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Chapter One

Sean felt drained, mentally tired from what had come before. He’d removed the last of his enemies in Hearthglen, but it had come at a cost— one of his servants, Rosa Rington, and one of the cuons, Ursa, had died in the attack on the manor. On top of those two, six Fairies were killed during the attack at the Lord’s manor.

The memory of seven of his friends dead in the main ballroom filled his mind. It was only because of Helga that he’d been able to bring them back to life. His Chooser had been vital, and he silently thanked her.

“Awake, Sean?”

Sean jerked upright, finding himself floating in space. Twin pools of stars filled the inky void before him. “Morrigan?”

“Yes. I would have met you on your plane, but it was busy,” Morrigan said gently. “I do not wish to intrude on their grief.”

“So many dead...” Sean exhaled.

“Eight of your closest, and one more you called friend. The city fears you. Whispers of you killing your foes and saving your friends have begun.”

“The Queens will hear about it,” Sean said.

“In time, but you already plan to add distance. That will buy time,” Morrigan replied. “More pray to me now. Family, in fact.”

“Bloodhearts?”

“And others. You called out to me on the field of battle not long ago. A few have started to connect things. Luckily, they are friendly, so that will not cause trouble. Not for a while yet.”

“I’ll be leaving the city soon, but I have a few things to finish first,” Sean said.

“Yes, I’m sure you do.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Ask.”

“When we talked last, you called the party that shipped me to this world a ‘wake.’ Was it the wake of the others? Dagda, Oghma, and the rest?”

“You remember?” Morrigan asked.

“No... but a wake is a feast to celebrate the life of the deceased,” Sean said softly. “When they gifted me, they died?”

“They gave their divine sparks to you. Of the Tuatha, I am the last. We had faded so far... I would have gifted to you and passed, too, but the others forbade me. One of us needed to survive to see the old deal broken.”

Sean breathed roughly as he considered what was being said. “I really am a god, then...?”

“You have the divine sparks of gods,” Morrigan said. “You are starting to become a full god, birthing a new pantheon. You have already begun expanding your fledgling pantheon. Your Chooser has accepted others under her banner, and one of your staff is a whisper from becoming a Tender to your plane of retribution.”

“Won’t that cause the Queens to come for me?” Sean asked.

“In time, you will stand before them, Sean. At this point, the threads twist to make it happen. Fate is set. You have done too much for them to not know eventually.”

“I have time, right?”

“For now, but you bend fate, Nexus. How and when is the only question, unless you leave the world before that comes to pass.”

Hands shaking, Sean swallowed as he thought about having to fight the two Queens, with his family caught up in the middle. “Can there be peace?”

“Of course. There could have been peace with Denmur and Sharpeyes if you had chosen differently. Your choices can make anything possible, Sean.”

Sean exhaled slowly, pulling his fear back under control. “Does Accord hold the history of the deal you made with the Queens?”

“Accord holds many things,” Morrigan replied, her voice fading. “Do as you feel best, even if it means casting me into nothingness. I will never tell you what to do, Sean. You are free to choose.”

“Wait!” Sean called out, then felt the connection snap.

~ * ~ * ~

Soft lips woke Sean. Eyes opening, he saw Felora hovering just above him, her black hair creating a curtain around them. Meeting her brown eyes, he smiled. “Thanks, Fel.”

“You’re welcome, Sean,” Felora whispered. “Do you feel better?”

“Yeah. You always help me past the trauma of killing, even when I know I have to do it.”

“Which only makes us happier to have her as a wife,” Fiona said from beside him.

“A small bonus,” Ryann agreed.

“Morning?” Sean asked as Felora moved aside and Fiona claimed a kiss.

“Yes,” Myna added, her cat tail lashing the air behind her.

“I’ll get up,” Sean said.

His wives let him sit up in bed, but none of them moved to leave the room. He took a moment to look over them, giving each a smile in turn.

Fiona’s heterochromatic eyes were warm as she returned his smile, her red hair pinned back by hair clips. Sean loved her maybe a touch more than the rest, with her having been his first love here.

Myna’s soft purr caused his gaze to drift to her next. Her smile was wide and her black cat ears were standing up, her tail lightly swaying. It was her love that helped Sean go from refusing more than one wife to the harem he now had.

Ryann shifted slightly. The blond-haired woman had once put a poisoned crossbow bolt into his shoulder, but now, they loved each other deeply. Her light-blue eyes sparkled with that love as she returned his smile. She held a trace of sadness that she was no longer his shield, but she was ecstatic to be carrying one of his children.

Ida’s arm was around Ryann’s waist, showing their love for each other. The half-Dwarven woman was stout and firm. Her slate-gray eyes radiated her happiness as she brushed her black hair behind an ear. The former smith loved him deeply, as he was what she’d always wanted in a husband: a crafter at heart.

That brought his gaze to Andrea, and his heart ached for her. Andrea’s lover, Chastity, had died during their fight with Evan Sharpeyes. The former maid was full of love, though, and she showered Sean in it. Her strawberry-blond hair was in a braid over her shoulder, and her hazel eyes twinkled with happiness as she returned his smile. Her hand rested on her belly, thinking of the child inside.

Felora had taken a spot next to Andrea and had her arm around Andrea’s waist. Felora lost her longtime friend and lover, Lilly, in that same fight, bringing the two of them together in their mourning. The half-Succubus was nearly insatiable, but she tempered her desires with the love of their family. Her black hair was braided to match Andrea’s, and her brown eyes glinted with a hint of red glow as she winked at Sean.

His eyes went next to the trio of women who all bore bold tattoos on their forearms and necks. Aria stood as the leftmost pillar of the group; her small white feathers took the place of hair, and her red eyes spoke to her non-Human nature. Part Harpy, she was the one who’d first brought energy wings to their family. In the middle of the group was Helga, the former Valkyrie. The statuesque blonde wore a happy smile when she looked at Sean. Her bright-blue eyes flickered briefly with black-white flame. The last of the group, and of his wives, was the newest addition: Hallie. The Dame bore the markings of his Choosers proudly. Her auburn hair hung loosely, and her light-blue eyes flashed with happiness as she returned his smile.

“I love you,” Sean said simply as he stood.

All nine women stepped forward, surrounding him, holding him, and murmuring back their love of him. The hug endured for several long minutes before Fiona broke them up.

“We have a viewing to attend later today,” Fiona said when everyone stepped back. “Venn told us that we got word from Charie’s Fairy just before you woke. Rosa and the six Fairies identified as part of the clan are being readied.”

Sean exhaled slowly, thinking again of the latest deaths caused by his fight with Lord Sharpeyes. “Ursa?” he asked.

“Animals aren’t given the same send-off... not even a cuon,” Aria said softly. “We set her aside so we can have a send-off of our own. I thought you might cremate her here.”

“Yeah...” Sean choked slightly as he wiped away tears. “I’ll do that after breakfast, before the other viewing. Is Caleb alright?”

“We’d have to ask the twins,” Aria said. “We all just got up and dressed. We haven’t left the bedroom yet today.”

“Did Rumia do okay, seeing her mother?” Sean asked as he pushed his sadness down.

“She cried a lot, but was happier that her mother is able to tend the garden on your plane,” Fiona said. “We stayed for a little while, but not overly long last night.”

“You’re going to help her, Fel?” Sean asked.

“Tonight, after the viewing,” Felora replied. “She feels responsible for not going with Rosa when Rosa left to go to bed. Survivor’s guilt. I’ll help her put that aside, and ease her sorrow over losing her mother.”

Sean exhaled slowly. “If I can do anything, please tell me?”

“You being there for the viewing and showing your grief will be enough,” Andrea told him. “Trust me, husband.”

“I do, and you being there will help her, too,” Sean said. Clearing his throat, he realized he was the only one naked. “I should go get dressed.”

“None of us are complaining about the view,” Felora smiled, trying to help break the sadness in the room.

“Not at all,” Myna purred.

Sean’s cheeks tinged red. “Thanks, Fel, Myna. Go on. I’ll be down once I’m dressed.”

“Come on, ladies,” Fiona laughed lightly, “let’s go. Our husband still blushes.”

One by one, they collected a kiss before leaving him alone in the room. Sean cleared his throat again, as all those kisses had been far from chaste. Exhaling roughly, he shook his head. “They did distract me for a little bit...” he mumbled as he headed for his dressing room.

The room was large enough for a dozen people to use it, but it only contained the clothing of five people. His things were bookended by Fiona’s and Myna’s to the left, and Andrea’s and Felora’s on the right. He knew the other dressing room had his other wives’ things. He wasn’t certain why Fiona had split them into separate rooms to begin with, but he made a mental note to make sure their next home had only a single dressing room.

Sean got dressed slowly, thinking about what else the day would mean. Seeing the association tonight, at the very least. I have to catch them all up on things... I should make the plaques for the dead so we can enshrine them in the manor... We’ll take them with us when we go, obviously, but until we do, they’ll have their place here. Including Ursa.

Strapping the braided bronze bracelet onto his wrist, his mind went beyond today and to the next few days. I’ll have to talk to Lady Sharpeyes. She needs to know about Cuander’s request... I want Lomar’s head on a fucking pike, as it is. I’m sure she’ll help me with both since I saved her life. If she balks… well… I doubt she will. Amedee and Toivo went back to help her after the massacre. They’ll have told her everything that happened, and I know she’s not stupid.

Finally ready for the day, Sean took a moment to double-check that his jewelry was all on. “Can’t go without my armor and weapons...” he muttered. The mithril jewelry that made up his armor was all in place. He had on his mithril rings that marked his throwing knives, as well as the wooden one with his energy crossbow. The last was the most important one— an adamantine ring with a sharp thorn inside the band that pricked his hand whenever he made a fist.

“I didn’t feed you a lot last night, but you’re getting a steady supply from me. Are you doing okay, Dark Cutter?”

The ring thrummed contentedly on his finger. The image of a happy hound grinning at him filled his mind briefly.

“Good. I think we’re out of people to kill— besides Lomar— for a while. I’m glad this arrangement works.”

The image of the hound shifted to the man sitting at a feast. The man just grinned as the food was refreshed every few seconds. Picking up a goblet, he toasted to Sean.

“A never-ending feast... that means you don’t need to worry,” Sean smiled softly.

His smile faded when he headed for the door. His staff had worked all night to clean things up and guard the home. One of them had suffered a terrible loss, with her mother having been killed the previous night. He planned on letting them know how thankful— and how sorry— he was.




 

Chapter Two

Entering the dining room, Sean looked over everyone seated at the table. The staff looked back at him with concern. “Ladies... thank you,” Sean said, meeting their eyes one by one. “I know you stayed awake for most of the night, moving bodies and helping Flamehair’s people when they came to collect the dead.”

“We wanted to help as much as we could, sir,” Quinna said.

“Securing the grounds and moving the bodies was easy enough, and it gave you peace of mind,” Quilla said.

Sean gave the two Bovine Moonbound a thankful smile. The large, strong women had known hard work on farms before becoming his animal handlers. Their horns were one of the easiest ways to tell the twins apart— Quinna’s thrust sideways, while Quilla’s jutted forward.

“They moved all of the bodies,” Arliat added. Her horse ears flicked and her tail swished slightly. “I kept an eye out while they worked.”

“We did the same,” Tiska said, her jackal ears twitching when she spoke for the maids.

Cali and Xenta both nodded. Cali’s wolf tail swayed gently when she met Sean’s eyes, but Xenta’s fox tail was still when she did.

“I kept my ears as open as I could, sir,” Prita added, touching her large ears. She was a little sensitive about her Bat Moonbound ears, but she was proud to do all she could at the time.

Rumia sniffled and she leaned into Prita, hugging the laundry maid. “Sean... when do we go to see her?”

“Probably a couple of hours, Rumia,” Sean said softly. His heart ached for the part-Dryad— he knew what losing a parent felt like. Moving around the table, he bent forward, hugging her. “I’m sorry, Rumia.”

Rumia let go of Prita and clutched him. “Will it always hurt like this...?”

“No,” Sean whispered as he stroked her hair. “The pain will eventually fade. Felora will help ease that some later tonight, too.”

The door opened as the cooks came into the room with breakfast. All three were somber, and their eyes went to Rumia being comforted by Sean. The trio of Rabbit Moonbound stayed quiet as they set out breakfasts for everyone and took their seats.

Rumia cried for a little bit, then sniffled, doing her best to calm down. “Sorry...”

“No,” Sean whispered. “No need for that. None of us here blames you for needing to cry.”

A chorus of agreement came from everyone.

“Rumia, I have no parents, either,” Glorina said softly. “I can understand a tiny part of what you feel. If you want to talk later, I’m willing.”

“As are we,” Mona said. “Lona and I only have Dad left, and he… isn’t a good person. We’re here for you, too.”

“Yes,” Lona agreed.

“All of us are here if you need to talk,” Sean said softly as he stood up. “After breakfast, I’m going to give Ursa a sendoff.”

“I have an urn set aside for her, Sean,” Fiona told him.

“Any or all of you can be there for that. I’ll be making the plaques for our lost afterward so we can add them to the front room.”

“We’ll take them with us, right?” Rumia asked with wide eyes, suddenly fearful.

“Of course,” Sean said gently. “Our family will come with us, and they’ll be enshrined again in our new home.”

Rumia swallowed hard as she let him go. “Thank you...”

“I need to serve so we can have breakfast,” Sean said, then bent and kissed Rumia’s head. “We’ll all be going to the viewing. You aren’t alone. Never alone.”

Rumia’s lips trembled and she sniffled for a few seconds, but nodded. “Thank you,” she managed after a moment.

Breakfast stayed silent as all of them thought of the dead and what the rest of the day would be.

~ * ~ * ~

Quilla eased Ursa onto the metal grate Sean had built. Stepping back, she wiped her eyes, removing the tears that trickled from them.

Caleb sat beside Sean, a soft whine coming from the cuon. Sean stroked his head gently as he looked at the once-mighty hound who waited for him. All around him, the others sniffled, and there were soft sobs coming from those who couldn’t hold back their tears.

“Ursa, you weren’t with us long, but you were family,” Sean said thickly. “You were pack. We’ll miss your strength, your loyalty, and your love. Caleb, did you want to say more?” Sean asked the cuon.

Caleb raised his head and let out a long, mournful howl. The sound echoed into the city, and other hounds began to pick up the cry, causing more of the mourners to sob. It wasn’t that they understood the howl, but because the sentiment was strong. Sean choked back his own sobs, as he knew what Caleb had said. Once Caleb stopped, he laid down and whined.

Sean swallowed hard as he stepped forward. “Rest well, Ursa,” Sean sobbed out, just before fire engulfed the dead hound.

The fire burned Sean, but he endured the pain as he watched Ursa being reduced to ash. His hands blistered, going raw and inflamed as he held the flame until nothing remained. Dropping his hands, Sean stepped back, his damaged skin already healing.

“Give it a few minutes... then, you can collect the ashes,” Sean told Quinna thickly.

“Yes, sir,” Quinna replied, wiping tears from her face.

“Caleb, follow,” Sean said softly as he headed for his workshop.

Caleb got to his feet and followed Sean slowly.

The others separated to handle minor things or get a nap before it was time for the viewing. The only other one who followed Sean was Rumia.

The three of them sat quietly in his workshop for a few moments before Sean cleared his throat. “Are you ready, Rumia?”

“I’ll do my best, sir, but you might need to help me...” Rumia sniffled.

“Caleb?” Sean asked.

The hound went to Rumia and flopped at her feet. Rumia bent over and stroked the massive hound, knowing they’d both lost family.

Sean retrieved the slabs of wood, bringing them back to the desk. He handed one to Rumia before he sat with the other seven. “We have time, so don’t rush.”

“Yes, sir,” Rumia sniffled again.

Sean placed one of the wooden slabs on the ground in front of Caleb. “Tell me if I get Ursa wrong,” he murmured to the hound.

Caleb whined, his eyes focused on the unmade memorial.

Sean didn’t touch the plaque, but it began to shift to his will. He held the image of Ursa in his mind and forced the wood to Shape. Caleb stayed silent the entire time. When Sean finished, Caleb licked the plaque, then let out a soft whimper.

“Good?” Sean choked.

Caleb snuffled it before pulling the wood to him, laying on it.

“Go ahead, buddy.” Sean wiped his face, then looked at Rumia. She was crying as she clutched her plaque. “Rumia?”

“I’m done, but can you sharpen it?” Rumia asked, tears in her voice as she held it out to Sean.

Taking it gently, he looked down on Rosa’s smiling face. His heart broke a little more, but he did as Rumia asked, sharpening the image to perfect clarity. “Here.”

Rumia took it back, then cried harder as she clutched it to her chest.

Turning to the desk where the six other blank plaques waited, Sean stared at them, unseeing, as tears clouded his vision. He pushed out his will and all six pieces of wood changed. He didn’t know how long it took, but when he finished, each of the previously empty plaques held an image.

Ven landed on the desk, wiping tears from their eyes. “Perfect, Sean...”

“They all fell at the Lord’s estate?”

“Yes. All of them were killed by the fire mage on staff. A single large ball of flame.”

“Is he dead?” Sean asked, his sadness now mixed with anger.

“He lost both eyes a second after he killed them,” Ven sobbed. “The cuons tore him apart after that. As he was being shredded, he burned a cuon to death.”

“Fucker...!” Sean choked.

“Can we go hang them up?” Rumia asked tightly.

“Yes...” Sean said, scrubbing his eyes clear. “Here, take my arm.”

Rumia did so, the plaque still clutched to her chest. Normally, she would have been elated to be on his arm, but that joy was missing, smothered by her pain. Caleb stood slowly, letting Sean pick up Ursa’s memorial. Once he had gathered the rest, they walked to the manor, ready to place the markers.

~ * ~ * ~

Entering the viewing room, Sean tried his best to stay stoic, but he failed the moment he saw the seven bodies waiting for them. Flamehair’s family had again done their very best for Sean’s family.

Rosa lay on a green sheet. Her face looked peaceful, the makeup hiding her lack of color. She’d been dressed in a beautiful, high-necked, green gown. Her nails had been painted green to match her dress, and soft slippers of the same shade of green adorned her feet.

Rumia broke the moment she saw her mother. She rushed across the room, collapsing to her knees. Her head rested on her mother’s chest as she sobbed.

The others all cried again, seeing the hurt that their friend felt. More voices joined them as Fairies began to fill the room. Ven landed on Sean’s shoulder, sobbing, while Venn was on Fiona’s.

All of them went to Rumia one by one, whispering softly and holding their friend. Sean was the last one to approach her. He knelt beside her and placed one hand on her back, the other touching Rosa’s shoulder.

“I’m deeply sorry, Rumia...”

“No, Sean... no. You did all you could for us, so much more than we would ever have had,” Rumia cried into her mother’s chest. “She was so happy. We talked every night. She didn’t love you, not like the rest of us, but she was afraid that she would be asked to leave if she didn’t try.”

Sean cried harder at the thought of Rosa being afraid that he would ask her to leave.

“When I saw her in the manor, she cried and held me. She was so sad she wouldn’t be there for me, but also happy. She can tend to the garden... You don’t know how excited she was to see the new plants. If she could see me, she’d chide me... Told me to keep my faith so I could be with her again... Begged me to stay faithful to you. She fears that I’ll be turned away and she’ll never see me again.”

“Never!” Sean sobbed. “Never...” He shifted and held her. “As long as you wish to be with us, you will be.”

Rumia cried harder. Her heart tried to soar while it was broken. “Always...!” she choked out.

The tears continued for a long time. Sean eventually went to the Fairies one by one. He spoke to the paired of each who died, or to a friend if they hadn’t been paired.

In time, Sean stepped back, fighting to master his emotions. With no idea of how long it took, he eventually managed to calm down enough.

“Ladies?” Sean asked his wives, who knew what he wanted to do.

Fiona sniffled, but nodded. “We’ll do our best, husband.”

“Thank you,” Sean told her. “This comes from my old world, and is often sung at funerals. I’ll sing it twice... join in the second time, if you can.”

A few breaths later, Sean raised his head and began to sing Amazing Grace.




 

Chapter Three

Sean glanced at Helga and Hallie across from him as they discussed what being Sean’s Choosers meant.

“We guard his soul and his wives’ souls. We also gather the souls of the faithful, and send those who oppose him to the bog,” Helga said.

“I’ve heard of the bog, but I haven’t seen it yet,” Hallie said. “We can take souls from there to act as sources of power for Sean, right?”

“Yes. I used almost every soul I had during the party,” Helga nodded. “We will be going there soon to refill. Sean?”

“Yes, all three of you,” Sean said to her questioning gaze. “Hallie, are you okay?”

“I’ve been wonderful, husband,” Hallie smiled. “Aria is going to show me how to fly. I can’t wait to try.”

“I need to make you a bow, too,” Sean said. “All the Choosers should have bows. Air superiority is a good thing.”

“My Lord, I would request that we all carry the same armament: spear, sword, bow, and shield.”

“I can manage that,” Sean nodded. “You’ll have to show Aria the best ways to use a shield.”

“I can help,” Hallie smiled. “I’m adept with most weapons, but I know Helga and Myna will polish my skills to make them better.”

“We will,” Helga nodded.

“We’ll go back to the manor and bog tonight,” Sean said. “Everyone who wants to go can. I know Rumia will want to.”

“All of them will,” Hallie said. “Sean, your planes are very peaceful. They soothe those of us who believe in you.”

“Even the bog does,” Helga agreed.

“The knowledge that, even if we die, we are caught, given a home, and held safe...” Hallie smiled softly as she looked into the distance. “It’s comforting. Add in that you can visit to see those there and it makes it even better.”

Sean sat there in silence as he thought about what Hallie said. He was pulled from those thoughts by the bus slowing.

“We’re here, sir,” Arliat said. She set the brake, then turned to face him. “Sir... Sean, she’s right. It’s freeing to know you have a safe place for us even if we die here. I’m not sure what I’ll do there, but I’m not afraid if something happens. Though I don’t wish to go for many decades yet.”

Helga and Hallie stepped off the bus, telling Sean it was clear.

Standing slowly, Sean glanced at Arliat. “I’d rather you stay safe for decades, too, Arliat. As for what you will do when the time comes… none of us know. I’m sure that, in time, there will be something for everyone.”

“We all believe so, sir,” Arliat said, giving him a gentle smile. “I’ll be ready to leave when you are.”

“Thank you,” Sean said before he stepped out of the bus behind his two wives. “Ladies, I’m ready.”

Helga was in the lead, while Hallie followed Sean. The inn went completely silent when Sean entered. Fear showed on a large number of faces, awe was evident in a few, and there was a single man who looked indifferent. That very large man stood up, and some gazes shifted to him.

“MacDougal,” Angus Angusson said, “I’m glad you’re still alive. Rumors have been thick all day, but not a single person has the story in full. When someone told me you died, I laughed in his face. The man who saved my wife wouldn’t be so easy to kill, I told him. Now, I see I was right.”

Sean touched Helga’s shoulder, making her pause just short of the hallway they’d been walking toward. “Angus, the truth is that Lord Sharpeyes tried to kill everyone he thought was against him. The city lost a lot of people last night. I’m sure the story will come out, but that isn’t my place.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. I know my wife would’ve been sad if you had died, and that would’ve angered me. I’m glad you live, and I can tell her when I go home.”

Sean looked over the room, watching as some of the fear faded. “Things have happened. Lady Sharpeyes will undoubtedly let the news out in time. Those of you who are fearful, you have nothing to fear from me. I only ever defend myself. If you mean me no harm, I mean you none. If anything, I wish you happiness and long lives.” He gave Helga a nod. “Lead on, Chooser.”

Helga bowed her head and began walking again.

Following her, Sean briefly considered if they could get only part of the armor deployed at a time. The full mithril had been commented on a lot before the party. If she was wearing just the cuirass most of the time, maybe it’d be less shocking to most people?

Helga knocked on the door, then opened it. “It is clear, My Lord.”

Sean gave her a head shake as he went past her into the room, followed by Helga and Hallie. “Sorry for being a little late.”

“Sean, we’re just glad you’re here,” Joseph Tackett said, the first one to grab his shoulder. “They kept me from exploding by telling me everyone at the party was okay, but we haven’t heard everything.”

Sean exhaled, grabbing the Dwarf’s shoulder back. “I’m glad none of you had to go.”

“So are we, from what we heard,” Chester Knox said, the next to greet Sean.

It took a few minutes for Sean to get to his seat, and he made sure both Helga and Hallie were seated before him. He’d barely gotten settled when Tabitha came in with a cart. She set the mugs and glasses in front of everyone, along with pitchers and bottles on the table.

“I asked for extras so we wouldn’t be disturbed,” Fredrick Gertihs said.

“A good idea,” Dame Charie Flamehair said. “It will take a while to explain the party.”

“I believe that is an understatement,” Saret Somnia said. Her usually sensual voice was suppressed, as the Succubus knew that the party had been a near disaster.

“Before we start,” Sean said, “Charie, thank you. The viewing was perfect.”

The head of the city cleaners and cremators gave Sean a sad smile. “We did our very best. Your family lost many...”

“They’ve been enshrined,” Sean choked a little, then took a long drink. “We’ll enshrine them again when we get to Accord.”

“Sean, who died?” Sam Bronzeshield asked with wide, fear-filled eyes.

“Rosa, six of the Fairies, and Ursa. Ida is safe.”

Sam, Ida’s mother, exhaled a shuddering breath. “Oh, thank Morrigan, but more importantly, thank you.”

“I can explain what happened,” Dame Amedee Mageeyes said. She was holding hands with her husband, Toivo Bloodheart, who looked grim. “Lady Sharpeyes is alive because of Sean. The night before the party, she had dinner with her husband as a last-ditch effort to get intelligence so she could warn us. That worked against her. She was fed iron dust.”

The table was aghast, all of them knowing what iron would do to the nobility.

“While she was dying from iron poisoning, Lord Sharpeyes had her guards imprisoned, then attacked her chambers where her healer was trying to save her.”

“How did they manage that?” Augustus MacLenn asked.

“He had suborned her captain of the guard,” Bloodheart said tightly. “That same man surrendered to the cuons. He will not have a good end.”

“Money?” MacLenn asked. As a merchant, his first thought was bribery.

“Favors owed, and money,” Mageeyes said. “He moved them all into an outbuilding, which the Lord had reinforced, then they got locked in.”

“He attacked her chambers?” Magus Winston Giralt asked as he puffed on his cigar.

“Slaughtered everyone in them,” Sean said tightly, seeing the carnage again in his mind’s eye. “The maids were hacked apart. Nola, the Lesser Naga servant she had, died defending the apartments. She was killed with her blades in hand, Sharpeyes’ guards scattered around her. The bedroom had her chambermaid and healer cut down right beside the bed. Lady Sharpeyes was maybe an hour from dying when I got to her.” Hallie covered his hand with hers, and Sean took a long, shuddering breath, then downed his mug.

“No one at the party knew?” Eva Silvertouch asked, her hand on Fredrick’s. She’d heard pieces of the story, but not all of it. Part of her was glad she’d stayed at Sean’s for the party, even with the attack that had happened there.

“Only his allies,” Flamehair said.

“I started to worry when I didn’t see any of her guards when we went in, but I never guessed he’d have gone so far,” Mageeyes said.

“What happened at the party, and at Sean’s manor?” Joseph asked. “I know his gardener wasn’t at the party, right?”

“Relax, and I will tell you,” Mageeyes said.

“I’ll explain the manor,” Sean said, “when the time comes. Go ahead, Amedee.”

“First, we started to make allies…” Mageeyes began.

~ * ~ * ~

The table was silent when they’d finished telling them everything.

“Sean, what do you plan to do?” Joseph finally asked.

“What I’d planned before the party: I’ll head to Accord.”

“When?” Sam asked, wondering if she’d see her daughter before they left.

“A few days at least, I think,” Sean said.

“Yes. You will be summoned to the Lady’s manor on Threeday,” Mageeyes said. “She has to publicly acknowledge those who stood with her.”

“Can we come over for dinner tomorrow?” Sam asked.

Sean nodded. “Gladly, Mom.”

Sam’s lips quivered, and she sniffled. “Thank you.”

“Your wives are powerful,” Knox said. “What are you going to do about Lomar?”

Sean looked up from the table. When he met Knox’s eyes, the large man flinched back. Most of the people at the table reacted similarly when they saw the black-white flames that briefly flared in his eyes. “Reap him.”

“He will have Lady Sharpeyes’ backing in that,” Mageeyes said quickly. “Sean, wait until Threeday.”

Sean exhaled, then stood. “I will, Amedee... I’m going home.” Swallowing, he looked over the room, seeing a hint of fear on the faces of some of his friends. “Thank you, all of you, for being my friends.”

Everyone stood, saying goodbye to him. The few who’d been fearful felt foolish for doing so. Sean had never once hurt a friend— he’d only ever helped them. They shook his hand a bit harder and hugged him a little tighter to show they weren’t afraid anymore.




 

Chapter Four

Sean was a little amused at what had happened when he’d gotten home. When he’d offered for the staff to accompany them to his plane, they’d all immediately agreed. The three paired Fairies who’d lost their other halves asked to go, as did Ven, Venn, and Onim. Then, Mizuki asked if she could go. Myna agreed instantly and Sean didn’t object, but he hadn’t thought she’d join them in bed.

He was grateful that she was on the far side of the bed, as far from him as possible. Myna was beside her, but it was still touching his squick-factor to have his mother-in-law in bed with them.

Rumia joined them, lying next to Myna and Hallie. The other staff lay around the bed like they had before, none of them saying or giving outward appearances of being envious of Rumia. Sean was grateful for that— his heart warmed a little more for the rest of them, knowing they understood why. The twins hadn’t even winked at him this time, as the mood had stayed somber all day.

Once everyone was settled, Felora gathered her power, then pushed it out in a rush to gather them all and pull them under. Sean watched with Mage Sight as she did. He saw her energy spool out and into the air where it settled over everyone, including him, pulling him into slumber and across the planes.

Sean got out of bed the moment he was aware. He didn’t hesitate— he rushed out of the bedroom and down the stairs. The knock came as soon he came off the last stair, and he’d made it to the door before anyone else even got to the front room.

“Sean?” Chastity asked from the hallway.

“Visiting again. I need to go to the bog, and I asked if they wanted to come,” Sean explained as he let everyone into the manor.

“I worry every time...” Marjorie exhaled.

“I think we all do,” Lilly said from the stairs. “Oh, Onim? And more? We didn’t expect the fairies. Omin!”

Omin shot into the room, grabbing Onim in a tight embrace. The two flew around the room in an aerial dance, bringing sad smiles to everyone’s faces.

“Their plaques are already up here?” Ven asked, flying over to the memorial wall.

“As soon as we add them,” Fiona said. She glanced up as the other dead Fairies reunited with their paired. “Did we do it right?”

“Yes,” came the chorus of agreement from the deceased.

There was a howl outside, and Sean froze in place. “Ursa?”

“We’ve had a few show up,” Chastity said as she hugged Andrea.

Sean stepped outside to see a handful of cuons running toward him, Ursa in the lead. Stepping off the porch, Sean waited for the hounds to get to him. They tried to knock him over, but he stood firm as he patted each of them, even the ones he didn’t know the names of.

“He really does love animals,” Helga said softly.

“One of the things I always wanted in a husband,” Aria smiled.

“The others are from the Lord’s manor?” Hallie asked.

“Yes,” Aria nodded. “They were part of Cuander’s pack.”

“I’m so glad you all came here...” Sean cried as he dropped to a knee and hugged Ursa tightly. “You will have a great home.” The others snuffled him, and he switched from hound to hound. “Yes, all of you.”

“Ursa,” Fiona said from the porch, “Caleb mourned you. His cry went out over the entire city.”

Ursa chuffed and sat down, lifting her head and howling. The other cuons sat and picked up the howl. Sean swallowed, then lifted his own head and matched them. The cuons faded one by one until his cry ended.

“Yes... all the pack who serve will be here. Maybe not more of yours,” he said, looking at the Lady’s hounds, “but there will be others in the future.”

Ursa chuffed, then stood.

Sean stood, as well, and that’s when he noticed the major change to his plane. Beyond the front gate stood a forest. Blinking slowly, he stared at the trees. “Felora?”

Felora went to his side, looking at it with him. “Your power grows, Sean. That means your planes will grow, as well. Curious that it’s a forest, though... I should talk with Mother.”

“Sean?” Rosa asked, coming around from the back of the manor. “Is everything okay?” The tremor of fear in her voice was clear.

“We’re fine,” Rumia said, rushing outside “We’re just visiting again.”

Rosa exhaled a shaky breath. “Good. I see what Marjorie means about worrying when you show up.”

“Not my intent,” Sean said softly. “I was coming to visit the bog mostly, but everyone else wanted to see the manor. I’ll be heading that way in—”

“Hello?” The single word carried from the open front gate.

Sean spun, and all eyes went to the figure paused just inside the grounds. The hounds chuffed, but didn’t seem fussed by the person there.

“N… Nola?!” Sean asked in shock.

“MacDougal,” Nola said, then looked back at the woods before slithering farther into the yard. “Where am I?”

“My... home,” Sean said, shocked to see the Lesser Naga.

Nola paused, frowning. “But... I was in Sara’s rooms… fighting…! He poisoned her!”

“Easy,” Sean said, walking to her. “She’s safe now. I healed her.”

Nola exhaled, slumping into a messy coil. “I died.”

“Yes... Umm… did you pray to me?” Sean asked awkwardly.

Nola looked up at him when he paused a few feet away. “After our last sparring session, your maids told me they all prayed to you, that there was an afterlife you created. My ancestors had stories of such, but most no longer believe them. After having met you, I felt it might be true. I didn’t pray, but I had a belief you might be able to manage it.”

“It is as you can see,” Fiona said, leading the rest of his wives to stand behind him. “Are you speaking your native tongue?”

Nola blinked at her slowly, her tongue flickering. “Yes, but so are you?”

“I don’t know Lesser Naga,” Fiona said softly.

“Then how…?”

“Sean,” Felora said gently. “This is his plane. If he wants everyone to be able to communicate, it wouldn’t be hard for that to happen.”

Nola bowed her head. “I cannot refute this. I wonder… is there room here, for me?”

“Yes,” Lilly said, coming toward them. “I was going to tell Sean, but the cuons got his attention first. It’ll be easier to show you, anyway.”

Everyone began to follow her, including Nola. Sean walked alongside her. “What were the woods like?”

Nola looked back at the forest and shuddered slightly. “Memories of what life had been, from my earliest days to just before my death. It felt like I had to walk the path to be allowed to be here. I knew that a home awaited me if I could just keep moving forward.”

As they went around the right side of the manor, Sean slowed. Another gate was set in the middle of the wall, though it was one that didn’t exist in the real world. Just beyond that gate stood several small homes.

“They showed up after you left last night,” Lilly said. “I guess we know why now. I thought it was because of the cuons who came rushing into the yard, but they obviously don’t need houses. With Nola here, it makes more sense.”

“Yes. Jefferson asked me if there’d be a place for him,” Sean said. “I can tell him there will be.”

“I can stay here?” Nola asked.

“As long as you want,” Sean said.

“We have a lot of free time,” Lilly told Nola, “but we spar and train our Shaping. You’re more than welcome to join us.”

“I like sparring,” Nola smiled.

“Sean, do you think we’ll have armor and weapons like our wives?” Chastity asked from where she was holding Andrea.

“Of course,” Sean said. “I’ll work on them. You said my workshop is here, right?”

“Yes,” Chastity smiled.

“I’ll stay for a while after I’m finished with the bog and work on them for you.”

“Thank you, husband,” Chastity smiled, then bit her lip. “Could we talk you into staying for more?”

“Oh, yes,” Andrea murmured, pulling Chastity to stand in front of her. “Please, Sean?”

Sean rubbed at his chin. “We can try?”

“Thank you, husband,” Lilly said, suddenly in his arms, kissing him passionately.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was bemused as he walked down the path toward the bog. He had only meant to refill Helga’s souls, get souls for Hallie and Aria, and talk to the damned. Now, he’d be making armor, weapons, and then… spending time with his wives in the bedroom.

No idea if they’ll get what they want, but damned if I won’t try for them... Sean thought.

Rumia trailed Myna, Mizuki, and the three Choosers. A part of her felt near floating that she would be able to tend to the bog again, even if just for a few minutes. It was tempered by the loss of her mother, though Felora had helped with the crushing loss and pain she’d felt.

The trail between manor and bog was jarring. The two didn’t really connect— Rumia felt the small jolt when they crossed from one to the other. She watched the others and could see them all experiencing the same thing.

“Master,” Myna asked, “the separation of manor and bog, is that intentional?”

Sean nodded. “Just in case something goes wrong, those here will never be able to get to the manor.”

“A wise precaution,” Mizuki said. “This place feels foreboding, as if I’m being judged.”

“This is his plane for those who stood against him,” Helga said. “You can hear them asking for help and see their heads just above the peat.”

Mizuki edged a little closer to the peat, and Myna stopped her from stepping on it. “Ah, yes. So many? Why did you stop me, daughter?”

“The peat can only be walked on by his Soul Bonded and those he gives permission to,” Myna told her. “I’d rather not lose you here.”

Mizuki stepped back. “Thank you.”

“Rumia, Mizuki, you may both walk on the peat today,” Sean said. His eyes flared briefly and both felt the words sink into them. “I need to do what I don’t like doing.”

“Felora will help if you need it,” Myna said softly, kissing his cheek. “Do as you need. I’ll show mother around to those you’re not speaking to.”

“I’ll check on the plants, sir,” Rumia said, stepping onto the peat as if it was solid ground. Her shears were suddenly in her hand, and she started humming a melody as she walked. The song emanated a sense of peace to the others.

“He’ll be near the tree,” Sean said simply as he headed that way. “The people I dislike the most have been closer to it.”

“Sean, we can make refilling a little quicker, maybe,” Helga said.

“What did you have in mind?” Sean asked, pausing a few feet into the bog.

“Who here never wished to cross Sean MacDougal?” Helga announced.

A cacophony of voices filled the air, but Sean felt only a handful or two who spoke truthfully. Helga nodded with a smile, also sensing them.

“I felt them!” Hallie said excitedly. “The liars and the truthful.”

“That was odd,” Aria said.

“Take them,” Sean said. “Divide them equally.”

Flashes of black-white flames sprang up, then surged into the three Choosers. They all exhaled a moment later, as if getting used to the feeling of the new souls.

“We each have four souls, Sean,” Helga announced.

“Okay. We’ll check to see if any others have found remorse after I speak to them.” The word held anger as he marched toward where he knew the three men would be.

Sharpeyes and Solanice glared at Sean, but Carver’s face was a mask of pure terror.

Sean came to a stop and crouched down to face the three men. “You all wronged me, my family, and my friends. Welcome to your just due.”

“This is nothing,” Solanice sneered. “It must be the work of your mind-bending whore.”

A throwing knife buried itself into Solanice’s head, killing the man. Sean looked back at Myna, who was seething.

“Myna?” Sean asked her gently as the knife reappeared in her hand.

“He will not speak of our wife that way, Master.”

“Luckily, he can’t die here,” Sean said, turning back to watch Solanice heal. “I can torture you for ages. You can’t die here unless I wish it.”

Solanice was quiet, his eyes wide as the realization of his position became clear to him. The man before him was a terror. Truestrike needed to be told, but he was powerless to warn anyone.

“You can torture me, but I will never break!” Sharpeyes snarled. “I’ll get free, and when I—!”

He was cut off when his face was suddenly covered by vines, and he was pulled under the peat.

Carver began to sob hysterically as he watched Sharpeyes get pulled under. “No! No! It was Denmur, MacDougal! It was all Denmur!”

Sean fixed him with burning eyes, smiling darkly. A second later, a head emerged from the bog, and the vines unwrapped from it. Denmur gasped as if he’d been holding his breath since he’d been pulled under. Chunks of peat dotted his face as he gasped.

“Denmur, Carver says hello,” Sean chuckled darkly. “Tells me you were the real mastermind.”

Denmur could just see Carver from his periphery. “Liar! You used my name, time and again, trying to curry my favor! Your daughter couldn’t even produce another heir for me!”

Carver’s eyes were wide, but he quickly said, “I didn’t lie! She couldn’t produce an heir with a ball-less coward! Your son only enjoyed Evan’s company!”

Sean sat back, letting the two men tear at each other. After a moment, he had the vines silence them, and they both remembered who was in charge. “That was beautiful. Thank you for telling me so much. Both of you still have to pay. The bog will keep you for years. I might even let it decay you some, so your torment can climb.”

Carver thrashed, and Sean knew he had a question, so he let the vines retract. “My daughter! What will you do to her?”

Sean stared at the pathetic slug of a man, then snorted. “I want to leave you without knowing, so it would eat at you for all the years you’re stuck here... but I won’t. Unlike you, Carver, I don’t harm innocents if I can help it. If she never raises a finger against me, I won’t raise one to her. Enjoy the embrace of your hell.”

Vines wrapped around both men as their heads slipped under the peat.

Solanice sucked in a sharp breath, and Sean looked back at him. “MacDougal, surely we can come to an Agreement,” he babbled when the black-white flame of Sean’s eyes turned his way.

“I’ll be heading to Accord,” Sean said as he stood up. “Truestrike was behind the death of my friends. I’m going to repay him.”

“I can help! I can help!” Solanice said quickly.

Myna’s cry of hatred snapped Sean’s head in her direction. Vines wrapped around Solanice and dragged him under as Sean sprinted for Myna.

When he got closer, he saw Mizuki watching in shock as her daughter sprouted claws and began to tear at a man’s head.

“Myna!” Sean shouted.

Myna backed off a pace, breathing hard. Her eyes were wild, her tail lashing frantically. Seeing him, the madness slowly faded from her eyes. “Master?”

“Who?” Sean asked, reaching her side and taking her bloody hands in his.

Myna looked at her clawed hands and shuddered. “I… Zachary.”

Sean wrapped her in his arms, holding her as Zachary’s face reformed. Sean stared down at the man with anger. Zachary was shaking in fear as he gazed up at Myna and Sean. “When did you get here?” Sean hissed the question.

“I don’t even know where ‘here’ is!” Zachary choked out.

“Master... I want to gut him...” Myna pleaded, nuzzling his chest. “Please, let me gut him!”

“Easy, Myna. Easy,” Sean whispered, tightening his hold on her. “Your emotions are high. You gave yourself claws.”

“I wanted to rip his face off... I did. It felt so good,” Myna purred, nuzzling him more, her claws digging into Sean’s back. “Please, Master... let me play with him.”

“Myna, you’re going feral,” Mizuki said softly. “My mother warned us about this.”

Myna panted, her claws gouging into Sean. He grunted, but didn’t cry out. “When pregnant, we can go too far… yes… But I want this… please?”

Sean was torn— he always gave his wives what they wanted, but Myna was asking to torture Zachary. Her own mother was speaking against it, and Myna was far from calm. He took a deep breath, hissing a little as her claws dug in more. “Myna, you’re hurting me.”

Myna’s claws vanished and her hands rubbed at his wounds. “No...! Sorry, Master... no….”

“You’re emotional, and your mother said this can hurt you,” Sean said softly, holding his now contrite wife. “We should go for now. We can talk with Fiona and Felora. If we can find a way for you to be safe… then I’ll allow it, but I don’t want you hurting yourself. Our child needs you to be safe.”

Myna began to cry, pressing her face into his chest. “Yes, Master... I’m sorry... I just see him and I want to tear him into little pieces. He cost us Chastity and Lilly, sided with Truestrike, and tormented me... I want him to pay.”

“He’s under the peat now,” Sean said softly, having sent Zachary down to make sure Myna wouldn’t see him again. “I can’t let my silly kitty hurt herself.”

Sniffling, Myna purred brokenly. “Sorry, Master...”

Sean leaned back, then kissed her softly. When it finally ended, he stared into her eyes. “Shh, my sweet, loving kitty. I’m not mad at you, just worried for you. Come on. We’ll go back to the manor. We’re spending time with our wives, remember?”

“Yes... so you can try to give them children, too,” Myna sniffled. “Can I help?”

“You just want to help tease me,” Sean said with a chuckle. “But yes, all of you will help.”

Myna nodded, taking his hand. “Yes...”

Rumia followed them. She marked the place where Zachary was, and wondered if, in time, she’d be able to help Myna get revenge without it costing her her control.




 

Chapter Five

Contented purring woke Sean up. His arms went reflexively around Myna, pulling her closer.

“Good morning, Master,” Myna purred louder.

“Morning to you, too, Myna,” Sean murmured as he opened his eyes.

“I came to wake you for breakfast,” Myna said, snuggling into him.

“How are you?” Sean whispered, kissing the tip of one of her ears.

“Better... I was so angry when I saw him.”

“I know.” Sean stroked her head, petting her. “Calm kitty is good.”

“Will you hurt him for me?” Myna asked, beginning to kiss his neck. “Please, Master?”

Sean’s breath hitched, and he gripped the back of her neck lightly. “He’ll pay, Myna. Do we have time for that?”

“No...” Myna huffed.

“Then stop teasing me,” Sean told her, pulling her away from him gently. “It isn’t nice to either of us.”

“Yes, Master,” she sighed.

“Come on. Let me get out of bed.”

Myna slid out of the bed, allowing him to get up. “Do you think it’ll work?”

It took Sean a second to understand the question, but he nodded. “Chastity and Lilly, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“I hope it does for them, but it might not. There are a lot of questions about the manor and what can and can’t be done there. I’m a little torn about them having kids on the plane, honestly.”

“They both deeply wish to have them,” Myna said, her hands cupping her own stomach. “They want to stay equal to us.”

“Yeah...” Sean murmured. A soft smile touched his lips as he gazed at her stomach. “It’s why I made them armor and weapons.”

Myna smiled at him, then arched her back a little so her barely-there baby bump could be visible. “I’m very happy, Master.”

Sean shook his head, but he was smiling as he crossed the room to her. He held her gently from behind, placing his hands over hers. “They will be a handful, much like their mother.”

Myna giggled as she leaned into him. “They might shape the world like their father.”

“Fair enough,” Sean said softly, kissing her ear. “Go on. I need to get dressed, and you keep distracting me.”

She turned when he removed his arms, claiming a kiss that had him breathing fast when she broke it. “As you wish, Master.”

“Damned brat cat,” Sean laughed as she swayed toward the bedroom door.

Looking over her shoulder, her eyes traveled to the problem she’d caused, and she giggled. “Yes. You let me be who I feel I am.”

“Always,” Sean replied, watching her go.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sorry for the delay,” Sean said, entering the dining room just ahead of the cooks.

“No one was delayed, husband,” Fiona smiled. “The cooks arrived with you.”

“We went with simple this morning, since we’re having family over for dinner,” Glorina told them. “Scrambled eggs with slabs of ham, and there is fresh bread.”

“Thank you,” Sean said. He took his seat and quickly served himself so the others could do the same. “Ladies,” he said, looking at the staff, “do any of you want to have family over before we leave the city?”

Headshakes came from up and down the table.

“None of you?” Sean was surprised.

“Not sure who our father is,” Quinna said, looking away from him. “Mom was glad we left the farm.”

“If I did, we’d have to admit where I was,” Prita said softly. “They didn’t raise a fuss when I was told to go with the men who wanted to hunt me...”

Sean winced.

“You have a better family now,” Rumia said softly, covering Prita’s hand with hers.

Prita blushed, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Okay,” Sean said. “I just didn’t want anyone to have hard feelings.”

“Sir?” Tiska asked. When he nodded to her, she went on, “We have our family now.”

The others agreed with her, and Fiona smiled. “You’re family to us. We’ll always be here to care for you as you do for us.”

“I wish my mother and father could get away, but they have an inn to run,” Andrea sighed. “And it’s the wrong way from Accord.”

“We could make a longer trip?” Sean suggested.

“No. It’s okay, Sean. I’ve been writing them. They’re happy for me, even if they don’t fully know everything you’ve done for me.”

“I’m glad they approve,” Sean smiled. “Your mother is a strong woman.”

“Yes. Like you, though, she has trouble with people.”

Sean laughed, finishing crafting a sandwich out of his breakfast. “What do we have to do today, besides dinner with Ida’s family?”

“We finished Saret’s bus yesterday,” Fiona said. “She’ll be coming by with her daughter, Rosaline.”

“We’ve started on Amedee’s,” Ida said. “It won’t be as big as Saret’s, but still larger than Jefferson’s.”

“And we’ll need one more for Charie,” Felora said.

“Sir,” Quinna asked, “could we help?”

“You could. Talk to Fiona; I think she’s taken it over,” Sean chuckled. “I’m between projects right now, so we can get this done quicker.”

“Not starting on something new?” Ida asked.

“Not right now,” Sean said. “Oh, I need to get those bags made for your parents and Hallie… and all of you,” he added after a small pause. “Family.”

Everyone at the table smiled at him.

“Which includes you all, as well. Just you, though,” Sean said, looking at six Fairies at the table. “Doing them for the entire clan… is a bit daunting.”

