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    Chapter 1 
 
    The dark musty space was cramped, and it smelled of mildew and rancid dead things that had mistakenly ended up inside the narrow space between Monger Manor’s walls. The hidden crawlspace was actually more of a labyrinth of interconnecting corridors, and they all led to some central location. 
 
    Whatever was at the center of this maze was only known by the estate’s former owner, Gella Vane: the Duelist and former Magistrate I’d killed nearly a week ago, Aventoll Standard Time. 
 
    “Hey, Horus?” My voice ricocheted off the high narrow walls of the corridor, and I craned my neck back to try to see the ceiling, but the light from my Duelist Stone wasn’t strong enough to reach the top. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, chief?” the falcon-man with the black-feathered crest asked as his shoulder bumped into mine. 
 
    “Remind me again what you guys call a ‘week’ here in Aventoll,” I requested. 
 
    Since I’d really embraced this world When in Rome style, I’d had a plethora of helpful people attempting to teach me the ways of Their People, and none more “helpful” than Horus. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Horus started like some Aventoll culture aficionado. “Ahem, yes, what you call a ‘whack’ back wherever it is you come from-- Hearth? Farth? Fart?” 
 
    “Earth, you goon,” I scoffed. “You know, just like the dirt you walk on? I’m not sure exactly how this translation magic works, but I know I’ve heard ‘earth’ in your Comicon.” 
 
    “Lexicon,” he corrected. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “And it’s week, by the way, not whack.” 
 
    “What you call a week, is called a fickle, and one fickle is approximately eight days,” Horus recited like a textbook. 
 
    “Approximately?” I snorted as we both slowed when the corridor ended in a previously caved in section. “How can you have ‘approximately’ eight days?” 
 
    “I wasn’t very good with astrological mathematics or almanac reading even at the Academy,” he said as he scowled at the wall of rubble and then back at the parchment in his hand. “Something to do with how the Goddess is feeling that particular fickle.” 
 
    “Right, clear as mud,” I said. “So, what’s the map say now?” 
 
    The falcon-man held up his glowing stone lantern in order to see the hand-drawn map a little clearer. 
 
    “Hm,” he hummed as he examined the mysterious space inked into the map and denoted with a large question mark. “I actually don’t know what’s beyond here because Jenner said the original archive Tovish recorded must have been degraded or ruined. Whatever the case, this part of the map was a mystery, even to the Old Archivist-- may Bhraya Guide him.” 
 
    We both had a moment of silence for the koala-elder who recently sacrificed his life so we all could have a chance to escape The Aerie. He also managed to gift us the archives of Gella Vane, which he thought might have been useful before the paranoid Magistrate began torching them all. 
 
    “May Bhraya Guide him,” I murmured. 
 
    “I hope you don’t still think any of that was your fault,” Horus half-joked and half-legit asked if I was doing okay. 
 
    “I used to at first,” I admitted as I examined the cave-in for any sort of gap toward the top we could tunnel through, but it was still too dim. “But then I thought that was selfish because what he did wasn’t even about me. He sacrificed himself for the bigger picture, and it reminded me I need to see that picture, too.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true leader.” The falcon-man gave me one of his genuine roguish-grins that crinkled the corners of his gold-green eyes. “You speak like One-- one of my good friends. He is the leader of his… people.” 
 
    “Wow, Mr. McVague, did that hurt coming out?” I teased but clapped him on the shoulder. “One day, I hope you tell me about these mysterious people you were with when you were a fugitive. I’d like to at least thank them.” 
 
    “Aw, stop,” Horus gushed obnoxiously like Scarlet O’Hara as he fanned himself with the map. “I knew you cared about me, chief. What’s a lass to do?” 
 
    “Nah, I just need a guy who can read this gibberish and knows about swords.” I shrugged as I pointed to an eroded Rune etched into the wall next to us. “You’re like a Swiss Alchemy Knife.” 
 
    “A what?” the falcon-man snorted as he crouched slightly to get a good look at the Rune. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said and got closer as well. “You’re useful, is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “I’d be more useful if I had some more light to read this blasted thing,” he grumbled, but then he grinned as he took my meaning for what it was. 
 
    “I’m as close as I can get,” I said and held my Stone out as far as it would go until the wooden carving of the canterfly pendant spun around the taut leather cord. Then, with a small chinking sound, the tiny creature actually broke free and flew off into the darkness. “Damn.” 
 
    I looked around at the ground as I strained my eyes. 
 
    “You can make the light in your Stone brighter, you know,” Horus said after watching me tip-toe and squint around for the hand-crafted gift Rylan carved for me. I was too afraid to move too much just in case I crushed the delicate thing. 
 
    “Really,” I deadpanned. “How, then, smart-ass?” 
 
    “No idea,” he said with his typical shit-eating grin. “I just know that’s, like… A Thing. Especially now that you are a Fifth-Rank Duelist.” 
 
    “Thaaaanks.” I rolled my eyes before I closed them, and then I focused on the still well of dormant power inside me that I was learning to recognize more and more through meditation these days. Even though I wasn’t trying to summon my time-trance powers, I figured that’s where all of Aventoll’s mysterious powers lived inside me, and from there it was just a matter of Willing the light in my Stone brighter. 
 
    “Woah, turn it down a bit, maybe?” the falcon-man chuckled as he shielded his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized and grinned when I instantly found the pendant sitting on a little cushion of moss. I picked it up, wiped a bit of slime off the little guy’s intricate wing, and tucked him away in my pocket for safekeeping. “Okay, how’s that?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Horus said as he inspected the sigil, and his eyes flashed gold as he “read” the alchemical rune. “That explains the cave-in. It’s a Trap Rune.” 
 
    “So, I’m guessing the actual point of this maze is just on the other side,” I huffed. “How far do we have to double back?” 
 
    “Not far at all,” Horus said as he turned the map this way and that. “Then we can continue on to the next possible corridor that leads to this mystery. Do you think there’s treasure? Or maybe a really cool artifact that can dry all the feathers on my head at once after I bathe.” 
 
    “Hairdryer, hairdryer, my kingdom for a hairdryer,” I snorted as we headed back the way we came. 
 
    “Alright, then, what do you think is there?” Horus challenged. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the other half of that book Gavlain gave me,” I said. “I was bummed The Aerie’s library didn’t turn up with anything.” 
 
    “I share the sentiment,” the falcon-man grumbled. “Mr. Jenner says there are only about five volumes of usable and relevant information in all of the tomes he and Tovish recorded, so far. I hope there’s more, but Jenner hasn’t finished cataloging them yet.” 
 
    “Only five?” I asked. “But didn’t you guys pull at least three-hundred off those shelves?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed as we turned left at the end of the passage and continued south. “But I am glad we at least have that much. Like I’ve been saying, not many people are crazy enough to combine herald cores.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps telling me that, but I still don’t--” A deep rumble suddenly cut off my words. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    “Feel wh--?” Another rumble, and this time particles of dust and dirt shook loose from the mortar and rained down on the two of us from above. 
 
    “Roooooaaarrrr!” 
 
    “The fuck was that?” I whispered after Horus and I whipped around and peered into the darkness where the unsettling roar sounded from. 
 
    “Roooooaaarrrr!” 
 
    “I don’t know, but run!” Horus yelled as the unnerving galloping of some large quadruped sped up, and it snarled ravenously behind us. 
 
    We both took off down the corridor at a dead sprint, and I simultaneously focused on the beam of my Stone light so we could see as far ahead as possible. 
 
    “Ummm, H?” I squinted into the distance with my eagle-eyesight. “We’re coming up on a fork, what do we do?” 
 
    “Working on it,” he grunted as he tried to flatten the map and run at the same time. 
 
    “Rrrrroooooaaaaaarrrr!” The beast behind us sounded even closer than before, and I darted ahead of Horus a few paces. 
 
    “Horus!” I yelled. 
 
    “Left!” the falcon-man hollered, and I careened around the corner just as Horus apparently changed his mind. “Right! I meant--!” 
 
    I slammed on my heels as a red light flashed from the weird symbol carved into the wall on my right. 
 
    Another Trap Rune. 
 
    “Back!” I ordered, and something cracked from above. “This part of the ceiling is going to collapse!” 
 
    “The creature!” Horus reminded us as we both pushed hard in order to make it past the fork before the proverbial minotaur to this fucked-up maze trapped us. 
 
    “Roooaaarrrr!” The thing rounded the corner a second before we made it. It’s head looked like that of a warthog crossed with a rhinoceros beetle, and it raced along the ground on all fours like some sort of hairy bear-human. 
 
    Oh, and it was also seven feet tall. 
 
    Stooped over. 
 
    “Horus!” I yelled and urged him faster with a shove to his shoulder. 
 
    As if we were in sync, the falcon-man bolted ahead so he could slide under the monster’s bowed legs while I came to a stop and planted my feet. 
 
    When the minotaur-creature glanced back up after confusedly watching Horus slide under him like he was sliding for home plate, I was able to actually roundhouse kick it in its distended jaw. 
 
    It shrieked, stumbled, and then glared right at me with its four rheumy and crusty eyes as it struggled to work its lopsided mandible. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I mumbled as it snorted and stamped its back feet at me like a furious bull with a hot poker up its ass. 
 
    “Chief, run!” Horus bellowed right as the rest of the buckling ceiling caught up with us. 
 
    Large hunks of stone threatened to crush every one of us, and instead of fighting each other, the minotaur-creature and I ended up just trying to run for our lives as the Rune sealed off the corridor and separated Horus and me from each other. 
 
    The dust cleared as I took the time to catch my breath against the wall, and the minotaur-creature wheezed and slobbered like a geriatric rottweiler that had just ran up a flight of stairs. 
 
    Great gobs of putrid greenish ichor flung from its broken jaw, and with a disgusted grimace, I backed away as soundlessly as possible and slipped around the next corner. 
 
    My heart hammered inside my rib cage, but I turned and raced down the corridor and willed my feet to grow wings like Hermes before-- 
 
    “Rawwwwlllrrrggg!” came the garbled roar of the creature just as I skidded down a corridor on my left. 
 
    I tried to make my footfalls as silent as falling snow and prayed to Mercedes I lost the minotaur-creature. 
 
    “Chief?” Horus’ faint voice sounded through the walls up ahead, and I skidded to a halt in order to listen better. “Chief?” 
 
    I held my Stone up and increased the beam to see down the corridor to my left, and then to my right. 
 
    I decided to take a chance and called out, “H?” 
 
    Suddenly, mechanical grinding and clinking started up, and my decision was made for me as all of the corridors began to shrink and collapse either vertically or horizontally and forced me into any available gap or cubby. 
 
    I rolled to my right and army-crawled until I finally spilled out from under the ceiling of one shrinking corridor like Indiana-mother-fucking-Jones. 
 
    “Alex?” Horus called over the din of the mechanical roaring, and I spotted the falcon-man in the center of the large chamber on a pedestal that slowly rose from the middle of the floor. “Hurry, jump on!” 
 
    “Rawwwwlllrrrggg!” 
 
    The minotaur-creature finally found its way into the center and rushed at me like a freight train on fire. 
 
    “Fuck!” I screamed and sprinted for the revolving pedestal just as Horus loosed one of his longbow arrows. 
 
    The deadly projectile harmlessly bounced off the hard dome of the creature’s head and only caused the beast to snort and pick up steam. 
 
    “Jump!” he yelled, and he dropped to his stomach and flung an arm out just as I leaped through the air. 
 
    “Argh!” I roared as I reached hard for Horus’ extended hand right as the creature snarled and jumped after me. 
 
    “I got you!” the falcon-man said and strained to pull me up by the wrist, and my feet scrambled for purchase against the smooth stone. 
 
    “Rawwggg!” A long claw caught the leather strap across my boot and threatened to drag me down. 
 
    “Hold… on…!” Horus strained as he used both hands to grip me around my arm. 
 
    “Get off, you fuck!” I hollered and bashed the minotaur-creature in its unhinged jaw again and felt the sickening crunch as I further pulverized its face. 
 
    It howled, clawed at my leg once more, and finally fell when I kicked my foot free of the boot it was gripping on to. The beast squealed until it hit the bottom with a wet thud and was quiet. 
 
    “Up you go,” Horus grunted as he pulled me over the lip of the pedestal, and we both gasped for breath flat on our backs as the pedestal finally came to a stop inches away from a metal ladder. 
 
    “What did you even do?” I finally had the breath to ask, and I turned my head to look at my trusty Second with his roguish grin. 
 
    “I found the center of the maze, and there was this turny lever-thing, and I-- never mind! I can’t believe you did that!” he exclaimed. “What the frox even was that, Alex?” 
 
    “Some sort of horrible minion experiment gone wrong,” I muttered as I got to my feet and dusted the dirt off my shoulders and out of my somewhat shaggy hair. Then I glanced down at my bootless foot and scowled. “Aw, man. These were my favorite.” 
 
    “No, not the creature, I meant, where in the darkhells did you learn how to kick like that?” he iterated. “And also: can you teach me?” 
 
    “Hah, sure, I’ll teach you,” I said absently as I examined the skinny pillar structure Horus must have been talking about because it was the only thing on the smallish platform of interest. 
 
    When I scrutinized it more, I noticed a dial-like mechanism that looked like it could be turned a quarter of the way to either the upright or horizontal position. But the thing about this structure that definitely stood out was the inverted claw-machine claw thing that looked as if something was meant to balance suspended between its three points. 
 
    But what, I had no clue. 
 
    “What do you suspect that’s for?” Horus voiced what I was thinking as he gestured to the points. 
 
    “No idea,” I said and then craned my head back. “I’m currently more interested in where that ladder goes. Thoughts?” 
 
    “Hm.” The falcon-man rubbed his chin as he thought for a moment and then shrugged. “Even if I hadn’t lost the map in the frenzy, it’s not like it would have given us any clue anyway, so your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out, then,” I said. Then I walked over to the ladder, placed my hands on the rung in front of me, and put my booted heel on the first step. “Ready?” 
 
    “Lead on!” Horus said with another wild grin. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk back, and the excited blood-surging energy of this adrenaline-fueled, mad-cap adventure buzzed tangibly between us like a live wire. 
 
    Without further ado, I turned to the task of climbing up the ladder and toward the mysterious hatch on the ceiling. There was a lever that took some elbow grease to get unstuck, and then it felt as if something was covering the lid of the hatch from the other side. 
 
    “Push it open!” Horus said like the Helpy-Helper-Schmuck he was. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the idea!” I growled as I tried to lift the manhole-like hatch. 
 
    A deep ripping noise sounded as the hatch finally gave way, and when I swung the heavy thing up and off, the loud shrieking of someone in distress rang out. 
 
    “Ahhh! Devils!” squawked a shrill yet familiar voice. 
 
    “Mercedes be,” Horus grumbled with a wince as he followed me out of the hole and into the center of the scullery of Monger Manor’s Upper Wing. 
 
    “Vile Scourge!” Vel-Rala screeched again as her white-feathered crest fluffed up like a cockatoo, and I held up my hand to forestall the violent bird-woman. 
 
    “Vel!” I shouted as I got to my feet. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped and lowered the broom she was brandishing as a weapon. “M-Mr. Alex. I’m terribly sorry. I thought-- hey, just what exactly are you doing, coming through the floor like that? I almost died of fright.” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to, Ms. Velly,” Horus said as he turned the wattage up on his boyish charm. “You see, we were exploring the walls of this place to make sure you are all safe and sound.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” the older woman said as her agitated crest slowly lowered back down against her sleek white head. “Forgive me. Can-- can I get you both some tea? Oh, how about wine?” 
 
    “You don’t have to--” I tried to say as Horus and I moved the hatch back over the large tear in the threadbare rug we busted through. 
 
    “No, no, I insist,” she interrupted, and then she bustled over to the “cold-cupboard” and went to pull out the flagon of wine that was stashed away after that afternoon’s lunch. 
 
    When she opened the cabinet for the goblets, however, we all received a shock as two stout figures tumbled out head-over-heels until they landed in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “We be having company, Cornelius,” the short woman with the leathery wings and long satellite bat-ears said as she sat astride a stuttering Jenner. 
 
    “M-Mr. Alex!” my trusty koala-butler and all-around manager of all my responsibilities said from his Very Irresponsible position under the voodoo-like priestess. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner,” I said with a large grin. “Getting a bit of Afternoon Delight?” 
 
    “Ahem.” He cleared his throat as his gray ears trembled from embarrassment, and he fixed the drooping shoulder of Madam Midgen’s dress and helped her stand up while she smoothed the collar of his blue jacket. Then he turned to me and cleared his throat again. “What, er, what a coincidence all of us arriving here. At the same time.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘coincidence,’” I snickered. 
 
    “I’m almost sorry we interrupted,” the falcon-man chuckled under his breath. 
 
    “Ahem.” The koala-man cleared his throat even louder, which caused Horus and I to stop our snickering. “When I sent you both on your quest through the Manor’s dungeons, I didn’t expect you both to dig your way through the floor. And what happened to your other shoe?” 
 
    “Long story,” I said as I wiggled my toes in my sock. “But basically Horus and I found this weird chamber with an odd pedestal. Have you come across anything else about this Wacky Winchester house?” 
 
    “If by that you mean to ask if I found out the purpose of Gella Vane’s unusual architecture, then the answer is no.” He frowned at himself as if this mystery was actually keeping him up at night. “But mark me, I will get to the bottom of Vane’s chaotic blueprints. I know he had another purpose for Monger Manor’s design, but so far the only thing I can tell is they are all centered around the Upper Wing.” 
 
    “Keep searching for something that looks like… um… shit, anybody got any paper?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh!” Jenner startled as if he remembered something, hurried over to the ovular table, and retrieved a small stack of supplies. “I have the pad of artist paper and the coals you asked for.” 
 
    “Excellent, thanks for sparing some, I’m sure Zoie’ll get a kick out of it,” I said as I flipped to the first blank page and started sketching the odd skinny column with the talons as best as I could. When I was satisfied with my work, I ripped out the page and handed it to Jenner. “Keep an eye out for something like that in those blueprints you’re cataloging.” 
 
    “Will do,” he said. 
 
    “Now, what’s the update on our resident patients?” I asked the batty-woman as Vel-Rala passed around goblets of wine. 
 
    “Miss Shay be as healthy as you or I despite her need for extra sleep these days,” Midgen said. 
 
    “She’s asleep again?” Horus asked with a frown. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “Like I said, she is healthy apart from needing her rest,” she said. “I will admit, Shay now has combined her life force with that of an ancient entity older than what I have come to learn about the world. I can only guess the transformation was exhausting for her.” 
 
    “As long as she’s healthy, she can catch up on her beauty sleep as much as she wants,” I said in relief. Ever since she merged with the mystical and legendary entity of Nata Isle’s Incarnate and then brought me back from the brink of death with her phoenix-like tears, she fell asleep for three days straight. The fact she was only taking naps here or there now was an improvement from the coma she was first in. “And the others?” 
 
    “Some of the injured Duelists and townsfolk who fought Vane’s minion army are still recovering, but I’d be obliged to have a few more hands,” Madam Midgen said. 
 
    “I have more people from Ithaca and Icarian coming to Gatetown in order to lend a hand with this place,” I assured her. 
 
    “In the meantime, it would not go amiss to visit the temporary infirmary,” Jenner said and gave me a look I knew the exact meaning of. 
 
    “I’m not their Magistrate,” I told him again for the umpteenth time since Gella Vane’s Duelist status transferred over to me. “I may have taken his rank, but I’m not sure I’m equipped for Aventollian politics.” 
 
    “You may think that, but there’s not been an Asher as fair and just as you apart from the Asher Lord for many seasons,” the koala-man said as he patted my knee in the fond way he had, and his frank assessment of me made me smile down at the diminutive butler-slash-archivist who had become like an eccentric uncle to me. “Besides, regardless of status, most know of the mighty Traveler Brightwood. You defeated the Tyrant of Gatetown, so your mere presence will boost morale.” 
 
    “I guess it couldn’t hurt.” I shrugged and rubbed the back of my neck as something occurred to me. “Hey, didn’t I hear a thing about how Vane recently went up in rank? Do we know who he Dueled before me?” 
 
    “Hmm, I am not sure,” Jenner said as he rubbed the white tuft of fur on his chin. “I will have to backtrack through the records in Nata’s Council Hall. Is it very important?” 
 
    “It might be,” I said even though I wasn’t sure why. “Just humor me when you get the chance.” 
 
    “That I can do,” the koala-man laughed and tweaked his monocle. “I confess, now I am curious as well.” 
 
    “Ooh, ahh!” Madam Midgen suddenly yipped and rubbed at her right elbow with a three fingered hand. 
 
    “Madam?” Horus asked as he took the goblet from the batty-woman. “Are you well?” 
 
    “It be this cursed wing!” she said and marched toward the door leading out of the scullery. “There be a body nearby in much, much pain.” 
 
    All of us, Vel-Rala included, followed Midgen out into the corridor leading to the lower wings of the Manor. 
 
    And we ran smack into the Mec sisters in their matching scarlet dresses. 
 
    “Oh, we were just coming to get you,” Amaya, the comely pale woman with the silver oryx-horns, said as she turned to her sister. 
 
    “Indeed.” The woman with the large curving ibex-horns rubbed her palms together until they glowed a faint reddish color. “It seems as if whatever Horus and you just did has awakened quite a few trap runes and such. One of interest, however, is that of a severe Punishment Rune.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked and frowned at how pale Horus’ face went. 
 
    “Don’t tell me--” the falcon-man croaked, but the ibex-woman cut him off with a nod. 
 
    “Vane has sealed someone inside a torture casket,” Anwaar declared as her palms glowed brighter. “And we need your help to get them out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “I mean…” Horus said as we all clustered around an odd-looking suit of armor. Above its masked face was a twisted black rune floating in the air, and it gave me a sick feeling just looking at it. “Do we really want to know who’s in there? What if they are an even worse enemy than Gella?” 
 
    “Amaya, can you do your awesome Touch thing and see who’s inside?” I asked. 
 
    “Not with the violent rune,” she said and then bit her full lower lip. “But I can tell they are suffering greatly.” 
 
    I could tell by the way she crossed her arms over her chest how uncomfortable she was, and her rain-colored eyes kept darting toward the suit of armor as if it was costing her a lot of strength to keep from tearing the thing apart with her bare hands. 
 
    “This be truth,” Madam Midgen commented as she shook out her wonky wing. 
 
    “Well, let’ s just hope the enemy of the enemy is our friend, then,” I decided. “Horus, can you do something about this?” 
 
    “With the help of Ani, I’m sure we can make short work of it,” the alchemist said as his irises lit up with that gold glow. “Right, Ani?” 
 
    “You hold it stable while I dismantle its intent,” the ibex-woman said as she shook the long fall of her autumn hair back behind her shoulders. Then she rubbed her hands together until they glowed a bright red, and her irises sparkled like opals. 
 
    What took place next was a complicated series of hand motions from the two of them that apparently undid the Punishment Rune, because the semi-smoky knot of what looked like barbed wire began to dissipate. 
 
    Suddenly, the front half of the suit of armor slid down into the floor as if an invisible wire had sliced it from top to bottom like a wedge of cheese off the block. A large gout of steam hissed its way out, and the odor of someone who really needed a shower made all of us cough. 
 
    “Who is that?” Jenner asked. 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes, it’s the Ambassador,” Horus said when the dust cleared. “Oh, darkhell!” 
 
    “What is Ambassador Sskern doing in this thing?” I gasped as the unconscious lizard-man slumped forward and sagged against the straps that held him in. “How long has he been in there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we should get him out of here,” Amaya said as her brow puckered even more. 
 
    “Good idea,” I said as I retrieved the dagger Zoie found for me from the small of my back, gently pushed the scaled man back with a hand on the least-injured looking part of his bare chest, and then sliced through the leather straps. “Help me with him, H.” 
 
    When I moved one of the Ambassador’s limp arms over my shoulders, the falcon-man followed my example, and between the two of us, we were able to pull Sskern out of his sarcophagus-like prison. 
 
    “Come, to the West Wing,” Madam Midgen said as she hurried in front of us and toward the grand staircase. “Vel-Rala, I will need your assistance in the form of a lot of clean towels and a basin of heated water. Because he is Terran, it be important not to heat the water too much. And be sure to add a double hand-full of tithe stones so the water is extra pure.” 
 
    “I understand,” the cockatoo-woman said and bustled off when we all made it to the lower level and headed for the West Wing turned impromptu-hospital. 
 
    “This way,” the batty medicine woman ordered as she led us down the center aisle and past the numerous four-poster beds all with their drapes drawn so the resident patients could get some rest. 
 
    The last bed happened to be the only vacant one left, and Horus and I managed to set the battered Ambassador down on the clean linens that immediately began to soak through with blood. 
 
    “It looks like he crawled through a narrow crystal mine on his hands and knees,” Amaya gasped when she and Madam Midgen gently rolled Sskern on his side and took in the remaining shreds of the man’s destroyed tunic and maimed scaly flesh. The natural dark-green of his reptilian skin clashed horribly with the vivid red of the blood seeping through what was at least one-hundred lacerations of various sizes. 
 
    The largest one spanned the whole of his back from his left shoulder and diagonally down to his opposite hip. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered when I saw the damage done to my fellow comrade in arms. I didn’t know the reptilian-Asher very well, but the interactions I’d had with him in the past were all of a decent and loyal caliber. I never really had to think twice about the man’s intentions, and even though his race was by far the most alien I’d experienced since arriving in Aventoll, he struck me as the most… human. 
 
    Sskern growled sharply as Midgen tried to peel the ribbons of his torn shirt out of the clotting blood, and then the lizard-man grunted and bared his sharp teeth, which caused most of us to take a step back. 
 
    Primal. But still human. 
 
    Especially when I remembered our very last interaction where he told Gavlain and I he was going to try and get to the bottom of the illicit demon-attracting alloy that kept ending up in suspicious places. 
 
    Specifically in the rubble of the recent Sun Temple destruction Gella Vane orchestrated. Last time I saw the good Ambassador was when he was headed off in the direction of Gatetown with his deep suspicions of the delusional Magistrate. 
 
    “Shit, I bet the Ambassador found something out,” I murmured as I pieced the evidence together. “Fucking Vane.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t bad enough he deeply violated Asher Rites despite the written Edicts, with that whole kidnapping stunt…” Jenner raged hotter than a fiery coal, and seeing how angry he was on behalf of my phoenix-wife galvanized my confidence in him. “I swear, you let him off easy.” 
 
    “Mr. Jenner,” I half-chuckled. “I don’t think--” 
 
    “Alex held him under the corrosive waters of the contaminated fountain until the acid filled his lungs, and he drowned in his own blood,” Anwaar deadpanned, and all of us froze in what we were doing except for Sskern, who managed a weak chuckle. 
 
    There was another beat of dead silence before Amaya snorted inelegantly as the apples of her cheeks went the faintest pink. 
 
    It was truly adorable, and I couldn’t help a confused chuckle of my own, even though that shit was fucking dark. 
 
    “Order humor, just go with it,” Horus said through the side of his mouth, and I laughed harder as I gripped the lizard-man’s shaking shoulder. 
 
    “Ambassador Sskern,” I said and looked into his vertically slitted eyes. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Brightwood.” The lizard-man coughed and spat out some blood, but he grinned and clasped my forearm. “You’ve destroyed the Betrayer. Blessed Goddess, you’ve killed Vane.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good to see you, too,” I said. “You need to rest now.” 
 
    “No!” Sskern suddenly struggled against the pull of sleep and tried to sit up, but I gently but firmly lowered him back to rest on his side. “You don’t understand. I need to speak with Gavlain right away, and--” 
 
    “He’s been here helping me oversee a few things,” I assured the injured man. “Just relax and let the Madam take care of your wounds. I’ll go find him, and we’ll all talk together.” 
 
    “Yes, okay,” Sskern mumbled and passed out again like a light. 
 
    “Good, the Ambassador has fallen into the Restoration Trance,” Midgen said and finished disposing of the bloody shirt. “We can handle him, he be of no harm to us now.” 
 
    “That’s our cue,” I interpreted and gestured for all of us except for the augur and the medicine woman to exit the infirmary. Then I nodded at Vel-Rala as she finally rushed in with the necessary items. “Make sure they have everything they need, Vel.” 
 
    “Already taken care of.” The older woman smiled. “Do not worry anymore, Mr. Alex.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and followed the rest of the crew out into the main antechamber, and along the way, I made sure to make eye contact and return any salutes thrown my way from any patients awake enough. 
 
    I really would have to do something to thank all these brave warriors who showed up to kick Vane’s ass. 
 
    “Yes, we have to now before the rest arrive,” Anwaar was arguing with Horus when I approached them in the hall. 
 
    “I understand, but I was really hoping to check up on my sister for just a second now that she’s conscious,” Horus said. 
 
    “Of course, you would,” she stated bluntly but not unkindly. “And no one is stopping you. So, I’ll just go ahead first and--” 
 
    “No, I don’t want you going off on your own!” the falcon-man groaned as if he’d already exhausted this thread of conversation. 
 
    Sure enough, the ibex-woman tilted her head and picked up with, “But the rooms in the guest wing need to be checked before the rest of the staff and guests arrive.” 
 
    “What’s going on, guys?” I interrupted to prevent this loop-track from getting out of hand all Dude Where’s My Car style. 
 
    “I am merely trying to explain that if she would wait just a second--” Horus started in a measured tone as if he was trying to keep his patience. 
 
    “I don’t understand why--” she interjected. 
 
    “Because, you spoon, I just got you back on your feet, and I struggle from parting from your side even for a second, now will you just--” the frustrated falcon-man huffed through his nose, but his lips fought to contain his smirk as he cupped her face. 
 
    “Oh,” she remarked as if finally realizing the crux of the matter. “I understand the need because I feel it, too, but practicality must win out against the desires of our hearts.” 
 
    “Desires, huh?” Horus chuckled as he reeled the ibex-woman in by the waist. 
 
    “Well, it seems as if you two have everything ironed out,” I broke in once more and tried not to stare at the way Horus’ hands traveled lower and lower. “Why don’t I do the checking up on Shay while you two do some more catching up. But be sure to be careful with any traps you come across.” 
 
    “Yes, alright.” My best friend cleared his throat. “Tell my sister if she is awake that I will speak with her soon.” 
 
    “And if you see Amaya, tell her to meet us when she is finished helping Madam Midgen,” the ibex-woman requested as she casually laced her fingers with Horus’. “If she doesn’t Know to already, that is.” 
 
    “Will do,” I said, and after I watched them jog off to the East Wing, I turned to my trusty koala-advisor. “Mr. Jenner, is Gavlain still in his meeting with Councilman Sha-Kane?” 
 
    “Likely,” he said. “Why don’t you get cleaned up and go see Miss Shale-Lea? I can inform you of any updates and even direct the Asher Lord to the Ambassador if necessary.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be, but thank you, Jenner,” I said, and I continued to gaze after the obviously love-sick couple as my heart thudded with an odd longing. “I’ll try not to take too long.” 
 
    “Lad, I think you should take all the time you need,” the koala-man said as he patted my knee again. “After all, it wasn’t long ago one of your own beloveds was almost taken from you forever. It would be natural your spirit only craves to stay close to her.” 
 
    “How did--?” My voice cracked, and I stopped as I looked down and away. Then my right hand began to shake in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with the old scar around my forearm. 
 
    Even though Shay miraculously healed the shards of the defective curse still paining me from the improper way I broke it off, a phantom of it rose up whenever I thought about how I almost actually died here. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t actually the first time, but this felt different. 
 
    Maybe I was also just reeling from the fact Shay was actually stolen from my side and then transformed into a legendary deity-thing called the Incarnate. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Whatever the case, I was going to give in to my koala-butler and take this chance to at least get a new pair of boots. 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Jenner,” I said again. 
 
    “Of course, lad,” he replied with a twinkle in his beady eyes. 
 
    And with my immediate duties competently delegated, I raced back to the Upper Wing’s scullery, up the twisting spiral stairs, and smack into an angel. 
 
    “Oof!” Zoie scrambled for the front of my tunic, and I caught us both and spun us around so I had her pinned up against the stone wall. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as I gazed down into those beautiful ocean-blue eyes. “Where are you off to in a hurry, hm?” 
 
    “Husband!” my cat-wife purred as she nuzzled the space between my collar bones. “What have you been up to?” 
 
    “I asked you first,” I said and buried my own nose into the crown of her clover-scented hair. 
 
    “Our Shay is awake, and I am off to go get her some kolee to refresh her energy,” she said. 
 
    “We have more kolee?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Bodin sent a small envelope of powder from the first crop he and Mel were able to harvest,” she said and leaned back so she could curl a lock around the back of one of my ears. “They apparently fixed up the mill at Ithaca, and this is the first batch of powder. If it tastes good, then we’ll have our first comestible we can sell at the Mid-Crescent Festival.” 
 
    “There’s always some type of celebration or festival,” I said as I lightly plucked at the string at the top of her corset-like armored dress thing that always reminded me of a sexy lady-pirate mixed with Xena. “Are you sure you can handle the kolee by yourself after last time?” 
 
    “What happened last time?” she asked with a faint frown as her lithe fingers worked their magic in the hair at the nape of my neck. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, last time ‘Somebody’ was around the stuff, she couldn’t stop sneezing,” I said as my smirk grew wider. “Although, I wouldn’t mind a repeat of that adorable display, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    “Alex Brightwood,” she sighed and tugged my hair. “Whatever am I to do with you?” 
 
    “Whatever you like,” I rumbled low in my chest and then placed a simmering kiss on her petal-soft lips. 
 
    “I will hold you to your promise, Asher,” she purred, but she slowly pushed me back to a respectable distance even though that was the last thing I wanted. “For now, I think someone else is more eager to see you.” 
 
    Zoie’s bright eyes gestured up the rest of the stairs where the sleeping quarters of this wing were located. 
 
    Her meaning was clear, and I felt the ache pulling me toward my other wife like an unbreakable tether. 
 
    “You sure you got it?” I asked one more time even though I couldn’t take my eyes off the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I’m sure,” she chuckled and caressed my cheek. “Go.” 
 
    I kissed her palm and then finally hurried up the rest of the stairs, down a somewhat narrow hallway bisected by the sun shafting in through the skylights, and then toward the room at the end of the hall. 
 
    When I entered the suite, my eyes took in none of its opulence. 
 
    Sure, the place was nice in the sense it looked like one of those fancy hotel rooms in Dubai I’d only seen in magazines complete with three different lounge areas, an upper loft, and its own spa, but my gaze was directly drawn to the sight perched on the balcony. 
 
    Shay was sitting on the ledge humming to herself as she brushed her long red and gold locks, and every now and then, a bright streak of magenta would peek through and catch the afternoon sun in a way that looked like actual fire burning low at the bottom of a hearth. 
 
    I didn’t want to disturb this rare creature in the wild, so I quietly toed off my remaining boot, tiptoed closer, and leaned my shoulder against a support column so I could just watch the beautiful woman in front of me. 
 
    She continued to hum in her melodious song-bird voice, and she brought one of her smooth legs up so she could rest her forearm on top of her knee. The silky jade robe she was wearing parted to reveal that luscious skin all the way up to the gorgeous crease in her hip I just wanted to live in if I could. 
 
    For now, I would settle for walking over slowly and then moving the curtain of her heavy hair off one of her shoulders so I could place a small kiss right in the juncture of her neck and collar bone. 
 
    “Hmm,” Shay hummed through a sigh, reached behind her, and then threaded her thin fingers through my hair. “I think I agree with Zoie about the length of your hair. It is very becoming on you.” 
 
    “Really?” I rumbled and looped my arms around her so I could gather her against my broad chest. I relished the way we fit like puzzle pieces, and that longing ache in my heart was instantly soothed by her presence. “I feel like I’ll at least need to trim it so it doesn’t start to look like a mullet.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a mullet is, but I could cut it if you prefer,” she giggled and finally turned her dear face toward me. 
 
    “We’ll split the difference,” I suggested and nuzzled my nose into the soft feathers against her temple. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Awake for once,” she answered and kissed my chin playfully, but I leaned back so I could look her in her emerald eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, my husband,” she said as she cupped my face. “You mustn’t worry about me. I promise I am fine, except for being a little tired.” 
 
    “A little?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay, a lot,” she admitted and placed a hand over her chest in a way I knew meant she was remembering the heart she merged with her own during her transformation. “I thought I would actually feel more different than I do now.” 
 
    “What do you feel like?” I questioned, and I maneuvered her so I could stand even closer between her legs. 
 
    “I feel like myself, but it’s also like I’m unsure if I’m still in a dream…” she confessed as she stared at my chest instead like the admission was still too confusing even for her. “Sometimes I feel frightened, like if I don’t grab onto something moored to the ground, I will fly off into the darkness and stars.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly know what you’re going through, but I can kind of relate, if it helps,” I said a little like I was venturing out into the dark with this. “When I realized some of the things I see and dream are true-- or come true, I worried I was losing something.” 
 
    “What?” she whispered and finally raised her gaze. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I laughed. “Maybe I was losing what I thought I knew about myself and about the world I used to know? Whatever the case, I realized it didn’t matter as long as I was here, and I still woke up every morning between the two of you.” 
 
    Shay stared off into the distance for a moment as she took a moment to turn over my words. “It does.” 
 
    “Hm?” I carded my hand through the long champagne feathers streaming from her temple. 
 
    “It helps,” she said, smiled like a blooming sunflower, and then hooked her right leg over my hip so she could draw me closer. 
 
    “That’s good,” I murmured and finally closed the distance between our lips, and the scent and the taste of her warm cinnamon flavor zinged through my blood and straight down south. 
 
    “What have we here?” her sultry voice purred as she undulated against my growing hard-on. 
 
    “Mm,” I groaned and then left a trail of hot, open-mouthed kisses against the side of her neck. “Mercedes, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    But all of the teasing from before suddenly evaporated as the weight of my words lighted between us like a dove. 
 
    “A-Alex,” she stammered as her eyes suddenly pooled with tears. “You almost d-died!” 
 
    “Shh,” I said, and I brought her into the shelter of my arms as she was overcome with emotion. 
 
    “I’ve been too exhausted until now to process it, but-- but you almost--!” she gasped as her crystal teardrops spilled down her face. 
 
    “But I didn’t,” I said and swiped her tears away with my thumbs. “You made sure of that. And I’m here, I’m alive, and I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Al--!” she tried to say again, but I engulfed her mouth in another scorching kiss that hopefully left nothing to the imagination and reminded her just how alive I was. 
 
    “It appears as if I am right on time,” a velvety voice interrupted our steamy make-out. 
 
    “Z-Zoie,” Shay breathed as she bit her lip and pulled up her sleeve that had slipped off one shoulder. 
 
    “At last, I know your sentiments at being left out of the fun, my darling Shay.” My cat-wife smirked as she sauntered over to the small table, and she set down the tray in her hands that was laden with a few mugs and a steaming pot of what must have been the kolee. 
 
    “We-- we were…” Shay stammered and blushed an even deeper shade of scarlet than her hair. 
 
    “By all means,” Zoie said with a wicked smile as she stalked toward us like the predator she was, and I heard Shay’s breath catch at the same time as mine did when our cat-wife slowly slid Shay’s robe off both her shoulders so she could bestow a small licking kiss to Shay’s swan-like throat. “Shall we continue?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Monger Manor was impressive in many ways. 
 
    Down to the soothing thermal caves deep in the mountain below, to its Gothic-esque vaulted ceilings painted with the light pouring in through the stained-glass windows. 
 
    So, it wasn’t too much of a surprise when our own suite of rooms had the most epic bathroom complete with a pool-like water feature with a small rock waterfall. Off to the side was a large area in front of the large windows, and it looked as if the floor was made with bamboo. Scattered around a center coal brazier were comfy cushions and a basket of clean towels, and it was clear the area was meant to act as a sauna. 
 
    “This place.” I gawked at the luxury. “Is awesome.” 
 
    “I suppose it will be adequate for getting clean,” Zoie teased, and her black tail tickled my nose as she sauntered past Shay and me. Then the sultry cat-woman turned and began unlacing her armored corset. “Come, I’ve taken the liberty of adding some soothing oils I managed to purchase from a Varthan vendor. I have been waiting for the right moment to share them with you both.” 
 
    Shay and I glanced at each other with matching gobsmacked expressions and blushing cheeks that had nothing to do with the heavy fragrant steam permeating the air. 
 
    “Oh…” Shay gasped as Zoie finished ridding herself of the rest of her clothes, and I shared the sentiment, especially when the minx kicked her tight leather pants aside as her sapphire eyes burned into mine. 
 
    “Well?” she asked with one raised eyebrow as she stood completely naked as the day she was born. “Are you both coming?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I muttered to myself as I hurriedly stripped off my dusty and torn clothes. “But hopefully pretty soon.” 
 
    “Zoie, darling, how long have you been planning this?” Shay asked as she shimmied the silky robe off her slender shoulders and let it pool to the ground. 
 
    “I bought the oil from the market during the Tithing Ceremony,” Zoie responded with a coy shrug, and in that endearingly vulnerable moment, I fell in love with her all over again. 
 
    “Oh, darling,” Shay sighed and waded out in the water toward the cat-woman so she could embrace her strongly. “Your heart is a treasure.” 
 
    Zoie blinked down at the phoenix-woman as her own blush stained her high cheekbones. 
 
    “Are-- are…” she swallowed and then started again. “Are you okay? Truly?” 
 
    “Yes, dearheart,” Shay said and ran her fingers through Zoie’s ebony hair. “Yes.” 
 
    Then my resplendent phoenix-wife rolled up on her dainty toes and kissed Zoie full on the mouth in a filthy kiss that had my cock going from Mildly Intrigued to Fully Interested in three heartbeats. 
 
    And then it got even better. 
 
    “Ah!” Zoie cried out as Shay dipped two fingers between the cat-woman’s supple pussy lips. 
 
    “Just feel, my love,” Shay husked out against the sexy cat-woman’s throat, and I couldn’t stop myself from gripping my own throbbing shaft. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I hissed to myself as I stroked my cock. 
 
    “Sh-Shay,” Zoie moaned as the phoenix-woman’s hand moved faster. Her long legs trembled, and Shay had to brace the black-haired beauty with a strong arm around her waist as she rubbed and rubbed and rubbed… 
 
    “Have you ever touched yourself like this?” Shay asked and then nibbled under Zoie’s jaw. 
 
    “Like this?” my cat-wife asked with a shy little huff, and she lowered her own hand to twine in the thatch of crimson curls resting between Shay’s thighs. 
 
    “Yesss, uhhh,” Shay huffed as her pretty eyelids fluttered. “You are a quick study, aren’t you?” 
 
    My hand stroked myself faster as I watched the two beauties pleasure each other in front of me. 
 
    “Uuuhhhh!” Zoie suddenly trembled all over as she came for the first time standing up, and she removed her hand from between Shay’s legs so she could hold on through her climax 
 
    “Yes, dearheart,” Shay breathed as she let the cat-woman sag and quake against her. “Just enjoy it.” 
 
    As nice as this gorgeous display was, I’d had enough of being a passive viewer, so I finally waded out until the hot water was up to my thighs and embraced both women in my arms. 
 
    “You both are incredible,” I rasped out as one hand rubbed soothing circles into Zoie’s lower back while the other massaged the nape of Shay’s neck. 
 
    “We are just fortunate enough to have a husband such as you who has brought all of us together,” Shay said as her full breasts heaved slightly with the quickening of her aroused breathing, and she was too perfect not to kiss the breath out of just then. 
 
    So, that’s what I did while my other wife helped herself to fondling the two of us to her heart’s content. 
 
    Zoie’s hot hand wrapped firmly around my dick, and by the way Shay gasped and sank her teeth into my lower lip, I could tell our feisty cat-lover must have found one of the phoenix-woman’s sensitive rosy nipples. 
 
    “My kn-knees are starting to f-feel like water.” Shay’s breath hitched with the confession, and together Zoie and I supported her as we all waded deeper into the small pool. 
 
    Then the three of us formed a little circle in which Zoie and I held onto each other while Shay reclined between us. 
 
    “My skin feels alive,” I said as sparks of pleasure stirred the lust in my lower belly up to a nice simmer. 
 
    “That’ll be the oils working,” Zoie chuckled and pulled Shay to lay against her chest so she could trail her fingers over the other woman’s collarbones and over her heaving breasts. 
 
    “I wonder…” I said playfully as I hooked the phoenix-woman’s legs over the tops of my shoulders. Then I spread her knees so I could admire the pretty pink shell of her pussy peeking out from the silky red curls. “Gorgeous.” 
 
    Shay’s lower tummy fluttered when my breath cooled her inner thighs. If it was anything similar to the icy menthol sensation tingling my skin wherever the air touched, then I could only imagine how sensitive it would feel in other places. 
 
    Sure enough, when I gently parted her pussy lips with my fingers, Shay shivered and undulated against Zoie. 
 
    “The oils in the water are quite potent,” the cat-woman purred as she lightly scratched a trail down the center of the other woman’s chest and around her belly button. 
 
    “Uh, uh, uhhhh,” Shay huffed as I blew another draft of air over her soft mound. “P-Please.” 
 
    That was all the permission I needed before I eagerly dove in and dragged the flat of my tongue up the musky crease in front of me as if it was a ripe papaya with the sweetest nectar. 
 
    Shay squealed and squirmed in our combined grasp, and it was perfect. 
 
    “Good,” Zoie purred again, and she guided one of Shay’s hands up to clutch at the back of her dark head for extra support as she intensified her massage of the phoenix-woman’s body. “That’s it, let us take care of you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed through my lips right over that sensitive little nub I had been circling, and I felt Shay’s other hand fly down to twist and tangle in my own hair as she tensed and trembled. 
 
    “Oh, oh, A-Aleeeeexxx!” she wailed as I sped up the rhythm in my jaw regardless of the ache that was starting to form. 
 
    I could tell she was just on the brink of her orgasm, so I dipped down lower in order to wriggle my tongue inside her contracting channel while my thumb took over the attention I was giving to her engorged clit. 
 
    This, apparently, was the winning combination, because the next moment my taste buds were saturated with a gush of her essence, and she was crying out her release to the ceiling. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Goddess!” Shay moaned as her thighs clamped, and she mewled out a high-pitched sound as the waves of her climax rolled through her pliant body. “Yessss, oh!” 
 
    “Delicious,” Zoie rumbled in her lower register and swallowed the rest of Shay’s whimpers with a steamy kiss. 
 
    I lowered Shay’s legs off my shoulders, and I was careful to make sure to do it slowly so the scorching water wasn’t a shock to her wrung out system. Then I floated closer and joined Zoie in basking under the phoenix-woman’s lovely afterglow. 
 
    “I love you both so, so much,” Shay finally said as she first looked up at me and then at Zoie. 
 
    The cat-woman lowered her eyes, but a small pleased smile unfurled on her face. “And I love you both. Very much so.” 
 
    “And you both mean the universe to me,” I added in a rough voice. 
 
    Shay and I then continued to follow the cat-woman’s cues as she waded over to the ledge and brought back a tall glass bottle filled with what looked like more oil that she poured into Shay’s palms. 
 
    As if they were both synchronized in their thinking, they each took up a position, one in front of me and one behind, and started massaging the flowery-smelling oil into my aching muscles. 
 
    Zoie worked wonders on my back, shoulders, and neck while Shay stood in front of me and massaged my chest and abs. 
 
    Where the first oil had a tingling and cooling effect, this oil felt like it was heating up gradually the more it was worked in, and for that reason, I nearly hit the roof when Shay’s soft hand wrapped itself tightly around my still stiff cock and stroked. 
 
    “Fuck, baby,” I hissed out, and I concentrated on gripping Shay’s waist and keeping my feet under me so I wouldn’t slip under the surface of the water. 
 
    “I want to see you put this inside our Zoie,” Shay whispered as she twisted on the upward stroke and had me seeing stars. 
 
    “Whatever you want,” I rumbled out and flexed my hips as her strokes sped up. 
 
    “That sounds perfectly wonderful,” my cat-wife sighed as she hooked her chin over my shoulder so she could watch Shay’s handiwork. “Come, let us get more comfortable.” 
 
    I nearly cried when Shay removed her hand, but I was also ready to take this someplace else. My brain was going to start dripping from my ears soon if I didn’t get a chance to bury my cock inside one or both of my tempting and seductive wives here very soon. 
 
    The bed would be ideal, but I could tell all of us were too keyed up to even make it that far, and instead we made good use of the cushioned mats in the sauna. 
 
    Soon, I had Zoie splayed out on her back looking every bit as delectable as a Sunday feast while Shay knelt down next to her prone body and poured more of that warming oil all over her. 
 
    Zoie shivered, and her knees fell open wide on their own as I stroked her toned outer thighs. 
 
    “Please, husband, I can’t take it anymore,” the highly aroused cat-woman gasped as she reached a hand out to claw at my wrist. “Fill me. Stretch me.” 
 
    “Yes, babe, fuck,” I shuddered out, and with slightly shaking fingers, I positioned the engorged head of my throbbing cock at the entrance of her pussy and slowly slid home. “You feel so good.” 
 
    “Feel,” Shay breathed as she reached over and pressed down on Zoie’s lower belly on the next thrust. 
 
    “Ugh!” Zoie moaned, and her back arched clean off the mat when I was fully seated. “Oh, Goddess, I’m almost--!” 
 
    “Oh, baby, I can feel you coming around me already, fuck, that’s hot,” I growled out and jerked forward in tandem with the strong contractions I could feel undulating around my shaft. 
 
    “Keep going!” she suddenly cried with urgency, and I realized she was still orgasming with every kick of my hips. Even when her climax was on the downswing, she urged me on faster and faster until I was practically driving her straight through the sauna floor. “Yes! Oh, ugh, there, there, there, my love. Oh, I can feel you swelling! Give me your seed, husband. Make me full with your strong kits!” 
 
    “Shit,” I said through gritted teeth, and then I pulled out and flipped her over on her stomach. 
 
    “Shay,” she croaked out as she lifted her ass to the air, and her luscious tail drooped to the side. 
 
    “What do you need, love?” the phoenix-woman asked as I soothed Zoie by rubbing her back, and I slipped in again with more of a sedate grind this time instead of the rapid fucking we were doing a moment ago. 
 
    “I need you,” Zoie breathed, and Shay caught on to what she meant and situated herself where the cat-woman wanted her. “I want to try what Alex did to you. Tell me how I compare, I want to do it right.” 
 
    “Oh, l-love,” Shay whimpered as Zoie scooted her closer so she could bury her face between her legs like I did a moment ago. With a thud, the phoenix-woman’s head hit the floor as her eyes rolled back. “I s-stand by what I said. You are a genius learner-- ahh!” 
 
    “Fuck, you two--!” I croaked out and couldn’t prevent my hips from pistoning forward even if I wanted to because the sight of my first wife eating out my second wife was just too goddam perfect. “I’m going to come.” 
 
    My words seemed to be the trigger both of them needed because Shay screamed at the same time as Zoie’s internal muscles clamped down around my cock. 
 
    My climax hit me in that wonderful full-body, cure-the-blind, knock-you-into-next-week sort of way, and I actually roared as the first hot ropes of my sperm squirted out and absolutely coated my cat-wife’s inner walls with a gallon of hot cream. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever experienced an orgasm that strong to date, and I actually lost track of time for just a short second, because the next thing I realized, we were all spooning with Zoie in front of me as my cock softened inside her while Shay was snuggled up against my back. 
 
    “This was needed,” Zoie purred a little while later after we had all dried off. She wiggled her ass a little, and I hissed and gripped her hip so she would be still. 
 
    “I agree,” Shay murmured. “I never want to be parted from either of you ever again.” 
 
    “Never again,” I promised in my shredded voice, and then I reached behind me and brought her hand forward so I could kiss her palm. 
 
    Eventually, the sticky feeling outweighed the comfort of our snuggle session, and we decided to take advantage of what the bath was originally designed for. 
 
    After we all finished cleaning up and redressed, properly this time, Shay was adamant on drinking the kolee Zoie took so much time to prepare. The miracle of the drink was that even having been forgotten to grow cold, it was just as good and energizing like a nitro cold-brew. 
 
    The cat-woman still steered clear of the stuff, however, but when Shay’s stomach ripped out a gnarly rumble, she agreed that maybe she too was just as hungry. 
 
    “We need snacks to regain our strength,” I decided and led the way back down to the scullery. 
 
    “Are you going to make more manswitches?” Shay asked me with a little dance. 
 
    “Sandwiches?” I laughed as I rooted around in the cupboards, but aside from some nuts, seeds, and dried fruits, there wasn’t much of anything. 
 
    “Yes, the Kitchen Sinks you made!” Shay giggled, and I didn’t think it would ever get old for me to see how amused she became every time she mentioned my last culinary creation. 
 
    “I don’t think we have the ingredients for that, sweetheart,” I said and scraped together what I did have so I could make an improvised trail-mix. “But never fear! I’m sure I can whip something up that’s plenty satisfying.” 
 
    After purloining a large wooden bowl, I began chucking all the dried and preserved pantry items together until I had a good mix of something that looked similar to what I was used to. Only, I’d never had what looked like miniature dried cactuses in place of raisins in my munchie mix before. 
 
    Shay really enjoyed it, especially the rose-looking petals I threw in that smelled just like gummy-bears. Zoie, however, only nibbled at the concoction. 
 
    “This is… interesting,” she remarked as she crunched through another mouthful. “I admit, it is more common on Vartha to cure or preserve strips of animal flesh for a quick ‘snack,’ but this is not horrible.” 
 
    “High praise,” I snorted and kissed the side of her head just so I could feel her ear flutter against me. “Oh, I forgot to give this to you.” 
 
    The sketchpad and small case of sharpened charcoals Jenner rustled up for me was still sitting on the table, so I slid it toward the cat-woman with a little smile. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as she reverently picked up the case. 
 
    “I thought you might like a set of this stuff for whenever you want to draw,” I said as I watched her eyes widen like it was Christmas morning. “And also maybe you can help us come up with an official seal for Ithaca. That’s something I’ve been meaning to get to, but I’m pretty terrible at art.” 
 
    “You would like me to…” Zoie faltered as she clutched both the pad and the charcoals close to her chest. “Really?’ 
 
    “I think it’s a lovely idea, dearheart,” Shay said over the rim of her second mug of kolee. 
 
    “I wouldn’t even know what to include,” she responded as she flipped through the blank pages. 
 
    “We can go to the library and see if Jenner can give us a reference guide,” the phoenix-woman suggested. 
 
    “Let’s all go,” I said as I stood up and put my mug in the sink. “I better check in with Jenner as well.” 
 
    “No need!” the man of the hour himself interrupted as he bustled into the kitchen. “I’m afraid I was already on my way to tell you that Madam Midgen moved the Ambassador to a private room and that Mec and Councilman Sha-Kane are on their way to speak with him now. They are in the guest halls on the lower level of the Western Wing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jenner,” I said as I hurriedly pecked both my wives on the head and then jogged out the door. 
 
    At first, I worried I lingered too long with my beautiful wives, but it seemed as if I was right on time when I ran into the Asher Lord of Nata Isle casually leaning against the corridor wall just outside a room I assumed was Ambassador Sskern’s. 
 
    “Alex,” the ram-lord said and clasped my forearm in a solid shake. “How are things?” 
 
    “Good, I’m sorry, were you waiting long?” I asked as I glanced at the closed door. 
 
    “No, the Councilman wanted to talk to Sskern alone first,” he said and shook his shaggy head. “Thank you for finding him. He is a good comrade and a dear friend of mine. I only hate it that he wasn’t found sooner.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    The door opened with a rusty creak, and the imposing osprey-like Councilman entered the corridor. 
 
    I straightened my posture when he fixed his sharp eyes on me. 
 
    “Brightwood,” Sha-Kane intoned in his deep voice. 
 
    “My Lord.” I nodded my head respectfully and then froze when he walked toward me. 
 
    “Rank-Five,” he commented as he examined my Duelist Stone in one of his long-fingered hands. “It appears as if the Goddess has found your Duel with Vane acceptable despite the fact it wasn’t an official Duel.” 
 
    “Then the Goddess must have agreed with me in thinking that the bastard who kidnapped my wife needed to be dealt with, regardless,” I responded in a tone I hoped wasn’t too rigid while still holding my ground. 
 
    I would never apologize for killing Gella Vane. 
 
    Not in a million years. 
 
    Fuck that guy.  
 
