shape to do any of the things he'd considered doing with him. For now he'd be happy just making him feel protected and cared for. Shaking his head at these unfamiliar thoughts and feelings, he went downstairs to have dinner instead.
 
 
 
Nico woke from the sound of a beautiful male voice. Disoriented for a moment, he struggled to an upright position. That's right, he sat in the easy chair in the corner of his bedroom. He looked toward the bed and held his breath.
 
It hadn't been a dream. The gorgeous man he'd found on the beach was sitting up in Nico's bed, clutching the covers to his chest and staring at him. The sun's first golden rays came in through the window and set his coppery hair on fire. There was a little more color in his cheeks than last night and his lips were no longer pale but a deep, warm tone of copper, a few shades darker than his hair and a complete match.
 
The man was talking at Nico. He didn't understand a single word. It didn't really matter though, at least the guy had his voice back. It sounded like music. He could have listened to him for hours.
 
"Sorry, I still can't understand you." He shrugged to emphasize the point and the man's face fell in disappointment. "But now that you can speak, maybe I can at least find out your name."
 
The guy frowned.
 
"Nico." He pointed at himself. Then he pointed at the stranger and raised his eyebrows.
 
"Nayder." The man smiled that beautiful smile of his, showing even white teeth.
 
"Nayder." He smiled and Nayder's eyes widened. Maybe Nayder liked his smile as much as he liked Nayder's?
 
What now?
 
Nayder pulled up his legs and leaned back against the headboard, dragging the covers with him. He sighed, playing with his bracelet as if nervous. Nico's eyes followed Nayder's hands. As he fingered a round attachment something clicked, it opened and an aquamarine-colored crystal sphere fell out, rolling across the blankets toward the foot end of the bed.
 
Nayder made a distressed sound and started to go after it. Before he got very far Nico had jumped up and caught the little crystal ball. He looked at it for a second. It was beautiful, aquamarine one moment, glowing in all the colors of the rainbow the next. It felt warm and he almost dropped it. Crystal balls weren't supposed to be warm, were they?
 
He looked back up at Nayder who held out his hand with a pleading look on his face. He spoke rapidly, his voice sounding panicked. Was he afraid Nico would take his jewelry?
 
He walked around the bed and put the little ball into Nayder's hand. As he was about to let go he touched Nayder's skin with his fingertips for a moment. A jolt of electricity went through him, strong enough to shake his hand. Nayder's hand trembled as if in response.
 
"Ouch, that hurt." Nayder's voice sounded indignant.
 
"What-what did you just say?" Nico looked up into his face.
 
"I said that it—hold on, you understood what I said?" Nayder withdrew his hand and dropped it onto the covers.
 
"Yeah, I sure did." His grin almost split his face. "How did that happen?"
 
"I'm not sure." Nayder lifted his hand and looked at the crystal sphere. "I think this had something to do with it."
 
"What—that little ball?" He laughed. "Do you believe in magic or what?"
 
"I-I didn't use to." Nayder frowned. "But maybe I was wrong. I'm suddenly somewhere totally unknown, can't understand a word you're saying but as soon as we both touch the aquamarine ball your language is suddenly clear. Sounds like magic to me."
 
"Huh?" This couldn't be happening. He'd finally found his dream man and he sounded like one of those New Age people. "You're not serious, are you?"
 
"What else could explain the fact that we can now understand each other?" Nayder returned the sphere to its filigree cage on his bracelet and snapped it shut with a decisive move.
 
Nico just stood there, dumbfounded. What could he say to that?
 
"So, who are you and what have you done with the Aquamarines of Courage?" Nayder straightened his back and looked at him expectantly.
 
"The what?" He groaned at his own response. Very eloquent. Not the best way to impress him.
 
"The Aquamarines of Courage." Nayder sighed. "Surely you have them. Why else would the crystal send me here?"
 
"You think that the crystal sent you here?" He barely suppressed a laugh. This was getting ridiculous. "Look, mister, I don't know what sort of game you're playing. I have no idea where those aquamarines of whatever are, but I'm pretty sure that some crystal can't have sent you here. So why don't you tell me how you really got here and what it is you want?"
 
Nayder flinched at his harsh words and Nico was immediately sorry. The guy had clearly been through a lot and he had no right to insult him. He could at least stay polite—even though what he said made no sense whatsoever.
 
"I'm sorry, Nayder. I shouldn't have been so rude." The wounded look seared his heart. He wanted to rush to him and take him in his arms to make him feel better. "It's just—what you said just now doesn't make any sense to me. Let's just forget about how you got here. Maybe you can explain more about those aquamarines you're looking for?"
 
"They're the Aquamarines of Courage and have been in my family for centuries." Nayder's voice was low and hesitant. "Someone has stolen them and I have to find them. If I can't return them to the Cave of N'Talia on my planet before it's too late our whole civilization will be destroyed. They told me the crystal would take me where I most needed to go, which is obviously where the Aquamarines are. But you say that you don't even know about them?"
 
Nico dropped straight onto the side of the bed, his mouth gaping open. He took a few deep breaths to try to calm down.
 
"Stolen aquamarines? Your planet? Your whole civilization is threatened?" He rested his forehead in both hands to try to make the stabbing headache go away. "Nayder, I'm sorry but this is a bit much."
 
"Tell me about it." The man snorted. "You just have to believe me. I'm supposed to fix all this. And I don't even know where I am, why I'm here, or how to find them."
 
Nico looked back up at the man's gorgeous face. He could believe that Nayder was an important man, just from the way he looked and moved. He also seemed so earnest. Did he really believe it was all true?
 
"Okay, I can see your point. I'm just finding all this a little hard to swallow." He sighed. "What I can understand is stolen jewels and the need to retrieve them. I have no idea where they might be, but I'd be happy to help you find them."
 
"You will help me?" Nayder's hopeful smile was all the reward he needed.
 
"Yes. I may regret this at some point, but I'll try." He'd never been able to resist the pull of a good adventure, and this promised to be an interesting one. Even if the whole story confused the hell out of him.
 
"Thank you." Nayder looked at him with his big green eyes and he melted completely.
 
"Now, if I want to help you I'll have to get at least some of the rest of your story straight." He'd have to adopt a wait and see mentality for that, but it was worth it if he made Nayder happy. He was also pretty sure there was one hell of an adventure to be had here; that was something he'd never be able to resist. "Do you know who stole them? If we can find out who did it we might be able to figure out where they took them."
 
"No." Nayder dropped his head. "Well, not really."
 
"Does that mean you have a theory but no proof?" This was getting stranger by the second. And it hadn't exactly been straightforward to start with.
 
"I don't have a theory." Nayder's head came back up. "My father and Ishara, the old seer, seem to think it was our people's old enemy, which can only be the Forces of Darkness. Supposedly they terrorized our planet in the past, but even if they did, they were vanquished long ago. We've lived in peace for centuries. Except for some modern-day terrorists. It could be them as well."
 
"That's the second time you've mentioned your planet." His headache flared up with the need to get to the bottom of this. "How do you know you're no longer there?"
 
"That's obvious." Nayder looked at him as though he were a small child. "Your ocean tastes differently, the sun is too yellow, and you didn't speak our language until we both touched the sphere."
 
"Whoa! You'll have to explain that bit about the ocean to me." He tried to remain patient. "I can see how a different color sun might be a giveaway. But there are many different languages on Earth so that can't convince me."
 
"Earth—is that what you call your home?" Nayder tilted his head. "It sounds nice."
 
"I'm glad you approve." He had to grin. The man was so honest and straightforward. "So, what's this about the ocean tasting differently?"
 
"When the crystal ball deposited me here I was deep underwater." Nayder held up his hand to stop Nico's protests. "So I changed to my merman form to survive and immediately noticed that your ocean is very different from the one at home. You have different fish and there's a lot of chemical pollution we don't have."
 
"Merman form?" His headache was definitely winning this battle.
 
"Yes, when we go underwater we change to merpeople form so we can breathe." Nayder frowned. "You cannot do this?"
 
"No." He groaned. "We can't!"
 
"But how do you survive underwater?" Nayder looked as baffled as Nico felt.
 
"We don't." He glared at Nayder. "We don't have to. We live on land and leave the sea to the fish and other creatures adapted to that environment. We only visit with ships and some of us use submarines when they want to do deeper."
 
"Uhm, that's just strange." Nayder shook his head. "You have enough land to live on?"
 
"Yes, we do." It was his turn to frown. "You don't?"
 
"No, the sea is slowly taking over." Nayder shrugged. "That is one reason why we need the Aquamarines of Courage. They help us keep the balance between land and sea."
 
"Okay, you've convinced me." He couldn't believe he'd said that.
 
"I have?" Both Nayder's eyebrows went up.
 
"For now." He still had doubts, but he wasn't going to get anywhere with more questions. "You can prove it to me later by turning into a merman."
 
"Sure, I'd be happy to." Nayder grinned then frowned. "We still don't know how to find the Aquamarines of Courage, though."
 
"Well, I may have an idea how to do that." He chuckled. "It's as crazy as the rest of your story but that may mean it'll work."
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
 
 
"So, what's your idea?" Nayder hoped Nico wouldn't notice the depth of his desperation. It was embarrassing enough to have to ask for help. He didn't need Nico to realize how much he needed him. Or rather, his help.
 
The environment of this planet was totally alien to him. The sea probably came closest to what he was used to, even though it had just felt wrong when he'd suddenly been flung into its depths by the crystal. As soon as he'd changed into his merman form and had regained enough of his wits, he'd started to realize the salt balance was off, there weren't enough minerals in the water, and none of the more primitive creatures around him were even half as intelligent as their equivalents in N'Tyre's oceans.
 
Not wanting to call attention to himself by sending out the clicks and whistles his species used for underwater communication, much like dolphins, he stretched his sub-vocal auditory senses to the limit, hoping to catch someone else's messages. Nothing. Not even the ever-present hum that signaled higher intelligence. This planet really was very different, and all his instincts screamed for him to find land. Surely there just had to be intelligent life somewhere.
 
Except that the weirdness had continued. The beach on the small island he'd finally found came covered in golden white sand instead of the black type originating from the many volcanoes on N'Tyre. The plants and trees he'd been able to see looked strange, even the air smelled funny. That's when he'd passed out, only to wake up to a good-looking man who seemed stronger than a whale and had carried him to his home. The drink he'd had once Nico had rescued him, now that was a good different. Hot and sweet, it had done wonders at reviving him. He needed to find out where he could get more, take some home to see if they could figure out how to make it.
 
"I'll tell you what I've been thinking about." Nico grinned. "But first you might want to clean up. We should also have breakfast. You didn't eat anything yesterday and I'm sure you're hungry."
 
"Are you telling me I smell?" He did want to wash off all the sand. He also didn't want to lose any time, though.
 
"No, I mean…" Nico looked away, decidedly uncomfortable.
 
Nayder barely suppressed a smile. Nico looked good enough anyway, with his sparkling gray eyes set in a strong angular face. But when he lost some of his very masculine bravado he became downright irresistible.
 
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to insult you." Nico looked back at him and pleaded with his eyes. "I just thought you might want to get all that salt and sand off you."
 
"The salt doesn't really bother me." He smiled to reassure him. "My skin is quite used to it. But it would be nice to get rid of the sand. I just don't want to lose any time. I really do need to find the Aquamarines of Courage as soon as possible."
 
"I understand that this is urgent." Nico leaned forward and brought his face with its deeply tanned skin into touching distance. "But I think we need to take just a little time to prepare. Who knows what'll happen during this next stage of your adventure?"
 
"Adventure?" Nayder's hopes crashed. For all Nico had pretended to listen, he clearly hadn't taken any of what he'd told him seriously. An adventure? This task was so much more important than running off and having some fun. "Is that all this is to you?"
 
"I know it's important to you." Nico took his hand and squeezed it. "But that doesn't mean we have to be uncomfortable the whole time. It can be fun as well, can't it?"
 
Nico didn't let go of his hand. His long, warm fingers wrapped around his own made him feel safe and protected. He almost pulled back. He didn't want to get distracted from his task but the extreme attraction he felt was beginning to make it difficult to stay focused.
 
Nico was so overwhelming, so alive. His skin was a lot darker than his, or most of the N'Tyrians. He probably spent lots of time on land, outside in the sunshine. His black hair was long enough to tempt him to run his fingers through it. And Nico's body—broad shoulders, strong arms and long legs. Yesterday on the beach he'd lifted him without any problems and then carried him all the way to the dwelling that seemed to be his home.
 
Oh, yes, it would be all too easy to have fun with him. He shook himself. This sudden attraction was not like him. He'd never been attracted to a man, not like this. He'd looked at some of them, sure, had wondered what it would feel like to touch. But with Nico it was like a burning need to touch him all the time. It bubbled up right under his skin and raced all over his body in waves. It virtually made his lips tingle with the need to explore the man's body. Gods, how he was tempted to give in.
 
"This is too serious to have fun." He withdrew his hand from Nico's, hating the loss of contact immediately.
 
"I'm sorry you feel that way." Nico sat back, looking hurt.
 
Nayder's heart contracted. What had he done? Nico had been nothing but wonderful. He had no right to reject the man's very generous offer to help by being unfriendly. He didn't know the first thing about this planet, and Nico was his only hope of finding his way.
 
"I'd still like to take a shower, if that's okay?" He couldn't even look at Nico. He wanted to apologize but didn't know how. Being a future Chief Stabilizer and one of the most important people on N'Tyre hadn't given him many opportunities to practice.
 
"Sure." Nico's voice sounded gruff. "Come on, I'll show you the bathroom."
 
What should he do? He was naked under the covers and had no clothes, having lost them when he had to shift to save his life underwater. He wasn't exactly shy, being used to taking his clothes off before going into the ocean at home, often done in groups. But Nico had covered him with a jacket yesterday, which made it look to him as if the man might be less comfortable with nudity. Nayder couldn't afford to further insult his savior and future guide.
 
"What's wrong?" Nico sounded worried.
 
"I've got it." He pulled the sheet from under the woolen blanket that covered the bed and wrapped it around his middle. Not very elegant, but effective.
 
Nico's lips twitched and his eyes twinkled.
 
Much better!
 
He got up and his legs almost gave out. Shit, he was way weaker than he'd thought. The nightstand saved him from completely embarrassing himself, but only just. His hand shook as he held on and he took a deep breath, focusing on making the dizziness go away.
 
"Are you okay?" Nico came to his side in seconds, his strong arm around his middle to help stabilize him. That kind of strength was very arousing.
 
The man was tall as well. The top of Nayder's head only reached Nico's chin. Nayder wasn't used to looking up, being one of the tallest in his circle of friends. Then Nico's male scent enveloped him and he closed his eyes to breathe it in. There were traces of some woodsy cologne but mostly it consisted of the essence of Nico. Wild and strong and very male.
 
"Yeah, I'm okay." He opened his eyes and looked up. "Just needed a second to catch myself."
 
Nayder would be just fine as long as he could stay right there. Nico's gray eyes had gone dark, burning with an inner fire that hadn't been there before. It made Nayder feel warm and fuzzy inside. Nico's breaths came fast and he gritted his teeth, the muscles along his jawline bunching. It looked as if he was somewhat affected as well. Nayder slowly reached up and cupped the man's cheek, feeling the stubble that had appeared overnight rasp against his palm and fingers.
 
Nico's eyes widened and the grip around his middle tightened.
 
"Nayder." Nico's voice had lowered to a mere whisper. He closed his eyes and leaned into Nayder's caress, breathing deeply.
 
What the hell am I doing? He didn't even know if these people accepted men touching like this. Nico didn't seem to mind, but Nayder needed to be more careful. An unguarded moment like this at home could cost him more than he was willing to face.
 
"Sorry." He pulled his hand back, opened his eyes, and tried to move away from Nico. But the man wouldn't let him.
 
"Don't pull away." Nico frowned. "I don't want you to stumble and hurt yourself. Let me help you."
 
Numbly, he nodded and let Nico guide him to the bathroom. It looked a lot like the places at home, except it was dry. No fountain in a corner, no decorative waterfall in sight. Nico pointed at things and explained how everything worked.
 
"Are you going to be okay in here?" Nico still hadn't let go of him.
 
"Yes, don't worry. I'll just take it slow."
 
"Okay, then." Nico stepped away. "I'll put some clothes on the bed. They may be a little large on you, but you can use a belt for the pants. We'll get you better ones as soon as we can."
 
"Thank you." He gave Nico his most reassuring smile and the man left.
 
Once on his own, he immediately sat down, just to catch his breath. He really wanted to take a bath, but doubted he'd be able to make it out of the somewhat narrow tub on his own. A shower it would have to be. He turned on the hot water and was shocked when it wasn't salty. He added the cold, expecting that to provide the missing element, but it was the same. No saltwater anywhere! Nico must be super rich to be able to afford undiluted drinking water to shower in, not to mention having the connections to allow him to install a fresh water only shower.
 
Nayder dropped the sheet to do his business while the water warmed, then rushed under the warm spray. As soon as the soft warm water started to caress his skin, all his best intentions of being fast went down the drain. He stood there, head bent, and let the flow massage his tired muscles. He'd taken an underwater beating yesterday in that transdimensional turbulence or whatever it had been, violent enough to severely batter his merman form to the point he'd swum for land as fast as possible, and had still lost consciousness. That had never happened to him before. Even though he'd changed back to human when he'd been dumped on the beach by the waves, the residual effects had stayed with him.
 
After what felt like hours under the revitalizing fresh water spray, he pulled himself together, found the shampoo Nico had pointed out and started to wash and detangle his long hair. It really was a pain to take care of and Nico didn't look less manly with his shorter haircut. Maybe he should break with tradition and cut his hair short, like he'd always wished he had the courage to do.
 
Once his hair was clean he tended to the rest of his body. The luxury of all that fresh water exhilarated him, and he took his time, lingering in his tasks of soaping up and rinsing, just because it felt so different. He had to make sure he was clean after all, and getting sand and traces seaweed out of every nook and cranny took a while. But he soon ran out of that excuse as well and reluctantly turned off the water.
 
The towel may not have been as fluffy as the ones he was used to, but it did its job, and the hairdryer proved very effective. He braided his hair so it wouldn't be in the way so much, brushed his teeth with a toothbrush that looked reassuringly familiar, except for the elaborate packaging he had trouble freeing it from, and opened the bathroom door to find the pile of recommended clothes Nico had promised.
 
He wasn't sure what was appropriate, but since Nico had preselected them, at least none of them would be offensive. Nayder chose the same type of blue pants Nico had been wearing, except they looked a little baggy on him, and a soft white shirt with short sleeves.
 
He went downstairs and found Nico in what was obviously a kitchen. Funny how similar the basic necessities like bathrooms and kitchens were on both planets—in both dimensions. Whatever.
 
"Can I help?" The least he could do was ask. He still wanted to apologize, but he'd have to figure out how to do that. Right now, he was hungry.
 
Nico looked up and smiled. His gaze wandered across Nayder's body and the man nodded.
 
"Do I pass inspection?" He raised an eyebrow.
 
"Definitely." Nico nodded.
 
"Good." He sat down on one of the chairs, still feeling a little weak.
 
"Breakfast is almost done." Nico put a glass of orange liquid in front of him. "I'm not sure what you like or even if you can eat any of this. But you look pretty human and, well, I thought you could just try a few things and see what agrees with you."
 
"I'm sure it'll be fine. I was just thinking how similar the basics seem to be here." He took the glass and tried the liquid. It tasted tangy, sort of sweet with a bite to it. "Hmm, this is great. What is it?"
 
"It's called orange juice." Nico held up a little ball that had almost the same color as the juice. "It comes from this fruit and we usually have it for breakfast."
 
Nico explained the different types of food to him as they went. The eggs were a lot fluffier than N'Tyre's equivalent, the bacon crispy and very, very greasy, and the bread turned out to be super-soft. Nayder ate until he was full enough to burst. He was sipping the last of something called coffee, very bitter and not enjoyable until Nico had added lots of sugar and some milk, when he could no longer curb his curiosity.
 
"Are you going to tell me your plan now?" He put down his empty mug.
 
"Sure." Nico grinned. "You've been patient long enough. But I warn you, it'll sound really crazy."
 
"Okay, just tell me." He fidgeted in his chair.
 
"You say you used the crystal sphere to get here, right?" Nico looked at him for confirmation and continued when he nodded. "So why don't we use it to transport us to the aquamarines you're looking for as well?"
 
"I tried that already." Disappointment formed a heavy lump in his stomach. "That's what got me stranded in the ocean right next to this island."
 
"Right. I know that." Nico leaned forward. "But didn't you say it would get you to where you needed to go most?"
 
"But surely that's the Aquamarines of Courage? And if they're not here, why am I?" God, what if this partnering thing was true after all? Ishara had said he needed to find his soul-partner before he could retrieve the Aquamarines and restore the Balance. But Nico couldn't be his soul-partner, could he? The man lived on another planet, in a different dimension even, and had a life here. Granted, he was an adventurer, but still, he was probably attached to whatever he did. At least his gender was what Nayder had been hoping for!
 
"Aha! I've thought about that, too." Nico looked smug as he leaned back and crossed his arms in front of his chest. "If you really did end up where you needed to be most, that can only mean one thing."
 
Yep, Nico was going to figure it out. He was nice and generous and looked gorgeous, but that didn't mean Nayder wanted to partner with him.
 
"What do you think it means?" He didn't really want to hear the answer but needed Nico to say it first.
 
"I think it means that you need my help to retrieve them." Nico shrugged. "I know it sounds strange. But if I accept that the crystal sphere did all the things you said it did, you must admit that it would make sense."
 
He was dizzy with relief. Nico hadn't mentioned partnering.
 
"Well?" Nico raised both eyebrows.
 
"Okay, let's try it." He smiled. "I think all we need to do is look into the crystal ball and concentrate on finding the Aquamarines of Courage. At least that is what I did last time. And since you believe that I need your help, maybe you better do the same."
 
Nico nodded. Nayder took the crystal ball from its cage on his bracelet and held it in the palm of his hand. Nico cupped his hand around it and they stared into the swirling mists together. He did his best not to notice the insistent tingling in his fingers and hand where he touched Nico. Gods, that was distracting.
 
Focus on the task at hand! His inner voice reminded him of his dad and he almost chuckled.
 
Focus!
 
For a long time nothing happened.
 
Then the ball's surface cleared and an underwater scene appeared. It was beautiful, but very two-dimensional. He squinted his eyes, trying to get closer, and the image almost jumped at him.
 
"Whoa, what did you do?" Nico whispered. "Looks like you found the zoom on this thing."
 
He had no idea what Nico was talking about and decided to ignore him for now. He couldn't afford to be distracted, not now that they were finally on their way to making a real discovery. Nayder concentrated more and willed the ball to tell him what he needed to know.
 
The image shifted and soon they were moving past schools of fish, toward a rock face covered in anemones. A darker area turned out to be the entrance to a cave, and again he used the power of his mind to 'push' them inside. At the back wall of the cave sat a large trunk-like shape. Only rusted metal bands with a few pitiful pieces of wood attached to them were left.
 
He looked more closely and discovered a pile of jewelry, silver and gold coins and a hint of aquamarine at the bottom of the pile.
 
"There they are." The picture vanished as soon as he spoke. "Oh, no, we need more information. How else will we know how to get there?"
 
"Let's try again." Nico brought up his second hand and clasped Nayder's in both of his. "Maybe the signal just got interrupted."
 
But no matter how hard he tried, the crystal ball remained opalescent.
 
"It's not going to work, is it?" He looked up.
 
"So, what's different this time?" Nico didn't look worried at all.
 
"I'm not sure. But I really have no idea how it worked the first time, so I'm afraid this is all we're going to get." His eyes narrowed. "Is this going to be enough for you to work out the Aquamarines' location? Everything is so different in this dimension, so I'm not sure if I can be any help at all."
 
"Dimension?" Nico shook his head. "No, on second thought I don't want to know. I was just getting used to the idea that you're from a different planet."
 
Nayder smiled at his reluctance to believe.
 
"Let me think. We know that this place must be somewhere on Earth, or you wouldn't be here as well. And as long as they're here, we should be able to find them." Nico's smile widened. "I am a treasure hunter after all."
 
"You really think you can figure it out?" His heart jumped with hope.
 
"Yep." He grinned. "In fact, I already have a vague idea. From the color of the rock and the vegetation I'd say the cave is somewhere near Cyprus. And that makes a lot of sense."
 
"It does? Why?" He really wanted to know now.
 
