 “Ow.” I said. Not a sharp cry of pain, only a bored reply. I was too tired to cry out, and too tired to say, “That hurts.”
Ace sighed heavily, still fiddling with my bonds. “Sorry… I’m trying to be careful…”

“That’s a’right…” I sighed. 

God, I was so exhausted. We all were.

“They’re coming back…” Tiku called. He was kneeled by the door, his ear pressed up to the cold wood. 

“What’re they saying?” Julieanna demanded.

Tiku shrugged. “I can’t quite tell. Something about… us.”

I couldn’t help the smile I felt playing at my lips. “Funny… they’re still looking… like you’re not all right here…”

Mowo whined, snuggling closer to Nata. “What do they want with us?”

“I dunno… something they can’t have.” I said flatly. “Don’t worry though… they can’t see you like I can…”

“I think something’s wrong with them…” Tiku decided, pushing away from the door to go sit with Mowo and Nata again. “There’s got to be some reason they can’t see us.”

Everyone suddenly perked up, falling silent. The locks on the thick door were heard tumbling—unlocking. They were coming back.

My head shot up, despite my exhaustion, and I looked around at my beloved Crew. “Everyone, stay away from them, you hear me? Get to the back of the room. Stay together. I don’t give a damn what they do to me—I swear, they’re never going to get any of you.”

Every one of them nodded in agreement, then scrambled to the back of the room as they had been instructed. Satisfied that they were safe (or… safe-er, at least) I allowed my head drop to my chest again.

The only movement I felt from them was a small, gentle hand taking hold of mine. I smiled, recognizing the scales, the talons, and the warmth that flooded them—Matsudai. My Matsudai.

I glanced over my shoulder at his worried, anxious face. He had waited so long to find me, staying up nights on end with worry. My poor angel.
I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry, Matsie…” I whispered sweetly. “I’ll be fine.”

Suddenly, my attention was jerked away from my precious Matsudai as the large door flew open. My captor stepped in; an armed guard on either side of him, closing the door as he slowly approached me.

I never liked him. He looked too dignified, too respectable. He wore a tuxedo. What kind of clichéd villain wore a tuxedo anymore?

He stopped right in front of me, glaring down with cold, soulless eyes. I hardly glanced up at him. I didn’t like the chair he had tied me to. I didn’t like the ropes around my wrists. I didn’t like the too-empty interrogation room.

It was all so… cliché…

He made me sick.

“Well, Miss Tidwell…” His smooth voice said. “Are you ready to cooperate now?”
“Livi.” I said firmly.

“…Pardon?” He asked, slightly raising a single eyebrow. I didn’t like that expression either—I had seen it too many times in too many movies.

“Livi.” I repeated, louder. “My name… is… Livi.”

“That isn’t your true name, miss…” He sweetly reminded me.

“That’s the name everyone in the world knows me by.” I spat viciously. “And that’s the name I choose to call myself. It’s more than a name. I am Livi.”

Despite my orders to keep quiet, I heard a quiet murmur of approval ripple through my characters.

He didn’t seem to hear it.

Instead, he gave a short, muffled laugh. “So… you actually think you are the little bitch in your silly books?”

Thump.

He carelessly flung something at my feet. I glanced down at it, feeling my heart tear at the fondest of memories.

“Legends of the Lair: Welcome to Here!”

A small, manga book, filled up with my wonderful characters and their first adventure together. I remembered holding the small book in my hands, fresh off the press, flipping through it over and over, beaming with pride at my Crew.

My captor tossed more and more of the books at my feet.

“The Damsel and the Dragon”

“Prison Keeper”

“Tip of the Iceberg”

“Welcome to Anti-Here”

“To Kill a Vampire”

“Sleepover”

“Aishiteru Yo”

“Walk a Mile”

The list went on and on. All of my Crew’s wonderful adventures. I had worked so hard on the series—and it had finally been completed only about a year ago.
“You think you’re Livi.” My captor demanded to know. “You honestly believe you could pull off these sorts of things.”

I smiled. “I do. I did.”

He scoffed at me. “Oh, really? This is the story of your life?”

“It is.” I said. “Ask them yourself.”

He began to pace around my chair. He didn’t even notice Matsudai. “So, tell me Miss Tidwell… where is your husband?”

I shifted my hand slightly. I could feel the thin, silver band wound around Matsudai’s ring finger. I could feel the single emerald set in the band to match mine.

“He’s right here.” I said, a smile on my lips. I felt Matsudai’s hand lovingly squeeze mine when I said it.

“Really? Because, according to our records, you’ve never been married.” He said, glaring at me. “And on top of that, there’s no one here besides us.”

“Yes. Your records are wrong, then. And, no, he’s right here.” I answered each of his questions in succession.

The captor looked all around me. It was amazing he couldn’t see them. Without even looking, I knew where each and every Crew Member was—they were all right here.