“We understand, Sean,” Ven said.

“I’m curious... might it be okay if I attempt Shaping?” Mizuki asked.

“Yes,” Myna said. “I will Bond you.”

“Thank you, Myna,” Sean said with full sincerity.

Myna looked at him, then gave him a sharp smile. “But maybe Master should instead.”

“Nope. Not doing that. You or one of the others can.”

Myna giggled, and Mizuki snickered as they watched Sean turn red. The rest of the table began to join in, seeing Sean’s rising discomfort. Sean just started eating his makeshift sandwich, trying his best to ignore them.

~ * ~ * ~

“Saret, Rosaline, good to see you both,” Sean greeted the mother and daughter.

“Thank you, Sean,” Saret smiled. “Could we get Arliat to take a trip with Rosaline to give her a refresher on the bus?”

“Of course,” Sean nodded.

“She’s being told, Sean,” Ven said from above him.

“While they do that, I was wondering if I could get you to take a trip with me?” Sean asked.

Saret’s eyebrow went up and a smirk came to her full lips. “Oh, the ways that could be taken... I’m sure you mean something like a trip to your planes of power?”

“Yes,” Sean said, giving her a put-upon look.

“I’m behaving,” Saret laughed. “Where are we going to do this? Surely not a bedroom.” Saret’s lips again curled up into a wicked smirk.

“Not behaving is not a form of behaving,” Sean sighed. “Just the study. Come on.”

“At least give me a few minutes to warm up first,” Saret laughed as she followed him.

Rosaline watched them go, pouting at her mother. “Tell me to behave, and then you act like that...?” she muttered.

“Rosaline, are you ready?” Arliat asked, coming up behind the half-Succubus.

“Yes. Let’s go. The sooner we leave the city, the sooner I can find a husband.”

Arliat watched Sean walk into the house and sighed wistfully. “It will be wonderful when it happens.”

Rosaline glanced at her, then to where her mother was stepping into the home. “Him? So unfair.”

“Why?” Arliat asked.

“I was told not to go after married men, and here you are, pining for one.”

“We’ve been told we’ll marry him in time,” Quinna said, coming around the far side of the bus, “so we aren’t pining. We’re waiting.”

“You, too?” Rosaline huffed.

“All the staff,” Quinna smirked, but then her smirk faded. “Though I’m getting a little worried...”

“Because of how he acts with Mizuki?” Arliat asked.

“Yes. What if he only takes me or my sister, and not both of us?”

Arliat frowned. “No… he wouldn’t.”

“I’m going to ask Fiona,” Quinna said. “Breakfast really made me worry.”

“Let me know when I get back,” Arliat told Quinna, who was already striding toward the workshop.

“He won’t take sisters? That would explain why mother told me not to try,” Rosaline sighed.

~ * ~ * ~

Getting settled in the study, Sean moved the two chairs side by side. “Saret, I wanted to try opening the way, but if I can’t, can you take over?”

“Of course, Sean. Why are we going?”

“It’s changed, and I want your opinion,” Sean said.

“Ah. Very well.”

Sean touched his core and focused on doing what Felora had done dozens of times for him. “Follow me across the planes to the place where the soul resides: Home.”

Blinking, Sean got out of bed and headed downstairs. He got to the stairs just as Marjorie answered the door.

“Saret, right?” Marjorie asked.

“That is correct,” Saret smiled. “Sean should... ah, there he is.”

“Just you two?” Marjorie asked.

“Yeah,” Sean said as he reached the front door. “It’s just a quick visit so she can give me her opinion on the changes.”

“Okay. The others are out back, sparring.”

“We’ll see them shortly,” Sean smiled. “Thanks, Mom.”

Marjorie smiled brightly. “Of course, Son.”

As Sean and Saret left the manor, Saret glanced back. “You made her day by calling her ‘Mom,’ Sean.”

“I thought so, Mom.”

“Skip that for me, please,” Saret laughed.

“If you behave, I will too.”

“The forest is new,” Saret said as they approached the front gate. “It feels… different, but familiar.”

When they got to the gate, Saret nodded slowly. “It’s a pathway between the planes for the dead. Only those who believe in you can follow it here, but they can choose to not come.”

“Enemies or others can’t use it to get here?” Sean asked.

“No... not yet, at least. Your plane is a tiny pocket in the vastness of nothing. To find it without belief would beggar the imagination. Even if they did, the gate would close to keep them out.”

Sean exhaled in relief. “Good. Come on. There’s another change to show you.”

When they reached the other gate with the buildings just beyond the wall, Saret smiled. “You are growing in faith. Jefferson will be glad to have his own place… and there would be one for me, too, yes?”

“Of course. Family will always have a place.”

Saret smiled at him fondly before she exhaled. “My daughter shall rise high... much higher than even I will ever reach.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you for loving her, Sean.”

Sean coughed, looking away from her. “Yeah, no problem.”

“Oh yes, your weakness: female affection,” Saret laughed, “even when it’s motherly. Can we visit the bog again?”

“I wanted to go back there to check something, anyway,” Sean said. “It’s around back.”

When they rounded the corner, Sean slowed. Nola wrapped Lilly in her coils and squeezed. Lilly gasped, then slapped Nola three times.

“You’re too fast!” Lilly wheezed.

“Sean was one of the few who could match me one-on-one,” Nola said.

“Good to know,” Sean said.

“Husband!” Chastity beamed, rushing to hug him. “Oh, and Saret?”

“Just checking in so she can help me understand the changes,” Sean said. “You two need to be careful. If you’re pregnant, you’ll need to stop sparring.”

“Ah...” Saret said a little unhappily. “I hate to say it, but they can’t be pregnant. Not here.”

Both Lilly and Chastity looked devastated.

“Sorry, but higher planes aren’t for birthing children. If the worst happens, one can come here, but they can’t be born here,” Saret said gently, moving to hold them. “I know that feeling. I had it once, ages in the past.”

Both Chastity and Lilly hugged her back. “It’s alright...” Lilly sniffled. “We knew it was a long shot.”

“We’d just hoped...” Chastity added.

Saret looked into the distance. “I know.”

“Madam Somnia, it is a pleasure to see you,” Nola said.

Saret blinked, pulled from memory. “Nola, you… believed in Sean?”

“It was a short belief, but yes,” Nola replied.

“Interesting... and it explains the buildings,” Saret nodded. “That must be why the changes occurred. Someone who believed, but not strongly.”

“We’re going to the bog, then leaving,” Sean said, gently pulling Lilly and Chastity to him so he could kiss each in turn. “Might be a while before we come back again.”

“We understand,” Lilly sighed. “Let them know for us, please, about the children?”

“I will.”

“Oh, Sean,” Rosa said, coming out of her home.

“Is everything okay, Rosa?”

“Yes. There are so many flowers I don’t know. It’s exciting to be here.”

“I’m glad you’re happy,” Sean said. He was still torn over her death himself, but Rosa was beaming happily. “Have a good day. Saret and I need to go.”

He got another couple of kisses before leading Saret to the back gate to the bog.




 

Chapter Six

Saret nodded when they appeared at the bog. “Separated, but connected. A good call to keep them like that. Now, what did you want to check?”

“People,” Sean said, closing his eyes and focusing on who was in the bog. A sudden influx of knowledge hit his brain— a list of everyone and where they were.

“People?” Saret asked.

“Follow me,” Sean said as he walked around the outside ring.

“Are we going out onto the peat? I failed last time.”

“Yes. If I approve of you, you’ll be able to… maybe,” Sean said.

Saret snickered. “I’ll trust you not to make me a dirty girl, Sean.”

Rolling his eyes, Sean kept walking. When he was almost all the way around, he looked at Saret and his eyes flared with black-white flame. “Today, you have my permission, mom.”

Saret inhaled sharply as sparks of flame engulfed her, sinking into her core. “Warn a woman first, Sean.” Exhaling slowly, she nodded. “Yes... I feel the connection, now.”

Sean walked out onto the peat, but he looked back to watch Saret. She took a hesitant step, then followed with more confidence when she didn’t sink.

Reaching the right spot, Sean willed Zachary Shadowstep back up to the surface. Saret watched with interest as the vine-wrapped head was pushed into the open. Zachary gasped as his face was uncovered.

“Hello, Zach,” Sean said as he crouched down. “You cost me two of my wives, and Myna wants you tortured for all the torment you heaped on her.”

Zachary was on the verge of panic as he stared up at Sean. “I didn’t kill anyone! She killed me on the field!”

“True, true,” Sean nodded. “You personally didn’t. That’s perfectly correct. You killed two of my friends and my mother-in-law, though, didn’t you?” Sean asked it amiably, like someone would ask about the weather.

“The bathhouse? Yes, I did,” Zachary said quickly. “I was ordered to.”

“No one ordered you to rape them!” Sean snarled, flames burning in his eyes.

Zachary went silent, fear locking his mouth up.

“I’ll give you a chance to stop the torture later, but my wife asked me to have you know the torment you gave her. This is all your fault,” Sean said softly as the vines wrapped Zachary tightly, pulling him back under.

“How will he be tortured?” Saret asked.

“The vines will tighten bit by bit, amputating his fingers and toes, then his arms and legs. Once he’s healed again, they’ll begin again. It’ll take a tenday for each cycle.”

Saret nodded. “I see. Myna asked for this?”

“Not specifically, but yes.”

“You really love your wives.”

“There are a couple of others for me to see,” Sean said as he started walking away.

Saret followed, surprised to see this side of Sean. He was always the calm, caring husband to her daughter and their wives, but here, he was cold, vicious, and willing to deal punishment to his enemies. A smile came to her lips— she felt better knowing he could be like this when needed.

The next person they stopped at blanched upon seeing him. “MacDougal…” Velin Dykstra whispered in terror.

“Velin, you brought men with you, the men who killed my wives,” Sean said, his anger tightly leashed. “Why shouldn’t I let you feel what the bog does to those who truly upset me?”

Velin swallowed a few times, her eyes darting frantically, hoping for help. “I was following orders… that’s all.”

“Oakwood?” Sean growled the question.

“Truestrike! He wanted Darragh dead... he needed the axe. I don’t know why! That was a secret, even from me!” Velin blurted, terrified of being pulled under the peat, or worse.

“You wanted my wives dead,” Sean said simply. “You were gloating happily when we had to fight.”

“I… yes,” Velin went for the truth, having heard Sean say he could hear truthfulness before. “If you died and we could find Dark Cutter, Truestrike would have adopted me into his family... raised me up into the nobility.”

“For power,” Sean said grimly. “My friends; Darragh, Misa, Cian, Tamaya, Bryne, Rylee, Taavi, Enna, Walden, Felicia, Ward, Lenna, Eagon, Riana... all of them are dead because of your ambition.” The words were cold, icy in the frigidity of his anger.

“Truestrike’s… and mine.” The last two words were a whisper as if she thought that, if she barely said them, he wouldn’t hear them.

“I won’t have the bog cut you apart like Zachary, but penance must be paid. Paid for each of their lives lost. You will be here far longer than others. In time, maybe I’ll have a way for you to reduce the time, but for now… down you go.”

Velin started to cry out, but she was cut off by the vines, then dragged down into the peat.

“Hmm... she would know things about Truestrike that she couldn’t say when she was alive,” Saret said slowly.

“Yes. And she will, when I ask her,” Sean said flatly as he stood again. “A couple more.”

Saret followed. Her smile was firmly in place as she watched a good man do things he hated. She knew her daughter would help him, and that made her smile wider.

The sneer was firmly in place on the man’s lips when Sean smiled down at him. “Evan, I see your head healed up nicely,” Sean said.

“I’ll find a way out of this, MacDougal!” Evan snarled.

“No, you won’t,” Sean said. “I only wish your pawns could be here, too. Alas, you get the majority of my anger, instead. Did you hear what I said that Zach was going to feel?”

Evan’s eyes shifted, and fear filled his heart.

“That’ll be mild compared to you,” Sean hissed as he crouched down. “You see, this place is mine wholly. The vines can be as small as I want. Do you know what it’s like to have a hundred thousand threads slowly push into you before ripping you apart?”

Fear climbed in Evan’s eyes as Sean spoke.

“You will,” Sean said before Evan was pulled under, his head not wrapped at all.

“Brutal...” Saret murmured.

“Chastity and Lilly died because of him!” Sean snarled, his hands shaking as he clenched them into fists.

“Felora will help,” Saret said softly. “Maybe we should stop.”

“No...!” Sean choked. “I need to see one more.”

Saret stayed quiet, following Sean as he moved away.

The person Sean came up to was crying in fear, snot flowing freely with his tears.

“Hello, Klein,” Sean said, crouching down again. “Your father was looking for you.”

Klein’s eyes bulged. “Father… he’s here?”

Sean looked to the side, and Denmur was pushed to the surface. “Look, Denmur, I found your son, after all. He was just delayed getting here.”

“Klein!” Denmur gasped.

“You!” Klein yelled. Hatred— raw hatred— was clear in his voice. “You fool! Why did you oppose him?! If you’d just made friends, all our wishes would have been realized!”

Denmur’s head rocked back the scant inch it could move, as if the words were a physical blow. “But—!”

“No! You condemned us to this!”

“Silence,” Sean said softly, and both men found their mouths wrapped tightly. “Denmur, I said I’d let you find your son. It looks like we both get what we want. You found him, he hates you, and now, I can keep you here far longer.”

Both men looked panicked as Sean stood up.

“Take them down far enough that their eyes are uncovered,” Sean told the bog. “This way, they can stare at each other.”

The men thrashed, but the plants were far too strong for them. Both were pulled down to under their eyes, just covering their noses, unless they strained to tilt back enough.

Sean turned to Saret, his face blank. “I’m done now, Saret.”

“For now,” Saret whispered. “You’ll need to speak to a few of them later for information.”

“Yes, but that’s later. Now, we go home.”

Saret touched his arm gently. “You need Felora as soon as we get back. I can see the cracks forming around you, Sean.”

“Yes...” Sean choked out the word. Then, they were gone, and the bog began to fill with terrified cries.




 

Chapter Seven

“Welcome, Mother, Father, Brother,” Ida smiled as she greeted her family.

“It was very kind of you to send Arliat for us,” Sam said. “That bus is a marvel.”

“Thank you,” Sean said as he came down the stairs. “We have something for you. While it’s not a car, Ida asked they be made for you.”

“Oh?” Brendis, Ida’s father, asked.

Ida held out two belt pouches. “I need you both to hold them and push your energy into them. Sean will do the rest.”

Sean grinned as he watched their confusion, but they held the pouches in their hands, waiting for him. “Just imagine your energy suffusing them,” he said, pushing his own energy out to encapsulate them and the pouch.

Brendis and Sam frowned when they felt his energy over theirs, but neither moved.

“All done,” Sean grinned.

“Shaped?” Brendis asked. He inspected the pouch, which had his initials Shaped into it.

“Ida did it,” Sean said.

“Why did we try to put energy into it?” Sam asked. “It’s not enchanted… is it?”

Sean grinned at her. “Maybe.”

Ida snickered. “Husband, that’s terrible. Mother, Father, those pouches can contain more than their size allows. Each could hold a full suit of armor.”

Both of them gaped, then looked at Sean, who just shrugged.

Sam rubbed at her face. “You’re a blight on what is, Sean... but you’re our son-in-law, and we treasure you. We accept.”

Brendis blinked, then coughed. “Why?”

“I asked him to,” Ida said softly. “We’ll be leaving soon. It’ll be years before we see each other again. You can use this every day and, hopefully, you’ll think of us every time you do.”

“We’d think of you every day as it is,” Sam said. She hugged her daughter, then Sean. “Thank you.”

Brendis hugged Ida, then shook hands with Sean. “It’s very generous. You’ve done so much for us already, and then you heap more on... How can we ever repay what you do?”

“Your happiness makes Ida happy, and I value that highly,” Sean said. “There’s nothing to repay in my mind, as you’ve already done it.”

“Oh, you are a blight,” Sam laughed.

Ida’s little brother, Brendan, looked on with a frown.

“Brendan,” Sean smiled, taking a knee, “I have something for you.”

The frown vanished from the young boy’s face. “What is it?”

Sean pulled the figurine out of his pouch, holding it out to him.

Brendan’s eyes lit up as he accepted the small statue. “It’s my family!”

“Yes, with Ang and a Fairy,” Sean smiled.

With gentle fingers, Brendan traced the bronze figures. It depicted Brendan, Sam, Ida, and Brendis together. Their cuon, Ang, was with them, with a Messenger Fairy riding him.

“I remember how much you liked the one of just you and your dad.”

Brendan looked up at his parents. “It’s okay?”

“Yes, son,” Sam smiled, touching his head.

Ida smiled broadly. “Dinner should be ready shortly. Let’s go eat.”

~ * ~ * ~

Dinner was a happy meal. Sam and Mizuki talked a lot about their daughters, getting blushes from the pair, and laughter from the others. Sean drank in the happiness— it helped balance what he had done earlier in the day. Felora watched Sean, glad that she’d been able to help stabilize his internal conflict over what he’d done.

With the meal done, Sean was taking his extended family home before going to the Oaken Glen. Sam and Brendan were talking softly about his new statue, and Brendis shifted over to speak with Sean easier.

“How dangerous do you think it’ll be in Accord?” Brendis asked softly.

“I can’t guess,” Sean said. “Truestrike knows who I am, and he’ll be upset that he lost his pawns, but I hope to get dug in a little before the fight begins. Ida will be as safe as I can make her, though.”

“Which is very safe,” Brendis sighed. “I just worry.”

“So do I, Dad... so do I. I’m hoping we don’t end up in a bloody conflict like before. I’m going to try to destabilize his base and reduce his power before anything more happens.”

“I hope it works,” Brendis sighed again.

The bus slowed, and Sean looked out the windows to see the Bronzeshield home just ahead of them. “I’ll do everything in my power to keep all of my family safe.”

“I know, and that helps,” Brendis said, getting up when the bus stopped. “If you can’t do it, then even the Queens would fail.” Taking a deep breath, he extended his regrown hand. “Thank you for making my little girl happy.”

Sean shook his hand, then stood up and patted Brendis’ back. “Thank you for accepting me as your son.”

Sam kissed her husband and son, seeing them off before Arliat got them rolling toward the inn. “I don’t fear, Sean,” Sam said. “Even if the worst happens, she’ll be on your plane, right?”

“Along with the others,” Sean nodded.

“That eases my mind. She won’t be gone... just removed, is all.”

“If you believe, you’ll be there, too,” Sean said. “I’m going to explain what’s changed on the plane to the others. There’s a place for those who show up.”

Sam sat there, stunned, for a moment. “So when we die… I can still see her again?”

“Yeah. Nola is there now, as are a half-dozen cuons.”

“Nola? She was Lady Sharpeyes’ Lesser Naga?”

“A friend,” Sean said.

“Ida said she’s been over to spar a few times.”

“Yeah. She made friends with everyone.”

Sam nodded silently, thinking about what it would be like on this plane she’d been told about.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sean, why the private room?” Joseph asked when Sean came in.

“I had an update about my planes,” Sean said as he went around the table, taking his seat.

That got everyone’s attention, but before he could elaborate, Tabitha came in for their drink order.

“While we wait for the drinks,” Sean said, “news on vehicles: Amedee, Charie, we’ve started on yours. How many staff are each of you taking?”

“Hmm... six for me,” Flamehair said. “I’ll have more waiting for me when my relative transfers their home over to me.”

“Same for me in size,” Mageeyes said. “I’m still working on houses for you and the rest of us, though I do expect to have word soon.”

“Uh... that is something I hadn’t considered,” Giralt said. “I’d need room for at least three more.”

“Yours we can do in a few hours,” Sean told Giralt. “Come by tom… when am I supposed to be at the Lady’s manor?”

“Midday,” Mageeyes said. “She should have sent you a message.”

Sean looked troubled, but just then, Ven and another Fairy landed on the table. “Sir, a message,” Ven said.

“Knight MacDougal, you are required to attend Lady Sharpeyes tomorrow at midday,” the Fairy said.

“Tell her I’ll be there.”

“Yes, sir.” The Fairy bowed, then took off.

“Odd timing, but at least we know she sent it,” Sean snorted. “Come over in the morning and we can knock it out before I have to go,” he told Giralt.

“I’ll be there,” Giralt grinned. “Might I bring Clara along?”

“Of course.”

“She’ll be happy,” Giralt replied, puffing on his cigar.

“Ah, Sean,” MacLenn said. “Would it be possible to get a car for the trip? The truck is staying here to be used for work.”

“Yeah, if you supply the materials,” Sean said. “We’ll tackle it after theirs.” He motioned at the Dames.

“Mine is fine. It’s just me, Michelle, and Bix,” Jefferson smiled. “Saret… you’re okay if we marry, yes?”

Saret beamed at the leatherworker. “Of course! She has been very hopeful you’d ask her soon.”

“Hmm... I was thinking about when we get to Accord,” Jefferson said. “A double reason to celebrate. A new life for us together.”

“Very symbolic,” Saret beamed. “I won’t ruin the surprise.”

“No. Tell her, please,” Jefferson said. “I’m… bad at explaining things to her.”

“Tongue gets all knotted up?” Sean chuckled.

“Yes,” Jefferson sighed. “Still trying to understand why she’s with me, honestly.”

“Because you love her and something she’s passionate about,” Saret told him. “You two both love leather, and that brought you together.”

“It’s obvious you both care for each other,” Knox said. “It was easy to see during Sean’s wedding feast.”

Jefferson looked down. “Thank you.”

Tabitha came back with their drinks, and Mageeyes asked her to not come back unless they called for her.

Joseph exhaled. “Okay... now we can hear it, right?”

Everyone laughed at how impatient Joseph could be.

Sean exhaled. “Saret went with me to see it, so she can help me explain things. But first, there’s more than my manor now…”

~ * ~ * ~

“You said Saret went with you?” Joseph asked when Sean finished. “Can we go, too?”

Sean paused as he considered it. “Possibly. Saret?”

“Oh, I can easily do that, but so could you, Sean. You have more power than me. You just lack the fine control, as you haven’t done it often,” Saret replied.

“Um... This will be easier if everyone holds hands,” Sean said slowly. “Those who want to go, that is.”

Everyone took the hands of the people beside them, except Helga. “I shall stay here to keep an eye on things, My Lord.”

“Makes sense,” Sean said. “Thank you, Helga.” He looked around the table before he exhaled slowly. “Here we go… Follow me across the planes, to the place where the soul resides: Home.”

Sean felt his core draining, but it was far from a big impact. When he blinked, he was again in his bedroom. “Need to change where I spawn in...” he grumbled as he raced out of the room.

Chastity opened the door, stepping back in shock at the number of people there. “Uh... welcome?”

“Just a visit again, Chastity,” Sean said as he pounded down the stairs. “The association wanted to see the place.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Chastity smiled. “This means they’ll have the option to come later, right?”

“Yes,” Saret smiled. “Shall we start with the exterior, Sean?”

“Good idea, since that’s the most important part for them,” Sean said. “We’ll start at the front and work our way around.”

“Sean,” Fredrick asked, “can I see the bog?”

“Want to see Carver again?” Sean asked.

“To know for certain he is there. I trust you, but seeing him… would make it better.”

“After the good, we can do the bad,” Sean nodded.

“Can I go, too?” Joseph asked, followed by the rest chiming in.

“Feels like a field trip,” Sean chuckled. “Okay, manor grounds first, then the bog.”

They’d only made it to the front gate when something happened— Sean was explaining the woods beyond the gate when two people appeared just in front of him, standing hand-in-hand.

“What is this?” Brendon Knox said as he stared at the group in front of him and his wife. “Where are we...? Dad?”

Chester Knox choked as he stared at his dead son, then slammed into him, hugging with all his strength. “My boy!”

“Orma,” Ryan Watercaller said with wide eyes, staring at his dead niece.

“Uncle?” Orma asked, looking back at him in confusion.

Sean turned toward Saret, who began to nod slowly. “They died at the same time as Marjorie... your plane was obviously formed at the same time. But did they believe in you?”

“I... don’t know,” Sean said slowly, watching the family reunions.

Brendon had heard the question and, when he could, he turned to look at Sean. “I believed he could do near anything. When that man…” Brendon trailed off with a shudder. “I called for help, but nobody came.”

“You called for him,” Orma said, motioning to Sean.

“Yeah...” Brendon said. “What is this, though? We died to that… man.”

“This is the afterlife,” Sean said. “Don’t worry— the rest of us are visiting, though there are a few people here.”

“Marjorie?” Brendon asked. “It doesn’t make sense for him to kill us and leave her alive.”

“She’s here,” Sean said. “There’s a place for you, too, if you want to stay.”

“We have a choice?” Brendon asked.

“If you go back into the woods, you might find something different,” Saret said, “but this is the best you will find.”

“There are homes here,” Sean said. “We came to show your families what those who believe will find after they die.”

“Sean, can we show them?” Ryan asked. “I’ll stay out of the bog. I just want to talk to Orma for a bit.”

“Same for me,” Chester Knox said.

“Sure. The houses are this way,” Sean said, starting to lead them to the next gate.




 

Chapter Eight

Sean shuddered, his hands slowly unclenching the bedsheets. “Damn... that’s still one of the best ways to wake up.”

Happy giggles came from Myna and Felora as they kissed. Sean watched them, chuckling when they finally broke apart.

“Thank you, Master,” Myna purred, moving up to snuggle his right side.

“Yes... thank you, Master,” Felora said huskily, snuggling on his left.

“Thank you, Fel, for helping me yesterday after the bog,” Sean murmured, kissing her forehead.

A soft hand pulled his head the other way, and Myna kissed his nose. “I am grateful for you doing what I wanted done, Master. His suffering makes me very happy.”

Sean kissed her nose back. “It rubs me a little wrong, but you’re welcome, my sweet kitty. No more going feral.”

“I’ll do my best, Master,” Myna murmured, ducking her head.

“We’ll do our best to help, Myna,” Felora said, reaching over to rub her ears.

Myna purred loudly, rubbing her face against Sean.

A knock came just before Fiona spoke through the door, “Time to get dressed. Breakfast is almost ready.”

“We’re up,” Sean said. “Be down soon.”

Felora snickered. “We just did both of those.”

Myna giggled as she got out of bed, stretching while her tail swayed back and forth. “Yes, it was a good night and morning.”

“Very good,” Felora grinned as she climbed over Sean, kissing him passionately, if briefly, as she joined Myna in stretching. “Careful Sean, or you’ll have another problem,” she snickered.

“I think two brats are trying to get another rise out of me,” Sean said.

“We’d fix it, Master,” Myna said, looking over her shoulder.

“I know you would. Come on— dresses on,” Sean said, pulling on his pants. “I need some food after last night and this morning.”

“I think Myna is full,” Felora snickered. “She had most of what you had to give us.”

“She is pretty demanding,” Sean laughed.

Myna purred as she pulled on the light sundress all of his wives favored wearing when they went to their dressing rooms. “It gets me what I want.”

“Got us both what we wanted,” Felora added. “Thank you, Myna. You’ve been very helpful in keeping my needs in check. You and Andie. I need to pull her aside today and thank her for all she does for me too.”

“She’s doing okay?” Sean asked as they left the room.

“A little better each day, like me,” Felora said. “Chas and Lilly agreeing to our play helped both us and them.”

“Good,” Sean exhaled.

“Good morning, My Lord,” Helga said as she, Aria, and Hallie came out of the master bedroom.

“Morning, my Choosers,” Sean replied, getting smiles from all three women. “How’s the training going?”

“Hallie is learning quickly, and Aria is improving with her sword,” Helga replied. “We are skipping training today so we can go with you.”

“All of you are coming with?” Sean asked.

“That’s what Fiona told us,” Aria said. “All of your wives.”

“Okay. Breakfast first, and then I need to alter Winston’s car for him.”

“That means Clara will be here,” Myna said. “We’ll get to visit until it’s time to go to the Lady’s Manor.”

“Yup,” Sean said. “See you all at breakfast.”

~ * ~ * ~

“That went much quicker than I feared it would,” Giralt said.

“Just needed to extend it and add a few more seats,” Sean shrugged. “You wanted it divided like that?”

“Yes. That’ll put our staff with the driver while Clara and I can have some privacy.”

“Hmm... should ask the others if they want separate compartments,” Sean murmured.

“You treat your staff as family, but for most of us, they are just staff,” Giralt said. “Well-treated staff, but staff all the same.”

“Husband,” Fiona called from the open double doors, “are you two ready?”

“Is it midday already?” Sean asked.

“Nearly,” Fiona said. “We’ll just be taking the bus up. Clara asked to ride with us instead of taking their car.”

“That’s fine. Their driver can head home. We’ll drop them off after the meeting.”

“Yes, that would work fine,” Giralt nodded. “I’ll let him know.”

Fiona stopped Giralt from leaving. “A moment, please, Winston?” She touched his shoulder, and the pieces of dirt and grime from working fell away from his clothes. “There. Your wife was concerned about your clothing.”

“Ah, yes,” Giralt said gratefully. “Thank you.”

Sean chuckled as he got to his feet, fixing his own clothing as he did. “I would have gotten him.”

“You forget things sometimes, dear husband,” Fiona said, coming into the workshop to hold him.

“True enough,” Sean sighed. “How was the talk with Clara?”

“Good. We all enjoy her company. She came from humble beginnings like Winston. While they both learned how to be ‘respectable socially,’ she’s loved being able to relax with us.”

“Good.”

“I’ve had all the staff rotating to help us with the vehicles,” Fiona said, changing topics. “They’ve been very happy to help, especially since we closed our business.”

“The association has all the rights now,” Sean nodded. “How are we doing financially?”

“We’ll be fine,” Fiona laughed. “Besides, you’ll create another wonder in time. Of that, I have no doubt.”

Sean held her gently. “I was thinking of a different tactic for Accord. I need to talk it over with all of you... maybe tonight or tomorrow?”

“We have time before we leave, much less get there,” Fiona said, leaning against him happily.

“True enough.”

With one last squeeze, Fiona broke the hug. “I really did come to get you so we can go. You’ll make me forget. Being in your arms just feels so comforting and warm that I want to stay there...”

“As often as you’d like,” Sean said, taking her left hand. “But yeah, being late would probably be bad.”

“I’m sure she’d forgive you, but let’s not find out.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was the last one off the bus. Before he stepped out, he gave Arliat a smile. “Should be a lot less exciting than last time, but keep the doors locked.”

“I will, sir,” Arliat said softly. “If I ask Felora, do you think she’d help me with the nightmares?”

Sean turned to her. “Yes. I’ll mention it to her.”

“Thank you, sir. I… didn’t kill anyone, but seeing them brought down by the cuons… it was hard.”

Sean didn’t step off the bus— he went to Arliat instead. “Arliat, you don’t need to wait to ask, okay? If you need help, just let her know.”

Swallowing, Arliat met his eyes. “I felt weak for needing to ask.”

“No,” Sean said softly, then hugged her gently. “It’s not weakness. I need her help all the time, too. It just means you’re kind and caring.”

Arliat’s arms went around him loosely, but she squeezed him to her once. “Thank you, Sean.”

“You’re family. I’ll have her check with the others, too, in case they’re troubled.”

“A few are...” Arliat whispered.

“Thank you,” Sean said, giving her a gentle squeeze before letting her go. “Stay safe.”

“I will, Sean,” Arliat said, her horse ears twitching as she looked away from him.

“Everything okay?” Fiona asked when Sean stepped off the bus.

“Fel,” Sean said, not answering Fiona directly, “later, can you dream with Arliat? She’s having nightmares about the guards dying just outside the bus during the fight.”

“Of course,” Felora replied.

“And check with the others at the manor? A few of them might need help, too,” Sean added.

“I will, Sean,” Felora said.

“Ah,” Fiona sighed. “She was trying to be strong?”

“Yeah. Said she felt weak for asking,” Sean sighed.

“We’ll handle it,” Fiona said as she took his arm.

“We’re all here,” Fredrick said, getting out of his carriage with Eva.

“Yes,” Dame Flamehair said, her husband beside her.

Sean gave the man a nod, never having met him before. “A pleasure, sir.”

“Sean, my wife impressed upon me to call you ‘Sean,’” Flamehair’s husband said. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Knight... I guess soon to be ‘Lord’ Vasu Flamehair.”

“Vasu, good to meet you,” Sean said.

“My husband, like you, isn’t one for society,” Flamehair said as she took his arm. “He prefers to oversee the work side of things.”

“They are honest,” Vasu shrugged, “unlike most nobles.”

“Powerful fire mage?” Sean grinned.

“Yes,” Vasu chuckled. “That is why I was asked to marry into the family. Luckily, Charie actually came to love me, and I her.”

Flamehair’s cheeks heated a touch. “Well... you do have your charms.”

“Like my own husband,” Clara smiled. “We all seem to have found good partners to live our lives with.”

“Took some of us longer to find the right ones, but I agree,” Mageeyes added.

“And all of us are happy,” Bloodheart beamed.

“Surprised about the number of carriages already here,” Sean said as they approached the doors.

“She summoned the survivors earlier,” Mageeyes said. “We’re some of the last to arrive.”

“Ah. So, this is basically court?” Sean asked.

“This is an accounting,” Bloodheart said stiffly. “She is chastising some and lauding others. Solidifying her allies and making sure that her enemies know that she is aware of them.”

“Fun times,” Sean exhaled. “Glad we’re in the ally group.”

They paused before the doorman, with Fredrick taking the lead. “Forged Bonds, all of us, but let me give you individual names…”




 

Chapter Nine

As they were led down the halls of the Lady’s manor, Sean noticed a major difference— every chandelier that had been wisps was now lanterns.

“I believe you will have a few things delivered to your home in a day or two, Sean,” Mageeyes smiled. “Someone may have expressed the interest you have in the wisps.”

“That’s a costly gift,” MacLenn said. “Very expensive.”

“We promised her a discount on lightbulbs when she orders,” Fredrick added. “I believe we’ll have a very large order for them, with a rush, in the next few days.”

“I can help expedite that,” Sean said, “if the wisps do arrive.”

“Would make it easier for the rest of us,” Ryan chuckled.

The two guards on the ballroom doors snapped to attention. One of them addressed the group before they stopped, “Forged Bonds, the Lady welcomes you.” With that, he opened the doors.

The ballroom had been cleaned from the massacre, but Sean could still see damage in the walls and floor. The nobles who had survived were talking in small groups. Among them were a few people Sean hadn’t expected to see.

“All of you were summoned?” Sean asked, approaching the two men in city guard armor and the man in a magistrate robe.

The Carmady brothers turned to face Sean, having been talking to Jasper. Ernst sighed, “MacDougal, please tell me you aren’t going to start a fight again?”

“He finishes them, he doesn’t start them,” Fiona replied.

“‘Finishes them’ is right,” Eugene snorted. “Room is sparse today. The guard felt a major loss, though not many good ones, thankfully.” Seeing Sean and his wives go cold, Eugene was quick to add, “We’re sorry to hear of your losses.”

Sean unclenched his jaw. “You two and Babbitt were the only guards who made me believe in the guard.”

“Many of the guards just want to do their jobs and go home,” Jasper said, stepping into the conversation. “I am a little worried that the chief magistrate isn’t here.”

“Pity that Lomar is,” Ernst muttered under his breath, his eyes going to the commander of the guard.

Sean followed his gaze to find Lomar by himself, looking worried. The commander caught Sean’s eye, then quickly hurried to a group, clearly not wanting Sean to find him alone. “I owe him...” Sean growled.

“We owe him,” Aria said, touching his arm, “but we shouldn’t instigate.”

“She is correct,” Hallie said. “Mageeyes hinted that we would get our chance.”

“If he is removed from his position, the selection to fill it is… thin,” Ernst said.

“Excuse me,” Knight Yggdra said. “Might I have a few moments of your time, Helga MacDougal?”

Helga looked at the Knight, then Sean, who nodded. “You want to ask her about the World Tree?”

“Yes. We never got the chance.”

“Go ahead, Helga. Hallie, Aria, you two might want to hear about it, too,” Sean said.

“Thank you,” Yggdra said. “If you have time later, MacDougal, I’d like to ask you about… what happened at the party.”

Sean gave the older man a searching look for a moment. “When you were brought back?”

“Yes... I know I died, but then, here I am,” Yggdra said slowly.

“I can explain it to him, My Lord,” Helga said. “If you approve?”

“Just the basics, Helga, but go ahead. He has my thanks for taking up arms with us.”

They didn’t wait long. It was only five minutes before the gong sounded and a man in butler attire announced the last arrival, “Lady Sharpeyes.”

She stood at the top of the stairs, looking down into the room, clearly marking each guest off in her head. With a nod, she descended the stairs and went to the middle of the room. “Good. I would have hated to censure even more families today.”

A few people shifted uncomfortably, giving away who she was speaking of.

“We have more distasteful business to conclude before we move on to the good,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “Commander Lomar, come forward.”

Sweating, the rotund commander of the guard stepped into the open space in front of the Lady. “I’ve come as summoned, Lady. How might the guard serve you?”

“First, I wish you to promote two guards who are here,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “I ask Eugene and Ernst Carmady to step forward.”

Both sergeants moved to stand to the side of Lomar, bowing to her. “Lady,” they said together.

Lomar’s lips thinned, but he turned to the brothers. “Sergeants, by command of the City Lady, you are hereby promoted to Captains.”

Both men saluted, looking a little stunned. They thanked him and Lady Sharpeyes before stepping back.

“Wait,” she said, and both men paused. “Now that there are two new captains, I can move on with you, Commander. You are stripped of all rank. On your watch, the guard reached new lows for corruption and flagrant abuse of power which all culminated with guard members attacking a Knight’s manor. That attack saw all of those attackers slaughtered to the last man.”

Lomar wiped his head with a handkerchief. “Lady, those men acted on their own.”

“Corporal Pax, step forward,” Lady Sharpeyes said simply.

Pax, the corporal who had been part of Wolen’s squad, came forward. “Lady?”

“You were part of Sergeant Wolen’s squad, were you not?”

“Yes, Lady.”

“Yet his squad is all dead, having attacked MacDougal’s home.”

“Wolen gave us the order, Lady. Said it came from Commander Lomar. I didn’t go with them.”

“Liar!” Lomar spat, turning on Pax with his hand raised to strike.

Sean was there before the blow could land— he grabbed Lomar’s arm, and squeezed. “No. Pax always spoke the truth in my dealings with him.”

“MacDougal, sir, I tried to warn you, but they had already gone to your home. I did as you once said. When the time came, I chose the law, not the orders,” Pax said.

“MacDougal, please unhand him,” Lady Sharpeyes said.

Sean was sorely tempted to tear Lomar’s hand off. Instead, he squeezed a bit harder before letting go. “Sorry, Lady.”

“I forgive you. Now, Lomar,” Lady Sharpeyes turned her attention back to the commander as he held his injured arm, “you are stripped of rank and, with the testimony of a current guard, I am having you arrested for attempted murder.”

Lomar’s eyes bulged. “What?! No!”

“I will give you a chance to redeem yourself,” Lady Sharpeyes went on as if Lomar hadn’t spoken. “You can fight MacDougal. If you win, you shall retain your rank and all charges will be dropped.”

Sean’s lips pulled back into an evil smile. “He doesn’t have the balls.”

Sean, like everyone but Lomar and the Lady’s guards, was unarmed. Lomar hesitated, then tried to pull his sword to attack before Sean could move. Sean slid a hair’s breadth to the side, then struck with a flat palm. The sound of metal being hit and twisted was clearly audible to the room.

Lomar crumpled at Sean’s feet, and Sean snorted. “Pathetic... even for you, Lomar,” he said flatly.

“Well, that seems to be over,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “Guard,” she motioned to one of her men, “remove the corpse.”

The guard went to Lomar, turning him over before blanching. Lomar’s breastplate had been caved in far enough that his chest had fractured. A small pool of blood formed under the body where it was leaking from his mouth.

“Steward, have the floor cleaned,” Lady Sharpeyes said evenly. “Now, I am without a city commander. The man my husband put in charge is dead. I shall need to promote a captain. Captain Ernst Carmady, step forward.”

Ernst was hesitant, but did as he’d been told. “Lady?”

“You are hereby promoted to Commander of the Hearthglen Guard. Furthermore, your brother shall be promoted to Assistant Commander. It has been ages since the position was filled, but we are doing so. Finish clearing the guard of corruption and get it in order. You still have plenty of recruits.”

“Yes, Lady,” Ernst said faintly.

“You should stay until the party is over, but your brother may go begin his tasks.”

Eugene bowed low before striding for the door, eager to get out while he could. Ernst watched him go, jealous that he couldn’t join his twin.

“There was another death most of you probably haven’t heard of,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “Chief Magistrate Truman was found dead this morning. He seems to have passed peacefully in his sleep. That does leave the position open.”

“Fuck...” The single word was soft, but as it was said after Lady Sharpeyes had paused, it was heard by many.

“High Magistrate Jasper, come forward,” Lady Sharpeyes said with a hint of amusement in her voice.

“Lady?” Jasper asked when he got to the open area.

“You have had a pointed stance on the laws of the city, and how they shouldn’t be separated between noble and commoner. Do you still hold to that?”

Jasper raised his chin. “I do.”

“Do you still believe the high magistrates should take more cases, as well?”

“Yes.”

“You do not want the position of chief magistrate, do you?”

“I do not,” Jasper said plainly. “I detest politics.”

“Perfect. You are appointed Chief Magistrate of Hearthglen. After the party, we’ll be speaking about all the magistrates so we can make sure the city has the rule of law it should.”

Bowing his head, Jasper sighed as if he’d just been condemned. “As you wish, Lady.”

“Excellent. Step back for now, Chief Magistrate.”

Jasper stepped back to stand next to Ernst. The two men shared a glance, both of them knowing their jobs would be difficult.

“I can now get to thanking those who stood beside me in my hour of need,” Lady Sharpeyes announced. “I will start with the Knight Yggdra.”




 

Chapter Ten

Sean was surprised by how generous Lady Sharpeyes was being. She even asked— in a few cases— what the recipient would like as a reward for their efforts. He also noted that Lady Sharpeyes kept saying people had been grievously wounded, not dead, and silently thanked Mageeyes for that.

“Lastly, we come to the MacDougal family. As they went above and beyond all others, and the fact the city wronged them, I will have to make amends and reward them. Please come forward, MacDougals.”

Sean was flanked by his wives, the ten of them being the largest group that had been called forward. “Lady,” Sean bowed to her, doing as everyone else had, “we have come as called.”

“I wish to start by making amends on behalf of the city,” Lady Sharpeyes said somberly. “The guard attacked your home and, in doing so, killed a few of your household. I have heard of your interest in the wisps. To help balance the scales of loss, I have had every wisp in the manor collected. They shall be delivered to you.”

Sean knew there had been dozens of wisps and had been told repeatedly about how costly they were— he knew that she was, in effect, paying wergild for the crime and deaths. “I shall call the scales balanced for the attack and deaths, Lady,” Sean said a little stiffly.

“With that matter settled, there are still two more things to repay you for: thwarting my husband’s massacre and saving my own life. This is much trickier for me... I place a very high value on my life, and your actions saved nearly everyone in this room. Do you have any requests that might balance these actions?”

“There is one thing,” Sean said. “I request that you give ownership of the cuons to me.”

Lady Sharpeyes’ eyes glittered. “There are still five of the hounds alive. I would have had to dispose of them for attacking my husband, so this barely touches the scales. I remand them into your custody. My steward will see to it.”

Sean bowed his head to her. “Thank you, Lady. Unfortunately, I know of nothing else that would help.”

“Lady, if I may?” Fiona asked, stepping forward.

“Fiona MacDougal, please speak.”

“There is one way to balance all the scales, for you and others,” Fiona said, her head raised proudly. “I ask the assembled to speak on my husband’s behalf and see him raised to a Lord.”

Sean jerked in surprise, but Hallie went to stand beside Fiona. “I agree with my wife, Lady,” Hallie said. “He has demonstrated skill, courage, loyalty, and honor.”

“I support this, Lady Sharpeyes,” Julian Bloodheart said, coming forward.

“As do I,” Knight Yggdra added, standing beside the head of the Bloodheart family.

One by one, the remaining heads of the noble houses came forward to throw their support behind Sean. Sean watched it all with rising trepidation— he didn’t really want to be a Lord, but he knew it would help him take down Truestrike.

“I see,” Lady Sharpeyes smiled when everyone was done. “Since the entirety of the noble families in the city support this, I shall get the paperwork in order. Sean MacDougal, as you are becoming a Lord, you will not be viewed as a branch of the Bloodheart family. Is your existing crest the one you wish to use?”

Sean thought about the kettle tipped to dispense water, the crest Lady Sharpeyes had given him to name him as an Aspirant. “I’d like a new crest, Lady.”

“Very well. Have it commissioned. Once it is completed, I will need a copy of it to send along with the forms.”

“I can hand one to you in just a few minutes,” Sean said.

“Very well. The numerous reasons you have been called up are now concluded. MacDougal, I wish to speak with you. Please follow me.”

Sean exhaled as he followed her from the room, his wives behind him.

“Sean, I’ll get a ride home with Gertihs,” Giralt said, his arm around his wife’s waist.

“Probably for the best,” Sean said. “Have a good day.”

They weren’t taken far. Just behind the stairs of the ballroom was a hall with a few rooms. Lady Sharpeyes took them to the second door and led them inside. Once they were all seated, she rang a bell for the maid to come into the room with a tea cart. The maid was deft in her actions, serving them all tea before she bowed and left them.

“I was surprised by the request, Fiona,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “And please, call me Saranita.”

“Has Amedee not told you our plans?” Fiona asked, taking a sip of her tea.

“You will be leaving the city shortly for Accord. There was talk of setting up a branch of Forged Bonds there, as well as a hint of unfinished business.”

“Truestrike,” Sean said.

“Ah. That would explain why you wish to be a Lord.”

“I didn’t want to be a Lord,” Sean said stiffly. “My wives see more than I do, though.”

“It’ll make things easier,” Hallie smiled. “You’ll be even in status with him. We’ll have a lot of ground to make up in allies, but it will be a much better place to start.”

“Can’t I just challenge him as a Lord?” Sean asked.

“He’d pick champions and, if you kept doing it, it would alienate the others in the city,” Hallie said.

“Gathering allies should be our first step,” Helga said. “We do not know yet what he might be capable of.”

Sean grimaced, but bowed to their wisdom. “Probably right.” Pulling out a chunk of mithril, Sean got to work on making a new crest.

“It is so odd to watch him Shape so easily, and with that metal, as well,” Lady Sharpeyes.

“Master is exceptional,” Myna purred as she watched him work.

“He’s a crafter at heart,” Ida added happily.

“I shall be sending my mother a letter,” Lady Sharpeyes said after a moment. “House Greenlimb will need to support a trusted ally.”

“I’d think you’d need the help more,” Ryann said.

“I might be removed soon,” Lady Sharpeyes sighed. “My husband was disastrous. Mother will be quite peeved. Once she hears from me, she might temper that anger. I did all I could to stop him from ruining the family name, after all.”

“No one will want the city right now,” Hallie said. “As reduced as it has been, stepping in now is… silly.”

“Yes, which is why I might stay in power. Though I could step aside for another family that wished to take the position, even as terrible as it is,” Lady Sharpeyes smiled as she sipped her tea. “A family known for overcoming hardships.”

Hallie laughed lightly. “You’ve asked them?”

“Not yet, but I might. I am still taking stock of everything. If I stay in charge and the city grows even more influential… well…”

“Risk, reward,” Felora smiled. “If you stay and it becomes worse, your family will lose a lot more. But if you stay and the city rises, your family will overcome the black eye your husband gave it, and you will make a name for yourself.”

“Yes,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “I have allies around me. The nobles have been rendered toothless for now. If my mother doesn’t remove me, I am leaning toward staying. Backing Forged Bonds has worked for everyone who has been loyal to them.”

“Fredrick would be happy to help,” Fiona said. “More so if you pushed him to Aspirant in a handful of tendays.”

“You see my plans. Good,” Lady Sharpeyes smiled. “I might need to solidify a firm partnership.” Her eyes went to Hallie. “Tell me about your brothers, please.”

Hallie laughed, setting her cup aside. “I doubt either would balk if you offered, Saranita. You are attractive and sharp enough to have known who to back. With a loyal husband beside you, it would make things better. Bringing the Greenlimb and Bloodheart families together will also not be unwanted by your mother.”

“Precisely, but I need you to help me see which might be better for me and for them.”

Sean tuned out their conversation— he wanted to get the emblem done, hand it off, and go home. His fingers glided over the mithril as he considered how Caleb and Cuander would get along. A pack could only have a single alpha and Caleb had been his, but Cuander was a proud cuon and might not take to bending knee to another.

“Done,” Sean said after an unknown amount of time. He had two identical crests in hand. “This is my new crest.”

Lady Sharpeyes took it, then began to laugh. “Oh, yes, this does work.”

