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    Chapter 1 

    Life didn’t even feel real. 

    Exhaustion as thick and sweet as honey trapped me and wanted to pull me down, but the sensation of being buoyed on either side kept me from falling into unconsciousness. 

    A pair of soft hands feathered through my hair, and another pair flowed down my chest like water and massaged the area over my heart. 

    The combined scent of ginger lilies and fresh clovers filled my sense of smell, and I hummed low in my throat. 

    “Alex…” a voice as clear and cool as water called me toward the surface. 

    “Aleeex,” sang another voice, which was as vibrant as a flame and as melodious as a nightingale. 

    I frowned because I didn’t want to leave the embrace of this perfect dream. There was a chance my alarm would be going off any minute now, so I could get ready for another dull day at old man Leary’s jewelry/clock repair shop, and I groaned. The idea of dragging myself through another shift of cleaning the shop and dealing with customers in an existence that was colorless at best, and unsatisfying at worse, was torture, and I wanted to stay in this comforting in-between world where nothing hurt and everything was beautiful. 

    A deep rumbling clank roused me from my half-conscious state, though, and I was confused because that definitely wasn’t the buzzing sound of my alarm clock. 

    “What the--” I shot upright and looked around. 

    The circular stone chamber of the massive spire elevator I piled into after the heart-stopping race and subsequent Duel with my sworn enemy stared back at me. Did all of that really happen? And when did I fall asleep? 

     When I glanced down in search of answers, I was met with the deep blue eyes of Zoie, my sexy cat-wife, as she stared at me with a small grin and a flick of one of her black velvet ears. 

    “Hello, husband,” she said in her low smoky voice. 

    A chiming giggle sounded from my left, and I shifted my gaze to the vibrant emerald eyes of Shale-Lea, the gorgeous phoenix-woman, and consequently my second wife. 

    “Are you well, husband?” she trilled and then bit her delicate lower lip with her straight white teeth. 

    I bobbed my head between the two of them, and when I realized this was reality, I tucked them even closer under my arms. 

    “Hell, yeah!” I exhaled and kissed them both on the tops of their heads. 

    “Hell, yeah?” Shale-Lea tilted her head.  

    “Uhhh… sorry,” I chuckled. “I mean ‘Mercedes be!’ That’s what I’m supposed to say, right?” 

    “Yes, and we will make you a native to Aventoll, yet,” Zoie laughed, and then my two wives helped me to my feet when the stone elevator finally came to a halt. 

    “What are we doing again?” I asked Zoie through the haze still clouding my vision and gumming up my mind. “I won the race, right? Or was that a part of the dream I was having?” 

    “You won the race, my love,” she said as her ocean-blue eyes gazed at me with awe. “You defeated Bala Ren with your herald blade, and now you are in dire need of a healing bath.” 

    “I did it…” I murmured as she cupped my feverish face. “Shay is free?” 

    “Yes, you did well,” Zoie replied and placed a cooling kiss on top of each of my burning eyelids. 

    “Why’m I so hot?” I smacked my dry lips and frowned. 

    My brain felt a little like mush, but it didn’t matter because I had all I needed on either side of me, and any other brain function aside from water and bed was unnecessary. 

    “Are you sure he is well, Zoie?” Shay asked with a worried crease between her scarlet eyebrows. 

    “Yes, he is just exhausted from using his time-trance power,” Zoie said, and then she placed the back of her hand on my forehead. “It takes a lot of energy for him to channel that much conviction. I’ve only seen him like this when he repaired the protective lanterns around the manor house. He must have poured everything he had into defeating Bala Ren.” 

    “He also flew with Prosper for longer than we ever practiced,” Shay added. “It takes a lot to maintain the telepathic connection with a canterfly, and especially one with such a strong will as Prosper.” 

    I almost lost my balance when the spire’s elevator suddenly started to rotate around, but Shay and Zoie helped steady me on either side. 

    “Where is Prosper?” I asked when I realized I lost track of the black and orange butterfly-pegasus after my fight with that eagle-bastard Ren. Then I chuckled when I remembered one of the last images I mentally shared with the canterfly. “Also, I may have promised him that he and Victory could spend more time together. He seemed to really like flying with her when we trained together, Shay.” 

    “I could tell Victory has a fondness for Prosper as well.” Shay smiled. “Rest assured Rylan has taken charge of both of them, and they will be waiting for us later.” 

    The rotating lift finally ground to a stop and revealed a dim flickering corridor that seemed to be hewn right into the natural mountainous landscape of Nata Isle. 

    Along the cave-like walls were glowing stones mounted every few feet, and the dim golden light began to blur behind a screen of fragrant steam billowing in from the baths beyond. 

    Along with the healing steam, the flowering vines and roots crawling along the walls and ceilings added their own fresh scent to the air reminiscent of early spring. 

    “Come, let us refresh,” Zoie said, and the three of us walked toward the large elevator door and down the steps where a half-dozen maidservants were waiting in plain white robes. 

    “Welcome to the palace baths,” one of the maids said with a graceful bow of her antlered head, which caused the heavy flowers twined around them to sway as if she was a tree in the breeze. 

    Then the servants moved in to separate the three of us, and I had a brief moment of panic. 

    “Our baths are separated, but trust us, your wives will be taken care of like royalty,” the antlered maid said. “You will meet them in the healing courtyard above when you are rejuvenated.” 

    “We will be fine, dear heart,” Shay murmured and stretched up on tip-toes so she could place a kiss on my lips. 

    “But--” I said when she moved away, but before I could try to reel her back, Zoie was there cupping my face and filling my vision with her steady gaze. 

    “The danger is over, husband,” she said and nuzzled her nose against mine. “You did well. You protected us.” 

    “For a second, there, I thought I was back in my old life,” I confessed quietly, and I leaned my forehead against hers as I closed my eyes. I still felt a little panicky about losing sight of the two of them, but Zoie’s grounding presence calmed me, and I squeezed her narrow waist to confirm once again this was all still real. 

    “We are all here, and we will be waiting for you,” she whispered, and then she pressed a cool water kiss against my lips, so I allowed myself to drink her in for a few seconds. 

    We broke apart, and I felt a little better, even though I had to watch them leave my sight. 

    “Come with me, Champion,” the antlered maidservant said as she took my arm and led me through the fragrant mist and down a corridor that branched to the right. 

    Then I was escorted into a private chamber where there was water trickling from the cave walls in a soothing babble, and a bowl of clean water sat on a stand behind a changing screen. 

    The maidservant handed me a small folded pile of clothes and then instructed me to enter the main chamber when I was ready. Then she left me alone while she exited through a larger door near the back of the room that must have led to the baths. 

    I stripped down and donned the pair of cotton-like shorts the antlered maid gave me, and then I slipped on a light silver robe that felt like satin. When I tied the robe around my waist, I also untucked the Duelist Stone so it wouldn’t keep pressing uncomfortably against my chest. 

    I held it up so I could take a moment to observe the etchings on the Stone’s face. 

    The shield design in the center was the same as it always was, but instead of the usual three fish circling around the shield, there were now four. 

    When I killed Bala Ren, my Stone absorbed his status, and now I was a rank-four Duelist according to the laws of Aventoll. If killing Ren ever seemed surreal, this was the proof I needed to confirm he was actually gone. 

    I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. 

    What a wild trip this has all been. 

    After I got situated, I went through the door on the other end of the small room and entered a large private chamber with an almost pool-sized bath sunken into the floor. More vines crawled along the ceilings and dripped their hanging boughs of ivy and blossoms toward the ground, which made the place look like some Babylonian paradise. 

    The next thing that hit me was the spicy medicinal smelling steam that opened my sinuses wide and cleared out the cobwebs festering in my brain. 

    “Woah,” I said as the tingling sensation of something like menthol filled my lungs. I was still bone-tired, but the haze in my head was gone, and I felt a lot more of my usual clarity beginning to return. “Smells good.” 

    “Yes, the steam is infused with ashroot oil which has many invigorating properties,” the antlered maid said as she came out of the mist with two other plainly dressed and nondescript maids. She then ushered me over to the deep pool cut straight into the stone floor. “Come. Immerse yourself in the healing waters.” 

    One of the other servants came over and slipped the satiny robe off my shoulders, while the second one poured a warm liquid on my skin and began to massage the spicy ashroot oil into my aching shoulder muscles. 

    “Take as much time as you need to feel replenished, Champion,” the antlered maid said and ushered me down into the sinfully hot water. 

    “Thank you.” A groan left my lips as I eased back, and she placed a damp cloth over my eyes. 

    “Enjoy,” she said, and I heard the sound of the door closing as I was finally left to my own devices. 

    The water was the perfect temperature, and the oil dug deep into my muscles, which sent a clash of icy shivers racing along my skin. Before a chill could set in, however, my skin was then immediately warmed by the piping hot bath water, and the delicious contradiction made me shudder in pleasure, so I shucked the cotton shorts I was wearing and sunk even lower until the water was all the way up to my chin. 

    I was just on the verge of dozing off when I heard the door creak open again, and then it quietly shut. 

    I pulled the cloth off my eyes just in time to see a robed maid pour a ladle of water over a brazier of hot coals I hadn’t noticed before. More steam filled the air with a hiss and made everything look dreamy and ethereal. 

    “Thank you,” I murmured and put the cloth back over my eyes. I waited for the sound of the door again, but everything was quiet. 

    Suddenly, a pair of very familiar legs dangled on either side of my shoulders as expert fingers combed soothingly through my hair. 

    “Um, miss?” I smirked as I reached up to clasp those fine-boned feet, and I was careful to gently brush my thumb over the still-healing cut I could feel curving over the top of the right foot. “I hate to break it to you, but I’m married.” 

    “Hmm,” Zoie’s voice purred in my ear as she leaned forward, and her soft hair brushed the side of my face in a curtain of jasmine and clover perfume. “I think you might be able to make this exception.” 

    I chuckled and then tossed away the cloth covering my eyes so I could turn around and fill my sight with my black-haired beauty. Then I knee walked closer on the stone step I was sitting on so I could bracket her hips with my hands in case she had thoughts of leaving. 

    “Hello, my love.” She smiled and tilted my face up so she could kiss me. 

    “What are you doing in here?” I asked as I stroked her sides with my thumbs. She was clad in this maddening robe, and I really wanted to tear it off the toned body I could barely see under the gauzy material. “Not that I’m complaining. Also, where is Shay?” 

    “Shay was led off to get a special healing treatment…” Zoie trailed off, and my thoughts darkened when I remembered how Zoie and I had to tear ourselves away from her while she had to play her part as Ren’s wife. 

    I could only imagine the type of cruelty that ponytailed fuck was capable of, and if I could decapitate the mother fucker again, I would in a heartbeat. 

    “Is she okay, Zoie? Like, really okay?” I gripped her waist and peered up into her soulful eyes even though I was almost afraid to see what her expression would tell me. 

    “Shale-Lea is a strong woman,” my cat-wife said as she rubbed my shoulders. “And she will reveal her story to you in due time, but trust me when I say everything is okay. In fact, it was she who gave me the idea to come and find you.” 

    “I’m glad you did,” I said as her words finally sank in, and that last bit of worry evaporated like the steam rising all around us. Then I rucked the robe she was wearing up her thighs so it bunched up around her waist. “Are you going to get in trouble for being in here?” 

    “I do not care.” Zoie’s eyes burned like blue gas lamps, and her fingers trailed down her neck in a sensual caress I couldn’t tear my eyes away from. 

    “Me, either,” I muttered distractedly.  

    Then I followed her hand as she tugged open the neckline of the robe so the valley of her breasts was revealed in dusky shadow. 

    When I couldn’t take the temptation anymore, I reached up with both hands, and I brushed the robe off where it was clinging to her bare shoulders as if I was unwrapping a present without ruining the paper. 

    The material dropped away to reveal her rosy breasts, and I surged up so I could wrap my arms around her and bury my face where her beautiful heart beat within the cage of her ribs. 

    “Please, touch me, husband,” she rasped as she flexed her legs on either side of me in an echo of the blood pulsing through my growing cock. 

    “Don’t have to ask me twice,” I groaned and removed the rest of the obstructing cloth keeping me from my prize.  

    “Alexxxxx,” Zoie sighed as my hands roved up her smooth toned back.  

    She arched and shuddered, and I stood so I could lay her back with her hips poised on the edge of the bath.  

    Then I lowered myself so I could grind my erection against her soft mound while I licked and sucked at that succulent puckered nipple until it was red and swollen. 

    When I was satisfied, I moved on to suckle her other breast while my right hand kneaded the one I’d just abandoned. 

    “Ohhhhh,” Zoie moaned out, and then she bit her bottom lip to try and stifle the sound of her pleasure as it echoed off the chamber walls. 

    I grinned against her silky breast, and then I nibbled and sucked a trail down to the peach folds of her pussy lips.  

    Zoie huffed as her tummy fluttered in the way it did when I knew she was really turned on, and the small whimper that left her throat sent a powerful surge right to my groin as my cock throbbed. I couldn’t wait to be engulfed by her sinful walls, but first I had to make her climax and blossom. 

    It really wasn’t a hardship, especially when she clutched my hair with one hand when I got my mouth on her. She used the other hand to fling over her mouth as a series of desperate whimpers left her throat, and my blood raced as my dick gave a mighty twitch, which caused me to reach down with one hand and give myself a quick stroke. 

    The feeling of my hand grasping my steel shaft under the hot water was almost too good, and I reluctantly pulled my hand away so I could focus on my task. 

    Zoie’s thighs trembled, and she whimpered even louder when I swirled my tongue around her tangy center and lapped up her sweet and musky juices. 

    “Aleeexxx,” she hissed and fell apart when I flicked my tongue rapidly over that tender spot nestled just above her opening. “Ohhhh, Goddess, please! Inside me, husband, ah--!” 

    The end of her sentence cut out as her climax began to crash over her, and I dragged her forward so I could seat myself in her pussy in one fluid thrust. 

    The tight walls of her satiny chamber were even hotter than the bathwater, and I had to beat back the sharp edge of my orgasm as she spasmed strongly around me. 

    “Fuckkkkk, baby,” I groaned into the side of her swan-like neck as her nails dug into my shoulder blades and her hips juddered and shook. “You still coming, kitten?” 

    “I’m st-still co--!” She gasped again when I rocked my hips gently and eased her down from the intensity of her second abrupt climax.  

    “That’s it,” I said as I pressed her closer. I relished in every pulse and contraction against my cock even though it took all of my willpower to stop myself from plunging into her over and over until my caveman brain was sated. 

    “Spill inside me, husband,” Zoie whispered in a rough voice, and she locked her ankles around my waist as she tugged me against her. “I want to feel your passion. Put your kits inside me! Fill meeeee!” 

    “Fuck,” I growled and stood to my full height with her in my arms and my cock still snug inside her. 

    “Oh!” Zoie cried out and then buried her face into my collarbone as I hoisted her up and down on my hard shaft. Her arms wrapped around the back of my neck, and she gyrated her body sensually against mine in a way that almost made my knees buckle. “Faster, Alex. Let me feel how strong you are.” 

    My thighs burned from holding her and bouncing her up and down on my cock, but it was a satisfying type of burn, especially when she pulsed strongly around me.  

    I could tell she was right on the edge, so I opened her hips wider and drilled up into her as fast as I could while I searched for the right angle. 

    “There!” she suddenly hissed and circled her hips faster. 

    “Come on, Zoie,” I urged just as she clawed harder at my back. “Come with me, ah, oh, god--!” 

    I flexed my hips as I began to fill her womb with my seed, and she had to stifle another scream against my shoulder when her third climax swept through her like a tidal wave. She bit down with her sharp teeth, and I came even harder as my orgasm reached new heights because of the agony mixed with pleasure. 

    “Oh, my love, yes, my love,” she chanted as she rocked through her earth-shaking pleasure. “Flood inside of me, husband! Give me everything… Yesssss… it’s gushing so warm inside of me. Hotter than the bath, even.”  

    I shifted us so she could tie her long muscular legs around me, and then I cradled her with one arm as I tangled the fingers of my other hand in the beautiful waves of her midnight hair. 

    She exhaled sharply when I tugged, and I devoured the lush sound with a kiss as if the world was ending, and this was my last supper. 

    As we rolled through the descending peaks of our shared climax, I truly felt restored as if not only my body was healed, but my soul was cleansed as well. I was overwhelmed with the feeling of being intertwined with another person as closely as two people could be, and the sensation was like coming home. 

    I carefully lowered us both down onto the stone bench so we could enjoy our intimate connection for a little bit longer as we let the purified water cleanse our bodies. 

    Zoie straddled my lap as I slowly softened inside her, and she dabbed the cloth I dropped earlier against my face and chest. 

    I trickled water over her bare shoulders and watched it leave diamond trails dripping down her vulnerable naked form, and we spent the next restful moments just experiencing these tactile sensations and letting the heavenly water do its magic. 

    “Ah!” Zoie lifted her hips as I pulled free from her sensitive channel, and streams of my creamy white seed trickled down her alabaster thighs. “Goddess, Alex. I-- I love you.” 

    “I love you, too, kitten,” I said and took a savoring sip of her mouth like she was a fine cognac. “Thank you for breaking the rules. I missed you.” 

    “I wasn’t gone for very long,” she giggled as I sucked a hickey on the edge of her clavicle. 

    “Yes, you were,” I said and clutched her waist to prevent her from getting up. Then I wiggled my fingers against her sensitive sides just to see her squirm. “You were gone ages and ages and ages.” 

    “You better not start something you aren’t prepared to finish, husband,” the feisty cat-woman said, and she finally broke free and climbed out of the tub so she could sit on the edge. 

    “There’s a lot I would like to finish,” I rumbled as I turned around so my arms were resting on the side. I had the perfect view of her gorgeous body as she dried off her shiny black tail, and I whistled low as she swept her long riot of ebony locks up off her enticing neck. 

    Zoie darted a simmering look over her bare shoulder before she covered it with the robe again. 

    “You must finish your bath, and I must go check on our Shay,” she said, but I caught her foot with one of my hands when she went to stand up. 

    “I’ll see you later,” I said and then placed a kiss on top of the healing scar. 

    “Hurry up,” she ordered with a cheeky grin, and then she licked the tip of my nose before she scurried up and out of the bath chamber. 

    I chuckled and then dunked my head under the water to finish up so I could reunite with my wives. I was especially anxious to see Shay again and make sure she was truly alright even though I trusted Zoie to take care of her. 

    When I felt refreshed and all squeaky clean, I managed to find my way back to the changing room where I noticed my old clothes were now replaced with a fresh gold tunic, soft brown pants, and brand-new boots that matched the mahogany armored belt I favored. Everything fit like it was made especially for me, and the material was something between cotton and jersey and felt luxurious against my skin. 

    If this was the treatment the Champion received every year, maybe I would enter Prosper and myself again next time. 

    All things considered, if it hadn’t been for the dirty rotten cheaters who were all paid off to throw the race and let scumbag Ren win, it would have actually been a blast, and I wouldn’t mind doing it again. 

    When I was all situated in my new clothes, and my trusty Roman-esque sword was tied securely at my side, I then tried to find my way out of the underground baths. 

    It was a task easier said than done, and if it weren’t for the little pictures carved with arrows that showed how to get out of the misty corridors, I would have been lost wandering around for who knew how long.  

    Finally, after only doubling back twice, I found the wide marble staircase that led up and out into a dazzling courtyard with trickling fountains, marble-like statues of Sacred Fish, and metal chained thuribles that hung from giant potted bonsai-like trees. As the fragrant smoke from the incense drifted down from the thuribles, it gave off a scent similar to the steamy ashroot of the baths, only sweeter and less harsh when the smoke mingled with the fresh green smell. 

    Underneath each of the shady trees were little circular areas cushioned with large tasseled pillows and plush Persian-like rugs, which created intimate little alcoves that looked perfect for napping in. 

    Speaking of napping, I surprisingly spied the familiar sight of Arvid doing just that under the tree with the gray and blue willow-like leaves. Then I grinned wide when I caught sight of the large fluffy ears that could only belong to Jenner as the koala-man reclined against his larger companion and wrote in a small notebook. 

    When I approached, I could see how the sloth-like man was spread out on his back with his large arms behind his shaggy brown head, and his eyes were closed in a serene expression. 

    Arvid definitely had the right idea, and I was struck by how much I missed the large gentle giant and hoped he would cook some of his tasty stew in the near future. 

    Then Jenner finally noticed me, and my faithful koala-butler, slash expert-on-everything, stood up from his cushion next to the sloth man, returned the notebook to his pocket, and brushed off his battered trousers. 

    “Ah, good to see you, Mr. Alex!” Jenner said, and his big gray ears trembled in excitement. 

    “It’s good to see you, too, Jenner,” I replied as I shook the small man’s furry hand. “How’s the estate?” 

    “It is coming along nicely, and your two new farmhands are most anxious to please you before you come home,” he said and adjusted the ever-present monocle on his shrewd face. 

    “Mel and Bodin, right?” I asked. 

    “Correct,” the koala-man said and rocked upwards on his toes. “They are a pair of brothers who hail from the Isle of Leen, and so far they have repaired the bridge and pastures, and are now preparing the fields for planting.” 

    “That’s fantastic, and I can’t wait to finally meet them,” I said. 

    Just then, a pair of familiar footsteps sounded from somewhere on the other side of Arvid’s napping tree, and I grinned as Zoie and Shay walked toward us arm-in-arm. 

    They both looked radiant in their own sets of palace finery, and my heart raced when I drank in the sight. 

    My wives were clad in elegant turquoise robes that clung to their feminine frames, and even though the robes were the same style, they draped differently depending on the woman. 

    On Zoie, the luxurious material showed off her long legs when she walked and gathered around her narrow waist so when she moved, the fabric accentuated her sinuous swagger. 

    But then on Shay the same robe draped gracefully across her full bosom, and it hugged her luscious hips so her petite hourglass figure was given all the attention it deserved. 

    “How are you feeling?” I asked and brushed one of her flaming red curls away from her emerald eyes so I could get a good look at her. 

    “I am much restored, and you?” she replied and took my hand in both of her smaller ones. 

    “I was so exhausted earlier, but now I feel way better.” I grinned and bent down for a brief kiss before I pulled her into my side where she fit perfectly. “Have you met Jenner and Arvid?” 

    “Ahem, a pleasure, madam,” Jenner said, and he bowed so low the tips of his furred ears brushed the floor. Then he looked over at the still-sleeping Arvid and nudged him with his foot. “Arvi, wake up, you big lubbox.” 

    “Mmm?” The sloth-man blinked awake and then slowly sat up. He took a moment to look at each new face before he waved his big three-clawed hand. “Hellooo.” 

    “How do you do, Mr. Arvid?” Shay greeted with a small bow of her head. 

    Arvid stood up to his full seven-feet and bowed his shaggy head in return. 

    “And my dear Zoie,” Jenner said and clasped one of Zoie’s hands in his. “I heard about the brief gold curse you were under, and I am immensely relieved you are well.” 

    “I am glad to be well, Jenner,” the cat-woman said quietly but with a grateful smile on her regal face. 

    “Not that I’m not really enjoying this reunion and all, but what are you guys doing here?” I asked, and then we all took a seat on some of the scattered cushions and rugs while Arvid seemed content to lean against the giant basin the tree was potted in. 

    “When we got the Lady Shale-Lea’s letter, we figured we would come and see if you needed any help,” Jenner said. 

    “That is most fortunate, because we have a bit of a situation when it comes to the gold Alex and I got from the Ruins,” Zoie said as her tail idly waved back and forth. She looked supremely relaxed as she curled half in my lap and half in the dappled light, and I wondered if those sunbeams were calling to her cat-like tendencies. 

    “Oh?” Jenner asked as he took off his monocle so he could clean it somewhat on his patchy brown jacket. “You hauled home quite a bounty, then?” 

    “More than,” Shay said, and she gave an excited little shimmy from where she was still pressed into my other side. “Our clever Zoie wagered the lot of it on the races. Since Alex entered the competition so late, she was one of the only ones to place a bet in his favor, and therefore gets a bigger portion of the payoff.” 

    “How much are we talking?” the small man asked as he regarded Zoie with his sharp gaze. 

    The cat-woman’s lips curled into a smile as she sank further into the warm sunny pillows. 

    “About five-hundred-thousand,” she said with her eyes closed. 

    “Oh, merciful Mercedes!” Jenner gasped as he dropped the monocle he was cleaning, and if it weren’t for the tarnished chain keeping it clipped to his lapel, the eyepiece would have fallen to the ground. “You must be joking.” 

    “I am not,” Zoie said as she slouched down even more with her head in my lap, and I could tell she was settling in for a doze. “It is a good thing you brought Arvid with you because he will be especially helpful with loading once we retrieve it all.” 

    “I should say so,” Jenner breathed with wide eyes. “This… this is amazing!” 

    “Wooow,” Arvid agreed. 

    “So, I’m assuming that’s a lot of gold by Nata Isle standards?” I ventured as both Shay and I played with Zoie’s dark tangle of hair. 

    “Let’s just say that it is thrice more than what Ren’s estate used to make in an entire season,” the phoenix-woman said. 

    My eyebrows flew up to my hairline when I remembered the Greek-like mansion Shay brought Zoie and I to via her own sailing vessel. 

    The estate was a gorgeous combination of canterfly stables, flying tracks, and several other structures all situated on about two-hundred acres of land, so if our winnings were more than what that place could rake in from all the annual canterfly training, then we were fucking loaded. 

    “Logistically, how is this going to work?” I asked as my mind started to go over practicalities. “It sounds like a bad idea to keep that much gold all in one place.” 

    “Especially seeing as how you can never seem to keep a low profile,” Zoie purred as she playfully flicked her soft ears against my fingers when I tickled too close. “I’m sure everyone on the island already knows Alex Brightwood is the Champion of this season’s Icarian Races.” 

    “And no offense to your brother, Shay, but I don’t really want to give any mercenary clans ideas if they spot me with a caravan trekking through the forest,” I added. 

    “What if we split up the winnings and store half at one estate, and the rest at the other?” the phoenix-woman suggested. 

    “If Alex goes with you, I would go along with Jenner and Arvid to make sure they travel safely,” Zoie volleyed back as a plan began to take shape. 

    “You would go back to the manor without us, Zoie?” I instinctively tightened my hold around both women. Now that I had them both with me, the last thing I wanted to do was let either one of them out of my sight again. 

    “We would only be apart for a day or two, my love,” she reassured me, and she sat up so she could wrap my arm around herself properly. “I will be fine. I’m a Varthan Warrior, remember?” 

    “I know how capable you are with a sword, but I still don’t like it,” I grumbled even though I knew this solution was the best we had so far. 

    “You are the owner of multiple estates now, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said as he finally tweaked his monocle back into place on his right eye. “You must think about naming them to keep them straight. I’m sure the lovely Shale-Lea will educate you in due time about those particulars, but for now, start by thinking about that.” 

    “Whatever you say.” I shrugged. 

    Just then, light footsteps signaled the arrival of an efficient-looking palace attendant in black and silver robes. 

    “Pardon the interruption, Asher Brightwood,” the attendant said and bowed low at the waist, “but I would like to usher you and your wives to the ballroom where the Lord Mec would wish for you to dine at his table.” 

    I almost didn’t want to leave this peaceful setting, but my growling stomach had other plans. 

    “Arvid and I will prepare everything,” Jenner said as he got to his feet. “Look out for our favorite stable boy, Rylan.” 

    I stood as well after Zoie, Shay, and I reluctantly untangled ourselves from our cuddle pile. 

    “Will do, and thanks again, you guys,” I said, and then the three of us followed the palace attendant. 

    I just hoped this feast with the Lord of the Isle was a bit less of a crazy culture shock than last time.

  


   
    [bookmark: _5nbgu1ue0l0f]Chapter 2 

    The palace attendant led us to the far end of the healing courtyard and through an archway curtained with a rich gold tapestry. 

    When the attendant moved the heavy fabric aside, I saw the tapestry was actually concealing a grand set of double doors which was the entrance to the ballroom. Then we walked inside, and piles of luxurious cushions and pillows similar to the setup of the courtyard were scattered around circular tables all over the ballroom, with the exception of a wide-open area in the center. This seemed to be the preferred way to arrange a banquet such as this, and I wondered if there would be another performance or type of entertainment happening just like the Blue Night Gala. 

    As it was, small clusters of beautiful mostly-naked women were stationed in the four corners of the room on large stone pedestals. They were playing stringed instruments like harps and something that looked like an Indian sitar, and the music added to the dim and dreamy atmosphere. 

    “Announcing the Champion, Asher Brightwood, and his wives, the Lady Zoie of Vartha, and the Lady Shale-Lea,” the palace attendant intoned, and a round of raucous applause erupted around the parlor. 

    Three maidservants came forward just then and placed a crown of twigs and leaves on my head as well as two crowns of blossoming flowers on Zoie’s and Shay’s heads. 

    Then we were instructed to step up onto this sleigh-like contraption where four more servants lifted us up on poles balanced over their strong shoulders. 

    It was a bit of a shock being put on the spot like this, and even though I knew I just won an epic race during one of these people’s annual traditions, somehow being the “Champion” didn’t really register until I was being paraded around like a king. 

    I felt a little awkward, and when the bearers of my chariot set us down, I was grateful even though we were obviously meant to sit around the largest of the low-seated tables where the ram-lord, Asher Gavlain Mec, held his court. 

    On Mec’s right was a familiar reptilian face with vertical slitted eyes I knew to be Ambassador Sskern, and on the ram-lord’s left was his beautiful bird-wife, Breeta.  

    Next to the pretty parakeet-woman with her fluffy green crest was a dour-looking man who had a hunched posture and bushy eyebrows over his yellow owl-like eyes, and finally, seated next to him was a young man with long ears like a jack rabbit that completed the table. 

    “Brightwood!” Mec said and spread his arms wide. “Welcome to your feast, Champion. Please, sit next to Sskern.” 

    I gladly took a seat between the grinning lizard-man and the long-eared guy, and Zoie and Shay followed to sit on my right and left respectively. 

    “Good show, Brightwood,” Sskern said, and his forked tongue hissed through the word ‘show.’ Then, with his sharp teeth, he tore a wing off what looked like a whole roasted chicken if it weren’t bright orange, which was odd because the food hadn’t even been served yet. “I never liked Bala Ren, and I always knew I would relish the day a Duelist would put him in his place.” 

    “Thanks, Ambassador,” I said and reached for a crystal goblet full of water. 

    This time, I didn’t need Zoie to stop me before I could accidentally take a swig of the briny god-awful liquid because I remembered to take a plain gray tithe stone from one of the numerous silver dishes and drop it into my drink. 

    The magical little pebble caused the salty water to fizzle like a Sprite fresh out of a glass bottle, and when it calmed down I knew it was safe to drink, so I gulped down a large refreshing swallow. 

    “Tell me,” Sskern said as he slithered a hair closer, and he tried to glance around Zoie so he could look at the sword fastened to my belt, “was it a blade forged with the herald core of a demon that delivered the killing blow to your enemy?” 

    “Maybe,” I said with a grin. I remembered what Shay’s brother Horus said about being a bit secretive about my weapon’s ability. Especially now that no one but Shay, Zoie, Horus, and I knew the herald core used to enhance my sword was considered rare and not just the run of the mill. 

    “Oho, very strategic of you!” The scaled man pounded a fist down on the table in enthusiasm. “Smart lad not to give away your hand. One of the first rules of engagement is to never assume anyone is your ally.” 

    “I would prefer talk of strategy be left out of my leisure time, Sskern,” Mec said with a smirk, but one of his ears seemed to twitch in irritation through the loop of his impressive ram’s horn. “Don’t make me sic my loveliest concubine on you just to loosen you up, you old snake.” 

    “There is nothing wrong with vigilance, my old friend,” Sskern boomed jovially as he clapped the shaggy-haired lord on the shoulder. Then he looked at me and winked one of his reptilian eyes. “One must be prepared to strike when the opportunity presents itself. We Ashers must always be ready to fight for the glory of Mercedes.” 

    A trumpet noise sounded, and a bevy of servants poured in carrying domed trays that instantly filled the hall with the smells of roasted meat and spices.  

    My stomach groaned so loudly Asher Mec glanced in my direction and gave me a knowing smile. 

    “I remember the first time I rode with Prosper,” he said and offered his wine goblet up to be filled with verna berry wine. “He is a powerhouse and a faithful steed, but the mental connection required to communicate with him takes a lot. I trust the baths restored you, Asher?” 

    “Alex, please,” I said as I hurried to swallow a bite of some sort of saucy beef-like dish that tasted amazingly savory and sweet at the same time. Then I cleared my throat by taking a quick sip of the Fireball Fruity Pebble wine I was growing more accustomed to. “And the baths were wonderful, thank you, Lord Mec.” 

    “Enough of that ‘Lord Mec’ business, Gavlain is what my friends use,” he said as another large smile stretched across his brown-bearded face. “I confess, the whispers around my humble island have been most disturbing, and if the rumors are true, then you did me another favor, Alex.” 

    “Are you talking about the rumors in Gatetown, darling?” the ram-lord’s wife chirped in her song-bird voice. Her dark eyes were wide, and she clutched her pale-green hands against her ample bosom in worry. 

    “Don’t distress yourself, Breeta, my sweet,” Mec said and took her hands so he could sweetly kiss her knuckles. 

    “But it was distressing! To hear that anyone would plot to assassinate you, let alone one of your trusted friends!” Mec’s parakeet-wife then turned and addressed the owl-like man hunched next to her. “Have you heard much of these rumors, Asher Vane?” 

    “Aye, I’ve heard many talkers in my noble Gatetown,” the man named Vane said as he ripped some juicy meat off a thick bone, and then he sucked it into his mouth with a gross noise before he pointed a greasy finger at my crimson-haired wife. “What say you, Lady Shale-Lea? Surely you must have heard your deceased husband wanted to try to assassinate our gracious Lord Mec?” 

    I glanced at the poised phoenix-woman on my left as she set down her fork and dabbed her lips with a cloth napkin. 

    “I’m afraid Bala never really kept me apprised of his dealings, Asher Vane, but if your lordship has heard it, then it must be true.” She shook out the long fall of her feathered scarlet crest, and the beauty of it pooling around her as she sat up straight on her cushion like the regal diplomat she was mesmerized me, as well as the rest of the table. 

    “But I heard some of the other riders who were witness to the Duel between Asher Brightwood and Bala Ren swear they smelled the scent of a poison infusion when his blade broke,” Mec’s wife pressed as she brushed at her verdant cheeks in what seemed to be an anxious habit. 

    I darted a glance at Zoie at this, and she slipped her hand over my wrist. 

    The truth was, Zoie and I were in the same tavern eavesdropping on Ren during his illicit exchange with the shady patron. The golden eagle-man paid a hefty sum so he could infuse his blade with a lethal poison. Then, when he planned to challenge Lord Mec in a Duel, he had a little insurance in his back pocket. 

    Fucking cheat. 

    Even though I could confirm the truth of these rumors, announcing to the table that I had a bigger and more involved part in the events leading up to the conclusion of the race was probably one of those things I should keep close to my chest for now. 

    “It’s true,” the final person at our table chipped in, and his long jack-rabbit ears twitched on the top of his brown head as the whole table turned to acknowledge him. “Because I was last season’s Champion, I was standing close by when Brightwood shattered Ren’s blade. It smelled like the putrid oils commonly harvested from a thorn blossom.” 

    “See, Gavlain!” the ram-lord’s wife gasped. “Asher Redburn has confirmed it!” 

    “Well, whatever the case, he is gone thanks to our Champion, Alex Brightwood!” Mec said and raised his goblet to the room. 

    “Brightwood!” the room echoed, and I glanced around with a slightly uncomfortable smile as everyone toasted me. 

    When everyone returned to the sumptuous feast, the owl-man across from me skewered a thin sardine-looking fish dripping in butter and herbs as he pinned me with his bulbous yellow eyes. 

    “Then what say you, Brightwood?” Vane asked and arched his feathered eyebrows. “As I hear it, you haven’t been with us for long. Already so displeased with your third-rank status that you felt the need to dispatch Ren and gain a fourth?” 

    I narrowed my gaze at the hunched owl-man. There was something creepy about him, especially the way he fixed his unblinking eyes on me as if he was trying his hardest not to look elsewhere. 

    However, when I stared back, I noticed the slightest break in his black-hole gaze, and I saw how the yellow orbs flickered to my left and over to Shay. 

    It gave me a hunch. 

    “Truth be told, it wasn’t Ren’s Duelist status I was interested in.” I reached my hand toward Shay and pulled her over so she could sit on my lap. 

    Vane’s eyebrows twitched downward into a faint scowl, and I figured my hunch was correct. At first, I thought it was just the man’s large owl eyes, but this confirmed he’d been particularly observant of my wife since we took our seats, and I wasn’t just picking up on nothing. 

    It wasn’t completely unusual that she would turn heads wherever she went because Shale-Lea was stunning with her flaming hair, hourglass figure, and the ability to sing and dance like an angel. It was probably common knowledge all over the island how beautiful she was, and she probably had all kinds of harmless admirers. 

    Still. I was going to keep my eye on the owl-man from now on. 

    “Well-played,” Vane grunted as he nodded at me in respect and then slurped up his buttery sardine. 

    I gave him a curt nod in return but then forgot about the weird tension when Shay offered a lush berry up to my lips. 

    “Try this, dear heart,” she said in a low voice. “Don’t mind old Gella Vane and his meddling.” 

    “I think he wants you for himself,” I muttered, but I opened my mouth anyway and let the tangy juice of the berry burst over my tongue. 

    “Well, if he does, he’ll just have to get by both of us,” Zoie said with a small smirk she hid behind her wine goblet. 

    I smiled at her and then let Shay feed me more bits of fruit, cheese, and spiced meat. 

    Then a small gong sounded, and the lights dimmed as a hush swept over the gathered guests. 

    “What’s going on?” I whispered, and Zoie leaned closer so she could explain in a lowered voice as a string of people in elaborate costumes took to the center of the performance space. 

    “I’ve only heard of this, but it is the retelling of Icar and how he lit the beacons that started the Duelist Uprisings,” the cat-woman said with her ears perked forward in interest. 

    The performers immediately launched into some type of play/opera I could scarcely follow because there were at least four voices sing-talking at all times.  

    A stage battle soon erupted in a frenzy of activity, complete with red silk scarves thrown around to represent bloodshed every time an actor was slashed with a wooden sword.  

    Eight lanterns lowered from the tented ceiling, and the main character in the most elaborate costume suddenly jumped on the back of another actor dressed as a canterfly with red flapping silk wings. 

    The actor on “horseback” then pulled out a glowing stone baton thing, and every time he passed a lantern, he would strike the side, and a shower of sparks would fountain out of the top. 

    Finally, there was one more battle between the main guy and some evil dude in a spiky crown. 

    They fought and clashed, and the red scarves were tossed around in large swaths as the lanterns turned a blood red to match. 

    It was thrilling, and my heart was pounding in my throat, and after it was all over, and everyone on stage was basically dead, I realized I had both of my wives in my lap, and we were all clutching each other close. 

    “Woah,” I breathed as the banquet hall erupted in applause, and I grinned as I added my enthusiastic clapping to the din. 

    “Wasn’t it amazing?” Zoie asked as she clapped just as hard. 

    I smiled at her endearing expression of wonder, and Shay and I exchanged fond glances.  

    It was nice having Shay as a part of our dynamic, and I realized it was because there was someone there who could share in these little moments that caused me to fall in love with Zoie in the first place. 

    As if the gorgeous phoenix-woman could read my mind, she reached across and brushed Zoie’s dark hair in the way close girlfriends did with each other. 

    “Did you enjoy the show, darling?” Shay asked the cat-woman as she squeezed her companion’s hand. 

    “It was marvelous,” Zoie said honestly while the lights restored to their normal brightness and conversation resumed around the hall. “Do you get to see this every season?” 

    “Yes, Bala and I were frequent guests of Lord Mec’s wondrous Champion Gala,” Shay said and tipped her head in the ram-lord’s direction. “I confess it has always been one of my favorite events to attend.” 

    “You are most kind, Shale-Lea,” Mec said with an equally gracious bow of his shaggy head. 

    “You must have gone to all sorts of royal events,” Zoie said to Shay. 

    “As will you, my lovely,” the phoenix-woman assured the cat-woman with a musical tone to her sweet voice. “You are the first wife of a noble fourth-ranked Duelist. Blue Night is one thing, but these are the circles of the elite, and your presence will be expected in many more social gatherings.” 

    “I… oh,” the cat-woman said with a faint blush as her ears flattened against her head. 

    “I think you’ll have to teach us both a little about mingling with high society, Shay,” I said as I rubbed my hand up Zoie’s arm in case she was feeling self-conscious, and I was gratified when her velvety ears slowly perked up again. 

    Another gong sounded, and the servants poured back in and cleared away the remains of the feast. 

    “My wonderful guests!” Gavlain Mec said as he stood from the table. “Now let us give our Champion a proper send-off!” 

    “Champion! Champion! Champion!” the crowd around the banquet hall chanted as one, and I was urged to my feet as everyone stood from their seats. 

    “What’s going on?” I asked over the roar as Shay led all three of us to the center where that jack-rabbit-man was standing. 

    “Asher Redburn must pass the Icarian torch over to you,” Shay said as we passed all the people clapping and cheering. “Then, next season, you will do the same for the next Champion.” 

    “Alright,” I said and accepted my place in the center of the ballroom. 

    The tall hare-like man grinned and handed me a stone baton similar to the one the actor used in the performance. However, this one was larger like a scepter and had intricate carvings all around it which I couldn’t make heads or tails of. 

    “Our Icarian Champion!” The Asher Lord boomed out a laugh and raised his hands as those gathered gave another round of applause. 

    Then the crowd began to disperse, and an occasional Duelist would come up and congratulate me. I wanted to leave as well just so I wasn’t the center of attention anymore, but Shay’s subtle cues kept me from skulking off until everyone was mostly gone. 

    Even though I said it to give Zoie some confidence, I was honest about needing lessons or something for all these ceremonies I seemed to take part in. 

    “Congratulations, Brightwood,” the rabbit-man said as we shook forearms. “Hopefully, we will race together as competitors in the future.” 

    “I’d like that, Redburn,” I replied, and I meant it. He seemed like a good dude, and I was definitely interested in racing again as long as it was a fair competition. 

    “I hope the feast met your approval, Alex, my friend?” the ram-lord asked as the rest of the guests trickled out. 

    “It was amazing,” I said with enthusiasm, and then suddenly a jaw cracking yawn exploded out of me. “Sorry, I don’t know where that came from.” 

    “Hah!” Mec clapped one of his massive hands down on my shoulder. “I know you must be exhausted, but I wonder if I can trouble you for just a moment longer.” 

    “Um, sure,” I said. 

    “Please, let my Breeta escort your beautiful wives to the luxurious Champion Suite,” he said and gestured for his green-feathered wife to come closer. “I promise I will not delay you long.” 

    “Come, my ladies,” Breeta said with a radiant smile. 

    Then Zoie and Shay each squeezed my hand and kissed me on the cheek, and I sighed as I watched them float away. 

    “Such gorgeous creatures, aren’t they?” the ram-lord rumbled as he crossed his arms over his barrel chest. 

    “I honestly don’t know whether they will make me, or break me, one day,” I chuckled as I tucked the ceremonial torch into the back of my belt. “So, what’s on your mind, Gavlain?” 

    “Walk with me, fellow Duelist,” he said and gestured to the back of the ballroom where a mural-sized tapestry hung. 

    I followed the ram-lord as he brushed aside the tapestry and opened up a secret passage that revealed a staircase similar to the underground weapons cache in the manor house. 

    Just like the dark corridor at my estate, glowing stone sconces lit up at the same time as the Duelist Stones around both our necks. 

    “Where does this lead?” I asked as I followed the ram-lord down the winding stairs. 

    “This leads all throughout the palace, but if you are asking where I am taking you, then the answer is: the dungeons,” he said, and his low voice vibrated against the stark stone walls in a slightly ominous way. 

    “Umm… why?” I rubbed the back of my neck with one hand. 

    “Do not be alarmed, Alex, I have no nefarious intentions despite the spooky hidden stairs we are descending,” the big man said in an odd giddy voice as if we were spelunking in unexplored caves instead of traversing his own palace walls. 

    “Did you just call what we are doing, ‘spooky?’” I snorted. 

    “Spooky is the word my young Meera is most fond of these days.” The formidable Asher Lord smiled tenderly when he brought up the subject of his small doe-like daughter. 

    “How is she?” I asked as we turned down another twisting staircase. 

    “She asks of you often,” Mec huffed, “and was quite inconsolable when I had to explain to her how she couldn’t attend the feast and see her future husband.” 

    “Husband?” I laughed. 

    “She is convinced she will marry you one day, her savior from the monsters,” he said and shook his horned head. 

    “She sounds like she has a lot of opinions,” I said as I finally stepped off the last step. 

    “That she does!” he thundered and then threw back his head and laughed. “Just you wait. It won’t be long before that will be your future. Now, come. There is something I want your opinion on.” 

    I nodded and let the ram-lord lead me through the dimly lit dungeons and into a cramped cell bracketed by two palace guards who saluted us before we went in. 

    It was dark inside the musty cell, and I strained my eyes so I could make sense of what I was seeing. 

    In the center of the small space was a dirty and battered figure who had his head and wrists locked in a wooden stockade/pillory device. Then he lifted his bloody face, and his long greasy hair swung to and fro. 

    “You have no right, Mec,” the man snarled in a voice that sounded like it had been dragged through rough gravel. He spat out a wad of blood on the dirt ground at our feet, and he scowled so fiercely, the jagged scar through his eyebrow bunched and twisted like a writhing worm. 

    Something about him seemed vaguely familiar… 

    “You will find in a moment how I have every right, you detestable mercenary scum,” Mec growled, and the jolly and easy-going image of the man from a few moments ago was suddenly replaced with the dark commanding visage of the true Asher Lord. The atmosphere became thick with the sheer power rolling off him in waves, and it felt as if the air was sucked right out of the room. 

    Then Mec’s eyes flashed over to mine. “Alex.” 

    “Yes?” I asked and took an uncertain step forward. 

    “Please, tell me where you know this man from,” he said in a deep voice that booked no argument. 

    I frowned but prevented myself from telling the ram-lord I had no idea what he was talking about. I could tell by the look on Mec’s face that answer was not going to fly, so I turned my attention back to the prisoner once more. 

    The man hunched over in the punishing pillory seemed familiar, but I was positive I’d never seen his face…  

    Or had I? 

    I almost gasped when I realized this was the man Ren met in that tavern when he purchased the poison for his blade. Of course, I’d never seen his face because he wore a mask the whole time I saw him, but the voice along with that distinctive scar confirmed his identity. 

    “You sold Ren the poison so he could infuse his blade, you piece of shit ,” I growled and clenched my fists. 

    “Tell me how you know this,” Mec said, and his expression darkened even further as he took a step toward the scarred man. 

    “When Zoie and I were in Gatetown, we spotted Ren,” I explained. “His presence seemed suspicious, especially since my wife pointed out he should have been here preparing for the races. So, we followed him and witnessed how he planned to infuse his sword and kill you with it.” 

    “Are you sure, Alex?” Mec asked as he pulled out a dagger with a wicked curve to it. 

    I stepped forward and leaned down so I could get a good look at the man’s face. 

    His features twisted into a grimace of disdain, and he tried to spit on me, but he couldn’t get the right leverage with his neck trapped in the stockade like that. 

    “I’m sure,” I said without a shadow of a doubt and stepped back. 

    “I bet you were the second one Asher Ren wanted to kill with his poisoned blade!” the bitter man hissed when he realized the game was up. 

    Before I could respond, however, Mec’s shiny curved dagger flashed, and the scarred mercenary gave out a guttural choking noise when his blood gushed from the slash across his neck. 

    “Ren is Asher no longer and shall remain in disgrace and banished from Mercedes’ arms for all time, as will you,” the ram-lord intoned as the life drained out of the man before us. 

    The mercenary twitched once more before he rattled out a final gasp and was still. 

    “Sorry to have you bear witness to something so distasteful right after your joyous celebration, Alex,” Mec sighed as he cleaned off the sharp dagger and then sheathed it against the small of his back where it belonged. “There were too many stories floating around, several to discredit you, I’m afraid, and I had to be certain.” 

    “Some of the rumors were trying to discredit me? How?” I cocked my head and then followed the horned-man out of the small cell. 

    “There was gossip that you were working with Ren in a plot to take me down together, but I saw what he did to your wife during my Blue Night Gala, and I knew you would never ally yourself with his ilk,” he explained. 

    “You couldn’t be more right,” I growled when I remembered how the bastard left his stupid inheritance dagger-ring on the palace steps so Zoie would cut her bare foot. 

    “Then it seems as if I really do owe you a deep debt of gratitude once again, my friend,” Mec said as he squeezed my shoulder with one of his large mitts. 

    “I was already gunning for the bastard before I heard all that anyway, but you’re welcome, Gavlain,” I said with a smirk. 

    “Is what Gella Vane implied true, then?” he asked with a curious expression on his bearded face. “Were you targeting Ren for his status, or just for Shale-Lea as you said?” 

    “Actually, it really was for Shay,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “At first, it was a practical idea to get a wife who knew how to properly run an estate because Zoie didn’t feel confident in her ability with the gaps in her knowledge. But when it was clear Ren was also abusive to Shay, it became even more necessary to take him out.” 

    “Ah, I see,” The ram-lord nodded. “And the fact you interrupted his attempt to assassinate me was just a happy accident along the way.” 

    “Yeah, but you’re an alright guy so far, so it’s all good,” I said with a shrug, but my grin belied the aloofness of my remark. 

    “Hah! You are a riot, my friend, Alex!” The roar of Mec’s laughter then ricocheted off the dungeon walls, and when he finally caught his breath, he turned to the guards still standing on either side of the cell door. “Guards, get rid of that garbage in there, and then you are relieved.” 

    “Yes, milord,” they both answered in tandem, and then they went into the cell to deal with the corpse of the co-conspirator. 

    “You did well,” Mec said and began leading us out of the dungeons the regular way without the use of the hidden stairways in the walls. “I would like to invite you out tomorrow morning on a brisk hunt throughout my favorite forest glade before you leave. It is stag-beetle season, and I never miss a morning. What do you say?” 

    “Sounds interesting, but I will definitely need a wake-up call for that,” I said through another yawn. Then I squinted through the blurry glow-stone lights. “I’m guessing it’s really early, huh?” 

    “Yes, I’m afraid so, but I promise you will not regret it,” Mec said and summoned a pair of black-clad palace servants from the shadows. “Follow my escorts to your suite, and put the rest of this evening’s unpleasantness out of your mind.” 

    “Thanks again for your hospitality,” I said with a small tip of my head, and then I began to trail after the attendants as they started to lead me up a large staircase. 

    “Rest up, because you will definitely need your strength for tomorrow,” the ram-lord called out, and with another grin, he waved me away. 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _dkjdcel7l2qu]Chapter 3 

    “Kree,” a soft caw had me rising through the thick syrupy unconsciousness of the truly restful. 

    “Go’way, Roo,” I murmured and turned my head away from where the little crow-moth was preening a few locks of my hair. I didn’t have to know what time it was to know it was Way Too Fucking Early, and I really wanted to just sink into this warm bed where I was surrounded on either side by my two gorgeous wives. 

    When I returned from the conversation with Gavlain last night, it was to the most beautiful sight my weary eyes had ever seen. 

    Zoie and Shay had been clothed in gauzy, lacy little nightgowns that made them both look soft and open in the light coming from the fireplace, and I relished in the fact I was able to hold both of them all night in the luxuriously huge bed in the palatial guest suite. I’ve never slept so well in all my life as I did when I was cradled by my steadfast lover on my left, and my new adventure on my right. 

    And now I had a little pest bothering me which was Way Uncool. 

    “Skra!” the gold-seeker said as he hopped on my head with his little crow feet, and then he shook his yellow dusty head as he eyeballed me upside down with his bulbous scarlet eyes. 

    “Roofus!” I hissed out as Shay mumbled and snuggled closer to my right side. 

    “You told him to wake you up early, don’t you remember?” Zoie whispered, and I looked down at where she was gazing sleepily up at me with her head on my chest. 

    “Ah, hell,” I groaned when I remembered I was supposed to get up and go hunting with Gavlain for something called a stag-beetle, which, considering this was Aventoll, I figured what they meant by stag-beetle resembled more stag than beetle in this world. “The hunt. I forgot.” 

    “The Asher Lord invited you on a hunt?” Zoie asked as she patted Roofus, who then returned to his preferred perch on the headboard and tucked his head under his wing now that his task was over. She chuckled at his antics and then began to absently swirl her fingers through the sparse hair on my chest. “That is a high honor.” 

    “Really?” I asked as I rubbed circles into the small of her back with my thumb. “Haven’t I been honored enough?” 

    “Never,” the beautiful cat-woman sighed and stretched against me in a way that wasn’t even trying to be sensuous, but just was. 

    “You are making it impossible for me to want to leave,” I murmured as I buried my face in her clover-scented hair and inhaled her warm sleepy essence. “Can’t I stay? Tell me I can stay.” 

    “You must go.” She chuckled a bit as I tugged her even closer and nibbled on her pulse point. “Mec has taken a shine to you, and there is no greater ally for you to have, my love.” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled as I nosed my way behind her velvety pointed ear. 

    She flicked it rapidly against my face, which felt like a cute butterfly kiss, and then she flattened them both so she could push her head snugly under my chin without crushing her ears. “What is it the Asher Lord wishes to hunt?” 

    “He wants to find something called a stag-beetle,” I said. “Any advice?” 

    “Hmm.” Zoie thought for a moment as she continued to draw idle patterns on my left pec. “Watch out for the giant pincers.” 

    “Oh, no big deal,” I deadpanned. “Avoid giant pincers, easy.” 

    “Just be fast like I know you can be, husband,” Zoie purred in a drowsy voice, and I could tell she was close to dropping off to sleep again. “No challenge is too great for you.” 

    “I am humbled by your confidence,” I said through a smile as Zoie’s dark head grew heavier and heavier on my chest. “But I think I have a bigger challenge I need your help with.” 

    “Hm?” Zoie made a questioning noise and opened her blue eyes again so she could peer into my face. 

    I smiled at her and glanced down at my right where Shay was doing a good impression of a jungle vine as she wrapped herself tightly around my right arm. “I don’t want to wake her. Help?” 

    “Let me,” the cat-woman whispered, and between the two of us, we were able to do a switch up similar to Indy at the beginning of Raiders of the Lost Ark when he replaced the idol with a bag of sand. Only, this situation had Zoie slipping into my spot at the same time as I left it, and Shay reached for the next available warm body without even fluttering an eyelash. 

    “Now I really don’t want to go,” I said as I stood by the side of the bed and looked down at the two beautiful creatures twined around each other like a fucking vision. 

    Shay slept on with her crimson hair tied up in a coiled braid as she rested her cheek against Zoie’s silk-clad breasts. Her arm was flung artlessly over Zoie’s toned waist, and the cat-woman embraced her and casually tangled their legs together. 

    “You must,” Zoie said through the purr that started up deep in her chest, and she swished her tail to and fro as she slowly rubbed her cheek back and forth over the top of Shay’s head.  

    This caused Shay to coo like a dove and snuggle in even harder until her face was pressed into the dark cavern where Zoie’s neck met her shoulder. 

    “But--” I whined and then flung out my arm toward the endearing scene as if I was impossible to argue with because who could willingly walk away from something like that, honestly? 

    Only a monster, that’s who. 

    “I know she is precious to us, but there will be time to savor her the way she deserves later, my love,” Zoie murmured with a look in her eyes that told me she knew exactly how I felt. “Now, go, but I promise there will be a surprise for you later.” 

    “Only because you promised,” I groaned, and I knelt on the mattress with one knee so I could kiss first Zoie on the brow, and then Shay on the only part of her cheek that was visible through Zoie’s hair. “Take care of her.” 

    “I shall,” Zoie hummed, and she already sounded halfway back to Slumberland. 

    I tore my eyes away from the ravishing sight like a starving man staring through the window of an all-you-can-eat buffet, and I groaned again as I hurried through getting dressed. I really hoped there was breakfast before this hunting thing because if I couldn’t satisfy the appetite I really wanted to, then a different kind of appetite would just have to do. 

    With that, I tucked my Duelist Stone under my tunic, tied on my hunter-green riding cape, and fastened my herald blade to my armored belt before I reached for the door. 

    I told myself not to look back and forced my legs to carry me out into the corridor even though it took all of my willpower as a hot-blooded male in his prime twenties not to turn around, crawl right back into that snuggle sandwich, and see where the morning went from there. Hopefully, it would have been in the direction of first kissing my wives awake, some heavy petting, ditching the clothes, and then some rubbing and stroking in or around that order. 

    A big sigh gusted out of me as every step took me away from my dream morning. 

    I hope they both realized the sacrifices I had to make for the benefit of us all. 

    Then I told myself I was just a little grumpy my wives both got to stay in the warm bed while I had to go rub elbows with the Asher Lord whose policies were dubious at best, and tyrannical at worst, in a world that still didn’t have any coffee. 

    However, just the image of my women cuddled together was enough to replace the spring in my step, but I did earmark the concerning thought about Gavlain’s morals and leadership values for later. 

    It was one thing to abide by a government, but when leaders were forced to oppress the people they were supposed to protect, wasn’t it the responsibility of those people to overthrow the Powers That Be? Apparently, this world had done so in the past given the annual race I literally just won which memorialized the guy who started the uprising that created the Duelist faction way back when. But now the world had fallen back into a status quo rife with an imbalance of power, down to the Ashers even controlling the people’s drinking water. It was a cycle of oppression that never seemed to be broken, and I really wondered why. 

    I also realized things were rarely black and white, and I only knew a fraction of what made this world turn. For the most part, the citizens of Nata Isle didn’t seem to mind the status quo, and they actually looked to the Ashers to save them. In fact, even if there had been murmurings of social unrest, I would bet all my new gold that since the Demon Scourge had returned to Aventoll, no one was complaining about the Ashers now. 

    And Gavlain Mec, the ram-lord of Nata, never struck me as a guy who particularly wanted to oppress and control his people. 

    There had to be something else under the surface of the Asher Lord, and I admit, I was eager to find out how much I could truly trust him. So far, he seemed to have my best interests at heart, but I wasn’t sure if that was just because of my status or something else. 

    All these questions would have to be stowed for later as I spotted Rylan, my faithful stable boy, hurrying toward me down the corridor. 

    “Hi, Asher-- I mean… hi, Alex!” Rylan said as he remembered, finally, to drop the pesky honorific in front of my name. 

    “You remembered to call me, ‘Alex!’ Great job, bud.” I hooked my arm around the back of the kid’s neck so I could scruff his mop of sandy hair. Ever since he showed up in the middle of Aventoll’s first Demon Moon in over seven decades and needed rescuing from a six-foot Lovecraftian abomination with snapping bifurcated jaws, a writhing mass of tentacles on its back, and one pissed off disposition, he’d been kind of attached to me like a stray puppy. 

    Or, more like the little brother I never had. Yeah, that seemed to fit and explained my fondness for the kid even though I’d never been the ‘kids-type,’ so to speak. Any time I was working for a bit of side cash, babysitting-type gigs were never something that interested me. 

    “I’m glad you are up because I have been waiting all morning to show you something brilliant,” Rylan said with one of his happy, puppy-dog wiggles. “Come with me to the stables.” 

    “Lead on,” I said and followed him a few steps before I grabbed him. “Or, better yet, I’ll race you.” 

    “What?” Rylan asked and cocked his head just like my old neighbor’s Jack Russel Terrier who looked exactly like the dog from the old show Wishbone. 

    “A race! Ready-set-go!” I took off in a blur past the kid and darted a glance over my shoulder. “Come on! Last one to the stables is a rotten egg!” 

    The kid let out a whooping laugh and pounded after me like it was his job to beat me to the stables. 

    It became obvious pretty quickly that I was much faster than the kid and could outstrip him if I really wanted to, but he really was a scrappy little thing, and I pulled my punches just a bit so he could feel like he had an edge on me. 

    Of course, I couldn’t actually let him win this time. How would he ever build any character otherwise? 

    “Yes! I am the Master Commander! Everyone goes wild!” I cheered as I jogged to a stop outside the stables. I then thrust both fists into the air and cupped my hands around my mouth so I could do my best impression of a ‘crowd-roar.’ “Haaaaa!” 

    “I almost had you!” Rylan hollered and practically leaped on me as if trying to tackle me to the ground, but he was probably a total of ninety-eight pounds soaking wet, so that wasn’t going to happen. 

    “Maybe next time, small fry,” I laughed and shoved him off. Then I laughed harder when he came after me again and ran into my unyielding palm as I straight-armed him. 

    “Hey!” Rylan shouted through his playful glare. He tried to swipe at me, but he couldn’t reach with my hand on his forehead like that. “No fair!” 

    “All’s fair in love and war, young one,” came the deep rumble of Gavlain Mec’s amused voice as he led two of the black-coated pegasus creatures out of the stables. 

    Something about what the ram-lord said hooked my brain, but before I could think more about the idiom, my noble steed, Prosper, gave me his customary greeting whistle, and an image of those purple root vegetables called ash-roots popped into my head. 

    “Goodness, Props,” I said and scrubbed his long black neck. “Can you give me a second before you bombard me?” 

    “He has definitely bonded with you closer than he ever did with me, if he is able to send you images from afar like that.” Mec cocked his horned head as he regarded me with an expression I really didn’t know what to make of. “Your reputation really does precede you, Alex, my friend.” 

    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” I said automatically, and then his words caught up with me. “Wait, what have you heard?” 

    “Only that you continue to be a surprising individual,” Mec laughed and handed me an ash-root as he fed his own mount something that looked like an apple, if apples were striped green. 

    “Yeah, I’ve heard that once or twice,” I snorted, and Prosper’s anteater snout uncoiled so he could slurp up the purple carrot. Then, when he reared his head and extended his black and orange monarch wings under the early morning dawn, I finally noticed the shiny glint of Prosper’s riding saddle and gear. “Hey, you got new threads. Very snazzy.” 

    “Aren’t they grand?” Rylan burst out as if it had been killing him to hold back all this time. “Lord Mec allowed me to switch out Prosper’s tack for a proper set worthy of the Champion.” 

    “Now, don’t start up with that Champion stuff after you just finally started calling me Alex,” I warned, but then I grinned at the stable-boy to let him know I wasn’t really mad. 

    “The reputation of your humility is also true, and had I not spent time in your company, I would laugh at anyone claiming an Asher to be so humble,” the ram-lord said as he shook his shaggy brown head. 

    “You don’t seem like a guy who lets his ego get in the way of things,” I said casually, even though I admit, it was a little manipulative of me. I may have engineered the idle comment in a way I hoped would reveal more about Mec’s character. I just hoped at least some of my instincts were right, and he really was a good guy. 

    “Pride always comes before folly, my friend, and I have faltered many times over my life,” the noble Asher said, and I could actually hear the wisdom in his rolling thunder voice as if he was older than time itself.  

    Something snagged on the corner of my mind again with his phrasing, but then Prosper interrupted my train of thought by questing his curly snout over the folds of my cape. 

    “Sorry, buddy, but I don’t have any more,” I said and laughed when he snorted in disdain and shook his majestic head. “I know, I’m hungry, too.” 

    “Ah, yes, apologies about not having the usual spread, but the stag-beetles tend to prefer prey that has just had a good meal in order to add to their stores before they mate and die,” Mec said as he rummaged around in the satchel tied to his belt, and he pulled out a dried hunk of something that looked like beef jerky and tossed it to me. “Chew on this for now. It is the bark of the jem tree, and it will give you a full feeling for many hours. Just be sure you are near a food source when it wears off.” 

    “Alright,” I said and ripped off a piece of bark. Immediately, a nutty flavor kind of like peanut butter coated my tongue, and my stomach stopped its complaining. Thankfully, the taste was pretty good because the texture reminded me of chewing on the sunflower seeds Leary would keep around his workshop. I would snack on them whenever I didn’t have money for lunch, which was often. 

    “Good.” Mec nodded and mounted his jet black canterfly. 

    I followed his example and climbed up into Prosper’s saddle. 

    “Good luck, Alex!” Rylan called out, and he waved his hand vigorously as I followed the ram-lord away from the stables and toward a trail head I knew led to a large green belt of forest between the Palace Square and the Village near where my manor house was. 

    The swath of land was always more beautiful than I remembered it, with its tall multi-colored trees I now knew were called jem trees displaying their rich jewel-toned leaves in the golden shafts of sunlight. 

    “Does this forest have a name?” I whispered a little while later as we trotted deeper into the trees. 

    The ram-lord nodded his shaggy head. “Like most places of significance in Aventoll, this forest is named after an Asher named Thaton Uul. He was a king among hunters in his prime, and he owned most of the forest back before the Councils divided everything. To this day, it is still called Uul Forest.” 

    Just then, Mec’s steed let out a low whistle and stamped one of its six hoofs on the left side of its body. 

    “What is it, Lightning?” the ram-lord asked as he stroked the large animal’s neck and nickered soothingly to it. He then turned back to me. “The canterfly is one of the few creatures that can track an adult stag-beetle because they can feel the vibrations the stag-beetles make as they travel through the ground.” 

    “What, like Tremors?” I snorted as I thought of the cult B-rated monster flick about the giant mutated earthworms that hunted through tremors in the earth, only this was the reverse it seemed. “The canterflies can feel them moving under the ground?” 

    “Yes, by the tremors, you are correct,” Mec said and steered us in the direction his mount, Lightning, indicated. “That means we must take care because the stags can also feel us the closer we get.” 

    “Can they hear us?” I asked in a hushed voice, and I looked warily at the ground as if it would just open up at any second. I was still getting used to the fact that most of the beasts in this world were a hybrid of mammal-slash-insect, but I drew the line when it came to bugs that could surf under the ground like sharks and eat my ass. 

    “No, they can only see movement, so do not worry,” he chuckled. “The canterflies tread softly, so as long as we are traveling perpendicular to the beasts, we will be out of their range of detection for the most part, and they primarily surface if they sense a female present. The good news is, the stags are only active and carnivorous for this short time during the year.” 

    “It’s comforting to know that isn’t an all-year thing,” I said and then frowned when, again, something niggled in the back of my mind. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something about the things Mec said kept kicking me in the brain as being significant somehow, and it was driving me crazy that I couldn’t pinpoint it. 

    Whatever the case, I knew once I realized what it was, I would probably kick myself for it like the time I couldn’t remember where I heard a particularly annoying song, and it wasn’t until three a.m. when I tore myself out of sleep with the answer. 

    Apparently, ‘Butterfly in the Sky’ was the theme song for the old kid’s show Reading Rainbow, and even though this knowledge was absolutely useless, I couldn’t sleep soundly until I figured it out. 

    Talking with Mec was kind of like that. 

    Finally, when the canterflies were getting antsy and kept doing the side step shuffle thing as if they were walking on hot coals, the ram-lord raised his hand, and we both halted. 

    “Do you see the fresh gouges in the earth, here?” he asked and pointed his scarlet-gloved hand toward the fresh mounds of overturned dirt. “That means we have just intersected the beast’s path. We go on foot from here, my friend.” 

    “Does one particular weapon work best on stag-beetles?” I asked a little nervously when I realized the formidable Asher Lord appeared to be unequipped with a weapon of any sort. 

    “The stags have an almost indestructible carapace, and they are known to have only one vulnerability, which is the fragile bones in their necks,” he said and then unhooked a coil of rope that had several gourd-like things tied to it, almost like a string of tin-cans they used to tie to the back of a young married couple’s tailgate. “The only way to kill it is to lure it above ground, and since we don’t want to use ourselves as bait, that leaves only one other option: the gourds. When I drag them behind me, it mimics the skittering feet of a female. The stags leave such a mess behind them so any interested females can follow them to the mating den he prepared. That way, the stag will think we are pursuing him and won’t attack until he sees it’s too late. Now, tie the canterflies to a tree.” 

    “Okay, that’s genius with the gourd-thing,” I said as I lashed both Prosper and Lightning to a tree near the sunniest patch of grass in the clearing so they could munch on it while we were gone. “I can’t help but notice you still never told me how we kill something with nearly indestructible body armor. Won’t my herald blade work?” 

    “Yes, it would work in a pinch, but it would be a waste of a good herald blade, not to mention disrespectful to the stag,” Mec said as we trailed through the forest. 

    “Isn’t killing the stag disrespectful already?” I asked as we went deeper into the dense wooded area that showed more signs of something big gouging deep lines in the dirt and tree trunks. “Why does it matter how it’s killed?” 

    “The stags churn the forest floor and keep the native fungus on the island from rotting away the tree roots and leaving the Forest of Uul barren,” the ram-lord explained as the thicket of branches crowded closer. “However, if the stags are left to run rampant during their rut, they will over-till the soil and cause the trees to wither and starve. It is a balance between hunter and hunted. The hunter might have the power to wipe out the mindless rampaging stags, but he sees how they are necessary and respects their purpose and sacrifice.” 

    The wise Asher Lord spared a moment to give me a glance over his shoulder, and I knew he’d been trying to tell me something significant for quite some time now, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. 

    “You still haven’t told me how to kill one of these noble beasts,” I said as I glanced around the low-hanging bowers that caused the dimness of the forest to be magnified in an ominous fashion. 

    “Patience is a virtue, my friend,” Mec chuckled as he stopped in the middle of the small clearing and wound up the gourd-rope. 

    “Huh…one of my foster mothers would always say that…” I trailed off when that three-in-the-morning DUH moment finally hit me over the head like a metal folding chair. “Wait. That’s a saying from Earth. How do you know that?” 

    In fact, when I thought back on it, the Asher Lord he’d been dropping hints like this all morning. 

    All is fair in love and war. Pride before folly. The use of the word ‘years’ instead of ‘seasons’ like all Aventollians used to measure. 

    Patience is a virtue. 

    Only a person who was familiar with my Earth would know the correct context to use those idioms in a seamless way. 

    “I want you to know, I didn’t mean to deceive you for any malicious intent, but I just needed to be sure,” the ram-lord said with a somewhat sheepish look on his expressive face. 

    “Sure about what?” I asked, but then the ground rumbled under my feet similar to how I imagined it would feel like to be chased by a Graboid from Tremors. 

    “Oh, Alex, I almost forgot,” Mec said, and my head swiveled around to try and track the violent snapping of twigs as the stag-beetle surged closer. “The way you kill a stag is by grabbing its horns and breaking its neck.” 

    And then, before I could answer, a monstrous creature boasting eight hairy tarantula legs and a periscoping head with massive horn-like pincers for jowls, burst out of the earth in a way that would make even Kevin Bacon shit his cowboy boots. 

    Sure. 

    Just grab the horns, he says. 

    Easier said than done. 
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    “Kalck-ck-ck-ck!” The stag-beetle clacked its drooling pincered jowls as it eyed me with its multiple iridescent eyeballs. 

    Its head was a cross between an earwig with the pincers and a shark with the way its weird eyes were stuck on either side of its anvil-shaped skull. 

    Basically, it was like the spiders from Harry Potter had horrifying abominations with Jaws. 

    And this one was royally pissed off that I wasn’t a sexy lady stag-beetle like he was expecting. 

    “Mec?” I called out when I finally noticed the large man had somehow disappeared from my sight like a soundless ninja. 

    “Trust me, Alex,” came his deep voice, and I realized he had shimmied his way up a tree somewhere in the canopy above. 

    “You’re kinda making that hard, big guy,” I remarked as I tried to keep as still as possible. “Is this some sort of initiation? Hazing? Like, ‘welcome to our way of life, now earn your balls as a man and try not to die,’ sort of thing?” 

    “Alex, focus, I promise, nothing will happen to you while I am here,” Mec reassured me, but that was easy for him to say when Big Mamma Jamma wasn’t staring at him like he was its next snack. 

    “Don’t think I’m going to let you change the subject so easily,” I called upward as the beast in front of me extended its skinny neck and shuffled toward me.  

    It was really difficult not to move, especially when the stag-beetle gave the impression it could actually see with those disco-ball eyes. 

    “I will answer all the questions you want, but for now you need to focus because the stag is getting ready to lunge.” The man’s deep voice bounced around the clearing, and I saw he was right as those eight creepy legs buckled slightly like a cat getting ready to pounce. 

    “Shit!” I gasped as I dove out of the way. 

    The stag’s pincers swished through the air behind me, and I didn’t have to get up close to know how sharp they were. 

    And fast. 

    It seemed like the second I managed to get my feet back under me, I had to roll away again to avoid the train-plow of its jet-black horns, and I figured it must be nice to have more than two legs as I continued to dance away from the creature. This had the added benefit of telegraphing my location with every step I took. Of course, this only pissed the creature off even more going by the enraged howls it let out when I jumped away from another snapping claw. 

    “Focus, Alex!” Mec roared from the canopy. “Open The Goddess’ Eye!” 

    “The Goddess-- woah!” I leaned back to avoid the next swipe attack, but I didn’t see the tangle of uprooted trees until they wrapped around my ankles and sent me careening to the ground. “Fuck!” 

    I tore some of the roots back with me as I dodged swipe after swipe, and even one lethal stab of one of its many branching antlers, until the biggest root trapping my right ankle halted me from moving away farther. 

    “The Goddess’ Eye, Alex!” the ram-lord bellowed again, and it was all I could do to brace my left foot on the thorax of the stag to prevent it from ripping off my face with its snapping pincers. 

    “I don’t know what that means!” I yelled back as the body of the beast tried to flatten me into submission. I gripped its horns as if I was wrestling a bull, and then I attempted to turn the massive head to the side and away from my carotid. 

    “Hang on, I’m coming down!” Mec yelled, but before I could respond, my left foot keeping the stag away from me slipped, and the beast all but crushed me. 

    My adrenaline spiked through my blood, and the well of the time-trance inside me swelled like high tide. I could feel that mysterious power lying dormant inside of me, and I just needed an extra edge of something in order to trigger it. 

    Usually, something high-stakes like the freak-show on top of me currently hissing and dripping nasty gray mucus all over my face and chest was enough to do it, but I just couldn’t get a handle on my focus. 

    “Argh!” I screamed and struggled with all my might. 

    “Open your mind, son!” the ram-lord shouted, and I could hear the sound of thudding footsteps as if he was running toward me. “Open your mind, and let the power flow!” 

    My heart hammered inside my chest like a snare drum, but I recognized the undeniable swelling of power within me, and I listened to Mec’s frantic words. 

    Tick. 

    The stag’s chattering, hissing jowls snap, snaaap, snaaaaapped as time began to slow, and the streams of time manifested all around me like a swift river being diverted in all directions. 

    Tick. 

    The beat of my heart clanged against my ribs, and the power that was synonymous with my pulse was banging a metaphorical metal cup against prison bars like it was hungry to be released. 

    Tick. 

    The stag was strong, and even though the time-trance was slowing Mamma Jamma down, it didn’t stop him from pressing me into the hard ground like a Salem witch. 

    I needed a solution. I needed to-- 

    “Aleeeexxx!” Asher Mec’s voice reverberated through the air at half-speed as if he really was the Voice of Thunder and the Throat of War, and even though I couldn’t see where he was exactly, I could see how the air bent and flexed from the sound waves of his deep command. “Fooocuuuss.” 

    I poured out the power through the cracks in the seed-pod and widened them so more of the time-trance welled through me. 

    Tick. 

    Slower and slower the stag moved, but I was still being pressed into the loamy earth, and I knew I needed just that last edge of the time-trance that allowed me to stop time completely. 

    I’d managed to do a time-freeze only once, when I fought that orange-haired mercenary fuck Gul who made the mistake of trying to act smarter than he actually was. 

    In fact, I was in a similar position now as I was then, and I was hoping the muscle memory of my current predicament might help… me… 

    Ti-- 

    The stag-beetle stopped mid-snap, and I went cross-eyed as a globule of mucusy saliva froze in its descent above my face. 

    “Ugh,” I groaned, and I slithered my way out from under the creature of nightmare, got to my feet, and wiped the muck out of my eyes. 

    The time-freeze wavered as I glanced around, and at the far end of the clearing, the ram-lord was frozen mid-run with his curved dagger brandished high and a look of terror on his open face. 

    I felt spitefully glad he looked a bit terrified, and I almost wished I could draw things out just to make him squirm a little. 

    Then again… 

    I glanced back at the ugly stag-beetle as the time-freeze wavered again. I knew I only had moments before the trance collapsed like last time, and I didn’t hesitate to position myself behind the gross creature, grab its creepy beetle-antlers, and right when the time-freeze shattered like a glass bottle, I gave a sharp twist, and the stag’s fragile periscoping neck snapped with a crunch. 

    “Fuck,” I couldn’t help but grunt out, and then I thudded to my knees when time snapped back to its originally scheduled programming. “Fucking… fuck.” 

    “Oh, my friend,” Mec said as he knelt in the dirt beside me with his broad baseball mitt of a hand on my shoulder. “I had wondered, and I had hoped, but the confirmation of your blessed powers has sealed it.” 

    “What?” I asked through the bleariness suddenly fogging my mind. 

    “Eat this,” the Asher Lord said and handed me a spiky-looking yellow thing that reminded me of some Dr. Seuss inspired mushroom cap. 

    “Why should I trust you when you basically left me to die?” I asked through a glare. “You also need to start explaining how you know things from my Earth, or I’m going to walk right out of here regardless of if I offend your honor or not.” 

    “You were in no danger, I had everything under control, I promise,” the big man said with a placating gesture. 

    “You say you promise, and yet you kind of lied just now, so you can see where I might be a tad confused,” I shot back. 

    “You are right, the deception on my behalf could have been avoided if only I was smart enough to think of a better plan,” he said and lowered his horned head. “But I needed to make sure.” 

    “Sure of what?” I demanded. 

    “Sure that you really were a Traveler,” he stated and held the hairy mushroom up even higher. “Please, just eat this, it will help clear the haze in your mind left over from exerting so much power. Then you will be able to listen to me with open ears.” 

    I sighed and crammed the weird fungus in my mouth so I could chew it up as fast as I could. I wasn’t a big fan of mushrooms, but this one wasn’t so bad. Actually, it was kind of tasty in the way a nice prime rib with horseradish was. 

    Suddenly, the cobwebs between my ears vanished, and some of my sour mood lifted, especially when Mec helped me to my feet. Then we sat shoulder to shoulder on the carcass of a fallen tree trunk as I caught my breath and the adrenaline in my blood finally faded. 

    “I really need to know what that was all about,” I finally said as I glanced at the ram-lord. 

    “I know you must be confused,” Mec started as he handed over one more of those yellow mushroom caps for me to munch on. 

    “Let’s start with all the things you know about Earth,” I suggested. Now that thinking was a little easier, I wasn’t quite so pissed off with the man, and instead I found myself being curious more than anything. “Are you from there somehow?” 

    “No, I am native to Aventoll,” he said as he shook his horned head. “But my grandfather was a Traveler from your realm.” 

    “Are all Travelers from my realm, or are there others?” I asked. 

    “No one truly knows how many realms exist, but several Travelers came from your world around the time of my grandfather,” he explained. “He was always sharing things from Earth, and I think among all of my brothers and sisters, I was the one who loved his stories the most.” 

    “So, that’s why you were able to use all those phrases correctly,” I said and accepted a red woot fruit from the ram-lord. 

    “Yes, like you, he always had an interesting way with words,” the big man said with a fond expression on his face before it faded into something more serious as he looked at me. “There are many superstitions about Travelers, as you have probably heard.” 

    “My wife mentioned being a Traveler came with something like that, but she never elaborated on what exactly those superstitions are,” I said as I recalled one of the earliest conversations I’d had with Zoie. 

    “The biggest issue lies with the fact that Travelers tend to appear right before some sort of catastrophe in Aventoll’s history,” the ram-lord said. 

    “Like a terrible omen, yeah, I heard,” I scoffed and bit into the ruby woot fruit so I could drink a mouth full of the fresh water held inside. 

    “An omen is what Travelers have become, it’s true, however, it has been forgotten why Travelers were sent in the first place,” Mec continued and stood to his feet so he could give me a hand up. “The Travelers were sent here to help us. If they weren’t, why would they be blessed with Mercedes gifts?” 

    “So, I’m not the only Traveler who has a special power,” I said more than asked. 

    “It is safe to say most, if not all, Travelers have some sort of divine power. My grandfather had something we called ‘The Call.’ He was able to use the authority in his voice to such a degree that he could even make an arrow obey him and stop in mid-air, or so the legend goes.” Mec then took his curved dagger and walked over to the dead stag-beetle. He jammed the blade into the hinge where the stag’s mandible attached to the rest of its skull and popped one side out of its socket. “By the time my father had me, my grandfather was too old to demonstrate his once awesome power. So, he just had to teach me to control my own.” 

    “Wait, you have an ability?” I asked and watched in gross fascination as he popped the mandible out of the other socket and tore the whole horned piece away like an actual rack of antlers. 

    “I inherited ‘The Call’ as well, but mine does not manifest as strongly as his did. It happens sometimes with descendants with Traveler blood, but it is rare, which is why not much has been documented. Those Travelers tend to keep the knowledge of their gifted children a secret.” He hefted the horned trophy over his shoulder and began to lead us away from the stag and back toward the path. 

    We walked silently for a while until I finally turned to the ram-lord. 

    “Mec… Gavlain. Why did you need to trick me to show you my ability? You could have just asked me.” I ducked under a few low-hanging branches as we finally approached the clearing where we left the canterflies to graze. 

    “Would you have really shown me?” he asked with a curious expression. 