"Because from the writing on them, those coins are Greek, probably early Mycean to be exact." Nico's eyes sparkled in triumph. "I suspect what we saw is actually the lost treasure of Marion that I've been trying to find for years. And since Marion used to be a key Mycean trade outpost on Crete, as well as a gold and copper mine between seven hundred and about three hundred fifty BC, I think we have a winner."
 
"So let me get this right." Nayder frowned. This was mindboggling enough for him to feel the beginnings of a headache. "What we saw is some lost treasure from your world that has been there for how long?"
 
"About two and a half thousand years, give or take a century." Nico frowned. "Why is this important?"
 
"Because the Aquamarines of Courage vanished from my world only a week ago. So how can they have been buried in the sea for over two thousand years on your planet?"
 
Nico's eyes widened.
 
"Yeah, that's what I thought." Nayder rubbed his temples, the headache now a distinct possibility.
 
"Maybe time moves at different speeds in different dimensions?" Nico looked hopeful.
 
"A week versus several hundreds of years? I don't know." He sat back and tilted his head; it helped him think. "I believe something else is going on, but I have no proof. If my suspicions are correct, we're in a lot more trouble than I thought."
 
"What?" Nico leaned forward. "Tell me."
 
"I'd rather see if we can find some evidence. Keep you as an unbiased observer to make sure I'm not imagining things." If the Forces of Darkness were behind this after all, they'd know soon enough.
 
"Sounds sensible." Nico frowned. "But I don't like the sound of it."
 
"Neither do I." Nayder shook his head. He didn't like this one bit.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
 
 
"Any news from the ball?" Nico was walking toward the bow of his sailboat where Nayder sat in the shade of the sails. Treasure hunting required patience, and on top of that he was working almost in the dark, not with one of his usual well-researched background files in hand. They'd been sailing for three days now, and while Crete was coming steadily closer, the Aquamarines could be anywhere in its vicinity, so they needed to pay attention.
 
"I don't know. I just think it's glowing more strongly than it did yesterday." Nayder held it up for him to see, revealing a very tempting strip of midriff as his slightly too short shirt hiked up. "What do you think?"
 
Nayder's big green eyes were driving him crazy. He bent down, pretending to peer more closely at the little aquamarine ball. What he really wanted was to get another whiff of the man's alluring scent. They'd only been together for a few days but Nayder tempted him beyond measure. He wanted to get physical with this man in the worst way. Nayder was an alien, for fuck's sake, even though he didn't look like an extraterrestrial. His libido couldn't have cared less. The close quarters of the boat didn't exactly help. They were always brushing up against each other, touching in passing. Sharing the small cabin with him at night had been hell. But the guy was so focused on getting to the Aquamarines of Courage he probably hadn't even noticed Nico's growing distress.
 
"Yes, glowing." Nico's groin tightened as he stared at the outline of the man's muscles under the tight T-shirt he wore today. "Definitely glowing."
 
"You're not making any sense." Nayder punched him in the arm and laughed. "You're just saying that to make me feel better."
 
Nico grinned, tempted more than ever to kiss the man. At least he was laughing now. At first he'd gotten very upset at his jokes. Apparently, sense of humor differed between planets and possibly dimensions as well. Or maybe it was just Nico's idea of humor?
 
"You know me too well." It hadn't taken Nayder very long. No other man had ever figured him out this quickly—or at all. Not that he'd been into relationships. There wasn't any adventure in relationships. Or was there?
 
"You're not that difficult to understand." Nayder grinned back at him. "Although I did have my doubts about you in the beginning."
 
"Oh, you did?" He suppressed a laugh. Nayder was adorable when he tried to be serious about something that was actually funny. He loved it when the man played along with his jokes, his attempts to break the tension with some levity. It made Nayder more likeable, if that were even possible.
 
"Yes." Nayder frowned. "You were having way too much fun for such a serious task. But you've made me see that the two aren't mutually exclusive."
 
"I'm glad." Nico bent down, finally about to give in to his desire to kiss the guy.
 
The little aquamarine ball started pulsing. Nico's eyes widened as he watched the flares of intense light that seemed to chase each other across the ball's surface. It had never done that before.
 
"I think this qualifies as news, yes?" Nayder's voice was low, as if he didn't want to interrupt the ball.
 
"I would say so." Nico rose back up and checked their surroundings. "There aren't any islands nearby, so it must be something underwater. Let's check the sonar."
 
Nayder followed him into the part of the cabin that housed the communication and navigation equipment. They peered at the sonar screen together.
 
"We're in a fairly shallow area. Look, there are some lighter spots among the rocks." Nico pointed them out, not sure Nayder knew this sort of equipment. Very few humans would have known what to look for either. "They could be caves."
 
"Do you think…" Nayder's low whisper trailed off into silence.
 
"Yes, I think we may have found the cave the ball showed us." Nico turned around and hugged him. "We did it!"
 
Nayder's eyes widened but he didn't move away. Instead he returned the hug, if only for a moment. Nico had never been so happy to feel a man's arms around him. Much too quickly Nayder withdrew, a slight blush on his cheeks.
 
"I'm going down there." Nayder looked more determined than he'd ever seen him.
 
"Not without me." He wasn't going to let the guy face unknown dangers without him at his side. "Even though you may be able to change into a merman, it could still be dangerous for you."
 
"Well, hurry up then." Nayder had already returned on deck. "I'll anchor the boat."
 
Nico followed him outside to get his gear. The water was too cold for unprotected diving in March, so he'd need his wetsuit. Nico took off his shirt and pants.
 
Nayder gasped.
 
Theós. In his excitement he'd forgotten the guy was there. He looked up, about to apologize for undressing without thinking. Nayder stared at his chest with an open mouth and eyes wider than saucers.
 
"You-you have one too?" His voice shook.
 
"What?" He looked down and realized Nayder was staring at his birthmark, remembering the matching one he'd found on Nayder when he'd rescued him on the beach that first day. "Yeah. Strange, isn't it?"
 
"Strange? Don't you know what it means?" All color had drained from Nayder's face and he looked as if he was about to faint.
 
"Whoa." He stepped toward Nayder and caught him just before the guy's knees gave out. He took him into his arms to hold him upright, one arm around his middle and the other around his shoulders. Nayder felt cold as ice and shaking. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against Nico's shoulder.
 
When the trembling finally stopped Nayder lifted his head and looked up at Nico. The guy's intense sea-green eyes were suspiciously shiny.
 
"Nayder, what's wrong?" He didn't like seeing him this upset.
 
"I-it's just…" Nayder shook his head, trying to move away from him.
 
Nico wasn't about to let the guy go. For one thing he just felt right there. For another, he doubted the man would be able to stand on his own. He still looked far too pale.
 
"What?" Nico pulled him closer and he stopped struggling, seemed to relax.
 
"Shit, I didn't want this to happen." Nayder dropped his forehead onto Nico's shoulder.
 
"What didn't you want to happen?" He was probably in for another level of strangeness but he needed to know.
 
"Oh, it's not all that important." Nayder shrugged and tried to pull away again.
 
"Oh, no. No, no, no." Nico strengthened his hold on him. "You're not going to get away with this. Something shocked you pretty badly and I want to know what it is."
 
"Why?" Nayder frowned.
 
"Why?" He took a deep breath to calm himself. "You have to ask?"
 
"Yes, I need to know why this is important to you." Nayder sighed. "Please?"
 
"Okay, I'll tell you why it's important." Nico stepped back and sat on the bench running along the outside of the cabin, settling Nayder next to him and taking his hand. He just needed to stay connected. "There are many reasons. We're in a pretty strange situation and if there's something that affects one of us so deeply I think we both need to know. But more importantly, I care about you and what happens to you. If you're in any sort of danger I want to know so I can protect you."
 
"You care about me?" A small smile played along Nayder's lips.
 
"Yes, I care about you." That was as close as he dared come to admitting his real feelings. He didn't want to scare the man away. "I thought that was pretty obvious."
 
"But you hardly know me." Nayder tried to pull back again.
 
Nico wouldn't let him. He loved having him this close, their sides pressed up against each other from ankles to shoulders.
 
"You're right, we haven't had much time to get to know each other." He carefully squeezed Nayder's fingers. "But I feel like I know you anyway, or should know you. Or something. I know it sounds strange but not any stranger than the story of where you're from and how you got here. And I really want to know what freaked you out about the birthmarks. I mean, I agree it's a pretty weird coincidence we both have identical birthmarks, even though we're from different planets and apparently different dimensions. But your reaction tells me there is something beyond this basic weirdness, something that makes this an emotional problem for you, not just an intellectual puzzle."
 
Nayder looked at him for a few moments then nodded.
 
"I'll tell you what my father and the old seer think the birthmarks mean." Nayder fidgeted on the bench. "But I want you to know that I don't believe that we have to act on it."
 
"Okay, enough with the riddles." Nico shifted, settling in for whatever revelations Nayder would be willing to impart. "Out with it."
 
"According to my father and the old seer, the birthmarks…" Nayder blushed and looked down at his hands. "Every member of my direct family line has one."
 
"Okay." What's the big issue? "I know that I'm not a member of your family. I was born right here on Earth and my parents are human."
 
"Yes, you're right." Nayder still didn't look up. "But you see, the other people who carry these birthmarks, at least according to Ishara and my father, are my family members' soul-partners."
 
"Soul-partners?" Nico's voice had risen at least an octave. Could that be why he felt this insane attraction for the man? Why he had this need to be close to him and protect him? To know everything about him? "What are you saying—exactly?"
 
"On N'Tyre everyone in the families with talents important to preserving our culture has a soul-partner. They are a unique match to each other's abilities and, once found, make the union stronger and the job they are tasked with easier." Nayder quickly glanced up at him then looked away again. "The presence of the birthmarks makes it easier to find them, since they both have the same shape, size, and color. Each one is unique, and each one only has one match in each generation."
 
"So—what you're saying is that I'm your soul-partner?" Way to go. This was the best news he'd heard in days. Not only did it explain his overwhelming feelings for Nayder—it would give him a reason to stick around when the initial adventure was over. Hell, finding someone from another planet with a matching birthmark promised to be a pretty exciting adventure in its own right.
 
"No, that's what Ishara and my father are saying." Nayder looked back up at him, eyes flaring. Was he angry?
 
"And you don't agree?" Theós, he wanted the guy to agree.
 
"No!" Nayder leaned back as far as he could. "How can I agree? It doesn't make any sense. I mean, how could anyone possibly know who my soul-partner is? And then they place birthmarks on people—clear across dimensions?"
 
"That is strange." He smiled. "But it sounds like the same sort of magic we've already seen at work with what your little crystal ball has been up to."
 
"You can't be serious." Nayder's eyes widened. "Now you're beginning to believe in magic, too?"
 
"Do I have a choice?" He raised an eyebrow. "Don't get me wrong, I would have never said so before this. But a lot of things have happened to make me reconsider."
 
"Well, you're right about that. But consider is all I'm prepared to do for now." Nayder shrugged. "And the fact that you have the birthmark only makes it worse."
 
"Would it be so bad if I were your soul-partner?" His heart constricted at the thought of Nayder rejecting him. He hadn't known him for very long but—Theós—he was falling for him faster than he'd ever thought possible. He wanted them to have a chance.
 
"Yes and no." Nayder frowned. "There are some major issues here, like the fact you're not N'Tyrian and I have no idea how you're supposed to help me be a better Chief Stabilizer without even the most rudimentary N'Tyrian abilities. Then there's the fact you're not a woman."
 
"Oh, you noticed that?" Nico had to work hard to suppress his laughter.
 
"Yes!" Nayder stared at him. "And don't laugh, it's not funny. My father is expecting grandchildren to carry on the family line. I'm his only prospect for passing on the genes, and he's been pretty adamant about me fulfilling my duty."
 
"Okay, that could be a problem." Jesus, were they really discussing having kids here? Nico felt dizzy all of a sudden.
 
"Then there's the issue of a male-male union. It is severely frowned upon in polite society." Nayder grimaced. "It's okay for females to form unions like that, but then, they've always been privileged and able to do whatever they wanted. Men weren't even allowed to vote until about a hundred years ago, can you believe it?"
 
"What?" Talk about an upside-down world.
 
"Exactly. I'm sure you Earth people are much more advanced." Nayder tilted his head as if waiting for an answer.
 
"Oh, you'd be surprised." Nico chuckled. "But let's not get off track here. You were giving me all the reasons why me being your soul-partner wouldn't work. Anything else?"
 
"Isn't that list bad enough?" Nayder shook his head.
 
"All of those are external points I'm sure we can find a way to deal with. We only have a problem if it goes beyond that." He paused. "If you hated me for instance."
 
"I—no, I don't hate you." He blushed and looked away. "I don't even know you well enough to hate you. And it's nothing personal, but I've got a planet to save…"
 
Nico brought his hand up under Nayder's chin and turned his head back up so he could look into the man's eyes. Nayder had sounded so uncertain about that very personal part, and he didn't want to scare the guy. Just because he was already falling in love after such a short time didn't mean they had to rush into anything. Nayder needed to be as ready as Nico. Nico also needed to be sure he was really interested in Nayder, not the 'adventure' a relationship with the man would certainly be. Nico had been known to make stupid decisions when he only wanted to try the next exciting thing.
 
"Look, I don't think we have to decide anything here and now." He smiled at the relief in Nayder's eyes. "But I do want you to know that I really like you and want to give us a chance. Get to know you better, see where this—this thing between us goes."
 
"We have a thing?" Nayder smiled mischievously.
 
"Hell, I don't know." He grinned in response and let go of the man's chin. "All I know is that I really, really like you and that I'd like a chance to get to know you better."
 
"Okay. I'd like that too. I can admit that much. But we need to find a way to deal with all the other crap I mentioned." Nayder nodded, his eyes luminous.
 
"We will. But only if we decide we both want to take this further." He laughed. Yes! He had a chance. "Now, before we go and see if this little crystal ball has truly shown us where the Aquamarines of Courage are, I'd like to seal our new agreement."
 
Taking hold of Nayder's chin again, making sure his touch remained gentle this time, he lifted Nayder's face toward his and slowly bent his head. Never letting go of Nayder's gaze, he touched his lips to the man's mouth. So soft. Nayder's lips were so soft. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the man's warm breath feathering across his skin. It took everything he had not to take the kiss further. He just didn't know if Nayder was ready. After a while their breathing became faster and reluctantly he withdrew.
 
"Is that how you seal agreements on Earth?" Nayder's eyes were bigger than he had ever seen them before.
 
"Well…" What could he say to that? "Only the really personal ones."
 
"I like it." Nayder smiled at him, sending tendrils of delight straight south. "I like it a lot."
 
"I'm glad you approve." Nico had never been so tempted to stay with a man rather than go after a treasure. At least those strong and growing feelings he'd had over the last few days had a reason now. It was still hard to believe, but among all the other unbelievable stuff, what was one more unlikely thing? If they were apparently destined for each other, if he accepted that, the 'draw' he felt did suddenly make some sort of sense. He grinned. His logic was beginning to be decidedly un-Earth-like.
 
"Now that we've got that settled, let's go check out those caves." He got up and put Nayder back on his feet by pulling the man up with him. "Let me get my gear and we'll be good to go."
 
Nayder nodded and stepped toward the railing. When Nico came back a few minutes later, all geared up, the man had vanished. What the hell?
 
"Hey. I'm down here." Nayder's voice came from the water.
 
Nico looked down and froze. Nayder lay on his back, his beautiful copper hair floating around him like a halo. His upper body was naked, his pale skin contrasting beautifully with the deep blue water. But the change to his lower body blew Nico's mind away. It had been transformed into the most elegant fishtail he had ever seen, with scales the same dark green color as Nayder's eyes.
 
"It's true." Not that he'd really doubted the man, but still. Seeing him like this made it more real. "You are a merman. And you're beautiful."
 
"Thank you." Nayder righted himself in the water and smiled at him. "I'm glad you approve."
 
Approve was the understatement of the year—possibly the decade. Nayder was breathtakingly beautiful. Tearing his eyes away with considerable effort, he put on his fins and checked his mouthpiece and diving tank one last time.
 
"That looks complicated." Nayder stared at his gear.
 
"It's the only way for humans to survive underwater for longer than a few minutes." He smiled ruefully. He wished he could just 'transform'. "It gives me about an hour before I need to get back. But we won't be able to talk."
 
"I don't think that's a problem." Nayder shrugged. "All we're doing is exploring the caves. If we come across the Aquamarines of Courage, we retrieve them and return to the surface. And I can always stay longer."
 
"I'm not so sure that's a good idea." He didn't want to leave him behind. He had a really bad feeling about that. "You're not really familiar with—"
 
"Hold on, don't go all alpha on me here." Nayder frowned. "I've spent more hours underwater than you can even begin to understand. And I've already been in your ocean, remember? Right after I arrived."
 
"Nayder, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to insult you or anything." He started to worry. "I just think that it's safer if you're not on your own. Who knows what we'll run into down there. Whoever took the Aquamarines might have set a trap."
 
"Oh—right." Nayder looked away, clearly embarrassed. "I hadn't thought about that."
 
"Don't worry—that's what a team is for." He was relieved Nayder had taken it so well. "In fact, I think I'll be much more dependent on you down there than the other way around."
 
"Okay." Nayder looked back up at him and grinned. "Even if you only said that to make me feel better."
 
He grinned right back, delighted with Nayder's developing sense of humor.
 
They went underwater together. Nayder led with all the elegance of a water creature in his natural environment. He followed with all the experience of a land creature who'd done this many times.
 
Once at the bottom they quickly passed the first few caves because they were too small to enter. When they approached a rock face covered in anemones it didn't take them long to discover the entrance the crystal ball had shown them earlier. They checked for anything that looked like a trap but found no threats. Carefully, still on their guard, they went inside. The old treasure chest sat at the back wall. Gold and silver coins, jewels and other precious objects were spilling out of it, just like in the vision the ball had shared with them.
 
He took a few photos with his underwater camera to document the find then nodded at Nayder to start digging for the Aquamarines of Courage they had glimpsed under the other items. The man carefully moved everything aside with shaking hands. Nico helped.
 
When they uncovered a square golden cage, shaped like a large brick, with several blue-green items inside he sighed with relief. There was a crown adorned with several of the large stones, an aquamarine scepter, several greenish and bluish orbs of varying sizes and two daggers, their handles with intricate aquamarine designs. The whole set looked shiny-new, as if the thousands of years in salt water hadn't even touched them. Or had it been only a week like Nayder suspected?
 
They pulled at the top handle of the square cage—but nothing happened.
 
A low thunder-like sound rolled through the water and he looked up in a panic. If this turned out to be a sea quake and they got trapped in the cave, he was dead and Nayder would be in trouble. Nayder's eyes were wide, and he looked ready to flee at any second.
 
When nothing further happened, they both shrugged and turned their attention back to the golden cage. They tried again and again, with all their combined strength. But the cage wouldn't move.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
 
 
"What are we going to do now?" Nayder scratched his itching birthmark. When had they become a 'we'? Was it Nico's talk about them working as a team or was it his own growing feelings for this wonderfully funny and caring man?
 
"I think we need to figure out what's wrong and then fix it." Nico was making tea in the small galley in one of the corners of the cabin's living space. Nico had his back to him so he was able to quietly admire his broad shoulders, tight butt, and long muscular legs as he worked.
 
"How are we going to do that? I don't even know where to start." Nayder sat on one of the narrow beds in the cabin, wrapped in a warm blanket, trying very hard to stop shivering. The transformation back to human form had taken a lot out of him this time. Or maybe it was all the disappointment. They'd been so close.
 
"I have no idea either." Nico turned around, two mugs of steaming tea in his hands. He handed one to him and sat down on the other bed. "At least not yet. But I'm sure we'll be able to figure it out once we've rested."
 
"But we have no time…" He had to make Nico understand how urgent this was.
 
"Sweetheart, I understand the urgency. Believe me, I do. But sometimes it makes more sense to move carefully, think things through, and develop a plan before jumping in. I think we need to make the time to do that." Nico took a sip and closed his gorgeous eyes for a moment, looking as tired as Nayder felt. "I do understand how important this is for you, hell, for your whole planet. But we need some time to rest; we're no good as exhausted as we are. Besides, we've already proven that we won't get back the Aquamarines of Courage by using physical force. I think it's time we use our brains."
 
"You're right. I'm sorry." He drank some of the warm tea, enjoying the taste that was so different from any drink he'd ever had before. Then he rubbed his birthmark again. Why was it itching like that? It had never done that before and it was going to drive him crazy.
 
"You feel that too?" Nico rubbed his chest, looking irritated.
 
"What?" He sat up straight. "Your birthmark is bothering you?"
 
"Yeah, it's itchy as hell all of a sudden." Nico finished his tea and set the mug down on the floor.
 
"Mine too." Now that was just too weird. "When did it start?"
 
"Right after we first touched the golden cage containing the Aquamarines." Nico's eyes widened. "Uh-oh."
 
"Uh-oh?" He almost smiled. Nico was so 'eloquent' sometimes by just making a few unusual sounds.
 
"Yeah, uh-oh, as in 'I feel more strangeness coming'." Nico grimaced.
 
"You're probably right." He took the last swallows of his tea and set it down next to Nico's.
 
"For once I almost wish I wasn't. Right, that is." Nico got up and put the mugs in the bucket to let them soak. Then he returned to the other bed. "So, let's look at all the clues we have and try and figure out what's going on. I have a feeling these itchy birthmarks are only one of the pieces of the puzzle. Maybe they're trying to tell us something? Was there anything specific your father or the old seer said needed to be done before you can retrieve the Aquamarines of Courage?"
 
Nayder shook his head automatically then stopped. It can't be! He stared at Nico in mute horror. The man's question had reminded him that the Aquamarines of Courage only recognized a partnered couple as their rightful owner. And from everything he'd seen he'd found his soul-partner in Nico, but they hadn't claimed each other yet. Most people on N'Tyre maintained it was a fast, easy process, and nobody had ever admitted any regrets. Supposedly, it was more instinctual than rational. Nayder just had a problem with letting instinct rule what he did, never mind the fact he didn't want to be partnered in the first place.
 
"What?" Nico raised his eyebrows. "That bad?"
 
"Worse." Nayder groaned, dreading Nico's reaction. Suddenly it was no longer just his own choices that were being taken away but Nico's as well. The guy was such an adventurer, loving his freedom and hunting treasures, how could he possibly deal with this? On top of which he wasn't even from N'Tyre and might not want to leave Earth. And Nayder couldn't stay here. Fuck!
 
"Come on, how bad can it be?" Nico took Nayder's right hand in his left and squeezed it as if to give him strength. "Just tell me what you think it is and we'll deal with this together. Remember, we're a team now, right?"
 
"Okay." He could at least tell Nico. After he rejected the whole idea he might use his creativity to come up with an alternative solution.
 
"Here's what I think the problem is." He took a deep breath. "I didn't believe them at the time. And I'm still hoping that there's another way out of this. But they said that the Aquamarines of Courage only recognize a partnered couple as their 'rightful owners'."
 
"What?" Nico's mouth hung open for a moment before he closed it with a snap and shook his head. "You're telling me that those stones somehow have a say in who takes them? That they can detect that you're not partnered? Which would mean that somehow they've activated our birthmarks so the itching reminds us of that fact."
 
"Yes, that's what Ishara and my father said. Except they didn't mention the itching." He looked down at his own hand, still safe and protected in Nico's. "They told me I'd have to find my soul-partner, claim her, since they thought I was looking for a woman, and only then would I be able to retrieve the stones."
 
Nico laughed.
 
Nayder's head snapped back up. "What?" Why was the idiot laughing?
 
"You're something else." Nico squeezed his hand again. "Not only didn't you want to get partnered, your parents don't even know you're gay?"
 
How did he figure that out so fast? Gods, the man was even cleverer than he had given him credit for.
 
"So you just ignored the first two parts of the instructions and tried to jump straight to retrieving the Aquamarines." Nico laughed so hard now that tears appeared in his eyes. "You certainly have a mind of your own."
 
"Yes, I do." He tried to pull his hand away, having had enough of being laughed at, but Nico didn't let him go. "Is that wrong?"
 
"No, honey, it's not wrong at all. Well, not generally speaking." Nico wiped the tears from his eyes with his free hand. "In fact, it's one of the many things I love about you."
 
"You really don't think it's wrong for me to have my own opinion?" He blinked. Then what Nico had said hit him. Nico loves me?
 
"Why would it be wrong?" Nico tilted his head. "Surely as future Chief Stabilizer and an apparently important person for your planet's future you need to know what you believe in and how you want to do things."
 
"But… but…" It was hard to stay calm, keep hope from flaring. "But they always told me I needed to adhere to protocol and do what's right for everyone. That upholding the old laws and doing my duty was the most important thing."
 