His wives looked at the crests that he and Lady Sharpeyes were holding. Depicted on them was a cuon, its teeth bared as it growled. Upon its back was a Messenger Fairy in armor with a crossbow, aiming the same way the hound growled.

“I love it!” Aria smiled broadly.

“It does fit our family well,” Fiona nodded.

“Tells a story to anyone who knows us,” Myna grinned.

“Very well,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “By the time you reach Accord, you shall be known as Lord MacDougal. Ladies, it has been a pleasure having tea with you.”

Sean took a drink of his cup. “Nola was glad you survived,” he said.

Lady Sharpeyes froze, blinking rapidly as what he’d said hit her. “Nola…? She… I saw her body.”

“I couldn’t save her,” Sean said sadly, “but she’s happy and glad to hear you survived.”

“Dear... you can’t drop that kind of news on her,” Fiona said with a sigh. “Saranita, there is much about Sean you don’t know.”

“She’s... happy?” Lady Sharpeyes asked softly as a few tears trickled free. “Besides Amedee, Nola was my only other true friend, Sean.”

“If you’ll keep my secrets, on your life, I’ll explain,” Sean said, meeting her tear-filled gaze. “And you can even see her for yourself.”

“I agree,” Lady Sharpeyes said instantly.

Feeling the weight settle onto his shoulders, Sean nodded. “It’s a long story. Why don’t we get some more tea first? Ven, bring the clan in. Secure the manor for me.”

“We already have, sir,” Ven said. “She only has three Fairies left. They were understanding and assented to our request when we arrived.”

“Thank you, Ven,” Sean exhaled.

Lady Sharpeyes wiped her tears away, composed herself, and then pulled on the rope behind her. “Just a moment.”




 

Chapter Eleven

Sean looked at the five cuons waiting for them by the bus when they exited the manor. The man standing with them looked sour as he watched the group approach.

“MacDougal, I was told to bring you the cuons,” the man said stiffly.

“Huxley,” Aria said with clear dislike, “stayed out of the fight, did you?”

“Aria,” the man said tightly. “I only do as told.”

“Good thing you weren’t told to get involved, then,” Sean said firmly as he stood between them.

All five cuons stood up and growled, hearing Sean’s displeasure. Huxley went white when he saw the dogs looking at him instead of Sean.

“Sit down!” Huxley snapped. None of the cuons moved, and fear crept into his face.

“Cuander, calm down,” Sean said, letting his anger go. “We’re going home like you asked. Follow Aria.”

Cuander chuffed. He followed Aria and Sean’s wives onto the bus, the other four cuons trailing him.

Sean looked at Huxley. “Don’t upset my wives. I’m sure the Lady will be acquiring more cuons soon. If you’re lucky, I’ll be gone by then.”

Huxley stammered, nodding, as he wasn’t about to argue with a man who had complete control over the hounds that should’ve listened to him.

Sean snorted, getting onto the bus and shutting the door. “Take us home, Arliat.”

“Yes, sir,” Arliat said.

Sean looked at Cuander. “These are my wives and my driver. They speak with my voice. You’ll meet the rest of the family when we get home.”

Cuander stayed laying down, but chuffed.

“I have an alpha at home already,” Sean went on. “Caleb.”

Cuander snorted.

“Yeah, figured you wouldn’t think he was your alpha. That’s a problem. He’s been with me longer.”

“Sean,” Aria said tightly, “when two alphas meet… they fight.”

“Which is why I have a problem,” Sean said. “Family shouldn’t fight.”

Cuander looked to Aria, then back to Sean. With a long sigh, he huffed.

“I understand,” Sean said. “You’ll meet him, and the two of you will work it out… without fighting.”

Cuander sighed, closed his eyes, and waited.

“I’m not sure that’s going to work, Sean,” Aria said, moving to sit beside him.

“I know,” Sean sighed. “We’ll have to see. If they fight… does the loser die?”

“Not always. Sometimes they fight and one submits, then falls in as second.”

“We can heal any damage that isn’t fatal,” Sean murmured. “I just… don’t like the idea of them fighting. It’d be like Rumia and Prita attacking each other.”

“They do all the time,” Myna said. “It’d be just like the tournaments we’ve had before.”

Sean tried to view it that way. “But with real weapons, which I don’t condone.”

“True, they don’t have practice teeth,” Myna snickered.

Sean’s brain gave him an image of Cuander and Caleb with false wooden teeth sparring, and he chuckled. “Yeah, that would be odd.”

“If needed?” Aria asked.

“Yeah, but I dislike it in the extreme.”

~ * ~ * ~

When they pulled into the yard, Sean was the first one out of the bus. “Caleb,” Sean called.

A happy bark came from the front yard, and Caleb came racing toward the bus. That run came to a dead stop as Cuander stepped off the bus. Caleb started walking forward, his ears back and eyes locked on Cuander.

Cuander stepped to stand beside Sean, looking unconcerned as he sniffed the air. The other four cuons followed Sean’s wives off the bus, staying back.

“Caleb, this is Cuander. Cuander, this is Caleb,” Sean said, going to stand between them. “I know both of you are alphas, but I don’t want a fight. Can you work out who should be alpha without one?”

Cuander yawned, then raised a paw to scratch at his mangled ear.

Caleb slowed further, letting out a soft growl.

Cuander huffed, shaking himself before barking once.

Caleb looked at Sean, then slowly stopped. With a soft whine, Caleb lowered himself to the ground, then exposed his belly. Cuander moved forward with slow steps. When he reached Caleb, he sniffed the hound’s neck, then stepped back.

“Thank you...” Sean said softly. He crouched down to pet them both. “I mean it. Caleb, you’re a good boy. I know you wanted to fight him for it, but you did the right thing. Cuander, thank you for taking him as your second.”

“More cuons?” Quinna asked, coming out of the barn.

“Yeah,” Sean said, standing up. “Caleb, show Cuander around. Make sure he knows who is family.”

Caleb rolled to his feet, looked at Cuander, chuffed, then started toward Quinna. Cuander followed like a lord being taken to meet his staff.

“Never thought I’d see that happen,” Aria said softly. “They only did that because of you, Sean. Your gift makes them see you as their alpha.”

“I’m just glad it didn’t come to a fight,” Sean said. Looking up, he realized it was near evening. “Sparring, bath, dinner, and then, the Oaken Glen.”

“As you wish, husband,” Fiona smiled. “Ladies, let’s get ready. We’ve missed a few days. It’s time to get back to training.”

~ * ~ * ~

Entering the Oaken Glen, Sean chuckled at Joseph calling out his name. The rest of the room turned his way, and Sean gave the people he knew smiles as he passed them.

“I’ve been waiting to hear what happened,” Joseph said when Sean got to the table.

“Like a kettle on boil,” Sam snickered.

“They all told me to wait,” Joseph said, looking at the others who’d been at the gathering.

“And he’s been getting progressively less patient,” Knox chuckled. “Not that he had much patience to begin with.”

“You all could have told him what happened for you, at least,” Sean snickered. “Okay, Joseph, let me get a drink. Amedee, why don’t you start?”

~ * ~ * ~

It took a little time to go through the news. Joseph’s exclamations, plus no one trying to keep their voices down, had word spreading quickly. Sean was the last one to speak. The room was mildly surprised at the news that Sean had been given the cuons, but that paled compared to their reactions when he told them he was being made a Lord.

“Seriously?” Joseph asked softly.

“She said it would all be done by the time we get to Accord,” Sean shrugged. “Here.” He pulled out the crest he made, setting it on the table. “My new crest.”

It was the first time any of them had seen it, and a few seconds went by before laughter started. Joseph was the first, but Sam, Knox, and eventually, the whole table, followed. The rest of the inn kept glancing over, wondering if they would get told why everyone was laughing.

“Summer’s bronzed buttocks... that’s hilarious,” Joseph said, wiping at his eyes.

“What is it?” someone finally called out.

Joseph snatched the crest and held it up. “Lord MacDougal’s crest. He’s a well-known friend of cuons and Messenger Fairies alike.”

As the rest of the room saw it, more laughter filled the room, and others closer explained it to those farther back.

“Is it that funny?” Sean frowned.

“Most of them have crests to invoke their name, or something serious,” Sam said. “But this one... this one is perfect for you, Sean.” She wiped at her eyes, having been laughing, as well.

Mageeyes put a different crest on the table. It was made of mithril and held a glowing eye in the center. Flamehair’s crest was a phoenix rising above a city, which she set next to Mageeyes’. Toivo Bloodheart pulled his out— a heart with a sword behind it, dripping blood.

“See?” Joseph snickered, setting the crest back on the table. “Sorry. I was laughing because I know this crest will become famous.”

The others agreed as everyone recollected theirs from the table.

“Maybe...” Sean exhaled. “I don’t feel very lordly. I feel as noble as the night Lady Sharpeyes made me an Aspirant.”

“Because that’s who you are,” Knox said softly. “We all know you really don’t care, but everyone else would.” He looked around the room, which had gone quiet again. “Everyone here who has talked with you knows, but even they’re unsure of what you being a Lord might mean.”

Sean looked around the room before he exhaled slowly. Standing up, he turned a slow circle to look at each table and the bar. “You’ve all heard that I’m going to be a Lord? It doesn’t matter to me. Besides it helping me further some goals I have, the word means nothing to me. I’m the same crafter I’ve always been, and I’ll always feel that way. Please don’t treat me any differently than you used to.”

“Sean,” Angusson said, standing up, “I’ll always consider you a friend. No matter your rank, if you tell me to treat you as I have, I will. Maybe others will balk, but I trust you.”

“Thanks, Angus,” Sean exhaled.

“Of course.”

“Allonen, a round for the room,” Sean said. “What’s the point of being a Lord if I can’t thank those around me?”

“Very well, sir,” Allonen said. “Ladies, get the orders,” he added, addressing the waitresses.

The room cheered his name, raising mugs to him.

“Well, that might be expensive,” Mageeyes laughed. “I’ll cover the cost,” she added in a hushed tone so it didn’t travel past the table.

“I’ll pay for it,” Sean said. “It’s good to just see them relax around me.”

“A Lord who hates being looked at?” Giralt chuckled. “Yes, that’s Sean.”




 

Chapter Twelve

Finishing his breakfast, Sean gazed down the table at the staff. “Ladies, without fighting, who would like to accompany me to craft today?” Every head turned in his direction. “I’ll take a cook, a maid, and one of the outside staff with me to make lightbulbs.”

“And we’ll have the rest of you join us putting the finishing touches on the cars we’re making,” Fiona said. “No one is being left out.”

The sudden tension in the room faded, though not entirely.

“Sir,” Rumia spoke up first, “I’ve helped with the shop many times. Please take one of the twins.”

Both Quilla and Quinna stared at Rumia in shock for a moment, then grinned at her. “Take Quilla,” Quinna said a moment later. “Got to let the youngest have her fun sometimes.”

Quilla snorted. “Ass.”

“Mona,” Glorina said, “go with him.”

Lona’s lips creased down for a second before turning back up. “Good for you, sis.”

Mona hugged Lona with her left arm. “Next time, it’ll be you.”

“Agreed,” Glorina said.

The maids had put their heads together. They spoke softly for a few moments before sitting back. “Cali, you’ll go with him,” Tiska said.

“Understood,” Cali smiled broadly.

Sean wore a smile as he watched the byplay. “Ladies, thank you. That was beautiful to watch. The care and love you had for each other is amazing.”

All of them smiled back at him, a few with pink tinged cheeks.

“The rest of you will be split into two sets,” Fiona said. “Morning and afternoon. Work still needs to be done, so divide that up.”

“Those going with me, you have twenty minutes before we meet at the bus,” Sean said, his gaze going to Arliat. “And you’re with me, of course.”

Arliat bowed her head. “Yes, sir.”

“Sean,” Fiona said, “you’re taking two of the outside staff, which there are four of, and we have four maids. Would you take another of them to make it even and split those left evenly for me?”

“Xenta shall go,” Tiska said before Sean could speak.

The Fox Moonbound bowed her head. “Thank you, Tiska.”

“Okay,” Sean chuckled. “Twenty minutes.”

~ * ~ * ~

As they rolled into the Forged Bonds’ workshop yard, Sean was grinning at the staff. The women had been chatting excitedly with each other since they’d left the house. He’d heard all of their conversations, even when they’d been whispering, and had done his best to remain impassive. All of them were giddy, feeling like he was accepting them more.

Helga wore a bemused smile, the first one off the bus. “Winston,” she greeted Giralt, “good morning.”

“Good morning, Helga. He brought helpers?” he asked, looking through the bus windows.

“A few,” Helga said.

The staff filed off the bus, including Arliat, before Sean stepped out. “We’re here to knock out the lightbulbs for Lady Sharpeyes.”

“Will you take a look over the current truck, too?” Giralt asked.

“Sure, once I get them started.”

Entering the workshop, Sean waved to those who looked their way. He guided his group over to the lightbulb-making section.

“Sean, brought some of your staff with you?” Ryan asked.

“They’re going to be helping me and learning how to do it,” Sean said, “just in case we need extra help in Accord until we find people.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” Ryan said. “I set aside the materials for you.”

Led away from the normal group, Sean got his staff set up, ready to begin. He went slowly with them, giving each a specific task and working with them until they could do it on their own. Once he had them all working, he went back to Giralt.

“How are they doing?” Giralt asked.

“A little slow right now, but it’s going.”

“Ready to go over the latest iteration?”

“I am. Are they doing a car next?” Sean asked, pointing to where the woodworker of the project was Shaping a different frame.

“For Lady Sharpeyes,” Giralt chuckled. “Fredrick is getting ready to solidify Forged Bonds as her closest ally.”

“Second closest,” Sean said. “She might remarry sooner than many expect.”

“Intriguing,” Giralt said, puffing on his cigar. “Let’s not keep them in suspense. They’ve all been worried about what you will say.”

Sean gave the crafters a grin. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Grab your creepers and you can join us under it.”

~ * ~ * ~

It was close to evening sparring time when Arliat drove them back into the manor’s yard. “Good work today, ladies. I’m proud of all of you.”

Quilla looked down, clearly still upset with herself.

As everyone filed off the bus, Sean caught Quilla’s hand, stopping her. “Hey... It’s okay.”

Quilla shook her head. “You should have brought Rumia instead of me... Too big and clumsy for that work.”

Sean touched her chin, making her pull her gaze from the floor up enough to see him. “No. Big, yes, but not clumsy. Xenta broke just as many as you— hers were just spaced out more. Do you think she’s clumsy?”

“No, but—”

“No ‘buts,’” Sean cut her off as gently as he could. “Neither you nor your sister are clumsy. I’ve never thought so.”

Quilla looked at his hand holding hers. “...Never?”

“I’ve thought a few things, but nothing bad,” Sean tried to lighten the moment. “No one will ever see you as weak. My first thoughts were about how strong you two must be.”

Quilla sighed. “That’s what everyone thinks first.”

“Honestly, my thoughts were how beautiful you and your sister were. Beautiful in a powerfully-built way.”

Head snapping up, she met his eyes and saw his slightly worried smile. Her lips ticked up and she chuckled. “I normally snort when a man says that. Tell him how he isn’t man enough to handle me.”

“Never told me that,” Sean said softly.

“Knew better from that first sparring session we had,” Quilla replied. “You got distracted and I couldn’t budge you. Then, you flipped me with ease.”

“Oh, right,” Sean chuckled.

“Are you going to spend time with us?” Quilla asked.

Sean’s eyes widened a little and he hesitated, clearly trying to find the right words.

Quilla began to laugh, giving his hand a squeeze. “I mean like you have with some of the others. ‘Getting to know us’ time.”

“Yes,” Sean replied without hesitation. “All of you will have your time. In fact,” he smiled as he led her off the bus, “I think I’ll miss sparring tonight.”

Quilla’s eyes got large as he kept ahold of her hand. She saw the others already gathering in the yard, along with all the eyes going to her hand in his. Her sister’s eyebrows went up in shock, bringing a burning blush to her cheeks.

“Fiona,” Sean said, not letting go of Quilla’s hand, “I’m stealing Quilla and Quinna for the next hour. We’ll join you all in the bath after sparring.”

“If that’s what you want, husband,” Fiona replied with a smile. “Talking?”

“Yeah.”

That got a number of relieved looks from the others.

“I’m going to take those I haven’t talked to aside over the next few days and chat with them.” He looked at the staff all lined up, ready to spar. “I know some of you have asked if I would and, since we have a calm few days ahead of us, now is best.”

“Sir?” Cali raised her hand.

“No need to raise your hand, Cali,” Sean chuckled.

“Umm... about today. Will we be helping when we get to Accord? I heard you mention it to Magus Giralt.”

“Maybe. We don’t have any solid plans for how the association will set up and work there yet. It was a possibility, which is why I wanted to start training you to do it. Fiona, did you finish up either today?”

“An hour or two at most will have us done with both,” Fiona said.

“Which will give us the space back. I’ll be showing all of you how to make lightbulbs then, along with every other invention.” He cast his gaze over the entire group, giving them a smile. “Our family can manage it alone, if needed, but I only want us helping until Amedee gets people set up to take over.”

“We understand,” Fiona said. “Start teaching tomorrow?”

“Yes, and I want the cooks included,” Sean said.

Myna smiled. “I’ll arrange it, Master.”

“Thank you, Myna.” Taking a deep breath, he held out his free hand. “Quinna, you ready?”

Quinna’s chin lifted, her Life Bond showing clearly as she crossed the yard to him.

Hand in hand, Sean led the twins into the house.

Once they settled into the library, Sean gave the twins a tentative smile. “I know neither of you probably thinks your lives up to this point were exciting, but I want to hear all about it. I did have a question for you, Quinna; when I called you over, you lifted your chin. Umm... was that deliberate or reflexive?”

Quinna flushed and tucked her chin down. “Reflex. I was called by the one who branded me.”

Sean shifted his chair so he sat between the two of them, taking their hands in his again. “I’d like to hear more about what your heritage means, too. I know Quilla was probably panicked when she let the branding slip the first time.”

“Was I ever...” Quilla murmured, looking at his hand in hers.

“I was shocked when she told me,” Quinna added. “All I could think was that it would mean you kicking us out.”

“And now?” Sean asked gently.

“Hopeful, like the others.”

“We know you don’t care about our heritage,” Quilla said, her free hand touching her horns.

“Actually, I do,” Sean said, then quickly went on before they could get the wrong idea. “Your heritage makes up a chunk of who you are. I care for you, which means I care for all of you.”

“But you don’t mind us… having features?” Quinna asked.

Sean hesitated, his cheeks burning, but he expressed his thoughts, “I’m a bit intrigued by how they might feel or be used… in some situations.”

Quilla gave him a sideways look, then smirked. “Want to try getting a hold on them and breaking us in?”

Sean’s face burned bright.

Quinna snickered. “Sean, we actually would enjoy it, and you’re a lovely red currently.”

“Let’s talk about your past,” Sean coughed, trying to shift the topic onto something that wouldn’t make his face combust.

Both of them laughed at his clumsy evasion, but they squeezed his hands, happy to have this time alone with him.

“Well, we were born and raised on the farms outside the city,” Quinna said. “Lots of our people are used out there for labor.”

“Life was tough, but good,” Quilla added. “Do you know what life on a farm is like?”

“Only a little,” Sean admitted. “I know it’s hard work from sunup to sundown.”

“Before sunup to just after sundown,” Quinna corrected. “Lucky for Quilla and me, we felt an affinity for the animals…”




 

Chapter Thirteen

“They were very excited,” Hallie said.

Sean smiled. “Their exuberance makes me happy.”

“I can’t blame them, either. Shaping is a joy. I never would have thought of it before doing so myself.”

“I’m glad everyone enjoys it. I’d love to do nothing but craft for decades, or longer.”

“Maybe once Truestrike is dealt with,” Hallie said.

“What prompted the change tonight?” Sean asked.

“Helga wanted to spend some time with Aria,” Hallie said, her lips quirking up as she watched Sean’s face.

“Ah. Got it.”

“You’re adorable, Sean,” Hallie giggled.

“Everyone loves making me blush.”

“Yes. I have been told to do it sparingly, though.”

“Yeah, so I keep blushing,” Sean said with a lopsided smile.

“The others are quite eager for their day to speak with you, especially when the twins talked about how you engaged them.”

“Weird,” Sean said softly. “I mean, if I’m going to love them in time, shouldn’t I get to know them better?”

“Yes, but many wouldn’t,” Hallie murmured, leaning into his side. “You should take the time to speak with your wives, too. Ida, Felora, Andrea, and Aria, most of all. None of them have really had the chance to talk with you in that way. Myna, Fiona, and Ryann would probably like it, too, even if you have spoken to them about their pasts before.”

“Diplomacy...” Sean murmured, putting his arm around her waist. “A good wife thinks of everything. Thank you for being a good wife to me, Hallie.”

“You are very welcome, dear husband,” Hallie murmured. She tilted her head, lips pursed.

Sean gave her the kiss she wanted. The kiss lingered until the bus stopped.

Pulling back, Sean stood up. “Shall we?”

“Of course,” Hallie said, leading him off the bus.

As the couple left, Arliat gave a wistful sigh. “I’ll have my day soon...” she murmured as she got the bus moving again.

A light snow was falling as they stepped into the Oaken Glen. The moment Sean was inside, the room grew loud. His name was shouted with happiness from everyone, and Sean laughed. His eyes went to Joseph, who was grinning widely.

“Thank you for the warm welcome,” Sean said. “I’m not buying another round of drinks tonight, though.”

Laughter came from many in the room as they turned back to their own conversations. Sean returned greetings to everyone who called to him as he crossed the room. He promised Angus to stop for a mug before he left.

“You set that up, didn’t you, Joseph?” Sean asked when he got to the table.

Joseph laughed. “The look on your face was priceless.”

“I’m sure it was,” Sean said, seating Hallie.

“Have you heard the rumors, Sean?” MacLenn asked.

“Rumors?”

“The Carmady brothers fired over ten sergeants, promoting men up into those spots. Major turmoil in the guard.”

“Removing the chaff,” Sean chuckled. “At least the guard will be what it should be.”

“They spoke with Babbitt at length today before they made changes,” Fredrick said. “I asked him to lend them a hand as he can.”

“That’s good for the city,” Sean said.

“Surprised you’re not wearing armor, sister,” Bloodheart said.

“I’m wearing it. Just not deployed,” Hallie smiled back at her brother.

“Which reminds me of a test I still want to do,” Sean said. “I keep meaning to see if just the breastplate can be formed instead of the full suit.”

Hallie glanced at Sean, then frowned. A moment later, she was wearing a breastplate that looked exceedingly odd with her dress. “Yes, we can.”

Sean chuckled, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “Good to know.”

The armor went back to being a belt.

“Can’t get you to make me a suit like that, can I?” Bloodheart asked.

Sean scratched at his chin for a moment. “Come by tomorrow and we’ll talk. If I do, you’ll need to supply the mithril. Oh, Amedee, Charie, send your drivers over at midday tomorrow. We’ll have your cars done by then. We’ll make yours then, Augustus.”

There was a chorus of agreements right before Tabitha was at the table. “Another round?”

“On me,” Mageeyes said.

“I’ll take a mulled wine,” Hallie said. “It’s snowing again.”

“Make it two, please,” Sean said.

“I have news about properties, Sean,” Mageeyes said when Tabitha left.

“Enough for all of us?” Sean asked.

“Charie will be taking over her family manor,” Mageeyes said.

“The Flamehair manor there will be mine, and this one goes back to the family.”

“I’ll be staying with my family there until… things work out,” MacLenn said a touch stiffly. “It’s going to be rough to begin. I’ll be bringing all of the Forged Bonds goods with me. I’m hoping it makes an impact, enough to give me room to maneuver.”

“I would like to point something out to you, Amedee, Charie,” Giralt said. “You might wish to ask Sean to make separate compartments for your staff in your vehicles. We did that to mine when we extended it.”

“Oh. Yes, please, Sean,” Mageeyes said.

“The same, please,” Flamehair nodded.

“A minor tweak,” Sean shrugged. “Augustus, how many will be in your car?”

“Just me and the wife,” MacLenn said. “I’ll be driving it. Already had practice, and I like that it means I don’t need a driver.”

“Should finish it the day after tomorrow at the latest, then,” Sean said.

“What will you be working on after?” Joseph asked with a gleam in his eye.

“Nothing,” Sean said. “I’ll be teaching my staff to make everything Forged Bonds can make. I figure we can help out until we get people in Accord.”

“That will make it much easier,” Mageeyes smiled. “I have put people to work looking for the skills we need, so they shouldn’t have to fill in for long. Especially if we can get Bonds from you for those we hire, Sean.”

“Restrictive Bonds, I hope,” Sean said.

“About how and where they can use their given Talents and energy,” Mageeyes smiled. “Yes.”

“Should be fine, then.” Sean thanked Tabitha as she set his drink down. “Thank you, Tabitha. Oh, you’d been saying something about homes, Amedee?”

“Ah, yes. I have found a section of the city that needs renovating. In total, there are ten buildings that take up a block together. It is a little removed from the crafters, though not too far removed. It does place us farther away from the other nobles, and closer to Charie.”

“Cost?” Sean asked.

“Between our manors and Forged Bonds, it should be fine,” Mageeyes smiled. “I was going to turn one or two of the buildings into the workshop and shop.”

“An expense that we can help with. Your two manors here would sell well if you can find buyers,” Fredrick said.

“I already have them,” Mageeyes laughed. “Sean’s manor is being sold to Madam Archlet.”

Sean snorted. “Should see about getting the garden replanted before we leave, then.”

“She was already informed and said it was fine. It was because of her help that I got the contact for the properties in Accord.”

“What happened to the buildings?” Sean asked.

“The noble family that held it has since left the city and was looking to get rid of it,” Mageeyes smiled. “They had disagreements with Truestrike. It helped the price come down when I assured them that we wouldn’t be his allies.”

“Works for me,” Sean snorted. “When will you know if we have the properties?”

“Should be Tenday, at the latest.”

 “Umm... how far is it to Accord?”

“Normally, it would take four tendays,” Bloodheart said. “I believe we’ll be there much sooner.”

“I have most of the vehicles set to only go ten miles per hour,” Sean said. “That’s three or four times faster than most carriages normally can go. I could make them go faster, but then things will get dicey if there’s trouble.”

“Which means it’ll take us just over a tenday to get there,” Mageeyes smiled. “And you say they can go faster?”

“Yeah. The engine kind of stops them from doing more than triple that, but I could tinker with it and—”

Giralt began to laugh. “Goodness, Sean, listen to what you’re saying! We’re already going to cut the time to a third of what it would take.”

“On my old world, they used to go upward of ten times what ours currently can,” Sean said softly. “The trip from here to Accord would be done in a single long day.”

The table fell silent as they digested what he’d said.

“It would require a lot of work on the current engine, but it’s possible. It’d be easy to rig up an electric motor.”

Everyone stared at him, even Hallie.

“It’s too soon to muck with what we have, since they haven’t even really sold yet, but I could get a prototype done and leave it with you,” Sean told Fredrick.

“Why not make it in Accord?” Fredrick managed to ask.

“I could, but honestly, I’m not going to be making things as my job there. I had a different tactic in mind.”

Everyone leaned forward in anticipation.

“The best Shapers are in Accord, right?” Sean asked, getting nods. “Including healers?”

They all sat back as they considered what Sean was suggesting.

“You want to be a healer?” Mageeyes asked.

“It’s been a thought,” Sean said. “Everyone has problems that need fixing. I can do more than any other Flesh Shaper, things like arms being returned or Myna’s tail.”

“I don’t know any other healer who can manage either,” Flamehair said.

“Easy to make allies if you heal them,” Sean said. “I was going to offer pricing based on the person paying, too. Less for a laborer than a merchant, for instance, with Agreements on not discussing prices when they pay.”

Saret began to snicker. “Oh, that will either work wonderfully or go horribly wrong.”

“Not positive I’m going to, but I’ve been considering it. I still want to talk it over with Fiona.”

“It’s because of you that I’m going to be a father,” Giralt said softly. “I think it’ll work out.”

“We’ll find out,” Sean said.




 

Chapter Fourteen

A spike of lust woke Sean from a dreamless sleep. Jerking upright, he saw Helga standing beside the bed, looking surprised. “Helga?”

“I was tasked to wake you, My Lord,” Helga said.

The lust was still high, and Sean realized that it wasn’t his. Looking at Helga, he understood— it was because of the budding empathy he had with her. He was also aware that he had morning wood, which probably explained her lust.

“Breakfast?” Sean asked as he pushed the blankets off.

Helga’s eyes went south from his face as he was uncovered. With a jerk, she brought her gaze back up to his face. “If that is what My Lord wishes.”

Sean snorted, his lips quirking up. “Did Fiona send you to get me for breakfast?”

Helga’s face was impassive as she nodded, but her disappointment was sharp to Sean. “Yes, My Lord. She said you have a few minutes, but that sometimes, you are difficult to wake... but you woke before I could even touch you.”

“A few minutes...” Sean murmured as he stared at his wife. Exhaling, he did what she’d told him she needed before. “That’s plenty of time if you do your best, Chooser.”

Helga’s smile bloomed and the lust in her rose higher. “Plenty of time, My Lord?”

Sean got out of bed and touched her cheek gently. “I know your needs, Helga. I will try. Now, kneel and serve me.”

Helga’s eyelids fluttered as she lowered herself to her knees. “Thank you, My Lord.”

Myna and Felora had helped him get a little more comfortable with being dominant. It still wasn’t his kink, but he knew how to act the part. As Helga did as he had commanded, he took a handful of her blond hair in hand and set the pace.

It’s what those three want, even need... for my wives, I can change a little to make them happier. With a shiver, he took control, giving Helga what she wanted.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good morning,” Sean said as he came into the dining room.

Glorina smiled as she finished setting the table near his chair. Fiona gave him a knowing smile when he took his seat. Sean was quick to serve himself, glad he hadn’t been late. He glanced at Helga, who was wearing a small, happy smile as she looked down.

Breakfast was eaten before anyone discussed topics for the day. Sean was the first one done, so he filled them in on their potential houses and his plans of being a healer in Accord.

Fiona looked thoughtful. “The idea of using your Flesh Shaping to gain allies has merit. As you said, everyone has things they need healed or would want to change. Are you going to put down crafting new things entirely?”

“Probably not,” Sean admitted, “but it’ll be a hobby more than a job. I’ll be making a new prototype before we leave. Fredrick will hold onto it until he thinks it’ll sell best for the association.”

“What is it?” Ida asked.

“A change to the engine for the vehicles. Instead of a steam engine, it’ll be an electric motor. Not as many runes, and I can make it more compact.” Sean paused, thinking of what a smaller engine could do.

“You’re grinning, Master,” Myna said.

“There was a vehicle that was rapid transport for one or maybe two people that a smaller engine could do,” Sean chuckled. “Smaller engine, less weight, faster movement.”

“Do the cars and trucks not move fast enough, already?” Ryann asked.

“I’m talking faster than a galloping horse. Here to Accord in sixteen hours or so.”

The table stared at him, the shock obvious on every face.

“Could probably tune the speed down, but even two days would be doable.”

“Sean...” Fiona said softly, taking his hand in hers. “That would change so much. If it was that easy to travel…”

“Yeah,” Sean nodded. “I could get the engine done today, make the first motorcycle tomorrow, and give it a test run the day after that.”

“You’d draw the Queens to you that much faster,” Fiona said, cutting him off.

Sean exhaled, settling back in his chair. “Oh... right.”

“But you can still do the other engine for the existing types of vehicles, right?” Ida asked.

“Yeah, that’d be fine…” Sean said, looking at Fiona.

“That shouldn’t draw more attention than the trucks already have. After all, you’re just changing a component,” Fiona told him.

“Okay, I’ll work on that today. We need to finish up the two cars before midday, then start on a normal car for MacLenn. Oh, and separate the current passenger compartments for the two you’re working on.”

“So their staff is separated from them,” Fiona nodded. “I should’ve considered that. Very few treat their staff as friends, and no others really treat them as family as far as I know.”

Sean caught the wide, happy smiles on the faces at the far end of the table. “Speaking of. Arliat,” he looked toward her, “would you like to talk with me today?”

“Yes!” Arliat blurted before her cheeks heated and she tried again. “Yes, sir. If you want.”

“Of course. I’m considering pulling one or two more of you aside to talk today, too,” Sean said.

“Sean,” Fiona smiled, “we’re also taking time to speak with them. You don’t need to try rushing.”

“I understand. I want to take time to pull each of my wives aside, too. I feel like I could get to know all of you better.”

Fiona’s smile widened, and she leaned in to kiss him. “We’d all love that, but we don’t want to pull you from work now. If you do become a healer in Accord, we’ll all have plenty of time to spend a day or more with you.”

Sean thought about that. “Fair. I do want to talk to all of our family at least once before we go, though. It’ll make the trip nicer for all of us.”

Fiona glanced at the staff who had hopeful, eager smiles on. “I will support that.” Standing up, she looked down the table. “Ladies, we all have work to do. Let’s get to it.”

As everyone filed out of the room, Sean stretched. Letting the others get ahead of him, he started making a list of things in his head.

“Sir?” Mona called to him.

“Yeah?” Sean asked, pausing in the doorway.

“Umm... will we... get time, too?”

Sean hesitated, then remembered he’d spoken to all of them in the bath, but hadn’t spent time with just one or two of them. “Didn’t feel like the first time was enough?”

Mona looked away. “No... it’s…” She trailed off.

“It wasn’t an accusation or rebuke, Mona. I’m just curious. I want you all to feel equal, after all.”

“We just heard about you talking with Quilla and Quinna,” Lona said, coming to her sister’s aid. “We both thought that maybe we could have the same thing.”

“Okay,” Sean smiled. “I’ll make sure it happens. That means Glorina needs more time, too.”

Glorina’s smile grew. “If that is what you want, sir.”

“Ladies, it’s fine to ask. It really is. I might not agree, but asking is always okay.”

“Will you be sparring with us today?” Glorina asked.

“Yeah. Things got messed up, but we should get back to it,” Sean nodded. “We’ll do it after the Dames get their vehicles.”

“Thank you, sir,” Glorina beamed.

“See you all then,” Sean told them and headed out, deciding to alter his plans for the day a little.

“Arliat, you got time?” Sean asked, having just left the house.

“Uh... you want to talk now, sir?” Arliat asked.

“Thought it was the best time. I have no pressing matters that might interrupt us if we talk now.”

“Then yes, sir,” Arliat smiled. “The library, like the others?”

“Yeah,” Sean said, holding his hand out to her.

Arliat took his hand, her smile wide. “I’m ready, sir.”

As they went inside, Tiska saw them. “Sir, did you want tea?”

“Arliat, did you have a preference?” Sean asked.

“Orange?”

“I’ll make sure the tea is brought up,” Tiska smiled at Arliat. “Enjoy.”

Arliat’s cheeks dusted at the wink Tiska gave her.

Sean missed the wink, leading Arliat on to the library. “I see they’ve already pulled a book out for you,” Sean greeted the trio of younger Fairies.

“Yes, sir,” Jutt said. “Sir, would it be okay for the other young to read with us?”

“Of course,” Sean said. “I don’t mind at all, but maybe not when I’m talking with someone?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,” Arliat whispered. “I don’t think I could relax if there were that many people present.”

“I know I couldn’t,” Sean said. “That’s why I didn’t want to be the face of Forged Bonds... well, one of the reasons.”

“You’ve always seemed to be a natural at leading, sir.”

“I can lead. I’d just rather tinker with stuff.”

“We’ve all come to realize that, sir. It’s one of your charms. You don’t want to control everyone around you— you’d rather just create new things and enjoy those around you.”

“True,” Sean grinned.

A knock came on the door before Tiska entered the room with the tea trolley. “I have the tea, sir. I didn’t bring any snacks, since we just finished breakfast.”

“That’s fine, Tiska. Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure, sir,” she replied, preparing their cups, then leaving them to talk.

“I had a question, Sean,” Arliat said slowly. “You seem interested in accepting all of us, but you also seem afraid of it. Why?”

Sean took a sip of his tea before he set it aside. “How much is too much?” Sean asked. “There has to be a finite amount of people I can keep happy. I worry that I’ll hurt those I love if more people keep adding in.”

“So you’re just worried about hurting the people you love?”

“And those who hope to join,” Sean added, meeting her eyes. “I care for each of you. I didn’t think it’d be love, but... well, the Bonds kind of help things along. I could deny the feelings— force them away, delay, or stop them— but then how would you all feel?”

Arliat set her cup down. “Devastated. We’d all wonder what we’d done wrong if you did. I know the cooks would do their best to keep pushing on. Rumia would without question. The maids, the twins, and me, though… I think we’d be gutted.”

“Exactly. I’d hurt people I care for. I would be doing that if Fiona and the others hadn’t agreed, though.”

“Because they’re your wives, and you do everything you can for them,” Arliat nodded. She shifted in her seat a little, her tail flicking. “I have a personal question, sir…?”

“Depending on what it is,” Sean said slowly.

“Could you remove a tail as easily as adding one?”

Sean frowned, picking up his cup to take another sip. “Hmm... Maybe. Haven’t tried it.”

“If I asked… would you?” Arliat asked in a near whisper.

“You don’t like your tail?”

“It gets in the way a lot, and it’s not interesting like the others. It’ll never give me pleasure... only pain if I sit wrong or if it gets caught in something.” Her cheeks heated. “I also have to make sure that it’s well out of the way when… doing... some things.”

Sean gave her a gentle smile. “I can try.”

Arliat looked away. “Is it wrong to ask?”

“Never wrong to ask. Why don’t we talk and, if you still want it gone when we finish, I’ll do it?”

Arliat glanced at him. “Will I still be attractive to you without it?”

Sean blinked slowly. “Of course. Your tail doesn’t define you.”

“I worried because you gave Myna one. It has a few of us thinking tails might be something… you like.”

Blood rushed to Sean’s face. “No.”

Arliat began to giggle. “Okay. You wanted to get to know me... Let me tell you about the things I love.”




 

Chapter Fifteen

Sean stepped out of his workshop when he heard male voices. Fiona was speaking to two men in livery. Seeing him, she waved him over. “Husband, these are the drivers for Mageeyes and Flamehair. Arliat will be here shortly to take them on a small test drive.”

“Gentlemen,” Sean said, shaking their hands, “both of these have a set limit, but it’s still three times faster than you’re used to your carriages going. Arliat will go over everything with you, but make sure to pay attention to how fast you’re going.”

“Yes, sir,” both men agreed.

“Sorry for the delay,” Arliat said, hurrying out of the manor.

Sean gave her a grin, though he felt a hint of dissociation when he saw her without a tail. He could still recall how happy she’d been when he managed to completely remove it. The others asked about it when he’d come out of the library with her.

“Be safe. Make sure they’re in a good area when you let them take over,” Sean said.

“I will, sir,” Arliat nodded.

As Arliat got the men into the car, Sean turned to Fiona. “How’s Augustus’ coming along?”

“Nice and easy,” Fiona murmured, hugging him as they watched Arliat drive off. “You did a good thing for her.”

“She was happy.”

“She was very conflicted over her tail,” Fiona said. “Felora told me earlier when she saw it was gone. Her tail was a major point with Arliat’s self-confidence, like Prita’s ears. But Prita has come to accept her ears while Arliat never could for her tail.”

“I had no idea it was that big of a thing,” Sean said. “All she told me is that she was worried I wouldn’t find her attractive without one.”

“That was one of the things holding her back,” Fiona murmured. “I assume you told her that her tail wasn’t what you found attractive?”

“You know me so well.”

“I’m glad you think so. I do my best to anticipate and make things easier, my dear husband.”

“And you do an amazing job, my wonderful wife.”

“How’s your new engine coming?”

“I’ll have it finished tonight. I have to see about patenting it tomorrow. Oh, I’ll be starting to teach the staff how to make the Forged Bonds items tomorrow, too.”

“We’ll all be there,” Fiona said softly. “Just start with the things we’ve all made before. By the time you get past the hair clips and kettles, we should have the other car done.”

“Okay,” Sean murmured, kissing her head. “Thanks for letting me have my shop.”

“We can build it just as easily in the carriage house, so no thanks are needed,” Fiona replied.

“Sean, are we okay to train?” Glorina asked, coming out of the manor with Lona and Mona behind her.

“Yeah, I’m at a good pausing point,” Sean said, letting Fiona go. “See you later.”

“Of course,” Fiona said. “You’ll see a lot more of me later tonight.”

Sean watched her go with a smile, her meaning very clear to him.

Helga came striding out of the carriage house with Hallie beside her. “Good, you are here already. Xenta and Quinna will be joining us shortly. My Lord, you are joining, as well?”

“Yeah. Looking forward to knocking the rust off.”

“You cannot grow rust in a few days,” Helga snorted with laughter, “but I understand.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean followed the cooks and Xenta back into the manor once sparring was done. Quinna had said she needed to help Rumia spread mulch to get the garden started again, so she hadn’t come to join them.

Sitting down inside the bath, Sean began to strip his boots off. “You did good today, all of you.”

The quartet of women thanked him as they undressed.

“How do you feel like you’re doing?”

“I need to practice more,” Xenta said softly. “Of the maids, I’m the worst with a weapon.”

“I think we’re getting better. Right, sis?” Lona asked Mona.

“Yeah. We’re improving.”

“We’re nowhere near as good as some of the others, but we don’t feel like we’d be a liability, sir,” Glorina said. “How do you think we’d do?”

“Against normal people, good. You should win easily,” Sean said as he stood up to get his pants off. “Against armored guards, I still think you’d win most of the time. Against hardened warriors... that gets dicey.”

“We’ll get better, then,” Glorina said firmly. “We hope to never have to defend the home again, sir, but we’ll make sure it is always safe.”

“Same for the maids,” Xenta nodded. “If it happens that we need to do so, we will be unseen death. Myna works us hard on that point.”

“Too hard?” Sean asked, knowing Myna might go too far.

“No, sir. She pushes us, but doesn’t push too hard.”

“Okay. If she starts to, tell me. Her emotions are a bit wild and she might do it without meaning to.”

“I’ll make sure the others know, sir,” Xenta said.

“Will you get our backs?” Mona asked suddenly as she headed for the showers.

Sean gathered his clothing to drop in the washtub. Chuckling, he watched them go. “Yes. All four of you.”

“And we’ll all return the washing, sir,” Glorina said. “A little from each of us.”

“Just don’t get carried away,” Sean joked, knowing they would never do so.

“We keep ourselves in check, sir,” Xenta said. “Doing too much like that would be a black mark with your wives, and you.”

“Uh, yeah… I was joking. I know none of you would.”

“Oh...” Xenta blushed lightly, her fox tail swishing slowly behind her.

Sean followed Xenta to the showers. “Sorry if it wasn’t clear the first time.”

“I had a question, sir. Arliat’s tail… you removed it. Was it because you didn’t like it?”

All three cooks stepped back from the running water, wanting to hear what he had to say.

“Huh? No. She asked me to, even though she was worried I only liked her because she had one. I removed it because she asked, like I gave Myna one because she asked.”

“So you don’t mind either way?” Mona asked.

“Nope. I could even give you Human ears… I think…?” Sean frowned as he turned on his shower absently, thinking about how much work it would be.

Moan and Lona exchanged a look before they shifted over to stand behind him, waiting for him to step back. Glorina watched them, knowing what they were going to ask. She herself was fine with her tail, as it stayed rolled up and out of the way.

Sean blinked when two hands touched his shoulders a moment later. “Huh?”

“Can you remove ours?” Mona whispered, biting her lip.

“We’ve never liked them,” Lona added.

“Easily,” Sean said. “Brace... er, not that it’ll hurt, but because it makes it easier for me.”

They stepped past him, bracing against the wall. Sean looked at their naked backs, seeing the tight tails resting just above their buttocks. He frowned slightly as he moved forward— he’d never really looked at their tails closely before. Touching their backs lightly, he felt them shiver, but focused on the section of their spines where their tails started.

Their tails were tightly curled, giving the impression of a small fur nub. Rabbits had deceptively long tails— it was the fact that they were kept tightly curled that made people believe they were small fluff balls.

Xenta and Glorina watched with fascination as their tails relaxed, unrolling and laying against the rears of both sisters. A few moments later, the tails began to retract into their bodies. When Sean stepped back, nothing even hinted that the pair of women ever had tails.

“Amazing...” Xenta whispered.

“He really is,” Glorina giggled as she started to scrub up.

Xenta giggled back and went to scrub herself, as well.

“All done,” Sean said. He’d missed the women behind him, focused on the two before him.

Mona and Lona turned their backs to each other, glancing over their shoulders before smiling brightly. They turned together to beam at Sean, thanking him. After sharing a quick glance, they both stepped forward, planting a kiss on each of his cheeks.

“Uh... ladies…?” Sean asked, his face burning.

“Sorry, sir,” Lona said, quickly stepping away.

“Sorry!” Mona added, doing the same. “We just got caught up in the moment.”

“Yes!” Lona was quick to agree.

“Easy,” Sean said. “No more kisses, okay? I’m not mad. I understand some of it. But... uh... hell…” He took a deep breath before he blurted out what he needed to say, “I’ll never have you both together. It’s a bit icky for me.”

The sisters blinked, then their faces burned hot. “Oh! We didn’t mean…” Mona mumbled.

“We’re not like that either, sir,” Lona was quick to add.

“We might be Rabbit Moonbound, but we have standards, sir,” Mona said.

Sean exhaled, looking down. “Sorry... I didn’t mean to imply that you would. I just wanted to make it perfectly clear.”

Mona bit her lip hard, but then asked, “But if it was me and another instead of Lona?”

Sean covered his face. “Fuck... I shouldn’t have said anything. Yes. Just not sisters together.”

Glorina snickered. “Ladies, let him calm down. Sean, you don’t have to worry. They won’t. Would you like me to approach the twins with that information? To spare you?”

Sean’s head jerked up and down as he tried to overcome his embarrassment.

“Very well, sir,” Glorina said as she moved over to him. “I’ll start your back now, if that’s okay?”

“Yeah,” Sean croaked.

“This is just another reason we all care for you,” Xenta added as she came over to help Glorina. “I know many men who would have all but demanded to have them or the twins together. And here you are, too embarrassed to look any of us in the eyes for even suggesting they wanted it.”

“Thanks...” Sean muttered, his face still burning hot.

Happy laughter— soft, but full of love— came from them as they scrubbed his back.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean left the manor behind to find Fiona saying goodbye to armored men in surcoats. “Fiona?”

“Oh, Sean,” Fiona smiled. “The wisps are in your workshop. That was Lady Sharpeyes’ guards delivering them.”

“I was wondering if something had happened,” Sean said. “I guess I’ll deal with them, then get back to my project.”

“Do you mind if we watch?” Fiona asked.

“Watch what? Me kill the wisps?”

“Yes. We’re interested in how it works.”

“Sure. It’s not glamorous,” Sean said. “I just smash them with Dark Cutter.”

“Then we’ll get back to work quickly,” Fiona said. “We’d like to see it, though, just in case we can help.”

“Sure. Grab the people who are interested. I’ll see you in my workshop.”

A few minutes later, everyone was gathered in his shop, and Sean chuckled awkwardly. “Okay... Didn’t expect you all, but I’m ready.” He motioned to his makeshift anvil and the wisp globe on it. “I already removed them from the fixtures. We can use the metal for other projects.” Dark Cutter appeared in his hand, changing to a hammer. “I smash them. Between who I am and Dark Cutter, the soul ends.” Turning, he shattered the first orb into pieces of crystal.

“Oh!” Helga said sharply. “They were freed.”

“Huh?” Sean asked.

“The souls,” she pointed to the wisps. “They are tied to this world. When you hit it, the binding broke and the soul flashed into nothingness.”

“Huh... I could try it with a different weapon,” Sean murmured.

“No,” Fiona said quickly. “Sean, they’re dangerous. If it works, don’t change anything.”

“It has to be you,” Helga said, “or the ones who tied them to release them.”

“The Queens,” Sean said. “Unlikely they would. Anyway, that’s it.”

“A bit disappointing,” Myna said. “We’d all hoped to help.”

“Thank you for thinking of it,” Sean said, petting her head.

“Okay, then. Back to work, ladies,” Fiona said, ushering them out.

Sean caught Glorina talking with Quinna and Quilla and his face flushed.

Helga gave him a curious glance, staying behind as everyone else left. “Sean?”

Sean jerked a little, then exhaled. “I made an idiot of myself earlier.”

“How?”

Sean exhaled before explaining it to her.

Helga chuckled lightly, then kissed his cheek. “Ah. That explains the embarrassment.”

“Yeah...” Sean sighed.

“I’ll see you in a few hours for evening sparring?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good. Would you mind staying home tonight?”

“Huh? I can. What’s up?”

“I wished to spend time with Hallie, and the two of us are your protectors right now.”

“Oh... yeah. Sure.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” Helga whispered, kissing him lightly. “If Fiona had not already singled you out for herself, I would have taken you for my fellow Choosers and I.”