    “I don’t actually know,” I admitted as I side-eyed the man. “To be honest, I want to trust you, but I don’t know if I can, yet.” 

    “Ah, spoken with true wisdom,” Mec said and tied the stag’s rack onto the back of his saddle. “And I do not blame you. I can only tell you this is the furthest my deception will go from now on, and then extend to you a proposition which is the crux of why I invited you out today.” 

    “What proposition?” I asked, and I mounted Prosper as the ram-lord did the same with his steed. 

    “From the moment I saw you fight Dagmar, I had an inkling you possessed this power like all Travelers do, but I couldn’t be sure it really manifested during that first fight. You move faster than the devil.” 

    “Heh,” I chuckled. “I had a gym teacher who said that to me once. He tried to get me to sign up for track.” 

    “Track?” Mec inquired politely. 

    “It’s a sport that’s basically just running,” I said with a shrug as the dense forest slowly began to thin. 

    “But now I am sure because it is very rare for a person who finds themselves in the precarious position of being crushed by a stag to get out of it as seamlessly as you just did.” The Asher Lord turned to me so he could grin. “That was quite a show, but more than that. It is the key to your ultimate survival in Aventoll.” 

    “What do you mean?” I asked as our mounts returned us to the path back in the direction of the palace. 

    “You are gaining reputation and success, and eventually your enemies will soon be countless,” he explained. “Which brings me to my offer. I was fortunate enough to have a tutor in my grandfather to help me grow my skill, and it has been the key to my success these many seasons. If you are willing, I would like to provide you the chance to study and improve under my guidance.” 

    “You want to train me to get better at my powers?” I reiterated just to give my brain a chance to catch up. Fucking… a lot had just happened in a very short period, and my poor under-caffeinated brain was on the struggle bus, it seemed. I tried to understand what the benefit would be to the Asher Lord for doing something that probably took up a considerable amount of time. He was practically the King of the Island, for crying out loud. I was sure he had bigger, more important things to do. 

    “If it is something you are wanting, of course,” the big man said affably as he smiled a bearded smile. 

    “But why would you do that?” I pressed. I was done trying to rationalize his motives in my head and figured the direct approach was the best. “Why me?” 

    The ram-lord stopped his steed so he could look at me with his kind brown eyes. 

    “Because, my friend, there is something of myself I can see in you, and before long, if you do not master Mercedes’ gift, it will consume you from the inside like a star at the end of its life.” 

    Well. 

    This was news to me. 

    “I’ve got to be honest, I don’t even know where to begin. It seems like every answer you give me spawns a dozen more questions.” I shook my head slightly as a familiar feeling of frustration welled up within me. It seemed like just when I was getting used to things in this world, something else would come along and throw me for a loop. 

    “I know this has been a lot to process, so let us start from square one, as my grandfather would say,” the big man chuckled deeply and then resumed leading us out of the dense forest and back on one of the main roads through the Village. “Think over my proposition of becoming my protege first and foremost. I do not want you to feel like you must heed me. Mercedes knows how much I have unwillingly controlled my subjects to dubious benefits, and in these areas of gray where the Council holds no power, I prefer my comrades and colleagues to exercise their own free will, and not just do what I say because I said it.” 

    I was silent for a moment as I let the ram-lord’s words sink in. That was a pretty powerful statement, and it gave me the silver lining of hope I needed to partially let my guard down and consider that maybe he really did just want to help me because it had been done for him. 

    And the ‘being consumed like a dying star’ thing didn’t sound like fun. Where were Jenner’s textbooks about that, I wondered. 

    “You care about your people that much?” I asked as I glanced at him askance. 

    “The good will of the governed will be starved if not fed by the good deeds of the governors,” the Asher Lord said with a far-off gaze. 

    “That’s Benjamin Franklin you just quoted,” I said, and his tawny eyes tracked over to mine with a curious glimmer. “He was one of the Founding Fathers-- or Ashers-- of my country.” 

    “I thought I was quoting my grandfather again,” he mused. “How interesting.” 

    “So, where do we go from here?” I asked. 

    “For now, practice a quiet meditation if you get a chance,” he instructed. “By now, your particular power has probably manifested as something you can visualize. This is a powerful tool you will come to rely on, and with practice, you will be able to call up the image in the heat of battle, and not moments away from your last breath.” 

    “That would be nice,” I snorted as the palace came into view. I was really getting tired of having to be in mortal peril before my admittedly cool superpower would freaking work. “So, meditation. And then what?” 

    “Patience, son,” the ram-lord chuckled. “I have much to teach you, but you must build upon the foundation, which is what we must form first.” 

    “That sounds like something my wife would say,” I mused. 

    “Yes, that one is actually a Varthan warrior proverb,” Mec said with a broad grin on his bearded face. “For now, practice on calling forth the image your power has manifested itself to you. Then try to see how the power flows. I know this sounds vague, but you will know what I mean when you achieve this. When you are sure you have mastered the flow of power, we will move on.” 

    From there, we traversed the streets of the sleepy Village, and we stopped occasionally as the Asher Lord paused to interact with his people. 

    People getting ready for the day came out of their houses and places of business as Gavlain Mec went past, and the baker offered us both some of his sweet rolls filled with a minced fruit and nut mixture that tasted a little like figs and almonds. 

    Then the vendors with their fresh produce stands offered various root vegetables and more of those striped apple things to both Prosper and Lightning, and women with various crafted jewelry came out to adorn the Asher Lord with their hand-crafted wares. I even got a few polished beaded bracelets and a necklace made out of a combination of black feathers and something that looked like topaz and wolf’s teeth. 

    Through it all, Mec remained patient and concerned, and he knew every single person’s name who approached him. 

    By the time we finally made it back to the stables, the sun was high overhead, and one thing was abundantly clear: the people of Mec Valley loved their ram-lord. 

    “One last thing,” Mec said as we both hopped down from our mounts. “You must take the stag’s rack with you.” 

    “Really?” I asked as he untied the jet-black mandible piece and then fastened it to Prosper’s saddle. “What do I do with it?” 

    “A stag’s rack is the only thing of value that is harvested from the kill. It can be pounded down like metal and made into fantastic shields and plated armor,” he said just as Rylan came out of the stables and took Prosper’s reins before another boy of similar age took over for Lightning. 

    “That’ll come in handy,” I said. 

    “You really killed a stag-beetle, Alex?” Rylan asked as he eyed the deadly, razor-sharp mandible. 

    “That he did, lad!” Mec boomed and clapped a hand on the kid’s shoulder that looked like a sledgehammer pounding in a railroad spike.  

    In fact, I suspected Rylan even sank into the ground a few inches. 

    “W-o-w,” the sandy-haired stable-boy said with his eyes the size of dinner plates. Then, with a little shake of his head, he snapped out of his hero-worshipping stupor. “Oh! I am also to tell you the Ladies Zoie and Shale-Lea are awaiting your arrival back in the healing courtyard for a hearty meal.” 

    “Will you be joining us?” I asked the shaggy-haired ram-lord. 

    “Alas, I cannot,” Mec said. “But please, stay as long as it pleases you. I will make sure everything is prepared for you by the time you wish to leave.” 

    “Thanks for inviting me on the hunt with you, Gavlain,” I said and held out my hand so we could clasp forearms. “It was definitely an experience.” 

    “You did well, Alex,” the ram-lord praised with one of his megawatt grins. “I’m afraid I did not compose myself with as much finesse when I fought my first stag. Let’s just say I may have needed the light of a glow stone by my bed for the entire rut season until I knew the stags were gone and weren’t going to drill up through the floor and eat me in my sleep.” 

    “There are no guarantees I won’t need a nightlight myself after that,” I chuckled, and after the brief hear-to-heart the ram-lord shared with me and seeing how he interacted with his subjects, I was kind of bummed he wasn’t going to join us after all. 

    “Hah! I would not blame you if you did, Alex, my friend!” Then the shaggy-haired lord threw back his head and boomed out one of his rolling thunder laughs. “Take care, and I will be in touch. Be on the lookout for a courier with my summons.” 

    “Thanks again, Gavlain,” I said, and I really meant it. I knew there was more I wanted to get to the bottom of before I could fully trust him, but for now, it was enough. 

    Then, with one last wave from my new ally, I followed one of the palace escorts back to the courtyard with all of the cushioned comfy areas and hanging incense. 

    “Ah, the triumphant hunter returns,” Jenner drawled from his place atop a tiny tower of pillows as he studied the little notebook in his hands. “I am most glad the beast didn’t snap you in twain.” 

    “It was a close one,” I said with a smile as my two beautiful wives got up from the plush carpet where they’d been sitting and braiding each other’s hair. 

    “Hello, husband.” Zoie kissed my cheek, and I marveled at the beautiful coiled braids strewn all throughout her riot of dark hair.  

    “This looks nice,” I remarked as I nudged one of her braids. 

    “Oh, thank you,” Zoie said as she felt along her woven locks with her fingers. “Shay is teaching me how to plait hair.” 

    “I see.” I stifled an amused grin as I observed the wreck of Shay’s scarlet mane of hair. Various braids of different thicknesses dripped down from her head like rivulets of candle wax. Some were loose and sloppy, and others were tightly bound like little bungee cords that couldn’t help but coil up at the ends because they were so tight. 

    In short, it was a beautiful wreck, and I lightly ran my fingers through that ruby-red hair as much as I could without tangling or tearing the silky strands. 

    “Did you kill the stag, husband?” Shay asked as I drew her in so I could kiss her hello. 

    “I did.” I grinned. “Mec told me the rack can be transformed into armor. Maybe your brother can do something with it.” 

    “That is an excellent idea. I can send Roofus with a correspondence, too, in case he manages to find Tovish.” Shay led me to sit down between the two women where a low table was arranged in the middle of the tasseled rug. 

    “Tovish?” I asked, and I felt instantly guilty for forgetting about the kind innkeeper who helped Zoie and me to the ruined cliff city. The last time we interacted was when Zoie and I had to flee from the rooftop of his inn when Bala Ren and his cronies tracked us down. The furry koala-elder distracted them, gave us his gold-seeker Roofus, and told us how to get into the underground crypt that led into the ruined palace. “I completely forgot how I asked Horus to find out what happened to him. Now I feel bad.” 

    “Don’t fret so,” Shay said right when a handful of palace servants rounded one of the giant potted bonsai-looking trees carrying trays loaded with fragrant, steaming copper bowls. “Eat now, so you may replenish your strength.” 

    When one of the bowls was placed in front of me, I peered inside to see what was giving off the delicious scent of lemongrass and spicy chili. The spicy aromas reminded me of some of my favorite Thai cuisine, and the soup in front of me looked like a Tom Khah with chunks of what looked similar to chicken breast, sliced red pepper things, and herbs all floating in a creamy broth. 

    As my stomach suddenly cramped with hunger, I wondered if the soup would be enough to tide me over, but when I took my first mouthful of the briny, spicy concoction, I worried for nothing. 

    From the moment the soup hit my stomach, a warm and deeply satisfied feeling filled me up from the tips of my toes all the way to the roots of my hair. 

    I didn’t even surface from my food ecstasy until after I nearly licked my third bowl clean, and I felt a little embarrassed as I slurped the last bit of broth from the bottom of my bowl. 

    “Sorry about that,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I was really hungry.” 

    “It must be the effects from the jem tree bark,” Jenner mused as he tweaked his monocle like he was a seasoned botanist, which all things considered about the knowledgeable koala-man, was entirely possible. “Do not apologize, and please, I would prefer you to eat your fill while I talk.” 

    “Okay.” I slumped in relief because I was still starving, and I smiled gratefully when both of my wives slid their helpings closer. “What do I need to know?” 

    “After you left the Gate’s Inn, no one has heard from the innkeeper, Old Tovish,” Jenner explained while I sipped my soup at a more normal pace now that my stomach wasn’t trying to eat its own lining. “But the Lady Shay is right to tell you not to fret. If I remember anything about my wily mentor, it is the fact he is resourceful, wickedly smart, and probably had a good reason for not wanting to be found until he so chooses. I have no doubt he will eventually pop up.” 

    “If you say so.” I shrugged and put my spoon down in my empty bowl. “I just hope he really is alright. He helped us out despite the fact we kind of Miley Cyrus’d his life and wrecked his hermitage. I hate that I brought him any kind of trouble.” 

    “He will be fine, lad, trust me.” Jenner patted the top of my wrist in a dismissive way, but I could tell by the look in his eyes he was grateful someone else cared about the seemingly isolated koala-elder. “But now on to our logistical matters. Arvid should be with Rylan loading the gold and preparing the carriages. I hope you don’t mind the presumption, Lady Shay, but I already instructed Rylan to tie Prosper to your personal carriage. Did I assume correctly that you would like to board the canterfly at the stables there?” 

    “Yes, for now, thank you,” Shay said with a gracious dip of her wildly-braided head. “I can tell having you around will be a major benefit, Mr. Jenner.” 

    “Oh, pish.” The man waved away the compliment with his furry hand as if it was a bothersome fly, but his large fluffy ears trembled and indicated how pleased he was. 

    “I simply must introduce you to Nevra, my most-trusted house manager,” Shay said with a lovely smile on her heart-shaped lips. “You two would get on splendidly, I just know it.” 

    “I look forward to it,” he said. “So, Miss Zoie will accompany us back to the manor, and you and the Lady Shay will go back to… by the way, have you considered what to name your estates?” 

    “Oh, hm,” I said as I leaned back from the table, finally fully sated, and like a shadow, the palace servers whisked away the platters. “I still need to think about the other place, but I was thinking the manor can be called Ithaca Manor because no matter how far away an odyssey takes me, I will always want to return home.” 

    “That is most fitting, lad,” Jenner said as he jotted down the name. “You will have to regale us all with the legend ‘Ithaca’ is no doubt from.” 

    “Eh, a lot of Homer’s Odyssey is kind of boring, but I think I remember most of the cool parts,” I said, and I winked at Zoie in particular as her cat-ears perked forward in interest. 

    “I, too, would like to hear those stories,” she said right when another server brought forth one last platter covered in a silver dome. 

    “I believe I have what the lady has requested,” the server said as he bowed his head to Zoie. 

    “Thank you,” she replied, and the server set the small platter on the table in front of me, bowed once again, and turned smartly on his heels to get back to his palatial duties. 

    “I’m not sure I can eat any more to be honest,” I groaned as I patted my full stomach. 

    “It is not for eating,” Zoie said with one of her mischievous smiles. 

    “Is it the surprise you mentioned before I left?” I asked. 

    “You’ll just have to see,” she purred. 

    I was curious, so I reached for the covered dome to reveal my prize, and after a morning full of twists and turns, I wondered what else was in store for me. 
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    “How in the world did you manage to find this?” I gasped as I gazed down at the piping hot ceramic cup full of what appeared to be… 

    Coffee. 

    “I tried to describe to Shay what you told me about your drink, and she suggested steeping the petals of a dried kolee flower into a tea,” Zoie said and leaned closer so she could look into the cup as well. 

    I reverently slid the cup toward myself and let the curling steam buffet my face with its sweet and roasted aroma. Even though it wasn’t exactly the scent of my beloved arabica, and it actually smelled a bit like maple, the rich creamy caramel color was spot on, and when I finally took a sip, I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven. 

    “How is it?” Shay asked as she eagerly leaned in on my other side. 

    “It’s amazing,” I groaned before I went back for more of the nutty brew that reminded me of the woodiness of chicory root combined with the earthiness of coriander. 

    “I wasn’t sure this would work,” Shay said as she sniffed at the wafting steam. “Normally, the kolee plant is used for its stems and leaves and turned into hay to feed the canterflies.” 

    “That is true,” Jenner added as he tweaked his monocle. “Very rarely do the farmers grow the crops tall enough for the kolee to flower. 

    “Correct, but I managed to have some delivered from my personal garden.” Shay exchanged a grin with Zoie as if they were both pleased for having banded together to get me this small taste of Earth. 

    “I can’t believe you both did this,” I said as I warmed my hands around the mug. “It’s honestly the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” 

    It was just a dumb cup of coffee, but I was surprised at how touched I was. 

    “We want to make you happy, husband,” my cat-wife purred in my ear, and she ran her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck the way she knew I loved. 

    “Nothing is too big or small,” my phoenix-wife added in her melodious song-bird voice as she rested her head on my shoulder. 

    “Would any of you like to try it?” I asked and offered my mug to everyone at the table. I could tell the three of them were curious, but in the interest of being polite, no one made a move for the cup, so I slid it clockwise to Shay on my right. “Try it, please. I want to see what you guys think.” 

    “Well, it does smell good,” Shay said and delicately brought the kolee tea up to her mouth so she could take a small sip. “Mmm, it’s a bit strong for my tastes, but it has a wonderfully complex flavor.” 

    “Jenner?” I offered the mug to the koala-man next. 

    “Well, alright,” he said and brought the drink up to his round nose so he could take a sniff, and then he took a mouthful. 

    His reaction basically put mine to shame after that. 

    First, the man’s beetle-black eyes flew open wide, and his furry gray ears trembled so hard it looked as if he was flapping them excitedly like Dumbo. He made a pleased noise in the back of his throat, and then he took another mouthful so he could swish it around like a fine wine. 

    “My, my, my, that is wonderful!” he exclaimed and went back for a third sip. “Someone, take this from me before I drink every drop!” 

    We all laughed as I took the cup back from Jenner and then handed it to Zoie. 

    “Now you,” I said, and I was now even more eager to see what she thought. 

    The cat-woman brought the drink up and took a small sip of the steaming kolee brew… 

    And then she sneezed spectacularly. 

    “Oh, ick!” She flattened her ears and managed to set down the cup before she sneezed again twice in rapid succession. 

    “Zoie, oh, no!” Shay giggled in sympathy as she poured the spluttering cat-woman a goblet of water and purified it by dropping a tithe stone into it. 

    Zoie could barely wait for the small pebble to fully dissolve before she immediately downed almost half of the crystal water. 

    “That was aw-awful! Achoo!” She sneezed again, and I made sure to move the offending drink as far away from her sensitive nose as I could. 

    “Poor thing,” I said and rubbed her back. “I promise I won’t drink any more if it bothers you so much.” 

    “No!” she nearly shouted even though her blue eyes were streaming rivers, and she had one of Jenner’s handkerchiefs pressed up against her nose. “I think I’ll be okay as long as I never drink the vile stuff.” 

    “Such sacrifice, but I don’t want there to be an excuse for you to stay away,” I said and drew her closer to me so I could kiss her temple. “What would I do if you sneezed every time I kissed you?” 

    “Well… let’s do an experiment,” she suggested and lowered the cloth from her flushed face. Then she brought the kolee tea up to my mouth so she could feed me a small sip before she then pulled me close by the back of my neck. “Now, kiss me.” 

    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and wasted no time in capturing her petal-soft lips. 

    I let her be the one to deepen it, however, because I wasn’t sure how she would react. 

    The cat-woman tentatively flickered her tongue into my mouth before she pulled back to sample the taste with a curious expression. 

    “It is acceptable,” she declared, and I figured the lack of sneezing was a good enough indication that I wasn’t going to set off any allergic reactions, so I swooped in for one more kiss. 

    Finally, after the three of us finished our decadent lunch, we all headed back to the stables where Rylan and Arvid were waiting with two carriages at the ready. 

    “Hi, Alex!” the stable-boy chirped. 

    “Heeeellooo,” Arvid said and waved his shaggy clawed hand. 

    “Hey, guys.” I grinned at the sloth-man while I ruffled Rylan’s crazy mop of hair. “Thanks for getting this all together.” 

    “Sure thing!” the kid said with a pleased wiggle. “Do you guys need me to come with you and the Lady Shale-Lea?” 

    I nearly laughed at how forced the casual tone was in his voice, as if it really wasn’t a big deal if he stayed behind. 

    “You are needed back at Ithaca Manor, not underfoot,” Jenner said with a shrewd gaze. 

    “Aw,” he said as he drooped slightly, but then he perked up again. “Ithaca? Is that the name of our new home?” 

    “It is indeed.” Jenner nodded and cleaned his monocle on the sleeve of his tattered jacket. 

    “I like it,” Rylan said in that honest way kids did. “It sounds like home. Well, I hope to see you and the Lady soon, Mr. Alex. And don’t worry, I will take good care of Lady Zoie, you can count on it.” 

    “Yes, of course.” I cleared my throat so I wouldn’t laugh at how seriously he took himself, and then I exchanged an amused glance with Zoie. 

    Ever since the precocious stable-boy took it upon himself to take care of my wife’s injured foot during the Blue Night fiasco, he had acted quite protective of her, even to his own detriment. He’d tried to defend her honor against Vel-Rala’s nasty gossip to the point where it almost cost him his life in a Duel against Vel-Rala’s vulture-like husband, Asher Gordos. 

    “I am definitely in capable hands, husband,” Zoie said mostly for Rylan’s benefit, and I swore the kid grew four inches just from pride. 

    “No doubt,” I said and settled my hands on her waist so I could embrace her before she left. “Please, be careful. You’re carrying a hell of a lot of gold. Don’t stop for anything.” 

    “We will be okay, my love,” Zoie said, and then I nuzzled my cheek with hers so she could murmur in my ear. “Shay has told me she has messengers like Roofus that she’s already sent ahead. When we get to Ithaca Manor, I will send word we are alright. Now, please do me a favor, husband.” 

    “Anything, beautiful,” I said and butted her forehead in a way that caused her to actually purr. 

    “Take good care of our Shay,” Zoie whispered as her eyes cut over to the crimson-haired beauty stroking Prosper’s flank.  

    The phoenix-woman seemed a little subdued and quiet even though she was her usual bright self all throughout lunch. Now, she stood off on her own away from Zoie and me, and at first I thought it was her way of letting Zoie and I have our goodbye, but the thousand-yard stare in her eyes when she didn’t think anyone was watching was cause for concern. 

    “Is she okay?” I asked as my eyebrows bunched into a concern frown. 

    “She confided in me that she is nervous despite how much she aches for you,” my cat-wife said as she smoothed her palms down my chest. “I told her not to fret, but there are things she still needs to tell you, and she worries about your reaction.” 

    “What things?” I asked, and my frown deepened. 

    “That is for her to tell you, my love. I told her you will take care of her, but she has known so much cruelty.” Zoie cupped my face as she gazed into my eyes with her cool water irises. “Show her your heart is big enough for her inside it, just like I know you will.” 

    “Yes, of course, I will.” I nodded and glanced over at Shay feeding an ash-root to Prosper. Her tangled hair was still twisting all over the place, and some of the gold feathers on her crest stuck up at odd angles, which made the sight even more endearing. 

    In that moment, I made it my mission to make sure she never felt anything but precious, because she was, dammit. 

    With one last nuzzle from my cat-wife, we finally broke our embrace so we could head to our separate carriages, but not before Shay and Zoie took a moment to hug and whisper secretly to each other the way kindred women usually did. 

    Then Shay came to stand by my side so we could both wave goodbye at the carriage headed to Ithaca. 

    “Shall we head to our homestead, husband?” the petite beauty asked as I wrapped an arm around her narrow shoulders. 

    “Yes, my wife, we shall.” I gripped her hand and helped her into the carriage. “Wait, who’s driving?” 

    “Prosper is,” Shay said and closed the door after I got inside. “He still remembers his first home, don’t you, boy?” 

    The black and orange butterfly-pegasus tossed his proud head and whistled through his coiled muzzle. 

    “Excellent! Press on, Props-- woah!” I fell back heavily against the seat when the carriage lurched forward without a warning, and Shay laughed in her rich umber voice. 

    The brief gloom that seemed to cloud her emerald green eyes a moment ago evaporated like fog in the dawn, and the last bit of worried tension faded as she curled up against my ribs. 

    “I suppose I should take this time to tell you a few things about the estate you inherited when you killed Bala,” she finally murmured after we’d been on the road for a while. 

    “Business already?” I said lightly as I finger-walked my hand over the crest of her delicate shoulder. She was still wearing the turquoise robe the palace gave her, and it had the benefit of exposing the graceful line that went from her neck down to her collarbone. “I’m enjoying the fact that this is truly the first time you and I have been alone since we met.” 

    “I am enjoying… everything about you,” Shay confessed in a halting voice. “I don’t remember the last time I’ve felt this carefree and… just… happy.” 

    She squirmed a little as some of that tension and worry returned, and I sensed she was uncomfortable about where the conversation was leading. 

    Then I remembered Zoie’s words and decided the heavy topics could be saved for a different time and place. 

    “Well, I suppose there’s no time like the present,” I said. “Why don’t we go over this now, and then, when we get to the estate, we relax.” 

    “That sounds like a lovely plan,” she sighed and melted into my side again. “Okay, so I will describe to you your properties. You have already seen how massive the estate is, but you should know you also own part of the harbor, as well as three sailing vessels, one of which is the Soaring Light.” 

    “Aw, that’s where we first kissed,” I said and pecked her on the nose just so I could see her pretty blush. 

    “And then, you have over two-hundred parcels of land, six canterflies of my own breeding, a menagerie with all sorts of exotic animals, and over sixty staff that take care of it all,” Shay continued. “You have twenty servants, a house manager, twenty stable-hands, five trainers, ten gardeners, a sailing captain, and his crew of twelve.” 

    “Wow, that’s a lot,” I muttered as I sat there in stunned disbelief. 

    “That’s not all,” she said with a smirk. “You also have two armories with impressive forged weaponry, priceless art and antiques, and a vault worth over one-hundred thousand in gold.” 

    “To which we are adding even more gold to, great Mercedes.” I brought my hand up to my head as if it hurt to process how quickly I went from dirt poor back in my old life to a millionaire by Aventoll’s standards. 

    “And that is just property,” Shay said and poked my side. “You also have assets like the breeding, boarding, and training of canterflies. Many Ashers who like to frequent Nata Isle, like Ambassador Sskern, prefer to keep a steed or two in our stables, and that is usually the main earning income for the year. Although, lately the figures have been dwindling due to all the fees paid to board the animals until the menagerie is done with repairs. I might have your Jenner go over the books later, but from what I can tell, we will need to capitalize on other business ventures to keep from falling behind.” 

    “Jenner and I did have a conversation about how we can improve the business of Ithaca Estate, and he talked about entering the local market with something,” I said as I tried to remember back to the conversation I had with the koala-butler when we were repairing the pasture fence. That seemed like ages ago, now. “We talked about fixing up the manor estate, and he mentioned something called bumblebirds and honey, I think.” 

    “No one has harvested bumblebird honey in such a long time, it could be a fresh take on the market to offer it again,” the phoenix-woman mused as she tapped one thin finger against her cupid’s bow lip. “The honey would be a luxury item, which is good because it fulfills an exotic aspect to what you can bring to the marketplace. But flowers only bloom in the warm parts of the season, so you would ideally need something you can mass produce even during the cold days.” 

    If I could see behind her intelligent gaze to the inner workings of her mind, I imagined I would see something that looked like scrolling flip boards in the Stock Exchange. 

    “That makes sense,” I said as the beautiful five-story vision of a Grecian palace came into view with its white columns, five balconies, and jade-domed roofing. “I forgot how beautiful this place was.” 

    “It is your place now, and I hope you come to think of it as a port-of-call you may always rely upon, thus,” Shay said as she swung open the carriage door and flounced out. “Come, husband!” 

    I grinned and jumped out of the carriage, but my grin turned into a frown of confusion when I looked around for my scarlet-haired petite beauty and didn’t find her. 

    “Shay?” I called out and walked around the carriage. 

    “Ha!” She suddenly pounced on my back, and I laughed and hooked my hands around the backs of her knees so she could stay on piggy-back style. 

    “You got me,” I said as I spun us around to the music of Shay’s beautiful full-throated laughter. 

    Then, just before I could get too dizzy, I set her down and turned so I could grab her by her small waist, pick her up, and let her wrap her legs around me. 

    “Did Zoie ever get a chance to tell you about something called a honeymoon?” I asked as I gazed into her vibrant green eyes. 

    “No.” She shook her gold-feathered crest. “What is it?” 

    “Well, it’s something newly married people do to kind of begin their marriage to each other,” I explained. 

    “You mean consummation,” Shay said, and her smile wavered somewhat. 

    “If we feel like it, that’s always a bonus.” I waggled my eyebrows to keep it light, but I set her back on her own two feet in case she wanted distance. “We don’t have to have sex tonight if you don’t want to. The point I should have explained better is the part of the honeymoon where the two people who are in love spend time with each other regardless of the activity.” 

    “And this is something your people have to do to be married?” she asked. 

    “They don’t have to.” I shrugged and tucked a crazy braid behind Shay’s ear. “Honestly, a honeymoon is about doing whatever you want together before the real world creeps back in, and you have to focus on responsibility and other people and all that.” 

    “That sounds like a wonderful ritual,” Shay said as a smile finally began to unfurl on her lovely face. “And we can do anything?” 

    “Anything we want,” I said and then tilted her chin up with the curve of my knuckle so she could see the serious expression on my face. “Or, don’t want.” 

    “But I--” Shay hesitated, but she took a step toward me and cupped my stubbled jaw with her fine-boned palm. “I do want, very much.” 

    “Then…” I said and tugged her closer with one of my large hands on the small of her back. “Let’s just see where the rest of the evening takes us, no pressure.” 

    I dipped my head down to her level and observed how her pupils grew wide with arousal, and I felt her sweet breath hitch in her narrow breast like a caged bird just before I bent down and kissed those pretty lips. 

    The gorgeous phoenix-woman moaned in the back of her throat, and I imagined I could taste the richness of it like a decadent chocolate cake. 

    My blood began to simmer under my collar, and I bent myself over her petite frame like a willow shrouding a rare autumn lily from the snow. I knew she was strong, but part of me wanted to just hide her away from everything, so I settled on passionately licking my way deeper inside her honeyed mouth while I held her as if she was a delicate faberge egg. 

    “Oh, Alex!” she gasped, and she broke away for a breath while fine tremors shook her frame. “You make my heart feel like it is on fire.” 

    “You drive me crazy,” I admitted, but before I could bring her back into another scorching kiss, the sound of someone clearing their throat had me straightening up like a naughty school boy making out in the high school band room. 

    “It’s good to see you have arrived, Madam,” a badger-faced maidservant said as she hobbled out of the carriage house with at least six other servants. “I am also pleased to see you again, Master Brightwood, and pleased I can officially say that now the word has spread of Bala Ren’s defeat.” 

    “Please, call me Alex,” I told the kind woman. “None of that ‘master’ stuff.” 

    “As you wish it, sir,” the badger-woman said with a small curtsy of her black and white dress uniform. “Let me and my staff tend to your effects while you and the Lady take a rest. Supper will be in a while, which means there is plenty of time for you to run Victory. She has missed you something fierce.” 

    “Excellent, thank you, Nevra,” Shay said to the estate manager as the servants swooped in to unhook Prosper from his hitch and stow the carriage in the house. “Please have them unload the gold into the vault, and have someone give me a total of all we have acquired. Oh, and please get one of the servants to send a messenger mole to my husband’s manor.” 

    “Of course, Madam,” the portly woman said before she scurried away so she could bark orders at the servants. 

    Then my wife turned to me with an excited smile on her flushed face. 

    “What would you say to a fly, husband?” she asked and tilted her head toward Prosper. “Are you up for a ride?” 

    “Hell, yes, I am.” I grinned in excitement at the prospect of flying through the air again on the back of Prosper as he flapped his mighty monarch butterfly wings. Even though I just won a crazy grueling race in order to stop an assassination plot against Gavlain Mec, I couldn’t wait to get right back up there and fly through the air again. “What about you, Props?” 

    The canterfly seemed to like this idea as well, and he trotted happily in place on his six hooves. 

    “It’s settled, then,” Shay said with a delighted clap of her hands as one of the servants led Prosper toward the large white stable that stood proudly in the middle of the estate. “Come, let us change into our riding uniforms.” 

    “Aw, those tight pants and that puffy shirt-slash-vest combo? They’re so uncomfortable.” I followed her into the carriage house and up the steps where some of the riding gear was kept. 

    “But you looked so dashing in them the last time you donned the ceremonial riding dress. I could barely keep my starving eyes off you the whole time.” This last part came out as a purr, and she peeked slyly over one shoulder with smoldering bedroom eyes. 

    “In that case…” I rushed past her on a mission to squeeze my ass into those tight breeches as fast as I could, and I dreamed about how far the fussy buttons on the white shirt would scatter if Shay ripped it off my chest later. 

    “Someone’s eager,” Shay giggled when she came out after me a few moments later. She had a hair stick she used to twist up her heavy locks of hair into a red bun, and she skewered it through the middle in one fluid, badass motion that reminded me of the first ever crush I had on Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft. 

    “I’m eager to beat you in the air,” I teased as I hooked a finger into her trouser pocket and tugged her closer. 

    “I like that you are eager,” she flirted back and stood on tippy-toes so she could kiss my chin. “Now, keep up!” 

    Then she zipped around, darted down the steps, and out of the carriage house before I could blink. 

    “Hey!” I hollered and pounded after my elusive nightingale. 

    “Hurry up!” she laughed back at me as she ran toward the large white stable that housed all the canterflies. 

    From that point on, everything was a race. 

    A race to bring Victory and Prosper out to the flying track, a race to get into the saddle first, and finally, a race to get in the air. 

    “Good boy, Props,” I said, and we immediately sank into a smooth flying cadence instead of the awkward loping one we started out with when we were first learning how to ride together as partners. “It’s nice to be back up here.” 

    Prosper tossed his shiny black head and whistled through his coiled butterfly muzzle. 

    Suddenly, an image was telegraphed directly into my mind’s eye of both Ithaca Manor and then of the cozy stables below us where Prosper shared a stall with Victory, Shay’s white canterfilly with the gray glass wings. 

    “Yeah, I know the feeling, bud,” I said and patted his neck. “There really is no place like home.” 

    Shay and her mount flew in a high, tight circle before they glided down to keep pace next to Prosper and me. 

    “I’ve missed this freedom!” the phoenix-woman called over the roar of the wind. 

    “Me, too!” I shouted back. 

    “Follow me, I will take you to the menagerie!” Shay pointed to the all-glass structure off in the distance at the very edge of the estate’s nearly two-hundred acres. 

    The building’s winged design could be compared to the uniqueness of the Sydney Opera House combined with the Disney Concert Hall, and its beautiful hand-blown glass caught the late-afternoon sun in a way that caused it to break and scatter like a prism. That way, instead of reflecting the light into a laser-like glare, the glass building evenly distributed the light so the palatial gardens leading up to the structure were dappled with dazzling shafts of rainbows. The whole effect looked like it could have belonged on the cover of Nata Isle’s very own Better Homes and Gardens magazine, if there was such a thing. 

    Shay guided us down to where a large plaza-esque fountain was situated in the center of the multi-tiered garden overflowing with exotic flowers artfully arranged in massive urns. The pleasant sound of trickling water added to the naturally peaceful landscape, and a variety of trees, some in full bloom, and some not, were strategically planted in order to provide the perfect balance of shade and sun. 

    “What is that smell?” I asked as I inhaled a deep breath through my nose so I could take in the energizing scent wafting all around us. It smelled fruity, earthy, and vaguely familiar, and it made me feel alert and focused with every breath. 

    “Do you see all the flowerbeds with the dark purple blooms that look like stars?” Shay pointed to various plots where the tall, inky purple blossoms were spread all over like wildflowers. “They are the kolee plants from which your morning tea was made.” 

    “No wonder I like it,” I said as I filled my lungs with another draught of delicious air. 

    “The estate normally gets its kolee hay from other growers to feed our canterflies, so these are just for show,” she explained, and we both dismounted so we could lead the canterflies to the fountain for a well-deserved drink. “Bala always thought they were pointless and ugly.” 

    “I’m glad you kept them-- in fact, let’s plant more just out of spite.” I clenched my jaw at the sour-lemon spike of anger that twisted through me at the thought of Shay’s last dick of a husband. “Maybe Kolee Tea will catch on, and we can even make a profit from it. Wouldn’t that be sweet irony?” 

    “Alex, you are a genius,” Shay said as her verdant eyes sparkled and excitement lit up her face. “That’s exactly what we should do. No one has ever tried to make kolee into tea, so the novelty alone will take us far. How many fields does Ithaca have?” 

    “Three, but-- wait, you really think this could be a thing?” I asked as I tried to keep up with her rapid train of thought. “I thought you said flowers don’t bloom during the cold season.” 

    “The kolee is a hearty plant and is able to provide feed for our various livestock all year long, although, it is true that cold weather could damage the fragile blooms, so maybe not,” Shay rattled off with a frown as if she was working on a particularly complex math equation. 

    “They would be fine in a greenhouse, I bet,” I said as the gears in my head started to turn with an idea. 

    “What is a greenhouse?” Shay asked and tilted her crimson head. Some of the wavy strands came undone from her bun and danced in the mild breeze, and I grinned as I captured one of those scarlet ribbons so I could tuck behind her ear and out of her eyes. 

    “It’s basically that.” I gestured expansively toward the glittering glass building as it sparkled majestically in the sunlight. “Don’t any of the growers cultivate their plants in glass hot houses so they can sell produce all season long?” 

    “Glass is a rare commodity only imported from the Isle of Om. That is the reason why the menagerie is called ‘The Jewel House,’ because it is the crown jewel of this estate.” Shay tucked her hand in the crook of my elbow so we could head toward the menagerie in question. “The Asher who built this place before Bala’s father inherited the property through Duelist Rite had the Jewel House built to honor the Goddess. His favorite wife was an operatic singer with a voice that could calm the Ocean herself, some said, and so he made sure the architecture could carry the acoustics.” 

    “So, it’s like a giant sound chamber,” I said as we approached the transparent doors and went inside. Even though my boots were soft-soled, my footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceilings and ricocheted around the curved walls. The ground floor of the glass structure had several empty enclosures arranged in a circle against the wall, and in the center was a massive cage-like structure that looked like an aviary. I bet this place looked awesome with all of the animals in it, but there was something equally beautiful about its silence. 

    “Yes, the sound carries well,” Shay said, and her voice floated to the heavens it seemed. 

    “Will you sing something for me?” I blurted out, and she blinked her startled green eyes at me. “I was just reminded of how you sang during Mec’s Blue Night Gala. I’ve never heard anything so beautiful. Please?” 

    “Oh, well,” the phoenix-woman murmured with a blush as red as her hair. “Th-that was nothing.” 

    “Don’t be shy, it’s just me. You said all the animals are gone, so it really is just us.” I tilted her chin up with my knuckle, and then I leaned down so my lips were as close to hers as possible without touching. “I didn’t know what it was at first, or how to describe it, but knowing you now, I can tell you I figured it out.” 

    “What have you f-figured out?” she stuttered cutely again, and this close I could see her eyelashes were gold dipped in dark red when they fluttered. 

    “Your singing,” I stated before I gave her nose a brief Eskimo kiss. “It’s what passion personified sounds like, and I think that was when I first fell in love with you.” 

    Shay’s breath caught in her throat, and the noise sounded wrought with pain like a canary with its wing stuck in the cage it was trying to escape from. 

    “Alex, I--” she started, but then a sob cut her off, and she bit her lower lip with her straight, white teeth. 

    “Shay? Sweetheart?” I whispered as I looked into eyes that had seen too much sorrow, and her expression felt like a ball-peen hammer to my chest, so I gathered her into my arms. “What is it?” 

    Instead of replying with words, Shay closed her eyes and began to sing softly in that hauntingly beautiful voice I remembered so well. 

    It wasn’t a very long song, and it was in a language I was unfamiliar with, but when it was over, Shay had tears streaming down her face while I fought back the stinging in my own eyes. 

    “What was that?” I breathed quietly so I wouldn’t disturb the sanctity of her angelic echoes as they slowly faded. 

    “Sometimes…” she began as if sharing a secret known only to her. “…there will be a song in my heart that explains what I feel better than words can. I don’t know how I know the words, but the rough translation is about how I used to have endless days of darkness until my sun came and rescued me. You are my sun, Alex, and I just want to be worthy of you.” 

    “How can you even think you’re not?” I asked, and I was equal parts boggled and poleaxed. 

    “You don’t understand, dear heart,” Shay sniffled and pulled away from my embrace so she could hug herself. 

    “Then help me understand,” I said, and my heart ached fiercely again. I wanted to be the one to hold and comfort her, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, so I clenched my fists by my sides and waited for her to continue. 

    “I want to, Alex, but I’m afraid,” she whispered and put even more distance between us while she paced a little back and forth. 

    “What are you afraid of?” I asked. 

    “I’m afraid… once you know about me… you won’t want me anymore.” The phoenix-woman bowed her red and gold-feathered head at this proclamation and left me standing there in stunned silence. 
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    “Impossible,” I said once I recovered from the shock of Shay’s words. “There is absolutely nothing that could make me not want you. In fact, I’m pretty sure my want of you grows exponentially by the second.” 

    “You say this now, but you don’t understand, Alex!” Shay shook out her hands in a little anxious motion, and she took up her pacing again, only this time it was more agitated. 

    “Yes, you’ve said,” I murmured calmly and reached out a hand as if I was attempting to soothe a spooked horse that wanted to bolt at any minute. “And yet my declaration stands. I don’t need to understand because my mind is not changing. I love you, Shale-Lea.” 

    “I’m not perfect despite what you see, Alex,” Shay rambled and paced even faster with one hand gripping her scarlet fly-away hair. “I’m damaged beyond repair, I’m-- argh!” 

    On her next pass, Shay must have stepped wrong because her ankle turned, and she lost her balance. 

    “Woah, easy!” I braced the phoenix-woman by the arms, and if I hadn’t already been so close, she would have hit the ground hard with all of her whirling dervish momentum. 

    “Ouch,” she hissed and leaned heavily into me as she steadied herself on her non-injured foot. “Oh, how foolish of me!” 

    “How much does it hurt?” I asked as I glanced down at her lame foot hovering off the ground. 

    “I think it’s-- ow!” She gingerly tried testing it but had to stop quickly when it was clear her ankle was sprained at the very least and couldn’t tolerate any sort of pressure. 

    “I accept your non-perfect ankles,” I stated and lifted my bride up into my arms, princess-style. “And from here on out, I will dedicate myself as the Hercules to your Meg.” 

    “It’s not my ankles that are imperfect,” Shay said in a small voice as she rested her head against my shoulder. “And who are Hercules and Meg? 

    “Never mind that,” I said as I held her even closer. “Shay, whatever it is, please talk to me. No matter what you tell me, I’m not going anywhere, I promise.” 

    “Can we go back?” Shay asked and then looked up at me with green eyes glittering with tears. “I…want to tell you everything, just not here in this empty menagerie. It makes me sad.” 

    “Of course, sweetheart,” I murmured, and then without further ado, I walked us out of the glass building, down the garden steps, and toward the two canterflies sunning their wings in the last remains of the golden sunlight. “Can you fly with that ankle?” 

    “No,” Shay sighed. 

    “I thought not,” I said and sat her down on the ledge of the fountain so I could kneel down and carefully work off the knee-high riding boot. She hissed a few times, and I cringed right along with her. “I know it hurts, I’m sorry, but it will be a lot better if we get this off you before the swelling really starts to settle in. I better wrap it, though.” 

    “Where did you learn this?” she asked as she watched me rip the bottom hem off my tunic and then wrap her ankle like the fabric was an ace bandage. 

    “I used to work on a big property like this when I was younger,” I explained as I finished tying off the improvised bandage. “One day when I was out repairing the fences, my foot got tangled up in some barbed wire, and I nearly broke my ankle from it. The good news is I was wearing boots that acted like an impromptu cast and kept my ankle stable while it healed. The bad news is I had to wear the same smelly boot everywhere for six weeks. You do not want that, trust me. Can you imagine bathing in a boot you can’t take off? I almost broke my other ankle when I tried. Wow, the body odor was awful, too, and I was not a popular guy that summer, let me tell you.” 

    My inane rambling had the desired effect of getting Shay to smile a little as the dark clouds over her expression lifted somewhat. 

    “I’ll take your word for it, my good sir,” she murmured and carded her thin fingers through my hair. 

    “Are you ready, my lady?” I asked as I rose to my full height and stuck out my hand. 

    “Yes, I’m ready,” she said, and I carefully helped her to her feet with my arm securely around her waist in case she lost her balance again on her one good foot. Then Shay whistled through her fingers, and both canterflies trotted over. “Victory, fly home!” 

    The white canterfilly shook her head and stamped one of her front hooves as if she was a toddler refusing to leave the playground because she was having so much fun. 

    Shay then grabbed the canterfilly’s bridle and brought her head down so she could look directly into all four of Victory’s multifaceted eyes. A silent form of communication seemed to pass between them until Victory flapped her gray glass wings once and bowed her shining white head as if she was sorry. 

    Then the beautiful butterfly-pegasus leaped into the air. 

    “What was that?” I asked. 

    “She didn’t want to leave and let Prosper have all the fun, but then I explained I couldn’t ride her because of my foot, and now the poor thing feels guilty.” She tsk’d through her teeth as we watched the canterfilly land and then head into the stables like a good girl. “She is young and too ambitious for her own good, but she has a tendency to be too hard on herself. I must ask the head stable groom, Ellis, to brush her extra tonight.” 

    Prosper whistled, and an image of the stables and of Victory’s stall flashed in my mind along with a feeling of impatient longing. 

    “Just hold on a second, Props,” I said and restrained him by the bridle like I saw Shay do with Victory. It seemed to work in the sense that it grabbed the headstrong beast’s attention. “Now, listen. We need to fly back up to the house so Shay can take care of her hurt foot. Then you may join your girlfriend in the stables, and if you’re good, I’ll give you more of your favorite ash-roots. A whole bushel.” 

    Prosper huffed and bowed his head once as if we were shaking hands over an important business transaction, and then he turned to the side to offer his saddle. 

    I lifted Shay by her petite waist so she could sit side-saddle while I mounted Prosper behind her and wrapped my arms around her small frame so she wouldn’t fall. 

    “Good boy, Prosper, nice and easy, now,” I said and nudged his sides with my heels. “Let’s go home.” 

    The black and orange canterfly whistled in confirmation, but instead of launching into the air on his back two legs as he would always do, the butterfly-pegasus instead turned so he was facing the wind and fanned out his monarch-like wings as wide as they would go. 

    The powerful appendages caught the wind like sails on a sailboat, and the canterfly was lifted into the air as gently as a yawning lamb. The six-legged beast was so good on his word about getting Shay somewhere so she could rest her ankle that he even flew us up to one of the many balconies of the grand estate just so Shay wouldn’t have to deal with any stairs. 

    “What a gentleman,” my phoenix-wife said as I helped her down from the saddle and steadied her against me. “Thank you for such an easy ride, Prosper.” 

    “You earned it, buddy, thank you,” I said to my faithful mount and telegraphed an image of a mountain of purple carrot-things along with my feelings of gratitude. 

    The majestic butterfly-pegasus whistled and ruffled the top of my head with his ant-eater snout, and then, without anything further, he reared back on two legs and launched into the sky bent on returning to his beloved Victory. 

    “I better keep a weather eye on those two,” Shay said as she watched the dark smudge that was Prosper land in front of the stables. It was almost dark out, and it would have been nearly impossible to see the black canterfly, if it wasn’t for the flashes of orange in his monarch-patterned wings. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there is a baby manapillar born sometime in the near future.” 

    “Aw,” I said as I pictured one of the creepy-cute caterpillars often seen pulling carriages all over Nata Isle with their four bulbous eyes, shaggy fur, and fuzzy antennae. “I didn’t know manapillars and canterflies were the same species.” 

    “They are, and they aren’t,” Shay explained as she let me pick her up again bridal-style so she could keep the weight off her sprain. “All canterflies start out as manapillars, but not all manapillars possess the ability to morph and get their wings. It is a delicate breeding process to ensure the metamorphosis is successful, but in the case of true love, I like to let nature run its course.” 

    “Well said,” I told her as I walked us over the threshold where the balcony met an opulent suite of rooms. 

    The rooms were like the rest of the immaculate mansion and featured a tastefully decorated array of priceless art on the walls, wardrobes and nightstands made of intricately hand-carved blonde wood, and comfortable-looking furniture that sectioned up the big space and separated a nice-sized sitting area. 

    The rest of the room happened to consist of a stately marble fireplace in front of the royal-blue chaise lounge, as well as a comfortable-looking four-poster bed with a canopy of gauzy material that acted like a curtain to keep mosquitoes out. 

    I didn’t know if Aventoll had mosquitoes or not, but there was bound to be some sort of flying pests that needed to be kept at bay from the net given how the balcony didn’t seem to have or need doors. 

    “Please put me on the lounge, husband,” Shay requested softly. “I would like to put my foot up while I talk with you.” 

    “You got it,” I said as I settled her down on the plush chaise and then went over to the bed so I could grab a small pillow. “Pop this under your ankle.” 

    “Thank you.” She did as she was told and then leaned her head back against the rest so she could close her eyes as if she needed a moment to compose herself before she started the arduous task of speaking about her painful past. 

    I reached out and clasped the hand not tangled in her loose hair. “We don’t have to do this all at once, you know. We can take our time, and you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.” 

    “I do want to,” she rasped through a voice strung taut with emotion like a bowstring. “I want you to know every part of me so badly I feel as if it is burning me up inside.” 

    “I want that, too,” I admitted as my heart pounded in my ears. “And if I’m being honest, I’ll also confess it’s overwhelming as fuck, and I’m a little terrified at the sheer velocity of how quickly I fell in love with you. So, I will tell you as many times as it takes, I mean it when I say I’ll never leave.” 

    “No matter if I’m broken beyond repair?” Shay trembled out in a small, scared voice still tinged with hope despite herself. 

    “No matter what,” I reiterated and cupped her face so I could try showing her with a passionate kiss instead of telling her. 

    If there were any more lingering doubts before the kiss, they melted away like snowflakes, and when I pulled away from her, I was glad to see the shadow of fear had eased somewhat in her jeweled eyes. 

    “I trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone,” Shay said and pressed her brow against my collar bone for a minute before she leaned back and took my hands in hers. “I suppose I should start with a little history about Nata Isle’s native people. You’ve no doubt already discovered Aventoll’s denizens come in all shapes and sizes, but most of the natives who hail from Nata have bird-like subspecies characteristics.” 

    “Yeah, I may have noticed that,” I said, and I brought some of Shay’s riot of crimson tangles over one of her delicate shoulders so I could admire the gold and champagne-colored feathers that were shot throughout her crest and mane. 

    “Then you also may have also noticed something peculiar,” the phoenix-woman continued as she set to work undoing some of the braids Zoie had put in her hair earlier. “For all that Nata’s people represent the children of the sky, no one has any wings.” 

    I frowned as I thought back to all of the times I observed the various animalistic traits the people of this strange world exhibited. I’d seen men who were half-lizard and could unhinge their jaws like Ambassador Sskern of the Isle Terr, koala and sloth-like men like Jenner and Arvid, people with horns and antlers and rabbit ears, and even my first wife was a cat-woman from Vartha. 

    But when I tried to remember if I’d seen any of the Nata natives sporting a pair of bird wings, I came up empty. 

    Wait. That wasn’t quite true. 

    “When I first got here, I was hiding in the woods near the Village Square, and I spied two little farm kids getting ready for Sun Day,” I said as the memory came flooding back. 

    I had just woken up on a weird island after being zapped mysteriously by a magic pocket watch, outswam a giant fish I was convinced was going to eat me, dug my way through the massive wall surrounding the island, and stumbled toward any signs of civilization I could find. 

    “The little girl was talking to her brother about getting something sweet to eat, and seeing her brown feathers and little brown wings was the first time I really knew I wasn’t in my world anymore,” I added. 

    “Ah, you are talking of farmer Gawl and his fledgling, Misha,” Shay said as she recognized who I was referring to. “The Gawls have served under Asher Redburn’s legacy for many decades, and it is fortuitous their daughter was blessed by Mercedes thus. Not all females born on Nata have wings, and these days, it is rarer and rarer for any to be born at all.” 

    “Is it only females who are born with wings?” I asked as I leaned forward, and I was eager to learn more about this island that, for all intents and purposes, was my home now. 

    “Yes, indeed.” Shay nodded and started unraveling the braids on the other side of her head. The crimson and gold strands left behind crimped waves to her already wavy hair, and I couldn’t help but run my fingers through it. “Will you brush it?” 

    “What, your hair?” I asked and looked up from my hypnotic task into her coy and blushing expression. 

    “Yes,” she peeped as if she was asking for something she really wanted but was too embarrassed by it. 

    “Can I really?” I grinned like a kid on Christmas Eve, and she giggled and nodded. 

    “It is considered a very intimate thing to be groomed by someone else,” Shay explained another tidbit about her subspecies. “Only family members and lovers preen each other. Bala never…” 

    “Say no more,” I interrupted, but not unkindly. “Where is your brush?” 

    “Over on the vanity.” Shay pointed to a frilly feminine vanity with a mirror and a cushioned stool. On the top of the vanity was a wide paddle brush with a heavy silver handle that fishtailed at the end. Curiously, in between the fishtails were what looked to be the fine teeth of a comb, and I wondered what that end was used for. 

    “Can you scoot forward a little?” I asked when I came back over with the brush in hand, and then I situated myself behind her on the lounge so she could rest between my long legs as I carefully began to drag the brush through her silky red hair. 

    Shay shuddered against me a few times and sighed in pleasure as we just sat for a few moments and enjoyed this surprisingly intimate act. I didn’t think brushing hair could be considered erotic, but the way her hands stroked the outside of my muscular thighs in time with the motion of the brush ignited a delicious slow burn of arousal to build within me. 

    But it was a comfortable slow-burn, the type I wanted to savor for as long as possible, so I put my carnal thoughts aside for the most part and focused on detangling the silky stands without pulling Shay’s scalp too hard. 

    “You were saying?” I murmured close to her ear just to feel her shiver again, and I tried not to let my imagination run away from me with the proof of how sensitive she was. 

    “Females are the only ones born with the blessing because legend has it the women of Nata Isle used to be fierce sky-warriors who aided the fight against the Demon Tide,” Shay continued. “Now, however, being born with wings is more of a status symbol just because of its rarity. In the case of Misha Gawl, her whole family will be provided for by the Asher they eventually sell her to when she debuts.” 

    “They would sell their own daughter?” I asked as I stopped brushing for a moment. “That seems cruel.” 

    “Oh, it’s really not,” Shay said as she half-turned around in my lap. “It’s considered a high honor for the Asher to be approached by the young fledgling’s family.” 

    “Wait, the family is the one who approaches the Asher? I thought the Ashers were the only ones with any sort of power when it came to acquiring new… assets.” My tongue tripped over referring to a person as an ‘asset,’ especially a child. “Why do they need the family’s permission and not just take the fledgling’s?” 

    “We are talking about a sacred and rare blessing from the Goddess Mercedes,” my wife said in a reverent voice. “Not even the greediest of Ashers would dare try to go against the family that was gifted enough to bear the fledgling into this world. But if you are worried about Misha, you need not be. Asher Redburn is an honorable man, and the Gawls have been treated well by him. Redburn will probably take her as his wife when she is of childbearing age and ready to lose her wings.” 

    “But I met Asher Redburn,” I said as I remembered the jack-rabbit Duelist who was at the Championship Gala. “He’s so much older than the little girl I saw.” 

    “Yes, but she won’t be a little girl forever,” Shay said reasonably. 

    It was true, and I resumed brushing Shay’s hair while my brain chewed on this new paradigm shift. This world was not my own, and it always took a little bit to wrap my head around the occasional culture shock and shake some of the conventions I was used to back on Earth. 

    The more I mulled it over, though, the more I realized it wasn’t that unusual for arranged marriages to happen between families even though those intended to be wed were still children. In the United States, this fell out of style a long time ago, but I read something about other countries like India that still followed this practice. 

    I would just have to chalk this up to another one of those ‘when in Rome’ moments and just go with it, but there still was one small detail about what Shay said that niggled at me. 

    “What did you mean when you said ‘when she is ready to lose her wings?’ Do the fledglings drop them somehow like deer antlers?” I smoothed her crimson fall of lush hair back from her pretty feathered crest. 

    “I do not know what a deer is, but no… the fledglings do not lose their wings of their own accord,” the phoenix-woman said, and I could feel a tension begin to gather in between her shoulder blades. “When a young fledgling comes of age, she undergoes a ceremony where her wings are removed from her.” 

    “Like amputated?” I stopped brushing again so I could turn her slightly in order to see her face. “That sounds barbaric, what the fuck.” 

    “It is not as horrifying as it sounds, but I know to a Traveler it may seem upsetting,” Shay hurried to say. 

    “It sounds like pointless mutilation,” I deadpanned. 

    “It is not pointless, especially when it is necessary for the fledgling to lose her wings if she is to have any hope to bear children,” Shay said, and her emerald eyes cut down and to the side as more and more of her previous anxiety slowly bubbled to the surface. 

    “Shay,” I said as I placed a hand on her back so I could rub the tension out of her shoulders, but it was as if my touch was a hot iron brand because she flinched violently and leaned away. “Sweetheart?” 

    “Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry…” she mumbled, and she began to shake all over. “J-Just give me a moment.” 

    I nodded and folded my hands in my lap so she wouldn’t feel threatened, and then I waited calmly and quietly for her to compose herself. 

    Finally, after a few deep breaths, she slowly turned to the side and carefully tucked her head under my chin as she leaned against my broad chest. 

    “May I hold you?” I asked in a low voice. 

    “I would like that very much, please,” she answered, and with a great deal of relief, I wrapped her gently in my arms in a way I hoped felt secure without being suffocating. 

    “How is your ankle?” I lifted her left knee and grabbed the small pillow that fell to the ground so I could prop her wrapped foot up again. 

    “It aches, but it is tolerable,” Shay murmured and then sighed against me. “Thank you for your understanding, this subject is… difficult to relay.” 

    “Take your time,” I said patiently and continued to comb through the feathers at her temple, which seemed to settle her even more. 

    “I was a fledgling once,” she began, and I stilled for a moment and then continued to smooth her crest. “My debut was grand, and I was set to enter a union with the Lord Asher of Vartha. The Culling Ceremony was standard, and normally it is supposed to be painless, but in my case the procedure was botched.” 

    “Botched how?” I asked, and my heart thudded hard in my chest at the thought of her in even the slightest pain. 

    “In order for a fledgling to be able to bear children, she must be completely rid of her wings, but they were unable to fully remove mine, and a small fragment remained buried too deep for them to take out without killing me.” Shay unconsciously reached back and gripped the cusp of her right shoulder. “When my intended found out I could not provide him with strong heirs, or any heirs at all, he backed out of the betrothal. My father was on the verge of disinheriting me, and he came to blows with my brother, Horus. I hate to even admit this, but that was when Bala Ren stepped in and made my father a proposition to save me from disgrace. It wasn’t until later I realized how cruel he could be…” 

    The glow-stones that were a common source of light in this electricity-less world grew bright with the setting sun and cast her in glowing ambient light that made the usually fiery phoenix-woman seem diminished, and she stared off into the distance with a haunted look shadowing her soulful eyes. 

    I hated that look, and I vowed right then and there it was my mission in life to try and replace said expression of pain with one of joy. 

    “Oh, Shay…” I said. 

    “Don’t you see?” she asked and turned to me with her tear-stained face. “I can never give you heirs, and a Duelist’s wife is only as good as her ability to provide her husband a legacy.” 

    “Maybe that’s the case with all the other Duelists in Aventoll, but not with me,” I said, but her expression continued to break as if the concept was impossible for her to grasp, and I knew I needed to do something to get through to her. “Listen to me. I don’t know who told you that is your only measure of worth, but from now on, that is no longer the case.” 

    “I-- I-- don’t…” My distraught wife finally dissolved into tears and curled into me as if she’d lost all of her strength. 

    “Sweetheart,” I murmured and rocked her in my arms. “Tell me what to do. What do you need?” 

    Shay breathed a few times and choked off her sobs as if this was something she’d trained herself to do, and it was almost worse than hearing the heartbreaking sobs from a few moments ago. 

    “Alex, oh, Alex,” she whispered as she clung onto me like she was holding on for dear life. 

    Maybe she was. 

    Just like with Zoie, Shay’s plight exemplified how hard it was to live in this feudalistic world where the powerful few reigned, and everyone else was at their mercy. Even though some of the Ashers demonstrated kindness like Mec, others exercised cruelty, and the people who were considered ‘assets’ or ‘property’ were usually who ended up being collateral damage. 

    But I was never going to be like those kinds of Ashers for as long as the Goddess gave me air to fucking breathe. 

    “There is nothing else I can tell you, only that I love you, Shay,” I said, and I held her dear face between my palms as if I could telegraph to her my conviction through osmosis via my hands alone. “You and Zoie mean the world to me, and there is no place I’d rather be than here with the both of you. I… didn’t really have much going for me back where I come from, to be honest, so this is it for me. You are it for me.” 

    “I love you, Alex,” Shay whispered and gripped my wrists so she could caress me with her thumbs, and her tears seemed to evaporate under the slow-burning heat that glowed in her Celtic-green eyes. “Will you show me?” 

    “I will spend the rest of my days showing you, for as long as you let me,” I stated matter-of-factly as if I was talking about the sky being blue and the sun being hot. 

    Then my gorgeous phoenix-wife kissed me as if she was drowning, and I couldn’t bring us together close enough. 

    When we finally broke apart, she gripped my biceps as she panted for air. 

    “Alex, please.” Shay bit her rosy bottom lip as her pupils dilated into two fathomless, black pools. “Make love to me.” 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _qbs1movz3esd]Chapter 7 

    “You are so beautiful,” I said as I hovered over Shay while she stretched out on the blue chaise lounge just like a heroine in a gorgeous Renaissance painting. 

    Her freshly brushed curtain of red and gold hair was draped over the lounge like a waterfall as it pooled on the floor below. Her right hand was flung over her head, and she clutched the back of the lounge while her other hand traced reverently over the features of my face and carded through my windswept hair. 

    “You are what is reflected in my heart,” she whispered in her purple-prose way she had that seemed to cinch my heartstrings taut every time. 

    I crowded closer to her, but I was mindful of her injured ankle as I mostly supported myself on one knee between her legs. That way, I could lean down and drop kisses on her forehead, her fluttering eyelids, her porcelain cheekbones, her pert nose, and finally, on her cupid’s bow lips. 

    “Kiss me more,” she moaned and pulled me down despite the fact I was trying to be careful. She wouldn’t tolerate the distance, however, and hiked her good leg over my left hip so I was forced to settle almost completely on top of her prone body. 

    Given the way she shivered and sighed as she pressed her head back into the cushion, I figured she wasn’t bothered especially when she arched up against me, and I could feel her aroused nipples through the thin white riding shirt she still wore. 

    The movement had me slowly grinding my pelvis against hers, which caused her breasts to heave as she tossed her head back even farther.  

    “Ohhh, I can feel your passion growing,” she breathed and arched again so she could rub herself against my ever-hardening cock.  

    When she tossed her head back once more, it revealed the column of her alabaster throat, and the glow her perfect skin cast reminded me of freshly fallen snow almost too perfect to ruin with footsteps. 

    Almost. 

    So, like a painter with his pristine canvass, I just had to paint my devotion with the brushstrokes of my lips, tongue, and teeth. 

    I ground my erection into her even harder right as I nibbled on the pulse point under her jaw, and the sharpness of my teeth combined with the friction of my chest rubbing against hers caused her to jolt until her breath came out in a sexy little whimper. 

    “Your body feels so good against mine,” I murmured just inches from her dark pink lips. “It’s like you fit right inside my arms, as if we were made to go together like this.” 

    “You say the most en-enchanting things.” Shay tangled her fingers in her hair as if she was willing her brain to make sense of why I would say something like this. 

    “I only say what I mean,” I said and took her hand in mine so I could kiss the tips of her lily-scented fingers. 

    “I w-want to c-consummate our bond, my darling,” she stammered again, and I had to admit, hearing this poised aristocrat stumble over her words because she was flustered with arousal was something that might just be the death of me. 

    “Good Goddess, I want that, too,” I groaned and swooped down to capture her mouth with mine as if a meteor was moments away from impacting the planet, and this was our last chance. 

    Shay must have felt the same growing urgency because she practically came alive underneath me. She arched and moaned, and her roving hands scrambled at my back and chest as if she wanted to touch me all over but didn’t know where to start. 

    I rocked our bodies together as if we were set adrift on a floating island completely isolated from the rest of the world, with nothing but each other and the motion of the sea. 

    My dick was at full mast now, and it strained almost painfully against the tight riding breeches I still wore from our jaunt around the grounds. The friction was nearly too great in that delicious pleasure-pain way, but I still continued to gyrate against her soft mound. 

    “Aleeeex,” she hissed when I lowered my head to the hidden dip between her collar bones and licked and kissed my way to one of the buttons straining to hold the tight shirt across her full breasts.  

    With my front teeth, I took that button and tugged until it popped off and rolled away to some forgotten corner, or under some dusty nightstand.  

    The valley between those full peaks revealed itself just enough to drive me mad with desire, and I pressed my face against that secret cove to prevent myself from getting too far ahead of myself. However, when I did this, I must have rubbed up against her hard nipples again because she jolted once more with a wordless shout.  

    “Oh, praises!” Shay gasped. “Please, please take me to bed. I want to feel you inside me, husband.” 

    My poor caveman brain was way too aroused to form words when she begged prettily like that, so I scooped her up and carried her to the large bed where I could settle her against the pillows like an altar I was getting ready to worship. 

    I noticed she still had her other riding boot on, as well as all the rest of her clothes, and I realized they needed to go hasta-yesterday and wanted to kick myself for not dealing with these pesky logistics sooner. 

    However, when my cock gave a strong twitch at just the sight of her undoing button number two, I figured now was a good time to slow down for a second and cool my jets. At this rate, I was so keyed up I wasn’t sure I would make it through the rest of those buttons if she kept looking at me with those bedroom eyes. 

    So, I sauntered over to the bed and sat on the edge near her feet in order to first remove the clunky knee-high boot. When that was gone and kicked into a corner along with my own boots, undressing her was less like a chore and became more like unwrapping the first present on Christmas morning. 

    A certain reverence was involved, and since my birthday was Christmas, I usually only got one round of gifts, and that was only if the foster family I was living with at the time even bothered to make an effort. 

    On the rare occasions where my foster stand-ins actually did give a fuck and I was given a gift, I took my time in opening it because I was too afraid to even spoil the paper. 

    Undressing Shay was kind of like that. 

    First, I removed the white shirt, and I took care to save the rest of her buttons as I slipped them through the stitched holes one at a time. 

    All the while, I could feel Shay’s soulful gaze on my hands as I traveled downward until the shirt was open, but before I could reach up to lower the fabric, she stopped me suddenly with her hands on mine. 

    “I-- I have some… scarring.” She dipped her eyes away from mine as she unconsciously reached for her right shoulder again. 

    “You are beautiful simply because you have those scars,” I said as I took that hand down from her shoulder and held it firmly in mine. “All the things you went through-- all the things you have survived-- they made you the person I fell for.” 

    “I don’t show people my back,” she murmured as she slowly began to slip the shirt down her arms. “Bala didn’t like the reminder, so he would only lift my skirts when he wanted to have me. I had to be careful not to show them no matter what because if he did see them, it only made things worse.” 

    Shay then gathered her hair and pulled it over one shoulder so she could show me her naked back. 

    For the most part, the smooth expanse was unmarred except for the pale-pink semi-circle that hooked up and under her right shoulder blade. 

    Gently, I caressed the innocent-looking line with my forefinger, which caused her to shake and then immediately stiffen as if waiting for an imminent strike or blow to come at her. 

    “Shay,” I intoned as I continued to stroke her scar so she could get used to the feeling. “None of this is ever supposed to hurt, and if something does, all you need to do is tell me, and I will stop. Do you understand?” 

    “Y-Yes,” she hiccupped as she struggled to acclimate to what was probably the first loving and intimate touch she’d ever had, and it was concentrated on the part of her she was told was the reason for her unworthiness. 

    “All I want is to make you feel good, sweetheart,” I murmured as I laid my palm flush between her shoulder blades. 

    “Oh, praises,” she hissed, and her head lolled back as I rubbed circles into the spot of tension I could feel settling right on her delicate spine. When she arched back like that, her full and natural breasts pushed out, and she lightly trailed her own fingers down the space between them. 

    “That’s it, baby,” I encouraged as I massaged her back even harder. “Touch yourself. Show me what feels good.” 

    “Alex, I don’t-- I don’t know what feels good because I’ve never felt this way,” she said as her hands fluttered nervously over her breasts and then down to her flat belly as if she didn’t know how to touch herself. 

    Given what I now knew about her, maybe that was exactly the case. 

    “Then let me,” I said as I shucked my own shirt as well and laid her back fully on the pillows so I could hover over her again and shield her with my body in order to make her feel less exposed. 

    “Your form is pleasing to me,” she purred as she explored my abs and pecs. 

    Even though I was sporting a hard-on that could split wood, I was patient as her lithe fingers burned maddening trails all over my chest and down my torso. When one of her thumbs brushed over my nipple, I nearly growled in the back of my throat at the strong pulse of want that kicked me in the gut, and I had to stop her from rubbing them more before I lost my head. 

    “You drive me crazy,” I rumbled as I kissed her questing fingers and then reached for the ties on her waistband with trembling hands. This was the last layer preventing me from my perfect Christmas/birthday morning, and the anticipation had my breaths stuttering and my heart pounding. 

    Shay flung an arm over her eyes and then flexed her hips so her legs could fall open even more, and the small movement was all the permission I was waiting for to go ahead and carefully pull the last article of clothing down her shapely legs and over the improvised bandage wrapped around her ankle. 

    When she was finally bare for all of me to see, I took a moment to let my eyes feast on her pure beauty. 

    The globes of her soft breasts heaved and swelled with every rapid breath, and the peaks of her dark pink nipples puckered in the slight chill from the open balcony. Goosebumps erupted all over her milky skin, and her knees self-consciously furled inward, which made her wide hips and petite legs look like an actual heart. 

    A modest thatch of dusky red curls nestled between her clenched thighs, and it took all of my willpower not to pull her knees slightly apart so I could take a peek at the treasure hidden there. 

    But I was a patient man, and first, I wanted to make her feel everything. 

    Armed with a plan, I rose briefly from where I was hovering over her so I could shuck the rest of my clothing and place my Duelist Stone safely on the nightstand next to me. 

    When I turned back around, Shay had lowered her arm from her eyes and was peering at me with wide black pupils rimmed with the barest of green. She took in my naked form from the top of my head down to my feet, but her gaze kept going back to my erect member that was so hard, precum was already beading at the tip of my slit. 

    “Do you like what you see?” I asked as I gave myself a much-needed stroke. 

    “You are… b-bigger than Bala,” the flustered phoenix-woman stuttered, and she only became even more flustered when I came back to the bed and hovered over her. “Are you sure--” 

    “None of this is supposed to hurt, remember?” I combed through the feathers along her temple again. “You can always tell me to stop, and I will, no questions asked. Do you trust me?” 

    “With everything in my soul,” she answered without hesitation as she grasped my shoulders. 

    “Good,” I said before I placed one of her hands in my hair and squeezed so she would get the message and wind her fingers through my tangled locks. “You are in complete control.” 

    Then, before she could ask any questions, I kissed my way down her throat and chest until I made it to the summit of one of her perfect breasts. I licked the nipple in front of me, and then I felt her fingers tug sharply at my scalp as the crimson-haired beauty inhaled sharply through her nose. 

    “Oh, Aleeex. WW-What-- uuunh!” Shay moaned when I then placed my lips around her nipple and began to suckle while my right hand thumbed the other. “Oh, Goddess!” 

    When she became too sensitive on one side, I switched it up so I could give the other full breast the attention it deserved, and my last remaining hand quested lower until I was lightly combing through the satiny curls at the top of her secret garden.  

    She tensed at first, but when I flowed up her body so I could kiss her properly, her legs fell open, and I tentatively dipped a finger inside her moist folds so I could circle around that sensitive pearl of pleasure within. 

    “Alex!” she suddenly squealed, and she clung to my broad shoulders so she could bury her hot face against my chest as her hips clenched and flexed almost out of her control. “A-Alex, I feel like I’m bur-ning up! Oh, Mercedes!” 

    “I’ve got you, my love,” I said softly in her sensitive ear as she started to tremble and quake with the rush of her oncoming orgasm. “Fall over the edge. I’m here to catch you.” 

    “Oh, oh, oh, I’m-- something is-- uuuuunnh!” Shay bucked her hips into my hand, and I added a second finger so I could rub her clit from both sides as her climax rolled through her in one seemingly endless wave. 

    When it was over, she gripped my wrist before I could pull away as if any sort of movement was too much, even if it meant removing the stimulation from her most sensitive area.  

    I kept my fingers as still as possible and tucked my other arm under her neck so she could feel completely encompassed after that violent and uncontrollable pleasure ripped through her. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked her after she finally let my wrist go, and her tremors died down. 

    “I never thought it could be like that,” she panted in awe as she caressed my stubbled cheek. “Is it always like that?” 

    “Most of the time, yeah,” I chuckled and kissed her flushed face. “Sometimes it’s even better.” 

    “B-Better?” the debauched beauty asked. She then glanced down and spread her thighs open even more. “Can you show me?” 

    “God, yes,” I groaned and sat up on my knees so I could position her hips right in the cradle of my own. My cock throbbed and leaked more precum onto her lower belly, and I couldn’t help but thrust a few times through the slick pooling there. “Are you ready, baby?” 

    “Yes, husband,” Shay whimpered when I circled my thumb around her clit twice more, and I felt her leak more of her arousal down her thighs. “Please.” 

    Without wasting any more time, I gently positioned the head of my cock right at the entrance of her pink pussy lips and pushed in all the way in one smooth, steady gliding motion. 

    “Fuuuuck,” I hissed, and the feeling of her hot clenching channel nearly undid me right then and there. 

    “Uhhhnn-- Goddess!” Shay undulated her body as she got used to the feeling of my shaft stretching her tight walls, and I slipped a hand under her hips to support her lower-back while my other hand pressed down lightly on her lower belly. 

    This caused her to pulse strongly around me, and I knew I was on the right track when I gave a short experimental thrust that had her shouting in surprise. 

    “Ah! Oh, what is-- uhhhhnnn!” The phoenix-woman’s head thrashed from side-to-side as my thrusts grew longer, and I increased the pressure over her pubic bone just a hair with my broad palm. This added friction to her sweet spot that could be felt from the inside, and when I altered the angle of my hips just so, she finally fell off the precipice of her second orgasm with a howl. 

    “Christ--!” My orgasm, when it finally came, blindsided me like a Louisville Slugger to the face, and my hips juddered forward without my control as my carnal instincts took over and tried to fuck the cum deep inside her womb with every aching pulse. “Shay, god--!” 

    “I can feel your seed inside me, Alex,” Shay keened, and her hot channel spasmed around my shaft, which caused me to shiver as another jet of cum squirted out of my cock and coated her inner walls. My beautiful wife then hooked her good leg over my hip and pulled me in even deeper as she tangled her fingers through my hair. “Don’t stop! Oh, ooohhh, k-keep…” 

    I really wasn’t moving too much because things were starting to get mighty sensitive down there, but I continued my shallow rocking thrusts as a third smaller, but no less intense, orgasm flowed through my wife like the rise and fall of a morning tide. 

    When we both spiraled back down to earth, it was all I could do not to just collapse on top of her as my muscles continued to twitch from a few leftover aftershocks of pleasure, and I couldn’t remember the last time I came as much or as long as I just did. 

    “How do you feel, baby?” I finally had the wherewithal to rasp out as I peered into the phoenix-woman’s still dilated eyes. 

    “I feel…” Shay trailed off as she visibly searched for the words she needed. After deliberating for a moment, she took a deep breath and started again. “For the first time, I feel safe and loved.” 

    “That’s how you should feel, always,” I stated. “I’m sorry it took so long for you to feel that way. If I could, I would kill that bastard all over again for ever making you feel otherwise.” 

    “You have made me understand, and I am just-- so, so in love with you,” she said through a gasp as I gently slid my softened cock out of her. 

    “Let me take care of you,” I said and kissed her precious lips. 

    “Yes,” she breathed against my mouth before she licked her way inside. 

    We spent a few luxurious moments basking in one of the best afterglows I’d ever experienced until the combination of dried sweat and cum finally became too unpleasant to ignore, and I cast my eyes around the suite for something to clean up with. 

    Next to Shay’s vanity was the object of my desire: a small table with a wash basin full of clean clear water and a few hand cloths folded underneath. I first grabbed one, soaked it, and wiped myself down before I prepared a clean one for Shay. On my way back to the bed, I only made one detour to the chaise lounge to grab the silver-handled brush, and then I hurried back to my beautiful wife waiting for me against the white pillows like a vision of Aphrodite in the Clam Shell. 

    Shay was stretched out in a long and languorous pose that showed off every inch of her glowing pale skin, and a few dew drops of perspiration glittered on her eyelashes and dotted her delicate cupid’s bow as if she was covered in a light sprinkling of stardust. When she opened her luminous gemstone eyes, any sign of the turbulence she weathered earlier was gone, and a new light I’d never seen before entered those soulful windows like the first beams of sunshine after a hurricane. 

    “Hello,” she said in her burnt sienna voice with an expression of the truly sated. 

    “Hi,” I murmured with a smile, and then she beckoned me with one arm to join her, so I settled down on my side, wiped her perfect skin clear of all of our lovemaking activities, and then sat with my wife leaning against my chest while I brushed her hair again. 

    “What are you thinking about?” Shay asked a little while later. 

    “Absolutely nothing, for once,” I replied as I drew the stiff bristles over and over through her silky strands. “Actually, that’s not true. I’m wondering what the other end of this brush is for.” 

    “Hmm?” she hummed and then sleepily blinked her eyes open to see what I was talking about, and I gestured to the odd fishtail combs at the end of the handle. “Oh. My mother had this brush custom made for me when I was a girl because of the long feathers I was born with.” 

    “How do I use it?” I asked as I handed her the brush to demonstrate. 

    “Like this,” Shay said and brought one of the long gold feathers from her crown forward so it was dangling right down between her eyes. The feather was a bit clumped together in some areas, which wasn’t a surprise given our rigorous romp. Then, by placing the comb at the base of the feather, she threaded it between where the handle diverged and drew it through almost like a ribbon she was curling with a pair of opened-faced scissors to make those frilly spirals. 

    I should know because I once worked an odd job gift wrapping for bougie folks in a department store during the holidays once, and pretty much every suburban soccer-mom-housewife wanted those damn curlicues. 

    However, when Shay ran her comb down her long feather, instead of curling up like an Arby’s french fry, the feather shimmered once more with its perfect golden luster. 

    “May I try?” I asked. 

    “Yes, but be careful because those feathers can be… sensitive,” she said and handed the brush over. 

    “Got it,” I said as I carefully took another scraggly looking crown feather and slowly drew the double-sided comb down it from root to tip. 

    “Ohhh.” The phoenix-woman shuddered and then hissed a little through her teeth as I drew the feather through a second time. 

    “Does that hurt?” I stopped and tried to see into her face. 

    “N-No, on the c-contrary,” she peeped, and I realized what she meant by ‘sensitive’ as a deep flush dappled her cheeks and spread down her chest. 

    “Hmm,” I rumbled in my deep voice as I nuzzled the soft spot behind her ear, and then I wrapped my arms around her petite waist. “‘On the contrary.’ I love how you talk.” 

    “I, too, find the way you say things a treat, my husband,” she purred back and tilted her head to the side so she could expose her neck to more of my attentions. 

    “And I find you to be a feast I just want to devour like a glutton,” I said and nibbled on her pulse point so she would make that delightful gasping noise again. 

    Before I could maybe steer us in the direction of a Roll in the Hay Round Two, though, a rippling, gurgling noise rang out between us, which caused me to stop what I was doing and then frown down at my blushing wife. 

    “Gracious,” Shay mumbled with a hand against her flaming cheek as she closed her eyes in embarrassment. 

    “Was that your stomach?” I chuckled and tickled my fingers around her cute belly button. 

    “It has been a while since the meal at the palace,” she reasoned and tried to squirm away from my fingers, but I held her fast and rolled us so I was suddenly on top and staring down at her as she laughed in surprise. “And we did just expend a lot of energy.” 

    “Very true.” I nodded and took sipping kisses from her honey-mead lips. “I think… I might… have the cure… for your ailment.” 

    “You are a mage-doctor, then?” Shay ducked away from my next kiss so she could tease me and waggle my stubbled chin between her manicured thumb and forefinger. “Tell me, what am I suffering from?” 

    “You are suffering from a bad bout of the munchies after having really great sex,” I diagnosed gravely. 

    “That sounds serious,” she bantered back. 

    “Mm, yes it really is, but I have the perfect solution,” I said. 

    “Tell me before it’s too late,” she pleaded as she tried to keep a straight face and pressed the back of her wrist against her brow like some fainting southern belle. 

    “Show me to the kitchen,” I demanded as if I was on one of those medical dramas and I was asking where the operating theater was. 

    Then we both locked eyes and erupted into juvenile laughter, and I tried to tickle her some more until she squealed. 

    “You are a beast!” she giggled before I let her go so she could get out of bed.  

    She then flitted across the room like a hummingbird so she could wrap a satiny white robe around herself, much to my disappointment, and then she puffed a small cloud of mist against her neck from a crystal perfume bottle sitting on her vanity. Her ankle seemed to be feeling much better, but I didn’t want to bring it up and ruin the moment. 

    I came up behind her so I could inhale the floral scent of ginger and lilies, which was strongest when I nosed the warm, dark cove of her shoulder. 

    “Rawr,” I murmured and lightly nibbled her ear. “Now, let’s get you some food.” 