"And you never liked that, did you?" Nico smiled, making him feel warm and accepted. Free to tell the man anything because he didn't judge.
 
"No!" He shook with anger at all the fruitless fights he'd had with his parents. "Gods, no. I hated it. I always thought they should get a machine to do the job if those were truly their requirements."
 
"I agree." Nico took his other hand too. "Is that the main reason you didn't want to get partnered? So that you could be the only one making decisions about your personal life?"
 
"How did you know about that?" His hands were shaking now.
 
"I guessed." Nico smiled. "But I'm a lot like you, so it was easy. My parents always tried to make me do what they wanted. They decided what schools I went to, what hobbies were okay, which friends to have. I hated that. So ever since I left home I've been very protective about my personal life, to avoid anyone ever interfering like that again."
 
"So you really do understand." Nayder nodded. "Yes, I thought that a partner would probably interfere with the few personal freedoms I still have."
 
"A lot would depend on who that partner is, though." Nico looked serious. "Were you never curious to find out?"
 
"I wasn't willing to risk it." He looked at the floor.
 
"Because your parents were expecting a woman, right?" Nico's voice made him want to look up, but he wasn't willing to show the maelstrom of emotions that were making him dizzy.
 
"Yes, that was the second big problem." It hadn't stopped being a major obstacle, if he was honest with himself. He had absolutely no idea what his father and Ishara were going to say if he brought Nico back home with him. Assuming the man was willing to consider it.
 
"We can't really solve that one, because I certainly won't go through a sex change." Nico sounded almost amused.
 
"A sex change?" Nayder's head snapped up almost of its own accord. "There is such a thing on Earth?"
 
"Oh, yeah. It's by no means common and there are lots of health risks and issues, like with any major treatment or surgery, but it is possible. Many people have gone through the procedure and have become happier human beings because of it." Nico shrugged. "It wouldn't be right for me though. I've never wanted to be a woman."
 
"And I don't want a woman as a partner." He sighed. "So what the hell do we do?"
 
"Well, first of all we decide if we're both ready to be partnered. We need to be really honest or it will never work in the long run. Then we should figure out how to handle your parents." Nico looked at him expectantly.
 
As if I have any of the answers!
 
"Just my father, actually. My mother died a while ago. And then there are the officials, like Ishara and anyone else who likes to think they have a say in how the planet is run." He still thought his mother had been assassinated, but how the hell was he supposed to prove that? It was a battle for another day anyway.
 
"I'm sorry to hear that she's dead." Nico hugged him.
 
"Yeah." He really didn't want to think about it right now. The pain was still too fresh. But being in Nico's arms like that somehow made it more bearable, at least for a little while.
 
The pause lasted just long enough not to become awkward.
 
"From what you've said your society isn't very gay-friendly?" Nico tilted his head.
 
"No, it really isn't. Lesbians have much less of an issue, but gay men? They get all the flack. It has to do with the ancient laws and how we survived as a species. It's complicated. But none of that is valid anymore, so they have no reason to protest. Especially since the birthmarks are undeniably there. Throughout all of our history they've been recognized as binding, so I don't see what anyone could say once we reveal them." He could only hope.
 
"So we make that a separate item to deal with. We won't know for sure until we confront them anyway." Nico nodded. "That leaves the issue of your personal freedom. Now that you have found your soul-partner… are you still scared of interference?"
 
Nayder stared into Nico's gray eyes. They looked as though a storm was brewing inside the man. He certainly asked some very direct questions.
 
"Are you asking me whether I trust you?" Was he seriously considering partnering with this man?
 
Nico nodded.
 
"I've only known you for a few days." He swallowed at the disappointment visible on Nico's face. "But for some reason I've trusted you from the very start. I trust you even more now."
 
"It took courage to admit that." Nico smiled and kissed first one hand, then the other, making shivers of delight run down Nayder's spine. "But I don't think that should be the only reason we get partnered."
 
"Are you seriously considering going ahead?" He couldn't get his voice above a whisper. "I mean, for me it's about saving my people's culture from certain destruction. But for you?"
 
"I hate to be so direct about this, but we're sort of under a deadline and need to make up our minds. We could probably get some machines to help us pull the Aquamarines of Courage out of that cave, but the issue of needing a partnered couple for them to work on your planet won't go away if we do that. Right?" Nico waited for Nayder's nod then continued. "So, assuming this is the only way we can save your culture, we have to at least seriously think about it. Getting partnered I mean."
 
"You would do that? Just to help me?"
 
"I have to admit that's part of it, yes." Nico smiled. "Mainly it would be the reason why we get partnered, whatever that means exactly, so quickly. But there's more to us, I think, than you needing to do a job and apparently needing my help to do it. I have to admit I felt attracted to you from the very start and would love to get to know you better."
 
"What if we end up hating each other?" Nayder still couldn't believe birthmarks had the 'ability' to choose a soul-partner for anyone. After all, they weren't exactly sentient.
 
"I can't see that happening." Nico chuckled. "And if it does? I'm sure we can work something out. We could still do the work together and go our separate ways for our personal lives, right?"
 
He didn't think it worked that way at all. Just the thought of Nico with someone else made his heart ache. His birthmark started to get in on the action and he flinched.
 
So did Nico.
 
"Maybe not." Nayder blinked. "Anyway, I'm willing to take the risk."
 
"So, what do we have to do to be considered partnered? Is there a ritual we follow? Some action we must take?" Nico looked curious and energized all of a sudden.
 
Nayder smiled. He still suspected half of Nico's reason was the adventurous nature of their quest, but that had to be good enough for now. They'd have to deal with the rest once they knew what they were facing.
 
"What?" Nico pulled back a little.
 
"Nothing, I guess I'm just relieved." And that would have to do for now. "As for a ritual, I'm not sure. I mean, as soon as the soul-partner is discovered on N'Tyre, people usually get married. What happens after that, or if they do something specific, really isn't general knowledge."
 
"Hmmm." Nico looked thoughtful. "So it could be the vows, or the consummation, or something else that accomplishes the claiming you referred to?"
 
"Not very helpful, I know. I'm sorry." He had his suspicions though. "But I have to admit I'm afraid it may be more than just the vows. We're a very physical species, touch is important to us, a big part of our culture."
 
"Are you ready for that? I mean, between the two of us?" Nico wrinkled his brow. "I don't want to sound like a prude, I'm not, but we're not talking about simply having sex here, are we? There is an emotional component in there which I'm not sure we have yet."
 
Nayder shook his head. He felt the heat rise on his cheeks. How embarrassing. Thinking about having sex with Nico made him hard. He definitely wanted the man. But if they needed to have the full emotional partnering rumored to be the norm for soul-partners to make this work, they were fucked. And not in the good way. It was just too soon to have developed any deeper feelings.
 
"I guess we take it step by step and see what happens?" Nico looked just a little out of his depth, and it was adorable. "Start with the vows, maybe it will be enough to at least retrieve the Aquamarines?"
 
"Yes." The relief he felt may be momentary, but he really didn't want to jump into bed with Nico just because they had to. He wanted it to be at least mutual lust, ideally something more meaningful.
 
"I'm not sure about the customs on N'Tyre and I have no idea what protocol demands for a partnering request." Nico got down on his knees and smiled up at him. "On Earth, this is how a man asks the person he loves whether they want to become his spouse."
 
Nayder's stomach flip-flopped, he was suddenly dizzy with excitement, and his birthmark started throbbing. This was really going to happen.
 
"I know this is fast but we seem to have a deadline here." Nico reached up and stroked the side of his face. "I'm not able to tell you that I love you, not yet, but I do care for you and want to be your partner."
 
"I feel the same way." And then some, but Nayder needed time to be sure.
 
Nico rose to both knees and pulled him into his strong arms, tenderly pulling him closer. This time when Nico's lips touched him he didn't stay still. The man placed small kisses all along his lips, back and forth until he opened his mouth to let out a deep sigh. Nico nibbled at his lower lip then licked it.
 
Nayder held very still. He'd never experienced this before. There had been no girls or women who had interested him, and he'd been too scared of the repercussions to fool around with a boy when he was younger or a man in the last few years. He liked what Nico was doing and he wanted more, so he used his tongue to explore. When their tongues met they both moaned. Nico's seemed to want him to play, so he complied and started stroking his tongue with his own. Heat and desire surged through his entire body before zapping into his balls and making his cock so hard he thought he'd come. His birthmark seemed to develop a life of its own and hurt now. He pulled back. It was just too much.
 
"Nico." He lifted his hand and ran it through his hair.
 
"So, we will be partners from now on?"
 
"That kiss seemed to say yes." He smiled. "Yes, I promise to be your partner. But I want you to know it's not just because it'll save my people. You've already taught me that having fun doesn't necessarily mean neglecting my duty. You've been kind and caring and accept the fact that I have a mind of my own. I think we'll be okay."
 
"I certainly hope so." Nico grimaced and rubbed the spot on his chest where his birthmark sat. "Does yours hurt as much as mine?"
 
"Yeah, it's strange, as if it knows what's going on." He'd always seen the mark as somehow separate from himself, and the itching and now this pain hadn't exactly changed that. It seemed to be almost like a separate entity, something not quite part of him.
 
"I wouldn't go that far, but I think it's possible that out bodies' reactions influence the marks somehow." Nico kept scratching and finally pulled his shirt off. His birthmark was almost pulsing, fading in and out of a lighter and a darker aquamarine color, and the skin around it had turned deep red, as if infected.
 
Nayder followed suit, got rid of his shirt, and his own mark looked exactly the same.
 
"How odd." Nico lifted a hand and moved it toward Nayder's chest.
 
Nayder held his breath.
 
When Nico touched his mark, arousal followed immediately, stronger than ever before, and he suddenly wanted to claim Nico physically.
 
"Whoa!" Nico pulled back.
 
Nayder lifted his hand to try to find out if this worked both ways and when he touched Nico's skin, the energy flow was the same.
 
"I guess we are linked somehow." Nico grinned. "Time to try the Aquamarines again?"
 
He'd rather try some more kissing, but there'd be time for that later he hoped. Now they had a date with some valuable gems.
 
 
 
Suiting up was a somewhat lengthy process for Nico, and Nayder had changed into his merman form long before the man appeared at the railing and grinned down at him. Nico in full diving gear was definitely a sight to behold. Nayder waved him down and he jumped into the sea next to him. Their descent was fast and it didn't take them long to make it back into the cave. Everything remained undisturbed and he wondered why he'd even thought it might not be. There was nobody here! Was there?
 
He swam toward the golden cage that contained the Aquamarines and as soon as Nico caught up, they started pulling together.
 
The cage moved half a foot. Ominous rumbling in the distance reached his ears, but it stopped as soon as he let go of the cage.
 
Nico looked a question at him and he shrugged, sure it had been a strange coincidence.
 
But when the next joint pulling effort moved the cage a little farther away from the rest of the treasure, a very strong rumble and some trembling of the seafloor followed and he started to worry. He increased his efforts and within seconds, they had the entire cage freed from the treasure and held it between them.
 
The seafloor shook.
 
They swam toward the exit of the cave. Rocks started tumbling down from the ceiling, and they dodged them as best they could. They had almost reached the exit when it collapsed in front of his eyes.
 
One minute it was there, the next it had vanished. Only a heap of larger and smaller boulders was left, blocking their escape route.
 
Fuck!
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
 
 
Nico stopped all movement when the exit started closing up on them. His heartbeat suddenly went faster than a hummingbird's, and his breathing came dangerously close to hyperventilation levels. Ice-cold fingers of absolute dread scraped down his spine and immobilized him. He stared at the boulders that doomed him in shock.
 
Breathe!
 
He closed his eyes, shutting out the visual of the catastrophe for a while. Not seeing helped him focus on breathing more slowly and regularly, bringing his hammering pulse back under control. Hyperventilating underwater was not an option, and with no rescue in sight, he could speed up his own demise if he wasn't careful. He only had about fifteen minutes of air left, but he refused to think about that.
 
Relax.
 
Muscle by muscle he forced himself away from the brink. Halfway back to normal he opened his eyes to find out how Nayder was doing. At least he wouldn't suffocate, but with nobody likely to come checking for them his chances of making it out of here weren't looking too good. And even if the authorities at some point decided to send a search party after them when the nearest harbor master got suspicious, Nayder would be in his merman form and shouldn't be…
 
Slow breaths.
 
Nico looked at Nayder in all his merman glory. He hung in the water, fishtail going back and forth just above the seafloor, swishing up little clouds of sand. He had his hands on his hips and was staring at the heap of boulders with a frown on his face as if trying to will them away. Nico smiled. That was almost cute. Not that he'd ever tell the guy.
 
Nayder turned his head to look at him, and his sea-green eyes were wide and looked worried. Nico smiled. Whatever happened, he was glad to have met this man. He pointed at the stones and mimed moving them. They had to at least try to get out of here. Nayder nodded, but pushed him back when he tried to help. The man pointed at his oxygen tank and shook his head. He was right, of course, Nico had to preserve air as best he could.
 
Nayder swam up to the ceiling, only a few feet above them, and started moving boulders from the top of the heap. Less chance of causing a landslide that way, and they could always wiggle through at the top. Nico nodded his approval and focused on breathing as little as possible.
 
A maximum of five stones later, Nayder stopped, banging his fist against a solid wall of rock. He managed to remove a few more rocks farther down, but discovered the same solid wall once they were gone. Something beyond their ability to shift blocked the exit. How weird was that?
 
What the hell is going on here?
 
He checked his watch. Eight minutes of air left.
 
Nayder turned around and his eyes widened as he caught him checking the time. The man pointed behind him and shook his head.
 
Nico nodded. Yeah, he'd gotten that. Pointless. He moved back and sat on one of the fallen pieces of the ceiling. Shit, he hadn't wanted it to end this way. Nayder followed him, grabbed the golden cage and gave it to Nico to hold. Then he sat down next to Nico, elegantly draping his fishtail around Nico's feet. It made him grin. At least he wasn't alone. He just hated the thought of leaving Nayder behind on a strange planet and without any hope of returning the Aquamarines where they were needed most.
 
Nayder started fumbling with the golden bracelet, pulled out the little aquamarine ball and held it up. He took Nico's free hand and made him touch the ball as well. Then he took Nico's other hand in his and squeezed.
 
Fuck! Was he going to try to use the little ball to get them out of here? He could only hope the thing was up to it. Nayder closed his eyes, and Nico followed suit. He wasn't sure it was necessary, but he didn't know what else to do. And this way, at least he didn't have to keep checking how many minutes of life he had left.
 
A slow tingling came from the ball, crawled up his entire body and enveloped him from head to toes. He wanted to open his eyes, see what was going on, but he couldn't. His eyelids were too heavy. Was this it? Had he already run out of air?
 
He fought against the drowsiness with all he had, but it overwhelmed him. Slowly everything faded to black.
 
 
 
Nico awoke with a start. He was still sitting, but the water around him was warm and felt soft against his skin. He opened his eyes to find the cave gone. A swarm of red-gold fish circled him, he still clutched the square cage containing the Aquamarines of Courage, and Nayder lay curled around his feet, his fist closed around what Nico hoped was the little aquamarine ball.
 
Nico looked up. The light looked different here as well, as if they were closer to the surface than before. More fish approached, and when he thought he saw a shark-like shape in the distance he took a deep breath—only, there was no more air.
 
Shit! He needed to move, try to reach the surface.
 
He started to disentangle himself from Nayder, but the man woke up and held on to him. Nayder looked around them and started to grin. When he held out his hand several of the fish came closer, nipping him then retreating. Huh? They were behaving more like dogs than fish. Not that he had time for this.
 
He started to move upward again, but Nayder wouldn't let him go. What the hell was wrong with him? Nico had to get to the surface before it was too late and he suffocated. He pointed at his tank and shook his head, then pointed upward. Nayder's eyes widened and he nodded before returning the little ball to his bracelet and snapping it shut. Nayder grabbed the cage and started swimming upward.
 
The brightness of the sunlight was apparently not a good indication of their depth. Or it was different from Earth, because almost a minute later they didn't seem to be any closer to the surface than when they started. He needed to breathe. Lungs burning and vision going gray at the edges, he began to panic. Even though he knew they couldn't move faster than they did for fear of decompression sickness, especially if he had clearly underestimated their depth, his body's instincts were about to take over.
 
Nayder turned to him and there must have been something in Nico's eyes because the man stopped moving and took Nico into his arms. Nico struggled and fought to get free, but it didn't help. God, the man was strong. With his arms pinned at his sides, Nico was helpless. Slowly and very deliberately, Nayder removed Nico's mouthpiece, looking at Nico the entire time, as if he wanted to tell him something.
 
Nico wasn't physically able to understand anything much at that point. His lungs hurt, his vision had dimmed further, his ears rang, and it would be seconds now until instinct took over and he'd breathe in, filling his lungs with seawater. He fought that need with all of the willpower at his disposal, but he knew it was a losing battle.
 
Why won't he let me go up? There's air up there.
 
Nayder moved closer and put his mouth on Nico's.
 
Now he wants to kiss?
 
Nayder's tongue prodded Nico's lips and with his last particle of conscious will he opened up for him.
 
Air rushed into his lungs.
 
His eyes widened.
 
After a short break, more air followed.
 
He stopped panicking and stayed perfectly still. His entire focus was on breathing in Nayder's exhales. Slowly his vision returned and his environment expanded from the pinpoint version he'd been able to perceive to take in the ocean around them. They had resumed their upward movement, Nayder pushing them with what seemed like very little effort. Nico felt the strong muscles in Nayder's fishtail ripple along his own wetsuit-covered legs, each breath Nayder took for both of them caused their chests to touch, and Nayder's strong grip relaxed enough so Nico could move his arms again.
 
First he returned Nayder's embrace. He tightened his arms briefly, hoping the man would get that he was trying to thank him for saving his life. Nayder hugged him back and on his next inhale, he moved his tongue to touch Nico's playfully. Nico grinned and focused on the rhythm of breathing, kissing then breathing again. It filled his world for a while, exactly what he needed to calm down and come back to himself.
 
After what seemed like a very long time, they finally broke through to the world above. Warm air caressed Nico's face as they bobbed at the surface. Their breathing-kiss changed into a kiss with Nico trying to express his thanks. He was reluctant to stop kissing Nayder but he was also curious what this new world looked like. The fish alone had convinced him he was no longer on Earth, and daylight was so bright here it could not be Earth's sun that caused it.
 
He gentled the kiss and moved his head back just enough so he could speak, not a millimeter more.
 
"Thank you." He still held on to Nayder, not willing to lose the intimacy of that embrace.
 
"You are welcome." Nayder smiled and the skin around his eyes crinkled.
 
"We're not on Earth anymore, are we." It wasn't even a question.
 
"No." Nayder shook his head and frowned. "I'm sorry about that."
 
"Why? We needed to go here anyway, right?" He'd been ready.
 
"Because I didn't ask first. Because it was so sudden. I only wanted to get us out of the cave, but I guess that isn't how the little aquamarine ball works." Nayder shrugged.
 
"It's okay. Really." He looked around but saw only miles and miles of ocean. "So, do you know where we are?"
 
"Yes, we ended up in one of my favorite regions. We're not too far from the capital city." Nayder lifted an arm and pointed. "It's over there, and we can probably reach it in about an hour."
 
"Anything I should know before we get there?" He didn't want to put his foot in his mouth if he could possibly avoid it. And who knew what sort of customs these people had.
 
"I really don't know what to say. There's a lot going on." Nayder lifted his hand so the square golden cage broke the surface. The Aquamarines shone in the sunlight, making them sparkle. "We brought back these and need to get them to the Cave of N'Talia so we can fix the Balance. You need to be introduced as my mate, and that should be a happy occasion, but I honestly don't know what they'll say when they find you're a man, and an alien."
 
"I guess we just take it step by step?"
 
 
 
A little over an hour later, Nico thought that maybe they should have planned this better. He had no clue how they could have done that, but the thought of having to face a planet full of aliens made his stomach cramp. He didn't even know anything about their basic customs. The little cove they approached looked deserted, but they were sure to run into people at some point.
 
"How will we do this?" He clung to Nayder's back, still impressed the man, or rather merman, had been able to carry him all this way. They'd moved much faster than he ever could have on his own, and Nayder wasn't even breathing hard.
 
"We'll make our way to my father's house, I think. He needs to know I found my mate then we can work with Ishara to replace the Aquamarines where they belong." Nayder slowed down as they approached the beach.
 
"Okay." He did not have a good feeling about this, but he'd follow Nayder's lead. Not that he had much choice, he was the stranger here.
 
"Time to climb off. I need to change back to my human shape." Nayder stopped a few feet from the water's edge.
 
"Thank you." Nico slid off, his bare feet touching the sand. The very black sand. They'd hidden his fins and other diving equipment in a cave not far from here, figuring they shouldn't advertise the fact Nico wasn't one of them. He looked strange enough with his darker skin, Nayder assured him, and it was better to face one battle at a time.
 
Nico had never seen Nayder change from one form into the other, and he was kind of curious how it all worked. He didn't want to stare, but he couldn't keep his eyes away from the guy either. He looked amazing in both his forms, with his silvery-white skin and deep green eyes and the copper hair, but the fishtail made him even more exotic.
 
"You want to watch?" Nayder grinned.
 
"I… yes." Nico swallowed. "If that's okay?"
 
"We're used to changing with others around. I think it's a leftover behavior from when we had to congregate in groups to increase protection against predators. Always leave someone available to watch for them while some were changing and vulnerable, you know? Like many other basic instincts, this one stayed with us." Nayder pushed himself up on the sand. "I was going to do it underwater, but you wouldn't be able to see well."
 
"Thank you." Nico waded ashore and sat in the sand next to Nayder, no longer worried about staring at him.
 
"You want me to go slow?" Nayder lay on his side, propping up his upper body with his left arm, his right loosely at his side.
 
"You can do this at different speeds?" Nico raised his eyebrows. "That takes a lot of control, right?"
 
"Sure I can. Not everybody does, but I did a lot of practicing as a kid. I just thought it was fun, and then one day I found out I was really good at it." Nayder winked. "There's this game where you jump off a cliff and you have to change before you hit the water. I'm pretty good at that too."
 
"You jump off cliffs? For fun?" He shook his head. Now, if that wasn't adventurous…
 
Nayder grinned then closed his eyes. Nico didn't know where to look first. The gorgeous face and well-muscled upper body were just as tempting as the flat abs and the… shimmering fishtail. It slowly became almost transparent as the color seemed to leak out. The scales flattened, changed into skin, and the one tail morphed into two legs. By the time they were completely separated, the skin covering them had returned to its white pallor, and they were perfectly formed. So was what was between them, and Nico licked his lips as he took one last look before sliding his gaze up the rest of Nayder's torso.
 
"Amazing." Nico really wished he could do that.
 
"I've never thought about it before. And I've never watched anyone else do it since I was a child. It isn't really taboo, but most consider it impolite." Nayder smiled and shrugged. "Looking at your face it must be a pretty amazing sight."
 
"It is for me." He sighed. Enough of that. "So you're really going to walk into the city like that? Naked?"
 
"It would be fine." Nayder laughed and rose before pointing to a small wooden shed at the edge of the beach. "But there are always some pants in storage for those who wish to make use of them. All we are asked is to return them to one of the official drop-off points when we can. That way they stay in circulation."
 
"Very clever." He was fine in his wetsuit for now, at least until they made it to Nayder's home where he might be able to find something more suitable.
 
Nico followed Nayder, who carried the golden cage wrapped in a protective cloth, up the beach, looking around himself for the first time. Not only was the sand black, the plants looked different, with bright green leaves and blossoms all the colors of the rainbow. A sort of palm tree-shaped growth carried needles rather than leaves, and bushes seemed the predominant flora, at least around here. The odd fern here and there made the place look even more exotic. Insects buzzed around him, and some large butterflies caught his attention as they fluttered from blossom to blossom.
 
The area felt like a tropical island, and the heat matched that image. The sun was stronger than on Earth, much whiter, and the sky was a very light blue, almost aquamarine in places. Nothing looked scary or out of place, but he knew he was on an alien planet wherever he looked.
 
Once Nayder had pulled on loose-fitting dark green pants and had decided against a shirt, he took Nico's hand and pulled him up the dunes and down the other side onto a narrow road. Nico noticed houses in the distance, and as they walked closer to the city, they encountered other N'Tyrians. They were all beautiful, strong, and very fit. Everybody seemed to walk as well, there were hardly any vehicles. The ones he did see were bicycles and small cars that could only be electrical from what he was able to see. There were no exhaust fumes he could detect, in fact, the air smelled exceptionally clean.
 