Sean imagined Helga, Aria, and Hallie in the same room, and his face began to heat all over again. “Oh... I see.”

“We will serve you tomorrow, instead, My Lord,” Helga giggled as she walked away.

Sean watched her and exhaled a long, slow breath. “I think they all enjoy teasing me a bit too much at times...”




 

Chapter Sixteen

Standing back up, Sean grunted as he lifted the electric motor from the ground. It wasn’t heavy for him— the grunt had been reflexive. Once he’d gotten the blocky metal contraption balanced on his shoulder, Sean left his workshop.

Arliat stood next to the bus with Hallie. “Ready, sir?” she asked.

“Yup. Register this first, then off to the Forged Bonds workshop,” Sean said.

Both women got onto the bus and Sean followed them, thanking Hallie as she got the door closed behind him. Sean set the motor down on the seat next to him, holding it steady with one hand.

“How was your talk with Tiska this morning, husband?” Hallie asked.

“Interesting,” Sean said as Arliat got the bus rolling. “I had no idea she painted as a hobby. It took me by surprise, like Arliat whittling. The twins liking to work out wasn’t too odd, really, but I still have no idea how they do it so easily. I’m going to make sure there are rooms set aside in the new house for everyone with creative talents, and a workout room with things from my old world.”

Hallie smiled softly as she watched him. “Already doting on them?”

“What?” Sean asked, blinking. He sighed when he saw her suppressed laughter. “Are you being trained by Helga or Myna?”

“Both,” Hallie laughed. “It has been so freeing. I can be who I want, not what society wishes me to be. When we get to Accord, I can put the noble mask on to help the family, but I can put it down when I want to.”

“You can always be who you want to be.”

“No,” Hallie shook her head. “Society demands that I act in certain ways. While we’re getting things settled, I will do my duty and act accordingly. When we’re home with just the family, then I can set aside the mask and be myself.”

“Okay,” Sean sighed. “Thank you, Hallie.”

“I will do what’s best for the family, Sean. Always.”

“I’ll try not to make your job harder.”

“Thank you, but we all know you’ll put your foot in your mouth many times,” Hallie snickered.

“I have a habit of it,” Sean chuckled.

“We’ve noticed.”

“Sir, will we be traveling with the others?” Arliat asked, curious about it.

“Huh?”

“Are we all traveling together?”

“Oh... a convoy,” Sean murmured. “Maybe? I haven’t asked. I’ll make a point of that tonight.”

“Convoy?” Hallie asked.

“Caravan,” Sean clarified.

“Ah, but without pausing to sell things,” Hallie nodded. “I see.”

The bus slowed, getting Sean to look out the windows. “Here already? Very smooth, Arliat.”

“Thank you, sir,” Arliat smiled.

“Since the guard commander changed, I doubt they’ll harass you for sitting here,” Sean said. “We’ll be back as quickly as we can.”

“Of course, sir.”

Sean stood up, hoisting the engine onto his shoulder once the bus came to a full stop. “Okay, Hallie. You’re wearing your breastplate today?”

“When acting as your guard, yes. Helga decided to have the cuirass equipped if we’re actively guarding you. If we’re attacked, then our full armor can be summoned.”

“Makes sense to me,” Sean said. “Makes a statement without being completely eye-catching. I had an idea about the armor that I wanted to work on, but maybe during the trip, since it won’t take a workshop to manage it.”

He didn’t see Hallie’s smile as she led him into the hall.

Jenny had seen them coming and was on her feet when they reached her desk. “Let me go see if they are free, sir.”

“Thanks, Jenny,” Sean said.

“Of course, sir,” Jenny said before hurrying off.

Sean looked around when they were alone. The room was empty, which it had been before, but it felt emptier to him as he stood there.

“The city will have a hard time getting back to where it was,” Hallie murmured. “She’ll need to entice crafters from other cities or towns to move here to shore up the losses.”

“Yeah... She’ll have help,” Sean said. “If I’m a Lord, does that make you all Ladies?”

Hallie gave him a bright smile. “Your wife would be Lady. Since we are all your wives, yes.”

“Huh...” Sean murmured, thinking about how people would react to Myna being a Lady.

“I had a question, Sean,” Hallie said, lowering her voice. “I’ve been getting hints of emotion over the last couple of days.”

“It’s something about being a Chooser,” Sean replied just as quietly. “I feel Helga more, but I can feel you and Aria a little now, too.”

“So it’s part of what she called ‘a connection to our Lord?’”

“Probably.” He looked to where Jenny was coming their way. “Good?”

“He’s ready to see you. The same room as before.”

Sean hesitated. “He?”

“Ah, yes. Agatha is no longer employed here. She quit the other day,” Jenny admitted.

“Who took over?”

“Lincoln Gilson. He was one of the clerks.”

Sean had no idea what that meant, but he nodded. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean exhaled as he set the motor down in the workshop. “Here it is: the prototype electric motor.”

Giralt moved over to examine it. “It runs off your rune?”

“Yeah,” Sean nodded. “Only needs one point of energy to be refilled, unlike the steam engine.”

“It’s smaller.”

“Fewer parts needed, but it’ll hook up roughly the same. Oh, good, the car doesn’t have the engine in yet. Let me show you how it would fit. Gather round, people,” Sean said, calling to the group working on the car. “In time, you’ll be hooking this one up, and it isn’t hard.”

It took a few minutes for Sean to show where to mount the motor and how it connected to the rest of the machinery. When he was done, he answered the questions he had from the workers.

“We’ll be sitting on it for a few years,” Fredrick said, having shown up while Sean worked. “Need to sell the older ones first.”

“Your call,” Sean said. “I’ll be putting one into my bus before we leave.”

“It is your invention,” Fredrick chuckled. “I need to ask a favor, though. Amedee made a deal with Archlet— we need to make a car for her. Can you help them finish this one for Sharpeyes so we can start on that sooner?”

“I was supposed to start teaching my staff how to craft things,” Sean said, looking at the half-assembled car. “I can help push this one faster for an hour or so.”

“Thank you,” Fredrick sighed.

“Hallie, ready to help?”

“Of course,” Hallie smiled. “Should I ask Arliat?”

“Oh, good point. Yeah, go get her.” Sean turned to the others. “Okay, we’re going to make this quick, which means giving you all a boost for today. I, Sean MacDougal, offer those working on this project the chance to Bond for a single day…”

~ * ~ * ~

Hallie laughed as they drove back to the manor. “Oh, those five were so excited, and then you did the same for the other group?”

“I saw the looks,” Sean shrugged. “Upping production for a day is a good thing.”

“Winston and Ryan were just as eager, not to mention Fredrick,” Hallie laughed harder. “I’ve never seen grown men so eager to Bond.”

Sean laughed as he thought back to the scene. “Well, as Fredrick said, it was a lot of energy.”

Hallie leaned against his side. “Because you’re a god, my dear husband.”

“I’m still coming to grips with that idea. Morrigan didn’t give me a lot of deniability.”

“A pantheon...” Hallie murmured. “Helga’s been explaining how they work to Aria and I. I believe the others were asking her, as well. Felora was helping her.”

“That’s getting to the ‘making it odd for me’ place,” Sean exhaled.

“Sorry,” Hallie said. She touched his chin, making him turn his head so she could kiss him.

“It’s okay. I’m going to have to accept it eventually,” Sean murmured when the kiss ended, “but the Queens are still way more powerful than me. The whole world here believes in them as being near omnipotent.”

“Yes... hopefully, they understand when you do have to face them,” Hallie said somberly, the idea of a conflict worrying her.

“Or, we’ll manage without making them take notice.”

“Truestrike was getting close to becoming a High Lord. His chances took a hit when he lost the backing of the Greenlimb family with Sharpeyes’ death, but he’ll be looking for another ally.”

“We’ll be working at eroding his powerbase when we get to Accord. If he slips far enough, they won’t care, right?”

“Yes. The Queens will look away if he falls far enough,” Hallie nodded. “That will also push you higher. Taking from him almost certainly means that you gain that lost prestige.”

“But if I don’t try to get their attention, it can be pushed off.”

“Fiona and I hope so, but we don’t know for certain,” Hallie admitted. “The fact that Amedee will be making waves as Forged Bonds— not you— will help some.”

“What about my plan to be a healer?”

“It has potential, but you have to be ready to adapt, too.”

“I am. I’d just like to do it without a major conflict if possible.”

“We’re all afraid of losing more,” Hallie whispered, having felt the fear from him. “With three of us to catch them, it’s unlikely to happen.”

Sean exhaled slowly. “I tell myself that, too.”

“Sir, thank you,” Arliat said from the front of the bus.

“Huh?” Sean asked, jerked out of the other conversation.

“For including me in crafting,” Arliat said. She’d heard parts of the conversation and wanted to help distract him. “I know the others are all excited to learn today, too.”

“I’m sure they are,” Sean smiled. “Augustus should have picked up his car by the time we get back, meaning we’ll all be piling on to train you with the basic items today.”

Hallie glanced at Arliat and gave her a slight nod, understanding what she’d done.

~ * ~ * ~

“She really enjoyed helping out,” Sean smiled, his arm around Myna.

“Yes. Mother was quite pleased,” Myna purred, snuggling up against him. “It was nice of you to include her.”

“No reason not to. She’s been good... well, since we got her to understand us.”

“You trouncing her, then doing so much for her... It was funny to see her confusion, but better to see her acceptance.”

“We’ll have her, Winston, and Clara along for the trip to Accord, at least.”

“It’ll be interesting. You and Winston will be vastly outnumbered.”

Sean laughed as the bus slowed to a stop. When they finally stopped, he followed Myna into the inn. He wore a smile as Joseph called out his name.

As they crossed the room, he whispered to Myna, “Surprised that you all agreed to it being just you with me.”

“The major threats are gone,” Myna replied, happy to be holding his arm as they crossed the room. “That is why we agreed.”

“I’ll have to invite all the others out before we go, then,” Sean murmured.

“Helga or Hallie will come, too, normally, but they’re waiting for you at home,” Myna purred.

Sean sat her as his cheeks turned a faint pink. “Yeah.”

“Myna, it’s good to see you,” Fredrick smiled. “Should we expect to see the others over the next few days?”

“Probably,” Myna smiled.

Tabitha was at the table by the time Sean took his seat. Knox handed over the coin for the round, thanking her.

“Before we get too involved,” Fredrick said, “Sean, I’d like you to come with me to deliver Lady Sharpeyes her car tomorrow. It’ll be officially announced during the next party, but we don’t have unlimited room to keep them waiting around.”

“Me? Not Amedee?”

“You invented them,” Fredrick said.

“And I will be leaving tomorrow,” Mageeyes said. “Charie, Saret, MacLenn, Jefferson, and I will all be going.”

“Oh... Well, that answers the question I had, then. If we’d known, we could have planned to go with you.”

“We’d all been planning to go when I had confirmation. We figured it would be another day or two, but I had word today that it’s set. I just need to get there to pay them and sign. That’s why we’re going tomorrow. I should have it settled by the time you arrive. Once you get to Accord, would your family be kind enough to help us get everything in order?”

“We will,” Myna nodded. “Our contribution to Forged Bonds, and to our friends.”

“I’ll be making room for them at my family home until things are in order,” Flamehair said. “There will be no worry about where people will sleep.”

“I was sure we could arrange something, regardless,” Saret added.

“It’ll be interesting,” Jefferson smiled. “Not being near the tanners might take some getting used to.”

“I’m sure you’ll be too busy to notice,” Knox chuckled.

“Yes, I’m sure Michelle will help me adjust,” Jefferson said smugly.

Tabitha came back with their drinks.

“Sam, I’m going to bring Ida tomorrow,” Sean said.

“It’ll be good to see her,” Sam said a touch sadly.

“You’re free to visit, or even move to Accord,” Sean said. “We’ll be happy to help.”

“Leave Hearthglen?” she asked slowly. “Not soon... but maybe in a few years?”

“Just tell us and we’ll help get things arranged for you.”

“I’ll talk with Brendis, though it probably won’t be for a few years. I’d never have considered it before, but with you there and a grandchild on the way… maybe.”

“That’d leave my family as the last older smith family,” Joseph said. “We’ll have to hold a big party if you do.”

“Gladly,” Sam smiled. “Not certain, and not for years, but maybe.”

“Ida will be happy to hear that,” Myna smiled, sipping her tea. “Master, after this drink, we need to go home. Helga and the others are waiting for you.”

Sean coughed, having been taking a sip of his ale. The others laughed at his red face and flustered expression.




 

Chapter Seventeen

Sean woke with his three lovely Choosers asleep around him. A bemused smile came to him as he thought back to the previous evening. Helga might want me in charge of her, but she’s definitely in charge of them. I’d thought maybe Hallie might resist, being from nobility, but I think her family’s martial side got her to do as she was told. Aria being so willing is a bit shocking... she’d been more assertive with me before. She was pliant to Helga last night, not that I’m complaining. That was amazing...

Aria stirred first, her eyelids fluttering before she gained awareness. “Hmm? Morning, Sean.”

“Morning, my beautiful flier,” Sean murmured, kissing her.

“I’d say you had us all flying last night,” she giggled softly. “Wings of pleasure to float through clouds of bliss.”

“I could say the same. I was well cared for last night.”

“Good,” Helga said from his other side. “That is what I wished for, My Lord. Did you mind at all?”

“Mind what? You being dominant with them? Not at all. I was a little surprised, but as long as they both enjoy it, it’s fine.”

“I did,” Hallie sighed happily, pushing up onto an elbow to look over Helga at him. “I was more than happy to let my senior Chooser lead me.”

“I didn’t mind, either. She made sure we were cared for,” Aria added. “Didn’t think of myself in that light before, but with Helga in that position, it felt right. The emotional connection helps, too.”

“I can feel your concern,” Hallie murmured, her eyes on Sean. “There is no need.”

“Oh, that’s what that is?” Aria asked. “I was uncertain about it.”

“Yes. His Choosers can feel him as he can them,” Helga smiled brightly. “I find that feeling his emotions helps me. The love he feels when he looks at us, knowing when he is worried or concerned, but trying not to show it... all of it helps me be better for him.”

“It’s a bit weird, but I’m getting used to it,” Sean said. “Just like I’m trying to extend myself for Myna, Felora, and Helga.”

A knock on the door came just before Fiona’s voice, “You have ten minutes before breakfast should be ready.”

All three women slipped out of bed, pulling loose sundresses from their belt pouches. They had them on and were out the door before Sean was even out of bed.

Blinking at the door, Sean chuckled. “Damn... they’re in sync. Then again, not a complaint.” His smile grew again and his face heated as he recalled a few other times they’d been in sync the night before.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good morning,” Sean said, taking his seat at the table. “As soon as everyone has their food, I have a few things to cover.”

Glorina, Mona, and Lona were setting out breakfast a few seconds later. They’d made a batch of crepes with a variety of fillings. Sean served himself so the others could.

“Okay, big news first: everyone but Winston is leaving for Accord today,” Sean said. “Today, I’m going with Fredrick to hand over a car to Lady Sharpeyes. Ida, would you like to come to the inn with me later tonight?”

“Yes, please,” Ida beamed. “Mother asked to see me?”

“I said I’d bring you along. Your mother did hint that maybe the family would come to Accord in a few years.”

“Oh, that would be good. I’d love it if they were closer to us.”

“When will Winston and Clara be ready to go with us?” Fiona asked.

“He didn’t say last night, but I didn’t ask, either,” Sean said. “I’ll ask him tonight.”

“It’ll take us a day to get things organized to go,” Tiska said. “Should we start now?”

“Let’s wait until tomorrow,” Fiona said. “Sean, see if they’d be ready to go on Nineday?”

“I’ll ask. Another thing, and I’ll let Winston know,” Sean said slowly. “We’ll be taking a little bit longer than we could to reach Accord. I want to find time for everyone to try using the battle magic I’ve already learned.”

“Fireball?” Myna asked with eager eyes.

“Flame arc and steam cloud, too. All of you,” he added, looking at the staff. “I want us to be as prepared as possible if it all goes horribly wrong.”

A murmur of excitement went through the room, with only Mizuki not joining in.

“I’m a little glad that the others are going before us so we can make the time for this. I’m sure Winston can learn the two fire spells, at least. I’m going to suggest that his staff take their car ahead of us.”

“Probably for the best,” Fiona agreed.

“Mom,” Sean said, looking at Mizuki, “if you want, we’ll help you try to learn them, too.”

Myna’s mother wore a smile as she shook her head. “I doubt I’d be able to learn it as quickly as the others. They are Bonded, I am not.”

“We could give you a short Bond?” Sean offered.

“Master,” Myna asked, “why not just Bond her for a few years? She’s already taken the Agreement about our secrets and has had small Bonds with me, so you don’t have to worry about the side effects of giving her energy.”

Mizuki bowed her head. “I would be willing to do this. More so if some of the other gifts and Talents come with it.”

“I mean… yeah,” Sean said slowly. “I didn’t think about it. As long as it’s not a Life Bond.”

Everyone laughed at his quick addendum about the type of Bond.

Mizuki grinned at him. “Yes. Your weaknesses are to be kept secret.”

Sean rolled his eyes. “It’s not a weakness. At least I know Myna comes by her brattiness naturally.”

The table laughed again.

“Fine,” Sean said, a smile coming to him. “Mizuki Mooncaller, I offer you this Bond for five years…”

~ * ~ * ~

“Sean, it’s good to see you,” Fredrick smiled as Sean left the bus. “Are you driving the car up to the manor?”

“Figured I would. Arliat will follow in the bus to bring us back. I’ll have to show her driver how to handle the car, or Arliat will.”

“I believe Arliat will. Lady Sharpeyes will no doubt ask us to have tea,” Fredrick replied. “Hallie, it’s good to see you again.”

“Thank you. I’ll be riding with you in the car. I can’t be separated from Sean while being his guard, after all.”

“Very well. I’ll ride in the back, then. I have to say that your idea to give her maximum privacy from the driver was a good one.”

“The hatch can only be opened from her side,” Sean said. “The extra compartment for her guards was the one I was unsure about, but she might want it. She can always use it for extra storage.”

“I hadn’t thought about the footman riding with the driver, but it makes sense,” Fredrick said as he opened the passenger door. “Let’s not keep her waiting.”

The ride up to the Lady’s manor was calm. Sean grinned at the people who stopped to watch them go by. The Lady’s crest was Shaped into the sides of the car, much like it would be on a carriage, clearly marking whose it was.

The guards on the gates didn’t even check with them, obviously having been told to expect their arrival. One of the men saluted Sean as he drove through, then parked where they had for the parties.

A man wearing an adamantine breastplate came toward them. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, Gertihs, if you will follow me, the Lady is waiting.”

“Where’s her driver?” Sean asked.

“With her, Lord.”

“Ven, let Arliat know it’ll be a few moments before the driver gets here.”

“Done, sir,” Ven said, fluttering down behind Sean.

“After you… Captain?”

“Thank you, Lord. Yes, I am the new captain of her guard. Please, follow me.”

They were taken to a different set of rooms than Sean remembered— his hands itched, and he waited to summon his armor.

The door opened to reveal an older woman in maid attire. “Ah, Lord and Lady MacDougal and Gertihs. Please, this way,” the woman said, bowing to them.

They were led through a room and out onto a patio. A table was already set with tea for them, and the maid was making sure everything was to their liking when a cough came from the room they’d left.

“Sorry, Lady. I was just seeing them set,” the maid said, quickly bowing low.

“It is fine. Leave us,” Lady Sharpeyes said, striding out to take a seat.

Both men stood, and Gertihs seated her before they took their seats again.

“Thank you for coming to tea,” Lady Sharpeyes said.

“It is our pleasure,” Fredrick said. “We have brought you a car, Lady. The gift will be officially given at the next party, but we thought it best if your driver was able to acquaint themselves with it before then.”

“Ah, I had wondered why you had asked for my driver to be nearby.” She looked toward the doorway. “Anthony, come here.”

The slender man came to the table with alacrity. “Yes, Lady?”

Fredrick passed her the key.

“My new vehicle is out front. You need to go learn how it works.”

“Arliat, my driver, is there. She’ll show him,” Sean said. “Easiest to have someone show you how. Fredrick, you might want to make that part of buying them, honestly. It’ll cut down on accidents.”

“Hmm... you make a good point. I’ll hire MacLenn’s driver and make him our instructor. He has the most experience with them.”

Lady Sharpeyes cleared her throat, cutting the two men off. “Take this and go see MacDougal’s driver. Learn all you can from her. You have a half-hour to do so.”

“Yes, Lady,” Anthony said, bowing low, accepting the key, and quickly leaving.

“Old employee?” Sean asked.

“He used to be one of my guards,” Lady Sharpeyes said. “It has been troublesome to find new staff. I’ve been slowly filling positions, but I have to be… careful… for some of them.”

“Your maids, for instance,” Sean said.

“Yes, and the cooks. I’m still having the cooks and steward who served me dinner interrogated. I will find out which of them assisted my husband in poisoning me.”

“Might I pour you some tea?” Hallie asked.

“Thank you,” Lady Sharpeyes sighed. “I would have had the maid serve, but she… isn’t there yet.”

“It’s my pleasure. It almost feels like a friend coming to visit,” Hallie said, pouring the tea. “Sugar, butter, or honey?”

“A spoonful of sugar only,” Lady Sharpeyes smiled. “It does feel very informal, but maybe that is what the city needs right now. A Lord who currently lives here has gone to great lengths to be very informal with his friends.”

“I just hate the bullshit,” Sean muttered.

Both women gave him a raised eyebrow, and Sean sighed.

“He’ll learn, I hope,” Hallie smiled at Sean. “If not, I’ll have to work harder to smooth over his rough tongue.”

“Oh, I do hope you are ready, then,” Lady Sharpeyes laughed.

Fredrick chuckled along with the two women while Sean just sipped from his cup.




 

Chapter Eighteen

All of his wives sat in the bus with him, which had Sean smiling broadly, though he felt a hint of sadness in his heart. Helga met his eyes and Sean gave her a knowing nod of his head.

“Is it because we have only a day or two left with them, My Lord?”

“Yeah. I’m not used to leaving friends behind,” Sean replied. “It’s happened so rarely.”

“It can be painful,” Aria said. “I’ve left friends behind before, but with our family around us, it doesn’t feel as painful this time.”

“Sorry. It was just a bit melancholy,” Sean said.

“Which we understand,” Fiona said, taking his hand. “We’re here for you. There’s no need to hide those feelings from us.”

“Not hiding, more... still processing.”

“I agree,” Helga said. “He was very happy that we were all going with him, with just the tiniest bit of sadness. I was curious as to what the sadness was for.”

“Okay,” Fiona said, squeezing Sean’s hand.

“I feel sad. My parents and brother are staying here,” Ida said softly, “yet I’m so happy that we’re going to push for more for us.”

“Yeah,” Sean gave her a sad smile. “We might get lucky there. They might join us in a few years.”

“My parents are staying in Merits,” Andrea said. “I did ask if they’d thought about selling the inn and moving closer, but they declined. Probably for the best. I don’t think they would do well in Accord.”

“Life moves on around us,” Hallie said. “I always thought it would be disappointing and full of pain. Sean showed me how wonderful life could be, and you all embraced me. While leaving my parents behind itches at me, I can wrap myself in the love of our family and know that this is the best for us.”

“Here we are, supposed to be enjoying a night out, and I sidetracked us,” Sean snorted as the bus slowed down. “Let’s put the sadness behind us for now, at least?”

Helga stood up, using the overhead handles to stay steady as they came to a stop. “Agreed, My Lord.” Opening the door, she was the first one off.

Sean felt a bit odd with his wives surrounding him as they entered the inn. The last few times they’d done similar, it’d been because of trouble. Tonight, there was no immediate trouble looming before them.

Joseph called out his name, and those at the table shifted to make room for all of them to sit together. Angusson raised his mug, giving Sean a wide grin, which Sean returned to the large man.

It took a minute to sit all of his wives, so Tabitha was there by the time Sean took his own seat. Most of his wives asked for tea, meaning that it would require a couple of kettles for all of them. Sean had Dark Delight— he felt like he’d miss that ale when he left. Giralt handed over the coin for the round.

“Didn’t expect all of you, but it is wonderful to see you all again,” Fredrick said.

“With the troubles past for now, we wanted to get at least one more night with our friends,” Fiona said.

“Winston,” Sean asked, turning to Giralt, “when will you be ready to go?”

“I thought we’d be leaving on Tenday, but we could be ready Nineday.”

“Nineday it is, then,” Sean said. “We’ll be getting all our things in order tomorrow.”

“Very well. My staff will follow us in the car.”

“I was going to ask that you send them ahead of us. We’ll be taking a day or two longer to get there. I want a bit of training as we travel.”

“Ahh, I’m sure that will be fine,” Giralt said. “Things you haven’t shared before?”

“My display of fire the night of the attack,” Sean said.

Everyone at the table who’d seen the fireball looked thoughtful, but Joseph shifted in his seat. “Display of fire?” he asked.

“I have a spell for fire,” Sean told him. “I want to see if my wives can do it on the way to Accord. It’s a large spell, so it can’t be practiced inside the city.”

“Yes. It was… eye-catching,” Giralt nodded. “Do you think you could show me how to manage that?”

“I was planning on it,” Sean said.

A wide smile came to Giralt’s face. “Oh, that will be quite entertaining. I’ll let Clara know the new itinerary when I get home.”

“We were thinking,” Fiona added, “that I could offer her a small Bond so she can try Shaping with us.”

Giralt nearly dropped his cigar as he sat forward. “Really?”

“Yes,” Fiona smiled. “You should give her a small Bond tonight and make sure she gets some energy over the next couple of days first, though.”

Giralt looked away. “Oh, that won’t be a problem. I tried giving her some skill with fire when we first married. That side effect is not an issue.”

“Okay, then,” Fiona nodded. “We’ll all be tinkering on the trip, and we thought she’d like to join in. It’ll be her choice.”

“Mara,” Giralt called out. A Fairy landed in front of him. “Please go ask Clara about what we just discussed.”

“Right away,” the Fairy said before zipping off.

“I hope she’s as excited,” Myna laughed.

“She will be, which is why I wanted to let her know now.”

“Sean,” Fredrick said, getting his attention again, “if you’re leaving on Nineday, I’d like to host the remaining members of the association for dinner tomorrow night.”

“We accept,” Sean said, getting nods from his wives.

“I’ll have it arranged,” Fredrick said, looking at the table. “It’s odd... I already miss those who’ve left, and Nineday will feel even emptier.”

Eva took his hand in hers. “Life moves on. Our association will grow. Sean and the others are going because they have business to handle. In time, maybe they will come back. To visit, at least.”

“We’d like that,” Andrea smiled. “I do plan to visit my parents at some point. When we do that, we’ll make it a point to stop here and see all of you again, too.”

“Venn,” Fiona called out. When Venn landed on the table, Fiona continued, “Let the staff know about the plans that were made, especially the dinner. Anything not going to be used should be given to Sam’s family.”

“We thank you,” Sam said.

“We do,” Brendis agreed. “My little girl grew up too fast.”

“Father, it’s just a small separation. You can come to join us in Accord whenever you’re ready,” Ida said, placing her hand on his. “Just tell us and we’ll have things arranged for you.”

Tabitha and another maid brought the drinks to the table. When everyone had their drink, Fredrick stood up, getting the attention of everyone in the inn.

“Sean, you’ve been the best friend any of us could wish for. Because of you, we have found cherished friendships and, in some cases, found love.” His free hand took Eva’s and his eyes went to Ryan and Italice. “The city will be calmer without you, which is good.” Chuckles came from the table and some others in the room. “But... it will also be dimmer. You never pushed at us, never demanded. You only ever did as you thought best, and only asked us for help. I’ve never met a man who had power like you who was as selfless. To Sean MacDougal: he is a Lord, but he will always just be Sean MacDougal to those who know him.”

“Sean!” The word echoed throughout the inn and drinks all around were lifted in salute.

Sean took a deep breath after drinking to the toast. Standing up, he looked over the room. He paused on those he’d done well by— mostly haulers— but he also noted Basil Fallus and a couple of others.

“I’m not good at public speaking,” Sean said. “Honestly, I’ll always just be me. Doesn’t matter what title I have slapped to the front of my name. Like many of you, I’d be happy if the nobility just left me alone.”

Laughter started up, as everyone knew about his issues with the previous nobility of the city.

“Unfortunately, it’s unlikely to happen, especially now that I’m a Lord. I know one thing, though... my time here in Hearthglen is something I’ll cherish. Even with the losses my family has had, I will cherish this city. I’ve never had this feeling before, a deep sense of belonging. While I’d like to stay, I have business that needs to be taken care of, so my family and I are leaving. Maybe we’ll be back in the fullness of time, maybe not, but for all of you who welcomed me and made me feel like Hearthglen was my true home, thank you. Thank you for accepting me, my family, and my friends. For those who stood against us, then changed their minds, I don’t blame you. I wish you the very best life can offer. To Hearthglen. To you.” Raising his mug to the room, Sean took a deep drink.

The room was silent as they drank, but then filled with excited talk.

“He’s so blunt and forceful with people, and then he can make them all feel special at the same time,” Hallie giggled. “He’s such a contradiction.”

“But it’s those oddities that we love,” Aria grinned.

“Yeah,” Ryann smiled softly.

“I love how he accepts ours, too,” Felora smirked.

Mara landed in front of Giralt. “Sir, the mistress has agreed. She asks you to hurry home, too. There is a matter of import for you to handle.”

Giralt snubbed out his cigar in an instant. “Inform the driver, please.”

“I did on the way to you, sir,” Mara said before flying off.

“If you’ll excuse me?” Giralt asked, draining the last of his cognac.

“Oh, we understand,” Myna snickered.

“We’ll see you both tomorrow for dinner,” Fiona said.

“Of course,” Giralt said, already heading for the door.

Knox laughed. “‘Matters of import’? We all know the ‘matters’ he’s going to be handling.”

Sam sighed. “How has Sandra not slapped that out of you?”

“She’s tried,” Knox laughed.

“Ah, decided that rewarding you for it was a bad idea,” Felora said sagely, getting Knox to flush and stutter.

The whole table began to laugh, as the ex-smith was clearly caught off guard.




 

Chapter Nineteen

Everyone was talking about what needed to be packed for the trip when Sean joined them at the table. There was a clear concern for space on the bus, especially with the extra cuons.

“I’ll work on expanding the bus for them,” Sean said, taking his seat. “That won’t be a problem. It’ll also let me use more of the metal stock.”

“Well, that’s one major concern handled,” Fiona smiled. “Thank you.”

“As for space for everything else, how much are we talking?”

“If we took what everyone wants, half or more of the bus would be filled,” Myna said.

“Okay... so we should plan to pack about the entirety of the bus, then?” Sean asked.

“We could try to make a second,” Andrea said slowly, considering that as the only real possibility.

Glorina led the other two into the kitchen, all three pushing fully laden carts. “We made a bit of everything for breakfast. Ven assured us that the Fairies would finish anything that isn’t eaten.”

“It’ll be gladly welcomed,” Ven agreed. “To the rest of the clan, having food from Sean’s table is a treat.”

“Are we not feeding them well?” Sean asked, suddenly concerned.

“They’re fed well, Sean,” Ven said, holding up a hand. “But… it’s the god thing.”

“Ah.” Sean looked away. “I see. Okay.”

Glorina placed the platter of pancakes close to Sean, along with the bottle of syrup. “If you’d like to start with these, sir?”

“I do enjoy your pancakes,” Sean smiled.

Glorina smiled back as she kept putting more food on the table.

Sean filled his plate so the others could. “Andie, we won’t need a second bus. I need a few chests that can be slid under seats, though... Maybe six of them?”

“There are some set aside. We were going to use them for clothing,” Tiska said.

“Bring them out to my workshop after breakfast,” Sean said. “Ladies, we’ll have to put a hold on teaching you more crafting today.”

“We all expected to be packing most of today, as it is,” Ida said.

“Fair, but it won’t be as bad as you might think,” Sean said. “Fiona, when we go to leave, take down the plaques and urns. I’ll have a smaller chest for them set aside so they’re safe.”

“It’ll be handled,” Fiona replied.

“Besides getting things ready today,” Sean said between bites, “the only other big thing is dinner for my wives and I at Fredrick’s tonight. We leave tomorrow morning. On the way to Accord, we’ll be pausing off and on for all of you to try getting a handle on the battle magic spells I’ve been able to use.”

“The fireballs that Aria used during the attack?” Quinna asked.

“And a smaller spray of fire,” Sean nodded. “There’s also a spell for creating a cloud of steam. It’s not entirely useful, but it can give you a chance to get away or confuse anyone you face.”

The others looked eager at what he was saying.

“I want to make sure we have every advantage, just in case things go badly again,” Sean said tightly. “Helga, I want one of you three at home with the staff all the time. I don’t want to lose another.”

“I’ll be staying home,” Aria said. “It’s for the best, since I’m pregnant.”

“Thank you, Aria,” Sean exhaled.

“We all feel the same way,” Fiona said, touching his thigh.

“At least one of your Choosers will stay with the staff, My Lord,” Helga said. “We will not let another loved one slip to the planes.”

“Sean,” Rumia said softly. When he looked at her, she gave him a tentative smile. “She’s happier there. It hurt, and we don’t want to experience it again, but please temper the loss with the fact that she’s happy? Tending to plants she’s never known has her excited for each new day.”

“Fel, if anyone wants to step over today, let them. We should warn them that the move is coming and we don’t know what that’ll mean for them.”

A hint of tension crept into the room with his words.

“Sean, as long as you hold to what you think of as home, it will stay the same,” Felora said. “That’s what Mother and I believe.”

“Okay,” Sean exhaled roughly. “We should still warn them.” His gaze went to Mizuki. “Mom, you’re staying with us, right?”

“Yes. I see my daughter is right again. You truly don’t know how odd it is for you to give so freely. I’m glad your wives are united in your well-being. You being in Accord could have been a recipe for disaster, otherwise.”

“No more wives,” Fiona said firmly. “The staff comes before anyone else, no exceptions.” She looked down the table at everyone. “You were gracious to Hallie, even with the Agreement of her not having children for a while. We won’t ask you to step aside again. I said that before, but I reiterate it now: not even the Queens, if they asked, will be moved ahead of you.”

“Agreed,” Myna nodded. “Loyalty and love first.”

The staff were beaming as the others agreed with Fiona.

“We thank you,” Tiska said, glancing at Glorina and Rumia, who both nodded.

Sean’s lips pursed. “Wait... are you three the leaders for each segment of the staff?”

Rumia flushed. “Uhh... yes?”

“It’s fine. I was just surprised,” Sean said. He looked at Quinna and Quilla, who looked down.

“Sir, we know she’s had an edge on us, and frankly… like Myna, our nature does kind of lead us at times,” Quilla said. She touched the Life Bond marking on her neck absently. “We’re bovine, cows, herd animals, but there’s always a leader. We might be more physically imposing than Rumia, but she’s clearly ahead of us. It was easy to accept her as a pace ahead.”

“I agreed with them,” Arliat said softly.

“Ah, okay,” Sean said slowly.

“And they all know that their Agreements do not factor into the order of our selection,” Fiona said gently, but firmly. “All of you, in time, but we’ll pick who and when.”

“Yes, Fiona,” came the chorus from every staff member.

“Which explains why she’s the first wife,” Mizuki chuckled.

“She was his first wife, and I accept that,” Myna said. “The others, as they joined, accepted her, as well. We’ll never have a fight over position.”

“First of equals,” Fiona smiled. “We’re all equals to Sean, but I’ve always been the one to handle his other Bonded.”

“Awkward...” Sean mumbled around another bite.

Laughter filled the room, and everyone focused on eating.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean brought a single chest back into the home. “Tiska?”

Tiska came hurrying down the hall. “Yes, sir?”

Sean pulled the other chests out of the one he’d been carrying. “Here. Like our bags, these are now able to hold a lot more.” He pulled the last one out. “This one has the metal stock in it already, so maybe use it for other crafting things?”

Tiska blinked for a long moment. “As you wish, sir. All of them?”

“Yup.”

“And anyone can use them?”

“Yeah. It was the trade-off so you could all pack,” Sean said. “Just make sure they don’t get lost. Once we’re moved in at Accord, I’ll lock them down so only people touched by me can use them.”

Tiska curtsied low. “As you say, Lord.”

Sean grimaced. “Please don’t.”

Tiska looked down. “Sorry, sir. You’re a Lord now. We should call you that when company is present, at least.”

“I had this conversation with Myna once...” Sean sighed. “Fine. If we have non-friends over, but only then.”

“As you will it, sir,” Tiska said as she packed the chests back into a single chest. “Nothing will shift about when it’s placed inside, will it?”

“No. Honestly, once you set it in and let it go, it’ll vanish. Don’t worry about it. Thinking about the item will bring it to your hand. If you want it to empty out entirely, just turn it upside down and think that. Just be aware that it all comes spilling out as if it’d been placed in a chest normally. I’d say keep an inventory of what gets put in so you won’t have any issues.”

“I will make sure the others know, sir. Are you going to modify the bus now?”

“Yeah, got to get it done so Arliat can get used to it before we go to Fredrick’s.”

“Once we have things packed, should we bring them out?”

“Just leave them inside tonight. Won’t take any time at all to store them tomorrow.”

“Understood, sir.”

“See you later,” Sean said, heading back to his workshop.

Tiska watched him go, shifting a little in place as she glanced back at the chests. “Such marvels with such ease... and one day, he’ll be my husband.” With a smile, she touched her jackal ears before going back to work.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean had all six cuons come onto the bus to make sure he had their cages comfortable enough for them. Cuander led them on and was the first into the cage.

“Good?”

Cuander chuffed, laying down.

“Not staying in there right now, but it’ll be home for about two tendays,” Sean said. “File in. Let’s make sure you can all stand and lay down comfortably.”

Once he was sure they would be fine, he sent them back out and finished cleaning up. As he did, he frowned, then looked at the rear of the bus. With a nod, he started Shaping another addition, using the metal and gems he’d put into his belt pouch earlier.

“Sean?” Fiona called out when she came to get him.

“Yeah,” Sean said, grinning widely as he came out of the small room he’d added.

“What is that, husband?” Fiona asked.

“A privy,” Sean said. “We’ll be on the road for days and, sometimes, you just need to go. It’s got the toilet set up, along with a sink.”

Fiona blinked at him, then started laughing softly. “You always want us to be as comfortable as possible.”

“It’s for me, too,” Sean said as he swept her into his arms.

“I know, dear, but who did you think of when you started making it?”

“My wives,” Sean murmured, kissing her ear.

“My point exactly,” Fiona murmured, nuzzling his neck. “You always do this for us.”

“I treasure you.”

“And we do you. My heart swells with love every time you look at me. Then, you do things like this, and I can’t help but wonder if I need to love you more. With all the love and affection you give us, there are times we worry we might not give enough back.”

“No. If anything, you all love me so much that I feel that way.”

“Who loves who more?” Fiona giggled.

“Does feel that way, doesn’t it?” Sean grinned.

“Yes. It’s time to bathe. Come on... Our last bath here. You’ll make a new tub when we get to Accord, we hope?”

“Of course. I have showers and faucets already made and set aside.”

“I thought you might.” She took his hand, leading him off the bus. “But tonight, we’re all going to scrub you, and you don’t get to return the favor.”

“As my first wife wishes,” Sean chuckled.

~ * ~ * ~

Arliat pulled into the Gertihs family home, rolling them up to the front door. “We’re here.”

“Thank you, Arliat,” Sean said. “Should be around back for you.”

“Yes, sir. Enjoy the dinner.”

Sean followed his wives off the bus, going to where Fredrick was on the porch to welcome them. “Ah, you’re all here. Good. You’re the last ones to arrive. We’ve gotten used to that.”

“Not even an excuse of good food for me this time,” Sean laughed.

“No one inside is going to begrudge you being the last ones here. You’re the guests of honor tonight.”

“Oh... guess I should have expected that.”

“Yes,” Fiona laughed.

“Please, follow me,” Fredrick said.

Everyone was in the front room, glasses in hand. Joseph grinned when they entered. “Sean! We knew you’d be the last one again.”

“Well, we all have our niche: you have no patience, and I’m apparently always the last to arrive.”

Everyone laughed as Joseph accepted the truth of the comeback.

“Since we’re all here now,” Fredrick said, “let’s have dinner.”

Everyone trailed him down to the formal dining room. Sean was seated to Fredrick’s right, with his wives all lined up down the side with him. Someone Sean hadn’t noticed in the main room sat to Fredrick’s left.

“Lady Sharpeyes?”

“Lord MacDougal,” she replied with a grin, “I believe given names is the rule of the association.”

“Saranita,” Sean tried again, “when did you join?”

“After tea,” Lady Sharpeyes grinned. “Did you think I wasn’t interested? This association will rise much higher than most can dream of. My best friend is part of it, and the one who freed me from my torment is, as well. Because of the people in this association, I have met a loyal man from a good family, and I might find the happiness long denied to me.”

Sean looked at Julius Bloodheart beside her. “Well, brother-in-law?”

“We’ve only talked for a few days so far,” Julius replied, his hand covering Lady Sharpeyes, “but she has been quick, to the point, and honest. I was caught off-guard, and she has driven me back with each verbal spar we’ve had. Honestly, my heart beats faster when I am near her.”

The table was quiet at the bombshell of Julius flatly stating he had feelings for Lady Sharpeyes.

“I have decided to follow my sister’s lead,” Julius said into the silence. “She was bold, brash, and went for what her heart desired.” He turned in his seat to face Lady Sharpeyes. “Saranita, I am not going to turn aside unless you tell me as flatly as I admitted my feelings. I will respect your need to take time, to test waters, and to ensure your heart is safe, much as Mageeyes needed to with my brother.”

The tension in the air was sharp. Sharpeyes just stared back at Julius while everyone watched in shock.

“Julius Bloodheart,” Lady Sharpeyes said slowly, her voice uncertain, “I won’t make you wait that long, but there must be time between. I expect my mother to visit in the next few tendays. When she comes, I will invite both you and your mother to tea.”

Julius’ smile grew bright when he heard her words. “As you say, Lady. I shall attend you whenever you wish me to.”

Lady Sharpeyes removed her hand from under his, putting it on top, instead. “I hope that remains true for years to come.”

Fredrick waited a moment, then coughed gently. “Shall we begin dinner? It almost seems like we should be celebrating instead of being sad over our friends leaving.”

“A dramatic announcement, Brother,” Hallie winked. “I look forward to the future announcements.”

“Not as much as I will,” Julius grinned.

Fredrick tugged on the rope behind him, summoning the cooks so dinner could begin.




 

Chapter Twenty

Sean helped finish loading the bus. Taking one last walk through the manor, he felt a touch of melancholy. They hadn’t been there long— barely over two months— but so much had happened since they’d moved in.

Chastity and Lilly died after we moved in... the others started carrying our children... added five more wives, and ended up Life Bonding all the staff... that means this was the start of my relationships with them, too... ended our troubles in the city here... so many memories, good and bad, in such a short time. It makes me sad to leave it behind, but I’m hopeful that Accord might be a place where we can build just happiness... Doubtful, but I’ll give it some hope.

Passing through the entry room, the memorials for the dead were gone, having been packed away, but he still looked at each spot where they’d been. I hope you’re all happy and safe there... This is home, but soon, maybe we’ll have a better one for all of you, Sean thought as he walked the long hall to the back door.

Everyone was already on the bus. They had to swing by Giralt’s to pick up Winston and Clara on their way out of the city, then to the Oaken Glen to drop off the keys to the manor. Everything else was done. This portion of their life was over, and a new start stretched out before them. A better one, if I have any say, Sean thought as he stepped onto the bus.

“We’re good,” Sean said. “Arliat, Winston’s first. We’ll have to add in some of their things to take with us, but it shouldn’t be a long stop.”

“We have the one chest you made for them ready to store what they bring,” Fiona said.

“That’ll shock them,” Myna snickered.

“It would shock anyone who didn’t know our husband,” Ida giggled, “but I think they’ll quickly get past it.”

“Clara will, at least,” Ryann grinned. “Winston might try to dissect it before we leave.”

“Clara will keep him focused,” Felora said. “She’s a powerful woman in that regard.”

“She’ll make sure he doesn’t take too long,” Aria laughed.

Sean just shook his head, then briefly wondered if he and Giralt would survive the trip. He stood next to the door instead of sitting down, as he’d have to jump out to close the gate behind him.

Arliat got the bus rolling a moment later. Once they were through the back gate, Sean stepped off to close it up, drop the bar, then jump the wall. He got back on the bus, shut the door, then took a seat by the cuons, speaking softly to them.

It wasn’t a far trip, and the front gate of the Giralts was open, allowing them to roll straight in. When they made it to the front door, Sean grinned at Giralt and Clara waiting for them with a half-dozen chests. Grabbing his spatial trunk, Sean was the only one to step out.

“Let’s get your stuff packed away,” Sean said, motioning to the chest with a flame icon on the lid. “Made this for you.”

Giralt raised an eyebrow. “A chest?”

“It’s special,” Sean chuckled as he opened it. “Pass me your stuff?”

Clara’s lips pursed as she watched her husband do as Sean asked. When the first chest of theirs vanished into the one Sean brought, Giralt froze in place and Clara laughed lightly. “A new invention, Sean?”

“A tightly guarded secret. Only using them for the move,” Sean replied. “I’m going to energy lock it to your husband once we have your stuff inside.”

Clara shook her head. “Your wonders never cease to amaze. Come now, Winston. Finish packing so we can go.”

“Uh... y-yes. Of course,” Giralt stammered, then helped Sean finish loading up the new chest. “How does it work?”

“Later,” Clara said. “We’re leaving now.”

“Yes, dear,” Giralt said.

“Okay, push some energy into the chest for me, Winston,” Sean grinned. “We’ll lock it to you, load it, and then be off to the Oaken Glen to drop off our keys.”

It was less than a minute later when Sean pushed the trunk under a seat. Clara sat in the middle of Sean’s wives, chatting, and Sean motioned Giralt back toward the cuons. Grabbing the bar by the door, Sean kept the door open.

“Arliat, back out so I can shut the gate for them.”

“Yes, sir.”

With the gate locked up, he closed the door and sat down beside Giralt. “Going to be close to two tendays with the stops we have planned.”

“Yes. We sent the staff off this morning. No reason for them to wait for us with them going straight to Accord.”

“Good point,” Sean said. “Hopefully, the road trip is quiet and pleasant.”

“Ages back, we came here from Westpoint,” Giralt said. “Wanted to get away from the Quaditals. It was… an uncomfortable trip. Lots of inns, random stops for nature.”

“At least that second part is taken care of,” Sean chuckled. He hooked a thumb toward the privy he’d installed. “If you need to go, there’s a bathroom right in there.”

Giralt glanced at the indicated door, then laughed. “You put a privy on the bus?”

Clara glanced their way, then turned back to talk to Sean’s wives, who all began to laugh.

“Yeah. Like the bus, I wanted the trip to be as comfortable as possible. Speaking of, the quartz behind you on the wall will open a small vent in the ceiling above you. When it opens, a small wind will start up behind you so your smoke will go out.”

Giralt blinked slowly. “My smoke? From the cigars?”

“Yeah. Figured you’ll still want to smoke, and I’d rather the whole bus didn’t smell like a cigar.”

“Hmm... yes. Clara does ask me to not smoke inside the home, too.”

“Is that why you always seem to be smoking? Because you can’t inside the house?”

“Yes. I’d been thinking of quitting, actually. New home, child on the way... it seemed like a moment to maybe give it a go again. I’ve quit and restarted several times.”

“I can help,” Sean said, “if you really want to.”

“Oh? How?”

“Well, I should say I should be able to help. I might be able to flush the nicotine from your body.”

“Nick-o-teen?” Giralt asked slowly, sounding out the unfamiliar word.

“It’s one of the chemical chains associated with tobacco, the component that makes you want to keep smoking.”

Giralt looked thoughtful. “This is knowledge from your world?”

“Yeah.”

Looking at his wife, who was engaged in conversation, Giralt nodded slowly. “What do I have to do? I know she’d like it if I stopped.”

Sean grinned, placing his hand on Giralt. “Give me a minute.”

It took longer than a minute for Sean to double-check Giralt’s health. Sean had given him back his ability to have children and helped clean up some of his lungs before, but he hadn’t gone all out the first time. Now, he checked everything.

The bus slowing down got his attention. “I think I can manage it, but let’s hand the keys off first.”

“Sensible,” Giralt nodded. “I have felt better since you helped me before we managed to have a child, so I’m willing to try.”

“I can give Clara a look, too,” Sean said. “Check on her and the baby.”

“Yes, please,” Giralt nodded firmly.

The bus came to a stop. “Ladies, we’ll be right back. Any last-minute things we need before we leave the city?”

“Nothing for us, dear,” Fiona smiled.

“I’m ready for the trip,” Clara added.