    When we finally managed to keep our hands off each other long enough for me to carry Shay to the kitchens, I set about seeing what I could scrounge up from the large marble larder that stored all kinds of food from fresh produce, cream, selected wheels of cheese, wooden barrels of some sort of alcohol, and even some freshly butchered meat hanging from hooks chained to the ceiling. 

    “How is this place being kept cool?” I asked as I boggled at the awesome spread. 

    “The stone is from Om,” Shay said as she plopped what looked like a grape in her mouth, if grapes were electric blue. “In essence, Om Isle is just a large quarry, and the natural stone and crystal harvested from the Omite Hills have all sorts of useful properties. This stone happens to keep small spaces at a temperature that is best for food preservation.” 

    “Ithaca Manor doesn’t have a larder like this,” I said and turned in a circle. In a world without modern electricity, it was hard to come by such a variety of fresh produce all in one place, and in a world where mostly meats and starches were the main fare, I never realized how excited I could be over some rabbit food. 

    “I heard a rumor Dagmar who came before you sold anything of value in order to settle many of his debts, and genuine Omite cold-stone can fetch a nice price even when broken down into rubble,” she said and then shivered slightly in her bare feet and thin robe. “What are we looking for in here?” 

    “Some ingredients for my famous Kitchen Sink Sandwich.” I swung the robe I was wearing off my shoulders and draped it over hers where she clutched it close with her thin fingers. I ran a little hot naturally, so standing in the chilled room in just the cotton sleep pants I was wearing wasn’t too bad. 

    “Why is this dish called ‘kitchen sink?’” Shay queried as she watched me buzz around the larder and grab things that looked familiar enough to work as sandwich ingredients. 

    “It’s a saying where I’m from,” I explained as I grabbed something that looked like a jar of pickled ash-roots I figured might work just as well for dill pickles. “If you are trying to make something and you keep adding ingredients to it like ingredients on a pizza, or a sandwich like this one, you’d say, ‘man, that sandwich has everything but the kitchen sink!’ Get it?” 

    “Your culture has such a peculiar way of doing things,” Shay said and held the ‘pickle’ jar in the crook of her elbow while I carried everything else that looked tasty or interesting, especially the stick of dried meat that smelled similar to the peppery scent of salami. 

    When we made it back into the kitchen, I laid out all the ingredients on the worktop, helped myself to a solid kitchen knife, and sliced a chunk off a round yellow fruit I’d grabbed to see what it tasted like. I found the taste and texture was close to a tomato, so I sliced a few thin slices and fed one to Shay, who was sitting on the counter next to me while I worked. 

    “What’s this called?” I asked as I ate another slice of the juicy yellow ‘tomato.’ 

    “A palma fruit,” she said as she kicked her legs back and forth where she sat. 

    “And… this?” I held up a slice of an orange cucumber-like vegetable to her pretty lips. 

    “It is a katamba,” she said and held a polite hand up in front of her mouth as she spoke around the crunchy vegetable. 

    “Kaataaambaaa,” I repeated as I waded my way between her knees so I could run my palms up her buttery smooth legs and then up to bracket her hourglass waist. “I like it.” 

    “You still never explained what a sandwich is,” Shay giggled as she squeezed my hips lightly with her thighs. 

    “Oh!” I said and whirled around looking for the key ingredient, which was bread. Then I spied half of a crusty loaf, perfect enough for two sandwiches, sitting under a cheesecloth. “A sandwich is basically any ingredients you think sound good between two slices of bread.” 

    I sauntered back over, twirled the knife around in my hand like a Gordon Ramsey badass, and finished assembling two Kitchen-Sink specials. 

    “And what is the best way to enjoy this sandwich?” Shay hopped down from her perch so she could gather a couple plates, but when she started to grab utensils, I stopped her. 

    “With your hands, babe, that’s the genius of it,” I told her and then demonstrated by taking a huge bite of my sandwich before I set hers down on the plate she held in her hands. 

    “It is unrefined for a lady to eat anything larger than her thumb with her hands…” she trailed off with uncertainty. 

    “Yep,” I agreed and took another pointed bite as I waggled my eyebrows. 

    Shay giggled again, and she looked around the kitchen as if some finishing school tutor would burst in any minute now and slap her knuckles for doing something so unrefined as eating with her hands. 

    Then she tentatively picked up the sandwich, sniffed it lightly with a cute little nose scrunch, and took her own, smaller bite. 

    “How is it?” I asked and then laughed when her only response was to set her plate on the counter so she could use both of her hands to really get to work. “That good, huh?” 

    “Mmhmm,” she said with bulging cheeks as she munched away like a cute squirrel. 

    “Hah!” I kissed her forehead. “Toldja I could cure your munchies.” 

    After both of us finished demolishing our Kitchen Sink Specials, we cleaned up the evidence of our midnight snacking and stumbled back to our room. 

    Now that our stomachs were satisfied, the whole of the day crashed into me like a freight truck, and we both tangled ourselves together as we collapsed in the large bed. 

    “Love you, Alex,” Shay breathed out right as her body grew heavy, and she was carried off to sleep. 

    “And I love you, Shale-Lea.” As I cradled my precious phoenix-wife in my arms, my thoughts drifted to Ithaca Manor, and to my first wife waiting for me there. The only thing that would make this night perfect was if I had both Zoie and Shay by my sides. 

    But for now, it was enough to let sleep cart me away into much needed dreamlessness so tomorrow would come sooner. 

    And come it did.  

    In the form of a sledgehammer to my chest that knocked the wind out of me and ripped me out of my unconsciousness into the blaring white sunlight. 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _1vyojdq9xn39]Chapter 8 

    “Oh, Roofus, no!” Shay’s rich strain of laughter helped me recover from the alarming kick in the solar plexus that was my wake-up call. “Naughty, naughty, Roo.” 

    “Wha?” I mumbled as I shielded my eyes from the sunlight pouring in through the gauzy balcony curtains. “Whassgoingon?” 

    “Skra! Skra!” The world’s most inconsiderate alarm clock flapped his dusty yellow wings as he jumped up and down on my chest. 

    “I think he missed you,” Shay giggled as I squinted around the room through my bleary eyelashes. 

    “What did he drop on me?” I groaned, and I examined the wooden chest the size of a cantaloupe that slid into my lap when I sat up. “Thanks for that, by the way, you cretin.” 

    “Krt!” Roofus clicked his beak and then fanned his yellow tail feathers in a move I knew meant he was giving me sass. 

    Brat. 

    “I missed you, too, but did you really have to drop… um… what is this, again?” I turned to Shay and gestured to the small chest in my hand, but then I stopped dead at the sight before me. 

    My radiant wife was sitting at the end of the bed like a dove in a white haltered dress that showed off the beautiful valley of her perfect breasts. Two gold decorative clasps held the dress in place just under her ribcage and around her full hips, and the garb was designed in a way to leave the sides of the waist open so it could show off the inner curve of her petite hourglass figure that just begged for my hands to caress. 

    As she sat there, she tended to her glorious waterfall of burnished gold and cherry-red hair with the silver brush she was fond of. The mid-morning sun bathed her in a glowing aura and made her feathered crest look like she had a halo behind her head, and in that moment, I actually forgot my name for a second. 

    “It’s a jewelry box,” Shay said as she lowered the brush. 

    “Huh?” I blinked at her as my brain’s processors just whirred and whirred… 

    “I was trying to be quiet as to not disturb you, but Roofus insisted on ‘helping’ me pack some items,” she said and then tilted her head with a frown. “Alex?” 

    “Yes?” I tore my hungry gaze back up to her grinning face, and then I shook my head a little as my higher functioning came back online. “Um… Yeah, yep, that’s me, present and accounted for.” 

    The angelic phoenix-woman twittered like a cello’s tremolo, floated off the bed, and then came around to my nightstand where a perfect steaming mug of kolee tea was waiting. 

    “I remembered how much you liked it last time, so I planned ahead,” she said as she handed me the nutty chicory-flavored tea that was a pretty good stand in for my beloved coffee. 

    “You are an actual angel,” I murmured as I took a restoring sip of the energizing brew. I didn’t know if there was actual caffeine in the tea, or if it was just a placebo for my addicted brain, but whatever the case, it burned away the last of the morning fog hovering between my ears as I took another satisfying sip. “How do you feel? How’s your ankle?” 

    “My ankle still hurts, but I am able to move around much better,” she answered. “I better not ride until I am fully recovered, though.” 

    “That’s good,” I mumbled as I tried to get my brain to spark. “Where did Roofus come from, by the way? Is there any word from Tovish?” 

    “Horus sent Roo back after I had the gold-seeker inquire about the stag-beetle rack you championed,” she said and sat on the bed next to my hip. “Horus mentioned he was excited to help you forge something with it, but other than that, his correspondence made no mention of the innkeeper, Tovish, so for now Roofus will probably be staying with us.” 

    “Krr,” Roofus burred sadly as he wrung his furry little moth paws, and I frowned in sympathy for the poor little guy. 

    “I’m sure we will find him, buddy.” I patted the gold-seeker on his dusty head, and he cuddled my palm before he flew off to wherever it was Roofuses went, so I turned back to my wife. “How is Horus otherwise?” 

    “Horus is… fine,” Shay said, but the frown on her face undermined what little confidence was in her statement. 

    “You don’t sound so sure,” I pointed out. 

    “I’m almost certain all is well, it’s just-- he was so brief in his missive, and it is not like him to be so abrupt. It was almost as if he was in a hurry and couldn’t spare any time to write.” The phoenix-woman bit her dark pink lip in a move that telegraphed how worried she was even though she was trying to play it so casually. 

    “Shay, is Horus in some sort of trouble?” I asked, and something about that made Shay clam up a little. 

    “Not per say…” she hedged and then let out a big sigh. 

    “What is it?” I asked as I drew her into my side and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 

    “My brother has always found himself in one matter of trouble or another since he was a young boy,” she grumbled as if she was more like his disapproving mother than his younger sister. “Normally, he can take care of himself, and even after our father’s banishment he was able to find his ilk among the mercenary clans. However, one of the clan leaders has discovered Horus’ secret gift.” 

    The image of the falcon-man with the black-feathered crest and glowing gold-green eyes came to my mind, and I thought back to how her elder brother saved my skin by helping me combine the herald core Shay gave me out of her mother’s head circlet with the Roman-esque sword that Zoie gifted me on our ‘honeymoon.’ 

    If it weren’t for Horus’ skills as an alchemical mage-slash-metallurgist, my chances of winning against Bala Ren would have been cut in half. 

    “So, Horus is a secret metallurgist?” I paused while in the middle of taking another sip of kolee tea. 

    “No, it is well-known my brother is skilled with a forge, and this knack has made him indispensable to the mercenaries who want to build up their own armories.” Shay reached over and stole my mug so she could have some of the comforting, earthy brew before she continued. “What is not well-known, however, is the fact Horus can forge herald weapons. Not many people are born with the gift of alchemy-- at least on Nata Isle, to my knowledge. This ability is considered just another one of the many ways the Goddess blesses her children, but just like everything in Aventoll, those who wield power are targeted like open game. It was to Horus’ benefit that his greatest asset remained unknown to the public at large, but recently that secret has been betrayed.” 

    “If anyone is messing with him, I’ll kill them.” I scowled as my temper suddenly flared. I hadn’t known Horus for very long, but for all intents and purposes, he was my brother-in-law, and even though I just recently shed my Lone Wolf persona, I was taking my responsibility as protector of this little family seriously. “Who betrayed him?” 

    “That, I do not know.” Shay then cocked her head and stared at me as if I’d just told her I was going to try walking on the ceiling. “You care about him.” 

    “Well, yes,” I said as I shrugged. “He’s important to you, which makes him important to me. Not to mention, he put himself out on a limb by helping me with my herald blade, and from the limited knowledge I have, it seems the mercenary life is not an easy one, so I know it was a risk.” 

    “Zoie always said, but…” the phoenix-woman trailed off with a bemused expression and curled her hands around the warm mug. Then she tilted her head so it was resting against my chest as she took a deep, soulful breath. 

    “Sweetheart?” I murmured as I brushed a strand of red hair out of her eyes. 

    “I am not used to others holding my brother in such high regard,” she said as she looked up at me with her gemstone eyes. “Your kindness shines brighter than all of the stars in the sky, Alex Brightwood.” 

    There she went again, with her gilded words that made my heart stutter in my chest. 

    “I, um.” I grinned and was at a loss for words in the face of her honesty. “I don’t know any other way to be.” 

    “And that is what makes people like me extraordinarily lucky,” Shay said before she stretched up to place a sweet kiss on my chin. Then she smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Although, you could do with a shave, husband.” 

    “Oh, really?” I laughed and then rubbed my cheek against hers. “You don’t like my scruff?” 

    “It obscures your handsome face,” Shay giggled as I continued to kiss and rub my bristly chin against the sensitive skin of her neck while she tried her best not to spill the rest of the kolee tea. 

    “But think of the possibilities,” I rumbled low in my chest, and then I worried a small section of skin over her pulse point with my teeth so the prickly bits around my lips would brush her throat as well. 

    “Th-that is a thought,” she stuttered and swallowed hard. 

    “Mmm,” I hummed as I pulled back with a final lick. I couldn’t help but feel pleased with the little blooming raspberry I could see darkening against her neck, but when I dove back in for more, something hard and uncomfortable jabbed me in the hip. “Ouch, what’s this?” 

    “My jewelry box,” Shay said again, and she traded the cup of kolee tea for the small wooden chest I forgot about so she could get up and set it on a small tower of other similar chests. 

    “Why did Roofus…” I trailed off as I looked around the room and spied all of the boxes and trunks sorted in various piles on the floor. “Oh, right, you mentioned packing.” 

    “It’s not too much, is it?” she asked self-consciously. “I wanted to get a head start before you awoke, but I admit I may have gotten carried away. I can leave behind--” 

    “No, take whatever you want!” I hurried to assure her. “There is not much at Ithaca yet until we really start to spruce up the place, and I’m glad you want to make it your home.” 

    “I’ve just been… excited to return there with you and our dear Zoie. This place, as beautiful as it is, holds no good memories for me.” Shay sadly averted her eyes and went over to her vanity where a floor-length lacy shawl was draped over the cushioned stool. When she put it on, it looked as if she was donning a pair of angel wings, and the vision was complete. “I have enjoyed this ‘moony’ with you, but I confess, I… well…” 

    “I know how you feel, sweetheart,” I said and got out of the large bed so I could embrace her. “I love you so much, but without Zoie, it’s like a part of us is missing.” 

    “I could not have phrased it any better if I’d tried, husband.” The phoenix-woman went up on her tippy-toes so she could kiss me on the chin against my scruff even though it made her nose scrunch cutely. 

    “Okay, well, this is what I propose,” I said as I lifted her up by her tiny waist so she could stand with her bare feet on the tops of mine. “Why don’t we finish getting ourselves together lickity-split, and then we can both be on our way to Ithaca.” 

    “On our way home,” my gorgeous phoenix-wife corrected as we swayed and turned in our impromptu waltz without music. She was a little taller from standing on my feet, but there was still a considerable height difference between us, which I still found absolutely novel and absolutely adorable. 

    “Home,” I agreed and then kissed her on the forehead. “Now, tell me where I can freshen up.” 

    Shay showed me to the large sunken stone bath located inside the immaculate suite, instructed me how to use the faucet and heat the water with the glow stones that were similar to knobs on a regular sink, and then flitted away to go prepare the carriages for our departure. 

    The steaming water was a godsend, and I was still deliriously thankful Aventoll somehow managed to figure out indoor plumbing and heated water for all their limited technology. I could have stayed in the bath forever, but I didn’t want to leave all the packing and logistics for Shay to do by herself. 

    I got to business washing up even though underneath it all I was actually reluctant to wash away the smell of our combined lovemaking. The potent musk of our activities permeated the sheets of the bed and no doubt added to the fact I slept like a rock and felt like fucking Superman. Chalk it up to a sudden ability to smell pheromones or something equally weird, but there was something so primal about waking up covered in the scent of a sexually satisfied woman. 

    When I dried off and got dressed in my favored black tunic and pants combo with my armored belt, sword on my hip, and Duelist Stone around my neck, I paused for a moment to gaze at my face in the mirror. 

    I grimaced and scratched my fingers through what was definitely a little longer than just ‘scruff’ on my chin and wondered if there was anything in here I could use as a razor. As much as I was curious to see what kind of noises my beautiful phoenix-wife could make with the added stimuli against her sensitive skin, my patchwork scruff was starting to get a little itchy and awkward. 

    “Bingo,” I said when I found a thin metal blade that resembled a straight-edged barber’s razor, only without the squared-off end. With a little bar of fragrant soap that accompanied every wash basin, I carefully shaved off all the growth that had accumulated since I arrived here until my face was smooth again. 

    Something about my reflection made me pause. 

    Even though I never had much of a baby face even when I was younger, I always looked young when I was freshly clean shaven. However, as I stared into my own eyes for the first time in a long while, they seemed older somehow, and I almost didn’t recognize myself. 

    The effect left me perplexed but yet oddly content, as if I was looking at a person who was confident and settled in their own skin. The only odd thing was I’d never thought that kind of look would suit me so well, and I’d always wondered if this was how I would feel if I could have ever afforded one of those tailor-made power suits. 

    Happiness. 

    That’s what it was. Happiness was what looked good on me. 

    I exited the beautiful suite of rooms in the veritable palace estate I now owned so I could find my resplendent phoenix-wife, but not before I plucked a flower from one of the many urns that dotted the corridors and twirled it around in my hand. 

    And if I was whistling like an obnoxious fool in love, well, there was no one around to hear. 

    “Hello, Mr. Alex,” the badger-faced woman named Nevra said as she bustled just outside the carriage house and ordered several servants to finish loading up packages and crates.  

    “Uh, hello. Can I help in any way?” I blinked around for anything I could do to help, but the woman had everything well underway by the time I made it out.  

    “No, sir,” she replied. “Milady is getting Prosper fitted with a hitch at the stables and should be along any moment.” 

    I looked off in the distance for my wife in question, and I spotted the red flame of her hair as she came around from the back of the stables with the black and orange butterfly-pegasus on her heels. The closer they got, the more I seemed to pick up on Prosper’s jumpy anxiety, and by the time they were in the carriage house yard, it felt as if ants were marching under my skin, and every other thought of mine was bombarded with the pretty white canterfilly with the gray glass wings. 

    “What’s going on, Props? It’s like you’re constantly shouting.” I groaned and rubbed my sore head while Victory continued to feature prominently in the flashes he was throwing at me. “Victory will be fine, buddy. Eventually, we are going to be able to bring her to Ithaca, but for now our stables are only good enough for you, big guy.” 

    The canterfly tossed his proud head and flared his monarch-like wings as he snorted. 

    “Once the stables are prepared, I will send for her,” Shay assured him. “After all, you wouldn’t want your beloved to spend the night somewhere drafty and damp, would you?” 

    The arrogant beast seemed to mull this over for a moment before he shook out his midnight mane and stamped one of his front hoofs as if he was conceding Shay’s point. Then, without any more trouble, Prosper calmly walked the rest of the way over to the carriage and patiently allowed the stable grooms to fasten him to the cab. 

    Finally, everything was all loaded up into our ride, and Shay and I were waving to Nevra and the waitstaff as we passed through the large gates of my second estate, trundled down the drive, and started toward Ithaca at last. 

    Man, I really needed to think of a name for it soon so I could quit referring to it as Estate Number Two, or ‘the second estate,’ but for now I would just put a pin in it just like I was pinning the fuchsia-colored flower I still held up behind Shay’s ear so she looked like she had a blossom growing right out of her feathered crest. 

    “Are you sure you packed everything?” I asked my wife about an hour into our journey. 

    “Yes, I packed everything I thought could be of use,” she said with a smile, and she turned more in her seat so she could face me. “Most of this stuff wasn’t being used back at the other estate, and I wanted to see if I can lend a hand with fixing up the inside of Ithaca Manor while you are free to do repairs on the outside. I was also considering where on the property would be most ideal to start a kolee crop. You said there were three fields?” 

    “From what I recall, there are two tiered fields that catch the eastern sun, and one field in the west,” I provided. “There’s also two big pastures to the south of the property where Jenner keeps a couple of porack-cattle-bug creatures, a chapel, a garden, and a mill.” 

    “The mill should be the first priority to get up and running in order to process the kolee blossoms,” she said. “Whatever field we decide to use should also be where we build our blue house for the plants that cannot flower during the colder months.” 

    “You mean a greenhouse?” I corrected and then booped her pert nose with my finger. 

    “The color of the house is quite irrelevant since the whole thing is made out of glass anyway,” she said and shook back her feathers in mock annoyance. 

    “Well, it sounds like you have a plan.” I smirked at my intelligent wife as that sharp expression lit up her face like fireworks. “Just tell me where you want me. You’re the boss.” 

    “I’m the boss? I like the sound of that.” She giggled her cherry-wood cello laughter as she cupped my face between her small, warm palms. “You didn’t have to shave on my account.” 

    “Maybe I did it out of pure selfishness,” I said and then drew her closer so I could glide my smooth cheek against hers. 

    Suddenly, the carriage lurched as Prosper whistled an alarm and slammed us to a halt that knocked Shay and I to the floor of the carriage. 

    “What’s going on?” Shay asked as I helped her back into her seat. 

    “I don’t know,” I said and gripped the handle of my herald blade tightly in my fist. “Stay here, I’m going to go check on Prosper.” 

    I popped open the carriage door, jumped out, and drew my blade, and the canterfly huffed out an agitated breath and shifted uneasily on his six hooves as I came around the front to check him out. 

    “What’s up, Props?” I asked and smoothed his flank with the hand not occupied by my sword. Then I swiveled my head to and fro as I tried to see through the penetrating darkness of the surrounding trees. 

    Prosper’s own head was on its own constant rotation as his four multi-faceted eyes tracked his surroundings. 

    “Alex?” Shay’s scarlet head popped out of the carriage window. “What’s wrong?” 

    Before I could answer, a menacing howl droned so loud it was as if the earth itself were blasting a subwoofer deep from its own core. 

    The once happy yellow sunlight suddenly turned into a wash of bloody red, and the ground shook and rolled under my feet in a way that could only mean one thing. 

    Demons. 

    “Get back inside!” I yelled at Shay as three pillars of earth molded up from the ground and took on the nightmarish shape of Predator Vs. Cthulhu with dripping bifurcated jaws and writhing tentacles on their backs. 

    These demons were the smaller variety, but smaller didn’t always mean better. The small ones from my experience were quick, smart, and came equipped with a lethal barbed tentacle that oozed some type of viscous venom I had no desire to experience first hand. 

    “Fuck!” I shouted as one of the demons scurried forward on all six limbs-- four arms and two back bending legs-- and tried to take a snap at one of Prosper’s ankles. “Back!” 

    I charged at the bastard, and I used my sturdy booted foot to kick the demon in its ugly face. It went flying back with an enraged yowl and landed on its back. 

    It was only a matter of time before it would turn itself over, so I quickly stabbed it through the heart so it would crumble away and turn into a pile of ash. That way, the next time the sky went red, at least this one wouldn’t live to respawn and terrorize another day. 

    Bitch. 

    I unstuck my sword and spun back around where the second demon was getting curious about what was inside the carriage. 

    “Hey!” I hollered and bashed it in one of its beady black eyes with the hefty pommel of my Roman-esque sword. 

    The demon squealed and slid down from where it was trying to crawl through the window, and I slashed at it so it would retreat further next to his buddy, who had just been seen the fucking door by one of Prosper’s mighty kicks. 

    The pair of them formed ranks and growled as they tried taking pot-shots at me by flinging their nasty venom in my direction, and I danced out of the way every time a steaming glob of acidic pus sizzled past. 

    Thing One and Thing Two then broke apart and surrounded me on both sides, so I had to split my attention and dodge them separately instead of a combined front. Just as I tried to get close to one of them, the other would charge at me or do something to derail me from any sort of maneuver that wasn’t purely defensive. 

    Then the howling sounded again, and the ground shook, which was the signal that more of those monsters would be appearing from the earth somewhere close, which meant we needed to get going before a whole group of them converged on our location. 

    “Hya!” came a cry from the carriage behind me as something jetted past my left shoulder and struck the demon preparing to pounce on me. 

    The demon yelped when its other good eye was taken out by a small missile of a stone followed quickly by another, which was just enough of a distraction to keep that guy busy long enough for me to turn and finish off the one that kept lunging at my legs. 

    I slashed upward with my blade, and two of the demon’s limbs were sliced badly enough that clumps of ash fell from the wounds, and while it was injured, I finished it off by leaping on it and driving my sword deep through the nest of squirming tentacles and down through its heart. 

    The demon crumbled to dust with a hiss, and I spun around to prepare for the second attack from Thing Two that I figured was bound to happen given how the two creatures had been working in concert to catch me unawares.  

    However, instead of an attack like I was expecting, I was met with a sight that had me metaphorically scooping my jaw off the ground. 

    Shay was out of the carriage and facing off against Thing Two with something I assumed was a rock sling helicoptering high above her head and making her white cape flare out behind her like the wings of an avenging angel. The fierce expression in her green eyes was determined and focused, and even though the terrifying abomination was preparing to lunge at her, she kept her stance steady in wait until it was right where she wanted it. 

    The demon came just a bit closer, and quicker than a blink, Shay whipped her arm and released the stone projectile with another loud cry. The beast didn’t even know what hit it as she aimed directly for the creature’s wide-open jowls and lodged her stone right in its throat. 

    The demon let out a grotesque ‘hrrk!’ and then hacked and wheezed as if it were a cat coughing up a hairball, so I took this as the perfect opportunity to jump in and slice off the fucker’s head. 

    Even though I wasn’t calling forth the ancient magic my herald blade was capable of, the sword itself was sharp and of good quality, and it was almost like passing a hot knife through cold butter. 

    “Now, stay down,” I growled as the demon hemorrhaged ash and soot from the stump of its neck, and then I stabbed it through the heart for good measure. 

    When I turned back toward my badass, rock-slinging wife, I spotted her by Prosper’s bridle trying to calm the startled beast. 

    “Help me undo his hitch!” Shay said when I jogged up close to her side, and I immediately began helping her unfasten the apparatus trapping the butterfly-pegasus to the ground. 

    Then the forest floor shook again with another one of those subterranean howls that set my teeth on edge and twisted my gut. 

    When Prosper was free, I shoved the image of Zoie into his head through our mental connection, and then I smacked his rump. 

    “Go get her, boy! Send help!” I shouted as he took off into the blood-red sky before I turned back to Shay. “We aren’t far from Ithaca, but we need to get off the main path and keep moving. We’re sitting ducks out in the open.” 

    “What about the carriage?” she asked as I hurried her along into the dense forest for some sort of cover. 

    “We’ll come back for it once the demon sun is gone,” I said right before another howl shook the earth and two more demons started to take shape in the clearing behind us. 

    If we didn’t die, of course. 

    But that thought was best left inside my head. For now, my focus was on keeping us alive as the sounds of demon carnage echoed throughout the valley. 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _ec8isvh2zcz4]Chapter 9 

    I led us deeper and deeper into the forest as the horrible sound of demons roared and squealed all around us, and their terrifying, nightmarish wails bounced off the trees and made me feel as if we were surrounded. I wasn’t sure exactly how far from Ithaca we were, but it couldn’t be more than two or three miles. 

    “Alex, wait-- ah!” Shay called out softly, and I whipped around with my sword at the ready. There wasn’t any danger, though, just the image of my phoenix-wife leaning against a tree with her injured foot hovering a few inches off the ground. “My-- my ankle. It’s getting harder to traverse the tree roots and stones.” 

    “Let me help,” I said and sheathed my sword so I could carry her on my back piggy-back style. Because she was so compact, it actually might make things faster this way. “I’m going to run, so hold on, okay?” 

    I felt Shay nod behind me, and her arms looped under mine as if she was some kind of living backpack strapped to my shoulders. I hiked her further up my back, and then I took off at a steady pace in the direction where I knew was Ithaca based on the stream I could hear bubbling away. 

    To my knowledge, the only stream in the area this far north of the Village Square was the one that cut through Ithaca estate. If I could find it, then I could follow it back to the manor house and get us behind the gates reinforced with ‘the Goddess’ conviction’ thanks to more of Aventoll’s magic stone lanterns. I nearly killed myself trying to fix them by ham-handedly pouring all of my willpower into keeping the manor house and all who resided in it safe from harm. 

    Now was the time to put it to the test, and when I finally found the stream, I picked up the pace. 

    “Alex!” Shay whispered and then pointed over to my left. 

    Across the stream were dozens of demon eyes peering at me through the reddish gloom, and even though they had tentacles on their backs like squids, none of them seemed inclined to go for a swim. 

    A distant part of me wondered if they were partial to fresh water instead of salt. There was always a lot of talk about the Demon Tide event that seemed to nearly wipe out all of Aventoll’s citizens until the Goddess blessed her Ashers with the power to ‘vanquish the Scourge,’ as Jenner might say. Given how a tide usually came from the ocean, and how Aventoll’s ocean was actually fresh water, I figured the salt in the stream must be what was acting as a deterrent. 

    Whatever the case, I was grateful they were hesitant to cross. 

    Maybe I should consider some type of moat for Ithaca if the chance arose. 

    For now, the boundary of the stream was a godsend as I carried Shay, who wasn’t heavy by any means, but step after step was slowly beginning to take a toll on my stamina, and it was nice the horde of monsters didn’t, or couldn’t, cross the rushing water separating us. 

    “Can we rest, just for a quick moment?” Shay asked, and her voice was taut and rusty. “Just to rest my foot.” 

    I stopped immediately at the pain she tried to disguise in her voice, and I set her down on a fallen log so she could prop her foot up on a small boulder. 

    Twigs and branches snapped nearby and kept me on edge, but Shay’s poor ankle was swollen and painful-looking from having to dangle in the air for so long. I was sure my jostling didn’t help matters, and who knew how long she’d been biting back her discomfort as I jogged through the forest. 

    “Does it need to be redone?” I asked her as I examined the wrapping around her foot. She’d upgraded from the torn scraps of my old shirt to a proper bandage, but some of the wrapping was starting to look loose. 

    “Yes, but I do not want to do that here,” she said in a hushed voice that still sounded loud in the eerie red sunlight. 

    “You feel like you can carry on?” I asked as the hair stood up on the back of my neck. 

    “Yes,” she said, and I helped her stand up. 

    Before I could turn around and let her climb on my back again, though, something wrapped itself tightly around my shin and yanked me to the ground as if I was a sack of flour. 

    “Alex!” Shay screamed. 

    I flopped onto my back only to see a fat, squat demon anchored into the ground like some type of tree stump, and its thrashing tentacles were reeling me in kind of like that giant yellow flower trying to eat the kid in the movie Jumanji. At least, I assumed it wanted to eat me because this demon had a mandible like those of the stag-beetles. 

    Which was to say, large and dripping with a combination of drool and ichor, and snapping with the kind of force that could break a telephone pole in half. 

    The demon sucked me in via a retractable tongue-like tentacle that was slowly pulling me in like a fish on a line. 

    I thrashed and attempted to reach for my sword, but it was currently lying half-way underneath me so I twisted to the side in order to free my blade from its scabbard. 

    With a strong whack, I managed to slice through the greasy tentacle tethering me to the creature, and it wailed as it sucked the rest of its mangled appendage back into its gaping maw. 

    “That’s new,” I grumbled to myself and shot back up to my feet so I could ash the fucker with one slash across its bloated gut. This was a mistake, because the wound wasn’t enough to kill it outright, and the demon’s innards spilled all over the ground in a stinking heap that smelled like rancid hot dumpster juice, which made my eyes water and my gag reflex kick in. 

    I still had to keep it from respawning, though, so with a swift stab through the stump-demon’s heart, the squalling mass of guts and tentacles finally crumbled away to ash. 

    “Alex!” Shay called out again, and I whipped around to the sight of the phoenix-woman twirling her sling above her head again as the demons from across the stream tried to hop-scotch their way across on some of the boulders poking up above the rushing water. 

    Shay let one of her well-aimed rocks fly, and it hit one of the demons square in the face, which caused it to lose its balance and be whisked away by the stream with a splash and an angry shrieking yowl. The other demons didn’t even glance at their fallen comrade and continued on despite the power and accuracy of Shay’s deadly projectiles. 

    I ran to her aid just as one of the demons decided it’d had enough of playing hop-scotch and leapt the rest of the way across, landed on the muddy bank, and galloped straight for the phoenix-woman. 

    “Shay!” I bellowed right when she stumbled back and fell to the ground. The demon lunged for her, but she rolled swiftly away. “Not my wife, you fuck!” 

    I made a flying leap at the creature as it got ready to pounce, and I brought my blade down along its back with two hands. 

    Several of its green-gray tentacles fell to the dirt in small ash heaps, and with a screech, the demon bucked me off and to the side. 

    My sword went flying, and the pissed off demon tackled me the rest of the way to the ground. 

    “Alex!” Shay screamed again, and she launched one stone after another at the creature’s head as I wrestled to keep its snapping jaws from tearing out my throat. 

    “Reeerrrooooowwwl!” a familiar battle cry suddenly ripped through the air, and I’d never heard of a more beautiful sound than the Xena warrior yell Zoie made right before she was about to get her groove on and fuck some shit up. 

    Sure enough, one of my cat-wife’s favored throwing knives lodged itself right between the demon’s eyes, and it was just the thing I needed to kick the bastard off me. 

    When I got back to my feet, Zoie was just dismounting Prosper and pulling her curved katana-like blade from the scabbard across her back so she could join the fray. 

    I rushed over to where my own fallen sword was and snatched it up so I could finish what Zoie started and ashed the demon through the heart. 

    I was so glad to see Zoie in her typical tight pants and armored skirt combo, with her black hair flying as she twirled around like an acrobat and incapacitated another demon. 

    The reunion could wait, however, as more and more demons became brave and attempted to cross the river. 

    Now that Shay was back on her feet-- well, foot-- she was attempting to keep the demons crossing the stream at bay with her rock-sling, but for every demon she sent into the water, there was another one waiting to take its place until there were about five of them on our side of the stream. 

    Prosper helped a lot, and he would rear back on two legs while he used his remaining four to kick and stomp at any demons unlucky enough to be within range, but eventually there became too many for even him and his four multifaceted eyes to keep track of. 

    “Everyone, back to back!” I yelled, and I intercepted a barbed tentacle that was aimed for Zoie’s neck with a slash of my blade. 

    The four of us ended up forming a tight knot in the middle as the ring of about ten or so demons tightened their ever-shrinking circle around us. 

    “Alex, what do we do?” Shay asked as she let another one of her stones fly. It exploded against a demon’s skull, but the beast just shook it off and kept coming forward. 

    “Shay, take Prosper back to Ithaca,” I ordered. “Zoie and I will be right behind you.” 

    “I will not leave the two of you!” she shouted as if the thought was offensive. “And I wouldn’t be able to ride anyway with my foot, so you are just going to have to be content with my presence, Alex Brightwood.” 

    Prosper snorted, too, as if he was agreeing with Shay that he was here for the long haul whether I liked it or not. 

    “Okay, here’s the plan, then,” I said as I sidestepped another barbed tentacle and slashed off a demon’s arm. “Shay, try to aim for the eyes while Zoie and I try to push them back toward the stream. And Prosper, make a hole for us, would you?” 

    I mentally projected to the canterfly what I’d envisioned, and Prosper stamped his hooves in a determined manner I knew meant he wouldn’t let me down. 

    Then the canterfly squared up against the demons directly across from the stream and bowled through them like a wrecking ball that would have made Miley Cyrus jealous. 

    “Go, now! Let’s put them on the backfoot!” I led the charge by rushing through the hole in the circle Prosper made so we were no longer surrounded, and then Zoie and I began fighting them toward the stream in tandem as if we were hacking through an overgrown jungle with a pair of machetes. 

    One of the demons on my right lunged, but I could tell this was just the distraction, and the real threat was actually on my left where one asshole had a barbed tentacle poised and ready. I didn’t even give the bastard a chance as I guarded my left flank, and then I brought my sword up to turn my defensive maneuver into an offensive one, just like Zoie had trained me to do. 

    The spike of the barb clashed off my blade with a metal ringing noise, and I lunged forward so I could ash the demon in the heart with a sickening squelch. 

    Suddenly, a loud crashing through the trees could be heard, followed by another howl. 

    This howl, however, wasn’t one of the subterranean ones that heralded the onslaught of more demons. It sounded more human than that, and it was followed by a series of high-pitched yips and yodels. 

    “Raaaaaarrrrrr!” Arvid the giant sloth-man burst through the trees with one of those stump-demons held high above his head like Donkey Kong wielding one of his iconic barrels. It seemed as if he managed to dislodge the demon barnacle from where it was anchored into the ground with his brute strength alone, and with another mighty roar, he launched the demon into the rushing stream where it splashed down with a squeal as it was washed away by the current. 

    Two other figures rushed into the fray on Arvid’s heels, one short, and the other tall and wearing what looked like a brown painter’s cap, and they both had the markings of a raccoon with ringed, bushy tails, mask-like markings around their eyes, and pointed black ears rimmed with white. 

    They were also carrying what appeared to be a shovel and a garden hoe respectively, and they were whacking demons left and right as they yipped and yowled their fierce battle cries. 

    With the additional reinforcements, the demons’ ranks were broken and scattered, which left the four remaining ones isolated from each other and prevented them from coordinating their attacks. 

    The demon with one weeping eye I was currently facing hissed and growled, and then it jumped at me in one powerful surge of energy like a rabid animal lashing out one last time in desperation. 

    Tick. 

    I startled when I suddenly sensed the time-trance so close to the surface even though I wasn’t seconds away from mortal peril this time. Sure, I had big, scary, and hairy sailing through the air hell-bent on ripping me apart, but I’d been in worse situations before, so it was surprising the time-trance was triggered. 

    Whatever the case, I was thankful for it now, and I tried to hang on to that slippery thread of focus to allow the power to manifest. 

    Tick. 

    The demon lingered in the air for just long enough, and right as time snapped back, I took one step forward, brought my blade up, and used the demon’s forward momentum to slice the fucker from top to tail where it then hit the ground in two distinct piles of destroyed ashes. 

    Then, as quickly as it came, the red sun lifted its oppressive bloody blanket, and life returned to the muted landscape once more. 

    Any demons I didn’t manage to ash molded back into the earth like weird claymation figurines, and the ones I did kill blew away with the sudden sweet breeze sweeping through the valley as if mother nature herself was trying to brush off the unnaturalness of the demon scourge. 

    I blinked in the dazzling light as the danger that surrounded us moments ago evaporated like it had never even existed. 

    “It’s over!” Shay exclaimed, and my attention was drawn to where both of my wives stood exhausted, battered, but otherwise whole in the aftermath. 

    Zoie sheathed her blade as I did the same, and when our eyes locked, I sprinted toward her so I could gather her in my arms. 

    “You came!” I gasped and practically crushed her to my chest. By the way she was clinging back just as hard, I could tell the battle had shaken her as well. 

    “I have never felt as terrified as I have when the sun was red and I saw Prosper arrive alone,” she confessed in my ear, and I rubbed her back to ease the fine tremors I could feel racing through her as the adrenaline worked its way through her system. 

    Then, as one, we both turned to Shay and pulled her into our embrace. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked the phoenix-woman and took care to support most of her weight because her ankle was no doubt probably killing her by now. 

    “I am alive, and all of us are intact, there is nothing more I want or need,” she said as she burrowed her petite frame between Zoie and me and held onto us like we were her life raft. 

    I could relate. 

    The three of us spent another moment just holding each other, and our heart rates finally came back down to normal levels as we reaffirmed to ourselves that we were all okay. If it wasn’t for the fact that Shay really did need to get off her feet, I would have kept us there in our little bubble forever if I could, but I could tell standing was quickly becoming excruciating for her, so I broke our collective embrace in order to lower her gently onto a boulder. 

    “What happened?” Zoie asked the phoenix-woman as she crouched down and gently lifted Shay’s hurt foot onto her bent knee. 

    “A silly and embarrassing accident,” Shay sighed and then hissed slightly when Zoie prodded the swollen appendage. “I’m afraid I might have made it worse.” 

    “Is the lady alright, Master?” a rough voice called out from behind me. 

    I turned around to where Arvid and the two raccoon-faced men were standing patiently while my wives and I all had our mini reunion. 

    The shorter of the two new allies I was unfamiliar with stepped forward with a concerned expression on his masked-face. He had the shovel he was using as a weapon stuck into the ground like a staff, and his taller friend held the garden hoe slung over his shoulder like a battle axe, and I immediately knew who they must be. 

    “She will be okay,” I answered the shorter man’s question, and then I offered my hand to who was undoubtedly one of my new farm hands I’d yet to meet. “Are you Bodin?” 

    “Mel, actually, Master,” the raccoon-man named Mel said as he clasped my forearm in greeting. “This is my brother, Bodin.” 

    Bodin set his garden weapon against a tree, adjusted his cap, and then stepped forward so he could clasp my arm as well. 

    “Nice to meet you, Master Brightwood,” the taller man said in a mellow voice as smooth as his brother’s was rough. “Mel and I have been most anxious to make your acquaintance.” 

    “I’m glad I’m finally meeting you both, too.” I grinned at each brother as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Ah, but just call me Alex, okay? You guys really helped us out just now, and you didn’t have to come. You all could have stayed in the manor until the red sun ended. Unless… is there something wrong with the lanterns around the wall again, Arvid?” 

    “Waallll weeell…” the big sloth-man said in his usual monotone. 

    “Is Jenner alright?” I pressed as I wracked my brain for reasons as to why they would all risk themselves like that. 

    “Jeeennerrr, weeell…” Arvid droned again and smiled with his familiar placid expression. Then he bobbed his big shaggy head up and down. “Allll weeell.”  

    It was kind of odd that this gentle giant could turn all Incredible Hulk, and if I hadn’t witnessed it myself, I wouldn’t think it was possible he could rip demons apart with his bare hands.  

    “Then why--?” I started, but the taller raccoon brother, Bodin, stepped forward and cleared his throat. 

    “Beg pardon, Mr. Alex, but I think you will find that our safety was second priority to you and your wives,” he interrupted in his suede-like voice. 

    “Look, I know I technically own you all as property according to the Aventoll Duelist laws. But let me make this clear.” I made eye contact with each of the brothers and Arvid to make sure they were tuned in for what I was going to say next. “You are never obligated to put yourselves at risk for my sake. I will never ask that of you for as long as you work for me.” 

    The brothers exchanged looks of shock, and Mel clenched his jaw and clapped his taller brother on the shoulder. 

    “I told you, brother,” the shorter man gruffed out in his gravel voice. “The rumors of this Traveler’s fairness and decency are true.” 

    “You were right.” Bodin nodded to his brother and then turned to me, removed his cap, and bowed low at the waist. “And you must accept my apologies, Asher Brightwood. My brother explained to me we would find working under you agreeable because of the stories surrounding your status. They say you Dueled a cruel Asher so you could rescue his wife from being dragged through the streets by a collar around her neck. Is this true?” 

    “It is,” I said as I cast my gaze over to my cat-wife. The memory of the first time I saw her was a vivid one, and our interaction was dramatic since I basically did what Bodin said and unwittingly entered my first death-match against her meat-headed ex. 

    “Then you must forgive me. I was skeptical at first, because a lot of Ashers don’t consider the rest of us No-Ranks as people like you do, but you have put my fears to rest.” The raccoon-man placed a hand over his heart in the form of a salute. 

    “You don’t have to apologize,” I said. “We literally just met, so I understand how you would be worried. I know a lot of Duelists can be cruel, so it was a legitimate concern you had.” 

    “What my brother is trying to say, sir, is that it wasn’t obligation, see?” Mel stepped forward as he gestured with a placating hand. “Twas loyalty, and fairness, and we the Turpin Brothers, offer it freely.” 

    “I… oh…” I rubbed the back of my neck again as I felt my ears warm slightly. For these people to already be so loyal to me so quickly was… 

    I didn’t have words for it. 

    “You should not be so surprised, husband,” Zoie said over my shoulder as she helped Shay over so the both could be a part of the conversation. “Your status is not the only thing about you the folk of Nata Isle have come to know about Alex Brightwood.” 

    “How do you know?” I asked Zoie as I supported Shay on her other side so she was balanced between us in a way that kept all pressure off her ankle. 

    “There is a lot of talk in public gatherings, and the audience stands during the Icarian Races were especially rife with gossip,” she said and swished her tail. “You also made quite the spectacle in beheading Ren, and you stoked the rumors even more. Some say you have been having an affair with Shale-Lea and challenged Ren so you could liberate her from his famed cruelty.” 

    “Really? I haven’t been here for very long, how could I have had an affair with Shay?” I looked down into the phoenix-woman’s laughing emerald eyes and snickered. 

    “People tend to like stories with romantic heroes in them, my Alex,” Shay chimed in and put a hand up to her smiling lips, but this caused her to overbalance, and she reflexively tried to catch herself by putting weight on her bad foot. “Oh!” 

    “Come here,” I said and scooped her up under her knees. “You’ve done enough damage. And by the way, I had no idea you could use a rock-sling. That was way awesome.” 

    “Thank you.” Shay blushed and looped her arm comfortably around my neck. “I’m sorry this is such a bother, but I’m afraid I may have done more damage to the silly ankle than I realized.” 

    “Is it broken?” I asked as my eyebrows furrowed in worry. 

    “No, just sprained,” Zoie said with a matching frown. “But she needs to stay off it so it will heal properly.” 

    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Bodin asked as he replaced the cap on his head. “By the way, where is your carriage?” 

    “Oh, that’s right,” I said as I looked back the way Shay and I had traveled. “We had to leave it back on the main road. Hey, Prosper!” 

    The canterfly whistled when I called to him and trotted closer. Then he uncoiled his muzzle and ruffled my hair in a way I knew was a sign of affection from the proud beast. 

    “Thanks for having my back, bud,” I said and projected a nice soapy bath with one of those course-haired brushes I saw in the barn to him as a reward for his help. “Do you remember where we left the carriage?” 

    Prosper tilted his glossy black head as if he was thinking, and then he stamped his front hoof and trotted determinedly past all of us toward the south. 

    “I guess he does remember,” I said to the brothers. “He’s still wearing his hitch, so if the demons didn’t fuck with anything, the carriage should be all set for him to pull.” 

    “Caaaarriageee,” Arvid said and began his wide loping stride after the canterfly. 

    “Leave it to us, sir,” Mel said, and Bodin nodded with enthusiasm. Then the raccoon brothers were on their way after the sloth-man. 

    “Now, let’s get Shay back to the manor,” I said to Zoie, and we followed the caravan downstream and back toward the carriage. 

    I thought about continuing on foot the rest of the way to the manor, but I figured the carriage was probably a bit closer, and Shay needed something where she could prop her foot up. The long benches in the carriage would do that, so that made doubling back the best choice in the end. 

    “How was Ithaca when the sun went red?” I asked Bodin after I switched Shay over to Zoie for a piggy-back ride while I caught up to the brothers at the front of our caravan. 

    “Some of the chapel was damaged, and the fence around the pastures as well,” the tall raccoon-man said. 

    “Man, Jenner and I just mended those fences.” I huffed out an annoyed breath. “Okay, how about the mill? Is it functional?” 

    “The roof needs to be redone, and a few minor issues could use fixing, but those are purely cosmetic,” he said. 

    “That’s good,” I said, and my mind was already leaping ahead to what needed to be done on Ithaca. 

    Things had been so crazy lately, I was honestly looking forward to working with my hands and letting my mind and body fall into the rhythm of manual labor. 

    “Mr. Bodin,” Shay piped up from her place on Zoie’s back. “Now that you have had the time to study the estate, which of the fields do you think gets the best sunlight?” 

    “What are you trying to grow?” the shorter brother grunted out as we all continued through the dense forest. 

    “The kolee plant,” the phoenix-woman said. “I know your kin from the Isle of Leen are gifted with things that grow in the soil, and so I welcome any and all expertise.” 

    “Sure thing, milady,” Bodin replied graciously and tipped the brim of his painter’s cap. 

    “Also, how good are you with carpentry?” I asked just as the carriage came into view, and I heard Prosper whistle triumphantly. 

    “My brother and I have done our fair share of building structures, if that is what you are referring to,” the tall raccoon-man said. 

    “Are you able to come up with a design made of all glass that will be used to house plants during the cold part of the season?” I pressed. 

    “An all-glass house, how interesting,” he mused as he rubbed his small chin. “Would this be Omite glass?” 

    “If possible, yes,” I said as I opened the carriage door for Zoie so we could both help Shay get situated. 

    Zoie crawled in next, and I saw how she tenderly propped the other woman’s ankle up in her lap while the phoenix-woman sat long-ways on the cushioned bench seat. 

    “I will talk this over with Mel,” Bodin said with a sparkle in his russet-brown eyes. “We should have some measurements and a corresponding supplies list for you shortly.” 

    “Can you also check on what other supplies we might need?” I asked after I climbed up into the cabin of the carriage. “I have a feeling these repairs might require more supplies. What we had on hand to make the first repairs was already pretty sparse, and now that we have the funds, it’s time to start putting them to good use.” 

    “Hear, hear, sir!” Mel’s rough rumble could be heard up top in the driver’s seat above us. 

    “Leave it to us!” Bodin nodded his head in one short jerk. “We are most happy when we get to work with our hands and show off our skills.” 

    “I think we are going to get along just great,” I said to the genial racoon-man “Remind me to talk to you about building a moat.” 

    “A moat?” he asked with another interested sparkle in his intelligent eyes. 

    “Later.” I grinned before I shooed him away good-naturedly to where he joined his brother on top of the carriage. 

    Then we all headed toward the manor as one caravan with Arvid leading the way and clearing the road of any fallen branches or debris left behind from the red sun episode. 

    The bridge leading up to the land the estate encompassed came into view a short while later, and I was relieved that it seemed to be as undamaged and sturdy as ever. The modest mill next to it, however, looked even more the worse for wear, with big gaping patches missing from its thatched roof. 

    But the rest of the property, including the verdant rolling pastures, the gnarled woot fruit orchards, and finally, the ivy-covered manor, were a much-welcomed sight for my sore eyes. 

    Home. 

    “Are we here?” Shay mumbled as she blinked awake from the short doze she dropped into during the brief ride. The poor thing looked pale and exhausted, and when I glanced down at her swollen ankle, I wondered if we should get someone experienced beyond my limited first aid to take a look at it. 

    “Yes, my darling,” Zoie murmured as she gently pulled the phoenix-woman upright so she was sitting on the bench properly. 

    “Let me get out first,” I said and then hopped out of the carriage so I could be the one to support Shay when she got out. 

    “Who is that, husband?” Zoie asked me when she stepped down from the carriage and stood on Shay’s other side so she could support the phoenix-woman under one arm. 

    “What?” I asked and turned to where she was indicating with a flick of her tail. 

    A cloaked figure limped up the small slope toward the carriage house where we were all standing. 

    My knee-jerk reaction was to drag us all behind the manor’s enchanted walls, but when he lowered his hood, I recognized him at the same time as Shay gasped, but before we could do anything further, the figure outstretched one hand and then collapsed on the ground in a motionless heap. 
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    “Horus!” Shay screamed as the form of her brother crumpled to the ground and then didn’t get up. “Horus!” 

    “Wait here,” I said, and I handed Shay over to Zoie for safekeeping before I pelted across the ground toward the fallen falcon-man. 

    When I reached his prostrate form, I crashed down to my knees so I could assess the situation. The raccoon brothers, Mel and Bodin, also knelt down next to me, and together, we all managed to carefully turn Horus over onto his back. 

    “Al’x?” the delirious falcon-man mumbled incoherently. 

    “Hey, Horus,” I said and lightly patted the man’s pale cheek. “Wake up, buddy.” 

    Horus’ gold-green eyes flickered open for a brief moment, and he looked at me in confusion. He tried to sit up, but a sudden shock of pain had him crying out, so I gripped the man’s upper arms to prevent him from falling back against the hard ground. 

    “R-Roofus? Where is Roofus-- ah!” He hissed again as his face paled even further, and I became alarmed at how his eyes tried to roll back in his head again. 

    “Horus, stay with me…” I said but trailed off when I noticed the wetness bleeding into my tunic. I carefully lowered him back to lay on the ground while I searched his person for the source of the blood darkening the dirt around us, and when I moved aside his black cloak, I was faced immediately with the sight of Horus’ bloody side. “Oh, that looks bad. Bodin, where can we get a doctor? This is beyond me.” 

    “I will run into the Village Square right away, sir, and I will not come back until I have a mage-doctor,” the mask-faced man said as he jumped up to his feet. 

    “Take Prosper!” I yelled, and I projected to the canterfly the urgency I was feeling as I helplessly watched my friend and brother-in-law bleed out before my eyes. 

    Prosper whistled and let Bodin scramble up into his saddle before the loyal beast reared back and leapt into the clear blue sky. 

    “Alex?” The black-feathered man gasped awake again and clutched my wrist. “Is Shay…?” 

    “She’s fine, but really worried about you, bud,” I said and looked over my shoulder where Zoie was still supporting the distraught phoenix-woman. Now that I knew I wouldn’t be presenting Shay to her dead brother, I waved my wives over. “What happened to you?” 

    “I have left behind the mercenaries for good,” Horus said through a bloodstained grin. He chuckled a bit before the pain in his wounded side forced him to stop and close his eyes, and I thought he’d passed out again until he spoke once more. “Have you seen Roofus? He was with me in the forest, but he angered my clan leader, and they tied him up in a tree. I was hoping he got away before the Demon Sun, but… argh!” 

    “Horus, oh, Horus,” Shay wept as Zoie helped her kneel next to her brother. She smoothed the black falcon feathers away from his brow. “What have you done to yourself now, you silly fool?” 

    “I did it, Shaylee,” Horus whispered as he gazed up at her through glazed eyes. “I’m out for good.” 

    “Oh, Rus-Rus,” she murmured and kissed his forehead as her brother finally lost the battle with consciousness. 

    “Horus said Roo might be tied up in a tree,” Zoie said as she cast her sharp cat-eyes to the forest Horus must have just come from. “I will go find him.” 

    I grabbed Zoie’s wrist before she could stand. “Be careful. That’s the same forest we were ambushed in last time, remember?” 

    The cat-woman smirked and pulled her blade free from her back scabbard. 

    “I am not likely to make the same mistake twice, and it will only be my pleasure to end those who have harmed our dear friend,” Zoie said with glowing eyes that promised vengeance and destruction to anyone unlucky enough to get in her way. “I don’t like when my friends are hurt.” 

    “Neither do I,” I growled. “Bring Roo back safe. And if you run into those mercs, take them out.” 

    “With pleasure, husband,” she said, and with one last feral grin, she was sprinting toward the tree line like a bloodhound on the hunt. 

    “Will she be okay?” Shay asked in a small voice, and I draped my arm around her. 

    Before I could answer, it was Arvid who spoke up, and I was startled because I hadn’t realized he’d come over to join us. 

    “Zoooiee fierceee…” the giant sloth-man rumbled. “Zoooiee faaaast.” 

    “That’s right, Arvi,” I chuckled. “Our Zoie can more than handle herself, and she will be back before we know it. Now, why don’t we make Horus more comfortable while we wait for the doctor to arrive, hm?” 

    Shay nodded her scarlet head, and I helped her up while Arvid scooped Horus up in his big shaggy arms. 

    “What in the blazing red suns is taking so long with the-- oh, Gracious Goddess!” Jenner’s voice rang out from behind us, but it abruptly cut off when the little koala-butler caught sight of a bloody Horus, a limping Shay, and… whatever the hell I must have looked like to make his furry face seem as if he’d just witnessed the Holocaust. “What happened? Where is Miss Zoie?” 

    “Don’t worry,” I hurried to placate the koala-man. I knew he thought of Zoie as a daughter, and he probably jumped to the worst-case scenario when he couldn’t find her. “Zoie is perfectly fine. She went off to go find Roofus, but will be back soon, knowing her.” 

    “Zoooiee faaaast,” Arvid repeated and slowly nodded his big head. 

    “And who is this?” Jenner gestured to the pale and unconscious man draped across Arvid’s arms. 

    “My brother, Horus,” Shay said and let me pick her up bridal-style again. “He’s been badly hurt, and there is a mage-doctor on the way.” 

    “Oh, my, my, my,” Jenner tsk’d. “The poor lad needs a warm bed, and maybe some of your bone-broth, Arvi. Come, let’s get him inside.” 

    “Mr. Alex, wait!” Mel called out, and I turned toward him with Shay in my arms. The shorter of the two raccoon brothers jogged up to me and held out a handful of scraggly lichen that was bleached nearly blue due to the sun. “This moss, when prepared into a poultice, will help slow the loss of Mr. Horus’ blood.” 

    “It will?” I asked, and a small part of my own anxiety loosened at how many people were here to help Horus. 

    “Yes, we use this all the time on Leen,” Mel graveled out. “I will get to it right away.” 

    “Thank you, kind Mel,” Shay said and placed her delicate hand on the shorter man’s shoulder. 

    “It is my greatest pleasure, milady,” he responded and kissed the back of her hand before he ran off to make the poultice. 

    “Look at everyone trying to help,” I pointed out as we followed Arvid and Jenner past the gates and up toward the manor house. “Horus will be okay, I promise.” 

    “You think so?” My distraught phoenix-wife hiccupped as tears continued to course steadily down her face. 

    “If he’s anything like me, I know he would probably fight an underworld army full of the dead just to get back to you. If you can’t trust my words, then trust in the fact I know your brother loves you more than anything in this world.” I kissed her temple after I said this, and I felt her body melt weakly against mine. 

    “Oh, Alex, I don’t know what I will do if Horus is not alright,” she confessed as she buried her face in my neck. 

    “He will be,” I assured and held her closer as we entered the grand foyer of the manor. 

    “Welcome home, Alex! Oh…” Rylan slammed to a halt at Jenner’s disapproving look after barreling down the corridor like a young, gawky colt. “Are you--” 

    “Not now, young one,” Jenner said sternly but not unkindly. “Please go find Mel and see if he has everything he needs to finish preparing a poultice. Also, please gather a pitcher of clean water, some rags, and check the closets for something suitable for our injured guest to wear so he will be more comfortable.” 

    “Right away, sir!” Rylan said and saluted with his palm against his heart before running off to accomplish his important errand. 

    “Mr. Alex,” the koala-man said as Arvid passed by with Horus still dead to the world in his arms. “Arvid and I will take care of the lad. In the meantime, why don’t you and the Lady Shale-Lea head to the master suite on the third floor. It has been refurbished since you’ve last seen it, but please do not hesitate to tell me if you require anything else to make it comfortable.” 

    “It’s been refurbished?” I repeated as I tried to picture what the sparse bedroom looked like now. 

    “Indeed,” Jenner said as he rocked up on his toes. “There were several other items bequeathed to you by the Asher Lord when you saved his young daughter. Among them were creature comforts like linens and fine clothes that have helped make this place more livable. That, along with some of the stored furniture and things I managed to hide away from Dagmar’s greedy clutches, have hopefully improved the atmosphere of this old drafty place.” 

    “That’s really great,” I said as we all headed for the main staircase leading to the rest of the manor. “I can tell you’ve been hard at work. This place looks a lot less miserable from what I remember.” 

    It was true. 

    When I first arrived at the manor with a new wife and new life in tow, the big drafty place looked nearly empty of anything besides its bare bones and foundation. Almost everything that could have sparked interest in the market was sold off in order for Dagmar to settle his gambling debts. In fact, the only thing that was stocked to the gills was the armory full of weapons because the guy was no doubt paranoid of losing his Duelist status. It wasn’t a surprise given he only ever gained rank by overpowering Old Kel, the rank-three Asher who lived here before. Old Kel was called ‘old’ for a reason, and the way Jenner told it, the Duel wasn’t much of a Duel because Kel was already so frail. 

    But now, after being stripped almost bare, a little life seemed to be returning to Ithaca. 

    The halls were a little less dark and dusty, and the windows actually had curtains on them, which added a bit of warmth to the once cold space. The walls were still pretty bare and devoid of any art or decorations, but I assumed that would come with time. In all actuality, the manor probably felt cozier because it was finally filled with people to take care of it, and I couldn’t wait to really make this place my home, especially now that Shay was here to lend her expertise. 

    Speaking of my phoenix-wife, she’d been mostly silent since we arrived, and it was clear she was shaken by being greeted with a wounded Horus right on the heels of her first demon battle. She sighed as she rested in my arms with her heavy head against my shoulder, and my gut twisted with worry for her. 

    She was sunlight and dancing flames personified, and it was awful to see her so diminished. 

    “How are you holding up, sweetheart?” I asked when we parted ways from Arvid and Jenner on the second floor and continued up to the third by ourselves. 

    “My heart is sore,” she admitted in a thready voice that reminded me of a candle about to burn out, and it hit me just how delicate she actually was. 

    Zoie was bred to be a warrior, but Shay grew up as nobility, which meant something as taxing as fighting a demon scourge was not something she was particularly trained for. Add the emotional turmoil on top of all that adrenaline, and it was no wonder she barely had the strength of a newborn kitten. 

    I dropped another kiss on the top of her head and carried her over the threshold into the master suite I shared with Zoie, and I was fully intent on tucking my new wife into bed so she could get some much-needed rest. 

    “Oh, wow,” I said as I paused for a moment in the middle of the room so I could look at all the improvements. “Jenner wasn’t joking, this place looks way better than it did, and the bed is bigger, too.” 

    The bed in question was definitely an upgrade from the previous one. Not that the last one had anything wrong with it other than it hadn’t been slept in for a very long time. This one, however, was at least twice the size, and it would come in handy the next time it came for all three of us to sleep together. 

    Or, not sleep, depending. 

    “I like how the windows face the east,” Shay commented a little dreamily. “I like waking up with the sun.” 

    “I do, too,” I said. Especially since this place didn’t have alarm clocks. 

    Aside from the bed, the suite boasted another wardrobe lined up next to the first one, a chest of drawers, a washing station, and a pair of comfy-looking chairs upholstered in hunter green in front of the room’s stately fireplace. The floor was also richly carpeted in an ornate plush rug that felt nice to stand on, with accents of bronze and gold as well as more of the rich green of the chairs that tied the whole room together in a modest, but tasteful display. 

    There was even a pair of small bookshelves on either side of the fireplace filled with all kinds of tomes I was curious to explore, but for now, that could wait as I carried my exhausted wife to the large bed. 

    “Let’s re-wrap your ankle, hm?” I sat at the end by her feet so I could carefully lift the injured one and undo the bandage hanging loosely around her ankle like an oversized sock with no elasticity left to hold it up. 

    “Ow,” she hissed, and I grimaced along with her when I saw how swollen and purple it was. 

    “Shay, this looks broken,” I said in shock. “How were you even able to stand?” 

    “My mother always said my stubbornness would serve me well,” she tried to joke, but her voice came out all jagged and bumpy. 

    “I’ll get the doctor to take a look at this after he’s done with Horus, but for now I will try to be gentle,” I said and then went about wrapping her foot as snugly as I could without hurting her any more than was necessary. 

    When that ordeal was done, Shay was nearly insensate with pain and exhaustion, and by the time I fluffed her pillows and drew the duvet up to her chin, she was practically asleep. 

    “Get me if anything happens to Horus,” she murmured when I placed a soft kiss on her forehead. 

    “I will. Now get some rest.” I drew the drapes closed over the window so the room was cast in a cozy orange from the light of the glow-stones on the wall. “Things will be better when you wake up.” 

    Now to check on Horus. 

    I closed the door to the suite behind me and set off at a fast clip toward the room I saw Arvid and Jenner take the injured man. 

    “How is he?” I asked after I let myself into the room. “Any sign of the doctor yet?” 

    Horus was now dressed in soft cotton pants while Mel and Rylan stood by his side and mixed the thick gray paste I assumed was the poultice in a bowl. Horus groaned and whimpered, but at least that meant he was alive. 

    “No, not yet, but it shouldn’t be much longer now,” Jenner said in a frazzled way with his monocle askew and his shirt-sleeves rolled up to his elbows. “Mel’s concoction revived the poor lad in a most unpleasant way, but at least he is still among the living.” 

    “That’s what I figured,” I said. “Please, let me know right away if his status changes. I’m going to find Zoie.” 

    The koala-man nodded, and then he returned to the task of trying to keep Horus from thrashing his way off the bed as Mel slathered more of the medicinal-smelling paste over the gaping slash just under the falcon-man’s ribs. 

    I closed the door right when Horus let out a tortured wail, and I willed myself to trust my earlier words to Shay. 

    He would be okay. He had to be. 

    Instead of going back out through the main entrance, I turned right and went through the doors leading to the enclosed courtyard, past Arvid’s fragrant kitchens, and out to the stone garden. 

    The place with the mirrored murals, illicit tithe pools, and Sacred Fish Statues was still as overgrown and shrouded as the last time I was in it with Zoie, but it was no less beautiful in the slanted afternoon light. This was the place I first learned about Aventoll through Zoie’s reverent retelling, and even though the history to this world was fascinating, the thing I remembered most from The Day of Longest Night was how beautiful Zoie looked under the blue light of the Bhraya comet. 

    As much as I wanted to linger in the soft memory, my goal was actually to find the real Zoie, so I climbed the ladder that led to the small terrace just above the stone garden. It was the highest point on the grounds that didn’t require me having to traverse a bunch of stairs just to see across the estate, and I shielded my eyes from the sun as I cast my sharp gaze toward the western tree-line. 

    “Zoie,” I breathed when I spotted the dark smudge of her black briar hair. There was a breeze in the air that caused those ebony tresses I loved so much to wave at me like a beacon, and in a blink I was off the terrace, running through the western gate, and flying over the ground as fast as I could. 

    “You found Roofus!” I said as I jogged up to her, and I was glad she was unharmed.  

    The yellow crow-moth perched on Zoie’s shoulder blinked his bulbous scarlet eyes at me before he tucked his head under a wing. 

    “The poor thing tired himself out trying to get untangled from the net I found him in.” Zoie stroked the gold-seeker’s feathered breast as the little guy sighed. “I found him on the forest floor. I don’t know how far he fell, but he’s been acting a little stunned.” 

    “Aw, poor guy,” I said and patted the dusty crow-moth on his back. “Did you run into any trouble?” 

    “No, actually it was just the opposite,” she said as we both headed toward the manor. “Where I found Roofus… it was a massacre. It’s like the group of mercenaries were right on top of a demon epicenter before it erupted. How is Horus, by the way?” 

    “He’s alive for now, but we’re all waiting for Bodin to come back with the doctor,” I said. 

    “It looks like they might be back already,” Zoie said and then pointed to the unmistakable sight of Prosper’s black and orange monarch wings flashing in the late sunlight as he glided toward us. “But what’s that in the sky following them?” 

    I squinted at the flapping, brightly colored thing flying in tandem with the canterfly and shrugged my shoulders. 

    “I don’t know, but let’s go see,” I said and led us back up to the manor and into the front yard where Prosper and Bodin touched down. 

    Right behind them, the second flying figure to land was an older woman with the characteristics of a long-eared bat complete with leathery wings, frizzy russet locks, and coke-bottle spectacles, all draped in a colorful train-wreck of moth-eaten shawls and gaudy jewelry. She looked like The Age of Aquarius had a rager with Spirit Halloween until they both barfed all over her, and when she opened her mouth, I was wholly unsurprised she was as Extra as she appeared. 

    “Where is the poor ailing young man who needs my expertise?” The bat-woman eyed me through her overlarge glasses. “The day is inauspicious enough as it is, and I fear if the sun sets before he is stable, it will spell his early demise.” 

    “Ummm.” I rubbed the back of my neck and looked down at the tiny woman. “Yeah, he’s right this way.” 

    “I will take Prosper to the carriage house, sir,” Bodin said as he removed Prosper’s bridle. 

    “Thanks for getting the-- I assume you are the doctor, madam?” I turned to the bat-woman. 

    “She is a Leenizen Priestess,” Bodin answered. “The mage-doctor in the Village Square was killed in the last scourge, but Madam Midgen is well versed in earth-healing as well as Leenizen Philosophies. She’s better than a mage-doctor, trust me.” 

    “I will just have to take your word for it,” I said and then turned back to the bat-woman. “Follow me, I will take you to your patient.” 

    “Before you do, you must answer me one question,” she said in her lightly accented voice that reminded me of steel drums and Pirates of the Caribbean’s Tia Dalma. “What color be the eyes of Mercedes’ children?” 

    “What are you…” I started to ask, but the question died in my throat when she stepped into my space with a tinkling of jewelry. Her oversized eyes pierced into me and flashed in the sunlight, and I suddenly knew what she was talking about. 

    The first time I got here, I swam from the mysterious revolving island through the Ocean Mercedes to get to Nata Isle. According to Aventoll’s history, the beneficent Goddess poured out her love for her people and filled the ocean with protectors in the forms of giant leviathans that helped get rid of the Demon Tide at the bottom of the sea. 

    Since the Ashers rose to power and mostly vanquished the demons until now, the giant koi-like Sacred Fish were mostly considered to be a legend. 

    And, apparently I was ‘blessed’ enough to meet one of those leviathans, even though at the time I was convinced it was going to swallow me whole as it surged up out of the water in front of me in a fantastic breach that would have made Free Willy jealous. 

    “How do you know I’ve seen a Sacred Fish?” I asked instead, and I eyed the woman with suspicion. To my knowledge, I’d only ever told Zoie about the weird encounter, and she suggested keeping this little tidbit under wraps. 

    “The wind speaks louder and with more accuracy than any gossip,” she said and pressed further into my space. “Now, answer the question. What color were the beast’s eyes?” 

    “They were silver,” I said. 

    “Ah, yes, the confirmation I needed,” she hummed, and then she turned smartly on her heels and headed for the manor entrance. 

    Confused, I blinked at Zoie and then at Bodin. 

    The raccoon-man shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. “Trust me, she is the real deal, I promise.” 

    “Do you have any kruput blood?” the frazzle-haired woman called over her shoulder as she dug around in the leather satchel slung around her waist. “Never mind, I have some!” 

    “I don’t even know what a kruput is,” I grumbled and went to go follow her. 

    “Actually, Mr. Alex, there is a rather urgent matter I wish for you to attend to if you are able,” Bodin said and stopped me in my tracks. 

    “I will escort Madam Midgen to Horus,” Zoie said, and once again I was eternally grateful for her presence even though I didn’t like how it seemed as if we were seeing each other merely in passing these days. “I want to get Roofus inside anyway. Maybe Shay can check him out if she’s up for it and make sure he’s truly alright.” 

    “Thank you,” I said and let the small bit of tension unwind from the middle of my shoulder blades I didn’t know was there. “Have our guest check out Shay’s ankle, too. She is in our bedroom on the floor just above Horus.” 

    “Okay.” Zoie nodded, and as I watched my capable wife walk back into the manor, I promised us both a proper and thorough reunion. 

    “What’s on your mind, Bodin?” I asked and forced myself back to the present. 

    “It’s the barn, sir,” the taller raccoon-brother said, and I let him lead us down to the building in question. “I’m afraid Mel and I noticed how bad it’s been damaged due to structural decay. This last quake almost brought the whole thing down on top of us. I’m afraid it won’t make it through the next one, and this is the only place safe for the poracks at night.” 

    When I got closer, I saw what the man was talking about. 

    The barn, already dilapidated with old age, was now noticeably leaning a little to the right as if it was drunk. 

    “What do you propose?” I asked as I folded my arms over my chest. There were a couple of things we could do, but in my experience with spending long summers working on a ranch, it looked to me like the whole thing needed to come down and be rebuilt. 

    “For now, I suggest we reinforce it only because we don’t know if there will be another scourge soon. However, the wood is rotting, and it is only a matter of time before the whole thing needs to be redone.” He placed his hands on his hips, and his ringed tail looped in the air behind him as he contemplated the sad state of the building in front of him. 

    “I had a feeling you were going to say that,” I chuckled. “Let’s at least level it back out for this evening so the poracks have a place to sleep tonight, and then I say we tear the whole thing down and start from scratch. Do you have any idea how much wood we will need to replace the barn?” 

    “I do not at present, but I can calculate what it would take given the chance,” Bodin said as he lifted his cap and scratched his head. 

    “Okay, keep that in mind as we work,” I said and wracked my brain about how to fix a leaning structure. There was an old work shed on the ranch that had the same issue, and the method we used to fix it was starting to come back to me. “Do we have enough rope and a proper hand-drill so we can anchor the corner studs into the ground?” 

    “We definitely have enough rope, and my brother and I both came with our own tools,” the raccoon-man said as we headed inside the barn. “Let’s get what we need, and set the poracks out in the pasture for now.” 

    “Sounds good,” I said and swung open one of the pens keeping the two ox-slash-roach creatures inside. 

    When I first saw how the animals on Aventoll represented the creepies and the crawlies, it took a bit of getting used to, but now I patted the brown and white spotted carapace of the overgrown bug-creature as if it was a friendly and docile cow, which was what they acted like anyway. I didn’t know how I would handle it if they had more of the roach characteristics instead, and it only took the memory of That One Apartment to give me the heebie-jeebies. 

    Man, that place was infested. 

    These guys, however, had big brown cow eyes rimmed with thick eyelashes, and even though there were six of them, those eyes gazed at me with more soul than any of the vermin I was familiar with. 

    “I’m going to name you Jerry, and your brother, Ben,” I decided as I led the gentle beast out of the barn. The porack snorted and lumbered along in its lazy way, and I patted Jerry’s carapace once more as he trundled into the pasture to graze before I turned to go get Ben. 

    As I was heading to the barn, however, the sight of a man with a familiar courier’s satchel and a black and silver tunic that meant he was from the palace was running up the slope toward me. 

    What in Mercedes’ name was it this time? 
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    “Sorry to disturb you, Asher Brightwood, but I have an urgent message from Lord Mec,” the palace courier with the horns of an antelope said as he rummaged around in his satchel for a sealed envelope. When he found what he was looking for, he handed it to me with a low bow. 

    “Thank…” The moment I took the missive from him, the antelope-man turned sharply on his heels and bounded away on strong back legs as his subspecies implied. “…you. Okay, then. The guy must have been in a hurry.” 

    “That’s one of Mec’s fastest foot-messengers,” Bodin said as he walked the second of the two cattle-bugs, Ben, toward the pasture so the creature could enjoy some late-afternoon grazing with his friend, Jerry. “The Lord Asher must be gathering his most trusted for a meeting.” 

    “How do you figure?” I asked and tilted my head in his direction. 

    “Oh… well, y-you see, Mel and I worked for the Asher Lord before he, erm, bequeathed us to you for your honorable services. We often served the Ashers in his elite circle whenever important issues on Nata arose and they were summoned to hold court.” The raccoon-man stumbled over his words, which wasn’t too unusual in itself, but I’d only ever heard Bodin speak in that smooth, sure way of his, so the lack of eloquence was a little strange. 

    “Right,” I said and shrugged off the weird quirk that hooked my brain. “I forgot you guys were a package deal with the rest of the stuff Mec gave me. Ugh, I’ll never get used to calling people ‘things.’ Or being considered in anyone’s ‘elite circle’ for that matter.” 

    “And I will probably never get used to hearing phrases like that come out of a Duelist’s mouth,” Bodin said with an amused grin stretching his masked-face.  

    I grinned back, and we both snickered for a moment before he pointed at the letter in my hands.  

    “Go on, what’s it say, then?” 

    I looked down at the letter addressed to me in looping cursive ink before I flipped it over and observed the silver wax seal. 

    The design stamped into the wax had three stars in between a set of iconic ram’s horns, and I wondered if I should come up with a seal for Ithaca as I cracked the wax in half. 

    When I opened the message, I saw Mec had summoned me to meet him tomorrow at the Sun Temple in the Palace Square. Beyond that, the reason for this request eluded me, and I stored the note in my pocket to worry about later. 

    “You were right,” I told Bodin as we continued on toward the barn. “Mec does want to see me, and I’m guessing it’s important because he didn’t spend any time explaining anything.” 

    “It’s good you will be near the market, then. I’ve done my calculations, sir, and I can have the order for you to give to the wood-cutters for when you go on your errand.” The raccoon-man then took out a small leather-bound notebook from his tweed-looking vest pocket and started scribbling something down with a piece of coal he pulled from the brim of his ever-present painter’s cap. 

    “Wait, you finished calculating the materials and measurements already?” I boggled at him askance as we approached the pile of supplies the efficient raccoon-man pulled together. “You just told me you needed to make an assessment first.” 

    “Yeah, and I did that already,” he said and shrugged one shoulder. 

    “Wha-- when?” I asked. 

    “When I came inside to get the other porack,” he said. 

    “That took, what, fourteen seconds?” I shook my head and crouched down to scoop up a bundle of rope so I could then toss it straight out in front of me. “If only you could have been one of my math teachers, then I might have understood algebra a little better.” 

    “Has anyone ever said you speak in a very peculiar way?” Bodin asked instead of attempting to comment on what I’d just said. 

    “Like you wouldn’t believe, my friend,” I groaned, and then I uncoiled the second bundle of rope so I could compare them side-by-side. They were both about forty feet long, which was plenty as long as I could remember how to tie a Trucker knot. It was probably too much to ask that this rustic world had such things as ratcheting ‘come-alongs,’ but I was pretty confident in my boy scout/rancher skills even if they were rusty as hell. “Do you know how to tie a knot that slides but also battens down like a strap?” 

    “I am familiar with all manner of practical knot-tying techniques, sir,” the raccoon carpenter-man said with another broad grin on his sharp face. 

    “Excellent, we are going to blast through this in no time,” I said and scooped up a manual hand-cranked drill and a weird thing that looked like a metal pinwheel. Then I raised the spiky thing up in my hand. “What’s this?” 

    “The anchor we will drill into the corners so we can fasten the rope to something,” he said and walked to the side of the work-shed where a ladder was stored. 

    “Perfect,” I said and tossed the neat anchor-thing up in the air like a baseball. I was worried at first that Bodin expected us to bore through the thick corner studs with the meager hand-cranked drill I still held, but with the anchors, we would only need to drill far enough to set them in place. 

    “I am assuming the methods you use to correct this problem in your own world are similar to mine, no?” the carpenter asked. 

    “Barring the convenience of power tools, yeah, you’ve hit the nail on the head,” I said and then grinned at my unintentional pun. “Heh. Get it?” 

    “Get…?” the puzzled raccoon-man trailed off, at a loss. 

    “You know, ‘hit the nail on the head?’ It’s funny because we’re about to use hammers and stuff.” I frowned as I finished my explanation because out loud it was actually kind of lame, like the majority of puns were. 

    Bodin, however, froze with the ladder over his shoulder, blinked his ringed eyes, and then suddenly dissolved into tittering laughter as if I was a master of comedy. 

    “Yes, that is a strange irony!” He shook his head when he finally caught his breath and even wiped away a tear. “You must teach me to toss phrases around as you do.” 

    “Just stick around long enough, and I’m sure you’ll pick something up,” I chuckled, and I followed Bodin to the left side of the barn where the ropes would be attached so we could pull the barn plumb upright. 

    “Here, you do the front corner, and I will do the back.” The raccoon-carpenter gestured toward a wooden toolbox already left out by the end of the barn. “I have a second drill, so we can work simultaneously.” 

    “What about another ladder?” I asked. “There’s only one.” 

    “Not to worry, sir, I don’t need a ladder.” Bodin kicked off his boots, and it was then I could see how his feet were lightly clawed like an actual raccoon’s, and combined with the smallish claws on his hands, the carpenter made short work of climbing up the side of the barn. 

    Then he ran along the edge of the roof to the back left corner, waved back at me, and jumped down so he could get his tools and get to work. 

    I followed his example and tucked the hand-drill and anchor into the waistband of my wide armored belt so I could have both hands free to climb up the ladder. 

    When I was finally able to inspect the barn up close, I could see what Bodin was talking about. Most of the siding on this corner of the barn had been stripped away, and it was easy to see the bare-bones structure of the wall underneath. 

    This close, I noticed how the wood was rotting from the mildew and neglect, and what was really alarming to see was how the joist sitting on top of the corner stud was crumbling away quite badly. I figured if this joist was that bad, it was safe to assume the rest of them were, and I made a mental note not to go up into the hayloft that wrapped its way three-quarters around the barn. 

    For now, I pressed my knuckle into the spongy wood and tried to find a suitable place to start drilling that wouldn’t just flake apart from the rot. If I couldn’t set the anchor, I was going to have to get real creative. 

    Finally, about a foot down from the top of the stud was a spot that still seemed solid and untouched from the damp, and I braced my feet on the ladder so I could use my hands to bore a test hole in the wood with the drill. 

    Cranking the manual tool was tough, and I had to really put my strength into it in order to provide enough pressure to drill into the stud. A few times I almost pushed myself clean off my ladder, but after I broke the surface of the thick wood, drilling became a bit easier, and I had a good-sized hole in no time. 

    I took a quick moment to give my arms a rest and then switched the hand-drill with the anchor in my belt. 

    The long end of the metal piece was forged into a spiral tip just like an oversized screw, and I was glad to discover Bodin made sure the drill-bit was the right size for the anchor ahead of time. 

    I pressed the tapered tip into the hole with one hand and then started to crank it clockwise until it wouldn’t budge anymore. 

    “There.” I brushed off my hands and slid down the polished sides of the ladder as if I was a firefighter. 

    Bodin met up with me and removed his hat so he could wipe his brow. “Overall, this wall is in the best shape, and I’ve assessed further that it would be wise to salvage it if we can.” 

    “Do we have enough lumber to put in diagonal corner braces?” I asked. 