    The truth of the matter was, the Asher Council had several protocols when it came down to the finer details of Dueling. A person could choose to duel anyone who publicly disgraced them even over the smallest thing, and if they just whipped up a contract real quick, they could even dictate the parameters on how the Duel was satisfied. 
 
    I should know. 
 
    But somehow, there was nothing written in those “edicts” about straight up stealing another Asher’s wife because the sheer audacity was practically unheard of. 
 
    “It appears you are correct.” The Councilman smirked ever so slightly, and he nodded at me in a way that always seemed as if he could read my thoughts. He held my gaze for another weighted moment and then turned to Mec. “I will need to confer with others in the Inner Council. Be on the lookout for further details. Both of you.” 
 
    I saluted along with Mec with a fist over my heart, and the osprey-man swept away down the vaulted corridors as his majestic blue robes swished behind him. 
 
    “Don’t tell me the Council is doubting the legitimacy of how I killed Vane,” I stated after I was sure Sha-Kane was around the corner. “That guy is so hard to read.” 
 
    “It’s all a little bit in the gray, I’m afraid,” Mec laughed in his rolling thunder way and clasped my shoulder with one of his large hands. “But if you are worried about it, you have no need. There are very few people, if any, that would argue with your right, and if you won’t take my word for it, just ask the people who came out to fight. Come, let us go see the old snake.” 
 
    I followed the horned-man into the Ambassador’s room and smiled when I saw the lizard-man sitting upright and looking a lot more clear-eyed than before. 
 
    “Now, I’ll not have you bothering my patient for too long, you hear?” Madam Midgen said as she fussed with the pillows behind Sskern’s back. 
 
    “We will only be a moment, Madam,” Mec said with his amicable voice and genial grin as he made himself comfortable on the side of Sskern’s bed, looked him in the eye, and clasped him carefully on the shoulder. “Where have you been, my old friend?” 
 
    “Gavlain,” Sskern rasped as his grin stretched wide. “I think Gella Vane is responsible for the destruction of the sacred stair, and the origin of the mysterious alloy you showed me.” 
 
    Mec inhaled sharply and glanced at the bat-woman. 
 
    “His head still be a mite fuddled,” Midgen explained as she wet a cloth and put it against the reptile man’s head. “There be infection in his blood.” 
 
    “I think you may have found that out already, Sskern,” I said and pulled up a small chair from the corner. “Remember? We pulled you out of a pretty nasty torture trap.” 
 
    “Alex Brightwood!” The lizard-man grinned, and then his eyes went a little foggy as he tried to connect my words in a way that made sense. “I remember… oh, yes, that’s right… the metal he was using to experiment with. I found a series of tunnels that were probably an ancestral tomb at one point, but they were desecrated to make way for some sick laboratory. There were monsters!” 
 
    Sskern gasped and made as if he wanted to leap out of the bed again, but Mec and I both made sure he stayed in bed. 
 
    “Alex Brightwood!” he said again as if he forgot I was there. “My friend! I saw you when I was coming out of the darkness. Thank you for your guiding light.” 
 
    “Um, you’re--” Before I could finish, Sskern dipped his head twice on either side of my face as if he was bowing to each one of my shoulders. 
 
    “You will definitely love Terr when you come with me back to report on my findings,” he said as he let Mec and I settle him back against the pillows. 
 
    “Sure, big fella,” I said as I glanced at Mec. “Why don’t you just get better, and I’ll go wherever you want.” 
 
    “It is a deal, my smooth-fleshed comrade,” he said as he relaxed back into the bed and let Madam Midgen ply him with that smelly tea she gave everyone under her care. 
 
    “Rest up, Sskern,” the ram-lord said and stood up from the bed. “I am glad you are able to fight the Darkness another day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he grunted as the tea started to work its magic, and he started to drift off to the grip of his fever. 
 
    “Now, it’s time for my patient to rest,” the medicine woman said as she made shooing motions to the both of us. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of the Ambassador, Madam, expect a bequeathment on my behalf,” Mec announced formally. 
 
    “Ah, don’t bother with all that, you know I never accept anyway,” she said as she escorted us into the corridor. 
 
    “But it never stops me from offering, you stubborn woman,” he chuckled in his deep voice. 
 
    She tsked again but gave him a fond smile as she shut the door on us. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad he’s in good hands,” the ram-lord sighed. 
 
    “Yeah…” I said and then raised my eyebrows. “So, did you want to go check out the--” 
 
    “Yes,” he blurted out with an almost feral grin. “Let’s go find that secret underground laboratory the Ambassador mentioned.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The heat from the thermal caves was nearly blistering when Gavlain and I finally made our way into the bowels of Monger Manor. 
 
    “No insult meant by this,” the ram-lord started as we edged around the boiling pools of water. “But if you really keep this place, I have some suggestions to make it less creepy.” 
 
    “Trust me, I am all ears,” I replied. “Is it just me, or weren’t these pools a lot less ‘boil the flesh off your bones’ the last time we were here for the Tithing Ceremony?” 
 
    “You are correct.” Mec frowned as he paused and gazed around the cavernous chamber. “This is worrying. It’s like there is something causing the natural springs under the mountain to overheat. This could spell disaster.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “How?” 
 
    “Monger Manor sits on top of a thermal vent that is essentially Nata Isle’s most volatile volcano,” he replied like Bill Nye the fucking Doom Science Guy. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Soooo, are we safe, or?” 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” he said with another mild smile and wiped the sweat off his brow. “We need to figure out what’s making the mountain overheat, or it could blow.” 
 
    “Suuuuper,” I remarked. 
 
    “Let’s try the tunnels to at least get out of this heat,” the ram-lord suggested and gestured to one of the dark tunnels toward the back. 
 
    “I’m game,” I said as I tugged at the collar of my tunic. 
 
    We both hurried into the narrow tunnels that connected to the main chamber, and I gasped in relief at the cool air buffeting my sweaty and scorched face. 
 
    “Sskern was right,” Mec murmured after he plucked a long brown hair from his head and watched it blow in some mysterious draft. “There has to be another passage hidden here.” 
 
    “Isn’t this the way we came in for the Ceremony?” I asked as the dark stone walls struck me as familiar. 
 
    “Yes, let us follow the breeze,” Mec said as he continued to hold his curly hair aloft and began walking in the direction the breeze was coming from. 
 
    When the hair suddenly changed direction, we both knew we had to be close to whatever crack in the wall was causing the draft. The ram-lord dropped the hair, and it floated to the ground as he walked closer to the wall with his hands outstretched to feel for the faint wind whistling somewhere nearby. 
 
    “I think it’s coming from over here,” I said as I tilted my head in order to hear the whistling. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a gap barely a millimeter thick in the dense rock wall that the air was whispering through. 
 
    “Excellent, Alex,” Mec praised as he ran his fingers over the crack. 
 
    “Now, how do we open it?” I asked, and I looked all over for some sort of discreet lever or pressure pad to unlock the passage. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but if it is locked with magic, which I’m sure it is, then this might do the trick,” he said before he took a breath, and then the atmosphere made the hair stand up on my arms as it heralded the summoning of the Asher Lord’s commanding Voice. “Open.” 
 
    Nothing happened at first, but before I could say anything, he put a finger up to his lips. 
 
    The whistling was gone, and in its place was a slight hissing noise from the falling dust as the wall vibrated. Then, with a deep grinding sound, the panel of stone in front of us rose upward to reveal a huge chamber that immediately lit up with glow stones when we walked inside. 
 
    “Mercedes be,” I breathed as I took in the rows of large glass capsules lining the walls. All of them were smashed in the middle as if whatever was being kept inside had broken free, and a dried tacky substance coated the floor and stuck to the soles of our boots. 
 
    “Vane certainly was busy,” Mec said as he walked around the huge space, and he came to stop at the creepy surgical-like table where large splatters of blood had dried and streaked the floor black. “This seems to be the problem.” 
 
    “The blood?” I asked, and I followed the ram-lord’s finger as he pointed toward the drain in the stone floor. 
 
    “If enough of it was spilled, it might have contaminated the springs,” he said as he reached around and retrieved a crystal vial of something from his armored belt. When he saw me watching him, he smirked. “The benefits of having an Order Deaconess for a wife. This is blessed Ocean water, the purest of the pure.” 
 
    I nodded as I watched him empty the contents of the vial down the stone drain. 
 
    Instantly, the drain gurgled and burped, and a sudden puddle of dark green bubbled to the surface. 
 
    “Woah!” I jumped back just as Mec danced away as well, and we continued to move away from the growing pool of liquid. 
 
    Luckily, the toxic sludge stopped before we ran out of room to back away, and the hazardous waste eventually started to drain again. In the wake of the retreating ooze, several glinting metal pieces were left behind, and they shone against the dark, wet floor. 
 
    “It looks as if Gella was in a hurry to dispose of the evidence of his use of the alloy,” the ram-lord said, and he prodded a few shards with the toe of his boot. 
 
    “I still don’t know exactly what this metal stuff does other than attract demons and apparently turn ordinary creatures into demonic minions,” I said as I examined the shiny debris. 
 
    “I’m sure Ambassador Sskern will fill you in more as he plans the trip you two are planning on taking back to Terr,” Mec said with a grin as he carefully scooped a small metal piece into the now-empty glass vial. “Here, you can give this to him when you see him next.” 
 
    “You know I just said that to him to get him to relax, right?” I took the corked glass tube and tucked it away. “Besides, he probably won’t even remember once he’s no longer strung out from his fever.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so hasty to dismiss such an invitation,” he said as we both decided to get out of the stinking laboratory and head back for the large space full of heated springs. “After all, Sskern greeted you with the ‘tok,’ which is a symbol of great respect and trust among Terrans of high nobility.” 
 
    “You mean that bow thing?” I asked when I recalled the way Sskern dipped his head toward each of my shoulders. Then the rest of the ram-lord’s words caught up with me. “Wait, nobility?” 
 
    “The Ambassador is the younger brother to Terr’s Regent Asher, Sskorn,” he revealed as he glanced at me over his broad shoulder. “Because of how Terrans’ eyes are positioned more to the sides of their elongated heads, trusting someone enough to momentarily block the path of their vision is a huge gesture indeed. Especially because this was the favored method of most assassinations of high-ranked Ashers before Terr split into two factions.” 
 
    “So if Sskern’s brother is just a ‘regent,’ then who is the Asher Lord?” I asked as we made it back out into the corridor. 
 
    “Their father who has been ailing for quite some time,” he answered. “Regent Sskorn has been commanding Terr for over ten seasons while his younger brother has taken on the role of the select few lucky enough to be Ambassadors. Terrans are a suspicious race by nature. They have some very strong cultural customs, and almost never allow outsiders access to their lands.” 
 
    “All the more reason it sounds like I should not go,” I said even though the prospect of traveling to other islands was a little intriguing. 
 
    A lot intriguing. 
 
    “It is your right to refuse, if you so wish,” Mec said as we found our way back to the main chamber. The pools were still bubbling, but they looked like harmless jacuzzi tubs instead of vats ready to boil my bones white. “However, everyone-- including the Terran Councilman and his two wives-- witnessed the prowess you displayed by holding up your shield the longest during the Tithing Ceremony.” 
 
    “And that means… what exactly?” I questioned as a familiar feeling bloomed within me like every other time Gavlain was going to be deliberately vague or obtuse with information. 
 
    “The Terrans value strength above all else, so the invitation would be well-met.” He grinned innocently, but I narrowed a glare at him. 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re being cryptic about this?” I asked. “You’re always cryptic and vague, and you keep promising me answers, but--” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Mec chuckled and placated me with a gesture of his big hand. “You are overdue for an explanation for a lot of things, but the former estate of Gella Vane and his army of minion spies is not the place.” 
 
    Then the ram-lord glanced around the creepy underground corridors we were traversing in a “the-walls-have-ears” type of way, and I cast my eyes to the ceiling as the prickly feeling of possibly being monitored itched down my spine. 
 
    Even if we really did kill all of Vane’s spies, who was to say the buck stopped there? 
 
    “I suppose you get a pass, but only this time,” I grumbled. “Only because Horus and I recently came across another minion creature hidden in the walls of this place.” 
 
    “Oh?” the ram-lord queried as we continued to climb the crazy staircases that led us out of the thermal caves. 
 
    “Yeah, at first I was hoping it was guarding the other half of that… erm, thing you gave me,” I hedged. “Still no luck on that by the way.” 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “What was the creature guarding, instead?” 
 
    “This weird pedestal thing that looks like a giant electrode,” I said. 
 
    “What is a ‘lectoad?’” Mec asked. “Some sort of animal?”  
 
    “No, an electrode is something where… how can I put this?” I frowned for a moment. “It’s something a source of power can flow through. Sort of.” 
 
    Man, it was hard to try to describe what little I knew about electricity to a person who had no concept of it. 
 
    “Hm, and I am assuming the power source is what the creature was guarding?” he mused. 
 
    “Probably, but it wasn’t there, whatever it is,” I said as we mounted the last staircase. “Do you know of anything that acts like a power source? How do glow stones work?” 
 
    “Omite stones have their own internal power source, but it takes very large ones to actually be considered capable of powering things other than themselves,” the ram-lord answered. “Was this electrode big?” 
 
    “Not really,” I replied. “I mean, whatever the power source is, I could easily carry it in my hands, so that doesn’t sound like what you describe.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” he snorted. “The Omite stones that generate power are often as large as houses. What you describe is intriguing, and I will look into the matter.” 
 
    “Do you think it could be related to the weird alloy thing?” I asked as we finally entered the main hall of the manor. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” the ram-lord said and shook his horned head. “It wouldn’t be prudent to overlook the connection. You did well, my friend.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned as he clasped me on the shoulder, but then my smile dropped when his noble face took on a serious expression. 
 
    “I did not like seeing you like that-- a hair’s breadth from death,” he said, and I suddenly felt like shifting my feet under his weighted gaze. 
 
    “I didn’t know you saw that…” I faltered. “But I’m okay, I promise.” 
 
    “Make sure you remain that way,” he intoned, and then he did something that took me completely off guard. He pulled me in and gave me a brief hug, and then he leaned back with his normal jovial smile in place. “I had already thought Sskern was doomed, and then I arrived only to see you next to the fountain. I am glad I have been Blessed to keep both of my friends.” 
 
    I was initially shocked with the gesture, but given who Gavlain was, a bunny-rabbit under that lion’s roar, it made perfect sense. 
 
    So, I took it for the deep respect it was and saluted with a fist over my heart. 
 
    “I consider you a good friend, too, Gavlain,” I said with a matching smile. “And if you really think I should go to Terr, then I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” he chuckled. 
 
    A muted trumpeting noise sounded, and both Gavlain and I rolled our eyes at the pseudo-doorbell Gella had managed to rig. None of us could figure out how to shut it off. 
 
    Similar to the gates around Ithaca, the gates around the manor detected people coming and going, and somehow the deranged owl man managed to implant this ostentatious fanfare every time someone crossed the threshold. So far, the only benefit it had was it was apparently keyed to me now that I’d absorbed his rank and assets, which meant the gates only let in people I trusted, but still. 
 
    It was fucking annoying, and it went on foreverrrrr. 
 
    “It appears you have some guests,” Gavlain said after the obnoxious trumpets finally stopped. 
 
    “I better go see who’s out in the stables.” I nodded. 
 
    “I am going to drop in on the old snake one more time, but then I must attend to the citizens of Gatetown and of the treachery of its latest Magistrate,” the ram-lord said with a weary sigh. “It appears as if the man was hoarding tithe stones from his people in order to keep experimenting with his minions. He also has an unprecedented access to demon essence in vaults and caches all over the city, which has just been a joy to deal with, let me tell you.” 
 
    “The essence is the dust the dead demons leave behind, right?” I queried. 
 
    “Yes.” Gavlain grimaced as if he’d just drank a Diet Coke. “It is highly illegal to combine with Alchemy.” 
 
    “But there’s so much of it lying around after a Red Sky,” I said. “How are people not running amok and using it like Gella?” 
 
    “Because exposure to it makes you crazy, as Vane so aptly demonstrated,” he said as we walked out to the front of the Manor. “It is disposed of by the Traders. They are somehow immune to the effects of essence and use it to fortify their wandering atolls so the Tide beasts in the Ocean dismiss or ignore them. The Council has a mutually beneficial accord with them, so that means they get our brandies, nectars, women, and natural beast-repellant, and we get access to their trained concubines and free essence removal.” 
 
    “Somehow, your tone gives me the impression you don’t think this is as great as it’s been made out to be,” I observed and cocked my head at him as we descended the long stairs. 
 
    “It’s this mutual accord that also makes it so the Traders are outside of Asher Law.” The ram-lord scowled and slowed to a stop once he and I reached the bottom of the stairs. Then he was silent for a moment, and he fixed his bronze gaze over the sprawling metropolis of Gatetown as if far away in thought. “My second wife, Breeta, came to me from the Traders.” 
 
    “At an auction?” I ventured and sensed this was something Marty McFly would deem Heavy. 
 
    “I come from a family of Traditionalists who prefer to acquire their wives through the Duelist Rite or through beneficial alliances, so before Breeta, there were no concubines who warmed my bed, and there has not been since,” he said in a distant and melancholy voice that had me transfixed. “I was at an auction with Sha-Kane who was not yet a Councilman at the time. He had a particular taste for concubines and wanted to celebrate his most recent successful Duel, so I came to an Auction with him. I had been to the Auctions before, of course, but it wasn’t until I saw Breeta that I ever bothered to bid.” 
 
    “What changed your mind about her?” I asked. 
 
    “Natavian women are quite expressive and vibrant,” Gavlain said with a slow smile as if the frost of the past was thawing slightly. “I’m sure you have noticed this with your own Natavian wife, Shale-Lea.” 
 
    It was true. Where Zoie was inclined to have more of an inner vibrancy she only shared with those closest to her, Shay was the epitome of a person who wore their heart on their sleeve for all to see. 
 
    “Yeah, I can understand.” I grinned back. 
 
    “Then you must also understand what a shock it would be to see the flame of that life nearly extinguished and your beloved turned into a mere husk right before your eyes,” he stated, and just picturing Shay’s bright eyes dulled to a darker and more desolate shade of green cinched my chest with a pang of sadness. 
 
    “It would be a tragedy,” I said honestly. 
 
    “It was like watching a slow death, and even though I did not honorably acquire this woman, I knew that if she was chosen by someone cruel, she would have been lost,” he sighed and resumed walking to the large stables. “It is seldom talked about, especially by the women, but it is obvious the way the Traders treat their ‘livestock’ is horrifying, and there is nothing the Council can do about it. Or rather nothing they want to do about it. Regardless, it was the last time I ever went to the Auctions.” 
 
    “But…” I bit my lip in hesitation at first because I didn’t want to assume. “The first time I saw you was in the Village Square, and I was pretty sure you were surrounded by beautiful women I thought were a part of your harem.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, those would have been some of the ladies who were demonstrating their Ceremonial dances to me before the Blue Night Gala,” Gavlain chuckled. 
 
    “So, you only have two wives,” I said as more and more pieces of the Asher Lord fell into place. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “There was a time when I had three, but she sadly perished during childbirth along with the baby.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, I’m sorry,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” the ram-lord responded with the wisdom of having experienced first-hand how time heals deep wounds. “And now I have been Blessed tenfold. I am content with my life and my loves as they are. At least for the moment.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said as we finished traversing the downhill sloping walk that led to the large stables. 
 
    When we approached, we came upon the whole crew from Ithaca, and there were even some familiar faces from Icarian like Nevra the badger-woman and her mousy big-eared chamber girl, Noona. They were all being debriefed by Horus, Anwaar, and Amaya on Monger Manor Safety 101. 
 
    “… In summary, the entire North Wing on the main floor is completely off limits, but the West Wing is cleared for guests,” Horus was saying as the Asher Lord and I sauntered up. The falcon-man winked at us, but he continued on without breaking stride despite a lot of the waitstaff, especially from Icarian, ogling the ram-lord. “Be advised, Madam Midgen has a special guest convalescing in one of the West Rooms. You will do best to listen to what she says because the majority of you are here to assist her with the patients in the East Wing Dining Hall that has temporarily been converted into a hospital.” 
 
    “Thank you all for coming to help, by the way,” I interjected and made eye-contact with the fifteen-or-so people assembled before me. “Please let me or Mr. Jenner know if you need anything.” 
 
    “And be alert, always,” Anwaar said as she brushed her shining autumn hair back over one shoulder. “This is Monger Manor, and it is still riddled with traps, so if you see any glowing runes, do not touch them, and get Horus or me immediately.” 
 
    “Also, if there is any type of emergency, congregate in the main vault in the Lower Chamber,” I added. “Zoie painted signs on the walls leading to the shelter, so pay attention to them wherever you are in the Manor to orient yourselves. It’s easy to get turned around in there. Just stay out of the off-limits areas, and you all should be fine.” 
 
    There was a collective multitude of nods, which made Horus grin and clap his hands together once. 
 
    “Excellent!” He then swiveled toward Mec and me and nodded a little bow. “My Lords. Alright, friends, this way! Arvid, you, too, buddy. We’ve been needing a good chef around here for days, so how about some stew, Big Boy?” 
 
    “Fooooood hereee,” the mild-mannered sloth-man droned as he dragged an Arvid-sized wheelbarrow full of packaged meats, crates of produce and cooking supplies, and a couple sacks of flour for good measure. 
 
    “You’re a life-saver,” I said to the gentle giant and patted him on one of his shaggy tree trunk-like arms as he passed. 
 
    “Suuuure,” Arvid said with a slow blink and a placid smile. “Life saaaaaverrrr…” 
 
    Then he shuffled off to follow the procession into the manor. 
 
    “Mr. Alex, good to see you!” Bodin said as he adjusted his ever-present painter’s cap and pulled the strap of his pack up higher on his back. “Did you get the kolee my brother sent?” 
 
    “I did, thank you, both.” I smiled and nodded to the shorter of the two raccoon-brothers. “I know it wasn’t easy to build a greenhouse from scratch and fix up the mill so we could have this in time for the festival, but you did great, and the kolee tasted awesome.” 
 
    “Glad you like it,” Mel said in his gravelly voice. “We are happy to fill in wherever necessary.” 
 
    “Which won’t be hard given how adamant Vela was in her letters about what needs to be done around the place,” Bodin chimed in with a smile that was just a shade lovesick if someone knew what to look for. 
 
    Which I did. 
 
    “You and Vel-Rala were exchanging letters, huh?” I leered and punched him lightly on his shoulder. “Was it like a ‘please-honey-do-this’ letter? I bet you can’t wait to start fixing up the place for her. ‘Putting up shelves’ and stuff.” 
 
    I knew it was a stupid innuendo that only I would know because of where I came from, so I was surprised when Amaya, who had mostly been in her own world until now, snorted and darted her eyes away when our gazes collided. 
 
    “Well…” Bodin faltered slightly as he glanced between the blushing oryx-woman and me. He smiled a puzzled smile as if he knew what we were up to but didn’t mind he wasn’t in on the joke. “She did in fact mention she would be in need of new shelves in the cellar.” 
 
    And, before my brain could even follow up with the quintessential overused joke of the century, Amaya beat me to the punch like a champ. 
 
    “Cellar? Hardly even know her,” she said in her somewhat accented speech and then pressed two fingers to her lips as if she just burped in public. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to channel you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I willed my laughter back as hard as I could, but I almost lost the battle when I glanced at Mec’s Scooby Doo, Ruh-Roh-Raggy expression. 
 
    “Yes, well, Vela’s only been with us for a short time, but already I feel as if I know her quite well--” Bodin chattered and probably would have gone on had it not been for Mel who dragged him along by the arm. 
 
    “Alright, you lovesick fool, let’s get you in to see your lady,” Mel teased and steered his brother toward the walkway where everyone else had already gone. “Lords, and Lady.” 
 
    Then the two raccoon-brothers hurried to catch up with the rest. 
 
    “Hey, where’s--?” I turned around in search for my missing foster-son, and the only person left unaccounted for. 
 
    “Here’s Lightning, Lord Asher,” Rylan mumbled with his eyes downcast as he held out the reins of Gavlain’s jet-black canterfly. 
 
    “Thank you, lad,” the ram-lord said, and the moment he took the reins, Rylan whipped around on his heels and booked it back into the stables. 
 
    “That was strange,” I said to no one in particular, but I put that on hold for a second. “Sorry about him. I hope he wasn’t rude. I have a feeling it has to do with me.” 
 
    “Do not fret.” Mec patted me on the shoulder and then mounted the black-winged butterfly-pegasus. “It is the struggle of the age. I remember what it was like, and I do not fault him. I will only wish you luck.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed but then grinned when something struck me. “At least he’s not a girl, though. Imagine when they get older.” 
 
    Gavlain chuckled along with me at first, but then his expression dropped into one of dawning horror. 
 
    “I have a girl,” he whispered as his eyes closed. “I may be doomed.” 
 
    “I will only wish you luck with that one,” I parroted and patted Lightning’s flank. 
 
    “You betray me,” the ram-lord said with a mock glare and then smiled at Amaya when she started to giggle sweetly. “Sister. I wish you well.” 
 
    “Goodbye, brother,” she said with a mischievous smirk, and we both watched the Asher Lord launch into the sky on his black mount. 
 
    “Sorry about the ‘breadcrumbs’ thing again,” the oryx-woman said as she twirled a finger around one of her platinum ringlets. “When you are near, sometimes you resonate so strongly I can’t help myself.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said and drifted closer to her as if pulled by gravity. “I think it’s kind of cool.” 
 
    “Good,” she whispered, and she tilted her head back as my lips hovered closer. 
 
    I was just about to close the distance between us when she suddenly winced and rubbed her forehead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s of sorrow and shame,” she said as her rain-colored eyes flashed the barest hint of silver, and she looked at the stables. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Rylan. 
 
    What was I going to do with that kid? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Amaya and I decided to hopefully catch up later, and she went up the hill back toward the Manor while I entered the stables in search of Rylan. 
 
    Even though these stables were even bigger than the ones at Icarian, it wasn’t hard to find him. All I had to do was follow the angry mutters floating back from one of the stalls, and there he was roughly brushing Prosper’s flank with a stiff-haired brush as he chastised himself for things I couldn’t really hear. 
 
    Alex-person? Is you? Prosper’s pidgin-speak voice entered my brain through the thread of our metal bond. 
 
    Hey, Props, how are you? I asked. 
 
    Is good! But Alex-person’s Rylie is upset. I do not know why. 
 
    That’s okay, I got it from here, I beamed back. 
 
    “I’m just… stupid I guess,” Rylan finally finished the tirade he was on and sighed as he slowed his brushing. 
 
    “Hey, what did I say about that kind of talk?” I finally made my presence known and came fully into the stall. 
 
    Rylan jumped sky-high and dropped the wooden brush as he spun around. 
 
    “I-- I--” he stammered horribly and then snatched the brush up from the ground so he could wring it between his hands. He swallowed hard and then tried again. “I-- I was--” 
 
    It wasn’t really any better the second time around, so I stepped forward, took the poor abused brush out of Rylan’s hands, cast it aside, and then placed both hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “What’s going on, kiddo?” I asked and ducked so I could try and make eye-contact with him, but he kept his gaze firmly on the ground, so I stepped back a little. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    At this, his brown eyes snapped up to me, and his mouth dropped open. 
 
    “No!” he gasped. “Never!”  
 
    “Then what’s wrong?” I pried again. 
 
    “I never even said goodbye!” he blurted out. “You were going to make me stay behind anyway, and I was angry at you because of it so I avoided you. I changed my mind, but before I could catch you, you left to go save Shay, which made me feel even worse, and then I found out you actually almost died, and you know, I just…” 
 
    The distraught stable-boy had taken to pacing as he revved himself up into a miserable dervish of self-flagellation, and I just had to snag him by the sleeve to get him to stop. 
 
    “I’m fine, Ry, see?” I gripped his chin so he would actually look at me. “I’m not dead.” 
 
    “And you’re not… disappointed?” he asked and bit his lip. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I said. “I needed you at Ithaca. And from what I heard, you did well to hold down the fort.” 
 
    Finally, Rylan smiled a bit, but when I smiled back, his face crumpled, so I brought him in for a rough hug. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t die,” he sniffled against my shoulder. 
 
    “Same, kid,” I said as we parted, and I scrubbed my hand through his mop of shaggy hair. “Oh, one more thing. I was hoping you could fix this for me.” 
 
    I reached into my pocket, pulled out the small carved pendant, and held it out to him. 
 
    “You still have it?” he asked as he examined the little work of art sitting in his palm. 
 
    “Of course, I do.” I grinned and ruffled his hair once more. “It’s lucky. So, what do you think? Can you fix it?” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” he said and stashed the pendant away in his trouser pocket. 
 
    “Great, now, let me help you with the rest of Prosper’s tack,” I said as I busied myself with the straps of his three-seater saddle. “Hey, good thinking by bringing the extended saddle this trip just in case.” 
 
    “The-- oh,” Rylan said as he worked on the canterfly’s harness. “I didn’t even realize I grabbed that one. Odd.” 
 
    “Hm,” I grunted as I removed the ungainly saddle and hung it up on the designated wooden peg. 
 
    Is Gelf! Prosper FM beamed into my head, and I glanced at the orange and black butterfly-pegasus. 
 
    What? I responded. 
 
    Before he could answer me, Rylan derailed my train of thought when he asked a question, but I completely missed it due to the fact I was glaring at the saddle like it was one of those “What’s Wrong” picture puzzles in a Highlights magazine. 
 
    Something about the saddle was fucky, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
    “You are Magistrate now, aren’t you?” Rylan asked in a way that meant it was probably the second go around with this question. 
 
    “Hah, no.” I turned back to Prosper and removed the saddle pad so it could air out as well. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Well, you killed Vane, and Vane was Magistrate of Gatetown before you.” He shrugged like it was just that simple. “Don’t Duelists just inherit everything from the last person they kill?” 
 
    “Assets and property, yes,” I said as we both got Prosper situated with some fresh water and hay next. “But according to Mr. Jenner, there’s a bit more involved with becoming a magistrate.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked, and he then got the hoof-pick so he could clean Prosper’s hooves. 
 
    “Apart from joining that club thing Archus was a part of-- which sounds boring as hell-- I don’t know,” I snorted as I also pulled out some ash roots from the crate stacked on the other side of the stable. “To be honest, I might have fallen asleep when Jenner was doing his lecture thing. In any case, I really don’t want to be Magistrate of Gatetown anyway.” 
 
    ‘Shroots! Prosper “hollered” over the bond, and I laughed while he slurped up the purple carrot-thing with his alien coiled muzzle. 
 
    “I try not to fall asleep when Jenner talks, too,” Rylan snickered as he tidied away the tools. “Okay, so if you’re not gonna be Magistrate, are you still going to host the Mid-Crescent Ball like Vane was planning to?” 
 
    “What do you mean? What Ball? Am I responsible for something I don’t know about again?” I interrogated as we walked out of the stables. 
 
    “Well, yeah, probably,” he said and was absolutely No Help. “You’re the famous Asher Brightwood, Dad. People want to get to know you, so even if you won’t be the Magistrate, everyone will probably want you to put on the ball just to get a glimpse of you. Talk of the isle is Vane was a crazy tyrant hoarding tithe stones.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me hosting a ball?”  
 
    “You’re Gatetown’s hero,” he said as if the fact was obvious. “I’m pretty sure you won’t be able to get out of this one.” 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure, you won’t be able to get out of this!” I said, and then I pounced on him and put him in a headlock. 
 
    “Daaaaaad!” he wailed, which only made me laugh maniacally. 
 
    “Go ahead, get out of my hold,” I challenged, and I laughed even more when he wriggled ineffectively in my grip like a hooked trout until he tired himself out. 
 
    “I can’t,” he huffed in his bent over posture. “You’re too strong.” 
 
    “Actually, there is an easy way to escape no matter how strong I am,” I said. 
 
    “How?” he asked in a muffled voice. 
 
    “First, you’re going to want to wrap your left arm around the back of my waist so you can grab my opposite hip,” I instructed and waited for him to do as I said. “Then you’re going to step in toward me with your right foot between my legs like you are trying to twist out of my arm and face me. When I try to follow, you’re going to pull my hip with your left hand and with your right you’re going to grab under my left knee and lift.” 
 
    “At the same time?” he questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, in one fluid motion,” I said, and then I let him go and straightened. “If you do it fast enough, the element of surprise should be enough to free you, especially because anybody who’s dumb enough to do this has obviously underestimated you. Try it on me, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Rylan fixed his baggy shirt and brushed the hair out of his eyes as he scrutinized me in concentration. Then he came up behind me like I did to him and hooked me in a headlock with his right arm. 
 
    “And, grab, step, pull, and lift!” I did the steps as I said them in half-time so that when he inevitably lost his balance, I was able to catch him so he didn’t land on his ass. “See?” 
 
    “That was incredible!” he gasped. “Okay, do it to me!” 
 
    I laughed at his enthusiasm, and then he and I spent the next twenty minutes or so rough housing until he was able to mostly squirm free of my hold. 
 
    “Skra!” a familiar caw sounded overhead as the dusty little gold-seeker moth circled excitedly overhead. 
 
    “Roofus!” I called and held out my wrist so the yellow crow-moth could perch on his four fuzzy legs. “How are you, buddy?” 
 
    “Skra! Skra!” the little guy cawed and nuzzled under my hand when I petted him. 
 
    “What’s up?” Rylan asked, and I shrugged when Roofus then launched off my hand again and flew toward the Manor. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think he wants us to follow him,” I said and then shoved the kid’s shoulder. “Race you!” 
 
    The two of us raced after the crow-moth as he led us up to the Manor and directly to the library on the main floor. 
 
    “Skra!” Roofus cawed as he flapped around like he was caught in a hurricane. 
 
    “Calm down, you impossible creature, you’re getting my desk all dusty,” Jenner’s voice floated from the center of the library where a circular desk was situated and piled high with books the koala-archivist was in the middle of cataloging. 
 
    “Ka-Kaw!” the gold-seeker replied and twirled in a rapid corkscrew. This had the effect of causing even more of his fine gold dust to drift through the shafts of afternoon light beaming in through the dazzling skylights, and Jenner huffed. 
 
    “At least you managed to do one thing I’ve asked and brought me Alex,” he grumbled as he used a rag to dust off the maroon leather book in front of him. 
 
    “How goes it, Mr. Jenner?” I asked as I leaned my hip against the desk while Rylan ventured off for something to occupy himself. 
 
    “Splendid, sir,” the koala-man replied as he opened said book with a crack of its freshly-bound spine. “I am glad you came. I have just finished abridging the collective data on forging with herald cores. It is condensed and categorized starting with herald core types red-through-violet, followed by which metals are best in combination with that particular core.” 
 
    “Can you drop a refresher course on me real fast?” I requested as I turned the book around to face me, and I flipped to a page with a block of inked text that looked like it would make me cross-eyed with boredom if I tried to read it all in one sitting. 
 
    And that was just the first page. 
 
    “Red and orange cores are the most common of herald cores dropped by the demon Scourge,” Jenner said as he eagerly rocked up on the balls of his feet and made the stool he was standing on wobble a hair. “The next tier are yellow and green cores, which are a little more uncommon, and finally the third tier of the blue and violet variety, which are, of course, rare.” 
 
    “Right, that sounds familiar,” I said. “Is there anything in here about why my herald blade with the blue core from Shay’s headpiece only lasted me three hits before it disintegrated? I thought only the core ran out of power, but the entire blade collapsed into dust.”  
 
    I was still miffed about that mostly because the sword itself was given to me by Zoie, and it was given to her by her mother. 
 
    The significance wasn’t lost on me. 
 
    “What was the etching on the blade after it was forged?” Jenner asked. “What shape did it take?” 
 
    “A circle,” I began to say but then paused. “Wait, that’s wrong. It started out as a triangle just at the base of the blade and then changed to a circle and finally a half-moon when I used it for the last time.” 
 
    “And the core was blue, correct?” the koala-man clarified, and I nodded. “Yes, it seems as if there is an inverse correlation involved. The more powerful or rare a core is, the more limited it is in usage. The shapes denote how many times a herald’s attributes can be called upon during battle, so when it started as a triangle with three sides, that meant you had three uses until the core burned out.” 
 
    “So, if it had been a square, I would have had four chances,” I gathered. 
 
    “Exactly so,” he confirmed as he tweaked his monocle. “But typically blue and violet stones only have about one to two uses, so the fact yours had three was quite special.” 
 
    “All the more reason why I’m upset it’s gone,” I said. “Why is that by the way?” 
 
    “The rare types use up a lot of power all at once instead of steadily over time like the common ones, and even the strongest forged metal is typically not equipped to withstand that strain,” Jenner continued. “Red and orange cores typically do not leave behind a sigil after they are forged because they last indefinitely.” 
 
    “And what are the attributes of the common ones?” I asked. 
 
    “Red’s attributes are strength and value of adaptability.” He looked upward as if he was reading complicated quadratic equations off the whiteboard in his mind. “Orange cores usually deal with values of speed and flexibility. You will need a gifted alchemist in order to do an assessment on specifics because you can only determine the value when the forging process has been completed.” 
 
    “So, you can’t tell which ones are the best if you have several of the same type,” I noted out loud for my own benefit. “And I can’t just add more of the same type or otherwise to one weapon because bad things happen.” 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” the koala-archivist said as he tucked his furry hands into the pockets of his blue coat. “The theory behind it is vague at best, but the cores seem to have violent reactions just when merged, never mind forging. In fact, the reason why this used to be outlawed in the first place was due to an inordinately high loss of lives of Alchemical Metallurgists whenever the attempt was made.” 
 
    “Darkhell,” I said as I thumbed through a section with hand drawn diagrams. “Jenner, did you even use colored ink?” 
 
    “Well, of course, I did,” he replied, and he wasn’t even perturbed by my sudden change in topic. “I take a deep pride in my work.” 
 
    “Remind me to pay you extra somehow,” I commented, and then I frowned as something occurred to me. “Wait, before you said combining herald cores ‘used to be outlawed,’ implying they are not anymore. What happened? Am I going to go to Asher jail if I make an illegal lightsaber, or what?” 
 
    “I do not know what a lightsaber is, but here is where our old friend Tovish has come to our aid yet again,” he said with a fond smile that crinkled the corners of his wizened eyes. “After the Uprisings, the official laws were burnt up in the infraction, so according to Tovish’s annotations, this is a law that is not really written in law anymore.” 
 
    “I love loopholes!” I said with a big grin as I closed the book with a snap, hopped off the desk, and tucked the handbook into the back of my armored belt. “Jenner, really, this is fantastic. I can’t wait to show it to Horus. Name your price.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t bother with all that,” he said, but his big furry ears trembled in that way I knew meant he was flattered. 
 
    “Come on, Cornelius.” I nudged him. 
 
    “Just put in an extra order of woot brandy for me,” he said, and he busied himself by buffing his monocle clean of any smudges with his sleeve. 
 
    “Done, I’ll tell Shay,” I said and then looked around for either of my wives. “Speaking of which, did a pair of gorgeous things find their way in here, by chance?” 
 
    “I believe you might have luck on the upper floor,” he said as he sat down behind the desk with his ink and paper and a knowing smile on his face. “There is a lovely solarium that doubles as a fabulous place to catch up on some reading.” 
 
    “Then I will start there.” I nodded and climbed the spiral staircase behind the koala-man’s desk to the upper floor of the library, and I almost smacked into Rylan, who had his head buried in a thick book. “Hey, champ, watch where you’re going.” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad,” he said with a bashful grin. “Shay found me this book about a dashing hero on an adventure, and it’s really good!” 
 
    “I see that,” I chuckled. “Just be careful when you hit the stairs, okay?” 
 
    “Sure thing!” he piped cheerily and then proceeded to stick his nose right back between the pages as he continued on. 
 
    It would be a miracle if he survived the steps without breaking his neck, and I shook my head like I’d seen many despairing parents do in regards to keeping their little urchins alive. Then I went in search of my wives who were supposedly up here somewhere. 
 
    The solarium wasn’t hard to find given it was where the brightest light was coming from, so I followed it until I came into a sunny chamber with comfortable lounge furniture, a massive bay window overlooking a garden, and various potted plants scattered around. 
 
    Zoie and Shay were curled up in the bay window on either side like bookends, and they lounged with their feet in the other’s lap as they occupied themselves with their separate tasks. 
 
    My cat-wife was busy sketching in the pad of paper propped up on one bent knee while my phoenix-wife apparently tried to read a book, but she’d passed out again with the book draped face-down over her stomach. 
 
    When I walked closer, Zoie’s darted her eyes up for a moment so she could smile at me, and then she resumed her work as her pink tongue poked out slightly due to her concentration. 
 
    “How long has she been asleep?” I whispered as I pulled up a cushioned chair. 
 
    “Not long, actually,” the cat-woman whispered back. “After she picked a book out for Rylan, she came back over and passed out.” 
 
    “Poor thing,” I chuckled. “I can tell she wants to just jump back into everything with the same energy as before. Can you do me a favor, kitten?” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked and lowered her leg so I had the full attention of those pretty blue eyes. 
 
    “Can you make sure she doesn’t overdo it when I’m not around?” I requested. “I know she tends to keep things from me at first because she was raised to be strong, but in case you notice her doing too much before me, just remind her to chill.” 
 
    “I will gladly keep a closer eye on our Shay,” she vowed. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a relieved grin. “So, what are you working on?” 
 
    “A few concepts of a seal for the Brightwood Estates,” she said but then closed the pad. “I’m not finished with them yet.” 
 
    “So, no peeking until then?” I asked with a pout and poked the notepad with my finger. 
 
    “That is correct, my curious husband,” she murmured as she held the sketch book away from my grabby hands. “You will just have to wait.” 
 
    “Suffer, you mean,” I mock-grumbled, but then I got to my feet. “I will leave you alone to work, but in the meantime, I think I’ll take our Sleeping Beauty back upstairs to our room.” 
 
    “Will I see you for dinner?” she asked like she always did. 
 
    My initial reaction was of course to say, “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Why wouldn’t I be? 
 
    But before I could say any of that, I paused as a tug of something pulled at my gut, and I looked off into the distance as a familiar urge came over me. 
 
    “Actually, I think I need to meditate,” I said in an odd voice like I’d just woken up from an overly long nap. 
 
    “I figured you must.” Zoie leaned over and kissed me on the cheek to get me to snap out of my brief zombie-like daze. “You get that exact expression when you need to sort your mind.” 
 
    “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said just like Horus would whenever he tried to tell a bad lie. 
 
    Which was always. 
 
    “Sure,” she purred and kissed me properly on the mouth this time. “Go on. I’ll make sure Rylan eats, and there will be food on the table in our suite for you when you are ready for it.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I said and took another deep drink of her soft mouth. “You always take care of our family.” 
 
    “You think so?” she asked and shyly looked away. 
 
    “I think that when the time comes, you’re going to be a fantastic mother of our own kits,” I murmured against the side of her neck, and I smiled to myself when I felt the pulse quicken in her throat. 
 
    “I love you,” she gasped and then pushed me away a little. “Now, you better go, or neither of us are going to be very productive.” 
 
    “Who says that’s a bad thing?” I joked and nibbled on her neck again. 
 
    “Father…” Shay suddenly whimpered, and Zoie and I both froze. “No.” 
 
    If we weren’t trying to be so silent, we might have missed the noise altogether because it was more of a breath than a whimper. 
 
    My cat-wife and I waited for a moment longer to see if we needed to intervene, but after a second or two, Shay groggily blinked open her confused emerald eyes. 
 
    “Hello, my love,” Zoie said when the phoenix-woman continued to stare at us like we were strangers. 
 
    “Oh, hello, you two,” she sighed, and just like that, the alien look disappeared as quickly as it came. “M’sorry, I fell asleep again.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said. “You lasted way longer than ever today. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid…” She yawned, and she dragged herself upright as if her bones were made of brittle lead. “I’m still so sleepy.” 
 
    “Let me take you to bed,” I said and held out my hand. 
 
    “But I was going to go over sigils more with Zoie,” she pouted even though she let me help her to her feet. 
 
    “We can tomorrow, darling,” Zoie promised and stood up as well so she could kiss Shay on the forehead. “Rest, now.” 
 
    “Okay,” the phoenix-woman sighed again and allowed me to pick her up bridal-style. 
 
    With one last wink at my cat-wife, and then a parting nod at Jenner downstairs, I exited the library, and Shay was already half-way back to dreaming by the time I made it to the Upper Wing. 
 
    She didn’t stir any more, or mumble anything else that could hint at any nightmares, but just in case, I laid on my side for a while in the large bed and just observed her breathe peacefully. 
 
    Eventually, the shadows in the room began to slant with the lateness of the day, and I felt the tug again to meditate, especially before the sun set. For some reason meditation left me feeling the most refreshed if I managed to do it during either dawn or dusk, and I definitely was not a morning person. 
 
    Plus, the sunsets in Gatetown were spectacular. 
 
    So, I reluctantly dragged myself away from my gorgeous phoenix-wife, and I went and settled myself on the ledge of the balcony. 
 
    I breathed in deeply, thought of the ocean waves rolling in and out, and let my eyes close as my heartbeat slowed. 
 
    In and out. 
 
    Lights began to flicker beneath my eyelids, and I held on to the inevitable carousel ride of images and visions that blurred past me. 
 
    This part of the meditation was always like swimming to the surface, and I could choose to try and focus on those images, but I knew it wasn’t necessary because Aventoll would reveal those pieces to me eventually. 
 
    I guess. 
 
    To be honest, I was still trying to figure out how the world itself could communicate with me, and I usually just chalked it up to some mysterious force like The Force and buckled up for whatever trip it was inclined to take me on. 
 
    The most popular being trying to out-swim the giant black and green leviathan with chrome eyes. 
 
    This time, however, when I broke the surface of swirling visions, I stopped and just floated in the water instead of immediately swimming like I usually did. 
 
    Hello? My thoughts echoed outside of my head, and I swallowed hard. What do you want to show me? 
 
    I had never asked a question like this before in this meditative subspace, but I did so now. 
 
    In hindsight, I wasn’t sure if my directness was a good thing or not because it almost felt as if Aventoll was just waiting for me to open that can of worms.  
 
    After another beat of silence, the giant Sacred Fish rose up out of the water and engulfed me whole in its gaping maw. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” I yelled and fell backward off the ledge I was sitting on. 
 
    More screaming echoed mine, and I pulled myself up to hunch over the balcony’s rail. I was disoriented, and my heart pounded as my stomach finally got the message that we weren’t fish food and slid back to its rightful spot.  
 
    Then another howl ripped through the stagnant air, and I gasped at the sight of the Red Crescent Moon as it clawed a bloody gouge into a starless sky darker than I’d ever seen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    I stood frozen and hunched over the balcony ledge as the shock of the vision and the time-change threatened to make me vomit. My ears were ringing along with the screams of the people in Gatetown below, and when that awful howl thundered through the air again, I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie cried out, and I snapped out of the sickening feeling swelling within me and rendering me paralyzed. “Monger Manor amplifies the sound naturally. Try to shake it off!” 
 
    “Guh, okay,” I said and shook my head. The subterranean howl that always precluded the demon Scourge was a terrible unearthly sound that already set my teeth on edge, but it really sounded a lot worse right now, like we were a tuning fork sitting on top of a vibrating string. “Come on, we need to make sure everyone can get to the vault, especially those who are injured or ill. How is Shay?” 
 
    “Awake and ready to help,” the phoenix-woman herself answered as she met Zoie and me in the center of our living area where all three of us were busy gathering things like our shoes and our assorted weapons. “Has the staff from Icarian been instructed?” 
 
    “Horus, Anwaar, and Amaya gave everyone the rundown earlier,” I said as I adjusted the crossbow across my back. 
 
    “Good,” Shay said, and she tied her sling around her hourglass waist. 
 
    The three of us exited the Upper Wing and ran into Vel-Rala along the way, who was up and alert despite looking like she’d just laid down. 
 
    “The patients!” she gasped, and even though she was trembling with obvious terror, I was surprised her first thought was of the people she tended to earlier. 
 
    “We’re on our way,” I assured her, and the four of us just kept picking up various people along the way like a big snowball until all of us including Horus and the Mec sisters made it to the infirmary in the Eastern Wing. 
 
    “Help anyone you can!” Madam Midgen ordered as she supported a man who looked like a stout billy goat under one arm while he got used to the wooden crutch under the other. “There be a few who need to be carried, back there!” 
 
    “Horus,” I said as I jogged to the back corner where there was a heavily-bandaged man practically comatose on the bed. “Help me use the sheet as a stretcher.” 
 
    “Got it.” He stood at the man’s feet while I stripped off the top blankets, and then I grabbed the two top corners while Horus grabbed the bottom two. 
 
    “Alex!” Amaya gasped as we passed her on the way to the vault. “The Ambassador!” 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted as my biceps strained. 
 
    “Do not worry, my sister and I will go get Ambassador Sskern,” Anwaar said, and she grabbed Amaya around the wrist. 
 
    “Thank you!” I said at the same time as Horus yelled, “Be careful, Ani!” 
 
    “This way, down this hall, yes,” Shay was saying as she directed the people pouring out of the Dining Hall turned Hospital. 
 
    Another powerful howl shook through the halls and caused everyone present to groan and cover their ears if they could. 
 
    “Hurry!” I barked out in order to get everyone moving again, and we all shuffled down the corridor where the underground vault was. 
 
    “Over here with that one,” Midgen said, and she and Vel-Rala helped Horus and I lower the injured man to the ground near the hearth. Several servants were already there getting the fire stoked up in the damp space, and flames leapt to life. 
 
    “Horus, come with me to clear the main level,” I said, and I swung my crossbow around to the front so it would be ready. “Just because we killed that creature in the labyrinth doesn’t mean there aren’t more lurking around.” 
 
    “Eyes open, for sure,” Horus said and nocked a bolt just to have it ready. 
 
    “Alex.” Zoie jogged up to us a little out of breath, and in her hands was my herald trumpet she must have gone back to the room for. “You need to see what’s happening at the lake.” 
 
    “What’s going on with the lake?” Horus asked with a scowl of dread. 
 
    “Come see,” Zoie said and ran to the door. 
 
    The falcon-man and I glanced at each other for a beat before we raced after the cat-woman and joined her just outside the Manor’s large entrance doors. 
 
    Trumpet blasts could be heard coming from the lakeshore about five miles in the distance, where several people were gathering around the large bloated minion I killed before Gatetown stormed Monger Manor after Vane’s treachery. 
 
    “Is that thing spawning demons?” I asked as I squinted down at the lake. 
 
    “There certainly seems to be a lot of activity going on down there,” Horus said as he tried to peer down at the frenzy going on below. 
 
    “Blow your herald horn, Alex,” Zoie suggested, and I brought the small brass-like trumpet around to my front and put it up to my lips. 
 
    A soundless draft of air poured through the horn, and that was it. 
 
    “At least we know the mountain is free of any heralds,” I remarked as another round of trumpets blasted from the lakeshore. “We need to get down there, though. It looks like another Herald Frenzy.” 
 
    “Darkhell,” Horus cursed. 
 
    Prosper? I said in my head as I sought out the thread of the bond. 
 
    Is here! he piped through Prosper FM. 
 
    We need to join the fight, I said and then sent him a mental picture of what I could see from the lakeside battle. 
 
    Yes, we fight! Bring Victory, too! he said and then tuned out. 
 
    “Prosper is coming,” I relayed to the others as I returned my crossbow to my back. 
 
    “You better not have any ideas of leaving me behind this time, husband,” Zoie purred, and her eyes flashed with excitement. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it, babe.” I winked my best charming wink just as the two canterflies landed at the bottom of the stairs, each with their saddles in their coiled muzzles. “Let’s go.” 
 
    After we saddled up our mounts, the three of us took off to the lake. Zoie and I were on Prosper with Horus on Victory, and I tried not to let the sound of screaming knock my focus off kilter. 
 
    Because the sight of a flood of demons pouring from the lake next to the bloated corpse of the flying minion was terrifying. 
 
    And good Goddess, the stench. 
 
    “Down, Prosper!” I called as I eyed a clearing in where we could land. 
 
    When we all dismounted, I telegraphed that Prosper and Victory should go someplace safe but remain close in case we needed a hasty exit. 
 
    “Back to back!” Zoie hollered as she unsheathed her katana. 
 
    Horus and I formed ranks behind her just as a herd of about six scourge-mites encircled us. 
 
    “Zoie, focus on clearing our path in front while Horus and I watch your back and flanks,” I directed as I cocked my crossbow and placed a bolt in the flight groove while Horus nocked his own arrow. 
 
    “Riiiiooooowwwllll!” Zoie cried out, and she leaped through the air with her blade flashing under the red light of the angry moon. 
 
    I shot a scourge-mite that tried to lunge for the fierce cat-warrior between the eyes, and with its dying wish, it tried to entangle her with its writhing tentacles. 
 
    Zoie was too quick for it, though, and she flipped over its dead body, brandished her sword, and sliced through another demon flying at her through the air. 
 
    “Good one, Zoe!” Horus shouted as he took down two lesser demons in rapid succession. 
 
    “Let’s get closer to the creature,” I said, and together we pushed through the fray. Most of the demons we had come across so far were chaotically running around, but the closer we got to the epicenter, the more organized they seemed to become. 
 
    “On your left, Horus!” I yelled, and he ducked in time for me to release a bolt right in the center of a demon’s bifurcated mouth. 
 
    “Reeeeeecccchhhh!” it squealed and smashed into the demon on its right, which caused both of them to fly off out of sight. 
 
    “Die!” Zoie roared, and she swung her blade around and sliced a demon in half like the sexy badass she was. 
 
    “Down, Zoe!” Horus called as I jammed my boot in the cocking stirrup of my crossbow and loaded another bolt. 
 
    The falcon-man released his nocked arrow, and the projectile shot dead through the whipping barb thrashing from the nest of tentacles on the demon’s back. 
 
    Thock. 
 
    Another one of my bolts connected and blasted off the scourge-mite’s jaw just as it tried to take a bite out of Horus. 
 
    “Thanks, chief!” he hollered and then loaded his bow with double nocked arrows. 
 
    A loud trumpeting sounded again from the fringes of the forest, and I spotted a pair of hooded figures holding up a familiar silver medallion. One of their hoods fell, and I could see it was just a kid no more than sixteen at best, and if the shorter one with him was his friend, chances are he was the same age, if not younger. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled under my breath when I saw them make the decision to head into the forest to try and find a herald demon. Little did they know, the illicit alloy they thought would lead them to a herald before it spawned would actually just give the herald a heads up they were coming. 
 
    They’d be toast. 
 
    I looked around for my two comrades and saw how they were each busy teamed up with some lower-ranked Ashers as well as a few townspeople joining the battle. 
 
    I checked to see if I still had my herald trumpet, and I made a split decision to pursue these two trouble-makers in case they got themselves killed. 
 
    I entered the forest with caution because the shadows under the Red Moon were always a lot more tricky than regular shadows, so I felt myself widening my vision as much as I could. 
 
    The bizarre muted aspect of the atmosphere was another thing that played tricks on me, and I kept jumping at rustling and snapping twigs that weren’t there. 
 
    “Reeeeeaaarrrrccch!” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” a terrified scream pierced the air somewhere up ahead. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Two dumbass kids way in over their heads? Check. 
 
    “I thought you said it was supposed to lead us to it before it came through the ground!” a voice screamed in the darkness. “I told you something was stalking us!” 
 
    “Shut up, Berryl!” a second voice shouted back before the roaring boar-like screech ripped open the air again. 
 
    I sprinted toward the sounds of chaos and was already fumbling with a bolt, and then I crashed into a clearing where a six-foot demon was about to tear apart the two teenagers. 
 
    “Get back!” I ordered as I loosed the bolt at the herald’s back. 
 
    “Rooooaaarrrr!” The demonic nightmare spun around and reared up on its back two legs, and then it brandished its remaining four appendages while it poised various barbed tentacles at me like a nest of cobras. 
 
    “Woah,” one of the kids remarked as the other one dragged him behind a tree. 
 
    “Yeah, come at me, Bubba,” I said as I dropped my crossbow, jammed my toe in the stirrup, and loaded a bolt. 
 
    The herald stopped its hissing and cocked its head almost a full one-eighty. 
 
    I released the bolt, but before it could hit the bullseye I was going for between its eyes, the herald swatted the projectile away and then lashed at me with its tentacles. 
 
    The crossbow was knocked out of my hands, and I had to lean back Matrix style in order to avoid a dripping and poisonous tentacle bent on stabbing me through the neck. 
 