“Then we’ll be right back,” Sean said, following Helga off the bus.

Sean didn’t mind Helga doing the job of guard, but he doubted they needed it in their last few moments in the city. Allonen looked up when they entered, having been expecting them.

“MacDougal, Giralt, you have the keys?” Allonen asked.

The two men handed over the keys to their estates. “Thanks for the help, Allonen.”

“It’s been our pleasure, sir,” Allonen smiled. “It’ll be different without the Dame here, but we will not fail her.”

“Between you and Bemen, I’m sure this place will run silky smooth.”

“Thank you, sir. Safe trip.”

“Can’t get much safer,” Sean grinned.

“True. I don’t know many who could do even a tenth of what you have, sir.”

Sean shrugged. “Have a good day.”

“Good day to you both, and your families.”

Helga led them right back to the bus and, a moment later, they were rolling toward the east gates of Hearthglen.

Taking their seats, Sean put his hand on Giralt’s shoulder and focused on completely healing the older man. Giralt shifted a little when he felt all the small problems he’d developed over a long life slip away. His knees stopped aching, his back became less stiff, and his hands flexed easily. Taking a breath, he was shocked at how suddenly easy it was to take a deep one.

“All done,” Sean said after a while.

Giralt sat there in silence before he stood up, stretching and taking the deepest breath he could. When he finished, he exhaled just as long, surprised at how easy it was to move like he had. “Goodness... I feel a century younger.”

“Top shape now,” Sean said. “No reason not to.”

“Husband?” Clara asked, curious as to what was happening.

“Ah, dear,” Giralt said, turning to face her. “Sean was just helping me quit smoking, and went further. All of my aches and pains are gone.”

Clara’s eyebrow rose. “All?”

“Hands, knees, back... even my lungs feel brand new,” he explained.

“Hmm?” Clara gave Sean a searching look. “You didn’t do that before?”

“When I helped him the first time? No. I was holding back. Since you’re in this completely with us, it seemed right. I can do the same for you, and check your child.”

“I’m so glad I took the Agreement about secrecy,” Clara said. “Please, Sean? I’d like to be as healthy as my husband.”

Sean used the handholds as he moved over to where she sat. “I just need a hand.”

Clara gave it to him without hesitation, her eyes on her husband. After a few seconds, she frowned, also feeling the minor aches and pains she’d grown used to fading away. “Goodness... that does feel nice.”

Sean took his hand away from hers a minute later. “You’re in perfect health, like the rest of us. Your child is growing without issue, too.”

Clara smiled brightly. “I knew standing against Denmur was the right choice, and you keep proving that time and again.”

Sean shrugged uncomfortably. “I’ll leave you all to talk.”

“Sir, the gate is coming up,” Arliat said. “Looks… different.”

Sean looked out the front windows to see a lot of men outside near the gate. Squinting, he caught sight of a familiar face. “Should be fine, but pull up to the side door for me.”

“Yes, sir,” Arliat said.

The others watched as they got closer. A dozen armored men stood on either side of the gate. Standing in the middle, watching them come closer, was one of the Carmady brothers. As the bus reached the gate, he held up his hand, then stepped slightly to the side. Arliat pulled the bus to a stop so Eugene Carmady was even with the door Sean stood by.

“How can I help you?” Sean asked, curious as to why they were being stopped.

Eugene Carmady drew himself up into a formal stance, then saluted Sean. “Lord MacDougal, on behalf of the Hearthglen Guard, we thank you for the assistance you’ve given us in cleaning up the corruption in our ranks.”

Sean stared for a few heartbeats before he saluted the man back. “I wish I hadn’t had to be involved.”

“Furthermore,” Eugene went on, “we thank you for leaving the city. Maybe now, our paperwork will go down.”

Sean started laughing, and Eugene relaxed his posture.

“Seriously, MacDougal, thank you. We’re sorry for what happened to your family, but because of you, there’s a real chance to turn this city into something special.”

Sean gave the man a nod. “You and your brother, along with Jasper, truly do have a chance to make this city shine. I have nothing but admiration for how the three of you conducted yourselves. Babbitt should be proud of the honest men he had under his command. Is that why you were here?”

“We wanted to make sure you were really going, and it was obvious you’d go out this gate to Accord.”

“Good day, Assistant Commander. May the city grow under your guiding hand,” Sean chuckled.

Eugene saluted him again, then turned to his men. “Present arms!” The guards drew their swords, holding them upright before their chests. Turning stiffly on his heel, Eugene faced Sean again and held his salute. “Fair travels, Lord.”

Sean saluted again, but spoke to Arliat, “Take us out, Arliat. The road calls.” Reaching out, he shut the door as the bus rolled forward, out of the city and on toward Accord.




 

Chapter Twenty-one

It was barely midday when they approached the next town. Sean and Giralt had been talking about the storage chest Sean made— Giralt was excited by the idea of folding space, and was coming to understand how Sean had managed his armor and weapons. All the women were engaged in a myriad of topics, leaving the two men alone.

“Sir, we’re coming up on Home Wood,” Arliat called back to Sean.

Sean looked forward and saw the walls of the city. “If they give you trouble, let me know.”

“Yes, sir,” Arliat smiled.

“They’ll be at least a little used to the idea, with the others having gone on before us,” Giralt said.

“Nothing like this one, though. It’s at least twice the size of the next largest,” Sean chuckled.

“We have more than double the number of people,” Giralt nodded.

Arliat slowed the bus as they reached the guards. Opening her window, she gave the guard a nod. “Sir?”

“Who are you, where are you coming from, and what is your business in Home Wood?”

“Lord MacDougal and family, Hearthglen, and passing through, sir.”

The guard looked at the crest that had been placed on the side of the bus. “Lord MacDougal?” The guard drew himself up upon hearing a noble title. “We didn’t mean to delay you. Are you with the others who passed through a few days back?”

“Friends,” Arliat replied. “Are we free to go?”

“Yes,” the guard said, stepping back and waving her on. “Just be careful. We’d prefer there to be no incidents.”

“I’m a skilled driver,” Arliat said with a hint of coldness to her tone. Her window snapped shut, and she got them moving.

Sean chuckled softly at Arliat’s pride. He made sure the laughter wasn’t in his tone when he called up to her, “Everything good, Arliat?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll have us through the city in short order.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask, Sean,” Giralt asked, “where and when do you mean to pause for this training you spoke of?”

“Not for another day or two. I want to be farther away from Hearthglen before we do. As for where...? It’ll be off the main roads. A detour north or south, and then between towns. It’ll be loud and flashy, so we want to make sure it’s not near people.”

“Hmm, yes. No reason to allow rumors to run ahead,” Giralt nodded.

“Excuse me,” Rumia murmured as she went past them.

Sean was going to ask her what she needed, but there was only a single reason to go to the end of the bus. He looked away, not wanting to embarrass her. Instead, he called out to Arliat again, “Arliat, about an hour out of the city, pull us off the road as best you can. We’ll pause to let the cuons stretch their legs.”

“Yes, sir.”

“A good idea,” Fiona smiled. “We’ll get a snack together for all of us then, too.”

“A light lunch sounds good. We can always break out the kettles for tea as we go. Just remember to Shape your armrests into cupholders,” Sean said.

“Cupholder?” Clara asked.

“Oh, yes. This is going to be a comfortable trip,” Fiona said, starting to explain what Sean had meant.

Giralt looked thoughtful for a moment. “Hmm... it’s been a half-day, and I don’t feel any urge for a cigar.”

“You might still feel like you should have one, but that’ll be a physical habit more than anything.”

“Interesting,” Giralt mused. “About these cupholders, though... does that mean we can have drinks without fear?”

“Yeah, easily,” Sean said.

“Hmm. Is there a bottle and glasses easily at hand?”

Xenta was closest to them. “Did you wish for cognac, sir?”

“Let’s wait until we pause,” Sean said, “but you might want to pull a couple of glasses and the bottle out. I should’ve thought about that earlier.”

Xenta gave him a secretive smile. “I have them on hand if you want to have them now, sir. All three of us do.”

Tiska nodded. “She’s right. We also have cigars, but it looks like you won’t need them, so we’ll store them when we stop.”

“Your maids are attentive,” Giralt chuckled.

“He wants you and Clara to be well cared for on the trip,” Cali replied. “We did our best to anticipate needs.”

“We have travel food ready, as well,” Glorina added. “However, if we pause for the cuons, we can do better than cheese, crackers, and jerky.”

“Goodness, your staff is very efficient,” Clara smiled.

“We’re lucky to have them,” Fiona said.

Quinna and Quilla looked a little disappointed, knowing they could do nothing to help like the maids and cooks.

“Where did you plan on stopping for the night, Sean?” Giralt asked.

“I think it’s called Oakheart? It’s a largish town on the main road.”

“Ah, yes. It would normally take three days to get there.”

“We’re going a little faster than normal,” Sean chuckled. “Ven, you already have people ready to get things arranged for us?”

“Yes, sir. When we get close to the city, part of the clan will fly ahead and make sure rooms are arranged,” Ven said from one of the cubbies near the ceiling.

“Hmm... are all of those full?” Giralt asked curiously.

“The inside is full. The extra space Sean added above the interior is mostly full.”

“Extra space?”

“The roof of the bus is about a foot higher than the ceiling in here,” Sean said. “It’s a barracks or dormitory, depending on how you want to see it.”

“Lots of rooms, so everyone has their own space,” Ven said. “The clan was thrilled with it. The personal guards are inside the bus.”

Giralt looked down the length of the bus. “All of these are full, and just with the personal guard?”

“Yes. Five Fairies per person,” Ven replied. “And your two Fairies, of course.”

Sitting back, Giralt processed that information.

“Excuse me again, sir,” Rumia said softly. She had to pause when Giralt leaned back, putting his legs into the walking space when she’d come out of the privy.

“Ah, sorry,” Giralt said, sitting up again.

“Uh, Rumia?” Sean asked softly. “It all worked correctly, right?”

Face heating a tiny bit, she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, sir.”

“How big is your clan, Ven?” Giralt asked, not paying any attention to the other conversation.

“Sizable, sir. Hearthglen lost most of their Messenger Fairies when Sean left. The association had the majority of those left behind.”

Giralt’s brow shot up. “That many are here? I knew Sean had gathered a lot of you, but…”

“More than most would ever guess,” Ven said, floating down to land on the closest cuon cage.

“Hmm, yes... keeping that information secret might be for the best.” Giralt exhaled as he stood up, grabbing the bar above him to help steady himself. “If you’ll excuse me?”

“Of course,” Sean said, turning away as Giralt headed to the back of the bus. He smiled as he listened to everyone else on the bus carrying on conversations. The others would glance back at him, getting smiles before turning back to whoever they were talking to.

~ * ~ * ~

The pause for the cuons was good for all of them— everyone got off the bus to stretch their legs. Sean and Aria got the cuons out and running. Aria flew while Sean ran alongside them. They didn’t go far, but the cuons were happy to run with Sean.

Glorina and her two helpers had put together sandwiches for everyone when it was time to go. Arliat ate hers before getting back on the bus, so she could focus on driving. Tea was brewed and handed around to everyone who wanted some. Sean and Giralt sipped some cognac, going back to discussing runes.

The sun was setting as they approached Oakheart. The guards on duty at the gate looked fascinated by the bus when Arliat pulled up.

“Lord MacDougal and family,” Arliat said the moment she opened her window. “We have rooms arranged for us at the Bountiful Rest and Traveler’s Retreat. We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning.”

The guard stared for a second before nodding. “Uh... right. Thank you. Bountiful Rest is on the main road. Traveler’s is two streets north and two east of that.”

“Have a good night,” Arliat smiled as she shut her window.

Sean caught the murmurs from some of the staff, disappointed that they would be in separate inns. He agreed with them, but with a group of their size, it would be difficult to get them all rooms at the same inn.

“Ladies, as we discussed before leaving,” Fiona said, “we understand and sympathize, but we knew this was likely to happen. You will be representing the MacDougal name while you are away from us. We know you’ll do nothing to tarnish that.”

The staff murmured their agreements that they would never do so.

“Very good,” Fiona smiled. “Quinna, Quilla, you’re responsible for their safety. Glorina, make sure everyone is well fed. Tiska, you are to make sure that everything’s in order. Arliat, we’ll be waiting for you in the morning.”

Clara watched the byplay, clearly interested in how Fiona managed the family. Giralt shook his head, staying well out of what was happening.

“It was a bit odd to see them all Shaping during the trip,” Giralt said to Sean as the bus slowly traversed the city. “A year ago, I would have laughed if someone told me that a Lord let all of his staff do so.”

Sean rolled his eyes. “I’m only a Lord in name.”

“Hmm... yes. You’ll always just be you. I think everyone on the bus knows that, Sean. You do realize that flatly pushing against society has the chance of causing more trouble, right?”

“I’m not pushing at society,” Sean muttered. “I’m just not going to conform to it like a mindless puppet. I’ll do some of what I have to, but I won’t let others dictate how I love my family.”

“I pity the person who tries to make you,” Giralt said.

The bus slowing down got everyone’s attention— Arliat was pulling them up outside a four-story structure, and the sign above the door named the inn. “Sir, we’re here,” she called once she’d stopped the bus.

“We’ll see you all in the morning for another long day,” Sean told them.

Good nights were said as Mizuki, Giralt, Clara, Sean, and his wives stepped off the bus. Helga led them into the taproom of the inn. A dozen people in fine clothing looked their way as the large group walked inside.

The bartender gave them a wide smile as they approached him. “Ah, Lord MacDougal?”

“That’s me,” Sean said, moving to the front. “My Fairy assured me rooms were ready.”

“Yes. Our five best rooms, Lord. The private dining room will be ready for you in a quarter-hour. The bathing room will be set aside for you the moment dinner ends.”

“Good.”

“The agreed-upon payment,” Fiona said from next to Sean, paying the man.

The bartender rang a bell, and two women in formal maid attire came out of the back. “Lord MacDougal is here. See to their needs.”

The two women bowed, then asked the group to follow them.

Sean offered his arm to Fiona. As they climbed the stairs, he lowered his voice, “Thank you. You handled all of that while I talked with Giralt?”

“Of course,” Fiona smiled. “We’ll handle everything we can for you.”

Sean smiled, then glanced back at the others, and his smile slipped. “Where’s Hallie?”

“With the staff,” Fiona said softly. “One of the three Choosers will stay where they are.”

Sean exhaled slowly and his chest warmed. “To make sure they’re safe for me.”

“As I said, dear husband, we’ll handle everything we can for you.”

“A good wife thinks of everything,” Sean murmured, “and my wives are all very good wives.”

“We do our best, Master,” Myna whispered from behind him. “We also divided up who gets to sleep with you each night to make sure no one is left out. None of the inns will have beds large enough for all of us.”

“Right...” Sean exhaled. “That’ll have to get fixed as soon as we get to Accord.”

“It will be,” Andrea said. “We already have plans for who will handle what to get the new house in order.”

“I feel a bit out of place at times,” Mizuki said. “Like I should do more to help.”

“Goodness, I feel like I should be doing more, too,” Clara laughed lightly.

“You do more than enough for me,” Giralt said, patting her hand on his arm. “I’ve never had a single complaint.”

“We are very lucky men,” Sean grinned.

“The luckiest,” Giralt beamed.

The women all shook their heads, but every face held a smile.

The two maids were shocked to hear that the one Lord was married to all but two of the women, but they kept their shock to themselves. They’d never heard of a Lord MacDougal before, but any Lord who had so many wives must be highly important or extremely powerful, possibly both.




 

Chapter Twenty-two

Nothing unusual happened while they were at the inn. Sean was surprised at the attentive care of the maids, but Fiona explained that they wanted to make sure that they couldn’t be reprimanded later. With dinner and bathing done, everyone retired to their rooms for the night.

Morning found them presented with a lavish breakfast, though Sean thought his cooks were far superior to the inn’s. Two hours after the sun had risen, they were back on the bus and heading off.

The second and third days out of Hearthglen were repeats of the first. The trip was pleasant, more pleasant than any road trip had been before. It was a little embarrassing for Sean when Clara thanked him for the privy, but he agreed with her— it made it much easier to relax.

It was on the fourth day that Sean directed Arliat off the main road and onto a smaller offshoot. They traveled for an hour out of the town they’d stayed in before Sean looked at the open plains around them, then had her stop.

Everyone looked excited, all of them eager to stop since going away from the main road. When Arliat pulled them off the road, Helga and Hallie were the first two out the doors. It was easy with the flat terrain to keep an eye out for anyone coming.

“Ven, scouts,” Sean said. “At least a mile either way, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven replied before one of their subordinates went to hand off orders.

“Okay, ladies and Winston,” Sean said, waving everyone over. “We can just line up for this. If the spell works like it should, there’ll be plenty of distance between us and any potential fireballs.”

“We’re starting with that over the shorter one?” Myna asked.

“The short one will hurt you, too. The fire starts right at the end of your fingers,” Sean explained. “I’d rather do that later once people are confident in their ability to conjure fire. Clara, are you ready?”

“I have been since the trip began,” Clara replied excitedly.

“I, Sean MacDougal, offer Clara and Winston Giralt this Bond: a full exchange of Talents and magic, with as much energy as they can hold comfortably. This Bond will last until we reach Accord, or before if you wish it to end.”

“I accept,” Clara said. She swayed in place, and Giralt had to steady her. “Goodness... so many Talents. I knew, but having them all just sitting there waiting is… a little intimidating.”

“Yes,” Hallie smiled. “I felt much the same way.”

“I accept,” Giralt said, then exhaled slowly. “Agreed, dear. That is daunting. I might have fallen over if I hadn’t known just what to expect.”

“Okay, everyone,” Sean said, “I’ll be holding conduits open to all of you. You’ll not be in danger of expending all your energy. I don’t want any of you collapsing from energy depletion.”

“This shall be quite interesting,” Mizuki murmured to Myna. “I feel fit to burst already.”

“Yes, he does that to all of us,” Myna replied, and Felora stared at Sean with a smirk.

Sean looked away from Felora, not taking the bait. “Line up. Aria, you’ve done this before, so if you see anyone who looks like they can use some help, feel free to jump in. Your explanation might help them past a block.”

“I will.”

“This spell was easier for me, but the science behind it might make it easier for all of you. We’ll start with raw willpower first, then I’ll explain how and why it worked for me. There was no long incantation, just the single word of the spell, but you might need to think about words to help you focus. When you manage it, make sure to throw the ball of fire.”

They all listened as Sean rambled on for a few moments. Eventually, he got out of the way and let them all try to conjure fireballs. Over the next few minutes, everyone tried but failed to manage anything.

“Let’s pause here,” Sean said. “It was a long shot. Let’s break down what the spell is to me. Does everyone know that you need oxygen for a fire?”

“Yes. Without air, the fire is smothered by the smoke,” Ida said.

“Close,” Sean said. “The smoke doesn’t smother the fire. Oxygen is a combustible gas. Fire needs a combustible gas to keep burning. If you tried to conjure flame in a vacuum, it would fail.”

“Ah, I’ve seen an experiment about fire many decades ago,” Giralt nodded. “There are other gasses that would work, but air is mostly oxygen.”

Sean didn’t correct Giralt, as it would make it harder for the others. Instead, he pushed on. “You all understand that fire needs oxygen now, right?” Everyone nodded. “So my first visualization is the air in my hand compacting. It forms a tight sphere for me, like powdered snow being made into a snowball. You can keep packing it in until it’s too dense to take any more.”

A few people frowned, but everyone understood the idea.

“How do you keep it from escaping?” Quinna asked.

“Willpower,” Sean said. “Your will is what keeps forming it, making it tighter and tighter.” Seeing people nod, he continued, “Once you have the air as tight as you can make it, imagine it burning like a torch in your hand. This ball of fire is now burning the air you packed together.” He held up his hand, showing them the golf ball of fire balanced on his palm.

Wide eyes stared at the ball.

“Once it’s formed, you turn and throw it,” Sean said, doing as he said. “When you do, focus on it flying to the spot you want it to go to, but be mindful that it expands. When it gets to that spot, allow the air to return back to its normal size.” The field behind Sean lit up as the small ball of fire became a large sphere.

Eager eyes stared at where the fire had briefly been.

“I can do it without the word now, but you will need a word or even a small statement that focuses your mind to make this happen. Try it again.”

No one was surprised when Giralt managed it less than a minute later. The fire mage was grinning broadly, doing it twice more before pausing. Everyone else tried, but failed for a handful of minutes.

Sean was about to call a halt when Rumia’s voice rose above the others, “Fireball!”

A sphere of fire burst into being in her hand. With a hard toss, it zipped away from her faster than any ball would have if she’d thrown it herself. A few seconds later, a blossoming sphere expanded, filling a space a dozen yards in size.

Everyone looked at Rumia, who was beaming as she stared at where the fireball had gone. She looked at Sean with hopeful eyes, wondering if he’d seen her.

“Damn, Rumia... you did it. Can you explain it to the others?”

Rumia’s expression went wooden, her cheek heating to a crimson. “Ah… I…!” Swallowing, she covered her face with her hands.

“Sean?” Hallie asked Rumia with a giggle.

Rumia’s head jerked up and down, but she didn’t speak.

“Huh?” Sean asked.

“She believed not just in the spell, but in you, too,” Hallie explained.

Rumia’s head jerked up and down again.

“Oh...” Arliat said. She turned back to the front and, a second later, threw a ball of fire into the open field.

In rapid succession after that, the rest of the staff and his wives managed it. Ven, Venn, and Onim were able to make fireballs on a much smaller scale, but they accomplished it, too. That left just Clara and Mizuki as the only ones who hadn’t had any success.

Face set, Clara stared at the field before her. She felt like a failure— her husband was an accomplished fire mage, and she could do nothing. Her friends all did it because of their husband, but she could not, even with Sean’s Bond. She jerked slightly when Sean was suddenly at her side.

“You can do this,” Sean said softly. “It’s all about will, Clara. You have one of the strongest wills I’ve ever seen. Long years of navigating the treacherous currents of society have sharpened your mind. You have the power and the ability now. Believe in yourself, make the world acknowledge your right to do this. Everyone here knows you can do it.”

Clara blinked slowly— she could feel the tears barely held back. This man was impossible. He spoke of doing things with such nonchalance, yet he’d healed her dear husband, letting them finally have a child. He’d broken noble families with ease, forcing an entire city to bend knee to him. Now, he was standing beside her, telling her that she was powerful and willful enough to do it. She thought of how much joy her husband had in the last tendays because this man… or god… had called them friends. Rage suddenly sparked in her chest. How dare the world try to make her fail in front of her friends and husband? She would never disappoint the man she loved.

With a voice that rang with anger, Clara spat the single word, “Fireball!” Her hand pulled back and threw in the same moment, a fist-sized ball flying into the open field. A couple of seconds after that, the field burned briefly as the ball expanded out. Voice catching, Clara choked out, “Damn you for making me doubt myself.”

Sean stepped back, face aghast. “No, I—!”

“Not you,” Clara exhaled roughly, cutting him off. “The world. You, Sean… you are a gift to your friends.”

“And death to his foes,” Myna purred.

Mizuki’s chin lifted proudly, and she spoke in a clear voice, “It’s not fire that burns. It’s pride. I have pride in my daughter’s choices. Fireball.”

Everyone stared as she formed and threw a ball of flame, as well. That had everyone cheering that they’d all accomplished it.

Giralt started laughing— it started small, but ended up a full belly laugh that had him doubled over, trying to breathe, as he continued. Clara was just as shocked as the others, wondering if her husband was okay.

“Winston,” Sean asked when he’d started to calm, “you okay?”

“Less than an hour— less than half an hour— and over twenty people just learned how to cast a major fire spell!” Giralt gasped between laughter. “It’s impossible.”

“Not impossible. Just Sean,” Fiona smiled.

Others began to laugh, and Sean flushed.

It took a while before everyone regained their composure.

“So, yeah,” Sean said. “Toss a few more. Ingrain the feeling of being able to do it into your mind.”

For the next fifteen minutes, the open field beside the road was bombarded with fireballs. The little bit of ground cover was nothing but ash, though a few small fires burned on the edges. Sean called a halt, going over to douse the fires.

“Sir, a carriage is coming,” Ven said, zipping up to him.

“Okay, folks, back on the bus,” Sean called out. “No need to give people suspicions.”

They were back on the bus and rolling down the road in quick order.




 

Chapter Twenty-three

The chatter on the bus was elated. Everyone discussed how they’d visualized their successes. Sean took a seat in the back with Giralt, a smile on his lips as he watched the women.

“Thank you,” Giralt murmured just loudly enough for Sean to hear. “You gave her the push she needed. I was afraid to try.”

“I saw the indecision on your face,” Sean replied just as quietly. “Honestly, I was worried about what I was doing. It would be crushing to be the only one or two who didn’t manage it.”

“Your mother-in-law needed more words, but even she did it. All of them could do it because of their faith in you.”

“That’s just weird.”

“That their faith in you is so strong, it lets them warp reality?”

“Makes it even weirder when you say it like that.”

Giralt chuckled. “Sean, my friend, the only oddity here is you.”

Brow furrowing, Sean pulled back from Giralt.

“You don’t see yourself from the outside very well. I know you’re just coming to terms with the idea of godhood, so let’s look at it differently... just from a power perspective.”

Sean nodded, interested in Giralt’s rephrasing. Looking at something from a different angle did help sometimes.

“You shifted an entire city’s power in what... a dozen tendays?”

“I think I was in Hearthglen for about that long.”

“From the time you arrived until we left, it was one hundred twenty days?”

“About that.”

Giralt snorted, shaking his head. “Which just pushes my point further, but let me continue.”

“I’m listening.”

“In those tendays, you united two disparate segments of crafters into a cohesive group. How many leaders can manage that?”

Sean hesitated, considering the question. “I’m not sure... but not many, probably.”

“You became the focal point of inventions that are just now spreading, but will revolutionize how people live their everyday lives.”

“Most of those are just things from my old world, adapted to fit this one.”

“Do you think it’s so easy to do that? It took me years to create my ignitor, or ‘lighter,’ as you call it.”

Sean’s brow creased— he hadn’t thought it was that difficult, really. He’d stuck with easy things, besides the cars, but he’d worked on cars for decades before coming to this world.

“The answer is that it isn’t,” Giralt said. “Trust me. You toppled major crafters who tried to thwart you, crafters who were stepping into nobility. It’s no easy thing to remove people who have power.”

“Denmur didn’t have power. He was using his son to get power.”

“As people have done down the ages,” Giralt countered. “Noble houses rose or toppled with your input. You took a Dame and gave her enough power that her very conservative family made her a Lady.”

Sean thought about the Flamehair family and his interaction with them.

“Another Dame was shaken from her melancholy and found not just love, but a purpose. Another family accepted back a Knight who had turned from them, then embraced that which he had always wanted. That same family saw you as a man worthy of their only daughter. Noble families don’t marry their children off without a powerful reason, Sean.”

Sean’s gaze went to Hallie, who was laughing and smiling with Glorina.

“A City Lord who hurt you was not just pulled down, he was killed by his own hounds at your command. And, when it was all said and done, you pulled people back from the dead, giving us our lives so we can continue to love our families.”

Sean sat in silence, trying to wrap his head around everything Giralt just laid at his feet.

“All of this in a dozen tendays. It would take decades, maybe even generations for others to do what you did in that small time span. It doesn’t surprise me, then, that the faith your family has in you is enough for them to bend reality to them. My wife touched fire for the first time right after you spoke to her, something we’d tried for many years when we first married.”

Clara was talking excitedly with Fiona and Ida. Sean could see the wonder and happiness in her expression.

“Does that help you?” Giralt asked. “You bend reality around you. You empower those you care for with little cost to yourself. I’m not sure if I trust in the Tuatha, Sean, but I do trust in you.”

“I’m just me,” Sean murmured.

“True,” Giralt chuckled. “But you need to accept that you’ve done many things that cause others to see you as more than you see yourself.”

“Sir,” Tiska asked, coming toward them, “do you want something to drink?”

“Cognac, please,” Giralt smiled.

“Might as well make it two,” Sean said. “Tiska, how did it feel?”

Tiska’s face lit up. “Wonderful! To be able to do something so powerful…” She beamed, then looked suddenly worried. “We won’t use it unless absolutely necessary, sir. Don’t worry.”

Sean held up his hand. “I’m not. I trust all of you.”

Worry faded, replaced by a soft smile. “Thank you, sir. When were we going to try the other fire spell?”

“Probably a day or two. I want to space out the potential oddities.”

“A good idea,” Giralt said.

Tiska poured them each a glass before she went back to the others.

“Are they leaving us alone?” Giralt asked after a minute.

“We talk shop a lot, and my wives and staff have come to understand that I come up with the best things if allowed to just work. Just now noticing?”

“I’d thought the first few days were just strange, but now, I know better.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean looked at the town they were driving toward. Cities had stone walls, but towns had wood, from what Sean had seen. This town, though, had solid stone for walls.

“Ah, Quarry,” Giralt said, glancing out the front window. “The rosestone of the walls is quarried near here. The town built up once the stone started being cut.”

“It’s pretty,” Sean said, looking at the soft pink stone that made up the walls.

“Getting rooms for all of us might be a challenge,” Giralt said. “Last I knew, it wasn’t a large town.”

“We’ve arranged rooms, but it did mean that two inns are fully booked by you,” Ven said. “The innkeepers were uncertain until payment was discussed. They promised to have the inns cleared for your use.”

“We’re stopping a bit earlier than I thought we would be,” Giralt told Sean.

“Can’t make it to the next town before sunset,” Sean replied, “so we get an extra hour or two here.”

“Not much here to spend time on.”

“It’ll be fine,” Sean chuckled.

Arliat had her window open as they pulled up to the gate. “Lord MacDougal and family. We have rooms and will be leaving tomorrow.” Her words were professional, but clipped.

Sean frowned— it was hard to hear what the guards were saying while he was on the bus.

Arliat snapped her window shut and got them rolling.

“Excuse me,” Sean told Giralt, then went to the front of the bus. “Arliat? Problem?”

“No, sir. The guard was… unprofessional, is all.”

Sean looked in the side mirror where the gate was becoming smaller. “What did he say?”

“It’s fine, sir.”

“You’re upset,” Sean said softly, placing a hand on her shoulder, “so it’s not okay.”

Arliat’s cheeks heated, and a small smile touched her lips. “I’ve heard much worse all my life. He’s nothing compared to my happiness because of your concern.”

“If anyone causes you problems, just tell me. I can and will come down on them.”

“We all know, Sean,” Arliat said softly, “which is one of the reasons we try to cause as few problems as possible.”

He gave her shoulder a light squeeze before removing his hand. “None of you are ever a problem. It’s the idiots who are problems.”

Arliat exhaled slowly. “He said that seeing a horse driving a carriage without horses was shocking.”

“Idiot,” Sean snorted.

“Exactly. That’s why I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

“Okay.”

“The inn is right up here, sir.”

“Thank you, Arliat.”

“It is my joy, sir.”

As Sean came back down the bus, Fiona touched his arm. “Is everything alright?”

“A guard harassed her. She asked me to let it go.”

“I see. Are we?”

“She asked, so this time, yes.” He looked at everyone listening to them and exhaled. “Ladies, if anyone causes you problems, tell us. We won’t tolerate you being harassed or denigrated.”

“You are staff to a Lord,” Hallie said when he stopped. “Insults to you are insults to him. You all wish to not cause trouble, but people besmirching his name is something we should not allow.” She turned to Sean. “Husband, I will speak to the right people so the guard understands his error. You are kind and we love that, but there’s a line that needs to be held. I will not do as many Ladies would and ask for a harsh reprimand, but he will be reprimanded.”

“Okay,” Sean said simply. “This is one of those areas where you need to lead. I’ll try to stay out of what you think needs to be done, but make sure I can live with what happens, please?”

Hallie’s smile was gentle. “I will do as you would want.”

“Thank you,” Sean said, bracing as the bus slowed. “We’ll see you all in the morning.”

~ * ~ * ~

When Arliat came to get them the next morning, Sean knew something was wrong. “What happened?”

“There was a small altercation at the inn,” Helga said, having been the one with the staff. “It was no more than a small scuffle.”

“I want to hear about it,” Sean said.

“Last night after dinner, we were having a drink in the common room,” Helga began. “A score of men in rough clothing came to drink at the same time. The innkeeper knew them and even warned the men to leave us be.”

“I think I know this song...” Sean murmured.

“It started friendly enough,” Helga continued. “Banter about women being left unattended. We shot down their attempts and most of the men stopped. The maids and cooks felt uncomfortable and went upstairs to sleep. At that point, I should have had the twins go, too, and accompanied them. I did not.”

“We didn’t mean for it to happen,” Quinna said.

“Five of the larger men came to our table, since it was now mostly empty,” Helga went on. “They were being more aggressive in their comments, even going so far as to bring heritage into it.”

“What?!” Sean asked pointedly enough that Helga paused.

“One of the men suggested roping us,” Quilla said.

“It was when one of them mentioned branding that we took it badly,” Quinna grimaced. “We lifted our chins and said we already had the best brand… and…”

“One had the audacity to suggest you were not man enough to even be at the inn,” Helga said, picking the conversation back up. “It was then that I broke his nose.”

Sean blinked. Helga had said it so matter-of-factly that he was nonplussed.

“The others got involved, and the three of us put them down. The guard came and asked questions and, after speaking to the innkeeper, myself, and the other men who had stayed out of it, the guard escorted the men away. We were asked to leave the city today.”

“You weren’t arrested?” Sean asked.

“She is a Lady, as she is married to you,” Hallie cut in. “One does not arrest a Lady for stopping a man being vulgar to her. Honestly, they were lucky to not be killed by you.”

“The innkeeper tried to stop them,” Tiska said. “When the men came in, he pulled the leader of the group aside and explained.”

“Which is why most of them stopped,” Glorina said. “None of us being in livery and all of us showing Life Bonds might have contributed.”

“Because Life Bonded are property more than people to most,” Hallie nodded.

Sean took a few slow breaths. “Glad we’re leaving.”

“As are we,” Fiona said. She turned to the staff. “Ladies, I have a question. A different inn, or the floors of our rooms?”

“Floors.” The single word came from everyone at once.

“Does anyone think otherwise?” Fiona asked to make sure it was what everyone wanted. When no one spoke up, she nodded. “Very well. Barring an inn that we can get enough rooms for all of us, you may rest on the floors of ours, minus Mizuki’s and Winston and Clara’s rooms. Understood?”

Everyone agreed again.

Sean shook his head as he went to take his seat at the back of the bus. “Arliat, get us out of here.”

“Yes, sir.”




 

Chapter Twenty-four

A couple of days passed by without anything spectacular happening, which Sean was glad for. It was nice to make a trip and not have something happen in every town they went through or stayed in. When he mentioned it to Fiona, Giralt asked why Sean felt the way he did. The conversation for the evening ended up being a recounting of their trip to Hearthglen. After hearing about it, Giralt was glad that this trip was calmer.

Four days after having stopped to teach them all fireball, Sean had Arliat find a spot to pull off the road again. Everyone was excited as they got off the bus. A stand of trees a dozen or more yards from the road was the only real defining feature in the area.

“Today, we’ll work on a flame arc,” Sean said. “I don’t think it’ll be difficult for any of you, though it will be painful. You should be able to heal injuries to yourself. If not, just let me know.”

“I noticed that when I bruised my leg the other day,” Clara said. “It was healed within an hour.”

“We should be good, then. It’ll spray an arc of flame about five feet in front of your hand. You’ll end up blistered, so keep that in mind. Now, spread out and keep your hands raised. This way, we won’t leave a burnt wasteland behind us this time,” Sean chuckled.

When everyone spread out, Sean stood in the middle of them. Raising his left hand, he intoned the two words he first used for the spell: “Flame arc.” A burst of fire extended out of his hand, covering about five feet in a wide arc.

Hissing, he pulled his hand down and focused on not healing. “This is what you’ll end up with.” He walked around so everyone could see his hand before he healed it.

Seeing the uncertainty on a few faces, he nodded. “I understand, and yes, it hurts. Imagine moments when that might be exactly what you need. Someone grabs you or gets too close with intent to kill or maim you? Now they’re on fire, and you’re free to flee.”

Fiona closed her eyes, raised her hand, and spoke the words, “Flame arc.” The same burst of fire came from her hand. She stifled her scream of pain, pulling her hand down as it began to heal.

“Memories?” Sean asked her gently.

“Yes... I would have loved to have had this then,” Fiona said. “Ladies, this spell can save you. I know it’ll hurt, but it’ll mean safety in the worst circumstances. It’s your choice, but please try.”

One by one, hands went up, and people began to try conjuring fire.

Giralt let out a curse before apologizing to his wife. “Not used to fire hurting me like that. Sorry dear.”

Less than an hour later, all of them could manage the spell. It was Arliat who had the hardest time with it. Sean spoke with her, getting her to admit that she was afraid of being burned. His calm confidence and knowing he was there if anything went wrong helped calm her enough to try it. After the first time, she was able to keep doing it— she knew that, while the fire would hurt her, it wouldn’t immolate her.

“Let’s call that done,” Sean said, moving out to see them all. “Ven, are we still good?”

“I have Fairies three miles in each direction, Sean. You’ll know long before anyone comes close,” Ven replied, floating to his side.

“This next spell takes some room. If done right, a fog cloud about two dozen yards across will be summoned. It’s a thick fog.” Sean backed up so they would be out of the area. “The word for me is a simple ‘fog,’ but maybe you’ll need something more. It’ll give you the chance to break away from a fight.” Far enough away from them, he grinned. “Fog.”

The change from clear to thick fog was dramatic. Sean came striding out of it a moment later— that was just as stark, as he wasn’t there, then suddenly was when he cleared the thick cloud.

“Questions?” Sean asked. No one spoke up, so he shrugged. “Spread out and give it a try.”

Everyone spaced out alongside the road, not wanting to get lost later.

Sean stood back, turning mostly away from them as he tried to work out a new spell. He had a rune for moving air, but now, he wanted a spell for it. While he worked on a wind spell, he kept an eye on the group. He was amused when he found that the person having the most trouble was Giralt.

Sean got his new spell to work, which blew the fog clouds apart in seconds. That started up a new game for the staff, seeing who could conjure enough to make it difficult for Sean to dissipate. After a while, he called it done and went over to Giralt, who looked a bit upset.

“Trouble?”

“Can’t get the blasted spell to work...”

“Let’s go over the dynamics,” Sean said, “like I did for the fireball.”

Giralt searched his pockets, then sighed. “I don’t need a cigar, but I want one.”

“I can clear the nicotine if you need, but that’s just an ingrained habit.”

“I know... Okay, explain the spell.”

“Fog is just condensed water vapor, a.k.a. a cloud.”

“Yes. And I am a fire mage, not a water mage,” Giralt said grumpily.

“Ah, your brain is getting in the way,” Sean said.

“What?”

“You’re so fixated on the differences between mages that you’re literally not letting yourself succeed. Of course, that’s also why you had the easiest time with the fireball.”

“Sean, mages are all tied to an affinity—” Giralt started to say.

“No,” Sean cut him off. “Magic is just will imposed on the world. You have to believe it, though.”

Teeth clenched, Giralt was irritated. “Which of us has training in magic?”

“You, but, according to your logic, how could all of us manage what we did with fire? Your wife included”

Giralt hesitated. He had to accept Sean had a point, but that only irritated him further.

“Angry. I get it. I’m basically breaking your worldview again.”

Clara laughed lightly as she came over to them. “You break everything, even when you’re making things.”

“Thanks?” Sean said questioningly.

Clara came to a stop near her husband. “Winston, stop being a child. Close your eyes.”

Giralt closed his eyes, his jaw set.

“Stop it,” Clara said lightly. She moved that last foot, her arms going around him. “Just listen, my dear, loving husband.”

Jaw unclenching, Giralt sighed and held Clara back. “Sorry, dear.”

“You always get angry when you fail in front of others,” Clara whispered. “Now, focus on a cloud for me, please? White and fluffy as it drifts through the sky.”

Exhaling his anger and frustration, Giralt did as his wife told him.

“Imagine that cloud surrounding us, leaving us in our own personal space of love and happiness.”

The idea of the two of them drifting amongst the clouds, alone and able to love each other without concern, made him smile. “I do like that idea...”

“So did I when I used it to help me,” Clara murmured. “Picture it surrounding us, giving us this moment of time, alone to ourselves, even though our friends are nearby. Cover us in a cloud so you can kiss me and not be embarrassed.”

Sean smirked when a sudden thick cloud sprang up, leaving him trapped in it a few feet from the couple.

“Now kiss me,” Clara’s voice was muffled.

Sean stayed still, waiting to hear Giralt speak.

It took a few minutes, but Giralt’s shock came to him, muffled by the fog, “I did it?”

“Yes. We need to find our way out,” Clara said.

“I got it,” Sean said loudly, using his new spell, Breeze, to shred the fog. “A man should always listen to his wife.”

“I’m glad you know that,” Fiona said from behind Sean.

“I always did,” Sean grinned, turning to her.

“Now that we’ve managed it, we should go,” Clara said, Giralt’s hand in hers.

“What about that wind spell?” Giralt asked as they boarded the bus.

“We can see about another stop in a few days,” Sean said. “I just wanted it to break apart the fog. It’s not strong enough to do anything useful in combat, unless there are slow-flying arrows.”

“Ah. Not strong enough to deflect them?”

“Nah. It was barely a strong breeze, far from the gale it’d have to be.”

“I see,” Giralt said. “Excuse me for a moment.”

Sean let him go to the privy, taking the moment to give Clara a grin. “Sometimes, we all need our wives to pick us up.”

Clara smiled back. “You did what you could, but sometimes, it does take a loved one believing in you.”

“I think I heard that a few days ago,” Sean said a little awkwardly.

Everyone around him laughed.

“I guess you did,” Clara snickered.

“Arliat, we’re ready,” Sean said. “Onward.”

“Yes, sir,” Arliat replied happily.

Sean went back to his seat, happy that they’d been able to accomplish what he’d wanted for the trip. It actually went surprisingly smoothly. Only the one incident in Quarry... maybe things are finally working out for us.

Giralt came out of the back a minute later, taking his seat. “I was curious: do you think you could increase the wind of your spell?”

Sean considered the question as the bus rolled down the road.




 

Chapter Twenty-five

Another six days went by peacefully. The staff sleeping in their rooms hadn’t caused any real problems— only one inn tried to object, but Hallie could do the “upset Lady” act very well, and the innkeeper backed down quickly.

“Two days at most and we’ll be in Accord,” Sean mused. “Less than two tendays, even with my detour to get some training.”

“The others will have had plenty of time to get things in order,” Giralt said.

“Then, the real work begins,” Sean said.

“Getting the houses in order will be the first thing to do,” Andrea added, the closest of Sean’s wives to where he and Giralt were sitting. “Amedee said they’d need work.”

“Yeah, that’ll be our first big project,” Sean agreed. “After that, we need to settle in, get our ducks in a row.”

“Hopefully Amedee has made some headway in finding workers for the shop,” Giralt said. “They likely won’t be skilled to start with.”

“Easily overcome,” Sean said.

“Only for you,” Giralt snorted. “Only the high nobles and Queens could think of having so many Bonds where power is given out.”

“Yes, but our husband breaks many things,” Andrea grinned.

“Sir, the city of Bondton is just ahead,” Arliat called out.

“Oh, I guess we’ll reach Accord tomorrow,” Sean chuckled. “I must have lost track of where we were.”

“Tomorrow night, unless we pause before that, to reach Accord during the day,” Fiona said, the other conversations having dimmed when Arliat called out.

“Hmm... might be good to get there in the late morning, instead,” Sean murmured.

“It would. That would give us a better chance to take stock of things,” Giralt said.

“Okay,” Sean nodded. “We’ll cut back on travel and stop in Icehold tomorrow night.”

“We’ll send word to Amedee, then,” Fiona said, “so she knows to expect us on Fiveday.”

“Probably a good idea,” Sean agreed.

The walls of Bondton were impressive. It was made up of black granite so closely fitted together that Sean had trouble finding the seams. The guards wore white livery that stood out from the walls, making it easy to spot them. The line of carriages was moving quickly into the city, with only seconds spent on each one.

As the bus slowly rolled forward, one of the guards seemed to call out. By the time Arliat’s turn had come, a man in ornate bronze and silver armor was standing by. The insignia on his tabard indicated a sergeant.

“Impressive,” the sergeant said. “Whose carriage is this, and where are the horses?”

“This bus belongs to Lord MacDougal,” Arliat replied. “It doesn’t need horses.”

“Lord MacDougal…? Hmmm… I’ve not heard of him, nor seen his crest. However, this… bus… is very intriguing. I’m sure that Lady Ivoryskin will wish to speak with your Lord. Do you know where you will be staying?”

“We’ve had rooms arranged at Lady’s Comfort,” Arliat said.

“Very well. You may go.”

Arliat shut her window, getting the bus rolling again. The sergeant stood there for a long moment, watching the vehicle, before he went back to the guard tower.

Sean watched the citizens around them as the bus carefully crept through the city. The wonder, shock, and fear from each person made him grin. Giralt was chuckling as he did the same.

“You do realize that the noble in charge of the city will likely wish to speak to you?” Giralt asked him. “I noticed how we only seemed to stop in towns, not cities, on the way here.”

“Yeah. I was wanting to avoid them as much as possible. Lots of cities near Accord, so it wasn’t really possible to avoid them all,” Sean said.

“That does explain some of the choices in direction we took,” Giralt nodded.

Sean knew the black granite that dominated the city had to come from Blackrock, a mining town to the south of the city. He’d considered going that way, but he didn’t want a repeat of what had happened in Quarry. Instead, he opted for the chance that the nobles here might want to meet with him.

Lady’s Comfort was a massive inn that took up a large part of a square. The black stone of the structure gave it almost a gothic look, especially with the statues that acted as rain spouts on the roof.

“Ladies,” Fiona said, getting everyone’s attention, “we’ve made sure we have enough rooms, so no one is sleeping on the floor tonight. I did take into account who you’ve each said you’d like to share with. Two to a room is what was decided on, with one exception because there are eleven of you. Any questions?”

No one spoke up as Arliat pulled to a stop in front of the inn.

“You’ll all be coming in with Arliat through the side door,” Fiona said. “Make sure to bring enough bags and chests to make it look appropriate for a group of our size.”

“We’ll handle everything, Fiona,” Tiska said.

“Very good,” Fiona smiled. “You all heard Sean earlier? We’ll be staying just outside of Accord tomorrow, then making it there early on Fiveday. We’re almost there. You’ve all done wonderfully for this long trip.”

The staff beamed as Mizuki, Giralt, Clara, Sean, and his wives left the bus. Excited whispers started up behind them as the door closed. Helga and Hallie were both wearing their mithril cuirasses, looking like guards leading them into the inn.

The common room went quiet as they crossed to the innkeeper behind the bar. The beautiful blond woman behind the counter smiled broadly at them as they approached. “Lord MacDougal?”

“That is me,” Sean said, stepping up between the two Choosers. “Are our rooms ready?”

“Yes, Lord. I have three rooms for you and your wives, which include side rooms for your staff. There are also two single rooms for your companions.”

“An inn with the right accommodations,” Sean smiled. “This is the best inn we’ve stayed at already.”

The innkeeper’s smile grew wider. “Thank you, Lord.” She used a bellpull behind her, made of gold and silver. “Your maids for your stay are Evette, Charlene, and Diana. Your companions’ maid is Stavlina.” As she finished speaking, four women in formal maid attire came out a side door. “Ladies, Lord MacDougal and his wives. Show them to their rooms.”

There was a small commotion from the hall, which turned out to be all of the staff, storage chests in hand.

“Ladies,” Fiona said crisply, “attend. We are being shown to our rooms.”

“Yes, m’lady,” the chorus came back.

The innkeeper’s eyebrows went up when she watched the eleven staff members trail the group. She was mostly shocked that they were all women— attractive women— who seemed to be in prime health. Her lips pursed, and she wondered if she should be worried for her maids.

Once they were brought to their rooms, Sean had taken stock of the décor. It was even more ornate and richly decorated than the Oaken Glen, which meant the inns in Accord were going to at least be equal to this place.

The room Evette led Sean into was a suite, with a large front room that had a table, chairs, and sofas. Off that was a set of double doors to the left, and two doors to the right. Evette was more than happy to show them each room, making sure they were happy with the accommodations before she asked if they needed anything else. When they declined, she curtsied, then showed herself out.

Sean took a seat on one of the sofas. “I’ll have to get used to the subservience eventually...”

“There’s nothing wrong with being more powerful, Master,” Myna purred, taking a spot beside him.

“Nothing at all,” Felora grinned, sitting on his other side.

Sean snorted lightly, knowing all too well what they both wanted. “Just you two with me tonight?”

“No. We’re splitting three to a room,” Myna giggled.

Sean’s brow furrowed as he tried to think of who would fit with the two beside him. He was a little surprised when Andrea entered the room. “Andie? You’re the third in here?”