The houses looked like parts of coral reefs, some were shell-like constructions, and a few square buildings that Nayder explained were official places since they needed to be efficient in the way they used space, rather than appealing to the senses. They were also quite recent and considered ugly and a blemish on the N'Tyrian culture by most, or so he said.
 
The parallels in technology, like the cars and houses, amused Nico. Yet he hadn't found a straight street yet, and the absence of any detectable pollution impressed him. Nico blindly followed Nayder through the winding streets, curving like waves, and realized he'd never find his way back to the beach nor anywhere else he might want to go. They walked along a street that somehow felt residential, not a square building in sight. He was just about to ask another question when a guy around Nayder's age left one of the houses not twenty feet away and stopped dead when he saw them.
 
"Nayder?" The guy's eyes widened and his short blond locks bobbed as he jogged the few steps that separated them. "Is that really you?"
 
"Hey, Farys." Nayder gave the guy a one-armed hug but stepped back rather quickly.
 
"Where were you? Nobody told me anything." Farys looked at the package Nayder carried then at Nico and frowned. "And who is the stranger?"
 
"This is my… friend Nico." Nayder smiled. "He isn't from around here."
 
"Yeah, I can see that." Farys stepped closer and reached for Nico's hand. He slid a finger along the skin. "Does it hurt?"
 
"What?" Nico was amazed at how forward the guy was, but most other people he'd watched in the street seemed to be touching a lot. He reminded himself that this was a different culture, and he was the stranger here.
 
"Your skin. It's so dark." Farys looked up. "It looks burnt."
 
Nico almost laughed out loud, but just shook his head instead. He wasn't even that dark, just very tanned. But for people with skin as light as the N'Tyrians', and according to Nayder they didn't tan at all, he could see how even a slight tan might be considered extraordinary.
 
"Not burnt, don't worry." Nayder pulled Farys away. "Listen, we'll come see you later, but we really need to go talk to my father about something. I'll see you when we're done, okay?"
 
"I want to hear about where you went and how you got to meet Nico." Farys frowned. "Soon."
 
"Sure." Nayder hugged Farys and started walking again.
 
Nico waved at the still-frowning guy and followed.
 
"Sorry about that." Nayder shook his head. "He's always been curious, but I had no idea he'd go this far."
 
"And here I thought it was normal behavior for you guys." Nico chuckled at Nayder's outraged expression. "Well, what do I know? We haven't exactly discussed local etiquette, and we haven't even had time to get our story figured out. So I'm your 'friend' now?"
 
"Sorry, I didn't think we'd meet my nosy neighbor and childhood friend before I had a chance to officially introduce you to my father. Traditionally, parents are the first to be told." Nayder pointed at a beautiful house in the coral reef look, set back from the street and surrounded by ferns of all shapes and sizes. Some were as tall as the trees of Earth and reminded him of pictures he'd seen of the Jurassic age. "Home sweet home."
 
Nico wished he could take Nayder's hand for support. He wasn't exactly scared. But it was all a bit intimidating. The man who opened the door before they had even reached it looked a lot like Nayder, just older. His hair was a light brown, and his features less angular, more rounded by age.
 
"Nayder! It's good to have you back! What took you so long?" The older man didn't even attempt a hug, looked around Nayder and back to the street instead. "Did you find your soul-partner? Where is she?"
 
"Father." Nayder had gone all stiff. "How long has it been?"
 
"What?" The man looked back at his son and frowned. "Just under a week. Why? Did you lose track of time?"
 
"Sort of." Nayder shrugged. "As for my soul-partner…" Nayder swallowed. "Can we come in? We need to talk."
 
"You want this stranger to come into our family's home as well? Who is he to claim that right?" Nayder's father frowned and looked at Nico as if he thought he'd crawled out from under some rock.
 
"Father, please!" Nayder looked shocked.
 
"Okay, okay." The man stepped back.
 
Nico followed Nayder inside, not at all sure what was going to come next. Nayder's father seemed to have a short temper, and his first question hadn't been how Nayder was doing, but about his soul-partner. How strange!
 
"So, where is your soul-partner? It was the one thing you needed to do so you can retrieve the Aquamarines of Courage and save us from being flooded. We're running out of time, so I think you owe me an answer." Nayder's father turned around when they were in the center of a grandiose entrance hall, not letting them advance farther into his home.
 
"Father, my soul-partner is right here." Nayder held out his free hand and pulled Nico closer. "This is Nico Milanos."
 
"That is not funny!" Nayder's father turned a bright red and reached for his heart.
 
"I am not joking." Nayder held on to Nico's hand more tightly.
 
"It can't be!" Nayder's father gasped for air. "You soul-partner cannot be a man. It's impossible and I will not accept it!"
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Nayder's jaw dropped. He'd never seen his father this unfriendly. It simply wasn't acceptable to be so rude, even when facing a stranger. The most basic rules of hospitality said you had to offer a guest entrance to your home. It had been the same for eons, and was rooted in the tradition of offering other merpeople refuge from predators. Yes, his father was usually direct and never left anyone in doubt of what he thought. But this behavior was uncharacteristic and bordering on insulting.
 
"There is nothing for you to accept, Father." Nayder tried to keep his voice steady, but the small wobble proved he wasn't doing a very good job. He'd feared his father wouldn't be enthusiastic, but hadn't expected him to be this unbelieving. "Nico carries the birthmark that matches mine, we have spoken the words that partner us, and we intend to restore the Balance together, using the Aquamarines of Courage. That is what tradition tells us is right, and it is what you and Ishara have asked me to do."
 
"He pretends to carry the birthmark?" His father's eyebrows rose in unison and he quickly glanced at Nico before returning his gaze to Nayder. "I'm not even going to get into a discussion about the stupidity of trying to attempt a partnering with a man. Not to mention the lack of basic merman pheromones, which any fool can smell, clearly pronounces he is an alien. What do you want with him? I expected more sense from you, Nayder. His gender alone should have told you his birthmark is a fake."
 
"What?" Nayder felt as if someone had removed the ground he stood on. He'd never had an inkling that his father was a bigot. "You'd rather believe the birthmarks can be faked than accept my soul-partner is a man?"
 
"It's not a matter of belief, it's a fact." His father shook his head, showed them his back, and moved toward his study. "I'll inform Ishara that we have to step up the search for your true soul-partner. She has to be somewhere on this planet after all. Her vision of a different dimension must have been an error."
 
"But what about the Aquamarines of Courage?" Nayder lifted the wrapped cage to ensure his father noticed them. He'd have refused to believe that Ishara would make such a basic mistake even if he didn't know for a fact that she'd been right. Nico was living proof of that. And even his father wouldn't be able to deny the truth of the Aquamarines being back and in Nayder and Nico's possession.
 
"What do you mean?" His father turned back and narrowed his eyes.
 
"We retrieved them." Nayder lifted a corner of the wrapping and the gemstone artifacts gleamed in the sunlight streaming into the windows.
 
"You what?" His father's face drained of color as he stared at the corner of the golden cage and the handle of one of the daggers now visible.
 
Nayder finished unwrapping the square cage and held it up for his father to examine more closely. Surely evidence as indisputable as this would convince him? There was no way to manipulate the Aquamarines of Courage, or it would surely have been found a long time ago. Instead of accepting the facts however, the man who was supposed to be his biggest supporter, the one who had trained him to be a Chief Stabilizer, frowned as he glared at the items then lifted his eyes and stared at Nayder.
 
"Do you believe me now?" Nayder held his breath.
 
"No. It can't be." His father staggered back, gripped his head as if he were in pain. "It's not possible."
 
"I have no idea why you keep denying the facts right in front of you, but you're worrying me." Nayder covered the cage again and turned to Nico. "I think we need to go and see Ishara. Maybe she'll have more sense and will be able to help us."
 
Nico nodded, his eyes a little wider than normal. He was taking all this rage and the insults really well, letting Nayder have the lead. Nayder wanted to hug him for that. The man was amazing!
 
"She'll tell you the same thing." His father remained paler than normal, and small beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead.
 
What the hell is wrong with my father? Nayder stared at him for a few more seconds then decided this standoff wasn't going to solve anything. They needed to resolve this impasse and get the Aquamarines back where they belonged. A whole week had passed since he left, and while nothing catastrophic seemed to have occurred yet, the much higher than usual waterline at the beach they had arrived on earlier worried him. The Balance was definitely not as stable as it used to be.
 
"Let's go." Nayder turned around and walked back to the front door.
 
Nico followed behind, and while his father didn't sound happy, not the way he was spluttering and mumbling, he ultimately had no choice but to follow them.
 
 
 
Half an hour later they arrived at the very functional-looking building housing the seers, historians, and other traditionalists. Not that anybody but Nayder, in his head, called them that, as far as he knew, but it was a fitting description he thought. They did not have progress on their agenda. The occupants of this office building were of the opinion that N'Tyrian society should, at a minimum, maintain the 'old values' held when they still lived underwater; the more radical amongst them advocated an actual return to the sea.
 
He shook his head at the thought. Some N'Tyrians still lived underwater only, and they had the right to make that choice. He'd never understand why some people wanted to force the rest of them to return there as well. What was the point? Or the benefit? The past was behind them and the future clearly encompassed both their underwater heritage and the newer accomplishments made since they'd conquered land-based living.
 
The two grim-looking guards in the reception area would have scared off anyone less determined to see Ishara just by standing there. They were powerful mermen clad in black, like the finest sand, and towered over most visitors, making sure everyone here had an appointment or other proof for legitimate business inside the building. Nayder tried not to cringe as he approached the receptionist, a pretty lady in her early twenties wearing the traditional robes that mimicked water flowing around her body. Hers happened to be as green as her eyes and created a striking effect sure to impress men and women alike.
 
"What can I do for you, gentlemen?" She glanced at a big appointment book on her desk and frowned as she looked back up. "I don't seem to have you down for a visit?"
 
"We weren't planning on coming here, but an emergency requires we speak to Ishara at the earliest possible time." Nayder's father could do formal with the best of them.
 
"Oh?" The receptionist tilted her head as if expecting more details. When none were forthcoming she glanced at her book again and shrugged. "There is nothing I can do for you, I'm afraid. If you don't have an appointment, you can't go farther than the reception hall."
 
The woman was clearly either too lazy to do anything or too incompetent. Possibly lacking in initiative as well. That was probably above her pay grade. Nayder smirked.
 
"Are you sure?" His father lifted his hand and when the woman nodded, pulled his mobile communicator from a pocket. "I'll just give her a brief call then."
 
"You have her number?" The receptionist's eyes widened to the point they were in danger of bugging out. Some goldfish had eyes like that, but with them it looked natural. With the receptionist, not so much.
 
"Of course I do." Nayder's father threw a contemptuous look at the receptionist and stepped aside, using one of the many alcoves along the wall to their right to make his call.
 
"Who is he?" The receptionist shifted in her seat and started chewing on one of her long nails.
 
"You're new here, aren't you?" Nayder almost felt sorry for her.
 
She nodded and stopped the nail biting. Her big eyes pleaded with him to tell her. How she managed to look coy and interested in him at the same time was beyond Nayder. But then, he had never claimed to understand women.
 
"Ask the guards, they know." Nayder turned away, ready to focus on Nico. The man looked a little lost, and his well-being was a lot more important to Nayder than the receptionist's issues with formality. "Are you okay?"
 
"Yeah." Nico blinked. "This place is just weird. It's very similar to Earth, but the architecture is so different. All these curves and rounded edges everywhere were not what I expected after the square outside. And to top it all off, the place just feels wrong."
 
"Huh." Nayder tilted his head, tried to expand his senses. There was something dark in the background, an almost-noise he couldn't quite detect in human form. Like a subliminal noise it must be influencing his mood and possibly his perceptions. He looked back at Nico. "I think you're right. It's never been like this before."
 
He glanced at the receptionist who was chatting with one of the guards. The other guard pressed a hand to his earpiece, glancing at them briefly before looking away and pulling his colleague closer. A few whispered sentences later they walked up to Nico and Nayder. Their threatening looks worried Nayder more than he wanted to admit.
 
"Nico Milanos?" Guard One stepped even closer.
 
"Yes?" Nico had to look up to maintain eye contact.
 
"You are under arrest." Guard One pulled the sea grass-imitation shackles from his belt, clearly intending to restrain Nico.
 
"What?" Nayder stared the second guard down when he tried to intervene. "On whose authority? And what are the charges?"
 
"Seer Ishara authorized the arrest." Guard One smirked as he tied up a totally shocked Nico, securing his hands behind his back. "As for the charges, you will find out in due time. Don't think that being the Chief Stabilizer's son will mean you'll get special treatment."
 
"This is wrong." Nayder turned to his father. Maybe he could get them to see reason. But the moment he noticed his father's smug expression he realized what was happening. "You're behind this, aren't you?"
 
"It's for your own good." His father nodded. "I have no idea what happened when you were away, but I refuse to believe this alien man is your soul-partner. His birthmark is a fake, and he has somehow influenced you to believe him. We'll take him away, examine him, and get to the bottom of this."
 
"You can't do this!" Nayder had never felt this helpless.
 
"Oh, but I can. Seer Ishara agrees with me. That's who the guards received their orders from." His father waved at the guards. "Take him away."
 
"No!" Nayder had only just found Nico. The thought of being separated while they did gods knew what to Nico made him nauseous. "Nico is my soul-partner, and the Aquamarines of Courage have accepted us. Why won't you see that?"
 
"It cannot be. There has to be some sort of explanation, and we're going to find out what it is." Nayder's father narrowed his eyes. "Maybe he has hypnotized you, or there's some sort of magic involved."
 
Nayder's jaw dropped. Had his father lost his mind?
 
"Don't take me away, please. Can't we talk about this like rational people?" Nico looked desperate, but the guard showed no mercy. Nico's helpless look at him as he was led toward a door beyond the reception desk made Nayder wish he could do something to stop this insanity.
 
"I'll come and get you, Nico. I promise." The farther Nico walked away from him, the more intensely his birthmark started to itch. When the door closed behind the two men, the itch turned painful.
 
"You will do no such thing." His father turned red. "You'll come with me so Seer Ishara can cleanse you of this madness. Then we can continue looking for your true soul-partner."
 
Nayder didn't say a word as he followed his father and a new guard to the elevator. The man appeared to be deluded, and Nayder's best option for now was to try to talk some sense into Ishara. Why had she agreed to this in the first place? Did she not realize the birthmarks couldn't be faked? What did she know that had caused her to agree to this insanity of separating freshly partnered soul-partners?
 
Once he had answers to all of those questions, he'd either get Nico out because Ishara had seen sense, or he'd come up with a plan to free him on his own. He was determined not to let Nico stay in prison, at the mercy of whoever 'examined' him, a moment longer than unavoidable.
 
 
 
Different from his last visit, when he hadn't had any idea what he'd be facing, Nayder marched into the audience hall with a sense of determination this time. He refused to walk behind his father, intending to be seen as an equal from now on. N'Tyrians were always aware of status and minor signals like that, and while he had ignored them so far, since he thought it stupid behavior, he knew the rules and intended to play by them as long as necessary. For Nico's sake, he'd bow to tradition.
 
Everything looked exactly like the last time he'd been here, just a week ago in objective time, but so much longer in how it felt to him due to everything that had happened. He glanced across the marble surfaces, checked the thick curtains and looked out at the ocean through one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The water level had risen, and much of the city's beach had been swallowed by the waves. Only the biggest dock remained above the surface.
 
Alarmed, he returned his attention to the hall and its occupants. Ishara sat in her armchair next to the fireplace, with her white hair in a somewhat disheveled-looking bun. Now that was unexpected. Her blue robes billowed around her, but the folds were less than perfect and Nayder narrowed his eyes. He walked across the white sand adorning the floor a little more slowly so he could take everything in. The closer he got, the clearer it became to him that something was off. Ishara's eyes were red-rimmed, her face showed a few deep wrinkles she'd never had before, she looked exhausted, and her hands were shaking.
 
He sat down on one of the chairs opposite the old woman, next to his father, and clutched the wrapped bundle containing the Aquamarines more tightly. The guard closed the door behind him and left them to their discussions. Nayder went on high alert. Something was wrong with Ishara, his father was behaving like an idiot, and even the air felt oppressive. Add in the still-present low-level hum in the background Nico had pointed out to him, and his now painfully throbbing birthmark, and Nayder no longer doubted he was in danger. Heck, from the looks of the visibly higher water levels, everyone was.
 
"What have you done?" Ishara stared at him with unveiled contempt.
 
"What have I done?" Nayder reclined in surprise, automatically seeking the support of his chair's back.
 
"Yes. I'd like to know what you were thinking, partnering an alien, as your father tells me, and pretending everything is okay." Ishara shook her head. "We gave you a simple task and you messed it up spectacularly. Instead of traveling where I sent you, you seem to have gone to another planet. It will not be easy to undo this nonsense."
 
"Now hold on one minute." Nayder took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. "You said the little aquamarine ball would transport me to the dimension I most needed to go. It isn't my fault that it happened to be another planet instead of the parallel version of N'Tyre you said you saw."
 
Ishara recoiled from him as if he'd hit her and his father opened his mouth, but Nayder was having none of it.
 
"What is your problem anyway? I found my soul-partner and retrieved the Aquamarines." Nayder paused to let that sink in.
 
"You did?" Ishara glanced at his father then looked back at him. "Are you sure?"
 
"Yes, of course I'm sure." Nayder sighed and started to unwrap the golden cage. "How else do you suppose we made it back?"
 
"Why did you not tell me that part, Cyros?" Ishara looked far less friendly than before when she stared at his father.
 
"We need to take care of this erroneous partnering business first. We cannot have an alien taint our heritage. Once that is dealt with, the Aquamarines will be free to do what is necessary." Nayder's father defiantly stood up to Ishara's stare.
 
"Yes, well, you still should have told me the whole story." Ishara sighed and looked back at Nayder. "Come, let's see what you've got there."
 
Nayder slowly pulled the last part of the cloth from the cage and revealed the gem-covered items. The crown, its matching scepter, and the two inlaid daggers stood out, and the other, smaller greenish and bluish orbs lay silent. It was as if he could hear them breathing. How odd is that?
 
When he looked up, Ishara's eyes had widened, she sat up straight in her chair, and her gaze was glued to the golden cage and its contents.
 
"You brought back the Aquamarines of Courage." Ishara smiled and reached toward them, but stopped herself.
 
"I told you I had." He almost rolled his eyes. "And I'm telling you, it wasn't easy. I wouldn't have succeeded if it wasn't for Nico. My soul-partner."
 
And as he said this, for the first time since they had met, he realized not only how attracted he was to Nico, but also how much he missed him not being here. He liked Nico, a lot, and the pain in his birthmark may be the physical sign of their lack of contact, but the longing, the need for Nico to be here, those were signs that he was getting emotionally attached as well.
 
"He really is, isn't he?" Ishara leaned back and looked at him thoughtfully.
 
"No way!" Nayder's father rose from his chair and started to pace. "It doesn't make any sense! An alien? A man? What about children?"
 
"I am not sure any of those concerns should override the fact that the Aquamarines seem to have accepted Nayder and Nico, or they wouldn't be here." Ishara glanced at Nayder's father. "As for the rest, there are legends about precedents—"
 
"No way!" Nayder's father roared and approached, already reaching for the Aquamarines.
 
Everything happened at once then. Ishara grabbed the golden cage at the same time as Nayder, trying to get it away from his crazy-looking father. Nayder took hold of the other end of the cage and touched one of the daggers. A bright flash of intense blue-green light almost blinded him and he closed his eyes to protect them.
 
The vertigo was immediate.
 
His body was flung around as if he were sucked into the ocean's depths by a maelstrom, but he was still breathing air.
 
Then everything stopped. A deadly quiet descended.
 
He slowly opened one eye to discover he sat on the floor of a dimly lit cave, still clutching the golden cage containing the Aquamarines. It wasn't a very big cave, its walls were smooth, and other than a few bioluminescent lights like the ones their ancestors used to brighten up their homes, the space was empty. Ishara lay a few feet removed from him, with her eyes closed, but based on the way her chest moved at least she was still breathing.
 
Where are we?
 
He stared at the Aquamarines, but they looked as harmless as before. Sighing, he put the cage on the floor and moved to help Ishara. Just before he reached her, she opened her eyes, sat up, and looked around.
 
"Oh my." She blinked. "Never thought I'd see this place without the proper rituals."
 
"What rituals?" No, forget that, there was a more urgent question. "Where are we?"
 
"Well, this is interesting." Ishara rubbed her temples and glanced at the Aquamarines.
 
"What's interesting? The cave? How we got here? What?" He was going to lose it soon if she didn't tell him what was going on. He had a soul-partner to rescue and the Balance to restore, and he was fed up with being sent all over the place by a bunch of gemstones. Mysterious comments by the old seer didn't help.
 
"By the look of it, this cave is part of the cavern system surrounding the Cave of N'Talia. It is underground, parts of it are even underwater, and there is no access to it except by using the power of the Aquamarines." She took a deep breath. "Nobody but the current Stabilizing Pair has access, after the proper mental preparation, so I have no idea what I am doing here."
 
That was not what he wanted to hear.
 
"Something is wrong." Ishara rose and put her hand on a wall to support herself.
 
No shit!
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
"Don't take me away, please. Can't we talk about this like rational people?" Nico couldn't believe they had actually arrested him. As surprising as it was for him to hear a security guard speak those words, instead of a cop, he had no idea what the customs were around here and if he had grounds for a protest. And even if he did speak up—there was no visible help close-by, and the guard looked a lot stronger than him.
 
Not so the sea grass bindings. He'd tested them right away and was shocked when they moved. He could easily get out of them anytime. What was up with that? Did they work differently on merpeople? If they did, this was a great potential advantage over his captors and he'd be stupid to reveal the fact.
 
The guard grabbed him by the upper arm with brutal strength. He winced, sure there'd be bruises. He sent one last longing look behind him, watching Nayder stare at him being taken away, his green eyes liquid pools of emotion.
 
"I'll come and get you, Nico. I promise." Nayder sounded a little desperate but his facial expression showed only determination.
 
The farther Nico walked away from Nayder, the more intensely his birthmark itched. When the door banged shut behind him, he was confined in a half-dark, dank hallway, and the itch turned into low-level pain. Oh great!
 
The guard brutally pulled him along, and Nico almost had to run to keep up with the much longer-legged man's pace. They soon reached a door, and when the guard opened it, bright daylight made Nico close his eyes. The N'Tyrian sun was so much brighter than Earth's, it would take quite some getting used to.
 
When the guard started walking along the street toward another big, square building a few hundred feet way, Nico panicked.
 
"Where are you taking me?" And how would Nayder be able to find him if he was no longer in the seers' building?
 
"Silence!" The guard turned to him and frowned. "You're not supposed to ask the questions here. You're an alien, a stranger to our planet, and have no right to demand anything. I have instructions to drop you off, and once that's done I hope I'll never see you again. So shut up and let me do my job."
 
So much for making conversation!
 
Nico followed the man quietly, looking around to make sure he remembered where they went in relation to the building where he'd last seen Nayder. He needn't have worried. Five minutes later they walked into the entrance of the neighboring building he'd thought they were aiming for. Different from the seers' residence, this one was square on the inside as well, all angles and corners. The predominant material was glass and it gave him an eerie feeling of being watched from all angles.
 
Strangely enough, there wasn't a human, or rather N'Tyrian, in sight. The guard led him to the back wall that contained three built-in screens. Each sported a stylized atom and a short "Welcome to N'Tyrian's foremost scientific research facility" message, as well as an instruction to hit 'enter' to ask for information or make a request. Nico was amazed he could read the alien writing. The little aquamarine ball that had enabled him to understand Nayder's language, once they had touched the morning after Nico had found him washed up on the beach, had apparently been farsighted enough to grant him the ability to read as well. He mentally snorted as he realized he was assuming the little ball was a thinking being. Shaking himself, he returned to the present and studied the keyboards directly underneath each screen. No touch screens in sight. Interesting lack of technological advancement compared to Earth.
 
Mumbling what sounded like "bloody scientists", the guard hit 'enter' as instructed and brought up a menu of choices. 'N'Tyrian interface' was number twelve, and the guard entered the number with great glee.
 
A distracted-looking middle-aged man looked up from his desk at the small buzzing sound that reminded Nico of a crappy ringtone.
 
"Yes?" The man's bushy white eyebrows rose as he regarded them through what must be a two-way camera system.
 