    “Fuck, alright, you bastard,” I growled as I danced away and bounced on the balls of my feet. “Come on!” 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The herald demon roared again and stamped its back foot, and the slowed down sound reverberated oddly in the flat vacuum of the Red Moon. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I pulled a bolt out of the pouch fastened to my hip and flipped it around in my hand like a dagger. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The herald demon crouched in slow motion, and I was able to dance to the side when it lunged. 
 
    Then I popped back up on its right side and stabbed the bolt through its back leg so it would crash to the ground. 
 
    It screeched just as time snapped back in place, and before the herald could recover, I was there waiting to plunge another bolt straight down through the top of its head. 
 
    “Rrreerrrccc--!” The demon’s wail was cut off in the middle, and I felt the spray of hot ichor spatter my face. 
 
    In another swift move, I ripped the bolt out of the skull and then stabbed it clean through the heart through its back so I could destroy its heart and prevent the fucker from spawning next time this happened. 
 
    It twitched and then slowly began to disintegrate as a red glow developed in the middle of the ash pile. 
 
    The herald core. 
 
    A red one. 
 
    I harvested it, and when the light dimmed to a regular looking ruby, I stashed it in my pocket. 
 
    The oppressiveness of the air lifted all at once, and a fresh breeze blew through the trees as if it was cleansing the atmosphere from the unnaturalness of the Red Moon. The sky now had its stars back in place, and I took a deep breath and looked around for my crossbow. 
 
    “Come on, Veekan!” the shorter of the trouble-makers said and tried to pull his friend with him so they could run away. 
 
    “But how did he do that?” the other kid, Berryl, asked. 
 
    “You two, freeze,” I demanded, and I marched over to the pair as I slung my crossbow back over my shoulder and across my chest. 
 
    Surprisingly, they both stood stock-still and looked more terrified of me than the herald demon I just Ashed. 
 
    “Veekan!” the kid said again as he blinked his saucer-like eyes at me. 
 
    “The medallion you have, give it to me right now,” I snapped and held out my hand. 
 
    To their credit, they didn’t even hesitate before the taller one snapped his hand out instantly and surrendered the vile thing. 
 
    “We’re sorry,” Berryl whimpered. “Don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I snorted as I put the medallion in my pocket. “Where did you get this by the way?” 
 
    “Why should we tell you?” Veekan narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Veee!” Berryl gasped. 
 
    “Because.” I grinned a feral grin. “If you don’t tell me, I will make things unpleasant for you both.” 
 
    Apparently, that was the only thing I needed to say because Veekan instantly lowered his haughty gaze. 
 
    “I got it off some drunk man in the Tavern,” the boy said. “Berr and I overheard him saying how it will tell you where a herald is before it comes out of the ground, and that way you can ambush it before it realizes what’s happening.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve all obviously learned that’s a lie,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest. “Did you get a good look at the man you stole it from?” 
 
    “He was wearing a hood for most of the evening, but when he finally fell asleep, we were able to see him, yeah,” Berryl said like he was keen on being helpful and honest all of a sudden. 
 
    “I figured.” I shook my head. “You’ll both need to come with me.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Veekan raged and shoved me in the chest. Considering he was about ninety-eight pounds soaking wet, it didn’t do much. “All you big dumb Ashers are all the same!” 
 
    “Watch it, kid,” I snarled and held him out at arm's length when he tried to come at me again. 
 
    “Stop it, Vee!” Berryl begged, and he tried to drag his friend back by the cloak. 
 
    “You all think the glory is just for yourselves and won’t even let a no-rank try to catch Mercedes’ eye!” the scrappy kid accused as he struggled against me. “The common-folk deserve the right to a Duelist status just as much as you scat-kicking, over-blown, small-cocked--!” 
 
    “Veeee!” Berryl wailed again right as I burst out into laughter. 
 
    “Relax, kid, no one is doubting the fact that if anyone were to ‘catch Mercedes’ eye,’ it would be you.” I released Veekan with a small shove, and he landed on his ass. “But if you want to have all the glory you’re after, you might want to go about doing it the right way. News flash, there isn’t a shiny little thing that will make you a Duelist any faster, and even if there was, that would be cheating.” 
 
    “If that thing doesn’t take us to the herald demon, then what is it good for?” Veekan grumbled as he stood up and brushed his clothes off. 
 
    “It’s basically catnip for demons,” I said. 
 
    “What?” the two boys both asked. 
 
    “This metal makes it so the herald demon finds you before you could ever hope to find it,” I said. “And because you both saw the man who you took the medallion from, I need to take you to Lord Mec so you can tell him what you saw.” 
 
    “You mean we’d be helping the Asher Lord if we told him?” Berryl gasped, and his buddy whacked him in the back of the head. 
 
    “So, saying we help Old Mec, then what do we get for our priceless knowledge?” Veekan asked in a way that reminded me of the Artful Dodger trying to do a hustle. 
 
    “How about you get to walk out of this forest on your own two feet instead of being tied up and thrown over my shoulder?” I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Who are we tying up and throwing around?” a familiar roguish voice breached the trees behind me, and I only smiled wider. 
 
    “Just a couple of delinquents,” I said to the falcon-man as he sauntered up next to me.  
 
    “Oh?” He grinned. “Excellent. You get the tall one, and I’ll get the shorter one.” 
 
    “Wait!” Veekan yelled as Horus and I both advanced on the two. 
 
    Poor Berryl squeaked and looked like the asthmatic kid in gym class who was always on the verge of passing out, and I felt a shred of guilt. 
 
    But these fucking kids, man. 
 
    “You both realize how close you came to almost dying, right?” I asked them point blank, and they both nodded with solemn expressions. “And you’re not going to do something dumb again like doing what an idiotic drunk Mercenary says because it’s a shortcut to glory?” 
 
    “No, sir,” they both mumbled bashfully. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I was satisfied with that answer at least so I let up on the bad-cop routine. “And, hey, relax. If you guys can help us figure out how to get to the bottom of who’s peddling this material, you just might be heroes.” 
 
    “Really?” they both asked, and I was beginning to think they had to be related at the very least. 
 
    “Yes, really,” I said and then turned to Horus. “Kids these days. Where’s Zoie, anyway?” 
 
    “She’s helping with the odd crisis that’s happening at the lake,” he replied as we started on our way out of the forest with the two adolescents in tow. 
 
    “Crisis?” I asked. “But the Red Moon is over.” 
 
    “Oh, not that crisis,” he said and gestured with his hand like he was shooing away a fly. “The one in which Ambassador Sskern, escaped patient at large, is currently doing a dance on top of the dead minion’s beached corpse. Naked.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded, but then his words registered, and I stumbled to a stop. “Wait. What?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “I have brought glory to all of my ancestors!” The lizard-like Ambassador stood on top of the creature with two hands raised in the air like he was the greatest warrior in all of existence. 
 
    It was exactly like Horus said. 
 
    He was buck-ass naked. 
 
    “Ambassador,” Amaya pleaded and wrung her hands as she stood between her sister and my cat-wife. “Please, come down.” 
 
    “There will be songs sung in my praises, and we will have an immaculate feast!” Sskern carried on as if she hadn’t spoken. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, my good friend,” Lord Mec said as he stood at the base of the minion and tried to wave the man down to the ground. “Now, come down here so you may rest. You are still recovering from your previous injuries.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about, Gavlain!” Sskern said with a jocular laugh. “I have fought this foe and escaped unscathed! And look! I have harvested the heart of the scourge!” 
 
    He held up a stone his feverish brain was convinced was a herald core when in fact, he only held up a regular stone that probably came from the lakeshore. 
 
    “But Ambassador--” Amaya started, but she was stopped by Zoie who put a gentle hand on her wrist. 
 
    “Ambassador Sskern,” she called up to the lizard-man. “Let us put that herald core away while we prepare for the feast.” 
 
    “The… yes, the feast!” Sskern boomed and then looked around with a dazed expression as if he was just now taking in his surroundings. “I’m afraid I do not know how to get down.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh and almost lost that battle when Horus snorted loudly. 
 
    “Let me,” Anwaar said with a graceful bow of her long-horned head. Then the ibex-woman rubbed her hands together to spark up that familiar glow. “Hold on, Ambassador.” 
 
    Anwaar’s eyes flashed their opalescent shine, and when she held her palms face out, the glowing scarlet bubble of light transferred to the lizard-man and enveloped him. The bubble operated like a deflating helium balloon as it worked to gently lift and then deposit the Ambassador on the shore. 
 
    “Let me take care of that for you, Ambassador,” Zoie said and took the plain rock from Sskern’s scaly hand. “We’ll have it polished.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said even as he sagged against the ram-lord. “Gavlain. I am chilled.” 
 
    “I don’t wonder,” the Asher Lord said as he transferred his own cloak around the lizard-man’s naked shoulders. 
 
    “Come with us, Ambassador Sskern, and we will help you prepare for the immaculate feast,” Amaya said as she took a page out of Zoie’s book and eased the confused man toward a carriage by playing along with his fevered delirium. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he murmured and was led like a docile lamb by both of the pretty Mec sisters while Zoie took over driving. 
 
    I nodded at her as she smiled back, and I knew she would be able to sort out the poor confused lizard-man. 
 
    “Is it just me, or did this last Red Sky event seem shorter despite the shit-ton of demons we had?” I commented as Gavlain, Horus, and I all watched the Ambassador’s carriage head back to the road. 
 
    “The minion contaminated the lake with its bile,” the ram-lord said as he gestured to the large lumps of disturbed clay that was evidence of where the scourge-mites molded back into the earth after the Red Moon. 
 
    Dozens of them. 
 
    “And they used to come from the sea first, right?” I asked as I recalled some of my Aventollian history. 
 
    “The Moon called them forth from the sea after Mercedes drowned his first creations,” the ram-lord corrected. “But you are on the right track. The demons he recreated surged up from the depths and became the first Demon Tides, so it is odd so many of them swarmed out of the lake. Aventoll’s lakes and streams are naturally protective against the Scourge.” 
 
    “You think the minion’s bile makes it possible for the demons to spawn like this,” I said rather than asked. “Maybe that was the point of making the minions-- or, these bloated flying ones, at least.” 
 
    “I have some people down taking samples as we speak,” he said and gestured to some robed figures at the lakeshore who were filling various vials of lake water. “They are going to take it back to the Academy to try and figure out how it works.” 
 
    “This could be really bad,” Horus remarked as he put two and two together. “Imagine what would have happened if one of these actually made it to the Sacred Tithe Pool.” 
 
    “It would have been an abomination,” Gavlain said with a dark scowl. 
 
    “We really need to get this minion out of the water.” I inspected the creature and its mottled grayish skin. 
 
    “We could haul it out,” Horus suggested. 
 
    “No rope will be strong enough,” the ram-lord said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    “We could blow it up,” another voice added their two-cents to the mix, and all eyes landed on the taller of the two teens. 
 
    “Vee!” his shorter friend gasped, and I figured this must be a common occurrence between the two of them. “We weren’t supposed to tell them about that!” 
 
    “And just who are these two?” Gavlain questioned as he folded his large arms over his barrel chest. 
 
    “I found these troublemakers trying to hunt a herald with this.” I pulled out the medallion, flashed it at the ram-lord, and then tucked it away. “They saw who they got it from, so I figured you might need to talk to them.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Gavlain rumbled deep in his chest, and I could hear the disapproval in his tone that made even me want to cringe. “But first I want to know more about what you said. What is your name, boy?” 
 
    “Veekan,” the Dodger-wannabe said as brash as anything. “And this is my brother, Berryl.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, sirs, now kindly tell me how you managed to end up with these very alarming devices,” he ordered. 
 
    “A man,” Berryl immediately blurted out and received another unceremonious whack to the back of his head from his companion. 
 
    “You saw his face,” Gavlain said and eyed the taller brother. “You will both need to come back to the palace where I have someone who can take a record of your memories.” 
 
    “We’re going to the palace?” Veekan gasped as a grin lit up his face. 
 
    “Yes, but first I want you both to turn out your pockets and surrender the explosives you alluded to,” he said and held out his hand. 
 
    “Aw,” Veekan grumbled as he and Berryl both rummaged in their pockets and pulled out a few plum-sized metal devices with more of that shiny alloy. 
 
    “And you got these from the same man you stole the medallions from?” Gavlain asked. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Asher, that’s all we took,” Berryl said as helpful as ever while Veekan rolled his eyes, and the pair of them together both reminded me of the two sides of Rylan. 
 
    “Good,” he said as he eyed the stinking creature still polluting the lake and then turned to me. “But you’re right. That creature is going to be a problem for Gatetown, especially if there is another Red Sky. What do you think, Alex?” 
 
    “Wait, you’re name’s Alex?” Veekan interrupted. “As in Alex Brightwood? Asher Brightwood?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with an awkward grin and a wave. 
 
    “The one who zapped a ten-foot demon on Bhraya’s eve when the Goddess gave him powers that blasted from his eyes?” Berryl rambled in a way that reminded me of Chunk from the Goonies. 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly how--” I started to say but was plowed over by Horus. 
 
    “The very same, lads.” He grinned a feral grin and patted me on the arm. “And I bet you thought the herald demon was the worst of your problems.” 
 
    “Darkhell!” Veekan exclaimed, and he smacked a palm against his forehead with enough force a few strands of his dark brown hair flew up. 
 
    “Don’t curse, Vee,” Berryl hissed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at their awe-inspiring expressions. 
 
    “Anyway, in answer to your question, Gav, I think blowing up the minion is a splendid idea,” I said. 
 
    “Hah! You do?” the ram-lord boomed, threw his shaggy head back, and laughed long and loud. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “I’m all for a great light show, but you might need to explain your thinking on that one, chief,” the falcon-man chuckled along and draped his arms around the two suddenly ashen-faced young boys. 
 
    “They actually tried this on a beached whale that ended up on the Oregon coast,” I said maybe a little too enthusiastically at the chance to spew some random factoid no one even had context for. 
 
    “They do this with dead, er, lake animals where you hail from?” Gavlain asked with a curious expression. 
 
    “Well, not anymore, but they did it one time back in the 70s,” I remarked. “If I remember correctly, they failed because the blast wasn’t big enough, which is definitely something we want to avoid. We need a blast big enough to fully vaporize it so none of the contaminated chunks fly back in the water seeing as how that’s where the demons like to spawn. Although, the citizens of Gatetown might have to endure a pretty nasty stench for a few days. Will those devices be big enough? And an even better question is, do we know how to work them?” 
 
    “We overheard the-the man explain how just one of these can ‘susplode bigger than a Terran geyser, and we stole three of ‘em!” Berryl said with a bit of a crazy smile. “So long as you remove the tops of the bangers and then crush them in your hand, you can make them go off from far away.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Let’s explode this bitch.” 
 
    As a team with a few other helpful Ashers, we cleared the area while the Oliver Twist boys went about preparing the corpse with the explosives. 
 
    “Seems like everyone is out of the immediate area,” Horus said as he jogged over with the kids. 
 
    “Yeah, and here are all the tops of the bangers!” Veekan said, and he held three shiny scraps of metal that reminded me of the peel-off foil tops on yogurt containers. “They won’t do anything until you crush them together.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said and took them so I could distribute the three of them equally between Gavlain, Horus, and me. “Let’s keep these apart for now.” 
 
    Then I focused on the bond and called Prosper and Victory back to come and pick us up so the five of us could fly across the big lake along with the large crowd that had amassed. 
 
    Apparently, news traveled around Gatetown about the impending fireworks display, and it seemed the whole town had turned out for the show. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Gavlain asked as he dismounted Lightning. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I hopped down and helped Veekan to the ground as well. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Horus said as he handed me the top of the “banger” while Berryl wiggled behind him with excitement. 
 
    I went to hand the two over to the ram-lord but then was surprised when he handed me his one instead. 
 
    “Go ahead, Asher Brightwood.” Gavlain smirked and handed me his own banger top. “After all, you were the one who brought the beast down. Besides, it is what your people do.” 
 
    “Hardly,” I scoffed but took the silver foil from him anyway. 
 
    Because, yeah, I totally wanted to blow it the fuck up. 
 
    “I’m so excited!” Berryl squeaked. 
 
    “Get ready!” I yelled out and put all the banger tops in one hand. “Three, two, one…” 
 
    I crushed all three together in my hand, and when I did, a sonic boom exploded through the night air, followed by a cloud of red and brown mist. 
 
    The collected crowd gasped and shouted with glee, but then all of us, myself included, groaned at the pervasive stench that reached the other side of the shore. 
 
    “Nasty,” Veekan gagged. 
 
    “Hopefully, the wind will make short work of the smell,” Horus said. 
 
    “Do we go to the palace now?” Berryl asked with his big hopeful brown eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I believe we must,” Gavlain sighed and cast his bronze gaze over the two miscreants. “Who are your parents?” 
 
    “Got none,” Veekan said with an edge to his words as if he was trying really hard not to add a “wanna fight about it?” to the end of his sentence. 
 
    “That explains the company you were keeping in order to come across such unsavory artifacts,” he said with another disapproving glare, which was all the warning Veekan needed to cool it on the attitude. 
 
    “But… how will we all get there?” Berryl asked as he did the math. 
 
    “Maybe Asher Brightwood might be able to accompany us,” the ram-lord said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Um, yeah, sure,” I said when he fixed me with a particular look that told me I should definitely say yes. “Who wants to ride with me?” 
 
    “Me! I do!” The boys both shot each other matching scowls. 
 
    “You rode with him across the lake, Vee, it’s my turn,” Berryl whined. 
 
    “That was barely a long turn at all!” Veekan protested. 
 
    “Apparently, I’m chopped gizzard,” Gavlain muttered in mock offense as the boys continued to bicker. “I’m only the Asher Lord, but it is nothing compared to the Mighty Brightwood.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous you don’t have laser-beam Goddess vision,” I said with a supercilious sniff as I examined my fingernails. “Not all of us can be so lucky.” 
 
    “And such a humble soul you are,” the ram-lord laughed again in his stormy voice. 
 
    “I try.” I shrugged. “Hey, H, you think you can handle things back at the Manor?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely,” the falcon-man said as he petted Victory’s flank. “I think I need to get this girl back to rest. After all, she’s got a little one to think of. Will Prosper be okay leaving her? Usually, when a canterfly’s mate is with foal, the male doesn’t like being parted from the female.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can explain the situation to him, hang on,” I said and then turned to Prosper. Hey, Props. 
 
    Alex-person! Prosper FM beamed in. 
 
    I need to ask you to fly me to the palace, but I know you don’t want to leave Victory. 
 
    Mate is baby, Prosper said and stamped his front. 
 
    I know, but it’s really important, and we will be back first thing in the morning. Will you help? 
 
    Of course, I helps, but I do not like. He huffed again through his coiled muzzle. 
 
    You’re the best, Props. I tuned out of the bond for now as I gave him a hearty pat on his flank. 
 
    “All set?” Gavlain asked as he pulled on a pair of leather riding gloves. 
 
    “That depends,” I said as I eyed the two teens still stubbornly shoving each other. “Have you two decided on the seating arrangements?” 
 
    “Yes, Asher Brightwood, sir,” Berryl piped up and skipped closer to me. “I’m gonna ride with you!” 
 
    Veekan sighed but skulked over to Gavlain’s mount and let the ram-lord help him up while I tried not to laugh at them both. 
 
    After I helped Berryl to sit in the saddle in front of me, I nodded one last time at Horus, and then I followed Gavlain and Lightning into the night sky. 
 
    The trip back to Mec Valley was long, especially because I was feeling the weariness of the battle and the lateness of the hour. I also felt like my meditation session was cut short, so when little Berryl nodded off as we flew through the air, I couldn’t help but feel jealous of the kid. 
 
    I could murder a cup of kolee right now. 
 
    When we finally touched down, our mounts were taken care of by the Asher Lord’s bevy of black and silver-clad servants while Gavlain directed us to his parlor and had more servants fetch us some refreshments. 
 
    Thank the fucking heavens because there was-- 
 
    “Kolee?” I grinned, and the fragrant steam wafted out when I lifted the lid of a small ceramic mug. “How did you manage to get this? We haven’t even hit the market yet.” 
 
    “One of your newest servants sent me a sample in the hopes I would like it enough to help spread the word before the Festival,” he said over the brim of his own mug of the coffee substitute. “I have to hand it to that Vel-Rala. She is a savvy one if not too bold for her own good.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was actually kind of brilliant of her.” I took a sip and contemplated how back on Earth, Vel-Rala could have probably been a successful marketing woman of a small startup. 
 
    Maybe I should promote her. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and when the ram-lord told the person to enter, an elderly shriveled man with the features of a gray pigeon shuffled in, and he held a pair of clear quartz-like beads of glass the size of paperweights. 
 
    “Alright, lads,” Gavlain said as he placed his drink on the small table in the center of all of us. “The time has come for some answers, and don’t try to lie. I assume you know what my good friend Graven has?” 
 
    “Those are record stones,” Berryl mumbled through a mouthful of cake. “They record images of your memories when you hold them in your hands.” 
 
    “Clever lad,” he chuckled. “Now, before we get to that, recount for me how you two managed to come into possession of the demon alloy and the explosives.” 
 
    The two were looking a little dozy after all the food, but they perked right up when the horned-man asked them to retell their tale. 
 
    What followed was a confusing thirty-minutes of overlapping and interjecting voices as each brother attempted to tell their part of the story better than the other with all kinds of embellishments I was sure weren’t the truth at all. 
 
    Especially the part where a clan of one-hundred tough Mercenaries chased them through the streets with swords and arrows. 
 
    “One-hundred, hm?” Gavlain snorted. 
 
    “Yep!” Veekan said. “And because of my super stealth-like ways, we managed to escape!” 
 
    “From a hundred of them?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Okay, maybe it was four,” he conceded. “But I really am a master at stealth, honest.” 
 
    “I believe you, lad!” The ram-lord gave another hearty laugh and slid the platter closer to the two boys. “Now, there is only one more thing I need to ask you about.” 
 
    “Sure, Asher Lord Mec, sir,” Berryl said. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I just want to know what a pair of bright boys such as yourselves are doing running around with the underbelly of Gatetown?” he asked. 
 
    “Toldja,” Veekan said as he wiped the crumbs off his lap. “We’re orphans. Always fend for ourselves. Speaking of, after we let gramps over here record our memories, Asher Brightwood mentioned something about a reward if we told you where we got the stuff from.” 
 
    “Vee!” Berryl hissed and elbowed his brother. “Don’t be rude. We helped the Asher Lord, that should be reward enough.” 
 
    “Shut up, Berr,” Veekan snapped back. “We skipped an entire Night Run for Fillis because we were promised a reward, and if we go back empty-handed--” 
 
    The angry kid stopped himself from revealing any more, but he had said enough to arouse certain unsavory suspicions. 
 
    “Berryl, your brother is right.” Gavlain smoothed over the jagged edges of the abrupt silence. “By coming here and giving your record on these Mercenaries, you’ve done me a big favor. That shall definitely not go unappreciated. However, instead of a bequeathment of fine things that will no doubt be taken from you by your current handler, I wonder if the two of you will accept my offer to work here at the palace?” 
 
    “You mean… like live and work for you here?” Veekan asked slowly. 
 
    “If that is amenable to you,” the ram-lord said. “You’d be trained in the stables with the other staff starting tomorrow. Then all the hard work you do and the gold you earn is yours to keep.” 
 
    “We’d be paid, too?” Berryl gasped with wide eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” Gavlain said. “I don’t own slaves, I own staff. As long as you’re hard workers, I don’t see any reason for you to go back to Gatetown.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile inwardly at this. At least I wasn’t the only one who wanted to pay his people honest wages. 
 
    “Really?” Veekan asked in a small voice as all of his macho bravado fell to the wayside, and the scared kid he really was peeked through. 
 
    “You can trust him, Vee,” Berryl said. “He’s nice. I can tell.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at these kids. Even though they were a pain in the ass, they were good kids. 
 
    “Okay,” Veekan decided, and he lifted his chin as he looked Mec in the eye. “Yeah, we’ll work here. We’re hard workers, and we’ve always earned our keep.” 
 
    “Of that I have no doubt,” Gavlain said. “Okay, Graven, I think we are ready for the record stones.” 
 
    The pigeon-man snorted and startled himself awake from the nap he’d dropped into. 
 
    “Mm-- yes. Yes, of course.” Graven placed a glass bead in each of the boys’ hands and further instructed them to concentrate on the men they encountered. 
 
    When that was finished, the ram-lord ordered a few servants to ready a room in the servants’ quarters for the two. 
 
    “It was good meeting you, Asher Brightwood,” Berryl said and nudged his brother. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for saving us from the herald,” Veekan added with a genuine smile right before he cracked a big yawn. 
 
    “No problem,” I said and ruffled both their brown hair. “Just stay out of trouble from now on.” 
 
    They both promised as they were ushered away, and I finally sighed wearily and rubbed the tension out of the back of my neck. 
 
    “Here,” Gavlain said as he handed me a glass of amber liquid inside. “It is brandy from my own woot orchards. It has an extra kick to it.” 
 
    “Do you actually think I’ll need help getting to sleep tonight?” I asked as I took a sip. 
 
    “No,” the ram-lord said and rubbed his jaw pensively. “But there is more we should discuss, and I think you might need it.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I eyed the solemn expression on Gavlain’s face. 
 
    I could tell this night was far from over, so I took another large swallow of the burning liquid and savored the sensation as it scalded its way to my stomach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “It was kind of you to do that for Berryl and Veekan,” I said as I finished my brandy and took a seat back on the small sofa next to the fireplace. 
 
    “I can’t save them all, but maybe I can do some good by stamping out the nefarious underground dealings in Gatetown,” Gavlain rumbled in his low voice. “Vane had often turned a blind eye to any of the clans that ran rampant, but I never had any eyewitnesses brave enough to go against him. But now with the recorded testimony of those kids, Sha-Kane will finally have enough to draw out the defectors.” 
 
    “I still don’t know how to read the Councilman,” I admitted. “And it makes me wary. I always get the feeling he wants something from me, but I don’t know what it is. Just like sometimes I feel like you want something from me, but you only hint around it.” 
 
    “Alex…” Gavlain started with a regretful expression, but I held up my hand. 
 
    “It’s okay, I know you have your reasons, and I trust you, but I’m having a hard time trusting Sha-Kane,” I said as I recalled the brief interactions I’d had with the all-seeing osprey-man. 
 
    My first impression of him was during his assessment of the Duel between Archus and me in order to clear Horus’ name. The way the events went down, it appeared as if the falcon-man interfered with the sacredness of the Duel, and the penalty for his transgression would have meant his death. 
 
    At the time, even though Sha-Kane was intimidating and hard to read, I trusted the Councilman as much as I could because he was helping my friend. But I couldn’t help but remember the odd way he scrutinized me after he sorted things with the missing Ambassador. 
 
    “It is astute of you to be cautious of the Councilman,” Gavlain began as he set his glass to the side. “I cannot ever say for sure what allegiances Sha-Kane has because he is part of the mindset that there is a greater need for balance than there is for pure righteousness.” 
 
    “Like the Jedi,” I murmured. 
 
    “My grandfather never mentioned these Jedi from his time in your world,” the ram-lord mused as he leaned back in his leather chair and kicked off his boots so he could wriggle his toes in front of the fire. 
 
    I chuckled and did the same. 
 
    “The Jedi aren’t real, they are just fictional heroes in an epic story my people wrote,” I abridged as I let my toes warm near the warm hearth. “In this world, the Jedi are supposed to uphold the righteousness of the universe, but even though their main goal is peace and harmony, their true function is to make sure the universe is in balance. Over time, everyone thought the Jedi needed to be the ones to eliminate the darkness-- or the forces of the Sith-- but even though their cause is noble, the Jedi failed over time because they forgot you can’t eliminate all the darkness without eliminating all of the light in the process.” 
 
    “That… was profoundly wise,” Gavlain said with a stunned expression. 
 
    “When I was twelve, I thought so, too,” I laughed. “Of course, that’s more of a scholarly theory rather than explicit canon, but I like the idea in a poetic way. After all, how can you appreciate the light without the dark?” 
 
    “Is that another scholarly Jedi theory?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I think it’s the alcohol,” I realized as I forced myself to sit up a little. “I tend to get a little philosophical with liquor. You weren’t kidding, that stuff really does have a kick, and I would definitely like to put in an order. My estate manager has a taste for woot brandy.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you leave with some,” he chuckled and then laced his fingers over his lap while he looked into the flames. “What you describe about the Jedi is similar to what can be described about Sha-Kane. Only he’s more inclined to be the cause of chaos, often for his own benefit, and then he is likely to blame his actions on keeping the inherent balance between positive and negative impact.” 
 
    “If he was a D&D character, I’d say he talks like his alignment is Neutral Evil-- upholding chaos or misdeeds as an ideal, or necessary to exist-- for his own ego, but in reality, he’s more of a Chaotic Evil because at the center of his intentions, he only cares about his own selfish desires,” I rambled and went to pour some more brandy, but Gavlain intercepted the crystal bottle and replaced it with water. 
 
    I understood, but I still scowled when I took a sip of plain, boring water. 
 
    “I do not know what this ‘deeendee” theology is that you speak of, but I admit, I am deadly fascinated and wonder if you couldn’t lecture on this at the Academy,” he said. 
 
    “Hah, oh, man, D&D isn’t a theol-- well, actually…” I trailed off when I thought about my bookshelf and about how I had every D&D handbook/DM guide Ever Published. “If I didn’t know you were joking, I might just take you up on starting a philosophy class based around morals and ethics of D&D and George Lucas.” 
 
    The thought made me laugh giddily, so I took another liberal swallow of water for good measure. 
 
    “As I was saying earlier, Sha-Kane picks and chooses his allies based on who presents the greatest benefit in the long run,” he said. “What’s worse is, he is the only one who knows what game he’s playing. I’ve been trying to pin him down for a long time, but his true motivations are either a front for his ego, like you said, or he is an impenetrable mask of neutrality. With that in mind, it is no wonder someone of your instincts would be cautious of him.” 
 
    “There’s more, isn’t there?” I leaned forward with my forearms on my knees. 
 
    “You mentioned feeling like Sha-Kane wants something from you, and based on my knowledge, I believe you are correct,” Gavlain continued as he reached over for a poker to stir the fire. 
 
    “What do you think it is he wants?” I asked. 
 
    “The Aerie,” he answered. 
 
    For a second, my slightly fuzzy brain had a moment where I had no idea what he meant, and I blinked at him. 
 
    “Oh, Archus’ estate,” I said as the details came back to me. 
 
    Horus and Shay’s father had a really creepy place in the Southern Cliffs that was filled with enchanted junk-spiders we basically set fire to. 
 
    Which was actually pretty fucking hilarious. 
 
    “Yes, the one with Doler’s priceless and arcane collection that you said you would allow Sha-Kane and the Council access to the estate when the legitimacy of the Duel came through,” he reminded me. “Now that it has, and The Aerie is officially in your name, you will have to do your due diligence and-- what? Why are you laughing?” 
 
    The whole time Gavlain was telling me this, the situation of The Aerie just grew funnier and funnier. 
 
    “Well.” I cleared my throat and tried to pull myself together. “So, before the Auctions, I read up on how things with the Traders worked. There’s a lot of gray area there, so I tweaked it to my advantage. Basically, I was only there to free Vel-Rala until this anonymous dude tried to outbid me. That kind of pissed me off, so my idea was to put my ‘estate’ up instead, knowing I didn’t even want the place anyway.” 
 
    “And because the Traders are sacrosanct, the moment they deem a transaction is complete, there’s nothing anyone can do to interfere, not even the Council,” he said as he realized the scheme. “That’s quite brilliant. But now nothing will stop Sha-Kane from breaking in and taking whatever he was looking for, or trying to negotiate with the person who took over your estate through the Auction.” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking.” I grinned and leaned back so I could prop one of my legs up on the other. “You’re wondering if this is worse because now The Aerie is out of my control, and the chances of Sha-Kane, or anyone interested in gaining access to Doler’s twisted archives, are now a lot higher. But don’t worry, you’re going to love this next part.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Gavlain asked with a slow smile. 
 
    “I already told you how we all checked out the place specifically for the other half of that book,” I said. 
 
    “Which is a shame you couldn’t find it, of course, but that’s one less thing out of the Council’s grasp at least,” the ram-lord remarked. “However, who knows what other nefarious things Doler had in his possession.” 
 
    “Well, no one will ever find out now because on our way out we may have accidentally started a huge fire in the library,” I said and relished the way his eyebrows flew up to his hairline. 
 
    “You burned the place down?” he asked with a gleeful expression. 
 
    “Not intentionally, but when Doler’s junk collection suddenly decided it wanted to come after us, we didn’t have a choice,” I said. 
 
    “This is excellent!” he boomed and decided to refill our glasses after all. 
 
    Which I was t-o-tally okay with. 
 
    “It is.” I swigged some more of that smoky-sweet liquid as we sat there for a moment in companionable silence until a random thought suddenly swam to the surface. “Hey, what ever happened to the thing that Anwaar and I found in The Aerie?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, I just assumed Anwaar would have mentioned it to you because she’s your sister, but when we were at Doler’s estate, we found something in the hoard of artifacts he collected-- a small, um, shit, I actually can’t remember,” I said with a sheepish grin and set the rest of my brandy aside for good. “Anwaar said it ‘felt’ like Amaya, or something, and then she tucked it away. Maybe I need to talk to her about it again.” 
 
    Gavlain sighed deeply and set his own glass down with a note of finality. 
 
    “I am not certain what that artifact is or does, but I have some idea,” he said and then stared off into the distance. 
 
    The buzzy feeling in my blood fizzled at the morose look on the ram-lord’s noble face. 
 
    “Gav?” I questioned. 
 
    “You know how special Amaya is,” he started in his low voice. “Or… maybe you do not because she is the first augur-woman you have come across.” 
 
    “Is she different from the others?” I asked. 
 
    “In the Order, there is a strict hierarchy that starts with the High Priestess at the top, then the Deaconesses, Augur-Mages, acolytes, and finally clerics,” he summarized. “But within these ranks is a title that doesn’t belong anywhere, and yet, is the most revered: The Prophetess.” 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as I listened to the tones of his melancholy voice. 
 
    “The Prophetess is the most powerful and the most powerless because she can change the tide with a single word, and yet, her life is not her own because she belongs to the Order of Mercedes.” Gavlain shook his shaggy head and sighed. “And because she is so valuable, it is not surprising you and Anwaar found something nefarious and most likely designed to harm Amaya.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “I’ll definitely have to talk to Anwaar again. What else can you tell me about the Prophetess? Or, more specifically, about how Amaya became one.” 
 
    “There is a Prophetess born at the beginning of every age after the previous one dies,” he explained. “Of course, Amaya’s birth was among the auspicious few born on the day the Old Prophetess died. Travel ahead eight seasons to the day when all young acolytes are tested to see if they display the abilities of either augurs or mages. Anwaar, who is older than her sister by one season, had already been assessed to have powerful mage-like abilities, so naturally, there was a good chance she would show promise in auguring. After all, most augur-mages are related, so it wouldn’t be out of the question.” 
 
    “Let me guess, she was off the charts as far as this test was concerned?” I smirked when I thought of the unassuming oryx-woman. 
 
    “You could say that,” he chuckled softly, and I was glad to see a little more color return to the man’s complexion. “Instead of the standard rigors of the usual test, Amaya blew them away by auguring a prophecy about a ‘Savior who will defeat the Darkness in the coming days,’ of a ‘Stranger with an Indomitable Will.’ That day, my sister recited lines of prophecy in front of us all, and I saw the way the High Priestess reacted. Apparently, no other prospective Prophetess has ever commanded the Knowledge as masterfully as Amaya had at such a young age.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said as I thought of how she channeled not only Horus and me during the falcon-man’s trial, but also the dead Archus Doler. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget the first time I saw her in action.” 
 
    “It is quite a sight, and not something that can ever be imitated or faked,” Gavlain said. “That was how the Order determined she was the next Prophetess, and just like that, any will Amaya had of her own was deemed irrelevant to the Order, and she is expected to pledge her heart to Mercedes during the rite of the Oath.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about this Oath thing, and how the time is almost up for both Anwaar and Amaya to go through with it,” I said when I remembered both Horus and Amaya explaining the ritual in which acolytes pledge to have their ability to love removed. A fierce pang in my heart made me rub my sternum and glance into the dying flames of the fireplace. “It sounds miserable. It’s an absolute crime against nature to forbid people things like freedom and love.” 
 
    Especially for someone so free and gentle like the lovely and wild oryx-woman. It was like trying to handcuff the wind, or rein back a majestic river. 
 
    I turned back to the ram-lord, and I was startled out of my thoughts when I was treated to the full weight of his intense bronze gaze. 
 
    “I had hoped, but now…” he trailed off as he continued to stare into my eyes. 
 
    “What, um, what’s up, Gav?” I asked when he just smiled a small hopeful smile before he got up from the stately leather chair and walked toward the window next to the fireplace. 
 
    “The thing about my littlest sister is, she’s always had an active imagination when she was younger,” he said. “She would carry on in my mother’s gardens like she was a fair maiden being chased by some unnamable foe, or a faceless monster. But in her imaginary narratives, she was rescued by ‘the one who held her heart.’” 
 
    “Sounds… cute?” I ventured, and I cocked my head slightly because I was unsure exactly where he was going with this. 
 
    “I thought it was, too,” he said as he rubbed his bearded jaw. “Until she repeated the things from her childhood games during her assessment, only this time, it was without the trappings of a little girl’s fantasy.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the games she used to play and imagine were actual prophecies?” I asked as I crossed my legs on the sofa. 
 
    “Specifically about ‘the one who held her heart,’” he said gravely. “This person and the Stranger with an Indomitable Will were never explicitly said to be one in the same. But recently I have begun to suspect these two men are actually one person.” 
 
    The ram-lord continued to stare at me with that same intensity as before. 
 
    “Gavlain,” I said as I untucked my crossed legs. “What are you trying to tell me, exactly? Amaya’s soulmate and the savior of her prophecy are one and the same?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying, and now, I need you to brace yourself for what I need to tell you next.” The ram-lord finally turned away from the window and came back to sit next to me on the sofa. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and waited for him to go on. 
 
    “Amaya’s prophecies about the Stranger speak of a foreigner outside of his own world who will defeat the Darkness in the coming days,” he intoned. “He will be a harbinger of death and shall be known by the way he passes judgment with the strike of his fist--” 
 
    “Gavlain,” I cut in when I had an inkling of where this was about to go, but the horned-man kept talking. 
 
    “--he shall also be known by the way he Champions the sky, and he has strength that can outlast over one-thousand men,” he finished. 
 
    “I see what you’re doing,” I said. “You think this prophecy ‘savior’ guy is talking about me, but that could be literally anybody else who--” 
 
    “Who what?” Gavlain challenged. “Who within the short time he’s been here has killed a man twice his size with his bare hands, became Champion of the Icarian Races, and held the ceremonial shield up higher and longer than any other man during the Tithe Ceremony?” 
 
    “But--” I tried again. 
 
    “Of course, you may be right, the Prophecy could be about any other Traveler,” he suddenly changed tack, and the whiplash prevented me from interrupting him again. “The details are arguably vague and up for interpretation. However, when I first saw you, it wasn’t your defeat of Dagmar that convinced me you and the man from the Prophecy are the same.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” He smiled. “In fact, I have rarely ever thought about the words the Prophetess uttered after Amaya went through her assessment. But I do remember the way my kid sister used to dream about her love. About the one person she was convinced could rescue her from the darkness… especially in his pretty purple shoes.” 
 
    Pretty purple shoes? 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    When I first showed up in this alien world, I was convinced everything was a dream, and in order to swim to what I would later discover was Nata Isle, I discarded my heavy boots so they wouldn’t drag me down. However, after almost actually drowning, and then being washed up on shore by a giant monster fish, I understood how real this place was and needed to survive. 
 
    But I couldn’t traverse the wilderness barefoot, so ever practical me had searched for a method to protect my feet. I MacGyvered a set of gladiator-like sandals composed of drift wood soles, and they were held together with long strips of seaweed scattered along the shore. 
 
    And the seaweed was bright purple. 
 
    “When I first got here, you knew I was the one Amaya was talking about?” I asked as my thoughts swirled and picked up speed. 
 
    “You definitely caught my attention, along with everyone who saw you fight Dagmar, but I confess my shock was in what you were wearing on your feet,” he chuckled. “But when you also went on to win the races, I was even more certain. That was the reason why I asked you to participate in the Ceremony. However, the test with the shield didn’t truly convince me I had chosen the right man. No, that moment happened just now.” 
 
    “Why now?” I asked, and an odd fluttering sensation took light in my ribcage like a hopeful songbird. 
 
    “What did you think about when you recalled the details of the Oath?” he questioned instead, and I frowned as the joy I felt a moment ago faded. 
 
    “I thought about how, for someone like Amaya, being forced and shackled like that was practically a death sentence,” I said, and now that I articulated the fact, I felt sick and strangled by it. 
 
    “There it is,” Gavlain whispered, and I snapped out of the intense sadness that practically overwhelmed me. 
 
    “What?” I looked up into his grinning eyes. 
 
    “That look,” he said. “It’s the same one I have seen on my own face whenever I have thought about my sister’s fate. It’s how I know you already love her, and how I know asking you to help me save her is something you’re willing to do. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No,” I responded when I realized he was absolutely right. 
 
    The oryx-woman’s enchanting oval face and its multitude of expressions I was still in the process of discovering swam into my vision. With a shock, I found myself wanting to take my time decoding each and every one of those dear creases and searching looks. 
 
    I wanted to kiss her again and feel her warm body against mine. I wanted to be the cause of her slightly lopsided smile, the reason for her charming giggle, and by the grace of Mercedes, I wanted to end the threat that hung over her like an ominous thundercloud and stole her smile. 
 
    “Alex?” Gavlain murmured and pulled me out of my nascent thoughts. 
 
    “Amaya… I… What can I do to help?” I asked. 
 
    The ram-lord put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “You’ve already done more than you know, my friend.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    My mind was swimming, and not in the good way following a decent amount of fine liquor. 
 
    “You have to tell me more,” I begged the ram-lord so I could attempt to order my thoughts. “Starting with why you think Amaya is in danger, and how you think we can get her out of the Oath.” 
 
    Gavlain inhaled sharply, and his hand on my shoulder tightened as he suddenly looked away. 
 
    I blinked in shock at the blatant relief creasing his face that made him look older than he seemed. 
 
    “You do not know how good it is to hear you say that with the same conviction I have felt since…” He paused, and his hand dropped like he was weighed down with an immense burden. 
 
    “Gav?” I queried when he rubbed a hand over his face. 
 
    “I told you how I gained my status, correct?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you and Asher Redburn both told me a little something about some sort of rite,” I answered. 
 
    “The Passing Rite, yes. It is how a father can pass along the power bestowed upon him by Mercedes to his chosen heir.” Gavlain shook his head and paused for another beat. “My mother, who loved him deeply, was pregnant with Amaya when my father willingly chose to end his life by my hand through the Rite. In a word, the grief drove her insane, and shortly after I took my place as Asher Lord, she committed the ultimate act of madness.” 
 
    “What did she do?” I whispered. 
 
    “She tried to drown herself in the Ocean,” he sighed. “In case you didn’t know, imbibing the Goddess’ Tears is deadly because it renders those who are not devoted acolytes insane. The guards were able to pull her out in time to deliver the baby, but my mother perished. For a while, it was shaky with my littlest sister. She was as pale as the moonlight and so quiet and still for nearly a farthing before she finally opened her eyes. Even then, she didn’t talk until she was four seasons old. You cannot imagine the coals I raked myself over. The guilt threatened to swallow me, but taking care of my two younger sisters who were left behind was the only reason I didn’t crumble.” 
 
    “Oh… Gavlain, I’m so sorry,” I said with a frown of sympathy. 
 
    “It is what it is, my friend, and I have made peace with the order of things,” he said and flashed me a weary smile. “However, as far as danger is concerned, the fact of the matter is, Amaya will always be surrounded by it from outside forces. There have always been enemies of the Order who would like to strike at the heart of the organization, and therefore her status, should it be revealed, is a risk. The good news is, she’s well-versed in hand-to-hand combat, and her self-defense is second-to-none.” 
 
    “Well, that’s h… good,” I recovered before I could say what I really meant. 
 
    Which was hot. I meant hot. 
 
    “Indeed.” The ram-lord arched an eyebrow as he gave me a smirk. 
 
    “Um, so, who all knows she’s the Prophetess?” I cleared my throat and rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    “Only those who were present for her assessment,” Gavlain continued and got up to throw the last log on the fire. “Me with whom she shares blood, the High Priestess, and her two trusted Deaconesses, so for now, her status is widely unknown. That will change when she takes her Oath, and her true assessment gifts are registered with the Order when she begins her work at the Alemec Sun Temple.” 
 
    “Okay, so that means the ones you want to protect her from are the Order,” I surmised. 
 
    “Clever lad.” He smiled and turned to face me. “During Amaya’s assessment, the High Priestess Leda reacted very oddly, and she cut off the rest of what my sister was saying like she was afraid of what she would say when everything was all said and done. After the assessment was cut short, the High Priestess wanted to take Amaya away without explanation, but I wouldn’t let her until she explained how one day I wouldn’t have a choice given what she was. The threat was mild, but I couldn’t get Leda’s haunted expression out of my head, or the way she looked at my sister like she was a ghost.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know, but it is something I could never get out of my head,” he said as his bronze eyes dimmed. “After Amaya and Anwaar attempted to escape, I finally saw just how unhappy she was with her fate, and since then, I have been trying to find a way to free her from the chains of her supposed duty. I fear she will not survive if left to suffer inside a gilded cage.” 
 
    “Where all have you searched in order to get answers?” I questioned as my mind tried to put together rudimentary strategies I had no context for. 
 
    “It took me a long time to track down scraps of Order Law that were either obscured from public record, or erased altogether,” he said and set up the grate in front of the hearth for the night. Then he took his place back in his chair before he went on. “I’ve been trying to find one of those ‘gray areas’ you are fond of so I can figure out a way to liberate Maya from the Order’s clutches, but it wasn’t until very recently I realized I had been looking in the wrong place.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I encouraged as I tucked my legs up underneath me. 
 
    “The Order and the Council have an accord when it comes to carrying out the will of Mercedes, but after the Uprisings, a lot of libraries and archives became casualties in the ensuing chaos,” Gavlain said and crossed his ankles. “One of my sources helped me track down a particular tome of interest that ostensibly once belonged to the Order, but somehow ended up in the Lord Councilman’s private vault. With a few people on the inside, I was able to… acquire it.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, you’re talking about the half of that book you gave me,” I realized and then glared at him. “Hey, you made it seem as if the book could help me with my herald core experiments!” 
 
    “Oh, right, well…” The big man cleared his throat and twiddled his thumbs a little sheepishly. “I was ninety-eight percent sure you were who I thought you were, but just in case, I felt like I needed to entice you. Also, I didn’t want to completely disappoint you with the fact no one has ever attempted anything of the sort, so the chances of there being a book about it are slim. I’m afraid you will have to be the one to pioneer it yourself.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I snorted but then fixed him with a stern look. “I hope you understand by now you don’t need to manipulate me like that in the future, and I would prefer it if you didn’t.” 
 
    He regarded my serious expression, and his teasing smirk faded. 
 
    “All joking aside, I know you have felt like a puppet, and a lot of that is my doing,” he rumbled out in his low voice. “And I am sorry for it. I have just felt responsible for Maya ever since I drove our mother to do what she did.” 
 
    “You didn’t--” I started but was stopped when he raised a weary hand. 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice?” he completed my sentence with a sigh. “In a sense, this is true. I was only abiding by my father’s will, but it doesn’t discount the fact it was by my hand my father was slain, and therefore by my hand my mother lost her heart. And then Amaya was so fragile for so long and had to cling to life by her nails only to be trapped by a system that doesn’t deserve her and will use her up until there is nothing left.” 
 
    “I understand your reasons, and like you said, it’s obvious I am just as invested in freeing Amaya,” I said. “And if you think the answers lie within that book, then I promise you I will find it.” 
 
    “I do not doubt it, my friend.” Gavlain gave me a grateful smile. 
 
    “Although, I am not sure how useful it will be even if we have both halves because no one I know can read it,” I said. “Is that an Order thing?” 
 
    “I do not know much about the runes it is written in, but someone in Aventoll must,” the ram-lord said. 
 
    “Where do I even start looking?” I asked. 
 
    “For starters… not on Nata,” he replied with a peculiar glance. 
 
    “That’s why you were suggesting I should take Ambassador Sskern up on his offer to go to Terr,” I laughed. “Again, for the record, you don’t have to be vague about getting me to do things.” 
 
    “Noted,” he chuckled as the pigeon-man from earlier came back into the parlor. “For now, it is quite late, so please let Graven take you to your quarters. And be ready to meditate with me in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess, I’m going to regret the brandy later, I can tell,” I said when he helped me up from the sofa, and I swayed on my feet. 
 
    “Lots of water, and you’ll be fine,” he said and patted me on the shoulder with his baseball-mitt of a hand. “And I must thank you, again.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me for doing what’s right,” I argued. 
 
    “Not just for that,” the ram-lord said. “Since she’s met you, Amaya smiles like she once used to, and I had almost forgotten what that was like.” 
 
    “We’re going to free her, Gav,” I promised with a solemn expression. 
 
    “I do not doubt that.” He sent me off with another smile, and I was escorted to a room that was probably amazing in its lavishness, but it escaped my notice. 
 
    I only had eyes for one thing. 
 
    The glorious bed. 
 
    Which was why it was such a tragedy when it felt like I had barely succumbed to the sweet succor of sleep before being ripped out of unconsciousness to go fucking jogging. 
 
    Uphill. 
 
    In some surprisingly cold early morning rain. 
 
    “I thought we were just going to meditate,” I panted as I followed Mec over a few mossy boulders. 
 
    “It’ll be worth it, I promise,” the ram-lord said, and he finally had us jog to a stop and pulled aside some low hanging vines. 
 
    When he pushed the multi-colored vegetation out of the way, he revealed a small clearing where a cave was situated in the edifice of the mountain. 
 
    “It better be,” I huffed and wiped the sweat off my brow. “I might not even be able to stay awake for it because of that.” 
 
    “This is a sacred space, and the natural energy coming up through the ground is rejuvenating for Ashers,” he said as he led us both into the damp and drippy cave. 
 
    It was warm inside, and the water that dripped from the glowing blue stalactites smelled like the sweetest rain. Droplets fell on my scalp and face, and they left behind a soothing sensation that slowed my breathing yet energized my mind. 
 
    “Woah,” I murmured and listened to my voice echo all around. 
 
    The ram-lord didn’t say anything, and he instead walked to the center of the cave where some of the biggest stalactites were hanging and then stripped off his tunic so the drips could soak into his bare shoulders. 
 
    I followed suit and then joined him on the smooth stone surface. 
 
    “Look,” Gavlain intoned and gestured all around. 
 
    When I craned my head back, I gasped at the sight of the glowing stalactites sparkling like a galaxy full of stars. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I breathed, and then I inhaled the surprisingly fresh air as my upturned face was kissed with the sweet cave-rain. 
 
    “Now, close your eyes and concentrate on the things in your mind that have been plaguing you,” he instructed, and when I opened my eyes to protest I wasn’t being plagued, he only shook his head. “Don’t argue, I can tell.” 
 
    I sighed as I closed my eyes, and I let myself fall down into that deep-water well where vivid kaleidoscopic colors flickered like cinema film on the silver screen of my mind until I could feel myself swimming through the crystalline Ocean Mercedes. 
 
    Just like when I was attempting to meditate before I was interrupted by the Red Sky Event, I broke the surface of the cool water and scanned the horizon for the large koi-like monster fish that was always so hell-bent on Michael Phelpsing me in our normal contest. 
 
    But the leviathan was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Just miles and miles of that gorgeous and mysterious azure blue. 
 
    I’m here, I thought and listened to my words reverberate, and for a moment I wasn’t sure if I was just in my head, or if I was also speaking aloud in the cave. What do you want to show me? 
 
    The gigantic fish exploded out of the water and engulfed me in one swallow, but I was prepared for it this time and wasn’t surprised when I’d suddenly gone Jonah. 
 
    Well… almost wasn’t surprised. 
 
    I was pretty sure being fish food came with at least a standard amount of shock, so I was doubly unprepared when instead of the monster’s belly, I found myself in a long corridor that looked strangely familiar. I was fully dry, dressed in regal attire, and standing on a simple red runner. 
 
    As I started walking, torches flickered to life and illuminated my way until I reached a single black door. 
 
    Yes, this was very familiar and yet… different. 
 
    Didn’t there used to be two doors? 
 
    Intriguing. 
 
    Last time I was faced with this image, there were definitely two of these ominous black doors. 
 
    Something itched the back of my mind, and I recalled that when I held my hand out, one door felt like it was tugging me back to the familiarity of my old life on Earth while the other was calling me home… Aventoll. 
 
    I had taken it for the question it was, and I made my choice to stay. 
 
    This door, however, was a complete mystery, and when I went to reach my hand out for the knob, my surroundings faded, and I was gently returned to my body back in the star-lit cave feeling settled and completely rested, if not a little empty inside. 
 
    “There,” Gavlain said as he grinned across from me with a content expression that probably matched my own. “Feel better?” 
 
    “Much,” I replied, and the two of us gathered ourselves and hiked back to the palace. 
 
    “Skra!” The sound of Roofus beckoned me as I stood in the stables with Gavlain while I readied Prosper. 
 
    “Hey, buddy!” I said as he landed on my forearm and handed me a small scroll with one of his fuzzy moth-paws. “You got a letter for me?” 
 
    “Skra, skra!” he cawed proudly and then launched off my arm so he could try to nuzzle and nest himself in the ram-lord’s shaggy mane of hair. 
 
    “Cute little beastie, isn’t he?” the fearsome Island Badass giggled as he tickled the crow-moth under his chin. 
 
    I rolled my eyes but quickly unraveled the scroll. 
 
    “It’s from Shay,” I said, and suddenly a fierce ache bloomed in the center of my chest when I thought of my resplendent phoenix wife. “She wants me to come to Icarian to meet her. She has something important she wants to discuss with me.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I wonder if it has anything to do with hosting the Mid-Crescent Ball?” Gavlain asked as he arched an eyebrow. “I know how Lady Shale-Lea loves to put on an event.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, the Ball.” I narrowed my gaze at the ram-lord while he continued to tickle and play with Roofus. “And my potential obligation to throw one. Just another thing you casually forgot to inform me of.” 
 
    “Hm?” he said innocently. 
 
    “Cut the crap, big-guy,” I snorted and punched him in the arm. 
 
    “Last time I leave you in darkness, I swear,” he muttered and rubbed his bicep like I’d actually hurt him. 
 
    “Good,” I laughed. “And thanks, Gavlain.” 
 
    “See you during the Festival,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Send Roofus whenever, no rush,” I told him when he continued to cuddle the gold-seeker. “Just be sure I get him back.” 
 
    “Not likely,” he joked. “Look at how much he loves me!” 
 
    “Skra!” Roofus cawed. 
 
    “Traitor.” I shook my head. 
 
    Then, without further ado, Prosper and I said our goodbyes and took off for the palatial Icarian estate where my wife was. 
 
    The whole time we were flying there, the empty ache in my chest grew and grew to an almost burning tugging sensation, and I was glad Icarian was closer to the palace than Ithaca. 
 
    Something inside me was pulling me toward Shay, and the time we had spent apart felt compounded and stacked on top of me like a crushing weight. 
 
    On instinct, I knew exactly where to find her, and when the iconic white stables on the grounds caught my eye, I steered Prosper toward the glittering structure of the Jewel House. 
 
    As if she could feel me, too, Shay came running out of the Jewel House with her crimson hair streaking out behind her like a flame. 
 
    “Alex!” she cried out, and Prosper’s hooves had barely touched the ground before I was jumping off my mount and running toward her in a dead-sprint. “Alex!” 
 
    “Shay,” I said as we crashed into each other, and I couldn’t help but swing her around like a fucking fairytale, because god, having her in my arms was the only thing that soothed the tender throb around my heart. 
 
    “Husband,” she cooed and cupped my face as I lowered her back down to her dainty feet. “You’re here.” 
 
    “You asked me to come, so I did so right away,” I said as I ran my hand through her beautiful tresses. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you to drop everything,” she giggled. “But I’m glad you did. It has been… trying since you left.” 
 