    “There are some lengths of cut wood left over from when Mel and I repaired all of the fences,” the raccoon-man said as he pulled his cap back on his head. 

    “Show me,” I ordered, and then I let him lead me around the back of the barn where a pile of scrap lumber sat next to a few crates, splintered wooden furniture, and old wine barrels all waiting to be broken down into firewood. 

    The lengths of wood in question were crudely cut by hand with the dimensions close to a one-by-four plank, and they were all about twelve feet long which was perfect, especially because we only needed two of them. 

    “These will work,” I said and picked two that looked the most uniform so we could bring them both inside the barn for later. “Now, let’s tie some knots.” 

    The raccoon carpenter and I then went back through the barn where we left the ropes and each took one in hand. 

    “Okay, now how do I do this again?” I mumbled to myself and tried not to look at the blur of Bodin’s hands as he expertly tied his knot. 

    I took the rope in my left hand so the short end was pointed toward me. Already this was starting to spark my muscle memory, and before I knew it, my fingers remembered the first step was an overhand crossing turn which created a little circle of rope I pinched between my left thumb and forefinger. Then, with the working end of the rope, I made a loop and threaded it through the circle from back to front, and I pulled it taut until it made a neat box-looking knot with the little loop sticking out. 

    The knot made it so exertion could be applied to the rope much like a pulley, and the loop was there to thread the remaining rope through so it could be tied off to whatever needed to be secured. This worked in a pinch if the ratcheting cables got all fucked up, which was often on the ranch, and nine times out of ten it was a lot quicker to tie a Trucker’s hitch than it was to un-jam the straps from the stupid ratchet device. 

    “Ready?” I asked Bodin as I finished coiling the rope around my arm and shoulder. 

    “Yes,” the mask-faced man said as he hefted his rope up his own arm, and then we made our way back to the left side of the barn so we could secure our hitch ends to the anchors. 

    Of course, Bodin finished his first because he was freaking Spider-Man, but I took my time with looping the rope around the anchor. I remembered the last time I fell off this ladder when I fixed the lantern around the manor wall, and it was not an experience I was hoping to repeat any time soon. 

    When I was satisfied my rope was secured, I slid back down the ladder and met up with Bodin. 

    He’d already taken it upon himself to bring Ben and Jerry out of the pasture and hook them up with a sturdy harness over each of their shoulders, and I immediately caught on to where he was going with this. 

    “We’ll use the poracks to pull the barn upright, yeah?” I took the end of my anchored rope and went ahead and tied another Trucker’s hitch. 

    “Precisely,” the raccoon-man said and began walking the smaller of the two cattle-bugs, Jerry, over to his corner of the barn. 

    “Alright, Big Ben,” I said to my porack as I patted his brown and white spotted flank. “Let’s do this.” 

    I took the working end of the rope and threaded it through the iron hoop at the top of Ben’s harness. Then I threaded it through the bight loop I left behind, and presto, I’d hitched the ox-roach up to the rope and was ready to go. 

    When I looked down where Bodin was, I saw he was finishing up with Jerry’s harness, and then he signaled he was good as well. 

    “On the count of three!” I called, and I could see the man nod his head. “One, two, three!” 

    Together, Bodin and I began walking our poracks at the same time, and when the ropes pulled taut I worried for a split second my knots wouldn’t hold, but my worry was for nothing because everything held true. A deep groaning and creaking noise sounded as inch by inch, the whole barn started to shift back to its upright position. 

    “Hold!” Bodin raised a closed fist, and I pulled on the bit in Ben’s mouth. 

    The ox-roach stopped, blinked lazily, and then bent his massive head so he could munch on some scrubby-looking grass. 

    “Now, stay!” I held my palms up hoping to telegraph to the beast to stay put, but based on the way he was staring dully at me while he chewed his cud, he didn’t seem inclined to want to move anyway. 

    In fact, it might end up being more of a hassle to get him going again, especially if he was settling in for a nice graze, but for now it was perfect, and I walked over to where Bodin was gathering his wooden tool-box so we could finish reinforcing the wall with corner braces. 

    “Will you help me measure and mark?” the raccoon carpenter asked when we made it back into the barn. 

    “Sure thing,” I replied as I grabbed one of the one-by-fours and brought it over to the wall that was being supported outside by the poracks.  

    “You’re taller, so you mark the top first while I hold, and then we’ll switch and I’ll mark the bottom,” Bodin instructed, and I followed suit. 

    Typically, it would be best to also mark all the studs the brace was going to go across and not just the tie plate and bottom plate. That way it was easy to take a circular saw and notch out each stud the brace would then be nailed to, which made the wall flush and able to ply with insulation and sheetrock. 

    Since this was a barn, making the wall and bracing flush didn’t really matter because the rustic structure wasn’t really designed to have insulation, and of course there was the fact Bodin mostly likely did not have a circular saw in his handy tool-box. 

    The raccoon-man and I made an efficient team, and in no time we had both braces marked and ready to angle off with a pair of handsaws. 

    I didn’t know what sparked it, but somewhere along the line, our shared task inspired some sort of competition between us.  

    From that point on, everything became a race. 

    At first, it was a race to see who could angle off their braces first. Then it became a race to see who could hammer all their nails first. With two nails per stud, and about a half-dozen studs to nail, it was a close call, but Bodin won by only one nail. 

    “Yes!” the raccoon-man cheered. 

    “We’ll call it a draw,” I compromised, quite fairly, I thought, and then I shared another laugh with my new friend. 

    Despite the fact the day took a turn for the worse, being able to apply myself to some menial task did wonders to settle the inner chaos within me. My muscles had that pleasant fatigue to them after a satisfying day of hard labor, and for the first time since I woke up, my mind was clear. 

    Yes, another demon scourge took place, which in itself was never in the forecast for a good day, and then some of the people I cared about, Shay, Roofus, and now Horus, were battered and worse for the wear. But now I felt like I could tackle anything just like Bodin, and I tackled the barn because no matter what the issue was, a solution could always be reached, even if it was only one step at a time. 

    The traffic jam that sometimes took up residence between my head and my heart eased that much more, and as we untethered the obedient poracks, I couldn’t help but grin proudly at the barn standing upright without any outside help. 

    “Thank you for your help, Mr. Alex,” Bodin said as he slipped back into servant mode, and the stuffy, formal distant tone rubbed me the wrong way. 

    “Just Alex,” I reminded him. “When you’re at Ithaca, you and I are equals. And thank you for bringing this to my attention. We still have more to do, but at least for now the poracks can sleep in here tonight.” 

    We must have finished reinforcing the lean just in time because as we were closing the docile cattle-bugs inside, the sun set over the horizon and caused Mec Valley to be painted in swathes of navy and lavender. 

    I took a deep breath of the crisp air as Bodin and I walked toward the manor house gates. Now that I was feeling more centered, the thought of checking up on Horus didn’t seem so daunting. 

    “I’m going to see how Horus is doing,” I said to the genial raccoon-man at my side. “Also, do you think I could ask for a favor?” 

    “You needn’t ask, Alex, I am always glad to help,” he said and pushed his painter’s cap back off his head a bit so he could look at me without the brim hanging in his eyes. “What do you need, friend?” 

    I smiled a pleased smile at hearing Bodin call me friend, mostly because I knew he finally understood how we could be equals. 

    Maybe not outside of Ithaca, but it was a good start. 

    “I haven’t gotten around to it yet with all the commotion, but the carriage Shay and I arrived in is still full of stuff we haven’t unpacked,” I explained. 

    “Leave it to me,” he said and tugged his cap back down with a nod. 

    “You don’t have to unpack everything right away,” I hurried to add. “You can grab a bite to eat and stuff, but if you could, at least help me find a silver-handled brush. The rest can honestly wait, but I would like that brush brought in first.” 

    “Don’t worry,” the mask-faced man said. “Go and check on your friend and your wives. I have everything well in hand.” 

    “I trust you,” I said, and we both clasped each other’s forearms. 

    Then, without further dallying, I zipped into the manor and up to the second floor where Ithaca’s resident patient was hopefully doing a lot better than the last time I saw him. 

    The first thing I saw when I let myself into the sparse guest bedroom was a bright-eyed Horus sitting upright against the pillows. The clarity in his expression and the color steadily returning to his cheeks were both hard evidence he really would be okay, and I finally breathed my first real sigh of relief. 

    “Blast it, woman!” the falcon-man grumbled petulantly as the eccentric bat-priestess tried to force-feed him something from a small steaming clay cup. 

    “This be the last one,” she promised and brought the concoction up to his mouth. 

    “You said that three cupfuls ago!” he pouted and crossed his arms over his chest like a six-year-old refusing to take his cough medicine. 

    “And three cupfuls ago, you couldn’t remember your own fool name, but now you can sit up in bed and argue with your betters,” Madam Midgen said knowingly in her rolling and accented speech. 

    “Yes, Mother,” Horus said sarcastically as he took the cup. However, it seemed to me he gave in too easily, as if he really did enjoy being fussed over and reprimanded, and the familiarity between the two made it apparent they knew each other. 

    “Not your mother-- could you imagine?” The bat-woman snickered through her puggish nose. “A trumped-up scourge-mite like you? Mercedes be!” 

    “You really are a horrible hag,” the falcon-man said as he grimaced down into the clay cup as if it spelled out his doom. Then he screwed his eyes shut, slammed the drink back, and shuddered like he’d just taken a big gulp of swamp water. He spluttered a moment later and shoved the cup back in the bat-woman’s direction. “Horrible!” 

    Horus then proceeded to make a dramatic ass of himself as he choked and gagged in a truly Oscar-worthy performance that had absolutely no effect on the tiny stern-faced bat-priestess. 

    I couldn’t help but chuckle. 

    Shay was going to be so happy, and if I was honest, this is where my true relief came from. The phoenix-woman had already known a lifetime of sorrow, and now that she was free from her old life, I took it as my duty to make sure her new life was now full of joy. 

    “Don’t be such an infant,” Madam Midgen tsked as she set the cup on the side table along with a calamity of other stoppered glass vials, clay jars, and bundles of dried, pungent herbs. “You have company.” 

    “Brightwood!” Horus said when he finally noticed me leaning against the door jamb. “Come in, please.” 

    He gestured to the side of the bed, and even though he seemed a lot livelier, the way he carefully held his bandaged side as he adjusted his posture reminded me just how dire his situation had been only hours before. 

    “Hey, man,” I said and clasped his hand for a shake as I sat on the edge of his bed. “How are you doing?” 

    “Nothing to worry about, I’ve had much worse before and have recovered perfectly on way less.” The falcon-man smiled, but I didn’t buy it for a second and turned toward Madam Midgen. 

    “Truthfully?” I asked her, and she smirked and stuck her tongue out at Horus. 

    “This one was close even by your skewed standards, don’t lie,” she said and twitched one of her impressively huge bat ears. “You know I can always hear it in your blood when you lie.” 

    Horus huffed, but he looked down at his lap and grumbled something unintelligible to himself. 

    “But he’ll pull through okay?” I pressed. I wanted to be absolutely certain before I broke the news to Shay. 

    “I have spoken to your butler on how Horus needs eleven more cups of yellow-bark tea before the end of the night, and tomorrow he will need one full day of rest-- no exceptions!” Madam Midgen held up her tiny three-fingered hand to stop the protests already forming on Horus’ lips. 

    Instead, the black-feathered man pouted again and grumbled about how he ‘hated sitting still.’ 

    The fierce little bat-woman ignored this and steamrolled right over his bellyaching. “And he is not allowed anything more physical than a walk around the corridors for a full day after.” 

    “Now you’re just being mean,” Horus said and tried to slouch down, but the pain in his side had him quickly rethinking that little maneuver. 

    I laughed at his antics just as Jenner came in holding a tray with another three cups steaming with whatever it was that shut Horus up and tinged his complexion a light pea-green. 

    “Here is some more of the tea you requested, Madam,” Jenner said, and I cocked my head at the tone of his voice when he addressed the eccentric bat-woman. The koala-man always sounded affable, but something about how he smiled when he talked to her softened his normally hard polished vowels and added a charmed sparkle to his beady wizened eyes. “Are you sure you won’t stay with us for the evening? We have suitable, if not overly glamorous accommodations-- of course, if it is okay with you, Mr. Alex.” 

    Jenner hurried to add this last point as if he completely forgot about everyone in the room except for Madam Midgen, and it suddenly hit me. 

    The normally buttoned-down and brusque Jenner had a big fat crush on this Calypso queen. 

    “Yes, definitely,” I said as a slow grin started to spread across my face. “You should absolutely stay here. It’s already getting dark, and I am sure you’ll want to stick around to make sure the patient follows your important regimen.” 

    The looks on both Horus and Jenner’s faces were both priceless in their own ways. The falcon-man fluffed his black-feathered crest as his expression turned into one of shock and horror, while Jenner’s furry ears trembled so hard in delight I thought he would helicopter himself right off the ground. 

    “Hmm,” Madam Midgen contemplated, completely oblivious to all this. “You make a lot of sense…who be you again?” 

    Now that the batty priestess was no longer on her mission to save a life, she blinked her overly large eyes behind her coke-bottle spectacles as if she was seeing me for the first time. 

    “I’m Alex Brightwood, and this is my estate,” I said with a grin and then kissed the back of her three-fingered hand when she offered it primly to me. “Even though we’ve already made our introductions earlier. Don’t you remember?” 

    The batty priestess blinked again, and that weird hazy look in her eyes lifted almost as if she suddenly remembered something important and put two and two together. I supposed if I was picking up on some weird voodoo from another realm as she appeared to be doing, then I might forget something simple as first impressions, too. 

    “Of course, the Asher who felled that porack’s ass, Dagmar,” she said as the slight Caribbean edge of her peculiar accent got thicker, and the light from the wall sconces caused her glasses to flash. “We met out front.” 

    Jenner tugged his collar and cleared his throat as if it was somehow getting warmer in here, but only he could feel it. 

    My grin tugged wider. 

    “Yes, our young Alex triumphed over that oaf.” His big furry ears trembled again as he fidgeted with his monocle. He then winked at me. “And we are all the better for it.” 

    “Hm,” she hummed again and assessed each one of us as if we were all interesting biological specimens she was curious about dissecting. “It is settled, I will stay.” 

    “Great!” I said. 

    “Nooooooo,” Horus whined out at the same time. 

    “I will put you in the room directly across from Mr. Horus,” Jenner added just to twist the knife a bit in a good-humored, teasing sort of way. 

    “Traitors,” Horus muttered, and Madam Midgen twitched one of her large satellite ears and glared at him. 

    “Super,” I said as I clapped my hands on my thighs and stood up. “I better go tell your sister you’re going to pull through.” 

    “That’s debatable,” the falcon-man said as the batty priestess handed him his umpteenth cup of yellow-bark tea. He then glared back at Madam Midgen as if she just shit in his Christmas stocking. “If I don’t make it through the night, you know who to seek vengeance upon.” 

    I laughed and patted him lightly on the shoulder. Even though he was joking around and engaging with everyone, the pallor of his skin and the light dew of sweat on his brow were indicators he was still pretty wiped out. 

    “For real, though,” I said to my brother-in-law. “I’m glad your ass isn’t toast.” 

    Horus gave a weary smile as his gold-green eyes glazed a bit with exhaustion and gratefulness, and he reached up and squeezed my wrist with the hand not occupied with the vile drink. 

    “I need to talk with you at some point,” he said. 

    “That can wait,” I assured him. “You just need to do what the scary doctor lady says and rest. Then we’ll talk.” 

    He nodded in relief and then sank back against the pillows as if the strength had suddenly drained out of him like a sieve. “Okay. Please, give my best to Shay. Midge has taken a look at her ankle, wrapped it, and gave her a tonic so she can rest.” 

    “Good to know, thank you, Madam,” I said to the bat-priestess and then turned to Jenner. “I trust you have everything under control to make sure our guests are comfortable tonight?” 

    “Of course,” the koala-butler said and buffed his monocle on the sleeve of his tattered jacket. “I have everything well in hand. Oh, and before I forget, I am to deliver a message that Miss Zoie is waiting for you in the north courtyard.” 

    I smiled when I thought about my beautiful cat-wife sitting in the stone garden she loved so much, and I couldn’t wait another second to go see her. 

    It was all I could do to be polite and not sprint out of the room, but after I made my obligatory goodbyes to my guests, I was out of there like a church lady leaving a Rob Zombie concert. 

    My heart was racing and my blood was thrumming, and even though I literally saw my wife only a few hours ago, it felt like centuries, and I couldn’t help but tear through the manor and out through the doors leading to the stone garden. 

    “Zoie?” I called out, but I didn’t get very far before she pounced on my back from behind and nibbled on my earlobe in the way she knew made me shiver. 

    “Hello, husband,” she purred. “I have missed you. Are you up for a little Catch and Chase?” 

    “You bet I am,” I husked out as her sharp teeth worried the shell of my ear, and a little thrill went through me when I remembered the game of tag we played when we had our first unofficial ‘date.’ The rules were simple, one person initiates the chase by biting the other’s ear, and then the bitten must try to catch them and bite them back. It was a game specific to the ‘kits’ on her home island, Vartha, and it became our own little inside thing since that first night. 

    “Then, catch me,” Zoie said as she took the time to drag out the words in a way that sent a slow sizzle of heat down my spine like melted candle wax. 

    Then there was a sudden cold gust against my back as she took off and made me chase her all around the garden as if we were actual children. 

    Finally, I was able to corner her to where she had nowhere left to go but up to the terrace, and I followed her shiny tail up the ladder like I was chasing my muse. Then I caught her up in my arms tightly so she wouldn’t get away. 

    Not like she was trying very hard. 

    “Caught,” I said as I looked into her deep blue eyes spangled with the light of the stars just now coming out to play. 

    “Yes,” she whispered and kneaded my shoulders with both hands as if she was recommitting my form to memory. 

    I understood the feeling because I could hardly keep my own hands from wandering down the curve of her back, over the swell of her pert ass, and then up the sides of her toned waist. It was like my fingers were hungry for her skin in a way I couldn’t ever remember feeling, and if we weren’t outside, I probably would have let them take over and rip her out of those tight pants that never failed to drive me wild. 

    When the burning tension between us was at its sweet, sweet peak, only then did I swoop down and capture her pouting mouth in a searing kiss. 

    Zoie moaned, and the muscles of her neck went soft and pliant in my hand as she melted into me, and the feeling of her back in my arms was what finally clicked for me that I was home. 

    “I have missed you, my Alex,” she said when we came up for air. The simmering arousal was still there buzzing under my skin, and I ached to connect with her in a more intimate and horizontal way, but for now, it was enough to simply hold her as we looked out across the sweeping grounds of Ithaca. 

    “Let’s never go so long without seeing each other again,” I said with a child-like pout, and she giggled and nuzzled into me even harder. 

    “It hasn’t even been two whole days,” she pointed out. 

    “One whole day is too many,” I shot back and wiggled my fingers against her sensitive sides just so she would squirm and wiggle that gorgeous body against mine. 

    “I agree,” she said huskily as her eyelids lowered, and her pupils expanded. Then she leaned in for another kiss, which I was more than happy to oblige, but before our lips touched a terrified scream followed by a mighty crash sounded, and we both whipped our heads in the direction of the barn where the noise came from. 

    “That sounded like--” I started to say just as I saw the barn lean disastrously to the left like a Jenga tower ready to collapse at any moment, and the familiar scream pierced the air again. 

    Zoie and I turned to each other at the same time, and with dawning horror, we both recognized who the scream belonged to. 

    Rylan. 
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    “Rylan?” Zoie whispered in a fearful voice, and we continued to stare at each other in shocked dread for a solid beat before we both snapped out of our terror and scrambled down the terrace ladder. 

    Zoie and I hit the inner courtyard and flew through the gate just as Mel and Bodin jogged out of the carriage house wearing similar expressions of concern. They were holding dual Omite rock-lanterns, which I was grateful for due to the fact the moon was finally waning and the light was only half as powerful as it normally was. 

    The raccoon brothers lit the way over the rocky downward slope, and I couldn’t help but wish my feet could grow wings like Hermes from Greek mythology so I could transport myself to the barn faster. 

    Especially when I was just close enough to hear the heart-wrenching sobs coming from inside the half-toppled structure. 

    “Rylan!” I hollered as all four of us raced to open the doors. 

    “A-Alex!” he cried back, and I nearly went insane with the need to get to him as soon as possible. 

    Because the structure was leaning worse than before, it made it difficult to pry the rickety doors apart as their awkward angle dug them into the dirt. The rusty hinges gave a creaking wail, and dust rained down as the entire structure shook as if it was a pile of matchsticks just waiting for one strong gust of wind to bring it down. 

    “Mercedes, this thing’s going to fall apart any second now,” Mel graveled out in his rough voice. 

    Distressed grunting and crashing noises could be heard just on the other side of the door, and I remembered the poracks, Ben and Jerry, were also inside. 

    “Bodin, Mel,” I gritted out through clenched teeth as the four of us continued to struggle with the door. “The door jamb’s too warped. We need to break through. When we do, get the poracks, and I’ll try to get Rylan.” 

    “What do you want me to do?” Zoie asked as one of the wooden planks broke away from where we were all pulling on the door. 

    “Go around back,” I huffed and ignored the wooden slivers biting into my palms. “See if the back door will open in case we need to exit that way.” 

    The lithe cat-woman took off without anything further, and the rest of us made short work breaking through the doors. 

    When there was finally a gap big enough, I shouldered my way through and stumbled into the crooked barn dimly lit with more rock-lanterns hanging from the leaning support beams. Only a few were still standing after the hay-loft had apparently collapsed, and sitting in the middle of the spectacular wreck was none other than Rylan sobbing and holding his leg, which stuck out at a funny angle. 

    Something about this very scene sparked a niggle of recognition deep within my brain, but for now that was shoved to the back burner as the structure gave another groan, and I was reminded this place was about to fold like a house of cards. 

    In fact, the reason the barn was still somewhat standing was because of the wall Bodin and I reinforced earlier, but now instead of the structure leaning to the right, it was leaning all the way left as if the opposite wall just couldn’t make it another second, and the rotted hay-loft was the only thing that kept it together. 

    “Rylan!” I called out, and the boy only sobbed harder as he reached his hand out to me. I immediately ran and crouched next to his shivering form. “Hey, bud. What did you do to yourself, hm?” 

    “I’m s-sorry, Alex!” he wailed as his face screwed up into a rictus of pain, and my heart twisted in my chest. “Bodin told me the barn was off-limits, b-but I n-needed to--” 

    “Alex! There’s too much debris to get through the back door. Do you have Rylan?” Zoie’s urgent voice floated from the back of the barn, and I saw she was right. Most of the fallen hay-loft was in the way, which made it impossible to access the exit. 

    “I have him,” I assured her. “Wait for us outside, and stand clear of the barn!” 

    “Yes, husband,” my cat-wife replied.  

    I looked back over my shoulder at the raccoon brothers as I squeezed Rylan’s hand. “How are the poracks?” 

    “We just managed to calm them down!” Bodin called to us as he soothed Jerry’s flank. “You take the boy, and Mel and I will follow behind with the poracks.” 

    “Okay, you hear that, Ry?” I said to the weeping boy clinging to my tunic, and then I carefully picked him up.  

    He cried out and turned his face into my chest when his leg was jostled, and my heart drummed funnily again when I thought of how close he came to being crushed by the rotted loft. In fact, it was a miracle he wasn’t trapped underneath the rotting joists and moldy hay, and I held him just a bit closer and marveled at how fragile he seemed, almost like he weighed nothing. 

    “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Rylan murmured, and I could feel the dampness of his tears bleeding through my shirt. 

    “Shh, it’s alright, you’re going to be okay.” I eyed the creaking slanted ceiling as it continued to rain dust on us and kept my pace steady. There was something menacing about the collapsing barn, as if moving too fast would anger it, so just to be sure, I took it one sedate step at a time. 

    “M-my leg really hu-hurts,” Rylan hiccupped, and I experienced a fierce stab of protectiveness for the little ragamuffin who had somehow wormed his way into being a fond pain in my side. 

    “I’ve got you,” I soothed him, and I walked us out through the broken barn doors to where Zoie was waiting with one of the rock-lanterns. 

    Her eyebrows were pinched together, and she reached out to run a hand through Rylan’s wild hair as if she needed the physical confirmation he was okay. 

    I could relate. 

    “Heave!” came the sound of Mel’s voice as he tried to pull the second porack, Ben, out through the slanted doors that kept refusing to budge now that the structure was well on its way into the arms of gravity. 

    Since Ben was the bigger of the two beasts, the sides of his carapace scraped against the crooked door jamb and almost lodged him tight like a cork, but the combined efforts of the raccoon brothers had Ben popping out right as the whole barn folded and collapsed on itself like an ironing board. 

    Now that we were all safe, cattle-bugs included, the fear I’d felt since I first heard Rylan’s helpless scream finally dissipated and left me feeling hollow with relief. If he would have still been in there when the barn fell, he would most likely have been killed. 

    As the dust cleared somewhat, so did my previous haze of panic, and in place of my earlier shell-shock, a quick flash of anger suddenly flared through me. I clenched my jaw and carried the little brat over to a small stump so I could set him down and look him over for any more injuries. 

    “What were you thinking, coming here when Bodin told you not to?” I couldn’t help but reprimand the foolish boy as a continuous stream of tears poured silently down his pale cheeks. 

    “I-I left something in the hay-loft,” Rylan said as he hung his head and stared down at his knobby knees. “I wanted to get it before you tore down the barn.” 

    “What was so important you just had to risk your life for?” I demanded and tried not to raise the volume of my voice too much, but it was difficult because I recognized why I was reacting this way even though the feeling caught me off guard. 

    It was the slightly sickening lurch of relief that made me feel like I narrowly escaped almost falling into the Grand Canyon. 

    It was a dark and razor-sharp fear waiting to tear me apart with its claws the moment I let my mind even entertain the dangerous thought of ‘what if?’ 

    Mainly, what if I had been too late? 

    “Well?” I barked, and the part of me not simmering in rage felt guilty when the dejected boy flinched at the tone of my harsh voice. 

    Rylan hung his sandy head even lower as he dug around in his pocket for something while I scowled down at him with my arms crossed over my chest much like a disapproving school teacher. 

    “I didn’t want this to get lost,” he mumbled as he held out a miniature wooden carving of a canterfly with a leather cord strung through it. “I wanted you to have something when you got back so…” 

    Rylan’s words dropped off as he held the carved pendant even higher in his trembling hand, but he kept his eyes averted. 

    That hurt expression, as if the kid fully expected rejection but held out his offering anyway like it was his very heart on a platter, was what caused the anger to slough off me like water, and I knelt back down to his level so I wasn’t towering over him. 

    “You got this for me?” I asked gently and took the carved figurine from his fingers. 

    “I made it myself,” he said and timidly met my eyes with his brown ones still shining with tears. 

    My eyebrows arched, and I looked back down at the canterfly so I could observe the details. Up close, I could tell the fine touches like the billowing mane, its spread wings, and six galloping legs frozen in mid-flight had been done by a skilled hand, and I couldn’t help being impressed. 

    It was really well-crafted, and the fact Rylan had put so much time and thought into this little gift caused my heart to turn over again in my chest as if the stupid organ was trying to make more room for itself in my ribcage. 

    “Hey,” I said and placed my hand on his head. “I’m sorry I yelled. I shouldn’t have done that. I just… didn’t like seeing you in danger.” 

    “I’m s-sorry!” he said again as more tears spilled over and traced silvery tracks down his dusty face. 

    I just couldn’t let him cry like his toys were being broken right in front of him, especially considering I might have contributed to some of those heartfelt tears, so I pulled him in by the back of his neck so he could cry into my shoulder while I hugged him. 

    “Rylan, bud, everything’s okay,” I tried to soothe him, even though I was flailing inside. I wasn’t really good with kids, but comforting the distraught stable boy didn’t feel as awkward as I figured it would be. 

    In fact, after realizing just how fond I was for the urchin while simultaneously experiencing the icy bolt of fear of what it would be like to suddenly lose him, the hug was kinda for my benefit, too. 

    Sneaky brat making me like him and stuff. 

    I grimaced as I wondered if I was hugging him properly, but when I glanced at Zoie over the top of Rylan’s shaggy head, the rest of my uncertainty faded at the expression on her face. 

    Her eyes sparkled, and she smiled at me as if I’d painted the sky itself. Then she nodded her head, placed her hand in the middle of her chest, and mouthed the words ‘I love you,’ and my blood sang in my veins. 

    “What be this?” a screech came from behind me, and I turned to see Madam Midgen hurrying down the slope from the manor. “Imagine me, finally ready to put my poor runners up for the day, and the old wonky bone in my bad wing sets to be a’tingling once more. Who be the hurt one?” 

    “Madam Midgen,” I said as Rylan peeked out from my shoulder. “I know you’re technically off duty, but do you think you can see one more patient?” 

    The stern bat-priestess wiggled her right arm so her attached leathery wing jiggled back and forth. 

    “Of course, or I’ll never be able to sleep otherwise. Broken leg?” She tsk’d when Rylan nodded shyly. “Come. Bring him to the second floor where the other one is. I will make it better.” 

    “Thanks, Madam,” I said. “We’ll be up in a moment.” 

    She nodded her frizzy russet head, and then she took off in a gust of flapping back to the manor. 

    “What would you like us to do with the poracks, sir?” Mel asked as he and his brother waited with Ben and Jerry. The ox-roaches seemed to be fine now and back to their lazy grazing. 

    “We can keep them in the courtyard until the barn gets fixed,” I said. 

    “But where will they do their business?” Rylan blinked up at me with his splotchy face. 

    “Yeah, it’s gonna get messy, but it’ll all be there waiting for you when your leg gets better,” I said with a grin and waited for him to process that. 

    I didn’t have to wait long, and the growing horror on his face was so priceless I wished I could have taken a picture. 

    “Aw, but there will be mountains of dung when I get back!” he whined. 

    “Yep,” I said as my shit-eating grin got wider. “That might make you think twice about not listening when someone tells you a place is off-limits.” 

    The kid’s eyes lowered in shame again, but to take the sting out of my words, I made a show of discarding the leather cord the carved canterfly was threaded through, and then I pulled my Duelist Stone out from around my neck. 

    “Hold this,” I said and plopped the Stone into his hands while I worked on untying the knot in the cord my Stone was on. It was difficult to hold my laughter in at the sight of his awe-struck expression as he reverently held the Stone like it was the Holy Grail or something. 

    When the cord was untied, I slipped the leather through the hole bored through the canterfly’s wing so Rylan’s pendant could rest next to the Stone. Then I retied the knot and put the whole thing over my head, and I was pleased with the way the wooden figurine tinkled against the Stone. 

    “It is very handsome work, Rylan. You should be proud.” Zoie finally stepped forward and put a hand on the stable-boy’s shoulder, which caused him to finally smile a genuine smile. 

    “Thank you,” he murmured, and he was unable to say anything more as his face flamed with a combination of pleasure, pride, and embarrassment. 

    “Now, let’s get that leg fixed, hm?” I carefully lifted Rylan back up and made the trek with Zoie up to the manor and to the second floor that was quickly becoming the manor’s infirmary. 

    “What is the problem this time?” Jenner grumbled as he turned down the bed in the small room so I could settle the stable-boy against the pillows. 

    “It’d be a broken leg, ooo!” The batty priestess shuddered and shook out her ‘wonky’ arm as she walked into the room carrying a small bowl of fragrant incense. “It is good you are still here because I will need you to hold the boy down.” 

    “Why?” I asked with growing dread as Rylan clenched my wrist in fear. 

    “Because I can tell I will need to aggressively set the bones, and I’m sorry, boy, but it will hurt,” Madam Midgen said and placed a thick leather strap between Rylan’s teeth. “Bite down. It helps.” 

    What came next was a horrifying fifteen seconds in which there was a sickening crack, the feeling of Rylan’s fingernails digging into my palm, and finally the split-second muffled scream the poor kid let out before he fainted dead away. 

    “Is he okay?” I asked as the kid’s head lolled to the side. 

    “He will be fine, now it is time for you all to go so I may help heal my patient,” the bat-woman said and made a shooing gesture at all of us. 

    As much as I cared for Rylan, it was a relief to be told to leave. Hearing him scream like that was… 

    “Alex.” Zoie’s cool water voice pulled me out of the static in my head. “He’s in good hands. You did well.” 

    “Huh?” I raised my head from where I was staring at my hands as they flexed. I felt a strange sort of powerlessness pass through me like a winter wind, and my head was suddenly buzzing with everything from the day. 

    Was it really only this afternoon when the demon sun came? That seemed like eons ago. And now Rylan getting injured on the heels of Horus almost dying made everything feel so surreal, and I suddenly had an existential moment of panic. 

    “Alex,” Zoie said again and cupped my face between her warm palms, and her voice sounded like it was emerging through water. She peered at me with her clear ocean eyes, and I blinked at her, startled to be back in the present. “Come with me, my love. I know what you need.” 

    “Okay,” I said numbly as I let her lead me by the hand until we entered the corridor on the lower floor where the armory was located, and I vaguely wondered why she was taking me there. 

    Instead of leading me through the double doors of the armory, however, Zoie turned right into a room I’d never been in before. 

    “Woah,” I said dully as I took in the large space. At first, it looked like a ballroom with its floor to ceiling windows, glowing chandeliers, and lacquered wooden floors, but on further inspection, the things scattered around definitely didn’t belong in a ballroom. 

    For one, there were empty crates and bales of hay scattered around the space, as well as wooden pillars wrapped with padded burlap like punching bags, a large lumpy-looking floor mat, and racks of weapons all against the back wall. 

    It was the weapons that clued me in on the purpose of the transformed space, and I turned to my wife as she stood by and silently watched me take everything in. 

    “What is all this?” I finally asked. 

    “I wanted to do something for you, but I am not the best at crafting with my hands like our Rylan is,” Zoie said with a nervous little grin. “So, I decided to get you something practical instead, and I thought this space wasn’t being used, so why not make it into a fighting room?” 

    “You built me my own gym?” I asked and looked around the space again and marveled at Zoie’s thoughtfulness. 

    “You told me sometimes you would go to places back in your world and train your hand-to-hand skills, and I wanted you to have a place where you could also do that here,” she said and bashfully lowered her eyes to the floor. “I know, at least for me, when I can’t feel anymore because I’ve felt too much, just training, practicing techniques, or even beating a sparring dummy to death helps me come back to myself.” 

    I gaped at my cat-wife as I was struck utterly speechless by her insight. It was like, with one glance, she saw right into the open book of my soul and recited something verbatim off its pages. 

    How could she know that’s exactly how I used to cope with things that were too emotional, or just… too much, like she said? 

    For a while after my eighteenth birthday, and after the shitty childcare system cut me loose without so much as a thankyouverymuch, I was so lost and adrift the only thing that kept me functioning was the mindless repetition that came with physically exerting my body. I held up to five twenty-four-hour gym memberships at one point in case the buzzing in my head attacked me like it usually did at random. That way, no matter what time of day it was, I could go to the nearest gym and hit the heavy bag, or lift weights, or just run and run on the treadmill until the swarm in my head stopped, and there was nothing left but hollow exhaustion. 

    It had been a while since the buzzing, hopeless, set-adrift feeling gripped me so strongly, and I almost forgot what it felt like until I was already drowning under its oppressive blackness. 

    I suspected I’d been drowning for a while now, but Zoie noticed it even before I did, and I couldn’t help but stare at her and fall even more in love than I already was. 

    Which was saying something because I was already so gone on her it was like dividing by zero: hopelessly impossible. 

    “Do you like it?” she asked and shifted on her feet as my staring went on longer than she was comfortable. 

    “I don’t have words for how much I love it,” I said fervently and shook my head to get rid of the last remnants of worry still trying to cling to me. Suddenly, it was like a veil had been lifted, which made everything look just a little brighter, and the weight I didn’t know I was carrying finally left my shoulders. 

    “There you are,” Zoie whispered with a small secret smile that burned up the rest of my black fog and made the corners of my eyes sting. Then she came closer so she could run all ten fingers through my hair before she brought my forehead down to rest against hers. “I have missed you, my Alex.” 

    “I’m sorry I went away,” I murmured as I wrapped my arms around her waist and stared into her midnight-blue eyes until that was all I could see. From the way she squeezed the base of my neck, I could tell she knew I was talking about more than just my physical absence. 

    “It is alright,” Zoie whispered back, and she was still using her intimate voice as if we were the only two people in the universe. “But I hope you know you do not have to struggle with your burdens alone. I am here to hold you up when you lack the strength. I am here to love you when you forget.” 

    I squeezed my eyes shut as her words flayed me wide open, and I gathered her in for a healing embrace I didn’t know I needed. 

    God, my chest cavity ached, but in a tender way that was wholly and utterly good, like when a new tooth came in, or when a broken bone was just beginning to mend. 

    “I’m scared I can’t keep everybody safe,” I admitted into her shoulder in a hushed voice. “I just realized how much everyone means to me-- even Mel and Bodin, our new farmhands-- and so many people here at Ithaca are relying on me to provide them a sanctuary, and--” 

    “Shhh,” Zoie said and ran her hand up and down my spine. “I know, my love, I know. I see how you are trying so hard to give everyone a home.” 

    I pulled back so I could see into Zoie’s dear face. Even though it was easier to have this conversation without looking at her since I felt so exposed, there was a thrill to letting another person in so completely, kind of like how I imagined free falling to Earth would feel like after stepping out of an airplane. 

    It would have been terrifying if I didn’t have a parachute, but Zoie-- with her low-burning gaze, sure and capable hands, and resonating words-- was the only parachute I needed to give me the courage to open up even more. 

    “Seeing Rylan in pain…” I stopped as the shocking memory of him weeping on the floor of the barn with his broken leg threatened to close up my already constricted throat. I swallowed hard and then started again. “It shook me. I don’t know when it happened, but somehow Rylan became more than this annoying little kid who looks up to me. It’s like he’s a little brother… but not exactly. I’ve had several foster-siblings in the past, but none of them ever made me feel so protective like that.” 

    “You were afraid because you see him as your pack, as if he was your own son,” Zoie stated simply. “I know because I feel the exact same way about him as you do.” 

    “I…” My next sentence dropped off as I frowned. “Did we adopt a son without realizing it?” 

    “Maybe,” she said with a little smirk. “That sounds entirely possible between the two of us.” 

    “Huh,” I grunted as my brain struggled to process the fact that the description of foster-son seemed to fit on the kid when every other label fell flat. 

    “Are you… okay with that?” Zoie asked a little hesitantly as she kneaded my shoulders in that little anxious way she had. 

    “Yes, actually,” I said as a contented smile unfurled on my face. “I’ve never really considered myself as a father before now, but it feels right somehow. I can’t believe how angry I got because of how scared he made me, but now it makes sense.” 

    “I am glad you see how much you love him through your own eyes, because I have been observing this for a while now.” She flattened her ears so she could rub the top of her head under my chin as she began to purr continuously deep inside her chest. “You are good with him, and you will make a wonderful father to our own kits when the time comes.” 

    “You think so?” I asked as I rubbed circles into her lower back with my hands and relished the way she molded into me until we were all but plastered together. 

    “Oh, yes,” she said as she sensuously rolled her warm body against mine in all the right places. “I’ll admit, seeing you be a father to Rylan made me picture us with our own, and the thought makes my passions race.” 

    My beautiful cat-wife bit her lip and rubbed against me again so I could feel the stiffening of her nipples through the fabric of her tight, sleeveless shirt, and a howling cavern opened up inside of me and nearly strangled me with want. 

    “I need you, Zoie,” I rumbled in a low voice, and I ground us together so tightly not even a piece of paper could slide between us. My cock was already half-hard and growing harder the more I gyrated my hips against hers. 

    “I know exactly what you need, husband,” she purred and reached a hand down so she could cup my erection through my pants. Her palm was scorching hot even through the fabric, and I shuddered violently as my blood began to sing. 

    Yes, this is what I’d been needing. 

    Zoie, with her fresh clover scent filling my nostrils and her gorgeous body dancing in concert with mine in a language that didn’t need words. 

    “Oh, kitten,” I groaned when she unlaced the waistband of my trousers, slipped her soft hand inside, and gripped me around my thickening shaft. 

    “Please, Alex,” she moaned against my lips, and I struggled to drink her in with every parched kiss. “It’s been too long. I need to feel you inside me. I need you to claim me. I need you to fill my womb again with your hot seed.” 
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    The blood roared in my ears at the pleading note in Zoie’s dusky voice, and I hefted her up into my arms. She then wrapped her strong legs around my waist as I carried her over to the lumpy ‘mat’ in the middle of what Zoie labeled the Fighting Room. 

    I was definitely planning on putting that mat to good use, but not in a way conducive to fighting. 

    “I’ve missed your strong hands on my body,” Zoie moaned as she twisted her fingers sharply in my hair, and I squeezed her perfect ass just so she would tug harder. The sting felt good against my scalp, and my cock throbbed urgently in my pants. 

    We were both entirely too clothed and entirely too vertical for my liking, so I didn’t waste any more time in laying her down on the textured mat. 

    “Goddess, Zoie,” I groaned at the feeling of her wonderfully alive body splayed out underneath me, and then I sucked in a sharp breath when her hand found its way up under my tunic so she could scratch burning lines into my hot skin. 

    “You must take this off,” she practically growled as she tugged on my tunic with her other hand. 

    I hurried to comply, especially when she used That Tone of Voice because Good Goddess, she was hot when she was bossy. 

    “Better?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 

    Zoie arched her eyebrow back, and then in a maneuver that made my head spin, she hooked her leg over my side and flipped our positions so she was the one on top straddling my hips. 

    “Much,” she said, and her cool fingers trickled down my chest and abs like raindrops on glass. 

    “Fuck, baby,” I hissed when she rolled her hips against mine, and I kneaded her outer thighs through the skin tight material of her leather pants. My fingers crawled up to the laces at the front, and I tickled the half-moon of her bellybutton I could see peeking over her waistband. 

    “Hey!” she giggled and snatched my fingers as I tried to make her squirm. She laughed and clamped her strong legs on either side of my hips, and we wrestled like that for a few moments until her eyelids lowered, and she held my hand flat against her belly. Then she moved both our hands up under her shirt, and I took the hint and helped her take off her top. 

    Her beauty never failed to leave me speechless, and I let my starving hands roam up the sides of her curved waist and up to her breasts that were rosy from arousal. 

    “Oh, yessss.” Zoie continued to sensuously swirl her hips around in a circle, and she arched her back beautifully when I caressed my thumbs around her pale-pink nipples. 

    “Gorgeous,” I murmured, and I sat up with her in my lap so I could bury my face in that dewy valley where her heathery meadow scent was the strongest. Then, as if she was an ice cream cone, I licked a stripe between her breasts over her heart. 

    “My love,” she purred, and she tossed her dark head back as I found the hard nub of her right breast and swirled my tongue around it. “Please.” 

    “I got you, kitten,” I said and then rocked us forward so she was back to laying prone underneath me. 

    “Your mouth.” She gazed at me with a burning desire I could feel as if her eyes were caressing me, and I bent toward my task by first trailing open-mouthed kisses over her fluttering tummy while my hands made short work of her pants and boots. 

    Zoie arched her back, and her legs fell open to reveal the pink shell of her pussy nestled in the thatch of her dark hair. Her natural musk was stronger now, and I hunkered down and threw her legs over both my shoulders. 

    “Oooohhhhh!” she wailed when I immediately went down on her and lapped at her wet arousal. “Yes, Aleeexxx.” 

    It was music to my ears, and I stiffened my tongue to a firm point so I could lick under the hood of her clit until the rosebud of her pleasure was in full bloom. 

    Zoie’s legs shook, and she thrashed her head from side to side as I sensed a familiar tension begin to build within her. She frantically kneaded her hands in the sheets, in my hair, and then in her own hair as if looking for something solid to hang onto during her tumultuous ride. 

    “Don’t stop!” she gasped in desperation, and I worked my tongue and lips harder even though my jaw was beginning to ache with the strain. She was right there, on the knife’s edge of pleasure, but I could tell she needed an extra push, so with my other hand I reached up and offered her two of my fingers. 

    “Suck,” I ordered when I came up for air, and I watched raptly as she drew my first two fingers between her luscious lips. I grunted as she used her own tongue to thoroughly drench my digits with her saliva, and the wicked gleam in her eyes made me flex my hips into the padding as my dick sought momentary relief from the friction. 

    Finally, when I felt like my fingers were wet enough, I resumed my previous task, only this time, my fingers slipped into her silky passage and crooked upwards as if I was beckoning her pleasure to come closer and closer. 

    And come she did, in a long undulating wave of pleasure as her climax rolled through her sensual body, and she bent and flexed like a sine wave. 

    “Alex, Alex, Alex,” she chanted as her hands found their way into my hair again so she could pull me up. “Mercedes, please, I need you inside me!” 

    I growled and raced up her perfect body so I could devour her mouth, and I used one hand to shimmy my pants down far enough in order to pull my cock out. 

    Part of me wanted to draw this out like we usually did, but the fire in my veins was too great, and I eagerly lined myself up with her opening so I could slide home in one mighty thrust. 

    “F-Fuck,” I stuttered out as the feeling of her clenching inner muscles rippled and pulsed around me. 

    “I feel like I’m imploding,” she whimpered, and her breasts heaved with her rapid panting as I bottomed out inside her. 

    “You feel so good, baby,” I said and then sat up on my knees. Now that the initial edge of being so tightly sheathed within her was tolerable, I slowly pulled out entirely before slamming home again all the way to the root. 

    “Alex!” Zoie wailed, and her hands scrambled to hold on to something again as if she was about to fly off into orbit. 

    “Yeah, baby, come on,” I ordered as I pulled my heavy cock all the way out and left her completely vacant before filling her again in one smooth rush. 

    “Uuhhh, oh, Goddess!” she hissed and nearly bent herself in half from how sharply her back arched off the mat. “I’m so close…” 

    “That’s it,” I cooed and then repeated the process one more time as I added a few stoking fingers to her outer pearl. 

    When she came, it was like fireworks. 

    Her whole body seemed to light up, and she couldn’t help but pull herself upright as she tried to prolong her orgasm for as long as possible by grinding down feverishly against my dick. 

    My arms immediately went around her back in order to help her balance, and as one, we both rocked and gyrated together in a violent dance. 

    “Oh, Alex, yes, I can feel you getting bigger inside meeee,” Zoie whined as her arms wrapped around my neck while I dug my heels into the mat and thrust up as hard as I could. 

    “You’re gonna make me come,” I growled out, and I slammed her hips down even harder with my hands. 

    “I want you to,” she moaned and met me thrust for thrust. “I want to feel you filling my womb with your essence. I want you to put babies inside me.” 

    “Zoie!” I cried out sharply as my orgasm took me by surprise and suddenly ripped through me, and I crushed her against me so I could hold on through the intensity. 

    “Ohhhh, husband, I can feel you-- ah!” Zoie trembled and rocked harder in my lap until she clenched impossibly tight around me and toppled into her second orgasm without any warning. 

    Her spasming muscles caused my hips to jerk up involuntarily, and we both clutched each other at the mercy of our shared climax. 

    I poured and poured and poured into her while we spasmed to a peak of ecstasy. Even coming down was just as intense as going up, and the two of us shook in each other’s arms as powerful aftershocks kept me semi-hard enough to keep us rolling through on a heady high as the pleasure ebbed out of us like the slowly retreating tide. 

    When I was coherent enough to actually put-the-words-into-sentence-doing, I turned my face up to Zoie and declared very eloquently: 

    “Fuck.” 

    “I agree,” the languid cat-woman sighed as she curled her long silky tail around the two of us and slowly nuzzled her face next to mine. 

    “Is it usually that intense, or is it just because we haven’t seen each other in a bit?” I asked as I soothed the bruises already blooming on her tender hips with the pads of my thumbs. 

    “I think you triggered what my species calls a ‘soft-heat,’” Zoie mused as she snuggled her head under my chin so I had no choice but to hold her close. “Your absence combined with watching you interact with Rylan must have signaled my body to attract you to me as a viable mate.” 

    “You’re always attractive to me,” I murmured and swept her beloved dark locks behind her so I could run my fingers through the fine strands. “Crazy intense pheromones or not.” 

    “And I find you pleasing as well, my husband,” she purred, and we both hissed as my member finally softened enough and slid out of her passage with a wet squelch. Zoie shivered at the sensation, and I traced idle patterns into her lower back to get her to settle again. “I-It’s like my body wants to practice for you before I come into mating season.” 

    “Well, we can practice any time you like, kitten,” I rumbled against her velvety ear, and it flicked me with a butterfly kiss against my lips. I smiled wearily and buried my nose in her crown so the sweet-grass smell of endless summer could fill me up. “Thank you, by the way.” 

    “For what, my love?” she asked and then leaned back in my lap so she could try to read my expression. 

    She was always there for me like a supporting pillar silently holding me up even when I didn’t notice, so I tried to make my expression open and honest in a way I usually never did. 

    As far as the words I needed to tell her? 

    Well, I couldn’t have said anything better than the ones she delivered to me, so I took Zoie’s hands in mine as if we were exchanging long overdue marriage vows and repeated the only promise that mattered between the two of us. 

    “Thank you for holding me up when I lack the strength, and for loving me when I forget,” I whispered reverently and kissed the tips of her fingers. “And I promise to do the same for as long as I live.” 

    “You are my everything,” Zoie said as her hand came up to cup my jaw, and then she leaned in to place a kiss on my brow, the arch of my nose, and over each closed eyelid before pressing a final one to my lips. 

    The kiss was chaste, but it was one of the most meaningful kisses of my entire life. 

    Much later, when we finally emerged from our hazy bubble and put ourselves back together, my head felt clear, and the unsettled feeling in my core was quieted for the time being. 

    I felt restored and armed with a plan of attack, and the first overarching goal I framed in my mind would be to make sure Ithaca Estate was in top working order so things like the barn fiasco wouldn’t happen again. 

    “Will you go with me to the Palace Square?” I asked Zoie as we exited the training room into the dark and quiet manor. I wasn’t sure how much time we’d spent doing other activities, but I got the feeling it was pretty late so I kept my voice down. “Mec summoned me to the Sun Temple tomorrow at something called mid-epoch, and according to Bodin, I also need to go to a woodcutter, I guess.” 

    “Mid-epoch means the middle of the day,” she clarified, and I nodded as I led us back to the main staircase that connected all of the floors in the manor. “And, of course, I will go with you. If you think I’m willing to be absent by your side now that you are with me, think again.” 

    “Are you threatening me?” I growled playfully and caught her wrist so I could spin her around and trap her with her back against the wall. 

    “What if I am?” she challenged and rubbed her face against mine in a way that was aggressively sweet, and the rumble of her purr started up when she switched sides and nuzzled my other cheek. “I like feeling your skin, by the way.” 

    “Shay suggested I was overdue for a shave,” I murmured and anchored one of my thighs between hers so she could feel how securely I had her pinned.  

    Her hands came up to my broad shoulders, and she flexed my deltoids between her fingers in a way I knew meant she liked whatever it was she was feeling. 

    “Mmm, I do like feeling your skin, but there was something nice about the hair on your chin. Especially whenever you rubbed your face between my thighs.” Zoie then curled one of her legs up the back of mine and leaned in to bite my earlobe. Her smile grew into a smirk as she could no doubt feel my breath quicken, and if I wasn’t already so spent, I would have probably taken her right there in the stairwell with that little antic. 

    “You’d better watch it, or we’ll never make it upstairs,” I breathed out and captured her mouth. 

    “That wouldn’t be the worst thing,” she whispered, and then she dove back in for more. 

    We made out with fervor for a few heated moments as our tongues tangled for dominance, but the intensity didn’t burn for very long and instead simmered down to a gentle give and take. It was more of a comfort in shared intimacy than it was about being sexy, and despite our earlier flirting, we didn’t really take the kiss beyond anything more than that. 

    Finally, Zoie pulled away, and I let some space in between us only long enough to indulge in a warm hug. 

    “Shall we go check on our guests?” she asked as she laced our fingers together. 

    “Yeah, I hope everyone is resting,” I said, and then we continued up to the second floor where our guests were staying. 

    “Ah, look at who has come in at last,” Madam Midgen said from the chair she’d set up between the two rooms where her patients rested. She glanced up from her task of carving something with a sharp bone knife and smirked at us knowingly. 

    “Yep, just doing the rounds,” I said awkwardly and rubbed the back of my neck like a busted teenager home past curfew. 

    “No need to be shy.” The batty priestess grinned so wide I could see she had a gold canine that flashed in the dim light from the sconces. “Everybody needs that type of healin’ from time to time. These old bones can tell your souls are entwined in harmony.” 

    I didn’t really know what to make of that, so I just shrugged and squeezed Zoie’s hand where it was still unashamedly held in mine. “How are Rylan and Horus?” 

    “Horus is sleeping soundly, and his wound is tidy.” The bat-woman rose to her feet and shook out her right wing. “However, the boy is ill-at-ease.” 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked, and my thoughts immediately began racing to worst-case scenarios. “Is he in pain?” 

    “Only the pain of the heart,” she said and tsk’d in that way of hers. “He has been waiting for you and forces himself to stay awake in case you come. He has been worried you will not.” 

    “Of course, I’m going to check on him.” I frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?” 

    “I have no answer only that the brain plays tricks and lies to us often about our own value,” the bat-priestess said cryptically, and she rested a hand in the crease of her waist and hip as if the joint was causing her trouble. “Now, would you please put the young boy out of his misery and pat him on the head so this old woman can finally get some rest?” 

    “I will go right now so we can all get some rest,” I said, and I gave Zoie a grateful smile when she then offered her arm to Madam Midgen. 

    “Let me escort you to your room, Madam,” my cat-wife said. 

    “Thank you, child,” the bat-woman said as she tucked her hand through the crook of Zoie’s elbow. 

    “I’ll only be a moment, and then I’ll meet you upstairs,” I told my cat-wife, and she nodded her dark head as she escorted the bat-priestess to her room across the hall. 

    Then I turned, cracked open the door at the far end of the corridor, and peeked my head inside. 

    The light from the hallway slanted into Rylan’s room and cut a jagged line across his bed covers, and it was just enough light for me to see the lump under the blankets startle and then still as the boy in the bed tried to muffle his quiet sobs and pretend like he was asleep. The fact he’d been up here crying for hours instead of getting some much-needed rest caused that tender protective feeling inside me to rear its head again. 

    But this time, I wasn’t taken off guard by the feeling, and the sight of the lonely figure on the bed hit home with a foster-kid like me who’d spent plenty of cold, dark nights the exact same way. 

    Seeing myself in Rylan was the last piece that clicked with me about how much I really did care about the brat, and any remaining awkwardness or uncertainty I felt whenever I tried to deal with him melted away when I realized just how similar we were. 

    So, I just did the one thing I always wished a caring adult would do when I was young and hurt and alone. 

    I went to him. 

    “Ry?” I whispered. I wanted to give him an out just in case he was too embarrassed, or really didn’t want any comfort, but that notion was unfounded because the moment I sat down on the side of his bed, he bolted up and wrapped his wiry arms around my neck. “Oof, hey, bud. Watch your leg, okay? Why aren’t you resting?” 

    “I c-can’t sleep most nights,” he confessed as he shivered against me, and I rubbed little circles between his shoulder blades. 

    “Why?” I asked and maneuvered us so I was half-reclining against the headboard with my arm around him so he could keep his bad leg extended.  

    “Worry,” he answered as he sighed, rested his messy head against my chest, and twisted the blanket between his hands. 

    “About?” I coaxed. I didn’t want to pry too much, but if the kid wasn’t sleeping, that was a problem. He was a kid, and he needed enough rest to stay healthy. I knew that much, at least. 

    “I just…” he started in a strangled voice, and I rubbed my palm up and down his arm a few brisk times in order to keep him going. “I know I am only here because you don’t know what else to do with me. I was just given to you, and if I want to stay, I have to make sure I’m good enough for you to want to keep me.” 

    I sucked in a sharp breath as something small and hurt clamped down inside me at hearing those words aloud. 

    How many times have I thought the same toxic thing every time I was passed along to another family through the system? 

    At the beginning of a new placement, most of my brain power was used up in trying to acclimate to my new environment, but once that wore off, and things were going well, those same thoughts would plague me at night, as if having cautious optimism was actually a double-edged sword that slayed me with doubt. 

    I better not be trouble, I better be helpful, I better be… just better, or it’s off again to start from scratch. 

    And I hated it. Never having a home, just a port of call for a while until I was shipped back out like cargo, or hauled away like garbage, and it wasn’t until I was looking at a miniature reflection of the sad kid I used to be when I realized maybe that small, hurt thing inside me never really had its chance to heal from it all. 

    But maybe I could make sure the same fears didn’t eat Rylan up inside like they almost did to me, and it would be like a redemption for both of us, so I took a deep breath. 

    “When I was your age…” I started, and I sensed how the boy became very still as he gave me his full attention. “I was given to a lot of different people just like you were. Most of them didn’t keep me for very long, and I was sent away to go live somewhere else over and over again.” 

    “You were?” he whispered, and he curled into me even harder as if I was the one who suddenly needed the support. 

    Which, maybe I did. 

    “Yes, I was.” I nodded and swallowed around the tightness in my throat. “So, I understand what you feel like better than you think. But, Rylan, you belong here. You may have been given to me, but you’re here now, and here you’ll stay, no matter what.” 

    “Really?” He hesitated and looked up at me for the first time since I entered his room. His face was tear-streaked and way too pale for my liking, but the thing I hated most was the doubt etched into the lines of his face much too young to have to know such hardship. 

    So, I did the other thing I always secretly wished when I was still young enough to fantasize that someone would still come and offer me a home. 

    “Look at me,” I commanded, and Rylan’s eyes darted up to mine again from where they’d dropped to stare hollowly back at the blankets. “No matter how you came here, you’re mine now, kiddo. Get it? You’re mine, and I’m never giving you up no matter how good or bad you are.” 

    “But-- but--” the boy stuttered as he struggled to comprehend what I was telling him. “I’m not… I’m not…” 

    I wanted him to take his time figuring out how to put his no doubt chaotic thoughts into words, but I could almost see smoke coming off his head, he was thinking so hard, so I gave him a little nudge. 

    “You’re not what? My son?” I ventured, and I could tell I hit the nail on the head by the way he hid his face again by resting his head back on my chest. 

    “I’m no one’s son,” he finally whispered in such a forlorn voice I couldn’t help but hug him tightly for a moment. 

    “Neither am I, but maybe you can be mine if you want,” I said and waited again for him to wrap his mind around having his worldview upended once more. 

    “You want me as your son?” he finally found the courage to ask. 

    “Only if that’s what you want,” I told him. 

    “I want, yes, I want,” he said and nodded his head as if he was a bobble figurine. “I can be a really good son, I know I can, please give me a chance, Alex!” 

    “It’s not about me giving you a chance, it’s about you giving me one,” I said, and I pulled him up a little so he would look at me again. This was the most important thing I wanted him to get, or else he would always have that doubt in the back of his mind that at any moment I could send him packing. “Rylan, whether or not you accept, nothing you do will ever make me change my mind about you. The only way you’ll leave Ithaca is if you want to. And if that time ever comes, we will figure out where you want to go and how to make it happen. So, really, what I should be asking you is if you will do me the honor and let me be your foster-dad.” 

    “Foster-dad?” he piped. 

    “Mhm. It’s kind of special because it means I’m your dad by choice and not by obligation,” I explained. 

    “So, it’s like… better because you chose me?” His eyes shone with the last of his tears as a new dawning of hope started to take the place of his earlier sorrow. 

    “What can I say?” I shrugged and ruffled his sand-colored hair. “You kinda grew on me like a fungus. Phew, and you smell like one, too.” 

    My teasing had the desired effect, and the kid giggled and laid his head back down against me. 

    “I think I’d really like you to be my foster-dad, Alex,” he said, and I felt his tired body finally release the last bit of tension he was holding onto. “Do I call you dad?” 

    “You can call me whatever you feel comfortable with, kiddo,” I said and petted my hand through his tangled hair. 

    He settled down quietly after that, and I could tell he was processing everything we’d just talked about. Part of me acknowledged he still might need some time to truly believe everything I was saying, but it just made me that much more determined to prove to him I meant every word. 

    At some point, the exhausted stable-boy finally dropped off to sleep, and I carefully slid out from under him so I could tuck him in properly. 

    When he was all snug like a bed burrito, I spent a moment just looking down at him while my head rearranged space to include the little orphan who had snuck in and robbed a small corner of my heart when I wasn’t paying attention. 

    It was only natural then for me to smooth back his bangs and leave a small peck on his brow in order to complete the transformation inside of me. 

    If this was how being a father felt like, then I really had nothing to worry about for the future. In fact, now I was excited for Zoie and I to have kits.  

    When I finally made my way back out into the corridor, I was surprised to see it wasn’t as deserted as I figured it would be at this time of night. 

    “What are you doing down here?” I asked Zoie and Shay when they both came to me from where they were leaning against the wall outside of Rylan’s room. 

    “I awoke feeling much better and wanted to find everybody,” Shay said in a low voice. “I came out just as Zoie was headed toward me, and since my ankle is feeling better, we decided to wait for you.” 

    “Oh,” I said, and my smile was pleased. “I’m glad.” 

    “Alex…” Shay breathed, and then suddenly she was cupping my face with both hands as she looked me deeply in the eyes. “We heard what you said to Rylan.” 

    “Oh,” I said again, and that bruised feeling made me rub a palm against my sternum. 

    No more words were needed beyond that, and I smiled wider even though my eyes stung for some reason, especially when I found my arms full with both of my beautiful wives. 

    “Let us care for you, husband,” Shay murmured at some point, and I let them both take me back to our shared bedroom on the third floor where we all helped each other change out of our day clothes. 

    It felt right to be skin to skin, so none of us bothered with changing into night clothes, and we all crawled under the blankets into one pile. 

    That night, dreaming felt like constantly trying to surface from an unforgiving riptide. 

    I was constantly swimming toward precious air and freedom that was impossibly far, yet just out of reach, and whenever my head did manage to break the surface, roaring flashes of sound and color pummeled me back down beneath the waves and into silence and blackness. 

    Something about this confusing kaleidoscopic vortex was familiar, and in the midst of trying to survive the tumult, I began to notice familiar snatches of faces and people as they revolved in and out of my vision like some swirling, dizzying merry-go-round. 

    Faces of all the people I’d grown to care about tore past my mind’s eye, but no matter how hard I reached for the surface, there was nothing to grab onto, and I continued to spiral down and down and down… 

    “Wake up, Alex.” Shay’s voice pierced through the inky waters of my subconscious, and I rose up into wakefulness with a gasp. 

    The morning light was blinding, but even brighter than that was the electric shock of an epiphany as it hit me over the head like an icy snow shovel. 

    That niggling little notion I felt hooking my brain earlier finally made sense. 

    But to be sure, I needed to speak with Mec. 
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    “Isn’t this the same place where you rescued Lord Mec’s daughter?” Zoie asked as all three of us looked up at the gleaming statue of the Goddess Mercedes with her long hair billowing around her as she held up a silver star to the heavens. 

    “You saved little Meera?” Shay asked, and she leaned on the arm I was using to support her as she gazed up at the majestic gold and turquoise Sun Temple. 

    Thanks to Madam Midgen’s ministrations, her sprained ankle was mostly healed, and she’d demanded to accompany Zoie and me to the Palace Square even though I could tell climbing up all the steps in front of the temple were a little much for her right out of the gate. By the looks the cat-woman was also giving her, I could tell she thought Shay was pushing her limits as well. 

    “What?” I blinked and turned to my phoenix-wife. “Meera?” 

    “Our Alex is quite preoccupied today, it seems,” Zoie said, and I smiled sheepishly. 

    It was true. Ever since I’d awoken from an uneasy night with the urge to see Mec as quickly as possible, my mind kept circling back to the violent muddle of my dreams and what they might mean… 

    “Husband?” Shay said in a way that told me she’d spoken to me at least twice now. 

    “I’m sorry I’m so scatterbrained,” I apologized and rubbed my eye sockets with my thumb and forefinger. “You were saying?” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Zoie said with a smile as she brushed some of the hair out of my eyes. “In fact, I think I much prefer to regale our Shay with the epic story of how you bravely saved the Asher Lord’s heir from a scourge of demons. It will be a nice way to pass the time while we make our way to the woodcutter’s.” 

    “Oh, that old rag. I was just in the right place at the right time.” I shrugged my shoulders bashfully and rubbed the back of my neck. 

    “He is a modest one, our Alex,” Shay purred, and I knew I would never ever get tired of hearing either one of them calling me theirs. 

    “Yes,” Zoie said and leaned in so she could kiss me. “Go and find your answers, husband. Shay and I will take care of placing the lumber order for the new barn, and we will meet you in the market by the fountain when you are done.” 

    “Okay, thanks for taking care of this, you two,” I said as I hugged them both. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take, but you both have plenty of gold with you, and I would love it if you both used it all up.” 

    “Ooh, I love shopping,” Shay gasped with a big smile on her heart-shaped face. “This will be a good lesson, sister of my heart, in how us wives execute important matters of the estate.” 

    “I look forward to your tutelage, but first, you are going nowhere on that foot until you rest,” Zoie said with her hands on her hips like a disapproving mother hen. “I can’t believe you insisted on walking up all these stairs.” 

    “I told you I was fine!” Shay argued even though she was still using my arm for balance. 

    “Is this what it feels like whenever I tell you I am ‘fine,’ when in reality I’m not?” Zoie asked me point blank, and I couldn’t help but throw my head back and laugh. 

    “Now you know how it feels!” I laughed harder when she only stuck her nose primly in the air with a ‘humpf.’ Then I pulled her in even though she resisted on principle, and I chuckled into her neck so I could also kiss her soft skin. 

    “I have missed your laughter,” she said and tugged my chin playfully. “Come back to us with your mind settled.” 

    “I shall,” I promised. She was right, I needed to get to the bottom of the tornado twisting around in my head, and I hoped the wise ram-lord could shed some light. 

    “Come, Shay,” Zoie then ordered before she turned around, crouched, and held her arms out to the sides. “No arguments.” 

    The intention was clear: jump up. 

    “Oh, darling!” Shay sang as if the stoic cat-woman was the most delightful thing in the universe, and then she hopped up on Zoie piggy-back style. “You are irresistible when you pout, thus, how could I possibly argue.” 

    Zoie blinked her blue cat-eyes and tilted her head. 

    “She’s right, you’re cute when you make that face,” I chuckled and then pecked her on the nose so it would do that scrunchy-uppy thing. 

    “I feel as if I have been ambushed.” Her nose wiggled, and Shay and I exchanged fond looks. “Yet, I am strangely at peace with this like the dawn makes peace with the day.” 

    “I must make a book of all the things you both say,” Shay mused and twirled one of Zoie’s ebony locks around her finger. “I shall like to turn them into poems one day.” 

    I put a hand over my eyes as if it was actually painful to look at my two gorgeous brides. The whole tableau of the crimson-haired phoenix-woman rhapsodizing about poetry and lovingly petting the strong and stoic cat-woman was one of those things that made me deliriously happy and terrified I was dreaming all at the same time. 

    “How are you two even real?” I groaned to myself, and then I lowered my hand from my face even though it was like looking into a supernova. “Okay, well, you two have a good time, and I’ll find you later. Now, get out of here before I do something stupid like just pile us all back in our carriage and go home.” 

    My wives simply laughed in concert, and Zoie came close enough for them to each kiss me on the cheek before they left to go run their errands. 

    Only after I watched the flame of Shay’s hair zip out of sight did I face the large silver doors of the temple with a small pit of growing unease in my stomach. 

    When I made it inside, I noticed the place was a lot different from the last time I was here. For one, the beautiful stained-glass windows had been replaced from when they’d all been shattered during the demon scourge not too long ago, and I was glad the resplendent colored glass remained intact after yesterday’s red sun event. 

    The spiral staircase that used to be in the center of the temple was gone, and as I looked around to see what might have happened to it, I suddenly worried I was in the wrong place. 

    To be fair, last time I was too busy catching the little scourge-mite chasing Mec’s deer-daughter, Meera, to really appreciate the marvel of the temple’s architecture, but I definitely remembered racing up endless stairs until I thought my lungs would explode. 

    Before I could wonder any more about the staircase, the ground started to rumble, and the center of the stone floor began to rise and revealed said staircase as it ascended to the ceiling. Since I was the only one in the temple, I figured this was as good of a sign as any, so I jumped on the next stair available and let it take me up. 

    Now that the windows were restored, I noticed how the sun threw rainbow shadows all over the walls, and I gasped when I noticed what the artist intended. 

    The walls of the chamber were painted in idyllic nature scenes, which were pretty to be sure, but what made them a true work of art was the way the sun cast the silhouettes in the windows against the walls like shadow puppets. So now, instead of the stained glass and murals being two separate works of aesthetic beauty, they were able to come together as one. 

    Rolling green hills now had little blue shadow-sheep grazing on them, and under a suspiciously heart-shaped bower of branches, two magenta lovers embraced each other and kissed. All of the murals were now populated with flickering stained-glass figures, and even though the staircase was constantly revolving as it traveled upwards, I couldn’t help but keep my head on a swivel so I could try to absorb every scene. 

    About half way up, the murals changed from being idyllically pastoral to something darker. The shadows on the wall showed silhouettes of people engaged in a fierce battle, and I finally understood that each mural was actually part of a story I only knew a little bit of. It reminded me of the murals back in Ithaca’s stone garden where Zoie had repeated one of her favorite Aventoll origin stories, and I missed having the cat-woman by my side so she could provide commentary now. 

    Finally, the rising staircase came to a halt at the top, and I walked out on the eight-sided catwalk structure so I could reach the corridor that wrapped around the circumference of the mosque-like chamber. Most of the doors leading to different sections of the temple were closed except for one that led outside into the golden midday sun. 

    When I stepped out in what appeared to be a low battlement that extended to other sections of the temple, I had to shield my eyes from the dazzling light. Up here, the sun striking off all that gold paint was almost enough to blind even a blind man. 

    “Alex!” A high cascade of childish giggling rang out right before a little ball of rambunctious energy plowed right into my knees. 

    When I looked down, all I could see was a mop of curly brown hair with a pair of fuzzy Bambi antlers peeking through, and I couldn’t help but smile down at the little fawn-girl. 

    “Hey, Meera,” I said, and she only grinned up at me while she continued to do her best octopus impression around my right leg. 

    “Are you here to see Daddy?” she piped in her sweet voice. 

    “I’m trying to find him,” I said and tousled her bird’s nest hair. “Do you know where he is?” 

    “Mmhm,” she said and then unwrapped her arms from around my leg so she could raise them up in the universal signal of ‘pick me up, please.’ 

    I chuckled, swung the little deer-girl up in my arms, and dotted her white freckled nose until she let out more of those adorable giggles. “Show me, then, clever girl.” 

    “That way!” she hollered with all the enthusiasm of a state fair and pointed toward the end of the battlement where a doorway led to a turret. 

    “Does your Daddy know you sneaked away?” I asked the little imp in my arms and headed in the direction she set for us. 

    “I dunno.” She shrugged, but I wasn’t buying her innocent freckled face for an instant. 

    “You’re just a bucket of trouble, aren’t you?” I rolled my eyes when the only thing she did was stick her fingers in her mouth to try and muffle her bubbly laughter. 

    “More like a whole boat full of trouble,” Mec’s voice echoed from above us, and I looked up from where I was standing into another tower with a staircase leading evermore upwards. 

    “I found something that belongs to you,” I said with a grin up at the ram-lord’s exasperated face. 

    “Has our little one been found, husband?” A vaguely familiar voice floated down to us, and Meera sucked in a breath and buried her face in my neck. 

    “Mama gonna be maaad,” she whispered with another laugh, and I suddenly hoped my future children weren’t going to be this much of a handful. However, if my future kids were as cute as her, it wouldn’t matter because I would be doomed either way. 

    “Yes, she has, wife,” the ram-lord said with a hopeless smile at his mischievous daughter. “Let us retrieve her so we might sell her for a good price at the market.” 

    “Nooo!” the little girl squealed at the sight of her father bounding down the stairs with a playful growl, and I had to remind myself this ridiculous man was the number one Badass Duelist, and subsequent King of the Island. 

    When he finally made it to the bottom, Mec then plucked his errant child from my arms and proceeded to tickle her relentlessly as her shrieks of glee ricocheted off the tower walls. 

    “Have you learned your lesson, Daughter?” the ethereal doe-woman with the stunning white antlers and long platinum hair said as she descended at a more sedate pace. She was dressed in a tangerine robe that reminded me of the sunrise, which was fitting because I remembered her name was Dawn. 

    “Yes, Mama! Make Daddy stoooop!” Meera cried out as the fearsome ram-lord blew raspberries into her plump little tummy. 

    It was such a wholesome scene, even Hallmark would have puked, but I couldn’t help but grin at this family’s antics. Maybe it was because of all the revelations I was forced to come to terms with the past few days, but for the first time, I could actually picture myself in a similar situation of domestic bliss. Now, the image of a family wasn’t just a nebulous cloud with cardboard cut-outs as place holders. Now…I actually could fill my ideal family with people. 

    “Alright, my darling ones,” Lord Mec rumbled in his rolling thunder voice. “I shall see you later, but first our friend Alex and I have important matters to discuss.” 

    “Have a pleasant day, Asher Brightwood,” Dawn said regally as she tipped her antler-adorned head. 

    “Bye-bye, Alex!” Meera said from where she was perched on her mother’s hip, and she waved her chubby hand at me. 

    “Don’t get into too much trouble, you,” I said and booped her nose.  

    She went cross-eyed and then squeaked as she hid her blushing face in her mother’s robes.  

    As the Asher Lord’s wife passed, I tipped my head to her in respect. “Milady.” 

    “Don’t linger too long, husband,” the doe-woman said as she walked out of the tower with their giggling daughter. 

    “Oh, such lovely things,” the ram-lord sighed with his big palm against his bearded cheek, and I couldn’t help but snort. 

    “You’re intimidating on the outside, but you’re really just warm mush on the inside, aren’t you?” I couldn’t help but tease. 

    “I have no idea to what you are referring,” Mec said and inspected his nails. 

    “Sure.” I rolled my eyes and then punched the big guy good-naturedly on the shoulder. “Why did you summon me?” 

    “Of course, let’s ascend to the tower’s balcony, and I shall explain why you are here,” the ram-lord said and gestured to the stairs he’d just come down from. 

    “You guys sure love your gardens here on Nata,” I commented when I made it up the steps and out into yet another perfectly manicured garden, complete with a large circular pool about the size of a basketball court in the center. 

    “Nature is the thing that reminds us we are all just dust in the end,” Mec said in a wise tone of voice. “We should spend as much time as possible surrounded by it.” 

    “Ashes to ashes and dust to dust, sort of thing,” I murmured as a solid blanket of peacefulness settled over me like a mantel. 

    “Indeed.” He nodded his shaggy head, and we continued on in silence, shoulder to shoulder first around the edge of the circular pool, then down the small walkway jutting out through the middle, and finally stopped on the platform located in the very center of the calm water. 

    “What is this place?” I asked. 

    “This is the oldest tithe pool in all of Aventoll,” the ram-lord intoned, and it seemed as if we were inside a bubble where the sounds of all life faded into resonate silence. “It was here the first Asher Lords came to honor the Goddess’ sacrifice.” 

    “She gave her own heart which turned into the sun for your people, right?” I asked in a low voice as if too many decibels would cause the still surface of the glass-like water to shatter. 

    “You know your history, so that means you know the Goddess then blessed their offerings by turning their blood into the tithe stones we use to purify our drinking water.”  

    I nodded and then followed suit when he sat down on the warm stones. 

    Since it was ‘mid-epoch’, or what I assumed was Aventoll-speak for high noon, the sun was directly overhead and beaming down on the pool, and because we were sitting on the ground, I could see how the surface of the water shimmered just like a bright gold coin. 

    It was such a serene atmosphere, I jolted lightly when Mec continued, and then I swallowed at his expectant expression. 

    “How have you been, Alex?” The ram-lord narrowed his bronze-colored eyes as he searched my face. 

    “I’ve been…” My sentence dropped off when I couldn’t manage to make myself brush off the question with a disingenuous ‘good,’ and instead I looked out over the glittering water with a frown. “I don’t really know how to answer that question, actually. My honest answer is: different. I’ve felt different.” 

    The ram-lord made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat as his amber eyes continued to gaze intensely at me. 

    “Different or… Awake?” The word reverberated so deeply I could actually hear what sheer authority sounded like, even though Mec’s ‘Call’ powers were nowhere near as dialed up as they probably could be. 

    My memory briefly went back to that day after the races when Mec took me down to the palace dungeon in order to confront the would-be assassin. He ordered me to tell him how I knew the man who sold Bala Ren the poison he used to infuse his blade with, and I was… not forced, but strongly compelled to tell him what I knew. 

    However, instead of feeling the oppressive compulsion to answer his question like I did in the palace dungeons that day, Mec’s voice only seemed to imbue more meaning into the simple word as if it was just bringing the word Awake to life, and suddenly something clicked. 

    “Awake…” I repeated to myself in a murmur, and a ripple of something ancient, powerful, and deep within me arched its back like a contented house cat before it curled up and laid dormant once more. 

    And just when I was trying to find my footing again, the ram-lord asked me a question that made me feel like I was suddenly knocked out of orbit and spinning wildly through the vacuum of space. 

    “How are your dreams lately, Alex?” 

    “Why would you ask me that?” I tangled my hands in my hair as some metaphorical latch blew open on the tightly locked chest of things labeled ‘The Unknown,’ and the swirling tempest in my head intensified. 

    That dizzying carousel was back playing over and over in my mind’s eye like the first time I had the same dream, only more intense now that the memory sharpened into crystal 4D clarity. 

    Jenner, Arvid, and Zoie were all frequent characters in the dream flashes as they walked through various stages of life while Ithaca flourished with prosperity. Now, however, I recognized Shay’s presence strewn throughout the carousel of flashes when her face hadn’t registered as being anything other than a random dream-person my mind had conjured before I really knew her. 

    But now that she was in my life, I remembered more from the flashes with her laughing and smiling and growing older with glints of silver streaking her crimson hair just like Zoie… 

    And one memory, newly uncovered like the lost Ark of the Covenant, stark and dazzling as the Goddess Sun, rose to the surface and left me shaken because there was Shay standing on the garden terrace looking at a sunset, with her hands cupped around her pregnant belly… 

    The flash was almost too painful to look at, and it left me knocked hard for a loop given I knew what Shay’s reality was. She told me herself she couldn’t have children, which only made this newly revealed vision distressing considering it was the dream that stood out most among all of the remembered flashes so far.  

    The dream that started me down the rabbit hole of my current existential crisis since I woke up this morning, was the one of Rylan weeping on the floor of the barn with a broken leg… 

    A broken leg I dreamed he had before it actually happened. 

    Which meant, what, exactly? What were these flashes? Did they predict the future? But how could they? And did I want them to? 

    No. Yes. Maybe. 

    What was happening to me? All I knew was I felt like my brain was boiling, and I was no longer anchored to solid ground. 

    “Alex.” Mec’s large hands carefully clasped my wrists, and he tugged my hands away from where I was still tangling them harshly in my hair as I struggled with reorganizing everything I knew about myself. 

    This polar shift was… a hurdle, to say the least. 

    No matter what shit I went through, or how many homes I was foisted upon, one thing always kept me anchored while the world changed around me. It was the indelible fact that I always knew who I was and what I was about regardless of my circumstances. 

    Example one being the fact that being literally torn out of my universe and plopped into another one wasn’t so bad because at least I knew I was the same old, normal Alex when I looked in the mirror. 

    Even the time-trance ability, while still new, didn’t faze me quite like this did when I finally connected the dots of my unsettling dreams to the possible realities they showed me. 

    Maybe it was because when I was dreaming, I wasn’t really an active participant, so this felt as if even my subconscious dreams were being taken captive by the unrelenting and little-known power residing within me. It felt foreign, and it left me feeling like I was standing on shifting sands without any purchase. 

    So, yeah, okay, maybe I was freaking out just a tad. 

    God, it was hot. 

    “Alex,” Mec intoned again, and I saw the barest hint of a ripple trace its way along the mirrored surface of the tithe pool. “Breathe.” 

    It was the distraction I needed to jolt me out of my existential spiral. 

    I nodded, took a deep centering breath, and forced the air past the vise gripping my throat. Then I did this a few more times until the panicky fog lifted enough for my previous clarity to return. 

    “Gavlain…” I said when I felt like I could talk without my voice breaking. “What’s happening to me?” 

    “You are becoming a true descendant of Aventoll, my son,” the ram-lord said with a kind smile on his bearded face. “My grandfather kept a diary, and in it he discusses what he called the Awakening. He talked about how after being on Aventoll for a time, his awareness of the conscious and unconscious expanded. He is vague about the details regarding this so-called ‘awareness,’ but other Travelers have recorded similar stirrings. The thing that links them all together, though, is the recurring and often confusing dreams all Travelers have when they get here.” 

    “What do they mean?” I asked hesitantly. 

    “It depends on what you think Aventoll is trying to show you,” Mec said, and he grimaced at the no doubt unimpressed expression I could feel on my face. “I know it’s an unsatisfying answer, but the truth is, the dreams are different for every Traveler, and some don’t ever figure them out for as long as they live.” 

    “Great,” I grumbled and dug my fingers into my forehead in order to stave off a headache I could feel building between my eyes. 

    “It is great,” the ram-lord said in a tone that wasn’t facetious. Instead, his expression turned serious, and he rested a palm on my head for a moment as if giving me some silent benediction. “Only Travelers are able to hear the Voice of Aventoll, and even fewer of those select few are able to actually hear said voice. It is a skill that most Travelers do not master, but it is a blessing nonetheless.” 