"I have the alien here." The guard pulled Nico closer, just in case the man hadn't seen him. "Seer Ishara said you'd know what to do with him."
 
"You have what?" The guy on the other end took off his reading glasses and squinted at the camera.
 
"The alien." The guard sighed, clearly much put-upon by his duty of handing Nico over to someone who looked suspiciously like a very absent-minded professor. Nico thought it was funny they seemed to have the type on N'Tyre as well as on Earth. It was a constant between cultures he'd never thought about, but found quite amusing now that he was confronted with it.
 
"The alien?" The scientist leaned back, rubbed his temples and started mumbling to himself. "And I'm supposed to know what that means. Why do I always draw reception duty when the weird stuff happens?"
 
"Look, I don't have all day." The guard drew himself up to his full height. "I have a job at the seers' building to get back to, so I'd appreciate it if you could find out who does know what's going on so they can take this man off my hands."
 
"What?" The scientist looked up from the papers he'd stared at and tilted his head as he observed the guard with widened eyes. "Oh, yes, now I remember, the alien business."
 
Is this guy for real? Nico smiled. The scientist seemed to have forgotten the situation right in front of him while he zoned out. His attention span was apparently prioritized according to their importance to his research.
 
The guard opened his mouth for a response, but before he could get a word out, the screen went black without further comment.
 
"Damn them all to the depths of the deepest sea!" The guard punched the wall next to the screen with his free fist and small fractures radiated out from the spot he'd hit.
 
Holy shit, that guy is strong. Nico focused on not moving so he wouldn't draw the guard's attention or his anger. Trying to make a run for it seemed like a better and better option. He only needed to make it back across the road to reach Nayder. But then what? They'd probably just send the next guard after him. Now that he thought about it, they were awfully relaxed about him. They'd only sent one guard. On Earth, any alien would be surrounded by a whole battalion of police, or rather, military personnel. Maybe they weren't into scary sci-fi movies here? Or maybe he just looked too harmless to get the big guns out? Then again, from everything he had seen, the N'Tyrians seemed like a peaceful people, maybe they didn't even have big guns.
 
Luckily it only took a few moments for the screen to light up again. This time the man on the other end looked like a doctor, including the stereotypical stethoscope around his neck. He had short brown hair, blue eyes and wore—what else—a white coat. A gleaming examination table sat in the background and strange instruments lined the walls.
 
"Seer Ishara sent you?" The man's voice sounded scratchy, as if he'd had one too many drinks the night before. Or maybe he just didn't speak very often. "He certainly doesn't look much like an alien. But we will see. I have lined up a few tests already, and I'm sure I can come up with more. A faked birthmark is no joking matter, and we haven't had one in living memory. Not really sure what to do, but I'll figure it out. Seer Ishara expects nothing less. I've sent my assistant and a guard to pick him up."
 
The guard next to Nico nodded.
 
Nico took deep breaths to stop himself from panicking. Tests? And the guy knew about Nico's so-called fake birthmark? He had rambled on and on but that seemed to have been the gist of it. None of it sounded good. What the hell was he going to do to stop this insanity?
 
Minutes later a door in the back wall opened and two men stepped into the deserted entrance hall. One was clearly a guard, as tall and muscular as the one who'd brought Nico here, the other was a slim, blond man who looked no older than twenty. He wore glasses and a white coat over dark pants; his gaze darted around the entire huge room before settling on Nico, only for the guy to blush and look away. Nico expected him to sink into the ground with nerves at any moment now.
 
"This him?" The new guard didn't even acknowledge Nico, looking at his colleague, the one with the iron grip around Nico's upper arm, instead.
 
"Yes." The first guard pushed Nico toward the newcomers, making sure the other one had him by the arm before he let go. "Good luck."
 
And with that, the rude guard raced from the building as fast as his long legs would carry him. As if he were afraid that Nico was going to harm him despite the restraints these people clearly thought sufficient to control him. Nico just shook his head and returned his attention to his new guard and the junior scientist or doctor or whatever the man was.
 
"Let's go." The young man's voice wobbled as he pointed at the spot in the wall where a door had been minutes ago.
 
The guard nodded, put his hand in a pocket and seemed to press a button. The door slid back into the wall, revealing a narrow passage that looked much like the one in the seers' building. What is it with these people and hallways? It seemed as if they didn't believe in them taking up space or something.
 
The guard gestured for the assistant to go first, and as soon as he'd pushed Nico ahead of himself and into the confined space, the door slid shut behind them. Small lamps made sure the darkness wasn't complete, but it didn't matter because one corridor looked like the next and after a few twists and turns Nico had no idea where they were. An elevator took them down no more than one floor, judging by the short duration of the ride, and when the doors whooshed open, a large open space with long tables laden with mysterious lab equipment greeted them. A swimming pool roughly ten by ten feet in the back left-hand corner was a little unexpected for a human, but might be quite normal for a N'Tyrian merperson.
 
The brown-haired man from earlier stood at the second bench and started to grin as soon as he noticed them.
 
"Excellent! Oh, this is so exciting. We hardly ever get any worthwhile projects, everyone is just so healthy." He rubbed his hands then pointed at one of the smaller rooms lining one of the walls. "Put him in the medical examination room, the third one from here, and stand guard outside the door to make sure he doesn't get away. I'll be with you in a moment."
 
The guard pushed Nico across the large lab and into the third room along the right-hand wall. The medical examination table looked just as intimidating as on the screen, and the instruments, bottles, and other paraphernalia lining the walls didn't exactly inspire Nico with confidence. A few cabinets were sure to contain more unwelcome stuff, and Nico sat down on the stool. It was the most comfortable he could expect to be while his hands were still tied behind his back and he had to pretend he was helpless to do anything about that. While he wasn't forced to climb onto that thing, Theós, it even had built-in restraints, he'd sit where he damned well pleased. His freedom would come to an end soon enough.
 
The guard had already turned his back by the time his ass hit the stool's surface and he closed his eyes for a moment. Not freaking the hell out was becoming more challenging by the second. If only Nayder could hurry up…
 
"So, let's see what we have here." The doctor entered the room looking happy and relaxed a few minutes later. "I've never met an alien before, so I apologize in advance for anything I say that may insult you. I do not do it on purpose."
 
Well, that was certainly different from what Nico had feared. He nodded quickly, not wanting the doctor to think he wasn't willing to be civil.
 
"Where are you from?" The doctor reached for a clipboard and started taking notes.
 
"Earth." Nico had no idea what the man would do with that information.
 
"Where is that?"
 
"I have no idea where N'Tyre is in relation to Earth so I'm afraid I cannot help you there." And he wasn't going to talk about the 'magical' aquamarine balls. First because he didn't know if they were a secret, and second because any scientist on Earth certainly wouldn't have believed him. He suspected scientists here may be a little more naïve, but magic surely wouldn't be part of their remit.
 
"Hm." The doctor's frown said the man wasn't happy with that answer. "Can you tell me what Earth is like? Did life evolve in the water like here? What sort of animals and sentient species do you have?"
 
Nico told him the basics of evolution, but explaining the differences between reptilians, birds, mammals, and other species was going a bit too far. The doctor's eyes were wide and interested, but Nico was soon running out of things to talk about. He was a treasure hunter, not a biologist!
 
"And all of those different species change into mercreatures? How is that possible when they live as far inland as you say? And how about the birds, as you call them? Do they fly underwater as well?" Dr. Soroy was onto at least page ten of his notes and looked totally spellbound.
 
"Uhm, no. Actually we don't have any mercreatures at all. Except in stories and legends, but they aren't real." Although he was beginning to think that Nayder may not have been the first visitor to Earth. Maybe one of his ancestors had come to Earth and inspired all those tales.
 
"No mercreatures?" Dr. Soroy almost dropped his clipboard but caught it at the last moment, causing him to fumble a little. "You can't change into a merman?"
 
"No, I cannot."
 
"Nobody on Earth can?" If the doctor's eyes got any wider they might fall out.
 
"Not a single species."
 
"Unbelievable. We'll have to test that. Maybe if we put you under water long enough we can cure you. It's not healthy not to turn into your merform on a regular basis, and I think it may just be a defect we can cure. I mean, it's just not natural…" The doctor stared at nothing in particular for a moment.
 
"It is perfectly normal for us." Nico didn't like the sound of an underwater test. The guy seemed to think he could somehow force Nico to change. Not good!
 
The doctor just shook his head and scribbled some more notes. Nico tried to stretch a little, without tearing the sea grass bonds. The stool wasn't exactly comfortable, and it seemed as if he'd been here, unmoving, for hours already.
 
"Oh, you're probably a little uncomfortable. Sorry, security protocol." The doctor put his clipboard aside and stood. "I'll do a few tests now, and you can lie on the table for that. Should be a little more comfortable."
 
Nico eyed the hard metal, very doubtful that was true.
 
"I'll still have to tie you to the table though, I'm afraid." The doctor pulled him up. "If you promise not to attack me, I won't call the guard in to do this. They're always so rough, and you seem like a nice fellow, for an alien, you know? So I don't want to hurt you if we can avoid it."
 
Nico almost laughed at that. This scientist was more naïve than he'd thought possible. But the sound of tests didn't reassure him. "I won't attack you."
 
"Good." The doctor nodded.
 
He told Nico to sit on the table then tied his legs up first before untying his arms, making him take off the top of his wetsuit before pushing him to lie back and fastening his wrists to the table restraints. They consisted of sea grass, so Nico didn't worry. Once his arms were secured, the procedure was repeated with the lower half of his wetsuit until he lay there naked, tied into immobility. He wasn't even granted the protection of a flimsy hospital gown. At least it was as warm in the lab as on the surface of N'Tyre.
 
A few thousand tests later, at least that was what it felt like, Nico was beginning to reconsider his judgment of 'not too bad'. The doctor had done a complete physical, poking and prodding in places that were not meant to be examined like that. At least not on Earth. He had taken blood, urine, and several other samples Nico would rather forget.
 
Then he started to focus on Nico's birthmark, and the pain began. Scratching it off, using some sort of slightly burning liquid, and fire had not done a thing. The doctor was apologizing the whole time, but told Nico it was necessary. He'd been told to do the tests, find proof that the birthmark was a fake, so that was what he had to do. Adding all of those exterior sensations to the internal itching and throbbing low-level pain was maddening, and Nico was ready to call it a day.
 
By this point the doctor was shaking his head and looking far less happy than when Nico had first come in. Why wouldn't the guy believe the birthmark was real?
 
"Dr. Soroy!" The young assistant stormed into the room, looking completely flustered.
 
"I told you not to disturb me!" The doctor put down his current instrument of torture, a safe distance away from Nico, and turned toward the entrance, ready to rip the younger man's head off if his frown was any indication.
 
"But it's the radiation." The assistant took a deep breath. "It's back, and it looks as if it's stronger than ever before."
 
"What the hell?" Doctor Soroy stormed out of the room without so much as another glance at Nico.
 
Not that I'm complaining!
 
Nico closed his eyes and tried to be less uncomfortable. He briefly wondered what radiation the assistant could have been referring to, and whether he was in any danger. It was probably just some experiment they were conducting down here. Nico quickly sank into the half-meditative state he'd used when he was still working in the family business. It had only been ten months, but the stress had been unbearable. Meditation had been the only thing that had helped him relax enough to sleep, and it might come in handy here. He had to rest while he could, keep up his strength, and start thinking about a way to escape.
 
As soon as he stopped listening to the outside noises, the low-level background hum he and Nayder had noticed before was back in full strength. It seemed to come and go in waves, and didn't exactly sound or feel threatening. But it was weird, and Nico wanted to know what it was on sheer principle. Nayder hadn't seemed to know its significance, so it must be something new.
 
The longer he focused on it, the surer he became that it wasn't a good thing. His ears picked up as much of it as his whole body, and it felt dark and threatening if he really let it get to him. He tried to close himself off, but it was hard. The presence behind it felt almost like a person, some sort of force that was trying to influence him, or take over.
 
How utterly weird.
 
Nico decided to distract himself by trying to figure out what Nayder was up to. Last he'd seen him he'd been trying to fight his father's betrayal. Theós, that was one stubborn man. Not to mention arrogant and bigoted to boot. If Ishara was on his side, Nayder had his work cut out for him. He had probably seen Ishara by now, and the fact that he hadn't come for Nico yet didn't bode well. Who knew what Nayder was facing.
 
Just the thought of him made Nico happy on a deep level. Even his birthmark seemed to agree, and the throbbing pain felt less serious. Nico sank deeper into his relaxation and focused on happy thoughts and his memories of Nayder.
 
The sudden whispering in his mind surprised and annoyed him. It sounded as if two people were holding a conversation, but he couldn't quite understand what they were saying. After a while it stopped and Nico was alone again.
 
Then a light blue light behind his lids appeared, and he started to fear for his sanity. Was the evil scientist experimenting on him?
 
"Nico, can you hear me?"
 
That sounded an awful lot like Nayder. Inside his head! How was that possible? Nayder had never mentioned N'Tyrians being telepathic. Not daring to speak out loud for fear of the scientist hearing him, Nico thought back a loud "Yes!"
 
"Nico? I have no idea if you can hear me or not. I'm not getting anything back from you, and I'm not sure this works both ways. Ishara warned me it might not work at all, since you don't have your ring, and I guess I won't know for a while." Nayder mentally sighed and Nico could feel the man's sorrow all the way to his toes. "We're in trouble. It's hard to explain, but the whole planet is in far more danger than getting overrun by water. Ishara and I think we have a plan, but we need your help."
 
Nayder was with Ishara? The seer who had told the guards to arrest Nico? Had she imprisoned him as well? But it had sounded as if she was helping Nayder now. And what was that about a ring? Theós, this situation was getting more confusing by the second.
 
"Listen, if you can hear me, hang in there. I can't get to you like I promised. I'm stuck in an underwater cave. But Ishara told me where they've taken you and I can get a message to Farys, the friend we met just before entering my father's house. I'll use messenger fish. He and Ramiel, another friend of mine can probably get you out. We think." Nayder paused and Nico thought they'd lost the connection. "I have no idea how long it'll take them to figure out the details, so please be patient."
 
That seemed to be it. Nico listened for more, but the only thing he got was silence.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
"Wake up!"
 
The sudden intrusion of a strange voice into Nico's meditative peace jarred him into the so rudely demanded-for wakefulness. He opened his eyes to the narrow face of a brown-haired man with blue eyes who wore a white coat and had a stethoscope around his neck. Oh, yes, Dr. Soroy.
 
"What?" Nico felt totally disoriented. He tried to sit up but was restrained somehow. Too shocked to react other than to lie very still, he carefully looked around the room for any clue that would help his memory return. White walls, cabinets, and weird instruments on the wall quickly reminded him of what a mess his life had become since he'd arrived on N'Tyre. The only good news what that he seemed to be immune to the binding properties of sea grass and that his captors had no idea this was the case. He only needed a chance to escape, and he'd make good use of the advantage. Unfortunately, it didn't look as if that would happen any time soon. Not while I'm this guy's newest medical experiment.
 
"Where were you?" The doctor sounded upset as he raked his short hair.
 
"What do you mean? I was right here." Nico pulled at the bindings, making sure he put up a good show but didn't use too much strength to preserve his secret. What was it with the doctor's questions? All he'd done was meditate while the guy ran out to tend some sort of crises. "It's not like I could go anywhere."
 
"I know that." The doctor looked indignant. "I meant where were you inside your head?"
 
Nico raised an eyebrow. That just sounded too strange and he was not about to implicate himself by admitting he'd heard a low-level background hum and had wanted to investigate it. Never mind hearing Nayder's voice in his head. Nico had no idea if they had psychiatrists on N'Tyre, but based on his experience with this doctor, he wasn't keen on meeting any of them should they exist.
 
"Look, I came back in here after dealing with my assistant's emergency to find you asleep. I thought it was a bit strange, so I attached some electrodes and measured your brain's activity." The doctor pointed to the pieces of cold metal stuck to Nico's temples. "But what they picked up wasn't normal sleep rhythm at all. Your brain wasn't exactly awake either, and I need to know what you were doing. It might be a danger to N'Tyre or for all I know it could be connected to the radiation."
 
Nico's eyes widened. He hadn't put the two together before, but what if the radiation and the low-level background noise he perceived were somehow connected? Or the same thing?
 
"What?" The doctor stepped away as if afraid.
 
"I'm just surprised you were able to measure that." Maybe flattery would distract the man enough to steer him away from finding out what was really going on. Nico couldn't risk anyone finding out he had a connection with Nayder. He also needed to be ready for whoever was coming for him. "And I wasn't sleeping, so you are totally correct."
 
Dr. Soroy seemed to grow at least two inches. Yep, pride was the way to get to him.
 
"I was meditating." Nico waited to see of the scientist was familiar with the concept.
 
"You were doing what?" Just like that the distrust was back in his expression.
 
"It is something humans do to relax. It's like deep contemplation, or some call it a spiritual exercise, where you relax your body so you can focus on reflection." Nico wasn't a specialist and this was difficult to explain. "It helps me clear my mind."
 
"Sounds… interesting." Dr. Soroy frowned, clearly not happy with the response. "Can you try it again so I can see what happens as your brain slips into it?"
 
"I can try." Nico wasn't at all sure it would work on command and with the doctor in the room, and he didn't really want to give the man more data to do whatever with, but he had to seem to be willing to cooperate so the doctor didn't get suspicious. I hope Nayder's friends get me out of here soon.
 
Dr. Soroy immediately looked enthusiastic and went to work. He checked the electrodes, made sure the wires were all attached to his computer, and sat down to watch his screen.
 
Nico closed his eyes and tried not to shake his head. There was no way he could go back to meditating with an overexcited scientist watching his every breath, so to speak. He pretended to give it a go, but no meditation ensued and he knew it. He was awake and more keyed up than ever as thoughts of his hopefully imminent rescue circled around and around in his head.
 
"Why don't you—" Dr. Soroy stopped speaking abruptly as a loud thud from outside the small examination room made both of them jump.
 
Nico opened his eyes to see Farys storm into the room, completely naked, dripping wet, and wide-eyed. He carried a long piece of reed in one hand and what looked like a supply of small darts in the other. Before Nico could so much as take a breath to say something, one of the darts was inserted into the tube which then got lifted to Farys's mouth and aimed at Dr. Soroy. A soft whooshing sound later, the half-risen doctor's eyes rolled and he fell to the ground in an inelegant heap.
 
Farys grinned and stepped toward Nico to help free him from his bonds.
 
"Th-thank you." Nico was too shocked to move. "How did you get in here undetected?"
 
"No problem." Farys stepped back when he was done. "We have to hurry, they won't be unconscious long. The poison we managed to get isn't the stronger version used for anesthesia, but it was the best we could do on short notice."
 
"Sure." Nico carefully stretched his stiff limbs and muscles to make sure he could get up and move without dropping after the first step. "Did you just walk in here? How many people did you have to put under? How soon will they all wake up?"
 
"Whoa, too many questions at once. Let's get moving and I'll answer them as we go." Farys eyed him suspiciously. "If you're okay to walk that is."
 
Nico nodded and pulled his wetsuit back on before leaving the examination room. He could see the guard lying next to the chair he'd sat on, just outside the door. The man had two of the little darts stuck in his neck. The doctor's assistant had fallen where he stood behind one of the long lab tables, all Nico saw was his head sticking out from behind one of them.
 
The elevator door stood open with a couple of stools stuck between the doors so it couldn't go anywhere else. Very clever! And since it was the only way into the basement space that Nico was aware of or could detect now that he searched for an alternative, no reinforcements were likely to arrive via that route either.
 
Unfortunately, it also meant Farys and he couldn't use it to escape.
 
"I got in via the underground canal system. Nayder said in his message that Ishara thought it was the only way to get in and out without being noticed. Added to the fact that almost nobody knows these canals exist because they haven't been used much by the land dwellers, they're ideal for our purposes." Farys pointed to the corner with the swimming pool. "And that's also how we're going to get back out."
 
"Shit." Nico was no merman. But the fact that Farys was naked and wet made sense now. He'd probably not thought twice about diving into some underground, water-filled space to go where he wanted.
 
"What?" Farys looked puzzled but started moving toward what was apparently not a swimming pool at all. Well, not one in the traditional Earth sense, at least.
 
"How long is the underwater trip going to take?" He could hold his breath for around three minutes, having done training as a freediver, but that was pushing it.
 
"Only a few minutes, not long at all." Farys stood at the edge of the pool and looked ready to jump in. "Just follow me and you'll be fine."
 
"Uhm, you do realize that I'm human and can't change into a merman? I can't breathe underwater like you can." Well, not without equipment, and he was pretty sure they hadn't ever even thought about inventing oxygen tanks or other diving gear on N'Tyre.
 
"Oh." Farys stopped moving and looked shocked. "I didn't think of that."
 
Nico tried hard not to roll his eyes. He suddenly understood how a disabled person felt when everyone around them took things for granted they'd never be able to do. It made him feel deficient somehow, and it was not a good feeling.
 
"What do you do when you dive? Or don't humans do that? Can you even swim?" Farys looked a little panicked now. "I guess you can hold onto me, and I can do all the work, but you'll have to stop breathing while we're underwater."
 
"I can swim, and I am a trained diver. We have equipment to help us stay underwater longer, we take air with us. When we dive unaided we call it freediving, and we learn to hold our breath. And I can do that for about three minutes." Hopefully the time reference would translate correctly.
 
"You take air with you?" Farys's eyes widened. "Wow."
 
"Yes, well, we can discuss the details once we're out of here. And wherever we're going, we have to be there in under three minutes." Nico tilted his head as he waited for Farys to mull that over.
 
"It will be difficult, but I think I can manage it." Farys nodded and jumped into the pool, changing into his merman form as soon as he hit the water. "Come on, the sooner we get going the better."
 
'I think I can manage it' wasn't quite what Nico had hoped for. But did he have a choice? Taking the elevator and risking running into guards upstairs was not an option. And staying here wasn't a good idea either. He had to get out. After all, Farys was Nayder's friend, so he should trust him.
 
"Okay." He nodded and started stretching as he focused on his goal. Deep breathing followed, to get as much oxygen inside him as possible.
 
"What are you doing?" Farys looked puzzled.
 
"Preparation." Nico continued the breathing until he felt ready.
 
"It helps?"
 
"A little." Theós only knew if it would be enough. When he'd psyched himself up enough he slid into the pool. The water was warmer than he'd expected, but it wasn't exactly tropical. He hissed with the effect. "Ready when you are."
 
"Okay, hold onto my back. The tunnel is a little narrow, but we should be okay. I'll go as fast as I can, okay?" Farys turned around, offering his back.
 
Nico swam closer and slid his arms around Farys's chest, holding on for dear life.
 
"Ready?" Farys turned around at looked at Nico.
 
"Give me until the count of three so I can get as much air into my lungs as possible." Nico nodded for Farys to start counting as he breathed in.
 
Luckily the man seemed to understand and dove at the end of the countdown. They sank about seven feet below the surface and Farys began to swim toward the corner, entering the black outline of a tunnel within seconds. Then it went totally dark and Nico couldn't see a thing. He held onto Farys, closed his eyes, and hoped for the best.
 
The rush through the tunnel would have been fun if he hadn't been so tense. He had no idea how long they'd been racing through the underground system, nor how many turns they had taken. He wondered how Farys was able to remember where to go. It looked as if the merman had an extra sense that helped him find his way. Nico would have to ask Nayder about it.
 
Pretty soon his chest began to feel tight and he yearned to take a breath. His vision would have darkened had there be anything to see then the buzzing in his ears began. He needed air desperately, but no light had come into sight yet.
 
Just a little longer he kept telling himself. But when his lungs started to burn, he knew his instincts would take over soon.
 
Suddenly a tiny pinprick of light appeared ahead of them.
 
He blinked to make sure it was real. The speck grew into a puddle and pretty soon he could see a surface. Dóksa to Theó, they'd make it. As they approached the surface he could feel his senses shut down. It would be a close call.
 
When they broke the surface, he saw a man standing at the edge of what looked like another pool. His heart almost stopped beating when he recognized the guy.
 
What the fuck is Nayder's father doing here? Then everything went black.
 
 
 
* * * *
 
 
 
Nayder felt the tremor under his feet seconds after Ishara's statement that something was wrong. It lasted only a few seconds, but it was terrifying. His memory of being locked inside that underwater cave in Earth was still very vivid, and he never wanted to be in that sort of a situation again. The hum in the background was suddenly back and stronger than ever. It grated on his innards as if they were being ripped apart. What the hell caused the feeling? And why did nobody else other than Nico seem to feel it?
 