    “I feel that, too,” I admitted as we pressed our foreheads together. “Why is it like this? Not that I’m complaining.” 
 
    It was true. I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    Even though the burning sensation wasn’t pleasant, it was worth it due to the warm wholesome feeling spreading through me the longer we held each other. 
 
    “I think… it has something to do with me,” she whispered as if divulging some secret she hadn’t managed to put words to yet. “It’s a feeling similar to the bond I have with some of my geldings. I think when… I saved you, our spirits left behind impressions of one another.” 
 
    “You’re saying were bonded, soul-wise?” I asked as I squeezed her petite hourglass waist. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “But all I know is I’ve longed for you.” 
 
    “And I you,” I murmured and then finally kissed her on her full lips like she was my first drink after a desert hike. 
 
    Shay melted into me like we were two halves of a whole, and I lifted her off her feet again as my blood thundered through my veins. 
 
    I could feel the coil of arousal start to wind tight in my lower belly, and I was this close to just throwing us both to the stones that paved the entrance to the sparkling Jewel House and devouring her until my desire was slaked. 
 
    “Alex… Alex…” Shay mumbled between our feverish kissing. “We should stop…” 
 
    “That’s the last thing I want to do,” I groaned and then tangled our tongues back together. 
 
    “But there are… there… ohhh.” Shay trailed off as I pressed us closer, and she nearly went completely weak-kneed when I turned my attentions to the side of her swan-like throat. 
 
    “I need you, Shay,” I gasped when we both broke for air. “Goddess, I need you.” 
 
    “Inside, quickly, before our guests arrive.” She pulled away, took my hand, and then started tugging me toward the entrance. 
 
    “Wait, guests?” I questioned as I ran behind her into the main atrium of the empty glass structure. 
 
    “Yes,” she said over her shoulder with a saucy wink. “If we are to put on a Ball, then this is the perfect place to do it, and I have some people arriving for a tour of the place.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as I followed her to the broken fountain in the center of the place. It had four big painted pots with bonsai-type trees planted in them to provide shade, and the sunlight pouring through the vaulted ceilings threw dancing rainbow lights everywhere. 
 
    “Well…” she said as she skipped away from me and led me around the fountain. “This place needs a lot of work before it is ready to host some of Nata’s finest.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said and tried to grab her when she slipped around a huge potted urn. 
 
    “That means,” she went on as she finally let me catch her and push her up against the ceramic planter. “We need to get to it.” 
 
    “Is that an order?” I groaned and inhaled the delicate jasmine scent of her natural aroma, along with something more earthy like cedar smoke and ash. 
 
    “Alex,” Shay moaned and undulated her body against mine. “Reclaim your wife. Make love to me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Shay,” I breathed as I crowded my maddening phoenix-wife against the wall next to one of those big potted trees. 
 
    She looked up at me with her emerald-green eyes filled with passion and fire, and her hand flew up to clutch the hair at the back of my head while she hiked a leg up and hooked it around my hip. 
 
    “I f-feel like I can’t get enough of you,” she admitted with a tremble in her sultry voice. 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I said while I let my broad palms run up her waist, then down to cup her shapely bottom. “Do you think it will always be like this?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know, Goddess, but the one thing I do know is I need you urgently,” she said as she frantically fumbled with the laces at the front of my trousers. 
 
    In that moment, I needed to be as close as possible to her as I could, and between two pairs of shaking hands, she freed my aching erection while I rucked up her flowing cloud-blue gown and then lifted her so she was perched on the lip of the large ceramic pot. 
 
    “Oh, baby,” I breathed as the head of my cock breached the entrance of her tight pussy. I pulled her the rest of the way onto me until we were flush, and I groaned at the feeling of her tunnel fluttering around my shaft. 
 
    “Uuhhhn,” Shay moaned as she got used to the feeling of taking me to the hilt all in one go. “A-Alex, uh! You’re so-- ahhh!” 
 
    She hissed as I ground into her some, and I gently reclined her so she could wrap her hands around the medium-sized trunk of the potted tree behind her. 
 
    “Hold on,” I whispered, and then I slipped one hand under her lower back, while my other pressed down on her belly the next time I thrust in. 
 
    “Ooh!” Shay wrapped both hands around the back of the trunk and flexed her hips. “H-Husband, I feel l-like I am burning up. P-Please.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I couldn’t help but jerk my hips forward ever so slightly. To see her beg like that as she was pinned on my cock was so hot, and the lust in my veins caused my heart to pound while sweat broke out on my brow. “You’re amazing, Shay. So good.” 
 
    I pulled out nearly all the way and then slammed home again. 
 
    “Mercedes!” my phoenix-wife cried out and arched her back, and I yanked her bodice down so one of her luscious breasts was exposed and already puckering from the arousal she felt.  
 
    Then, with my callused thumb, I swiped rapidly across the peak of her rosy nipple.  
 
    “Uuhnnnn!” she whimpered. 
 
    “That’s it, oh, God,” I nearly choked out. “You’re getting tighter, babe. You are so fucking tight around my cock.” 
 
    “Yessss…” Shay gasped and writhed as her fingernails clawed at the bark of the tree, and my eyes nearly rolled to the back of my head when she encouraged a shallow rocking motion between us that kept me right on the knife’s edge of coming. 
 
    Words at this point were beyond the two of us, which was just fine because our bodies communicated in harmony as if it was as natural as breathing, and I set about making her gasp again and again. 
 
    My hips moved seemingly on their own, and I gripped her tender hips between my hands as I fucked into her faster and faster. 
 
    “H-Harder!” she practically screamed, and the fury in my blood ignited every fiber of my being until even the roots of my hair felt overwhelmed with pleasure. “I’m, oh, yes, I’m there!” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed as her pussy walls clamped and clenched around my shaft, and the suddenness of her climax ripped me off the precarious edge of my own orgasm. 
 
    The need to bury myself into her as deep as possible overwhelmed me, and I pulled her up against my chest as I continued to pump rope after rope of hot cum into her clutching pussy. 
 
    “Uhhn, uhhn, ohhh!” Shay squealed as she worked her hips against me, and she carved her nails into my back as she spasmed in tandem with my shallow jerks. 
 
    “Fuck, Shay,” I groaned as I filled her to the brim with my seed.  
 
    Our shared orgasm seemed endless in that moment, and when we finally came down, I was sure to keep supporting the wrung-out phoenix-woman as she sagged heavily against me. 
 
    We breathed against each other for a few moments, but after a while I noticed I wasn’t softening inside her despite the fact I came harder and faster than I’d ever remember doing since my early adolescence. 
 
    In fact, the minute twitches and movements Shay was involuntarily making were actually ratcheting up my arousal again, and I couldn’t help but devour her mouth when she looked questioningly up at me. 
 
    Her emerald-green eyes flew wide when I rolled our bodies together, and she broke the heated kiss with a sob. 
 
    “Aleeeeexxx,” she moaned. “I need you again, love. Oh!” 
 
    “Is-- is it supposed to feel this intense?” I grunted as I started moving my hips again in slow thrusts. 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t know.” Shay inhaled sharply and arched her back when I changed the angle slightly just to see her toes curl. When the tremors in her body subsided, she looked me dead in the eye. “I want you. From behind. F-Fucking me.” 
 
    I stopped dead for a beat, and my vision nearly whited out with lust at hearing the word “fuck” fall from her petal-lips. 
 
    “Where?” I croaked and looked around frantically for a place that was more comfortable than this ceramic planter pot. 
 
    “O-Over there.” She gestured, and I followed her thin finger to a stack of plush rugs. 
 
    “They look a little dusty,” I commented. 
 
    “Not that dusty, come on,” she groaned, and then she swiveled her hips in a way that made me have to grab her to keep from moving. 
 
    “Okay, patience,” I huffed, and I scooped her into my arms while we were still joined. “Fuck.” 
 
    The angle and tightness of the position changed for the both of us, and I couldn’t help but bounce her up and down a few times on my cock completely standing. 
 
    “I c-can’t, oh, Goddess!” she gasped, and I held her still as she trembled through her second orgasm. When the aftershocks subsided, her legs couldn’t stop trembling, but she was still undulating like a cat in heat. “Please! I can’t wait anymore!” 
 
    That was all I needed as far as I was concerned, so I marched us over to the stack of dusty rugs, pulled out as carefully as I could, and then set her down. 
 
    Shay immediately flipped over on her hands and knees, rucked up her gown again, and arched her narrow back so her perfect ass was on display and waiting for me to mount. Then, with one sultry hand, she reached between her legs and pulled open her pussy lips. 
 
    My cock was even harder than it was before, and my balls were drawn high and tight against my body when I spied a trickle of my cream pour out between her petals and dripped down her inner thigh.  
 
    “Fuck, look at you,” I growled, and I didn’t waste any more time before I thrusted back into her scorching-hot chamber. 
 
    The two of us fucked like animals after that, and it was the single most passionate and raw lovemaking session of my young life thus far. Maybe it was this new soul bond thing we had going on, but every drag, squeeze, and clench was magnified tenfold, and all of my senses were completely subsumed by every square inch of her. 
 
    We both climaxed again for the last time, and it was nothing short of transcendent. I ended up hugging her to me so she was fully plastered to my front, and our orgasms seemed to fall into a feedback-loop of each other’s pleasure. 
 
    When the tempest of our lovemaking was finally over, we held each other in the silence of the beautiful jewel house, and that festering ache inside my heart I’d been feeling since this morning was gone. 
 
    “Bless you,” I said when Shay sneezed a little while later, and I laughed when her pert little nose scrunched in a way that always drove me crazy. “I thought you said the rugs weren’t that dusty?” 
 
    “Don’t blame a girl for wanting to get to the main event,” she murmured as she traced patterns on my chest. “How was your time with Mec? Horus filled me in about those two boys. I’m not surprised you saved them, and they should count themselves as lucky.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mec put them in their place,” I chuckled as I tickled the crest of her bare shoulder. “There are a lot of things I need to talk to you and Zoie about, though.” 
 
    “Our brigade is on their way as we speak,” Shay sighed. “I’ve asked the servants to prepare the gardens. I thought we could all have a dinner party while the days are still warm.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked. “Are you sure you have the energy for a dinner party?” 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed and dozily blinked up at me. “We should get up and check to see if the party committee has arrived.” 
 
    “Seriously, though,” I said as I caressed her flushed cheek. “Are you sure you want to do the Ball? I know we’re obligated, but there’s nothing that says we really have to.” 
 
    “I feel like I want to,” she said, and she flashed me a soft, sweet smile. “I used to host all kinds of events when I was married to Bala. Planning for this Ball makes me feel normal. And these days, normal is a relief.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetheart,” I said and kissed her on the forehead. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Come to the fountain with me.” She led me to the marble plaza-like fountain, and it was filled with clean water despite the fact the water feature element was turned off. 
 
    After we set ourselves back to rights and helped each other look presentable, the two of us made it back to the front of the Jewel House where, sure enough, two women who were ostensibly the party planning committee were waiting out front. 
 
    They currently had their backs to us as they chattered a mile a minute about the gardens and the potential the glass structure had to put on the party of the ages. 
 
    “Don’t you think that would be an excellent space for a bonfire, Tre?” the woman with a burnt-orange crest of long spiky feathers like a bird of paradise asked her companion. 
 
    “Oh, I agree, Zyn,” the second woman said, and she turned to the side so I could see how her lower jaw was colored just like the striped bill of a toucan. “And along the trees here we can hang strings of beaded glow stones.” 
 
    “Oh, Mercedes be, not these two,” Shay grumbled under her breath before she turned up the charm and made her presence known. “Hello, ladies!” 
 
    “Shale-Lea, darling,” Zyn said as she preened her spiky feathers. “So good to see you.” 
 
    “We heard you have been feeling poorly, love,” the toucan-woman, Tre, added as she leaned in and kissed my wife on her cheek. 
 
    “Nothing us stout Nata women can’t overcome,” Shay replied, and she finished greeting her socialite friends with more European-like air kisses. “And of course you know my husband, Asher Brightwood.” 
 
    “Ladies,” I said with a small bow. “Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    The two bird-women blinked at me and then at each other before they both broke out into simpers and squeals. 
 
    “Oh, Shay!” Zyn said as she gripped the phoenix-woman’s hands. “He’s so much more handsome in person! Now, come, let’s envision our masterpiece.” 
 
    “We’ll be back, husband,” Shay said and led the two busybody women inside so they could get started on their plans for world domination with origami serviettes or something. 
 
    The good thing was, I didn’t have to sit and twiddle my thumbs for long, because shortly after Shay and the Party Brigade disappeared back into the Jewel House, I spotted a caravan of three small estate carriages headed my way. 
 
    A grin stretched across my face when I saw a familiar mop of sandy hair steering one of the carriages, which told me our crew was finally here and ready to set up what Shay described as a dinner party, but to me just sounded like a summer barbecue. 
 
    How domestic. 
 
    Who’d have thought I would actually be standing in some beautiful alien world in the midst of more friends and family than I knew what to do with… setting up a picnic. Even more, who’d have thought that me, Alex Brightwood, Master’s degree in Cynicism and Isolation, could actually be happy. 
 
    Could thrive. 
 
    My smile faded when I was reminded of my vision of the black doors and how I chose without hesitation the door that would keep me here. 
 
    But now I was faced with a new door in my visions, and I wondered what Aventoll was trying to tell me. Especially now that it seemed I was fated to come here according to the enigmatic oryx-woman, and the idea that I was always meant to be here was a concept so large and overwhelming I found my thoughts shying away from it all. 
 
    Maybe that was a good thing for now. 
 
    In the meantime, I jogged down the steps in front of the Jewel House and greeted everyone who was there to help set up for this shindig. 
 
    “Master Alex!” Nevra the badger-woman said as she hopped out of the first carriage Rylan was steering. 
 
    “Just ‘Alex’, Nevs,” I reminded her and then kissed the back of her black-and-white striped hand. 
 
    “Oh, you are a dear,” she giggled and patted my knee. “Help us with the tent, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said as I gave Rylan a hand from the top of the wagon. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” he said and rummaged in his pocket. “I fixed this for you.” 
 
    “Already?” I asked as I took the canterfly pendant from him and admired the handiwork. He had attached a sturdier metal loop, and I didn’t hesitate to slip it back on the leather cord that my Duelist Stone hung on. The way the pendant clinked woodenly against the clear quartz of the Stone felt right, and even though the carving weighed hardly anything, I’d missed its weight around my neck. 
 
    “So, we really are going to do the Ball?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I glanced at the entrance of the Jewel House only to see Shay arm-in-arm with the two exotic bird women as if she was a hostage to the social mores of the elite. “Looks like Shay’s done going over the reconstruction.” 
 
    “Does it look like she needs rescuing?” Zoie asked as she slinked up next to us and observed how poor Shay had to keep her head on a swivel as each woman jockeyed for her attention. 
 
    I turned to Zoie and saw how her pupils were dilated, and her tail swished back and forth, which reminded me of a cat watching a pair of parakeets. 
 
    “Will you be doing the rescuing?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she purred. 
 
    “Go,” I laughed. “Get our girl.” 
 
    Zoie grinned and silent-stalked her way like her subspecies implied, and from afar, Rylan and I watched how the cat-woman merely had to stand in front of the women with her arms crossed stoically over her chest before the busybodies finally unstuck themselves from Shay’s sides. 
 
    “Woah,” Rylan said as the two women chattered nervously and then awkwardly waved while Zoie dragged the phoenix-woman away. “Mom is scary.” 
 
    “Don’t you forget it,” I snickered. 
 
    “-- and then the Duke said, ‘But I thought he was on the menu!’” a jovial voice boomed from the last carriage, and I turned to see Ambassador Sskern regaling Horus and the Mec sisters with some morbidly amusing story. 
 
    “You are truly an excellent storyteller, Mr. Sskern,” Amaya said in her dreamy voice. 
 
    “Ambassador,” I greeted and held out my hand. 
 
    “Brightwood!” the lizard-man said and clasped my forearm. “It is good to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” I grinned. “I’m surprised you’re up on your feet again. Last time I saw you, you were pretty out of it.” 
 
    “Yes, I am afraid I was interrupted in the middle of my Healing Trance, and my mind was not together,” he said. “I regret you saw me as such.” 
 
    “I, for one, regret nothing about any of that,” Horus muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You found my delirium entertaining,” the lizard-man said more than asked, and Horus’ eyes went large as he immediately tried to backpedal. 
 
    “I wasn’t implying that-- what I meant--” he stammered. 
 
    The Ambassador made the falcon-man squirm for a minute longer until he couldn’t help it anymore and opened his big mouth in a loud laugh. 
 
    “Relax, lad, I am only teasing,” Sskern said and thumped the falcon-man on the back with a large hand. “You should have seen the time I woke my uncle out of the trance. He got it into his head that he had wings and could fly, so he jumped off the roof and broke his legs for the trouble.” 
 
    “Oh… that’s terrible,” Horus said with a grim expression. 
 
    “Yes, it really was, but at the same time it was funny as all darkhell,” Sskern replied and then laughed another cackling laugh. “Come, let us get to work before the rest of our guests come. Please, put me to work.” 
 
    “If you want to be helpful, Ambassador, we need all hands on deck to raise this tent,” Nevra interjected from her position on the larger lawn, and behind her were a bevy of servants organizing the poles and ropes of the tent and waiting for further instructions. 
 
    “Who else is on their way?” I asked. 
 
    “Lady Shay has a caravan coming with the injured Gatetonians,” Rylan said. “She thought it would be good to raise their spirits.” 
 
    “Well, then,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s get this picnic started.” 
 
    It was good to just use my hands and forget all of the nebulous details still floating around and plaguing me with the unknown, and I let my mind go blank under the lull of physical labor. 
 
    In no time, all of us were able to not only raise the large canvas tent half the length of a football field, but with the help of Arvid, we managed to get a decent fire pit built while most of the women decorated the entertaining space inside with plush rugs, squat round tables, and plenty of those luxurious floor pillows that seemed common for these things. 
 
    Shay, Zoie, and I all decided the best course of action would be to settle and serve the injured Gatetonians first in honor of their willingness to fight back against Vane’s tyranny. 
 
    Eventually, we were able to relax on our own rug with a platter of roasted meat expertly cooked by Arvid, candied nuts, dried fruits, and salty cheeses. There were even baskets of fresh breads, and Vel-Rala took it upon herself to make sure all tables had an endless supply of the rolls as well as verna berry wine and woot brandy. 
 
    But after last night, I decided to just stick with the milder wine. 
 
    “This was an excellent idea,” I said to Shay as I reclined back against Zoie like a lazy dog with a full belly. 
 
    “I agree,” Zoie purred as she threaded her fingers through my hair. “The winds are changing, and soon the warm days will be gone. The brave people of Gatetown need this morale boost more than ever.” 
 
    “I just wanted to do something for them,” Shay sighed, and I pulled her down so her head was resting in my lap to complete our cuddle chain. “And for our Alex.” 
 
    I opened my eyes because I could feel two pairs of jeweled gazes on me. 
 
    “He has been preoccupied as of late,” Zoie agreed and nudged me. 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” I sighed, but I gathered my thoughts because I knew the time had come to talk with them about my revelations with Gavlain. Then I sat up, took a deep breath, and told them all about the Prophecy I was apparently involved in. 
 
    “And Amaya is the Prophetess, but Gavlain thinks her fate is doomed if she falls into a life of servitude for the Order,” I concluded. “And based on what I know about her, I would have to agree.” 
 
    “She didn’t Touch either of us for very long, but it is clear a soul as free as hers would suffer greatly if she is who you say she is,” Shay sighed. 
 
    “I, too, get that impression when I remember how Amaya’s Knowledge filtered through,” Zoie added, and then she cupped my face so I would stop staring into space and look at her. “What are you thinking, my love?” 
 
    “I know you know I have strong feelings for her,” I said, and my two wives both nodded. “I’ve been thinking that when-- not if-- when we free her, I’d like her to join us.” 
 
    “All together?” Zoie asked as she cocked her ebony head. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I know you both said I am free to take a lover, but I want to make sure you want her, too.” 
 
    “You do not have to worry,” my phoenix-wife said and gestured to the dancing taking place on the lawn outside the tent. “It’s quite impossible to not be drawn into her spell.” 
 
    Amaya was clapping her hands to the beat as she spun in pretty circles that made her long scarlet dress bell out around her like a flower, and I was enchanted all over again by the way her lithe body moved effortlessly to the music. 
 
    “Yeah…” I trailed off and then frowned when I spied a familiar pair of fluffy gray ears rushing into the tent. 
 
    “Mr… Alex!” Jenner panted when he came up to our table. “I discovered something in Gella’s Notes about how he had suspicions Archus Doler stole plans for one of his greatest inventions. When I was talking with Nevra, she mentioned how Bala Ren used a special vault to keep things for Archus because he was a paranoid bastard.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said as his ears trembled with excitement. “But if it is what I think it is, the Ambassador will want to come with us.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said and scrambled up from the cushions. I took a few steps before I realized something and doubled back so I could kiss each of my wives on the top of their heads. “Thank you, both.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    A few days later, the whole crew was back at Monger Manor, and Jenner, Sskern, and I were all staring at the odd claw-like apparatus in the chamber below the scullery. 
 
    “I know you explained it to me like three times already, but how exactly do you get ‘detachable airship’ from this mess of blueprints?” I asked as I turned the large schematic I held this way and that. 
 
    “According to what I was able to piece together, and based on the fact you and Horus made your rather alarming entrance through the floor and into the Upper Wing, I was able to determine that this chamber appears to be the engine room,” Jenner rattled off. 
 
    “And based on what you were telling me about your theory of a ‘trekmode’--” Sskern began. 
 
    “Electrode,” I interjected as I gave up trying to decipher the sloppy handwritten drawings and folded them up again. “I told Mec about it, too, and he was at a loss.” 
 
    “Yes, this design looks similar to the massive mounts holding the large heat stones in Terr’s commercial forges.” The lizard-man crouched down in front of the pedestal and eyed it with his slitted eyes. “Although this is tiny, it does appear to hold something. 
 
    “And given this is definitely an engine room, as I’ve stated, that makes everything above it the airship,” the koala-man said as he rocked up on the balls of his feet. 
 
    “So, we know we need a battery for this thing, but what else can we do in the meantime?” I questioned. 
 
    “Come.” Sskern motioned to the iron ladder leading up to the scullery. “Mr. Jenner and I have designed something we think might be of interest.” 
 
    My eyebrows flew up to my hairline, and I followed both men up into the kitchen area and over to the sturdy wooden table next to the hearth. Several large scrolls and drafting papers were laid out on top, and from the first glance, it looked like a much better version of the blueprints crumpled in my hand. 
 
    Only, this version had a contraption blooming from the top of the airship that reminded me of one of DaVinci’s airships. 
 
    “Behold!” Sskern boomed loud enough that Vel-Rala dropped the bowl she was cleaning in the sink. 
 
    “Honestly.” The cockatoo-woman clicked her teeth as she glared at the lizard-man. 
 
    “Beg pardon, miss,” Sskern said with a sheepish dip of his head. 
 
    “So, what am I looking at?” I rubbed my hands together and leaned over the designs. 
 
    “Gella never completed his invention to fruition, so the Ambassador and I came up with a few designs,” the koala-man said as he took his place on one of the benches so he could be tall enough to lean over the plans. “The ex-Magistrate stalled at the engine room, but no matter what power source is needed, to keep the craft in the air, there needs to be something that can catch the wind like these sails.” 
 
    “This is excellent,” I said as I flipped through some of the designs. “What are you thinking of using for the sail’s fabric? Porack leather?” 
 
    “That material is inadequate to hold the weight of such a large structure,” Sskern explained. “But, there is a creature that produces skin ten times more durable than a porack’s. And it is only native to Terr.” 
 
    “I see,” I said as I rubbed my chin. “What creature are we talking about?” 
 
    “Its name is unpronounceable in the common tongue, but the closest translation is ‘wirm,’” the lizard-man said in an ominous voice. “These creatures live in the ore mines, and killing one is considered a coming-of-age ritual for those from Duelist lineages.” 
 
    “So… I need to kill one of these things so we can use its hide for the sails?” I asked. 
 
    “No, killing the wirm is unnecessary when it sheds its outer skin,’ the Ambassador said. “Besides, the hide is thick and way too heavy to tan properly. The outer skin, however, is just the correct material, I would bet my Stone on it. It’s just a matter of harvesting the discarded husk deep in the Lowers, and that requires an expedition led by someone who knows what they are doing.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re just the person who knows such things, and this is where you’re going to try and talk me into traveling to Terr with you,” I said with a smirk and a raised eyebrow. “Again.” 
 
    “You are only half-right, my friend.” The lizard-man laughed and then reached across from me to grab the carafe of wine so he could take a swig straight from the container. “I am going to present to you another argument in which you should consider coming to Terr. The skin is the reason mainly, but also because… if I am honest… I could use your help.” 
 
    “With what?” I asked, and I was derailed from my line of questioning at the worried expression on my scaly friend’s face. 
 
    “You have been known for your utter fairness and diplomacy when it comes to keeping the peace,” the Ambassador said and cast his gaze to the ground. “My brother, Regent Sskorn, has been on the brink of starting civil war between the Upper and Lower Echelons on Terr, and I do not think it a good idea to do so. Perhaps if he could speak with you, he would rethink the decision.” 
 
    “Whoa…” My voice cracked a little, and I cleared my throat. “Okay, I’m not so sure I’m Mr. Diplomacy, especially considering the last guy I killed was way outside what was considered appropriate for a Duel.” 
 
    “The Council has already deemed your retribution necessary and doesn't fault you in your status,” Jenner reminded everyone present. 
 
    “And there is the fact you bore the shield the longest during the Ceremony,” Sskern continued. “A great many people saw you, the Terran Councilman included. His two wives in particular were impressed and have both asked me to request two vials of your essence so they may reproduce strong heirs.” 
 
    “Yikes,” I said. “I’m flattered?” 
 
    “You should be,” Sskern said with a wide grin stretching his mouthful of teeth. 
 
    “I’m going to pass on that one.” I grimaced. “Regardless, I still don’t think I’m qualified to give someone like your prince regent brother advice on how to run his island.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t necessarily be giving advice,” Sskern said. “Simply because you are the Shield Bearer, my brother will be interested in you. My true hope is he will stop seeing non-Terrans as a threat, and will stop persecuting the Lower Echelons for wanting to open the borders. This is the main reason there is so much tension between Upper and Lower. Not only are conditions better for living in the Upper, but Lower Terrans are treated as second-class citizens and are forbidden from ever leaving the island. In fact, it has only been a recent practice to even have Ambassadors like myself travel away from Terr for periods longer than some official ceremony, or what have you.” 
 
    “Well, if I go, I can’t really make any promises that my presence would add or subtract anything,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True, but I have been made aware there is another reason that might entice you to come to Terr,” Sskern said with a reptilian rictus grin. “A bumblebird told me you are attempting to forge a blade that can withstand the power of not one, but two herald cores.” 
 
    His abrupt change in subject definitely caught my attention the way he was probably hoping for, because I sat straight up and regarded him with an intense expression. 
 
    “You know how to do this?” I breathed. 
 
    “I do not, but if you are wanting to travel to the Lower Echelons in search of the wirm, then I’m sure we can find a Forge Master skilled enough to make us the ingots we need,” Sskern said. “Terran steel is fine indeed, but the Forge Masters are always experimenting and transforming ore in all kinds of surprising ways. If you can’t find what you’re looking for on Terr, it is unlikely you will do so anywhere else on Aventoll.” 
 
    I took a beat to consider my options. All of what he was telling me were really good reasons to check out Terr, and that plus the things Gavlain told me only made my decision easier. 
 
    “You’ve convinced me, I’ll go,” I finally decided. 
 
    “Excellent!” the lizard-man cheered and raised the flagon of wine again before draining whatever was left inside. 
 
    “There’s a lot I need to do before I leave, though,” I mused. 
 
    “That is absolutely correct,” Jenner said and looked up from where he was correcting his previous calculations on something. He then removed his monocle and started cleaning it with the hem of his jacket. “First off, what to do about this place while you are gone. I’m assuming I’ll stay behind and manage Ithaca, while Nevra and Vel-Rala take care of Icarian, but Monger Manor will remain unoccupied. Especially now that Gatetown doesn’t have a Magistrate, leaving the place unprotected in general is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Do you think Asher Redburn might want a temporary position?” I wondered. “He would be my first pick.” 
 
    “I will draft a message for him first thing tomorrow.” Jenner nodded as he jotted down the note. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “You know, I’m actually looking forward to the idea of seeing another island in Aventoll.” 
 
    “This is exciting!” the Ambassador boomed again. “I have never had cause to visit the Lower Echelon, so it will be novel for me, too.” 
 
    “Wait, if you’ve never been down there, how are you able to guide us to a wirm husk?” I frowned and tilted my head. “You said earlier how they are deep in the Lowers.” 
 
    “Ah, that is the part where you only got half-correct, my friend,” Sskern replied. “I am not the one with this knowledge. Never fear, however. You already know someone who can navigate the tunnels these beasts call their homes.” 
 
    “I do?” I queried and glanced around. “Who?” 
 
    A perfectly timed knock sounded just outside the scullery doors, and a moment later, Amaya’s curly white-blonde head popped in. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” the oryx-woman said in her dreamy voice. “I hope I got here at the right time so I am not interrupting a conversation already in progress.” 
 
    “You’re right on time, as always,” I laughed and winked at her, and I was delighted when I could see the palest rose color darken her cheeks. 
 
    “Good.” She grinned back, and we both held each other’s gaze for what might have been a long time, but only felt like an instant. 
 
    “Ahem.” Jenner coughed, and I reluctantly cast my sight somewhere else. 
 
    “What-- er, what’s up?” I asked in a casual way that probably did not sound casual at all. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Amaya blinked and held up an envelope sealed with wax. “I understand, Mr. Jenner, that tomorrow you will be sending out missives.” 
 
    “That is correct, my dear girl,” Jenner said as he tucked his thumbs on either side of his suspenders. “Do you have correspondence you wish for me to send?” 
 
    “Yes, I have here the written intentions of my sister and I to remain on Nata in order to help the humanitarian relief in Gatetown as well as at the Sun Temple,” the oryx-woman said. “However, this is just a ruse. In reality, I have come to demand I be allowed to accompany you to Terr.” 
 
    I laughed again and shook my head at the vibrant yet stubborn young woman before me. There was a set to her jaw that told me it would take more than hell or high water to change her mind. 
 
    Before I could even try to protest, the Ambassador thumped me on the back. 
 
    “You see,” he started. “What better guide into the dark mines than an augur-woman who sees more than just what’s in front of the eye?” 
 
    “You want Amaya to be the one to help us find the wirm skin?” I asked. “Are you out of your mind? No way.” 
 
    “What is a wirm?” the oryx-woman asked as she scrunched the bridge of her nose and made her tan square marking rumple cutely. 
 
    “It is a creature who leaves behind old skin, and we need it in order to make this airship fly,” Sskern explained and gestured around the scullery. 
 
    Amaya leaned forward so she could observe the design drawings Jenner and the Ambassador assembled. 
 
    “I see,” she murmured as her delicate fingers traced over the complex equations Jenner and Sskern had managed to write in. “I will be your guide.” 
 
    “Hang on--” I started. 
 
    “I will not take no for an answer, Alex,” she said politely, but firmly. “I cannot explain it to you, but I Know I am needed at your side. Trust me?” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t trust you.” I reached across the table and took her hand in mine. “I just…” 
 
    “You what?” Amaya frowned and slipped her hand out of mine. “You’ve been talking to my brother, is that it?” 
 
    “Yes, I have, but--” I tried again. 
 
    “And he probably told you about how sensitive I always was as a child, and how it’s better for me to not draw the Order’s attention.” She crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her nose in the air. “Well, I am no longer that little girl, and I do not take kindly to anyone telling me where I can and cannot go.” 
 
    I blinked at the suddenly irate oryx-woman, and I wondered exactly where it was I had misstepped to make her upset like she was. 
 
    Jenner and Sskern were no help when I glanced at them, and their matching wide-eyed expressions told me I was on my own for this one. 
 
    “Amaya,” I said as inspiration struck. “I would like to explain myself, but being in these walls for days on end is making me a little stir-crazy. Would you like to go on a walk with me? Alone?” 
 
    “A… walk?” she repeated back like she was confused by the turn this conversation suddenly took. “Um, yes, please. I would like that. Alone… with you… yes.” 
 
    “Good.” I grinned and then turned to Jenner and Sskern. “Thanks for showing me all this, you two. Let me know if you run across anything else.” 
 
    “Will do, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said while the Ambassador grinned and nodded with a cheeky wink. 
 
    I stopped myself from shaking my head, and instead I stood up and offered my arm to the oryx-woman like the gentleman I was. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked. 
 
    The two of us made our way out of Monger Manor in companionable silence, and without having to really plan it, we both headed in the direction of the woot tree orchard that butted up against the mountain’s eastern slope. 
 
    Shafts of golden sunlight poured through the dappled leaves, and the peaceful scenery caused any lingering awkwardness between us to melt away in spite of the ambiance. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you back there,” I said as I finally broke the silence. 
 
    Amaya stopped a few paces away from me and bowed her head. 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” she sighed. Then she turned around and sat in the grass under one of the shady trees. “I get a little touchy about… things. And I think you’re right: too much time in the Manor when it is still not pure of evil enchantments is not good. I will be more mindful of this in the future.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and sat on the ground next to her in a little green patch of something that looked like clover with yellow flowers. I began plucking them so I had something to do with my hands. 
 
    “It’s not okay,” the oryx-woman huffed and brought her knees up so she could rest her chin on them. “I have a bad habit of insinuating myself where I know I’m not wanted simply because I Know I could be helping if I am there. It is a habit which Gavlain has been trying to break me of since I was small.” 
 
    “He really cares about you,” I said and began twisting the yellow flowers together to make a daisy-chain. “And for the record, so do I. That’s why I didn’t want you to come at first. When I think about you… I can’t help but want to protect you from everything. You are… precious to me. And I’m still trying to figure out exactly what that means.” 
 
    “I… oh, I see,” she said, and she twisted a finger around one of her spiral locks in a move I knew now was a nervous tick of hers. 
 
    “Amaya,” I intoned, looped the humble flower crown I made over her silver horns, and took her anxious twirling hand securely in mine. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    She fixed her rain-colored eyes on mine and brought her other hand up to cup my jaw. “You want to know how long I’ve Known about you. And the answer is: since the beginning.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as the warm glow of our intermingling spirits spread throughout my body in a way that reminded me of comfort and home. 
 
    “But I wasn’t wearing my ‘pretty purple shoes,’” I joked as I pressed my forehead against hers. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
    “It’s always your eyes,” she admitted. “Yes, I was taken with the vision I saw of you in those odd shoes, but by far, the one thing that has stayed with me all these seasons was your kind, soulful eyes. They have seen much neglect, loneliness, and even cruelty, but instead of becoming hateful, you have become compassionate.” 
 
    Amaya’s irises shimmered their pearly-white for a moment before changing back to that clear gray. 
 
    “Do you…” I pulled away and cast my gaze down in order to gather my courage for what I wanted to ask next. “Do you know why I’m here? In Aventoll?” 
 
    The oryx-woman scrutinized me with her hand still pressed to my cheek. Then she gasped when the vision of the black doors flashed to the surface of my mind for some reason, but she didn’t let go of me. 
 
    “You thought you had worked through this dilemma already,” Amaya said as a line appeared in between her eyebrows. “Aventoll has let you make your choice, and you chose to remain here.” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” I said and covered her hand with one of mine. “I wouldn’t trade any of this for the world. I’m here to stay.” 
 
    “But?” she pried. 
 
    “But… I don’t know,” I admitted as I struggled to turn the abstract into something more concrete. “Lately, I feel like I’ve been wanting to know the reason why I’m here. I could care less about the hows. It’s like an itch that was easy to ignore at first, but the more things fall in place, or the more my questions get answered, the bigger the itch grows. It wasn’t until I talked to your brother and he revealed to me about… the Prophecy, that the itch almost became unbearable. Now, I want to know my purpose.” 
 
    “Alex Brightwood,” she whispered after a beat of silence. “Your purpose is to just be you. That is why Aventoll called you here. Sadly, her reasons are her reasons, and she only likes to reveal things on her own terms.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I snorted. “If I had a gold piece for every time my dreams have traumatized me with something bizarre… It’s like, just come out and tell me what’s up. You don’t need me to get eaten by a sea monster every time you want a chat, am I right?” 
 
    Amaya giggled and then rubbed her nose along mine in a brief Eskimo kiss. “You are going to be fine, Alex. Listen to Aventoll, but do not fall prey to obsession like Ashers are wont to do. And don’t worry, I’ll be by your side every step.” 
 
    Her words were like a balm to the jagged edges in my mind, and I brought both of my hands up to her face in order to kiss her. 
 
    Because I simply could not Not Kiss her with the way the sunlight made her glow even under the shady canopy of orchard trees. 
 
    Kissing Amaya was just as thrilling this time as it was the first time, and the flavor of her sweet honeysuckle mouth drew me into her orbit even more. 
 
    “Ahem, oh!” someone interrupted us, and on instinct I whipped around with my fists raised while the oryx-woman pulled a concealed dagger out from the holster on her thigh. “Apologies, Asher Brightwood!” 
 
    A wiry man with a shock of red hair dropped to the ground as he bowed over and over. 
 
    “It’s just a courier,” Amaya said as she stashed her dagger away. 
 
    “I’m-- I’m terribly sorry to interrupt, milord, but I was directed to you by your m-manager,” he stammered as he pulled out an official looking envelope. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just leave the message with him, then?” I asked as I took the envelope from the nervous man’s shaking fingers. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m under orders to hand deliver this directly,” he said and got to his feet only to bow low at the waist again. 
 
    “Who is it from?” I wondered as I examined the austere black seal that looked like a pair of hook swords crossed at the handles. 
 
    “Councilman Sha-Kane.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Having the Councilman’s attention was never a good thing in my opinion, and the more I read and reread his message, the more I was conflicted by it. 
 
    So, I decided a “brainstorming” session was in order, and I rounded up as many of the crew as I could to join me in the large space in the Upper Wing I referred to as the Rec Room. 
 
    Zoie, Shay, and I decided the weird H-shaped space on the second floor was too odd for a ballroom, but too large for anything more practical, and so we divided the area up into separate sections. 
 
    The back left was a cozy reading area with a floor to ceiling bookshelf and an assortment of floor cushions and comfortable sofas. Between the left area and the right there was a modest kitchenette with a large bar and a sturdy wooden table perfect for congregating around, and on the right half of the H-shaped lounge was an area used for sparring. 
 
    It was here where I was currently wrestling Rylan into a headlock. 
 
    “I honestly can’t tell if the Councilman sounds suspicious or not in his letter, but I am leaning toward the former,” Amaya said from her perch cross-legged on the table as she scanned the contents of Sha-Kane’s message. 
 
    “Ufft!” Rylan huffed as he tried to wriggle out of the vise of my arm. 
 
    “Yeah, I think he’s upset I pulled a fast one with the whole Aerie thing,” I said and shuffled around to prevent the stable-boy from circling around in front of me. “Remember to try and immobilize my arm from behind before I get a lock around your neck next time.” 
 
    Then I released him so he could shake it off and reset. 
 
    “Okay,” he said and shook out his arms. 
 
    “But there’s definitely nothing the Council can do, right?” Vel-Rala asked. 
 
    “No,” Shay said as she came over and set a cake pedestal on the table in front of the cross-legged oryx-woman. “Because of all the complicated treaties and accords with the Traders, the Council doesn’t like to try to parse hairs on matters where the Traders have already ruled.” 
 
    “So, the Auctions… they can’t be overturned?” she clarified with a worried look in her coal-like eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ms. Velly,” Horus piped up from where he was sharpening his arrowheads at the other end of the table. “You aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as Rylan tried to get the jump on me, but I reared my head back and trapped his outside arm like I’d previously instructed him. Then I spun him around, and he fell to the floor with a grunt. “You’re stuck with us, Vel.” 
 
    “Oh…” the cockatoo-woman said as she helped Shay slice pieces of the delicious looking cake. A small smile played on her lips, and she nodded at me when she made eye-contact. “I will admit to some shock with how… how kind you all have been to me. It is only now when I realized just how fortunate I am to be here. The thought of going back…” 
 
    “We know, darling,” Shay said as she patted Vel-Rala’s wrist. 
 
    “Apparently, the Councilman traced the dealings from the auctions after you relinquished The Aerie, but he found out the Auctionee was killed before he could claim it from the Traders,” Amaya continued. 
 
    “I remember that guy,” I said as I helped Rylan up and directed him over to the table so we could take a break. “He was concealed with an elaborate headpiece thing.” 
 
    “I remember him, too.” The cockatoo-woman shuddered as she no doubt recalled how the stranger attempted to snake the bid out from under me. If I hadn’t put The Aerie up for auction in place of Vel-Rala, the man wouldn’t have relinquished his bid. 
 
    Which always made me wonder… 
 
    “How did the Auctionee die?” I asked, and Amaya grinned a clever little grin. 
 
    “This is the interesting part,” she said. “Gella Vane killed him in a Duel shortly after the Auctions.” 
 
    “The Auctionee and Vane’s mystery Duelist are the same?” Rylan asked as he took a plate from Shay and a cup of porack milk from Vel. 
 
    “Indeed they are, lad!” Jenner spoke up from where he was sitting on a barstool and taking up the surface of the bar with maps, books, and pots of ink. “I’d taken the liberty to check the Gatetown Council Records and discovered the last successful Duel Gella Vane had been against someone by the name of Krev.” 
 
    “That explains the origin of Vane’s Fifth-Rank status,” Horus commented and put his arrows away so he could grab a slice of cake as well. “I’d always wondered about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m pretty sure these two things aren’t a coincidence,” I said as I forwent the cake to grab some water instead. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Jenner questioned as he removed his monocle. 
 
    “I’m betting either one, or both Archus and Vane were looking for the same thing I am,” I said as I downed the water, filled my glass again, and added a second tithe stone to the cup. 
 
    “The book?” Shay paused with a forkful of the fluffy white cake up to her mouth. 
 
    “Yep.” I took another sip and wiped my mouth off on the back of my hand. “Mec initially thought I would have luck in The Aerie, and I bet Gella, at least, came across the same information.” 
 
    “It would be savvy of you to think so, especially since Sha-Kane has requested he be informed of ‘any new developments’ as we catalog the rest of Vane’s archives,” the koala-man chuckled. “Not like there is much there, but I’ve been reading the diaries of the raving lunatic-- mostly for entertainment, you see-- but it seems as if there had been a rivalry between Gella and someone he called the Nightmare for many seasons. This person had the uncanny ability to predict just what Vane was up to at every turn.” 
 
    “Wait, if Alex traded The Aerie to the guy who was killed by Vane, and then Alex killed Vane, doesn’t that mean the estate just belongs to Alex again?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “Typically, yes, but remember, the Auctionee never finished the transaction with the Traders, so Archus’ old estate is suspended in a state where it belongs to nobody,” Amaya chimed in. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” He wiped at the milk mustache on his upper lip and smiled. “Neat.” 
 
    “And then there’s the fact you all burnt the place down before you left,” Zoie said as she entered the common space with a rolled canvas under one arm. 
 
    “There’s that.” I grinned and stood up so I could kiss her on the cheek. “What do you have there, kitten?” 
 
    “It’s for you,” Zoie said. “I know you lost your sword, so I went down to the armory to see what Gella had to work with.” 
 
    She unrolled the bundle to reveal a set of two curved blades each about the length of my forearm with a flared and serrated tip. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to wield dual blades,” I said as I marveled at the jet-black steel. 
 
    “You’re about to learn,” my cat-wife purred, and a mischievous glint entered her sapphire-blue eyes as her tail flicked from side to side behind her.. 
 
    “Awesome!” Rylan cheered. “Can I watch?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t laugh,” I said and followed Zoie to the sparring space. 
 
    “This might come a little easier to you because you are an expert in hand-to-hand, so coordination shouldn’t be too hard for you to master,” she said. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m good with my hands?” I waggled my eyebrows. 
 
    Zoie gave me a cheeky look before she threw me a sword. “We will practice with one for now to knock off the rust.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and twirled the blade in a figure eight to get used to the heft. It was a lot lighter than the Roman-like sword I was used to and not as long. 
 
    “Ready?” she purred as she held up both hands with a throwing knife interspersed between all eight fingers. 
 
    “Always,” I said and readied my stance. 
 
    She didn’t hold back even for a second, and I loved that about her. 
 
    The ringing sound of my black-steel blade echoed around the high ceilings as I deflected knife after knife. 
 
    Head, flank, gut. 
 
    Three more knives went flying, but the last one I barely deflected in time, and I got nicked on the wrist for good measure. 
 
    “Remember to always keep the blade at balance,” Zoie said as Rylan eagerly handed her all her knives again like a ball boy on a tennis court. “Now, switch to your off-hand.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, and I tossed the sword to my left and gripped it securely even though it felt foreign. “Just a warning, I might not do as good with this hand, so go easy on the sharp flying objects.” 
 
    A plume of green dust exploded in my face as something hit the side of my shoulder, and I spun around to see who attacked me so mercilessly. 
 
    To my shock Horus, Amaya, Shay, Vel-Rala, and even Jenner all held an assortment of dust reeds and matching expressions of determination. 
 
    “Hey!” I said and whipped back around to my mischievous minx of a wife. “You planned all this!” 
 
    “You didn’t actually believe I would throw knives at you the first time you ended up wielding a blade in your off-hand, did you?” she teased and twirled a dust reed in her fingers. 
 
    “With you?” I grinned. “Anything’s possible.” 
 
    “Try not to get hit,” Zoie said as everyone gathered in a circle around me. 
 
    And then it was Open Season on Alex because I had never ducked and dodged so much in my life. 
 
    “You are all grounded!” I hollered, and I danced away from two reeds thrown at my ankles from Jenner. 
 
    “Don’t forget, you have a blade in your hand!” Zoie yelled as she threw a blue dust reed at my head. 
 
    It was one of those “duh” kind of things, but oddly, I found the advice much needed to get used to the sensation of utilizing my non-dominant hand. In fact, to help me even more, I tucked my right arm behind my back so I was forced to adapt to wielding the small sword left-handed. 
 
    I was pleased to see that by the time everyone finally ran out of reeds, I was only ninety-nine percent covered in rainbow dust. 
 
    “I think you guys won,” I laughed and caught the damp cloth Shay threw at me so I could wipe my face. “Thanks, everyone, that was excellent practice.” 
 
    “Keep both swords for now, but only practice with the left, and engage in combat with your right,” Zoie said, and then she helped me with the neat shoulder holster the dual blades were stored in. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” I joked as she buckled the harness over my dusty chest. 
 
    “Whatever it is I missed out on, I am very disappointed I did so,” Bodin said, and I turned to see the raccoon brothers being served some cake by Vel-Rala. 
 
    “How goes it, Bodin?” I asked as I took my place at the table to finally join in on this awesome cake party. 
 
    “Mel and I came to update you on our preparations for the Festival,” he said, and from his satchel he pulled out a small jar of honey and a packet of ground kolee. “Vela, can you prepare this for us?” 
 
    “Of course.” The cockatoo-woman blushed as her fingers touched the masked-man’s, and she bustled away with the kolee so she could get the water boiling. 
 
    “Is that the first of the honey from the bumblebirds?” Shay asked as she examined the small eight-ounce jar. 
 
    There was a beat of silence as we all waited for Bodin to snap out of making eyes at Vel while she hummed under her breath and stoked up the fire. 
 
    “The Lady asked you a question, Bod,” Mel graveled out in his rough voice as he elbowed his brother. 
 
    “Oh.” Bodin removed his painter’s cap and smiled sheepishly at Shay. “Yes, this is the very first of the honey that was harvested. I kept the first batch back like you asked, Miss Shay, but by my calculations, there should be enough for five batches--” 
 
    “Five batches!” Vel-Rala squawked, and her white-feathered crest stood up in alarm. “That’s two batches more than I calculated at the stall.” 
 
    “I know, isn’t it wonderful?” Bodin grinned, but the cockatoo-woman cleaned off her hands and ran her fingers through her ruffled crest. 
 
    “No, I need to make adjustments to my plans, and there is a contact I need to inform that we’ll need a bigger stall,” she fretted. “Mr. Alex, is Roofus back? I need to borrow him.” 
 
    “Um…” I started. “I don’t actually know. Is Roofus around, Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “He is,” Jenner said. “I think I saw the lazy lout sunning himself on the balcony on the second floor.” 
 
    “I must send correspondence to my contact right away,” she murmured. “Oh, but the kolee!” 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Bodin went to jump up to his feet, but he apparently forgot about the table because he awkwardly banged his knees in the process. “Erm, I’ll get the--” 
 
    “Would you?” Vel asked. 
 
    “Yes, go on, my dear,” he said, and she smiled once more before hurrying up the stairs leading to the rest of the Upper Wing. 
 
    All of us watched the scene unfold between our resident architect and the once-dour maidservant like it was the Aventoll version of a soap opera. 
 
    “So… when are you going to make a move, Bod?” Horus broke the silence and caused all of us to break out into laughter while the raccoon-man shifted bashfully on his feet. 
 
    “Well, ahem…” he stammered, and then he jumped up when the pot of water started boiling over on the hearth. “A-Anyway, five batches of honey, and several crates of kolee. Vel also is going to bring a few servants to help her demonstrate to the customer how to make the hot drink.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea of hers,” I said as I finished the last of the cake Shay made with a satisfying grunt. I wasn’t one for overly sweet things, but the cake tasted like tart unripe strawberries. 
 
    “I know, right?” Bodin sighed and finished stirring the kolee into the metal teapot that reminded me of something out of a Turkish coffee shop. 
 
    “You are way gone on her, man,” I chuckled as I pushed my empty plate away. 
 
    “Breeeeaaaadddd,” Arvid’s slow drawl sounded right before the sloth-man pushed his way into the H-shaped common room with a basket of fresh, yeasty bread. 
 
    “Arvi, you’re right on time!” Shay clapped her hands and helped the chef carry the bread over. “You all must try the first batch of Lula’s honey.” 
 
    “Isn’t there something unique about the first batch?” Amaya asked as she helped Shay tear open the fresh baked rolls so the phoenix-woman could slather some of the delicious golden honey on the buttery halves. 
 
    “Yes, the first batch of bumblebird honey is the most potent, and it gives you the most beautiful dreams,” Shay explained, and then she started to place the honeyed bread on the small plates Zoie gathered from one of the cupboards so she could pass them out. 
 
    “How lovely,” Amaya sighed as she eyed the treat on her little plate. “I have never eaten this before.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been cultivated for nearly an age,” Jenner said as he took his own portion from the cat-woman. “The last time I had this, the colony only managed to produce two batches at a time before famine killed the hive, so this will be a treat.” 
 
    “You should have the first bite, then, Mr. Jenner!” Rylan piped up and set his piece back on the plate. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Tell us how it is, Mr. Jenner.” 
 
    “Oh, well, okay, if everyone insists,” the koala-man demurred, but his gray ears trembled in delight. Then, with one more glance at all of us, he lifted the glistening roll up to his mouth, took a sticky bite, and sighed. “My. My, my, my.” 
 
    “How is it?” Zoie giggled when Jenner groaned and closed his eyes. 
 
    “It’s delicious, oh, Shay, I am overjoyed,” he said with a broad smile. “It seems as if the colony really has taken to their orphan queen. Please, everyone, try, try!” 
 
    All of us gathered took our first bites of the honeyed bread, and I nearly gasped in shock. 
 
    The flavor of the honey was nothing like the heavy sickly-sweet stuff I was used to. Instead, the concoction the bumblebirds produced had the refreshing flavor of lemons and spicy citrus similar to vernaberries, only more effervescent like champagne. It was the perfect palate cleanser to the dense cake. 
 
    But aside from the taste, the best part about the honey was the warm feeling of contentment spreading through every fiber of my being. 
 
    It felt like no matter what had happened, or what the future would bring, everything was going to be perfectly fine. 
 
    “Is it supposed to do that?” I asked as I looked around at the other smiling faces grinning back at me. 
 
    “Yes, that is the best side-effect of the honey,” Shay said. 
 
    “But will it be like that in all the batches, not just this special first one?” I prodded. 
 
    “Oh!” The phoenix-woman giggled adorably. “Yes. But only the first batch will give you sweet dreams.” 
 
    “We’re going to make a fortune with this stuff,” I said and took another bite. “Hey, Bodin. How much came out of the first batch?” 
 
    “The colony is small, but mighty,” the raccoon-man said after he licked off his fingers. “The first batch yielded only about fifty of these jars here. But each successive batch yielded about two-hundred. Oh… no wonder Vela was worried about space.” 
 
    “Can you both do me a favor?” I asked the raccoon-brothers. 
 
    “Name it, boss,” Mel gruffed and pushed his crumb-filled plate away. 
 
    “Can you make sure everyone in the infirmary takes a jar of the first batch home with them?” I requested. “I think by my last count there were twenty-six of those brave people who could probably use a pleasant dream or two.” 
 
    “I think… that is the kindest thing,” Amaya said as she rubbed the middle of her forehead like she had a headache. “There has been much suffering in this place. It stains the walls and gives off an unpleasant odor like fetid rot.” 
 
    Well, that took a turn. 
 
    “Aims?” I cocked my head as I observed the oryx-woman. 
 
    Amaya shuddered and gently laid her head down on the table’s surface, so I got up and straddled the bench next to her. 
 
    “I’m-- I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me,” she murmured when I stroked her cheek with the back of my fingers. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said, and Shay came over with a cool damp cloth that she placed on the back of the oryx-woman’s neck. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I just felt sick all of a sudden,” she said and held the rag when she sat herself up. “It’s similar to when Anwaar and I go through the rooms and banish the enchantments. There’s something… familiar.” 
 
    “Amaya, where’s Ani?” Horus asked with a pale expression. 
 
    “She is helping Madam Midgen in the infirmary,” Amaya said, but she stood up, walked over to a support pillar, and pressed her palms against it. Her eyes flashed white, and a look of concentration came over her face. “I can confirm she is still there, so no need for alarm, Horus.” 
 
    “Alarm?” the falcon-man queried and cleared his throat. “I wasn’t… alarmed. Just. Haven’t seen her and was… wondering where she was.” 
 
    “She will not evaporate from your side, Brother,” Shay teased. “You can relax.” 
 
    “I am always relaxed,” he argued and turned his nose up. 
 
    “Wait…” Amaya then said before Shay could respond back. “There is something… ah!” 
 
    “Amaya!” I shouted as the augur-woman fell to her knees. 
 
    When I crouched down to her level and gently lifted her face, her eyes were completely opaque with that pearlescent sheen. 
 
    “Prophetessssss,” she hissed in her eerie otherworldly voice right before a scream sounded right above us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Another high-pitched scream ripped through the peace of the common room, and all of us who had our eyes trained on the ceiling snapped out of our shock. 
 
    “What is that?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “Stay with Mr. Jenner, Ry,” I ordered firmly, and then I unsheathed my blade as I ran down the corridor with Horus hot on my heels. 
 
    “But I can help!” my son protested as he joined the crowd following me. 
 
    “I said, ‘no!’” I barked and gave him a look that meant I was dead serious.  
 
    He huffed but stayed back with Jenner like I asked. 
 
    Getting the rest of the crew to stay behind was another story, and none of them would hear it as we raced up the stairs as a group when another scream tore through the air. 
 
    “Kaw! Kaw!” Roofus met up with us with a frantic flapping. 
 
    “Roofus?” Bodin shouted. “Where’s Vel?” 
 
    “Kaw!” the gold-seeker squawked again and led us to one of the bedrooms. 
 
    “This is Ani’s room…” Horus commented as the rest of the color drained from his face. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” another pained wail sounded from the balcony, and the falcon-man and I both rushed ahead with our weapons brandished. 
 
    But there was no visible enemy to fight, only Vel-Rala contorting on the ground with something clutched in her hand. 
 
    “Vela!” Bodin screamed, and he struggled between Zoie and Mel to try to get to the fallen cockatoo-woman. 
 
    “No, don’t! There’s something controlling her.” Shay pointed to the object clutched in Vel’s hand. 
 
    “Anwaar and Midgen are on their way,” Amaya said with her hands pressed against the wall like the best locator device on the market. 
 
    “What’s in her hand?” I asked. 
 
    “It looks like a… hand mirror,” the phoenix-woman said. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Vel screamed again, and her back arched off the ground. 
 