“Unless you’d rather—?”

“No, Andie, it’s fine. I just wasn’t sure who was grouped in with these two. I know Helga, Aria, and Hallie are sticking together a lot. That kind of leaves the other six of you in an odd mix if you split into two sets instead of three pairs.”

“With it being three of us, we try to find the most compatible for… later,” Myna purred.

Sean snickered, then kissed her nose. “Naughty kitty.”

A sound caught his ear, and he turned to see the four staff coming out of their rooms. He hadn’t been paying attention to who had come with him, and now, he was a little surprised. Lona, Mona, Quilla, and Quinna were staying in the suite with them. The surprise came when Quinna and Mona came out of one room, and Lona and Quilla came out of the other.

His confusion must have been clear, because Felora leaned in close and whispered to him, “They’re finding their own compatibility with each other. They know that, as sisters, they have to be separated to be with you.”

Sean’s face heated as what Felora said processed. “Oh...”

“Is that a problem, Master? You would prefer that they be with others, do you not?”

Sean covered his face. “You two are deliberately provoking me.”

“Yes,” Myna replied. “But is it not true? We want to make sure.”

“Sir, we don’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” Mona said.

“We can change, if you’d rather we—” Quinna began.

“Wait,” Sean said, removing his hands from his face, which he knew was red. Exhaling slowly, he turned to face the four uncertain women. “If this is what you four are comfortable with, it isn’t my place. Yes, I do want you to be separate from your sisters when... things happen, but that doesn’t mean you need to be with each other’s sister.”

“We actually get along rather well,” Quilla said. “Lona is the younger one, like me. We both know what it’s like to have a bossy older sister.”

“And Quinna, like me, knows how hard it is to keep the younger sister in line,” Mona giggled.

“We’ve had to deal with similar, but different, problems,” Lona added.

“Okay,” Sean exhaled slowly, a nervous smile on his lips. “As long as you’re not forcing yourselves. Did all of you split into pairs?”

“Do you want to know, Master?” Myna purred.

“Please? It’ll make it less awkward for me later,” Sean exhaled. He still wondered why he was being told about his staff’s love lives or potential love lives.

“Glorina and Tiska are finding their way together,” Andrea said as she sat in his lap. That further shocked Sean, seeing her be so forward. “They felt that, being the ones in charge of the interior of the home, it made sense.”

Sean shifted, angling Andrea so she was more comfortable. “Okay.”

“Cali and Xenta have been seeing each other since they moved in,” Andrea giggled. “Myna found them together at least once.”

“Many times now,” Myna snickered. “Once they realized it was okay, they’ve been very happy together.”

“Of course, you know who the sisters have found happiness with,” Felora smirked. “And yes, this has been going on since your talks with them.”

“We’re very happy,” Quilla smiled a touch worriedly.

“It’s fine,” Sean said softly. “Just a little shocked to hear about it all.”

“And the last set was different, but makes sense,” Andrea went on. “Rumia, Prita, and Arliat.”

Sean frowned. “I get Rumia and Prita. They’re the two youngest, and they also worked well together when they fought me.”

“Yes. They became a couple then,” Myna added.

“But Arliat, too?”

“Her devotion to you matches theirs,” Felora said, “ever since you saved her.”

Sean tried to process everything he was being told. After a few seconds of silence, he asked, “Did you all pair off because my wives were?”

All four staff shifted, looking at his wives for help. Myna was the one to answer, “Master, does it matter?”

“Maybe? If they didn’t really want to be with each other—”

“Then they wouldn’t be,” Felora cut him off. “Did seeing your wives paired get them to entertain the idea first? Yes. They each asked one or more of us about your preferences in that regard.”

“Fuck me...” Sean muttered, closing his eyes.

“We told them that you were fine if they were alone or with another,” Felora went on.

“But we also told them that you were happy to know they would be loved all the time,” Andrea added. “We all know you worry about us not getting enough love without you.”

“Does that help, Master?” Myna asked, nuzzling his neck.

Sean considered it, then nodded. “Yeah, it does... It’s still not happening for a long time yet, but it’ll make it a lot less awkward later.”

The four staff were relieved that he was okay with what he’d been told. They’d each worried he’d freak out and tell them to stop, and they really were finding happiness with their chosen partners.

“The bathroom is large enough for everyone in a single suite to bathe together,” Andrea said. “I was late to join you because I was checking on the baths.”

“Might as well get that done before dinner,” Sean said, kissing Andrea’s neck.

“As you wish, husband,” Andrea smiled as she stood up. “We’ll make sure you’re clean.”




 

Chapter Twenty-six

Sean was slightly irked as he headed down to dinner with his wives. He understood the societal aspect of it, but he’d rather have dinner with everyone. Andrea talked him out of forcing the issue, instead just having dinner with Mizuki, Giralt, Clara, and his wives. The staff were happy that he wanted to eat with them, but they sided with Andrea, as well.

They were just taking their seats in the private dining room when a knock came on the door. Sean frowned, and that frown grew when the door opened to show a man in livery. “Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry for interrupting,” the man said. “I am a steward for City Lady Marva Ivoryskin. I am addressing Lord MacDougal, am I not?”

“I’m MacDougal,” Sean said stiffly.

“Lord, the Lady has requested you join her for dinner.”

“Does that invitation extend to my wives?” Sean asked.

The steward’s brow furrowed for a second as he took in the room. “Ah, of course.”

Sean’s lips twitched— he was certain the steward had no idea what he’d just asked for. “Winston, Clara, Mizuki, I’m sorry for this. It seems the City Lady wishes to have dinner.”

“Quite alright, Lord,” Giralt said. “Please let her know that Magus Giralt wishes her a good evening.”

“I will,” Sean said as he stood. “Wives, it seems we have a different dinner to attend.”

All nine of his wives stood up, and the steward blinked slowly. “Ah... um... I see,” the steward said slowly. “I… am not sure the cook has prepared for so many.”

“Husband,” Andrea said softly, “we do not wish to cause a Lady distress, even if she has made for an awkward moment. I shall stay behind and keep our guests and friends company.”

More of his wives voiced the same opinion until only Hallie and Fiona were left standing. Sean looked at the steward. “The cook can make enough for at least two of my wives, I hope?”

“Yes, Lord,” the steward said, knowing that he’d need to explain to the Lady. “The carriage is waiting just outside.”

“We’ll be out shortly,” Sean said.

“Yes, Lord,” the man said, bowing before departing.

“You can play hard when you want to,” Clara laughed lightly. “His head nearly exploded. No doubt he’s already thinking of how to explain the situation to his Lady.”

“I hate politics,” Sean snorted. “I hope your dinner is better than I’m sure mine will be.”

“Quieter and less prying, certainly,” Giralt chuckled. “I’ll look forward to hearing about it tomorrow.”

Sean shrugged. “Sure.”

He made sure to kiss his wives goodbye before he left. Making it to the common room, Sean was aware of all the eyes on him as he motioned to the steward waiting by the door. The rumors started up as soon as Sean stepped outside, but he didn’t catch enough to get an idea of what was being said.

The carriage was nice— luxurious on the inside and comfortable, but far from being as comfortable as their bus. Sean was surprised the steward rode with the driver.

“Is that normal?” Sean asked Fiona.

“He isn’t of station to sit with a Lord,” Fiona said.

“Got it,” Sean grunted.

“That was an interesting powerplay,” Hallie murmured. “Was it intentional?”

“Yes. She summoned us with little warning. She obviously was using her position as a City Lady to make sure we attended. Now, my question: what if I refused?”

“It would eventually be known in Accord that you refuse simple requests by those in power,” Hallie said. “Your play shows that you’re reasonable, but won’t be easily pushed. Honestly, I was surprised that you did it.”

“Figured it was the best I could do without flatly refusing,” Sean said. “Rather be having dinner at the inn... with everyone.”

Fiona took his hand in hers. “So would we, dear. And, the day after tomorrow, we’ll be able to go back to what we all prefer.”

“Thankfully...” Sean sighed. “I miss all of us having dinner, sparring, and being together.”

Fiona smiled as she squeezed his hand. “We all do.”

“What do you think this is about?”

“The bus,” Hallie said without hesitation. “I have no doubt that the sergeant on the gate reported we came in. The others would have come through before us, and then we showed up with a much larger vehicle, one that is armor plated.”

“What should we think she knows?”

“Maybe that you’re a new Lord and the inventor of these miracles,” Fiona said. “But likely, just that you’re an unknown Lord who has such a wonder.”

“Agreed,” Hallie said. “We should go with the assumption that she knows close to nothing. For all she knows, you could be allies with a High Lord. Who else besides the Queens would have such a way to travel?”

“So aloof, but not cold?”

“A good place to start,” Fiona replied.

“As much as you might not like it,” Hallie added.

“Right now, I kind of like it. I’m already miffed at this.”

“Just do your best to not make an enemy,” Fiona murmured, kissing his cheek.

“I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all we ask,” Hallie smiled, kissing his other cheek.

~ * ~ * ~

The ride to the Lady’s manor wasn’t terribly long, thankfully. When the carriage came to a stop a second time, it was only a few seconds later before the door opened. The steward stood a few feet back, waiting for them.

“Please follow me, Lord and Ladies,” the steward said.

With his wives on either side of him, the three of them followed the steward into the manor. Sean looked at the wisp lights and hoped the lightbulbs would help him free those trapped souls. After a couple of hallways, they eventually reached a door that the steward paused in front of. With a sharp knock, he waited.

The door opened to reveal a sleek, brown-furred woman with animal ears in formal maid attire. “Steward?”

“I have brought Lord MacDougal and two of his nine wives, as the Lady requested.”

The maid blinked slowly for a second, clearly processing what she was being told. “Ah, yes. Lord and Ladies, I’m the Lady’s maid. She was planning on having dinner on the balcony. If you will please follow me?”

Sean nodded once, waiting for her to lead. When she did, Sean was a few feet behind her. As he traversed the room, he was certain it was the outermost part of the Lady’s chambers, a formal receiving room for guests. It reminded him of Lady Sharpeyes’ room that he’d only briefly seen a few times.

The patio was through a set of French doors with clear glass so someone could easily see through them. Much like when he’d had tea with Lady Sharpeyes, they were shown to a table overlooking a garden.

“The Lady will be with you shortly,” the furred maid said after they were seated. “Please, excuse me.”

When the maid left, Sean spoke softly, “Ven, what does the Fairy situation look like?”

Ven zipped up to him, landing on the table. “The manor only has five. They’ve agreed to stay away from you unless the Lady calls. They have promised to keep our numbers to themselves. You are as safe as we can make you, Sean.”

“Okay. Not that I expect an ambush, but it’s best to be prepared,” Sean said. “Go ahead and be scarce. No need to tip them off.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven said before flashing away.

A couple of minutes ticked by before the patio doors opened and a tall, elegant woman came out. Bright gold hair framed her face, making her icy-blue eyes more prominent. Full lips wore a polite smile as she walked toward them. Sean stood as the Lady advanced, the way a gentleman should.

“Lord MacDougal, it is a pleasure to have you come to dinner, especially on such short notice. I’ve heard that all of your wives did not attend?”

“Your steward thought all nine of them might be too much,” Sean said as he took her hand. He bowed his head over the back of it, kissing the air an inch above it. “We also had guests who were with us, so the majority stayed behind to keep them company.”

“Guests? Were you not staying at an inn?”

“Magus Giralt and his wife were with us, along with Mizuki Mooncaller,” Sean explained. “They are moving to Accord, as well.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Where are my manners?” Sean asked as he released her hand. “Lady Ivoryskin, these are two of my wives, Lady Fiona MacDougal and Lady Hallie MacDougal.”

“A pleasure,” Ivoryskin said as she took her seat. She smiled a little wider when Sean helped seat her. “Your husband is quite gallant.”

“He’s always been that way,” Fiona smiled fondly at Sean. “It’s something we’re all glad for. If he was like some other Lords, I worried about what our marriage might be like.”

“It is unusual for a Lord to have nine wives,” Ivoryskin said. “Two or three is not unheard of, with mistresses, of course, but wives? Not as much.”

“He loves deeply,” Hallie smiled brightly. “It helps that all of us get along. If there was discord, well... things might be different.”

“Yes, I can imagine only too well,” Ivoryskin replied. “I do hope you are hungry. My chef is a master at his job.”

“Famished,” Sean said as he took his seat again. He had to bite back his impulse to flatly ask why she’d bothered them.

“We were shocked to receive a summons when we’re only passing through on the way to Accord,” Hallie said. “There was no thought that we’d be of interest to you.”

Ivoryskin gave Hallie a long look before she bowed her head. “It was a bit presumptuous of me. I admit that I have not heard of your house before. I was told of a few carriages like yours that came through my fair city not that long ago. When I heard that a similar, but grander, version arrived today, I had to know more.”

The patio doors opened again, and Sean glanced at them to see a handful of maids with carts coming to the table. Only one of the women was Moonbound, and she was the one who’d greeted them at the door to the Lady’s apartments.

“Thank you, Bella,” Ivoryskin said as the table was finished being set. “Just stand back and be ready to attend as needed.”

“Yes, mistress,” the furred maid said.

“Before we continue our discussion, shall we partake of the meal?” Ivoryskin asked them.

“We’d love to,” Hallie replied.

“Fabulous,” Ivoryskin smiled. “I believe they prepared drake for tonight.”

“I do enjoy drake,” Sean grinned.

“You’ve had it before?” Ivoryskin asked, her surprise mostly hidden.

“Yes,” Fiona explained. “Dame Mageeyes once served us similarly.”

“Which Dame Mageeyes?”

“Amedee Mageeyes. She was in Hearthglen for years,” Hallie answered. “She’s a dear friend of ours. Also related to us now.”

“Oh?” Ivoryskin asked. She took a sip of her wine, clearly not expecting such news.

“She married Knight Toivo Bloodheart, my brother. I was Dame Hallie Bloodheart before I married my dear husband.”

“I see. Well, since you have had drake before, maybe you can tell me how my chef does compared to Mageeyes’ chef?”

“Gladly,” Sean said as he cut a piece off the thick steak.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean sighed contentedly— the drake had been wonderful, as had the rest of the meal. There had been minimal conversation as they ate, mostly just comments about the food or the view. With the plates cleared away and after dinner drinks set out, Sean knew that they’d be able to leave soon.

“Thank you for coming to dinner,” Ivoryskin smiled. “With the meal complete, I feel better about bringing up one of the reasons I asked you here for.”

“It was an exquisite meal,” Hallie smiled. “Please, we’re interested in knowing what prompted the invitation.”

“I’m sure it is obvious,” Ivoryskin said. “A carriage— a very large carriage— that can hold you and your wives, plus more? Plated in adamantine, and the fact that it moves without horses? It is something that grabs the attention of those in power.”

“Mine is called a bus,” Sean said. “There are smaller versions called cars, and even ones that can move goods called trucks.”

“So the ones I heard about before are real, then? I had doubts.”

“They’re real. Forged Bonds, an association in Hearthglen, makes them.”

“Hearthglen? Hmm... isn’t that a small city out near Westpoint?”

“It is,” Fiona replied.

“Ah, yes, I recall that the Brightlight family was pushed out of the city in favor of Greenlimb. The Greenlimb family sent a branch family to care for it.”

“That’s right,” Hallie nodded.

“And an association there makes these marvels?”

“Forged Bonds,” Sean said.

“I’ve not heard of this association. Do they have branches in other cities?”

“Not yet, but word is that they will have one in Accord before the year ends,” Fiona supplied. “On top of the transportation marvels, they had a slew of other inventions, all quite ingenious and useful in everyday life.”

“Fascinating. How have they escaped my notice?”

“They didn’t exist a year ago,” Hallie replied with a shrug.

“Not even a year old and they already have such marvels to sell?”

“Indeed.”

“Well, if a branch is going to come to Accord, then I do not need to send all the way to Hearthglen. Do you know who will be in charge of the branch in Accord?”

“Dame Amedee Mageeyes,” Fiona smiled.

“Which would explain how you managed to get such a thing. She must be quite important to the association. You are related to her, as well, if I recall correctly?”

“Yes,” Sean said.

“Please let her know that I am very interested in acquiring one of these horseless carriages. Coming from you, it would help ease things, I’m sure.”

“You would like a car, I’m assuming?” Sean asked. “Something that can seat four passengers?”

“Yes. I have no need for anything bigger.”

“We could do that,” Hallie smiled as she sipped from her teacup. “It would be a bother for her to hear from us. That is association business, after all.”

Ivoryskin laughed lightly. “Of course. I would be willing to repay such a favor later.”

“As it turns out, we could use such a favor. Doubtless, you have friends in Accord. We could use friends in a new city.”

“Ah, now this does sound like we can come to terms,” Ivoryskin grinned. “How long do you think it will take Mageeyes to get her association running?”

“Hard to say,” Sean said. “I’ve heard rumors that Shapers of all kinds are used to make the cars. Accord is home to Shapers, but how many want to work for another?”

Ivoryskin frowned. “That is a valid point. How did they manage it in Hearthglen?”

“That’d likely be secrets of the association,” Sean shrugged. “If you give us a letter, we will hand it to Mageeyes. This way, you can express your exact desires yourself. I should warn you that the cost of the car is not… small.”

“Hmm, I should think not. I can easily pay whatever the cost is. The status of owning one before others will be more important. To think a Dame has one while I do not? I will have it done and sent to your inn tomorrow morning.”

“We’ll delay our departure long enough to receive it,” Fiona said. “You will also send us some scrolls of introduction to your friends?”

“Yes, of course. Well, this has been a lovely night. I do need to attend to other matters now. Please, enjoy your tea, and my maid will see you out.”

“I was curious,” Sean said slowly, “she is your only maid who is Moonbound, and she seems to be your head maid.”

“Bella’s family has served mine for twenty generations,” Ivoryskin smiled. “I have had her beside me since her mother passed, and her daughter is currently learning my preferences so she may take over when the time comes.”

“I see,” Sean said. “Thank you for having us over, Lady Ivoryskin.”

“It has been my pleasure,” Ivoryskin said as she rose gracefully to her feet. “Good eve to you.”

Sean stood when she did, sitting down again once she was inside. Bella remained near the table, waiting to serve them as needed. Hallie gazed out at the garden, sipping from her tea. Fiona touched Sean’s hand as she also slowly drank hers. Getting the message, Sean didn’t rush to finish his cup.




 

Chapter Twenty-seven

Sean shuddered in ecstasy before going boneless. “That will always be the best wake-up ever.”

“We agree,” Felora purred, “though Myna was a greedy kitty again.”

“Not sorry,” Myna giggled.

“The two of them are hard to control,” Andrea murmured from beside Sean. “It’s still a very pleasant way to wake.”

“I wasn’t expecting them to take turns between us, but it kept things going longer,” Sean said, turning enough to kiss Andrea. “Good morning, my lovely wife.”

“Yes, it is,” Andrea agreed, kissing him again before she sighed and slid out of the bed. “We have to get up, or we’ll be late to breakfast.”

“Someone had theirs already,” Felora snickered as she did the same.

“That was a snack,” Myna countered, following the other two.

Sean exhaled slowly as he watched them. I’m a lucky man... He finally got out of bed, needing to get dressed. “Off to Icehold today, and then Accord the day after.”

“Hmm... I would expect the noble in charge of Icehold to invite you to dinner, too,” Felora said.

“Probably,” Sean grunted. “I’m glad we have Hallie. She was well ahead of me in how to navigate that.”

“From what you told us last night, she did a good job,” Andrea said. “We have the chance to easily open doors with some nobles.”

“Depending on what she wrote,” Myna said.

“They’ll likely just be basic introductions,” Felora said. “It would say that she spoke to us and promised to make an introduction. I doubt she’d do more than that. It will also depend on how many she sends. A single letter should be more favorably inclined. Any more, and they should be less helpful.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” Sean said. “I can see her doing either, so we’ll find out when the letters show up.” He got his pants on before sitting down to deal with his boots. “We’ll be telling the story again for Winston and Clara, at least. That’ll be good for the staff. I know they’ll be curious, too.”

“Of course,” Andrea said as she worked on the ties for Felora’s dress. “We’ll be out shortly.”

“See you in the front room.” Sean snagged kisses from each as he went past.

The four staff that had shared the suite with them were chatting on the sofas when Sean emerged. Greetings were exchanged, and Sean waved them back to their seats.

“I’ve already been told breakfast will be like dinner. Your meals should be brought up soon.” Sean frowned. “Thanks for being understanding.”

“Sir, this is what we always thought it would be like,” Mona said. “We’re fine with the need to separate us for meals. With that said, we’ll be glad when we have a manor again and can rejoin you all.”

“Sometimes, we have to do what society wants,” Quilla said. “We can abide by that because it helps you, Sean.”

Sean looked away from them, nodding. “Thanks... I hate it, myself. Knowing you’re all okay and understanding about it helps, but I’ll be glad when we all have meals together again, too.”

“We all will be,” Andrea said, coming out of the bedroom. “We’re ready to go to breakfast, husband.”

“Someone already had breakfast,” Lona whispered as quietly as she could to Quilla.

Sean’s face blazed while he walked to the door. Myna glanced back at the cooks with a stern look, but that broke into a sly grin and a wink. Felora giggled, catching the byplay and guessing what it was. She gave the cooks a look, then wiped at her lips as if checking them. Wistful expressions crossed all of the staff’s faces.

“Sean, are you okay?” Andrea asked as they left the room.

Exhaling, he glanced at her, then back at the other two, who were grinning knowingly. “I think I was louder than I should’ve been.”

Andrea flushed— she’d been just as vocal. “Well... it’s not like they’ll judge us.”

“No judgment,” Myna snickered, “though someone made a comment about an early breakfast.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” Andrea said, taking Sean’s arm.

“I’m fine. I don’t even blame them,” Sean said. “If we’re loud enough that they can hear us in the next room, it’s kind of our fault. Lona was just trying to let Quilla know because, obviously, only the cooks heard.”

“I believe you’re right,” Felora nodded. “It was also a case of her wanting to share with her lover.”

“You won’t have to face them tomorrow morning,” Andrea said softly. “If we get the same room arrangement again, you’ll have different wives and staff with you.”

“Rotating it so you all have time with me?” Sean asked.

“Of course,” Andrea smiled. “If you’d like to have specific people around you, we’re all willing to change what we’ve discussed, too. Just like normal.”

Sean shook his head. “I know that all of you agreed already, and that makes it easier on me. None of you would hurt each other. If I go mucking with the who and when, then someone might end up feeling left out more often.”

“We love you, Master,” Myna purred. “It would take many tendays for anyone to feel like that, so please try not to feel like you have to do what we discuss?”

Sean thought about what she’d said as they went downstairs. “Okay... maybe once we get the manor in order. It’ll be easier for me and all of you, then.”

“Good. We’d hate to think you only do what we want,” Felora said.

“That’d be bad for some of you, now that I think about it,” Sean said slowly.

“Exactly,” Felora smiled, “though you taking charge when it matters always helps.”

Sean rolled his eyes, but smiled.

~ * ~ * ~

Getting onto the bus, Sean was glad that Ivoryskin’s steward was there before they’d finished breakfast. Giralt was curious about the letters that were delivered, but Sean asked to hold off the story until they were on the road.

Once they were out of the city, Sean told everyone about their dinner with Lady Ivoryskin, explaining the letters they’d been given. Hallie looked at the three nobles they were given for contacts.

“All Dames, so lower nobility, but a starting place,” Hallie explained. “If she’d known a Lord or Lady in the city, that would have helped more, but Accord doesn’t have many of those. Unless they were sent there by the head of their family as a punishment.”

“Who’s the City Lord in Accord?” Sean asked.

“Accord doesn’t have a City Lord or Lady,” Fiona said. “There’s the Advisor. They are appointed by the Queens by mutual agreement when they leave the city.”

“Advisor? That’s his title?”

“Yes. They’ll hold the post until the Queens meet again. If they do well, they are granted boons by both Queens. If they failed in their charge…” She trailed off for a moment. “They’re set on display for all to remember.”

Hallie shivered in discomfort, and even Giralt looked a little pale.

“What does that mean, exactly?” Sean asked.

“In the center of Accord is the Tower of Accord, or Great Tree,” Hallie explained, “the massive tree that the Queens changed to be the center of their domain. That’s where the Advisor lives and oversees the city. The Great Tree also holds the various guildhalls and the library. Each level has a wonderful garden ringing it. I always wanted to see them, but never thought I would.”

“So this Great Tree is where the failures are, too?” Sean asked, trying to keep the conversation on the track he wanted.

“It’s said that there’s a room dedicated to them. There, they stand before a plaque, mentioning their failures as Advisor,” Giralt said.

“Stand? As in they’re alive?”

“Alive, but frozen,” Fiona said slowly. “Rumor says they know what goes on around them, but are unable to move or die.”

Sean sat back in shock. “Shit...”

“The Advisors speak with the Queens’ authority,” Hallie said. “The ones who are deemed failures… abused that position.”

“Either they failed to stay impartial,” Fiona said, “or granted favors beyond what a Queen would.”

“So he should be impartial?”

“Or she,” Giralt said. “Advisors can be either.”

“Yeah, that makes sense for the Queens,” Sean nodded. “We should be fine, then, if they’re supposed to be impartial... right?”

“Unless Truestrike came to Accord to make friends with the Advisor,” Fiona whispered, suddenly seeing something she hadn’t thought of before.

“Oh!” Hallie gasped. “That… would be bad for us.”

“Clue me in, please?” Sean asked.

“Having the favor of the Advisor when the Queens show up is almost a guarantee to become a High Lord or Lady,” Fiona said. “Trying to do it and failing… comes with equal balance. It involves being stripped of all titles or being reduced back to Aspirant.”

Sean exhaled slowly as he took in the information. “Okay... Do we try to do this, too?”

Everyone was quiet, thinking over his question.

“If we try and fail,” Fiona whispered, “the Queens will do much worse than they did to me the first time... and it would be all of us in that position, not just me. Me… Winter would know me, and there would be many questions about my skin.”

“They’re thirty years away from coming back to Accord,” Giralt said.

“Unless something important calls them back sooner,” Hallie countered.

“Like a conflict in Accord,” Fiona said softly.

“So this is something to put off for now,” Sean said. “We don’t know if Truestrike is trying to win the Advisor’s favor. The punishment of failure is high enough that he might not be.”

“True,” Fiona exhaled. “We can gather information before we have to act in that regard.”

“Hmm...” Giralt said slowly. “Being well-known and liked by the other nobility in the city would help with the Advisor, as well. Sean’s original plan might help, if it becomes necessary.”

“That’s also true,” Fiona smiled.

“The City Lord of Icehold will likely want to speak with us like Ivoryskin wanted to,” Hallie suggested. “If they do, we can work the same angle, if they ask. The more nobility we become friendly with early on, the better it would be for us.”

“Okay,” Sean sighed. “Friendly-face forward.”

“Just do your best,” Fiona smiled.

“All I can do. Don’t argue and provoke, and just smile and act like I agree or care...” Sean grumbled.

“Politics,” Giralt said, patting his shoulder. “You were bound to have to deal with them when you came to Accord.”

“Yeah... couldn’t be easy enough to just duel Truestrike and kill him... If I do, I’m sure the Advisor would take issue, and then the Queens would get involved. Stupid politics...”

“One of the reasons I moved to Hearthglen. And yet, here I am, beside you now.”

“Fair. Thanks, Winston. It means a lot to me. I enjoy the shoptalk and our friendship.”

“As do I,” Giralt replied. “Let’s get to work, huh? It might help distract you for a bit.”

“Good idea,” Sean chuckled.

“Good,” Giralt laughed. “Tiska, can we get some cognac, please?”

“Of course, sir,” Xenta said, being closer to them. “I have the glasses.”




 

Chapter Twenty-eight

The walls of Icehold were an imposing gray granite. They rose forty feet and had buttresses to support the massive structure. Guards could be seen marching along the walls, the red livery they were wearing easy to spot as they did their rounds.

“Doesn’t live up to its name,” Sean snorted.

“The gate guards are notifying their sergeant,” Arliat called out as she got them into line to enter the city.

“No doubt that, after the others went through, they were told to keep the Lord notified,” Hallie said.

“Another dinner is possible,” Fiona said. “We’ll go with our normal plans and see if they change them for us. Venn, is the messenger for Amedee ready?”

“Yes. They’ll leave the moment we stop,” Venn said from above Fiona. “She’ll be informed that we will be coming in before midday, and that you have at least a message from Lady Ivoryskin for her.”

“Thank you, Venn.”

“My pleasure, Fiona.”

“Same room setup as last night?” Sean asked.

“Yes. We have three suites, a merchant room for Mizuki, and another for Winston and Clara,” Fiona said. “Rooms have already been assigned.”

“Ah, okay,” Sean said. “I have you, Ryann, and Ida tonight?”

“You do. Did you want—?”

“Nope. That’s what I wanted.”

Fiona smiled. She was a little taken aback, but happy. “Oh, well I’m glad it happened the way it did, then.”

“Lord MacDougal and family,” Arliat announced into the moment of silence, speaking to the sergeant outside her window. “Staying at the Lord’s Pride, leaving for Accord tomorrow morning... One moment, please.” Arliat turned in her seat to face the back. “Lord, the sergeant has a message to deliver.”

Sean’s eyebrow went up as he stood up and went to the door. Helga touched his shoulder, opening it and stepping out before he did. Sean didn’t argue— he let her do her job. When he stepped off the bus, the sergeant was giving Helga a surprised look, obviously not expecting the mithril cuirass she was wearing.

“What message did you have for me?” Sean asked when he stepped out.

“You’re the Lord who owns this carriage?”

“Yes.”

“Ah. City Lord, Philippe Iceblood, has left standing orders that any carriage that moves without animals is to be directed to his manor.”

Sean stared at the sergeant for a long moment, making the guard shift uncomfortably. “I’m being ordered?”

“By the City Lord, Lord. Not me.”

Sean turned on his heel, getting back on the bus. “Helga.”

Helga raised a single eyebrow at the sergeant, then boarded the bus again. Shutting the door behind her, she looked to Sean. “What do we do?”

“Go to the inn,” Sean said. “I’ll attend to the City Lord once everyone else is settled. The sergeant didn’t say immediately or that we had to attend the Lord. He only stated we were to be directed there.”

Hallie snickered as Arliat got them rolling. “True. You could avoid it entirely until the City Lord sends more people to bring you to him. That would make a bad impression, though.”

“Which is why I’ll go after everyone is at the inn,” Sean said. “If he’s upset that I saw to my guests and family first… well, I’m sure there will be discourse.”

Hallie exhaled slowly. “I will be going with you, husband.”

“Yes, but only you this time,” Fiona said. “We are displeased with being ordered, so he will not be graced by more of the MacDougal family.”

“I can work with that,” Hallie nodded. “He might think we’re putting on airs, as he will not have heard of our family. Then again, for him to all but demand people be brought to him because of their carriages is nearly an affront to anyone of station.”

“Play stupid games, win stupid prizes,” Sean said.

“What a unique way of phrasing it,” Giralt laughed.

Hallie giggled, thinking of another of Sean’s phrases that she enjoyed. “Yes. The City Lord might find his panties in a twist.”

Clara blinked, her hand going to her mouth. “My goodness.”

“Another saying I’ve used,” Sean laughed. “She said at the time she liked it. Obviously, she remembered.”

“I have, indeed.”

“The City Lord won’t try to attack us like Sharpeyes did, will he?” Xenta asked.

“No. That was most gauche of Sharpeyes,” Clara said. “Honestly, if that comes out, his reputation from even before Hearthglen will be in ruins. Besides, if something like that happens, all of us can defend ourselves, can we not?”

“Yes,” Myna smiled.

“If he does, it’ll end badly for the city,” Sean snorted.

“Just do your best, husband,” Fiona said.

“I will. This is all up to him,” Sean murmured. “Ven will send word once we know what’s going to happen.”

~ * ~ * ~

It was almost an hour later when Arliat rolled to a stop before the Lord’s manor. Opening her window, she addressed the guard who approached her side of the bus. “Lord MacDougal. He was directed here by the gate guard.”

“How many are onboard?”

“The Lord and one of his wives,” Arliat replied primly.

“A moment.” The guard went back toward the gate, clearly going to relay information.

“Not true. We have a few dozen Fairies on board, too,” Ven snickered. “No one but your family really considers us people.”

“My family—” Hallie started.

“Treated their clan well, but didn’t treat them as well as Sean. Fed and cared for, but not asked to dinner or given homes inside the manor,” Ven countered gently. “Your family was the best in Hearthglen for our kind until Sean.”

Hallie paused, then nodded. “That’s fair, Ven.”

Arliat pulled them into a spot that looked to be designated for visiting carriages. “We’re here, sir,” she announced. “Looks… fancier than Sharpeyes’ manor.”

“It’s been around longer,” Hallie said. “More time and money to put into it.”

“Lock up and be safe,” Sean told Arliat. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ven, have you sent out the scouts already?”

“The moment we got to the manor,” Ven said. “We should know about their Fairies shortly.”

“Looks like a guard is coming this way, so we can’t keep them waiting,” Sean sighed. “Update me as you can.”

“Of course, Sean.”

Sean opened the door and left the bus first, as they were being social. He offered his arm to Hallie, who stepped off after him, brushing at the dress she wore. The guard came to a stop a few feet back as Sean and Hallie stepped out.

“Lord MacDougal?” the guard asked.

“I am, and my wife, Lady Hallie MacDougal.”

“If you will follow me, Lord?”

Sean extended his arm back out to Hallie. “Lead on.”

The guard bowed to them, then led them away.

The manor held the wisp fixtures that every noble’s manor seemed to. Sean felt a pang of sadness upon seeing more of them. Give me time. I’ll do what I can, Sean thought at them. The wisps pulsed gently, as if they’d heard him.

Hallie glanced up, but thankfully, the guard didn’t. She squeezed his arm, letting him know that she understood his feelings, having felt the faintest touch of sadness from him.

They were taken to a sitting room where a gentleman in butler’s attire waited. “Steward, I present Lord and Lady MacDougal,” the guard intoned.

“I have them. Return to your station,” the steward said. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, welcome to Iceblood manor. The Lord shall be with you shortly. Would you care for something to drink?”

“Cognac,” Sean said as he took a seat.

“A white wine,” Hallie added. She sat beside Sean, her leg pressing into his.

“Of course.” The steward’s gaze went to a maid by the door, who quietly slipped out.

Sean wondered about Hallie’s placement next to him— he was sure that the fact she was nearly in his lap was a statement of some kind, but he didn’t know what. With the steward standing near the door, he couldn’t ask her, either.

A minute later, the maid came back into the room with a tray. She kept her head bowed as she crossed over to them. When she presented the tray, her gaze was locked on the floor. Sean took his snifter, amazed that the maid was so smooth at her task while keeping her head down. Hallie looked bored as she accepted hers. With the drinks done, the maid retreated to stand beside the door, her gaze still averted.

The couple sat there for well over five minutes before the door opened, and a gaunt man with white hair came slowly into the room. The sharp, angled features of his face and nearly knife-sharp ears told of strong Fey blood. A cane of polished mithril helped him walk, the large ball-like sapphire gem atop sparkling from between the man’s fingers.

Sean pulled Mage Sight to one eye, giving the Lord a long look. The man himself held solid lines of icy-blue, much like veins inside a body. The only part that didn’t have them was his left leg— it had broken particles of the veins drifting in it. The cane he used to walk with was infused with the same color energy. The energy had Sean thinking of unending frost before he dropped Mage Sight.

Making it to the chair across from where Sean sat, the Lord took his seat with care. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, I am Lord Iceblood.”

“A pleasure,” Sean said, setting his glass aside.

“Yes,” the City Lord smiled. “I expected you some time ago.”

“We came as soon as we could. I had to see my wives and staff settled for the night first.”

Iceblood’s eyes darted to Hallie, who smiled brightly. “Wives?”

“Yes, the others. I thought a single wife enough to meet with you.”

“We have traveled a long way and, being his newest wife, I was deemed the one to accompany him,” Hallie added.

Iceblood’s lips thinned slightly. “I see. Did my gate guards give insult?”

“Insult?” Sean asked with a small smile. “I was all but ordered to see you.”

“Ah... I must make sure clear orders are given, then. I did not want to miss speaking to someone who owned such a unique carriage. Several of them have passed through my city in the last few tendays. None stayed for the night, until you.”

“I’d rather make Accord fresh and ready to handle business,” Sean shrugged.

“Your carriage moves as quickly as the smaller ones did?”

“Yes. It is only larger because my family is,” Sean replied. “I refuse to let my wives have less than the best.”

Hallie’s spark of amusement told Sean he was playing his part right.

“Yes,” Iceblood said distantly, “a man should do all he can for his wife.”

Sean could hear the ache in the Lord’s words— it was an old pain.

“Since I am here,” Sean started, “what can I assist the Iceblood family with?”

Blinking away the memories, Lord Iceblood sat back and crossed his legs, a small wince crossing his features as he did. “I wish to know more of this horseless carriage.”

“I can tell you that an association in Hearthglen has just started to make them,” Sean said. “Very expensive. The more amenities they have, the higher the cost. My larger vehicle would have cost well over triple what the smaller ones would have, not including the plating added to it.”

“Yes... adamantine covered,” Iceblood said. “I’ve only heard of the Queens’ carriages being so armored.”

“Family is precious,” Sean smiled.

The City Lord hesitated, wondering if Sean was speaking of his own family or hinting that he might be related to the Queens. Many of the highest nobles were said to have come from the Queens ages in the past. Iceblood’s family was able to touch upon winter itself, giving hint to the rumor that they were from a similar bloodline. But Sean held none of the Fey features, which would make it odd if he was.

“It is. I have a desire to acquire one of these carriages for my daughter.”

“An expensive gift, and one that would make her the envy of many,” Hallie smiled.

Iceblood gave Hallie a searching look for a moment. “Yes. She is of similar age as yourself.”

“If I was staying in the city, I would ask her to tea,” Hallie said, “but we are leaving for Accord in the morning.”

“She is in Accord for now. When I finally pass, she will return here and take up her birthright.”

“Ah, I shall see about inviting her to tea once we are settled, then,” Hallie smiled brightly. “I do so miss my contemporaries.”

Iceblood nodded slowly, trying to understand if they might be powerful enough to actually be contemporaries. “Yes, that might be good. This association you speak of, they are only in Hearthglen?”

“For now, but I believe they are going to be opening a branch in Accord soon,” Sean said.

“You have weight with them?”

“I have some small sway. The branch will be headed by Dame Amedee Mageeyes.”

Iceblood clearly knew the name. “Her family finally let her leave Hearthglen?”

Sean just smiled as he picked up his snifter.

“You have her ear?”

“Yes. She married my wife’s brother.”

Iceblood’s eyes locked on Hallie when Sean touched her leg lightly. “Brother?”

“He was Knight Toivo Bloodheart. I believe the Dame and he are going to combine their names and form a new house.”

“Interesting. You could pass along my interest in such a carriage to her?”

“If an arrangement can be reached,” Sean said lightly before taking another sip of his cognac.

“Of course. I happen to be acquainted with Lord Truestrike. He is a powerful Lord in Accord. His friendship could open many doors for you.”

Sean’s smile slipped for a moment, and he knew Iceblood saw it. “I know of him.”

“Hmm... perhaps a different arrangement needs to be reached,” Iceblood said cautiously. “I do know some nobles who are not… friends… with Truestrike. Would introductions to them be preferred?”

“I’d rather a letter to your daughter,” Hallie said, sitting forward slightly. “She could easily introduce me to the younger nobles of Accord, couldn’t she?”

Sean let Hallie take control.

“Yes, she has many friends. My family might not be as powerful as some, but our name still holds power. Is that all you would ask?”

“For an equal introduction of your intent to Mageeyes,” Hallie replied. “We shall deliver your letter, and even add our happiness at having spoken to you.”

Iceblood took a moment to look at the couple before he stood slowly. “I shall have my steward bring a letter for Mageeyes and one for my daughter to you. One of my messengers will be sent to my daughter to let her know that you will be contacting her.”

Sean stood, setting his glass aside. “I’m glad we had this moment, Lord Iceblood. Before you go, your leg... it bothers you?”

Iceblood’s eye twitched before he answered, “An old injury.”

“No healer has been able to assist?”

“None,” Iceblood said stiffly.

“Before you go, please sit again?” Sean asked, deciding to go with his gut.

Iceblood stared at Sean, then did as he’d been asked. “Why?”

“Not many Lords find it dignified to dirty their hands,” Sean said as he sat back down. “I have dabbled with work, though.” He extended a hand. “I can Flesh Shape, if you are willing to extend some trust.”

Iceblood stared at this young Lord, speaking so casually about healing his mangled leg. His jaw set and he was ready to throw this preening Lord out onto his ass. No one had dared bring up his leg for nearly two centuries, and for good reason— he’d literally frozen the last man alive. “You think you can do so much?”

Sean heard the frigidity, but he didn’t back down. “An Agreement? I will heal your leg. If I succeed, you do what you can to help me when I ask. If I fail, my life is yours.”

Iceblood’s lips turned up at the corners. He was going to enjoy turning this idiot into a frozen statue. His gaze went to Hallie, who was sipping her wine as if she fully believed in her husband. Her nonchalance made his anger burn colder. “I killed the last man who even mentioned my injury. Do you not fear for your husband, Lady?”

“No. He saved my life on the first day I met him,” Hallie smiled brightly.

Iceblood’s rage was near to breaking when he nodded. “I accept, MacDougal. Come now. Let us see this ‘miracle.’”

“Funny you should call it a miracle,” Sean chuckled as he reached over the table. “Your hand, please?”

Iceblood reached out and gripped Sean’s hand, his power of winter rising through his skin. “Goodbye, Lord MacDougal.”

“Hello, Lord Iceblood,” Sean replied as he checked the City Lord with Flesh Shaping, then began to heal the injured leg. He ignored the frostbite in his fingers, unconcerned about it.

Iceblood’s smile grew as cold as his power until he felt something he hadn’t felt in ages. His leg had been mangled to the point that his power failed to flow down past the knee. Barely seconds after Sean had taken his hand, Iceblood felt the cold of his bloodright slowly seep down that leg.

Eyes widening, Iceblood gasped as he felt his power crawl inch by inch downward. His leg twitched and spasmed before pain— unbearable pain— radiated from it. His hand squeezed Sean’s hard. Sean held the frozen hand firmly, not even registering what should have been crushing force.

“Winter’s milk!” Iceblood hissed.

The steward and maid jerked, both edging toward the door.

“He’s fine,” Hallie said, fixing her eyes on the two servants. “Just wait.”

The two exchanged glances, but stopped. They knew the Fairy of the house would go get the guard— they just didn’t want to be in the room when Iceblood retaliated. He might freeze them by accident. However, neither wanted to anger the woman who seemed so calm while someone attacked their Lord.

“Almost there,” Sean said calmly. “What happened to your leg? It fractured your bone, shredded your muscles, and even broke your power.”

“Queens’ war,” Iceblood hissed. “So much pain...!”

“Well, sorry about that, but knitting you back together is a bit more intensive than I thought. Did you know your power followed your bones? You even have a secondary vein-like system in your body, except it follows your bones, not your veins.”

Iceblood only dimly heard Sean as he felt his power reach his foot. It had been nearly four hundred years since he’d felt it course that far down his left leg.

“Done,” Sean exhaled tiredly as he sat back, then downed his cognac. “Damn, that was rough.”

“Are you alright, dear?” Hallie asked, taking his hand in hers. “Goodness, you’re frozen!”

Sean looked at his hand, pushing healing through it. “Yeah... a reflex, I think. I’ll be fine, but putting that power vein-system back together was hard. Harder than your foot.”

“You…?” Iceblood blinked slowly as he felt the firm muscle, the coursing power, and the completeness of his body.

“I also removed the scar tissue in your lungs,” Sean shrugged. “That was easy compared to your leg.”

Tears began to fall from Iceblood’s eyes. They froze, then slid off his cheeks, forming small hailstones that fell to the carpet. “How…? No one…! Impossible…”

“He does that,” Hallie smiled brightly.

“Anyway,” Sean said uncomfortably, “I should be getting back to my wives. Send the letters before breakfast, please.”

Iceblood looked at Sean with a mixture of wonder and dread. “Of course.”

“Can the steward show us out?” Sean asked as he stood up.

“Show the Lord out,” Iceblood commanded, rising to his feet without thinking. His leg flexed easily— no pain slowed him or made him use the cane in his hand. That made Iceblood look down at his leg once more, the frozen tears still falling.

“At once, sir,” the steward stammered, eager to get out of the room.




 

Chapter Twenty-nine

“What happened?” Giralt asked when Sean and Hallie entered the dining room.

“I’ll explain in a few minutes,” Sean replied.

A minute after Sean and Hallie were seated, the staff brought in dinner. Sean asked for a couple of extra bottles of wine, and then to be left alone. Sean and Giralt served themselves so their wives could. The maids were swiftly back with the extra wine, then gone again.

“Met with him. He’s an old Fey. Said he was alive during the Queens’ War,” Sean said.

“Oh goodness...” Fiona whispered. “I thought he’d died.”

“Nope. He’s alive. Even has a daughter in Accord, he said.”

“If I’d known it was that Iceblood, I would have cautioned you,” Fiona said. “He’s killed people who mentioned his injury.”

“Healed that,” Sean said before taking a bite of salad.

“They say one of Summer’s personal guards broke it, fracturing his magic in that leg,” Fiona said.

“Looked bad. Took a lot to fix,” Sean nodded.

“This is the Lord who froze a man alive?” Giralt asked as he put pieces together.

“Yes,” Fiona said.

That had the entire table worried.

“Sean did fine,” Hallie smiled. “Honestly, it might have gone wrong when Sean asked to heal him. They made an Agreement with Sean’s life in the balance, but it was based on him healing the leg.”

Indrawn breaths came from a few when Sean’s life was mentioned as the balance, but then, they exhaled. Grins went around the table, all knowing what he could do.

“Anyway, he owes me a favor,” Sean shrugged. “We’ll have another letter for Amedee, and a letter to Iceblood’s daughter.”

“I thought he’d died when I was in the academy,” Fiona said. “I heard an Iceblood had died around then.”

“Might have been his wife,” Sean suggested. “He looks sad whenever family was mentioned. His goal with Amedee was a car for his daughter.”

“Oh... that might explain it,” Fiona said before she began to eat.

“I think your husband will dote on my grandchildren even more,” Mizuki grinned.

“Without a doubt,” Myna smiled.

“How bad was his leg?” Giralt asked.

“Terrible. The bone had been shattered and it was knitted back together… badly. The muscle, tendons, ligaments, and other soft tissues were in even worse shape. His veins had survived enough to keep the leg alive... that might have been what past healers managed for him. The real trouble was his power.” Sean paused to eat a bit more.

“His power was in his leg?” Giralt asked, then took a bite of his fish.

“No, which was part of the problem. It should have been. I’m pretty sure what I know is a secret to his family. His power follows a system of vein-like channels along his bones. The ones in his injured leg were fragmented into shards. I had to grab those shards and piece them back into a complete channel again. And it was cold…” Sean shivered a little as he recalled the chill of the power he’d touched.

“You touched his power?” Ryann laughed.

“Had to to fix him,” Sean said.

“You can use it now?” Ida asked, understanding why Ryann laughed.

“Haven’t tried yet,” Sean mumbled around a bite of fish.

“You’ve learned all the others in a similar fashion,” Aria snorted.

“He has,” Fiona said before Sean could speak with a full mouth again, “but Iceblood had a system to handle it inside his body. That might be important.”

Sean nodded, pointing his empty fork at Fiona as he chewed.

“Ah, interesting,” Giralt said. “I wonder why he needs such?”

“Just him holding Sean’s hand froze Sean’s skin,” Hallie said. “Badly frozen. His skin was discolored.”

“Frostbite,” Sean said. “I healed it easily enough, but yeah, his hand was freezing mine. Could have been an all-the-time thing or just a reflex, but it wasn’t pleasant. I’m going to try to test his power, but carefully, as I have no idea what that might do to me.”

“Very carefully,” Fiona said.

“Extremely,” Sean agreed.

“When are you planning on doing so?” Giralt asked, his next bite halfway to his mouth.

“Winston, eat before you speak,” Clara said primly.

“Ah, sorry dear,” Giralt said, quickly taking his bite.

Sean chewed before answering, “Probably after a bath, which I’ll be doing right after dinner.”

“The room is large enough for us all to be there when you try,” Fiona said, looking up and down the table. “Make sure to tell the staff. I’m sure they will want to watch, too.”

“Not sure it’ll be anything noticeable,” Sean said before taking another bite.

“We’ll see,” Felora smiled. “I bet it will be.”

“We have faith in you, Sean,” Aria said, getting agreements from around the table.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean rolled his neck as he took a seat on the sofa. “Not sure if anything will be visible, but I’m going to see if I can touch Iceblood’s power.”