    We then sat in silence for a moment while I mulled over his words. I still didn’t understand, but at least I knew the dreams weren’t something designed to hurt me, or worse, erase who I was at my core. Relieved in part, I sighed and then looked out at the water. 

    “How is the meditation going?” Mec eventually asked me. 

    “It’s not, to be honest,” I admitted as I remembered the ‘homework’ the horned-man assigned me when he first requested to be my Obi Wan Kenobi on all things Mystical Force related. “A lot has happened.” 

    “Yes, and I am sure you are referring to more than just the recent Scourge.” Mec nodded his shaggy head in understanding. “You are climbing through the ranks as a Duelist even if it was never your intention. Regardless, with more privilege comes a greater burden to bear. You see this now, I can tell.” 

    All the people I’d been worrying myself sick over needing to protect swam across my vision, and my hands crept up higher to clutch at my hairline again. 

    Mec intercepted my ruthless tugging and placed his hands on my shoulders. 

    “You are going to burn out, son,” he rumbled wryly, and I clenched my hands in my lap as I willed myself to get a grip. “I know it’s a lot, but that is why I am here to lend my guidance. Now, I would like you to try and meditate.” 

    “Really? Here?” I arched an eyebrow. 

    “There’s literally no place more peaceful than here,” the ram-lord deadpanned. “You can hear a bumblebird break wind, it’s so quiet.” 

    I couldn’t help but snort out a hearty laugh, and some of the tension fell off me like dead skin. “You’re ridiculous.” 

    “Yes, you’ve said, now mind your elders and close your eyes, brat,” he said and ruffled my hair as if I was a petulant middle-schooler. 

    “Fine,” I mock-grumbled and straightened my spine as I closed my eyes. 

    “Good, now listen to my voice…” The ram-lord dropped his tone into that cloying register he used when he said the word ‘Awake,’ and automatically I relaxed as I tuned in for further instructions. “You are standing on the beach, letting the Ocean Mercedes lap at your feet. Each time the waves go out, you will inhale, and each time they come in, you will exhale. Picture this in your mind, and do this now.” 

    The image was something easy to drop into, and my heart rate slowed from its previous staccato snare down to something less wound tight, like the steady thump of a bass. 

    “Now, imagine that every time the tide goes out, a bit more of you sinks into the sandy shore,” Mec continued, and I relaxed even further. “Don’t forget to breathe. In, and out. The sand is up to your knees, now. In, and out. Up to your waist and getting higher with each breath. In… and out.” 

    I pictured the whispering grains of silky sand slowly engulfing me, and I sank even lower into the depths of my meditative state. 

    “In, and out. Now the sand is spreading up your chest and over your head, but you aren’t afraid because the sand is so warm, and the earth is so quiet…”  

    The words were becoming distant now, and I floated along in a dark, cozy cave where nothing mattered. Here, at my mind’s own ground zero, I felt like how I imagined it would be if I could remember any time spent gestating in the womb. 

    Suddenly, the darkness ripped open with violent clashes of images I had no hope of sorting out, and I reeled with the abrupt whiplash that threatened to launch me out into space again. 

    “Alex, picture the center of your focus where you power lays sleeping,” the distant thunder voice penetrated my blind panic, and I struggled at first to bring the cracked seed-pod to the front of my mind. 

    This was the technique I picked up in my training with Zoie in order to try and hone my time-trance by visualizing something concrete for me to pour my energy into. 

    And it was this image I called forth again. 

    “Now, once you have it in your mind, siphon the power to build yourself a shield against the overwhelming sensation,” Mec’s voice floated through. 

    I then did as told and pictured thin ribbons of light being pulled from the cracks and woven together to make a solid shield, and the sickening blur of ill-understood sounds and images all glanced off the surface and drained away like watercolors down the drain. 

    Inside, it felt as if Pandora had closed her box containing everything threatening to drive me insane and tidied it away for some other time. 

    I opened my eyes and released a huge breath. 

    “There,” Mec said with a grin as I blinked up at him. “How do you feel now?” 

    “Settled,” I answered the horned-man and rubbed the place over my sternum that had been aching for a few days now, and I was almost startled with how fresh and clear everything seemed to be. 

    Man, I had no idea how zombified I’d been. 

    “You must take better care to meditate like this more often, Alex,” the ram-lord admonished. “I meant what I said about burning out. The pull you feel to the Power inside you will only get stronger until it consumes you entirely and leaves behind nothing of your true self left.” 

    “I think I understand what you mean,” I said as I looked back on all of the interactions I’d had with people since waking up in a cold sweat. I’d been distant and preoccupied, and I made a vow to myself to pay more attention to the people around me, especially my two beautiful wives. “I will practice more.” 

    “Good,” Mec said and rose to his impressive seven-foot stature. Then he offered me his hand so I could stand up as well. “I confess there is another reason why I have asked you here today, and it is a request I hope you will consider. In nine days hence, the yearly Tithe Gathering takes place in this very spot. Prominent Ashers from all the Isles will be here to give their blood tithes. I would like you to be among the ranks.” 

    “Why do you want me to participate?” I asked as we walked back toward the tower. 

    “This is where I hope you will consider it carefully, because at present, I cannot tell you that yet,” the horned-man said with another grimace. 

    “So, what you’re really asking is for me to trust you,” I said and stopped so I could face him. 

    “Indeed,” he said and clasped his hands behind his back. 

    “Like I did with the stag-beetle?” I arched an eyebrow to show him I was still Very Unimpressed with that whole thing. 

    “Indeed,” he chuckled and shook his head seemingly at himself. “This time, I will keep you apprised of any and all pertinent details as they come up.” 

    “But you can’t tell me any such pertinent details now,” I deadpanned. 

    “Correct.” He grinned. 

    I scrutinized the tall man, still a little wary about his true motivations. I didn’t like being kept in the dark about anything ever, so it really was an exercise in trust. 

    He’d never been anything but kind and good-natured, though, so I was already halfway there. I just needed to know something first. 

    “Okay, before I come to any conclusion, I need you to level with me,” I said bluntly, and the grin on Mec’s face faded into that intense expression he had whenever he was honed in and listening. “What’s the deal with the water, man? Are you really that guy who has to lord his power over his people by controlling the drinking water? I don’t know much about Aventollian politics, but I do know you and the other Ashers could give a lot more freely than you do.” 

    The ram-lord’s thick eyebrows slowly crept toward his hairline during my rant, and I suddenly wondered if I should have held back a tad. 

    But it had been eating at me since Jenner explained how the water system worked on the islands where all the streams and rivers ran with saltwater. 

    “Your moral standard is way higher than I originally gave you credit for, my friend,” is what Mec said when he finally got over his mild shock. “A lot of the details I cannot share with you center around these very flaws in the Duelist society, but what I can tell you is that I see. I see, Alex.” 

    He then pursed his lips together and cast his eyes around as if expecting the very walls to sprout ears, and for a moment I caught a glimpse of how precarious his position was, especially if he was in on some plot against the powers that be. 

    “You don’t have to say any more than that,” I said in a low voice. “And I will take you up on the offer.” 

    “You will?” he asked in a stunned tone as if getting me to agree wasn’t supposed to be that simple. 

    “I’m glad I was right about you, Gavlain,” I said with a relieved grin. A weight felt like it had been lifted, and even though he wasn’t telling me everything, I trusted he would do so in time. 

    “Likewise, my young friend,” he belted out jovially and clasped my forearm with a hearty shake. “Now, return to your wives, and be on the lookout for my next summons. We will start practicing with your Power in earnest, so be sure to meditate.” 

    “Will do,” I said. 

    Mec then walked me to the entrance of the temple so we could go our separate ways. 

    When I was finally out in the gorgeous afternoon sun, I felt light and free for the first time in a while, and I couldn’t help but run to where I was supposed to be meeting my wives. 

    They were standing there by the large bubbling plaza fountain with a few wrapped boxes and velvet sacks full of goods piled at their feet, and Shay was splashing Zoie with little flicks of water while they both giggled and talked. 

    I stood there about fifteen feet away so I could just watch them, and I probably could have done so for hours had Shay not spotted me and waved a hand. 

    “Alex! Come here, we have the most wonderful surprise!” The phoenix-woman waved me over while Zoie brought a cylindrical-shaped object covered in a black silk cloth up to rest on her lap. 

    “Oh, wow,” I breathed, and my eyes got wide as Shay whipped off the cloth obscuring the object from view. “Would you look at that.”  

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _nbj9mcjngiyd]Chapter 15 

    “Where should we put them?” I asked as I referred to the large cylindrical object Zoie and Shay bought from the market while I had my meeting with Mec. 

    “On the table should be fine,” Shay said, and I set the object, which was actually a cage filled with fuzzy, multi-colored flying insect-birds, down in the middle of the big wooden table. 

    After we all came back from the Palace Square, we all agreed to go straight to the kitchen to see if Arvid had anything on the fire. From the second we approached the front doors, it was apparent based on the rich aroma wafting from the courtyard we were in for the resident chef’s amazing stew, so we decided to bring the latest intriguing purchase with us while we waited for lunch. 

    “So these are bumblebirds,” I marveled at the odd creatures flittering to and fro in the cage. 

    “Aren’t they wonderful?” Shay enthused as I stood up from the bench seat so I could get a good look at the tiny critters inside. 

    Each bumblebird looked like something similar to an Italian hawk moth with long hummingbird beaks and four rapidly flapping wings like a dragonfly. They were also about the size of a half-dollar, and when they flew, their multi-colored glass-like wings created a halo around the little guys so it appeared as if each bumblebird was floating around in their own iridescent soap bubble. They also hummed like fine tinkling crystals as if their wings really were cut from Swarovski’s finest, and they were so peaceful I felt as if I could watch them float around forever. 

    “They’re incredible,” I said and poked my finger through the copper bars of the cage. One of the little creatures perched immediately on my knuckle with its six fuzzy little paws and let out something that sounded like a cross between a buzz and a chirp. “I thought they were hard to come by?” 

    “They are rare because they are a dying species,” Shay said with a sad frown. “Most people want them for decoration, and I think this is the reason they cannot flourish. A being that inspires this much joy shouldn’t be locked away, but allowed to act upon their own nature.” 

    “They definitely should not be kept in a cage,” Zoie chimed in as she crouched down, got as close to the cage as possible, and observed the creatures with her transfixed, saucer-like eyes, and her tail swished back and forth like a curious house cat’s. 

    I almost laughed at how much of a predator she resembled in that moment, and I wondered if I should be worried about releasing the critters that made my cat-wife look like she couldn’t help but want to pounce. The adorable thought of Zoie frolicking after the pretty floating bumblebirds was an image I couldn’t help but picture with fondness, and it was a struggle to keep my wild grin at bay. 

    After the revelations in the Sun Temple, it took my mind a bit to recover from its hard-reboot, so to speak, and I spent most of the carriage ride back to Ithaca simply admiring the beauties in front of me like one of those satisfying videos on the internet. I wasn’t really paying attention to the conversation because I wanted nothing more than to just drink in the sight of the two women. One dark head and one crimson and gold head were bent close as they bantered and flirted, and their musical voices complemented each other in a beautiful symphony. Shay’s lilting, flute and piccolo notes when she spoke and then the sultry clarinet of her laughter was the perfect accompaniment to Zoie’s steady and mysterious oboe. 

    It was a balm for my soul, and I selfishly reveled in it. 

    Chances were they’d been talking about the bumblebirds the whole carriage ride, and here I was rehashing all the details they no doubt already talked about while I was in La-La Land. 

    But my two wives were patient with me, and Shay at least didn’t seem bothered about repeating herself. In fact, she seemed really excited, and I realized just how passionate she was about all animals, big and small. 

    If I’d met her back on Earth, there was no doubt in my mind she would be pursuing a career as an exotic animal vet. 

    “If they’re so rare, how did you manage to get them?” I asked, and I tried to reign in my distractible mind back to some modicum of focus so I could ‘sober-up’ from my punch-drunkenness. 

    “A vendor was selling this hive because the queen died, and he wasn’t able to get the bumblebirds to breed another one,” Shay explained. “But I’m sure I could get them to produce one. It’s just a matter of finding what these darlings like best.” 

    “Jenner will be most pleased,” Zoie said, and her fingers flexed where they were resting on the edge of the kitchen table as if she was kneading her metaphorical claws.  

    I wondered who was the one that was really the ‘most pleased.’ 

    “What’s this? Pleased about what now?” The familiar wizened voice of the trusty koala-butler in question floated in just as the kitchen door opened, and a whole train of people walked in. 

    First was Jenner, who was leading the charge with Madam Midgen neatly on his arm, followed by Arvid holding Rylan, who was brandishing a wooden crutch like Tiny Tim, and then finally Horus at the rear looking way better than he had been even if he was still favoring his injured side. 

    “Alex!” Rylan chirruped, and I grinned and took him from Arvid’s woolly arms. The boy wrapped the arm not holding the crutch around my neck like a vise, and I chuckled and hugged him back as his feet dangled off the ground. 

    “Thanks, Arvi,” I said over Rylan’s shoulder, and the gentle giant simply nodded his big head and went to stir the large pot simmering in the fireplace. 

    “I’m glad you’re back,” the boy mumbled against my shoulder, and I petted the back of his head. 

    “I wasn’t gone for very long,” I chuckled, but Rylan only hugged me tighter. 

    “I didn’t know you’d left,” he admitted in a small voice. 

    Oh. After the emotional ups and downs he experienced yesterday, and the admission of his deepest fears in the middle of a restless night, my distracted absence this morning probably didn’t sit well with him 

    “That’s my fault,” I said and then sat on the bench seat with him next to me. “I had to go talk to someone, and I forgot to come say goodbye. I’ll try not to do that again.” 

    “Promise?” he whispered. 

    “I promise I’ll try harder,” I said and ruffled his tangled mop of hair. “I’m still learning how to be a foster-dad, so you gotta cut me some slack.” 

    “Okay,” he said and leaned against my side. 

    I wrapped my arm around his shoulders with a frown and tried hard not to beat myself up, but then Zoie sat on Rylan’s other side, and her arm came to rest around mine in a show of silent support. 

    When I glanced at her, my heart was set at ease by the expression of pride and adoration on her face. Her expression also conveyed the four simple words that made up my truth: 

    You are not alone. 

    She then smiled and leaned down to chat with the stable-boy as she poured him a goblet of clean water from a ceramic pitcher, and I mouthed a grateful ‘thank you’ to her as she got the kid to perk up and take a sip. 

    I cast my gaze about the rest of the room at all of my assembled ‘family’ and felt the rush of exhilarated joy course through me like white water rapids. 

    Shay and Horus were talking across from me, and I smiled at the falcon-man and was glad to see him up and about. 

    “How are you feeling, Horus?” I asked. 

    “Much better,” he said with his typical roguish grin. “Basically fully recovered.” 

    “Ahem,” said Madam Midgen at the end of the table with her stern expression. “You are under strict orders to take it easy for the next day and a half, at least. And for lunch, you get more yellow-bark tea. No wine!” 

    “Aw,” Horus grumbled just as Arvid set down a clay mug steaming in front of him, with an acrid, grassy smell that caused the black-feathered man to turn green around the gills. 

    “I must interrupt,” Jenner said from his place in between Madam Midgen and Shay, and he stood up on his bench seat so he could properly examine the tall copper cage in the middle of the table with a wondrous expression. “But where in the Isles did you get bumblebirds?” 

    Shay excitedly launched into the same spiel she told me while Zoie, Horus, and I all watched the vibrant phoenix-woman with varying degrees of fondness. 

    Soon, Arvid lumbered from behind the kitchen’s wide work counter so he could begin passing out the bowls the stew would be ladled into. Just then, the door swung open, and the last two characters missing from this wholesome Thanksgiving tableau practically fell into the kitchen complaining about starvation. 

    “It’s not my fault I get hungry and eat all my morning victuals,” Bodin said and wriggled his black nose in delight as he sniffed the heavenly aromas wafting around the warm kitchen. 

    “But it is your fault you eat all my snacks as well as your own!” Mel grumbled as they both squeezed into the end of the table closest to the door. “I should be able to eat half of your portion just on principle. Good to see you, by the way, Mr. Alex.” 

    With the addition of the raccoon-brothers, all sides of the table were filled, and the sight of it looked as if it had always been and should always be that way. 

    “You, too, Mel, Bodin.” I waved the hand not occupied with Rylan, and the taller of the two brothers tipped his painter’s cap. 

    “Steeeewww,” Arvid droned as he went about removing the large cauldron from its hook over the flames. He started with Madam Midgen and then went around clockwise so I would be served last. 

    “Mel, Jenner tells me you are good at agriculture,” Shay said as she passed a loaf of rustic and yeasty bread to Horus. “What would you recommend for bumblebirds to start pollinating this season?” 

    “Hmm.” The shorter raccoon brother scratched his chin as he grabbed the bread and carving board from the falcon-man. “Well, we will be entering cooler weather soon, but not so soon we couldn’t plant a crop of verna blossoms in time for the Mid-Crescent Festival.” 

    “Are verna blossoms and verna berries the same thing?” I asked and cut myself a hunk of bread when it came to me. 

    Then I eyed Rylan’s portion, and I cut him a second thicker slice so the scrawny thing could work on building up some of his muscles. He was barely fourteen, but he had the stature of a nine-year-old, which meant he probably hadn’t had access to proper nutrition. I should know… some of the placements I was assigned had too many mouths to feed, and during my formative years, lack of all the food groups on a regular basis ended up giving me the lithe musculature that served me well especially in boxing, but I was kind of a sickly kid when I was his age. 

    “The verna blossom blooms just before it produces the berry that Nata’s wine is made from,” Mel said in answer to my question. “Every season when the moon is at its midshadow, the verna blossoms bloom the best, and there is a flower festival that celebrates the Isle’s most exportable luxury item.” 

    “Oh, excellent,” Jenner said. “If the bumblebirds can pollinate the blossoms, we will be able to harvest the honey just in time for the festival as well. It’ll be Ithaca Estate’s debut into the market.” 

    “But we have to get our pollinators to produce a queen,” Shay interjected with a worried frown as she paused with a spoon full of the fragrant gravy in front of her cupid’s bow lips. “That could take almost a quarter of a season, and the new queen will not be mature enough for a quarter more. We will miss the festival.” 

    “Not if you find a mature queen that your bumblebirds will accept as their own,” Madam Midgen spoke up from where she was tearing her bread apart and then stirring the crumbs into her stew. “It just so happens I be such a person who has an orphan bumblebird queen that could use a fine home.” 

    “Madam, did you say you possess a fully mature queen bumblebird?” Jenner asked. 

    “Aye,” the bat-woman said with a smile, and her gold-capped canine sparkled. 

    The koala-man’s eyes grew so wide, his ever-present monocle fell off its perch and dangled from the tarnished chain clipped to his tattered lapel. “And you would be willing to part with it?” 

    “Aye,” she said again, and based on Jenner’s sputtering and Shay’s wide green eyes, I gathered the priestess was in possession of something quite valuable. 

    “Of course, we would pay for it, just tell us how much gold,” I said as I brought a huge spoonful up to my mouth. Arvid’s stew was just as rich and fulfilling as I remembered, with its faint similarity to beef stew in my world only with a sweet spice I recalled was echoed from the verna berries Arvid tossed in. 

    “You be too kind, Asher Alex,” Madam Midgen said with a respectful bow of her frizzled head. “But my poor Lula has been languishing since her last hive was destroyed and left her without a wing, so giving her to a hive is payment enough.” 

    “Oh, how tragic,” Shay sighed, and she subconsciously reached across with her left hand so she could clutch her right shoulder in a move I knew meant she was remembering the removal of her own wings. 

    I wasn’t the only one who noticed this little tell of the phoenix-woman’s, and I was grateful when Horus clutched her hand when I was too far away across the table to comfort her myself. 

    Horus nodded his black-feathered crest when we caught each other’s eye as if he was saying, ‘don’t worry, I got her,’ and the corner of my mouth lifted into a small, thankful smile. 

    Even the genial falcon-man slotted into place and would be a welcome addition to this patchwork unit, and I smiled wider when some of the clouds dissipated from the phoenix-woman’s expression. 

    “Will the flock of bumblebirds accept the orphan queen as theirs?” Zoie asked practically but with a similar frown of concern that was an echo of Shay’s. 

    Surprisingly, Shay perked up even more at another chance to share her detailed knowledge. 

    “These creatures are some of the most compassionate documented,” she said in her clear, brook-like voice. “In fact, they need a great deal of social interaction to be happy. I’m surprised you have Lula at all, Madam. Most queens who have lost their hives die due to a broken heart.” 

    “Now, that’s tragic,” Horus said and poured himself some wine that was immediately intercepted by his sister. “Aw.” 

    “Listen to your doctor,” she said with a smirk behind the rim of the goblet before she took a drink. When she locked eyes with me across the table, she gave me a cute little wink, and I wondered if she’d picked that up from me somehow, or if the wink was a multi-universal gesture. 

    “By the way, the woodcutter’s delivery will be here in two days hence,” Zoie interjected. “I suggest we prioritize the barn so the poracks have shelter for when the weather starts to change.” 

    I raised my eyebrows just as Shay tilted her head in the cat-woman’s direction with wide emerald eyes. 

    Zoie’s ears suddenly flattened against her head, and a faint rosy blush dusted her cheeks as if she was embarrassed for giving out orders. But when Shay gave her an encouraging nod and a smile, I realized this was the first time my cat-wife contributed her own ideas to managing the estate. 

    I looked between the two of them, and it occurred to me Zoie must have been taking lessons from Shay, and I leaned over so I could kiss her on her shiny dark head. 

    “Excellent idea,” I encouraged and was pleased when her ears perked up again. “And then we need to restore the mill, right, Shay?” 

    “Indeed,” my phoenix-wife said and daintily dabbed her lips with a napkin. “I will send for some gardeners to pluck and dry all the kolee blossoms we have at the other estate so we can get started on making kolee tea. That could be another thing we can debut along with our bumblebird honey during the Mid-Crescent Festival!” 

    “Splendid!” Jenner announced as his big gray ears trembled with joy. He rubbed his furred paws together in a scheming manner, and I could tell the gears were whirring in his head as things fell into place. 

    As if sensing the shared jubilation of everyone present, the bumblebirds in the cage began to hum and chime in a harmonious, yet chaotic way, and they enraptured all of our attention for several moments. 

    “I think the wee ones have given their blessing,” Madam Midgen said sagely when the impromptu symphony ended, and the bumblebirds resumed their lazy floating. The batty-priestess then hobbled to her feet and rested a hand on her seemingly sore hip. “Well, I better go get my Lula. By the way, have you a place to keep the bumblebirds that isn’t this obnoxious cage?” 

    “Oh, my,” the koala-man said with a George Takei hand poised against his scruffy cheek. “I didn’t even think about hives. All of the ones we built the last time this estate kept bumblebirds were dismantled for firewood when they no longer were of use. I suppose we could wait until the new lumber comes to put in an additional order with the woodcutter, but who knows how long they have been in this cage already.” 

    “Is the cage bad for them?” I asked after I finished my last mouthful of stew with a hearty swallow of tart wine. 

    “They can become depressed if caged for too long,” Shay chimed in, and just like a Disney Princess, she then reached into the cage and pulled out one of the fuzzy creatures so she could stroke its head. “I’ve seen it happen when Bala tried to keep them as trinkets. A natural enclosure resembling something closer to their own environment would be best, but I just don’t know what that would entail.” 

    A picture of a cartoon bee-hive with a flashing green question mark appeared in my mind as I set the little hamster wheel in my brain spinning in order to solve this problem. Something about the general conical shape of the cartoon bee-hive should be easy enough to replicate, and in fact, a rough blueprint of an idea began to rapidly take shape. 

    “I might have a solution about the hives,” I said as nine sets of eyes regarded me curiously. “I’ll need some kind of flexible branch that’s thin but also as long as this table. Does anyone know of a tree with branches like that?” 

    “I don’t know about any trees with the branches you describe, but I did notice how the lower eastern field had remnants of an ash-root crop,” Mel spoke up in his roughened voice. 

    “That must have been the leftover from when Dagmar attempted to grow his own food,” the koala-man added as he took out a handkerchief and rubbed the smudges out of his beloved monocle. “The idiot failed, of course, and never bothered with it again.” 

    “The ash-roots may have spoiled, but the vines should still be intact,” the shorter raccoon-brother continued. “They are long and whip-thin, and even though they’ve been dry and dead, they are still flexible. Many people make handwoven baskets with them.” 

    “That’s perfect, let’s go.” Equipped with a plan, I tried to stand up only to be stopped by the veritable barnacle attached to my arm. “Oh.” 

    Somewhere between all the eating and conversation, Rylan had nodded off against my shoulder with his wiry arms vined firmly around one of mine as if he was a clingy orangutan. 

    “Ah, he be tired still.” Madam Midgen shook her head as everyone around the table chuckled quietly at the sight. 

    “So is this one, I think,” my phoenix-wife said as she gently nudged her brother who had slung an arm around her and was doing a good impression of drooping Spanish moss. 

    “Nahhh,” Horus drawled and waved off her concern even though he then wrapped his hand around his wounded side. “I have so much yellow-bark tea in me I’ll live as long as Midge and then some.” 

    “Don’t be rude, Rus-Rus,” Shay said and pushed two of her fingers into the center of his forehead so he would stop hanging on her. “You should at least take a nap, and then once we have gathered the ash-root vines, you may join us while Alex teaches us how to weave.” 

    “Alright, if it pleases the Lady,” the falcon-man said with a conciliatory dip of his black-feathered crest. 

    “It pleases me thus,” Shay responded primly, and then they both laughed at their inside joke. 

    “Yeah, Rus-Rus,” I said with a shit-eating grin as I stood up with the tuckered out stable-boy in my arms while Zoie held onto Rylan’s crutch. “Let us put you to bed.” 

    My pseudo brother-in-law threw me a mock glare, but he accepted help from his sister. He acted like the fuss was unnecessary, but his face was still a little on the pale side, and he swayed slightly when he stood to his full height. 

    “Mel, Bodin, meet me in the lower east fields. I have something to take care of first.” I shifted so Rylan would be more comfortable and rolled my eyes when I noticed the patch of drool he left behind on my tunic. 

    “Ahem, Madam, if I may?” Jenner said as everybody began to break apart with their separate tasks. “Would you care for someone to accompany you back to your cottage? You mentioned Ithaca Estate shared a stream with you.” 

    “It does?” I asked, and my eyebrows inched toward my hairline. “When did you guys talk about all that? Last night?” 

    If the koala-man could blush, I was sure his furry cheeks would be bright pink, and I grinned at him to let him know I was only teasing. 

    “We be practically neighbors, tis true,” the bat-priestess said and looped her arm comfortably through Jenner’s. “And yes, it’ll do these old bones good to walk. Lead on, Mr. Jenner.” 

    The koala-man rocked up on the balls of his feet with a megawatt grin. “O-Okay, yes. I’ll provide an escort.” 

    I shook my head and then followed Horus and Shay back up to the second floor so I could settle Rylan into his bed, where he flopped on his side like a fish before snoring loudly, the weird kid. 

    When Zoie, Shay, and I all finally made our way down the stairs, through the eastern entrance, and across the footbridge, I was delighted to see all of the repairs the brothers had made to the fences. The last time I passed through this area, most of the fencing was overgrown and fallen from general neglect, but now there was a neat continuation of sturdy split-rail delineating the estate from the wild patches of forest and meadow, and now that everything was all cleaned up, I could really see how much of Ithaca there really was. 

    Between the pastures, orchard, manor, and fields, the whole estate probably spanned about fifteen acres. 

    The main agricultural fields used for planting staple crops should be rotated to preserve the soil, but it was clear the upper and lower plots had both become fallow as if the person who last tried to plant something didn’t have any idea what they were doing. 

    The raccoon-brothers were already pulling up long lengths of brown whip-thin vines and shaving off the excess dead leaves with a set of pocket knives. They waved us over, and then they handed each of us similar knives with polished wooden handles. 

    “All this needs to go anyway, no matter how much of it we need to make the hives,” Mel said and wiped the sweat off his brow. We’d only been gone for a max of twenty minutes, but already they’d knocked out a fifth of the field and had five bundles of twiggy vines already tied neatly in a row. “Once we get the mill up and running, we can use it to extract the oils from the vines. Ash-root oil has all kinds of practical uses.” 

    “I didn’t know there was any oil that could be extracted from the vines,” Shay said with an interested lilt to her voice, and she strode briskly over to Bodin so she could examine the piece of vine pinched between his fingers.  

    I worried for a moment about her ankle, but she’d long changed into her preferred riding gear combo of tight tan pants, blousy, low-cut shirt, and knee-high boots, so I figured she was well prepared to walk over the lumpy dirt clods. 

    “Most people don’t know this little fact,” the mask-faced man said as he gave a wily tug of his painter’s cap. “By the way, how much do you reckon we will need for the hives, Alex?” 

    “If we can cut them like you did those bundles over there, I bet we can make one hive with one bundle,” I estimated. Based on the lengths the brothers were cutting, I was pretty sure I had the ratios just right. “Shay, how many hives does our… er, flock need?” 

    “We have about twenty-four bumblebirds right now, but once they get a queen, they are likely to produce more workers to sustain the hive.” The phoenix-woman tapped her lip in thought as she tried to work out some hidden arithmetic in her head. “Let us start with six hives, and then we can build more if the need arises.” 

    “Sounds great,” I said and twirled the knife around in my palm. “Any special advice on how to tackle the vines, Mel?” 

    “Just rip ‘em up, and shave off the excess,” he grunted and did just that before he held a length up between his hands that was about six feet long. Then he tossed it on the pile he was already working on at his feet. “When you have a good quantity, like maybe thirty or so, fold them in half and tie them with this twine.” 

    As if it was rehearsed, Bodin followed up by tossing us three identical spools of said twine. 

    “Awesome, let’s get to work,” I said. 

    “Husband, would you like to make a wager?” Zoie asked with a mischievous smile. 

    “What did you have in mind, wife?” I winked back at her saucy grin and tossed her one of my flirtatious smirks. 

    “I bet I will be able to make my bundles faster than you,” she said. 

    “Yeah, right,” I snorted. 

    “Um, darlings?” Shay said, and we both glanced over to where she was tossing down vine number three to join the other two she stripped down while we weren’t looking. “You both are going to lose to me if you don’t catch up.” 

    “You’re on!” Zoie and I shouted in tandem, and then the three of us set about ripping, shredding, and bundling as many six-foot lengths of ash-root vine as quickly as we could. 

    In the end, it was close, but the handful Shay had already started on happened to give her just the edge she needed to beat us, and because we were all so competitive, we made it a task to see how many we could bundle until the whole field was cleared. 

    The whole process didn’t take more than three hours tops until the whole field had been cleared of the vines from the old ash-root crop. 

    As far as the bundle contest, the three of us lost track of our exact numbers, but it didn’t matter anyway because the brothers from Leen beat us by at least two dozen. 

    “Wow, you guys are fast,” I panted and grabbed one of the ruby red woot fruits one of the brothers had the foresight to bring, and I bit a hole in the strawberry-like flesh so I could take a drink of the fresh water welling within. 

    “It is our natural dexterity, do not feel bad,” Bodin said and removed his cap for a second so he could scratch his head. “Mel and I can finish hauling the rest of this to the mill with the help of Prosper. Why don’t you and the ladies pick your bundles, and we will catch up with you.” 

    “Okay, meet us in the kitchen when you are finished moving the rest,” I said and swung two bundles across my shoulders. “I don’t trust the work shed because I think it was built around the same time as the barn, and after what happened with Rylan, I don’t want to take any chances in case it collapses as well. Right now, though, the table in the kitchen will make a perfect work surface.” 

    “Sounds good, boss,” Mel graveled out in his rough voice. 

    When we made it back to the kitchen with our bundles in tow, I was glad to see Horus and Rylan both looking much better and keeping Arvid company while the sloth-man scrubbed out his trusty stew-cauldron. 

    “Oh, Arvid, you are hilarious!” the falcon-man guffawed as he jumped down from one of the stools. “Did you all know Arvid was in possession of such vulgar humor?” 

    I eyed the gentle unassuming giant and decided his expression was entirely too innocent for me to contradict Horus. I still remembered the stunt the sloth-man pulled by tricking me into eating ‘Wedding Porridge,’ a traditional Omite dish packed with aphrodisiacs in order to… encourage long lineages. 

    The jury was still out on whether or not I resented him for that prank, especially because it resulted in frankly one of the best sessions of passionate marathon sex I’d ever had. 

    “I’ll take your word for it,” I said and dropped the two bundles I decided to grab on the floor. “Feeling better, Ry?” 

    “Mmhm.” He nodded and moved his wrapped leg back and forth while he sipped a drink clutched in his hand that left behind something similar to a chocolate milk mustache. 

    I placed my hand on his head and ruffled his messy hair. “And how about you, Horus? I see you’re doing better, too.” 

    “Much,” he said and joined us around the table. “It’s odd, but I guess the cure was in that one-hundredth cup of vile tea after all. Side’s a little sore, but I feel rejuvenated.” 

    “Maybe we can keep Madam Midgen around as our resident doctor because if you are looking this good after a gaping hole in your side, then she’s a miracle worker,” I chuckled as I untied one of the bundles and gathered up six of the long bendy vines. “Okay, who’s ready to try this with me?” 

    “I want to help,” Rylan said and hobbled over to the table on his crutch. 

    “We await your instructions, husband,” Zoie said and followed my example with her own materials. 

    Soon, everyone had six vines of roughly the same length and was looking at me for the next step. 

    “Now, if I have the design right, when we fold each of these in half, they will create the ribbing where our woven cone-like hive will take shape, so start by folding all six equally in half. If you break one clean through, get a new one. We want there to be a loop the weaving can pass through.” I demonstrated this by bending the vine in my hands and then tied the ends together with some twine. 

    “Oh, I see how this is supposed to go,” my cat-wife said as she caught on quickly to what I was going for. “And then we tie all of the folded vines together next, right?” 

    “Correct, my clever love,” I said with a grin and kissed my smart kitten on her cute scrunchy nose. I quickly folded my remaining five vines until I had the six I would use for my hive’s ribbing and then gathered all the tied ends in a bunch like a ponytail. 

    “Then we lash them all together at the tied ends so we can start weaving from the bottom up.” I took another skinny vine and wove it through each loop over and under until all six sides were joined in a hexagon. “Just remember to alternate with each vine, so since I went over-under with the other one, this time I will weave it under-over, and so forth.” 

    “Oh, how perfect!” Shay exclaimed happily as she set to work. “This will be just the thing to house our bumblebirds, and the design will make harvesting the honeycombs easy.” 

    “Where should we put them?” Horus piped up as he finished tying his six sides together at the top. 

    “Bumblebirds love the sunlight, so maybe we can hang the hives in the trees on the edge of the upper field,” Shay said as she upturned the hive to rest between her knees with the top pointing down so she could have both hands to weave. It was such a fantastic method that, one by one, the rest of us followed her example. 

    “That’s where I asked Bodin to make plans to build our greenhouse,” I added. 

    “What is a greenhouse?” Zoie asked as she grabbed another vine from her pile. 

    “It’s a house made of all glass where plants can be grown during the cold parts of the season. It’s how we will harvest our kolee tea when the frost comes, and the bumblebirds can be transferred indoors as well in order to pollinate the flowers to their hearts’ content.” The phoenix-woman practically sang she was so jubilant, and we all spent the time chatting easily about nothing of consequence. 

    It was so peaceful that Arvid even dozed off in his chair by the hearth, and I’d never felt more at ease. 

    That was why it was like being doused with a sudden bucket of icy water when Jenner bustled in with a harried expression on his gray-furred face. 

    “Mr. Alex, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Asher Gordos is at the gate. And he wants to evoke the Duelist Rite against you.” 
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    “Asher Gordos,” I deadpanned as the image of the bald vulture-like man with the beaky hooked nose popped into my head, and I grimaced as if I just licked something bitter like hot asphalt. 

    Rylan sank down a little lower in his seat and continued to fiddle with weaving his hive, and I frowned when I remembered the last interaction I had with the unpleasant Duelist and his wife, Vel-Rala, a woman who resembled a white cockatoo with a sour attitude. 

    It was right after Lord Mec’s Blue Night Gala when Zoie and I came upon our favorite stable-boy right in the middle of an altercation between the two cruel socialites. At the time, Rylan had just defended Zoie’s honor from Vel-Rala’s vicious slander by dumping wine all over her and ruining her dress. The cockatoo-woman was enraged and tried to make the kid pay by getting her single-ranked Asher husband to Duel him. It would have been a slaughter had Zoie and I not intervened. 

    “I thought I made it clear to that fucker we were through,” I said as my eyebrows lowered into a thunderous scowl. 

    “It must have not been clear enough, because he is refusing to leave without an audience, and he even has a signed writ from the magistrate of Gate Town, Gella Vane,” the koala-butler said as he wrung his furry paws. 

    “You’re gonna have to explain that one,” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What is this writ about?” 

    “In some circumstances, a Duelist can bring a document verified by a member of the Asher Council that changes or adds stipulations to the Duel,” he explained and tweaked his monocle as he was about to enter Professor Mode. “Typically, in a standard Duel, there are only a few basic parameters. One: the challenger must be lower-ranked than the challenged, or the challenger must justify evoking the Rite against a lower-rank due to a grievous offense witnessed by a non-biased party.” 

    “Right, kind of like how I got tied up with Dagmar when I ‘insulted his honor’ in front of the whole Village Square. That’s why he could challenge a No-Rank like me.” I glanced at Zoie when I said this, and I knew she was remembering our first encounter, too. That day was probably the best and worst day of my admittedly short life, but I didn’t regret one iota of the events that played out the day I arrived mysteriously on Aventoll. 

    “Exactly,” the koala-man said and then continued his lecture. “The second parameter is the one being challenged may choose the weapon in which the Duel will be fought, and the third and final parameter is, whoever wins gets all of the other’s property and assets to do with as they see fit.” 

    “Simple,” I said, even though it really wasn’t. 

    “But in some cases, like in circumstances where there is the lack of a witness to verify an offense, or where a challenger Duelist wants some of his assets distributed to business partners in case he dies, or a myriad of other specific miscellany that both parties can agree on before the Duel commences, a Duelist can get the top Asher in his city to mock up a writ that parses out the shades of gray lying between the three basic parameters.” 

    “So… like a business contract?” I guessed. “Like a, ‘hey, I want to murder you, but just in case you get me first, this is what I’d like you to do with my stuff,’ sort of deal.” 

    “Or like a, ‘your face offends me, but the only one who agrees was squished by a porack’s hind-end, but trust me, I was offended,’ type of thing?” Horus jokingly threw his two cents into the mix, and I shot him an amused grin. 

    “Yes, either of those could be written in the… er, writ,” Jenner said and tugged the cuffs of his tattered brown jacket in his typical fidgety manner when he was anxious about something. 

    “By that logic, what’s to stop anyone from Dueling anybody for bogus reasons as long as they have a magic paper?” I asked, and I was more than a little outraged. It wasn’t like the three basic parameters of the Duel were perfect, but when things started sounding semantical, and people wanted to start splitting hairs, well, it all became a little too political for my tastes. 

    “You are correct, it is a little more involved than that, and most Asher Lords reject the proposals of a writ because it’s too much to bother with,” the koala-man said with a nod of his fluffy-eared head. “But occasionally, it does happen.” 

    “Like now,” I said with a gusty sigh. “So, what is the protocol for this?” 

    “Typically, the challenged will discuss the new Duel parameters with the challenger on his home turf over an amicable meal,” Jenner said as if by rote. 

    “I am not inviting that waste of space inside for tea!” I spat. 

    Honestly. 

    “No, no, just outside the gates of the manor should suffice,” he backtracked, but then he firmed his jaw. “But you will need someone there to verify the writ and to bear witness of your agreement.” 

    “And if I don’t agree?” I asked through clenched teeth, and both my wives put a supportive hand on me for comfort, Zoie’s on my shoulder, and Shay with her hand clutching my wrist from across the table. 

    “Then the Duelist Rite is either revoked by the challenger, or the challenger can decide to go through with the Duel with the basic parameters in place,” Jenner said. “But you must Duel for as long as the challenger has evoked his Rite.” 

    “This is ridiculous,” I grumbled and then let out another aggravated sigh. “Why can’t people just leave me alone?” 

    “I did warn you about your coveted status, husband,” Zoie said, and she set aside her partially made hive so she could stand up. “Let’s go see what that disgrace wants.” 

    “I say we all meet Gordos at the gates just to up the intimidation factor,” Shay said, and I blinked in surprise at how ruthless her usually sweet voice sounded. “I have no love lost for Gordos and his meddlesome wife, in case you were wondering.” 

    “I was, actually, but you all don’t have to go with me. Jenner said I only needed one witness to make sure the writ was… whatever.” I then took Zoie’s offered hand so she could pull me to my feet. 

    “Nonsense,” Horus declared and stood up as well. “We’re all going.” 

    “Yeah!” Rylan said, even though I knew he was probably still afraid of the Asher who kicked the pulp out of him and threatened to kill him. “We are going with you!” 

    “See?” the falcon-man said and leaned his arm atop the stable-boy’s head. “You’re stuck with us, deal with it.” 

    “Arvid, you wanna come, too?” I asked as the sloth-man rose slowly to his feet. 

    “Yeees,” he droned and nodded his woolly head. 

    “Alright, let’s go see what the cat dragged in,” I muttered before I led my miniature entourage out of the kitchen, back through the manor, and then down to the carriage house where the front gate was. 

    “What’s going on?” Bodin asked as we passed the raccoon-brothers on their way in from taking the rest of the ash-root vines to the mill. 

    “Someone has come to challenge Alex to a Duel!” Rylan helpfully filled them in. “And we are going with him to try and make that nasty Gordos too scared to even shake his dick at his own shadow!” 

    Whatever that was supposed to mean. 

    “Okay, take it easy, tiger,” I laughed and wondered if I should really try to do the Parental Thing and tell him to watch his mouth, but it was just too funny to see him all riled up. It was like he was a pissed off Chihuahua gearing up to take on a Rottweiler. 

    “Well, count us in,” Mel grunted as he swung a spiky garden trowel over his shoulders, and his brother merely nodded his agreement as they followed us with determined strides. 

    It was humbling how all of them wanted to show me their support in the face of this unwelcome visitor, and even though I never doubted my ability to handle any obstacle, it was nice to have so much support in my corner. 

    When we all finally made it outside the gates, I could see the bald Asher also brought his own traveling band of Merry Fuckfaces who were all mounted on formidable looking canterflies, and as we approached, the vulture-man grinned his thin, greasy grin and hopped down from his saddle. 

    “What’s this?” he asked in his unctuous tones as his black-beetle eyes scanned all the people rallying behind me. “A whole welcoming committee just for me?” 

    “You are not welcome, Gordos, or didn’t I make myself clear the last time we spoke?” I said bluntly as I took a step toward him with my arms crossed over my chest.  

    The ugly man flinched ever so slightly at the action, and I smirked inwardly. 

    “I remember our last encounter didn’t go as well as I would have hoped.” The man’s beady eyes glinted as he cut his steely gaze to Rylan. “I see you still have the little scat-slinger under your roof. He seems lame, though. It’s a wonder you haven’t taken him out back and put the whelp out of his misery. When I win our pending Duel, I might just do it anyway. If he’s too damaged, not even the Traders will take him.” 

    Zoie hissed and growled low in her throat at this given how she had too much experience with being sent to the Traders. She never spoke much about her time with them, but the little she did say was haunting enough for me to know it was Not a Good Place At All. 

    The stable boy must have known this, too, because he quailed and shuffled meekly behind me, and at the sight of his vulnerable and frightened expression something snapped, and suddenly Horus had to hold me back as my vision bled red with rage. 

    “Don’t you ever talk that way about him, or you’ll get to experience what your ass tastes like when I shove your head up where even the Demon Sun won’t shine!” I growled, and Horus strengthened his grip to keep me from ripping out the fucker’s throat. 

    “Such a reaction!” The vulture-man threw his head back and laughed a cruel laugh. “That should make this even more interesting.” 

    “Mr. Alex, although I understand the sentiment, you simply must wait to kill him until he evokes the Rite officially,” Jenner said out of the corner of his mouth, and I stopped trying to escape the falcon-man’s grip. 

    I took a steadying breath as the koala-man’s words pierced through the thick veil of hatred cluttering up my mind with its need to avenge, destroy, and annihilate the bastard off the face of the planet. It was difficult, but I managed to regain a little more of my previous composure.  

    “State your business, Gordos,” I said through gritted teeth. 

    “What, no wine or offers of hospitality?” the bald Asher teased, and then he snapped his fingers for one of his three accompanied men to bring him an official-looking document folded into thirds. With his long bony fingers, he then opened what I assumed was the writ Jenner was going on about, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at the paper held in his creepy, skeletal hands. “Do you know what this is, Asher Brightwood?” 

    “Enlighten me,” I spat. 

    “In summation, it says the infraction committed against my wife Blue Night last perpetrated by your little scourge-mite justifies my outrage, and gives me rights to regain my house’s lost honor through the cleansing Rite of the Duel regardless of the boy’s No-Rank status.” The vulture-man’s thin lips curled even more as if he was building up steam. “And because you waltzed in and destroyed my chance at honor--” 

    “You keep using that word, and I do not think it means what you think it means,” I couldn’t help but mutter. 

    “--you must Duel me.” He finished with a clenched jaw, and I felt a spike of satisfaction that I bombed his no doubt specially rehearsed ‘honor’ speech with a quote from Inigo Montoya. 

    “You went through all the trouble of getting a fancy paper just to tell me that?” I asked with an unimpressed eyebrow arched toward my hairline. 

    “No!” he said with a glare that would probably be intimidating if it wasn’t on his ugly, big-nosed face. “I got this writ to prove to you I am a reasonable man, and have added a parameter that would satisfy my honor as well as hopefully preserve any future business relations between us. I know from Dagmar there are illegal tithe pools on your property, but I am willing to keep this quiet if we can agree on a few extra parameters.” 

    “Uh-huh, and what are these bullshit parameters?” I narrowed my gaze when his smarmy serrated smile grew even more wide and jagged. 

    “I am willing to forgo the Duel if you hand over Rylan Daal,” he said, and I heard the stable-boy whimper slightly. “After all, he was the one who caused the whole ordeal. Why should both of us be brought to fight due to this No-Rank?” 

    “That’s not an option,” I said and darted a glance over my shoulder to make sure Rylan understood that just as much as this asshole. 

    The stable-boy peeked out from where Zoie had pushed him protectively behind her back, and he blinked at me with wide, tear-filled eyes. 

    “Really, Brightwood, be reasonable,” Gordos said, but it was as if he didn’t actually expect to convince me, which was immediately suspicious in my opinion, and I knew there must be more. “An Asher of your status could buy a whole bushel of stable-boys. What’s this one to you?” 

    “He’s my son, and if you think I’m handing him over to you, then you must be stupid,” I stated bluntly. 

    “Your son?” The vulture-man threw back his bald head again and let out a series of guffawing laughs that set my teeth on edge. “And you really think I am the stupid one? As Asher, your status is only maintained through the quality of your assets and possessions. A damaged, mouthy, scat-kicker like him will only depreciate your estate’s value, especially because everyone knows how much of a handful this one can be. Or has he not told you about his origins?” 

    I frowned and glanced at the kid who was doing his best impression of being invisible. I knew there would have to be a conversation in the future about his clandestine comment, but that could wait. 

    “I don’t care where he came from, or how much trouble he caused along the way. My declaration still stands: he’s my son, and you cannot have him.” I crossed my arms over my chest again, and I sensed the avian siblings, Horus and Shay, form stalwart ranks on either side of me. 

    Gordos grinned again as if he expected nothing less, and there it was again, that suspicion growing like a tiger ready to pounce. There was more to this whole dog-and-pony show, but I didn’t know what, only that he had the confidence of someone who believed he held all the cards. He was up to something big time with his so-called ‘writ’ and trumped up, store-bought confidence. 

    “Very well, it won’t matter anyway.” He handed me the writ, which I glanced at and then handed to my trusty koala-butler for him to read. “This brings me to the parameters of our Duel. All the basics apply, however, you will follow me to a location of my choice without witnesses.” 

    “That sounds like a terrible idea,” I scoffed. “Aren’t there supposed to be witnesses to make sure you are at least following the weapons rule? What if I choose hand-to-hand, and you pull a sword on me? Or try to kill me with poison? That seems to be a popular choice.” 

    “My writ decrees--” Gordos started, but he was swiftly interrupted by Bodin. 

    “Alex is right. In cases such as this, where the Duel is kept out of the public eye, each Duelist is allowed to bring a Second.” The raccoon-man took his cap off and fiddled with it between his lightly-clawed hands. 

    “How do you know this?” Jenner asked curiously as he continued to scan the fine print of the document with a weathered eye. 

    “Just something I know about.” Bodin shrugged nonchalantly and replaced his cap. “We could wait to verify it with another magistrate, but that could take a while. And I’m sure you know the consequences if you don’t follow the letter of the Duelist Council Law.” 

    The vulture-man scowled in the face of Bodin’s salient points, and his sucked-lemon expression caused me to smirk. 

    “Sure, Gordy, why don’t you come back later when you have the correct paperwork?” I couldn’t help but jab. 

    All of Gordos’ found confidence suddenly flowed down the drain and was replaced with the twitchy, sweaty coward I knew from the stables. He eyed the large, hooded man next to him as if waiting for a cue or something, and I suddenly realized Gordos was just a puppet, and someone else was really pulling the strings behind this farce. 

    “No, it must be today,” he growled. “You may choose your Second, and I will choose mine. Gutter!” 

    The large man Gordos kept nervously glancing at dismounted and threw back the hood obscuring his face. 

    I didn’t even know Nazi Milkman was a Halloween costume choice, but the man named Gutter fit the part with his pale-blond hair, cruel blue eyes, and thick arms like tree trunks. However, what really caught my attention was the way Horus sucked in a sharp breath over my shoulder as if he recognized the large man. 

    Before I could say anything, the falcon-man grabbed my shoulder. “Alex, you need to let me be your Second.” 

    “Are you sure?” I asked as I turned toward his concerned gold-green gaze. “What about your wound?” 

    “I’m sure.” He leaned close so he could keep the others from overhearing him. “Gordos’ Second, Gutter, I know him. He’s a metallurgist like me. There’s more I need to tell you, but now is not the time. I just need you to trust me on this.” 

    “Well?” the vulture-man interrupted impatiently. “What say you, Brightwood?” 

    “Give me a second,” I barked and then turned my back on him so I could confer with Horus and my two wives. “This has ‘trap’ written all over it, you guys. I don’t like it.” 

    “Oh, it most definitely is foul,” Shay agreed, and Zoie scowled deeply as she nodded her head. “Not even the fishing wharfs smell even half as bad.” 

    “You could send him away until he returns with a magistrate like Bodin said,” Horus whispered in our little huddle. 

    “Yeah, but then he’d just be back, and I’d have to Duel him anyway,” I said as the gears in my head whirred and churned. “He’s not even the one I’m concerned about to be honest.” 

    “What do you mean?” Zoie asked and cocked her dark head. 

    “You see how he seems to be taking cues from that big guy, Gutter?” I asked and watched her sapphire eyes flicker over my head so she could glance at them. “Gordos was scared shitless of me barely a week ago, and now I’m supposed to believe he scraped together some non-existent courage to ‘reclaim his honor’ over spilled wine? Fat fucking chance.” 

    “Good point,” Horus muttered. “So, what do you want to do? You’re not seriously thinking about going through with his ‘parameters’ are you? He likely has an ambush waiting.” 

    I took a moment to mull this over because, by all rights, Horus was correct. Everyone could tell this was some convoluted attempt to get me out there alone, and unaware, and that was never going to happen. But, on the other hand, the niggling in the back of my brain reminded me of the time Zoie and I followed Ren and were able to discover the nefarious plot he had cooking and foiled the plan before he had the chance to enact it. 

    That little splinter in my metaphorical side was what held me back from simply telling the vulture-man to fuck back off where he came from. 

    “You are thinking about going, aren’t you?” Zoie said more than asked as she fixed me with her knowing gaze. 

    “Yes, only because I know the bastard is up to something, and I want to see how it plays out,” I said, even though she frowned in disapproval. “Don’t be mad, babe. You know me. I get that itch, and I gotta go see where it leads.” 

    “Your instincts are unparalleled, this is true,” Zoie sighed. “I’m going with you.” 

    “No, kitten, you can’t,” I said gently, since I knew this would not go over well with my fierce warrior wife.  

    Sure enough, her blue eyes snapped like bear traps as she was gearing up to argue with me, but before she could, I headed her off at the pass.  

    “Zoie, I need you here to make sure everyone stays safe. Do you think Rylan would actually stay behind if he saw you go off after me? I don’t need the additional worry of him underfoot when I’m trying to take care of Gordos.” 

    “Okay, but I am going to tell Mel and Bodin to track you both after you leave in case you are indeed headed into an ambush,” she said and flicked one of her ears as if she was flicking away the last of her annoyance. 

    “Good idea, I knew I could count on you,” I said and tweaked her nose just so I could see her hold back her smile. “Seriously, though, thank you. I need you here.” 

    “I know,” she conceded and caressed my cheek. “Come back and tell us what you learned.” 

    “Okay, I will,” I said and then turned back to Gordos with a determined resolve. “I accept your parameters, and I elect Horus as my Second.” 

    I knew this bastard was up to no good, but I was confident in my abilities to kick his ugly fucking ass.  

    “Weapon?” Gordos sneered. 

    “Swords,” I said. I was sure I could beat the fucker with my awesome jiu-jitsu skills, but considering the situation, and the fact I had an injured companion, I wasn’t going to take any chances. 

    “Fine,” he gritted out as if he was disappointed with my answer, but if he thought I was going to make this easy on him in any way, the pointy-nosed shit-stain was sorely mistaken. “Let’s go.” 

    “No!” A high-pitched wail suddenly tore out from behind me, and before I could turn around, a pair of wiry arms clamped around my waist. “Don’t go, please, don’t go!” 

    “Rylan, hey,” I said, and I loosened the kid’s death grip so I could crouch down in front of him. “You don’t have to worry, I’ll be right back, okay?” 

    “You can’t make that promise!” he cried and then hugged himself as if he was already trying to get used to the fact he might not be able to ask for hugs ever again. 

    “Yes, I can,” I said and then gripped his chin so he would look me in the face. “I can, and I will, because you know why?” 

    “Why?” His lower lip trembled as more fat tears rolled off his eyelashes. 

    “Because I’m looking forward to watching you clean up all the dung left behind from Ben and Jerry later,” I said gravely but then cracked a grin.  

    This had the desired effect of causing Rylan to burst out in surprised laughter before his face crumpled again, and he bowed his head. That wouldn’t do, so I reeled him in by the back of his neck and then hugged him with my hand petting his disaster hair.  

    “And also because I’m looking forward to being your dad, kiddo,” I added. “It’s all new to me, but I’m excited to learn.” 

    “I can’t remember what it’s like to be someone’s son,” he admitted in a small voice with his arms still stiff at his sides as if still holding back. 

    “That’s okay, we can learn together,” I promised, and then I kissed the top of his head. 

    This seemed to be the last straw that broke the camel’s back and released the floodgates the kid had desperately tried to keep at bay. Suddenly, I found myself being hugged so tightly I thought my ribs might crack. 

    “Please come back so you can be my foster-dad,” he whispered into my chest. 

    “Definitely,” I assured. 

    “How touching,” Gordos sneered again, and I shot daggers at him with my eyes. 

    “Rylan,” Zoie said as she came closer. “Come with me and help me finish the hives. While we are waiting for Alex to return, I would like to tell you about the time he rescued me. I think you will find I know exactly how you must feel.” 

    Her compassionate ocean-blue eyes then pierced into mine, and I frowned at her in confusion. 

    “You wanted to be with me before we even knew each other?” I asked with a no-doubt baffled expression. 

    “Yes,” she said simply, but the adoration on her face spoke volumes and left me feeling humbled in a way I never had before. 

    “Brightwood!” Gordos barked, seemingly at the end of his short patience. He was looking awfully sweaty again, and he even nervously tugged at the collar of his soot-colored tunic. “Are we doing this?” 

    “Hold your horses, Sally!” I shot back, and then I got to my feet so I could look at all the people who had my back. 

    At my family. 

    “Come back to us, husband,” Zoie said with her hands on Rylan’s shoulders, and I leaned in to kiss her briefly on the lips. 

    “Will do,” I said and then ruffled Rylan’s hair. “Hold down the manor while I’m gone. Keep Zoie and Shay and everyone safe inside, okay?” 

    “You can count on me,” he said with his typical grave dedication as he placed a fist over his heart in salute.  

    I mirrored the gesture and then rested my hand on the pommel of my sword so I could draw a little strength from the tiny hum of power I could feel thrumming inside the forged metal. 

    “Alex!” Shay belted and practically leapt into my arms so she could hug me as hard as she could.  

    I held her back just as fiercely until her feet were dangling in the air because of our height difference. Her breath was warm as she spoke in my ear, and I took further comfort in her ginger-lily scent.  

    “Listen to Horus,” she breathed. “I can tell he knows something is not what it seems.” 

    “I will, and you don’t have to worry about me. I am coming back.” I set her back on the ground so I could look into her shimmering emerald eyes. “And I’ll bring Horus back safe, too.” 

    “I know you will,” she said as she ran her hand lovingly through my hair. “But I would also prefer you to come back unscathed as well. Do be careful.” 

    “Safe, sound, and unscathed, don’t worry.” I leaned down and kissed her on her petal-soft lips, and then I turned to face the music. “Let’s do this while we’re all still young enough.” 

    “We will traverse on foot,” Gordos stated, and I rolled my eyes and gave him the universal gesture for Hurry The Fuck Up. “Marvo, take leave with the canterflies back to my estate and tell Vel-Rala I will return to her shortly wielding my new fourth-rank status.” 

    Yeah, we would all just have to see about that. Dick nozzle. 

    Then the vulture-man and his beefy companion, Hitler’s Wet Dream, marched away from the front gates and sharply to the right into the dense forest that butted up against Ithaca’s western border. 

    Horus and I exchanged unimpressed looks, and with one last round of goodbyes to everyone, we took off after the odd duo. 

    “Are there any mercenary bands in these woods still?” I asked my black-feathered companion as we followed behind the other two a ways so we could chat quietly without being overheard. “The last time I was here we had a merry run-in with your old clan leader, Gul.” 

    “Feeling nostalgic?” Horus teased a little and nudged my arm with his elbow. “Aw, look, I think that’s the tree where we first met.” 

    “Shut up,” I said with a grin and shoved him back. Even though we were possibly on our way into a trap, the falcon-man had just enough crazy about him to make it seem as if this was just a day in the life, not what was essentially a death march. 

    “In all seriousness, though,” he said as we walked deeper into the forest, and the light became dimmer through the thick canopy of willowy jewel-toned trees. “The faction I belonged to… it’s been… they’re all completely wiped out, so to answer your question, no, there is no one.” 

    “Does this have anything to do with what you told us before you epically passed out with a hole in your side?” I asked as I stepped over a rotted log eaten to death by something that left behind signs similar to termites. 

    “To be honest, I don’t remember much from that. What did I say?” He moved a low-hanging branch with turquoise leaves out of the way so he wouldn’t hit his feathered crest, and then he looked at me curiously. 

    “You said something about how you ‘got out for good,’ and then when Zoie went to find Roofus, she said it seemed as if the mercs you were with were in the wrong place at the wrong time when the Demon Sun hit,” I said with both eyebrows arched expectantly. “Almost as if something or someone led them right where the demons erupted out of the ground. Zoie said it was a slaughter.” 

    Horus got abruptly quiet, and he focused his gaze on the ground as if he was paying extra care to where he placed his feet. But then he seemed to come to a conclusion based on the way he nodded and then firmed his jaw in resolve. 

    “By now, Shay has probably mentioned how joining the clans was more out of necessity for me instead of a true career choice,” he started bitterly as we trudged through the leaves and mud. 

    “She might have mentioned a thing or two about how you and your father didn’t see eye-to-eye, but I think she wanted you to be the one to divulge the details,” I said and then startled slightly at the eerie sound of some animal being wounded somewhere far-off. “But maybe an abridged version in a place like this.” 

    “I agree, just the facts,” he said as his gold-green eyes darted around the forest looking for any signs of danger. “Fact number one: I am an alchemical metallurgist, and because of this I was sent to study the ancient ways at this secret academy on Alem Isle. Fact number two: all alchemists are bound by secrecy and are forbidden to use their magicks solely for personal gain, but despite this, my father wanted me to go against the Sacred Ways and try to forge him weaponry the likes of which had never been forged before. I refused, and therefore he disowned me to live without status or legacy.” 

    “Wow, your dad sounds like a piece of work,” I said, and in that moment I didn’t know what seemed worse: being an orphan, or being stuck with hateful parents. 

    “Yes, and this is the watered-down version, remember that,” Horus muttered with the darkest scowl I’d ever seen, and his eyes became hollow with bad memories. “Which brings me to fact number three: I needed to fall in with a crowd that would accept me, or starve. But, being an outsider, and a pompous Asher’s son as well… it wasn’t easy to convince the mercenaries to take me in. In fact, it wasn’t until I revealed the true power of my metallurgy when they offered me a place among their ranks. Although, I wasn’t truly equal to them-- a fact that took me a long while to see the truth of. You see, I was still the disowned whelp of the very people whom they hate. Over time, I realized I was more of a pet, only let out of my cage if I could either entertain them, forge them weapons… or hunt for them.”  

    Ahead of us, our two less-than-friendly Death Duel Hiking Guides stopped in a clearing so they could argue about something. They were still a few dozen paces in front of us, so I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but Gordos held something that looked like a shiny new quarter up to the sun in order to examine it. 

    “What do you mean when you say you had to hunt for them?” I asked, and the laden way he said the word ‘hunt’ caused a frisson of unease to build up inside me. 

    “There is a very special trait that all metallurgists share,” Horus said as he casually armed himself with a large, hooked hunting knife from a concealed sheath at the small of his back. “It is the ability to sense the core of a herald demon even after it has been forged into a weapon. There is some historical lore detailing the purpose and origins of the first metallurgists, but I won’t bore you with a lecture. Basically, this was my bargaining card with the clans. They agreed to feed me and clothe me while I was sent to sniff out where any potential unguarded herald weapons were located for them to steal. For a while, it was good, stealing from the very rich and giving back to the disenfranchised made me feel like a vigilante, but then when the Red Moon came and kept coming hence, I was forced to hunt real herald demons regardless of the cost to me or my fellow clan-mates.” 

    “So, every time there was a demon eruption, you had to go find the biggest mama jama so your clan leader could harvest its core,” I clarified as I still kept one eye on the bald man and his giant Frosted Flake as they continued to bicker over the small shiny thing in Gordos’ bony hand. 

    “It was after one of my closest allies was ripped apart by one such demon in which I told my leader I would no longer lead him to the heralds,” Horus continued. “You can imagine he didn’t like that, and unfortunately Roofus got tangled up in the mess because he was with me at the time. So, you have to understand I was desperate, Alex, or I never would have done something so lacking in honor.” 

    I frowned lightly as I saw the falcon-man’s eyes flashed that liquid gold color I recognized from when he worked his metallurgical magic on my own herald blade. 

    “What did you do, Horus?” I asked in a hushed tone. 

    “I led them directly to a herald demon with a violet core,” he said with a haunted expression on his face. 

    “Violet means the most powerful of all the cores, right?” I asked as I tried to remember the details Horus shared with me when he was melding my weapon with the sapphire-blue gem of Shay’s headpiece. From what I recalled, the color of herald gem varied and matched up with the spectrum with red being the most common core, and purple being the rarest. 

    “Those demons who possess a violet core are considered Ancient Demon Generals from the first Demon Tide,” the falcon-man said, and we both hung back as the other two men in front of us escalated their bickering. “They are a terrible force of nature, and even now, I still don’t know how I managed to survive when I led my clan leaders to the place where they were to spawn a moment later.” 

    “But… doesn’t there need to be a red sun for the demons to appear?” I asked and glanced warily at the blue sky. “Forgive me for not keeping up with the class, but how did you know where the Demon General was going to appear before the Demon Sun?” 

    “This is what I’ve been trying to tell you, Alex,” he said, and his eyes flashed gold again. “In some rare cases, there are alchemists like me who can sense the scourge before it happens. I think Gutter is the same and--” 

    Then the falcon-man’s eyes suddenly flashed so brightly, his pupils were consumed by the eerie glow, and he suddenly stumbled and hunched over as if an unstoppable force gripped him in its clutches. 

    “Horus!” I shouted and steadied my swaying companion just as Gordos cried in alarm when his Second, Gutter, suddenly took off into the trees and abandoned us all. 

    “Scourge!” Horus gasped out, and his golden-eyed expression seemed to be one of pain. “Trap!” 

    And then that dreaded howl ripped open the sky as the earth nearly exploded under our feet.
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    The sky was the color of freshly spilled blood, and my ears popped with the sudden drop in air pressure as the world around us became thick and oppressive. That deep, subterranean drone rattled my bones more than usual as if I was inside the Liberty Bell the moment it cracked due to too much vibration. Even my teeth ached, and I figured it had to be because Gordos and his fuckstick ‘Second’ led us right to the epicenter of where a hoard of terrifying demons portaled through from whatever dimension they came from just like the nightmares in Doom. 

    A circle of six or seven demons surrounded us in the small clearing all told, and their hungry glittering eyes and slavering snapping jaws made Predator look like a bunny rabbit. 

    Horus and I immediately formed ranks back-to-back while the bald vulture-man looked wildly around for his partner to no avail. 

    If the falcon-man hadn’t said it earlier, this would have been all the evidence required to confirm we were led right into a trap by Gestapo Joe. 

    “Gutter? Where-- arghhhhhhhh!” Gordos fell back and struggled to unsheathe his sword as two smaller demons with lethal barbs dripping poison ichor converged upon him. “Guuuuutter!” 

    A third, larger demon joined the first two and stood upright on its back two legs so it could kick the vulture-man with the rest of its powerful galloping limbs. He flew back and landed with a grunt, and his only weapon was flung from his grip. 

    In less than a second, the two scourge-mites stabbed him with their barbs rapid fire, and immediately, Gordos’ face turned red, then purple, and he clawed desperately at his throat as if he couldn’t breathe. 

    Then blood so dark it almost looked black began to hemorrhage from the vulture-man’s eyes, nose, and mouth. 

    “The big one is the herald,” Horus said as the intense gold shine of his eyes faded back to its natural shade. “We need to figure out how to get out of here, fast.” 

    The herald demon then lynched Gordos up with a fat muscular tentacle vined around his torso like a boa-constrictor, and it fit the vulture-man’s whole head in its bifurcated jaw like Ozzy-fucking-Osbourne before it snapped closed with a sickening crunch. 

    And with an aborted Wilhelm scream, Asher Gordos was no more. 

    Which was a bonus because I didn’t have to deal with his bullshit Duel anymore, but that also meant the herald demon was now turning its attention on us, its two remaining snacks. 

    “That’s not good,” I said as the herald demon dropped the decapitated body, and Horus and I armed ourselves with bow and sword respectively like we’d been fighting in sync all our lives. 

    Horus let loose one of his deadly arrows, and the whistle of its feathered flight cut through the eerie, muted air. The point found its home and buried itself in a smaller demon’s heart right as it lunged through the air, which caused the scourge-mite to wail and curl in on itself. Of course, it didn’t completely kill the demon because only an Asher could destroy the scourge so it wouldn’t respawn, so I took my cue and surged forward. 

    I sliced upward through the barbed tentacle that was poised at Horus, and then I brought my blade down across its torso double-handed with all my weight. It was almost like slicing through thick clay, and my forged blade even passed through Horus’ lodged arrow as if it were nothing. 

    The scourge-mite shrieked as it positively hemorrhaged clumps of ash, and then it scuttled backward on all six spider limbs, hissed like a wet cat, and collapsed in a dusty, smoldering heap. 

    I glanced down briefly as my herald blade hummed in my grasp almost like it was coming awake after a long slumber. I suddenly remembered that because this sword was modified with a demon core, something about that made it almost sentient in a way. At the time, Horus mentioned how he could feel the blade’s ‘enhanced attributes,’ and I remembered how the Righteous Judgment flowed through me when I killed Bala Ren. 

    The slowly creeping awareness of the blade tingled against my palm, and I began to feel a steady thrum of power walk its way up my arm like an army of marching ants. 

    At the same time, Ozzy-the-herald-demon cocked its head a full one-eighty like an owl as if it could sense the core of one of its fallen comrades running through my sword. It did not like that one bit, and its jaws flew open in a furious roar that caused stinking globules of spittle and remaining viscera to fly out and spatter me with a hiss. 

    Horus and I leapt back, and I scanned our surroundings for any option that would give us a better advantage, but the scourge-mites closed in all around us. They didn’t seem to want to make a move, and it was like they were taking cues from Crazy Train. 

    Ozzy-demon roared again and reared back like an enraged stallion with four powerful kicking legs just as another sickening howl blasted through the stagnant air. More clay-like pillars molded up from the ground like some sort of Hydra as if destroying or maiming one would automatically produce three more. So, now instead of about a half-dozen growling, drooling beasts intent on shredding us like cabbage, there were at least ten. 

    “We need to run,” Horus said again as the demons tightened their circle like a noose. 

    “There’s nowhere to go,” I said as Ozzy-demon fixed me with its malevolent glare. The tentacles on its back stretched out, and it balanced itself on its hind back legs probably so it could use its remaining four to eventually tear me to pieces. 

    I held my sword up at the ready and felt it hum as if I was holding a large tuning fork. The large demon hissed ferociously at me, and my Righteous Judgment Blade gave a faint ringing sound like it was being sharpened with a whetstone. 

    “The herald demon senses your core-blade,” Horus muttered. 

    “I kinda figured,” I replied as Ozzy-demon’s mouth snapped open and shut in a sign of aggression. “Is the herald keeping the others from attacking?” 

    “It appears so,” the falcon-man said as the tense stand-off stretched on with no move from the scourge-mites. “I confess, I’ve never been in this situation before, so I am not sure as to what is going on. I know from lore that heralds command the lesser demons, but I don’t know what it’s waiting for.” 

    “Let’s not find out,” I said with a determined scowl. “Can you keep the little ones off my back?” 

    “Not as effectively at this range,” he said as his sharp, gold-green eyes darted around. “It would be better if I was in a tree, but we are surrounded.” 

    “I’m going to make a hole for you, and when I do, find a tree where you can run point for me.” I scanned the line of smaller demons champing at the bit for the go-ahead from Ozzy-demon, and I didn’t want to wait around for the other shoe to drop. “Just don’t interfere when I go after the herald, no matter what you see.” 

    “I understand,” Horus said even though he gave me a puzzled frown, but he slung his bow across his back and readied himself anyway. Then the falcon-man crouched low as if he was on a high school track team waiting for the gunshot to go off. 

    I took a deep breath and tried to calm my racing thoughts so I could turn my focus inward. There was no time for meditation, of course, so I relied on the visualization technique Zoie trained me on as I pictured the seed-pod of my power and let it germinate. 

    Tick… 

    The scourge-mites squawked and jeered with hard malice glittering like diamonds in their multiple eyes. 

    Tick… 

    I let my gaze go hazy around the edges so I could observe the collective undulation of the slavering crowd. They panted and heaved, and as I let my focus narrow, I began to see their movements slow as if the air was thick as syrup. 

    The herald demon’s main tentacle waved like it was underwater, and before it could catch on to my plan with its uncanny intelligence, I charged through the line of demons to my left and smashed through their ranks like I was in a game of Red Rover. 

    “Horus, go!” I yelled, and then I let time snap back to the way it was. The world swung wildly back and forth, and for a second, I almost lost my balance at the head rush I got. 

    The Ozzy-demon roared in outrage, and the scourge-mites suddenly scattered as if they lost the plot and didn’t know what they were supposed to be doing. 

    “Alex!” I heard Horus shout, and a moment later a deadly arrow thunked right between the eyes of a demon that decided to take a chance and lunge at me. 

    It fell to the ground, and all hell broke loose. 

    “Fuck,” I muttered to myself as the rest of the scourge-mites froze their previously uncoordinated scrambling and stared at me as one. 

    “Alex, run!” Horus’ voice snapped me out of my momentary terror as twenty eyes pinned me like a bug to a cork board. 

    The Ozzy-demon roared and charged at me, and I had no choice but to dodge by rolling to the side. When I jumped up again, I had to quickly use my blade to block an incoming tentacle attack aimed for my head as the herald demon lashed out in fury. Then a second tentacle whipped out and caught me in the sternum, which caused me to fall on my back with a grunt. 

    “Alex, left!” the falcon-man cried again, and I tumbled away when the herald tried to skewer me with one of its thick tentacles. The dirt sprayed on the left side of my face where the tentacle made impact with the hard ground, and I rolled away two more times just to be sure. 

    The whistle of another arrow caused a lesser demon to drop mid-jump and crash into the herald, which distracted it just long enough to allow me to get back to my feet. 

    I deflected a barb aimed at my right flank just in time and slashed across the smaller demon’s torso. It squealed before it collapsed into another scourge-mite like a croquet ball knocking another into orbit until Horus finished both of them off with his arrows. 

    Thwack, thwack, went another two, and then I stabbed a third through the chest, which now brought the demon count down to two scourge-mites and one herald. 

    Ozzy-demon stepped back as the two lesser demons stepped forward. Horus loosed another arrow, but the intelligent herald blocked the projectile aimed for one of its lackeys with a swipe of its arm. 

    I breathed deep and pictured the light of my power trickling through the cracks in my seed-pod focus. 

    As if the herald knew what I was up to, the tentacles on its back exploded, and it gripped one of the lesser demons so it could fire it directly at me like a cannonball. 

    To say I wasn’t expecting this would have been a massive understatement, and of course my focus was shattered as I had to deal with a flying demon barreling straight toward me. 

    I brought my sword up just as Horus shot another arrow, and I was left staggering under the dead weight of a stunned demon. It almost felt as if someone tossed me a duffle bag full of bowling pins, and I dropped down to one knee as I got tangled up in the lesser demon’s pile of writhing limbs. 

    “Watch out for the second one!” the falcon-man cried out again in warning as Ozzy-demon wound up to throw the last scourge-mite at me. Horus tried to let another arrow fly, but it was smacked away again by one of the herald’s other thrashing tentacles. “Darkhell, that was my last arrow, Alex!” 

    “Noted!” I yelled and brought my sword up at the last second. The jarring sensation of teeth clashing against the metal juddered up my arm and made my elbow ache, and with my other hand I delivered a hook to the scourge-mite’s ugly face. 

    The lesser demon yelped, but I didn’t give it a chance to get away before I flipped my sword and brought my blade straight down through its mass of back tentacles. Ash and faint wisps of smoke puffed out from the fatal wound and burnt my eyes with the smell of rancid, burnt meat. 

    Then I kicked the scourge-mite off my blade and faced Ozzy. 

    “Bring it, bitch,” I growled, and I held my sword out two handed.  

    When Horus first assessed the weapon, he said the power was split between Judgement and Anger, and when I battled Ren, I could feel the Righteous Judgement rising up like the tolling of a bell that gave me the power to execute the vile worm. Now, however, the blade was pulling me toward the secondary power, and I felt an overwhelming tide of Righteous Anger pound through me to the beat of Crazy Train playing on a loop inside my head. 

    The awareness of the sentient weapon tickled the back of my brain, and I sensed a purifying Indignation pour through me, and in that moment I imagined this was what molten gold felt like. A burning need to Slay, Maim, and Rampage fueled my blood, and I ran full tilt toward the herald as my vision nearly whited out everything except the target of my Righteous Anger. 

    “Die, Scourge!” I roared out and slid under the large demon’s legs as if I was sliding into home base. 

    The herald demon twisted around in confusion just as I scrambled up, ran four steps, and then swung my blade around nearly three-hundred and sixty degrees through Ozzy’s torso in one devastating arc. 

    Ash poured out of the wound like a waterfall, and a red stone welled up and fell out of the demon’s midsection where all the guts and viscera should have been after such a violent disembowelment. 

    The herald glanced down and then back up at me as if it didn’t understand what just happened before its top half slid to the side, and the demon crumbled like burning charcoal. 

    I stood there and blinked up at the sky as the red sun faded, and all the stunned demons molded back into the earth. I felt like I was in a daze, and I glanced down at my still vibrating herald blade. 

    When I first got the sword, it came with an etching of a sapphire triangle at the base right where Horus used his alchemical magic to merge the stone from Shay’s headpiece to Zoie’s heirloom blade. After I killed Ren, the triangle morphed into a circle, and just now after killing the herald, the etching was still a circle, but now it looked only half-colored in as if it was a little gas gauge. 

    At first, I didn’t understand what it was, but then I remembered how Horus told me blades with blue or purple gems have a limited number of times I could tap into their magically enhanced attributes. If I understood what my sword was telling me based on the half circle, I started with a limitation of three like the three sides of a triangle, and now I was down to only one use left. 

    I frowned and looked around to ask Horus more about the life of my herald blade, but the falcon-man was already at my side. 

    “You did it,” he said and tugged my wrist toward the Ozzy-demon’s ash heap. Then the black-feathered man crouched down to blow the sooty dust away from the ruby-like gem so its brilliance could shine. “Now, harvest the core as only a triumphant Asher can.” 

    I nodded, wiped my blade off on the leg of my pants, and then sheathed my weapon so I could then kneel down and pluck the blood-red stone out of the dust. 

    “Argh!” A loud bellow roared out, and the forgotten Gutter came crashing out of the trees with his hands curled into claws intent on clamping around my throat. 

    The beefy Pale Wonder crashed into me and caused me to drop the red herald core as I was thrown to the ground. 

    “Horus! Grab the stone!” I grappled with the large man and rolled us sharply to the right and away from the herald core. 

    “Got it!” Horus shouted, and then he came over and kicked Gutter in the chin in order to fling him off me. Or that was the goal, but based on the yelp of pain, I imagined the black-feathered man must have felt like he kicked a brick wall because Gutter Did Not Budge. “What in the deepest pits of hell is your thick skull made out of? Omite iron? Mercedes!” 

    Instead, the traitorous metallurgist leapt to his feet and left me gasping to catch my breath. He then clamped a meaty fist around Horus’ neck and flung him bodily into a tree where he collapsed in an unmoving heap. 

    I didn’t have a chance to even yell out his name before Gutter grabbed me likewise and tossed me like a rag doll where I landed right in front of my unconscious friend. 

    Horus had a little blood seeping through the shiny black feathers along his hairline, but other than that he appeared to just be knocked out. The crimson core rolled out of his hand, and I reached for it just as something locked around my ankle. 

    My fingernails tore along the rocky earth as I was dragged back, but in my right fist I managed to grasp the gem. 

    Before Gutter could get me in a compromising position where I was crushed and useless underneath his massive frame, I flipped on my back and kicked a spray of dirt right in his face. 

    He roared as he swiped at his eyes, and I scrambled back. 

    “Give it to me!” the enraged man screamed and staggered to his feet. “Give me the core, and you will not meet a most gruesome fate.” 

    An idea took shape in my mind, and I rose to my feet as well. Then I summoned the focus I needed and breathed deeply through my nose. 

    Tick… 

    “You want this?” I asked and held the ruby stone up in the glistening sunlight.  

    Gutter’s frost-blue eyes widened as I tossed the core up in the air. 

    Tick… 

    Gutter gasped and rushed forward, and I saw the air waver around him as he moved at half speed. 

    I took my chance and kicked his right leg once, twice, and finally a third time so it would buckle. The giant man crashed to his knees, and the scarlet stone was forgotten completely as I swung myself behind him and put him in a Rear Naked chokehold. 

    Time snapped back to normal, and I dragged the large man back until we were both on the ground so I could get the maximum amount of leverage in order to compress his carotid. 

    “Archus…Doler…” the large man sputtered out, and then he fell limp as the last of his vital blood flow was cut off.  

    Unlike Dagmar, I didn’t even hesitate with killing him. 

    The more time I spent in this world, and the more I had to lose, it had changed my views on mercy just a little bit, and I felt no remorse as I dumped his body to the side. 

    That wasn’t to say I enjoyed it any more this time than any of the other times. 

    I sat there for a second with my forearms on my knees and panted to catch my breath. My face felt dirty and grimy, and I tried to find a clean place on the back of my wrist to wipe the sweat off my brow. 

    “Mr. Aleeeex!” Bodin’s voice called out through the forest. 

    “Bodin?” I called back, and the raccoon brothers each armed with a shovel and spikey trowel tumbled out into the clearing. They both looked dirty and banged up, with Bodin having lost his painter’s cap somewhere along the way. 

    “Miss Zoie told us to follow you shortly after your departure,” Mel graveled out and dabbed at the seeping cut over his eye. “We all knew Gordos was up to something diabolical-like.” 

    “We’re only sorry we couldn’t get to you sooner,” Bodin said. “When the sun went red, we were waylaid by the Scourge and couldn’t find your trail. The noise led us to you. Did Gordos’ Second try to kill you?” 

    “Yeah, apparently,” I said and shook my head before I fixed my eyes on the curiously quiet falcon-man. “You know anything about that?” 

    “I think it would be best if we walk and talk,” he said and extended his hand in front of me.  

    I held out my hand, and Horus dropped the ruby core I had thrown in the air to distract Gutter into my open palm. I took it from him and slipped it into my pocket. 