    “We can’t wait much longer,” I said as I returned my sword and rushed to the cockatoo-woman’s side. 
 
    “D-Don’t!” Amaya gasped and then fell to her knees. 
 
    “She’s going to die!” I shouted as I attempted to pry the trinket out of the bird-woman’s iron grip, but I jerked my hand away when the metal handle burned my flesh. “Fuck!”  
 
    “Alex!” Anwaar suddenly pushed through the crowd. “We have to get it out of here before it accomplishes its goal. Vel-Rala is the obstacle to the Prophetess!” 
 
    I glanced behind me and watched as Amaya sagged against Shay with a delirious look on her ashen face, and her eyes were a shock of white. 
 
    “How?” I turned to the ibex-woman as she examined the hand mirror. 
 
    “Horus, help us hold her down,” the mage ordered, and the falcon-man immediately crouched down and pressed Vel’s shoulders into the floor. “Alex, let me see your right hand.” 
 
    “This?” I held out my hand palm up and flexed my fingers, and when I did, the odd snake-like curse scar seemed to undulate around my forearm. 
 
    “You have already been infected with a malevolent curse and are stronger for it,” Anwaar explained. “You have the best chance of neutralizing the threat. I am going to place a protection around your hand, and after I do, you have to try to get it away from her.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready,” I said and held my hand out for her to do her thing. 
 
    The ibex-woman closed her eyes as she rapidly chafed her palms together to rev up a bright red glow. Then she spread her hands apart, and the glow coalesced into an orb I was able to put my hand in. 
 
    “Take it from her!” Anwaar ordered as her eyes sparkled like opals. “It must be contained!” 
 
    “Aaaahhhhhh!” Vel screamed again, and with my left hand, I held her flailing arm while I used my glowing right one to pry the mirror away from her. “It hu-hurts!” 
 
    “I know, hang on,” I grunted and finally got the object away from her. 
 
    “Throw it in the air, Alex!” the mage cried out, and I did what she asked. 
 
    The mirror and the little bubble surrounding my hand flew up and then hovered in the air as Anwaar took over, and I shook my hand out to dispel the sharp pins-and-needles sensation in my fingers. 
 
    “Vel?” I asked and cupped her face. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I--” She shuddered and closed her tear-filled eyes. 
 
    “Vela!” Bodin finally broke through Zoie and Mel’s hold and slid onto his knees next to her. 
 
    She didn’t say much, but she did turn toward the raccoon-man, clung to his carpenter vest, and buried her face in his chest. 
 
    “Horus, help me with the Runes,” Anwaar instructed as she moved herself and the cursed artifact away from the rest of us with Horus on her heels. 
 
    “Where is she?” Madam Midgen’s voice floated out to the balcony, and I turned in time to see the tops of the medicine woman’s large satellite bat-ears bobbing through the doorway. 
 
    “Amaya is--” Shay started, but the oryx-woman in question interrupted her. 
 
    “No, I’m fine, help Vel-Rala first,” she said as she sat up on her own without the help of my phoenix-wife. 
 
    Midgen redirected her path, and I got out of her way so she could do her assessment on the shaken cockatoo-woman. 
 
    “There now, let Midgen see,” the bat-woman cooed, and Vel carefully extended her injured hand. “Not too bad. Nothing a little balm, some tea, and rest won’t cure. You be lucky.” 
 
    “She’s going to be alright?” Bodin asked in a trembling voice. 
 
    “Aye,” the healer said as she produced a roll of bandages and a small jar of sticky ointment, and then she slathered the sore-looking patch on the cockatoo-woman’s hand. “She will need to spend the night in the infirmary. Will you bring her there?” 
 
    “Me?” Bodin asked and then looked down at the woman in his arms. 
 
    “If-- if you don’t mind?” Vel demurred and lowered her eyes. “I feel quite dizzy, and I’m not sure I can manage the stairs on my own.” 
 
    “Milady,” the gallant raccoon-man breathed, and when Midgen finished wrapping Vel’s hand, Bodin lifted her up in his wiry arms. 
 
    “Take her,” the bat-woman ordered with a flick of her three-fingered hand. “I be along in a bit.” 
 
    “Feel better, Vel-Rala,” I said. 
 
    “I still need to send correspondence to--” she murmured. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll get it done for you,” I assured. “You just rest.” 
 
    Everyone wished the cockatoo-woman well, and I watched the two of them head out with a frown. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” I asked as my temper simmered under the surface, and my eyes landed on Anwaar and Horus still trying to defuse the volatile artifact. “I thought I expressly forbade enchanted artifacts in the Upper Wing?” 
 
    “She must have been looking for Roofus and found the artifact among my things,” Anwaar said as she walked over with the now broken and twisted hand mirror. 
 
    “This looks familiar,” I said and took the warped object from her. “We found this in The Aerie, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yes,” the ibex-woman said while the others gathered around to see. “I was drawn toward it because it had a familiar signature.” 
 
    “The Prophetess?” Zoie asked with a thin arched eyebrow. 
 
    “You told them.” The ibex-woman turned her long-horned head in her sister’s direction where she was still sitting on the floor. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” she said as Madam Midgen peered into her eyes and felt her forehead. “I’m sorry, Ana.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” the mage sighed and then turned her attention to me. “It’s mine. I meant to talk to you about this, Alex. I was hoping we could have discovered more about the artifact, but at the very least I should have found a vault to store this in. I am sorry for the harm I have caused Vel-Rala.” 
 
    Any of the slight anger I felt before disappeared at the ibex-woman’s pinched frown and earnest apology. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “To be honest, I completely forgot about the object until I saw it again.” 
 
    “That actually might not be anybody’s fault,” Horus interjected as he took the twisted metal out of my hands. “When I was trying to decode the runes, there was an old one that took me a while to remember. It’s a Concealment Rune that makes you forget about its significance. It most likely explains why neither of you gave the mirror any sort of priority the moment you stopped thinking about it.” 
 
    “Sneaky,” I muttered and then glanced at Amaya. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I am well,” the oryx-woman said and was helped up to her feet again by the medicine-woman. 
 
    “You need rest,” Midgen said with a stern scowl. “In fact, I would suggest all of you have early nights so you all be bright-eyed for the Festival preparations.” 
 
    “Oh,” Shay yawned and rubbed her eyes. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. I confess I’m still a bit drained.” 
 
    “I’ll make you some of that tea, milady,” Mel said from where he was standing by, mostly forgotten. 
 
    “Will you bring it up to me, Mel?” she asked. 
 
    “With extra honey, milady.” He bowed and ran off to the scullery to make himself useful. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I tugged Shay’s wrist. 
 
    “Nothing a little rest won’t fix,” the phoenix-woman said and then glanced at the augur-woman. “Right, Amaya?” 
 
    “Hm?” Amaya blinked as if startled by being addressed. “Oh, yes, but--” 
 
    “Nonsense, you heard the Madam,” Shay cooed and folded one of the oryx-woman’s arms in hers. “Come, I’ll brush your hair.” 
 
    Amaya glanced at Shay with an astonished expression like she was both confused but cautiously delighted to be enveloped in Shay’s warm nurturing glow, and when she made eye contact with me, I smiled at her in encouragement. 
 
    “Go on, Maya.” Anwaar gave the oryx-woman the last push she needed to let Shay whisk her away. 
 
    “Oh, this will be such fun…” Shay chattered as she and the augur-woman floated away. 
 
    “What are you two going to do?” I asked the falcon-man, and his eyebrows flew upward. 
 
    “Do? What?” Horus looked anywhere but at me or Anwaar, and when I glanced at the ibex-woman, she smirked through her blush. 
 
    “Okay, well, whatever, just don’t stay up too late like Madam said.” I punched my friend in the shoulder. “Speaking of, Madam, would you like an escort back to the infirmary?” 
 
    “Yes, lad,” she said, and I offered her my elbow for her to hold. “This wonky wing has nearly done me in.” 
 
    “I, for one, am glad for your wing,” I said. “You have impeccable timing, as always.” 
 
    “Bah,” she said and gestured like she was waving away a bothersome gnat, but she couldn’t quite keep the flattered smile from tugging at her lips. 
 
    “I’ll go with you, husband,” Zoie said and took up Midgen’s other arm. “And after, I can show you the designs I’ve been working on for a seal.” 
 
    “Awesome.” I said, and then I paused to glance over my shoulder before we left. “Roo!” 
 
    “Skra?” The yellow crow-moth cawed from inside the room and then flew out to land on my head. In his dusty little paws, I spotted what must have been the letter Vel was in the middle of addressing. 
 
    “I’ll finish with you after we get the good doctor downstairs,” I said. 
 
    “Kt-kaw,” he clicked and then hopped down to my shoulder. 
 
    “Ready?” I grinned, and then our weird entourage departed from the Upper Wing and down to the Western Wing. 
 
    “Madam, please remember to rest yourself,” Zoie said as she helped the bat-woman sit in a chair at the end of the curtained four-poster beds. 
 
    “Yeah, Midge,” I agreed and glanced around the mostly empty hall. “Where’s all the staff that’s supposed to be helping you?” 
 
    “They be working so hard, so I give them the night off before the Festival,” she said and rubbed her elbow and the leathery wing surrounding it. 
 
    “But you’ve been working hard, too,” Zoie argued and placed her hand on the weary woman’s shoulder. “You are approaching the threshold where you will be too exhausted to do any good.” 
 
    “I quite agree, my dear, I quite agree,” Mr. Jenner’s voice intoned quietly enough that none of the patients were disturbed from their much-needed rest, but loud enough so we could all hear the consternation in his tone. 
 
    Behind him, at least seven or eight aides dressed in plain beige frocks were already overseeing what needed to be done in the infirmary, and before Midgen could even utter a protest, the disapproving koala-man had already cut her off with a sharply raised palm. 
 
    “Cor-- ” She started to get up, but Zoie gently pushed her back down. 
 
    “Now, now, Madam,” Jenner admonished. “You promised you wouldn’t tax yourself. I had a feeling I would need a few people on standby, and I was right.” 
 
    “You guys really are a pair with perfect timing,” I chuckled and then kissed the hardworking medicine-woman on the back of her hand. “Madam.” 
 
    “Jenner, take care of her,” the cat-woman said. 
 
    “I shall,” he said gravely. “Oh, and I sent young Rylan off to finish his chores. He should be in the stables if you are wondering.” 
 
    “Go on, you two,” Midgen shooed us away as she let Jenner fawn over her. 
 
    Zoie and I exchanged matching smiles and then left the two lovebirds to bicker to their hearts’ content. 
 
    “Those two,” I chuckled as we started walking leisurely arm-in-arm through the quiet Manor. 
 
    “This place doesn’t feel as oppressive as it used to,” my cat-wife commented as we traversed the warmly lit corridors on our way to the library. 
 
    “I think it’s all the work Anwaar and Horus have done in trying to ‘untangle’ the Trap Runes,” I said. 
 
    “Untangle?” she queried. 
 
    “I asked Horus to try and explain it to me yesterday,” I said. “Apparently, runes are hard to read because multiple ones can be layered on top, and so he has to figure out which rune is what.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” she hummed as her ears perked forward, and her tail swished like it did whenever there was a topic she wanted to dissect and understand. “Is that what Anwaar does?” 
 
    “Anwaar, I guess, can’t read runes, but she can feel the intent of the magic, or something,” I tried to describe. “It’s kind of confusing actually, but from what I gather, Anwaar could dismantle the enchantments herself, but with Horus actually able to read the purpose of each rune, the mage doesn’t have to spend so long trying to decipher based on intention alone.” 
 
    “They really are a matched pair,” the cat-woman sighed, and I kissed the side of her head. 
 
    If the expression on her face was any indication, I likely understood the warm feeling inside her chest at seeing some of our dear friends find a little romantic happiness. 
 
    “Does that make you, Shay, and me a matched set?” I asked. 
 
    “That sounds nice,” she purred. “A matched set. Because a set doesn’t imply a limit. After all, there are sets of three, five, six, eight-- any number can be a set as long as the separate parts complement the whole.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying sets can also be added to?” I asked as I looped an arm around her shoulders and drew her in. “Like Amaya?” 
 
    “I believe Shay has made it abundantly obvious what we both think of the manner, husband, so you may stop fretting,” she said with a kind smile and smoothed the pinched wrinkle between my furrowed eyebrows with her thumb. “All is well.” 
 
    And with that, Zoie laid to rest any more lingering qualms I had over the matter, and we spent the rest of the short trip to the library in companionable silence. 
 
    “Over here.” My cat-wife led me around Jenner’s ovular center desk and back through the maze of narrow floor-to-ceiling bookcases. 
 
    Now that it was getting to be evening time, the light pouring in through the vaulted skylights was a lavender hue. The glow stones were starting to grow in strength as twilight gave into the night, and the ambiance made the angel in front of me glow with ethereal beauty. 
 
    I followed like a moth to the flame and grinned when she sat me down in that cushioned bay window, pulled her sketch pad off the shelf of the nearest bookcase, and then crawled into my lap. 
 
    “Shay was telling me about what is required in a seal,” Zoie explained as she tapped the cover of the sketch pad. 
 
    “I didn’t know there were requirements,” I said, and I hooked my chin over her shoulder and squeezed her waist. 
 
    “Well, there aren’t requirements per se,” she clarified. “What I should have said was identifying features instead of requirements.” 
 
    “Oh, right, of course,” I said and moved the heavy fall of her black bramble hair over her opposite shoulder. “What ‘identifying features’ do we have?” 
 
    “Well, the first is the shape of the seal,” she said and flipped to the first page of her sketch pad where there were rows and rows of several different polygons roughly sketched out like doodle practice. “Most Ashers use the shape to denote how many estates they have.” 
 
    “So, our seal should be a triangle, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Correct, if you want to be traditional,” Zoie said. 
 
    “I’m sensing a ‘but’ somewhere,” I remarked and placed a small kiss on her scapula. 
 
    “But, it is my opinion we stray from the traditional,” she said and flipped to the first set of drawings she had worked on. “We don’t necessarily want to broadcast to all and sundry how many assets you own.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not beneficial or strategic at all,” I said and then kissed the top of her collar bone. 
 
    “Exactly, so I think the circle or the oval is our best bet because it is vague and doesn’t imply anything about your assets,” she posited. “Besides, I have it on good authority the oval is the current fashion.” 
 
    “Good authority, huh?” I asked. “Okay, so the first ‘identifier’ doesn’t really identify.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a bit of a misnomer,” she giggled. “Moving on to the second identifier. Usually, there is something in the design that tells the masses what you have to offer. Doler’s estate always had a pair of wings to represent their canterfly breeding.” 
 
    “Sha-Kane has a set of hook-swords,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, weapons usually symbolize protection,” the cat-woman recited like the diligent student she was. “Which makes sense because the whole purpose of the Council is to protect.” 
 
    “So, what do Brightwood Estates have to offer, do you think?” I traced the sketches of the spiky kolee flower with one finger. “Flowers?” 
 
    “Well, at first I kept sketching Lula.” She turned to the next page that was filled with drawings of the pretty bumblebird queen. 
 
    “Because of the honey?” I asked. “You think it’ll be a hit?” 
 
    “The honey will definitely be popular to the elite because it is a luxury item, but I really think your kolee drink will revolutionize Aventoll.” 
 
    “Revolutionize,” I murmured against her neck and made sure to add extra buzz to the Z-sound so I could feel her squirm against me. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she giggled. “You have made a product that is relatively cheap for the masses, and is deadly useful.” 
 
    “Someone has been doing her homework,” I teased as I leaned back and regarded her with an impressed look. 
 
    “Vel-Rala is the one who knows her stuff,” she said, and I could feel the heat of her blush. “I just listen.” 
 
    “Don’t downplay it,” I said and squeezed her again. “So, the kolee flower. I’m down with that. I kind of like this design here where you made it look like the flower itself is also a star.” 
 
    “I like that one, too,” she said and brought the book up closer to examine it. “It’s also the easier seal to replicate in case you need to hand draw it for a signature.” 
 
    “You know me so well,” I chuckled and went back to my nuzzling. “I can’t draw for crap.” 
 
    “That’s why I designed it like that,” she said and cupped my cheek before she kissed me on the mouth. 
 
    “Okay, so oval, check, kolee blossom, check…” I ticked off. “But what’s this symbol you have here?” 
 
    I pointed to the odd rounded square with a dot in the center drawn in the middle of the blossom. 
 
    “The third identifying marking is usually the initials of the owner,” she said. 
 
    “But this isn’t my initials,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I… know, but they are to me,” she said, and I could hear the confused frown in her voice. 
 
    “What do you mean, kitten?” I asked as I stared at the odd symbol. 
 
    “When I think of you, Brightwood, that’s the symbol I see in my head,” she said even though I could tell that trying to describe something this abstract was a struggle. 
 
    “Huh, okay.” I shrugged and then nibbled on her neck again. “Who am I to argue with the artist?” 
 
    “But you can argue,” she sighed as she rolled her head to the side to give me more access. “It is your seal.” 
 
    “Mmm, but I like what you’ve done,” I said as I ran my hands over her toned body. “I want to try it out right away on stuff. What can I sign?’ 
 
    “You flatter me too much.” She laughed when I blew a raspberry into the juncture of her neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe I can sign you,” I purred, and then I tried my best to replicate the strokes of the seal with my tongue against her collarbone. 
 
    “Alex,” she sighed and tangled her fingers through my hair. 
 
    We were really getting into our impromptu steamy make-out session when Zoie suddenly froze, and her ears perked straight up at attention. 
 
    I noted the change in her demeanor instantly and tried to follow her wide gaze as it tracked around the space. 
 
    “Zoie?” I whispered. “What is it?” 
 
    “I heard something,” she whispered back. 
 
    I strained my ears to try and hear what her superhuman hearing had informed her of. 
 
    What sounded like a bowl being tipped and then rocking back in place caught my attention, and I opened my eyes wide in the dim light. The only thing that looked like it moved was the tall vase sitting on the floor. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I asked. 
 
    “I think we have a spy,” Zoie whispered back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The hair stood up on the back of my neck, and I felt a pair of unseen eyes watching us from somewhere. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a spy?” I asked as we carefully detangled ourselves and took out our weapons so we could scan the area. 
 
    “I can hear a heartbeat,” she said but then frowned. “But it sounds too fast to be human.” 
 
    Before I could respond to that or ask any further questions, the unassuming floor vase “melted,” and in its place, a creature with wings and a spade-like head appeared and hissed at Zoie and me before it scrambled up the nearest bookcase and launched itself in the air. 
 
    “Catch it!” I yelled, and the two of us sprinted out of the library on the tail of the creature. 
 
    “Meep!” it screeched when Zoie flung a knife at it and missed. 
 
    “Come back here!” the cat-warrior roared and threw another two blades at it. 
 
    The creature screamed again and scurried around the next corner like Mario Andretti and even left long claw marks into the wall. 
 
    “It’s just going deeper and deeper into the Manor,” I panted as I picked up steam. “We need to corral it and force it out of the Western Wing at least.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zoie said. 
 
    “I’m going to try and head it off, keep chasing it,” I instructed, and at the next set of intersecting corridors, I veered left as Zoie and the creature continued straight. Then I pushed myself to sprint even harder to try to make it to the next corridor. 
 
    Sure enough, the creature attempted to escape deeper into the Manor by trying to bank left at the next intersection. 
 
    Directly into my path. 
 
    “Meeeep!” The creature screeched to a halt, and it flared a set of indigo feathers from either side of its head before it hissed again and turned back the way it came where Zoie fought to steer it toward the grand foyer. 
 
    Zoie and I worked in tandem like that until the flustered creature had no choice but to flee through a window. 
 
    “It’s out!” Zoie said as we both flew through the front doors. 
 
    “We have to get it before it gets loose in the city!” I returned my short blade back to its holster so I could concentrate on keeping up with the thing, but even though it had wings, it didn’t appear to have the ability to do more than glide a few feet off the ground. “Do you have any knives left?” 
 
    “No,” Zoie panted through her winded breaths as we pounded over the ground. 
 
    “Rocks it is, then,” I said and scooped up a softball-sized stone while she did the same, and we alternated throwing the rocks in order to try to maim it at the very least. 
 
    “Me-ee-eeep!” the creature chattered and then did a back-flip-barrel-roll thing that had it zipping over our heads and gliding toward--  
 
    “The stables!” Zoie gasped as we lost sight of the lizard thing around the bend. 
 
    “Come on!” I shouted, and I pulled her through the trees in front of us instead of taking the extra minute to traverse the winding path. 
 
    It shaved off a second or two, but we weren’t fast enough to catch the creature before it slipped through one of the stable windows. 
 
    “Give me your left blade,” Zoie said, and I tossed it to her as I armed myself with the right one. 
 
    I held my finger to my lips, and together we silently entered the large stable with slow creeping steps. As we walked farther into the row of stalls, the sound of someone talking to himself floated out of Prosper and Victory’s stall. 
 
    “Rylan,” I mouthed to Zoie, and her eyes grew wide as her ears flattened against her head in fear for a moment before a fierce and protective look crossed her face. 
 
    It made me want to grin an inappropriate grin, and I knew there was literally no one better to have at my side at this moment. 
 
    She could be one scary Mama Cat if she wanted to be, of that I had no doubt. 
 
    Zoie stalked ahead with the blade inverted in her grip as if she was a shadow, and she crept around the wall where we could still hear Rylan chatting with Prosper as he brushed Victory. 
 
    “I wonder what name your foal is going to have, Victory,” Rylan said as I walked up behind him. 
 
    Before he had a chance to register my presence, I reached around him and covered his mouth so he wouldn’t scream. 
 
    “Shh,” I whispered in his ear and let him go when he nodded his understanding. 
 
    Alex-person? Prosper tugged at the bond. 
 
    Danger, Props, I beamed back. Keep your eyes open for a minion. 
 
    Minums? Prosper questioned. No minum, only Gel-- 
 
    “Meep!” 
 
    “Ahh!” Zoie leapt back from where she’d been examining Prosper’s extended saddle just a moment ago. 
 
    The shape-shifting creature melted like liquid clay and dropped to the ground with its back to the wall. Now I could see the saddle had returned to his normal size without the extra seat. 
 
    No, don’t, is Gelf! Prosper all but yelled in my head, and I winced and slammed my eyes shut. 
 
    “What? Ouch, Prosper, turn it down, okay, okay I-- Zoie, wait!” My hand shot out, and I stayed the furious cat-woman’s hand before she thrust the serrated blade through the creature. 
 
    No not a Creature like Igoric, but an animal. 
 
    Just an animal. 
 
    “This isn’t a minion…” Zoie blinked as she finally saw the critter for what it was. 
 
    No, no minum! Is Gelf! Only Gelf! Prosper stamped his six hooves and tossed his glossy black mane. 
 
    “Gelf?” I asked aloud. “That’s the third time you mentioned a Gelf. What is Gelf?” 
 
    “Meep?” The scaly creature peeked his head out from under a wing that seemed like it belonged more on a flying squirrel than something that looked like a black monitor lizard with odd indigo plumage framing its face. 
 
    Is Gelf! Prosper stamped again.  
 
    “Oh,” I said and glanced at Zoie, who had discarded the weapon in her hand by stabbing it into a hay bale so she could get closer without spooking it. 
 
    “Merrp.” The critter flared its head feathers and then ducked under its wing again in fright. 
 
    “Hey, little guy.” Rylan, in typical Rylan fashion, slowly crawled toward the flying lizard with a hunk of dried meat held out to the trembling animal called Gelf. 
 
    Gelf is mare, Prosper added helpfully. 
 
    “Apparently, she’s a ‘she,’ bud,” I said. 
 
    “Oh.” Rylan nodded and crept closer. “I’m sorry, Gelf, that was rude of me to assume. Would you like some food, girl?” 
 
    Zoie and I exchanged fond looks over our weird foster-son’s head while he continued to talk to the critter in coaxing tones. My wife’s smile was soft, and by the way her hand traveled from her heart to rest over her flat stomach, I could tell she was thinking about our own “kits” we would have one day. 
 
    If they turned out anywhere as kind as the gawky stable-boy, then I would be content. 
 
    Where did Gelf even come from, Props? I questioned through the bond as we watched the flying lizard stretch out its neck to sniff the jerky in Ry’s hand. 
 
    Gelf come with Roofus and Roofus’ Tovish-person, he said. Helps Tovish reach nesty nest. 
 
    That makes sense, I beamed back before I switched to speaking out loud. “Hey, Zoie, I guess Gelf is the way Tovish was able to make it to Doler’s estate.”  
 
    “Interesting,” she responded and flicked her tail back and forth. “That would make sense. Old Tovish only had one leg, after all.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t really think about it,” I said. “I just figured if anyone with a peg-leg could climb those cliffs, then Tovish was just stubborn and crazy enough to do it.” 
 
    “Me-ee!” Gelf swallowed the jerky in one gulp and then started licking Rylan’s face with her blue paintbrush-like tongue. 
 
    “Ha! Ha!” Rylan laughed, and the lizard tickled under the boy’s chin until he gave in and wrapped his arms around her.  
 
    Then the energetic critter suddenly went from the size of a dachshund to the size of a St. Bernard, which made the kid let out a groan and an “oof!” 
 
    “I think she likes you,” I said with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Can we… keep her, Dad?” he huffed out under the weight of the critter and continued to rub Gelf on her powder-blue torso. 
 
    “Mrrr,” Gelf purred. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that…” I knelt down so I could pet the flying lizard on her smooth stomach, and I laughed when I could feel her vibrating like a house cat on hot concrete. “We don’t even know what she is or how to take care of her.” 
 
    “I agree,” Zoie chimed in and scratched the critter under her chin. She then winked at me, and I could tell we were on the same page. “And taking care of her is a lifetime responsibility. What happens when you become bored of the tedious work?” 
 
    “I would never!” Rylan gasped as if the thought was inconceivable and then clutched Gelf to him. 
 
    “Okay, as long as you can get Mr. Jenner to help you look in the library for information about Gelf, you may keep her,” I said in my best Responsible Dad tone and grinned inwardly when Zoie nodded gravely. 
 
    “I will, I promise!” Rylan grinned so wide I was afraid his face was going to get stuck like that. “Come on, Gelfie!” 
 
    “Meep!” The flying lizard shrank back down to its original size, and both boy and critter scampered up to their feet. 
 
    “You may only choose one book and read one chapter, and then you must get to bed!” Zoie hollered after them. 
 
    “Okay, Mom!” Rylan shouted and then hit the stable door at full tilt as he raced his new… dog. 
 
    Lizard.  
 
    Thing. 
 
    “I feel like there should be an award for the frankly awesome parenting you and I just did,” I snorted as I went over to retrieve my blade that Zoie had stuck in the hay bale. 
 
    “I do feel the urge to exert my influence over Rylan’s young life and find myself wanting him to make good choices,” the cat-woman said with her arms clasped at the small of her back. Her stoic demeanor was at odds with her tender words, and it just reminded me how multifaceted she was. Every side to her was complex, mysterious, and beautiful, and I knew deep down I was seeing glimpses of her soul in moments like these. 
 
    She must have noticed me staring at her because she blushed and dropped her hands back down to her sides. 
 
    “You’re going to be an incredible mother to our own kids.” I reached out and pulled her toward me so I could rest a palm against her flat belly. “When the time comes.” 
 
    “Alex,” she breathed and pressed her brow against mine. “I confess… I am beginning to desire the feeling of being full of our kits. But my heart breaks because I am just so unsure I can keep them safe. Hearing you say you have faith in me as a mother eases my mind.” 
 
    “Zoie,” I said and cupped her dear face. “There has never-- and I mean never-- been a person I’ve wanted to have children with. Ever. And it's because I know what it's like to be abandoned by parents who are supposed to look after your well-being. I see how you do that with Ry, and it makes me trust you, so never doubt yourself again.” 
 
    “I love you,” she said through a breathtaking grin and then kissed me deeply, but just as I was getting into it-- especially the little nibble thing she did to my lower lip-- she pulled away with a smack. “Did you mean it earlier when you wanted to start putting our seal to good use?” 
 
    “Mm, wha?” I mumbled as I had to bring my brain back online after that brain-melting kiss. 
 
    Minx. 
 
    “I would like to use some gold to purchase a signet ring for Rylan,” Zoie said, and her words lifted the lusty fog between my ears. “Since we will be leaving him behind when we go to Terr.” 
 
    “Typically signet rings have the estate seal on the front, I remember,” I said. “I also remember how a signet ring can also be a concealed dagger, so that’s perfect for him to have on hand to protect himself.” 
 
    “Excellent,” she purred and nuzzled my face with hers. 
 
    “Now, go on, I’m going to finish cleaning up all the stuff Rylan left behind in his hurry,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure he actually does as he was told,” she said. 
 
    “And that’s why I know you’re going to be a great mom.” I kissed her cheek and watched her walk away. 
 
    I was content with how my life was currently going, so I started humming a tune under my breath as I picked up the brush and finished where the stable-boy left off. 
 
    Alex-person’s mate is baby? Prosper asked through the bond. 
 
    No, not yet, bud, I chuckled. But maybe one day. 
 
    After I finished tidying away the canterflies for the night, I made my way back to the Manor, popped in to check on the quiet infirmary, and then walked my weary body up to the suite where my wives were waiting to welcome me into their warm arms. 
 
    We slept like babes all doped up on the bumblebird honey that night. 
 
    Surprisingly, my usually vivid dreams took on a hazy quality like I remembered my actual dreams having before Aventoll. There were some picturesque scenes with vague impressions of safety, comfort, and joy, and even though I couldn’t really pin down any specifics when I woke up in the morning, I couldn’t help but lay there as a deep serenity ebbed and flowed out of me with each breath. 
 
    It was going to be an excellent day, I could tell, and I used the earliness of the hour to snatch some time to myself as I crept downstairs to the scullery to make myself some kolee. 
 
    After that brief moment of respite where I actually managed to get through at least half of my drink, it was another hectic morning of The Crew rushing around in preparation for all of us to travel. 
 
    So, that meant a lot of small logistical fires I needed to extinguish, like the necessity of purloining a pair of Vane’s manapillars last minute to pull our personal carriage because Victory and Prosper were going to fly to Icarian alone. 
 
    Apparently, because Victory’s Eggo was Preggo, she would be unable to pull things or allow passengers for a while, and of course, Prosper would want to make sure his mate made it back to the other estate unharmed. 
 
    On top of that, we also needed to use the poracks Mel and Bodin arrived in yesterday with the crates of bumblebird honey and kolee powder. However, the larger porack, Ben, injured one of its six appendages, and after being looked over by Shay and Madam Midgen for good measure, was declared unfit to make such a long journey. 
 
    Normally, it would have been fine to just utilize the other ox-roach, but because the carriage in question was also loaded down with the materials needed to build our vendor stand, Jerry, the smaller of the poracks, was outmatched. 
 
    Which really threw a spanner in the works because Vel-Rala ostensibly needed to meet with the stall proprietor before mid-epoch or the coveted space the cockatoo-woman fought for would disappear. 
 
    Good thing Jenner and Horus were on it, and they raced off to Gatetown’s local livery so we could borrow a porack. 
 
    Finally, Mel, Bodin, and Vel, along with a handful of any servants we could spare, took off for the Palace Square. 
 
    “Now that the crisis is averted, huddle up, Crew,” I said to everyone gathered and motioned for them to get closer. “Before we leave, do we all know the plan? We have a lot to do at Icarian before the Ball, and I have a feeling we won’t have a chance to slow down once we get there.” 
 
    “The Jewel House will be the top priority,” Shay said. “There have been people working on the grounds non-stop, but if they need a hand, please check in with them.” 
 
    “Yes, but do not lose track of the time and forget to get ready for the Festival kick-off,” Jenner said again. “If any of you need anything for your Uul ensemble, please see fit to purchase what you need when we all make a trip to the Mid-Crescent Market for the Sharing of Mead. Then, after the Fire Sky display, we will all return here for the ball. However, Alex, you and your wives will need to change into the traditional garb the Host wears when he lights the Dawn Brazier. Don’t worry, I managed to find a reasonably priced urfox mantle from a talented tanner I shall pick up in the Market.” 
 
    I blinked at the itinerary the koala-man just rattled off. It started off okay, but by the end, I only understood about ten percent of what he said. 
 
    “G-Great, yeah, yep, sounds like everyone is up on the plan?” I glanced around in the hopes someone would ask for clarification on anything, but no one even batted an eye. “Looks like you all are, super. Only, there’s just one thing--” 
 
    My stomach growled. 
 
    “Only one?” Shay teased. 
 
    “Okay, two things.” I grinned. “One, what’s the breakfast situation, obviously, and two, I think I underestimated how much I really needed to look at those books about the Festival you gave me, Jenner.” 
 
    “I gave you those over a fickle ago!” the koala-man gasped. 
 
    “I know, but it was right after I inherited Gella’s mansion, and apparently his obligation to host the Ball,” I said. “I didn’t know I was actually going to be made to do anything, so I just skimmed the parts that looked interesting. Like the part with the fireworks.” 
 
    “So, what you’re really asking is for a ‘course-crash’ in the significance of Mid-Crescent,” Zoie said. 
 
    “And breakfast,” I reminded her. “I also want to know about breakfast.” 
 
    “Heeellllloooo,” Arvid announced his arrival with his typical sleepy drawl and a basket of something heavenly smelling in his three-clawed hands. 
 
    “How convenient,” Amaya said in her much-too-sunny-for-morning voice as she took the basket from the sloth-man and grabbed two sweet rolls for her and her sister before passing it to a bleary-eyed Rylan with a shrunken Gelf coiled around his neck. “Now, only one of your quandaries remains to be answered.” 
 
    “Come, let’s save the stories for when we get on the road,” Horus said as he climbed up to the coach seat. “For now, we should try to get to the Forest of Uul before proper sunrise.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked as we all started piling into the cab while Arvid plodded his way to the attached wagon on the end. 
 
    “It’ll be worth it, trust me,” Shay said as she held the door open for Anwaar and Amaya. “Then, when Zoie tells the story, it will mean more. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “I suppose,” the koala-man sniffed as he finished cleaning the glass of his monocle. “Although, I will say, Mr. Alex, that I wished you would have read the materials a little more carefully.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I chuckled as I helped him into the cab. “I’ll make sure to do my homework in the future. But I honestly never thought I would be taking over Vane’s Manor like I did, never mind any of his obligations, no matter how temporary.” 
 
    “But now you’ve changed your mind about being Magistrate?” the koala-man questioned shrewdly. 
 
    “Not quite,” I said as I joined everyone and shut the carriage door. “But I have considered keeping Monger Manor and maybe transforming it to a library? A public one, if everything works out the way I want it.” 
 
    “A… public library?” Jenner repeated as if he couldn’t trust his over-sized ears. “How would such a thing work?” 
 
    “Well, back where I’m from, anyone who wants to know more about a subject can sign up with the library and get a card where all their information is stored,” I explained. “Then they register that information when they want to borrow a book, and as long as they take care of it and turn it back in on time, everyone could have equal access to anything they wanted to learn about.” 
 
    “What an absolutely novel idea,” Jenner gasped as his monocle popped out of his eye. “Maybe if this had been a practice in ages past, The Uprisings would have been avoided.” 
 
    “Were the Uprisings like… an information war, or something?” I cocked my head curiously as I took a bundle of fruit and cheese from Amaya, who still held the basket. 
 
    “Not solely,” the koala-man said and nibbled on the rest of his sweet roll. “But it was the catalyst for change. The people of Aventoll were tired of being manipulated by those in power because with power came literacy. The Uprisings started because No-Ranks demanded to have access to education.” 
 
    “How fascinating,” I remarked. “It seems like the basic right for education is the same across all universes.” 
 
    “I really think you might be onto something, lad,” Jenner said as he stroked his stubbly chin. 
 
    “We’ll talk more,” I promised. 
 
    “We’re almost to the forest, everyone!” Horus thumped the wall of the cab with the heel of his boot. 
 
    Hushed sounds of glee rippled around the carriage, and I sat up straighter in my seat as I waited for whatever was about to happen… to happen. 
 
    “Look,” Shay whispered as we went deeper into the forest, and I followed her finger where it was pointing at the thin sliver of moon hanging in the sky. 
 
    Soon, the sun started lightening the forest around us from a permeating black to an ultramarine, and finally to a dove gray as the mist started to evaporate the more the world awoke. 
 
    Sounds of waking life hummed all around us from buzzing insects to chirping birds, and as idyllic as all this was, I was still nowhere near prepared for what happened when the sun finally hit the canopy of jewel-colored trees. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    At first, the singing was faint and was similar to the sound of wind chimes, but as the sun trekked its way across the sky, the angelic sound fully manifested until it felt like we had front row seats at the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. 
 
    “Who’s singing?” I asked in a hushed voice as I peered out the window. 
 
    “The forest,” Shay intoned, and I blinked at her until she giggled. “Come here, love. Everyone, settle in. Zoie, would you mind telling us about the origins of Nata’s Mid-Crescent Festival? You have the best story voice.” 
 
    The cat-woman blushed to the roots of her black hair, but she smiled a pleased smile as all of us made ourselves comfortable for Story Time. When we were all cozied up the way we liked, Zoie took a breath and started to regale us in her low dulcet tones. 
 
    “Every Isle in Aventoll knows the story of when the Moon threatened to disappear, and this is how the Natavians dealt with the Moon’s jealousy.” She began to weave her tale like a beautiful tapestry. “As much as the Moon was a source of fear, it was necessary for the Ocean tides that brought the seaweed to nourish the crops. Nata Isle, you see, used to be barren, and it was difficult to grow the food necessary to sustain life. Thaton Uul was one of the first Asher Lords who figured out the seaweed was the perfect fertilizer.” 
 
    “Is it that purple stuff Mel showed me?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “Yes, most farmers sprinkle dried seaweed flakes over their crops to this day,” Shay said. 
 
    “So, the tides were important, and even though the people used to fear the Moon, they needed him to stay,” Zoie continued. “But the Moon was jealous, like I said. He was too weak to summon any of his children anymore, and the sorrow made him rue the lonely night that used to be his solace. So, he made plans to leave. At first, it wasn’t as noticeable, but over the days, the hunters began experiencing trouble hunting at night until it became obvious the Moon was shrinking.” 
 
    “Wait, your moon never used to, um, shrink before?” I asked. 
 
    “The waning of the Moon only started to take place in the fickles before the first Mid-Crescent,” Jenner added his two cents. “Before that, the Moon was always whole in the sky.” 
 
    The physics made absolutely no sense, but that made the tale all the more fascinating. I wasn’t sure if the laws of the universe were that wildly different from what I knew on Earth, but whatever the case Isaac Newton-wise, the way these people interpreted the natural phenomena of their world was captivating. 
 
    “A great panic began to spread throughout Aventoll, and it inspired the first ever meeting of Ashers over barrels of the finest mead,” the cat-woman went on. “All of the strongest Ashers called upon the wisdom of the Goddess, and the First Priestess communed with Mercedes. When she was done, she explained the Moon might be persuaded to stay if Aventoll united together in one song…” 
 
    She gestured to the carriage window where the joyful melody continued to soar above the multi-colored jem trees. 
 
    “Tell him how the Ashers needed to sing all day long in order for their plan to work!” Rylan blurted out. 
 
    “Spoilers,” I snorted and ruffled his hair. “I’m sure she was getting to that.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said with a sheepish smile. “It’s my favorite part.” 
 
    “It’s mine, too,” Zoie giggled her bright dulcimer laugh and tugged his chin, but then she cleared her throat. “The Goddess had revealed this song to her chosen, and they taught the ancient words to each other. Finally, they felt ready to present their song to the Moon on the Dawn of the day where the crescent was almost completely gone.” 
 
    She pointed again to the faded sliver of pale moon still out despite the dawning day. 
 
    “Mid-Crescent,” I murmured when I saw how the inside of the sickle moon was already half-way faded. 
 
    “The Moon agreed to stay as long as the people would do this for him every season…” She paused her for the required dramatic effect. “Forever.” 
 
    “Forever?” Rylan gasped, and I watched as Shay and the Mec sisters all exchanged matching looks of fondness at the stable-boy’s antics. 
 
    “Yes, that was the requirement,” Zoie intoned and brought Rylan’s hand across her lap so she could stroke it while she continued the story. “The people of the first Mid-Crescent Festival had to pledge they would remain bound to Aventoll even after their spirits had left their mortal bodies.” 
 
    “Sad,” Rylan whispered and laid his head on her shoulder. 
 
    “Not if you remember that their sacrifice worked,” my cat-wife reminded him. “And so, the Ashers of Old and their numerous thanes stood season after season in the crater’s barren valley to sing for one day every season in offering to the Jealous Moon. But their singing had an effect on the weak and weary Moon, and by the time it came for those brave souls to die, they were transformed into the living trees of Uul Forest so their children didn’t have to ever suffer the ritual.” 
 
    “Was it hard to sing?” I asked in a low voice when Rylan’s eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    “Incredibly,” Shay said in her warm candlelight tones. “Just listen to it for a moment.” 
 
    As per her suggestion, all of us tuned our ears to the melody still drifting through the misty trees like something straight out of Middle Earth. An early morning fog rolled through the forest and refracted the light, and the effect made the leaves of the jem trees sparkle like precious stones against a near-white backdrop. 
 
    Now that I knew this forest was actually filled with souls, the beauty of the singing pressed a tender ache right behind my sternum, and I heard what Shay was talking about. 
 
    “It’s a lament,” I breathed. 
 
    “Yes,” Amaya said as she held a palm to her chest like she was feeling the same intangible pang as me, and her eyes shimmered the same pearly sheen as the sky. “No wonder it was a blessing the Moon allowed the song to be forgotten by everyone except the first ones. It is all the rage and sadness of the Moon in one long ballad.” 
 
    “I’d always heard the Song was able to make the throats of the singers bleed because of the way it was supposed to be sung,” Anwaar added her… interesting factoid to the mix like the Edgelord I was coming to realize she was. 
 
    “That was the other thing.” Shay nodded gravely. “The language coupled with the length of the Song was painful. Excruciating, even.” 
 
    “So now, instead of the Festival being a penance indebting the generations to come, it is a celebration and a remembrance to those who paid the price for the benefit of their children, and their children’s children,” Zoie concluded, and she ran her fingers through Rylan’s messy bangs as he practically drooled on her shoulder with his new friend, Gelf, curled up in his lap. 
 
    “That’s why everyone dresses up like a tree,” Amaya said and touched her bare foot against the ankle of my boot, and I nodded when that whole “Uul ensemble” Jenner was talking about finally made sense. 
 
    “Wow.” I marveled at the ups and downs of the lament as something occurred to me. “Each island has a forest like this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zoie said and leaned her head back as she gave me a heavy-lidded look. “Nata’s is the Uul Forest because Thaton Uul’s thanes sacrificed themselves down to the last to try and save as many Natavian peasants as they could from such a soulless fate.” 
 
    We all sat back after that and let the beautiful ever-changing melody wash over us as our carriage trundled through the ghostly forest, and I mused that of all the stories I’d heard about Aventoll so far, this one was my favorite. 
 
    A lot of the dealings I’d had with the Duelists since I’d been here were dubious at best and downright dastardly at worst. For a while, I wasn’t even sure which side of the line Lord Mec fell on. 
 
    But this tale of true bravery and sacrifice was the heart of what I knew the Ashers were supposed to be, and in that moment I understood the creed by which so many pledged themselves to. 
 
    And for the first time, I found myself wanting to be truly counted among them, not just uphold a title I stumbled into purely on prestige, or because I was in the right place at the right time. 
 
    I must have fallen into a light meditative trance because my mind wandered the inner halls of my memory the rest of the way to Icarian, and that singular black door swam in and out of my awareness. 
 
    Only this time, it appeared as if the door was ajar just enough to allow a slice of white light to pour through the crack… 
 
    The carriage slowed to a stop, and when I opened my eyes, the fog had lifted, and we were at the estate. 
 
    Thoughts of that curious door once again flew out of my head as all of us were immediately put to task doing various things by event planner extraordinaire, Shale-Lea. 
 
    “Listen up, my darlings,” she sang out in her melodious voice, and with a twirl of a polished wooden hairstick, she wrapped her lion’s mane of hair up into a bun for Maximum Hostess Efficiency. “We have several things on our agenda, and your assignments--” 
 
    “Should you choose to partake in the quest,” Horus barged in with cheesy Movie Trailer theatrics and totally got a scorching glare for his trouble. “Ahem, continue, milady.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” she sniffed, but I could tell her lips wanted to twitch into a smile at the falcon-man’s antics. “The strapping young lads need to delegate out on the grounds, while I could use the help of all the ladies in order to make sure the design on the inside of the Jewel House isn’t being monopolized by Zyn and Tre. Where is Nevra?” 
 
    “Right here, milady!” The badger-woman, and resident estate manager, shuffled her way to the front of the group. The young mousey-woman who was usually at her side was also there with her hands folded demurely in front of her seamstress’ apron. 
 
    “Nevvy and Noona, wonderful to see you both!” Shay said and kissed each of them on the cheek. “Will you both work with Mr. Jenner and Arvid on any of the remaining duties required in the manor? I’m assuming the same dignitaries will be here like whenever it was Bala’s turn to host?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Nevra said. “The Head of the Duelist Club, Ambassador Sskern, and Asher Cord, the gentleman who owns all the banks. Is there anyone you would like us to add?” 
 
    “Is it too late to invite Redburn?” I asked. 
 
    “Dreadful of the Western Convex?” the timid mouse-girl, Noona, queried. 
 
    “You know him?” I tilted my head and made sure not to talk overly loud because I figured her ears were as sensitive as they were large. 
 
    “He is a cousin of mine,” she said. “I know where his eldest son is. He is in the Day Market tending to his family’s stall.” 
 
    “Rylan, can you escort Noona to the Market so she can deliver the message?” I asked as I turned to the boy. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, I used to be a Palace courier, so I know some shortcuts through the Palace Square,” he replied and puffed out his chest proudly. “Let’s go right away, miss, before it gets too crowded. It’s not quite mid-epoch yet.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the girl said with a shy blush, and she brought her long brown braid over one shoulder so she could play with it. “We’ll be back soon, milady.” 
 
    “Do mind yourselves,” Shay said and stroked each one of their cheeks before she sent them on their way. “Nevvy, you and your staff will finish preparing the rooms, and attend to whatever Mr. Jenner requests.” 
 
    “Yes, milady.” Nevra curtsied. 
 
    “Ms. Nevra, I will be at your side in a moment once I finish with the inventory,” the koala-man said as he scribbled in the small notebook he had on him. 
 
    “Before you go, is there anything on the grounds themselves you need us for, Ms. Nevra?” I asked before the badger-woman could get too far. 
 
    “There is a fence down near the stables in need of repair, and some of the stalls could use a good mucking before we house the mounts of the dignitaries,” she listed. “We’ve been a bit spread thin since the incident in Gatetown.” 
 
    “After things calm down with the Festival, will you make plans to hire more servants?” I requested. “Brightwood Estates now has three properties, and I know we have the gold enough to afford more help.” 
 
    “I’d be delighted, Mr. Alex.” She curtsied once more and then bustled out of the stables. 
 
    With orders in hand, the rest of us scattered to our appropriate stations, and I found myself falling into the rhythm of manual labor alongside Horus as we did basic farm chores and chatted idly about whatever came to mind. 
 
    “Your girl is kind of dark, man,” I said right before I dug the pitchfork into the manure pile and then threw the load on the wheelbarrow. 
 
    “Isn’t she, though?” Horus smirked proudly and rested his forearms on the top of his shovel handle. “The Alemic natives have a very interesting sense of humor, and Ani in particular is also lacking in certain… how do I put this?” 
 
    “She doesn’t really have many filters?” I ventured. 
 
    “Exactly!” The falcon-man snapped his fingers. “Since I grew up under so many strictures from my cruel father, the first thing that drew me to her was her utter brazenness. When I was younger, my mother and father both tried to get me to tame my tongue. They hired a lot of etiquette tutors I usually chased off with my appalling behavior, and by the time they were trying to marry me off to some droll bore, my mother was just begging me to repeat the phrase ‘If it pleases the lady’ as a reminder to just bear it until I no longer had to see whatever trifle-some girl again. It’s always been a joke between Shaylee and I.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” I said and recalled their weird little repartee. 
 
    “With Ani, I never know what she’s going to say, and that is wonderful.” He sighed, and the corners of his mouth tugged up in a dopey smile. “I do so love to be shocked.” 
 
    “You both are a match made for each other, that’s for sure,” I chuckled and wiped my sweaty brow. 
 
    “And what about you?” he asked with a sly grin. “A little bumblebird told me the aroma of love is strong between you and a certain augur-woman.” 
 
    “A bumblebird, huh?” I arched an eyebrow and continued mucking the last stall. “Is that the code word for how your sister likes to talk?” 
 
    “She’s Shaylee,” Horus said as if that was all the explanation required, which perhaps it was. 
 
    “But, yes, I do have… strong feelings for Amaya,” I admitted. “I also understand more of why you tried to elope with Ani.” 
 
    “And in turn, I understand more of why Ani was adamant we bring Amaya with us in the first place,” he said as he resumed shoveling. “Did you know she was the Prophetess before or after you started to fall for her?” 
 
    “After.” I smirked. “She’s peculiar like that.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Listen… I’m going to need your help more than ever in the near future, especially with Amaya,” I said as my mind worked through some of the nebulous details still swirling around the most recent revelations about the enigmatic oryx-woman. 
 
    “What do you have in mind, chief?” His shrewd gold-green eyes narrowed in on me. 
 
    “The life of the augur-mage is disheartening enough, but now that Amaya is the Prophetess, her future just got about ten shades bleaker.” I then switched to the second wheelbarrow filled with fresh hay and started spreading it out over the newly cleaned areas. “When the time comes, I’m going to probably end up fighting to keep her out of the Order’s hands. That means I need a means of protecting her and everyone. I initially wanted to ask you to stay behind and manage my estates, especially Monger Manor. I already told Mr. Jenner, but I want to turn that estate into a public archive as well as maybe a place where people can learn what you know even if they can never go to the Academy.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, that’s--” he started, but I halted him with a raised hand. 
 
    “But that’s going to have to be put on hold,” I said. “I need you to come to Terr with me because I don’t think there will be anyone I can trust enough there to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “As if you would actually leave me behind,” he snorted. 
 
    “But you’re officially free now,” I pointed out. “I figured you might want to elope with Ani after all this time.” 
 
    “If you honestly think that woman will let you take her baby sister to Terr without her, you are insane,” he scoffed. 
 
    “How did you know I’d be taking Amaya?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re searching for a forge and a metal capable of withstanding a dual herald core,” he rationalized. “Chances are we’re going to swing by those crazy confusing ore mines, and in case you didn’t know, that girl is crazy good at mazes. In fact, the dirty little scrog tricked me into one the first time she saw me kiss her sister. I was lost for half a day…” 
 
    “Focus, H,” I laughed and leaned on my pitchfork handle. 
 
    “The point is, I know how she is, and I know how you are, and my answer is yes,” he summed up. 
 
    “Cool,” I said and punched him in the shoulder. “Now, come on, it’s getting late. We’d better leave enough time to clean up for the Festival like Jenner said.” 
 
    “Also, I do not want to get on Shaylee’s irate side if we are anything less than punctual,” the falcon-man added as we both walked our wheelbarrows out. “She has everything planned down to the smallest iota. Far be it for me to throw something into that efficient machine.” 
 
    “Seconded,” I grunted, and we both finished the last of the chores in lightning speed so we would have plenty of time to scrub up and meet everyone down in the breezeway at the entrance of Icarian’s carriage house. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Jenner asked as he directed a large carriage pulled by two chestnut manapillars front and center. “Your driver, Venter, will deposit you all in the Palace Square. You have until the cannons signal the Sharing of the Mead to gather items you might want for your traditional Uul ensemble garb, and then meet near the Palace.” 
 
    “Understood,” Zoie said. 
 
    “Pile in, Crew!” I hollered, and the whole pack climbed in so we could hit the vibrant Day Market now in full swing. 
 
    The second I left the carriage, my ears were assaulted with a cacophony of jubilant music, loud laughter, and the tattoo of market vendors rattling off their wares to the passersby. 
 
    In the air hung all sorts of intriguing aromas, like exotic perfumes, oils, and tinctures, but by far the most prevalent of all the smells was that of cooking food. 
 
    “Everyone, please spend all of your gold,” I told our group before we split up. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, milord,” my phoenix-wife said and bowed deeply, and since she was standing arm-in-arm between the Mec sisters, the augur-mage pair was forced to bow along with her. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us twice!” Horus said and nudged Rylan.  
 
    Curiously, that shy mouse-girl was tagging along with him, and I wondered if she was nursing a bit of a puppy-crush on my son. 
 
    “Yeah, Dad, we’ll make short work of this in no time, don’t worry,” he said just like the ham he was. 
 
    Dork. 
 
    “Get out of here, then,” I said to them all, and Zoie and I made our way to attend to some business first before we could also enjoy the Festival market. 
 
    Namely, the Brightwood Estates vendor stall serving up two uncommon delicacies not seen on Nata in nearly an age. 
 
    Or, at least, that was what Bodin kept advertising in the middle of the thoroughfare with something that looked like a sandwich board hanging around his neck. 
 
    “Hey, our stall has the seal you made for us already,” I said and pointed to the hand-painted banner over the small tent structure, and when I looked back at Bodin, I saw the seal was emblazoned on the sign he wore as well. 
 
    “I gave Vel a copy of the design so she would be able to make it after she set up her stand,” Zoie explained. “She’s done a near-perfect job.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I remarked as I observed the pair of long spiky kolee flowers crossed in an X under the “symbol” Zoie said meant Brightwood in her mind. 
 
    “Hello, you two!” Bodin greeted when he finally took notice of us. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Bodin,” Zoie said. “How have things been?” 
 
    “Most excellent,” the raccoon-man said with a wide grin. “Vela has nearly sold out of everything already.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked as my eyebrows rocketed toward my hairline. “That’s incredible. I knew everyone said she was a wizard saleslady, but I was not expecting that. Do you know how much we’ve made so far?” 
 
    “The numbers I will have to leave up to Vela,” Bodin laughed and removed his cap so he could wipe his brow. “I’m just out here to entice the customers. But she should be back under the canopy--” 
 
    “She’s not!” Mel panted as appeared behind us with a panicked expression on his masked-face. 
 
    “Mel!” Bodin startled, and his head whipped to the dim doorway of the tent. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I left only for a moment, Bod, and when I came back, the lass-- Miss Vel-Rala-- was gone!” he graveled out, and all of us stared at the entrance of the tent with growing horror. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “What do you mean, gone?” Bodin practically yelled for the second time as we all rushed toward the small tent that served as the vendor stall for Brightwood Estates. 
 
    Inside there were tastefully arranged display tables. They were eye-catching in all the right places, and it was no wonder most of the shelves boasted empty space. 
 
    The savvy cockatoo-woman definitely knew how to make an inviting consumer atmosphere, that was for sure. 
 
    But it was apparent from the long line of confused patrons coupled by the small jar of tipped over honey the sales-woman was missing, and my insides churned with worry. 
 
    By now, the once cantankerous and manipulative socialite was fully adopted by my Crew, and the fact she was unaccounted for was not going to fly. 
 
    Whatsoever. 
 
    “Come on, we’ll find her,” I said and led us back out into the chaos of the Square. “She can’t have gone far. Do you both have weapons?” 
 
    Bodin removed the sandwich-board contraption from around his neck and swiftly broke it down so he had a pair of nun-chucking devices each devised from the leather of the shoulder straps. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, boss,” Mel said and caught the second set of chucks. 
 
    “Okay, spread out into these back alleys over here,” I said and rounded the row of tents so we could get at the narrow streets behind them. “It’s unlikely someone would have been able to take her out the front without you noticing them right away, Bodin.” 
 
    “Logical,” he grunted. “Mel and I will take the streets to the east, while you and Zoie take the west.” 
 
    “Holler if you find anything,” I said, and then the four of us went off in our respective directions in our search for the cockatoo-woman. 
 
    “Vel?” Zoie called out, and her low voice ricocheted down the twisting alleys and bounced off the craggy stone walls. 
 
    About two blocks away, I could hear Bodin’s cry of “Vela!” 
 
    “Vel-Rala!” I shouted, and we attempted to maintain as much of a grid pattern as we could despite the dead-ends and the unnamed streets that were easy to get turned around on. 
 