Matsudai sat right behind me, holding my hand. The Kabuchians were all huddled around each other, Tiku firmly holding onto Mowo and Nata. Julieanna and Aníta sat back-to-back, anxiously watching me. Annoyance sat back the furthest. If it wasn’t for Flint holding her gently back, she would have killed the captor by now. Darius was beside Flint, having to mentally calm Annoyance, as usual. Ace and Erik sat in each other’s arms, Erik gently stroking Topaz’s wings to calm her down.
My beloved characters, terrified though they were, stood by me through absolutely everything. I would get them out of this mess one way or another. 

“Allow me to make myself perfectly clear, Miss Tidwell.” My captor said calmly, stopping in front of me again. I didn’t like that name he called me. It sounded too professional. I was an Artist, damn it, and he was going to treat me like one. “There is no one in this room besides us.”
“You’re blind.” I said clearly. I jerked my head towards the back of the room, nodding to each character as I named them off. “That’s Mowo, Tiku, Nata, Julieanna, Aníta, Matsudai, Acenerik, Topaz, Annoyance, Flint, and Darius.” I paused, smiled up at the captor, and said a bit louder, “And me. Livi. Queen. Of. The. Lair.”

My captor pursed his lips, his eyes narrowing. I didn’t like that expression either. He was a very boring villain, I decided. After we had fought off Llyhtirud, Ivil, Finale, Boredom, The Skeleton Lady, Mai Zing, Forrest and Adelaide, Kraigal, Karma, Richard, Freckles,  even Flint and Ace; everyone that had ever once tried to separate or destroy the Crew, and we had worked so hard to defeat every one of them.
How dare this idiot tack his boring self onto my list of kick-ass, awesome villains.

“Miss Tidwell.” He said firmly, seizing my jaw and forcing me to look up at him. “There is no one in this room. Your characters are still out wandering the globe, searching for you.”
“Yes, they are.” I said. He honestly thought I wasn’t aware of that? “I believe they’ve recently hit Spain, and will be heading to France next… isn’t that right?”

“Correct.” He said flatly. I didn’t like that he had no emotion. I liked it when Darius did that. It was kind of funny, especially since Flint was always hovering around him doing something obnoxious. The captor was just trying to get on my nerves. “So, why must you insist that they are all present at this moment?”

“Because they are.” I said firmly.


The captor stared at me a very long time, turning my head side-to-side ever so slightly. I almost felt myself smile, remembering Ace doing the same to Erik in “Prison Keeper”. 

I saw the captor smile. It was a small little half-smile, and he looked very out of practice with it. I really didn’t like that smile. It was stupid, and it didn’t go well with his composure, and it ruined the moment, and it was stupid.

…Stupid? God, what was I, twelve? I was freaking twenty-eight. But, what can I say? That’s just what the Crew did to me.

“You’ve completely lost your mind…” He said to me. “haven’t you?”

“I sure hope so,” was all I said. I heard the Crew murmur in approval again.

“So, when you say Matsudai’s right here…” He said, pacing around me again. Matsudai scooted closer to me, winding both of his hands tighter into mine.

“He is. He’s sitting right behind me, holding my hand. You leave him alone.” I said firmly.

The captor didn’t seem to hear me. He looked around the room that I knew was empty to his blinded, unimaginative eyes. “What about Mr. Marome? Is he here?”

“I’m sorry, who?” I asked. I didn’t like him being so proper about my characters, the characters I had worked so damn hard to make absolutely insane. He was going to have to knock it off if he wanted my help.

The captor sighed. “Erik.” He said. I noticed Erik flinch violently when his name came up, Ace wrapping his arms tightly around him as he snarled at the captor. I knew he couldn’t see either of them, but I wished with all my heart he could see how close they were. 
“Erik Marome…” He went on. “Are you convinced he’s here as well?”

“Yes.” I said firmly, casting a comforting smile over my shoulder to him. “Ace doesn’t like it when you talk about him, though…”
“I’m sure he doesn’t…” The captor said with a bored expression. He wasn’t sure at all. He had no idea how powerful the relationships were that any of them had. “But, you agree, Erik is here in this room.

“That’s right. Right back there.” I said. I didn’t even have to turn around to know that “you’re standing right in front of him.”

The captor stared at Erik for a very long time, making him shrink back even though I knew the captor couldn’t see Erik for the life of him.

“Really?” He asked. “Because, last I checked, Erik is in a different holding cell. We captured him just a few days ago.”

“You certainly did.” I agreed, glancing upwards when I heard the guards snickering. 
One of them tall and slender, a cigarette in his mouth, the other even taller, with a thick muscular build—Kraigal and Bones; two more of my characters that had been corrupted by my captor to aid in the capture of the Crew. They hadn’t hesitated to brag to me about capturing Erik in Australia. 

I had to give my captor credit; he knew what he was doing. He knew that the one way he would hit my characters’ weak points was with my other characters.
He took Kraigal and Bones—snatched them right out of my control. They knew how to hunt Erik down, and how to effortlessly capture him, and snatch him right out from under Ace’s nose.

I sighed, closing my eyes and letting my head drop back down. “Ace is going to be very upset when he gets here.”