    “Thanks,” I grunted. “And that’s probably a good idea. I want to get out of this forest.” 

    “I don’t know if anyone’s told you this, but you move inhumanly fast, Brightwood,” the falcon-man said as he helped me to my feet. 

    “I might have heard that from time to time,” I said and shook my head as my vision doubled. 

    “Woah, are you well, Mr. Alex?” Bodin asked as Horus steadied me with a hand on my shoulder. 

    “Yeah, I’m just…” My vision doubled again, but I closed my eyes and breathed deeply through my nose until the sensation passed. “I think I’m okay.” 

    “Are you sure? You used up an awful lot of power just now.” The falcon-man’s eyes briefly flashed gold as he scrutinized me. “I sensed you summoned the herald’s power as well as whatever it was you did to kill Gutter.” 

    “My blade has this symbol on it now,” I said as I unsheathed my sword so I could show him the etching of the half-circle. “What does it mean?” 

    “Ah, it means you may summon the power only once more before the core’s power runs out,” the metallurgist said. 

    “I figured it meant something like that,” I sighed. “Is there a way we could reinforce this blade with another core?” 

    “You mean, re-forge it?” he asked. 

    “Yeah, I remember you told me how the red and orange cores last for an indefinite amount of time. Can’t we just stick another gem on there and call it gravy?” I wiggled my sword back and forth a little to emphasize my point. 

    “It doesn’t work like that,” he said in a scandalized tone as if I suggested he order a bag of Funyuns and a Mountain Dew at the Four Seasons. 

    “Has anybody ever tried?” I asked with a challenging eyebrow arch. 

    “Well… no, but… hm,” he said with a scratch of his chin. 

    “Think about it, is all I’m asking,” I said. “But for now, let’s go home.” 

    “I agree, everyone is probably beside themselves with worry about us, so we should make haste, especially before the sun sets,” he said and went about rescuing any salvageable arrows that were stuck in the dirt from the scourge. “I don’t think there will be a demon moon right after we just had a red sun two days in a row, but none of what we knew about the demons seems to apply now.” 

    “Once we are behind Ithaca’s walls, we’ll be safe,” I said and started leading us all out of the forest. 

    “Hey, Alex,” Horus said shortly after we started on our way back, and the raccoon brothers fell back so they could watch for any other unpleasant surprises. “What was it that Gutter said before he died?” 

    “He mentioned someone named Archus Doler,” I replied as I stepped around a mound where a demon must have melted back into the earth after the red sun disappeared. “Why?” 

    I looked over my shoulder and saw how the falcon-man had stopped dead in his tracks. 

    “Archus Doler is the name of my hated father,” he growled with a clenched jaw. “I was afraid of this.” 

    “Is this more about how you knew Gutter?” I asked. 

    “Yes, Gutter and I studied the Alchemical Arts together, but where I refused to do my father’s bidding, Gutter slithered in and placed himself at the old man’s feet so he could lick his boots.” Horus made a face as if he was smelling something foul in the air like rancid beef. “Father has an alliance with Gatetown’s magistrate, Gella Vane, and when his lackey showed up with Gordos and Vane’s signed writ, I put two and two together.” 

    “What are you thinking?” I asked as we finally made it to the tree line that bordered Ithaca’s western side. 

    “I have a feeling my father is displeased with you, especially seeing as how you destroyed his alliance with Ren,” Horus said. “I actually think this is where I need to leave because my presence will only anger him even more.” 

    “Wait, what? You want to leave?” I stopped when I noticed Horus was hovering on the path as if he wanted to turn back. 

    “I don’t want to leave, but I should,” he said. 

    “Your father is already mad at me for stealing his daughter and killing his business partner, we might as well go three for three,” I said with a grin.  

    Mel stepped forward then and tucked his hands in his pockets as he offered his casual advice. “I know you think you need to leave, but let me tell you, there’s really no other place out there, mate. Your loyalty will be best served here.” 

    “It’s true, friend,” Bodin said and placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. 

    “Besides, I would have been dead without my Second back there, and I’m pretty sure Shay would be mad if you left, and I’ve seen what happens when people get on her bad side,” I added. 

    “Very true,” Horus muttered and shuddered at some horrifying memory I definitely needed to hear the story about in the future. 

    “And also, if your father really is coming after me, I’ll need your help forging my new and improved blade,” I said and clapped him on the shoulder. “Stay, Horus. This can be your home, too.” 

    “Yes, okay,” he sighed, and he lowered his black-feathered head as he smiled at the ground. “You’ll need my help if you want to do something as crazy as combining herald cores.” 

    “Good, then it’s settled,” I said, and we grasped forearms before we finally left the forest behind. 

    “Alex! It’s Alex!” Shay’s voice rang out moments later.  

    I spied the group just on the other side of the open gate, and I knew Zoie at least must have been the one to keep them all behind the protection of the walls. But when they all spotted me, they ran down the slope, and I found my arms full of my two beautiful wives and one little orphan. 

    “When the sun went red, I didn’t know what to think,” Zoie murmured on my right. 

    “We thought you were both lost,” Shay said as she held me so tightly she trembled. 

    “Did you fight any demons?” Rylan asked from his place sandwiched in between my wives. 

    “I did,” I said with a grin and reached into my pocket so I could plop the herald core into his palm. 

    “Woah!” he exclaimed and shifted on his crutch as if he wanted to jump up and down. 

    “You need to keep it safe until I need to use it, okay?” I ruffled his hair and laughed at his star-struck expression. 

    “You can count on me!” Rylan reverently put the crimson gem in his pants pocket and kept his hand clutched over the lump in the fabric. 

    “We really are glad you triumphed, Mr. Alex,” Mel said as he shook my hand, followed by his brother Bodin. 

    “Skra!” Roofus cawed from where he was perched on Jenner’s shoulder. 

    “Hey, buddy, where have you been?” I asked as the crow-moth fluttered over to land on my head. 

    “He arrived shortly after you left with Gordos, and none of us even realized he went anywhere,” Shay said and had him perch on her forearm so she could brush his dusty feathers. 

    “He came bearing a message from Tovish,” the koala-man said. 

    “Tovish is alive?” I asked as my eyes grew wide. 

    “It appears so, but we do not know any more about his circumstances other than he has requested to meet you three nights from now,” he replied. 

    My vision suddenly swam as I struggled to add another thing on top of my already taffy-pulled brain 

    “I think I’m at my limit, you guys,” I said and felt my muscles sagging as exhaustion slammed into me like a Mack truck. 

    “We are here for you, dearheart,” Shay said and ran her fingers through the hair on the nape of my neck. “You’ve done such a good job taking care of all of us, let Zoie and I return the favor.” 

    “Aleeeex!” The sloth-man appeared at the gates and waved a big woolly arm. 

    “Arvid has made you something special to restore your strength,” my cat-wife then said with a wicked little smirk. “Some sort of porridge. Does that sound familiar?” 

    My eyes snapped back up the hill to the gentle-giant, and I saw him give me a slow wink before he turned around and shuffled back toward the kitchen. 

    How could I forget about Wedding Porridge that allowed me to have sex like an immortal? 

    “It just so happens I’m starving,” I said and pulled my two beautiful wives closer so I could kiss them each on the head. 
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    The steam from the bath was fragrant with a familiar scent I couldn’t quite place, but it left a tingling sensation on my skin and lifted some of the heavy fog crowding my brain. The water was the perfect temperature, just this side of scalding, and it was made even better by the fact that both of my wives were luxuriating in the healing bath right along with me. 

    Shay was in my lap facing me while she took each one of my hands and went about massaging my aching palms torn with a myriad of cuts and blisters from wielding my sword. Meanwhile, Zoie preferred to sit on the edge of the sunken stone bath just behind me so she could work the knots loose from my tense neck and shoulders. 

    “Goddess,” I groaned as I dropped my chin to my chest so my cat-wife could have more access to the tendons around the base of my skull. “You both are angels.” 

    “Your poor hands,” Shay crooned in her melodious voice, and even the sound felt like a soothing balm. So, when she actually slathered my palms with something thick and medicinal smelling, I nearly melted into the water right where I sat due to the relief. 

    “He has such beautiful hands, doesn’t he?” Zoie purred close to my ear, and even though I was quite warm and heating up all the while, her deep umber voice sent goosebumps skittering along my naked flesh. 

    “They are strong and capable and, oh, so lovely,” the phoenix-woman trilled happily as she curled my fingers inward so she could place a kiss on each one of my knuckles. “We must work to keep them in good condition, sister of my heart.” 

    “Oh, yes, I agree,” the cat-woman purred again and nibbled on the shell of my ear. “Our Alex needs a bit of pampering from time to time.” 

    Zoie then slipped into the water on my right side and reached for a small covered dish sitting on the ledge. When she lifted the domed lid, my stomach immediately growled at the spicy curry-like scent of Arvid’s famous Wedding Porridge. 

    “Jenner told me about this porridge, by the way,” she said, and she brought a spoonful up to my lips so I could take a bite while my hands were occupied with the salve.  

    It was just as savory and satisfying as I remembered it being. 

    “I’m afraid I know little about Omite cuisine,” Shay said as she continued to massage my wrists and forearms. “What is so special about this dish? I feel like I’m missing something.” 

    “Arvid’s people aren’t known for their swiftness, correct?” Zoie smirked as she spooned another mouthful up for me, which I ate with gusto. 

    “That might be a bit of an understatement, my darling,” the phoenix-women chortled as she was no doubt picturing slow, lumbering Arvid. 

    “Well, darling,” Zoie drawled and leaned forward so she could gently nuzzle against Shay’s flushed face. Then she brushed aside the heavy curtain of Shay’s wet hair so she could scent the side of her neck while she continued. “The Omites have a special dish called Wedding Porridge. I’ll let you guess the significance of the name and how it coincides with the purpose of the flavorful stew.” 

    Shay flushed even more, and her heart-shaped lips fell open slightly at the feeling of Zoie’s butterfly kisses. The cat-woman sensually explored the side of Shay’s dainty neck and seemed to like the space right behind the phoenix-woman’s right ear the best because she buried her nose there and inhaled deeply. 

    “Oh, I think I understand,” Shay sighed as her crimson eyelashes fluttered shut. 

    It was fucking hot, and as erotic as this bath already was, seeing my two beautiful wives caress each other so tenderly was what ultimately fanned the flame of my low burning arousal. 

    Shay sighed a bit and pressed her full breasts against my chest, and my dick throbbed at the feeling of her warm body curling into mine. I rubbed my fingertips together and felt that the majority of the salve had absorbed into my skin, so I dipped them under the water and held her gorgeous hips between my tingling palms. 

    “Oh, your hands!” Shay gasped and rolled her head so Zoie could sidle up behind her and take advantage of the other side of her lily-white neck. 

    My cock pulsed its way to full hardness when Zoie straddled my legs behind Shay and placed her hands over mine on Shay’s waist. 

    “How do they feel, husband?” she asked as she caressed my knuckles with her lithe fingers. 

    “So good,” I groaned, and I breathed in deeply as Shay’s palm smoothed down my chest and over my abs. Then she stroked my obliques with her thumbs and gazed deeply into my eyes. 

    “The salve acts like a temporary skin that treats the damage,” she said and tugged one of my hands up and out of the water so it was held upright between us. Then she puckered her dark pink lips and blew a stream of air over my fingertips. 

    “Woah!” I jolted as an electric shock of sensation zinged up the length of my arm. It felt similar to the time I smashed my finger in the car door and all the nerves grew back brand new and extra sensitive. 

    Shay smiled at me and then wrapped those sinful lips around my index finger. My hips flexed at the same time as she curled her tongue around the pad of my finger, and I swear the sensation went straight to my eager dick. 

    “Delicious,” she purred and then leaned over so she could gather another spoonful of porridge.  

    I grinned at her before I opened my lips and let her feed me as if I was some sort of palace god. 

    Maybe I died back there in the forest, and this was heaven. 

    If that was the case, I was totally okay with how things ended up, and I opened my mouth again for another bite while I returned my hand under the water to rest back on Shay’s hourglass waist. 

    I licked my lips as the spicy, smoky heat made them sizzle, and Zoie’s fingers laced through mine so we were both kneading Shay’s full hips. 

    My feline-wife’s big blue eyes dilated when she fixed them on my mouth, and I held her gaze as I then smoothed one of my sensitive hands up the length of her silky thigh. 

    “Last bite,” Shay whispered against my ear, and she slipped the last little morsel of porridge between my lips. 

    Then she returned the spoon to the empty bowl, captured my mouth with her own, and wrapped her small hand around my turgid shaft all at the same time. 

    Fire exploded through my veins, and my hips struggled to arch upwards, but I was prevented from moving too much due to the pleasant weight of both my wives holding me down. 

    Shay’s hand stroked upward in one slow motion that had me breathing hard through my nostrils as she devoured my mouth with her dexterous tongue. Her silken thumb swirled around the head of my cock, and I nearly whimpered at the intensity that blasted through me at the subtle movement. 

    “I really love seeing the two of you like this,” Zoie’s husky voice rasped out, and then she leaned forward so she could join Shay’s hand as it stroked back down my shaft. 

    “Fuck!” I hissed out, and I threw my head back in order to gulp in a cool draft of air. The magic porridge must have been working because I suddenly got crazy dizzy, blacked out for a split second, and just before Shay and Zoie could become concerned, my head snapped back up, and I kissed my phoenix-wife as if my life depended on it. 

    “That’s right,” Zoie purred and guided the clasped hands around me to stroke faster. “Take your pleasure from her. Taste her. Feel her.” 

    As if she was conducting an orchestra, Zoie then guided the hand I wasn’t using to cup Shay’s face down to the feathery thatch of hair between the phoenix-woman’s legs. 

    “Ah!” Shay cried out and pressed her forehead into my clavicle as I circled my thumb around the nub of her clit. 

    “Yes, my loves,” Zoie purred and hooked her chin over Shay’s shoulder so she could peer down at our moving hands under the bathwater. “Feel each other’s passion.” 

    “Al-Alex,” Shay stuttered like I knew she did when she was overwhelmed with pleasure. “Please. In-Inside me. I w-want you inside me.” 

    “Lift up for me, baby,” I moaned, and I sighed when she and Zoie removed their hands from my cock so Shay could balance with her knees on either side of my hips. Then Zoie gripped my shaft again and lined me up with Shay’s opening. 

    “Ah, Zo-oie, he’s so big,” the phoenix-woman keened and leaned her head back against the cat-woman’s shoulder. 

    “Take it slow, my sister,” Zoie instructed. “Nice and slow. Relish the feeling of his manhood spreading you open. He is going to penetrate you so deeply. It will feel so wonderful.”  

    “Fuckkk,” I groaned as I waited patiently despite the gripping silken heat enveloping my sensitive cock head. I wanted to thrust up into that welcoming channel, but I held back so Shay could adjust until she felt comfortable. 

    “Ohhh,” my phoenix-wife moaned and inched her way down inch by maddening inch until she was finally seated fully in my lap. Her luscious walls tensed around my member and made my eyes roll back in my head, and the coiled spring in my groin tightened even more. 

    “Goddess, Shay,” I said as I mouthed a trail of hot kisses over her pretty collarbone dappled with a raspberry blush. “You feel so good. Can I move? Goddddd, I want to move.” 

    “Yes, yes-- oh, Mercedes!” she shouted as I rocked our bodies together.  

    The bathwater sloshed and slopped over the side of the sunken stone basin and onto the floor, but I couldn’t care less as the burning need within me was finally assuaged. The water added another sensual element to our coupling that added extra heat and drag and forced us to only go so fast, which ratcheted up the intensity to about nine-thousand. 

    Zoie gazed at me as she let Shay recline against her, and then she extended her hand so I could lace our fingers together. This completed the circuit and connected the three of us in a way that was as intimate as it was erotic. 

    Shay was overwhelmed to the point of speechlessness, and I remembered how she reacted the first time we made love. She was the most sensitive person I’d ever been with, and at the time, I almost felt like I wasn’t enough of a buffer between her and the violent pleasure that ripped through her and left her shaking. 

    But with Zoie there to hold her, it seemed less of a shock when her orgasm finally peaked. 

    “Oh, oh, oh, yes, A-Alex, I l-love-- ungh!” Her pussy contracted around me, and I slammed her hips down so I could grind the head of my dick into her sweet spot as her climax rolled on and on. “C-Come. You, too, come on. I want you to fill me, husband, just like when you c-claimed me the f-first time.” 

    Well, that was all the permission I needed to let my foot off the brake so to speak, and I drove up into her over and over as I chased my own orgasm with abandon. 

    “That’s it, husband, look at me while you pour your seed deep into her,” Zoie growled as she scratched her sharp nails through my hair, along my scalp, and then down the nape of my neck. Her gas-lamp eyes burned into mine, and I clutched Shay to me as my climax finally hit, and I pumped thick ropes of cum up into Shay’s trembling body. 

    My phoenix-wife whimpered at the feeling and then tucked her face into my chest as my hips continued to jerk up after each pulse. 

    “Fffuuck,” I hissed as my climax seemed to go on and on. 

    After the tempest ended, and I came back down after floating along on cloud nine for a few blissful moments, I found myself with a wife under each arm as we all cuddled in the warm water. 

    I didn’t know when it was that Shay and I disengaged, but I noticed I was still hard. Because of the porridge, arousal still burned through my blood, but the edge was taken off with my first orgasm, so the urgency I felt was now just a simmer instead of a full-blown conflagration. 

    “We must do something to rectify our oversight, husband,” Shay said a little while later as she traced idle patterns through the sparse hair on my chest. 

    “Oversight?” I asked as I looked down into her emerald eyes. 

    “Our lovely Zoie has been most neglected,” she said and reached across my body so she could lace her thin fingers through the other woman’s. 

    “Please do not make the mistake in thinking I did not enjoy seeing you both take your pleasure,” Zoie purred as she nuzzled under my chin. 

    “But Shay’s right,” I said as I tucked a strand of her riotous hair behind one of her pointed, velvety ears. “It’s our turn to take care of you.” 

    As if we were on the same wavelength, Shay and I both reached out to caress and wash the ethereal cat-woman with the fragrant soaps and oils that had mysteriously appeared in the en suite bathroom. Based on the fact Shay seemed to know exactly what everything was for, I guessed it must have been one of her little additions to Ithaca that made her feel at home, and it pleased me to see these belongings scattered about in a tableau of domestic bliss I was beginning to adore seeing the evidence of. 

    Shay selected a pretty crystal bottle with violet liquid inside, which she dabbed onto her palms. Then she combed her fingers through Zoie’s dark waterfall of ebony hair, and whatever substance she rubbed on her hands was worked into that chaotic briar until the phoenix-woman was pulling her fingers through Zoie’s locks without any resistance. 

    With my own hands, I lathered up a good amount of fluffy suds from a bar of clover-smelling soap so I could massage and cleanse my cat-wife as she closed her eyes and let us tend and pamper her. Even though my cock was still heavy and hard between my legs, I was in no hurry to cut to the chase, especially when Zoie looked like she had died and gone to heaven with all the attention. 

    I’d had two threesomes in my past, but there was always something awkward about it. Two people inevitably stole the show while the third was the odd one out, and more often than not, I was more concerned with making sure the other two were having a good time, which always left me with an unsatisfactory orgasm in the end. 

    But these little moments of sensual intimacy where the give and take was balanced between all parties was the exact thing that made this threesome stand apart from all the rest. 

    “That feels so nice,” my cat-wife murmured as I soaped up her gorgeous breasts. Then she placed her hands on my shoulders and kneaded my muscles as I caressed her stiff pale-pink nipples with my sudsy fingers. 

    Now, it was Shay’s turn to support Zoie as the cat-woman arched back when I poured warm water over her to rinse away the soap. 

    “You smell so good,” Shay said as she embraced Zoie from behind and tucked her heart-shaped face into the cavern of the cat-woman’s neck and shoulder. 

    “I smell like the two of you,” Zoie moaned and tangled her hand in Shay’s wavy crimson hair so she could press the phoenix-woman closer. 

    “You both are driving me crazy,” I said as my eyes feasted on the sight of the two beauties in front of me tangled together like ivy. “Let’s continue this on the bed.” 

    The three of us finished washing up, drained the bath water, and took turns drying each others’ bodies with the set of fluffy towel-like linens that were folded and warmed on a set of Omite stones similar to the ones that heated the bathwater. Then, finally, the three of us hurried out of the bathroom and jumped on the bed as if we were school kids allowed to stay up late on a school night. 

    It was lucky the bed was so big, because I needed enough space to wrestle and tickle both my wives at the same time, and if it were any smaller, I was sure I would have fallen out on my ass when they both turned the tables and suddenly glomped me from both sides. 

    “I am very impressed with Omite cuisine,” Shay said through her effervescent giggles as she trailed her fingers down my torso and lightly stroked my still-hard shaft. 

    “Ah!” I hissed, and my hips involuntarily jerked upward as if my dick was a heat-seeking missile. “You and me both.” 

    “Please,” Shay said and then sat up to settle on her knees with her red hair pooling on the bed around her. “I want to see how you make love to Zoie. Consider it my education in the ways of sensuality.” 

    I smiled at my eager phoenix-wife and then glanced down into Zoie’s laughing blue eyes. 

    “Are you ready for me to rock your socks off, kitten?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 

    She gave me a playfully unamused expression. “I don’t know what that means, but maybe your mouth would be better suited for other activities.” 

    “Oh, really?” I splayed myself over her prone form and grabbed both of her wrists in one of my hands so I could trap her arms above her head. “Keep those there if you can, cheeky.” 

    Before she could smart off again at me, I licked my way into her hot mouth as I tweaked and tugged at one of her aroused nipples. 

    “Yessss,” she moaned, and I could see her flex her fingers from the corner of my eye.  

    I smirked as I bit and kissed my way down her fluttering tummy and wondered how long she would be able to keep her arms there, especially when I finally reached the treasure nestled in the dark hair between her thighs. 

    I gently opened her legs further apart, and her knees fell to the sides like the covers of a book. I shuddered as the delicate musk of her true scent wafted over me and made my cock pulse with anticipation, and Zoie shivered as well as her cold-fire eyes burned into me like a brand. 

    “Please, husband,” she whispered, and I tenderly kissed her inner knee before I dove in and licked a broad stripe up the pink seam of her pussy. “Mercedes, be!” 

    “Yes, Zoie,” Shay encouraged and then stretched out along the cat-woman’s side so she could have the perfect bird’s eye view. “You are so lovely when you let down those stoic walls.” 

    “Ooohhh!” Zoie moaned and thrashed her head to the left as I practiced my John Hancock with the stiff point of my tongue. Her hips bucked hard, and I had to grip her hip bones with my fingers so she wouldn’t squirm away from my ardent quest. Then I lapped at the slick pooling at her entrance and worked my tongue as deep inside her as I could. “Husband, oh, ohhh. I’m going to come apart just from your mouth, ah!” 

    “Beautiful,” Shay sighed as Zoie climaxed, and my phoenix wife petted the damp hair at the cat-woman’s temple as she trembled and tensed. 

    I couldn’t help but agree with Shay’s assessment, but my mouth was busy coaxing as much pleasure from my cat-wife as I could before her hands lost the battle of keeping still and both found their way to my hair so she could pull me up and kiss me fiercely. 

    “My love, my love, oh, my love,” she chanted as she raked her nails down my spine, which caused me to shiver and bury my face in her dark hair fragrant with that ginger-lily scent I was used to smelling on Shay. The sweet smell mingling with Zoie’s naturally meadow-fresh scent made me slightly dizzy, and I reached down to give myself a much-needed stroke. “Alex, please, I can’t wait any longer. I want you to breed me.” 

    “God, yes,” I growled and gripped myself at the base of my shaft so I could line myself up with her hot chamber and slide in. Because she was slick from her earlier orgasm, it was like slipping on a suede glove, and the pleasure nearly punched me in the gut it was so strong. 

    “Shit,” I cursed, and I had to suddenly think of the quadratic equation in order to tamp down my second orgasm looming just on the brink of my control. “G-Give me a second, kitten. You feel too good to be real.” 

    “You feel like home,” she said back in a suddenly small voice, and I balanced myself on my forearms so I could gaze down at her. 

    “You are always my home,” I said back and then dropped my head so I could kiss her tender petal-like lips. 

    “I remember how passionate you were the first time we enjoyed Wedding Porridge,” Zoie said when the vulnerable moment passed, and her sexy, playful smirk returned. “I don’t want you to hold back. Let me feel your virility, husband. Give me every drop of you.” 

    “God, Zoie,” I groaned and pressed my brow against her shoulder as my hips started up a steady rhythm. “The way you talk…” 

    My thoughts trailed off as I picked up my pace and focused on fucking my wildcat into the mattress while my other wife murmured and cooed her encouragements to the both of us. 

    “That’s it, you two, gorgeous,” Shay said as her hungry verdant eyes raked over the both of us. She propped her leg up and trailed her fingers down her body as if she was flirting with the idea of going lower and touching herself. 

    The thought of Shay rubbing herself to orgasm while I fucked Zoie nearly short-circuited my brain, and I pounded into cat-wife even harder until she released a cascade of high-pitched mewls. 

    “Touch yourself, sweetheart,” I said to Shay and then adjusted my position so I could hook my elbows under Zoie’s knees and spread her open even wider. “Make yourself feel good like I showed you.” 

    “Yes,” the phoenix-woman breathed, and she finally reached between her pussy lips so she could caress her hidden rose bud. 

    “That’s it,” I rumbled deep in my chest and then focused on bringing Zoie off first before I could revel in my own pleasure. In my effort, my knees slipped on the sheets, which caused my angle to shift ever so slightly, and the effect nearly had Zoie vaulting off the bed. 

    “Aleeeeex!” she squealed and locked her ankles around my waist. “Goddess, there! Oh, don’t stop my love, I’m almost there!” 

    “Fuck!” I yelled and dug in harder as my own orgasm pounded at the threshold of my self control. “Come with me, kitten. Let it all go.” 

    “Yessssss!” she mewled and clawed at my back as her internal muscles gripped me strongly. One, two, three more thrusts, and suddenly we were both catapulting into the abyss. “Oh, husband, impregnate me with your seed! I can feel how hungry my womb is for your strong kits!” 

    Distantly, I heard the familiar sound of Shay lost in the throes of her own passion, and the part of my brain that wasn’t saturated in oxytocin and dopamine was pleased she made herself feel just as good. 

    But the larger part of my lizard brain was busy trying to fuck my sperm as deep inside my cat-wife as I could as pulse after pulse of my cum coated her inner walls. 

    “Merciful Mercedes,” I breathed into the side of her neck as my hips continued to judder against hers. Zoie hiccupped as miniature aftershocks of her own climax jolted through her, and I felt a dampness on her face she tried to hide by burrowing into my chest. “Kitten? Are you alright?” 

    “I’m just…” she said, but then her ears flattened, and her voice cut off as some unnamed emotion swelled within her again. 

    “I understand,” Shay said and curled herself against us so she could continue to comb through the other woman’s dark, tangled hair. “You never thought you could feel so cherished, and every time feels like it is the first because of how well he takes care of you.” 

    Zoie was still too overwhelmed, but she nodded and reached out to grasp Shay’s other hand. 

    “I love you both so much,” I rasped out as I felt the bite in the corners of my own eyes. Carefully, I pulled my softening member out of Zoie’s warm body and was briefly mesmerized by the trickle of my cum leaking out of her slick pussy, but when she shuddered due to the lack of my body heat, I snapped out of it, found a damp cloth, wiped down our sweaty bodies, and drew the blankets over both of my wives to keep the chill at bay. 

    When I was satisfied they were both tucked in and tended to, I slid in behind my cat-wife so she could feel secure between Shay and me. “Zoie Sandwich.” 

    “What is a sad-winch?” Zoie asked in a shivery voice, so I snugged up behind her even more, tangled my legs through hers, and rubbed my still tingling palm up and down her arm to warm her up. 

    “Alex calls them ‘kitchen sinks,’ and they are most delicious,” Shay enthused as she burrowed her much smaller frame into Zoie’s arms. “It is basically anything you can fit between two slices of bread, and if this is a Zoie Sandwich, that makes Alex and I the bread.” 

    “So… the sandwich is metaphorical? Or can you actually eat it? I’m confused. And what does the kitchen sink have to do with any of it?” Zoie’s nose scrunched cutely as she puzzled through Shay’s words, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 

    “Don’t worry, kitten, I’ll have to make one for you to eat one day,” I said and then nibbled on the crest of her bare shoulder. 

    Zoie hummed in the back of her throat and settled under my chin. She seemed satisfied with that answer for now as her body grew heavy and pliant, and her breaths evened out, and a moment later, I could tell she dozed off. 

    “Is she asleep already?” Shay asked in a low voice as she looked up from where she was resting on Zoie’s chest. 

    “She tends to do that after sex,” I whispered back, and we both exchanged fondly amused looks with each other as we took turns gazing at our sleeping beauty. 

    It was true Zoie usually seemed to drop off into dreamland after a vigorous round of lovemaking, and it was just one of those heartbreakingly endearing quirks about the cat-woman that reminded me of how much I loved her. Only now, it was nice to have another person who cared about Zoie just as much as I did bear witness to the treasure she was. 

    “She is quite incredible, I can see why you love her so,” Shay said as if she plucked the thought right out of my head. “When you went off to duel that awful man, she took charge of us right away. Even when the Sun Scourge came and Rylan wanted to run into the forest, she comforted him and kept us all inside the walls. I could tell it was hard for her, though.” 

    “She is amazing, but Shay, I’m so grateful for you, too,” I said and reached across so I could cup the only part of her I could reach, which happened to be her elbow. “Zoie would have never stayed behind if your soothing presence wasn’t there to remind her to think rationally.” 

    “You really think so?” Shay asked and shifted so her burnished green eyes were on mine. 

    “I know so,” I said and caressed her skin with broad sweeps of my calloused thumb. “Zoie and I don’t really communicate with words all the time, but we just know certain things. It’s always been that way with us, so trust me when I tell you she’s been more settled and confident since you’ve been with us.” 

    “Oh,” she murmured as if the thought had never occurred to her. “I actually feel as if it is the reverse, sometimes. She’s the one who makes me feel uninhibited. You both make me feel free in so many ways, and I can never repay you.” 

    “Just love me, and we’re square, sweetheart,” I said playfully and squeezed her arm. 

    “That I can do, and will do so, for as long as I live,” she said solemnly, and my smile faded as she held my gaze. 

    “Ahem,” came the sound of someone clearing their throat, and I lifted my head. Jenner was standing in the doorway of the suite and shifting on his feet. “Sorry to disturb you, but I’m afraid you have another visitor.” 

    “Who is it now?” I grumbled and hugged my wives closer as if I could use them as a shield from my responsibilities. 

    “Normally, I would just send them away at such a late hour, you see…” the koala-butler said and tweaked his monocle. 

    “Jenner, spit it out,” I said as I squinted at him. 

    “It’s Lord Mec to see you, sir,” he said, and he finally got my attention. 

    

  


   
    Chapter 19 

    I tried not to be nervous as I entered my own parlor on the lower floor where the lord Asher was idly observing a dusty painting hanging on the wall. 

    This was a room I’d hardly been in myself, and I was momentarily distracted by how it had definitely received a facelift from the sparse drum and glum Ithaca started out with. 

    For starters, the fireplace was lit with a cheery blaze and warmed the large space with its crackling flames. The walls were painted a rich hunter green, and along with tasteful accents of bronze and gold, it matched some of the rustic elegance of my bedroom suite. The carpeting was new also and was a deep burgundy that felt plush and comforting under my feet. 

    “Alex, my friend,” the ram-lord said when he finally noticed my presence. “Thank you for meeting with me at such an unsociable hour.” 

    “No problem, Gavlain,” I said and wiped my palms on my pants before I gestured to a pair of stately wingback chairs in front of the fireplace. A carafe of verna berry wine was sitting on a small table between the chairs with two chalices at the ready. “Please, sit and have some wine.” 

    I went over and poured him a glass first before I did the same for myself, but I didn’t take a sip just yet. I wanted to be clear-headed because the last time we met he kind of upended my world just a bit, and I had a feeling if he was here at this hour, it wasn’t to just exchange small talk. 

    “Thank you,” he said as he settled into one of the chairs. He then immediately quaffed the whole chalice of wine, and without having to be asked, I gave him a refill before taking my own seat. 

    “Are you alright?” I finally asked after I spent a few moments watching him stare absently into the flames as he held his full glass precariously in his hand. “You seem distracted or worried.” 

    “Ah, forgive me, my mind does seem to be scattered,” he murmured and took another more sedate sip of his wine. “Tell me, my friend. What do you know of the Asher Council?” 

    “Not much, only they seem to be a vaguely menacing body of government that somehow makes up the laws we all have to abide by,” I said with a bitter edge to my voice.  

    I was still a little miffed about the whole bogus ‘writ’ clause that was apparently legal. 

    “That is one way to describe them!” Mec said and threw his head back for one of those rolling thunder laughs of his. “They meddle where they shouldn’t, and they try to hoard the power of the Asher ways.” 

    “Like with the tithe stones,” I mentioned. 

    “Exactly so.” Mec then set his chalice on the table as he leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “I told you earlier how I would apprise you of any pertinent details as they arose, especially for trusting me and agreeing to participate in the tithing ceremony in the near future. I will attempt to do so now.” 

    “I’m all ears,” I said and set my own chalice to the side. “Hit me with your best shot.” 

    “Well, I guess I should first start with explaining the Council a little more.” The ram-lord shifted in his seat as his bronze-colored eyes shimmered with intensity, and I straightened my spine so I could pay better attention when he continued. “Many seasons ago when the Uprisings took place, Mercedes’ children were split in twain in a great schism of power and ideals. The Ashers of Blood, who were direct descendants from the original sixty-four to receive the Goddess’ Blessing, were of the belief the Goddess made a mistake by choosing to bless the common folk with an Asher’s rare gifts. And, as you can imagine, they did not like the fact that a simple No-Rank could rise up and take generations of their wealth in the blink of an eye. They felt limited by the possibility their lineages no longer mattered and were afraid to take accountability for their mistreatment and abuse of power. So, the Ashers of Blood attempted to adapt to the changing age, like one usually does in order to survive. They changed their name to the Asher Council and attempted to reason with the angry Duelists with claims of compromise and a promise to share the land. In return for their peace, the Asher Council would design laws where all could benefit equally.” 

    “Decent of them,” I snorted and decided maybe I really did need a sip of wine after all. “Somehow I don’t think ‘justice for all’ was their motivation.” 

    “You are correct, my friend.” The horned-man nodded. “A lot of their laws have too many loopholes in them to really be the protecting force they should be. In fact, most who really see the deeper issues outside their own bubble of security think the claims of equality are just a ruse for them to keep a hold of their power in less obvious ways.” 

    “That’s the understatement of the century,” I growled and finished off my wine in a few short swigs. 

    “Am I to understand you are referring to something specific, my friend?” Mec asked with a curious frown on his noble face. 

    “You could say that.” I rolled the empty chalice between my palms and admired the way the cut glass caught the firelight before I set it back on the table. “Asher Gordos stopped by with a cheap ‘writ’ thing where he basically tried to rig a Duel to his advantage with another Asher’s permission.” 

    “Who was the Asher who drafted that unfounded writ?” the big man asked in outrage as his shaggy eyebrows clashed down in a thunderous scowl. 

    “The magistrate of Gatetown, apparently,” I said. 

    “I should have known,” he muttered and leaned back into the chair as he mulled over this new information. “Gella Vane has been a thorn in my side for some time now. He is a slippery eel, and he covers his tracks well.” 

    “I don’t know much about the guy,” I said as the vague image of a craggy, owl-like man came to my mind’s eye. “You think he’s corrupt?” 

    “I know he doesn’t give the people of Gatetown enough purifying tithe stones even though I haven’t been able to prove it adequately enough for the Council,” he growled and clutched a fistful of the rich robes draped over his knee. “I’m not a member of the inner Asher Council as such. I’m what they call a Lesser Council Member because members like Vane have a greater blood status. My grandfather was a Traveler, therefore I have foreign blood flowing through my veins that is not of Aventollian descent. What I say and do holds lesser value than that of people like Vane.” 

    “But you’re the top Asher on Nata Isle,” I said. “That’s got to account for something.” 

    “Yes, the Duelist with the highest rank is dubbed Lord Asher, but oftentimes the Lord Asher acts like more of a figurehead, whereas the real power on Aventoll is held by the Asher Council,” he continued. 

    “Like the president versus congress,” I muttered. 

    “I only vaguely know to what you are referring,” Mec said as he brushed a hand over his beard. “My grandfather used to mention things like ‘congress’ and such. You are used to the concept, then.” 

    “Yeah, it’s definitely similar to basic eighth-grade civics.” I shrugged and then walked over to the fire so I could stir the coals with an iron poker. The flames leapt up again and brightened the room with their renewed blaze. 

    “Every island has a figurehead like me,” the ram-lord continued when I sat back down. “Asher Lords are automatically a part of the Lesser Council just based on their Duelist rank. The hierarchy then proceeds as follows: the Lords appoint other Duelists to govern the people, and on Nata, Redburn governs Mec Valley, and Gella Vane governs Gatetown. My father, who was Asher Lord before me, originally had another person in mind for Gatetown’s Magistrate, but the Council found fault with his candidate and appointed Vane themselves. Probably to keep an eye on the Mecs.” 

    “Why would the Council want to keep an eye on you?” I asked, even though I already had an inkling of where this conversation was headed. 

    “My grandfather was a lot like you when he Traveled to Aventoll,” the ram-lord said with a nostalgic smile. “He often described our practices as ‘barbaric’ and ‘savage’ but fell in love with everything Aventoll had to offer anyway. Even though he adapted to a way of life he never envisioned for himself, he always wanted to do something about the power imbalance and strove toward making Nata, at least, a utopia. His ultimate goal was to eventually see someone of lesser blood status appointed to the Greater Council where real change could actually be affected. And now, my good friend, I hate to burden you by telling you all this, and explaining how that noble task has now been handed down to me.” 

    “So, you’re telling me you come from a line of secret social justice vigilantes,” I deadpanned but then cracked a wide grin. “Well, shit, Gavlain. Why didn’t you say so earlier?” 

    “It is rather difficult in places where anyone can be listening,” he said but grinned back at me. “But you are now one of my closest allies, and I will soon be apprising you of more details the closer the Tithing Ceremony approaches. Basically, just know you even agreeing to participate has set us on a hopeful course of action.” 

    “I’m glad I can help,” I said agreeably, and I was more than a little excited to be in on some Take Down the Proverbial Man plot regardless of how small my role was. “Was there anything else you wanted to talk about, Gavlain?” 

    “Yes, actually,” the horned-man said and topped us off with more wine. He handed me one, and I took a small sip as I waited for him to go on. “Now you know a little about my place in the Councils of Aventoll and can understand some of the pressure that comes along with it. Many of the Ashers in the Greater and Lesser Councils have agreed to bring back the Herald Hunt because there has been an uptick in Demon Scourges lately. Some Duelists have grown complacent over these many idle seasons and don’t want to get off their lazy backsides and fight unless there is some incentive.” 

    “I’ve heard that term being thrown around before,” I said and frowned as I tried to remember. “What even is a Herald Hunt?” 

    “It’s a way to galvanize Duelists into their sacred duty, unfortunately,” Mec answered. “Sadly, not many want to fight random scourge-mites just because it is their calling to keep the denizens of Aventoll safe. They’d rather fight with the purpose of obtaining more power and riches.” 

    “So, of course, they would only want to find and fight a herald demon,” I completed logically. 

    “Exactly so.” The ram-lord nodded his big shaggy head before he downed the remaining wine in his chalice. He then reached into his black and silver robes for a small object that remained hidden in his large hand. “To fix this issue, the Council created the Herald Hunt with the help of the Alchemical Metallurgists. Their particular type of ancient magicks allow some Alchemists to sense when a herald is near, and by using their metalworking techniques, they were able to forge these.” 

    Finally, Mec revealed a small brass-looking horn in his hand and held it out toward me. I held out my hand, and he dropped the horn into my palm where it almost slipped out of my grasp because I wasn’t expecting it to weigh so much considering it was only about six inches long. 

    “A trumpet?” I queried and held the bugle-like instrument up for closer inspection. The metal was polished to a high shine, had numerous runes engraved all over the gilded surface, and had a leather cord fashioned around it so it could be tied to a belt or a pack, but it didn’t look like it would be any louder than a kazoo, to be honest. 

    “A herald trumpet,” Mec corrected. “How it works is, Ashers who think they are close to a herald demon can choose to blow their horn. If they are more than a league away from a herald demon, their trumpet will remain silent, but if they are within distance, their trumpet will sound for all to hear. That signals everyone in the area, and a free for all takes place, the triumphant one being the one who casts the killing blow to the herald. The thing of it is, there is usually a rash of common folk who want to try their hand at killing a herald, believing Mercedes will bless them with Asher powers so they will be successful, but in the end, it usually just leads to a senseless loss of life. Since the first Red Moon came and returned the Scourge to us, the Asher Lords on every Isle except Nata have approved of reinstating the Hunts, and finally, my resistance was overturned due to the fact Bala Ren was one who used to vote against the Hunts without fail. But now that he is gone, I have been overruled, so I am here to ensure every Duelist gets a herald trumpet in order to participate during the next Scourge.” 

    “What if I don’t want to participate in the Hunt?” I asked as I ran my thumb over the runes. 

    “It is at your discretion, however, I ask that if you are nearby and have a chance to save one of my wayward and ill-advised subjects trying to fight, I ask you help protect them as Mercedes has demanded of her blessed ones.” The ram-lord then sighed and got to his feet, and I set the trumpet aside and stood up as well so I could clasp the big man’s forearm. 

    “Of course, I will protect them,” I assured him out loud, and the tension seeped out of the coarse lines around his eyes. 

    “You are a good man, Alex Brightwood,” he said with a tired grin, but then his face darkened into a scowl once more. “What about that Gordos character? I’m assuming you Dueled him, and he lost, seeing as how you are here and he is not.” 

    “Actually, a herald demon got him, the idiot,” I said as I took back my hand. “However, there is something I think I should tell you--” 

    “Shh,” Mec suddenly shushed me, and I grew quiet. “It seems as if we have someone dropping eaves.” 

    I swiveled my head around to try to spot the interloper, but I couldn’t see anything. 

    “To the person who thinks he is hidden,” Mec said in a low timbre that vibrated with the sleeping power he inherited through his Traveler grandfather. The ram-lord paused and arched an amused eyebrow that seemed to say, ‘watch this.’ Then he inhaled sharply, and the atmosphere grew charged with an invisible force. “Come out, come out, wherever you areee…” 

    A clamorous racket sounded from a small airing cupboard I hadn’t noticed in the dimly lit room, and a lanky figure tumbled out and onto the floor with a chagrined expression on his surprised face. 

    If I hadn’t felt the compelling force when Mec used his Voice, I would have laughed. As it was, I felt the same gripping urgency to do what that voice said even though I wasn’t the target of the instruction. 

    Poor Horus, however, looked like he didn’t know what had hit him, and he blinked up at the two of us from his sprawled position on the hard floor. 

    “Hey, Horus, wanna tell us what you were doing in there?” I asked with a smirk. 

    “I-I-- um,” he stuttered and jumped up to his feet. He had an embarrassed flush on his cheeks, and he brushed the dust off his pants. “I was eavesdropping, it is true, but forgive me, Lord Mec, my loyalty is to Alex, and after the events of today, I’ve made it my goal to make sure his back is covered.” 

    “There is nothing to forgive, lad,” the ram-lord boomed and clapped Horus on the shoulder. “Loyalty is rarer than any precious metal. As a Metallurgist, I’m sure you can agree.” 

    “Yes, sir,” he said and nodded his black-feathered head. 

    “What was it you wanted to tell me, Alex?” Mec asked and effectively returned us all to the matter at hand. 

    “It’s actually good Horus is here because he might have more to add, but I think we’ve stumbled on another plot,” I said as I exchanged glances with the falcon-man. 

    “What do you mean?” Mec asked. 

    “We’re not completely sure, but I think Gordos was being manipulated by my father and his manservant, Gutter,” Horus explained. 

    “Archus Doler…” the horned-man murmured, and his eyes grew distant as he visibly tried to put two and two together. “He’s a bitter man always grasping for more power. For the record, not all of the Duelists think Archus made the right decision when it came to you, young Horus.” 

    “Thank you, Lord Asher, that means… a lot coming from someone like you,” he said, and his black crest flattened somewhat which gave him a humble appearance. 

    “Not all of us can see the bigger picture, and for that, I am truly sorry,” the kind Asher Lord said, and again I was reminded about how much this man truly cared about every one of his citizens. 

    “Gordos was definitely not in control,” I added when I remembered the interaction between myself and the bald vulture-man. “He looked like he would rather be anywhere but here, like it wasn’t even his idea to instigate the Duel in the first place, and he was definitely taking cues from Gutter. However, it seems as if there is more to the story.” 

    “What do you mean, Alex?” Horus tilted his head as Mec’s bronze eyes lighted on mine. 

    “Gordos got a writ from Asher Vane, and Vane and Archus are close allies… no, I think the true director of whatever the hell is going on is that Gatetown guy,” I said as the gears clicked into place. 

    “Gella Vane has often been the mastermind behind many plots,” the ram-lord said with a menacing rumble in his voice. “This smells like one of his rotten schemes.” 

    “What do you think he’s planning?” I asked. 

    “I’m not sure yet, but thank you for telling me about this,” he said and adjusted the cape around his shoulders. 

    “There’s something else,” Horus piped up and dug around for something in the pocket of his pants. “Gordos was using this when he and Gutter led us to the clearing right where the demons appeared. I picked it up after the Scourge when I was hunting for my arrows.” 

    He held up a silver circular object that reminded me of a fifty-cent piece, and on the face were more of those arcane runes that were on the herald trumpet. 

    “You will have to educate me on its significance, Alchemist,” the ram-lord said with an arched eyebrow as he examined the medallion. 

    “One of the things my father wanted me to do was fashion an object that could somehow do what an Alchemist could and help non-Alchemists and people like No-Ranks find herald demons. He wanted to enterprise this in the underground markets, however, the magic required to produce such a thing is… dark, to say the least,” the falcon-man said with a disturbed frown. “I wanted no part of it, but if this is what I think it is, my father found a way to create a herald-seeking talisman.” 

    “That is indeed worrisome,” Mec said and held the talisman up between his thumb and forefinger. “Do you mind if I keep this, Horus? I am going to take it to a good friend of mine who can assess it properly.” 

    “Yes, of course, milord,” the falcon-man said with a respectful bow of his head. 

    “Make sure you stick together,” the horned-man said to the both of us. “Especially since it appears as if Archus really is involved with Gella somehow. And Alex, make sure you are meditating as we practiced. It is vitally important to do this often when you are first Awakening.” 

    “Okay, I’ll meditate, I promise.” I clasped the big man’s tree branch of a forearm. 

    “I will summon you shortly, and we will discuss more,” he said with a sure nod. “I will see myself out.” 

    “See you, Gavlain,” I replied and watched the ram-lord exit the parlor without further ado. 

    “I am very sorry for having crashed your meeting.” Horus immediately turned to me after the Asher Lord left with a remorseful expression on his slightly pale face. 

    “Dude, it’s fine,” I chuckled and patted him on the back. “It was worth it to see you almost piss your pants.” 

    “Shut up,” Horus snorted and jostled my shoulder. “To be honest, I was in here taking a nap when the Lord-of-the-Tidehell-Island strolls in. So, I hid, shoot me.” 

    “He may seem like a badass, but trust me, he’s mostly warm goo on the inside,” I said with a wide grin. “You should just see him with his daughter. You would never be intimidated by him again.” 

    “I’ll have to take your word for it,” he said and shook his feathered head. 

    “Did you hear all that about the Herald Hunts?” I asked and went over to the small table to retrieve the brass horn Mec gave me. “What do you think?” 

    “About participating in trying to track down heralds?” Horus clarified as he rubbed his chin. “Well, if you are serious about experimenting with combined herald cores, then it might be useful.” 

    “So, you have thought more about combining cores,” I needled. 

    “I admit the thought is intriguing,” he said and walked over to swig the last of the wine straight from the carafe. “But there is a lot of research and alchemical theory I need to do, and for that, I need access to a library.” 

    “What kind of library? I’m assuming the library you need is a specialized one.” I took the carafe Horus offered me and took a drink. There was no point in letting perfectly good wine go to waste, after all. 

    “My father’s obsession with the Alchemical Arts led him to collect a vast cache of knowledge not many are aware of,” the falcon-man said. “His library would be ideal, but of course that’s out of the question. However, I wonder if the archivist, Tovish, might be able to help on that front. Mr. Jenner explained how he was an apprentice under the old innkeeper years ago before the Uprisings. He said the old Engish archivist has a memory like a steel trap, and if there was anyone who knew which direction to start that kind of research, it would probably be him.” 

    “Yeah, he was a smart dude, I just wish I knew what was up with him,” I sighed. 

    “You are going to meet with him, yes?” Horus asked. 

    “Jenner showed me the letter he got from Roofus,” I said as I suddenly remembered how the koala-man handed me the message just before I was herded away by my wives. At the time, I was too distracted for obvious reasons, but now I realized I shimmied into the same pants I was wearing when I shoved the letter in my pocket and forgot about it. I pulled the crumpled paper out now and unfolded it so I could read the messy handwriting. “All it says is Tovish is alive, he needs to speak with me about something urgent, and the only time and place is two nights from this one in the forest near the Palace Square. And that’s it.” 

    “I get the feeling Tovish is another victim of larger machinations much like Gordos was,” Horus said and rubbed his chin again. 

    “Do you think it’s your father again?” I asked as I tucked the note back into my pocket. 

    “Possibly, but I don’t know for certain,” he said. “If anything, I think we still need to keep our eyes open in case he comes after you. If he really was working with Gordos, then he wants you out of the picture for some reason-- and that reason is important enough to stage whatever that farce of a Duel was to accomplish it. Simply for that fact alone, we should use the herald core we have now and fashion you a protective amulet at the very least.” 

    “Awesome.” I grinned. “Before I came here, I was learning under my boss about jewelry working. He didn’t really get to teach me much, and more times than not I was just ordered to deal with customers and keep the shop clean, but I really wanted to work with my hands, and I figured metalworking was as good as anything.” 

    “To my knowledge, there is a working forge at your other estate the Omite glassblowers left behind after they crafted the Jewel House. We should take a trip there and check it out.” The falcon-man smiled with enthusiasm and twitched his itchy fingers at the prospect of getting to forge some metal. 

    “Let’s plan on going there tomorrow at some point,” I suggested. “I should go and check on things there anyway. I’m not really sure what to do with that estate to be honest, but it seems to be Shay’s enterprise with the whole canterfly breeding and boarding business.” 

    “That might be something you might want to talk to my sister about,” he said. “She does love her canterflies, but she might want a change in pace. Breeding canterflies is an arduous job. She’s quite skilled at it, but that was just because our father pushed it on her. And of course, that bastard Ren didn’t care to get her opinion, he was only concerned with how much value she could bring to his estate.” 

    “Thanks for the advice, man,” I said and bro-punched him in the arm. “I will definitely talk to her. Will you go with me to meet Tovish when the time comes?” 

    “You would have to fight me to make me stay behind for that one, chief,” he said with his trademark roguish grin. 

    “I’m glad to hear your loyalty isn’t just a front because you got busted by Mec.” I couldn’t help but give him more shit for that particular stunt, and I had a feeling it would be a long time before that particular vein of Give Horus Shit Material dried up. 

    “I am very loyal, I’ll have you know,” he said in a mock offended tone of voice as he raised his nose in the air and turned away. 

    “Sure, sure, sureeee,” I said. 

    Before Horus could respond with another witty comeback, the sound of shattering glass snapped us both out of our banter. 

    “What in the darkhells was that?” Horus asked with his gold-green eyes wide and wary. 

    I glanced at the parlor door that was still ajar from Mec’s exit. The dark corridor peered almost ominously through the crack, and I repressed the prickly feeling at the base of my spine.  

    “I don’t know,” I said, “but it sounded like it came from the room just next door.” 
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    Another decorative vase smashed to the ground and joined its fallen comrade on the floor of one of Ithaca’s stately studies. It seemed the culprit of this destruction was Rylan, since he stood precariously on a wobbly step ladder and tried to put something inside a third and final ceramic vase sitting on top of a very tall bookshelf. 

    “Rylan?” I called as the glow-stones in the wall sconces intuitively brightened at my presence. “Rylan!” 

    The stable-boy continued to reach up on tip-toes as if he didn’t even hear me, but his wrapped leg, much better now thanks to Madam Midgen’s healing ways, was still weak, and his position caused his bad leg to strain and tremble with fatigue.  

    I recognized that type of jelly feeling from when I took one too many kicks to the leg while sparring, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before the kid’s leg gave out. With my luck, he would end up with a second broken leg after rebreaking the first, and if that happened, I was pretty sure I would have an ass-kicking coming my way from a very batty priestess. 

    “What is he doing?” Horus asked from over my shoulder as he took in the bizarre scene and saw what the problem was. 

    “I don’t know,” I said as I started across the room. “But I need to get him before-- shit!” 

    Sure enough, the stable-boy’s janky leg gave up the good fight, and I watched almost in slow motion how his knee buckled before he began to fall off the tall stool. 

    I sprinted the rest of the way toward him and outstretched my arms with the intention of catching him. 

    However, just because Rylan was small for his age didn’t mean he was weightless, and since he was a gawky pre-teen, it was almost like trying to catch a potato sack full of broomsticks. 

    In the end, I more so broke his fall rather than ‘catch him,’ catch him. 

    “Oof!” I grunted as I also lost my balance and fell back on my ass with him somewhat draped over my lap. 

    His brown eyes were open and glazed as he stared upward with a blank expression on his face. 

    “Ry?” I cupped the kid’s cheek and jostled him gently. “Buddy? Are you alright?” 

    “Don’t tell Alex I broke his favorite glass pillows,” he murmured. There was a slight frown on his face, but for the most part, his eyes remained eerily wide and fixed. 

    “Pillows…?” I glanced around at the shattered vases and then back at him as I started to put two and two together. 

    “What’s wrong with him?” Horus asked and crouched down by my side so he could take the stable-boy’s temperature with the back of his hand. 

    “I think he’s sleepwalking,” I whispered and snickered under my breath. “Rylan, what were you trying to do with all the, er, pillows?” 

    “Alex told me I needed to protect his herald core,” he said in a dreamy voice, and then he opened his curled fist to reveal the ruby-red gem I told him to hold onto earlier. “I need to hide it so it will be safe, but when I tried to hide it in the clouds, they turned into pillows and kept floating away. And now they fell out of the sky, and Alex will be mad.” 

    “Nah,” I said as I gently took the core from him and stashed it away in my pocket for later. Then I helped the boy to his feet with my arm around his shoulders. “I have it on good authority Alex thinks those pillows are ugly anyway and won’t be upset that they’re gone.”  

    I rubbed my hand up his arm to try and dispel the chill seeping into his skin, and I shook my head in exasperation when I noticed he’d been wandering around the drafty manor in just his thin sleep shirt and pants. 

    “Are you sure?” the boy asked, and a few tears tracked silently down his face. If he was aware he was crying, it wasn’t apparent due to his still zombified expression. 

    The tears worried me a little, and what started out as something amusing soured when I realized he was really quite distressed. I entertained thoughts of waking him up so I could get him to see it was me in order to reassure him better, but I read somewhere how it was bad to try and wake up a sleepwalker, or something. The last thing Rylan needed in his condition was more anxiety. 

    “Buddy, even if those were Alex’s most favorite pillows in the universe, in his opinion, they don’t compare to his awesomely cool foster-son,” I said as if I was imparting some great secret. 

    “Really?” he asked in his monotone voice. “You’re sure he won’t be mad?” 

    “Positive,” I said and pulled him in even closer. He was starting to feel a little warmer now, but I wished I had a cloak or blanket to put over his shoulders. 

    “And besides,” Horus said as he untied his lightweight cape from his shoulder strap and draped it around Rylan. “If he is mad, you can just blame it on ol’ Uncle Horus.” 

    “Okay,” Rylan murmured, and just like that, the tense worry stringing his frame so taut relaxed, and he wound his wiry arms around my waist, closed his eyes, and buried his face into my shirt. “I’ll just blame it on Uncle Horus.” 

    I snorted but gave the falcon-man a grateful grin as I adjusted the cape more securely around the kid’s thin shoulders. 

    “Good lad,” Horus said fondly and placed a hand briefly on his shaggy mop. 

    “Thanks for helping me calm him down,” I said to the black-feathered man as I rubbed a little circle into Rylan’s back. “I don’t know what to do with him sometimes.” 

    “I think you’re doing just fine, chief,” he said and cocked his head as he watched Rylan doze off against me. “Did he-- is he asleep again?” 

    I looked down and noticed how the stable-boy was now drooling a fine wet spot into my tunic. “It appears so. He’s so weird.” 

    “Yes, he is,” Horus said gravely and put a hand over his heart. “And I hate to tell you this, but woot-fruit doesn’t grow far from the tree it fell from.” 

    “Is that your way of calling me weird, too?” I asked and mock-scowled at him. 

    “He is your son.” The falcon-man shrugged in an ‘if the shoe fits’ sort of way. 

    “You do know he is not physically mine, right?” I deadpanned. 

    “That has nothing to do with anything,” he said, and I pursed my lips in thought. 

    “True. I guess I’ll own it. I’m weird.” I gave a similar shrug, and then we both broke out in quiet snickering. “But I should really get him to bed. And then I also need to pass the fuck out because tomorrow is going to be busy. I think we finally have the materials to start building the barn, and I want to get as much done at Ithaca tomorrow before we head to the other estate.” 

    “You really need to think of a name for that place,” he said and went over so he could hold the parlor door open. 

    I sighed as I unclamped Rylan’s bony arms and then hefted him up, and he immediately let out a snore and nuzzled harder into my chest to where his face was almost completely hidden in my armpit. 

    So. Weird. 

    “I know I need to name it, but nothing I can think of really fits,” I said as I angled my body through the door so I wouldn’t bang Rylan’s feet against the jamb. “I’m open to suggestions.” 

    “I’ll think on it as well,” Horus said, and he went with me so I could tuck the kid back in bed like an errant lamb that needed to be rescued by a shepherd. 

    “Uncle Horus, huh?” I grinned when instead of taking back his cape, the falcon-man tucked it more snugly around the stable-boy. 

    “What can I say?” He shrugged and rubbed his chin. “He kind of grows on you.” 

    “Like a fungus, right?” I snorted. 

    “Accurate.” Horus frowned down at my weirdo foster-son with a confused expression as if he didn’t understand how he could like the strange, hyperactive kid so quickly, and I could definitely relate. 

    “Welcome to the club of people Rylan Daal has wrapped around his little finger, my friend,” I said and clapped him on the back before I led us out and back into the corridor on the second floor. 

    “You don’t understand, I don’t even like kids,” the perplexed falcon-man said as if I just told him the truth about the Tooth Fairy. 

    “I didn’t think I did, either, brother,” I laughed, and I pulled the door closed as silently as I could so Rylan would stay the fuck asleep. 

    Honestly. 

    Madam Midgen was going to skin me alive if he didn’t freaking heal, this much I knew for certain. I hadn’t known the eccentric bat-woman for very long, but I knew she took the care and well-being of her patients very seriously. 

    Speaking of her patients… 

    “You need to go to bed, too, man,” I said and kind of shoved Horus toward the bedroom right next to Ry’s. “And no more napping in the parlor. You live here now, so this is your room.” 

    “But, I… oh,” he trailed off with a strange look on his face as if he didn’t realize this salient fact. “Are you sure? I can just find somewhere to sleep out--” 

    “If you seriously finish that sentence with the word ‘outside,’ I will actually punch you,” I said with a cocked eyebrow. 

    The falcon-man grew quiet as his frown deepened, and he cast his gaze to the ground as if he was struggling with something mentally. 

    “You mean I’m not--” he cut himself off and ran a hand through his black-feathered crest. 

    “Not what?” I prodded. 

    “A burden?” he finished and finally brought his gold-green eyes back up to mine. 

    “No,” I said simply. “Look at this place, Horus. There are way too many rooms, and I’m pretty sure I have enough gold to pay for everyone for a hundred seasons, if not more. Plus, you’re my wife’s brother and kind of my best friend, so...” 

    That last point got his attention better than any of the logistical facts I listed previously, and his mouth fell open a little in shock. I just looked at him as if what I said was just another factoid, and nothing particularly special. 

    A pleased smile appeared on his face when he finally got it, and he gave me a nod in acknowledgment before that smile stretched into a wily smirk. 

    “I guess you’re my best friend, too, even if you are a bit strange in the head,” he conceded as he rolled his eyes. “Seriously. Combining herald cores-- it’s like you want to die!” 

    “You still haven’t explained what’s so bad about combining cores,” I pointed out. 

    “Other than the fact we could both perish in a horrible explosion?” the falcon-man asked matter-of-factly. 

    “Huh, well, if anybody can figure out how not-to-do-that, it’s you, I’m sure.” I gave him a smug little smirk and then patted him once more before I all but shoved him toward his room. “Now, go to bed, H.” 

    “See, crazy!” Horus said, and he gesticulated wildly to the ceiling as he retreated to his room. 

    I just shook my head and made sure the door remained closed to the falcon-man’s room. I even waited in the silent hall for a few extra beats just to make sure neither he nor Rylan would come out again for something as foolish as ‘trying to please me’ or for ‘being a burden.’ 

    In the deep quiet, I was able to hear the sound of someone trying to hold their breath in order to not be overheard, and I immediately straightened my spine. Even though I didn’t have the Voice like Mec did, I still summoned all my intimidation and growled out lowly to the mysterious person. 

    “Whoever you are, you need to come out and show yourself,” I said, and my muscles were coiled tight and ready to spring.  

    If there really was someone in the manor ready to do my family harm, I would take care of it and then check on those fucking lanterns again. 

    “Skra!” came the gleeful cawing of an aggravating crow-moth moments before a yellow ball of dusty fluff and feathers thudded into my chest like an auto-launch baseball in a batting cage. 

    “Oh, Roo, no!” A whispered giggle sounded just before my bashful phoenix-wife revealed herself from around the corner. Her petal-like hands folded over her pretty mouth as she tried to hold in her laughter so she wouldn’t wake anyone up. However, it must have been difficult to keep her mirth at bay, seeing as how I spluttered and wheezed due to the wind being knocked out of me by a bowling ball with tail feathers. 

    “Roofus, I missed you, too, yeesh!” I said as he roughly nudged under my chin and hugged my neck with his four fuzzy moth-paws. I wriggled my nose and tried not to sneeze at all the yellow dust he was shedding in his excitement, and in that moment I couldn’t help but laugh as well because, dammit, I really did miss the little cretin. 

    “I’m sorry for lurking, husband,” Shay said as she finally came to my rescue and plucked the gold-seeker away from where he was actively trying to burrow into my rib cage. “But I just couldn’t help myself from listening.” 

    “How long have you been there?” I asked curiously and came up next to her so I could wrap my arm around her mostly bare shoulders. The nightdress she’d changed into was a soft green gauzy thing that looked as comfy as it did beautiful, but it wasn’t very practical in the way of insulation. Added to the fact she was prancing around the corridors barefoot, and it was almost like she wanted to catch pneumonia. Still, her earnestness and overwhelming beauty in the moonlight made me roll my eyes internally at how head-over-heels I was for her, even though her carelessness was as exasperating as it was endearing. 

    “Since I heard Rylan accidentally break the vase,” she admitted with another sheepish grin as I led us out of the corridor and toward the stairs where our suite was. “I came to check on you when you had been gone for so long, and I was on my way down the stairs when I heard it and grew worried. I wanted to intervene, but I got distracted watching you with him, and then again with my brother just now…” 

    Shay slowed until we were stopped on the middle landing that broke the grand staircase in two before it curved up to the right onto the third floor. 

    “Shay?” I asked when she looked down and stroked Roofus in her arms as if drawing comfort from the cuddly creature. 

    “Sometimes, I have to remind myself I am awake, and for a moment, I was worried I was trapped in a dream and none of this exists outside my mind,” she whispered as if telling me a terrible secret. 

    I lifted her face gently with a finger tucked under her delicate chin so I could try and decipher the thoughts swimming through that intelligent brain of hers. “Why would you think this was all a dream, sweetheart?” 

    “Because I haven’t seen that look of peace and acceptance on my brother’s face for a long, long time,” she said, and then her beautiful eyes overflowed with her crystalline tears even though the smile she gave me was nearly blinding. “Thank you for being so kind to him.” 

    “Oh, honey,” I said and pulled her in so I could embrace her fully. “You don’t have to thank me for doing the right thing. Anyone you love belongs here, and your brother most of all deserves better. You both do.” 

    She then gazed up at me with an expression that made the breath stumble over my beating heart as I exhaled. I’d never been looked at that way before, and I didn’t even have words to describe it. I just felt down deep in my marrow how utterly and truly loved I was by this woman, and I shivered as if someone suddenly pulled a woolly sweater out of the dryer and slipped it over me. 

    Shay’s rosy mouth fell open as she gasped, and I knew she was feeling the strange connection buzzing between us. 

    “Oh, Alex,” she murmured. 

    “Do you know what this is?” I asked as a giddy grin suddenly took over my features, and I squeezed her narrow waist. 

    “I’ve heard of this,” she said in an equally excited voice as she did a little happy dance on her heels. “It is said Nata natives imprint on the ones their souls are attuned to. It’s been described as the Reckoning when one soul recognizes the other truly for the first time.” 

    “We’re soul-mates?” I breathed in awe. 

    “This I have known since I found you in that rowboat asleep with our Zoie in your arms, only now you know it, too,” the phoenix-woman said as her blazing green eyes poured into my own, and the connection between us devolved into a feedback loop of joy, excitement, passion, lust, and deep, deep love. 

    It was an amazing feeling. 

    “Well, then, my soul apparently says hello,” I whispered and pressed my forehead to hers. 

    “Hi,” she whispered back, and I finally reached my limit of Not Kissing Her, so I rectified this immediately by closing the gap between our lips. 

    We stood there in the stairwell sharing a series of chaste, yet achingly intimate kisses that had arousal burning low and sweet between us. Even though the potential to take it someplace else was there, we both had no desire to stoke that cozy flame into a blaze. For now, it was just perfect letting our souls dance together on some unseen current of energy as we traded kisses like sips of honeyed wine. 

    Eventually, Roofus got tired of being squished between us and wriggled out of Shay’s arms with an annoyed little ‘brrt’ noise. He hopped up on my shoulder and fluffed out his dusty feathers like he was an irritated wet hen, and his offended antics made Shay and I break apart with laughter. 

    “Sorry, Roo,” Shay giggled as I snickered into the curve of her downy neck. “We made a Roofus sandwich, husband, you should apologize.” 

    “Sorry, Roofus,” I replied diligently and giggled as well. I felt a little punch-drunk, like I’d just guzzled a whole bottle of champagne. “We should go to bed. I’m going to pay for it if we stay up any longer, and you, my turtledove, are getting chilly. You could get sick, you know. We’re going to have to get you some slippers if you insist on walking around at night.” 

    “See, there you go again,” Shay said with a fond smile curling up the corners of her perfect lips. “You are the one dead on your feet, and yet here you are taking care of everyone else.” 

    “Are you going to take care of me, then?” I asked and then resumed walking up the rest of the stairs with my precious wife under the shelter of my arm. 

    “Always,” she said. 

    Then the two of us quietly pushed open the door, stripped down to where we were both naked once more, and joined our Zoie back under the warm blankets. 

    The slumbering cat-woman didn’t even wake up, but she still opened her arms for us as if her subconscious recognized our combined presence. Shay and I fell into her embrace once more, and the three of us fit together like puzzle pieces. 

    We slept. 

    Morning, like I feared, came waaaay too early for my tastes, especially when I was ripped out of blissful unconsciousness by Roofus doing his best Fred Astaire impression on my chest. 

    “I don’t remember actually asking for a wake-up call,” I grumbled as I squinted through the hazy dawn that peeked through the drapes. 

    Good Goddess, it was fucking early, and I tried to blink the gummy feeling out of my eyes as I looked around. 

    Zoie was on her stomach with Shay draped over her bare back like blooming summer wisteria, and the heavy curtain of the phoenix-woman’s hair looked like it made a cozy red and gold streaked blanket for the two of them as they continued to sleep on like some tragically beautiful oil painting from the Renaissance. 

    Damn. They were beautiful.  

    This did not make getting up any easier, to say the least, and I flopped my head back down so I could groan quietly into my pillow. 

    Roofus then went from tap dancing on my chest to moonwalking on my head, and he let out another annoyed ‘brrt’ noise before he nipped the top of my ear with his sharp beak. 

    “Ow!” I hissed and finally sat upright so the little menace had no choice but to balance on the bedside table. “Alright, you win. I’m up.” 

    “Krr,” the gold-seeker ‘whispered,’ and he fanned his tail-feathers in a pleased sort of way. 

    At least he was considerate to the others present who were still deeply under the Sandman’s spell. 

    I sat on the edge of the bed and let myself simply gaze at the two visions before me as my brain booted up. 

    Shay and Zoie both sighed in tandem and then settled again like two sleeping doves cloistered together before the start of the day. 

    All things considered, it was worth being awake to see such a beautiful sight. 

    But, the day was waiting for no one, so when the cobwebs weren’t as thick in my head, I dragged myself to my feet, threw on a fresh set of pants and a burgundy tunic, and then tucked my sleeping beauties in more snugly before I left. 

    My first stop was to the kitchen for a makeshift breakfast sandwich of sweet bread, cold creamy cheese, and dried meat that tasted a little like turkey-jerky but wasn’t half bad. I then washed it all down with some water I purified with one of the tithe stones sitting in a small clay bowl on the table. After that, I felt energized and ready to tackle that long ‘Honey-Do’ list I felt was growing by the minute. 

    I’d never imagined myself as a property owner back on Earth, but I definitely loved throwing myself into my work fixing up the farm during those summers. Now that Ithaca was starting to feel like mine, I felt the need to really make her shine. 

    So, the next stop on my agenda was down where I left the fallen barn so I could roll up my sleeves and give this place the TLC it deserved. 

    I knew we had stacks of lumber delivered from the woodcutters, and last I saw, they were bundled in large pallets in front of the work-shed. Fixing the barn was as good a place to start as any, and the poracks really needed a place that could protect them at night, so with this decision made, I exited the courtyard, passed through the gate, and walked down to the barn with a slight spring in my step. 

    When I got down the slope to the barnyard, I was a little stunned I wasn’t the only one out here. 

    “Gifted morning to you, Mr. Alex!” Mel said in the cheeriest voice. He was busy fitting planks of wood together in a way that looked like the skeleton of a floor. Bodin was on the other end laying down planks for the floorboards, but he stopped to wipe his brow under the brim of his hat and then waved at me. 

    “Good morning, Mel,” I said to the shorter raccoon-brother. “How long have you all been out here? It seems as if you’ve all done a massive amount of work already, and the day has barely started.” 

    I looked around at how the old barn had already been completely disassembled into scrap piles, and how even Arvid was already out here swinging a large axe so he could chop up some of the usable, non-rotted stuff for firewood. 

    “Not long, Mr. Alex, don’t you fret,” Mel graveled out. “We got some work done yesterday before the light went.” 

    “Yesterday?” I gaped. “When?” 

    “Well, you were… a tad distracted, sir,” the raccoon-man said with a knowing grin as he scratched his belly through his shirt. 

    “Oh, yeah.” I grinned sheepishly and then looked around for something to change the subject. My eyes lighted on Arvid again as he split another hunk of wood, and I figured that was good enough. “Hey, thanks for leaving out breakfast, Arvi!” 

    I waved at the big sloth-man, and he lowered his tool for a moment so he could wave back. 

    “Wellllcoooome,” he replied pleasantly, and then he continued to make short work of the log he was thunking that axe into. With a large crack, the beam split in two with a satisfying symmetry that made me want to give it a turn at some point. 

    “I’m just so impressed with everyone’s work ethic that I feel a little bad for not being out here sooner.” I followed the shorter raccoon-brother as he walked over to retrieve a bundle of floorboard planks so he could help Bodin with the rest of the floor. “I forgot how efficient you both are, and I don’t think I really expressed my gratitude to you and your brother. You’ve already done a lot to help get this place back on its feet, and it’s nice to see how Ithaca is really starting to shape up.” 

    “Tis no trouble, Alex.” Mel shrugged as we both untied the bundle and laid out the planks that would fit together and wedge into the existing floor sills like Bodin was still doing on the other end. “Our hope is to have the major projects out of the way before the cold settles in. After the barn is in good working order, we can start on the mill.” 

    “Fantastic,” I said and watched how the raccoon man angled the board down on one end so it would fall next to its cousin beside it. “Do we have nails?” 

    “Ah, that’s the beauty of Bodin’s design,” Mel said and waved his brother over. “We won’t need them.” 

    “What do you mean we won’t need nails?” I asked dubiously. Considering how the last structure fell apart, and the fact I was pretty positive it had been a good barn when it was in its prime, it seemed a little counter-intuitive that a better building could be held together without hardware. 

    “Let me show you,” Bodin said and pulled a small square of folded paper out of his vest pocket. Then he unfolded the paper several times until it was a big sheet of semi-transparent onion paper with some sort of diagram drawn on it. “I’m afraid I took some liberties with the barn design when I prepared the lumber order for you.” 

    “That’s okay,” I said as I took one end of what I now recognized as some crude version of a blueprint so we could both stretch it out between the two of us. “Show me what you were thinking.” 

    “As you might be able to see from the plan, I had the woodcutters adhere to my specifications,” Bodin continued. “Based on the specific way the cutters fashioned a few key parts, the whole building will be able to stand quite sturdily with just a few strategically placed wedges.”  

    My eyes roved over the hand-drawn cross section of something that looked similar to a standard Dutch barn, and I could also see how much of the lumber was cut with tenons, or pegs, that more than likely fit into the pre-cut holes, or mortises, of various other pieces.  

    “I see,” I said and pictured fitting the wall posts down into the mortises like Lego pieces. That definitely dispelled the need for any sort of hardware or mortar, which was actually the most ideal use of our current time and resources. 

    “Because the last structure failed with almost disastrous consequences, I felt like this design was the safest,” the raccoon-architect went on, and with one lightly-clawed finger, he pointed out the part of the diagram that looked like a classic anchor and beam design called an H-bent. “The support for the entire building rests on a series of four frames just like this where a strong anchor beam is fitted between two posts and then secured at the corners with angled wooden braces. Having the center be the most stalwart point of the barn will allow it to withstand the weather for seasons to come.” 

    “It looks bigger for some reason, but I’m looking at the floor sills, and it seems like it has the same amount of floor space as the old barn,” I observed. 

    “Yes, same space, however, the design will allow us to section up the interior in order to maximize the barn’s utility,” Bodin said as he returned to the blueprint. “Look here. The main center aisle is bigger so we can even fit a carriage or two inside.” 

    “It’s also a good space to use as a workshop,” I said as I eyed the dilapidated shed next to us. 

    “That’s what I was thinking as well,” the taller raccoon-brother agreed with a grin on his masked face. “This design also gives us two side aisles where we can keep the poracks on one side and any other livestock like canterflies or what have you on the other. I know it’s not as impressive as the stables Miss Shale-Lea runs, but at least we can keep an eye on all our animals under one roof.” 

    “I like that,” I commented and then cast my gaze up to the carriage house where Prosper was ostensibly still sleeping inside. From my vantage point, I could see how the small structure was looking a little drafty and worse for the wear as well, and the barn might be more comfortable for him once it was up. 

    “Also, this barn will have a much bigger loft spanning the entire length of the center aisle, and because the loft will be built right over the anchor beams and corner braces, there’s no chance of it collapsing,” Bodin finished triumphantly and then folded the plans back up into their impossibly small packet so it could be returned to his vest pocket. 

    “You’ve really thought of everything. Good work, Bodin.” I clapped the skilled architect on the shoulder. 

    “Good Goddess, it’s already a proper party out here,” someone called out from behind us, and I turned to see Horus and Rylan walking toward us with their arms laden with a few clay jars and mugs respectively. 

    “We brought the last of the kolee tea!” Rylan piped as he raised the mugs up for me to see. 

    “You guys,” I groaned gratefully as I took a mug and let Horus pour me a cup of the steamy, coffee-like brew. “This is just what I needed. Thanks.” 

    “You’re welcome!” Rylan said with a pleased smile as I scrubbed my hand through his messy hair. 

    “How did you sleep?” I asked and wondered if he remembered anything from the night before. 

    “Great!” he said, and I figured everything about his sleepwalking adventure was wiped clean and couldn’t help but chuckle. 

    “Leg’s good?” I asked just like a proper foster-dad. 

    “Yeees.” Rylan rolled his eyes just like an annoyed pre-teen being pestered by his parental unit. “That means I can help today, right?” 

    “We’ll see,” I said and laughed again at his repressed groan of irritation. 

    “Bucaw!” came a loud trumpeting noise that had me startling and almost spilling my hot kolee tea down my hand. 

    “What the hell!” I said as I looked up at the pale morning sky and saw a jet-black shadow streak across my line of sight. 

    “Darkhell,” Horus cursed under his breath as all of us watched the winged animal that looked like a cross between a raven and a praying mantis circle over us like a vulture before it landed in the center of the completed barn floorboards.  

    In its creepy, pincered mouth, it held an official-looking missive with a black wax seal. 

    “What the fuck is that?” I asked the falcon-man to my left given the fact he seemed to recognize the bizarre mantis-raven clicking its claws at us. 

    “It’s my father’s messenger, Igoric,” he said with a scowl of disgust. “I can only guess that whatever is in there isn’t good.” 

    Great. Just great. 

    Cut one head off the Asshole-Hydra, and another one just takes its place. 
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    “You know what?” I growled as I glared at the ugly fucker slobbering on the wax-sealed envelope with its nasty, creepy pincer mouth. “I don’t even want to know.” 

    “You don’t-- but, Alex,” Horus snorted. “It’s--” 

    “No.” I held my hand up so I could block his face completely from my vision. “No. No, nope, not gonna even go there until I finish. Drinking. My. Kolee.” 

    “Alex,” he huffed, but I just slurped a long slow slurp just to make a point. “Really?” 

    “Yes, really,” I parroted back and narrowed my eyes. “I was having such an excellent morning, and I don’t care if your asshole father is plotting to assassinate the Goddess by blowing up the freaking sun, I am going to finish my kolee.” 

    “You might have to be the one to get the envelope from Igoric if you don’t want to die of curiosity, brother,” a familiar teasing voice sing-songed, and I whipped around. 

    “Shay, Zoie!” I brightened at the sight of my two wives heading down the slope toward us arm-in-arm, and they were both radiant and fresh like daisies growing through the permafrost of my previously wrecked morning. “What are you guys doing up so early?” 

    “We thought it might be prudent to come and check on you, seeing as how mornings are not a close friend of yours,” Zoie said with a cute little smirk that told me she had me absolutely pegged. 

    “That might be an understatement, dear Zoie,” Horus piped up and nudged me as I continued to savor every sip of the energizing lifeblood in my mug. “Can one of you make him see sense?” 

    “Not likely,” my cat-wife said and tickled my nose with the tip of her tail. 

    “Hey!” I tried to catch that silken tail with my hand, but as usual, she was too quick for me. “I am a very sensible guy.” 

    “As long as you are not up before the sun,” Shay giggled in her sultry umber voice. 

    “As long as I have this to help me out,” I bantered back and took another exaggerated sip. 

    “But that’s the last of it, remember, Alex?” Ry said, and my smile fell as I looked into my mug where only a few swallows remained. “How will we get more?” 

    “Well,” Bodin piped up from where he was sipping his own mug of kolee tea at a more sedate pace. “Once we finish the barn, the main center aisle should be big enough to store anything we mill once we get it all up and running.” 

    “But first, we really do need to address our unwanted guest,” Horus said and glared at the mantis-raven still perched in the middle of the completed floorboards. 

    I let out an irritated and gusty sigh as my mood deflated like a hot air balloon. 

    “I have an idea,” Shay suddenly said and grabbed my wrist to prevent me from heading toward the mantis-raven. “Why don’t you let Zoie and I look at the letter so you can just forget about being the master of the manor for a day? And then later, we can all discuss the contents and come up with a plan.” 

    “That seems a little irresponsible of me,” I said, even though the thought of just doing something like manual labor all day without having to think and plan like a Duelist sounded like heaven. 

    “No one thinks of you as such,” Zoie assured me and came close so she could lace her fingers behind my neck, and I held her around the waist with the arm not occupied with my kolee tea. “Let your wives take care of some business for you while you make our home.” 

    “Hm,” I hummed and nuzzled her face in the way I knew she liked better than kisses sometimes. “Tempting.” 

    “The letter isn’t going anywhere, and it will still be waiting for you to deal with when the barn is done,” Shay added and ran her hand through the hair at my temple. “Let us do this for you, darling.” 

    “Okay, you talked me into it,” I gave in and then smiled when both my wives cheered and covered me in hugs and kisses. “But Horus has to get it from that ugly thing. I’m not touching… whatever Igoric is.” 

    “It’s a monger,” Rylan interjected helpfully. “They often take shiny or valuable things and replace them with junk or garbage. They’re annoying.” 

    “Well said, nephew,” Horus said, and his expression grew dark and hostile. “And they bite.” 

    The monger in question scratched its clawed foot against the wooden floor as if he was a bull getting ready to charge. 

    “Looks like you’ve got your hands full, H,” I said with arched eyebrows. “Better get to it.” 