    “Velaaa!” Bodin cried out again, but this time it almost sounded like a voice answered back before it was choked off. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I whispered to the cat-woman next to me. 
 
    Zoie’s ears twitched, and her fingers gripped tensely around the handle of her katana-like blade until I could hear the leather creak. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she murmured, and we came to a stop between two skinny buildings. “Maybe--” 
 
    “Bodin!” Vel-Rala’s unmistakably terrified scream ruptured the air somewhere close by, and for a moment the cat-woman and I stood frozen with shock. “Help!” 
 
    The second scream had us snapping out of it, and we sprang into action. 
 
    Now that she’d made some noise, it was somewhat easy to triangulate her position. By the sounds of it, we were nearly on top of her. 
 
    “Velaaaa!” Bodin shouted again, and he sounded even closer this time. 
 
    The distraction was just what I needed to steal a guarded peek around the corner of the next intersection. 
 
    “Shh,” I hissed and stopped Zoie with my arm. 
 
    I only caught a glimpse, but from what I saw, there were at least three large cloaked figures in the dark alley, and they had the cockatoo-woman completely surrounded. 
 
    “Velaaaa!” Another call from a frantic Bodin sounded like it was getting further away, but before Vel could respond, a deep voice cut her off at the pass. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth shut, sweeting,” the mysterious interloper said. 
 
    “I’m not your ‘sweet’ anything,” she spat, and I took a chance to peer around the corner again. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard you were taken in as a charity case after Gordos got his fool-self killed,” the stranger said. “And we know exactly who to blame for that, some shrivel-dick Traveler with a bleeding heart.” 
 
    Zoie and I pulled back when we had heard enough. 
 
    “I’m going to confront them,” I whispered as I pulled out one of my blades. 
 
    “And I will approach from the other end of the alley,” she growled. 
 
    “Good luck,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t do anything too inflammatory,” she said and kissed the tip of my nose. “At least until I get there and take one of the other two out. Hopefully, by then, Bodin and Mel will have found us.” 
 
    I nodded and watched the cat-woman slink off into the shadows. 
 
    Then I cracked my neck from side to side and waited for the moment when I would reveal myself to the Mercenary who seemed to be in charge. 
 
    “Alex Brightwood is a good man, and he will be looking for me soon,” Vel said in a defiant tone. 
 
    “Good,” the Merc said as he encroached upon her space, and when she tried to smack him away, he snatched her wrist in his thick-looking grip. “When he arrives, I have a bone to pick on behalf of my Chief.” 
 
    “When he arrives, you’ll rue the day you and your ‘chief’ crossed him,” she sneered. “I’ve seen him in action, and if you’ve ever doubted his reputation, just know, everything they say about him is Mercedes’ truth.” 
 
    “Except for the laser-beam eye-powers,” I said as I finally revealed my presence and sauntered into the alley. “I don’t have that, but could you imagine? The Terminator would have nothing on me.” 
 
    “It’s him!” one of the other two goons gasped, and I tried not to snort. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t hear me about the laser-eyes not being an issue. 
 
    “I see that, idiot,” the lead Merc grunted, and he released Vel-Rala roughly enough she fell back a step and landed on the ground with a painful “oof!” 
 
    The way she hissed and shook out her wrist like it was sprained caused a stab of anger to pierce through me, and I clapped my eyes back on the lumberjack of a man. 
 
    “What is it with dicks like you guys getting off on hurting women?” I scoffed. “What do you use your bulging muscles for anyway? Chasing children and punching little old ladies?” 
 
    “Are you implying I have no honor because I am a No-Rank Mercenary unlike an elitist Asher such as yourself?” The large man scowled at me and ripped off the hood obscuring his face. 
 
    “No,” I deadpanned. “Are you hard of hearing? I just said you have no honor because you bully and intimidate those who are weaker than you like a fucking coward. Maybe you should fight someone who actually has a chance to put you in your place.” 
 
    “You heard him,” the Brawny Man knockoff said as he glanced cockily at each of his two cronies. “It sounds like he’s oppressing me, wouldn’t you agree, Corin?” 
 
    The dingleberry to my left stepped forward and lowered his own hood with a smirk that made the ugly scar on his lower lip contort in a grotesque way. 
 
    “That’s how it sounded like to me,” the Merc named Corin grunted out, and his black eyes darted to the third and final member of their Bullshit Brigade. “What about you, Cevic? Are you feeling oppressed by this Duelist here?” 
 
    The remaining man already had his hood down, and he stood with his arms crossed over his chest with an expression drier than an arctic tundra. 
 
    “If you’re going to challenge him, Derros, do it already before we are left with the tepid remains of the Mead,” the man named Cevic said in a cool and unaffected voice, as if he was annoyed his buddy interrupted his Festival Time, and if he had anything less than a piping hot mug of Mead, heads were prepared to roll. 
 
    Fuck the big guy. There was something dangerous and sharp-edged to Cevic’s violet gaze that made my hackles raise, despite the Merc’s shorter stature. 
 
    In fact, if he’d had any type of subspecies indicators, I would have guessed his would have manifested as a honey badger because on the surface he seemed aloof and harmless, but underneath that bored expression I could tell he could turn savage in an instant. He was five-foot-two, max, but the second his icepick eyes clashed with mine, the baser instinct inside of me that recognized a fellow apex predator bared its teeth. 
 
    The man’s lips twitched into a smirk, but I had no choice but to file this away for later because Big D was being a Big D again. 
 
    “You would do well to hold your tongue, Cevic, or I will tell the Chief how it was you who cost us our last mission when you freed the beast,” Derros snarled like a saber-toothed-tiger. “Don’t think I won’t, just because you’re his adopted son.” 
 
    “Please, do something instead of just talking about it, Derros,” Cevic snapped. “Then we all might make it through Mid-Crescent without holding our breaths.” 
 
    Then the short man snapped the hood of his cloak over his light brown head and turned on his heels like he was intent on striding out of the alley. 
 
    “You can’t go back to Alda without giving him the intel he requires!” Brawny D said with a pointed tone, and the other man stilled. “After all, let’s not pretend you’re here for anything other than that, little chatterling.” 
 
    Cevic straightened his posture and then turned around with that bored expression affixed in place. 
 
    “Carry on,” he said with a vapid flick of his fingers and leaned his shoulder up against the alley wall to ostensibly watch. 
 
    “Are you ladies good, or…?” I idly twirled my sword around in my hand mostly to distract the Mercenaries because I spied Zoie as she slipped into the alley from the other end and hid behind some crates. “Because I can come back.” 
 
    “Shut up, Brightwood,” the lackey named Corin hissed, and for my trouble, he shoved Vel back to her knees when she struggled to get to her feet. 
 
    “I’m coming for your ass, next,” I growled but turned my attention back to Brawny Derros. “Well, what’s it going to be, D? I’m assuming you want to Duel me, so are you going to shit, or get off the pot?” 
 
    “Presumptuous of you to think I care about you or your Duelist status,” Derros scoffed, and he pulled something that looked like an angled machete from the sheath around his waist. “In truth, you are going to tell me what you know about the man whom you dealt with at the Auctions when you lowered yourself to purchasing this trash.” 
 
    To punctuate his last statement, he kicked a heel-full of gravel in Vel-Rala’s direction, which made her yelp and fling an arm up so she could protect her face. 
 
    I pursed my lips and took a measured breath through my nose. 
 
    Man, was I going to kill this asshole so hard. 
 
    “You want to know about the other guy who was trying to outbid me?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    “He was acting outside the orders of our Chief and had no right to engage the Traders over her,” Derros sneered at the cockatoo-woman. 
 
    This didn’t add up at all, I realized. 
 
    If these Mercs were to be believed, the anonymous bidder wasn’t even a Duelist, but in order to place any bids, you had to be an Asher. That meant, someone either used another Duelist’s Stone to get in, or the Mercenary clans had found a way to impersonate ranked Ashers. 
 
    Just another log on the garbage fire of Aventollian corruption. 
 
    “I fail to see how the transgressions of your guy is my problem,” I said. “In fact, you stealing from me and hurting one of my most valued assets over Clan politics that are clearly super illegal in the first place makes me within my rights to kill you.” 
 
    “You cannot enact the Duel without at least one witness of yours who isn’t an asset or property, or it would be illegitimate for someone of your distinguished status to rain their fury down upon a humble No-Rank,” Derros said with a smug smirk. “I don’t see anyone who fits that description, do you boys?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” Corin let a creepy grin crawl across his face like a spider. “What about you, Cevic?” 
 
    “Can we just get on with it?” the anti-social Merc drawled out from where he was still casually leaning against the stone wall. 
 
    “Outmatched, Asher,” Derros said and twirled his bent machete between the fingers of one hand. Then, with fast reflexes for such a big guy, he bent down, yanked Vel up roughly by her hurt arm, and held the sharp blade against her throat. 
 
    A movement from the end of the alley caught my eye, and I saw a glimpse of a very familiar painter’s cap duck behind the crates where I knew my cat-wife was doing her stakeout. 
 
    “That’s what you think,” I chuckled and returned my blade to its sheath behind my head. Then I held both my hands out and turned them over so they could see my palms. “You see these hands?” 
 
    My very much Not Rhetorical Question was met with silence as the Mercenaries exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “What about them?” Derros barked and pressed the blade even more into Vel’s neck until a trickle of blood escaped and rolled down to her collarbone. 
 
    It made me clench my jaw, but I took a breath to recenter. 
 
    “All you need to know is the last time someone took something from me that wasn’t theirs, I killed him with these alone.” I raised my hands up even higher for emphasis. “And I didn’t need a Duel to do it. And even though that man was the Magistrate of Gatetown, who do you think the Council sided with?” 
 
    The two buffoons eyed me up and down, and Corin in particular shifted uncertainly on his feet. 
 
    “Derr--” he started to say. 
 
    “Shut up!” the lumberjack of a man spat and then shoved the cockatoo-woman toward Corin. “Enough. Alda won’t care if we find out what happened to Krev or not, so long as we can make up for the gold Krev cost him. The bitch will do nicely.” 
 
    “That’s if you can make it out of this alley with her alive,” I remarked and readied my stance. Then, like the cocky bastard I was, I held my hand palm up and ticked my fingers in a “come hither” type of motion similar to Neo in The Matrix. 
 
    “You are an arrogant worm, aren’t you?” Derros snarled and tossed his blade down where it stuck between two cobblestones and remained upright. 
 
    “Derros, what are you doing?” Corin asked, and I inwardly grinned at the faint trepidation I could hear in his voice. 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you hear from the gossip mill, Cor,” the beefy man said and then cracked his knuckles all in one go. “There’s no way someone like him could take on so many people just in hand-to-hand like the reports about him claim.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine, Cor,” I added just to be an ass, and surprisingly the young man leaning against the wall snorted out a laugh. 
 
    “Shut up, you!” Derros raged at me, and I was secretly pleased my tactic of mentally throwing him off balance was working. 
 
    Hand-to-hand or not, the guy was built like a brick shit-house, and I knew I needed every advantage at my disposal to get him on the backfoot. 
 
    “Come on, Derr-bear, show me those rippling muscles working on something other than defenseless women,” I teased in my most condescending tone. 
 
    It worked because the jackass came at me like an enraged buffalo. 
 
    “I’ll show you!” he roared and started swinging haymakers left and right until I was forced to leap and dodge. 
 
    I quickly realized I had to adjust my plan of attack. 
 
    At first, Derros reminded me a bit of Dagmar, and I planned on letting him wear himself out before going in for the kill, but after about a solid few minutes of him coming at me with no room to breathe, I realized I either underestimated his stamina, or how seriously I’d pissed him off. 
 
    That, plus the confines of the narrow alley, limited my full range of motion, so I had to get creative. 
 
    “Who is the coward now?” Derros accused after I ducked under him when he tried to wrap his thick fingers around my throat. “Fight me!” 
 
    I side-stepped and kicked him in his right leg, and my foot immediately started to throb like I’d just kicked a concrete pole. 
 
    Dagmar had a bum knee, which ended up being the key I needed to take him down, but it was clear Derros had no such affliction. In fact, it was almost as if he was rooted into the ground like General Sherman in Sequoia National Park. 
 
    He wasn’t going anywhere fast. 
 
    “Raaaaaa!” the man bellowed, and I side-stepped and brought my arm up to block the blow meant for my head. 
 
    His fist glanced off my shoulder instead, and just my luck, my foot got caught on the blade Derros left stuck in the ground, and I fell hard on my side. 
 
    For his stature, Derros was deceivingly quick, and before I could fully recover or get back to my feet, the man was already trying to get me into a submission hold. 
 
    When I felt his arm try to wrap around my throat, my adrenaline shot through the roof, and I was catapulted straight into a time-trance without any preparation. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world rapidly slowed and gave me a gut-drop sensation with how quickly I tumbled into it, and I felt like I just took an icy plunge into some powerful white-water rapids. 
 
    I hadn’t felt the shock of the full brunt of the time-trance for a while because lately I’d been working on controlling the release of the power inside of me. All that meditation and focus allowed me to treat the mysterious inherent power like light through an aperture, and I was slowly learning how to control how much of it came through. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The way the power exploded out of me now left me breathless, and I slammed my eyes shut when I realized I had no way of containing it and just held on for the ride. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    “Raaaaaa!” 
 
    In a blink, Derros was suddenly across from me, and I was somehow back on my feet where I started before the fucker knocked me off kilter with one of his gorilla-like arms.  
 
    It was like the past few seconds never even happened. 
 
    There was no time to really contemplate this impossible fuckery at the moment, so I took it for what it was and reacted by ducking the blow meant for my head and zipping straight through the idiot’s tree trunk legs so I could pop up on the other side of him. 
 
    Then, before he could turn fully around, I kicked the blade-- which was now stuck in the ground again because apparently I never did trip on the thing-- right into Derros’ path. 
 
    He stepped on the flat of the metal blade mid-turn and slipped as it skidded along the cobblestones with a sharp ring, and when he went down, I took my chance and snap-kicked him right in the chin. 
 
    Because he was so big, the kick only stunned him, but that was all I needed in order to get him in a rear-naked choke. 
 
    From there, it was six seconds of correctly applied pressure to knock him out, one sharp twist to break his neck, and Dickbag Derros was no more. 
 
    I panted as I let his dead body fall to the ground, and I fought the sudden hysterical urge to sing the only lyric of that “we’re yelling timbeeeeer!” song I knew. 
 
    Instead, I used the moment of stunned silence to breathe through the incredible rush surging through my head so I wouldn’t pass the fuck out. 
 
    “Derros!” Corin yelled and made as if he wanted to charge at me, but he was suddenly pinned in place when Zoie threw one of her knives and stuck his cloak to the ground. 
 
    “Not so fast,” she said with her katana drawn, and Mel and Bodin appeared behind her wielding two quarterstaffs that came from Mercedes knew where. 
 
    “Let go of the woman, and you just might be able to leave this alley with your life.” Bodin’s normally mild-mannered expression was contorted into a fierce glare that promised unfettered violence at any moment, and even I was a little intimidated by it. Especially when he growled in the back of his throat. “Unlike your friend.” 
 
    Corin made the smart choice and let go of Vel as he raised his hands up in surrender. 
 
    “Bodin!” Vel-Rala sobbed, and the raccoon-man dropped the quarterstaff so he could catch her in his arms. 
 
    “Vela, oh, Vela,” he murmured and pulled away so he could examine her from head to toe. 
 
    Just like my cat-wife was doing to me. 
 
    Which was nice but totally unnecessary because I was definitely-- 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie gasped as I sank to my knees. 
 
    Okay, so maybe I wasn’t “definitely” fine. Just… kinda fine. 
 
    “M’okay, kitten,” I sighed and then smiled when she cupped my burning face with her cool hands. 
 
    “You’re not,” she said, but she pulled something small and round out of the leather pouch attached to her armored corset and popped it into my mouth. 
 
    The savory flavors of prime rib and horseradish exploded over my tastebuds, and I recognized the little thing as a goba nut, one of the cooler medicinal plants on Nata that had the power to restore someone temporarily. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Cevic asked from where he was still watching everything, and I startled a little because I almost forgot about him. 
 
    “I would have thought you’d have taken off by now,” Corin snarled. “That’s usually what you do when things get violent.” 
 
    The young man ignored his companion, and he continued to stare at me with his violet eyes as if we were just strangers making polite conversation with one another at a bus stop or in line at the bank. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I mumbled, and I tucked the goba nut into the pocket of my cheek as Zoie helped me back to my feet. 
 
    “I would, actually,” Cevic said with a placidly amused expression. “Thus the purpose of me asking.” 
 
    “Not gonna tell you, nuh-uh,” I said like a petulant five-year-old as the properties of the magical nut started to hit me and make everything look all shiny and hilarious. 
 
    Especially Corin with his stupid scrunchy sucked lemon face. 
 
    “If you know what’s best for you, you’ll get out of here while you can,” Zoie snapped. “Tell your chief what happens when someone decides to target Asher Brightwood, and if you’re really wise, you’ll both go now before one or all of us changes our minds.” 
 
    Cevic smirked, but by the way his eyes froze over like two chips of ice, I could tell he wasn’t a happy camper. 
 
    Although, he didn’t look like the camping type so that might be moot. It was probably because this kid never tried s’mores or was hugged enough. 
 
    One of the two. 
 
    Wow, these nuts were good. 
 
    “Alex,” Zoie said. 
 
    “Oh,” I mumbled. “Was that out loud?” 
 
    “Spit,” she said, and I obediently opened my mouth so the tricky little nut could fall to the ground. 
 
    “Yes, well, come along, Corin,” Cevic said with an unimpressed look on his marble face. “They should be almost done cooking the Mead by now.” 
 
    “What about Derros?” the other man asked as he pulled his cloak free of Zoie’s knife with a loud rip. “And we still don’t know what happened to Krev.” 
 
    “For the record,” I butted in now that the haze from the goba nut was lifting. “Gella Vane was the one who killed him and gained a Fifth-Rank status in the process.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Cevic said sharply. “Krev entered the Auctions on fake credentials.” 
 
    “Well, he must have been a real Asher because the Duel is recorded, and on top of that, when I killed Vane, that same status was transferred to me,” I answered. 
 
    “Interesting,” Cevic mused as he regarded me from head to toe. “This will be plenty enough for Alda to go on.” 
 
    “So, we aren’t going to kill them?” Corin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Cor, Derros tried to be stupid with zero success, but feel free to give it a go.” The young man gestured to me as if he didn’t care either way. 
 
    Corin looked between me and the corpse of the dead man and made the first smart decision all day by shuffling over to Cevic’s side like a docile cow. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I goaded just to see him wince and look away. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Fear my laser eyes. 
 
    Cevic snorted in disgust and turned to exit the alley, but before he could slip away he stopped with his back to me. 
 
    “You better take care of who you piss off, Asher,” the young man said. “The clans already hate your kind, and at the rate you’re going, you are just convincing them even more that you are a danger to the balance of power and need to be dealt with.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” I questioned. 
 
    “No.” He shrugged. “It is a fact.” 
 
    I glared after the pair of punks and watched them disappear into the busy thoroughfare as my mind churned over the new revelations I’d learned from this confrontation. 
 
    So many loose ends were coming to light, but I couldn’t connect anything yet. 
 
    All I knew was that sooner or later, this was going to come back around and bite me in the ass. 
 
    In the meantime, I would just have to carry on the way I was and keep looking over my shoulder like I’d always done. 
 
    For now, the sound of a large cannon boomed over the Palace Square, and it forced me to put all this out of my mind for now because the Festival was about to start. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Alex,” Zoie murmured and moved into my line of vision so I would snap out of my swirling thoughts. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Hm?” I blinked and focused on her sapphire-blue eyes staring back at me in concern. “What?” 
 
    “The cannon for the Sharing of the Mead went off,” Zoie said as she placed the back of her hand against my brow again. “You feel a little warm, but not like before.” 
 
    “I’m okay, kitten, I promise.” I reached up and took hold of her hand so I could kiss her knuckles, but she only frowned in response, so I laughed and kissed her actual cheek instead. “Alright, I think I overtaxed myself a little back there. Good thing you conveniently had those gobas on hand. Aside from being a bit groggy, I really am fine.” 
 
    “What overtaxed you?” she asked with a curious head tilt as her ears perked. 
 
    “The weird time-trance… thing.” I frowned as I scratched my head. That was another perplexing thing that threatened to suck me back into the world of contemplative distraction, AKA Obsessive Existential Drain Circling, which Zoie just pulled me out of. 
 
    Not only were Cevic’s vague allusions about his mysterious Mercenary boss super threatening, but the fact the dead Auctionee was apparently a renegade Duelist in disguise was both disturbing and intriguing at the same time. 
 
    And then add on top of all that the fact I just fucking traveled-back-in-fucking-time, and it was a butt-load of a lot to process for a minute, thankyouverymuch. 
 
    “What… are you talking about?” The concerned expression on Zoie’s face only grew more alarmed, and she took a step back as if she needed to scrutinize me from a wider-angle situation to establish just how I grew a second head. “I didn’t notice you do the time trance.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “One minute I was on the ground, with him almost on top of me, and then suddenly we were standing across from each other again.” 
 
    “You were never on the ground,” she said. “You ducked and rolled through his legs and then tripped him.” 
 
    “Not the first time,” I said, and Zoie’s pupils contracted. 
 
    “Mr. A-Alex?” Vel-Rala approached us with her hand tucked firmly in Bodin’s. 
 
    “How are you doing, Vel?” I asked, but I nodded at my wife in acknowledgment that our conversation wasn’t over. 
 
    Far from it. 
 
    “I’m shaken, but alright, thanks to you,” the cockatoo-woman said, and then she made eye-contact with Zoie and the two raccoon-brothers. “To all of you.” 
 
    “How is your wrist?” I gestured to the way she was holding her other arm close to her chest. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” she said and flexed her fingers. 
 
    “I will make sure she gets it seen to,” Bodin interjected. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I think you need to take the rest of the day off so you can rest. You’ve been through a lot recently.” 
 
    “But what about the stall?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, miss,” Mel said and patted her shoulder. “Alex is right, you’ve had a terrible shock. Let my brother escort you back to Icarian so you can rest before the Ball.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind?” Vel bit her lip. 
 
    “Say no more, miss.” Mel graveled out and gave her a kind smile like the diamond in the rough he was. “I’ll see you later, Bod.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mel,” the taller raccoon-man said and nodded at his brother before he went off back to the vendor stall with his quarterstaff slung over the back of his shoulders. 
 
    “Where did you guys get those anyway?” I gestured to the weapon on Mel’s retreating back. 
 
    “We exchanged our ramshackle melee weapons for a pair of Leenian strikers on our way,” he explained. “Speaking of, I will need to make a trip back to that nice stall owner so I can pay for them.” 
 
    “But you’re sure you’re alright?” I questioned when Vel continued to stare at her feet. “What were they trying to get from you anyway?” 
 
    “They thought I might know why their colleague was trying to bid on me in the first place,” she explained. “Apparently, the man, Krev, was only supposed to go to the Auctions as a spy, but then he went rogue when he actually placed a bid. I thought at first it might have been something Gordos was mixed up in. He often had underhanded dealings with the Mercenary Clans, but the leader never mentioned him.” 
 
    “Which clan were they from?” Bodin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I saw they all had the same brooch on their cloaks.” Vel squinted her eyes as if she was summoning the image in front of her. “It looked like an ugly knot of weeds with spikes all over.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” the raccoon-man said and rubbed his chin. “They are called Clan Thorn, and they hate Duelists more than any other clan.” 
 
    “I’ve put you in terrible danger, haven’t I?” she sighed and stared back down toward the ground. 
 
    “Vela,” I intoned. “This is no fault of yours.” 
 
    At this, the cockatoo-woman met my eyes again, and her expression seemed deeply conflicted. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I am just still coming to terms with the fact you came after me,” she admitted. “I thought that was it for me.” 
 
    “Of course, we came after you,” I said. “You’re part of the Crew.” 
 
    “The… Crew?” she ventured. 
 
    “You’re one of us,” I chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. “I keep telling you. I don’t leave anyone behind.” 
 
    “I guess I still feel undeserving of your kindness after how awful I used to treat you,” she said as Bodin wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “That’s in the past,” I reassured her. “And besides, if you don’t feel deserving, just remember you’re not freeloading or anything. If you need a reason to feel worthy of belonging to this rag-tag gang, remember how awesome your stall is. You’re incredibly useful, and if you can sell like you do all the time, Brightwood Estates will need someone to manage its various successful enterprises.” 
 
    “Manage?” she queried. “I would have a say in what and how we sell things?” 
 
    “Yes, if that’s what you want,” I said. “I don’t know anything about marketing or sales, so if you want the job, you got it. You’re already killing it as it is, so if it helps, think of our arrangement as mutually beneficial. I’m not taking you in because of charity. I even told you that before the Auctions. If you’re Team Brightwood, all that’s required of you is hard work, and like, don’t be a jerk.” 
 
    “You can couch your words in logistics and practicalities all you want, Alex Brightwood, but I know the truth. Other Ashers wouldn’t have a second thought about replacing one of their disappeared servants, much less going after them to bring them back.” Vel reached out with her good hand so she could clutch one of mine. “You are a kind man. A good man. Thank you.” 
 
    “Get some rest, Vel,” I said as I squeezed her hand back. 
 
    “Alex.” Bodin nodded and gave me a grateful smile, and finally Zoie and I were left alone as the conscientious architect led his lady love away from the dead man who’d tried to kidnap her. 
 
    “Come on, Zoie,” I said as I grimaced. “Let’s get out of here before Big D starts to smell.” 
 
    “Do not think I have forgotten what you told me about your time-trance, husband,” she said even though she let me lead us through the tightly wound alleyways. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to.” I grinned at my clever wife, but she only arched an unimpressed eyebrow, so I slowed to a stop before we made it to the crowded thoroughfare. “Look, all I can really say is that the time-trance took me over again, but this time instead of time slowing down, I don’t know… it was like time reversed for a second, and I was back in front of Derros before he charged at me. You don’t remember that?” 
 
    “No, you were standing there one moment, and applying a combination of take down moves the next,” she said, and her ears flicked atop her head as she narrowed her sapphire-colored eyes. “I didn’t even see the blur around you that typically indicates you evoked your powers.” 
 
    “There’s a blur?” I questioned. 
 
    “It is faint, but I can detect it if I look hard enough.” She smirked. 
 
    “I love it when you look hard at me, baby,” I teased so the creases of concern would finally leave her beautiful face, but her smile faded somewhat.  
 
    “If it was as quick as you say,” she mused, “it is worrying you expended so much energy all at once.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I glanced out at all the happy Festival goers milling around in their tree costumes, and I tried to find the origin of the delicious scent I could suddenly smell. 
 
    “I think whatever power you tapped into must be used sparingly, if at all,” she said gravely, and she tugged me over to a vendor selling something that looked like green corndogs and smelled like I needed at least a thousand inside me right fucking now. 
 
    To her credit, Zoie ordered seven. 
 
    One for her, and six for me. 
 
    It wasn’t until after I’d come up for air on the fifth skewered snack that I could actually focus on something other than the ravenous emptiness gnawing inside me. 
 
    “Mercedes,” I said as I glanced down at the last Shrek sausage thing. Now that I’d slowed down, I was pleased to register it mostly just tasted like pork belly combined with maple. “I was hungry.” 
 
    “You were overexerted,” Zoie reminded me and held my chin so she could look into my eyes again. “Hm, better.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, and I gently nudged the Shrek-sickle she still held and had yet to actually take a bite of because she was worrying about me. “I know I scared you back there, but I promise, I really am fine. I’ll just make sure not to do any timey-whimey stuff until I can at least get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed and finally nibbled on the sausage. “We will have to test out this new level of your powers in a more controlled environment in order to better understand it.” 
 
    “But that’s in the future,” I said and dotted her nose with my finger. “For now, let’s finally enjoy ourselves, hm? I heard there’s some sort of bitching festival going on.” 
 
    “You are right, my husband,” she giggled. “We should hurry back to the Square. I’m sure Jenner’s in conniptions about our whereabouts by now.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” My shoulders fell when I remembered how he expressly ordered all of us to be back by the time the cannons went off before the Sharing of the Mead. “He’s going to be steaming mad. Do you think I could take my chances with Derros again?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Zoie said and disposed of our skewers before she tugged me to her so she could nuzzle under my chin. 
 
    “What’s all this?” I teased and held her close. 
 
    “Husband,” my affectionate cat-wife purred against the shell of my ear. 
 
    “Ye-e-s?” I rumbled low in my chest. 
 
    “Catch me,” she whispered, and she nipped my earlobe with her sharp teeth before she spun around and zipped off through the crowd. 
 
    “Run, kitty, run,” I growled and raced after her. 
 
    I could tell she was pulling her punches a little bit, and I wondered why a second before my thighs started burning with lack of energy. 
 
    As I slowed to a jog, I couldn’t help but laugh at how this gorgeous and capable creature was one of the few people who knew me inside and out. I picked up a second wind at the realization, like my heart was buoyed by how in love I was, and I managed to catch her around the waist and spin her into a dip. 
 
    “Alex!” she gasped, and I swung her back up into my arms and started to dance with her to the sound of a small street band playing on the corner. 
 
    “Caught you,” I said as I turned us around in a lazy circle. “But you let me win.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to run away from you,” she murmured and pressed her smooth cheek against mine. 
 
    “Good.” I cupped the back of her head, and we finished out the song together just like that. 
 
    When we finally made it to the big open-air plaza, we found Jenner near the giant vat of mead suspended over a bed of hot coals. 
 
    And he was definitely fuming. 
 
    “Mr. Alex!” the koala-man huffed. “Oh, Mercedes, where have you been, you’re both filthy. Are you hurt? I began to worry when--” 
 
    “Whoa, calm down, Cornelius,” I said when I realized what I took for his irritated pacing was actually him being worried about us, and I snagged a pretty bar waitress with a tray and took three tankards off her hands. “We got waylaid because someone tried to mess with Vel, but we’re okay.” 
 
    “Oh, that poor dear.” Jenner frowned. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “She’s back at Icarian with Bodin while Mel is finishing up with the stand,” I reported, and I waited for him to pull out his tiny notebook and pen. “I told her to rest.” 
 
    “And the interloper?” He tweaked his monocle knowingly. 
 
    “Dealt with,” I said and handed him a tankard of mead half the size of his body. 
 
    “Ah.” He snapped the notebook closed, stuffed it inside his inner coat pocket, and reached for the large mug of alcohol. “Well, I’m glad everything seems to be handled, praises be.” 
 
    Zoie and I watched as Jenner guzzled a good amount of mead two-handed like an Oktoberfest champion, and I suddenly had the urge to see him in a pair of lederhosen and a little hat. 
 
    “How many of those have you had, Cornelius?” I smirked with my own mead up to my lips before I took a sip of the sweet and yeasty brew. 
 
    “Just two,” he said and wiped his upper lip. “Now, I have been told by our Madam Middy that I am unbearably over-prepared for disaster, and as such, I have procured a set of fascinators for the pair of you.” 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “Head pieces,” Zoie said and wiped off her own foam mustache as the tipsy koala-man rummaged around in the box at his feet. “Like those people, there.” 
 
    I followed her finger where she was pointing at a cluster of men and women all wearing headbands or hats decorated to look like the jewel-toned trees of Uul. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said, and I observed the milling tree-crowd as one mass of moving and dancing forest. 
 
    Jenner handed the headpieces to Zoie, and she put the one with navy-blue and black feather branches on top of my head. On her own, she then put on the one with spiraling royal-blue branches that complemented her captivating eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you look marvelous,” the koala-man chuckled. “Now, let’s make our way closer to the Palace. The Fire Sky show is about to start.” 
 
    The rest of The Crew minus Vel and Bodin were gathered around a small fountain where a pair of Sacred Fish spouted out water. All of them were wearing fascinators on their heads in various gemstone colors, and some, like Shay and the Mec sisters, even had costumes with elaborate shoulder pads that also matched their tree-hats. 
 
    “I feel like we’re under-dressed,” I remarked when Zoie and I sauntered up with our mead. 
 
    “Hello, darlings!” Shay greeted, and my eyes tracked her body from the top of her vibrant red tree-headdress, to the gnarled branches sprouting from her epaulets, to her swarthy gown the color of a brilliant sunset. “You both are right on time.” 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan said, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the singular green branch sprouting from his head like a Who in Whoville. 
 
    “Hey, bud!” I flung an arm around his shoulders so I could give him a rough hug. “Did you spend all your gold?” 
 
    “Yeah!” He grinned. “There was a man selling big legs of roasted meat, and I wanted to get two of them, but Uncle Horus said no, but it turned out to be a good thing because I threw up after Noona and I got done riding on the spinning rides. But I’m better now.” 
 
    “Well, that’s gross,” I snorted. 
 
    “It was,” he laughed. “Horus said he was amazed I could even hold that much.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Horus broke in with a mock-horrified expression. “Next Festival, you can take him.” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed as I clapped Horus on the shoulder. “Thanks for entertaining the cretin while Zoie and I took care of some business.” 
 
    “Everything alright?” he queried. “You should have seen Jenner. He was about to call a search party.” 
 
    “Everything’s been handled,” I said, and we both watched Rylan regale Zoie with the same story he just told me while his friend Noona stood by and filled in here and there. “Hey, H? What do you know about Clan Thorn?” 
 
    There was a beat where Horus froze as if caught on the backfoot, but the moment passed, and he cleared his throat. “As much as anybody, I suppose. They are one of the four known clans on Nata, and they hate Duelists. Standard. What-- why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Why do you do that?” I asked him instead. 
 
    “Do what?” His eyes darted to the side for a moment before he willed them to stay on mine. 
 
    “You get all flighty and weird if I ask you things about the Mercenaries.” I scrutinized his nervous behavior and replayed a conversation Shay and I had not too long ago in my head. “I know you were part of a clan, and how possibly one of them helped you out when you were on the lam after we took out Doler.” 
 
    “Er…” The falcon-man hedged and bit his lip. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the Wolfman Tribes?” I stared him directly in the eye. 
 
    “I can’t say,” he sighed and fiddled with one of his fingerless gloves. 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” I challenged. 
 
    “Can’t,” he repeated, and the weight of his words translated a deeper meaning. 
 
    “Like… by magic or something?” I gathered I was right when I saw him purse his lips. “Okay. But it’s more than that, too. Last time the subject was brought up, you danced around it almost like… you’re protecting them. If you are, that’s fine, but I’m asking you because I’m pretty sure I have a target on my back, and Clan Thorn has put it there. That is, if it wasn’t already there to begin with.” 
 
    The falcon-man gaped a few times in shock and swallowed thickly, but then he firmed his jaw as he seemed to come to a conclusion. 
 
    “I owe a debt to-to…” Horus paled and stopped as if some invisible hand was physically cutting off his words. 
 
    “Hey, don’t if it hurts,” I said and handed him the rest of my mead so he could take a drink. 
 
    “I want to tell you about One-- Onefa…” he croaked and then took a swig of mead. “Darkhell.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I frowned in concern and glanced up to see Shay looking curiously in our direction. 
 
    “I cannot break the vow of silence un-until…” The falcon-man grimaced as a faint sweat broke out on his face, but he shook it off and took another bracing drink of the strong alcohol. “Ahem. What I can do… is put my ear to the wind. When I was mixed up in the clans, there was always a baseline of communal understanding-- bartering, and exchanging intel-- that sort of thing. But Clan Thorn was the most mysterious and tried to isolate themselves as much as they could. Naturally, this made the other clans suspicious, and I do know Clan Thorn isn’t completely invulnerable to mole-mites and spies.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” I said and patted him on the shoulder, but I filed his concerning behavior away for later. “Now, what about this fire show I keep hearing about?” 
 
    “The Fire Sky show is right before the sun sets, so any moment now,” Horus said, and we both turned our attention to the general merrymaking. 
 
    The feel was similar to how I’d seen families celebrate the Fourth of July in the past. Shay even had a big picnic blanket Amaya was helping her set up next to the fountain, and Anwaar and Zoie were gathering more mead for anybody that didn’t have a tankard, sans the kids. 
 
    “Just a little one?” Rylan pleaded with Zoie as he helped her pass two large mugs to Arvid. 
 
    “They don’t make them in ‘little,’ little one,” she chided. “But you may have one sip of mine.” 
 
    I laughed and snagged two mugs myself so I could hand one each to Shay and Amaya, who were still struggling with the blanket because they couldn’t decide if they had it the right way around. 
 
    “Are you certain this is the top?” the oryx-woman asked, and when she tilted her head, the turquoise leaves she wrapped around her silver horns tinkled lightly. 
 
    “Well, now I’m not so sure because the coarse stitching on the other side is quite fetching,” Shay said diplomatically. 
 
    “Pick the side that’s most comfortable?” I shrugged as I added my less-than-two-cents on the subject of throw blankets. 
 
    “Whatever you do, pick quick because the show is going to begin,” Anwaar commented with a blasé expression as she played with the dark purple vines twining around her impressive ibex-horns. 
 
    Sure enough, a loud whistling noise pierced the air, and a rocket the color of molten gold streaked across the rosy twilight sky. Vendors stopped what they were doing and closed up their stalls, minstrels packed away their instruments, and people ran around trying to find a place to settle in before the show started. 
 
    The Crew and I all piled onto the rumpled blanket and all sprawled out in a chaotic yet comfortable mess that made my heart and lungs feel full with how easygoing it was. 
 
    Another rocket, black this time, was shot off from the Palace, and a hush fell over the Square all at once as if this was the cue for the next phase of the Mid-Crescent Festival. 
 
    It was so quiet that the sound of the singing forest could be heard drifting over the rooftops. 
 
    “And now, the Crescendo,” Zoie whispered into my ear as her silky tail wrapped around my wrist. 
 
    Like the title implied, the voices crescendoed through the night like the beginning of Carmina Burana while the Palace launched what seemed like the finale of their fireworks show all at once. 
 
    The sky really did look like it caught fire, and despite the overlapping booms threatening to render me deaf, the singing never faded into the background but instead burrowed into my soul like it lived there. Overall, this effect combined with the deep percussion of the fireworks raised the hair on the back of my neck and left me breathless with exhilaration. 
 
    When it was over, I couldn’t help but jump to my feet like everyone else and add my thunderous applause to the smoke-filled sky. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” a voice that rumbled like the depths of the earth said from behind me, and I turned around to see a tall man with the features of a T-rex staring at me. His big square head was cocked slightly to the side as if it was difficult for him to focus on me with both eyes at the same time. “How did you find your first Mid-Crescent Festival?” 
 
    I remembered what Mec told me about the weird greeting ritual Terrans did because they were paranoid based on the way their eyes were positioned, and I tried to remain in sight of the imposing man out of respect. 
 
    Because I knew exactly who this was, and I knew it was time to summon the Alex who fake-knew how to rub elbows with high society. 
 
    My “favorite.” 
 
    I smiled and turned up the charm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “Regent Sskorn,” I said with a short bow. “It’s nice to finally make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “You already know of me?” The man blinked and cocked his head so he had one vivid blue eye trained on me, but other than that, his tone and his face were as emotionless as ever. 
 
    Even more than Councilman Sha-Kane, who was a near-perfect study in stoicism. 
 
    “Ambassador Sskern speaks highly of you,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, it seems as if my brother has taken to his Ambassadorship with zeal typical of a warm-blood,” he said, and the way he said “warm-blood” made me think it was a derogatory phrase. “He seems to think you might know a thing about settling peace.” 
 
    “He is too kind, but all I really have to offer is the perspective of a foreigner, nothing more, and nothing less,” I said, and I hoped I came across as neutrally genial. 
 
    “Hm,” he grunted and scanned me slowly from head to toe. “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Regent, it is lovely to meet you,” Shay said with effortless social grace as she floated up next to me with Zoie in tow. “I am Shale-Lea, Asher Brightwood’s second wife, and this is Zoie of Vartha, his first.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Regent Sskorn,” Zoie said on cue and tipped her tree-adorned head, and I knew she was nervous about practicing her High Society manners just as much as I was, if not more so. 
 
    Good thing we both had Shay with us. 
 
    “Regent, the Ambassador is staying at our estate after the Ball this evening at Icarian,” the phoenix-woman added in her melodious voice. “The invitation is, of course, extended to you to join us at the head banquet table, and if you so choose, a suite will be provided to you as well for the night. Please say you will accept?” 
 
    “Your hospitality is well met,” Sskorn said with a stony nod. “I do not fancy staying at the Inn in the Battle Hall. I will make arrangements to have my things transferred to your estate.” 
 
    “We’d be honored,” I said. 
 
    After the formal invitations were doled out to the dino-like Regent Sskorn, the crowd started to disband for the night which meant, as said hosts-of-honor, we all had to high-tail it back to Icarian to get ready for the after party. 
 
    This also meant another costume change. 
 
    But only for me. 
 
    “Why do I have to wear this again?” I asked my faithful koala-butler as he stood on a little stool in front of me and fussed with the heavy fur mantle draped across my shoulders. 
 
    “It is tradition for the Asher hosting the Ball to dress as Thaton Uul once used to,” Jenner explained and adjusted the weighty brass clasp across my chest. “At the end of the Ball, you raise a brazier full of very flammable alcohol to the dangling torch. And then blow out the flame in one breath. It’s an art form, really.” 
 
    “I really should have read those books,” I groaned and looked down at my ensemble. “Is this material flame retardant?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, urfox fur is very resistant to flames,” he said and placed a hat that looked like a taxidermized fox-slash-bear head on top of me. “What do you think the second purpose for this suit is? Now, hold your hands out for the gloves.” 
 
    “Uh, Mr. Jenner, do I really have to wear everything now?” I eyed the pair of claw gauntlets under the snout of my Davy Crockett nightmare. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, dear, I see what you mean,” he said and adjusted his monocle. “Maybe just the fur cloak for now. But I’ll keep everything on hand for when the torch happens.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be good,” I chuckled and tried to fix my hair that was doing this weird cow-licky thing. 
 
    “My love?” Zoie appeared in the mirror over my shoulder as she poked her head into this small vanity chamber Jenner had me trapped in. “Our carriage is here ready to take us to the Jewel House. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Almost.” I tsked as the cowlick insisted on evading my tactics. “Shit.” 
 
    “Let me,” she said, and she came into the room clad in the blue halter skirt number she favored for such high-end political galas. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous,” I said when she turned me to face her so she could tame my unruly hair. “They made you change, too?” 
 
    “I wanted to clean up so I could be worthy to stand in the ceremony at your side,” she said and ran her fingers through my hair. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that,” I scoffed. 
 
    “But I want you to look the best you can in front of these mongers, and I don’t want my presence to hurt you in any way,” she confessed. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes on me,” I said and caressed her cheek. “Because I’m not going to focus on any of them, so you shouldn’t, either. Nobody’s opinion matters but our own.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she breathed and tucked some of my hair behind my ear. “I will never be as gracious as our Shale-Lea, so I will always be nervous at your side as your first wife.” 
 
    “I think you’re doing great,” I said, and then I kissed her on the nose. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Striking,” she purred as she tangled her fingers through my hair. 
 
    By the way she was throwing me those bedroom eyes, I could tell she found me attractive with longer hair, but I would need to trim it before long just for utility purposes. 
 
    But as long as she kept looking at me like that, I guess I could let it go a little longer. 
 
    “The pair of you are quite stunning, now come along, your guests are waiting,” Jenner said and hurried us out the door and into the carriage. 
 
    What took place next was probably the closest I’d ever get to feeling like royalty in my life because when we were announced at the top of the stairs, everyone stopped what they were doing to cheer and applaud. 
 
    “This place looks amazing,” I said to Shay on my left arm as I ogled the transformed space. 
 
    Instead of a mostly-empty and overgrown greenhouse with a busted fountain, the phoenix-woman had revamped the interior to reflect the exterior. 
 
    The Jewel House was aptly named because it was made from the finest Omite sun glass, and in the daytime it looked like the Disney Opera House and a Swarovski store had a baby. With this in mind, strand upon strand of sun glass crystals were suspended from nearly invisible silk strands along the ceiling, and the crystals dangled from overhead like it was raining a multitude of rainbow crystals. 
 
    Several round tables lined the walls and left the center open, where it was safe to assume some sort of neat live entertainment would take place. In the meantime, the fountain had been upgraded to a large circular pool with the water feature suspended overhead so the water made interesting patterns as it fell from the ceiling. 
 
    “You really have outdone yourself,” Zoie commented as we were escorted down the main center aisle and up to the high table where Mec and Redburn were already seated. 
 
    “It was a struggle to maintain control over the vision with Zyn and Tre involved,” Shay said through a false smile. “To get them to back down from wanting to go too over the top, I had to promise them a table near the head, so watch yourselves.” 
 
    The table in question was one away from the main one at the head of the banquet hall, and by the way I could see the two colorful bird-women already sinking their hook-eyes into us from afar, I knew we weren’t going to get by without stopping. 
 
    “Shale-Lea!” Zyn and Tre both exclaimed in unison as they rose as one clump of forest it seemed like. Their headpieces and matching epaulets made them look like odd yellow and pink palm trees, and the vibrancy of the conflicting colors made my eyes water. 
 
    “Ladies.” Shay curtsied like the polite hostess she was. “How are you finding everything? To your liking, I hope?” 
 
    “Oh, it is beautiful,” the woman who looked like a bird of paradise said, and the magenta trees on her shoulders shook with the little shimmy she gave. 
 
    “Splendid,” the toucan-woman with the striking colors on her face added. “It really did come together in the end, didn’t it? Although, I think it would have been better if--” 
 
    “Thank you again for all of your help and expertise,” my phoenix-wife smoothly interjected. “Please, avail yourselves of all Icarian has to offer.” 
 
    And with that social niceties out of the way, we were finally able to take our seats at the head table. 
 
    “Alex, my friend!” Mec boomed in his jovial voice, and by the rosiness of his cheeks, I could already tell he’d had quite a lot of mead. “You and your beautiful wives have simply outdone yourselves.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” Breeta, the ram-lord’s second wife, enthused as she patted the green and blue tree fascinator on her head. “There is no way we could ever turn a ballroom or one of the halls at the palace into such a place of splendor. Come, sit, friends!” 
 
    The parakeet-woman patted the space on the cushioned booth next to her, and my wives and I slipped in so we were at the center of the large ovular table. 
 
    It felt a little weird holding court at one of these things for once, and I adjusted the heavy fur mantle around my shoulders and tried not to portray my nervousness. 
 
    “Good to see you, Brightwood,” the man with the long jackrabbit ears across from me said. 
 
    “Dreadful Redburn, how have you been?” I grinned at the man and clasped his forearm from across the table. 
 
    “Thank you for your gracious invitation to partake in this sumptuous ball,” Redburn said and took another tankard of mead from one of the passing servers. 
 
    “Anytime,” I replied, and I smiled at how his eyes lit up like he scored box seats at a Lakers’ game. 
 
    The sound of the gong that announced the VIPs went off, and the much-anticipated guests of honor were called. 
 
    “Regent Sskorn and Ambassador Sskern of Terr,” the servant said and ushered the brothers down the stairs. 
 
    The typical vociferous round of applause was instead exchanged for gasps and whispers as the dino-man in particular passed through the hall. 
 
    “Twice in a farthing the Regent Lord of Terr has appeared outside of his isle,” Redburn said. “I believe the Ambassador is doing well for his assumed title.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I saw the Terrans momentarily waylaid by a rotund kangaroo-looking gentleman. 
 
    “Terrans rarely leave their home isle unless they are ostracized like the ones you see in Gatetown,” he explained. “Everyone thought it was such a shock when Sskern showed up calling himself Ambassador. No one thought his vision of integrating Terrans into the rest of Aventoll would work because they are such a stubborn race. And now here’s the Regent Lord himself for the second time since the Tithing Ceremony.” 
 
    That just affirmed Sskern as being one top guy in my book if he wasn’t there in the first place, and as I watched the lizard-man talk congenially with the portly roo-man, it was clear to see how much he thrived on forging connections. 
 
    I realized I wanted to help him in his quest, so like a good host, I stood and bowed when my guests approached. 
 
    “Regent, Ambassador.” I held my hand out and was mildly surprised when Sskern intercepted before his brother could. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood,” he said, and then he dipped his head toward my left shoulder first, and then the right. 
 
    I was stunned at first, but I recovered quickly and repeated the gesture back to him while we gripped forearms. 
 
    “I’m truly honored you are here,” I said honestly, and I gestured for them to sit. 
 
    Sskern took a seat right away and began piling his plate with items from the towering platters of food. 
 
    Sskorn, on the other hand, cocked his massive head to stare at Sskern and then at me like he was trying to fit two pieces together from different puzzles. 
 
    “Sit, Sskorn,” the lizard-man said as he pulled a leg of meat off an arrangement of food meant to look like… 
 
    A tree. 
 
    “This hall is to my liking,” the dino-man saw fit to remark as he sat next to his brother across from me. “I did not think the Natavians were civilized enough to produce accommodations of such luxury and quality. What is this structure built out of?” 
 
    “It is made of Omite sun glass,” Shay said with more grace than most after being Low Key Insulted. 
 
    “Omite?” he interrogated. “As in the Isle of Om?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Sskern said. “The Natavians have a trade accord with the Omites for materials and laborers. That is why their cities are far more advanced than the scholars have taught in our academies. You see now how I believe opening our borders to more imports instead of just our steel exports could be beneficial. Have you noticed the warmth of the glass yet?” 
 
    Sskorn raised his square head and squinted up at the rainbow light show taking place above our heads. 
 
    “It is night, but there is no chill like you would come to expect from a structure with no insulation,” the Regent Lord observed. 
 
    “The glass has a really unique property because it actually traps the sunlight long after the sun has set,” Zoie said as she skewered a ball of meat off a platter arranged like a pine tree. 
 
    “Is that so?” Sskorn glanced up again in fascination, and while his mouth was slightly ajar, the younger reptile-brother stealthily shoved a leg of some type of fowl between his sharp teeth. 
 
    After that, the good Regent was occupied with crunching on the meat and bones as if he’d never tasted anything so wonderful in all his life. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get him to taste the local fare here since Tithing Day,” Sskern chuckled and then snaked his tongue into his tankard so he could lap up some mead. 
 
    “What have they done to enchant the meat?” Sskorn asked his brother once he came up for air. 
 
    I took a bite of my own portion and noted the salty flavor with a hint of something warm like cinnamon. 
 
    “It is no enchantment,” Sskern said and slid over the rest of the platter so his brother could eat his fill. “It is something they call ‘spices,’ and all the other isles usually share these as well in their exports. For instance, that spice there is native to Eng, I believe.” 
 
    “Maybe I have been too hasty in dismissing your ideas for integration, Sskern,” the dino-man said and took a deep dreg of his mead. “I am ready to hear this next proposed step in your grand mission.” 
 
    “Thank you, Regent Lord,” the lizard-man said with a dip of his head. “I think it could help the Elders if we can bring an ambassador back with us. As you can see, Terrans are operating under antiquated assumptions about the rest of Aventoll. It could be beneficial for the Upper and Lower Echelons to see harmony and hospitality extended to non-Terrans.” 
 
    “You have someone specific in mind for the task, I presume?” Sskorn asked and fixed his brother with an intense stare. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood, The Icarian Champion, and the Strongest of the Strong,” the Ambassador said. 
 
    I swallowed my mouthful, grinned, and toasted briefly with my tankard. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Sskorn turned his big T-rex head so he could eye the ram-lord with one of his azure eyes. “Lord Mec, you find this Brightwood all the things my nest-mate claims he is?” 
 
    “I do, Regent Sskorn,” Gavlain said with a sure nod of his horned head. “Never mind having witnessed all the things Sskern said he did, but my own offspring was rescued by him long before he is what he is now.” 
 
    “And what is he?” the dino-man queried, and it was shocking to actually see the scaly ridge of his eyebrows arch upward a twitch. 
 
    “He is the truest of the true, and if you are looking for a candidate for Ambassador, he would be the first person I would ask,” he said with a wink in my direction. 
 
    “Aw, thanks, Gav.” I smirked. 
 
    “Hey, why not?” Redburn said as he reached for the dessert platter that was basically a cookie tree with frosted leaves that could be plucked off the branches. “He’s already my top candidate for Gatetown.” 
 
    “Oh, well…” I rubbed the back of my neck and examined the bottom of my mug for more mead. 
 
    “What about Gatetown?” the Regent Lord asked. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” Mec jumped in before I could even attempt to downplay anything. “Alex destroyed the corrupt Magistrate and is currently the top contender for the post.” 
 
    “He has my vote,” the jackrabbit-man chimed in, and he clanked tankards with the ram-lord. 
 
    I couldn’t help but shake my head and laugh. 
 
    Maybe it was the mead, but I wasn’t even bothered by the fact they seemed to be conspiring against me. 
 
    Buuuut… It was time to turn the tables. 
 
    “Actually, Dread, it should be your vote that everybody has,” I said and glanced at the Ambassador. “Have you decided if you would like to run Monger Manor as a steward? I hope you got the letter I sent.” 
 
    “I did,” he admitted. “Although, I confess, I am unsure as to why you want to give up your grand estate, or the position of overseeing Gatetown. I did not know exactly how to respond, and then your couriers invited me to your estate after the Ball, and I had no time to prepare.” 
 
    “What say you now, Dreadful?” Mec goaded and wrapped his arm around his parakeet-wife. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Dreddy, what say you?” Breeta giggled. “I, for one, think you would be a lovely Magistrate.” 
 
    “See?” I said with a grin. 
 
    “What about you?” the jackrabbit-man pressed again. 
 
    “You know more about the Asher ways than I do,” I pointed out. “After the shit Vane put the Gatetonians through, they need someone who is as noble as you are. And besides, if I’m going to be Ambassador, I will need a steward for the place anyway.” 
 
    “Seems like the solution is easy,” the ram-lord said. “That is, if Alex is granted passage to Terr.” 
 
    “I have almost made up my mind,” Sskorn declared and dabbed his scaly lips with a napkin. 
 
    “Oh?” Sskern queried. “What would convince you?” 
 
    “A proper challenge from one so bold,” he stated. “A lesser-duel common to Terrans called the Long Stare.” 
 
    “My lord,” Sskern hissed, and his eyes shifted to mine furtively like he couldn’t believe his brother’s manners or something. Whatever the case, his contracted pupils and fidgeting tail told me Sskorn’s challenge was audacious at best, and a faux-pas at worst. 
 
    “What’s the Long Stare?” I asked over the lizard-man. 
 
    “Har!” Sskorn barked out a rough sound that took me a moment to realize was the sound of his laughter because his face remained expressionless. “You are bold indeed. The Long Stare is a battle of strength in which you and your opponent try to maintain eye-contact without blinking or looking away.” 
 
    A staring contest? 
 
    Was he kidding? 
 
    I fucking rocked at staring contests ever since my third placement in the foster care system. The family I stayed with were really poor, but I got along with their son who was a year younger than me. We would pass the time trying to beat each other in this simple game. 
 
    “I accept your terms,” I said, and I got to my feet so the man could fix both of his eyes on me instead of just the one. 
 
    “Let us commence,” Sskorn growled and placed his palms flat on the table. 
 
    The staring contest was on, and I pulled out every trick I had at my disposal so I could win against the dino-man. 
 
    It had been a while, and a few times I could feel an itch in my tear ducts that threatened to pull my eyes closed, but every time that happened, I started doing basic long division in my head. The concentration always required for repetitive math kept me from thinking of the discomfort in my eyes, and it also helped me ignore all those around me who leaned in close to the two of us like they were watching an intense tennis match. 
 
    Idly, I noticed the beads of sweat standing out on the Regent Lord’s forehead, but I switched to listing as many prime numbers I knew off the top of my head, and when I got to thirty-seven, those blue eyes flashed closed. 
 
    “Brightwood wins!” Sskern cheered. 
 
    “So it seems,” the dino-man said and leaned back. “You truly are built with stout fortitude. You may journey to Terr with us in two days’ time. We will take your boat.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said and went to grab a cookie, but then his words registered, and I turned to look at both of my wives. “Wait. We have a boat?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Two days later, I was walking down to the simple pier on Icarian’s grounds with Redburn at my side as he helped me transport a few more pieces of luggage to the dock. 
 
    I’d completely forgotten the fact I inherited a decent-sized sailing vessel along with Icarian Estate called The Soaring Light, and it was by this vessel we would actually be leaving Nata Isle. 
 
    The fact hadn’t sunk in yet. 
 