"What in the depths is going on here?" Nayder steadied himself by putting an arm out to the wall, just like Ishara had done. It helped only a little.
 
"I think this is a manifestation of what the legends refer to as the Forces of Darkness." Ishara had gone completely pale, her skin close to matching the white of her hair. "And for some reason I no longer seem affected by them. Gods, the things I did."
 
"What?" He needed to sit down. Or better yet, jump off a cliff or two to work through the stress hormones now coursing along his veins and making him feel extremely on edge. "You mean the Forces of Darkness are real?"
 
"I've always wondered. But the legends are very clear, and every single version that has been passed down to us agrees." Ishara sighed. "There is a force inherent to this planet that tips the balance in favor of water as the dominant factor. Sentient life developed over time, in the water, of course, since there was far more of it on N'Tyre than land. There was never any need for the lower life-forms to leave the water. Resources there were plentiful and they had enough room to expand. Even as the higher life-forms evolved, only very few of them were curious and brave enough to start exploring what little land there was. It seemed as if nothing was there for us to see, no reason for us to explore, and yet our ancestors kept trying."
 
"And that changed with N'Talia the First?" Nayder was spellbound. He remembered learning about the legends as a child, but as soon as he'd outgrown them, they were forgotten, declared childish and ignored. Until now.
 
"That's correct. She was more curious than many others, and it is said that one day she found the special aquamarines that later became the Aquamarines of Courage." Ishara smiled. "I can't be sure, but I always thought it was because N'Talia had the courage to challenge both the accepted wisdom of her time, that life was meant to stay in the water, and the Forces of Darkness that reinforced that belief in everyone's mind. Somehow she figured out that the aquamarines she found had the power to diminish the influence those forces had over us. And once she did, she placed the gems in these caves, in the correct spot, and the Balance was created."
 
"And that's what allowed some of our ancestors to leave the water and start creating a land-based civilization, right?" Nayder couldn't help but wonder how in the depths N'Talia had figured out where this spot was. Never mind how she'd found out about and entered these inaccessible caves.
 
"Absolutely. We're not sure who made the Aquamarines of Courage into their current form, but they've been passed down the generations, as you know, with the understanding there would always be one Stabilizing Pair to ensure the Balance was maintained." Ishara tilted her head. "Actually, that's the part which is least clear to me. Why it has to be a pair. And how the Aquamarines would know the pair is intact. As far as we know, N'Talia handled things on her own. I'm also not aware of an instance where the Aquamarines have been removed, so I don't know what it will take to put them back."
 
"Great." Nayder groaned. Not even the legends were going to be any help in figuring out what Nico and he had to do to solve this problem. Then an idea hit him. "Hold on, you said N'Talia somehow realized the potential of the Aquamarines, right?"
 
"Yes."
 
"How did she do that?" Nayder glanced at the golden cage. The gemstones were sparkling even in the low light. It was almost as if they begged him to touch them, to free them from their cage. To let them come out and play. Huh?
 
"I have no idea." Ishara shook her head. "But clearly just being near them has affected me, made me see things more clearly, so if they had the same effect on her, it might have made her realize what she had to do."
 
Nayder had his own ideas about that. If being near them was good, and he hadn't let them out of his sight since his return from Earth, touching them would surely be even better. He picked up the cage, opened it, and grabbed one of the daggers' handle to pull it out. A bright blue flash of light later he held an aquamarine ring in his hand, and the dagger remained where it had been before, except there was now a round hole in the center of the handle where the ring used to be.
 
Ishara stood and gaped at him.
 
The ring was a simple gold band with a curiously oval-like aquamarine with sharp points at each end set sideways on top of the ring. Curious what would happen, Nayder slid it on his finger. A small tingling went through him, he closed his eyes automatically, and he suddenly saw Nico tied to an examination table with his eyes closed. He did not look comfortable, but at least he appeared unharmed. Nayder's birthmark started to hurt again. He needed to be with Nico, dammit!
 
"Do you know where they took Nico?" He opened his eyes. "I think I saw him. We need to get him out."
 
"The ring gives you far-vision?" Ishara slid down the wall and sat on the cold stone floor. "Even that part of the legends is true."
 
"What else do the legends say that you thought cannot be true?" He was willing to believe pretty much anything at this point.
 
"They speak about mind-to-mind communication. But only with Stabilizing Pairs in full control of the Aquamarines. You might not be able to reach him at all, or he might not be able to reply with only you wearing the ring." Ishara put her head in her hands and sighed. "This is all a bit much."
 
"Tell me about it!" Undeterred by the recent discoveries Nayder closed his eyes again and tried to reach Nico. There would be time to figure out the need for the rings and what they could use them for.
 
A very frustrating one-sided conversation later he had a plan in place. He thought Nico might be onboard, with a lot of luck, and all he had to do was find a way to water, hope it contained some messenger fish and get them to deliver a message to Farys.
 
When he opened his eyes again Ishara was staring at him.
 
"It worked?" She still looked shocked but seemed less freaked out.
 
"Only one-way, as you suspected. We need to find a way to let my friends know they need to get him out." Nayder felt a little overwhelmed and sat down next to her. It wasn't comfortable, but better than standing. "Just like we need to find the right cave to place the Aquamarines in."
 
"I'm afraid that will have to wait until we can get Nico here so you can work together." Ishara held up her hand when he was about to protest. "We'll find a way. First things first."
 
Half an hour later Nayder knew seers had a special bond with messenger fish that was telepathic and one of the best-kept secrets in the history of N'Tyre. They had alerted Farys, minus the telepathy bit, instead doing their dance, the language of which every child was taught in kindergarten. Nico was going to be free and Nayder didn't want to miss a single moment of him escaping the idiotic scientist.
 
He closed his eyes and followed Nico's and Farys's progress through the underground tunnels, another secret Ishara's profession as a seer had enabled her to know. Nayder was right there when Nico cleared the surface and fainted as he recognized Nayder's father who stood there with a sardonic smirk on his face.
 
"No!" Nayder jumped up and yelled his frustration. "No way are you going to get your hands on Nico! I won't let you!"
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
Nayder had trouble breathing. His anger coiled like a living, breathing being inside him and needed an outlet. He was more than worried about Nico not being able to defend himself against whatever evil machinations his father had in mind. From what he had heard the man say so far, he'd try to get rid of Nico any way he could then force some unsuspecting female on Nayder just so his precious genes could be passed on.
 
Not the fuck while I'm still breathing!
 
"What the hell is my father doing standing there and grinning? How did he know that Nico would surface where he did? What is he going to do? Gods, I need to be there and help Nico." Nayder had to stop to take a breath. Worst of all, the connection had been broken as his anger surfaced and he let it have free reign over him.
 
"I can't answer those questions." Ishara frowned and squirmed.
 
"Something is up." Nayder narrowed his eyes at the old seer. He hadn't known her for very long, and he probably should have shown more respect, but this was not the time for social niceties. He had his lover to rescue.
 
"I'm not sure." Ishara looked extremely uncomfortable.
 
"Doesn't matter." He waved her concerns aside with a decisive move of his hand. "This is an emergency and anything either of us can think of deserves consideration. We need to get Nico away from my father, and fast."
 
"I agree. I'm worried about your father appearing there, practically waiting for Nico. I can only come up with one explanation, and it scares me." Ishara took a deep breath and continued when Nayder nodded. "It looks to me as if your father is fully under the influence of the Forces of Darkness. But it's weird that they seem to be so specific."
 
"What do you mean?" Nayder leaned forward, not wanting to miss a single word. "My father has definitely changed since my mother died, and I thought it was only the grief, and the sudden lack of a soul-partner who clearly balanced him. Maybe that made him vulnerable to the influence of the Forces of Darkness. But you think it may be something else?"
 
"Something on top of that, yes." Ishara nodded. "So far I was with you and thought they are some kind of force that makes life want to stay in the water, right? Some natural phenomenon, like magnetism."
 
Nayder nodded.
 
Ishara tilted her head. "But if your father is really behind getting Farys to cooperate with him in Nico's capture, that is a much more specific agenda. It's as if there is someone who uses the Forces of Darkness for their own purposes, to help them achieve their objectives."
 
"Gods!" Nayder went pale. "What an awful thought. But who could it be?"
 
"I don't know yet, but I'm determined to find out."
 
Nayder shook himself. He needed to focus back on the immediate problem first then he'd tackle the issue of who was trying to get rid of Nico.
 
"Okay, back to our first problem. I suspect your father has been looking for allies and since he knows you and Farys are good friends, your father may have counted on you asking him for help at some point. How he recruited him for his purposes isn't clear to me, but it is possible Farys is just as much under the influence of the Forces of Darkness now that they are becoming stronger due to the lack of Balance." Ishara sighed. "Of course, he may just have blackmailed him into helping him out."
 
"Oh fuck!" Nayder started to pace. "Okay, so basically we cannot trust anyone."
 
"I agree."
 
"But what do we do?" Nayder stopped moving and turned to Ishara. "I have to find a way out of here and get to Nico. Gods only know what my father is planning to do to him. And we also have to get the Balance restored as quickly as possible."
 
"I have an idea." Ishara held up her hands as if to stop him from shaking it out of her, which was exactly what he'd been thinking. "I don't even know if it'll work."
 
"I don't care. I haven't got anything better than stumbling through the caves, looking for an exit. And since you say there is none, it doesn't seem like our best option." He sat down on his haunches, facing the seer so he could fix her with his gaze. Maybe he could hypnotize it out of her? "Tell me what you're thinking."
 
"Remember when we first met and I gave you the little aquamarine ball that would help you to find your way back to N'Tyre?" Ishara didn't look away for a second.
 
"Of course. I still have it." He held up his arm with the bracelet, understanding dawning on him. "I thought it can only get me home?"
 
"On its own, or with the help of the Aquamarines of Courage, yes it can. But what we need is something that will get you to where you most need to be." Ishara grinned. "And I may have just the thing."
 
"You do?" He'd have been ready to try using his little ball again, now that he remembered he had it, but he wasn't going to contradict Ishara. Surely she had a better idea about the rules and regulations that governed these little gemstone balls than he did.
 
"Indeed." She reached into one of the many pockets of her robe and pulled out a little aquamarine ball that looked just like the one she had used so many days ago. It was the same size as the one in his bracelet, just a little greener. It started glowing almost as soon as she put it on her flat palm and held it out to him. "I kept it."
 
"Perfect." He was ready to go now.
 
"Not so fast." Ishara pointed at the golden cage with her free hand. "I'm guessing since there are two daggers, and you seem to have appropriated the ring from one of them, that the second one is for Nico. You may want to take that one with you. I'm sure they'll be useful somehow. The ability for you to see Nico at a distance and communicate with him, even though it was only one-way, certainly helped. I imagine with rings worn by both of you, the things you can do might be two-way."
 
"That would be very useful." He had no idea how he had removed the ring from the first dagger, but if all else failed he could always take the whole thing, right?
 
And that was exactly what it came to. No matter how he touched or prodded the second dagger, nothing happened. Not even taking off his ring and pretending not to have one helped. It was as if the Aquamarines knew he was trying to 'cheat'. He finally pushed the dagger into his belt, glad for the soft sheath around its blade that protected his clothes. He put the ring back on his finger and turned to the small second ball Ishara held up for him.
 
He focused all his energy on materializing where Nico was and within seconds the feeling of sinking into the ball returned, and the greenish-blue patches of color on its surface started swirling faster and faster. They engulfed him like the first time, sucking him into their aquamarine reality. Ishara and the cave around him vanished and the mysterious mist pulled him into the half-reality of the aquamarine universe.
 
 
 
This time Nayder didn't reappear in a strange underwater scenario. This time he blinked and stood in his father's hallway. Dizziness assaulted him for a minute with the suddenness of it all, and he checked to make sure he had all he needed with him. Nothing was missing and he allowed himself a brief second of feeling the relief before he went back into fighting mode. He was ready for a confrontation with his father that seemed unavoidable because the Forces of Darkness had clearly influenced the man, and definitely necessary to save Nico from an uncertain fate.
 
Nayder tilted his head to help him focus on listening for any hint of Nico's whereabouts. A sudden noise from the living room startled him into motion before he could think about a plan.
 
"So? Are you going to answer my question?" Nayder's father sounded enraged.
 
"I don't know how to get back to Earth!" Nico spoke softly, but the desperation in his voice almost broke Nayder's heart. "And anyway, I don't want to go. I want to stay here with Nayder. Why should I leave?"
 
"Because I say so!" Nayder's father bellowed.
 
"That's enough of that." Nayder walked into the living room only to find Nico securely tied to a chair that sat in front of the huge glass doors leading out to the balcony that overlooked the ocean. "I don't want you talking to him like that, Father. He isn't going anywhere he doesn't want to go and I'm here to make sure of it."
 
"Nayder!" The joyful expression when Nico smiled went straight to Nayder's heart.
 
"How dare you turn up here and interfere." Nayder's father walked away from Nico, grabbing a heavy fire iron from the fireplace on his way to what looked like an assault on Nayder.
 
The man had clearly lost all sense of reality.
 
Before he could even lift a hand to defend himself, Nico had ripped himself free from the thick sea grass bindings—how the hell had he done that?—and raced toward Nayder's father's back. He had his strong arms around the man in seconds, which startled his father into dropping the iron poker. It was enough of a distraction for Nayder to come up to his father's front to help overpower him.
 
Even though he struggled, the two of them were more than a match for him. Nayder held him while Nico got more sea grass rope from one of the living room corners. For some reason there was enough there to tie up three men, and they made short work of immobilizing his father. Nayder pushed him into one of the easy chairs when they were done and opened his arms for Nico.
 
"I missed you." Nico walked right into his embrace and hugged him back. "But at least I knew you were okay when you—"
 
"Not here." Nayder put a hand over Nico's mouth to stop him from blurting out what they had discovered they could do. They might need every advantage they could get in the upcoming fight. "I don't want my father, or anyone else, to know for now."
 
Nico's eyes widened then he nodded and Nayder dropped his hand.
 
"Let's go upstairs for a moment, there are some things we need to discuss before we try to get the truth out of my father here." Nayder took Nico by the hand and started to lead him out of the room. He desperately wanted a kiss but he was damned if he'd do that with his father watching. That was just… wrong, especially in the current situation.
 
"I'm not telling you anything!" was his father's parting shot as they left.
 
"We'll see about that." Nayder's response was low and they were already halfway up the stairs by that time.
 
Moments later he opened the door to his old room, pulled Nico inside, and had him pressed to the wall almost before the door was securely closed again.
 
"Now, where were we?" Nayder stared at his taller lover as he breathed in the man's musky scent. It had fascinated him from the first moments back on that beach, and he suspected he was addicted by now.
 
Nico grinned, bent his head and kissed Nayder's lips briefly before withdrawing. Nayder growled his displeasure and Nico relented. This time, when their lips touched, little bolts of electricity seemed to pass between them. He opened up and their tongues touched and tangled. For a blissful few minutes the mess they'd found themselves in upon their return to N'Tyre was forgotten. Nico's arms around him felt good enough for him to wish their kiss would never end.
 
But of course it did.
 
"Wish we could do this all day." Nayder cupped Nico's cheek and stepped back from temptation.
 
"I know." Nico walked over to the bed and sat down heavily. "What the hell is going on, Nayder? You contacting me telepathically while I was meditating in that horrible lab was enough of a shock. Then you said the planet was in more danger than we had imagined, and your friend comes to free me only to deliver me to your father? Who sounds more and more deranged by the minute. On top of which I have this insistent buzzing in my head all the time now, as if someone is trying to talk to me but can't get through. Except I don't get the feeling their intentions are friendly. Gives me a headache!"
 
"Whoa, that's a lot of questions." Nayder sat down next to him and took his hand.
 
"Shit, that feels good." Nico sighed with relief and closed his eyes. "The buzzing is almost gone."
 
"It is?" Could it be the ring's influence? He certainly hadn't noticed the low-level background noise at all since he'd put on the ring. And before that he was in constant touch with the Aquamarines of Courage. Maybe they had protected him from the worst of the Forces of Darkness' effects? "Let me try something."
 
"Okay." Nico looked at him expectantly.
 
"I brought you something." Nayder pulled the dagger from his belt and held it out, handle first, to Nico.
 
"That's one of the pieces from the Aquamarines of Courage." Nico looked up at him then back at the dagger, clearly fascinated.
 
"It is." Nayder nodded. "I'd like you to take it and hold it for a moment, please."
 
Nico raised an eyebrow but did as he'd asked. The second he touched the handle, there was another bright flash of aquamarine-colored light and a ring appeared on Nico's right hand while he was still holding the dagger. It now had the same type of hole in it as the one Nayder had left with Ishara.
 
"What the hell?" Nico stared at his hand then looked up at Nayder.
 
"Your ring seems to be cleverer than mine." He held up his hand to show Nico his own ring. "I had to put mine on myself."
 
"And where did the buzzing go?" Nico blinked. "It's so quiet all of a sudden."
 
"Take off the ring." He did the same and the low-level hum was back.
 
"Yep, the ring seems to filter it out." Nico put the ring back on as quickly as humanly possible. "So, want to tell me what's going on?"
 
"I will." Nayder put back his own ring and sighed with relief. The Forces of Darkness seemed to be getting stronger by the minute. "But first I want to know how you got out of those sea grass bindings. They were so thick, even a bodybuilder couldn't have gotten out."
 
Nico laughed.
 
"What?" Nayder grinned back, just because it was such a joyful sound and he hadn't laughed enough lately.
 
"I have no idea what the thing is about the sea grass. It just doesn't seem to work on me like it does on everyone else." Nico shrugged. "Must be because I am human and my links to ocean life are a lot farther removed in time than yours."
 
"Possible." Nayder nodded. It was as reasonable an explanation as any. "So, let me tell you about all the things I found out while you were being held prisoner. Ishara and I have been busy figuring things out, and here's where we are."
 
It took a while to explain everything, and Nico's eyes grew wider and wider as he listened to the legends, Nayder's conclusions, and everything that had happened.
 
"So we know where the Cave of N'Talia is, but having the Aquamarines of Courage near there isn't enough, right? We have to figure out the correct spot?" Nico tilted his head.
 
"Yes. And we have to figure out how we get there. One thing is certain, we need to do it soon because the Forces of Darkness seem to get stronger over time." Nayder pointed at their rings in turn. "And these probably play a role as well."
 
"It seems to me that we should ask your father for help. After all, he used to be the Chief Stabilizer and may well know how to get to the Cave of N'Talia." Nico looked hopeful. "Not sure he'll give us the answers we need, but we should at least attempt it. He may say something in his anger that he wouldn't normally tell us."
 
"Good idea." Nayder nodded and rose. "It's definitely worth a try."
 
They walked downstairs together and found Nayder's father exactly where they had left him. He didn't look happy at all and glowered at them as if he wanted to kill them with a glance. But as they came closer a curious effect began to happen. A soft blue-green light appeared from each of their rings and radiated out to form a sphere of aquamarine-colored light. They stopped dead in their tracks, too shocked to know what to do. The sphere expanded and when it reached Nayder's father, his eyes widened before he sighed in relief, collapsing against the back of the chair he was in.
 
"God, that is so much better." He blinked a few times and took deep breaths. "That damned buzzing almost drove me mad."
 
"Father?" Nayder couldn't believe the difference. It was almost like having the old version of his father back.
 
"Oh Gods, it was awful." His father closed his eyes for a moment before looking back up. "I was stuck in this nightmare, trying to get out but I couldn't. This… this buzzing made me do and say things I never meant. I am so sorry!"
 
The sudden improvement sounded a little too good to be true, but Nico had said he'd felt the same relief once the Forces of Darkness had been pushed back. Nico had clearly never been as affected, thank the gods, probably because he was human rather than N'Tyrian.
 
"Talk to me, Father. What do you know about what's going on?" Nayder pulled Nico with him to the sofa opposite the chair his father sat in and they took a seat.
 
"This is as hard for me to discuss as it will be for you to hear, son." Nayder's father swallowed and looked at Nico. "I am so sorry for all the things I said. I can only assure you it wasn't really me and that I will try to make up for it."
 
"Apology accepted." Nico had stiffened a little when Nayder's father addressed him, but had relaxed immediately when he heard what the man had to say.
 
Nayder wasn't sure he could be as forgiving, but he'd try.
 
"Do you know what's been going on here, Nico? I want to make sure you understand the significance of what I'm about to tell you. As the future Stabilizing Pair it will affect both of you equally." Nayder's father leaned forward, clearly uncomfortable as tightly bound as he was.
 
Nayder wasn't quite ready to trust him again. He'd hear what he had to say first.
 
Nico nodded and Nayder's father reclined in his easy chair, making himself as comfortable as possible. He looked straight at Nayder as he began to talk.
 
"It all started when your mother decided to go on that ill-conceived diplomatic mission of hers. The one to the city of Taloth." Nayder's father kept staring at him.
 
"It was a diplomatic mission? Not an unplanned trip?" Well, that answered one of his many questions about what had caused his mother to die. But it was only the first and most harmless one.
 
"Yes. Things between Taloth, the ruling city of the underwater part of our civilization, and ourselves have been bad for a while. They kept accusing us of dishonoring our heritage, and we told them they were being backward by insisting to live underwater all the time. To a degree we have always fought, but it got much worse in the last year." Nayder's father sighed. "I don't know why, but Thanos Derothios, their leader, said we were interfering in the natural order of things by maintaining the Balance. N'Talia had never spoken for them, or asked them what they wanted, and they blamed her. Since the Balance is vital for us here on land, any discussion of removing the Aquamarines of Courage was unrealistic for us."
 
"So Mother decided to go on a mission to try to appease this guy?" Nayder shook his head in sorrow. Only his idealistic mother could have come up with that idea. Reasoning with unreasonable people was never useful. "But why did she go as a mermaid and with so little protection? I mean, two guards isn't enough to protect her against the dangers of the deep sea."
 
"I know and I agree. But she chose the mermaid form to be more like them, so she wouldn't insult them." Nayder's father shrugged. "And the lack of guards was supposed to be a sign of good faith."
 
Nayder didn't know what to say. At least he knew what had happened, but that still didn't make the pain of losing his mother go away or even lessen. If anything, he was more upset now.
 
"So the wereshark attack was planned? Was an assassination?" Nico looked horrified.
 
Nayder had told him the whole story during their sailing trip on Earth, and he was glad he had. At least Nico was here to support him now.
 
"I think it must have been. The official investigation has declared it an accident to avoid the outbreak of hostilities, but I think it's pretty clear it was intentional." Nayder's father slumped farther into his seat. "I think they needed to kill her to destabilize the Balance enough for them to steal the Aquamarines and let N'Tyre return to its former state."
 
"Except the Aquamarines turned up on Earth, the Earth of the past, no less, so something doesn't make sense here." Nayder frowned. "The Tolothians may have used the absence of the Aquamarines to their advantage, but I'm not sure they caused it."
 
"Whoever did may still be out there. And they'll be more likely to have talked to the Tolothians than to you guys." Nico frowned. "And us going in blind to try to return the Aquamarines to the Cave of N'Talia may not even work, or they may be waiting for us in an ambush or something. They're not going to give up without a fight."
 
"And if they've managed to use the Forces of Darkness, whatever phenomenon they are, to their advantage, they're pretty powerful and we better be prepared, is what you're trying to say, right?" Nayder loved that his soul-partner was so clever.
 
"Exactly." Nico nodded, his longish hair flopping wildly around his face.
 
I just hope we can make it back to Ishara. Nayder would deal with everything else as and when it happened. It had worked well for them so far, after all.
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
"There is one problem I can't figure out how to solve." Nico was still reeling from everything that had happened, but the revelations in the last few hours had pretty much taken this adventure from amazing to mind-blowing.
 
"Only one?" Nayder's father, now looking ridiculously over-secured in his sea grass bindings, shook his head. "Son, if that's all you're struggling with you're clearly way ahead of me. Things were never this complicated when Ceilya and I were in charge. Which is somewhat of an overstatement since we never actually did anything except visit the Cave of N'Talia with Ishara's predecessor when we took over from the previous Stabilizing Pair. The Aquamarines of Courage were in place and stayed there. Now they're gone and need to be returned, and that isn't going to be easy."
 
"I know." Wasn't that what he'd just said? He looked at Nayder for confirmation but the man just shrugged. Nico returned his attention to Nayder's father. "What I meant was that we've only just now removed you from the influence of the Forces of Darkness, and our rings seem to have done that. Once we leave, you'll be exposed again."
 
"No! It was horrible! I don't ever want to go back under their influence." Nayder's father shook his head.
 