Everyone watched him intently.

“Can we do anything to help?” Hallie asked.

“Not that I know of, but I’ll let you know,” Sean said as he closed his eyes.

He blocked out the thoughts of everyone watching him, focusing on the sensation of frigidity he’d felt dwelling inside Iceblood. He had no idea how to manage it— he tried to find and connect to the feeling, but it eluded him time and again.

With a sigh, he opened his eyes. “Can’t find it.”

“The first time he’s failed,” Ryann murmured.

“No,” Sean said slowly, “it’s not.”

Everyone waited to see if he’d elaborate.

“I can’t do what Felora can with her eyes or… other Succubus attributes,” Sean said. “I’ve tried. I think part of hers and Iceblood’s is the physical differences. Felora’s eyes have extra bits. It’s why they glow, which is part of her power. Not even going into the last part.”

Clara cleared her throat. “I would hope not.”

“The point being, I think Iceblood’s cold vein-system that ran along his bones is the same,” Sean said, his face flushed.

“You’d need those veins to manage it?” Helga asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can you make them,” Myna asked, “like my tail?”

“Maybe...” Sean said slowly. “I haven’t even tried to change my eyes because of what might happen.”

“Blindness until you can fix it,” Aria said.

“Exactly, and the fear of not getting them back to working condition even if I tried.”

“Foolish. We’d help,” Myna said.

“But Iceblood’s might be even worse,” Hallie said slowly. “If those are what channel his freezing power…”

“My body might freeze from the inside out,” Sean shuddered. “That would kill me.”

“And your body needs to be functional for your soul to stay inside of it,” Helga said.

“We could monitor you and help?” Ida offered.

“It seems like a lot of risk for an unknown possible gain,” Giralt said slowly.

“What if one of us tries it first?” Ryann suggested.

“No,” Sean said firmly.

“What about one of us?” Glorina asked. All eyes went to her. “I offer myself as a test, sir.”

Sean was both touched and horrified. “No. I won’t risk any of you.”

“Even me?” Mizuki asked.

“No, Mom,” Sean sighed. “If anyone is going to risk it, it’ll be me. I’m not in top shape because of helping Iceblood, so I’m tabling it for now. If or when I do decide to try it, I’ll have you all there to help me.”

Everyone nodded, understanding why he’d want to wait.

“None of the rest of us even know what the system looked like, so we can’t try,” Hallie said.

“Thankfully,” Sean sighed. “Some of you are far too eager to help.”

A few of the staff flushed, as did Hallie.

“Later. Not tonight, and possibly not until a few tendays have passed. We have a lot to do in the coming days when we get to Accord.”

“We do,” Fiona said, taking his passing of the baton. “We’ll have a manor to get in order first. On top of that, we’ll be the core of Forged Bonds until Amedee can arrange other workers. We also need to see about setting up a place for Sean to start healing others.”

“We’ll take care of the manor, mistress,” Tiska said.

“We’ll all be taking care of the manor to start with,” Fiona said gently. “We’ll be reinforcing it and fixing it at the same time. Ladies, I have devised a rotation for who will help with making things for Forged Bonds. Once we’re settled, I’ll let you know who and when, so don’t ask.”

The staff chorused agreement to her words.

“I want to see the library of Accord,” Sean said softly. “I believe the main reason I was sent here by the Tuatha can be found there.”

“Of course,” Fiona nodded.

“I’ll be busy making connections with nobles,” Hallie said. “Be ready to have guests once the manor is in order. Tea, at the very least, but possibly dinners.”

“We’ll be ready,” Glorina said.

“I was wondering, Sean,” Mizuki asked, “would I be able to assist when my daughter does?”

“Sure,” Sean said. “Myna?”

“I agree,” Myna beamed.

“About that,” Clara said slowly. “I would like to assist, as well.”

“I’ll Bond you on the days you want to help,” Fiona told her. “This way, no one wonders about Bond markings.”

“Ah, that would be good. Thank you, Fiona.”

“We all enjoy your company, Clara,” Fiona smiled.

“Yes,” Ida was quick to add, the others chiming in after her.

Clara laughed lightly. “Fast friends. I accept, of course.”

“That will be interesting,” Giralt smiled. “I’ll do my best to not favor you if you’re working with me, dear.”

Clara laughed. “We’ll see, husband.”

“I think we can call it a night,” Sean said. “Breakfast, and then Accord.”

Everyone said their goodnights, leaving for their rooms. When the exodus was done, Sean looked at who was left with him. Fiona, Ryann, and Ida wore small, knowing smiles. Glorina, Tiska, Cali, and Xenta were moving off to the two servant rooms, but cast glances back at the others.

Sean stood up, his wives already up having walked the others out. “I think I know what you three have planned.”

“Oh?” Ryann asked as she raised her chin. “Not all of us are sex fiends like Felora and Myna.”

Sean hesitated, but then he saw her lips tremble. “Brat.”

“Myna isn’t the only one who can brat effectively,” Ida laughed.

“We do have plans, husband,” Fiona whispered from behind him, “if you’ll let us have our way with you.”

“Sold,” Sean said as he reached back to take her hand. “My wives deserve everything they desire.”

“Well, you’ll be up quite late, then,” Ida snickered.

“Yeah. Up a long time,” Ryann laughed as she took Ida’s hand.

Sean flushed, but he was smiling as he followed Ryann and Ida with Fiona beside him.




 

Chapter Thirty

Sean watched his three wives getting dressed with a bemused smile on his face. They were nearly the exact opposites of his Choosers— all three of them were more forceful in the bedroom, not submissive at all. It was a lovely contrast, as far as he was concerned.

“Just going to watch us dress, dear heart?” Fiona asked, looking over her shoulder at him.

“It’s a lovely, captivating sight.”

“Men,” Ryann snickered.

“Maybe, but it makes me happy that just our being naked enthralls him so much,” Ida smiled.

“Pretty enthralling,” Sean said. With a grunt, he stretched out his muscles, then got out of bed as they finished. “Accord today.”

“Letters and breakfast, first,” Fiona reminded him.

“Oh, right. I’ll be out shortly.”

“Come on, ladies, I’m sure the staff are already waiting for us,” Fiona said.

Sean flushed, as he knew they’d been far from quiet the previous evening. At one point, he’d thought he caught a faint sound from the main room. He wasn’t positive if he was right, but he was fairly sure he’d heard something.

Ryann snickered as she kissed Sean briefly. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

“They would never complain,” Ida added, collecting a kiss, as well.

“They wouldn’t, but we should have tried to moderate ourselves some,” Fiona added, getting her kiss. “Besides, I think I heard one of them last night.”

“Your hearing is sharper than ours,” Ryann said.

Sean just shook his head as he got his socks on— he really didn’t want to be a part of that conversation at all. His wives leaving came with greetings from the staff, who were already awake.

If Fiona, Ryann, and Ida had done what Myna, Felora, and Andrea did yesterday morning, the staff would have clearly heard us... I won’t deny that I love waking up in certain ways, though, Sean thought as he pulled his pants on.

A few minutes later, he left the bedroom to find the maids and Glorina all blushing, their heads bowed before his three wives. Sean slowed, then asked what he was afraid to know, “Something wrong?”

“Wrong? Minorly,” Fiona said. “Some people were having fun outside of their rooms last night. I will be correcting that tomorrow.”

Face heating, Sean coughed. “Oh... so... the sound we thought we heard?”

“Was them being quiet, not loud,” Fiona finished.

“Can’t blame them much,” Ida said softly. “They didn’t leave a mess, either.”

“Bit weird to think about, but can’t say it upsets me,” Ryann said. “I’d tell you to keep that in mind when you punish them.”

“Ladies,” Sean said slowly, his face flushing hotter as he asked, “why?”

“We heard you from our rooms,” Xenta whispered, her fox tail tucked between her legs. “After a few minutes, we crept out here to hear you better... it made us feel like we were closer to you.”

“As things went on, we… started to want more for ourselves,” Cali admitted, her tail also tucked.

“I didn’t forbid them or chide them, as Glorina and I were in a similar place,” Tiska added. “And when Glorina’s hand moved under my clothing… I didn’t stop her.”

“It was my fault,” Glorina said, her ears quivering. “I was the one who went too far, which encouraged them.” She looked up to meet Fiona’s eyes. “Please, mistress, let me bear the weight of the punishment alone.”

Fiona nodded, her lips twitching before she smoothed them back into a frown. “I see. That’s more than you told me when I asked you. I see Sean can get more from you than I can.”

Four faces burned hotter at her words, but none of them corrected her.

“It was wrong because certain acts should only take place in a bedroom,” Sean said, though he was just as red as the four staff. “What if one of us had left the bedroom and found you?”

“We’d have died of embarrassment and begged forgiveness,” Tiska said.

“Sir, Arliat told us that isn’t always the case for you and your wives,” Cali added in a soft tone, clearly waiting to be rebuked.

Ryann snickered. “She has a point there, not to mention Myna and the tub.”

Sean covered his face briefly to try getting it to cool. Clearing his throat, he nodded and dropped his hands. “Some of my wives are a bit… forward at times. I’ll be trying to curtail those… adventures… back.”

“No, sir!” Xenta blurted. “Please... we don’t want to deny your wives their moments with you.”

Sean blinked, caught off guard by Xenta’s quick refusal of what he’d said.

“I mean...” Xenta murmured, clearly embarrassed at her own forceful wording, “that you are the Lord. What you wish to do, where, and with whom, is entirely fine.”

All four of them were clearly waiting to be rebuked again.

“This is awkward as hell...” Sean exhaled. “I would prefer to keep those activities to a bedroom. At times, Felora, Myna, or the others manage to tempt me into things I wouldn’t normally do... I’ll ask you to do the same. Try, please, to keep it to bedrooms?”

“Yes, sir,” all four said fervently.

“Well, this was not the conversation I thought we’d be having before breakfast,” Ida giggled.

“Right?” Ryann laughed.

“Ladies, we’ll deal with your indiscretions later,” Fiona said not unkindly. “I… don’t blame you much. You all yearn so much that you might let your emotions lead you to bad choices. Next time, ask, ‘what would Sean say if he found out?’ Let that help temper you.”

“Yes, mistress.” They all bowed to Fiona.

“Yeah,” Sean coughed, still red in the face. “I’m a touch disappointed, but I also understand. Fiona will handle your punishments, and that’ll be the end of it.” His mind kept trying to supply images of the four staff in the front room, enjoying themselves, and he kept ruthlessly shutting them down.

“Your breakfasts will be brought up shortly,” Fiona said. “I task you with explaining what you did and why it was wrong to the others.”

All four bowed again, promising they would.

“If you make the same mistake again, I will be severely disappointed. Now, it’s time for us to go eat. Sean?”

Sean nodded, heading for the door. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

~ * ~ * ~

They made it down to the common room to find everyone else waiting. Standing with his wives, Mizuki, Giralt, and Clara, was the steward from Iceblood’s manor.

“Ah, Lord MacDougal,” the steward said upon seeing them. “Lord Iceblood has requested your family and guests to come have breakfast with him.”

Sean stared at the steward for a second, causing the man to shift uneasily. “Requested?”

“Yes, Lord. Lord Iceblood stated that, if you are in a rush or simply do not wish to break your fast with him, I am to thank you for your assistance last night and wish you a safe journey.”

“He’s given us the two letters,” Hallie smiled. “Breaking our fast with him might be beneficial, as well. Solidifying allies.”

“We’ll need Arliat to drive,” Sean said. “And I’d still prefer one of you to stay behind with the others,” he added, looking at Aria, Helga, and Hallie.

“Lord?” the steward asked, then waited for Sean to acknowledge him. “If you wish your staff to eat with the manor staff, that can be arranged. This way, you need not return to the inn.”

Sean stared at the steward again, trying to decide if this was a trap or not.

“Husband,” Fiona said, taking his hand in hers, “considering the debt Lord Iceblood owes, I’m sure it will be fine.”

“Okay. Ven, inform the staff, please,” Sean said.

A handful of silver blurs left the room at speed. The steward blinked in confusion, not having expected more than a single Fairy to do as Sean asked.

“Return to your Lord and inform him we shall be along momentarily. We have to gather our things,” Hallie said.

“Yes, Lady,” the steward bowed low, then left them.

Sean was aware of the few others in the common room who’d watched the whole exchange. They kept their conversations muted enough that even Sean, from across the room, couldn’t discern their words.

“Very intriguing,” Giralt said. “No doubt he wishes to thank you again and see how he might clear the debt.”

“Of course,” Hallie smiled.

“I hope you don’t mind the extra wait for breakfast,” Sean said to Clara and Mizuki.

“Not at all,” Clara smiled. “It isn’t often one is invited to eat with a City Lord.”

“They’re basically a station above Lords and Ladies, even though that isn’t true,” Mizuki said. “I’ve never been invited to a meal by one, either.”

“In their city, they are, but outside of it, no,” Hallie nodded. “It can be tricky to understand.”

“The staff will be ready shortly,” Ven said, landing on Sean’s shoulder.

“Good. We’ll be ready in a few, then,” Sean said. “I’ll see you on the bus.”

When Sean turned for the hallway that would lead to the privies, no one had to ask where he was going.




 

Chapter Thirty-one

Sean gave a silent promise to the wisps again as they were led to a dining room. Lord Iceblood was already in there, talking to an older woman in livery, when they entered.

“Ah, it is a pleasure to have you all come to breakfast,” Iceblood greeted them.

“The pleasure is ours, Lord,” Hallie said, stepping in. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”

Iceblood’s surprise was mostly hidden as each of Sean’s guests were introduced. When only three of the people who’d come with were introduced as other than Sean’s wives, Iceblood glanced back at the woman with whom he’d been talking. She bowed her head before swiftly leaving the room.

“We were pleasantly surprised that you offered the staff breakfast, as well,” Hallie smiled.

“I wished to make things easier for you to agree,” Iceblood said. “Please, take your seats. Breakfast will be served shortly. Lord, to my right, please, and whichever wife you prefer to my left.”

“Hallie,” Sean said simply before he began to seat his wives.

Iceblood’s flicker of confusion was there for those watching.

Hallie smiled when Sean sat her last. “I’m the one who is most used to society. My niche in our family, as it were.”

“Ah, I see,” Iceblood said. He looked like he was clearly wishing to ask something, but obviously also didn’t want to ask.

“Is it the markings?” Hallie smiled, lifting her chin slightly so her neck tattoo was clearly obvious. Her high-collared, long-sleeved dress the night before had covered her neck and arms. Today, all three of his Choosers’ markings were visible.

“Since you brought them up... I’ve never seen anything like them.”

“You probably never will again,” Sean said. “They’re unique to me.”

“My husband isn’t wrong,” Hallie smiled. “They are a type of Bond, but one more binding than a mere Life Bond.”

“But only three of you have them?” Iceblood asked, a little shocked at his own boldness to press the issue.

“For now,” Fiona smiled. “In time, that will likely change.”

Sean touched Fiona’s hand. “Really?”

“It’s being discussed,” Fiona replied.

“Sadly, that is all that can be said on that topic without an Agreement so tight, your life would hang in the balance,” Hallie told Iceblood.

Iceblood almost scoffed at the idea that anyone could enforce that on him, a City Lord, but then his foot tapped and he stilled his tongue. “It would take a High Lord, someone personally favored by the Queens, or the Queens themselves to truly enforce that,” he said cautiously.

“Yes, it would,” Hallie said brightly.

The door opened to admit a cadre of servants who brought them food and drinks. Conversation fell off as they ate, but when the meal finally came to an end, it came back.

“I know a debt is owed,” Iceblood said when he finished his breakfast. “Do you have any way for me to repay this large debt?”

“Not yet,” Sean said. “I will not intentionally ask you to put yourself or your daughter in harm’s way but, in time, I might need your acknowledgement as an ally to myself.”

“I will gladly give it,” Iceblood said without hesitation. “I do have another favor to ask, which will only deepen my debt.”

“Go ahead.”

“My daughter, Daria... her bloodright power… has not been as strong as it should be. You helped me, so I’m sure you can help her, too. Will you?”

Sean sipped at the tea he’d been served, looking at Hallie.

“If she agrees and is friendly to us,” Hallie answered for Sean. “We do not force people, unlike others. I expect she will be interested to know more after I speak with her.”

“She will,” Iceblood said. “My letter to her makes it very clear that she should aid you.”

“There is one thing you can do to pay off a small fraction of your debt now,” Hallie said. “My husband wanted to feel the chill of your hand again. He’s never felt cold that strong and was intrigued by it.”

Iceblood was confused, but any chance to repay even a small fraction was worth it to him. “I do not wish to hurt him... but if that is what he wishes.”

Sean pulled up Mage Sight, then held out his hand. “About what you did yesterday is fine. That small bit of cold didn’t harm me.”

Iceblood’s brow furrowed fractionally before smoothing. “I can chill it more, if you’d like.”

“That would be great,” Sean said. “Could you freeze my hand solid if you tried?”

“It would start there, but then quickly spread throughout your entire body if I pushed it,” Iceblood said, feeling almost like he was being mocked.

“Just my hand, and maybe not frozen completely solid, then.”

“Very well.” Iceblood took Sean’s hand, then pushed his power into him.

Sean watched the channels of Iceblood’s hand intently as he felt the chill seep in. After a few seconds, he could feel his muscles begin to freeze. “That’s enough. Thank you.”

Iceblood removed his hand, a little worried, as his pride had gotten the better of him. Sean’s hand bore small blisters and had gone a touch colorless. “Ah... I apologize,” Iceblood said worriedly, as people had lost fingers from that much cold.

Sean’s hand slowly healed up. “Not an issue. In fact, that was perfect. You don’t seem to feel the chill at all, yourself.”

“It’s part of my bloodline,” Iceblood said. “I can even just chill the air around me, making it highly uncomfortable or even more dangerous to those nearby.”

“Hmm... interesting,” Sean said. “But you always feel comfortably warm?”

“In all weather,” Iceblood replied.

“Husband,” Fiona said gently, “we do need to go.”

“Right. We have a home to get in order,” Sean said. “Lord Iceblood, it was a pleasure.”

Iceblood stood, and everyone else rose with him. “Of course. I do not wish to detain you.” He paused for a second. “Might I see your horseless carriage before you go?”

Sean laughed. “Sure. Come on.”

“He loves showing it off,” Hallie said.

~ * ~ * ~

Iceblood was shocked at the full size and scope of the bus. “How many staff did you bring with you?”

“All eleven of them,” Sean replied. “We’d never leave one behind.”

“It might have been easier to replace them.”

“Our staff is loyal,” Fiona said. “Suggesting that we disregard that loyalty is almost an insult. You had no idea, so we take no offense.”

“Ah, I apologize. Most staff are useful, but loyalty is hard to come by.”

“Our husband has won them over,” Felora said, fighting a smirk.

“I can say, without qualms, that any of them would lay down their lives for us,” Myna smiled.

Iceblood glanced at Myna, then away. “All of you? Hmm... Very loyal.”

“I noticed that your staff was afraid when Sean was healing you,” Hallie said. “They didn’t look like they were afraid for you, though.”

“Yes, for good reason. When I am in danger and being taxed heavily, my power has killed everyone near me. My grandfather called it ‘Winter’s Vengeance.’ We’ve kept to calling it that.”

“Sounds like your power escapes your conscious control,” Sean said. “Killing friends and allies isn’t targeted.”

Brow furrowing, Iceblood considered Sean’s reply as they walked to the bus.

“Now, first major thing,” Sean grinned, “the doors are all locked. No one but my family has the means to get aboard this when it’s locked behind us.”

“A security feature? Yes, I can see where one might be needed. After all, if it doesn’t need horses, then you wouldn’t have nearly the warning of it being stolen.”

“It would never be stolen,” Helga snorted. “Our allies would warn us long before then.”

Ven landed on the bus above the door. “MacDougal employs a number of my clan, some of which are always with the bus for that reason.”

“My steward did tell me you had some of them in your employ.”

“Some,” Sean agreed. “Ven,” he motioned to Ven, “is with me nearly constantly to help with anything I need to have passed along. Many never see the full use a loyal friend can help with.”

“Friend? Interesting,” Iceblood said before his eyes shot wide open. He’d have sworn the Fairy had been without the mithril armor they were now wearing. “Armored?”

“I protect my friends and family,” Sean said simply.

“The plating on the bus attests to that clearly.”

Sean pulled out the key and led Iceblood inside. “This will take a bit, but let me tell you the wonders that can be done.”

A whine came from the cuons in the cages.

“Oh, sorry, guys,” Sean said, then mentally Shaped the doors open. “Go on out. Aria will see to you. Step back, please, Iceblood.”

Iceblood moved away from the cages with clear interest, his eyes going wide when the cuons stepped out. “You brought your hounds on board this vehicle?”

“Yeah, they’re f—”

“Loyal,” Aria cut Sean off. “I’m a beast tamer,” she added before addressing the hounds. “Come on. Stretch your legs and be ready for another trip. We’ll feed you when we leave.”

Cuander chuffed, leading the others off the bus.

“Sorry,” Sean murmured, patting them as they went past him.

Every tail was wagging when they got petted.

Iceblood was deeply shocked— the more he learned about Sean, the more shocked he became. He tried again to understand who this Lord was, and how he had so much power.

~ * ~ * ~

“How was breakfast?” Sean asked Prita as the bus pulled away from Iceblood’s home.

“Good, but not as good as the food we’d been having, and nowhere near our family’s cooking.”

“It was good, but the majority of the staff at the manor clearly doesn’t eat as well as the Lord or his favorites,” Mona said. “It reminded all of us, again, how lucky we all are.”

Everyone agreed with her.

“And some of the comments,” Quinna snorted. “They should know better.”

Sean’s head turned slowly toward her. “Comments?”

“We’re already gone, husband,” Ida said, the closest of his wives to him.

“Nothing too bad, but if they weren’t Moonbound, they made comments,” Quilla explained. “The Moonbound there looked… worn. Can’t blame them, either.”

“I was the only one not looked down on,” Rumia said tightly. “They expected me to be the one in charge of all of them.”

“Because you’re not Moonbound,” Sean said, clearly unhappy about what he was being told.

“They were shocked when I didn’t feel the same as them,” Rumia said.

“You showed them,” Prita giggled, her cheeks dusting pink.

Rumia flushed, looking away from Sean. “I was just so angry with them...”

“What happened?” Fiona asked.

“She kissed Prita soundly, Then me, too,” Arliat told them, her ears having been canted to hear them better. “That shut everyone up at breakfast.”

“Good,” Myna smiled.

“There were other mutters when we were leaving,” Glorina said softly.

“Was that why everyone was holding hands when you got to the bus?” Sean asked.

“Yes. We decided to show our affection for each other and damn them for trying to hurt us,” Tiska said.

“Love is never wrong if everyone agrees,” Felora smiled. “I’m glad you weren’t intimidated into hiding your love for each other.”

“I agree,” Sean added. “The kisses might have been a bit over the top, but I support it. If Iceblood ever mentions it, he’ll learn where I stand on the issue.”

“We’ll do it correctly, but yes,” Hallie nodded.

“He already knows where you stand, Sean,” Ryann said. “He gave Myna a few looks, but accepted her. Clearly, he didn’t want to offend you.”

“Of course he didn’t,” Ida snorted. “Sean might have had a way to take the healing back, as far as he knows.”

“Hadn’t thought of that,” Ryann said.

“No,” Felora said. “He could see the love in the looks we all shared. He knew similar love once. I think he didn’t wish to tarnish those memories.”

“He had a few sad expressions when he glanced at Winston and I, as well,” Clara said.

“I was glad to be ignored,” Mizuki said. “Since Hallie only used my name and didn’t call me Myna’s mother, he largely ignored me.”

“Myna told us she used to hide her ears to spare you before,” Hallie said. “There was no reason to let him know differently. There are obvious signs of family between you, but you could pass for aunt and niece.”

“Yes, and that might be for the best,” Myna sighed.

“No. I should stop living the lie,” Mizuki said firmly. “I’m sorry, Myna. You know why I did it, but now, it needs to stop. I will not hold my daughter at arm’s length just because others might look down on me. I have a grandchild on the way, and I want to be here for as much of that as I can.”

Myna sniffled, clearly trying to hold back her emotions. “I love you.”

“And I you, dear child,” Mizuki whispered before shifting to sit beside Myna, holding her.

Everyone watched the mother and daughter, smiles on their faces as the bus rolled down the road.




 

Chapter Thirty-two

Sean chatted with Giralt as they drove the last leg to Accord, but he was also thinking about what his family endured just that morning. Giralt could see that Sean was not fully invested in their conversation, so he kept it light.

Everyone else on the bus was excited about finally reaching Accord. There were a lot of theories about what the manor would look like, and more on what Fiona would change it into by the time they finished. Talk of nurseries and rooms for the kids dominated the topics. Even Hallie, who had to wait for children, was as eager to welcome the new ones as the wives who were pregnant.

It was just before noon when Arliat called back to the others, “Accord is coming up.”

All eyes turned to the front. The first thing everyone noticed was the massive tree that towered up from the city. Sean was shocked at the size— its trunk narrowed as it grew, but the massive canopy shadowed the center of the city. It lived up to the name Great Tree.

“They say that the tower stands four hundred feet tall,” Giralt said softly. “Ten massive levels that house all the political and guild buildings of the city. One of the floors is full of books. The Accord library is the largest in the world.”

Sean nodded mutely as he calculated the tree into a skyscraper in his mind. Twenty-five to thirty-five stories tall, and it’s a living tree... he thought.

“Living wood carefully Shaped by the Queens when they first settled the world, it’s said,” Fiona added. “Since then, the most skilled have been asked to help refine and reinforce it. The balcony gardens are said to be wonders all by themselves.”

“I always wanted to see them,” Rumia whispered. “Mother promised we’d go…” Her words trailed off with a sniffle. “I’ll just enjoy them for both of us.”

“We’ll make sure you see them,” Sean said. “Ven, do we know where we’re going?”

“Yes, sir. Arliat is being informed now,” Ven said, motioning to the Fairy sitting on Arliat’s shoulder.

“Odds they stop us at the gate?” Ryann asked.

“No bet,” Clara said primly. “I’m sure that the Advisor is looking into the vehicles for themselves and the Queens.”

“Hopefully they’ve already found Amedee, then,” Sean said tightly. “I want to get dug in before I have to deal with the Advisor.”

“That would be for the best,” Giralt agreed.

The line of carriages going into Accord was longer than any other city Sean had seen. Arliat pulled them into line, but a moment later, a guard came trotting their way. Opening her window, Arliat waited. Sean closed his eyes, focused on listening as the guard approached the bus.

“Who does this vehicle belong to?” the guard asked stiffly.

“Lord MacDougal. He is on his way to his residence in the city,” Arliat replied.

“This thing is for a single Lord?”

“His entire family is aboard, along with a few guests.”

“I see. Stay in line,” the guard said before trotting back to the gate. A man in better armor came out of the gate tower.

“Going to tell his sergeant or captain,” Felora said, watching the guard.

A single carriage was allowed through before the guard came jogging back to them. He was breathing a little roughly when he reached them. “Captain asks you to move to the front.”

“Of course,” Arliat said.

The guard nodded, then jogged back to the captain.

“Even odds,” Sean muttered as Arliat pulled them out of line, slowly driving to the front. He could see the angry looks cast at them by the other drivers as they went by, but they also stared at the crest emblazoned on the side of the bus.

When they reached the gate, the captain came up to the door and knocked on it. Tiska was beside the door— she glanced at Sean, who nodded. As they’d expected when they got to the city, all of his staff were dressed for their jobs.

Tiska opened the door, giving the captain a professional smile. “How can Lord MacDougal assist you, Captain?”

The captain gave her a hard look. “I will speak with the Lord, not his maid.”

Sean stood up, his face cold when he came up behind Tiska. “Tiska, take your seat. I will deal with him.”

“As you wish, my Lord,” Tiska said formally, bowing as she moved aside.

Sean and the captain stared at each other for a long moment, and the captain was the one to break first. “You’re Lord MacDougal?”

“Yes. Who are you, Captain?”

“Captain Phelsnur, west gate guard captain,” the man replied, puffing up as he did so. “You own this vehicle?”

“Yes.”

The captain waited, but when Sean didn’t elaborate, he spoke on, “Where did you purchase it?”

“Why is that relevant?” Sean countered. “It’s mine. That is all that matters. Why are you detaining us from reaching our home, Captain?”

“I am doing as ordered by the guard commander, Lord. Unless you wish to cross him, I suggest you begin to help. Besides, there is no Lord MacDougal who makes a home in the city.”

“I do now,” Sean said flatly. “I purchased a home and am bringing my family to live here. You are stopping me from doing so. What is the commander’s name?”

“Commander Queensblood,” the captain replied, a small smirk on his lips. When Sean failed to react, the captain frowned. “He’s a direct descendant of Queen Summer.”

“Isn’t that nice for him. He ordered you to detain my family?”

The captain was a little taken aback— no one had dismissed the commander so lightly before. “No. He wants information on these vehicles.”

“Then tell him to speak to Dame Mageeyes. She is the head of a branch association here in the city that will be making them. Now, if there is nothing else, I have a home to get in order.”

The captain saluted out of reflex to the power Sean seemed to project. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“Arliat, drive us on,” Sean ordered as he shut the door.

“Hmm... the commander might be miffed,” Hallie said softly. “Venn, will you send Amedee a message about that?”

“Yes,” Venn replied.

Sean grumbled as he took a seat. “Idiots. It would be better if they’d just asked where we would be. Then, he could come to speak with us himself.”

“The powerful have their minions do their work for them,” Myna said.

“Sean’s bad at that,” Ryann smiled at him fondly, “but he’s making small steps.”

“By letting us handle the needs for the association to start with,” Ida agreed.

Arliat listened to the Fairy on her shoulder while driving them carefully into the city. She was surprised at how easy it was to navigate— four major roads ran into the city, all meeting at the tower at the center. Other roads circled it like the walls, giving clear paths around, and lesser streets connected the circular streets.

Sean listened to the Fairy explaining the city layout and directions. He could imagine a spoked wheel easily enough, which is what Accord sounded like. It doubtlessly had more streets than spokes on a wheel, but it was a simple, elegant layout to the city itself. The design also reminded him of the cyclical nature of the Queens.

Arliat drove carefully, pausing at times to allow carriages or wagons to go by on the cross streets. She smiled as she watched the shocked expressions on people’s faces. She was proud to be trusted to drive Sean and his family— their trust in her to keep them safe made sure she was vigilant in her job.

Everyone’s lips pursed as they came into a part of the city that was clearly in less repair than the ones they’d been through. Sean noted that Moonbound seemed to be more numerous, as well. The Fairy directed them toward an entire section of buildings.

A handful of people were clearly working on restoring a building through Shaping. Sean watched them— the six people were doing their best, but they lacked the energy to do what his staff could, much less his wives or himself.

“The one in the middle is yours,” the Fairy said before flitting away.

Sean stared at the structure. It was a three-story manor with ornate stonework dotting the roof. All of it was in need of repairs, but Sean just snorted. When Arliat paused outside the gate, Sean stepped out. The wall was nearly fifteen feet tall, but with the bus blocking easy sight on him, he jumped it. A moment later, he had the gate open, and Arliat drove his family into their new home.

Sean closed the back gate behind them, then took stock of the grounds. Everything was stone, wood, or a mix of them. They could probably work stone, but none of them had practiced, so Sean exhaled slowly.

I’ll handle the stone. They can touch up everything else, he thought.

Arliat stopped the bus in the yard, not bothering to head to the carriage house. With it stopped, the bus emptied, and Fiona looked over what they had to do. “Ladies, focus on the woodwork first.”

“I’m going to try working with the stone,” Sean said. “If I can figure it out, I’ll show the rest of you.”

“Hmm... which of the buildings was ours?” Giralt asked when he and Clara got off the bus.

“The one next to us,” Ven said, pointing to a two-story manor. “It’s in better shape than this one, but still needs work.”

“Clara, Winston,” Sean said, “we can give you room for a few days. We’ll get ours done, then get yours fixed before you move in, if you want.”

Clara gave him a smile. “I would appreciate that. I would hate to unpack everything to have to shift it again.”

Fiona took Clara’s arm. “Let’s go check inside.”

“Yes,” Clara smiled.

All of Sean’s wives except for Helga filed into the manor. The staff began spreading out, going off to do what they could for the outbuildings and exterior of the manor.

Giralt stepped over to Sean, looking around. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Maybe. Let me try to work with the stone. If I can do what I want, I can Bond you for the day and we can knock it out quicker.”

Giralt just shook his head. “If we weren’t friends, Sean, I might envy you more. Having seen what troubles you deal with, I don’t envy you at all.”

Sean snorted. “Fair enough, Winston. Fair enough.”




 

Chapter Thirty-three

Before he even got to experiment with the stone, Sean let the cuons out of their cages first. Cuander and the rest of the pack looked at Sean for direction.

“Secure the grounds. Cuander, Caleb knows our friends, so if he seems good with them, they should be fine.”

Cuander barked, then trotted off, the others trailing him.

“Sir,” Pura said, zipping down to flutter by him, “Mageeyes wanted me to tell you that she’ll be by in an hour. She is caught in a meeting.”

“Thank you, Pura. We’ll see her when she gets here.”

“I was wondering why she wasn’t here,” Giralt said. “That explains it. Where do we start?”

“Coach house first, just in case,” Sean said. “Never tried to Shape stone or manipulate earth... or whatever it’s called for stone.”

“Fair.”

Standing in front of the building, Sean stared at it for a bit before laying hands on the stone. How would this work? Shaping is pretty straightforward, but it has to be different. Otherwise, more people would Shape stone. Sean paused, still thinking. Italice had to touch the earth to make channels, so it has to come off that...

Reaching out with his mind, Sean touched the stone beneath his hand, but limited it to the building alone. Every part of the stone connected to the coach house flooded his mind. The hard disconnect at the ground made him wince, so he expanded his awareness to a foot underneath the building.

Okay... I know all the problems with it... A lot of small cracks throughout. Nothing major, but I don’t want them. The arch over the residence quarter is close to falling. That needs to be fixed first, he thought.

“Sean?” Giralt asked after a few minutes.

“Lots of small cracks, and a major flaw in a doorway,” Sean murmured. “Trying to get a feel for how to fix them correctly.”

“Ah. This is like Shaping?”

“Yes and no. I’m using Italice’s Talent to sense the earth.”

“Earth Manipulation? That makes sense. The best users of that Talent live in the city. They built a big part of it, along with the Wood and Metal Shapers. I’ve never heard one talk about how their Talent works, though.”

Sean let his energy infuse the building. Can we just pull the earth up to force into the cracks? It would look odd, as if the stone melted... If I had some extra stone on hand, could I manipulate it down into a near liquid and have it flow into the cracks to seal them?

“Is there any loose stone nearby?” Sean asked Giralt, his focus still on the coach house.

“Over this way, Winston,” Ven said, zipping off.

Giralt came back with a sizable chunk of stone that he had to use both hands to hold. “I have one, Sean.”

“Let’s try the worst one first, then,” Sean said absently as he walked into the building. “The doorway in the back corner goes into the coachman’s house. The keystone is… bad.”

Giralt grunted as he followed Sean, suddenly wishing he’d picked up a lighter stone. “What are you going to do?”

“Basically Shape it, but not Shape it,” Sean said, pausing just to the side of the arch. “Can you hold it against the keystone?”

Giralt exhaled before hoisting the stone above his head, pressing it to the top of the arch. “Not for long.”

Sean didn’t hesitate— when the two stones met, he pushed his energy into the one Giralt was holding. He focused on having it become as close to liquid as it could. He thought of the finest sand and had it bond to the keystone, then flow into the cracks and flaws. Sean blinked as he felt the energy cost of the work. He had energy to spare, but feeling it meant it was costly.

Giralt felt the stone lighten bit by bit until he was holding a much smaller stone. Then, he only needed a single hand and, after another few minutes, even that piece of stone was gone. “Well... that was… different.”

Exhaling, Sean nodded. “I can do it. Takes a lot of energy. I think creating a new arch might’ve been less costly.”

“Did it work, though?” Giralt asked, checking his hands for dust, but not finding any.

“Yes. That stone filled the broken parts, basically resealing the keystone. If anything, it’s stronger now.”

“Can I help, besides holding stones?” Giralt asked.

Sean considered for a moment before nodding. “Maybe. I offer Winston Giralt this single day Bond: as much energy as he can hold, and Earth Manipulation.”

“Accepted.” Giralt smiled, then wobbled in place as new knowledge hit his mind. “Goodness, what is this?”

“What I just figured out, and all the different applications I thought of,” Sean said.

“You just… can you impart this to Italice?”

“No idea,” Sean said. “Maybe we can do a long-distance Bond…? Hmmm...”

“Maybe we should focus on this for now,” Giralt said quickly so Sean didn’t get lost in his thoughts again.

“Right. Probably for the best. Okay, it’s basically a restructuring of the earth. You break the stone down into as fine a material as you can, push it into the right spots, then re-harden it.”

“Like a mortar, but without the process of making it,” Giralt said as he let his brain process everything.

“We’re using our energy to skip the process of making mortar,” Sean said. “Also, it can do what mortar by itself couldn’t. I should’ve had to remove the keystone and replace it. Instead, I made a new one in place.”

“It was odd seeing the stone slowly vanish.”

“Let’s go grab some more. We might get this coach house done before Amedee shows up.”

“The manor will be more intensive,” Giralt said. “Not sure we have enough stone for it all.”

“Amedee might have an answer,” Sean sighed. “If need be, I’ll pull the statues off the roof.”

“We can at least fix this building. The pile of loose stone that Ven took me to should be able to do that.”

“Let’s see if you can do the work, then,” Sean said. “If so, I’ll hand it off to the others, and we’ll get this done as soon as we have the stone.”

“I hope it works,” Giralt said as the two of them trekked outside to retrieve chunks of stone.

Sean looked at the pile by the back corner of the coach house. “What do you think it was for?”

“Might have been pulled from the garden beds?” Giralt suggested. “The planters can get damaged by the plants.”

“Huh. Never had many gardens until the last house, so I had no idea.”

“Never had gardens?”

“I grew up in a desert,” Sean said.

“A... desert?”

Sean blinked, turning to Giralt as he hefted a chest-sized stone onto his shoulder. “Yeah. The great barren land of sand and cactus.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Giralt said. “Can you explain it?”

“Sure, while we work,” Sean nodded. “Just pick one you can handle easily.”

“That might be for the best,” Giralt said, picking up a much smaller chunk than last time.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sean, Amedee is nearly here,” Ven said as Sean and Giralt finished the coach house.

“Front or back?” Sean asked.

“Front gate, sir.”

“I’ll go open up.”

“Have the ladies been told?” Giralt asked, following Sean.

“Yes.”

By the time they made it to the front yard, all of Sean’s wives were gathered. “The others are still working?” Sean asked.

“Yes. The woodwork isn’t terrible,” Fiona said. “We’re working on changing the interior. Did you figure out the stone?”

“Yeah, but we’ll need more. The coach house is in perfect condition. I just need to put the kennels in for the cuons.”

Cuander trotted over, his pack behind him.

“I’ll do that after we talk with Amedee.”

“We have the master bedroom all sorted, at least, including a big enough bed,” Felora said. “We’re going to start on the guest rooms next.”

“Sounds good,” Sean said as they all headed for the gate.

“We’ll be sorting rooms for the others, as well,” Ida added. “No one will be sleeping outside the manor again, besides the cuons.”

Cuander chuffed.

“Thank you,” Sean said.

“What did he say?” Ryann asked.

“That they prefer to be outside. It’s better for guarding us.”

“Lets them run, too,” Aria said. “Better than the pens, isn’t it?”

Cuander chuffed again.

A few minutes later, Mageeyes’ car came into the yard. Sean gave her and Bloodheart a grin, as he could see them both in the backseat.

“Sean, we’re glad you made it,” Mageeyes greeted them as she got out of the car. “There’s a lot of work to be done.”

“We know. Do you have access to extra stone?”

“Yes. You know how to fix the manors?”

“I figured it out today, and we can do it. Takes a lot of energy and it won’t be really quick, but we can get it done.”

“I’ll start having it delivered tomorrow,” Mageeyes said. “I hoped to get a few things shifted in my manor, as well.”

“Is it wood?” Fiona asked.

“Yes. Most of the interiors of all the manors are. We figured you’d be able to make the adjustments easily.”

“I’ll lead that,” Myna said. “Mother, Hallie, and three of the staff?”

“That would work,” Fiona agreed.

“Flamehair’s manor is in perfect condition,” Bloodheart said. “It’s just these that need all the work.”

“We’ll get ours sorted out tomorrow... finished, in fact, if we get the stone,” Sean said.

Mageeyes shook her head. “I shouldn’t be surprised, but I still am.”

“A tenday or less, if things work out, and we’ll have the entire area fixed up.”

“It is Sean,” Bloodheart chuckled.

“Very well,” Mageeyes said. “I have registered the association with the guild here. The building closest to the city center is the one set to be the shop and manufacturing center. The building beside that can be used for your healing business once you register and get it in order.”

“After the buildings are set up, do we have components to get stock started for Forged Bonds?”

“We’ll need to ask Augustus tonight. Speaking of, Charie is having dinner prepared for all of us, including your staff. We all know that your family will be the backbone of things until we can get more people. I have interviews set up for a tenday from today.”

“We’ll do the homes, then get the business right after that,” Sean said.

“What about our staff?” Clara asked.

“They’re in your new home,” Mageeyes replied. “They were told to be as minimal as possible until you arrived, so it shouldn’t be hard to fix things.”

“I can go over with Ida, three of the staff, and Clara to work on their place tomorrow,” Ryann offered.

“No. We do yours first, then mine,” Clara said politely. “The more we have here, the faster it goes.”

“That’s true. If we don’t split up, we can do everything faster,” Felora said.

“Hold off on mine until yours is done. Charie has already said we can stay as long as needed,” Mageeyes said. “If you’re all working together, it will be done quickly.”

“Okay. We can only do so much without the stone,” Sean said. “Myna, it’s okay for you to do the interiors of Amedee’s place tomorrow. Same for you, Clara. If you can both knock that out, then the two days after that, we can pile on with the stonework.”

“Can I assist?” Bloodheart asked.

“Possibly. If you have trouble with the energy work, we’ll still have a use for hands,” Sean grinned.

“It’s a few hours until dinner,” Mageeyes said. “I have no other matters before me today. Perhaps we can assist here until dinner?”

Sean grinned. “Sure. While you all work, I’ll get the bathroom set up.”

“Thank you,” Fiona smiled. “I’d like to have a bath before dinner.”

“First, the Bonds. I, Sean Aragorn MacDougal…”




 

Chapter Thirty-four

The bath had been wonderful for everyone involved in work. Sean used up the last of the stone available to patch up the room, then installed the showers and a bigger tub. While he worked on the tub, Giralt was beside him, learning how Sean had modified his original rune. The pair were still discussing it when the others came in to bathe. Sean’s wives and Clara just laughed to find the two of them debating how they might increase efficiency.

With bathing done, everyone piled into the bus. It had lost the extra length where the kennels had been, but gained two more seats in the process. The extra metal had mostly gone into making the tub possible. It wasn’t a long trip, but Sean answered a handful of questions about why his bus was more comfortable than Mageeyes’ car. He promised to tweak her car in the future.

Arriving at Flamehair’s manor, Sean was surprised that it was inside the city, unlike the one in Hearthglen. “Is her family more respected here?”

“Not exactly,” Mageeyes sighed. “You see the buildings to either side? They hold the workers that handle the cleaning.”

“The ones bracketed by gardens?”

“To help keep the air cleaner,” Bloodheart added in.

“So they’re still looked down on? Got it.”

“Accord has a sewer system,” Mageeyes said. “All the Quaditals do, so of course, Accord does as well. The problem is that, since no one really sees her family at work, they all diminish the family’s standing.”

“If there was a backup, though, they would be quick to remember and cast blame.” Sean shook his head.

“Of course,” Bloodheart snorted.

“The trouble is that fumes will seep up into a home at times,” Mageeyes went on. “That drives the people inside out, and normally, the homes beside them, too.”

“Methane buildup,” Sean said. “Could be explosive.”

“In the past, there were… accidents.”

“Hmm... if I gave it a look, I might be able to find ways to improve it. I was a mechanic, not a plumber, but I have some ideas about things.”

“I’m sure Charie would be very happy,” Mageeyes smiled. “We don’t want to stop your other work, either.”

“I can come up with ideas while healing,” Sean said. “It’ll be a tenday or so before I open shop, anyway.”

“We have some letters for you.” Hallie slid into the opening. “From Lady Ivoryskin and Lord Iceblood.”

“Yes. They both wish to have cars, no doubt,” Mageeyes smiled. Accepting the scrolls, she put them into her pouch. “I will read them later.”

“Iceblood owes me a favor. After I fixed his leg, he was very amiable,” Sean said.

Both Mageeyes and Bloodheart gave Sean a blank look before laughing. “Of course, you fixed his leg,” Mageeyes laughed.

“A centuries-old wound, but good as new, now, isn’t it?” Bloodheart asked.

“Yeah. His leg is fine, as is his icy channel to move his power.”

Mageeyes shook her head. “Sean… you change everything. The best healers of Accord and the Quaditals failed him. If they hear about you, it will push them to Truestrike.”

“Possibly,” Sean said. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Oh, they were expecting us,” Arliat smiled when the guards opened the gate as she approached.

“I sent Charie a message earlier,” Mageeyes said.

Flamehair greeted them, then brought them inside. “We’re using the formal dining room. We have to with your family being as large as it is, Sean.”

“Thank you for inviting all of us,” Sean told her.

“We all know your mind on your staff being family. Besides, I’m sure the last few tendays had you eating separated from them enough.”

“Thank you, Lady,” Tiska said. “We are honored.”

“As are we, by having all of you here,” Flamehair replied.

The others were already at the table— Jefferson and his new wife, Michelle, wore happy smiles as they greeted the larger family. Agatha sat beside a Dwarven woman that Sean didn’t know, who Agatha introduced as Marna Gertihs, Jackson’s wife. Marna thanked him for avenging her husband. She sniffled, but didn’t cry.

Augustus MacLenn and his wife, Jennifer, greeted them next. Sean could see a hint of strain in the man’s eyes. The last of those waiting was a sizable group: Saret and nine of her daughters. Sean was bemused at how all nine were nearly as stunning as Felora or their mother. He wondered if any of the powerful men of Accord were safe from the Succubi.

With everyone greeted and introduced, Sean finished seating his wives. Taking his seat, he was about to ask MacLenn about what was bothering him when Flamehair asked everyone to hold business until after dinner. With that, she summoned the staff to serve them.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was full— the meal had been good, but he thought his cooks could do better. The moment the entire group was done, Mageeyes asked Sean to bring them all into the new Agreement. That way, they could all know his story and discuss things without worry.

Sean looked at the over a dozen people who hadn’t already taken that Agreement. With a shrug, he offered it to everyone at the table. When Sean felt the weight settle on him, he nodded. “Can I get into the story after we talk business?”

“Yes,” Mageeyes said, “but everything discussed here is secret and not to be shared.” She looked down the table from where she was sitting on Flamehair’s right. “Augustus, we need a good amount of stone to fix the manors and other buildings.”

“I can procure what’s needed. The family head will ask questions, though.”

“Have they caused trouble? Are they friends with Truestrike?” Sean asked.

“They were intrigued by the things Forged Bonds can produce, but were also very hesitant to enter into a deal for them. As for Truestrike, I can’t say. Octavius is being more reserved than normal. He was a cagey fox before, and he isn’t giving anything away now. Thankfully, he hasn’t pushed me yet, but I have a feeling he will in time. If we can get things running soon, it might help leverage things with him.”

“Do we need to force him out?” Sean asked.

“That would take a lot, honestly,” MacLenn sighed. “He’s the family head. Not of the city, but the entire family, including the branches. It might be possible once the money starts rolling in from Forged Bonds, though... Amedee, we can lock down sole distribution, right?”

“I’ll agree to let you have it right now, but only locking it if you’re promoted,” Mageeyes said. “That will push him, but with the money being made, he’ll have a hard time with the others wanting to lock that in.”

MacLenn sighed again. “It’ll drive the wedge. I can lay some groundwork before things start being produced and sold. How long do I have?”

“A tenday, at most,” Sean answered, “if we get the stone in.”

“Okay. I might need a small caravan of trucks to really push when it comes time. Having access is good, but being able to deliver goods in cities three days away in a single day would make it much harder to deny.”

“We can see about it when things are running,” Mageeyes said. “We’ll need at least a dozen cars made, first. The Advisor, the commander of the guard, and a few nobles we wish to sway early. Once those are done, we’ll work on the trucks.”

“That’s fair,” MacLenn said. “It’ll have a greater impact if we ship the first few loads so they can see the profit, but also the time needed to bring it in.”

“I can arrange a schedule for things to be made,” Agatha piped in. “This way, there’s a clear line of what’s needed and when.”