    “Are you sure you have everything?” the jackrabbit-man asked conscientiously for the third time since we’d left the actual house fourteen seconds ago. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I chuckled. “Relax, Dread. I trust you to have everything under control as my steward while I’m gone. Nevra will be traveling between Ithaca, Icarian, and the Manor, and I recently charged her with hiring more staff, so you will be more than equipped. And please, bring anyone from your estate as well. I think a relative of yours already works for me.” 
 
    “Noona, yes,” he said, and his ears no longer trembled lightly with stress. “Dear girl. I may purloin her as my personal assistant.” 
 
    “Purloin away,” I said as I set my two bags next to the line of luggage already amassed. 
 
    Based on the individual designs, I could tell which suitcases belonged to who going off what I knew about them. 
 
    For instance, the matching three piece set in stunning emerald had to be Shay’s, while the utilitarian rucksack-like packs had to belong to the Mec sisters. Then there was Jenner, who boasted a sensible brown carpet bag, and Zoie and Horus, who carried packs similar to mine. 
 
    “Now, don’t fret, Rylie,” Shay’s voice could be heard a moment before I laid eyes on the beauty all decked out in her tight-cropped riding pants and hunter-green jacket. She even had an asymmetrical tri-cornered hat with a dramatic plume of indigo feathers sprouting from the brim. 
 
    “I just… don’t want you guys to go,” the morose stable-boy pouted as he carried one last matching green handbag for his… step-mom? 
 
    If that was an apt description… 
 
    It was moments like these when no actual label seemed to fit the odd family dynamic that surrounded me. 
 
    And it was totally okay. 
 
    Welcome even, and part of me did kind of regret leaving my son behind, but a shade too many cons happened to outweigh the pros, and my wives and I thought it was for the best he stayed behind. 
 
    Shay clicked her teeth in sympathy and lightly cupped Rylan’s chin. “I know you want to come, dearheart, but we could all use--” 
 
    “You could use me here, I know,” he parroted, and he sadly shrugged away from the phoenix-woman’s gentle caress. 
 
    Before that lost look could stay on Shay’s face for very long, Zoie made her way down the pier as she struggled tying her hair back with the familiar blue headscarf. 
 
    “Rylan, please help me tie my ears back so I can protect them from the brine in the air,” she said and then locked eyes with me. 
 
    “Okay,” the kid mumbled distractedly, and he stepped up behind Zoie while she knelt down on one knee to give him better access. 
 
    While he was distracted, Zoie subtly gestured up and down the length of my body, and I reached for the object in my pocket when I picked up on what she was trying to convey. 
 
    Horus swung by the Square for any last-minute things and was able to pick up the gold signet ring with the symbol of Brightwood Estates on the face. 
 
    “Hey, come here, bud,” I requested, and Rylan sighed and came to stand in front of me. “Can I count on you?” 
 
    “Yeah, always,” he said as he sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve. “I’m just sad, but I’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Will this help?” I asked and held out the signet ring Zoie and I had ordered. 
 
    “Is that…” he trailed off as I helped him slide it on his right index finger, and his eyes were so big I feared they’d pop right out of his head. “But I’m not even your real son.” 
 
    “Don’t make me go over that one again,” I chuckled as I ruffled his hair. “How does it fit? It’ll only come off when you take it off, but I still want it to be comfortable.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” he said with his big awe-filled eyes, and then he twisted the face of the seal, and a small two-inch dagger shot out like a spike. “Cool.” 
 
    “Only do that when you need to,” I ordered sternly. “I know Madam Midgen is an amazing healer, but I don’t want to test her finger reattaching abilities.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, but the momentary joy of the present faded when reality came back to him, and he thumped his head against my sternum. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    And before I could say anything or return his weird hug, he turned and ran off in typical Rylan fashion with his flying lizard at his side. 
 
    “Is the young one well?” Amaya’s breeze-like voice asked when she approached arm-in-arm with her sister. 
 
    “He’s just upset he has to stay behind,” I said as I shook my head. “We’re working on our feelings.” 
 
    “Such little bodies, and yet children feel the biggest and the most,” the oryx-woman said, and my somewhat facetious comment suddenly felt off color. 
 
    “Maybe I am a little worried about him,” I murmured, and then I blinked in mild surprise. I wasn’t intending on actually saying that, but Amaya had a way of just drawing things out of me. 
 
    “It is natural for you to do so, but he is also growing into a capable young man with your help.” The augur-woman smiled like a sunny sunflower, and my fears were evaporated especially when Zoie and Shay each seconded Amaya’s words by threading their arms through mine. “I don’t have to use my Touch to know how pivotal all of you are to him. He will grow up to do great things.” 
 
    “Heed that blessing from a true augur,” Horus commented as he strolled up behind Anwaar and kissed her on the cheek. “Are we all ready?” 
 
    “All but two,” Jenner said with his ever-present notebook opened as he scanned the notes he’d jotted down. “Last I heard, the Ambassador was helping the Regent with his things.” 
 
    “Mistress! Oh, Mistress!” a jocular voice shouted from the ship above. “Are we about to weigh anchor anytime soon?” 
 
    “Captain Nemis?” Shay said and placed one hand on her hat so she could crane her head back and look up. “Where are you?” 
 
    A familiar-looking raccoon-man with a tri-corner hat just as impressive as Shay’s poked his head over The Soaring Light’s bulkhead. 
 
    “Mistress, as radiant as ever, you’re like the blessed sun’s rays after a tempest, let me get a closer look at you.” The zany captain, who immediately reminded me of a cross between Captain Jack Sparrow and Tim Curry’s Dr. Frank-N-Furter, then zipped his way down the rope ladder. “Damn the dark.” 
 
    “What?” Shay giggled as he took her hand between his ring adorned ones. 
 
    “I bet my cousin one time no one was more beautiful than the Goddess herself, and you just lost me sixty gold,” he said with a cheeky wink. “I’ll have to pay up if I ever see him again-- poor bastard.” 
 
    “Sorry, what happened to your cousin, now?” Horus asked with an intrigued look on his roguish face. 
 
    “I, too, find myself morbidly curious,” the ibex-woman next to him said. 
 
    “He was lost at sea.” Captain Nemis grabbed the hat with the multi-colored feathers off his head and clutched it dramatically over his heart. “They say he died, but I feel it in my heart, you know? He’s out there. Somewhere.” 
 
    There was an awkward moment of silence where all of us tried not to make eye-contact in case we started laughing. 
 
    I, for one, avoided Horus’ face like the plague because I knew if I spied him trying to hold back his shit-eating grin, it would be over, and I really didn’t want to offend the guy driving us across the sea filled with behemoth Lovecraftian horrors. 
 
    Just when the silence threatened to stretch a little too long, the raccoon-captain smashed his hat back on his head. “Welp. Shall we? Lower the ramp long ways, boys! Stand by to ready the main!” 
 
    “Aye, Capt’n!” a chorus of voices chimed, and about a dozen various faces disappeared back over the deck’s ledge. 
 
    “Right-o,” he said and then pointed at Horus. “You. Look alive and help me with the luggage, will ya? You think you all are riding for free? Not so! Honest work, that’s the Leenian way!” 
 
    “Oh, gah, right, okay, just hang-hang on!” The falcon-man tried to catch up with the hyperactive captain who was already tugging the pack off Horus’ shoulders. 
 
    “Sskorn, I am not sure you know the meaning of necessary,” Ambassador Sskern said as the last two of our party finally traveled down the pier with their arms full. 
 
    Not only was the lizard-man carrying three suitcases, but they were followed by three servants, each with at least two bags in their arms. 
 
    “Everything has a purpose, Sskern,” the dino-man said with an air of disdain. “I was not to know what to expect or how long I might have stayed. What if I desired something?” 
 
    “It is good to be prepared,” Mec said as he brought up the rear with yet another bag and a glance in my direction. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Sskorn rumbled, and then he eyed the ship. “Are you certain this vessel is seaworthy?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon? I’ll have you know--” Captain Nemis exclaimed in outrage, but Horus quickly grabbed the feisty raccoon-pirate around the waist and banged the side of the ship so the crew would lift up the first load of luggage with them on board. 
 
    “The Soaring Light is the fastest and most stalwart of her class, Regent Sskorn, you can take my word for it,” the ram-lord said as he set the suitcase in his hands down among the others. “I sold it myself to the previous proprietor before it fell to Alex, here.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the dino-man grunted. “I have come to know you as a man of good quality based on the spirits you provided for last night’s nightcap. I suppose this ship will do.” 
 
    “You suppose!” Captain Nemis said from above, but Horus grabbed him roughly so he would be quiet, and the raccoon-pirate grumbled under his breath and patted the bulkhead’s ledge. “No, don’t listen to the mean scaly man, girl, you’re gorgeous.” 
 
    “It looks as if all of us are here and ready to go.” Shay clapped her hands together and gave a tense smile. “Nemis, are we ready to cast off?” 
 
    “The wind is high, and the sun bright, Mistress, everyone aboard!” the captain hollered, and we finished loading the rest of the luggage-- well, the rest of Sskorn’s luggage. 
 
    “Alex, can I speak with you for a second?” the ram-lord asked when the ramp was finally maneuvered in place for everyone to walk aboard this time. 
 
    “Sure, what’s on your mind, Gavlain?” I turned to my friend and mentor as I waved for Zoie and Horus to go on. 
 
    “I spent some time with the Regent last night at the Palace,” he said. 
 
    “Ambassador Sskern mentioned you guys had a great time,” I chuckled. “That might account for his grumpy mood today, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Sskern cannot hold his liquor very well, it is true,” the ram-lord laughed. “And neither can his brother, but not in the way you think.” 
 
    Just then, one of the servants dropped a small chest that sounded like it was full of gold coins, and the dino-man snapped at her until she cried. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I frowned at them. 
 
    “I’m sure you noticed the subtle differences between the brothers and their appearances,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, they look more like cousins than actual siblings,” I commented. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Sskorn’s brute physical traits take after Terrans in the Upper Echelon, while Sskern’s more lithe characteristics take after the Lower,” he briefed. “You’ll have to ask Sskern about the politics of it all when you get a chance, but in short, the stronger you look, the less emotion you are allowed to show. I’ve only met Sskorn once, but he was not one to ever get drunk. When we were the last two left after everyone retired, he started saying some things that were out of character. Nothing too alarming, but he seemed torn and deeply conflicted by something.” 
 
    “Did he say what was wrong?” I asked as I eyed Sskern trying to point something out to Sskorn while the dino-man looked around unimpressed. 
 
    “No,” Mec sighed. “When I tried to ask, he shut down and then excused himself. But his odd behavior is something I wanted to alert you of.” 
 
    “So, what should I do?” I implored. “Cancel the trip?” 
 
    “No, that would not be wise, it would tip him off if he really is up to something nefarious. So, in the meantime, keep your eyes and ears open.” Mec then pulled a heavy signet ring out of his pocket and placed it in my hand. “I can’t help but feel I’ve steered you into the path of those outside of my scope of protection, so I would also like for you to wear this while you are abroad. It is enchanted with a protection, and I have personally found it has the ability to strengthen the will of the wearer when needed most.” 
 
    “But, Gav, I’m not your son,” I said in an odd repeat of the conversation I just had with Rylan. 
 
    “Does it really matter?” he asked and placed one of his big palms on my shoulder. “The purpose of the ring is to hopefully pass all the virtue and blessing of the Goddess onto one you hope can carry on your legacy. I cannot think of one better to honor the Mec seal.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say…” I mumbled as I stared down at the sunburst seal on the face of the ring. 
 
    “Just take care of yourself and my sisters,” he said and squeezed my shoulder. “Do not drop your guard.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised as I slipped the ring onto my first finger and then held out my hand. “And thanks, Gavlain.” 
 
    “Travel fair,” he said as he clasped my forearm. 
 
    With one last nod at the ram-lord, I headed toward the ramp with his signet ring heavy on my finger. 
 
    “Take care, Alex,” Redburn said as he helped the crew of The Soaring Light unmoor the ship. 
 
    “See you soon, Dread.” I waved. 
 
    “Come on  you deck-mites, catch the wind southwards, ho!” The zany captain swung from the center mast in a jangle of his eclectic jewelry. “Let’s get out of this place, babies!” 
 
    Despite the ram-lord’s warnings about Sskorn, the glorious sun and the wind through my hair was enough to forget that a plot was brewing, because it was truly perfect for sailing. 
 
    I’d always wanted to learn how because anything similar to flying usually held my interest, and the technical aspect of operating such a rig appealed to my mechanical side. 
 
    There was also a little trepidation in actually leaving Nata now that I had come to view it as my true home, and I found myself breaking away from the group early on and seeking some solitude at the stern of the boat so I could watch the island grow gradually smaller. 
 
    I glanced down at the book on Terr Jenner had the foresight to pack, and I flipped through the pictures of an island that looked like a literal spike in the surface of Aventoll and showed a cross-section of the two “echelons.” 
 
    When I skimmed through some of the specifics, the hand-painted scenes of lush cave jungles and gemstone forests seemed like something out of a Jules Verne novel, and the trepidation turned into excitement. 
 
    A giggle similar to the sound of woodwinds caught my attention and alerted me that I was no longer alone. 
 
    “Olly, olly, oxen free,” I said and closed my book. 
 
    Another giggle, and I grinned as I craned my neck back in order to try to catch a glimpse of the nightingale. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amaya laughed again and jumped down from some of the rigging above. “I can’t help it. Your vibrations are ticklish, and the way you speak is amusing. I admit to spying on you more than I should.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked and tucked the book into the back of my belt for safekeeping. “I don’t know if I should be worried or flattered.” 
 
    “Definitely a little of both,” she bantered back, and then she sauntered forward with her hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    It was at this point I noticed she had altered her usual conservative habit-dress thing into a simple sleeveless number that looked a lot more functional. 
 
    And a lot more sexy. 
 
    “Now tell me,” I said as I reached out to play with her fingers. “Why should I be flattered?” 
 
    “If I concentrate, and we are near, I can feel your shifts in mood. It gives me a quickening feeling in my gut, and I get the tingles.” Amaya twirled a finger around one of her flaxen locks. “It’s like being really up high, and it’s fun.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” I said as I squeezed her hand. “Now, tell me why I should be worried.” 
 
    “You should be worried, Alex Brightwood,” the enigmatic oryx-woman murmured as she moved ever closer into my space until we were sharing breath. “Because I’m afraid it doesn’t matter where you go, I will always find you.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m not worried about that, no way,” I said and then brought her fully into my arms so we could both watch Nata get smaller and smaller in the distance as the sun started to dip lower in the sky. 
 
    “But you are worried?” Amaya asked me a little while later as she traced patterns on my forearm. 
 
    “Am I tingling again?” I asked as I nuzzled the side of her head. 
 
    “Your worry is like insect wings over my skin,” she remarked and examined her palm as if she could actually see the sensation she described. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, and I went to disengage from her because feeling like bugs were on your skin probably was very unpleasant. 
 
    “No, stay,” she said and clutched my arms around her. “It’s not a bad feeling. Although, I do wonder if there is anything I can do to ease your mind.” 
 
    “I’ve never left Nata,” I said as I rested my chin on her shoulder. “What are the other islands like?” 
 
    “I, too, have never been to Terr, but I’ve been to all the other islands in Aventoll,” she started in her mellow voice. “The isle of Om is one of my favorites because it has the biggest trees, and the Omites are the gentlest souls and quite the conversationalists if you take the time to listen.” 
 
    “How much time?” I joked. 
 
    “A long, long time,” she giggled. “But it is worth it because every word they speak is work to utter so you know they do not use their words idly.” 
 
    “Seems like something everyone should practice,” I mused. 
 
    “True, a lot can be learned from others,” she said with a dreamy sigh. “Then there is Eng with its merchants and bankers and scholars. The Eng-folk are brusque and efficient, but always kind to a fault.” 
 
    “I can see that in Jenner,” I chuckled. “And in how Tovish was…” 
 
    “Two prime examples of stalwart Engish mores.” Amaya squeezed my arms and then turned so her back was against the stern’s ledge. “But my favorite part about Eng has always been the Astronomy.” 
 
    “There’s astronomy on Eng?” I asked. 
 
    “One of the only sciences the Council allowed the Eng-folk to practice after the Uprisings,” she said. “It’s quite a fascinating history that is technically not taught in the Order or the Academy, but one day you should ask Mr. Jenner about the part the Eng-folk had to play in the Schism.” 
 
    “I will make a note of that.” I grinned and bracketed her much smaller body with mine as I placed my hands on the ledge on either side of her hips. “Are we flirting over history factoids while you give me an Aventollian culture lesson? Please, tell me that’s what’s happening right now.” 
 
    “Hush, Teacher is talking,” she said with a honeyed tone to her voice that reminded me of the excellent mead left over from the Festival, and I was instantly drunk on her seduction. “Vartha is a harsh desert tundra, but her people are honest and brave like your Zoie. She stands for the good of everyone just like her people. It is unfair the foundation of a people can be treated the worst, and Varthans are often looked at with disdain.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. “Zoie doesn’t really like to talk about things in her past.” 
 
    “No, I can imagine she has several memories she doesn’t like to revisit,” Amaya murmured and cupped my cheek. 
 
    There was a small push of some sort, and I could feel an echo of the deepest melancholy as clear as a drop of water in a dark pool. 
 
    “Is… that Zoie?” I asked and rapidly blinked away the moisture that had gathered at the feeling of such all-consuming loneliness. 
 
    “It is a cast-off, or more of those ‘breadcrumbs’ you talk about,” she explained. “I was able to send you one of the impressions I took from her the first time we met.” 
 
    “But she’s so sad!” I gasped and wiped the corner of my eye. “Does she feel like that all the time?” 
 
    “Oh, dearling,” she said and kissed each one of my eyelids. “That was Zoie before something crucial came into her path and changed her life.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I took a deep breath to prevent myself from running off, finding Zoie straight away, and just holding her so she would never have to feel that aching well of loneliness ever again. 
 
    “You,” Amaya whispered and then brought both hands up to my face. 
 
    When she “pushed” again, that cold isolation suddenly exploded into a supernova of warmth and love, and I dropped my head against her shoulder as the feeling overwhelmed me. 
 
    “This…” I breathed, and the oryx-woman embraced me tightly. 
 
    “Yes,” she soothed against my ear. “You see? This is how she feels after you came into her life and changed all that. So, you can trust me when I tell you not to fret.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said and pulled back so I could get a look at her. “I had no idea.” 
 
    She smiled and then smoothed back my hair. 
 
    “I think I hit you a little too hard with the Touch,” she said and drew her finger down the bridge of my nose. “I didn’t mean to overwhelm you so.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured and shook off the sharp zing of revelation that came with her touch. “Remember? I like it even if it is overwhelming. Now, what were you saying about Vartha?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She resumed her teacherly posture and cleared her throat. “You see, Varthans were once a savage race, but they joined forces with the Duelists, forsook their bestial habits, and provided the warriors and infantry needed to fight the Demon Tide. But the Ashers do so love their hierarchies and entitlements, and they refused Varthans a true seat at the Council.” 
 
    “Varthans don’t participate in the Council?” I queried. 
 
    “They are only of Lesser Council status, like my brother,” Amaya said. “There has never been a Varthan Councilman.” 
 
    “Why not?” I frowned. “That does not sound like total representation.” 
 
    “It is not,” she agreed. “Eng is also unrepresented in the Higher Council because of their infractions during the Uprisings. They still must serve another half an age before one of their own can serve.” 
 
    “Is Vartha being punished?” I questioned. “Is that why they aren’t allowed?” 
 
    “No, the argument against allowing Varthans a seat on the Higher Council has to do with fear. They claim Varthans are too animalistic and uneducated to make the informed decisions necessary to serve. But the Varthans are too proud to adopt the ways of the North and educate their young. Their primary focus is to breed as many future soldiers as possible.” 
 
    “But why are they satisfied with that?” I wondered. 
 
    “They claim they know their purpose in the Goddess’ design, which is good enough for them,” she said. “Varthans are a simplistic race that find fruitfulness in being as bountiful in their numbers as possible, so having a status other than how many generations you have in your bloodline is irrelevant.” 
 
    “This is so interesting,” I said as I mentally filed away all my new Aventoll Facts to follow up on later. “You’d think I would have asked more, being married to a Varthan and all. You are super knowledgeable about this culture stuff, by the way. Maybe you should be the Official Ambassador on this mission.” 
 
    “There’s that fizzy worry again,” Amaya giggled and brushed my nose with a kiss. “You need not worry about being Ambassador. Everywhere you go, you shine with a brightness people cannot help but take note of. I don’t have to be an augur to know your influence will spread far and do so much good.” 
 
    “I… am only as much as the people around me,” I said in response to all that. “I realize that now. And I am very glad you are on this adventure with me, so keep doing your Touch thing and giving me all the nerdy cultural facts you can, okay?” 
 
    Her pretty rain-colored eyes shifted between mine, and even though she could have used her power to pick up on what I was feeling, she still committed herself to searching my face for whatever answer it was she was looking for. 
 
    The tension stretched out between us until I couldn’t take it anymore, and I didn’t know which one of us was the first person to snap, but before I knew it, we were both frantically devouring each other. 
 
    My hands were unsteady, and I couldn’t decide where I wanted to touch her, I just knew I wanted to be surrounded by her… 
 
    Clang. Clang. Clang. 
 
    A metallic banging made Amaya and I break apart, but even as we turned to face the sudden interruption, my lips and skin still burned for her.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “Diiiinner-- oh, my.” Captain Nemis lowered the big iron triangle he was banging with a matching iron rod. “It seems as if I have interrupted. I’m terribly, terribly sorry, I’ll just--” 
 
    Then the pirate-raccoon Jack Sparrowed away in a jangle of bracelets. 
 
    “Do you think he did that on purpose?” I asked Amaya. 
 
    “Oh, most definitely,” the oryx-woman giggled. “I do not Know the Captain, but The Soaring Light seems fond of him purely because of his antics.” 
 
    “He’s going to be an interesting one to look out for.” I smiled and fixed Amaya’s shoulder strap that had drooped down during our passionate make-out session. 
 
    “We should go freshen up for dinner,” the oryx-woman said, and she tried to tame some of the hair sticking up on my head. 
 
    “That’d be good,” I sighed and caressed her cheek, and then we both went to our separate quarters. 
 
    My heart was still fluttering by the time I opened the door to the modest suite my wives and I shared, and it only thumped harder when I spotted first Shay dozing on the bed. Then my heart nearly took flight when I spotted Zoie attempting to braid her midnight-black hair in the mirror of the small vanity. 
 
    It seemed as if she was having little success in how she wanted it to look if her scowl was anything to go by. In fact, I was pretty sure she was scowling the same way she would be if she was facing a demon. 
 
    Goddess, just when I thought I’d already fallen, I burst through another glass floor on my way to falling even deeper in love with her. 
 
    Then I recalled the howling empty loneliness Amaya showed me, and I swallowed hard around that echo of pain. 
 
    This woman truly was like an iceberg in the sense that her complexity and depth was surprisingly unfathomable and hidden under the surface. 
 
    I knew her life was hard, but I had no idea how she felt. Not even an inkling compared to what I knew now. 
 
    Suddenly, Zoie huffed and gave up the ghost with trying to style her hair. Her nose wrinkled cutely as she untangled her half-braid with frustration, and I just had to decrease the distance between us. 
 
    “Hello,” she purred as I draped myself over her and pressed our cheeks together so our faces made a heart in the mirror. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered and stared at her reflection. 
 
    “Are you well, husband?” she asked as she nuzzled her cheek closer. 
 
    “I’m perfect,” I said, and I basked in her slow-blooming smile as I recalled the echo of that warm feeling suffused with love. It hit me just then that I didn’t actually need Amaya as a conduit to know how my wife was feeling because I felt it inherently every time she smiled at me. 
 
    Then I turned her face so I could kiss her tenderly on her dear lips. 
 
    “Mm,” she sighed when she pulled away. “I am not complaining, but was there a reason I earned such affection without provocation?” 
 
    Even the way she said that was so endearingly Zoie. 
 
    “You just being you,” I replied through a giddy grin. 
 
    Clang. Clang. Clang. 
 
    “There’s the dinner bell again,” the cat-woman said, and we both turned as one to the still-sleeping beauty passed out on the bed. 
 
    “How long has she been asleep?” I asked. 
 
    “Since you said you were going for a walk,” she said. “We napped together for a while, but Shay still seems like she needs sleep.” 
 
    “She basically planned the entire Ball, and then she helped organize the crew and everything for the journey,” I said, and I observed the way Shay hadn’t even taken off her boots before she curled up on her side with both hands cushioning her cheek. 
 
    “It hasn’t been too long since she was afflicted,” Zoie reasoned as she tilted her head, and the two of us got up to inspect her a little closer. “There is still some shadow beneath her eyes, poor thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should let her rest,” I said as I gently slipped off her riding boots while Zoie loosened the buttons on her blouse. 
 
    “Al’x? Zo?” the phoenix-woman mumbled when the two of us attempted to get her under the blankets. 
 
    “Shh, sweetheart,” I coaxed and tucked her now bare feet in between the warm covers. “Early bedtime for you, okay?” 
 
    “Kay,” she sighed, and her crimson lashes fluttered like butterfly wings as her eyes succumbed to their heaviness. 
 
    “We will bring you something from dinner, sleep now,” the cat-woman said and kissed Shay on the cheek. 
 
    Clang. Clang. Clang. 
 
    “Geez, we’d better go so he’ll stop banging that thing,” I chuckled, and then I ushered Zoie out and up to the cozy lounge-like quarters I remembered from the last time I was here. 
 
    The stone lanterns hanging overhead cast a golden glow through the multitude of hanging red and purple scarves, and the sunken table and chairs were already filled with the ship’s occupants except for two. 
 
    “Now, all we have left to wait for are Sskorn and Sskern,” Jenner huffed as he gnawed on more bread. 
 
    “If only I had a Snickers for you, Mr. Jenner,” I chuckled and stepped down into the sunken lounge area. 
 
    “What are you frixing about?” the koala-man asked as he brushed the crumbs off his blue jacket. 
 
    “So, that’s what that word means,” Horus muttered as he took a swallow of wine. 
 
    “You seem displeased,” Anwaar butted in. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I thought it meant something dirty, obvi--” the falcon-man answered back, but he was suddenly interrupted by a flying hunk of bread that bounced off his big forehead. “Hey!” 
 
    “I believe Alex was on the verge of answering my question, you loon,” Jenner sniped and threw another piece of bread at Horus. 
 
    I nearly lost my balance when I tried to lower myself onto the floor cushions and laugh at the same time. 
 
    “Annnd I have been thoroughly scolded.” Horus grinned and ate the piece of bread that bounced off his forehead as all of us laughed. 
 
    “Is it common for there to be such frivolity during the evening meal among all other island dwellers, or is Nata a special sort of uncivilized?” Regent Sskorn’s voice was as placid as ever, but just like his name implied, his words had no problem conveying his heavy scorn. 
 
    “Actually, milord, I have been to almost every isle, and I can assure you dinnertime is where the most merrymaking is had, especially between people of different cultures,” Amaya slipped in as smooth as silk, and I was instantly relieved someone with similar social skills as Shay was able to fill in the gaps. “Will you please sit and try some more of Nata’s native cuisine?” 
 
    “Are the courses prepared with those ‘spices’ you referred to, Sskern?” the dino-man asked. 
 
    “I’ll have you know they are indeed!” Captain Nemis came running out of the side-door like he’d been listening this entire time. “Natavian and Leenian fusion actually. Cooked by me. No substitutions or re-fires. It comes how it comes.” 
 
    “Um…” I said. 
 
    “Very well,” Sskorn said neutrally, and he and Sskern took a seat across from Zoie and me. 
 
    “You’re the chef and the captain?” Zoie asked with her ears perked as Nemis clapped his hands. 
 
    “Yes, my dear, I wear multiple rings through my left ear, so to speak.” The zany chef-slash-captain gestured for his crew-turned-waiters to serve us platters with roasted legs of meat, pots of dense and flavorful gravies, and platters piled with bread. 
 
    My stomach growled, and I wasted no time in digging in, especially because it seemed as if the dino-man was once again occupied with his meal. 
 
    The fact he seemed to find well-seasoned food a novelty gave me a bit of a grim outlook on what local Terran cuisine was like, and I savored every flavorful bite. 
 
    “Speaking of more merry-making, Regent, I hope you don’t mind, but I also play the harp,” Captain Nemis said as he perched himself on the ledge of the lounge and pulled out a small harp. 
 
    Then the crazy bastard actually started singing in a decent falsetto like some fucking epic-ass bard, and as I watched the utter confusion on Sskorn’s scaly face, I wondered if Nemis had this planned, or if he was just finding ways to fuck with the dino-man. 
 
    Regardless, I approved of both. 
 
    “… and fell into the Seeeaaaaa!” 
 
    Captain Nemis finished his sad sea-shanty with a soaring vibrato that would make the Vienna Opera jealous, and I tried not to smile at the way Sskorn froze with a leg of meat up to his slightly open mouth as if the bizarre singing raccoon-man momentarily put him off his appetite. 
 
    “That was brilliant, Captain,” Zoie said and clapped her hands, which set off a rousing round of applause from the rest of us. 
 
    “Thank you! You’re too kind.” The zany man got up and snapped his fingers, and the crew swept in, cleared away the empty platters, and brought out new ones. 
 
    “In the… ‘spirit’ of all this hospitality, Sskern has invited me to share Terran tobacco with you men-folk,” the Regent Lord said and held his hand out. 
 
    Sskern pulled something out from the satchel around his body and set it in the center of the table. As he unwrapped the protective leather from around the carved wooden object, Jenner helped clear the table so the lizard-man could finish setting up what looked like a hookah with jungle vines as hoses. 
 
    “Beg pardon, Regent, is the tobacco not allowed for women?” the oryx-woman queried with a non-combative blink of her wide innocent eyes. 
 
    “How absurd,” Sskorn said as he prepared a ceramic bowl of something that looked like charred tar. “Women-folk are to remain pure and sweet smelling like the rain. To befoul them with the lichen smoke would be a tragedy. Speaking of women-folk, you sure ask a lot of questions. Is that typical of the Alemic?” 
 
    “It is more of an Order thing,” Amaya said nonchalantly despite how brazenly misogynistic the dino-man’s words were. “The Order is mostly women, and we are taught to think in ways that might be typical of your men-folk.” 
 
    “Hm,” he said as he eyed the oryx-woman like he was apparently stumped at that. Then he lit a lump of coal and placed the tobacco-filled bowl on the carved mount on top and the coal in the hollowed-out chamber below it. 
 
    “I will smoke the first dregs as is common, because the first is the most bitter,” Sskern offered and took one of the vine-hoses so he could get the bowl going. 
 
    “The lichen smoke sharpens wit, and I also wonder if you would like to play a gambling game fairly simple in principle, but difficult to master.” Sskorn took the hose from Sskern and took a deep drag of the tobacco, and when he blew it out, the cloud of smoke smelled like cooking mushrooms. 
 
    Not necessarily a bad smell, but definitely pretty funky-monkey. 
 
    “I’m down to play,” I said and moved aside my empty plate. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind, provided the rules are fairly simple,” Horus remarked. 
 
    “Why, because you’re drunk?” Anwaar giggled. 
 
    “You should know, you’re the one who brought out your naughty silver flask, temptress,” he hissed as he took the hose from the Regent so he could take a pull. 
 
    “I hope, just for that, it is extremely challenging,” Jenner teased fondly and then reached across the Mec sisters so he could take part in the shroomy tobacco. 
 
    “It is actually pretty easy,” Sskern said as he brought out a deck of bone-white cards. 
 
    “What’s the name of this game?” Amaya asked. “And--” 
 
    “And can women play?” Anwaar finished with a snarky edge to her deadpan voice. 
 
    “Ana,” the oryx-woman chided, and the ibex-woman placed a few fingers in front of her lips. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said and carefully slid her chalice of wine far away from herself. 
 
    “Annnd?” the augur-woman said and held out her hand. 
 
    “No fair,” Anwaar whispered, and she handed over a shiny silver flask like a college freshman busted with alcohol in the dorms. 
 
    “I will answer your question because you amuse me,” Sskorn said in the most unamused voice I’d ever heard, and I couldn’t tell if that was an Upper Echelon thing, or a sarcasm thing. “Women typically do not play because there is no chance of them winning.” 
 
    “Why is that, milord?” Amaya asked politely but not in an overcompensating way. 
 
    “It is because the demurer sex tends to wear their emotions, no matter how subtle, right on their faces,” Sskorn explained, and he took the deck of cards from his brother so he could shuffle them. 
 
    “I bet Zoie has a good stonewall she can call upon,” Jenner said as he passed me the pipe hose. “I’ve been on the end of it once or twice.” 
 
    “Varthans are taught at an early age to suppress what one thinks before it can be used as a weakness from an enemy,” the cat-woman commented as she waved away a curl of pungent smoke. “I would like to try this game.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sskorn said and doled out a single card face down to all of us around the table. 
 
    “Do we look at our card?” I asked and took an experimental drag of the tobacco. Surprisingly, it was smooth and yeasty like a good beer, and I didn’t choke or gag or anything. 
 
    “When I give the order, you will look at your card,” the Regent Lord said and took the pipe back from me. “You will either find a black spot on your card or you won’t. You are allowed to say if you have a spot or not, and the person on your left must try to determine if you are lying or not. The goal is to be the last one standing.” 
 
    “Simple enough,” I remarked and readied myself to flip the card in front of me. 
 
    “Remember, the goal is no matter what is on your card, you do not want the other person to find out, so hide the truth upon your face,” Sskern added helpfully and took the pipe from his brother. 
 
    “Ready?” the Regent Lord asked, and all of us nodded and murmured our affirmations. “You may look.” 
 
    There was a spot on my card, but I steeled my face and quickly glanced at Jenner to see if I could read his face the moment he discovered what he had. If I wasn’t looking for it, I would have missed the faint twitch of his furry gray eyebrows. 
 
    If his eyebrows twitched, then I wondered if he actually saw something on his card, but I was only about fifty percent sure about the fact. 
 
    “Who starts first?” the falcon-man asked and returned his card to the table face-down. 
 
    “I will go,” Sskern said and turned toward the person on his left, which was Horus. “I have the spot.” 
 
    “That’s a lie, no-- wait, true, it’s true,” Horus decided. 
 
    “Wrong,” the lizard man said and flipped his blank card over. “Now, I get to take a new card from the bottom and can continue to play the next round. Horus, it is your turn. Make your declaration to Lady Anwaar.” 
 
    “I--” the falcon-man began. 
 
    “Lie,” Anwaar automatically said. 
 
    “Wait for me to finish, Ani,” Horus hissed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said and gestured for him to go again. 
 
    “I do not have the spot,” he huffed. 
 
    “Lie,” the ibex-woman said again. 
 
    “How did you know my answer wouldn’t change the second time?” Horus said as he tossed down a card with a black spot. 
 
    “I know you.” She shrugged as if that was all the answer required and then turned to the augur-woman. “I do not have the spot.” 
 
    “Hm,” the oryx-woman said as she regarded her sister’s blank face. “You do have the spot.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to win against you because you’re my sister,” Anwaar sighed and let her spotted card flutter to the table while Amaya faced Jenner. 
 
    “I do not have the spot,” Amaya said. 
 
    “Let’s see here,” the koala-man said as he observed the oryx-woman’s pale face and tweaked his monocle. “You are much too honest-looking, but maybe you know this and want to use that to my advantage, so I say you are lying.” 
 
    “Not so,” she said and revealed a blank card just like she said. 
 
    “Oh, curse the dark, I over thought that one,” he grumbled and then turned to me. “Okay, young man, let’s see how your mental chess is coming along. Ahem, I do not have the spot.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s mental chess, or just keen observation,” I chuckled and watched the little tick in his eyebrow that made him seem like he was in on something no one else was. “And you are totally lying.” 
 
    “Well, that’s it for me,” the koala-man said and pushed his spotted card back toward the pile in the middle. He didn’t seem mad, though, especially when he winked proudly at me. 
 
    I laughed and turned toward my cat-wife. “I have the spot.” 
 
    “Hm,” Zoie said as her dissecting eyes crawled all over my face, but I thought of smooth marble and hoped my face would reflect that. “I think you are lying.” 
 
    “Sorry, kitten.” I grinned and showed her my black spot. “Better luck next round.” 
 
    “If she can get to the next round, that is,” Sskorn reminded and faced the cat-woman. “I will warn you, I am very good at this game.” 
 
    “I am sure you are, milord.” Zoie tipped her head and stoically made eye-contact with the dino-man. “I do not have the spot.” 
 
    “What you say is truth,” Sskorn said without having to think about it for too long. 
 
    “My lord is correct,” she said and flipped over her blank card. “I am out.” 
 
    “I have the spot,” Sskorn said and turned toward his brother. 
 
    “You know I can never win against you, Sskorn,” the younger reptile-brother said as he squinted at the dino-man. “You have spoken the truth.” 
 
    “False,” Sskorn said and revealed his blank card. “Another round for those who are in.” 
 
    I reached for another card, but this time I glanced at my opponent, Amaya first, and then Sskorn next before I even looked at my card. 
 
    I figured they would both be my toughest competition, so I wanted to glean as much information from their expressions as I could in the short window when their guard was down. 
 
    Easier said than done with Sskorn in particular. He was like a concrete wall without any cracks. 
 
    “Okay, Lady Amaya, are you ready?” Sskern asked as he started again. “I have the spot.” 
 
    “True,” Amaya said in her bubbly voice 
 
    “Ah, tis a noble death to be slayed by you,” the lizard-man conceded with a bow that made the oryx-woman giggle. 
 
    “My turn again.” Amaya turned to me and composed herself. 
 
    Or, tried to, but the tremble in her lips gave her away almost right away, and even though she claimed to have the spot, I knew it was a lie, and she let her laugh finally loose as she showed the table her blank card. 
 
    Now, it was my turn again, and I turned to the dino-man because Zoie was out. 
 
    “I have the spot,” I claimed even though I drew a blank card this time, but in my mind’s eye I pictured it anyway so it was as close to the truth as I could trick my mind into. 
 
    “What you say is the truth,” Sskorn claimed. 
 
    “Sorry, big guy,” I said and showed him my blank card. 
 
    “What?” he nearly shouted, and all of us non-Terrans jumped at the sudden animation that came from the usually placid man. When he noticed this, he pulled back. “Very good, that usually doesn’t happen when I play.” 
 
    “Right,” Sskern said, and I could tell he was trying not to eyeball his brother like all of us were doing. 
 
    “I do not have the spot,” Sskorn responded, and his stonewall expression was back in place. 
 
    “You… are lying,” the lizard-man settled on. 
 
    “False,” the Regent Lord said and reached for the next card almost eagerly. “Final round, Brightwood.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, and I reached for my own card. 
 
    Now that it was just the dino-man and me, I thought now might be a good time to use the little ace up my metaphorical sleeve, so when he flipped over his card, I snapped into my time-trance focus. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The world slowed along with the beating of my heart, and Sskorn appeared to be flipping over his card in slow motion. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I slowed the world down even more, and I honed my sight in on his impenetrable face for any sort of crack. 
 
    As far as subconscious tells went, this man had virtually none, but as I watched each micro-expression on his face in HD, I did notice the briefest flare of his nostrils. 
 
    If this was his tell, then I had to interpret what the action might mean. It could be he did see something on the card, and the anticipation might have triggered that involuntary reflex, or he could be steeling himself to lie. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Time resumed, and I looked at my own card. 
 
    No spot. 
 
    I could feel his eyes on me, so I made sure to suck in a small breath just audible enough for him to hear. 
 
    “So, who goes first?” I asked and placed my card back on the table. 
 
    “You do because we keep the same order, and I have consistently gone last,” Sskorn said. 
 
    “Okay, then I do not have the spot.”  
 
    “Lie,” the dino-man said, and it was the closest I’d seen to a smile on his stoic face. 
 
    “Sorry, pal,” I said and showed him my spotless card. “Two for two.” 
 
    Sskorn didn’t have any sort of outburst like last time, but I could tell he was not pleased. 
 
    “My turn,” he growled, and even though something dangerous about him warned me I should probably throw the game, he was also kind of douchey and entitled, and I really wanted to beat him. 
 
    So, before he could make his declaration, I summoned my metaphorical ace again. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    His nostrils flared. 
 
    “I do not have the spot,” he said through the syrupy slowness. 
 
    “Lie,” I claimed as I came out of the time-trance, and I watched as the dino-man gaped at me. 
 
    “How did you do that?” he demanded as he turned over his spotted card. 
 
    “Like you said.” I popped a round orange fruit into my mouth. “It’s about observing your opponent's face for little things that will give away the truth.” 
 
    “But I never give away the truth,” he insisted. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I questioned. 
 
    “You said this was a gambling thing, right?” Horus broke in before the Regent Lord could attempt to argue more. “I have some gold here that could make the next round a little more exciting.” 
 
    Then the falcon-man dumped a sack of gold coins on the table, and the ring of them sounded loud in the lounge area. 
 
    “Gambling?” Sskorn said in a weirdly distant tone as his arctic-blue eyes fixed on the spilled coins. “What?” 
 
    “My lord,” Sskern said and waved a hand in front of the dino-man’s face. “Are you well?” 
 
    “What?” he asked again, and I was worried his intense gaze might catch the table on fire. “Get that hand out of my face, you fool!” 
 
    A silence descended upon the table, and the Regent Lord’s eyes tracked around the table. 
 
    “Sskorn?” the lizard-man ventured. 
 
    “Excuse me,” his brother said and stood from his seat. “I find myself growing weary from the day’s events. I shall retire now.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for showing us the game.” 
 
    “Tch.” The dino-man clicked his teeth, but he didn’t say anything else. “Sskern.” 
 
    The lizard-man got to his feet as well, and with a confused frown, he followed his brother out of the lounge. 
 
    “Well, that was odd,” Horus said as he gathered up his spilled coins. “I hope I didn’t offend him. But he did say gambling.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think it was anything you did,” Anwaar said with a curious expression. 
 
    “Maybe that is just how Terrans are?” Zoie posited. 
 
    “Maybe,” I murmured. 
 
    But that night, I was bugged about Sskorn’s odd behavior, and I kept tossing and turning until I finally gave up on sleep and got out of bed. 
 
    With nothing better to do, I walked the ship as I let my mind wander. 
 
    Mec’s warning kept gnawing at me, and the things I knew about how the dino-man was supposed to react, and how badly he lost his composure, not once, but twice, stood out as being A Big Deal. 
 
    I didn’t have any proof, though, and of course before I could set my mind on the path of figuring out this new puzzle, the sounds of yelling and fighting could be heard coming from the starboard side of the ship. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “Don’t!” someone yelled in the darkness, and the sound was followed by a loud animalistic growl. 
 
    “You thought you could sneak up on me and steal my silver, did you?” the other voice roared. 
 
    “No, I promise, ah--!” 
 
    I ran faster when I heard the distinct sound of a body being thrown against the deck. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    “You will not win this time, Kavo!” I rounded a large tower of crates in time to see Regent Sskorn lifting a scrawny figure up by the throat as if he was going to toss the person overboard. 
 
    “Wa-i-t!” the figure croaked out, and before I had a chance to do anything myself, there was a flash of gold, followed by a metallic click, and suddenly the dino-man was arching back in a spray of blood. 
 
    “Argh!” he roared and fell back with his hand over his bloody eye. 
 
    The figure flopped over on his back and gasped like a fish as he tried to massage his crushed throat, and I was finally able to make out his face under the light of the full moon. 
 
    “Rylan!” I shouted and ran toward him just as Sskorn found his footing. 
 
    “Move, vengeance is mine!” the Regent Lord bellowed at me to get out of the way, but I raised my hand. 
 
    “My lord, wait--” I tried as I crouched between the still-gasping stable-boy and the enraged reptile-man. 
 
    “What is going on?” Captain Nemis yelled, and behind him several of the crew were armed with cutlasses. 
 
    “Meeeeeep!” the sound of Gelf’s high-pitched squeak heralded from the end opposite the direction Nemis was charging.  
 
    Behind her was another cavalry consisting of Horus, the Mec sisters, and both my wives. If something didn’t happen, the two opposing sides would collide like two trains on the same track. 
 
    “Everybody, stoooop!” I screamed and flung my hands out in hopes of stalling both encroaching war parties as well as the Regent Lord, who was still bleeding and hell-bent on tossing my stowaway son into the arms of the Ocean. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Just when I thought this powder-keg was set to go from bad to worse, two things happened. My heartbeat slowed, but before I could enter the time-trance, the signet ring Gavlain gave me clicked as if I’d armed it. 
 
    Even though I hadn’t. 
 
    Not even close. 
 
    Regardless, things still slowed down, but not in the usual Enter the Matrix way. Instead, everyone came to a grinding halt of their own volition as if my voice alone was what pulled on the reins. 
 
    My voice. 
 
    Gavlain’s inherited power was his compelling Voice, and he’d said his signet was enchanted to protect me. 
 
    There was no way that was a coincidence, but I pushed it to the backburner to deal with later because I had two mobs staring at me with their various weapons raised. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this foolery on my ship?” Captain Nemis transformed from his usual easygoing brand of crazy to commanding and authoritative at the drop of a hat. 
 
    “Intruder!” Sskorn yelled, and I pulled Rylan up and backed us both away from the dino-man who was still frothing at the mouth. “Assassin!” 
 
    “He’s neither!” I roared above the Regent Lord’s hysterics. 
 
    “He has maimed me!” he wailed as his brother held him back by the shoulders. 
 
    “He was defending himself!” I shouted again and blocked the dino-man’s one-eyed sight from getting a lock on my terrified son. “He’s just a kid. A kid who’s in a shit-ton of trouble, but a kid nonetheless.” 
 
    “A… you said that is a child?” Sskorn squinted through his ruined eye. 
 
    “Yeah, my child who apparently decided to stow away on this ship.” At this, I turned around and glared at my errant kid. I was angry with him, but I held my hand out gently for him to grab and brought him forward so everyone could see the extended dagger jutting up from the signet on his right finger. “Look, it has the seal of Brightwood.” 
 
    I then twisted the base of the small dagger, and the blade magically retracted only to be replaced with the embossed seal on the face. 
 
    “This is your child?” the Regent Lord asked again and stopped trying to struggle out of the Ambassador’s grip. 
 
    “His name is Rylan, and he is very sorry,” I said and tucked his still-trembling frame under my arm. 
 
    “I-- I--” he croaked, and I winced at how sore and crushed his throat sounded, so I gripped his shoulder to make him stop. 
 
    “He’s sorry, trust me,” I said. 
 
    “But you are a Traveler,” the dino-man pointed out as his composure returned to him even though his bleeding eye had to hurt. “I was led to believe you haven’t even been here a farthing. How can he be yours?” 
 
    “I’m a-adopted,” Rylan wheezed out. 
 
    “Shh,” I hushed him. “But he’s right. He’s my son now because there is nobody else.” 
 
    “I have heard of other islanders undertaking the practice of accepting brood that are not their own out of a misguided empathy,” the dino-man said, and finally it seemed as if everything was back to normal. “The reality usually proves there are more disadvantages than advantages to taking on more mouths to feed, but I can see why you picked him. It is not every day I am caused to bleed.” 
 
    That… sounded like the opposite of what I would be if I had my eye nearly cut out. 
 
    Which would be pissed. 
 
    As. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Instead, the dino-man seemed oddly… honored by the wound he received. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m glad no one is getting chucked off my ship,” Nemis interjected and leaned on the handle of his cutlass. “But the matter is, kid or not, someone stowed away on my ship. Not just one someone, but two someones, if you count your flying friend.” 
 
    “Meep,” Gelf defended and shrunk herself down to her weasel-like size so she could run up and curl herself around Rylan’s neck. 
 
    “Very true,” I said and watched as he bowed his head to look shamefully at his shoes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the kid croaked, and I saw the Captain’s stern facade break at the painful-sounding apology. 
 
    “You have to understand, laddie,” the raccoon-man said and came forward so he could place a kind hand on the kid’s shoulder. “The Regent made a similar point. Feeding extra mouths when you aren’t plannin’ on it does not come without a cost, and when you must live life at sea, everything must be accounted for. Stowaways disrupt that fine balance.” 
 
    “I don’t have to eat…” Rylan said, but he was cut off by an obnoxious phlegmy sound from the zany captain. 
 
    “Complete and utter wack, try again,” he said sharply and narrowed his ringed eyes. 
 
    “Maybe he can earn his keep on your vessel, Captain?” I suggested as I picked up on where the fair raccoon-man was taking this little detour to Life Lesson Land. 
 
    “I can! Whatever you need,” Rylan said as his voice cracked and soared. 
 
    “What I need is for you to rest your voice,” Shay butted through the crowd with a small leather fanny-pack thing tied around her waist. She rummaged around inside it, and when she pulled out a roll of bandages and a few glass vials, I understood the purpose of the kit. 
 
    Zoie was hot on her heels with a clean damp cloth, and I realized my wives must have both jumped into action when they saw the blood. 
 
    “Here, my lord,” the cat-woman said to the one-eyed dino-man, and he placed the compress over his bloody eye. 
 
    “Drink this, no arguing, and no pulling faces,” the business-like phoenix-woman said as she handed Rylan a vial of something that looked like pond-sludge, and based on his watering eyes, probably tasted like it, too. 
 
    “Miss?” he whispered when he handed back the empty vial. 
 
    “Hush,” Shay said and examined Ry’s bruised throat. When she was satisfied he would heed her orders, she then turned to face the Captain. “Nemis, I apologize for my son’s behavior, and I’m sure he will prove a worthy sea-hand, right, Rylie?” 
 
    “Son?” He blinked his wide eyes at the way the phoenix-woman used the moniker for the first time with him. 
 
    “Rylan,” she admonished. 
 
    “Right, um, yes, I will earn my keep, sir,” he muttered. 
 
    “Good,” Captain Nemis said gravely, but he followed it up with a pat on the head. “Crew, fall-out!” 
 
    The band of sea-hands stowed their weapons and resumed their shipboard duties. 
 
    “Regent Sskorn, I am very sorry about your eye,” I added as my redheaded wife then turned her first-aid skills onto the dino-man. 
 
    “Do not be,” Sskorn said with the barest hint of a smile. “Tonight when I sleep I will fall into a healing-trance. I only hope a scar from such a worthy opponent remains.” 
 
    “Your eye… will it be okay?” Rylan asked, and his face was pale as he peeked up at the dino-man. 
 
    “It will indeed,” Sskorn rumbled in his deep voice. “For a Terran, scars, when they manage to remain, are a warrior’s badge of honor. Since you are not a Brightwood by blood, please, tell me who I have to thank so I might name the scar after you.” 
 
    “Before I was adopted, sir, I went by the name Daal,” my son said as he held his sore throat. “Rylan Daal.” 
 
    “Daal,” he said, and he went to ask him something else when his naturally slate-colored skin paled to an ashy gray. “Daal!” 
 
    “Come, brother, we should get you some rest,” Sskern interrupted over the suddenly delirious Regent Lord. 
 
    “Ambassador, may I?” Amaya said, but instead of waiting for an answer, the oryx-woman rocked up on the balls of her bare feet and cupped Sskorn’s cheek. 
 
    “What is the meaning of--?” The Regent’s eyes suddenly rolled into the back of the man’s head, and if it weren’t for Sskern there to catch him, he would have collapsed onto the floor in an unconscious heap. 
 
    “Thank you, augur,” the lizard-man said as he hefted his much-larger brother over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry as if it were nothing. “I shall attend to him, and all will be well tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you need anything, Sskern?” I asked. 
 
    “No, no,” he said, hesitated, and then glanced at me over his free shoulder. “Although… It might be best if your boy steers clear of Sskorn tomorrow, if possible. Just until he is no longer afflicted.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” I said and shot my son a Look. “Do you have time to talk later, Ambassador?” 
 
    “I was hoping to ask you the same thing,” Sskern said. “I find the bow of the craft good for meditating under the stars. Would you care to join me at dawn?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll find you,” I promised, and as the Terrans retired, I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose so I could give my whirring brain a moment or two to process. 
 
    “D-Dad?” Rylan rasped out. “I’m s--” 
 
    “Ry… I need you to go back to our quarters with Zoie and Shay now.” I turned away from him and spied a mop and a bucket. 
 
    “But--” he stammered. 
 
    “Rylan. Now,” I said sternly and plunged the mop into the sudsy water. 
 
    “But, what are you going to do? Aren’t you coming?” His voice shook, but I could tell he held his tears back, and I felt proud of his bravery even though I was so disappointed I couldn’t even look at him yet. 
 
    “No, Rylan,” I sighed and began swabbing away some of the Regent Lord’s blood trail. “I have to stay behind and finish cleaning up your mess, so I need you to go with Shay and Zoie so I don’t yell at you and say something I regret. Now, go.” 
 
    I continued swabbing until I heard Zoie murmur to the kid and coax him back to our quarters, and I didn’t look up until Shay cupped my cheek and forced me to look into her emerald-green eyes. 
 
    “Alex?” she said and stilled the mop with her other hand. “Dearheart.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I stopped what I was doing. “I can’t believe that kid.” 
 
    “Alex?” Amaya echoed, and I glanced over just in time to see her eyes fade from a striking silver back to their normal dove-gray. “There is something not right with Regent Sskorn.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I snorted and rubbed my aching eyes again. “But what’s your take?” 
 
    “He is afraid of an assassin of some sort…” the oryx-woman said as she pressed her fingers into the center of her brow. “An augur… predicted he would be marked by the legacy of his mortal foe before his demise, but I don’t know what that has to do with his hostility toward Rylan, and it doesn’t explain the intense fear I felt from him before he fell asleep.” 
 
    “There is something tainting him magically, as well,” Anwaar said. “Horus and I can try to search the cargo area in case he has an artifact.” 
 
    “Would you mind?” I asked with a weary slump of my shoulders, and I breathed out a sigh while Shay rubbed at the tense knot that had developed at the base of my neck. “I think I’m spent after all the madness.” 
 
    “One more thing, can you ask Rylan for his signet ring when you get a chance?” Amaya asked as she eyed the rigging above her like she wanted to climb it. “I want to see if there is something I can understand from the blood that soaked the blade. Sometimes, something comes through, especially if I augur when the sun is at its peak.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get it from him and bring it to you tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” she said and gripped the ropes leading up to the crow’s nest on the main mast of the ship. “You can find me up there at mid-epoch.” 
 
    Then she set her sights on climbing up to the lookout post, and I couldn’t help but huff a laugh. 
 
    “Horus, you and Anwaar please be careful,” Shay implored. “I don’t like the idea of there being something dangerous on my ship. Nemis was telling me something has the crew on edge. I don’t know what it is, and neither does he because sailors are always so superstitious. But keep your eyes and ears open, and don’t mess with anything if you are even one shade uncertain about your ability to dismantle the threat.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” Horus said with a hand vehemently clasped over his sternum. 
 
    “I’m serious, Rus-Rus!” she said and thrust a finger into the falcon-man’s face. “I have kept silent about it for all these seasons, but don’t think I won’t tell about your twelfth--” 
 
    “Gah! Shaylee!” he squawked and gripped her hand between his. “I promise, I promise! No need to trot out that old dusty anecdote.” 
 
    “Horus,” she warned. 
 
    “I really do promise,” he said and hugged her from the side. “Take your husband back and sit on him if you have to in order to get him to sleep.” 
 
    “Hey,” I protested. 
 
    “Don’t give me that, those circles under your eyes are darker than Bhraya’s Night,” he teased as he patted me on the back. “Rest up, chief. We’ve got it from here.” 
 
    “Thanks, you two,” I said, and I let Shay lead me back to our quarters at a sedate pace because it felt as if my feet were walking through sand. “I’m sorry about Rylan. I hope his foolishness hasn’t cost you your friendship with Nemis.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, he’s mine, too,” she giggled. “Goddess, I can’t believe the audacity. What was going through his head?” 
 
    “He really is something, isn’t he?” I commented and slowed our pace so I could admire her under the light of the moon. “You kinda made his day even though he knows his ass is totally toast.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You referred to him as your son,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, maybe it really was the first time I’ve done so aloud,” the phoenix-woman mused and swung our laced hands back and forth as we rounded the quarterdeck. “I’ve been thinking of him as such for a lot longer. If I knew how much it meant to him, I would have called him my son before now and in a context where I wasn’t scolding him.” 
 
    “Quick thinking with the first-aid kit,” I said and nudged her fanny pack. 
 