"I agree, it's not ideal, and may even be dangerous for us, unless we leave you tied up." Nico scratched his head, hoping it would help him to think. "The only other option is to take you with us."
 
"That may be a good idea anyway." Nayder looked thoughtful. "We don't know where the cave is or how to get there, and neither does Ishara, since she wasn't in charge of the seers back then."
 
"She mentioned there is a ritual she needs to follow to get us to the right spot." Nico wondered if it would involve some small aquamarine ball again. They'd come in really useful so far.
 
"We'll still need her for the ritual." Nayder's father sighed. "We weren't involved in getting to the cave, nor did we have the same ritual as you'll need to go through, so I can't help with any of that. Once we're there though, I'll know what to do. And besides, it being a trap, you'll need all the support you can get."
 
"Good point." Nico chuckled. Nayder's father knew how to argue in his favor. "I guess we're as ready as we can be?"
 
Everyone nodded and, after releasing Nayder's father from his bonds, they stood close together, forming a triangle. The aquamarine sphere of light, which had dimmed considerably after the initial flare-up during its formation, still surrounded them, having moved with them when they stood and freed Nayder's father.
 
Nayder took the little aquamarine ball from its cage on his bracelet and put it in his palm, extending his hand into the center of their formation. Nico stared at the little ball until he thought he saw clouds of lighter and darker green and blue move across its surface. It was beautiful and he could have totally lost himself in the display.
 
"Okay, focus everyone." Nayder's voice was soft, almost reverent.
 
"On what?" It sounded stupid, but Nico really had no experience with paranormal phenomena and didn't know the first thing about dealing with them. When the scientists had mentioned some kind of radiation, he'd made the link to the Forces of Darkness immediately. As farfetched as it sounded for that to be the cause of everyone's mental issues, it still seemed to be a fairly rational explanation. Traveling somewhere else by staring at an aquamarine ball and 'focusing' was way further out there. And yet, it had worked before, so it should work again.
 
"On where we need to go." Nayder smiled at Nico then looked back at the little ball. "I suggest we all touch each other, just to make sure we don't lose anyone."
 
Nico lost himself in the beautiful colors and shapes again, but kept their need to put the Aquamarines back where they belonged firmly on top of his mind's list of things to do. It only seemed to take a few seconds before the maelstrom of emotion and movement grabbed hold of him and flung him through a dimension where only peaceful meditation seemed to exist. He wanted to stay in the aquamarine reality longer, but it wasn't to be.
 
With a bone-jarring crack that shook his entire body and a sound like nails over chalkboard, Nico felt pushed back into the reality of N'Tyre. Different from the previous time when he'd traveled away from Earth and had ended up in the N'Tyrian ocean, this time he felt disoriented, nauseous, and had to blink several times to understand where he'd ended up.
 
Nayder was still with him and so was his father. That was the good news.
 
They stood in a high-ceilinged cave of roughly oval shape, illuminated by what looked like little aquamarine spotlights in the ceiling. A four-foot pedestal of a smooth black rock that could be marble rose in the center of the room, but its top was empty. Four huge guards stood around the pedestal, dressed only in black pants, which were wet. They must have carried them with them when swimming here from Toloth and donned them when they changed to their two-legged form. Their muscular arms were crossed in front of their massive chests. Daggers stuck in their belts, but their glares alone made it clear nobody was supposed to even think about approaching the pedestal.
 
No doors or windows graced the oddly smooth walls, but a small pool in one corner made Nico groan inwardly with memories of zooming through watery darkness and not being able to breathe. He'd thought those much too tight underground tunnels only existed in the capital city, but clearly he'd been mistaken.
 
The really shocking part consisted of the two people in the corner opposite the little pool, right across from where they had materialized. One of them was Ishara, totally disheveled and clearly shocked. She must have decided to advance to the Cave of N'Talia on her own but was now being restrained by a huge man with black hair and eyes, a scar across one cheek and the entire length of one arm, as if from a wereshark bite. He also wore wet, black pants, but his belt was silver and he held one of the Aquamarine daggers in one hand, pushing it against Ishara's neck while he held her immobile with his other arm around her middle. The golden cage with the remaining pieces of the Aquamarines of Courage lay on the floor next to his feet, completely out of their reach.
 
Fuck! Talk about an ambush.
 
"Shit, I can hear you." Nayder's voice entered his head as clearly as it had last time. "Must be the second ring."
 
"Never mind the second ring—what the fuck are we going to do? Whatever we come up with, that guy who has Ishara can't be allowed to harm her." And Nico had no doubts the asshole probably knew it.
 
"That's Thanos himself, the guy who leads the underwater faction headquartered in Toloth. He clearly doesn't want us to put the Aquamarines back, because that'll mean he no longer controls everything." Nayder sighed. "Which means we have to find a way to do it anyway but before he can harm Ishara."
 
The entire conversation had only taken about a second. Thanos was still in the process of opening his mouth to speak. Apparently the speed of thought gave them another advantage on top of their secret channel of communication. They stood in the same triangle they'd been in when they left, but the sphere of light around them was almost invisible. Nico doubted someone who didn't know it was there would even know it existed. At least they were still protected.
 
"Whatever you're planning won't work." Thanos grinned and tightened his grip on Ishara, making her flinch. "As you can see I have the upper hand here. I'm sure you get the picture without me having to go into tedious details. I want you to surrender, right now, and without any sort of resistance. If you do, I might be merciful and let you live."
 
"What a megalomaniac!" Nico wanted to yell at the idiot.
 
"I agree. We'll have to be quick, whatever we do." Nayder turned toward Thanos. "Please don't harm Ishara, she has nothing to do with this."
 
"You're wrong. She came in here and tried to put the Aquamarines back where they will restore your hateful Balance, totally dishonoring our heritage. We evolved in the sea, and that's where we were meant to live. Yes, we can change to land-based forms if need be, but it's not natural and if the gods had meant us to live on land full-time, they wouldn't have given us fishtails." Thanos frowned. "As far as we're concerned, N'Talia was a terrorist who totally disregarded our laws, ignored what we wanted, and forced a so-called Balance on us that has done irreparable damage to our true culture over the centuries. We were finally able to dislodge the hated gems enough to take them out, and we're not going to allow you to put us back under your yoke of land-bound living."
 
"You did this?" Nayder looked as shocked as Nico felt.
 
"Indeed. We have more technology than you give us credit for." Thanos straightened himself and smiled. "I bet you didn't think we had weapons powerful enough to cause seaquakes, did you?"
 
Nayder shook his head.
 
"Seaquakes? Shit!" Nico did not like where this was going,
 
"Well, we do, and they came in handy to create a big enough weakness in this archipelago for us to go in and get the Aquamarines, freeing the planet from the artificial and unnatural barrier." Thanos frowned. "Unfortunately, the gems were already gone when we made it here, but we've posted guards and we'll be using them to keep you in check, should you try to return the Aquamarines of Courage. And now that you have turned up, and Ishara has kindly given us the bigger part of them, we'll take them and make sure they're destroyed for good."
 
"Who took the Aquamarines if it wasn't them?" Nayder looked confused.
 
"I have no idea, but they must be pretty powerful to make them end up on Earth, thousands of years ago." Nico was sure that shifts in both space and time had to be more difficult than just shifts in space.
 
"Well?" Thanos waved at them. "Hand over the second dagger and those rings, as well as that little ball you're holding. Don't think I didn't see those items."
 
"It's now or never. We can't let them have the Aquamarines." Nayder sounded panicked. "Any ideas?"
 
"What if we tried the same thing we did with your father? Envelop them in our sphere of light to reduce the effects of the radiation, or Forces of Darkness, as you call them. Maybe it'll confuse them. While they deal with the effects, we sneak the gems back onto the pedestal?" Nico glanced at the increasingly impatient-looking Thanos. "And one of us is going to have to focus on saving Ishara."
 
"I'm not sure it'll work since these guys have been in the presence of the Aquamarines for quite a while and they're still convinced the Balance is wrong." Nayder tilted his head, pretending to think about his answer for Thanos. "But I don't know what else to do and we have to try. Maybe if we're fast enough, and focus on him, we'll be able to do it."
 
"You're not impressing me!" Thanos looked angry.
 
"Now!" Nayder's command sounded loud in Nico's head and it galvanized him into action.
 
Just like he'd imagined himself elsewhere before, when they'd needed to join Ishara here, he now pictured Thanos immobilized. He decided he'd leave it to the Aquamarines to figure out how to do it. Nayder and he had a few seconds' head start since Thanos was still waiting for them to hand over the dagger, rings, and the little ball. The bastard had no idea what they were planning, and maybe that would be enough. But whatever happened, he would not give up. Exposing a wonderful, if land-based culture, to some terrible radiation that made them all crazy was not an option.
 
He felt Nayder next to him come to the same conclusion and join his own fervent wish for Thanos to just be frozen in place, unable to move a single muscle to harm Ishara. The one thought Nayder added to the plan was for Ishara to be pushed out of the way in time for only Thanos to be become immobile.
 
"Good idea." Nico spared his lover a quick mental grin then threw himself back into the fight.
 
Now that they had agreed what to do, it seemed the sphere of light was listening. With only its outline around them visible, it started moving away from them and toward Thanos. While the initial withdrawal had seemed to be slow, once it was about a foot away, it moved as fast as only light could.
 
With a bright flash it broke into two spheres, the smaller one started to glow in a bright aquamarine and made Thanos open his mouth in shock and lift his arms to defend himself. Within microseconds this brighter sphere had wrapped itself around Ishara and herded her away from danger. The second sphere grew bigger and changed its coloring to a very dark aquamarine, almost blue, and enveloped Thanos, who still stood immobile with his mouth open. He hadn't even had time to utter a single sound. And from the looks of it he wouldn't do so in the near future as the only body parts still moving were his eyes.
 
As soon as that was done, Nico started to panic about the guards. Even without a direct order, they might decide to try to stop them. As soon as he'd thought about the problem and how nice it would be to have them removed from this room, the light blue sphere around Ishara sped over to the guards and enveloped them all. Nayder added his wish for them to vanish and they were gone.
 
Nico's jaw dropped.
 
"Not what I expected, but well done. Excuse me while I sit down to recover from the shock." Ishara slumped to the floor and leaned her back against the wall. "Thank you for saving me!"
 
"For saving all of us!" Nayder's father rushed over and sat next to her, offering his shoulder for her to rest her head on.
 
"Fuck!" Nayder was apparently less speechless but looked shocked as well. "That's some powerful magic or whatever this is."
 
"Not magic." Nico was too much a child of the twenty-first century on Earth to be able to believe in magic, no matter what it looked like. "Paranormal abilities."
 
Nayder just raised an eyebrow. "Sure, dear, whatever you say, dear."
 
Nico laughed. This mental communication would take some getting used to, but he liked it, even for normal stuff they wanted to share just between them. It was nice to have that with the man he was beginning to seriously fall for.
 
This time Nayder smiled and nodded.
 
Oh, Theós, he heard that? Nico would have to figure out a way to keep at least some things private! A distraction was definitely in order.
 
"Now what do we do?" He stared at the still-motionless Thanos who was extremely red in the face and looked as if he was about to have a heart attack.
 
"I think you should return the Aquamarines of Courage to their rightful place on the pedestal." Ishara looked up at them. "Then we can work out how we get back to normal and what we do with Thanos here. I just hope the blue sphere holds him long enough for you to finish your task."
 
"Whatever it is, we'll need to find a way to make sure he has a fair trial, not just according to our land-based laws, as he would put it, but also according to the Tolothian culture." Nayder's father rubbed his temples. "But replacing the Aquamarines to their rightful spot has to come first, please. Ever since that second sphere left to take the guards away, the buzzing is back. It's not as strong as it was before, but it's definitely beginning to disturb my normal brain activity again."
 
Nico and Nayder nodded at the same time and while Nayder went to retrieve the golden cage, Nico approached the pedestal. He wasn't sure what he'd expected, but the grooves, small indentations, and four larger holes positioned like the major points on a compass were not it. Clearly, each part of the collection the N'Tyrians called Aquamarines of Courage had a specific space and probably separate role to play in the whole.
 
"Got the rest." Nayder suddenly appeared in his field of vision. He grinned at Nico. "Even the dagger was easy to get. Thanos wasn't so attached to it after all."
 
Nico almost jumped from the shock. How long had he been staring at the smooth black top of the pedestal? It had seemed like hours.
 
"According to the ritual, there is a certain order to placing the objects." Ishara walked up to them as she spoke, but remained a respectful distance away from them. "The buzzing is much stronger where you're standing, so forgive me if I keep my distance."
 
Nico nodded and watched Nayder pull all the beautiful aquamarine-inlaid artifacts out of their cage. When Nayder wanted to add the little ball from his bracelet, Ishara shook her head.
 
"That wasn't part of this display and is for you to keep. I will pass mine to Nico as soon as you can find him a matching bracelet. They should be worn by the Stabilizing Pair." Ishara smiled.
 
"What about the rings?" Nayder's father frowned. "Ceilya and I never wore them, in fact, I don't think anyone even knew about their existence."
 
"The legends never mentioned them, and neither does the ritual. But then, they used to be part of the daggers, so maybe you should replace them before you slot the daggers into position?" For once, Ishara didn't sound sure of herself at all.
 
Nico didn't like the idea of losing the rings and his ability to read Nayder's mind, but the protection of N'Tyre was more important. Slowly he removed the ring from his finger, grabbed the dagger it had come from, and pushed it back into its hole.
 
Two seconds later it was back on his finger.
 
His eyes widened. What the hell?
 
Nayder tried to return his ring to its dagger, but it too returned to Nayder's finger within seconds. Nayder sported a triumphant grin. "See? It can learn to be as clever as yours."
 
Nico just shook his head and turned to Ishara. "It seems to me that the rings want to stay with us."
 
"I guess so." Ishara looked incredulous. "That must be a first in recorded history."
 
"I wonder what it means?" Nayder's father looked thoughtful. "I'd love to do some research, see if we can find out more."
 
"I think I'll join you." Ishara nodded then returned her attention back to the pedestal and the collected Aquamarines. "Ready?"
 
"Yes." Nico and Nayder both said at the same time.
 
"The scepters go first into the biggest holes. You should stand on opposite sides and make sure you insert them at the same time." Ishara smiled encouragingly.
 
Nico and Nayder did as she said and slowly slid in the first two items. The buzzing started up in the background of Nico's mind and he looked up into Nayder's wide eyes. This was not what he had expected.
 
"The ten smaller balls and gems go into the indentations around the center then the daggers go next, in the same way as the scepters. The crown is last, placed in the middle into that round groove. Do you see it?" Ishara waited for them to nod. "You're going to have to do it as quickly as possible because the resistance is going to grow the closer you get to completing the task."
 
Nico and Nayder nodded and placed the smaller aquamarines into the best-fitting holes. This was like a giant puzzle! Nothing much happened while they worked, but the insistent background buzzing was really annoying now. When they were done with the small items, Nico looked up to see how they'd manage the rest.
 
"Okay, on three?" Nayder looked at him, his dagger in one hand and holding the crown up for him to grab hold of as well.
 
"On three." Nico took his dagger and touched the other half of the crown, moving with Nayder until they had it a bare inch above the groove it was meant to go in. "One, two, and three."
 
The daggers went in without a hitch. Then the buzzing got really loud for a moment as a threatening red light emanated from the pedestal and seemed to want to push all four items that were already in place straight back out. Even the ten smaller balls and gems started to wobble in their holes. Nico shook his head to clear it of the beginning dizziness and concentrated on putting the crown where it belonged.
 
As soon as the crown slid into place, a deep aquamarine light shone from the pedestal, forming another sphere. It started to expand outward, and as it passed through Nico's body, he felt as if it were caressing him. His mind quieted, and he felt at peace for the first time in weeks. Judging from Nayder's smile he felt the same. The sphere passed through Ishara and Nayder's father, making them look relaxed as well. Very little effect was visible on Thanos's face. He was still livid when the new blue sphere passed through him and kept expanding until it had left the cave behind.
 
"Now our planet will be protected again." Ishara grinned. "Thank you for your help."
 
Nico smiled back. He was surprised and more relieved than he wanted to admit. Whatever the true power of the Aquamarines of Courage, whatever made them work, it looked as if they were on their way to doing their job yet again. The shining display here in the Cave of N'Talia was beautiful but the thought of everyone getting back to their true selves was what really made him happy.
 
What a great start to my new life at Nayder's side!
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
Nayder smiled at all the happy faces of everyone they encountered in the streets. It was a remarkable difference from what the mood had been like in recent days. Nico and he had swum back to the capital city, since the archipelago turned out to be only a few miles from the coast. Ishara had induced a vision with the help of one of the always useful aquamarine balls. Nico had enjoyed the ride on Nayder's back as much as the last time, judging by the enthusiastic thank you kiss he'd given Nayder when they'd arrived.
 
They had notified the N'Tyrian authorities of Thanos's whereabouts and his father had volunteered to handle the initial handover and statements. All of them would have to testify eventually but not before tomorrow. It helped to have Ishara on their side and talking to the police as well. She was very influential. Nico had murmured something about proper procedures and not making exceptions to the law, but hadn't been willing to elaborate in the interest of getting home. Nayder would bet it was one of the differences between human and N'Tyrian society and had sworn he'd get to the bottom of it later. Much later.
 
They were now on their way to Nayder's apartment for a well-deserved break. Ishara had asked them to come and see her tomorrow, so they could talk about what was next, but this afternoon and evening was for them.
 
Finally!
 
"You can say that again." Nico grinned at him as they walked along the wide avenue that ran parallel with the beach and would eventually get them to his neighborhood. Holding hands was a new experience for Nayder and he loved it.
 
A few curious stares were the most noticeable reaction they'd gotten. It might change for the worse when people started to come down from the current high of newfound mental freedom, or it might get better when they realized who had saved them. Either way, Nayder couldn't have cared less. He'd found the man he was meant to be with for the rest of his life, and the laws around birthmarks and soul-partners were well established. They may not have included a mention of same-sex couples, but equally, they also didn't exclude them. And nobody in their right mind would question a tradition that had kept them alive and thriving for over three millennia. Well, maybe the Tolothians might, he wasn't sure. There was a lot he didn't know about them and it was probably time for that to change as well.
 
But not today.
 
Nico squeezed his hand in silent confirmation and support. The man's eyes sparkled with excitement and curiosity as he looked around and seemed to take everything in like a sponge absorbing water.
 
"We're almost there." He pointed at his building, the rounded edge of which was just visible along the side street they were heading into. It was a large complex of six apartments, and he owned half of the top floor. The views were magnificent, the amenities almost luxurious, including a saltwater pool on the roof, the building itself was right on the beach, and the neighbors were quiet. He hadn't been home since he left for Earth and he was really looking forward to some serious relaxation. Hopefully after working up a sweat with Nico. He couldn't wait to find out if the man's skin was as soft and warm everywhere else on his body as it was where it touched Nayder's hands, where he could feel it now.
 
"Wow, this is where you live?" Nico's eyes widened as they walked up the private path before entering the building through the glass doors.
 
"Yes." He smiled at Nico then turned to the porter. "Hello, Leysor."
 
"Good to see you're back from your trip." Leysor smiled and tried very hard not to glance at Nico. His eyes kept slipping, but he was doing a good job of focusing back on Nayder every time it happened.
 
"It was more than a trip, but I'll tell you about it another time. Right now, all I need are my own four walls and some sleep." Nayder grinned when Leysor nodded dutifully. He was very young to have this position, but he tried hard and Nayder really liked him. "Before we go up, I want to introduce Nico to you. He is my soul-partner, and I am very lucky that he has agreed to come and live with me."
 
"You found your soul-partner? That is great news." Leysor's face lit up with his smile and he turned to Nico. "Congratulations!"
 
"Thank you." Nico looked extremely happy at the enthusiastic greeting.
 
"You don't mind that he's a man?" Nayder hadn't expected an issue, Leysor was too polite to mind his employers' affairs, but this sort of positive attitude was more than surprising. He was curious about Leysor's reaction, and could only hope the majority of people would think the same way. His father's reaction, admittedly influenced by the radiation as Nico called it, had been so negative, Nayder had expected a major battle.
 
"Why should I? Soul-partners are soul-partners, right?" Leysor tilted his head, clearly confused if his questioning glance was any indication.
 
"I agree! And I'm very happy you're giving Nico such an enthusiastic welcome. Thank you." Not that he'd abandon Nico if people made it an issue, but it was so much easier this way. "We'll be in for the rest of the evening and don't want to be disturbed."
 
"Of course." Leysor nodded and made a note of it for the night porter who would take over later. "Enjoy your evening."
 
Nayder smiled back and took Nico to the stairs.
 
"No elevators, huh?" Nico looked around the lobby and its tasteful murals.
 
"We only have them for the really big buildings." Nayder started walking up. "Healthier that way."
 
"Oh yeah, but it'll take some getting used to." Nico made a show of huffing and puffing before dissolving into laughter.
 
"I'm only on the third floor." Nayder smiled at Nico's antics. It was great to see him so relaxed for a change.
 
"But the building only has three floors. You have a penthouse?" Nico stopped in his tracks. "Do you have any idea how cool that is?"
 
"Uhm, yes?" Nayder laughed. "I wanted one all my life, but my parents wouldn't move when I was younger. They said they liked their house. So as soon as I had a job and was able to move out after college, I got this place."
 
"What do you do for a living that you can afford this place?" Nico blushed. "Sorry, that was impolite."
 
"There's no such thing as being impolite between soul-partners." Nayder pressed his thumb to the keypad to open the door. He urgently needed to reassure Nico, who had given up everything for him, and he wasn't about to do it in the hallway, nor was he going to rely on this mind-reading thing they seemed to have between them. They had agreed to use it as little as possible for communication until they got used to it, and he intended to stick to that agreement. They weren't used to talking that way, and would need to learn how to deal with it. "Come on in and we'll talk about it."
 
Nico followed him into the apartment, eyes wide as he looked around. Nayder took him straight to the living room, hoping the view might distract him for a while. They sat down on the sofa, Nico with a slightly awed expression on his face.
 
"Wow, that's some view." Nico stared at the ocean then returned his gaze to Nayder.
 
"I like it." He grinned and took one of Nico's hands in both of his as he turned sideways so he could see the man's face. "As for this 'impolite' business, I want you to know that no subject is off-limits. You gave up your life, moved to a different planet to help me, and I am more grateful for that than I can ever say."
 
"Yeah?" The small smile on Nico's face made him look a lot more relaxed.
 
"Yeah. The least I can do is make sure you know everything there is to know about me and what I do, so we can become as close as soul-partners should be." He smiled. "And so you can figure out what you're going to do with your life now."
 
"I'm going to have to do that, I guess." Nico tilted his head. "I guess there aren't any treasures to hunt here?"
 
"I don't know. Nobody has ever tried as far as I know." He chuckled. "But we will need to hunt metaphorical treasures, so I guess we could use your help."
 
"How do you mean?"
 
"As Ishara said, there are lots of things we don't know about our past, like where the Aquamarines originated, how N'Talia found out what they do, and how they work. The scientists are working on understanding the radiation, but I think there are hints in our legends and history we don't understand. The Tolothians are sure to have documents we never had access to. We'll be hunting for knowledge, and I'm pretty certain you'd like to help with that, right?" Nayder held his breath, waiting for a reaction.
 
"True, that is a form of treasure hunting. But you know what it is for me that makes life interesting?" Nico only paused briefly. "It's the adventure. And that's one thing I have a feeling we'll never be short of around here. Plus I have a whole new culture to learn about—I'll be plenty busy."
 
"I agree. I might even have to stop working." Nayder waited, wanting to see if Nico had taken his word for the fact he should ask any questions he wanted to.
 
"That's right, you were going to tell me what you do for a living." Nico leaned toward him as if he didn't want to miss a single word
 
The temptation to kiss the man instead was huge.
 
"I'm a freelance architect. I'm known for my, shall we say, unusual designs and people who want to make a statement about who they are by living in a house that fits their personality come to me and let me experiment." Nayder loved his job since it left him a lot of freedom for when and how to work. Somehow it felt as if those days were over now.
 
"That's amazing." Nico's gray eyes sparkled with mischief. "And also very hot."
 
"The thought of designing buildings gets you hot?" How lucky could he be?
 
"A little. But what makes me even hotter is the idea of you designing some important or rich person's new house. Bent over your desk, intent on making some small adjustment. The rays of the sun making your copper hair light up like a fire…" Nico licked his lips and came even closer. "You get the picture?"
 