    “Come onnnn,” the falcon-man groaned as the black monger let out another weird chicken noise. 

    “That’s the deal, Rus-Rus,” the phoenix-woman chortled. 

    “For who? I didn’t agree to any deal!” He scowled but inched toward the disagreeable creature anyway, and it cocked its head and looked at Horus as if he was the irritating red flag flapping in his face.  

    Then the mantis-raven scratched the ground again and squared up with the falcon-man as if Horus was an actual matador. 

    “Remember me, Iggy, you little scat-kicker?” Horus said in a ‘goochy-goo’ sort of voice, but I didn’t think that was the best tactic to use with the nasty thing because it hissed. “That’s right, you miserable piece of--” 

    On second thought, maybe that was the point, because when Igoric hissed again, he dropped the letter on the ground, which then caused the falcon-man to spring into action. 

    “Bucaw! Bucaw!” the monger squawked as the falcon-man chased it around, and I couldn’t tell who looked more like a chicken with its head cut off-- Horus or Igoric. 

    “Uncle Horus, you look hilarious!” Rylan guffawed and then slapped his knee as he roared with gut-busting laughter. 

    Just the sight of this fourteen-year-old cackling like a toothless Southern grandpa on a creaky porch was so incongruous that I couldn’t help but snort loudly until I, too, was nearly doubled over with my own side-splitting laughter. 

    “Bucaaaaaw!” Igoric squalled and suddenly turned so he could charge at the falcon-man. 

    “Argh!” Horus yelled and leapt backward to avoid its pecking pincers. “You little--!” 

    He kicked out a leg in the pest’s direction, and finally, the monger flapped upward with its glossy black wings and let out an affronted ‘thppppp’ sound as if it was sticking its metaphorical tongue at us and blowing a raspberry. 

    “Raaaaaaaaaarrrr!” Arvid suddenly bellowed right behind the aggravating beast and practically caused it to lay an egg. 

    “Waawwwk!” Igoric yelped and took off like a shot. 

    “And don’t you come back, you molty bastard!” the falcon-man shouted at the retreating shape of the mantis-raven as it flapped away against the lightening sky. 

    “You showed him, H!” I cheered and then dissolved into more laughter when he straightened with his roguish grin and did a dorky bow as if he was Siegfried as well as Roy and had just tamed a tiger instead of a chicken. 

    “Do you dance, too, milord?” Shay tittered as she held out her dainty hand. 

    “If it pleases the Lady.” The falcon-man bowed and kissed her on the back of her palm. 

    “It pleases me, thus,” Shay said with a snooty expression, and then she poked her brother in the ribs and tickled him.  

    He laughed sharply and then stumbled back in shock, which caused him to fall on the floorboards with an ‘oof!’ 

    “Wow, I really feel the sibling love,” I joked, and Shay giggled as she helped Horus to his feet. 

    “Tell me about it,” he said and rolled his gold-green eyes like every older brother who ever had a bratty younger sister. 

    “Husband,” Shay said sweetly and batted her long crimson eyelashes. “Remind me to tell you about Horus’ twelfth birthday. It is ever so delightful a tale.” 

    “No!” the falcon-man screeched as his black-feathered crest fluffed up a little in defense. “We shall not be regaling anybody about that dreadful day, sister.” 

    “But what if I want to be regaled?” I arched an eyebrow. 

    “So, it all started when--” Shay began, and she was already animated with wild gesticulations. 

    “Barn!” Horus clapped his hands down on the phoenix-woman’s shoulders, spun her around, and frog marched her back in the direction of the manor. “We gotta get that barn done, sis. Oh, and here’s the letter Iggy had. You and Zoie see if you can make sense of it, will you? Report back, there’s a lass.” 

    “Why, Horus,” Zoie purred. “It seems as if you want to get rid of us.” 

    “Never, but we’ve got a lot of stuff to do, right, Alex?” he asked and made a shooing motion with his hands. 

    “Oh, erm,” I stuttered and decided to come to my friend’s rescue even though it was fun to watch him squirm. “Yes, we really do need to be getting on with this barn, but only because all of us are going to take a trip to Estate Number Two later this afternoon. So, everyone needs to pack what they want for a couple days.” 

    “Everyone?” the stable-boy asked as he casually traced a pattern in the dirt with his foot. 

    “Yes, you, too, Ry,” I chuckled and hooked my arm around his neck and gave him a noogie. “You think I would leave you behind?” 

    “I… broke a lot of vases last night…” he said and then held his breath as if he was expecting me to suddenly shove him away and start yelling. 

    “So, you do remember,” I said and then held him out at arm’s length so I could scan him from head to toe. “Are you feeling alright?” 

    “Yes, Daaad,” he groaned before he could really think too hard about it, and when he realized what he’d just said, he clapped his hands over his mouth and went pale. 

    “Good,” I said and just smoothed over what he called me as if it was neither here nor there. “Make sure Prosper and the carriage are all ready to go, okay?” 

    “Um, yes, okay,” he said, and he started to look less like a deer in the headlights and more like my foster-son. “A-Anything else?” 

    “Oh, yeah,” I said and gave him a wide shit-eating grin. “Clean up the courtyard after you take Ben and Jerry out to the pasture, yeah? Actually, do that first so you can take a bath afterward. You’re gonna need it.” 

    “Awww!” he whined, and I just patted him on the back and pushed him a little in the direction of the manor after my wives. 

    “Come on, darling,” Shay said to the stable-boy and held out her arm. “Walk me up. My ankle is still healing, and I will need someone strong in case I lose my balance.” 

    “Yes, of course Lady… um, Miss Layle-Shee-- I mean--” The poor kid stumbled over his words as he hurried to offer his gallant arm as if she would fall over any second without his support. 

    “Shay is fine,” she said graciously and looped her arm through his. 

    “Okay,” he said and puffed up his chest. “Just be careful with all these rocks. The ground is quite uneven.” 

    My grin softened into one of gratitude as my phoenix-wife winked at me over Rylan’s head, and I was glad she knew just what to say in order to distract the kid and make him feel useful and needed. 

    “What a cute picture your little family makes.” Horus slung his arm over my shoulders and sighed. “I think I threw up a little but then swallowed it.” 

    “Shut up,” I snorted and shoved his arm off me. “Don’t think this lets you off the hook, mister. I will hear that story about your twelfth birthday one way or another.” 

    “Hm? What?” The falcon-man gestured as if he had suddenly gone selectively deaf and then turned around and walked over to Bodin. “What can I do? Put me to work, boys.” 

    I shook my head at his ridiculous antics and followed him to where the raccoon-brothers were just finishing up their drinks. I took it upon myself to gather all the mugs and set them aside with the clay pitchers while Bodin and Mel brought Horus up to speed with the plans. 

    When I rejoined the group, we were all ready to take more instructions from the architect. 

    “Okay, now that the floor of the barn is done, we need to make the four support frames that will form the main anchor of the building,” Bodin said, and he scratched his forehead under the brim of his cap as he surveyed his hand-drawn blueprint again. 

    “That way, if the walls fall down, the roof is still supported by these frames,” Horus commented and cocked his head to and fro down at the drawing. “This really is a swell design.” 

    “Erm, thanks.” The taller raccoon-brother shrugged and cleared his throat as if he was shy about the praise. “So, ahem, the first thing we need to do is start with one of the long beams over there with two insertable ends.” 

    “Back where I’m from, we call that type of woodcutting a tenon,” I said and was amused at how basic physics seemed to be multi-universal. 

    “Do your people have a name for the cavity on the corresponding post that the tenon fits into?” Horus asked me, and I was impressed he seemed to pick up the basic barn concept like a duck to water. 

    “It’s called a mortise,” I replied. 

    “Hm, I like that your people bothered to label these parts with specific names,” Mel said. 

    “Thanks, Mel,” I said, and I was oddly touched by the comment. I was finding the shorter raccoon-brother was a man of few words, so when he paid me a compliment, I knew it was well-thought-out. 

    “Good, good.” Bodin nodded as he produced a stubby piece of something similar to graphite from the brim of his cap and scribbled notes down in his indecipherable chicken scratch. “Keep the jargon coming wherever you see fit, Mr. Alex.” 

    “Sure,” I said amiably. “Okay, first thing everyone, grab a long beam-- or an ‘anchor’ beam-- and lay them across the floorboards.” 

    With my instruction, we paired off, each took an anchor beam, and set it down parallel to where the entrance would be so the H-bent was facing the front of the structure. After we did that, we had Arvid rotate the square beams so the tenons were parallel to the floor and the mortises were facing down. 

    “Alright, now we all get the posts,” Bodin said and dusted off his hands as he led us to the longer, yet thinner, posts. On each end, there were tenons cut into the wood like the anchor beams, but on one end, the tenon was cut into a square whereas the other end tenon looked like it fit into a slot-like mortise. “We are all going to have to work together to put the frame together, so let’s first grab two posts and bring them to the first anchor beam. Arvid, can you gather two of the angled wood braces? We will need them next.” 

    “Ooohh, suuuurree,” the gentle giant said and went about his task. 

    “Now, I’m assuming two people have to fit the posts into the mortises in the floor while the other two fit the anchor beam into the slots designated for the tenons on each post all at the same time, correct?” I asked the raccoon-architect. 

    “That is correct,” Bodin confirmed. “The parts, once fitted, will naturally stay together, but we all have to slot them in at the same time. Arvid, you have the toughest part with the braces because they have to be fitted underneath where the post and the anchor beam meet. Don’t be afraid to muscle it in there, big man.” 

    “Gooot it,” he said and nodded his shaggy head as he held a brace under each three-clawed arm. 

    “Are we ready to do this?” I asked, and I received a bevy of confirmations from all present. “Okay, Horus and I are the tallest, so we will hold the anchor beam while I’m assuming Mel and Bodin will handle the posts.” 

    “Sound’s good,” Mel graveled out in his rough voice. “Fit the anchor inside the post mortises, and then on your mark, we will all lift.” 

    “Okay, Mel, Bodin, my side is in,” Horus said as he lined the beam’s tenon up with the post’s mortise. 

    “Me too, but Bodin you’ll have to come inward a bit when we lift because my end is a little far from the mortise. I’ll make sure to aim it correctly, but try not to smash my fingers.” I bent down in tandem with Horus and gripped my end of the anchor beam. “On three. Ready? One, two… three!” 

    We lifted the frame as one, and I huffed as I tried to line up my tenon before I had to let go of the anchor when the frame raised too far above my head. I was worried I missed the mortise when the beam started to sag, but at the last second, Arvid nudged the anchor up as he affixed his last brace, and the tenon found its home in the post with a satisfying thunk. 

    “How are you on your end, Mel and Horus?” the raccoon-architect called. 

    “All good here!” Horus called back. 

    “Okay, now you and Alex hold the posts upright while Mel and I climb up and secure the anchor to the posts with wooden pegs through the holes in the tenons,” Bodin instructed, and the falcon-man and I took our places holding the entire frame upright while each raccoon-brother shimmied up and hammered a wooden spike through each end where the tenon poked out from the other side of the post. 

    “Wonderful,” Bodin enthused when he jumped down. “Now, as long as there is not a breeze, this should hold long enough for us to erect the second frame. Once we do, then we can fashion the two frames together, and then nothing will be able to knock them down.” 

    “Nice,” I said and clapped my hands. “Okay, team, let’s do it again.” 

    Now that we all knew how the parts for the H-bent locked together, the second frame went up a little easier than the first. 

    “Alright, Arvid, come and hold the second frame just in case,” Bodin continued after he jumped down from securing the anchor beam. “Now, everyone come over here and get these pieces of wood so we can bind the two frames together.” 

    “We call these ‘wall ties’ because it’s like you’re tying the two sections of the H-bent to each other, which reinforces the whole building,” I said. 

    “Wall ties, excellent,” the raccoon-architect murmured under his breath. “Yes, let’s grab two wall ties and insert the tenons into the bottom mortises between the two posts. Then we will secure the ties with more wooden pegs.” 

    When we had all finished with the ties, the H-bent looked like an overly large outdoor gazebo, and we were only half finished. 

    “You weren’t kidding about its sturdiness,” Horus remarked as he admired the beginning skeleton of the barn and patted one of the posts. “Two more to go, eh?” 

    “Let’s take a woot fruit break, and then get back to it, team,” I encouraged, even though we were all sweaty and tired just from lifting the massive sections of wood, and there were still piles of lumber we had yet to tackle. The sun was higher in the sky, and even though everyone kept assuring me the winter months would soon be fast approaching, it still felt like summer temperatures.  

    I took a seat on the ground next to the basket of ruby-red fruits and tossed one to each of my companions. 

    After a short break where we all bit into the weird over-large strawberry-like fruits so we could drink the refreshing water pooling inside, we all jumped back into the grind and tackled the remaining two H-bent frames with relative ease. 

    “Yaaaaassss!” I shouted and double punched the air when the final wall tie was secured in place, and we had the beginnings of our center aisle. “What’s next, Bodin?” 

    “This next bit is for Arvid,” the taller raccoon-brother said and took off his cap so he could wipe his brow. “Okay, good fella, hang your whole body off the anchor beam so the posts can sink fully into the mortises on the floor.” 

    Arvid nodded his shaggy head in understanding, and the rest of us spent another few moments watching the big sloth-man dangle serenely from each anchor beam as if he was hanging out in a tree like his species implied. 

    Finally, all the posts of the H-bent were set, and we all looked to the architect for further instructions. 

    “Okay now, this gets a little tricky, so I hope you and Horus can balance,” Bodin said to me, and then he demonstrated where he was going with that train of thought by climbing up the first post. His brother, Mel, climbed up the adjacent post as if he knew what came next. “Now, you both need to pass us up six angled wall braces and a long, flat plank that has ten mortises bored under it that match the tenons at the tops of our posts and our braces. These will go on top and create a surface that will hold up the roof.” 

    “If I remember correctly, that part is called the purlin plate,” I threw out there because it seemed to amuse the raccoon-architect to have a plethora of new vocabulary words from a foreigner. 

    Like learning to curse in German, I assumed. 

    “Purleen plate,” he whispered giddily under his breath. “Excellent! Yes, pass them up as well as a couple of mallets.” 

    “You got it,” I said, and then Horus and I managed to sort through the organized piles and quickly found the requested items for the brothers. 

    “Good, good,” Bodin said and rested the long purlin plate across all four anchor beams so there was a bit of a bridge to stand on. “Now, wait for Mel and me to get the braces into the posts before you get Arvid to lift you and Horus up here.” 

    “What?” Horus gasped as his gold-green eyes flew open wide. “Up there? Hang on--” 

    “What’s wrong, H?” I squeezed the joint where his neck met his shoulder and rattled him around a bit. “Afraid of heights?” 

    “No, that would be absurd,” he said and casually flicked a piece of lint off his black tunic. “I’m afraid of falling from heights. That’s a much more logical fear.” 

    “You’ll be fine, Horus, I promise,” I said and patted his back. “Arvid is a great catcher, a regular Yogi Berra, right, Arvid?” 

    “Yuuuuup.” The sloth man bobbed his head. 

    “Take it from me,” I said. “I was up on the manor wall and fell backward clean off the thing and would have cracked my skull open if it hadn’t been for the big guy. You’re in good… er, claws.” 

    “Yuuuuup,” Arvid added with a placid smile and then wiggled his aforementioned sloth-claws in Horus’ direction. 

    “Really? Now, that sounds like an interesting story.” The falcon-man rubbed his chin with a mischievous glint in his eye. 

    “It’s really not,” I told him. 

    “You fainted, you say?” he asked with a smirk. 

    “I wouldn’t say fainted…” I frowned. 

    “Swooned,” he needled. 

    “No,” I said. 

    He poked my side. “Had a dizzy spell.” 

    “Knock it off, you goob!” I shoved him away and play-kicked him in the leg. 

    “Ahem.” The sound of someone clearing their throat halted our rough-housing, and I looked up to see both raccoon-brothers staring down at us with matching amused expressions on their masked faces. “I think we are ready for your assistance now, if you don’t mind.” 

    “Sure thing, Bodin,” I said through my snickering. “Here, H, I’ll go first.” 

    “Go for it, chief,” he said and folded his arms across his chest. 

    “Can I get a boost, Arvid?” I asked, and the sloth-man nodded as he knelt down. When he laced his big claws together, it created a perfect place for me to put my foot, and in one smooth motion, he lifted me up just like an elevator. 

    “Great,” the raccoon-architect said and helped me stand on the anchor beam next to the first post. “Now, Horus, have Arvid lift you up on the far post where Mel is.” 

    “Alright, Arvi, I trust you, let’s do this,” the falcon-man said and went to the back of the barn so Arvid could hoist him up. 

    “Okay, now Alex and Horus, grab each end of the purleen plate and hold it while Mel and I climb up onto your shoulders,” Bodin instructed as Horus and I lifted the long plank of wood. “Then, once we are set, you’ll both hand the plate up to us so we can line it up with the tenons on the top of the posts.” 

    “Ready when you are, how about you, H?” I called down to the falcon-man. 

    “Good to go, chief!” he called back. 

    “Alright, Bodin, climb up, I’m ready for you,” I said and made sure my left arm was wrapped securely around the post before he scrambled up and balanced on my shoulders. 

    “Now, one my mark, you will raise the plate so Mel and I can take it,” the raccoon-architect said. “And, lift!” 

    Without breaking pace, Horus and I lifted the purlin plate, and before it was all the way up, I felt it being taken from our grasp as if we were choreographed. 

    “That was satisfyingly efficient for some reason,” I mused out loud, and Bodin chuckled a little from above me. 

    “It is the Leenian method of building and machinery,” he explained knowledgeably. “Us Leenians have perfected a way to use our bodies in place of simple machines like pulleys so we can do away with unnecessary tools and yet, we don’t wear out or over-exert our bodies.” 

    “It’s like tai-chi meets physics one-oh-one. Neat.” I gripped the post with both hands as Bodin adjusted his stance. 

    “Okay, hand me the hammer.” He then reached down with one hand, and I was glad I already had the foresight to copy Horus and tuck the hammer in the back of my armored belt for easy access. “Mel and I will finish hammering the plate down on top of the post and braces. Feel free to climb down and meet us on the other side.” 

    “Sounds good,” I said and stepped down onto one of Arvid’s broad shoulders before I hopped down to the floor. 

    When Horus was also down, we both went over to the wood piles and gathered up the materials we needed for round two. 

    From there we operated like one mind, almost as if we all fell into some sort of a synergistic harmony, and I wondered if this was more of that ‘Leenian Vibe’ Bodin was talking about. 

    If so, it was pretty fucking awesome. 

    In fact, it was so awesome, the longer we worked together, the less we needed to speak to each other. We naturally paired off in the most efficient way where Horus, who was taller than me, was working with Mel, the shorter of the two brothers. That left Bodin and I as the ones who most often took the reins, or initiative, of what needed to come next. 

    Before I knew it, both side aisles were up and completed with wall studs that made up the outer right and left sides of the barn, as well as had a wall plate fitted on top similar to the purlin plate. 

    “Wonderful, simply wonderful, Mr. Alex, I must say!” Jenner’s voice floated over from the direction of the pasture where the koala-man was leading the poracks, Ben and Jerry, over by their leads. “I have been monitoring your progress throughout the morning, and figured you would be just about ready to raise the rafters.” 

    “Your timing, as always, is perfect, Mr. Jenner,” I said and dipped my head in gratitude. “They will be perfect for what I think is coming next. Take it away, Bodin.” 

    “Yes, we will need the strength of the poracks to help us find the correct pitch of our roof,” the raccoon-architect said as he adjusted the brim of his painter’s cap. “What will happen is, we will connect the two rafters to form a triangle with an iron spike. Then we will fix each end of the angle to the porack pointed in the opposite direction. Mr. Jenner, if you would, on my mark, you will instruct the poracks to start pulling inward at the same time.” The raccoon-architect then turned his attention to Horus and me. “Meanwhile, you both will make sure the rafters stay up straight. When the ends meet the top of the wall plate on the outer walls, tell the poracks to stop so Mel and I can peg them together. Does that all make sense, everyone?” 

    A chorus of ‘yes’es made their rounds, and our efficient little team buzzed about with our assigned tasks like a well-oiled machine. 

    The true test came when we were all in place to raise the first rafter. 

    I was on the far-left post of the H-bent stabilizing the rafter while Horus stood on the same anchor beam on the far right. Atop our shoulders, we each had a raccoon-brother each waiting with hardwood pegs and a hammer to fix the rafter to the purlin plate before the lower wall plate. 

    All we needed was Jenner to conduct the ox-roaches, and our symphony would commence. 

    “Ready?” the koala-man called out. 

    “Go ahead, Mr. Jenner,” I hollered back. 

    “Yip!” Jenner barked, and Ben and Jerry pulled the ends of the rafters inward with the harnesses fastened around their shoulders. Because the poracks were moving in opposite directions, the angle of the roof became more acute as the iron spike at the top acted as a hinge. 

    When the end of the rafter lined up with the wall plate, Horus and I both yelled down to the ox-roaches to stop. Then the falcon-man and I held the rafters flush against the tops of the outermost walls as best as we could. 

    “Got it, Bodin and Mel, go!” I ordered as my arm muscles strained, and my back twinged in order to compensate for the added unwieldy weight. Luckily, before the words could fully leave my lips, I felt Bodin leave my shoulders and watched him trek up the rafter like an expert tightrope walker until he reached the purlin plate. 

    From there, the brothers got to work with their hammers, and Horus and I were leaping across to the next anchor beam to await the next rafter. 

    In the end, there were ten rafters in all, and by the time we were finishing the last one, the sun was high in the sky, and we had amassed an audience. 

    “Amazing!” Shay cheered enthusiastically as her brother and I hopped off Arvid’s shoulders and back on solid ground. “It looks simply gorgeous.” 

    “As well as practical and stalwart,” my cat-wife interjected from Shay’s side. 

    “Aren’t you both a sight for sore eyes,” I said as I walked toward them, and it was the truth. 

    Both had changed into their day clothes. A pragmatic pair of tight, black pants, armored skirt, and a Xena-like armored corset number for Zoie, and an ethereal Roman-inspired gown the color of sunflowers draped artfully around Shay’s petite frame. They both looked good enough to eat, but that also might have been my stomach. 

    The breakfast sandwich I had earlier was ages ago, and now that the bones of the barn were up, I was aware of the fact my muscles felt wrung out, and my stomach was protesting its emptiness. 

    “Mr. Alex,” Mel said as he scurried down the H-bent. “I think Bodin and I can take the rest from here. All that’s left is the doors and the siding, and no offense to your or Mr. Horus, but our fingers might be a little more adept than yours when it comes to hammering.” 

    “You will hear no arguments from me on that front, Mel,” I said with a huff of laughter. I hated hammering, especially when I couldn’t look forward to the entertainment a pneumatic nail gun could bring. “But are you sure you won’t need us for anything else? I feel like we got this up a little faster than I was thinking. And don’t forget, you both are more than welcome to come with us.” 

    “Begging your pardon, Mr. Alex, but Mel and I would like to stay behind.” The taller raccoon-brother bowed respectfully. “Although, I do have a request.” 

    “Anything,” I replied as I took a cloth Zoie handed me and wiped my sweaty face. 

    “I have been thinking about the ‘green-house’ design you and Miss Shay have asked for,” he began. “If you wouldn’t mind going to the woodcutters again for another order, Mel and I can be here when it is delivered, and we can start on it as well as the mill.” 

    “If that’s what you guys want to do, then sure, but don’t feel obligated to break your backs the whole time we are gone,” I said. “I hope you know by now I’m not the slave-driver type.” 

    “We know that, sir,” Mel said simply as he grinned up at me. “We want to.” 

    “Okay, whatever makes you guys happy, then,” I said and then offered my hand to both of them so we could clasp forearms. “Thanks to both of you. Ben and Jerry will definitely be all warm and cozy tonight, that’s for sure.” 

    “That they will,” Bodin agreed, and when he took back his hand, he then handed me another paper to give to the woodcutters. 

    “Excellent, what’s next?” I asked and turned my attention back to my wives and my brother-in-law. “Do we have time for a quick scrub down? I don’t think I want to ride in a carriage with Horus smelling like a porack’s ass.” 

    “Speak for yourself, chief,” the falcon-man snorted as we all set off up to the manor house. “You smell about as pretty as manapillar piss.” 

    “Both of your odors leave much to be desired,” my phoenix-wife said as she shoved her way between her brother and me while Zoie looped her arm through mine on the other side. 

    “It’s true,” Zoie said with a small smirk. 

    “Both of you have too much sass, I swear,” I said and kissed each of them on the head. “By the way, what was up with that letter?” 

    Shay and Zoie both slowed as they exchanged concerned looks, and I gazed curiously between the two of them as all four of us came to a stop in front of the manor’s entrance. 

    “What is it?” Horus asked the question before I could as a stone sank into the pit of my stomach. 

    “Alex… the letter is… not good,” Zoie said. 

    “There is much we must discuss,” Shay added as her emerald eyes lighted on Horus, and a knowing look passed between the two avian siblings. 

    The pit in my stomach grew larger. 
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    I scrubbed the last of the dirt and sweat off my aching body and tried not to think of the phrase ‘not good.’ 

    That was the second time the issue with Archus Doler had been described as Not Good, and the fact everyone seemed to be holding something back about the dude didn’t sit well with me. 

    I don’t know how much Shay told Zoie about her father, but the avian siblings at least seemed to be preparing me for the worst. 

    Honestly, the worst the letter could be about would be another Duelist challenge. To my knowledge, Doler held a lower Duelist rank than me, so he could ostensibly Duel me. In fact, I had a feeling that’s where all of this was going anyway. 

    From what I could tell, Archus Doler had a mighty chip on his shoulder when it came to both of his children, and because I wasn’t a cruel bastard like Ren was and actually did basic human things like not cheat and steal and wasn’t abusive or rejecting, apparently that put me on his shit list. 

    So be it. 

    Archfuck Douchebag was a thorn in my side that would eventually have to go, that was for certain. It was just the manner in which he ‘went’ that was plaguing me. 

    My instincts had never let me down so far, and right now they were telling me the challenge I would soon be facing would be a tough one, and I would have to rely on every scrap of resourcefulness and the support of the people around me in order to succeed. 

    It was a good thing the people who were in my corner were pretty fucking awesome, then. 

    When I remembered this, I felt galvanized instead of daunted about my task, and as I let the last of the bathwater drain away, a quiet confidence grew within me as steadfast as an oak. 

    No matter what fresh hell I would be walking into once I left the steamy comfort of the bathroom, I would be supported from within just like that barn. 

    This I knew down in my marrow. 

    So, by the time we packed the carriage, said goodbye to Arvid, Jenner, and the raccoon-brothers, and finally set off, I was calm and prepared to listen to whatever it was Shay and Zoie had to tell me. 

    “So, sister, what did our dearest father have to say to our Alex?” Horus asked before I could breach the topic.  

    I could tell he was trying to be more casual than he probably was because a small line appeared between his eyebrows similar to Shay whenever she was anxious. 

    “It will probably come as a shock to no one that our father has likewise obtained a writ from Gatetown’s Magistrate, Gella Vane,” the phoenix-woman started while she brought a small whicker-like chest out from under the carriage’s bench seat. “And yes, it appears he would like to challenge Alex to a Duel.”  

    She then set the chest on her lap, opened the lid, and began to hand out small, cloth-wrapped bundles she had prepared as a little snack to tide us all over so we could get on the road. 

    Inside were circular slices of dried meat kind of like salami, along with cubes of sharp cheese, tangy orange berries, and a variety of nuts that ranged from sweet to sour. It wasn’t a full meal, but it was satisfying all the same, and my stomach and I were grateful Shay had the foresight to think ahead like this. 

    “You’re right, babe,” I said as I tossed something that tasted like a pickled walnut into my mouth. “I am absolutely not shocked your dad wants to Duel me. Un-shocked? Is that a thing?” 

    “I don’t think that is a thing,” Horus said as he took two bundles from Shay so he could pass one out the carriage window to Rylan, who was sitting shotgun. 

    “Well, I’m so not-shocked I made up a thing and that thing is called being un-shocked,” I argued back completely logically. 

    “I am as well,” Horus bantered back and rubbed his chin. “I’m so un-shocked I might be dead.” 

    “Okay, you two,” Shay said and nudged her brother in his knee as if she was annoyed.  

    However, I saw the tension in her shoulders visibly loosen, and I was glad our antics were working. 

    “Alex, aren’t you concerned?” Zoie asked as she nibbled on a hunk of cheese. 

    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not taking this lightly,” I said and hooked my toe around the back of her ankle where she sat across from me. “I know the dumbest thing to do now is to underestimate my enemy, don’t worry. I just know it doesn’t matter because I have you guys to prepare me.” 

    My cat-wife’s sapphire-blue eyes widened, and a blush stained her lovely high cheekbones as if she was pleasantly startled by the sincerity of my words. 

    “R-Right, which is what brings us to our next thing,” Zoie said as she tucked a piece of her fly-away hair behind her so she could look me in the eyes. “More training, and fast.” 

    “I’m game,” I said and leaned forward. “More stuff with swords?” 

    “Actually, no,” Shay said and glanced at her brother. “A contest of swords will not work against our father.” 

    “Why is that?” I asked. 

    “Before our father got into the breeding business, he used to be a part of the Varthan armies before retiring here to Nata,” Horus explained. “He is unparalleled when it comes to combat in close quarters, but that is mostly due to his glass eye. Shay and I have known for some time that his eye is actually an enchanted artifact that allows him to see his opponent’s moves almost before they make them, a little like how your time-trance works, chief.” 

    “Okay, what about bare handed? It’s kind of my calling card, I guess.” I shrugged as I munched on a few of the berries. They popped like jelly boba, and it was by far one of my favorite fruits I’ve tried on Nata. 

    “Well, if it weren’t for the fact Archus Doler’s head is at the same height as Prosper, I would say, sure, go for it,” Horus snorted. 

    “Oh, shit,” I remarked and rubbed the back of my neck.  

    Prosper’s head placed him at about seven-and-a-half feet. 

    “However, the price of my father’s enchanted glass eye has cost him the use of his long-range vision,” Shay jumped in before I could get too discouraged. “He can’t see more than two arm’s lengths in front of him.” 

    “So, I need to fight him from far away,” I guessed. “But I’m not very good at fighting with long-range weapons. I would be a sitting duck the moment he opened fire, shit vision or not.” 

    “What is a duck?” Horus asked. 

    “Where I come from, a duck is a bird that likes to swim on top of the water,” I said like a helpful Zoo book. 

    “You won’t need to learn all of the ancient ways of archery fighting,” Zoie chimed in. “Shay and Jenner found a way for you to control the Duel.” 

    “Now I’m interested,” I said, and Horus nodded his head, too. 

    “Many seasons ago, a Duelist was challenged by another who wanted to gain his beautiful wife for his own,” the phoenix-woman began in her story-telling voice. “The challenged Duelist was ailing with a sickness of the bones which made him neither strong nor fast. However, his hands were still steady, so he proposed that they fight with bow and arrow, but in a unique way.” 

    “Are you referring to a Helix Standoff?” the falcon-man asked and sat up straight. 

    “Indeed, Elmert Helix was the Duelist who thought of this way to fight,” Shay said. “He proposed to his challenger that they fight with bow and arrow, but only taking one shot at a time. He tricked his opponent by telling him the greatest honor lied in defeating his foe, a feeble man such as he, by only taking one shot from across the field. Helix was even so gracious as to redefine parameters of their Duel over an amicable meal, and offered to even concede the first shot to him, his challenger.” 

    “Smart,” I commented. 

    “Very,” Zoie agreed as her ears pricked forward in interest. “What happened? Did Helix win?” 

    “Ah, no, actually, the other Duelist shot him right between the eyes,” Shay said, and her shoulders deflated a little. 

    “Uhhhh…” I started to say as I tried to think of the most delicate way to break it to her that her story wasn’t as inspiring as she was probably going for. 

    “No, that’s good for us, I promise!” the animated phoenix-woman said and launched back into her vibrant story-telling mode. “Because Helix’s story was a miserable failure, not many people have read about it in the history books.” 

    “And you have?” I asked. 

    “My little sister is kind of a strange one,” Horus joked and shoved at his sister’s legs with his booted foot. 

    “Strange or not, I can see how this could give us a tactical advantage,” Zoie said, and I could see the gears turning behind her intelligent gaze. “I’m assuming your father is unfamiliar with this story as well?” 

    “That would be a fair assumption,” the falcon-man muttered with a dark expression. “If it doesn’t tell him how to gain more power or status, he is ill-inclined to want to learn about it.” 

    “Pity for him he never learned the most important thing about reading history is to learn from past mistakes,” I said with a large grin as I was starting to click together how this was supposed to go. “So, when I show up, I am able to set the parameters of the Duel like the whole William Tell-slash-Russian Roulette deal.” 

    “You mean Helix Standoff?” Horus corrected. 

    “Yeah, that,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Because I’m being challenged, I get to pick the weapon, which is bow and arrow, and then tell him we’re going to do the Helix thing.” 

    “Yes and no,” Zoie said. “Usually, it is that simple, but because Doler has brought forth a writ, any new parameters must be at least discussed beforehand.” 

    “What exactly are his grounds for Dueling me?” I finally asked before I addressed the fact I really would have to break bread with the guy who had me pegged for death. 

    “Oh, it’s silly, really,” Shay huffed. “He claims you were a part of a plot to assassinate Lord Mec, and in all good conscience he can’t leave his vulnerable daughter to ‘the wiles of some conniving rapscallion’ or some such rot.” 

    “Am I a conniving rapscallion?” I snorted. 

    “The worst of the worst,” Horus confirmed sadly as if he’d just diagnosed me with terminal cancer. 

    “Okay, well, when does he want to ‘liberate you from my wiles?’” I asked. 

    “He has requested the Duel take place two days from now in the Village Square Battle Hall at dawn,” Zoie said, and I felt like I should be hearing the cry of the eagle from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. 

    “Coincidentally, this is the morning after your clandestine meeting with Mr. Tovish,” Zoie added. “It seems too perfect to be luck.” 

    “Are you suggesting Tovish is mixed up with Doler?” Horus asked the cat-woman. 

    “I’m saying it’s extremely likely, but I do not believe he would do so willingly,” she answered as her ears flattened against her head. “We know someone bigger is behind this Duelist writ, and my guess is they are the same person with their thumb on Tovish.” 

    “Poor Tovish,” Shay sighed. “I have yet to meet the fascinating Archivist, but from what I hear, he is a tough little man.’ 

    “Hopefully, I will be able to do something about his predicament when I see him,” I said and patted my sympathetic phoenix-wife on the back of her hand. “However, I wanted to tell the both of you thanks for handling the letter like that. Have you sent anything back at all?” 

    “No, we were waiting until you had all the details, first,” Zoie explained. 

    “Good,” I said as I started to see the overarching plan they’d been working toward. “When we get to the second estate, I will send a reply with Roofus. Do you think the gold-seeker will be there by the time we arrive?” 

    “I sent him ahead this morning, so he should already be there,” Shay said. 

    “Awesome,” I said with another megawatt smile. “I will invite Doler over to discuss parameters. Meanwhile, I’m assuming you guys are going to teach me how to win against him using the Helix method.” 

    “There really will be no time to lose once we get… er, there,” the falcon-man remarked. “By the way, can you put us all out of our misery and choose a name for the second estate already?” 

    “I’m working on it, but to be honest, renaming my second estate is kinda low on my list of priorities at the moment, H,” I said and shoulder bumped him. 

    “Fine, keep us all on tenter-hooks,” he said as he nudged me back. “But before we start training in earnest, there is the matter of forging you a protective amulet. Since there is still light left today, I am hoping we may knock this out before nightfall so you can have more time wearing it and letting the core’s protective attributes soak in.” 

    “Meanwhile, Zoie and I can prepare the training arena to better suit our purposes before we start,” Shay said and then turned to the cat-woman. “Then you and I will get a selection of bows from the armory. I will leave the picking up to you, because you seem to know what’s best on that front.” 

    “I will gladly offer my assistance.” Zoie nodded, and her tail swished to and fro. 

    “Good,” I said, and then I tucked myself between my two beautiful wives with an arm flung over each as I kissed the tops of their heads. “Once you teach me how to fire an arrow, we’ll be off to the races.” 

    “There isn’t any racing until-- oh, wait.” Shay frowned and pursed her lips. “This is one of those Traveler sayings, isn’t it?” 

    “Now you’re learning.” I quickly kissed my phoenix-wife on her pert nose and then kissed Zoie on her forehead. “I like the plan so far, guys. Instead of full-fledged combat with a bow and arrow, all I have to do is stand there and learn how to aim.” 

    “Easier said than done, chief,” Horus said and clapped me on the shoulder. 

    “Good thing I have you to teach me, then.” I grinned and then shoved him off. “I’m going to go check on Rylan and keep him company for a few.” 

    “A-Alex!” the kid startled when he saw me crawl out of the window, and he immediately began pulling on Prosper’s reins. 

    “No, keep it going,” I said as I made my way to the top of the cab where Rylan was sitting in the coach seat. I sat down on the bench next to him and knocked my knee into his. “How’s it going, bud?” 

    “Fine,” he said, but he darted me a furtive glance from the corner of his eye. 

    “I don’t buy that for a second,” I snorted. “What’s the matter, kiddo?” 

    Rylan tensed up and remained silent as he visibly thought about how to answer me, and I frowned as I waited for him to gather his tempestuous thoughts. 

    “There’s something I have to tell you, Alex, and I’m afraid you’ll be mad,” he finally admitted. 

    “You do know that even if you make me mad, nothing changes, right? I’m not going to send you away or anything-- you’re stuck with us, remember?” I squeezed his rigid shoulder when I said this, and I hoped it telegraphed my sincerity more than my words could. 

    “I used to think that with my other p-parents, but I eventually made them mad enough they left me behind,” he said in a small voice as he twisted Prosper’s reins in his hands. 

    “Well, what is it you think you’ve done that’s so horrible?” I pried gently. I wanted to get to the bottom of Rylan’s sordid origins, especially given what Gordos mentioned at the gates of Ithaca, and how the boy still seemed to tip-toe around the subject. 

    The timid stable-boy took a breath as if steeling himself for the inevitable fallout from my reaction. 

    “I think I was so worried about taking care of your herald core that I must have hidden it when I was… um, sleeping,” he rambled and twisted the reins even harder until his fingers grew a little purple. “And now I can’t find it because I don’t remember.” 

    “Because you were sleeping,” I clarified. 

    “Um… yeah, you know,” he said again, and his hand twist, twist, twisted until I reached over and untangled the poor digits so they could regain some circulation. 

    “I wish you would have come to me sooner about this, Ry,” I tsked and then rubbed his hands between mine to increase blood flow. 

    “Are you really mad?” he whispered. 

    “No, just concerned that you’ve been feeling in the pits this whole time about a small misunderstanding,” I said and then reached into my pants pocket for the ruby red herald core I took from him when he did his little swan dive off the bookcase. 

    “You have it!” he gasped. “But how?” 

    “You remember sleepwalking, but you don’t remember me taking this from you before I put you back to bed,” I said and then placed the core into his now normal-colored hands. 

    “No, I don’t remember,” he muttered bashfully and gazed down at the crimson surface of the gem. “Did you say sleepwalking?” 

    “Yeah, that’s what people where I come from call it,” I said, and I was startled by the suddenly pensive and serious expression on his face as he looked at me. 

    “People… walk when they sleep where you come from, and nobody is scared of them?” he asked hollowly. 

    “No, that would be a ridiculous thing to be afraid of,” I chuckled. “Why do you ask?” 

    Rylan didn’t answer, and instead of trying to pry any more out of him, I just let him be, especially when he scooted in and leaned against my side as if he was still tired, poor guy. There were still things I wanted to ask him, but there would be time to do so later, so we spent the rest of the ride in companionable silence. 

    Eventually, Rylan did nod off, and I had to wrap my arm around him so he wouldn’t fall off the carriage. I was concerned he would drop the herald core, but even in sleep he must have been worried about losing it because he kept his fist clenched tightly around it. 

    Finally, the shining white stables of the estate came into view, and I guided Prosper with one hand up to the gates. 

    “Are we here?” Rylan asked and scrubbed his eyes. 

    “Yep, rise and shine,” I said and took my arm back from around his shoulders so he could stretch and take back the reins.  

    “Oh, I still have this,” Rylan said and handed me back the herald core he had clutched in his fist. 

    “Thanks, bud,” I said and stashed the crimson gem back in my pocket. “If you want, Horus is going to teach me how to make this into an amulet later, and you’re more than welcome to learn, too.” 

    “Okay!” He grinned and wiggled a little in his seat. The early oppressive storm clouds over his head seemed to have vanished completely, and he was back to being his enthusiastic self. 

    When we all stopped in front of the carriage house, Rylan and I jumped down as the others piled out of the cab. 

    “Welcome back, Master Alex!” the capable badger-woman said as she gestured for two of the other staff to start bringing out the various baggage. 

    “Nevra, just Alex is fine,” I said with a smile and a small bow. “Thanks for holding down the place while I was gone.” 

    “Of course, sir,” she simpered in her high-pitched voice. 

    “Nevra,” Shay said. “We have another order to be placed with the woodcutters this afternoon. Do you also know if any Omite glass traders are in the market today?” 

    “A few quarry overseers just came in with the most recent merchant ships,” Nevra said as she loaded her surprisingly strong arms up with boxes and bags. “They have opened a temporary stall where orders can be placed.” 

    “Oh, splendid,” my phoenix-wife said and clapped her hands a little. “Please bring me a small purse full of gold enough for the woodcutter and for the Omite glass merchants.” 

    “Nevra,” Horus interjected. “Alex and I are also going to the old forge. Can you bring me a silver ingot from the vault as well? Actually, make that two.” 

    “Sure thing, Mr. Horus.” The badger-faced woman smiled a smile that made her cheeks fluff out, and then she hurried away with her orders. 

    “Are you and Zoie going to go to the market now?” I asked. 

    “We might as well since you boys will be working in the smelly forge,” Shay said as she looped her arm through Zoie’s. “I hope you don’t mind, husband, but we might bring back a few items not on our list.” 

    “I absolutely do not mind,” I said. “In fact, spend the rest of the day shopping for anything you can think we might need for either Ithaca or… er, this estate.”  

    “Okay, that’s it,” Horus huffed and turned to me with a pointed finger. “None of us are moving anywhere until Alex names this bloody place. First thing you think of, go!” 

    “No, don’t do that!” Shay argued. “It should be a meaningful and well-thought-out name. I don’t want to have to rename it because you all thought it was a good idea to name it ‘fungus’ or something equally horrid.” 

    “Why would the first thing on my mind be fungus?” I laughed at the phoenix-woman’s logic, but I could also see her point as well as Horus’. 

    “Well… I don’t know, but you understand, don’t you?” she asked. 

    “Of course, I’m just teasing you, sweetheart,” I said and tweaked her perfect nose. “But I agree with Horus. This place needs a name to start feeling more like home.” 

    “What about Icarian Estates?” Rylan suddenly piped up and added his two cents to the mix. “That’s basically how you ended up getting this place. It was after the Icarian Races, and this is one of the most well-renowned canterfly stables on Nata.” 

    “Icarian Estates…” I tried. “I think it has a nice ring, actually.” 

    “Oh, good work, Ry-Ry!” Shay enthused and ruffled his sandy mop of hair until the stable-boy blushed. 

    “I agree,” Zoie said with her own quiet smile. “It is clever and a pleasing combination to the ear.” 

    “Finally!” Horus celebrated by doing a goofy jig right where he stood. “Icarian Estates it is! But maybe ‘Icarian’ for short.” 

    “The motion passes: this place has finally been christened!” I cheered as well and then roughly looped my arm around my boy’s neck so I could give him a noogie. 

    “Great, well, Zoie and I are going to go catch up with Nevra so we can pull a little more out of the vault,” Shay said. “I already have a list of items that we are all running low on.” 

    “Have a good time on the town, you two,” I said after I kissed them each once more on the lips. “Be careful.” 

    “Always,” my cat-wife purred, and then she tickled me on the nose with her tail when she spun around and followed Shay. 

    “I hate to see them leave, but I sure do like to watch them go,” I sighed to Horus as I watched each perfectly round derriere flounce away. 

    “You are ridiculously entranced, my friend.” The falcon-man shook his head as if he felt sorry for me. 

    “Ridiculously entranced is a fine place to be, you’ll see one day, I’d bet my last gold piece on it,” I said with a smirk. “Now, let’s get Prosper out of this harness. We’ll take both him and Victory to the Jewel House. I bet they would like a chance to catch up and stretch their wings. Rylan, can you go prepare Victory, while I do Props?” 

    “Sure!” he said and then ran off in the direction of the large stables. 

    “I told the kid he could come and watch us work, by the way,” I said to Horus as we both undid the carriage from Prosper’s harness and then stowed the cab in the carriage house. “I hope that was alright.” 

    “Yeah, he can come.” He shrugged. “But I think I better ride Victory since you’ll have Rylan with you, I’m assuming.” 

    “Unless ‘Uncle Horus’ wants to let the boy ride with him,” I teased and nudged him in the side. 

    “Uncle Horus thinks you should ride with Prosper and Rylan because Uncle Horus doesn’t normally like flying,” the falcon-man said as he stroked Prosper’s mane. “And because Prosper is a crazy bastard and likes to fly as if his hair is on fire, don’tcha boy?” 

    The proud canterfly snorted and tossed his glossy black head. 

    “Come on,” I chuckled. “Let’s meet Ry and Victory by the stables where Prosper can have his mini-reunion and take a drink.” 

    When we got to the stables, we all had no choice but to let Victory and Prosper take a few laps around the grounds because they were much too excited to listen to any sort of commands. It was kind of adorable, actually, and I would have let them fly around forever if it weren’t for the fact the sun was starting to slowly make its way toward the horizon. 

    So, reluctantly, I sent the image to Prosper that he could fly with Victory through the Jewel House gardens for as long as he liked once he delivered us there. 

    At the prospect of being able to return to his frolicking, Prosper glided down to the ground with Victory beside him so we could all mount and fly over the large grounds that probably would have taken us at least thirty minutes to walk to. 

    “Go play, boy!” I instructed my trusty canterfly with a fond pat on his neck after Rylan and I dismounted.  

    Prosper whistled and then nuzzled me with his coiled butterfly snout before he took off into the air again with the dazzling canterfilly right on his hoofs. 

    “Seems like everyone is pairing off these days,” Horus sighed, and we all took another moment to admire the powerful grace of the two creatures looping and spiraling around each other as the sunlight flashed off their stained-glass wings. 

    “Still not too late for you, H,” I needled. 

    “No way, definitely not,” the falcon-man said and shook his black-feathered head emphatically. 

    “Yeah, me, neither!” Rylan joined in and crossed his arms over his skinny chest. 

    “Oh, really?” I arched an eyebrow at him as we both followed Horus to a small stone fireplace set up a ways behind the Jewel House. “You might feel differently when you get a little older.” 

    “Never!” he said and stuck out his tongue in a truly juvenile fashion. 

    “Same goes for me double,” Horus said and also stuck out his tongue. “Plus, girls have woot-mites, don’t they, Ry?” 

    “A scat-ton of woot-mites,” he agreed without skipping a beat. 

    The fact that Aventollian school children apparently had a version of ‘cooties’ basically called ‘wooties,’ juxtaposed with Horus and Rylan’s dead serious expressions, made me laugh so hard it was actually a struggle to breathe. This had the added benefit of making Horus and Rylan join in until we were all howling our heads off like a pack of hyenas. 

    “Wow,” I said as I tried to rein in my breathing. “Fucking-- oops, I mean. Freaking hell, guys. Stop, my ribs hurt. Show me how to do the thing, dammit, before I asphyxiate myself!” 

    “Okay, lads, button up.” The falcon-man grew serious, or tried to, even though I could still see his mouth twitching. “We’ll be playing with hot fire, molten metal, and sharp objects so now is the time to turn ourselves to attention.” 

    “Right, okay, H, take it away,” I said and stood next to the large stone hearth with my hands clasped in front of me like a proper student, and then when Rylan did the same, I nodded at the falcon-man. “We’re ready.” 

    “So, the first thing we need to do is build up the heat so our coals are hot enough to melt metal.” Horus seemed to transform just then as he rubbed his hands together. He seemed relaxed and in his element, and his eyes glowed gold as they darted around the forge the Omites left behind. “Ah, okay, look for pieces of wood like this.” He held up a split log of something that looked like mahogany with a little bit of purple tinge to it. “This is ferris wood, and it comes from the ferris tree. It burns the hottest and longest of all the woods native to Nata Isle, some even say it is imbued with magic. Find as much as you can, even though we won’t need much for right now. Chances are, we’ll be back to use this at a later time.” 

    “How about we race to see who can find ten logs the fastest?” I suggested, and both Horus and Rylan’s eyes sparkled at the challenge. 

    “You’re on!” Rylan said. 

    “I’ve already started, lads!” Horus bellowed as he tossed down the ferris log he was already holding. “One!” 

    “No fair, Uncle Horus!” the stable-boy shouted and sprinted off to try and find his pieces. 

    “You both are going down!” I yelled and joined the fray by running all over the hills and along the forest for my own logs. 

    In the end, Horus did win only because he counted the first log he picked up, but all of us were too winded with the rush of pleasant exertion to really care. 

    “Would you like to start the fire, Rylan?” Horus offered as he took two objects out of his ever-present pack that looked like two pieces of black obsidian and were shiny like mirrors. 

    “Sure!” Rylan grinned and clacked them together over the modest pile of logs in the hearth. 

    “Alex, get the bellows working,” Horus then instructed and pointed to the weird accordion-like contraption on the side.  

    When I took the two handles like he indicated and squeezed the accordion part of the device, a draft of air blew out of the pointed nozzle designed to feed the fledgling flames. 

    Soon, we had a roaring blaze that incinerated the ferris wood into scorching hot coals in no time. 

    “Pardon me, sirs, but I have the items you requested, Mr. Horus,” a voice said from behind us and caused us all to turn around. 

    “Nevra, what perfect timing!” The falcon-man clapped his hands together once and headed over so he could gather a few solid silver bars about the size of a deck of cards. 

    “I also brought you a crucible,” the badger-woman said and pulled a large iron bowl from the satchel around her portly waist. “The one the Omites left behind was sold off by Bala.” 

    “Of course, it was, the reprobate,” he grumbled with a dark scowl, but then he brightened when he took the crucible from Nevra. “But thank you for having the foresight. I didn’t even notice one was missing yet. That would have been a short lesson.” 

    “Don’t stay out too late, now,” she said in a motherly way, and we all waved at her as she scurried back in the direction she came from. 

    “Where were we?” Horus asked. 

    “We were stirring the fire,” Rylan answered as he stood with an iron poker in his hands. “Is it hot enough yet, Uncle Horus?” 

    “Let’s see,” the metallurgist said as he tossed me the silver ingots, and then he went over to grab a set of metal tongs bowed in the middle that looked like it could hold something cylindrical. He used them to hold the crucible out to me, which I took meant I should drop one of the small bars of silver into it. Then he nestled the crucible into the bed of coals glowing so hotly I felt the actual sweat evaporate right off my face. 

    On the hearth where the crucible sat, a glowing blue ring appeared in the white stone hearth as if the crucible was sitting on a fiber-optic drink coaster. 

    “That’s different,” I remarked. 

    “Even though we don’t have an Omite crucible, the whole hearth is made of the same type of stone, and it recognizes what’s inside whatever is placed upon it,” the falcon-man explained. 

    “So, basically, the Omites invented a Smart Stove,” I deadpanned as my mind boggled with the fact people like Arvid conquered this level of technology among peoples who were barely out of the bronze-age in a lot of respects. 

    “If whatever you said means that the hearth will glow red when it has reached it’s ideal temperature for whatever’s inside the crucible, then yes,” the falcon-man said with a crooked grin. “Blue means it is almost there, so it shouldn’t be that much longer. Here, take a look at this.” 

    Rylan and I watched as Horus rummaged in his pack he set aside on the ground and pulled out a handful of metal plates that he then wanted us to pass around. Each one was about the size of a Polaroid photo, and about five times as thick, but what was truly interesting about them was that each one had a specific design stamped into it. They were all shapes and sizes, circles, squares, ovals, squarish-ovals, stars, et cetera, and had a particular teardrop-shaped impression right at the top. 

    “What are these?” Rylan asked as I suddenly realized just what I was holding. 

    “They’re pendant molds,” I said. “You pour the melted metal inside and let it harden into this shape so you can mount a jewel or crystal in it.” 

    “Exactly, so.” Horus nodded and peeked inside the crucible. “The silver is almost melted, lads. Pick you a mold.” 

    I pulled the herald core out of my pocket and held it up for Rylan and I to observe. 

    “What do you think, bud?” I asked the stable-boy. “Which design should we go for to make this into an amulet?” 

    “Hm,” he hummed and fixed his intense focus on the gem. “I think because the core is nearly a perfect circle, we should go with the same mold.” 

    “Circular amulet it is,” I said and set all but the circular mold aside. 

    “Okay, Alex, now slide the mold down between these two metal pieces,” Horus instructed as he grabbed the crucible off its glowing red hearth-coaster. 

    Right in front of the hearth were two metal prongs that had a slot cut out in each where something the same length and width of the mold could be placed into them like a lens, so I did as instructed. 

    “Good, now step on that iron pedal you see below you,” he ordered next. 

    “Got it,” I said when I located the aforementioned pedal under the hearth. A mechanical click sounded, followed by the noise of grinding gears, and the little window frame that held my mold suddenly flipped down flat. 

    “Okay, now back, both of you, I don’t want you to get splashed with silver,” the metallurgist said, and I tugged Rylan back to a distance I felt kept us both safe. Then Horus tipped the crucible with his tongs until a thin stream of molten silver trickled down into the upturned mold. It made a hissing noise, and I backed us up another step just in case. 

    “Wow, that looked like water, Alex!” Rylan gasped with one of his typical puppy-dog wiggles. “Did you see that?” 

    “Yeah, bud, I saw,” I laughed and ruffled his hair. 

    “Now, we just wait for it to cool, and then I will show you how to set the gem,” Horus said as he banked the coals and set the crucible and tongs aside to a cooler part of the hearth. 

    “I wonder how--” Rylan started, but then he jumped at the sudden sound of another hiss ricocheting off the amplifying Jewel House. “What was that?” 

    “The silver cooling, maybe?” I suggested and then jumped again when another sharp hiss rang out, followed by a familiar growl. 

    “It’s definitely not the silver,” Horus said as his eyebrows pinched together. 

    “No, it’s Zoie,” I breathed as realization finally struck. “It’s the sound she makes when she is distressed.” 

    The second the words left my lips, a long ‘Rrriiiiiooooowwwlll!’ rent the air, and my heart dropped. 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _wcnue0mmbne7]Chapter 23 

    “Horus, stay with Rylan!” I bellowed as I sprinted toward the gardens in front of the Jewel House where I last saw the orange and black butterfly-pegasus. “Prosper!” 

    There must have been enough urgency in my tone to get the message across that I needed him, pronto, because he bolted straight for me and landed on the ground with a high-pitched whistle. 

    My thoughts were too jumbled to try and telepathically convey to him anything other than ZOIE, GO, and NOW, but when I jumped up into the saddle, Prosper didn’t even hesitate to take off into the sky. 

    “Go, boy!” I shouted, and I flattened my body nearly horizontal over my mount in order to urge him on faster. 

    My thoughts were racing, and when we landed near the carriage house, I already had my sword drawn as I ran to where I could see the bright flame of Shay’s red hair and Zoie’s dark briar locks standing off against another figure that looked vaguely familiar. 

    “My husband is not ‘obligated’ to do anything of the sort!” Zoie’s growling timbre finally became decipherable now that I was closer. 

    “Hey!” I shouted and brandished my weapon at the slight shape under a crimson hooded cloak. 

    “Don’t--!” a screech sounded, and the person under the red hood stumbled, stepped backward on their own cloak, and crashed down on their behind. 

    “Alex, wait,” Shay said calmly and stopped me from advancing on the interloper. “She is harmless.” 

    “She?” I asked, and then I used the tip of my blade to lift the person’s hood up and away from their face. 

    Under the crimson cloth were a familiar white-feathered crest that reminded me of a cockatoo, a pair of sharp coal-like eyes, and a sour expression belonging only to Vel-Rala, Nata’s resident busybody, cruel social climber, and now the widow of Asher Gordos. 

    “What are you doing here?” I lowered my blade, but I didn’t put it away completely. Call it paranoia, but it wasn’t paranoia when people are actually out to get you. 

    “I have come to seek an audience with you, the man who slew my husband,” Vel-Rala said as she tried to recover her dignity by getting back to her feet as gracefully as she could. “I was just telling your lovely wives it’s the least you could do.” 

    “First of all, I didn’t slay your idiotic husband, he managed to get himself killed all on his own,” I growled as I took a menacing step toward her. “And second, you don’t ‘tell’ my wives anything. I think, given your current position, you have no grounds to be ‘telling’ anybody what to do.” 

    At this last salient point, Vel-Rala’s proud mask crumbled, and her shoulders curled inward to present the true picture of the beat-down cockatoo-woman just as she was. 

    Now that her haughty mask disappeared, I could see how life had recently taken its toll on the older woman. Dark circles bruised her under eyes and made her naturally pale complexion look wan and washed out. Her white-feathered head, usually so fluffy and buoyant, now laid limp and lackluster as if she went a little too long without access to a bath or shower, and her clothes were a bit more worn and threadbare than I ever remembered seeing her in. 

    The cockatoo-woman seemed weak and diminished somehow, and instead of disgust or rage, all I was starting to feel was pity. 

    “You’re right,” she admitted in a small, shaky voice. “I am in no position to tell anyone what to do.” 

    The humble comment coming from anybody else wouldn’t have really fazed me, but coming from this once proud and manipulative socialite, was enough to make me finally put away my weapon. 

    I glanced at both of my wives to see what they might have been thinking about this unwanted visitor gate crashing our estate. 

    Zoie, of course, was aggravated and on edge with her shiny tail puffed up like a bristly bottle brush that she lashed back and forth while she stood there with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. Next to her stood Shay with a similarly thunderous expression on her elfin face as she stood with one hand cocked on her hip. However, there was a small thread of something else in Shay’s expression besides disgust, and I could tell she was feeling the same pity for the cockatoo woman as I was. 

    So, I made the decision to at least hear her out. 

    “Okay, you have your audience, now what do you want?” I asked as I got straight to the point. 

    “Might I be invited in for some refreshment?” Vel-Rala asked as she tried to brush the dirt and dust off her already dirty clothes. “I’ve come all the way from Gatetown, and I am quite weary.” 

    My wives and I all exchanged looks of exasperation, but eventually we all silently agreed to fulfill the cockatoo-woman’s request. 

    “Let us all go to the courtyard behind the manor where we might rest a while and discuss in the peaceful atmosphere,” my phoenix-wife suggested. “Just leave your carriage, our staff will take care of it promptly.” 

    Then the three of us all followed behind Shay as she led us through the mansion and toward the magnificent courtyard I remembered when I first laid eyes on Icarian Estates. 

    Behind the mansion was an area that fed out into the harbor where Shay’s sailing vessel, the Soaring Light, was anchored. Up from there was a ramp that led to a large circular area covered by a jade-domed gazebo, which was supported by marble columns just like something out of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. 

    In the middle of the stone lily pad platform suspended was a sunken area cushioned with all sorts of luxurious pillows for sitting and lounging. In the center, a squat table sat with a flagon of wine already set up with crystal glasses for all of us. On the table, a glow stone in the shape of a blooming flower was the centerpiece, and it lit up the cozy place with its golden ambiance as dusk began to roll across the sky. 

    “Anything I can be getting you and your guest this evening?” The omnipresent badger-woman, Nevra, suddenly appeared out of thin air it seemed and caused me to inwardly startle. 

    “Maybe something soothing to drink, and whatever soup you have on hand,” Shay ordered, and she took the pitcher of water and bowl of tithe stones from Nevra’s hands so the badger-woman would be free to fetch us some snacks. 

    “Yes, Miss.” She curtsied and bustled away. 

    Now that the nit-picky details were out of the way, I wanted to hurry up and get to the point already, but I held back from barking at the entitled cockatoo-woman when I remembered how sly she could be. She did manipulate her way up the ranks of society, after all. 

    If living in Aventoll had taught me anything, it was how to hold my cards close to my chest when dealing with weird social politics. 

    So, I glanced at my two wives on either side of me who seemed to be up for taking my cues, leaned back with a goblet of purified water, and took a slow sip as I stared into Vel-Rala’s sparkling coal-like eyes. 

    If I gave her nothing to work with, she wouldn’t be able to manipulate her way out of a paper bag. 

    She tried her level best to keep eye contact with me, but I let the awkward silence stretch out between us until she was shifting uncomfortably in her seat. 

    Eventually, Nevra came back with a serving cart laden with about a dozen small bowls, no bigger than teacups, each with a covered top. 

    “Chef has made a variety of exotically spiced soups from the Alem Quarter,” she informed us as she passed three different cups out to each of us. “They are best eaten by dipping cubes of fresh herb bread into the broth. If you need anything else, please ring this crystal bell, and a server will arrive promptly.” 

    “Thanks, Nevra,” I said as she set a big platter of bread with a vase full of handled little skewers similar to fondue. 

    I finally broke eye contact with Vel-Rala as I stabbed one of the bread cubes and dipped it in the creamy white soup on my right. When I pulled out the bread, a crusty edge like burnt mozzarella appeared, and when I popped the whole morsel into my mouth, it tasted like really spicy pepperjack combined with crispy bacon. 

    “You can eat, you know,” I pointed out as the cockatoo-woman had yet to take a bite even though she was staring at the food before her like she was starving. 

    She jumped and blinked at me like she forgot I was there for a second, and then she hurriedly grabbed one of the thin utensils so she could set to work on her own meal. 

    I frowned slightly when she began eating with relish, and I wondered when the last time she ate was. Then I put another bite into my mouth and forgot about everything but the heavenly taste, and for a few moments we all just dug into our delicious fondue. 

    When I finished the bowl with the creamy white broth, I then turned my attention to the next in the lineup, which was a nutty orange color with a slightly fruity smell. As I pulled my bread cube out of the soup, I watched the outer layer caramelize to a brick-red color, and when I bit into it, the flavor and texture reminded me of dried, chili-flavored mangoes. 

    “So, what is it you wanted to discuss?” I finally addressed the cockatoo-woman after I swallowed my spicy-sweet bite. 

    Vel-Rala set down her skewer and dabbed her lips with a cloth napkin. 

    “I have come to make a plea.” She cleared her throat, but her gaze never wavered. She was apparently tired of dancing around with all the ceremony and decided to cut to the quick. 

    “A plea, not a demand?” I arched my eyebrows as I swirled my last piece of bread through the broth in the third cup. The chocolate brown liquid immediately turned into the consistency of soft caramel and tasted exactly like cheesecake when combined with the bread. 

    “I recognize the history between all of us has not been a good one, and I would like to start by deeply apologizing to everyone present for any ill-will I may have inspired,” Vel-Rala said. 

    “And toward our son,” Zoie added with a slight snarl to the edge of her words. 

    “You mean the orphan, Rylan Daal?” the cockatoo-woman sneered. 

    Before she could say another word, I slammed my palm down on the table with a bang. 

    “Be very careful of what you decide to say next,” I warned the startled bird-woman. “I hope you at least know by now I will not tolerate hearing anything vicious, ugly, or untrue about those I care about.” 

    “So, the rumors are true,” she said as she looked between Zoie, Shay, and me. “You have claimed the boy as your own.” 

    “Yes.” I picked up my skewer utensil and stabbed through the mound of bread so it would stick upright. “Now, I suggest you change the subject and get on with it.” 

    Vel-Rala fluffed her white-feathered crest in that annoyed way she had, but she wisely refrained from voicing her thoughts. 

    Instead, she clasped her hands humbly in her lap and lowered her gaze to the table. 

    “I have come to ask you to save me from my fate,” she said as her crest flattened. “Gordos was killed without a Duelist to claim his assets. And as such, he was not a powerful man and made very little business contracts that called for the movement of such assets in the event he died without being challenged.” 

    “Meaning what?” I asked. “No one knows what to do with you?” 

    “Meaning that because I am a particular asset, I must return to where I originally come from if no other Asher chooses to purchase me in the open market,” she answered as her hands fidgeted nervously. 

    “Where you came from?” I puzzled. 

    “The Traders,” Zoie stated, and my eyes shot to her. 

    Zoie never talked about her time with the Traders, but the little she did say was almost more disturbing because it left my worst imagination to fill in the details. 

    Even now, the hollow way she said the dreaded word ‘Traders’ was enough to send chills down my spine, and looking at the inward curve of Vel-Rala’s shoulders and the way she shivered, I could tell she was just as haunted by her own experiences. 

    “Correct,” the cockatoo-woman said and cleared the sudden hoarseness in her voice. “In a few days, the Traders will be leaving port with any chattel they don’t manage to sell at auction. I have come to request that you purchase me as a wife or a concubine so I will not end up there again.” 

    “You want me to buy you,” I deadpanned. “For what?” 

    “I-I am quite skilled as a lover and--” the cockatoo-woman started, but I held my hand up in order to cut off the head of that snake. 

    “No, there is not a chance I would purchase a person just because they are willing to have sex,” I said with a distasteful grimace. No matter how acclimated I became to the bizarre slave-culture of Aventoll, sex trafficking would always sit badly with me no matter how accepted it was. “If I were to purchase you, it would be for some sort of useful purpose mutually beneficial between the two of us. So, I’m asking: what benefit do you think you could bring to me and my estates?” 

    “Well…” Vel-Rala started and then trailed off as if the question was a novel one that needed some thought. “I, um, I am…” 

    “She definitely has two hands,” Shay sing-songed with a sly expression on her heart-shaped face. 

    “And it also appears as if she has two working legs,” Zoie added, and I suddenly knew where they were going with their cute little banter. 

    “Hm, you’re both correct,” I said with a smirk. “I bet you would be a fine addition to my serving staff here at Icarian Estates, Vel-Rala.” 

    “Serving staff?” Vel-Rala squawked. 

    “Yep.” I grinned and popped another hunk of plain bread into my mouth. 

    “You want me to crawl around on my hands and knees as a maidservant?” she reiterated in her screechy offended voice. 

    “Actually, what I want is immaterial,” I said and leaned back so I could drape both arms around each of my wives. “It’s actually up to Zoie and Shale-Lea. They are the ones who manage my assets.” 

    The color drained from the cockatoo-woman’s face when she realized the people she really had to win over were her toughest audience yet. 

    “For a long time, you have made a business of manipulating people through your cruel tongue and vicious lies,” Shay said with a hard expression. “I would bet all the gold in the vault there is not a single person willing to liberate you from the Traders. Am I right?” 

    “Of course, you’re right!” she spat. “Why do you think I am here at the mercy of my enemies?” 

    “You turned Alex into your enemy,” Zoie snarled slightly. “Don’t forget that.” 

    Vel-Rala’s crest ruffled, but she wisely chose not to argue the fact and instead bowed her head. 

    “And that is just one of the many mistakes I have to live with,” she said wearily and pursed her lips to keep the sudden tremble in them at bay. “I suppose I have to thank you for at least taking the time to listen, and thank you for the added hospitality.” 

    Then the dejected cockatoo-woman went to get up as if to leave, and I glanced at both my wives who seemed to have a silent conversation between the two of them with just their eyes. 

    “Vel-Rala, wait,” Shay spoke up and caused Vel-Rala to stop and sit back down. 

    “Do you think you could possibly lower yourself to the level of a maidservant?” Zoie asked as her intense blue-flame eyes bored into the cockatoo-woman. 

    “Yes,” she answered without hesitation. 

    Smart. 

    “And the thought of being a commoner doesn’t disgust you?” Zoie prodded. 

    “No,” Vel-Rala said with only a little hesitation this time, and then she turned her damp eyes on me. “I will do anything, Asher Brightwood. You must believe me.” 

    “I believe you,” I finally said. “But you have to understand that if my wives let you join us, you will have to play by our rules. No more slander, and no more lies.” 

    “Understood,” she said back to me and then cast her pleading eyes on Shay and Zoie. “Please.” 

    “You must give us some time to discuss where exactly we have use of you,” Shay said. “We will have to make sure we can even afford to provide food for another person.” 

    “But the Traders leave port soon,” the cockatoo-woman said. 

    “And you will have your answer if we decide to come to auction,” Zoie snapped. “Be grateful we are even considering your case.” 

    Vel-Rala closed her mouth, even though I could tell a big part of her wanted to snap back. However, she took the olive branch for what it was and nodded her head respectfully. 

    “Thank you for listening to me,” she said as we all got to our feet, and then we climbed out of the sunken seating area so we could make our way back to the carriage house where Vel-Rala stored her carriage. 

    “Are we really in danger of running out of resources to provide for everyone between the two estates?” I asked my phoenix-wife as we all watched Vel-Rala trundle away. 

    “We have enough of everything to provide for a hundred more staff if we so wanted,” Shay answered. “But I wanted to give us all some time to really think if we even wanted her.” 

    “She has nothing else going for her,” I pointed out. 

    “Yes, but it shouldn’t fall to you to save her, especially since she already did a fine job ostracizing herself due to her meddlesome ways,” she argued. 

    “However,” Zoie interjected with a flick of her ear. “She will be sent off to the Traders if we do not provide her a boon. I wouldn’t wish that fate on even the likes of her.” 

    “Okay, so if we all really decide to cut her a break, what would she do?” I asked. 

    “She has always had success in the market selling her wares to people,” Shay mused as she tapped her lips with one delicate finger. “Maybe she would be useful once we started selling our bumblebird honey and our kolee tea.” 

    “She has to prove she can be trusted first,” Zoie said and punched her fist into her palm. 

    “I agree,” I said to my cat-wife. I knew why Zoie was more hot-tempered than Shay over the matter because we were both the direct targets of the nasty duo at one point. “We’ll start her on a trial basis.” 

    “Okay, but let’s let her squirm for a few days.” Shay smirked a surprisingly evil smirk. “The least she deserves is the torture of anticipation.” 

    “You act all sweet, but remind me to never get on your bad side,” I said and kissed the fiery redhead right between her eyes. 

    “I did already warn you of the fact, you know,” Horus’ voice sounded from behind me, and we all turned to face the falcon-man coming toward us with Rylan close by his side like a happy Labrador. 

    “I know, you did,” I laughed. 

    “Hiya, Alex!” Rylan grinned. 

    “Hey, buddy,” I said and ruffled his hair when he got close enough. “What have you been up to while I was busy? Did you finish the amulet?” 

    “Uncle Horus and I got back shortly after you did, but Nevra told us everyone was okay, but you were with a guest,” he rattled off. “And so then Horus and I put Prosper and Victory away, but look!” 

    The excited stable-boy dug deep in his pocket and pulled out a circular amulet with the sparkling herald core mounted in the center. At the top was a loop where a silver chain ran through and completed the necklace. 

    “Guess I missed the part where you put the gem in the setting,” I chuckled. 

    “We’ll just have to fashion another one, won’t we?” Horus said and lightly punched Rylan on the arm. 

    “Yeah! I already have so many ideas!” Rylan wiggled as I put the amulet around my neck. 

    “Now, this herald core’s main attribute is one of defensive strength,” the falcon-man continued as he turned his attention back to me. “It would be more powerful if we were to forge it onto a weapon or piece of equipment, but for now its general aura will surround you.” 

    “Every little bit helps, right?” I asked as I tucked the core gem under my tunic right alongside my Duelist Stone and the pendant Rylan carved me. 

    “The longer you wear it, the more effective it will be specific to you, the wearer,” Horus explained. “So, don’t take it off, at least until after you’ve defeated my father.” 

    “Noted,” I said and patted the lump over my chest. “Tomorrow, I think we should head back to Ithaca in the evening because the Duel will be held in the Village Square.” 

    “But first we will spend the day tomorrow on your training,” Zoie said. “It will begin early, so I suggest we all retire early for the evening.” 

    “Even me?” Rylan asked. 

    “Yes, even you, kit,” she said and smirked when his shoulders drooped. “You are still recovering from your recent ordeal, and because you are a growing lad, you require extra rest.” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. 

    “You heard Mama Zoie, everyone,” I said and clapped my hands together once. “Let’s all turn in for the night.” 

    Suddenly, a loud rumble sounded from Rylan’s gut and made all of us snap to him. 

    “Have you eaten anything?” I asked. 

    “Not since the carriage ride,” the stable-boy admitted bashfully. 

    “Why didn’t you say anything, darling!” Shay gasped. “That was ages ago, you must be starved.” 

    “No, it’s fine, really!” he hurried to say. “I used to go days and days without food, so this is nothing!” 

    “Buddy…” I said and put my hand on his back. “You aren’t ever supposed to go days and days without food. You need to speak up when you’re hungry, and you don’t need permission if you want to eat, okay?” 

    “Oh…” he trailed off. 

    “I know,” Shay said with a little dance on her heels. “I will take Rylan and Horus and teach them how to make the Kitchen Sink Specials!” 

    “That’s a fabulous idea, sis, and even though I have no idea what you are talking about, it still sounds delicious,” the falcon-man said. 

    “Meanwhile, you are coming with me, mister,” Zoie purred as she tugged my wrist. “You have much to prepare for.” 

    “Oh, alright, you guys have fun, but don’t stay up too late,” I told the gang as I let my cat-wife lead me in the direction of the suite I stayed in last time I was here. 

    I wasn’t feeling it earlier, but the moment I stripped down and climbed into the sinfully comfortable bed, I felt the heady pull of sleep already trying to tug me down. 

    Zoie flowed up behind me and molded her body to the curve of my back as she held me like the big spoon for a change. 

    She murmured something soothing to me, but I couldn’t make out the words before unconscious was a riptide I suddenly had the misfortune to wander in. 

    Falling asleep had never felt like that before. 

    Like plunging through the icy earth at a thousand miles an hour as the wind whipped by so quickly it stole my breath so I couldn’t even scream. 

    Finally, the rush stopped, and something hard pressed into my back as if the ground itself was the one that met me instead of me falling to the ground. 

    I gasped and strained my eyes in the vast darkness, but still, my words were absent, and my limbs were frozen. 

    Just as I was about to freak out, a dull light permeated my surroundings and lit up what appeared to be a misty winter forest glowing an eerie blue as if it was early dawn. As the world around me solidified and grew in clarity, so did the sensation of my body. I was able to slowly sit up now, and I noticed I was naked. 

    Strange hoots and cries echoed all around me, and my breath became fast and harsh. My tongue no longer felt like a shapeless, disarticulated blob, and with it, I uttered the simple phrase, “What the fuck?” 
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    “Where the fuck am I?” I asked absolutely no one as I scanned the strange glowing blue forest with its massive dead trees scraping the dark sky like rheumy claws. 

    I shivered, but I noticed it was more due to the general creepy feeling rather than from the actual cold. In fact, despite being buck naked, I felt neither warm nor cold so I dug my fingernails into my palm to see if I could feel any pain in this bizarre dream world. 

    “Ouch, shit!” I shook out my hand where my nails sliced half-moon shapes into my palm. A small trickle of blood rolled down toward my wrist, and I touched it with my finger. 

    Fuck. Was this a dream? The last thing I remembered was falling asleep next to Zoie and feeling like I was yanked violently down into unconsciousness. 

    Whatever the case, apparently I could actually bleed here, and if I could bleed, then I could ostensibly die. 

    Which was not good. 

    The dead trees in the forest seemed to loom over me even more, and I spun in a circle to see if I could find some sort of path. Just standing like a dork in the middle of this clearing didn’t sit well with me, and I figured I would be safer if I kept moving. 

    There weren’t any clear paths for me to follow, which meant I just had to make my own, so I pushed my way through the skeletal trees. 

    A low growling sounded from the darkness on my left, and I did my best to ignore it as I walked onward. 

    The dry twigs and branches scratched against my bare skin as the trees gathered closer and closer almost to the point where I felt claustrophobic for the first time in my life. Small spaces never bugged me, especially since I grew up in small rooms with four other boys. A person got used to feeling crammed. 

    But the denseness of the stark bone trees combined with the oppressive atmosphere caused my lungs to cinch and my breaths to wheeze out of my chest. 

    I needed to get out of this choking forest before I had a panic attack or something, and with both my arms outstretched, I barreled through the branches in front of me. 

    “Ahh!” I yelled as my barefoot caught a gnarled root protruding from the hard-packed ground. I lost my balance and crashed through the branches in front of me, tumbled down a small slope, and then crashed to my hands and knees in the middle of a clearing. 

    The same clearing I just left. 

    “Give me a break!” I shouted as I flopped over onto my back while I caught my breath. Even though it appeared I was back where I started, at least I was out of the woods themselves, especially since I was starting to suspect there wasn’t anywhere else for me to go. 

    Was this what a coma felt like? Walking in circles in the prison of one’s own mind? 

    Yeesh, that was dark. 

    I picked myself up and brushed my hands off. None of that was helpful thinking, and I prided myself on my pragmatism, so a restructuring of my priorities was in order. 

    Get out first, then have an existential crisis later. Done. 

    “Hello?” I called out with a lack of anything better to do, and I shivered again when my voice reverberated outward as if I was shouting out to the vast, empty, and horrifyingly endless universe. 

    It was kind of terrifying, and I never wanted to utter another word in this bizarre plane of existence ever again if it made me feel like that. 

    Seriously, though. Existential crises for later, brain, knock it off. 

    A loud droning noise threatened to shake apart this weird shadow world all of a sudden, and I fell to my knees as I clamped my hands over my ears. 

    The noise sounded similar to the eerie howling that came just before a demon attack, only this time it felt as if I was standing right on top of the source. 

    My teeth threatened to vibrate out of my skull, and I struggled to keep my eyes open when the sound blasted through me again. If that sound really was the same as the one that preceded the Scourge, then I had better get back to my feet. 

    Finally, the overwhelming droning stopped, and a thunderclap of silence fell over the clearing. Then, in the center of the circular space, a mound of clay molded upward and began to take shape just as I feared. 

    I startled back a few paces with my hands up at the ready, even though I had no idea how I would fight a demon bare-handed and naked to boot. However, instead of the typical nightmare of bifurcated jaws and writhing tentacles, a smaller figure materialized and caused me to drop my guard. 

    “What in the--?” I gaped at the shadowy, evil-twin version of myself taking shape before me. 

    Shadow-me grinned a wicked grin with serrated teeth like a piranha. Instead of my familiar brown eyes, Shadow-me had milky-white orbs set in his cruel shadow face that made him look blind even though I knew he could see my every move. 

    He tracked me when I moved to the left, and he tracked me when I moved to the right in an unsettling way that made me feel as if there were spiders crawling on my skin wherever his uncanny gaze lighted upon. 

    It was distressing to say the least, but what was even more gut clenching was the look snarling his features. It appeared as if Shadow-me hated everyone and everything, and it was a bit shocking to see my familiar features so twisted and ugly. 

    It was almost like I was looking at a darker, more angst driven version of myself, and it suddenly hit me that it was familiar because that’s what I usually looked like when I was seventeen and about ready to be cut loose from the system that had failed me numerous times in the past. 

    Now, I could hardly remember ever feeling that way, especially with the way things seemed to be going for me these days. 

    Suddenly, a low whistle pierced the atmosphere, and a flash of light lit up the velvet, starless sky. 

    “Prosper?” I murmured as I tracked what was obviously a glowing canterfly galloping through the air. 

    However, when it flew closer, I could tell it wasn’t Prosper at all, but a smaller canterfly that on closer inspection was sand-colored with pale blond wings, and nothing like the black and orange I was familiar with. 

    “Hee-oo!” the canterfly whistled and kicked its coltish legs at the Shadow-me. 

    It hissed and swiped at the air, and the young canterfly had to do a barrel roll to avoid the Shadow’s long grasping fingers. 

    “Hee-ee!” the butterfly-pegasus whistled again and took off into the sky above the trees. 

    “Wait!” I called. 

    “Waaaaaiiit,” Shadow-me croaked out unnaturally, and the sound turned my blood to ice. The noise sounded possessed, and the way the specter cocked its head with a crack had my stomach churning. 

    A guttural noise left its throat, and suddenly I knew it was laughing at me. 

    The fuck. 

    The specter took a step forward just as I took a step back. It twisted its head almost a full one-eighty in the other direction, and my fists flew up to my face again as I planted my feet at the ready. 

    Shadow-me scanned me curiously for a moment before it, too, copied my stance. 

    Then, before I could really register what was happening, Shadow-me lunged and immediately tried to get me in a double-leg takedown. 

    I scuttled backward to keep from losing my balance, and I managed to twist enough to the side in order to break the Shadow’s hold around my waist. It immediately came at me again and delivered a side kick to my left thigh instead of the right one I was leading with. This was a trick I usually used to throw my opponent off into thinking my right leg was the strongest by putting it forward, when in fact it was the left I preferred. 

    Only I would know that, and considering I was apparently fighting myself, this bastard knew so as well. 

    Shit. So, in order to fight me, I had to not fight like me. Easy. 

    Not. 

    I blocked a sudden volley of blows that were meant for my head, and before I could do anything else, I caught a high kick to the chest that made me fall on my ass with an ‘omphf.’ 

    Faster than a possessed squirrel, Shadow-me somehow got behind me with his legs around my waist. 

    I knew he was attempting to put me in a submission hold, so I immediately dropped my chin, lifted my shoulders, and intercepted the arm trying to slide its way around my throat. Then, before he could use his other hand, I clamped down with my left arm and trapped it against my side before I rolled onto my back like a fucking crocodile so Shadow-me had no choice but to break his hold and try to choke me from above. 