    “Madam Midgen was giving me a few lessons on how to help heal people and not just animals,” she said and tucked a strand of her crimson hair behind her ear. “I wanted to be prepared, especially if I can’t summon my h-healing powers again.” 
 
    I slowed our casual walk so I could face my wife. 
 
    She didn’t really say much these days about her admittedly major transformation into some divine Incarnate none of us knew anything about, and Zoie and I were hesitant to push her to talk about it. 
 
    Because that was some bonafide Big Stuff I had no idea how to relate to. 
 
    Which sucked because I could see how it isolated this tender creature and dimmed a little of her radiance. 
 
    Ever since the incident with Vane, there were times when Shay would be pensive and stare off into the middle distance as if she was working through something in her head. I just knew if I was patient enough, she would eventually find the words. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I decided to ask, because that was what I always asked her, and I figured it was neutral enough to encourage her to keep talking. “You were quite tired earlier.” 
 
    “I was, yes,” she murmured and then resumed our walking like it helped her to process her thoughts better if she was moving. “My… dreams have been confusing lately. I don’t know what they mean, but they feel less like dreams and more like memories.” 
 
    “Do you think because… you’re the Incarnate, you are remembering your past selves?” I ventured. 
 
    “It’s insane, isn’t it?” she giggled. “But I find myself relieved to hear someone actually say it aloud. Am I crazy?” 
 
    “No, babe, I’d tell you,” I said and tucked her smaller frame into the hollow of my arm as if she was carved and crafted to my specifications. 
 
    Or vice versa. 
 
    “Oh, good.” She laughed her smoky laugh once more and wrapped her arm around the back of my waist. 
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?” I questioned one more time. “I can have some pretty intense dreams, too.” 
 
    “I don’t remember much when I wake up,” she said. “But I find myself not wanting to wake more often than not. As if I do not want to leave my dreams because they are pleasant.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good, at least,” I said and rubbed my arm up and down hers to keep her from feeling the chill of the breeze. 
 
    She sighed one more time like a dove, and we spent the rest of the walk back to our quarters enjoying each other amidst the noise of the sea and the stalwart ship. 
 
    When we entered the small suite, we caught Rylan and Zoie in the middle of setting up a sleeping cot at the foot of the bed we all shared. 
 
    “Dad! Hi,” Rylan mumbled and busied himself with stuffing a pillow into a fresh pillowcase. 
 
    Instead of responding, I breathed out through my nose and sat on the bed so I could take off my boots. 
 
    I didn’t mean to make the atmosphere tense, but I was still too disappointed to really say anything. 
 
    “Be ready to work early tomorrow, alright?” I said when we were all finally dressed down, and the stable-boy was curled up on his cot in a miserable lump. 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed and pulled the blanket higher. 
 
    “Oh, and I’ll need you to give me your ring,” I added. 
 
    Rylan seized up under the covers, but after some movement he poked his fist out of the bedding and rigidly held out his arm. 
 
    I cupped my palm under his hand and felt the weight of his ring fall into my hand. I expected him to question me what I needed it for, but he didn’t say anything more than a murmured “good night” to no one in particular before he flopped over with his back to us. 
 
    “Come, husband,” Zoie purred as she and Shay turned down the bedding of our own sleeping arrangement, and I fell into the embrace of slumber faster than I remember closing my eyes. 
 
    As I slept, my dreams were of the tortuous kind that meant I’d been neglecting my meditation. I felt as if I was being dragged through a forest of visions by my ankles, and I couldn’t prevent the chaotic images from battering me in the face like sharp tree branches. 
 
    Every time I tried to focus or tried to get the dizzying carousel to slow down, I was assaulted with a barrage of images so vibrant it felt as if my eyes actually hurt even though I knew I was sleeping. 
 
    Around and around I went no matter if I wanted to wake up or not, and the up and down of the Ocean waves I could still feel even while unconscious was not helping matters. For a brief horrifying moment, I feared I would be trapped in this semi-lucid hell, and already, I wondered how much time had passed because it felt like eons and seconds simultaneously. 
 
    I thought it would never end. 
 
    Until an urgent banging snapped me out of my strange purgatory and into the dawn of another day, and I opened my eyes with a gasp. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    The image of those huge chrome-colored fish eyes were burned into my vision as I came out of a much-needed meditation session. I cracked my neck back and forth, and then I squinted against the morning sun as a balmy breeze ruffled my hair and filled my lungs. 
 
    “Better?” Sskern asked in a mellow voice as he sat crisscross across from me on the bow of The Soaring Light. 
 
    “Yeah…” I released a cleansing breath of fresh sea-air and shook out my loose shoulders. “Is it just me, or did that feel better than usual?” 
 
    “It is the period of Ocean-sickness all Ashers feel when they first travel over Mercedes’ waters,” the lizard-man said as his sharp reptile-eyes watched Gelf flap and frolic her way through the rigging. 
 
    “That sounds like seasickness back where I’m from,” I replied and cracked each individual knuckle in my fingers and hands. “But the motion of the ship doesn’t bother me at all. I feel physically fine.” 
 
    “I think your version and my version share commonality in name only, my friend,” Sskern chuckled and closed his eyes so he could glory in the warm sun. “You see, the Ashers are in communication with the spirit of Aventoll, no?” 
 
    “Right, she tells me all kinds of things in my dreams.” I nodded, and after a good hamstring stretch, I copied the Ambassador’s serene lotus position. 
 
    “But last night it was like she was shouting, yes?” The lizard-man grinned a serrated grin. 
 
    I recalled the H-bomb of sound and color that battered me senseless until Sskern himself had to “Inception kick” me back to the waking world by banging forcefully on the door. 
 
    “That’s one way to put it…” I closed my eyes as well and tilted my face up to the soothing heat of the mid-morning sun. 
 
    “It is like this because the water of the Ocean Mercedes is a natural amplifier,” Sskern continued in his rich baritone. “It can be overwhelming when one spends a while on the waters. I think that is why Sskorn has seemed… not himself.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, but then I hesitated. 
 
    “What is it, Alex?” the lizard-man asked. 
 
    “I… talked with Gavlain before we left Icarian, and he already warned me about your brother’s odd behavior,” I said, and we both opened our eyes at the same time as the peace from earlier vanished like the sun behind the swift-moving clouds, and a prickling foreboding settled between us like a cold mist. 
 
    “How can this be?” Sskern tilted his head. 
 
    “Gavlain said he noticed how off he was being at the palace the night before you both were meant to depart,” I relayed. “There wasn’t enough time for him to go into detail, but he alluded Sskorn was acting agitated or something.” 
 
    “Sskorn taught Truth or Lie to the Asher Lord and his court,” the lizard-man recalled as the gears behind his slitted eyes seemed to churn. “I retired before I could determine the winner of the game, but by the time I left, the gold was flowing just as liberally as the alcohol. My brother has always been a paragon in stoicism, but the one thing that has always managed to make him rage is losing. Ever since we were nestlings, Sskorn would turn into a dragon-headed bastard anytime he would lose at competitive gaming in his youth, and in adulthood it translated to a nasty temper on top of a terrible gambling habit. When our sire became… ill, Sskorn put all that behind him to assume the role of Regent.” 
 
    “And you’re sure you haven’t seen his behavior start to slip?” I questioned. 
 
    “No, I-- well, I have been away for three seasons. I guess it is possible things have not been as well as I first perceived.” He brought a raptor-like claw up and tapped his jaw. “But with his strangeness since we arrived on this vessel, and Gavlain’s first-hand account, I am starting to worry there is more.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what could be wrong with him?” I asked. 
 
    “Our sire… I mentioned before he was ill, but his sickness is not a physical malady,” Sskern elaborated. “It is a mental one that sometimes affects Terrans. It is called Ore Madness because deep inside the island where the best Terran steel is forged, there is a special ore that somehow infects and entrances those with Terran blood. It becomes an obsession to acquire it, and it is considered a second-class illness because it affects the Lower Echelon the most.” 
 
    “So, the fact the head of the royal family has a commoner’s disease is probably bad PR,” I commented. 
 
    “I do not know what ‘pi-arr’ is, but it does not look good,” the Ambassador sighed and shook his head. “We have tried everything to keep my sire’s condition out of the public eye, but treachery and spies abound. We won’t be able to keep it secret forever, and that is why I have been doing what I can to try and open Terr’s borders to our allies as an Ambassador. If a power vacuum were to open up because my family were unseated due to an untimely death, or found unfit to rule due to a raving insanity, there would be a civil war at the least, and an all-out revolution at worst. I’m afraid if we are to continue on in isolation, Terr will crumble. And now, if even a whisper gets out the Regent Lord is succumbing to the Madness… Mercedes be.” 
 
    “Sskern, what were the reasons the Regent wanted to come to Nata Isle?” I asked. 
 
    “I cajoled him to come and experience the Tithing Ceremony at the famed Sacred Pool, but come to think of it, he was uninterested until I told him the Ceremony had been moved to Gatetown,” he said. “When I asked him about his change of mind, he said it was purely pragmatic because he was also meeting with a contact he claimed wanted to buy some priceless Terran art piece.” 
 
    “How does a guy from isolationist Terr have an art contact in Gatetown?” I arched an eyebrow, and Sskern blinked a few times as the implication dawned on him. 
 
    “How could I be so blind?” he whispered to himself and shook his head. “It is such a Lower-blood mistake to be so driven by sentiment you do not see the truth of those you care for. A few days after the Ceremony, he came back toting a case he said was from the transaction. I didn’t think much of it at first, and then I thought I was imagining the noise-- but last night I heard it again.” 
 
    “What?” I gripped the caps of my knees, no longer in serene lotus position. 
 
    “The tallying of coins.” The lizard-man’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “There is but one chest the Regent does not keep with the rest of his luggage in the cargo hold. The Madness makes the afflicted obsessed with monetary things at first because it is seen as acceptable to seek gold and riches and not something that has a lower monetary value like ore.” 
 
    “Didn’t Sskorn yell something about silver, through?” I sat up straight when the memory replayed in my mind. 
 
    “What, now?” he asked and fixed me with his large eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, when he was about to throw my son overboard, he yelled about someone sneaking up on him and trying to steal his silver,” I said. 
 
    Ambassador Sskern’s dark-green complexion paled to a gray, and he gripped my upper arms. 
 
    “Are you positive?” he asked me carefully. 
 
    “I swear on Mercedes,” I said. “What does this mean, Sskern?” 
 
    “It means my brother’s sickness has progressed much further than I realized,” he said and got to his feet. 
 
    “Full disclosure, after last night, Horus and Anwaar were going to do a sweep for any odd enchantments.” I climbed to my feet as well and brushed off my hands. “Is there a way you can get your brother out of his quarters for a bit so they can check it out?” 
 
    “That may be possible,” he said. He cast one eye across the deck while his other remained on me like fucking Rango, and I was as creeped out as I was jealous of the useful ability. “Sskorn finally fell into the Healing Trance close to dawn. I was planning on waking him at mid-epoch so he could regain his strength with a meal. Your lad completely destroyed his eye, so the regeneration required will leave him feeling ravenous.” 
 
    “Will there be a scar left behind?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yes,” the lizard man said. “Which, going by his recent ravings about your son, I am not sure is a good thing.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” I said. “Rylan is currently cleaning up the rest of the mess he left behind. Captain Nemis is on board with keeping him occupied and away from the Regent, so it shouldn’t be a problem to give you and him some space.” 
 
    “Can you please ask the Captain to reserve the lounge for mid-epoch?” the Ambassador asked. 
 
    “Can and will,” I promised. “Hey, I know he’s your brother and all, but be careful around Sskorn. I’ve been around a lot of the delusional ‘loose-cannon’ types lately. You need to watch your back, Lower-blood instincts or not.” 
 
    “You are right, my friend.” He clasped my upper arms again, and it felt natural to mirror him, so I did. “I am relieved you have chosen to help advise me on these things. I will help get to the bottom of my brother’s behavior-- even if I have to Duel him for his Regent status. Together as a united front is how we have any hope of saving Terr.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back,” I said, and we both did that bow-thing before we broke off and went our separate ways. 
 
    “Do you think it really looks like rain, Captain Nemis?” I could hear Rylan's voice before I rounded the quarterdeck on the starboard side. 
 
    The owner of that inquisitive voice was swabbing the rest of the blood where the ruckus took place the night before while the raccoon-captain fiddled with a sheet of canvas. 
 
    “We’re traveling close enough to the Endless Storm that we will get some cast off from its rage,” Nemis explained to my son before he spotted me. “Oh, hello, Mr. Alex.” 
 
    “Hey, Cap,” I said, and I watched how Rylan grew stiff and avoided my eyes. “How goes it?” 
 
    “It be a perfect day to make up some speed,” Nemis said with an odd jaunt to his words. 
 
    “You got all the help you need?” I asked, and Rylan winced and swabbed at the deck even harder. 
 
    “I do!” He winked. “But I will need help with the storm sail in case the Endless Storm decides to throw a fit. Rylan, come here, let me show you how to darn and patch.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said respectfully and stowed the mop and bucket. Because of where I was standing, he needed to pass by me to get to the Captain, and when he did, I placed a hand on his shoulder and walked with him. 
 
    The little gesture seemed to break the ice between us somewhat because I felt some of the kid’s livewire tension seep out of him. I knew we needed to talk about Things, but I was still getting used to this Dad-stuff and figured I might be better at it if we were both doing something with our hands. 
 
    “You see, it’s been a while since The Soaring Light has traveled in adverse conditions, so her storm sail is in need of fixing,” the zany raccoon-man prattled. “How good are you two with a needle?” 
 
    “I’m decent at it,” Rylan said. 
 
    “Maybe you can teach me a thing or two,” I murmured and nudged him slightly. “I don’t sew.” 
 
    “You don’t?” the Captain gasped as he pulled two three-inch needles out of his elaborate tri-corner hat and handed them to each of us. “You must expand your repertoire of skills to include sewing, I insist! It is a very useful skill-- you can make your own clothes, and if you’re as resourceful as my old cousin used to be, you can even sew yourself to the underside of a supply transport and break out of prison, but that’s neither here nor there!” 
 
    “I’m starting to think if I had ever met your cousin, we would be friends,” I remarked and took a length of something that reminded me of fine white jute. 
 
    “Mercedes, guide him,” Nemis said with his hat over his heart, and Rylan and I exchanged looks when the raccoon-man lapsed into another moment of silence. “Anyway, the first step is to tweak the filler twine like this.” 
 
    The Captain then demonstrated twisting his fuzzy piece of twine around his finger at a rapid pace, and when he had gone through the whole length of it, the thing resembled a tensile and silky piece of thread. 
 
    “Cool,” Rylan said and got to twisting his length of twine like a pro. “Is there a reason why you have to go around your finger instead of just rolling it between your fingertips?” 
 
    “Excellent question!” Nemis grinned and licked the end of his twine. “The filler hair binds to itself if you twist it in a corkscrew fashion. It allows the fibers to maintain their elasticity so the twine won’t break. Which is exactly what we want when darning a sail. Do you lot have your twine?” 
 
    “Ready,” Rylan and I said at the same time, and then we chuckled. 
 
    “Now, thread your needle,” Nemis continued as he pulled another large needle out of his multi-feathered hat. “And make your little stop knotty thing like so. Ha! Sew! You see, because we are sewing!” 
 
    “Good one,” I snorted, and then I rolled my eyes for Rylan’s benefit when the Captain wasn’t looking. 
 
    “Ah, humor,” he said and actually wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Like this, Captain?” Rylan asked through a giggle and brandished his needle hanging perfectly from its thread. 
 
    “Brilly, my lad, okay, start by assessing your tear, everybody have one? Good.” He licked the tip of his needle and squinted one eye closed as he brought some of the sail closer. “Start just a mite away from where the tear has left its gouge, anchor it, and then create your fist stitch on one side of the tear going parallel, you see? What we want is to create these stitches like loops and then thread our twine through those so we can ‘tie’ the gouge together. Watch.” 
 
    The handy Captain then took the point of his needle and slipped it through the middle of the stitch he just made and sewed a second stitch on the other side of the tear. When he tugged, I could see the beginnings of a zig-zag pattern starting to take shape. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Rylan said and hunted for his own tear so he could start. 
 
    “The sail itself is made from fine filler hide, and combined with the way we sew the twine, it will allow the sail to fill with fast wind without tearing or breaking,” he explained. “So always stitch it like sew. Ha! Hah-ha!” 
 
    I shook my head and finally managed to thread my own needle with my awkward fingers. Just because I had dexterity enough to kill it at CS:GO didn’t mean I could get my large goofy fingers to thread the damn thing like it was nothing. 
 
    “Captain Nemis, there is a situation in the crew quarters,” a deckhand said as he came running up. “I think there’s something wrong with Mr. Carrins.” 
 
    “Day drunk again, eh?” the Captain sighed and shook his head. “I’ll sort him out. You lads finish with that storm sail. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Oh, Captain,” I said before he could get too far. “The Ambassador wanted me to request that the lounge remain unoccupied during mid-epoch. He and the Regent would like to enjoy lunch alone today.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I see,” the raccoon-man said and tipped his hat. “I will make the necessary arrangements. I think all meals in quarters today sounds in order.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said before I turned back to the sail. 
 
    The ease Rylan and I had tentatively fallen into became shadowed again, and there was no denying the thick atmosphere between us. 
 
    “Hey…” he finally said after the silence apparently became too tense for him. “Is the reason the Regent wants to be alone because of me?” 
 
    “To be honest, it might be part of the reason, yes.” I decided not to split hairs with the kid seeing as how he was old enough to do as he already saw fit. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said in reflex, and I sighed and set my needle aside for a moment. 
 
    “You’re sorry you got caught,” I corrected. “Or else you wouldn’t have done it in the first place.” 
 
    “No, I really am sorry for--” he started, but now that the cat was out of the bag, I could feel my temper clawing at me. 
 
    “What was your plan, huh?” I asked and waited for him to look me in the eye. “You were going to hide until when?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” I challenged. “You don’t know how you stowed away on the ship?” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes, I mean--” he stammered. 
 
    “Spit it out, kid,” I said. 
 
    “I’m trying!” He got up from his crouched position over the sail and began to pace. “But you-- you. I just…” 
 
    “Okay, sorry, calm down,” I said and stopped him by the arm. “I’m running all over you again, and it’s making you mad, I know. But dammit, Ry, you really disappointed me.” 
 
    “I just wanted to come,” he croaked out in his still sore voice, and I was reminded about how he almost got tossed overboard by a man who was not quite firing on all cylinders, so I let him sit down on an overturned crate. “It was a quick decision I wasn’t even planning on making. Nobody was watching, and it was so easy to slip aboard, and at first I just wanted to see if I could, you know? But then we were leaving, and it was too late to get off.” 
 
    “It was way impulsive of you, bud,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest. “And what about Vel, and Arvid, and everyone on Nata I was hoping you might be able to take care of in my place? Did you ever think maybe I needed you to stay behind for all of them?” 
 
    “Is that why you took back the ring?” he whispered and looked down at the sail again. “Did-- did I fail in being your son?” 
 
    “What? No.” I frowned. “No, that’s for something else I’m not going to talk about right now. And being my son is not something you can fail at, okay? Where the darkhell did you get that idea?” 
 
    “But you said I disappointed you,” he said and clutched his knees. “And I knew the ring was like a test, and so when you took it back, I just…” 
 
    “Rylan, Rylan, Rylan,” I sighed and plonked down next to him. “Why do we seem to keep having the same conversation? Hm?” 
 
    “I… don’t know what you mean,” he said and bit his lip. 
 
    “Why are you so terrified I’m suddenly not going to want you as my kid anymore?” I asked since I figured this question above all else was the kernel of the issue we kept circling back to. “I already know your deep dark secret about your dream walking powers, so that can’t be it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he muttered with a shrug. 
 
    “Maybe I need to throw you overboard for even thinking such things,” I joked and then nudged him. “Look, I get it. I always had to worry I was just going to get chucked to the next strange family at a moment’s notice, and for a long time, I thought it was something I was doing wrong. So, I did everything I could if I thought it would convince the family I was with that I was useful and worth keeping around. Later, I found out my placements had very little to do with me because the reality is, if anyone wanted to keep me, they would have.” 
 
    “You were alone a lot, huh?” Rylan gazed at me with his honey-brown eyes as if he was understanding something for the first time. 
 
    “Yeah, and what I’ve been trying to tell you is you won’t ever have to worry about being tossed out because I know better than anyone wh-- oof!” My breath got knocked out of me as he plowed into me with a sudden hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I really am. It was an impulsive choice, like you said, and I didn’t even have a plan other than try to get aboard.” 
 
    “It’s okay, let’s just never have this conversation again, alright?” I smiled and hugged the ridiculous kid tight. “If I tell you to do something, you need to do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he sniffed and pulled back with a bright smile. “And I’ll keep my promise to you and the Captain about earning my keep. I didn’t have a plan, but I knew that if I came with you it is only because I know I can be useful, I know I can.” 
 
    “Truth be told, you are pretty handy to have around,” I said, and the two of us got up to work on the sail again. “You’re almost done with your tear, and I’ve barely started mine.” 
 
    “You also have to be careful not to pull too tight,” he cautioned and pointed out how my first three stitches were starting to cinch and bunch. “Back… in the Village I lived in, my grandmother taught me a few basics so I could hem and patch my own clothes.” 
 
    “Shit, okay, like this?” I asked, and the next little while was spent with him giving me darning pointers as we fixed tear after tear. 
 
    An odd whistle caught my attention when I was in the middle of my third tear, and I looked up to see Horus and Anwaar signaling to me near the lifeboats. 
 
    “I’ve done five now, how many have you done?” Rylan asked as he set about readying another length of filler twine. 
 
    “Still on three, but listen, I think you might have to take over for me, I gotta speak to your Uncle Horus real quick,” I said. “I’ll see you later, and make sure you listen to the Captain and his men.” 
 
    “Okay, I will.” He smiled and took over my work as I met up with the falcon-man and the mage. 
 
    “What’s up, guys?” I asked after I glanced around to make sure we were relatively alone. “Did you find anything in the cargo?” 
 
    “No, nothing,” Horus said. 
 
    “But I know it’s here, Horus--” the ibex-woman argued as if she’d been insisting on this for some time. 
 
    “Ani, I’m not saying I don’t believe you, but we checked everywhere,” he cut her off with a sigh. 
 
    “Not everywhere,” I butted in. 
 
    “His quarters,” Anwaar realized. “You think he has kept… whatever it is close.” 
 
    “Wait, you both think the artifact-- if that’s what it is-- is just sitting on his bedside table?” The falcon-man huffed a laugh and waited for us to join in on the joke, but when the mage and I did no such thing, his smile faded. “But that’s something only crazy people like Vane and my father do, hence, the evidence of their utter insanity. Prolonged close-contact with dark magicks tends to do that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to notice a theme,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “According to Sskern, it could also be something Terrans are known to succumb to called Ore Madness. Supposedly, there is a chest the Regent keeps in his quarters that Sskern thinks has silver ore-coins or something similar. So, maybe there isn’t an artifact in particular, but something in Sskorn’s quarters is causing him to pick up on bat-shit FM.” 
 
    “How do we get in there?” Anwaar asked. 
 
    “The good news is I’ve worked it out with Sskern and the Captain, so at mid-epoch, The Regent will be in the lounge with his brother, and the coast should be clear,” I explained. “Just see if you can confirm what’s in the chest. I have a theory I’m working on.” 
 
    “It is getting to be mid-epoch, soon,” Horus said as he looked at the sun nearly at its mid-way point in the sky. 
 
    “Plenty of time to prepare,” the ibex-woman said. 
 
    “What are you going to do in the meantime?” the falcon-man asked me. 
 
    “Me?” I craned my head back so I could observe the crow’s nest where I knew Amaya was waiting for me, and then I took Rylan’s signet ring out of my pocket. “I’m hopefully going to find out the last few pieces of this mystery.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    The clouds were a mix of meringue-orange and dark-lavender as they continued to billow in huge seafaring plumes across the sky. From up in the crow’s nest, the vista where Ocean met sky was breathtaking, but it almost didn’t compare to the pale beauty perched precariously on the ledge with her bare feet dangling over the side. 
 
    “Do you see land?” I intoned in a deep voice so I wouldn’t startle her, and even though I figured she was someone who was hard to startle, I still didn’t want to take that chance. 
 
    “A heavy mist from the east is blocking my view,” Amaya said and smiled at me over her shoulder. “Do you see the Endless Storm?” 
 
    I sauntered closer until I was standing close enough to smell her pleasing scent of warm meadows after summer rain. 
 
    “Why is it endless?” I asked, and I followed one of her lithe fingers as she pointed to the ominous churning hurricane on the eastern side of the ship. 
 
    “There are many legends…” the oryx-woman said and then twirled her finger around one of her silky curls of flaxen hair. “But my favorite one is the legend that talks about the Storm being the scar left over from the Demon Tide.” 
 
    “So, is the Demon Tide… I’ve heard a lot about it, but all I know is it’s bad,” I said and then hitched a hip against the ledge so I could face her and still look out at the raging tempest. 
 
    “How bad?” she asked and gazed up at me through her silver eyelashes. 
 
    “Like, extinction-level bad,” I said. 
 
    “You’d be right,” the oryx-woman went on. “Picture a wall of water taller than any tree in Uul Forest, and with it, a horde of demons from scourge-mites to behemoths.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess,” I said as I did just that, and the image my mind conjured was a hellish combination of something out of Zombie Tidal Wave and Sharknado, only with demons. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re thinking is probably a gross exaggeration, or scarily accurate going by your expression,” Amaya observed as a playful grin flirted around the corners of her lips. 
 
    “Do you wanna see for yourself?” I moved closer and offered my cheek. 
 
    She traced my face with her moonlit gaze, and we were so close, I could actually see a smattering of the palest freckles on her oval face. 
 
    “I always want to know what’s going on inside your head,” she whispered and brought her hand up to cup my jaw. Her gray eyes shimmered as I thought about the image, and I grinned when she let out a jubilant laugh. “I rescind my previous statement. I don’t actually know if what you imagined is accurate or exaggerated after all. Your imagination is like an amusement ride.” 
 
    “I’m happy to entertain,” I said and reached into my pocket for the signet ring. “I better ask you about this before you distract me.” 
 
    “Oh… yes, the sun is at her zenith, we must not tarry.” Amaya blushed a pretty rose-pink and turned so she could climb back into the crow’s nest properly. Then she held out her hand and let me drop the ring into her palm. “I’m assuming you talked to my sister?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just saw her and Horus,” I said. “They are going to check the Regent’s quarters because it’s the only stone left unturned, so to speak. Basically, we’ve got another case of a crazy overlord.” 
 
    “Good thing we will be arriving this evening,” the augur-woman said as she cupped the ring. “I know being on the Ocean too long can also wreak havoc.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I muttered and watched her sigh and close her eyes. 
 
    “Rylan,” she breathed as she seemed to settle into herself. “How is he?” 
 
    “I talked to him,” I told her. “He’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Good,” she said and frowned in concentration. Then, with her eyes still closed, she twisted the face of the signet until the concealed blade shot up from the mechanism. 
 
    There was still some dried blood on the fine edge from where Rylan had maimed the dino-man, and Amaya pricked her thumb on the point in order to add her own blood to whatever was left. 
 
    For a moment, the sun broke through the clouds and poured down over us, and the oryx-woman took a deep breath before she opened her now shining silver eyes. 
 
    “The Regent is worried,” she started, and her voice took on an echoey quality to it as if her vocal cords were split in two. “He spends his days looking over one shoulder because he feels his time is dwindling. The words from the last augur still haunt him, and he feels the end encroaching ever closer. He is haunted by Aventoll’s beckoning… oh.” 
 
    I caught the momentarily woozy augur-woman as her eyes flickered back to normal. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I supported her when her knees went weak. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said and then stood upright of her own volition. “The rush of Knowledge is stronger because we are still on the water. It is like a faucet on full-blast or nothing at all.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of painful,” I commented as I moved some of the hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “It can be overwhelming, yes,” she said. “There is a lot that comes through because of his blood. I need to try again because there is something… familiar about Rylan, but there is too much interference.” 
 
    “Woah, what are you doing?” I asked as she climbed up on the ledge of the crow’s nest and stood practically on her tip-toes. 
 
    “Trying to get closer to the sun,” she said as if she was just adjusting a pair of rabbit ears instead of dangling precariously above a speeding ship. 
 
    “Okay, well, at least let me help so you don’t fall,” I muttered, and I braced her so the backs of her knees were against one of my shoulders while my arm was wrapped around her shins. 
 
    “Hold on, I’m going to try again,” Amaya said as she clutched the ring to her chest and closed her eyes. 
 
    It turned out it was a good thing I was here because she suddenly gasped and arched backwards. 
 
    “Ames?” I asked, and she shook briefly when I lowered her back into the crow’s nest. 
 
    “It-- It’s hard to hear clearly,” she panted as her eyes faded back to their normal color. “The Regent’s mind is so distorted, and the blood on the ring is mostly faded. The only thing I am able to get is the name Kavo Alda.” 
 
    “Alda?” I questioned. 
 
    “Sound familiar?” she asked. 
 
    “I heard those Mercenaries say something about that guy,” I said. “All I know is that he’s a Clan chief.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I thought I might be able to glean more,” she sighed and handed the ring back to me. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said as I put it back in my pocket and then leaned my forearms on the ledge of the crow’s nest. “It’s just more paranoia from an Asher who’s gone crazy.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” the oryx-woman wondered as she leaned her back against the ledge so she could face me. 
 
    “Surprisingly, between Sskern, Horus, the Captain, and your sister, I think we have everything handled,” I said as I took a tally of everything I knew. “Basically, I think Sskorn needs some help, and I think we just have to help Sskern get him home where the appropriate people can take care of him.” 
 
    “Oh… not too much longer, then,” she said. “What… em, what ever shall we do until then?” 
 
    My eyes locked fast with hers, and a frisson of heat sizzled between us for a hot and heavy moment before she casually glanced away and then mirrored my posture. 
 
    I straightened up so I could move in behind her like I did when I first came across her, only this time she was actually inside the nest, and I was able to feel the full length of her warm body along mine. 
 
    “I might be able to think of one or two things,” I murmured and leaned in closer like I was magnetized. 
 
    Especially to the curls of hair at the nape of her slender neck. 
 
    The reins on my self-control slipped, and I pressed my nose to her hairline where her grassy scent was the strongest. 
 
    She smelled wild and free like the rambling winds over rolling green hills. 
 
    “Alex, you make me tingle all over.” The oryx-woman shuddered and leaned her head back slightly so she was resting against my left pec. 
 
    “Me, too,” I husked out in a voice roughened with slow burning arousal. “I feel like it’s more and more difficult not to touch you every time we meet.” 
 
    “And then every time we part, I feel your absence like a bruise,” she whispered, and I nodded at how accurate that description was. 
 
    There was a singular beat in which the two of us stood poised in front of a crossroads. I knew deep down this was the moment when I would forever be changed by her, but even with that in mind, the decision was easy in the end. 
 
    And the decision was apparently mutual for both of us because we simultaneously came together as one in a clash of mouths and bodies. 
 
    “Yes,” Amaya moaned as I whirled her around and pushed her up against the mast. “Oh, it’s been a while for me.” 
 
    “What, um, what are we allowed to…” My words trailed off as I got distracted with the feel of her small breasts cupped perfectly in my hands. Everything about her felt amazing, but I didn’t know if this was an all you can eat buffet sort of deal, or not. 
 
    “For now?” she purred as she licked a scorching stripe behind my ear. “Almost everything.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” I rumbled and caressed my thumbs over the hard nubs of her nipples poking against her red dress. 
 
    “I bet-- ah! I bet you can.” The beautiful oryx-woman spasmed again and threw her head back when I tweaked her breasts, and I could feel my cock stiffen at the sight of her lustful abandon. 
 
    “Fuck, I know what you mean about those tingles,” I said when she plunged both hands into my hair and tugged. An instant feedback loop of her pleasure suffused my every fiber, and I pressed my erection into the crease of her hip involuntarily. 
 
    “There is so much I want to teach you about a woman’s body,” she moaned, and her hands flowed down from my hair to clutch at my back, my ass, and then came around to untie the laces at the front of my pants. 
 
    “I thought because you are a part of the Order… augh,” I groaned at the feeling of her hot hand wrapping around my cock. 
 
    “You thought we were all uneducated in the ways of pleasure?” she asked and then freed me from the confines of my trousers so she had a better angle to stroke me. 
 
    “It’s how it works where I’m from-- shit,” I hissed when she twisted her wrist just right and caused my hips to judder. 
 
    “The Order is mostly women who must pledge a life to the Goddess, but nowhere does it talk of celibacy,” Amaya went on to say while she guided one of my hands up under her dress. “Experimentation between the acolytes was considered common and healthy to engage in for physical as well as emotional well-being.” 
 
    “You experimented sexually at your all-girls boarding school?” I stopped what I was doing for a second to marvel at how Incredibly Freaking Hot that was. 
 
    “Problem?” the oryx-woman asked with her heated bedroom gaze. 
 
    “None whatsoever,” I growled, and I slid my hand higher so I could move aside her underwear and reach my prize. 
 
    “Oh!” Her head thumped back against the mast far enough that her silver horns managed to graze the wood. “M-Maybe there’s less I need to teach you than I th-thought!” 
 
    I chuckled into the side of her neck and then groaned when she started up her stroking again. 
 
    My fingers quested deeper between the wet lips of her pussy, and I circled my thumb around what I could feel was the hood of her shy clitoris. 
 
    “That’s it,” I encouraged when she threw one of her legs up and over my hip as I flirted with her entrance with the tip of my middle finger. 
 
    “Uhhnn, faster, my love,” she groaned, and she paused her stroking so she could massage the under part of my cockhead with her soft thumb. 
 
    The feeling was electric. 
 
    “F-ffuck!” I barked out, and then I wormed my finger inside her tight channel. 
 
    “Aleeeexx!” Amaya squealed as she clenched down. “C-Come with me. Together.” 
 
    The augur-woman then increased the pace with the hand tight around me while she cupped my face with the other. 
 
    The feedback loop that snapped in place was so strong, my climax almost hurt in its intensity when it finally ripped out of me. 
 
    Distantly, I could hear the sound of Amaya crying out, and I could feel the sensation of her inner walls rippling and spasming around my finger every time my thumb circled around her engorged clit. 
 
    “Oh, oh, my love--” she gasped and let go of me to grab my wrist when things got too sensitive, and I stopped all movement so she could catch her breath. 
 
    “That was intense,” I chuckled and gently lowered her leg back to the floor. “Goddess, you’re hot.” 
 
    “You are quite good with your hands,” the oryx-woman said, and she examined a bit of my cum on her hand before she licked it off with a sultry look on her flushed face. “Now, let me clean you up.” 
 
    “Wha-- ohhh,” I moaned when she slipped into a crouch between my legs and started to lick my dripping cock clean. 
 
    So. 
 
    Freaking. 
 
    Hot. 
 
    Somehow, we both ended up cuddling in a heap at the bottom of the crow’s nest as the clouds rapidly shifted overhead. The beautiful oryx-woman was lounging in my arms as we both stared up at the sky, and I kept trailing my fingers over the faint pulse in her carotid. 
 
    “Can we do this again?” I finally asked as I moved on to tracing the dip of her clavicle with my fingers. 
 
    “I would like that very much,” Amaya whispered and turned her face toward me. “I do have to be discreet, though.” 
 
    “I understand,” I murmured and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Just then, a splash of water landed on my forehead, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Tut, tut, looks like rain,” I joked and held my palm up to catch more of the scattered droplets. 
 
    “Hm, I love the rain,” the oryx-woman said with a cute little yawn and snuggled closer, but a moment later, she tensed and sat up. “Wait. It is not supposed to be raining, unless--” 
 
    Amaya abruptly scrambled to her feet, and the sudden one-eighty degree turn in her demeanor had me following on her heels. 
 
    “What is it, Ames?” I asked as she gripped the ledge of the crow’s nest with white knuckles. 
 
    “Something is wrong,” she said and wiped the raindrops out of her eyes. “We’ve gone too far east and are now in the path of the Storm.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I eyed how the storm head looked to be off a ways to our right. “Maybe it just looks close?” 
 
    “Maybe…” the augur-woman trailed off and walked over to the mast again. “But something feels off.” 
 
    She then placed both palms on the thick beam of wood connected to the whole ship, and I watched anxiously as her eyes flashed nearly opaque with milky whiteness. 
 
    “Amaya?” I questioned after a tense moment. 
 
    The clouds were starting to darken even more now, and the raindrops were becoming the fat and heavy type. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” she repeated as her nails clawed at the wooden mast. “The crew, they-- they are divided about the Regent. Sskorn has angered many of them since he arrived on board.” 
 
    “Really?” I snarked as I recalled all of his low-key racist bullshit remarks since meeting the man. “I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Oh.” The pale oryx-woman grew even paler, and I had to rush to her side when she started to sway. “They are angry and have attempted to steal Sskorn’s most valuable.” 
 
    “Fuck, his coin chest,” I muttered to myself and went to go climb down. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Amaya interrogated. 
 
    “I know what the crew wants,” I said. “The silver coins he was raving about for the whole ship to hear last night.” 
 
    Before I could start down the rigging, someone on the deck below screamed, and Amaya and I ducked down in the crow’s nest. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked, and the oryx-woman looked just as confused as I felt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she hissed. “Let’s get a better look.” 
 
    We then both crept up to the ledge and peeked over to get a glimpse of the action below. 
 
    “Ahh, no, please--!” a deck hand was screaming as they tried to reason with the violently rampaging dino-man who had just exploded up from below deck. 
 
    “You thought you could have my silver, didn’t you?” Sskorn bellowed to the sky, and Amaya and I both watched him break the man’s spine like it was a twig. “Daal! Where are you? If that’s your real name. I know this is your blasphemous trickery!” 
 
    “Did he just yell out Daal?” I asked, and my heart skipped several beats. 
 
    “That is Rylan he is referring to, correct?” the oryx-woman clarified. 
 
    “I have to get down there,” I growled and jumped to my feet only to be dragged down again by Amaya. 
 
    “We have to think this through,” she pointed out. “You didn’t exactly come up here with all your armor on.” 
 
    “I need a weapon,” I said instead. 
 
    “There is a boat-hook at the base of the mast all deckhands use to move the rigging they can’t reach,” Amaya said. 
 
    “That’ll do,” I muttered, but I was prevented from getting up again. 
 
    “Let me check The Soaring Light one more time to see if she’ll tell me anything,” the oryx-woman said, and I forced myself to be patient even though every second spent up here was another Sskorn spent tearing apart the ship in his delusions. 
 
    “Hurry,” I urged as the rain and wind started to pick up. 
 
    Amaya’s eyes glowed once more, and she concentrated on her Touch power harder than I’d ever seen her. Finally, she looked up with her normal eye-color. 
 
    “The ship is a stubborn one.” She shook her head from any remaining haze and started in on her report. “Regent has gone from paranoid to psychotic when he discovered his chest missing. There’s a full-scale mutiny underway run by Mr. Carrins who was the one who orchestrated the whole thing.” 
 
    “Is everyone alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Carrins has locked everyone who is not loyal to the mutiny in the brig-- or he tried to at least,” she explained. “Sskorn was a bit too much to handle.” 
 
    “We need to get them out,” I told her and swiped away the bangs now plastered to my head due to the heavy rain. “And we need to steer this ship away from the Storm.” 
 
    “Daal, come out, wherever you are!” Asher Sskorn’s voice roared through the whipping wind. 
 
    “You must go find Rylan,” the oryx-woman said. “Leave the brig to me.” 
 
    “But how do we get down without him seeing us?” I questioned as we spied the dino-man stomping in a circle around the quarterdeck. 
 
    “Oh!” Amaya gasped, and she snapped her head up to look at the wind vane perched like a leather sock on the very top of the mast. “Gelfie!” 
 
    The leather wind-sock suddenly “melted,” and the flying-lizard glided down to land in the crow’s nest between us. 
 
    “Meep,” she chirped and flicked her blue paint-brush tongue out to Amaya’s hand. 
 
    “Good girl,” the augur-woman giggled and patted the creature on the head. 
 
    “Gelf, Rylan is in trouble.” I decided to take a chance in this thing’s sentience and cut right to the chase. 
 
    The creature’s eyes widened, and a small growl was heard from the back of her throat, which I took was a good sign she understood. 
 
    “That’s right, girl,” Amaya went on. “We need to get down there without the man seeing us. Can you help?” 
 
    “Meeerrr,” she growled again and then launched herself out the crow’s nest. 
 
    The oryx-woman and I hurried to peek over the ledge again, and we were just in time to see Gelf chew through a piece of rope holding the giant fishing net up in the rigging for safekeeping. 
 
    This net just so happened to be hanging right above Sskorn’s head, and when the line finally snapped, the whole thing tumbled down and trapped him. 
 
    At least temporarily. 
 
    “Arrrgh!” the dino-man bellowed in fury as he struggled under the net. 
 
    “We gotta go,” I said, and the two of us hurried our way down the mast via several rope ladders. 
 
    At the base of the mast, Amaya tossed me a long stick with a wicked hook at the end of it. 
 
    “Boat-hook,” she said. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “I have my dagger,” she said and pulled her knife from the holster on her thigh. “Find Rylan and get him below deck if you can.” 
 
    “Be safe,” I told her, and after the two of us kissed, we went our separate ways. 
 
    “Arugh!” the dino-man roared again, and I went the opposite way from the sound. 
 
    “Rylan!” I called out when I got to the side of the ship where I left him last, but when I couldn’t find him, an icy panic filled my gut worse than the icy rainwater. “Shit, Rylan!” 
 
    “D-Dad?” a distant voice called back, and I spied a pale face peering out from under one of the lifeboat tarps. 
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    “Come on, we have to get you safe with the others,” I said and helped the traumatized kid out of the boat. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, I promise,” he babbled as we hurried toward the stairs that led below deck. 
 
    “I know, it’s not you,” I said. 
 
    “Raugghh! Daaaal!” The enraged Regent sounded like he broke free of his bonds, and I knew we had to pick up the pace. 
 
    “Go, go, go, to the bow, go,” I ordered as we heard more tearing and snapping sounds, but before we could reach the stairwell, the dino-man smashed through a pile of tools and equipment. 
 
    “Ahh!” Rylan screamed as Sskorn’s jaws snapped inches from him, and he fell backwards into me. 
 
    “To the stern!” I yelled as I bodily hauled him around in front of me and whacked Sskorn across the face with the boat-hook for good measure. 
 
    The man roared again, but I didn’t stick around to see his no doubt enraged expression and instead pushed Rylan ahead of me. 
 
    “What did I do to make him so angry?” Rylan asked when the Regent bellowed his name again. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said and pushed harder when I saw the door leading to the cargo hold. 
 
    “You cannot escape me!” Sskorn shouted as he took a flying leap off the back of the quarterdeck. “You have already marked me, finish what you started, you no-faced bastard!” 
 
    “Rylan, below!” I barked, and I swung the boat-hook like a Louisville Slugger right at the Regent’s face. 
 
    “Argh!” Sskorn wailed as the hook end of my weapon embedded itself in the Regent’s forearm when he tried to block my attack. 
 
    Rylan screamed again, but he thundered down the stairs and away from the rampaging reptile-man, which was the goal. 
 
    “Regent Sskorn,” I tried to reason with an upraised hand now that my son was out of immediate harm’s way. “You are not feeling well. Remember how we talked about how Rylan is my kid?” 
 
    “Don’t be taken in for a fool, Brightwood!” Sskorn snapped as he tore the boat-hook out of his flesh like it was merely a splinter despite the large spray of blood that accompanied the gesture. He then angled his head so he could fix me with his icy-blue stare, and even though his good eye was the one he had trained on me, I could see how the other was coated in milky blindness and bracketed by a mostly-healed scar across his eyebrow. “What you think is your adopted son is really the notorious shapeshifter from the Wandering West. It is obviously Kavo Alda in disguise!” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I stalled as I cast my gaze around for anything I could use as a weapon. 
 
    “Daal? Alda?” he snorted. “Don’t you see, even the name is a disguise! But enough prevaricating. If we work together, we can both take revenge on the trickster responsible for deceiving us both.” 
 
    “I don’t know who you think Rylan is, Regent, but I’m telling you, you’re wrong,” I said again in a measured voice as I slowly reached for the axe leaning up against a barrel of filler twine. 
 
    “It is you who is wrong, and if you won’t stand aside, I will kill you,” the dino-man said in a tone even colder than his reptile blood. 
 
    “Then you’ll have to kill me,” I replied evenly. 
 
    We stared at each other in a stalemate for a half of a beat while the wind and the rain grew worse around us. 
 
    Then a clap of thunder was followed by a crack of lightning, and the tension snapped between us. 
 
    I grabbed the axe at the same time as the Regent lunged for me, and I threw it dead on so it buried itself in the man’s left pec. 
 
    “Ruaaggghhh!” Sskorn roared as he pulled the axe out of his chest and threw it aside. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as I readied my stance and breathed deeply to trigger my focus. “The hard way it is, then.” 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The dino-man barreled at me full-tilt again, and I side-stepped right as the world slowed a fraction. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I dove under one of his rampaging haymakers and popped up on the other side where he’d thrown my boat-hook. 
 
    “Bastard!” Sskorn screamed, and then he course-corrected somewhat awkwardly. 
 
    The biggest advantage against the dino-man would be his cumbersome body, so if I could overbalance him enough, I could throw him off. 
 
    I danced to the side and lashed Sskern around his dominant knee, but I only received a broken boat-hook for my trouble. 
 
    This guy seemed to actually be built from a fucking mountain, so I needed something a little bigger than a toothpick in comparison. 
 
    Wham. 
 
    The dino-man hurtled a box of hand tools and nailed me in the chest. The breath gusted out of me like I just took a bowling ball to the gut, and I tripped backwards over a coil of rope. 
 
    “You are a fool!” Sskorn cried out, and he brandished a handsaw as the lightning flashed behind him like a crazy portrait of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. “How can you not see you are being taken in and played!” 
 
    “Regent, you have Ore Madness!” I screamed over the gale of the wind as I struggled to untangle my feet. The ropes were slick from the rain, and my cold fingers were becoming hard to operate. 
 
    The dino-man blinked at me as if I’d physically slapped him across the face, and I used the break in his homicidal rage to look for a tool near me I could cut the ropes with. 
 
    “Do not speak of madness to me!” he bellowed. 
 
    I spotted the discarded axe just as he aimed his grasping claws for my throat, and I snapped into my time-trance in order to buy more time. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Sskorn’s footfalls fell onto the deck in half-speed, and the droplets of water looked like they were rising in zero gravity. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I reached back as far as I could for the axe just out of my reach. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The insane Regent’s big foot slammed down on the rope keeping me hostage, and my progress toward my weapon of salvation was impeded. 
 
    “No!” I stretched so hard I felt my shoulder pop, but that extra pain was worth it because my fingers brushed the axe’s handle… 
 
    “Augh! You wretched wirm!” The Regent Lord collapsed to the side after I yanked the axe out of his knee cap, and the deck thundered with his weight. 
 
    Before he could get up again, I was using the axe to chop through the ropes binding my feet. 
 
    Sounds of shouting and chaos could be heard further up the deck, but before I had a chance to prepare for what sounded like Hell opening up, a boom from the ship’s aft sail swung around, smacked me in the back of the head, and knocked my lights clean out. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I was out for, but when I woke up, I found myself under the pile of debris I must have tumbled into when I was unconscious. More shouting and yelling could be heard as several voices attempted to speak over the other, and I carefully crawled out from my hiding place so I could see what was going on. 
 
    Near the center of the ship, several familiar faces were tied directly to the center mast, namely my Crew and the Captain who were currently being held hostage by Nemis’ mutinous crew. 
 
    An older bearded lemur-man with a tattered bandanna was holding court on the quarter deck, and he was steering The Soaring Light directly into the Endless Storm with a chained Regent Sskorn at his feet. 
 
    “Mr. Carrins!” Nemis roared from his place tied next to Shay. “You are committing one of the worst acts of Leenian Treason. Subsist at once, and Mercedes might have favor with you when she takes you in her Ocean arms!” 
 
    “Shut your face-hole, Nemis!” the lemur-man shouted back with a manic grin stretching his lips. “It’s about time we took the ship into our own hands, you greedy scat-kicker. And then you let this trash on board?” 
 
    Another one of the defectors kicked the Regent in the ribs, and the bloodied dino-man merely laughed through his gag. 
 
    “Mr. Carrins, I am the second-in-line and third holder of the power on Terr,” Ambassador Sskern interjected from his tied-up position between Rylan and Zoie. “I can award you great many riches-- far more than what you stole from my brother!” 
 
    “Wasn’t stealing nothing he didn’t deserve to get stolen, entitled scourge that he is!” Carrins spat on Sskorn and grinned a brownish grin. “Bring the chest!” 
 
    “Nooooooo!” the dino-man yelled through his gag. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I needed to do something, but I was pretty much useless without a weapon so I scrounged around for anything I could use, and in the process, I stepped on a leather boot that melted. 
 
    “Meep?” Gelf looked up at me with her big eyes, and I stopped myself from kicking her in shock. 
 
    “I’m sorry, girl,” I whispered, and I extended my hand so she could weasel her way up to my shoulder. “Let’s get closer.” 
 
    I took off my boots and set my sights on climbing the rigging so I could at least try to gain a bird’s eye view through the rain. 
 
    When I was perched on a boom just above the quarterdeck, I paused to get my bearings. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that!” Anwaar screamed as the lemur-man’s lackeys brought up the small chest I remembered seeing from before we loaded up the ship. They flipped the latches of the chest open, and Anwaar screeched and shouted at them. 
 
    Jenner and Amaya attempted to keep the mage quiet so as to not draw attention to herself, but it was too late, and Carrins’ jaundiced eyes pinned the ibex-woman in place as if she was a butterfly under glass. 
 
    “Don’t I?” Carrins asked and ran his fingers over the top of the chest. 
 
    “I would listen to her,” Horus said with a glimmer in his gold-green eyes. 
 
    “Tch,” the mutinous lemur-man scoffed, and before anyone could do anything, the lid of the chest was flipped open, and everyone was momentarily blinded by the flash of silver brilliance that came from inside. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” I bellowed from above as an unnamable fear gripped me, and I instinctively knew I had to advert my gaze if I didn’t want to succumb to the same Madness as Sskorn. 
 
    Screaming could be heard below me, and I dropped down on the deck and then down to the mast where everyone was tied. 
 
    “Meeeep!” Gelf screeched. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” I screamed again, and I crashed against the mast between Rylan and Shay but took particular care to cover my son’s sight with my hand. 
 
    “He’s right!” Amaya yelled over the howling tempest as she slammed her eyes shut. “Don’t look at the silver ore! It is cursed!” 
 
    The howling grew exponentially louder, and the screams of Carrins and the crew could be heard clashing with the shrieking tempest. The mingling of the two terrifying noises inspired the dual feeling in me that was just as afraid and yet tempted to look. 
 
    Like Sodom and Gomorrah, or the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, I knew looking would be my undoing. 
 
    Suddenly, the fury of wind and the screaming of the mutinous crew all died at once, and the sounds of splashing could be heard all around us. 
 
    “Alex,” Shay whispered. “What’s that noise?” 
 
    I listened harder, and I first thought it was the lapping of the waves against the ship’s bow, but the sound was off. 
 
    “Mercedes…” Captain Nemis breathed. “That’s the sound of a man overboard if I’ve ever heard one. Many men…” 
 
    The splashes finally ceased, and all was silent. 
 
    “Meep?” Gelf squeaked from above my head, and I chanced a glance. 
 
    The sickly glow was gone along with the chest, and when I came closer to the quarterdeck, I could hear the sound of Sskorn sobbing and muttering about the loss of his silver. 
 
    “What happened to Carrins?” I asked the dino-man. 
 
    “Over, over, over,” he cackled like the crackpot he was. “Just like the rest of them. Oh, my silver!” 
 
    “Alex!” Captain Nemis shouted. “You must untie me! The crew was the least of our problems!” 
 
    “What are--?” 
 
    Huge cracks of lightning tore apart the maroon sky, and as I looked up, I saw how we had only found a short respite in the quickly moving eye of the Endless Storm, and now the rain and wind were starting to whip up again.  
 
    The massive churning hurricane was at our doorstep 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I said, but before I could find something to cut the ropes tying everyone to the center mast, The Soaring Light heaved and bucked with the swelling waves. 
 
    I would have been tossed clean overboard had it not been for Gelf grabbing the corner of my tunic and yanking me forward. 
 
    “Gelf, help with the ropes!” Rylan yelled as I finally got my hands on a discarded cutlass. “We have to get the Captain free!” 
 
    “Meep!” The flying-lizard jumped up to her task and began gnawing as hard as she could. 
 
    “Nemis, hold still!” I said and started sawing as fast as I could. 
 
    Finally, the rope broke, and everyone tied to the mast was freed. 
 
    “All remaining hands on deck!” the raccoon-Captain ordered as he leapt up to his rightful place at the wheel, and a few of the crew who didn’t turn on him rallied like champions. “We have to stay within the eye of the storm if we are to have any chance. All of you follow my orders to the pin, and we might just make it long enough to regroup. Go!” 
 
    What followed was a group effort led by the insane raccoon-pirate as he steered us through an utterly terrifying hurricane. However, his instructions were clear, his authority unquestioned, and his confidence intact, which made him easy to listen to, and it wasn’t long before we broke through the tempestuous barrier and into the sudden calm of the eye. 
 
    “Just keep her steady now, Mr. Hervin, and keep turning her a quarter west every four lengths by my calculation,” Nemis said a little while later as he handed the wheel off to his newly-minted first-mate and then jumped down to join the rest of us motley crew on deck. “We have bought us some time for now. As long as we stay here, we can take as much time to regroup as we need. Getting out is another matter entirely, but one we will resolve together as a team, is that understood?” 
 
    Even though he was specifically talking to the remnants of his original crew, my friends and I added our own hearty “yes, sirs” to the mix. 
 
    “Captain, I will remand the Regent to the brig indefinitely,” the Ambassador said as he hauled his bound, gagged, and unconscious brother over his shoulder. 
 
    “Right-o,” Nemis said. “We will need to set up a rotation to guard him.” 
 
    “Add me to that,” I said. 
 
    “And me.” Zoie stopped pulling in one of the sails and sauntered up. 
 
    “Well, you might as well add all of us in some fashion,” Horus said as he continued to add broken pieces of scrap wood to an ever growing pile. “There’s no way we’re letting him run amok on this ship again.” 
 
    “Your help is necessary, and very much appreciated,” Captain Nemis said, and this time when he removed his hat to place it over his heart, it seemed sincere instead of theatrical. “Alex Brightwood, I owe you my life, and the lives of the rest of my crew.” 
 
    “And my Crew and I owe you ours,” I said and held out my hand so we could clasp forearms. 
 
    “Honored, my friend, honored.” The raccoon-man smiled as his eyes filled with moisture. Then, with one last squeeze of my wrist, the Captain turned back around and started rattling off orders to a few of his deckhands as he jumped back up to the quarterdeck. 
 
    “Dad?” Rylan asked, and he leaned on his mop handle while Gelf picked through his hair for stuff. “How long are we going to be on this ship?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, kiddo,” I said, but I pulled his signet ring out of my pocket and then flicked it toward him with my thumb. 
 
    He caught it in mid-air and smiled as he put it back on his rightful finger. 
 
    “No matter what, we’re all okay,” Shay said as she breezed into the conversation with a jug of water and handed it to me while she checked some of the cuts on my arms and face. “That’s the main thing.” 
 
    “Okay is debatable,” Jenner grumbled as he sat on a barrel next to Amaya and shook out his sodden notebook. “Alive is more like it.” 
 
    “I’ll take alive,” I said as I hunkered down on a folded pile of torn canvas right below where the oryx-woman was darning another sail. When I leaned back against her knees, she passed her sail over to Anwaar and started to trail her fingers through my wind-tangled locks. 
 
    Sure, we were essentially trapped in the center of an endless hurricane with only half a crew, a madman, and a vessel that was just a little worse for wear, but the sun was casting her radiant glow, the breeze was mild, and I had a beautiful woman playing with my hair. 
 
    For now, it was all I needed. 
 
    “It really is a good day,” Amaya said, and I looked up at her haloed form and then at everyone gathered around. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I took a swallow of cool and clean water. “It is.” 
 
    The rest would come. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 4 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading The Duelist 4! I’ll start writing The Duelist 5 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.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. 
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