Nayder nodded, too mesmerized by this change in Nico to risk breaking the mood by saying something stupid. He'd wanted to kiss the man again ever since they'd arrived on the beach. And now that he finally had him here, where they were alone and had hours of uninterrupted time together, he suddenly wanted so much more as well. The birthmarks may have shown them the way to each other, but it was up to them what they made of it.
 
He intended to make it amazing.
 
 
 
* * * *
 
 
 
Nico stared into Nayder's green eyes, watching as they turned darker by the second. With one of the best adventures of his life just behind him, and many more sure to come, he was about as happy as could be. And to have this man as his soul-partner was just the icing on the cake. Nico had never been overly interested in commitment, but as soon as he'd met Nayder and started to get to know him he'd realized that was because he hadn't met the right man. It sounded like a stupid cliché and maybe it was, but he didn't care.
 
It was true for him.
 
"Are you going to kiss me or am I going to have to take the initiative?" Nayder's tone was teasing but his dilated pupils and gravelly voice spoke volumes.
 
Nico bent forward and brushed Nayder's lips with his.
 
"Hmmm." Nayder slid his hand behind Nico's neck and brought him closer. "I want you. All of you."
 
"Theós, yes." Nico placed little butterfly kisses all over Nayder's face. "I want that too. I have wanted it for a while."
 
"We spoke the words that partner us already, but making love will seal our souls together for the rest of our lives. Some say for eternity." Nayder looked serious all of a sudden. "You're sure about this?"
 
"Surer than anything in my life ever before." It was as if he knew this was right, from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head. "The birthmarks are one thing, but what we've been through together over the last few days has been more of a test than many people go through in a lifetime. I know I like you, I want you, and I'm sure I'm halfway in love with you already. So, yes, I'm sure."
 
"Come on, let's move this to the bedroom." Nayder rose and offered his hand.
 
Nico took it just so he could touch Nayder again. Without looking back at the magnificent view, and ignoring the amazing furniture and decorations of this luxury penthouse, Nico followed Nayder along a hallway with a few half-open doors. None of what might be behind them was even remotely as interesting as watching Nayder's hot ass move in front of him. The fabric of his pants clung to his muscular buttocks like a second skin and made Nico want to touch and explore for a few hours.
 
When he entered the bedroom he immediately felt at home. A large bed stood against one wall, covered in dark blue blankets and sheets. Colorful scenes of sea life covered the walls, except the one in front of him that was all glass and showed the beach and the sea. A door to their left seemed to lead to a bathroom, and the sound of splashing water from there probably shouldn't have surprised him. It was one commodity they had more than enough of here, and when he looked more closely he discovered that two of the walls in there consisted of waterfalls. Absolutely fascinating.
 
A sliding sound made him turn around. Nayder had opened the door to the balcony enough for some fresh sea air to come in. Nico took a deep breath. Funny how the ocean here on N'Tyre smelled almost the same as the one on Earth. As soon as Nayder started to take off his clothes, not that he was wearing many in this warm climate, Nico forgot all other considerations. He quickly followed suit. When they were both naked, they simply stood and stared at each other for a while.
 
Nayder was gorgeous in whatever form he took. His white skin contrasted beautifully with his copper hair, both on his head and his pubes, shining in the light of the setting sun. With his green eyes now almost black he approached the bed from the side of the window. Nico moved closer as well and crawled up, soon followed by Nayder.
 
They met in the middle of the bed and fell into each other's arms with a sigh. The feeling of skin-to-skin contact as they stretched out and kissed as if it were their last chance made Nico hard within seconds. Nayder felt warm and responsive under Nico's roaming hands, and when he reached lower to squeeze those amazing buttocks, Nayder moaned and pulled back.
 
"What you said back there in the living room? I feel the same way about you. You're an amazing man, and anyone would be lucky to have you for a soul-partner." Nayder smiled up at him. "On top of which you drive me crazy with wanting you."
 
"That's my job as your soul-partner, right?" Nico kept caressing and squeezing Nayder's ass, all the while wondering what they would do for lube. And what about condoms? Did they even have those here?
 
"Yes, I guess it is." Nayder chuckled. "Why do you look so worried?"
 
"Well, we need some sort of lubricant to ease the way. I don't want to hurt you. And what about protection?" Nico looked where Nayder pointed and found a bowl in the shape of a seashell next to the bed. A small bottle of what might be oil lay next to some wipes and a small towel. He took the bottle and opened it. The contents smelled like a sea breeze with a hint of coconut.
 
"What protection?" Nayder looked puzzled.
 
"Against diseases." Nico blushed.
 
"We don't have any that can be sexually transmitted." Nayder smiled again. "Don't worry, you're safe from human concerns here."
 
And he hadn't been here long enough to understand the N'Tyrian ones fully, but he'd learn. And Nayder would never hurt him, so he really was safe. Nothing could stop him now and he dove back into the kissing with abandon. Nayder didn't hold back, and Nico was so excited, he was beginning to wonder if he'd even make it inside Nayder before coming.
 
"In me. Now." Nayder grabbed the oil, put a tiny amount on his fingers and reached behind himself.
 
Nico followed every move, watching Nayder's eyes widen and his breathing speed up as he opened himself. He swore he'd watch that show next time, but not now. If he did, he'd come all over himself. Instead, he took the little bottle and used a small amount to coat his cock. Only the need to keep watching Nayder stopped him from closing his eyes and stroking himself to completion. It was a close call.
 
Finally Nayder was done and wiped his hand on one of the handy small towels before asking Nico how he wanted him.
 
"On your back." Was there any other way for a much-awaited first time that promised to be as emotional as their courtship had been short?
 
Nayder nodded, rolled onto his back and spread his legs. Nico settled between them and started up his caresses of Nayder's skin again. This time he concentrated on his flanks, his hard abs, and finally his inner thighs. Nayder canted his hips in an unmistakable invitation, and Nico gladly complied. He took his weight on one arm, using his hand to steady himself as he positioned the head of his cock at Nayder's opening.
 
Nayder lifted his arms and slid his hands along Nico's ass, softly pulling him closer. It made Nico's entry feel like a joint effort. He gritted his teeth to stave off his orgasm and sank into the heat of Nayder's body. When he was fully seated they both sighed.
 
"Theós, you feel good!" Nico took a deep breath. "This is going to be too short for what I want, but you're too much of a temptation."
 
"Same here." Nayder tightened his grip. "Move. I'm already so close."
 
Nico slid his arms around Nayder's shoulders and started to rock his hips, sliding out and back into Nayder's tight hole. Nayder groaned and pulled him even closer so they could kiss. Between the soft caresses they exchanged with their tongues and the delicious friction around his cock, Nico was so aroused he was ready to lose it any second now. He kept moving, changing the angle a little until Nayder's eyes widened.
 
"Yes!" Nayder gasped for air. "That's it."
 
Nico nodded and hit Nayder's spot again and again until his lover threw back his head and came all over both of them. Nico pushed back in one last time, stiffened, and shot so hard, he thought he saw aquamarine-colored stars. He kept coming, spurred on by the contractions in Nayder's ass. When he had no more to give, he collapsed onto his side, taking Nayder with him and making sure they stayed as closely connected as possible.
 
"Wow." Nayder kissed him some more.
 
"Yeah. I think I saw stars." Nico grinned.
 
"You did?" Nayder's eyes lit up. "So did I and it's a very good sign. Especially if they were the color of aquamarine."
 
"They were." He was too shocked to ask what was going on.
 
"That's because we are soul-partners." Nayder's happiness was unmistakable. "Our minds knew it when we saw the birthmarks, our hearts have learned it over the last few days as we fought for N'Tyre's survival. And now our bodies know it as well."
 
"I like that. It's the most romantic thing you've ever said, and it's true." Nico relaxed the rest of the way, something inside him shifting into place, settling.
 
This is exactly where I'm meant to be.
 
 
 
 
 
The End
 
 
 
 



Aquamarine Epilogue
 
 
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
 
 
"Planning a run?" The Collector walked up to the white-clad Chronicler who stood just inside the glass dome and seemed to be lost in the view, judging by his relaxed posture and fixed stare. His gold-rimmed glasses were askew on his nose, and the usual pencil was missing.
 
"Huh? What?" The Writer turned around, surprise written all over his round, ageless face.
 
"Sorry, didn't mean to startle you." Secretly the Collector was quite impressed with himself for having been able to sneak up on one of the Chroniclers for once. They usually did it to him.
 
"It's okay. I was just thinking." The man frowned as if to try to remember what it was, exactly, that he'd been so preoccupied with. Then he shrugged. "Sorry, what did you ask?"
 
"I was wondering if you wanted to come for a run with me." The Collector tilted his head. Was something wrong with the Writer? He wasn't usually this distracted. Nor, now that he thought of it, did he usually appear in any of the rooms the Collector regularly visited. He'd only seen the busy artist twice, both times once the stories were finished and ready for presentation in the Hall of Collections.
 
"A run?" The Writer's brown eyes widened to almost comical proportions. He shoved his glasses back up his nose then started to fidget. Finally he shook his head vehemently enough for his long brown hair to almost come out of the customary ponytail.
 
"No?" The Collector suppressed a grin. It was fun to challenge the reclusive Chronicler a little, now that he'd left whatever place he normally did his work in.
 
"No. Not my thing." The Writer blushed. Then he took a deep breath. "But I wouldn't mind a turn on that fitness trail you created."
 
"What?" It was the Collector's turn to be shocked. "You know about that?"
 
"Of course." The Writer took a step back, clearly perplexed. "Nothing that happens around here escapes our notice."
 
I bet nothing much else has a chance of going unnoticed either!
 
"So, can I join? I'm really curious about the concept of an obstacle course created for the sole purpose of training." The Writer smiled. "But then, I don't get out much, so it may be totally common and I just missed it."
 
"You were serious?" The Collector wasn't sure what to think of that. He'd only made it to see if he could make bigger inanimate objects. His conscious attempts at creating animate things bigger than a mosquito or a butterfly were still pathetically unsuccessful.
 
"Of course." The Writer frowned. "I may be the 'creative type', but we do need the occasional break as well, you know?"
 
"Of course." The Collector laughed. "Is this story kicking your ass?"
 
"I have to admit I've hit a few rough spots, but the Explorer was kind enough to help me figure it out, and the Messenger, as you know, went back into the story's reality for an extra visit and fixed a few things." The Writer started stretching, probably getting ready for the 'obstacle course'.
 
"So you can go into the story? How does that work?" It boggled his mind every time he tried to work it out. While the Observer had assured him last time that they weren't meddling with the character's free will, the degree to which these stories seemed to be interactive amazed him. It also seemed there was more of it now than with the initial two. Or was it that he found out more details as he built a relationship with the individual Chroniclers?
 
"Well, it is a delicate balance, I admit. You have to let the characters act based on who they are, giving them free will in a sense, because if you don't, the story won't ring true. Then there are the circumstances they find themselves in and that's where we can occasionally fine-tune things. It's less intrusive, but can have quite a big effect." The Writer was done with the stretching, waved himself into exercise gear, and pointed at the door with a questioning look.
 
The Collector nodded, having already changed earlier, and they made it outside together. The sunshine was as warm as ever, and the scent of the pervasive wild flowers refreshed him immediately. A light breeze came from what he thought of as the west, based on where the sun set, and he took deep, energizing breaths. They started walking toward the little forest where he'd hidden the first station of the path. Not carefully enough as it turned out, but as well-versed as the Chroniclers were in following people around various realities and universes, maybe he shouldn't have been surprised they'd figure him out as well.
 
"So you go in and manipulate the circumstances or the environment, but not the people?" The whole idea was a fascinating insight into the creative process the Chroniclers seemed to be using.
 
"That's it. And we only ever do that to ensure our, or rather your, requirement for a happy ending is met." The Writer grinned and stopped as they reached the edge of the forest.
 
"So it's all my fault in the first place?" The Collector laughed. "But I guess you're right, I did cause it. That is one outcome I'll never regret wishing for though. And if it requires a little harmless interference here or there, who am I to complain?"
 
"Glad we agree." The Writer grinned at him, his brown eyes twinkling with mischief. "Now, please explain this obstacle course thing to me."
 
"Well, I guess the easiest way to think of it is as an outdoor gym." He hesitated, not sure that was a concept these guys were familiar with. They didn't seem to be very physical in their thinking, although that had changed since his arrival here.
 
"I understand what a gym is, and what it's for. At least in theory." The Writer looked at the first station of the trail with a mixture of apprehension and interest.
 
"Okay, so what I did here is to use some of the natural features, like climbable rocks, trees, and the river farther back in the forest. I added wooden stepping posts made from logs, and 'thought up' some of the more complicated equipment to get the climbing bars needed. Oh, and I varied the surface of the path as well, to make it more interesting. We have a mix between dirt, grass, sand, and gravel." He'd had fun coming up with memories of all the 'torture equipment' in his local gym and figuring out how to replicate some of it either with materials already in existence or with the ones he'd added using the power of his mind.
 
"I am impressed." The Writer stepped up to the first station, a simple horizontal ladder also known as monkey bars. "So, what does that one do?"
 
"You're meant to hang onto it then use your hands to move from one end to the other. It's good training for your upper arms, shoulders, back, and the muscles in your hands." The Collector ignored the slightly horrified expression on the Writer's face and proceeded to demonstrate what it looked like.
 
Probably not wanting to seem a coward, the Writer followed suit, but only made it halfway along the seven-foot length.
 
"Wow, this is more difficult than it looked when you did it." The Writer grinned ruefully and rubbed his slightly reddened hands on his white shirt. "I can see why you enjoy it though."
 
Encouraged by his first success, the Collector led the Writer through the rest of the parcourse and enjoyed his training time a lot more than when he'd tried this on his own. Based on the happy, if somewhat exhausted, smile on the Writer's face when they were done, he'd have his company again in the future. If the man could get over what was sure to be one hell of a case of sore muscles the next day.
 
Exercising in the ever-changing landscape outside the primary living area would never get old. There was no traffic and hence no pollution, no unforeseen bad weather, and no need to cut the fun short just when he'd worked up a nice sweat, because there was no need to go to the office or some stupid meeting. His runs with the Explorer were fun, but doing the fitness trail with the Writer was hilarious. The man turned out to have a wicked sense of humor and a seemingly endless capacity for self-deprecation.
 
It had taken a while for him to get used to this place and his new life, but now that he had settled in, he wouldn't change it for the world.
 
 
 
* * * *
 
 
 
No matter how much fun the Collector was beginning to have in between stories, the best part of his stay here was still when he got news of the next story being finished. The tension always rose to a pleasantly tantalizing level when the Chroniclers came to tell him they were done. The experience of reading a new story for the first time was breathtaking, touching, and sometimes even awe-inspiring.
 
Nothing could compare to that.
 
This time the Chroniclers found him while he was basking in the warm afternoon sun, just outside the dome. He'd created a little terrace, added one of the wicker chairs from the inside, and was having a wonderful time doing nothing while soaking up the rays. He'd never been relaxed enough to do this while he was a stressed-out businessman in New York City, and he still had trouble believing how good it felt to do absolutely nothing.
 
The Observer, dressed in a majestic red that contrasted beautifully with his black skin, took the lead. This time he had the Messenger with him, his white hair standing up as usual and his purple bodysuit magnificently filled with bulging muscles. The man was in almost drool-worthy shape. The Writer was number three in today's team, and looked as extravagant as ever in his bright white suit and cape. He too was beginning to show even better muscle tone, and his tightly braided, long brown hair was a nice change from his usual, somewhat more carefree ponytail. His gold-rimmed glasses sat right where they should be, on the middle of his nose, and while there were traces of black rings under his eyes, he looked exceedingly happy with himself.
 
The sheaf of papers he carried almost yelled 'read me, read me'.
 
"We have good news." The Observer waved three more wicker chairs onto the outside terrace then took a seat on one opposite the Collector. The Writer and the Messenger each took an empty one at his sides. "The Writer has now finished the third story of your collection, and while it took us a little longer to get it done, we believe it is finally ready for your reading and judgment."
 
"Perfect!" The Collector reached for the papers and the Writer gave it to him with a small smile.
 
"Aquamarines of Courage." He really liked that title. "Is it as good as the others?"
 
"I sure hope so." The Writer shrugged. "I think I know what you're looking for now, but we'll have to see if that's true. This story is definitely an adventure, but, as the title says, it's also about courage and finding your place in the universe."
 
"As you know, we need your feedback as well as your approval." The Observer refocused all of them on the matter at hand. "Should you want changes, the Writer is in charge."
 
"Very well. Same procedure as last time." He leaned back in his chair, crossed his legs, and began to read.
 
 
 
Once the last page was turned and he glimpsed the letters spelling 'The End' at the bottom, he sighed with the usual mixture of relief about the happy ending, and regret that this newest adventure was already over. Nico and Nayder joined the group of men whom he'd really like to meet one day, just like Angus and Ayden of the Amethyst World and Zachary and Zohar of the Garnet World. They were all very different, yet had so much in common as well. The one thing the Collector was beginning to yearn for more with each story was a bonded mate, or soul-partner, or whatever you wanted to call the special man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.
 
As with the first two books, there were a lot of things in the Aquamarine World he'd like to find out more about. Mercreatures were fascinating beings, and the whole idea of using the power of the Aquamarines of Courage to avert environmental disasters was fascinating. The concept of changing shape depending on where you were also had him enthralled and he wondered if Nico would find a way to experience that for himself.
 
"So, what do you think?" The Writer leaned forward in his chair, tension written all over his face and along the lines of his body.
 
"I absolutely adored this story. Nico and Nayder had so much to overcome, and they really were very courageous to deal with everything fate threw at them." He sighed. "Above all, this story proves one thing to me. Courage is like a cut gemstone: multifaceted and surprising at every turn."
 
And if he had learned anything during his stay here, it was that taking your existence into your own hands may take courage, but it was well worth it.
 
"So it's a go?" The Writer looked hopeful.
 
"Absolutely." He held on to the manuscript a little longer, hoping they'd let him place it into the display case himself again. "I also want to know what's next for these guys and this world."
 
"I'm glad you approve." The Observer looked pleased, and the corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. "And, as you know, we are working on sequels for all the worlds now."
 
Good! The Collector grinned. He understood there was a certain order to things and getting the main collection set up was very important to the Chroniclers for some reason, but he was happy they were at least considering his request for more Garnet, Amethyst, and now Aquamarine stories.
 
The Observer rose. "Let's walk over to the Hall of Collections and add this book to the others. We'll add the audio and movie versions as soon as we can, but the games and 4D immersion mode will take a little longer, as you know."
 
The Collector nodded and led the way to the Hall of Collections. He pushed open the doors, and walked right into the entrance area with its white, well-lit walls and high ceiling. The nine arches leading from here into the various corridors branching off into the distance were each neatly labeled. One main corridor each was dedicated to stories, music, sculpture, and paintings to the left, and three types of performance art to the right: singing, dancing, and acting, followed by a corridor for scents and one for food and drinks.
 
"Welcome back." The Keeper, clad in his rainbow-colored suit and cape with the pearlescent sheen, exited his office in the corner of the entrance area and smiled. His short red curls and green eyes made him look as Irish as ever, and his serious demeanor and the large bunch of old-fashioned keys clipped to his belt signified his status as the guardian of this amazing hall.
 
"I'm always glad to be back." The Collector tilted his head in greeting.
 
"Let's go." The Keeper eyed the book as if he wanted to take over, even though he must have realized the Collector was not going to return to having him place the book where it belonged.
 
He enjoyed this part too much to ever let someone else take over.
 
He started walking along the corridor, which soon widened into a large open area with alcoves containing the individual story collections, each meticulously labeled by the Keeper. Neatly organized collections really were his thing.
 
Finally they reached the Gemstone Chronicles alcove. Twelve beautiful cut glass cubicles sat in a circle with a small marble fountain in their center. It was made entirely of crystal and had a wide rim to sit and rest on. A transparent gemstone sat in its middle, water bubbling out of its top and running into the basin. Twelve crystal strips ran from its edge to the cubicles, like pathways pointing visitors to the different display cases.
 
So far, only two cubicles were completely filled. They, as well as the narrow crystal strips connecting them with the fountain, had taken on the respective colors of their gemstones. A deep orange-red color for the garnet, and a wonderful purple for the amethyst. Bright spotlights shone down from the ceiling above each cubicle and made each display case shine and glitter like a finely cut piece of the valuable mineral.
 
A third cubicle right next to the amethyst's 'home' had already been prepared. The strip connecting it to the fountain shone in the bright blue-green of aquamarine, and its very own bright spotlight illuminated the still-empty display case. It too looked like the giant gemstone it now represented.
 
Without hesitation, remembering the ritual from last time, the Collector walked up to the aquamarine-colored case and put the book onto the little pedestal in the middle. Nothing else happened immediately, so he stepped back to admire his slowly growing collection.
 
"So, what's next?" He turned to the Observer.
 
"It's time for diamonds, we think. A gem taken pretty seriously on Earth, and based on its importance and symbolism for you, we have some interesting ideas to play with." The Observer grinned. "We think the next one should be called Diamonds of Victory."
 
 
 
<> <> <> <> <>
 
 
 
 



About the Author
 
 
I'm a night owl who starts writing when everyone else in my time zone is asleep. I've loved reading all my life and spent most of my childhood with my nose buried in a book. Although I always wanted to be a writer, financial independence came first. Twenty-some years and a successful business career later I took some online writing classes and never looked back.
 
 
 
Living and working in seven countries has taught me that there's more than one way to get things done. It has instilled tremendous respect for the many different cultures, beliefs, attitudes and preferences that exist on our planet.
 
 
 
I like exploring those differences in my stories, most of which happen to be romances. My characters have a tendency to want to do their own thing, so I often have to rein them back in. The one thing we all agree on is the desire for a happy ending.
 
 
 
I currently live in the United Kingdom, sharing my house with a vast collection of books. I like reading, travelling, spending time with my nieces and listening to classical music. I have a passion for science and learning new languages.
 
 
 
 
 
Email:
 
serena@serenayates.com
 
 
 
Website:
 
http://www.serenayates.com/
 
 
 
Facebook:
 
Serena Equality Yates
 
 
 
Twitter:
 
@SerenaYates
 
 
 
Goodreads:
 
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show2964333.Serena_Yates
 
 



Also by Serena Yates
 
 
 
Available at Diversity Novels:
 
GEMSTONE CHRONICLES
Garnets of Destiny 1: Discovering Zelaria
Amethysts of Wisdom 1: Finding Amethysia
Aquamarines of Courage 1: Saving N'Tyre
Diamonds of Victory 1 (Coming Soon)
 
 
Available at Silver Publishing:
 
WORKPLACE ENCOUNTERS
The Elevator Mechanic
The Chauffeur
The Ship Engineer
The Carpenter
The Truck Driver
The Model
The Cellar Hand
The Florist
 
CELESTIAL JUSTICE
Araton's Destiny
Zuriel's Fate
Israfil's Future
Taharial's Struggle
Sachael's Test
Mihael's Trial
 
KEEPING YOU
To Find and to Keep (print)
 
 
Available at Dreamspinner Press:
 
DÁLRIATA
Eye of Scota: Cináed
 
MISTLETOE SCIENCE
The Mistletoe Phenomenon
The Solstice Mistletoe Effect
The Mistletoe Experiment
Mistletoe Science (print)
 
 
 
KEEPING YOU
To Find and To Keep
To Keep and To Love
 
MODERN BATTLES
Fighting for Hope
Fighting for Love (Coming soon)
 
 
Available at Total E-Bound:
 
ELEMENTAL SUPERPOWERS (with A.J. Llewellyn)
The Cake
The Blancmange
The Mudpie
 
THE SEVEN DEADLY SINS
Summer Escape
Autumn Quest
Winter Challenge
Spring Discovery
 
NEW HORIZONS
Rescuing the Librarian
Discovering the Actor
Encouraging the Writer
Supporting the Director
Saving the Bodyguard
Noticing the Finance Manager
Developing the Counsellor
Liberating the Security Specialist
 
MEN OF RIVERSIDE
Finding Elliot
Rediscovering Adrian
Understanding Mark
Saving Zeke
Forgiving Jason
Loving Vicente
Convincing Landon
Helping Harry
 
Max's Italian Romance
 
Please, Doctor
 
 
 
 
SCROLLS OF VENGEANCE
The Magic Thieves (novel)
The Magic Thieves (audio book)
"The Magic Thieves" novella in the Stealing My Heart anthology
"The Magic Thieves" novella version as audio book
 
 
Available at Torquere Press:
Oliver's Leather Adventure


cover.jpeg
B\/5

GEMSTONE CHROMLES
SERENA YATES






images/00003.jpeg
DLVERSITY