    I was waiting for this maneuver, however, because it was exactly what I would have done, so I brought both legs up into a guard position and then kicked the specter hard in the chest so it would go sprawling. 

    “Hoo-ee!” the blond canterfly whistled overhead just as I was scrambling to my feet in order to finish the shadow-bastard now that I’d knocked him off kilter. 

    However, the butterfly-pegasus abruptly landed right in front of me and reared its front two legs. 

    “Move!” I yelled at the glowing creature as I tried to go around, but the stubborn thing wouldn’t let me. Instead, it turned and kicked at the Shadow-me, which was now back on its feet. 

    With a toss of its head and another low whistle, I suddenly knew the canterfly was telling me to climb on its back. 

    Shadow-me hissed and tried to snatch the canterfly’s kicking hooves, but it was no use, and before it could figure out how to get around the creature, I did what the beast requested and climbed aboard. 

    Because it wasn’t a fully grown canterfly, our ascent into the murky sky was a slow one, and I watched the milky eyes of my shadow counterpart glare at me as we flew above the clearing. 

    For the first time, I was able to see above the trees, and from up high I could see how there were hundreds, if not thousands of identical circular clearings pockmarking the bone tree forest. 

    “What is this place?” I asked, even though I wasn’t expecting an answer. 

    The young canterfly merely made an uneasy noise and urged us higher and higher until we were flying through a gauzy mist that gradually lightened bit by bit until it surrounded me with blinding white. 

    Slowly, my sense of temperature returned as my body began to feel warm, and I could feel myself rushing upwards faster than the canterfly until I lost track of the beast altogether. 

    My eyes opened, but instead of the blinding white mist, I was now staring at the canopy of the four-poster bed in the dim moonlight. 

    I was finally awake from that trippy nightmare, and I went to cover my eyes with my hand. 

    “Ow,” I hissed so I wouldn’t wake my two slumbering wives, and then I squinted at my palm. 

    Four indentations where my fingernails cut into my flesh stared back at me in the dimness. 

    I supposed I could have done that in my sleep, but somehow I got the feeling whatever I just experienced was no ordinary dream. 

    If that was the case, what the actual fuck had just happened? 

    I laid there breathing steadily for a moment as the existential crisis waiting in the wings finally reared its ugly head, and I felt the same shaky uncertainty I experienced when I spoke with Mec next to the sacred Tithe Pool. 

    What was it he was telling me then? This was normal, right? These dreams that came on like a bad acid trip were apparently Aventoll’s way of ‘speaking’ to Travelers like me. Which, if that was the case, double what-the-fuck was this place trying to tell me exactly? 

    Kill myself? 

    That couldn’t be it, but I just knew there was a crap-ton of symbolism in fighting against your shadow-self like some weird Luke Skywalker shit in the caves of Dagobah. If anything, it was a wakeup call to start doing some serious soul-searching. 

    What was it about meditation Mec kept telling me? 

    Oh, yeah. He said on numerous occasions meditation was actually vitally important, and I should be practicing. 

    Oops. 

    Well, there was no better time than the present to get started, and so as quietly as I could, I wiggled my way out from between Shay and Zoie, dressed in clothes I’d already worn yesterday, and crept out into the corridor. 

    My sneakiness was almost ruined when I nearly tripped over a sleeping figure curled up in front of my door. 

    Rylan, it seemed, had made himself comfortable against the wall outside my room for whatever reason, and he was now slumped over, completely dead to the world. 

    I sighed and carefully gathered him up in my arms, intent on returning him to his bed, but then I realized I had no idea what room the kid picked out for himself here at Icarian Estates. 

    He felt chilled from the drafty corridors, and most definitely couldn’t stay out here, but I really did not want to try to find his room in this huge mansion I still only knew half of. 

    “My room it is,” I muttered under my breath as I tried to quietly knock open the door with my booted foot. 

    I wasn’t quiet enough, however, because before I could make it halfway across the room, Zoie’s cat-ears perked up, and she lifted her head with a confused expression. 

    “I found him out in the hall,” I whispered. “I don’t know where his room is.” 

    “Bring him here,” she murmured and lifted the covers so I could tuck Rylan in. Zoie then smoothed the hair back from the kid’s sleeping face and made sure he was properly settled next to her. “Why are you up so early?” 

    “Bad dream,” I said and shook my head. “I need to meditate.” 

    “Do what you have to,” she said and squeezed my wrist. “I’ll take care of our dear ones.” 

    “Thank you,” I said with a weary, but grateful smile and then kissed her on the cheek. “Try to go back to sleep, kitten.” 

    And with that, I left the room in search of an ideal place to meditate. 

    After attempting a few small gardens, two empty lounges with comfy floor cushions, and three peaceful courtyards, I was beginning to understand the ideal place was a lot harder to come by than I realized. 

    For one, it was a challenge for someone like me to sit still long enough without fidgeting, and for two, it was a lot harder to get my mind to focus without Mec’s soothing voice to walk me through the process. 

    How did the ram-lord even get me to drop into that meditative state so quickly? 

    The answer came to me as I was glaring out over the estate from one of Icarian’s many balconies. 

    The sun was just now lightening the horizon where the sky melted into the Ocean Mercedes, and I remembered the ram-lord’s deep baritone describing the sound of the waves as I tried to match my breathing to his cues. 

    From my position on the southern side of the Icarian mansion, I was just able to make out the rocky beach due to the white foam of the surf as it dragged itself in and out, and if I strained my ears hard enough, I could actually hear the hush of the tide just like when I visualized it with Mec. 

    This would be as good a place as any to try and meditate, so I climbed up on the wide stone railing, crossed my legs, and put one hand on my diaphragm so I could actually be aware of the breaths I took to prevent my mind from wandering. 

    The faint sound of the waves focused my mind on isolating the sound from all others so I wasn’t just trying to clear my mind, but instead hone it down to one simple task. 

    The waves rushed in, and I inhaled. 

    They rushed out, and I exhaled. 

    My mind, always constantly in motion, stilled just like the mirrored surface of that sacred Tithe Pool. 

    “What are you trying to tell me?” I breathed, and I let myself be open to whatever Aventoll wanted to show me. 

    The surface of the Pool flashed gold in my mind’s eye, and I pictured myself crawling toward it so I could look down at it on my hands and knees. 

    A pair of dead, milky eyes stared back at me in my reflection, and I scrambled backward, and incidentally, almost fell off the railing of the balcony. 

    “Shit,” I hissed as I caught my balance and rubbed my stomach to try to get it to calm down from the mini-trapeze going on at the fact I almost fell off a five-story building. 

    Once my heart rate slowed back down, I closed my eyes and focused again on the sound of the waves and my breathing. 

    Inhale with the waves. 

    Exhale with the retreating tide. 

    The mirrored Tithe Pool flashed again in my mind, and again I approached the still water’s edge. When I got close enough, I eased my way up so the visage of those empty eyes was less of a shock this time, and I gazed down at the haunting expression on my reflection’s face. 

    Instead of the unnaturalness of the Shadow-me, this reflection showed a hybrid of my natural face mutated with the abomination in the bone tree forest. I still had my regular complexion, but my eyes were dead, and the lines around my mouth and the tension in my jaw made me look half-thawed and as bitter as the middle of winter. 

    I looked as if I was jaded and cynical, and I suddenly realized this was what that boiling hatred looked like when it had enough time to cool. 

    It was not a good look on me to say the least, and at last I was beginning to understand what Aventoll was trying to tell me… 

    “Alex?” someone’s voice sounded from far away, and I felt myself returning to a more conscious state. 

    “Do you think we should really bother him? I mean--” another familiar voice whispered before it was cut off. 

    “But it’s been five whole lengths already, surely he’s at least hungry by now--” a third voice reasoned before it, too, was interrupted by the first voice. 

    “Shh!” Zoie hissed. “He’s coming around, don’t startle him, he might fall.” 

    Fall? 

    I peeked one of my eyes open and was confronted with the glittering Ocean in all Her glory as the morning sun shone down over Nata. 

    Oh, right, I was on the balcony, and if I heard correctly, for five ‘lengths,’ or what I interpreted as Aventoll slang for hours. 

    No wonder it looked like it was almost brunch time. 

    “Ugh,” I mumbled as I arched my back so I could stretch out my muscles. Even though I was a little sore from sitting for so long, I felt refreshed and more settled than I had since waking up. Although, my stomach apparently disagreed, and it gave a twinge of hunger. “Did someone mention food?” 

    I glanced over my shoulder at my audience and immediately zeroed in on Shay holding a dome-covered tray as she stood between Zoie and Horus. 

    “See?” The falcon-man gestured toward me with one hand. “I told you he was perfectly fine.” 

    “You were out here for a long time, husband,” my cat-wife murmured as she helped me un-pretzel myself and stand properly back on the balcony. “Did you find your answers?” 

    “I…” I frowned and trailed off. There was a conclusion I came to when I was meditating, but the details of it eluded me just then. “I think so?” 

    “Well, do you feel better at least?” Shay asked with a concerned expression on her face. 

    “I do,” I said with a relieved smile, and then I glanced down at whatever was making that delicious smell under the silver dome in her hands. “Watcha got there, Care bear?” 

    “I have a sandwich for you, husband!” she sang and uncovered the tray. 

    A toasted sandwich almost like a panini complete with gooey cheese and roasted meat sat temptingly on a plate alongside a goblet of verna berry wine. 

    “This looks amazing!” I enthused as I picked up the crispy hot sandwich and bit into it with gusto. “I love how you toasted it.” 

    “I took some liberties with the method, it’s true,” Shay said with a faint patina of blush on her high cheekbones. “Is it really that good?” 

    “I’ve never eaten anything as delicious as this,” I said truthfully so she would blush even more. 

    “Well, now that you are back with the living, you better get ready and meet us all in the training arena,” Horus said with a surprisingly business-like attitude. “We’ve got to start making up for lost time. The Duel with my father is in less than a day, and you still don’t even know how to fire an arrow.” 

    “Good point, H,” I said, and I placed a hand on his shoulder so his worried frown would go away. “I promise, I’m your humble student from here on out.” 

    “Do you have any experience with long range weapons?” Horus asked. 

    “I went paint-balling a couple of times with the ranchers after the summer season ended on the farm I used to work at,” I said. 

    “What is this ‘paint-balling?’ Is it a game?” Zoie perked her ears in interest as her tail swished back and forth. 

    “Yeah, it’s a game where you have guns… uh, weapons that shoot these little colored balls,” I explained as I demonstrated pulling the trigger on a paint-ball gun. “Everyone has a different color, and when you shoot someone with your colored balls, they leave behind a spatter of paint so everyone knows who has the most shots.” 

    “This gun sounds like a crossbow,” Zoie observed as she copied my trigger-pulling motion. 

    “Yeah, kind of,” I said. 

    “I have an idea!” Shay suddenly exclaimed in her bell-like voice. “You all head to the arena, I’ll be along momentarily!” 

    Then she was off like a vibrant hummingbird as her flowing purple dress whipped behind her just like her gorgeous crimson and gold hair. 

    “Hm, well, since you have some experience with a crossbow-like weapon, I say we go and choose you one from Ren’s old weaponry,” Zoie said, and Horus nodded in agreement. 

    “I think a crossbow will be good for you, and it still fits the narrative we are going for with the Helix Method,” the falcon-man mused. “Hurry up with your sankwidge already, I want to start shooting things at you.” 

    “Joy,” I remarked dryly as I licked the last bit of melty cheese off my thumb. “Okay, I’m finished. Lead the way, good sir.” 

    When we reached the loaded weaponry, we noticed a theme right away at how very little variety Bala Ren chose to keep on hand. 

    “Oh, me, oh, my. Shall I keep my sword in the ‘Big Swords’ section, or the ‘Big- Big Swords’ section?” Horus brought a hand up to his cheek as if he really was struggling with a dilemma. “Looks like someone was compensating for something.” 

    “You’re probably right,” I snorted as I looked around at yet even more swords on racks and lining the walls of the vaulted chamber. “It’s very phallic in here. Maybe he was trying to tell us something else.” 

    “You are referring to the possibility he prefers males?” Zoie asked with a stoic blink and then looked around. “I can see the humor in what you propose, considering Shale-Lea is ‘smoking hot’ as you say. Oh, look, there are a few crossbows over there.” 

    Then the cat-woman sauntered off in the direction she indicated as if she hadn’t just throw a grenade into the middle of mine and Horus’ banter. 

    “I… have very confusing feelings right now,” the falcon-man said as he watched Zoie waltz away. 

    “Ha!” I guffawed as I whacked him on the back. “Welcome to Zoie’s particular brand of humor, my friend.” 

    I left him there blinking after us, and I came up and joined my wily minx of a wife as she observed three crossbows mounted to the far wall. 

    “Did I break Horus?” she asked quietly. 

    “Yep, and you were super sexy doing it, too,” I said and kissed behind one of her pointed ears. “Now, which one of these do you recommend?” 

    “I’m afraid you must ask our resident marksman,” Zoie said and gestured to Horus as he finally sidled up next to us. “My expertise is more in swords and throwing weapons.” 

    “H?” I nudged. “What do you think?” 

    “I think we’ll go with the standard recurve crossbow because it’s easy to aim and operate,” the falcon-man said as he pulled it off the wall along with a smallish leather case. “It looks like it has the most bolts, too. Come one, this will do nicely.” 

    Then the three of us made our way out of the small separate building that housed the weapons, past the gleaming white stables, and into a small circular arena that was a smaller version of the race track Prosper and I flew on during the Icarian Races. There were even a series of tall spectator stands kind of like the Quidditch Pitch at Hogwarts. 

    We weren’t racing canterflies today, however, and I noticed the ground level of the arena was transformed into a sort of obstacle course. There were bales of hay stacked to over six-feet tall with crudely painted targets on them, as well as boxes and barrels piled in such a way that made them perfect fortresses to hide behind. 

    “What’s all this?” I asked, and I was beyond impressed. 

    “This is your practice field,” Zoie said as she lifted her chin proudly. “Shay and I built it when you and Horus were at the forge.” 

    “It’s awesome,” I said and squeezed her hand. “Thank you.” 

    “Okay, chief,” Horus said and clapped his now-gloved hands together. “Let’s go over some basics.” 

    “I’m all ears, H,” I said as I took the crossbow from him. “What’s number one?” 

    “Number one is always aim the power end of the crossbow down toward the ground even if it’s not loaded,” the falcon-man said and angled the crossbow down with a nudge. “That way you are in the habit regardless if there is a bolt nocked or not.” 

    “Safety one-oh-one, got it.” I nodded. 

    “Now, you see that loop on the front?” Horus gestured to the part of the crossbow that had a rectangular metal loop. “That’s called the cocking stirrup. It helps you find the leverage you need to pull the string back to the latch. Go ahead and put the stirrup on the ground, put your foot through, and then pull the string back with both hands until it latches.” 

    I did as he instructed and tugged the string all the way back until the two limbs on either side of the horizontal bow became taut with tension, and the latching mechanism made a clicking sound. 

    “Good, make sure you don’t let go until you hear the click or else the whole thing could flip up and whack you in the face,” he said. 

    “Do you know this based on experience, or…?” I teased and then brought my crossbow back up. 

    “Hush, there will be no disrespecting Teacher,” the falcon-man said, and he waved a dismissive hand as he rummaged around in the small leather case he brought until he pulled out a short stocky arrow. “Now, pay attention. This is a bolt, and it lives in this little groove along the top of the crossbow, here. You’ll notice there’s a notch carved out of the back just like any old arrow. You’ll want to make sure the sting is nestled inside so when you pull the trigger, you get as much power possible to send the bolt through the air.” 

    “Okay,” I said and took the bolt in order to place it in the groove myself. “Is one of the feather things supposed to be inside the groove like that?” 

    I looked underneath the whole apparatus and saw a flicker of orange feather pointing down. 

    “Yes, that’s how you know it’s loaded correctly,” Horus said as he examined it as well. “It all looks good to me. Now, before you shoot, make sure your bolt is straight, hold your bow as level as you can, and aim at your target along the sight bridge. Go for that hay bale right over there.” 

    “Alright,” I said and hefted the crossbow so the stock was resting against my shoulder. I squinted one eye and followed the path along the top of the groove where the point of the bolt was pointing to the closest hay bale. Then I gently pulled the trigger and watched as the bolt zinged clear over the bale and landed in the dirt about one hundred yards away. “Woah!” 

    “Not bad,” Horus said. “Your accuracy will improve once you get used to shooting. Let’s go again.” 

    It took me going through at least a dozen bolts before I finally was able to aim with a consistency I was pleased with. I noticed my biggest issue was the way I subconsciously leaned the bow a little to the right, and I had to work on checking I was level before pulling the trigger. 

    My progress was soon interrupted by the triumphant return of Shay as she jogged into the training arena clothed in her practical riding gear instead of her pretty dress. 

    “Where have you been?” Zoie asked as she helped the phoenix-woman lug two canvass sacks full of something into the center. 

    “I had a lovely idea when Alex was talking about ball-painting,” Shay said as she unrolled the canvasses. Inside, several long plants that reminded me of cattails were gathered together by some twine around their long stems, and at the top of each stem, there was a round ball instead of the iconic oblong shape of a cattail. 

    “How do these remind you of paint-balling?” I asked as Shay cut the twine on one of the bundles. 

    “These are called dust reeds,” Shay explained as she isolated one reed and brought it up to eye level. “You remember the colored powder that rained down on you and Prosper during the Icarian Races? Well, that powder comes from dust reeds.” 

    To demonstrate, she banged the round end of the reed against the heel of her palm as if she was banging a school eraser, and a plume of yellow dust rose into the air. 

    “There is a color for each of us, and I thought it would be a fun way to practice, what do you all think?” Shay asked with an eager smile. 

    “Oh, I get it,” I chuckled as I latched my string and then set one of the shorter reeds in the groove. It was surprisingly sturdy, almost like an arrow itself. Then I took aim at Horus before he could move and shot him in the chest, where a cloud of green made him sneeze. A green circle was left behind on his black tunic, and my grin grew feral. “Point for me.” 

    “No fair!” the falcon-man whined as he slung his bow around from his back and took aim with another reed. 

    “Gentlemen, wait,” Zoie said and came between us like a school-teacher. “We must distribute the reeds first because Shay and I want to play.” 

    “Aw,” the falcon-man grumbled and lowered his bow. “Okay, but just you wait, I’m coming for you, Brightwood.” 

    “That is if you both quit talking and get to preparing your reeds already,” Shay said as she made quick work of pulling the ball ends of the red dust reeds off so she would have projectiles for her sling. 

    I looked over and saw Zoie was already paring her reeds down to the length she wanted for throwing, and I jumped to it and organized my own reeds. 

    Once all of us had enough ammo, we all took up separate positions hiding behind hay bales and barrels as much as we could, but it wasn’t until Zoie threw a blue dust reed right above my head that the battle officially commenced. 

    “Hey!” I yelled as one of Horus’ yellow reeds exploded at my feet, and I ducked as two of Shay’s red dust balls forced me out of my fortress behind some crates and over to an overturned carriage. 

    I popped up, rested the crossbow on the side of the carriage, and waited for my prey. 

    Shay’s red hair appeared from behind a stack of crates, so I fired a green arrow right next to her and was delighted at the adorable squeal she made. 

    “Alex!” she yelled. 

    “Come on, baby!” I shouted and cranked back my string again so I could load another reed. 

    Before I could shoot off another bolt, however, I was hit in the shoulder from behind with a blue dust reed. 

    “Point for me.” Zoie smirked from her crouched position on top of a wall that looked like it was used for canterfly show jumping.  

    Suddenly, a yellow reed whistled through the air and got her right in the chest, and she glared at Horus, who lunged behind a hay bale just before she could hit him back. 

    I took my shot and got Horus right on the hand he left exposed on the other side of his shield. 

    “Brightwood!” the falcon-man bellowed, and then he charged at me so I would have to run to another fortress. He would have caught up to me had it not been for an explosion of red dust from Shay as she slung her ammo right into her brother’s face. 

    “You’re dead meat, sis!” he roared, and then the avian siblings engaged in a battle royal for the ages. 

    Shay would sling two in a row so Horus would have to keep moving, and only when she would reload did the falcon-man then take his shot. 

    I couldn’t help myself when I saw how exposed Horus’ backside was, and after I cocked my crossbow, I lined up and then pulled the trigger just as Horus was taking aim at Shay. 

    My green reed left the most perfect circle right on his left butt cheek, and because of this, the falcon-man’s arrow went wide. 

    It arced over Shay’s head and found its mark with a thock and a cloud of yellow dust. 

    However, the target wasn’t one of us, but that of a towering and austere-looking man with nasty scowl on his sharp face and a menacing glass eye. 

    Silence clashed like cymbals and caused us all to come to a screeching halt. 

    The tall man brushed the yellow dust off his billowing black cloak and sneered around the arena. 

    “I see things have not changed with my eldest after all,” he rasped in a voice that sounded like coarse sandpaper. 

    Horus glowered at the man. 

    “Father,” he said through his clenched jaw. 
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    Archus Doler loomed in the center of the arena like the foreboding and jagged cliff-face of Mount Everest. 

    Almost literally. 

    The avian siblings weren’t kidding when they said their father was massive, because not only was he over seven feet, but he was built like a fucking Panzer as well. 

    There was no way I could ever take this guy down with just my bare hands, and I really didn’t want to use the last hit on my herald blade so soon. I always trusted Horus, Shay, and Zoie to guide me, but the evidence of my trust as it stood menacingly before me was a refreshing reality check that I was in good hands. If they had every confidence I could randomly learn something new in order to best survive, then I would just have to take their word for it. 

    Right then, I vowed whatever came next from here until I conquered this Goliath, I would put their faith in me to good fucking use. 

    Starting now. 

    “You must be Archus Doler,” I said cheerfully as if my self-declared sworn enemy didn’t just gate-crashed my party. “I’ve heard so much about you. I would offer you a tour of my humble estate, but it seems as if you already know your way around.” 

    My confident and straightforward aloofness appeared to have the desired effect because for just a fraction of a second, the man’s perfected mask of intimidation faltered. 

    “Ahem, yes, well.” The austere mountain of a man brought one hand up to his goatee and stroked it. “I did have this place commissioned when it was filled with better company, so I should, by all rights, ‘know my way around.’” 

    “By ‘better company,’ you mean Bala Ren, I take it,” I stated, and I rested my unarmed crossbow on the ground next to the bolt case so I could casually lean on the stock. “If you haven’t heard from the gossip mill by now, let me fill you in: Ren was found wanting by the Righteous Judgment of the herald blade your eldest forged for me. Both it and I did not like what we saw, so we took his head.” 

    Doler scowled, and his gray eye darted back and forth between mine as if he was gauging my conviction. 

    I continued to meet his gaze head on with my calm and slightly cavalier expression. 

    In that contest of wills, I felt like I could see a myriad of scenarios flash through the man’s mind as he weighed each and every option with equal deliberation. At one point, it occurred to me one of those scenarios might end up with him attacking me here and now, but he was much too calculating to do something so rash, especially since he went through the rigmarole of having Gordos try to off me first. 

    If anything, the man was wickedly clever, which really wasn’t that much of a surprise considering who his children were, and I knew I had to really play my cards right. 

    Finally, Doler seemed to come to a decision, and he clasped his hands behind his back and straightened from his slightly stooped posture. This had the effect of making him appearing even larger. 

    “I have come at the behest of your letter due to the fact you requested a redefining of parameters,” the man rasped in his scratchy sandpaper voice. 

    “Why come all this way yourself?” Shay asked and walked closer so she could flank me on my left. “Why didn’t you send an executor, sir?”  

    “You think your father is too old to travel from Gatetown, so he must instead send someone to settle his business?” Doler sneered at the phoenix-woman. “Why, Daughter, I thought I taught you not to underestimate anyone?” 

    “No one is underestimating you, old man,” Horus chimed in as he flanked me on the right side, along with Zoie. “Trust me, we all know what you are capable of. However, I was under the impression you weren’t one to debase yourself with common work. After all, wasn’t that the point of Asher Gordos? But that failed, so now you’re here because you have no one left to send in your place. Figures.” 

    “There was a time you revered me with respect, boy,” Doler growled and took a step as if to backhand Horus. 

    I intercepted by firing the reed I inconspicuously loaded into my crossbow while they were arguing, and I’d aimed it right at the Goliath’s feet, which made him halt his tracks as a cloud of green dust exploded in his shocked face. 

    “I hope you really weren’t about to give me a reason to end this here and now and save me a whole lot of time,” I said as I reset my bow with a click, pulled a real bolt out of the case I now had strapped to my armored belt, and twirled it around in my fingers as if toying with the idea of loading another one. “I agree with Horus. You came a long way just to hear out a few parameters. There is something else you’re angling for, and I suggest you get on with it, or the next one won’t be a reed.” 

    “It will be satisfying to wipe that arrogance from your countenance, Brightwood,” the man barked out a harsh laugh as if he just heard a really good joke. “But you are correct. I wanted to hand deliver you an invitation to one of the elite Duelist Clubs in the Village Square. It is the oldest of the clubs on Nata, and it is tradition for top Duelists to be invited by the one they are set to Duel. That way, if the challenger who belongs to the club fails, the Asher who vanquishes him will be inducted to take his place.” 

    “You want to invite me into your special club right before you fight me to the death,” I deadpanned. “How neighborly of you.” 

    “Trust me, it is not out of the graciousness of my heart, I can assure you,” he said with a disgusted grimace. “It is required I do this so the club can maintain its sacred number of sixty-four members.” 

    “What if I don’t want to be in your club?” I asked. Already, I felt as if I was tangled up in too many politics as it was, so the thought of belonging to an elite society like the Freemasons was something that probably came with its own set of Problems Alex Is Not Qualified For. 

    “Wha-- but it is of the highest honor!” Doler hissed in outrage as if I ordered a McRib at the best steakhouse in New York, and it was the first major crack in the man’s stoic exterior.  

    I decided to dig in even more. 

    “Meh.” I shrugged and lowered my weapon to the ground again. “It sounds like a sausage fest, to be honest.” 

    Horus snorted behind me but tried to cover it up, and I grinned internally at the fact. 

    “I’m afraid I am much too intelligent to understand whatever idiotic frippery that just was, but I can tell by your tone you couldn’t care less,” Doler fumed as his eyes flashed with hatred. “Just like a foreigner to discard or slough off the sacred duties of Asherdom. Very well, you may formally decline the induction if the time comes, but if I were you, I wouldn’t be so confident you will need to do any of this at all. This is all for formality’s sake, you understand.” 

    “Of course,” I said and unarmed my crossbow again so I could rest my arm atop it once more. “Speaking of formalities, I believe we have a few parameters to discuss.” 

    “Go ahead.” The large man nodded as if he was the one indulging me. 

    “As challenger, I accept your Duel and propose we fight with crossbows,” I said and prepared myself for the next part that was basically going to come straight from my ass. “The place of the Duel shall remain inside the Battle Hall like you have requested, however we will fight in the style and manner of my people, in which you and I will stand on either ends of the hall and take turns aiming for the other one at a time until one of us is successful.” 

    “What’s this, a Traveler dueling custom?” the sour man sneered. “How precious.” 

    “It is ceremonial, and just because I am a man of honor, if you accept my parameters, I will gladly accept your invitation into the Duelist Club,” I said and mentally crossed my fingers that my bait and switch scheme worked. Hopefully, I made him believe he was getting the better deal by accepting my innocuous little parameters, especially if I said I would be ‘inducted’ or whatever. 

    “So be it, Brightwood,” the severe man said with another bitter grimace. He stuck out his bony long-fingered hand gnarled with arthritis, and I was suddenly shocked into a split-second flashback of the bone tree forest. “Let us shake on it and be done with it.” 

    I bit my lip as I gazed down at his outstretched hand, and I was proud of myself for only hesitating a second before clasping his clothed forearm. His spindly fingers nearly wrapped completely around my arm, and I forced myself to keep from shuddering at the icy spike that burned my nerve endings everywhere our skin was in contact. 

    His cruel gray eyes stabbed into mine, and the burning in my arm ratcheted up a notch, but still I kept my composure. 

    “Done,” I agreed, and when a long enough time had passed where I could take my hand back without being suspicious, I withdrew as steadily as I could. 

    “Good,” he said, and he adjusted his cuff as his glass eye scrutinized me from head to toe. “You and a Second of your choice may stay the night in the guest suite at the Battle Hall. Then, at dawn, we will Duel based on your parameters.” 

    “Pleasure doing business with you.” I glared and hid the tremor I could feel starting up in my hand. “I’m assuming you know your way out.” 

    “Indeed,” the large man sneered as he glared at each of his children, and then he stalked out of the arena without another word. 

    The tremors in my right hand turned into an aching needle-like sensation, and my vision swam for a moment, but I held it together until the large doors closed behind his billowing black cloaks. 

    “Showed him, the entitled, uptight-- Alex!” Shay exclaimed just as I dropped my unarmed crossbow with a clatter and sank to one knee. 

    “Husband,” Zoie said and crouched down in front of me. Her cool hands came up and cupped my suddenly hot face, which caused me to groan. “He’s running a fever again.” 

    “Again?” Horus asked as he knelt and squeezed my right shoulder. “What, you mean this has happened before?” 

    “The last time he was like this was when he summoned the herald blade to kill Bala,” Shay said. 

    “And the time before that when he restored the lanterns around Ithaca,” Zoie said as she gently lifted my head so she could look into my eyes. “He’s reacting to some sort of power overload, or something similar.” 

    “My arm,” I managed to get out before the burning frostbite pain caused the muscles in my bicep to cramp and seize. If I were to describe the sensation, it felt as if someone was intent on twirling the fibers of my muscles around a hot metal fork like they were spaghetti. 

    “Zoie, move aside,” Horus said, and my vision suddenly filled with the sight of the falcon-man’s glowing gold-green irises. “The amulet might be able to help shield him from whatever he’s reacting to.” 

    Horus then tugged one of his gloves off with his teeth, pulled the silver chain out from under my tunic, and removed the whole amulet from around my neck. 

    “Horus?” I asked as my vision doubled again, and my head felt stuffed full of gauze. “Was Rylan a canterfly?” 

    “Oh, boy, hang in there, chief,” the falcon-man said and helped me down to lay on my back. “Which arm is it?” 

    “M-My right one,” I said and squeezed my eyes shut as the stabbing reached my shoulder. “Fuck, it’s spreading.” 

    “It’s alright, chief, I can see it.” The alchemist’s eyes flashed gold again, and I was briefly reminded of the shimmering surface of the sacred Tithe Pool.  

    Again, the epiphany I had while I was meditating was hovering just on the edge of my mind, but it slipped away when another sharp pain twisted up the side of my neck and made me forget everything but agony. 

    “Horus, do something!” Shay shouted over the sound of someone screaming, and it took me a moment to realize that person was me. 

    “Got it,” the alchemist said and then pressed something hard into my forearm where the pain was the most intense. “One more moment.” 

    A dull, throbbing warmth began to emit from the amulet against my arm, and with it brought a much-needed reprieve from the icy claws stabbing into my neck and now chest. 

    “Shit!” I gasped once I was able to actually take a full breath of air, and my vision slowly began to equalize. 

    “There it is,” Horus encouraged and moved the amulet up to my bicep. “I’ve contained the wound.” 

    “What wounded me?” I croaked out as I lifted my head from Zoie’s lap and looked down at my quivering right hand. “There isn’t any blood.” 

    “I don’t know how he did it, but he somehow managed to pierce your spirit,” the falcon-man said with a haunted look. 

    “How is that even possible?” his sister asked from her spot next to Zoie as she gave my other hand a comforting squeeze. 

    “I don’t know, but it reeks of the darkest of old magicks,” Horus intoned, and he moved the amulet up to my shoulder joint, which caused me to shiver as my muscles slowly unlocked from their painful cramping. “Basically, your soul was hemorrhaging through the place where you made contact. If it weren’t for this amulet, and the sheer amount of power you have inside you to counteract the spell, you would have been dead before you even finished the hand shake.” 

    “Oh, is that all?” I asked dully through my chattering teeth. 

    “I’m trying to tell him he’s basically a miracle for surviving one of the darkest spells know to Aventoll, and all he says is ‘is that all?’” my best friend snarked gently down at me with a mostly fond expression as he then moved the amulet up to my seizing neck. “There you, go. Almost done.” 

    “Your dad’s a dick,” I said as I let my eyes drift shut now that every fiber of my being wasn’t being consumed by blinding pain. “I’m gonna kill him so hard.” 

    “I am looking forward to it, chief,” the falcon-man said and then replaced the amulet back around my neck where it continued to chase away the rest of the chill. 

    “That was bogus,” I groaned and then moved to sit upright with the help of everyone, which was as endearing as it was overkill. “I didn’t mean to worry you guys, I’m okay, I promise. Thanks, H.” 

    “Of course, pal.” My trusty Second smiled warmly, and at that moment I really was glad to have him on my side. 

    “You saved my life,” I said as I looked down at the strange shape branded around my forearm like a cuff. 

    “I guess we’re even, then.” He punched me lightly in the arm and smirked when I hissed a little at the sensation of pins and needles as if my nerves were growing back all at the same time. “I’m afraid you’ll have that scar forever, though, but if you hold it up next to your face, people won’t even notice.” 

    Jerk. 

    Now I had yet another reason to kill him.  

    “I feel like we should continue on with what we were doing before Doler barged in,” I said as I shoved the falcon-man back on his ass for that comment, and I pulled myself up to my feet as my energy returned bit by bit. 

    “Are you sure, husband?” Zoie asked, even though she handed me my fallen crossbow anyway. 

    “I really am fine,” I said and rolled my head around on my neck so it would crack in a satisfying way. 

    “Fine is a word that has too many definitions to really be accurate,” Zoie teased with an arched eyebrow. 

    So, just to show off and to prove to everyone I really was fine, I cocked my crossbow, loaded a bolt into the groove, and fired off a shot that landed just inches to the right of a bullseye painted on a hay bale. 

    “Tsk.” Horus clicked his teeth critically as he rubbed his chin. “Not quite. I agree, you need more practice.” 

    “Is the paint-balling back on?” Shay asked as she whipped out her leather rock sling and reached into the small pouch around her waist where she was keeping her red dust reed balls. 

    A blue plume of dust suddenly exploded in the phoenix-woman’s face, which caused her to make a noise between a hiccup and a cough and shake her head. 

    “What do you think, darling?” Zoie purred as she held a series of blue dust reeds just like her throwing knives interspersed between all ten fingers. 

    “You will reap what you sow, Zoie of Vartha!” Shay declared and then ran after the cat-woman with a roiling giggle. 

    “I guess that’s a yes,” Horus said and then swung one of his yellow reeds toward my head. 

    “Hey!” I said as the bulb clipped my shoulder when I tried to dodge. “That definitely doesn’t count!” 

    “It definitely does!” the falcon-man hollered back, and then the four of us proceeded to spend the next few hours absolutely pummeling each other in a free for all that was as vicious as it was insanely fun. 

    Eventually, it was the familiar cawing of Roofus that finally put a halt to our frolicking as he swooped into the arena. 

    “Skra!” he said and then landed on the barrel of my crossbow, which caused me to accidentally pull the trigger. 

    “Oof!” Shay said and then looked down at the newly powdered green circle added to the myriad of other colors on her white blouse. 

    “Roofus did it,” I blamed and lowered my crossbow to the ground. 

    “Krrt!” the crow-moth clicked in an annoyed way, and he flew over to perch on Shay’s shoulder with a fluff of his tail feathers. 

    “Touchy,” I huffed. “But I think he’s here to tell us we should be heading to the Village Square soon.” 

    “He must know you have your meeting with Tovish tonight, and he’s probably most eager to see his owner,” Zoie said, and going by the way the gold-seeker drooped just a little, I figured she must be right. 

    “Since only those with a standing invitation may stay at the Club Inn, Zoie, Rylan, and I will stay at another inn, but we better get on the road so we can make it before the sun sets,” Shay said. “We all need a quick moment to freshen up, but let us all reconvene as soon as we are able.” 

    “Good thinking,” I said, and we all collectively separated in order to scrub up and hit the road. 

    “Has anyone seen Rylan?” Zoie asked as she loaded a bag of hers into the carriage. 

    “He is bringing Prosper up from the stables,” Shay said. “He’s been awfully quiet today.” 

    “The boy was up even before we were after you tucked him in,” Zoie said to me with a slight frown. 

    “Maybe he was embarrassed?” I guessed as I watched the stable-boy lead the black and orange butterfly-pegasus up the hill. 

    “Maybe…” Zoie mused and then left to go meet him so she could walk with him, and as I saw her loop an arm around his shoulders, I felt pride at how great of a mother she already was. 

    “The poor darling has been troubled lately, hasn’t he?” my phoenix-wife asked as she finished braiding her hair into one scarlet rope that cascaded over her shoulder. 

    “He’s just settling in like we all are,” I murmured as another little ‘something’ niggled my brain, but I was too wrung out to try to catch hold of it. 

    The tremor in my hand started up again, but I flexed my fingers and ignored the sense of foreboding creeping through me as I looked at the brand around my forearm. From the angle I was observing it from, I could see the impression where Doler’s thumb overlapped his middle finger and created something that looked like a snake eating its own tail… 

    “Chief?” Horus’ hand on my shoulder jolted me out of my weird trance-like state, and I shook out my hand. 

    “What?” I asked, and I figured he’d been trying to get my attention more than once based on his expression. 

    “How’s the arm?” he asked and moved in close so the others wouldn’t overhear as they finished up preparations. 

    “It’s… okay for the most part, but it still aches,” I admitted. Part of me wanted to hide the fact and brush off his concern, but I was too weary for that. Maybe that second round of vigorous paint-ball was a bit of a mistake. “I think I need to meditate some more.” 

    “Do what you need to do, friend,” Horus said as he opened the door to the cab. 

    “I was going to sit up top with Rylan,” I protested, even though I stepped up into the carriage anyway. That cushioned bench looked awfully comfortable all of a sudden… 

    “I’ll sit with him, and you get a nap or something, alright?” The falcon-man patted my arm before he helped first Zoie and then Shay up into the carriage. 

    “Something is bugging the boy,” I murmured absently even as Zoie guided me to lay my head in her lap. 

    “Ol’ Uncle Horus will lend an ear, never you fear,” the dorky falcon-man said and closed the carriage door. 

    “Let me know if sum’thn happens,” I mumbled into Zoie’s stomach, and before I could hear either of their replies, I was already tumbling into a fitful slumber. 

    Numerous times I was in and out of sleep as the carriage trundled ever closer to the Village Square. 

    At first I didn’t notice it, but the brand around my arm started to feel warm, then prickled unpleasantly, and finally burned fiercely like an Indian burn as the ouroboros twisted, throbbed, and ached, ached, ached… 

    “--be okay?” A quiet voice like sunflower honey filtered through the surface of my uneasy doze. 

    “Alex is strong,” another voice replied, which was cool and soothing like the other side of the pillow. 

    I turned over and curled around my burning right arm while deft fingers carded through my hair and soothed me back into a weird meditative state. 

    “His eyes are open,” Shay said as she lightly cupped my face. 

    The green of her irises was so deep they transfixed me, and I breathed deeply. 

    In… 

    Then out. 

    That golden pool flashed cloyingly again, and I was drawn to the edge as if magnetized. 

    I looked down, but instead of the wraith-like Shadow-hybrid with the dead eyes, there was only the image of a snake eating its own tail as it circled over and over, and my heart beat louder and louder-- 

    “Alex!” someone shouted. “Horus! Quickly, he’s burning up again!” 

    “Darkhells,” came a familiar curse, and the carriage slowed to a stop. 

    “My love, you need to wake up,” that cool-water voice whispered against the shell of my ear, and I tried to swim to the surface, even though my arm was on fire and dragging me deeper like an iron ball-and-chain. 

    Something was removed from around my neck again, but before Horus could do his alchemist Voodoo on me again, the chain suddenly broke, and I snapped awake irritated and confused. 

    “What?” I growled at everyone staring at me like a wounded animal, and I ran a shaky hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. It’s just… my arm keeps burning, and the meditation doesn’t seem to be working.” 

    “Let me see your amulet, Alex,” Horus requested as he held out his hand. 

    “What is it that you’re doing?” I asked as I removed the red gem from around my neck. 

    “I’m focusing the protection to surround the part of you that was branded as it seems to be acting up again,” he explained as his eyes flashed gold, and he helped me sit upright. 

    “Do you have any idea why?” I asked as my teeth chattered again from the chilled air against my flushed skin. 

    “I don’t, but whatever you are reacting to, the amulet will try to buffer it for only so long before it breaks,” the alchemist said. 

    “I thought you said red and orange cores don’t shatter like the rarer ones?” I frowned as he made me clutch the gem in my right hand. 

    “Alex, by all rights, you should have been dead the second Archus touched you,” Horus said, and he chafed my arm so the burning would ease. “From what I can tell, you are expending a tremendous amount of inner power just to stay as conscious as you are. Everything has its limits.” 

    “Oh,” I said as my mind began to clear while the amulet radiated soothing waves up my arm and reduced the burning sensation to something I could easily ignore. 

    “Whatever our father has done to harness such power must have come at such a grave price,” Shay said from her place to my right. Very carefully, she picked up my branded arm and tenderly prodded the inflamed skin around the raw circle of burnt flesh. “I fear little of his soul remains.” 

    “Pity for him,” Zoie growled. “No one will mourn for him when he is dead.” 

    “Woah, calm down, wildcat,” I tried to tease, but my joking tone fell rather flat. I still felt groggy as if I just woke up from a sweaty flu-nap, and I wished I had access to another shower or something. “Where are we anyway?” 

    “We are just on the edge of the Village,” Rylan answered from outside and then poked his head upside-down through the window. “Is Alex okay?” 

    “I’m alright, bud,” I told him and then turned to both my wives. “Have you decided on a place to stay that’s near the Club Inn?” 

    “There is a tavern right across the Square from the Battle Hall,” Shay said. “The innkeeper owes me a favor, and she will board Prosper for free.” 

    “And Tovish?” I asked Horus. 

    “The forest where he wants to meet you is a few leagues north of the Battle Hall,” he said. 

    “Great.” I nodded and slipped the red amulet over my head and under my tunic again next to my Duelist Stone. “Let’s drop the ladies off first, and then you and I can walk to the forest. I think the fresh air will do me good.” 

    With our plan in place, we then resumed course to the Starlit Tavern, unloaded and boarded up the canterfly, and then said goodbye to Zoie, Shay, and Rylan. 

    “Stay safe and come back to us in one piece, both of you,” Shale-lea said as she framed my face with her small hands and kissed me on the lips. 

    “Keep your eyes and ears open and remember your training,” Zoie added as she embraced me strongly while the phoenix-woman did the same with her brother. 

    “I will.” I nodded to both of my beautiful wives and then ruffled Rylan’s messy hair. 

    “Take care of him, Roofus,” the stable-boy said and nudged the yellow crow-moth off his forearm so he would perch on my shoulder. Then Rylan wrapped his arms around my torso and squeezed. “Don’t die.” 

    “I won’t,” I whispered and then planted a kiss into his chaotic mop. “Take care of Shay and Zoie while I’m gone. I’m trusting you.” 

    “I won’t let you down,” he said and then pulled back with a suspiciously wet sniffle. 

    With one last wave over my shoulder, the falcon man and I set off around the edge of the Square with our hooded travel cloaks up in order to blend in with the twilight shadows. 

    The evening air was crisp in a good way that brought a little vigor back into my weary body with every breath I took. The exercise of stretching my legs felt nice, and Horus and I spent the journey weaving in and out of side streets and narrow alleys mostly in companionable silence. 

    “What do you think Tovish has to say?” Horus asked as we entered the trail head that led away from the Village. The large Battle Hall was still visible with its odd pagoda-like roofs as it rose above the canopy. 

    “I’m not sure, but I have a suspicion I’m not going to like it,” I said as we came upon the clearing that was marked with a stone obelisk Tovish vaguely mentioned in his brief letter. 

    “Skra!” Roofus suddenly cawed and flapped toward the sound of a metallic ringing noise in the darkness. 

    “Roo!” Horus called as both he and I ran after the trail of golden dust the crow-moth left behind. 

    “He’s on the trail for some gold,” I said as I tried not to let Horus get too far ahead of me. I still wasn’t feeling up to my peak physical fitness, but for now I was thankful I could at least keep up with the falcon-man’s long-legged strides, whereas an hour ago this would have been unthinkable. 

    “Look, through the trees!” Horus gestured with the tip of his bow at an orange glowing light down by the riverbank. 

    Roofus’ silhouette led the way to a portly figure in a brown cloak with enormous white fluffy koala ears, cracked half-moon spectacles, and a fresh scar in the end stages of healing across his wizened face. 

    “Tovish!” I called out just loud enough to be heard above the rushing water. 

    The koala-elder waved at me just as Roofus landed on his shoulder and began pecking at the old man’s shirt pocket where, evidently, a piece of gold was hidden inside. 

    “Good to see ya, lad!” Tovish said and hurried toward me with his arm outstretched in greeting. “I haven’t much time, but I must pass along this grave warning.” 

    “Okay, well, wait--” I said, but when I extended my branded right arm without thinking, I was met with a sharp gasp as the innkeeper startled so badly he fell down on the ground. 

    “Oh, merciful Mercedes, no, no, I’m too late!” he gasped as his beady eyes locked onto the twisted ouroboros snaking around my forearm. 

    Fuck.  

    I knew I wasn’t going to like whatever the koala-elder was bound to tell me next. 
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    “Do you know what this is?” I asked the distressed koala-elder as I pointed to the brand around my right arm. 

    “It is the sign of a dark curse specifically used on Travelers,” Tovish said as Horus helped the old man back to his feet. 

    “What did you mean when you said you were ‘too late?’” Horus asked and let a concerned Roofus perch on his arm. 

    “I came here to warn you about Archus Doler’s nefarious plot to try and kill you, young Brightwood, but it appears as if the crafty bastard has beaten me to it,” he said and brushed some dirt off his backside. “How are you even alive, by the way? My sources tell me that within a second in which the curse is transferred, instant death should take place. However, you bear the mark and yet, you are still standing.” 

    “That’s a question I don’t have an answer to, although I wish I did,” I said and wiped the sweat off my clammy brow. 

    “You’re feeling poorly now, aren’t you?” the old archivist asked as he scrutinized me with his shrewd eyes. “In fact, I would wager the closer you get to Doler, the weaker you will become. He has challenged you, yes?” 

    “Yeah,” I huffed and sat myself down on a fallen log. “But I redefined some parameters, and I told him we’ll be fighting just like that Duelist guy, Helix.” 

    “You are going to imitate the great failure of Elmert Helix?” the koala-elder clarified. 

    “Yeah, only I’m going to do the opposite of that and Not Fail,” I said. 

    “This might have spared your life, good thinking,” Tovish mused as he twirled his beard in thought. “The more distance you can put between the two of you, the better. And whatever you do, you mustn’t let him touch your skin again. If that were to happen, whatever strength of will you have that’s blocking the enchantment from completing its objective will shatter and consume you.” 

    “Is there anything we can do to remove the enchantment?” I asked as I tenderly rubbed the inflamed area around my forearm. 

    “There is not much known about something like this, and the only reason I know of it in the first place is because of Gella Vane,” he said in a hushed voice despite the fact the rushing rapids prevented any eavesdroppers from listening in. 

    “So, you don’t work for my father after all,” Horus stated. 

    “No,” the koala-elder sighed and hunkered down on a tree stump across from me so he could stretch out his wooden leg. “After I left you and Miss Zoie back at the Gate’s Inn, Bala Ren and his cronies captured me and tried to get any information of your whereabouts out of me. When I proved too stubborn, Ren then took me to Gatetown’s Magistrate. I think he was hoping Gella Vane would put me to death, and at first I thought that’s exactly what was going to happen, especially because I often barter with tithe stones, which is highly illegal, and I don’t take much care to cover up the fact. What does the Magistrate expect when he barely gives us any tithes to survive on? The bastard.” 

    “But Vane spared you?” I asked in order to keep the old coot on track. 

    “He did when he found out I was an Archivist on Eng.” Tovish smiled a clever smile. “Vane has a vast personal library surpassing even Archus Doler’s archives, and it’s been decades since he had someone who knew what they were actually doing catalog it, which is why he let me live.” 

    “It sounds like you’ve got it made, working right under the Magistrate’s wing like you are,” Horus said with a suspicious glare. “You’ve made yourself invaluable. Why would you risk sneaking out like this and aiding an enemy of your master?” 

    “Ah, it sounds like you’ve come to suspect my current employer, Gella Vane, as being the one who wants Alex dead, and not just your father,” the wily codger said with a knowing smirk. “And just for that, I’ll forgive you of your suspicions, because you’re half-correct. I am eating better than I ever have, but there are more important things besides just survival, laddie.” 

    “And in your opinion, what would those things be?” the falcon-man quizzed, and part of me was touched at how protective he was being, even though I felt slightly bad he was giving the old coot the third degree. 

    Horus could be formidable if he really put his mind to it. 

    Tovish, however, seemed more emboldened at being challenged to defend his character, and he grinned a crooked grin as he looked up at my friend. 

    “Those things are loyalty, justice, and above all, truth,” he said and nodded his big-eared head. 

    “And what is the truth?” I asked wearily. “What’s going to happen to me? And be honest. I can’t keep this up indefinitely.” 

    Horus crouched down to my side and hovered his hand over the brand on my arm as his eyes glowed faintly in the dusk. 

    “We can only hope you kill him at the same time as you destroy whatever enchantments he has surrounded himself with,” the koala-elder said. 

    “His eye,” Horus said at once. “You’ll have to kill him with a shot through his glass eye. It’s been enchanted for as long as I’ve known him, so it’s logical he just kept adding layers on top of the enchantments that are already there.” 

    “That is the most likely place, I agree,” he said as his white-furred ears twitched. “In theory, this should break the curse, but because you are a Traveler, it is anyone’s best guess.” 

    “Of course,” I muttered and shook my head. I was resigned to the fact that once again, I was a bit of a freak of nature on Aventoll, and what first was a hard task suddenly quadrupled in difficulty. 

    “You mentioned the fact my father might not be the mastermind behind this supposed revenge plot,” Horus addressed Tovish. “How do you know this is the case?” 

    “I’ve suspected it for a while now simply because Vane considers me doddering and half-senile,” he chuckled. “Gella thinks he’s so clever manipulating everyone like a puppet, even Doler, but he’s not so clever compared to the likes of me. But the more interesting question is how did you all stumble along the same assumption?” 

    “It was your protege, Jenner, actually,” I admitted with a tired grin. “He aligned the pieces a lot quicker than we all would have, and he suspected someone bigger than Doler was pulling the strings.” 

    “Don’t feel too bad, laddie,” Tovish said with a grandfatherly wink. “Us Engish folk are born and bred geniuses. I’m sure your lot would have got there eventually. But he is half-right about Vane to an extent.” 

    “What do you mean?” Horus asked. 

    “Gella Vane is indeed manipulating Archus, who in turn was controlling Gordos through blackmail,” the koala-elder explained. 

    “I’m not surprised,” I said. 

    “Totally saw that coming,” Horus parroted. 

    “Yes indeed, but Jenner hasn’t been able to see the bigger part of the puzzle like I have,” the archivist continued. “There is a bigger plot going on that even Gella Vane is at the mercy of, but I do not yet know what it is.” 

    “I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t vaguely terrifying,” I commented dully. Maybe it was the lethargic achiness, but I couldn’t really muster the energy to really care about some faceless entity when I had much more immediate issues to worry about. “So, while you work on getting back to us on that, I’m going to try and kill the bastard who tried to curse me tomorrow, at dawn. If you have any other sage advice or words of wisdom, I would greatly love to hear them before I pass the fuck out.” 

    My hearing tunneled out after I said the last part, and the ground suddenly felt infirm under the log I was sitting on, so I slid off it to sit on the hard ground. 

    “Chief?” Horus steadied me by the shoulder so I wouldn’t tip over as gravity kept trying to make up its mind. 

    I hissed as a bitter frost started to creep into the tips of my fingers, and the brand burned its cold fire up to my elbow as if I had a dagger made of ice stabbing me right between the bones in my forearm. 

    “Doler must be at the Battle Hall now,” Tovish gauged as he swung his wooden peg leg over his good knee. 

    “How do you reckon?” Horus asked as his eyes struggled to remain that steady gold glow when he got all ‘magic’ on me, and because he was close, I could see the faint dew of sweat that gathered at the man’s black-feathered temples. 

    “Horus, don’t strain yourself,” I said as I clenched my hand into a fist in order to force the distracting pain to the back of my mind. “I didn’t know your alchemy skills had a limit, and I won’t have you getting sick on me.” 

    “But--” he started before I cut him off with a sharply raised hand. 

    “No, H,” I said through gritted teeth as my brand throbbed. “You’re much more useful to me awake. One of us has to be.” 

    At that, Horus’ eyes dimmed back to their natural gold-green color, and he nodded in understanding. 

    “Horus, help me, lad,” Tovish ordered, and I opened bleary eyes I didn’t know I had closed to see the koala-elder trying to pull up a crooked tree root dug into the ground. 

    He was having trouble with the thing because his wooden peg leg was laying on the ground instead of cuffed to the stump of his remaining limb. Even odder than that was the leg’s cuff was now looped through one of the koala-elder’s arms as he struggled with the root with both hands. 

    When Horus finally lent the old archivist a hand, breaking the root went much smoother, even though I could tell Horus was just as confused as I was. 

    At least that ruled out the possibility I was having a weird fever dream. Although… the ground was starting to look awfully comfortable. 

    “Alex, don’t fall asleep,” Tovish barked as he used the root as a crutch so he could hobble over from his tree stump. Then he sat down in front of me, pulled my branded arm closer by my wrist, and fastened the cuff from his peg leg right over the brand. 

    “Ugh,” I groaned and dipped my head to my chest, but the pain suddenly cut off as my arm from the cuff downward went completely numb in a confusing sensation that had my stomach lurching. 

    “What did you do?” Horus asked. “I can’t sense the soul-wound even though Alex is still wearing the amulet.” 

    “That cuff there is special,” Tovish grunted as he patted my knee. “It was given to me from a kind master I had many seasons ago. He had it enchanted so I wouldn’t be tormented by the ghostly pains of my missing leg.” 

    “Don’t you need it?” I flexed my fingers and frowned at the disconnected way they moved without me feeling them, but the absence of pain was worth it. 

    “Ah, it’s been ages since my leg has given me grief.” He shrugged. “I kept it more out of sentiment than anything else.” 

    “Then I’ll be sure to return it to you tomorrow after I kill Archus and break the curse,” I said as I gripped the old man’s shoulder in gratitude. 

    “You have a lot of spine, kid,” Tovish said as he stood up and leaned heavily on the large branch he found for a crutch. “It’s not easy to land on your feet with your moral fiber intact after being brought so low. That goes for you too, Horus. You’ll both be needing that gumption in the future.” 

    “Thank you,” I said sincerely. 

    “I don’t know how well the cuff will work especially when your proximity to Archus increases,” Tovish grunted. “Don’t hesitate to kill him as soon as you are able. If his glass eye is indeed the enchanted artifact, the longer you are within his sight, the more influence he has over the curse he placed over you.” 

    “Understood,” I said. “What if the artifact isn’t his eye?” 

    “You must be sure!” He shook the hem of my cloak in his adamant fist. “The curse will only break the second they are both destroyed.” 

    “In theory,” Horus reminded us. 

    “Well, yes, but do you really want to bet against the knowledge of an Archivist?” the wily coot asked and smirked at the falcon-man. 

    “Tovish, one more thing,” Horus said as he helped me up to my feet. “If you have any information on where to look about fusing more than one herald core, I’d be much obliged.” 

    “Combining herald cores?” The koala-elder arched an eyebrow as he looked at each of us through his cracked half-moon spectacles. “Coming from any other pair I would question if they had a death wish, but coming from you two it makes sense somehow.” 

    “Thanks,” I chuckled. 

    “To my knowledge, the Asher who owns the most lore on Herald Forgery happens to be your father,” Tovish said as Roofus landed on his shoulder once he got his balance worked out. 

    “I was afraid of that,” the falcon-man grumbled. 

    “Don’t worry, H,” I said as I started to regain some of my previous mental clarity now that the pain was a distant memory. “I’ll just wipe the floor with good ol’ dad, and then we can peruse his library to your heart’s content.” 

    “Oh, yeah.” He grinned a smug smile at the thought. 

    “For now, we all must be getting on, lads,” the old innkeeper said as he hobbled over to retrieve his fallen glow lantern. Night was settling in, and it was getting darker by the minute. “Be on the lookout for Roofus with any news I have. Tell my old student, Jenner, that I will be looking into Gella Vane’s connections with some of the Asher Lords from other islands, but that is my only lead for now.” 

    “I will,” I said and finally clasped hands with the man. “Take care of yourself, old-timer. I admit you’ve become a really good friend, and I really appreciate you sticking your neck out even though you being here put you between a rock and a hard place.” 

    A big smile stretched across Tovish’s wrinkled face, and he patted me over the cuff on my arm. 

    “I do enjoy those turns of phrase you use, and I am glad to be your friend as well, my boy.” Then the koala-elder re-ignited his glow lamp and whistled fondly to Roofus, who was now perched on his head. “Take care, the both of you.” 

    And with one last wink, the old man disappeared into the forest. 

    “We should be heading to the Club Inn as well,” Horus said pragmatically. 

    “Or…” I trailed off. 

    “Or?” he asked and cocked a look in my direction. 

    “Or we can wait until the moon rises and do more target practice,” I suggested and slung the crossbow strapped to my back around to my front. 

    “Hm,” he said and brought his own bow around so he could tap his chin with the top curved piece of the waxed wood. “Sit in a stuffy smoking parlor with old wrinkled sausages-- like you so aptly called them-- or shoot at stuff with arrows? I think the choice is clear.” 

    “Yeah, let’s not go to the Club,” I said. 

    “Definitely what I was thinking as well,” he said and fell into stride right next to me. 

    We made it three whole dead-serious strides before we broke out into snickers and a bit of roughhousing. 

    “By the way,” I said as I shoved Horus off me. “That’s not why I called it a ‘sausage party.’” 

    “But sausages are old, dried rods of meat which have been aged-- oh,” the falcon-man suddenly derailed his own explanation. “Saying all that aloud… I see now what you meant.” 

    I couldn’t help it. 

    I threw back my head and roared in laughter at the slightly disturbed look on his roguish face. 

    “It’s not funny,” he tried to claim over my wheezing. 

    “‘Rods of meat,’” I guffawed, which then caused him to collapse in his own uproarious giggles as well. 

    It was a good thing the sound of our mirth was covered by the rushing of the river. 

    For the most part. 

    “Come on, we better find a place a little farther away from the Square, or else we might draw some unwanted attention,” Horus finally said after we had mostly calmed down from the laughing spell. 

    “Lead on, H,” I said with a mock salute, but I brought my crossbow up to its disarmed position to show him I was ready to get serious. 

    By the time the half-moon was up high enough to cast a decent enough light to see by, the falcon man had led us to a decent clearing where a few woot-fruit trees stood nearby. 

    “I have an idea,” Horus said as he sauntered over to the farthest tree and pulled out a small knife from his boot. He carved a circle in the middle of the trunk with the thin blade, returned the knife back to the concealed sheath against his calf, and scooped up one of the fallen fruits. He then took a bite out of the ruby red flesh and slurped out the water from inside. “Hit this target, chief!” 

    “You gonna give me one?” I hollered back instead. 

    “Hit the target!” he ordered. 

    “Fine,” I muttered and put the toe of my boot into the cocking stirrup so I could latch my bowstring. Then I pulled a bolt out of the case strapped to the small of my back and loaded it into the groove along the crossbows barrel. I was getting so good at it, I didn’t even need to check if the bolt was notched correctly because I could tell just by the feel of it when it was properly loaded. If something wasn’t lined up just right, I could feel it throw off the delicate balance almost as if driving a car that needed an alignment. 

    Feeling for the trigger with my entirely numb trigger-finger was a new thing, however, and it took me a few moments of checking to make sure my finger was actually where I wanted it to be before I felt confident enough to take my shot. 

    Then I lined up my target with the sight bridge, held my breath, and pulled the trigger. 

    I must have pulled the trigger a little too hard because the bolt went a little too far to the right and missed the tree altogether. 

    “Damn,” I said under my breath and shook out my fingers. 

    “Your hand?” Horus called, and I could see him frown when I nodded. “Try the left?” 

    I shrugged and cocked the stirrup so I could load another bolt, and this time I rested the stock in my left shoulder instead of my right. 

    Now I could feel where the trigger was, but the feeling of it all in reverse just seemed wrong, and I knew even before I pulled the trigger the bolt was going to be wildly off course. 

    “Never mind!” Horus shouted. “Go back to, er, what you were doing before!” 

    I rolled my eyes good-naturedly at my ridiculous friend and went back to making adjustments to my current aim. 

    By the fourth bolt, I adapted to the numb sensation and hit the center of the circle first from twenty-five feet away, and then just to show off, from fifty. 

    “Alright, shiny pants.” The falcon-man sauntered toward me with two woot-fruits in his hand. He stopped about fifteen paces away and dangled the husk of the fruit up in front of his face. “I bet you can’t hit this if I throw it up in the air.” 

    “You’re on,” I said and loaded my crossbow. 

    He smirked and tossed it up in the air where I shot it just like one of those clay pigeons at a shooting range. 

    “Hm,” he said and bit into his last fruit. 

    “Are you not entertained?” I bellowed in triumph just like Maximus from Gladiator. 

    “I will be if you do it again,” he laughed. 

    “Try me,” I said and cocked my crossbow again. 

    “But let’s up the stakes,” he challenged. “Do it again, but this time pin the husk to the tree. Inside the circle.” 

    I lowered the bolt I just pulled out of my case and shot him a look. 

    “Seriously?” I asked and glanced across the field where the etched circle was barely visible. 

    The falcon-man made a whistling noise like a missile and pantomimed stabbing the husk to the tree using his finger as the arrow. 

    “Splat!” He finished his demonstrating by blowing an obnoxious raspberry through his lips as some leftover woot-juice ran down his wrist. 

    “You’re ridiculous,” I deadpanned. 

    “And we’re not leaving here until you. Pin this. To that. Tree.” He narrowed his gold-green gaze and lifted one black eyebrow as he wiped his hand off. “If you really need to hit my father in his glass eye, then this will be the perfect practice for you.” 

    “We’d better get to work, then,” I sighed and nodded to him that I was ready. 

    Horus and I worked through most of the night on my aim, but by the time the moon was three-quarters across the sky, I had perfected pinning that damn husk to the tree nine times out of ten. 

    “Let’s wrap it up, chief,” Horus said, and he finally called it quits as he brought back the same bolt for the hundredth time. “We still need to catch at least a little bit of shut-eye before dawn.” 

    “Okay,” I said through a jaw-cracking yawn. A few hours would be just what I needed before the big event. 

    “But first I need to, um…” He briskly jogged off behind a shrub to relieve himself. 

    “You couldn’t wait?” I teased. 

    “Hey, I had to drink a lot of woot-juice, okay?” he shot back over his shoulder and finally finished up. “Up for a race?” 

    “You’re on,” I said, and the two of us jogged back to the Battle Hall, checked into our complimentary room, and then collapsed face first on our own separate beds. 

    “You’ll be great tomorrow, chief,” the falcon-man said, already half drooling into his pillow. 

    “Thanks for everything, H,” I muttered back before I tumbled into blissful unconsciousness. 

    Dawn, when it arrived, came with a vengeance. 

    “Alex.” Something prodded me in the ribs, and my eyes flew open in alarm. “It’s morning.” 

    “Fuck,” I said to Horus as my head thudded back down to my pillow. 

    “How’s the arm?” he asked and handed me a small hunk of dried meat and berries after I dragged myself upright. 

    “It’s aches, but it’s tolerable,” I said and flexed my stiff fingers as I munched on my meager breakfast. 

    “I hate to rush you, but we really need to be going,” the falcon-man said. 

    “The sooner we get this over with, the better,” I agreed and readied my mindset for the Duel. 

    “I cannot enter the lower arena of the Battle Hall with you, but I will be keeping an eye on you from the rafters,” he said when we got out into the corridors. “I wouldn’t put it past my father to do something nefarious like have snipers at the ready.” 

    “Okay,” I said and clasped his shoulder. “Try to find Shay, Ry, and Zoie before you do. Tell them I’ll be done quicker than any of them can say Ithaca.” 

    “Aim well, chief.” Horus then flipped up his hood and melted into the shadows. 

    A deep drumbeat started in the lower depths of the Battle Hall where the arena seemed to be delved into the earth itself below balconies and spectator stands. 

    I knew that steady beat was a call to the Duel, and I wound my way down from the upper most floor where all the rooms were and then down to the large entrance hall I barely spared a glance at last night before when we checked in. 

    The Battle Hall really was what it sounded like, and based on the portraits of heroic Ashers and a variety of stag-beetle racks mounted on the walls, the whole place reminded me of a medieval hunting lodge combined with a boxing ring. 

    A set of massive wooden doors blocked the way inside the main fighting space, and it took all of my weight to push them open. 

    Spectators were just beginning to filter into the stands, and one such spectator stood out from all the rest. 

    Asher Mec, the ram-lord of Nata Isle, was already seated in the box stands closest to the arena with his pretty bird-wife, Breeta, on his right, and the lizard-man, Ambassador Sskern, on his left. 

    We made eye-contact as I took my place in the center of the ring, and the man’s bronze gaze shimmered as he solemnly nodded his head. 

    I nodded back, and slowly, the Lord Asher’s right fist came to rest over his heart in what I now recognized was a salute of respect on Nata Isle. I clenched my right hand, and even though I couldn’t feel anything, I returned the gesture. 

    Just then, the drumbeat stopped, and the trumpeting of a horn heralded the main event was about to take place. 

    “Ah!” I hissed through my teeth as a sharp prickling started up right underneath the cuff Tovish gave me. I twisted the metal slightly to see if it would relieve the sudden irritation, but when I got a peek at the brand on my skin, I froze. 

    Instead of hot, red, and angry, the weird snake-like burn was now black and scabbed over and weeping with pus. 

    “Shittt…” I breathed, but before I could really do anything about it, the large doors to the arena began to open, and the gathered audience quieted with a hush. 

    Archus Doler’s towering frame darkened the doorway and surprisingly made the arena feel smaller. From my position in the center, I wondered if he would have to stoop when he approached the first balcony, but before I could wonder any more, the Goliath started walking. 

    Every step he took closer to me felt like agony, and I needed to use all of my concentration in order to appear composed and unfazed. 

    Doler’s hands were clasped behind his back as he stalked forward like fucking Treebeard of the Ents, and I swore I could feel each footfall like Misery’s sledgehammers. The slight vibration of his gait could probably be detected by a normal bystander, but by the time the tremors reached me, it almost felt like my ankle joints were fracturing just trying to absorb his crushing aura. 

    All this to say, it was really, really fucking hard to then smirk at the bastard and casually fold my arms in front of my chest as if the move didn’t nearly flay my skin off under the metal cuff. 

    No. B-Big. Deal. 

    A gong clattered from somewhere on the first of the three spectator balconies, the crowd grew dead silent, and then the Asher Lord rose regally to his feet with both of his hands raised. 

    “Citizens, Club Patrons.” Mec nodded to the left and the right. “Ashers Doler and Brightwood. Welcome. We are here to participate in observance of that ancient and noble tradition. We are here… for the Duel!” 

    All at once, the crowd exploded into a frenzy of screams and cheers that were amplified due to the Battle Hall’s acoustic design. The thunder that came from their stomping feet and hoots and hollers seemed to drown out the oppressive aura intent on crushing my spirit into submission. 

    Letting Doler do that was definitely not an option, so I decided to play the part and thrust both my hands in the air. 

    The crowd went nuts with this little bit of showmanship, which caused the din to soar to new heights. 

    My ears were ringing, but at least I now had my excuse to run to the far end of the arena before Doler got any closer. 

    A flick of movement suddenly caught my eye, and I spotted Horus all the way in the rafters above the lodgings. I had to squint, but I was able to see him pointing to his side. 

    I mirrored him and looked down at my own side under the pretense of getting my crossbow situated. My bolt case was strapped to my side like Horus was indicating, so I popped it open to grab a bolt, but encountered a dust reed trimmed down to bolt-size. 

    Which also happened to be yellow, I couldn’t help but notice. 

    I glanced up at my ridiculous best friend again and watched him pantomime fireworks and then cowering in fear. 

    So, just to make him happy, and because it was going to be really hilarious, I latched my bowstring, loaded in a dust reed, and aimed at the lower part of the balcony that barely missed Mount-St.-Hell-No. 

    A cloud of yellow dust exploded and rained down all over Doler’s greasy black locks, which made him look like a clown, but what was the cherry on top was the way his hands involuntarily flew forward in order to protect himself. 

    That didn’t seem right, though. If he believed I was going for his head, then his hands wouldn’t be protecting his body. 

    They’d be over his head. 

    Which meant… 

    My brand throbbed as Doler’s glass eye fixed on me as if he could read my train of thought. 

    The sensation of marching ants steadily grew in intensity the longer our gazes locked, and Tovish’s warning about his eyesight drummed in the back of my mind. 

    I needed to take him out quickly. 

    “Before we begin, I would like to request to the Lord Asher that he overturn the parameters the other Duelist has requested,” Doler spoke up right as the audience settled.  

    My only comfort to this outrageous statement was he still looked like a daisy shat all over him. 

    “On what grounds?” I asked with a bored look on my face, even though I could feel the sweat drip down my spine. 

    “On the grounds that the ‘ceremonial’ method in which he has requested has not been verified by a credible source,” the slimy eel responded. 

    “Are you saying my very sacred ceremonial way of Traveler-style fighting is fake?” I accused. 

    “Yes,” Doler said with an oily smirk. “For starters, you never even gave the ritual a name.” 

    “It doesn’t have a name.” I shrugged. “Lots of things don’t have names.” 

    “Then who was it started by?” he sneered. 

    “Sir William of… Tell,” I invented. 

    “If it is so renowned, then our esteemed Asher Lord has surely heard of it through his honored Traveler grandfather,” the Goliath reasoned like a slick corporate lawyer. 

    “You walk a fine line of insolence, Archus,” Mec warned in his depthless voice. “But I see how this would ensure a fair Duel. If I confirm the validity of Asher Brightwood’s claim, will that provide enough of a credible source for you to honor the parameters you have privately agreed upon?” 

    “It would satisfy me, my Lord.” Doler bowed. 

    “Very well.” The ram-lord turned his horned head in my direction with a placid expression. “Explain to me who started this tradition? Weelehum of…?” 

    “Of Tell, yes,” I said. “You might know him as having a penchant for gambling. And Russians.” 

    I knew I was taking a huge chance by dropping hints as obscure as these, but I just had to hope he understood where I was going with this. 

    “Oh, right,” he said and turned back to Doler. “The honorable faceoff called the Sir Weelehum of Tel. My grandfather explained how it involves a battle of steel and resolve where both parties take turns shooting…” 

    His bronze eyes flashed to mine, and I glanced at Doler with my eyes. 

    “They take turns shooting at each other one at a time, but they each only get three arrows to do so,” Mec finished triumphantly, but my eyes widened. 

    Even though he picked up what I was going for, he added the added twist about the three shots a piece thing. 

    At least he understood the mechanics of Russian roulette. 

    “Ah,” Doler faltered, even though I could tell he was curious about the added rule. He decided not to call me out on the carpet, however, and I wasn’t sure whether that meant I should be extra worried or not. “Very well, let us commence.” 

    The lights in the arena dimmed, and the crowd silenced. 

    “The esteemed Asher Doler can take the first shot,” I said as I warmed up my hand. 

    “How gracious of you,” the man snarled as he struggled with gripping his overly large crossbow with his gnarled and bony hands. He pressed the stock into his shoulder and took aim right at my head. 

    Even though I trusted his first shot would miss, there was still something nerve wracking about staring at the business end of a lethal crossbow. 

    Tick… 

    My heart beat as my time-trance was immediately triggered just like it was so many times in the past. 

    “Ah!” I flinched in pain as my arm felt wrapped in razor wire. It turned out that was exactly what I needed, because I managed to move to the left and out of the way inches from his first bolt. 

    Apparently, he had been working on his aim. 

    “Are you afraid, Brightwood?” Doler goaded. 

    “Never,” I replied through gritted teeth as the image of an ouroboros circled around and around in my head just like it did in the mirrored surface of the Tithe Pool. 

    “Then stand up straight and take your aim!” he challenged. 

    With a growl, I dropped my weapon so I could jam my foot in the cocking stirrup, latched my bowstring despite the pain in my arm, and loaded a bolt into the groove. 

    Letting my mind clear, I looked down the barrel, held my breath, and squeezed the trigger. 

    “Shit,” I cursed as the recoil juddered my raw nerves, and I shook out my hand. I didn’t even bother seeing where the bolt went because I felt it was off the second it fired. 

    We both had two chances left, and I had to prepare myself to look head on at an arrow aimed at my face and try to hold back the tide of the time-trance. 

    When the familiar time-trance power surged through me, the image of the snake consuming itself suddenly made sense, and I finally figured out what Aventoll had been trying to tell me all this time. 

    The quickest thing to my own destruction, literally, was myself. 

    Somehow, Doler’s enchantment caused my Traveler power to turn against me, and I knew for a fact that if I summoned it, I would burn up on the inside and die. 

    The sound of the Goliath’s bowstring latching into place returned me to the present, and I attempted to calm my heart rate as he took aim yet again. 

    Tick… 

    My heart beat, and it felt as if something was actively trying to tear out my nervous system through the brand around my arm. 

    I hissed as Doler’s second bolt sailed inches past my face, but I didn’t crack and scream myself hoarse like I wanted to. 

    My turn again. 

    I panted as I armed my weapon, and sweat poured down my face. My hand was so stiff I felt like it was going to fall off at any moment, and tears stung the corner of my eyes as I forced my hand to curl around the handle. 

    Doler’s eye glinted even though the edges of my vision began to darken. 

    I squeezed but missed by a mile. 

    The crowd gasped, and the Goliath laughed evilly with his dead raspy laugh. 

    “Alex…” the ram-lord’s deep Voice floated through my mind, and I looked at him as he continued to speak to me without moving his lips. “Keep your eyes on me.” 

    Transfixed, I did as he told me, and when Doler fired his last arrow, I was calm enough not to summon the time-trance and avoided having my bell rung yet again. 

    “The challenger has used his last arrow,” Mec announced. “The challenged has one more shot. If no one is victorious, the Duelists must enter into a fight to the death in which the challenger may then choose the weapon.” 

    Well, that was a little caveat nobody told me about. 

    I decided to feel annoyed about that little fact later as I lined up my last shot. 

    A faint whistle caught my attention, and I glanced upward to see Horus motioning something, but I couldn’t take the time to stop what I was doing. 

    Doler shielded his hands again by putting them behind his body instead of his body behind his hands. 

    His hands. 

    My brand throbbed. 

    Hand. 

    Horus’ manic hand flapping made sense now, and the realization dawned on me that I had to choose one or the other because I couldn’t shoot both his hand and his eye at the same time. 

    However, at least if I went for his eye, the fucker would be dead and would therefore stop coming after Shay and Horus. And the fact there was no way I could survive any sort of fight where he was close enough to touch me. 

    The eye it was. 

    Aim. 

    Hold breath. 

    Squeeze. 

    Three things happened at once. First, my bolt found its home through the fucker’s eye just like the many woot husks I pinned to that godforsaken tree. Then Doler gasped and tried to yank the stocky bolt free with his right hand as he fell to his knees and screamed at the rafters. And lastly, one of Horus’ deadly arrows whistled through the air and embedded itself through the Goliath’s hand and into his cheek just below mine. 

    With a wretched wheeze, the giant fell to the side with a crash, and his enchanted hand crumbled away like white lumps of ashy firewood. 

    “Alex Brightwood is the victor of this Duel!” Lord Mec congratulated, but I could hardly hear over the roar in my ears. 

    I had enough time to wonder why the ground was getting closer just as my world went black… 

    From there, things were a haze of chaotic noises and blurs of color that seldom made sense. 

    I felt as if I was floating most of the time, but at least the agonizing pain was gone, and I no longer wanted to saw off my own arm. 

    Sleep finally came like a blessing, and I felt swaddled in warmth and rocked as if cradled by the ocean. 

    I dreamed of nothing, and I nestled inside the comforting cocoon I found myself in as my spirit healed itself from within. 

    “Well, how long is he going to sleep?” A voice the color of new saplings sparkled along the surface of my mind, and I finally swam my way to consciousness. 

    “His soul be taxed, youngling,” an off-beat Calypso accent joined the young voice. “Let him sleep.” 

    “But I have something for him, and I want to give it to him already,” the voice I finally recognized as Rylan’s penetrated the last haze of my sleep. 

    “Darling, why don’t you make sure Victory is getting settled in the new barn,” Shay’s melodious voice instructed the stable-boy to a more productive task. “You are so good with her, and I worry she is nervous. Can I trust you with her?” 

    “Of course, Shay!” Rylan said, and I tried not to smile as I spied him running eagerly out of the room armed with an important responsibility. 

    “You are fooling no one, husband,” a lovely voice with the timbre of still water sounded from the chair next to my bedside, and I chuckled as I turned my head toward my clever cat-wife. “How long have you been awake?” 

    “Alex is awake?” Shay gasped as she shut the bedroom door to our shared bedroom at Ithaca. “Since when?” 

    “Only just now, I promise,” I said and struggled to sit up a little. “What happened?” 

    “After Mec declared you the winner, you collapsed, and we had you brought here so Madam Midgen could tend to you right away,” Zoie said as she moved from sitting in the chair to curling up against my side. “We don’t know all of what happened, but when they discovered Horus’ second arrow, it started an uproar, and they ordered the person who interfered with the Duel be tracked down and killed.” 

    “What?” I gasped as I looked in my phoenix-wife’s eyes that were pooling with tears. “Did they-- I mean, is Horus--” 

    “He escaped, but we don’t know where,” Shay said as she hugged herself. “He sent us a coded message the other day that he’s safe and will try to get in contact when the heat dies down.” 

    “Oh, sweetheart,” I said and held out my other arm. “Come here.” 

    The phoenix-woman bit her lip, but then she ran over and burrowed herself into my other side just like Zoie. 

    “I just don’t know why he felt the need to interfere,” she said with a heartbreaking tremble in her voice. “He knows the laws, and a third party trying to disrupt a Duel is strictly forbidden.” 

    “It was because of me,” I explained and then slid off the metal cuff I still had on. The burn mark now looked as if it was a scar decades old. “We met with Tovish, and he explained how your father enchanted some sort of artifact that specifically targets a Traveler’s power.” 

    “His eye,” Shay said. 

    “That’s what Horus and I thought, too, but I think we both realized at the same time it would be foolish of him to have this enchanted artifact be in a place where it could be destroyed by shooting him in the face,” I continued. “He tried to warn me, but at that point I was down to my last shot.” 

    “And you chose to kill him to ensure he would stop coming after Shay and Horus,” Zoie filled in, and I merely shrugged and dropped a kiss on top of Shay’s crimson and gold head. 

    “Even if it meant you would never be rid of his enchantment?” Shay gaped. 

    “You and your brother are worth it,” I said simply, and then I laughed when she nearly tackled me with an onslaught of kisses. 

    “Alex… Brightwood… you are absolutely the most… foolish… stubborn… brave… unselfish…” She kissed me over and over between each new and wonderful adjective until all three of us were hugging and kissing and laughing so hard we couldn’t tell which tears were for what, joy, relief, mourning, or all three. 

    “Alright, you three,” the batty priestess interrupted our reunion with a small smirk. “Master Alex still be my patient, and as his doctor, I am warning you to keep the excitement to a minimum for at least one more day.” 

    “How long have I been out, by the way?” I asked. 

    “Only a day,” Zoie answered. “But I agree with the Madam. You must regain your strength.” 

    “And then we will see about getting our Horus out of the sticky situation he’s landed himself in,” I said as I settled back against the pillows. 

    “He knows how to look after himself,” Shay said as she rested her head against my chest. 

    “And he knows we won’t leave him behind,” Zoie added as she laid down on my other pec and reached across my torso so she could hold the other woman’s hand. 

    “Ladies…” Madam Midgen tutted, but both my wives got even more comfortable as if they were the ones who needed the rest. 

    Maybe they did. 

    “All is well, Madam,” I murmured to my doctor. There was still a plethora of things I needed to take care of, and nefarious plots to uncover, and an errant alchemist to rescue, but I knew deep down that it was true: all would be well. “Let us rest here for a while. Just a while.” 

    The batty priestess made a face as if she wanted to protest but then rethought what she was going to say. Instead, she drew the blankets up to cover all three of us more properly, nodded her head, and slipped out into the hall. 

    The late morning sun warmed my face, and the pain was all a distant memory, so I just smiled, held my precious wives close, and contentedly watched another day dawn in Aventoll. 

     

    End of Book 2 

    

  


   
    End Notes 

    Thank you for reading The Duelist 2! I’ll start writing The Duelist 3 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 

    I’m not selling anymore audiobooks on Audible or iTunes, so if you want to buy the audiobook for Duelist 2, you’ll have to buy it on my website and listen to it with the Bookfunnel app. If you want to know the reasons why, you can join my Facebook fan group or email me at ericvall@ericvall.com. 

    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 

    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 

     

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

    Copyright © 2020 by Eric Vall 
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