I could hear an angry growl rise in Ace’s throat as he pulled Erik closer.
“Is that so?” My captor asked. He didn’t sound very interested, or convinced at all. “Well, Ace won’t be getting here for a very long time…” I saw the captor flash a smile towards the guards. “And your little villains are having such fun with Erik… aren’t you, boys?”

Kraigal and Bones both smiled and nodded eagerly. I should have expected as much. 

I shot a glare to the captor. “You’ve got a lot of nerve. These are my characters! I’m the Artist, the Author, and the Creator! I control this story—not you!!”

The captor only turned his cruel smirk to me. This smile was a little better. More evil, more sadistic, more confident. “For now, they are. Soon, every one of your precious characters will be mine to control.”
I watched him pacing around the room in front of me, his smile growing wider. The Crew cringed in fear as he spoke. “Imagine… What if I could control Ace? Flint? Darius? Such physical abilities, and such mind-manipulative powers… what of Topaz?” He stooped over and picked up “Six Seconds” to flip through Topaz and Flint’s story. “The ability to wander through the dimensions and time stream… or what about Annoyance? Access to the all-powerful Elementals and everything they control?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re insane.” I spat.

“Am I?” He simply asked. “We’ll see who’s insane when I’m controlling the universe—even making my own…”

I shook my head, exhausting the last of my strength to struggle violently against my bonds. “No! You’re wrong! You can’t abuse my characters like that! You would tear them away from their lives I’ve worked so hard to create just to make them your slaves?!” I could feel tears spilling out of my eyes as I screamed and screamed.
The captor only smiled wider. “That’s right. What is it to you, anyway? They’re nothing more than pen and paper…”

He picked up “Welcome to Here” again, handing it to Kraigal as he spoke to me. Kraigal smirked, pulling out his lighter to set a small flame to the book. He dropped it on the pile of mangas—the precious story I had spent the better part of my life slaving away to perfectly shape into the Crew’s lives.

I watched the books burn, tears in my eyes, as my captor went on, unable to hear the shrieks and cries of the Crew in sympathy for me. “These stupid characters of yours… you like to pretend that they’re real? I made them real. I brought them here. I made them into living flesh and blood. Without me, they’re nothing.”

I glared up at him through the tears, snarling through my teeth, “You bastard. How dare you think they’re not real. They’re more real to me alone than you could ever make them. To you they’re hypnotized slaves. You know why they’re coming to find me?! Because they love me, and I love them!! That’s what makes them real!!”

The captor only rolled his eyes, turning to walk out of the room. “You’re insane…”
“Good!” I shot back. “That’s just the way I like it! I’ve been trying to go insane since I set pen to paper! I can finally see them! No matter what you do—the Crew’s finally mine! All mine!! You hear me, bastard?!”

He only scoffed, ignoring me completely. He didn’t care what I did anymore. He only slid the door open, motioning for Kraigal and Bones to follow him. “Come along, boys… I see we’re going to get no more information out of her… we’ve driven her completely mad.”

“Ha!” I yelled, ignoring the Crew as they tried to calm me down. “How dare you take credit for this? I did this to myself! I’m glad I’m insane! I’ve been waiting for this my whole life! You had nothing to do with it, bastard, and you’ll never be so lucky as to see the world like I see it!! That’s why you’ll never get your hands on MY Crew!!”

The Crew cheered and screamed for me, a few throwing their arms around me. The captor simply ignored my wild rantings, exiting the room and locking the door behind him.

Satisfied that he was gone, I allowed my head drop down to my chest, utterly exhausted. I smiled, laughing lightly. “I’m insane…” I mumbled to myself. “I’m finally insane…”
“Congratulations, sis…” Annoyance said, rubbing my back. “Welcome to the club!”

“Now, what are we going to do about that bastard?” Ace asked, his arms tight around Erik as they stood before me.

Even bound and tied, a mere prisoner, they all still looked to me as their Queen. I only smiled at them. “Absolutely nothing. Who gives a damn what he does now?”

“Livi, you heard what he said.” Darius calmly reminded me. “He’s after us—all of us.”

“He already has poor Erik!” Ace snapped, hugging Erik tighter. 

“He’s caught Mowo and Nata!” Tiku said, throwing his arms around the girls’ shoulders. “They disappeared just the other day!”

I smiled at everyone. “Calm down. There’s a reason he’s picking you off one by one. He knows it’s dangerous to let you all stay together. That’s what makes you powerful.” My smile widened, an insanely determined glint in my eyes. “Now, we wait. Either he’ll catch you all, or the others will find you. Whichever happens, you’ll all be together.”

“And then?” Annoyance asked.

“Then…” I smirked. “…we kick his ass.”

------------------------

The only “villains” I don’t think you know are Richard, Erik’s dad and a vampire hunter, and Freckles, Nata’s older brother, and you might not remember that Mai Zing is an assassin from Kabuchie, responsible for killing Tiku’s dad and Mowo’s parents. 