“That would help us,” Fiona said. “We, and our staff, will be the workers until we can bring in others.”

“Which I will work on as soon as the shop and workshop are shored up,” Mageeyes nodded.

“Victoria and Amy are willing to work the counter,” Saret said, looking toward two of her daughters.

“Yes, please,” they both said.

“Talk about a hard sell,” Jefferson chuckled.

“I’m almost done securing the old bathhouse in the city, as well,” Agatha added. “Forged Bonds’ bathhouses will make a significant impact.”

“With the sewer system in place, we’ll have to keep an eye on the water levels,” Flamehair said.

“No, we’ll use the water erasing runes in the drains,” Sean said. “Created and eliminated, so it’s a closed system. Charie, if you can give me a tour of the sewer once things are settled, I might be able to find ways to help.”

Flamehair’s husband, Vasu, spoke up, “I will handle that for you. Just inform me when you are ready. I deal with the running of the family business.”

“Thank you,” Flamehair smiled at her husband, sitting at the foot of the long table.

“I try, Dear Flame,” Vasu said softly.

Flamehair’s cheeks pinked slightly at what was obviously a nickname for her. “Yes. Is there anything else?”

“If those of you who want changes to the buildings can be ready when we come over, it’ll make things easier,” Fiona said. “We’ll be moving as a single unit to remodel and repair the stone.”

Everyone agreed that they would be ready for the family.

Flamehair picked up her wine glass. “Sean, go ahead. Let the others know exactly what we have behind us.”

Sean shrugged a little uncomfortably, but then began to explain his story again.

~ * ~ * ~

Everyone who hadn’t heard the story before stared at Sean in shock. Vasu looked pensive, as he finally understood his wife’s steadfast belief in Sean. Saret’s daughters all stared at Sean with regret, sad that they weren’t in Felora’s place. Agatha, Marna, and Jennifer all gasped, grabbing the table and swaying in place as pleasure flooded them.

“Shit!” Sean hissed. “Sorry! That isn’t conscious.”

MacLenn steadied his wife. “I know. You just give to those who trust in you.”

Marna blinked slowly. “What... was that?”

“Sorry,” Sean apologized again. “You all got energy, and probably a Talent of some kind.”

Now, all of the Succubi daughters sat forward until Saret gave them a stern, motherly look. “We will find out. Do not even think of trying for more.”

Sean nearly laughed at the sight of nine pouting Succubi, but he didn’t. He knew exactly what Saret was warning them off— trying to seduce him.

“Oh, goodness,” Agatha exhaled. “We have energy and a Talent now?”

“Yeah. Not a lot, but it’ll grow in time,” Sean said. “As for the Talent, you’ll have to test and see, but I suggest waiting a tenday. You could tax yourself badly right now.”

“We’ll wait,” Marna said, taking Agatha’s hand. “My husband believed in you, MacDougal. Will he… show up there, at the manor?”

The question cut into Sean. He’d explained some of his planes to the group, but Jackson Gertihs hadn’t shown up during his visits. “I… don’t know. If he does, I’ll tell you. He’s probably still finding his way. Without full belief and prayers, there’s a trial to make sure they want to be there. I have no control over that.”

Marna wiped her eyes. “I will pray that he does...”

“As will I,” Agatha whispered. “Then…”

“Yes. What we wanted,” Marna nodded, then kissed Agatha’s cheek.

Sean was a little surprised, but he was happy to see the two women bonded over the man they’d both loved.

“Is this the prayers you’ve been having us say every night?” Jennifer asked MacLenn.

“Yes, dear. I… want to make sure you’re there, too.”

Jennifer turned in her seat, grabbed him, and kissed him passionately. The others laughed, cheered, or watched with soft smiles. Sean felt a bit awkward, but he was happy that his friends would be able to see their families again if the worst happened.




 

Chapter Thirty-five

Sean woke with a smile as Fiona leaned back from her kiss. “Good morning, my lovely wife.”

“Good morning to you, husband. Time to get up and start the day.”

“Today, everything actually starts,” Sean murmured as he got out of bed. “Only took us four days to get the houses and businesses in order.”

“Because you kept us going,” Fiona reminded him. “Clara was happy to help the entire time, too.”

“I’ll get ready. See you in a few.”

Fiona claimed another quick kiss before she left him to get ready for the day. Sean watched her go, his chest warm. All of them pushed to get it done as quickly as they could... Mizuki, Clara, Giralt, and the staff, too, Sean thought. Augustus got us the stone, but I know he was shocked at how quickly we went through it.

The dressing room was nearly the same size as the bedroom. It had to be to hold everyone’s things. There were five vanity tables taking up part of the room, where his wives could apply makeup and do their hair. Sean mused that he hadn’t needed a shave or haircut the entire time he’d been on this world. After chalking it up to the god-made body, he picked out his clothing for the day. Before he left the room, he pulled down his braided bronze bracelet and put it onto his left wrist.

He touched the cold metal lightly. “For my friends you had slaughtered, Truestrike, we dig in now. The strike comes later.”

Sean made it down to the ground floor. Pausing in the entry room, he inclined his head to the memorials that had been put up. The urns and plaques had been firmly secured to the wall with Shaping.

The informal dining room barely fit his family, but they did fit. Sean smiled, greeting everyone back. He’d barely taken his seat before Glorina, Mona, and Lona brought breakfast in.

“We finally have all of the foodstuffs being delivered,” Glorina said as she brought her cart toward Sean’s end of the table. “We can now hold any teas or dinners you might want to host.”

“I should be calling upon Dame Iceblood,” Hallie said, “now that we’re prepared.”

“The rest of us, including some of the staff, will be going to the workshop today. We have to start in on the items for Forged Bonds,” Fiona said.

“And I need to head to the city center to register myself as a healer,” Sean added. “Oh, pancakes? Thank you, Glorina.”

“Of course, sir,” Glorina smiled. “And some bacon, too,” she added, placing a plate of it on the table.

“Bonus bacon is always welcome,” Sean laughed.

“I will accompany you to the city center, My Lord,” Helga said.

“I was going to take Hallie, Helga. She always wanted to see the gardens there. Rumia, you wanted to see the gardens there, too, didn’t you?”

Rumia blinked slowly, then nodded. “I do, sir.”

“You’re with me, then, too.”

“Yes, sir,” Rumia said quickly, earning chuckles from the others.

“Are we going to stop to visit Dame Iceblood on the way back?” Hallie asked as she served herself.

“We should. Make it easy for both of us that way.”

“Amedee should be interviewing people today, Sean,” Felora reminded him. “We’ll need you to stop by later to give them an Agreement.”

“It’ll be in the afternoon, but yeah, I’ll be by.”

“Who are you going to register as your apprentice healers?” Andrea asked.

“All of my wives,” Sean grinned, “with it being noted that it’s me sharing my Talent with you all.”

“That’ll make it easier. The association has it easier than you,” Aria said. “Amedee just needs to tell them what kind and how many of each crafter she has on staff, not who they are.”

“Because it’s assumed they’re temporary workers who won’t be there long enough to gain the Talent for themselves,” Fiona said. “No Shaper or other Talented person wants others to compete with them.”

Pouring syrup over his stack of pancakes, Sean nodded. “That’s how things are done, except for us.”

“Only because you break everything,” Myna laughed. “I’ll take the bottle after you, Master.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean gave Arliat a grin as he took a seat on the bus. “Ready, Arliat?”

“Yes, sir. It’ll be slow going. Accord is busier than Hearthglen was.”

“We have time, so nice and slow works.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rumia fidgeted across from Sean. “Thank you for bringing me along, sir.”

“You said you always wanted to see them,” Sean said softly. “I do try for those I care for.”

Rumia’s cheeks heated and a broad smile came to her. “Thank you.”

“How long do you plan on staying to see the gardens, husband?” Hallie asked, her fingers tracing his knee.

“A few hours. Is that not enough?”

“The gardens surrounding the center would take nearly a day to fully enjoy. The balcony gardens on the tower itself could take just as long, too.”

“Oh. Guess we’ll have to make multiple trips, then,” Sean smiled, placing his hand over hers. “Maybe once we get the other workers up and running, we’ll take a family trip for a day.”

“That would be lovely,” Hallie beamed. “Don’t you think, Rumia?”

“Yes. The others would love that.”

“Okay, we’ll mark it down,” Sean said. “The idea of being able to just enjoy a day out with everyone makes me happy.”

“It’ll be wonderful for all of us.”

Sean glanced out the windows, smiling at the shock and wonder on people’s faces as the bus drove past them. Children ran alongside them while adults stopped to gawk. Drivers of carriages slowed, moving a little more aside to make sure they were safe. Curtains in those carriages twitched aside, and shocked faces were briefly glimpsed.

“We didn’t go out during the last few days,” Hallie laughed. “While they might have seen Amedee’s, Augustus’, or Charie’s cars, this is a much larger vehicle. Amedee will be getting a lot of interest soon.”

“Fiona will be splitting them up so each product Forged Bonds can sell is being made, including a handful working on cars. Amedee reiterated she needs twelve of them to make friends or placate people.”

“Sir, you might want to look ahead,” Arliat called back to them.

Sean brought his gaze to the front of the bus, then whistled softly. He’d caught a small glimpse of the center of Accord when they had arrived in the city. Now, on one of the main streets approaching the central hub, he had a clear view of it.

Reaching hundreds of feet into the air, the majestic tree had been Shaped into something more. Sean could see how each level of the structure had been narrowed to allow the balcony gardens. It almost looked like a cake with the way it kept narrowing as it grew. The very top of the tree consisted of the canopy that thrust out over part of the city.

“Damned impressive,” Sean said. “I see they made sure it had supports?”

“The buttresses, yes. They are on every level I can see.”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, the outer gardens are coming up,” Rumia said, shifting to see out her window easier.

She was right— on either side of the main road as they approached, gardens stretched out from the base of the tower with trees, shrubberies, and flowers of all kinds. Sean spotted walking paths, and even places for people to sit.

“So many different plants...” Rumia sighed happily.

“I need to register as a healer first, and then we’ll take a stroll,” Sean told her.

“Yes, sir,” Rumia said softly.

“It wasn’t a rebuke. Just a reminder,” Sean said. “I know you’re excited. Arliat, if there’s no place to park…”

“I will return home to assist the others, then come get you when you send a message, sir,” Arliat said. “I don’t mind waiting for the entire family before seeing them.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course, sir.”

As they got closer to the base of the tower, Sean looked up at it, shocked that a mini-skyscraper could be made in this world. Pulling his eyes back down, he chuckled at how the street went straight to the massive doors of the tower.

“Do we just drive in?” Sean asked.

“Yes, sir,” Arliat said. “I asked Amedee’s driver last night.”

“Okay then,” Sean murmured.

There was a walking area around the tower made of smooth stone, as if bedrock had been pulled up to make it. Each of the buttresses supporting the massive structure of living wood had archways carved next to the tower, giving people ample room to walk without having to go around them. Sean’s eyes went to the wisps dotting the arches.

So many souls trapped in this world, he thought. Is it even possible to free them all?

“Husband?” Hallie asked softly.

“The wisps,” Sean exhaled. “Just thinking.”

“We’ll do what we can,” Hallie murmured.

The doors to the tower were massive. The pair of doors were at least twenty feet tall, and more wisps illuminated them. The doors themselves looked to be mithril inlaid wood, and each sported a pair of heavy mithril hinges.

“Those are impressive,” Sean murmured. “Clearly Shaped into the tree. Why mithril, though?”

As they approached, they found out why when the doors swung smoothly open for them. Sean’s eyebrows went up, and he pulled Mage Sight to his left eye. The hinges were filled with energy, a mixture of colors that radiated tremendous power.

Arliat had to slow, as the inside of the lowest level was a roundabout for carriages to drop people off and continue on to other destinations. The roundabout was illuminated by hundreds of wisps suspended thirty feet overhead. The wood inside had been carved into murals of the two Queens dispensing justice.

“Ostentatious...” Sean said. “Here is good, Arliat.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll come to get you when you send word.”

“Thank you.”

Hallie was off the bus first, even though she wasn’t wearing her armor. Her dress was a shade of light blue that Sean thought looked lovely on her. He knew she had short pants underneath it in case she needed to become his guard. Sean stepped off after her. His suit was immaculate, the dark blue of the suit and light blue shirt making a nice combination. Rumia followed them off the bus, wearing her uniform that clearly marked her as staff to his household.

Sean gave the few people nearby a smile. Offering his arm to Hallie, he went toward a set of stairs that looked like they would take them up to the next level. Rumia followed two paces behind them, offset to Hallie’s left. Arliat watched them go before she got the bus rolling again, pulling the gazes from Sean back to the bus.




 

 

Chapter Thirty-six

The stairs up to the next level were wide. Sean, Hallie, and Rumia passed a couple of others coming down, and no one had to shift. Making it to the next level meant climbing forty feet of stairs, and Sean had to wonder why they hadn’t made elevators.

Maybe something to speak to Amedee about? Simple counterweight ones should have worked, but with the electric rune and the right cabling, I could easily be able to make something that would work, Sean mused when they finally made it to the second floor.

Wisp lighting flooded the ceiling with enough illumination to make it almost daylight-bright inside the tree. Sean exhaled softly as he looked up at the wisps, letting them know he would help when he could.

“All of the guilds have offices here, as well as the Accord bank,” Hallie said. “Did you want to visit the offices first, husband, or the bank?”

Sean hadn’t thought that he needed to visit the bank, but he caught the undertone. “Whichever is closest.”

Hallie motioned to a man in uniform standing near a crossway in the densely structured interior. “The guard can probably direct us.”

Sean led them toward the uniformed guard who seemed to be on station at the crossway. “Excuse me, which way to the bank and to the register for healers?”

The guard turned to the group, then bowed his head. “Lord, the bank is straight ahead against the north wall. If you are looking to check on which healers are registered, then you need the healer’s guild. Go to the center, turn east, and they would be at the next crossway on your right.”

Sean bowed his head. “Thank you.”

The guard blinked in surprise, but Sean and his group were already moving off.

“Husband,” Hallie whispered, “Lords don’t thank guards for directions.”

Sean grimaced. “I’ll do the best I can, but thanking people was ingrained into me as a child.”

“We’ll make do,” Hallie murmured. “You’ll just be unusual, but that will happen, regardless.”

“Healers are closer,” Sean said. “We’ll go there, first.”

“As my husband wishes,” Hallie smiled.

Sean felt a bit of a disconnect as they walked. The interior of the tower almost made him think of a mall back home. The structures here reached the ceiling, giving support to the tree, but also clearly making wide hallways for people to move around in. The number of people on the same floor with him really put him in mind of a crowded mall, too. The fact that Dwarves, Moonbound, and other races were mixed in among the Humans helped distance the mall association.

They walked at a leisurely stroll that everyone in the tower seemed to, letting Sean check the different guilds they passed. When they made their turn at the center, Sean noted the crafter’s guild took a whole block on the northern side of the main intersection.

The healer’s hall was a moderately-sized building exactly where they’d been told they would find it. Each building was made of the interior wood of the tree, but all of them had unique touches to set them apart from the others. A few had painted trims, others Shaped murals, and others had metal inlays. The healer’s hall had a simple red heart over the doors.

The interior of the hall was lit by two lanterns with reflective surfaces behind them. A single desk took up the far side of the room, with two doors flanking it. The young man behind the desk glanced up from a book as they entered.

“Ah, Lord. How can I help you?” the man asked upon seeing Rumia with them.

Sean thought it odd that the livery Rumia wore was what made him being a Lord so readily apparent. Fiona explained it to him, but he was still shocked that no con man had tried to pass themselves off as a Lord before. Even when Hallie explained how fatal that would be for the con man, Sean knew plenty of people from his old world who’d run that risk for a soft life while they could.

“I need to register as a healer,” Sean said.

The receptionist just stared at him for a few heartbeats before nodding. “Of course, Lord. One of your people will be healing others using your Talent?”

“Mostly, but in some instances, I’m sure I will have to take a hand myself,” Sean replied. “I’m just… gifted at it.”

The shock was well hidden, but there to be seen. “I see. Please give me a moment.” The receptionist stood up, going into the door to his right.

“It’s not entirely unheard of, but rare enough to make him go get his superior,” Hallie murmured. “Father and my brothers taught bladework to other nobles. They’ll likely think you mean to do the same, registering to heal other nobles while your workers deal with the riffraff. Don’t offer up information. Let them use their false assumptions.”

Sean just nodded. He knew what she was saying— he’d explained his idea before. She was trying to make it easier for him to get what he wanted without it becoming known right away.

A few minutes later, the receptionist returned. “Lord, if you will follow me, please?”

Sean gestured for him to go. With the younger man leading, Sean followed him with Hallie on his arm and Rumia trailing them.

They were led up to the topmost floor where a sign declared the office of the guildmaster. The receptionist knocked once, paused, then opened the doors and stepped aside. “Guildmaster, your guests.”

Behind the massive desk, an older woman stood as Sean entered the room. Her hair was gray fading to white, and lines marred the corners of her eyes and lips. Slightly slanted eyes and ears spoke of partial Fey heritage.

“Welcome to my office, Lord…?”

“Lord Sean MacDougal,” Sean said as he crossed the room. “My wife, Lady Hallie MacDougal. And you are?”

“Guildmaster Healer Mavina Goodbody. A pleasure, Lord. Please.” She motioned to the seats across from her desk.

Sean sat Hallie, then himself. He’d been told repeatedly that staff attending stood behind their employer and were never seated unless they’d been specifically asked to be.

“Now, Lord, my receptionist informed me that you, yourself, wished to be registered as a healer?”

“Yes, though I have a list of others who need to be registered under me, as well,” Sean said.

“Ah, yes, that makes more sense. Still, it is unusual for one of your station to register at all.”

“In some cases, those under you can’t do the job,” Sean sighed.

“Of course. The paperwork is very simple,” Mavina smiled. She opened a drawer and pulled out a small tome. Flipping it open, she went to the first blank page. “I will just need you to push some energy into the page while reciting your name, and then the names of those who will be using your Talent to heal, as well as where your business is located.”

“Given names only are fine for the staff?” Sean asked as Mavina set the book in front of him.

“That will be fine, Lord. If a question occurs, we can clarify with you later.”

Sean set his hand on the page, then did as instructed. He watched Mavina’s eyebrows rise when he recited the given name of everyone in his house. Finished, he removed his hand.

“You… intend for all of them to heal?”

“I will be opening a clinic,” Sean smiled. “I doubt any of them will be there for multiple days at any given time, but only so much can be done in a day, so they will need time to rest between shifts.”

“That makes some sense. You wish to be known as always available?”

“During business hours.”

“Not specializing in any one area? Just as a general healer?”

“Does one need to specialize?” Sean asked, a touch unsure.

“No, but it makes it easier to know who to go to for certain problems. We have three healers in the city who only work on the heart, for instance, but all three of them can do wonders since they have spent so much time specializing.”

“General is fine,” Sean smiled.

“Then we have done all that is needed,” Mavina said as she collected the tome and slipped it back into her desk. “I do not mean to be rude, Lord, but I have not heard of House MacDougal before.”

“It’s a new house, recently separated from Bloodheart,” Sean replied, answering the way Hallie had told him to if asked.

“Ah, yes, that makes sense. The Bloodhearts have had a number of Flesh Shapers in their lineage. Healing is needed when you fight as often as they do.” Mavina smiled as she stood up again, signaling that the meeting was over. “I do not know if you will get much business, Lord, but I wish you luck.”

“I think that once word starts to spread, it will be fine,” Sean smiled back.

“You will likely see… the least of the city, considering where your business is located. Was that intentional?”

“Everyone needs healing,” Sean replied. “I’m sure that no one will lapse on their debt.”

Mavina laughed. “Of course not. No one wants to see a magistrate for failure to pay a healer.”

“Good day, Guildmaster Goodbody,” Sean said.

“Good day, Lord MacDougal.”

They stayed quiet until they were on their way to the bank.

“She approved you without a test in the office. Asking a Lord to do so would be… difficult, but she also can’t have someone called a healer if they can’t do so,” Hallie said.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Sean snorted.

“No, not for us,” Hallie beamed.

Rumia followed behind them silently. She had watched as Sean put on the mask of nobility as needed, but she’d seen how he disliked it, and a small smile came to her lips.

~ * ~ * ~

The bank was massive, taking up triple the space of any other building Sean had seen. The walls had been coated in a dark varnish, and silver filigree had been Shaped into the double doors of the structure.

Sean entered as another well-dressed couple with an attendant were leaving. Sean gave the man a polite bow of his head when they passed. The man gave one back upon seeing Rumia holding the door open for them.

“Glad we updated my wardrobe before we went out,” Sean murmured.

“Had to, just as all of us have dresses in similar materials. Society demands we dress the part,” Hallie whispered back.

The lobby of the bank had wisp lights that shone down onto polished flooring. A couple of guards stood in strategic places around the room, but Sean was surprised to find no tellers. Instead, he let Hallie guide him toward the bespectacled man behind a podium.

“How might we help you, Lord?” the man asked, touching the nose of his glasses.

“I need to check my account, and possibly a few other things,” Sean said, not exactly knowing why they were at the bank. “Dear wife, was there anything you required?”

“Yes, there is, but the one we are shown to can assist,” Hallie said, looking bored.

“I believe that room sixteen is available, Lord,” the man said.

“Thank you,” Sean replied as he led Hallie and Rumia past the man. As he did, he spotted the numbers beside the enclosed cubicles they approached.

Reaching room sixteen, Rumia opened the door for them before stepping in and shutting it behind them.

The severe-looking man behind the desk gave them a polite smile. “How might I assist you, Lord?”

“My wife had pressing business,” Sean said.

Hallie smiled as she sat forward. “I am Lady Hallie MacDougal. I wished to make sure that the accounts have been properly recorded.”

The man blinked slowly for a few seconds before he bowed his head. “Of course, Lady. One moment.” He rang a small bell on his desk and, a moment later, a Messenger Fairy hovered before them. “Lord and Lady MacDougal’s accounts.”

“Yes, sir,” the Fairy said before zipping off.

“The books will be brought up shortly. Might I see to refreshments?”

“Tea only. Citrus would be lovely,” Hallie said.

The man again rang the bell. Another Fairy came and took the order before flying off.

Sean sat back and waited. He had no idea what Hallie was after, but taking a moment to relax was good with him.

~ * ~ * ~

It was half an hour later when they were leaving the bank.

“What was that all about?” Sean asked as they headed away from the bank.

“Making sure everything is in order for Fiona.”

“Okay...? I must have missed her asking.”

“She asked me yesterday while you were being washed by Myna.”

“That makes sense. Myna does kind of demand my attention, or else she gets carried away.”

“We’re going to have to alter the bathhouse once Agatha purchases it,” Hallie went on.

“At least we’re not making them all from scratch again,” Sean chuckled. “Though from what Agatha said, that one bathhouse is as large as all the ones we originally did in Hearthglen combined.”

“Give us more practice to make things,” Hallie smiled. “The doorway out to the balcony is right there.”

Sean saw the doors and was glad they weren’t massive like the ones leading into the tower. A guard stood beside them and, upon seeing them coming his way, opened the door for them.

“Thank you,” Sean said as he passed before sighing at his reflexive thanks.

“You’re welcome, Lord,” the guard said slowly, clearly surprised.

The balcony gardens were larger than Sean expected. Trees, shrubs, and flower beds covered a good fifty yards from wall to railing. Walking paths wound through them. A woman in livery depicting the tower tended to a tree a dozen feet away.

“Rumia, lead us,” Sean said firmly. He hated the act, but did it anyway. “Describe the most important plants to us.”

“As you wish, Lord,” Rumia said, moving to lead them away from the worker. She kept a professional smile in place, even as she glowed inside at being able to share her love with him.




 

Chapter Thirty-seven

They spent a couple of hours walking the first two balconies of the tower, with Rumia educating them on dozens of different plants. Sean smiled the entire time as he watched Rumia do her best to stay calm while still being excited.

When they made it back to the bus, Sean sat beside Rumia and listened as she could finally let all of her excitement out. For the entirety of the drive to Dame Iceblood’s residence, Sean smiled and asked small questions to show his interest.

“We’re here, sir,” Arliat called back as she pulled the bus off of the street.

The small house had a garden set behind a short fence. The driveway to the front was easily large enough for a few carriages, so Arliat had no trouble pulling the bus in.

When Sean and Hallie exited, the front door was opening. A maid gawked at the bus, leaving the door open behind her, forgotten in shock.

“Is Dame Daria Iceblood in?” Hallie asked as they approached the woman.

Jerking in surprise, the maid blinked at them. “Um... whom may I say is calling?”

“Lord and Lady MacDougal. We have brought a letter from her father.”

That really got the maid’s attention. “Please come in. I will inform her that you are here.”

It was a matter of minutes for them to be shown to a parlor, provided tea, and left to wait.

“Badger Moonbound?” Sean asked Hallie quietly.

“Yes, her markings looked that way to me. They are very formidable,” Hallie whispered.

“Badgers are tough bastards where I was from, too,” Sean murmured back.

“She’s likely another line of defense for the Dame. Probably brought the maid with her from home.”

They were just finishing their cups of tea when the door opened. A young woman with sharp Fey features entered the room, her maid just behind her. She was wearing a light blue gown that invoked the image of frost in Sean’s mind.

Sean and Hallie both stood, smiling as they greeted her. “Dame Iceblood, I am Lord Sean MacDougal. This is my wife, Hallie MacDougal.”

The Dame paused a few feet from them, bowing her head slightly. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, it is a pleasure to receive you. I do hope the wait wasn’t long?”

“It was fine,” Hallie said. “Your maid provided us with tea while we waited.”

“Would you care to sit on the patio?”

“That would be lovely. All the days in Accord are beautiful.”

“It does keep a perfect temperature because of the balance, unless the Queens are here and… disagreeing.”

Sean stayed quiet as they followed Dame Iceblood. He knew that he’d stick his foot in his mouth, and it was best to leave the talking to Hallie as much as possible.

They were led out back to another garden. The maid followed them with a tea trolley. Once they were seated and served, Dame Iceblood sighed happily.

“I was told you had a missive from my father?”

“We do,” Hallie smiled. She pulled the scroll from her pouch, handing it over to the Dame.

A small frown of confusion crossed the young woman’s face as she accepted the scroll. She brushed past the moment, setting the scroll beside her left hand. “How was he when you saw him?”

“Happy,” Sean said before Hallie could, keeping his face impassive as he cursed himself for speaking.

Dame Iceblood’s eyebrow rose. “Really? I can’t recall the last time he smiled.”

“If you read the letter, it should explain,” Hallie smiled.

With pursed lips, Dame Iceblood set her tea down. Picking the scroll up, she checked the seal, broke it, then began to read.

Sean watched her as he sipped his tea. He could see the shock and incredulity as she read. When she’d finished it, she went back to the top and started again, but slower. When she finished the second time, she lowered it to stare at Sean.

“You can call me Sean,” he said simply before taking another sip.

Hallie sighed. “Forgive him. He’s very informal. I do my best to teach him society.”

Shaking her head slowly, Dame Iceblood set the scroll down. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes, keeping them closed for a few long moments. When she opened them again, the smile that she wore was real instead of the fake one she’d been using. “Daria, please. Friends can be a little informal, can’t they?”

Hallie beamed. “Hallie for me, then, Daria. I’m sure you have many questions.”

“To put it mildly. His leg was damaged by a champion of Queen Summer. No healer has ever been able to repair it. The very best in the Quaditals tried for years before Father stopped trying.”

“I wasn’t here back then,” Sean said softly. “I see things differently than other healers.”

“Yes. You repaired more than his leg, it says.”

“His bloodright works fully again,” Sean nodded.

Daria stared at him, then looked at Hallie. “That should be impossible.”

Hallie laughed lightly. “Yes. My husband has a habit of doing the impossible.”

“Your father did ask if I would check yours,” Sean said softly. “I told him that you have to agree to it. I won’t force anyone to do anything.”

Daria’s lips twitched before she nodded. “My power has not been as strong as it should have been. You can help?”

“No idea until I check. If you’re willing?”

“What will it cost me?” Daria asked slowly, clearly wary.

“Friendly connections,” Hallie cut in smoothly. “All we asked from your father was an introduction to you.”

Daria sat back slowly. The letter hadn’t mentioned the cost, but what they were saying was too good to be true. Her wariness, though masked, was obvious.

“You can send your father a letter to check with him before you introduce us to others,” Sean said. “It’s entirely up to you. If you’d rather wait on me checking you until then, that’s fine. My clinic will be opening tomorrow.”

“Clinic?”

“I’m going to start healing people,” Sean said. “Well... not just me. I’ll have helpers.”

“He frequently confuses people,” Hallie giggled at Daria’s expression, “but yes, he is going to heal others.”

“If you healed my father, you will be in high demand,” Daria said slowly. “That will anger other healers in the city, considering what you can do.”

“Only if people all begin talking at once, and I have plans to mitigate that,” Sean smiled.

“I… will introduce you to some friends,” Daria said after a brief hesitation, “if you can help.”

Sean laid his hand, palm up, on the table. “May I see your hand?”

With hesitation and a glance toward Hallie, who just sipped her tea, Daria placed her hand in his. Sean pushed energy into her, checking her condition. After a minute, he nodded, then pulled his hand back.

“Your channels are narrow,” Sean said. “I might be able to help expand them, but… it could be unpleasant.”

“Channels?”

“Your bloodline uses a series of veins or channels that run along your bones to help push your energy to do what it does. Compared to your father, yours are about a quarter the size of his.”

Daria’s lips pursed as she processed what Sean was telling her. “How much will it hurt?”

“Not sure. I have never tried it. I pieced your father’s back together, but didn’t try to expand or grow them. I think if we work together, it won’t hurt as badly.”

“Work together?”

“I’ll need you to infuse them,” Sean said. “Your channels are calm until power flows. When they’re in use, they contract and expand like your veins do to move blood. I think I can flex them when they expand, then keep them expanded when they contract. That’s where the pain will come from. It will be like pushing your muscles to grow, except we’ll be doing it a lot faster than normal exercise.”

Looking down, Daria had to consider what Sean was telling her. Increasing her bloodright would make her father proud of her and help solidify her family among the nobles again. Many other families were turning away from her house because they weren’t viewed strongly anymore— Daria’s weakness and her father becoming a recluse after her mother’s death had done that.

Picking up her tea, Daria gave Sean a shrewd look. “What would being known as a trusted ally of yours cost me?”

Hallie’s smile grew wider. “Not nearly as much as you fear. You are seeing the bigger picture.”

“You obviously have a goal of your own. I will not pry into it now. I will prove myself first.”

Sean grinned. “I’ll accept that. Hallie can work out costs. But healing?”

Daria placed her hand on the table after setting down her cup. “Let us see if you can do as you think. If you can, I will be a trusted ally.”

“Can you warn your staff not to overreact first?” Sean asked.

“Ah, a good point. If she sees me in pain, she would come to my aid. Felicity, do not attack my guests.”

“As you require, mistress,” the Badger Moonbound replied.

Sean reached out and covered Daria’s hand with his. “Okay, grit your teeth, and don’t worry about freezing me. I’ll heal, even if you freeze my hand solid.”

“I’ll just scoot back, in case she loses some control,” Hallie said as she set her cup down, then slid her chair backward.

Daria’s eyebrow rose. “I have good control of my power.”

“Yes, but if he does what he thinks he can, you would be able to do even more.”

“A fair point, Hallie,” Daria smiled. “I’m ready.”

“This is going to be unpleasant,” Sean said as he pushed his energy into Daria. “Start cycling. Try to freeze my hand first.”

~ * ~ * ~

Daria was slumped over in her chair. Felicity fanned her, blotting her forehead. “Summer’s brass buttock... that was... terrible...” Daria exhaled weakly.

Sean focused on his hand, healing the last of the damage to it. “I was wrong about how bad it would be... I’m sorry about that. Good news, though: you are now your father’s equal.”

“Truly?” Daria asked, raising her head to look at him.

“Your energy is equal to his, and now, your bloodline veins are equal to his.”

“My energy…?” Daria trailed off. “Only those with Mage Sight are said to be able to judge such things.”

“Yeah,” Sean nodded, raising his hand to show her his unblemished skin. “See? No damage to me.”

Daria exhaled slowly. “And you seem fresh, too.”

“My husband is a wonder,” Hallie giggled. “Now, you should relax for the rest of the day.”

“And don’t press your power for a few days,” Sean added. “After a good workout, you need downtime for your muscles to repair. Your veins are a bit strained, but they’ll be fine if you rest.”

“I think I shall retire early,” Daria sighed. “I feel drained.”

“Well, you used a lot of energy to do what we did,” Sean chuckled.

“We should head home, husband,” Hallie said. “Our wives will be eager to tell us how their day was.”

“Wives?” Daria asked in surprise.

“Yes, he has several. We’re not accepting others currently, either.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised that he’d have several,” Daria whispered.

“You may stop by for tea when you wish,” Hallie smiled. “All we ask is that you send word first so that one of us may be there to greet you.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll consider which of my friends I should introduce to you first.”

“Have a good day,” Sean said as he stood up.

“We’ll see you in the future,” Hallie added, standing as well. “Stay seated. We’ll see ourselves out.”

“No, that isn’t right,” Daria said as she struggled to her feet. “Felicity, help me.”

The maid was beside her to lend her body as support to Daria.

“Around the side will be faster than through the house,” Daria said. “Please, follow me.”




 

Chapter Thirty-eight

“That went well,” Hallie smiled as the bus pulled out of Daria’s yard. “I believe she’ll be a staunch supporter in the future.”

“Build a base, undermine his, and do our best to keep it nonviolent,” Sean murmured.

“She looked exhausted,” Rumia said softly.

“Because she had to use most of her energy for me to help her,” Sean said.

“And in doing so, you’ve made her more powerful, and indebted to you,” Hallie added.

“We should be home in time for sparring. I wonder if the cooks got practice in?”

“They might not have,” Rumia said. “At least one of them would have been helping craft today.”

“We’ll find out shortly,” Sean said. “Arliat, good work today. You, too, Rumia. I look forward to our next garden visit.”

Both staff members blushed lightly, smiles coming to them at his praise.

When Arliat pulled them through the open gate, Sean grinned at his wives, who were already in the yard. Following Hallie off the bus, he saw only smiles on everyone’s faces. “Good day?”

“We were very productive,” Fiona replied. “We’ll compare notes after sparring.”

“Did the staff left here get sparring in?”

“I came back and trained them, My Lord,” Helga said.

“Told you he’d ask,” Ryann grinned.

“He wants to make sure we’re all prepared,” Ida smiled.

“Mom, you joining in?” Sean asked.

Mizuki bowed her head. “Of course. Keeping the edge honed is smart.”

“Weapons and unarmed only,” Helga announced. “After that, we will give you all a chance to spread your wings, if you can hold Camo while doing so.”

Sean’s wives grinned, as they’d been enjoying the small chances at flying that they’d done so far. They’d grown used to holding three Talents at once. The staff frowned slightly, as some could barely manage to hold two Talents at once, and flying was nearly two all by itself.

“I know you can do it,” Sean said confidently. “If you struggle, we’ll be there to help.”

“Pair off as I call,” Helga said. “Mizuki and Sean, Quilla and Prita…”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean chuckled as he held the Bonds, ready to give them more energy if needed. With Mage Sight, he followed the near score of invisible fliers with his eyes.

“To fly must be a wonderful thing,” Mizuki sighed beside him.

“It’s liberating,” Sean said. “Have you tried to summon wings, Mom?”

“No. Should I?”

“You have a full Bond. It should be included,” Sean said.

Mizuki frowned, thinking about all the Talents he’d shared with her. “How do I begin?”

“Well... have you seen a hummingbird?”

~ * ~ * ~

Mizuki talked excitedly with Myna, who was smiling broadly as she listened. Sean listened in as she explained the feeling of her wings forming for the first time.

“Sean, we spoke with Amedee while working today,” Andrea said, getting his attention by taking his hand. “We’re not going over to Charie’s tonight.”

“Oh? Why the change?”

“Because everything is settled now, we wanted to go check on Chas and the others.”

“Yes,” Sean said without hesitation.

“We thought you might’ve been putting it off,” Felora said from behind them.

“Not intentionally. I wanted the house to be finalized and then, we just had everyone else’s to do. I was thinking of doing it after going to Charie’s tonight, but skipping her place is fine.”

“Good,” Fiona said, coming up on his other side. “I have news from today to share, too, but at dinner, so everyone can hear it at the same time.”

“Makes sense,” Sean agreed with her. “I’ll hold off, too.”

“That means we all focus on the bath,” Felora murmured, the eagerness in her words clear to everyone.

“Down, Fel,” Sean laughed. “Bathrooms are not for shenanigans.”

“I know,” Felora sighed. “I’ve already claimed you for tomorrow night, for Andie and me.”

“As my wives wish,” Sean smiled, looking over his shoulder into her glowing eyes.

Sean left them for a moment to use the toilets he’d installed. Everyone was shocked he’d put in three spots, but they were also glad, as they’d all had those moments where they’d had to wait before.

When he reached the bathroom, he paused inside the door, admiring his handiwork. The floor had a slight grade to help with drainage, as well as a hint of rough texture so no one would be in danger of slipping. A dozen showers lined one long wall, all of them currently in use. He grinned at Myna and Mizuki— the two were the first to the bath as they always seemed to be.

The bath itself was a monstrous thing that could hold his entire household. It was a cross between a heated pool and a jacuzzi. The edges had the seats they all used, as well as shallow spots to easily stand. As it went away from the walls, the pool went to seven feet in depth so people could swim if they wished.

Another wall had cabinets with changes of clothing for when they finished bathing. The towels and other bathing sundries were in a separate cabinet beside the first.

Taking a seat on the bench next to the door, Sean pulled his boots off. His gaze was on the women under the showers as he began to undress, thinking, I’ve come quite a ways... I’m not nearly as awkward about showering... I can appreciate them being nude without being a tomato, too.

Dropping his clothes into the wash basin, he glanced at it briefly, glad he’d modified it for Prita. She’d been so happy to have hot water to wash with all the time. Shaking his head, he headed for the showers.

~ * ~ * ~

“Wonderful as always, ladies,” Sean said, giving the cooks a smile.

“Thank you, sir,” Glorina beamed back.

“If you don’t mind, husband, I’ll tell you about our day first,” Fiona said.

“That’s fine.”

“There isn’t a lot of news, honestly. We have the first car nearly done. Winston is pushing himself, Clara, and Felora on the engines.”

“Hmm... Clara’s working with him instead of on a different project?”

“She asked, and he agreed,” Fiona smiled. “She’s been eager to make it work.”

“Okay. I thought she’d just be working on making lightbulbs or something different.”

“She’s where she wants to be,” Felora added. “As they were leaving, she was asking him questions about the engine, and he was delighted. I think she’s trying to find a way to make them better.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“Production is going well for lightbulbs,” Myna added. “We’re doing what Ryan did in Hearthglen— people have specific tasks in making them.”

“Makes it easier to do, as we only have to focus on a single part,” Mizuki added.

“Yeah, specialization can work out,” Sean agreed.

“The hair clips and kettles are moving smoothly,” Andrea said. “I have the most practice with them, so I’m leading that side.”

“They have a good teacher, then,” Sean grinned at her.

“The torcs are a bit finicky,” Ryann said, “but we’re getting them done.”

“Amedee was wondering if the icebox could be modified to use a better cooling rune,” Ida told Sean, “since Accord doesn’t have the same reservoir that Hearthglen does to make ice.”

Sean looked at the ceiling for a moment. “Should be an easy tweak.”

“Amedee also said she’ll need you to stop by tomorrow,” Fiona said. “She has a handful of people ready to start working.”

“Restrictive Bonds...” Sean murmured. “Might be better if each of you takes the Bonds.”

Fiona hesitated. After thinking about it, she began to nod. “Yes. That might be for the best. I’ll talk with her tomorrow.”

“I’ll go with you to modify an icebox,” Sean said. “That’ll be on the way over to the clinic. I’ll need someone to be a receptionist, at least.”

“Sir, can I do that for tomorrow?” Glorina asked.

“Sure,” Sean said.

“That fills you in on what we were doing,” Fiona said. “Your turn.”

“I can explain, husband,” Hallie smiled.

“Go ahead,” Sean said. “After this, we’re heading to the planes.”

“All of us,” Fiona said before anyone else could ask. “The master bedroom is large enough for you all to be comfortable.”

At least the bed isn’t large enough, Sean thought. His heart twinged a little and he sighed, knowing that he was coming to accept the others much faster than he’d thought he would. Not until after the kids, at least, he told himself as he listened to Hallie.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was the first one to bed. Since he didn’t have sleeping clothes, he only needed to strip. He put himself in the middle of the gargantuan, fluffy bed, settling in as he waited for the others. He smiled as his wives started to come out of the dressing room.

Myna, tail swishing behind her, was first, a bright smile on her lips when she saw him watching. Felora was only a couple of steps behind her, her eyes slightly glowing when she felt his lust. Andrea moved quickly to snag Felora’s hand, earning a smirk and a kiss on the cheek in response. Ida and Ryann came out of the dressing room hand-in-hand. The love they had for each other was obvious, and that made Sean smile wider. The trio of Choosers strode boldly from the room, with Helga a pace ahead of the other two. Sean frowned when Fiona wasn’t behind them.

Myna giggled as she climbed into bed to snuggle against him. “She’s getting the others, Master.”

“Oh, yeah. That makes sense,” Sean murmured, kissing her ear.

The bedroom door to their front room opened, and Fiona led the others inside. She gave Sean a knowing smile as she paused to shut the door behind the staff. Sean didn’t look away from the beautiful women he called family, and would one day call wives.

Tiska and Glorina were in the lead, hand-in-hand as they went to the foot of the bed. The rest followed them, each paired with the one they’d come to accept as a lover. Sean was still amused at how little Quinna and Quilla wore for bed. His amusement grew when he noted that Mona and Lona also wore matching skimpy outfits.

“Yes... they’re quite fetching,” Felora murmured from Sean’s left before she raised her voice a little. “Ladies, if you’d like my help, I can help you Shape your nightwear into what would best flatter your figures.”

A chorus of acceptance came from the staff, making Sean blush lightly.

Fiona laughed as she shut the door. “Settle down, ladies. We’ll be heading to the manor shortly.”

Sean flushed more when Mona and Lona joined Quinna and Quilla, winking at him as they lay down around the bed.

“Oh, those four are going to be a handful,” Felora giggled.

“Already more than a handful,” Ryann snorted. “Both hands and a mouth couldn’t handle even one.”

Sean’s face combusted, and Myna snickered. “A lovely red, Master.”

Laughter came from all around, even from Fiona as she settled into the bed.

“Is everyone ready?” Sean asked once Fiona turned the light off. When everyone said they were, he breathed deeply. He’d told Felora he would lead them this time, and he let his energy flood out of him as he spoke, “Follow me across the planes, to the place where the soul resides: Home.”

As he felt himself slip from his body, Sean focused on the front room. He didn’t want to be in the bedroom when he arrived, but ready to open the door. A heartbeat later, he was standing in front of the double doors that led into the yard. He opened them just as everyone appeared with a smile on his face.

“Sean?” Marjorie gasped. She’d been having tea when she felt someone appear in the room, and she turned in time to see Sean open the doors for the others.

“We wanted to visit, see if things had changed,” Sean said, turning back to face her.

His eyes tracked over the room. The manor had changed to match their new home. Chastity and Lilly came down the stairs quickly when they heard him.

“Oh, we were hoping you’d be coming by,” Chastity said as she rushed for Andrea.

“We’ve been hopeful the last few days,” Lilly smiled, going to Felora.

Sean heard Rosa calling out to Rumia, and Rumia answered her from outside. It was then that he realized everyone, including himself, was dressed for a normal day. “Huh... at least clothing is normal now.”

“I’m glad for that,” Marjorie exhaled.

“Right?” Sean chuckled.

Everyone came inside the manor, splitting off to chat or go check on things. When everyone had gone off, Sean sat with Fiona and Marjorie in the front room, sipping tea.

“Things have been calm. The manor went from what we knew to this overnight.”

“Overnight?” Sean asked.

“Oh, yes. There’s a sun and a clear day-night cycle now,” Marjorie smiled. “Makes it much easier for us to have a set pattern.”

“I wonder if the bog has a sun...?” Sean murmured.

“None of us go there, Sean,” Marjorie said softly. “It feels… foreboding.”

“You never have to go, Mom,” Sean said softly. “I’m going to head down there for a bit, though.”

“Taking Helga, Hallie, and Aria to gather a few more souls?” Fiona asked him.

“This time, yes.”

Fiona kissed his cheek. “Go on, dear. Come back when you finish.”

“We will,” Sean said, collecting a kiss before he stood up.

“The Choosers are being informed, sir,” Omin said from above them.

“Thank you, Omin,” Sean said. “Ride with me?”

Omin fluttered down to land on his shoulder. “I’d prefer to not go to the bog itself, sir.”

“I just wanted to ask you how things are here,” Sean said as he went out the front door.

“Good. We’ve had another person show up.”

Sean’s pace slowed. “Who?”

“MacDougal?”

Sean’s head jerked up. Jackson Gertihs was coming his way. “Jackson?!”

“Uh... yes. I hope you know how my wife is, and… Agatha.” The last was said after a brief pause, as if he was worried about admitting it.

“I have good news,” Sean said softly, coming even with the Dwarf. “Agatha and Marna are both good. They came to Accord with us.”

Jackson’s eyes went wide. “Both…? Together?”

“Your death brought them together,” Sean told the stunned Dwarf. “They… are together… like you’d hoped.”

Jackson began to sob. “Oh…!”

Sean patted his back. “They both hoped you’d end up here.”

“They did?” Jackson choked as he continued to sob.

“Because they believe, too,” Sean said softly. “When their time finally comes, they’ll be here with you.”

Jackson sank to his knees, still sobbing. “We’ll... we’ll be together?”

“Yes.” Sean licked his lips, then went on, “I can ask them if they want to visit.”

Jackson’s head snapped up, tears streaming from his wide eyes. “Visit?”

“I’m not dead. I brought my family to check on the plane. I can ask them if they’d like to come when I see them next.”

Jackson grabbed Sean’s leg. “Please!”

Sean winced. “Easy, Jackson. You’ve got a strong grip.”

His hands were snatched away in a blink of an eye. “Sorry...”

“It’s fine. Yes, I’ll ask, and I believe they’ll do what you did. I’ll bring them if they agree. It won’t be for long, maybe an hour or two, but I’ll do it.”

“An hour or two… when I thought I’d never see them again, that is nearly a lifetime...” Jackson hiccupped as he tried to wrest his emotions under control. “Thank you.”

“Carver paid for having you killed,” Sean said softly. “Your brother repaid him.”

“He ordered it, but it was an ex-guard who committed the crime,” Jackson coughed, wiping his face. “They told me before…” He trailed off with a shudder, clearly recalling his death.

“Carver is paying for it. His soul is being tormented in the opposite of this place.”

Jackson got back to his feet, breathing deeply. “Chastity mentioned a bog?”

“Yes. That’s where those who stand against me go. All of them are there.”

Jackson’s lips thinned. “He’s paying for what he did?”

“More than he ever thought he would,” Sean said darkly.

Jackson stepped back when black-white flames started glowing in Sean’s eyes. “Good. Is Fredrick doing okay?”

“He runs Forged Bonds in Hearthglen,” Sean said. “Fiona could probably explain more to you. Omin, will you lead him to Fiona for me, please?”

“Of course. Please follow me,” Omin said.

Jackson gripped Sean’s hand firmly. “I’ll be waiting.”

“As long as they agree, we’ll be here,” Sean replied, shaking his hand.

“Is he okay?” Aria asked as she floated down to stand beside him.

“Just shaken, but yes. Where are the other two?”

“Waiting by the gate to the bog with Rumia,” Aria chuckled.

Sean snorted softly. “Of course she is. Let’s go collect some more souls.”




 

Chapter Thirty-nine

The room was busy with people chatting when Sean woke. Sitting up, he found everyone still there. “Good morning,” he said a little groggily.

“Oh, we have to go,” Glorina said.

“Oops,” Mona giggled.

“We’ll get it ready quickly,” Lona added as she left with the other two.

“Good morning, husband,” Fiona said, coming over to kiss his cheek. “Did we wake you?”

“Don’t think so,” Sean said as his sleep fog faded. “Everyone just woke up, too?”

“A few minutes ago. We were discussing the plane,” Felora said. “Ladies, time to get the day started.”

The staff murmured good mornings before slipping from the room. Quinna and Quilla both looked back to catch him watching them, giving him winks in return.

“He’s showing more interest,” Myna purred, shifting to sit beside him on the bed. “That’s good.”

“I’m interested in them, but I’m tempering it with other considerations. I think that’s helping slow it some.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Ryann said. “We all think the children should come first.”

“That’s what I want, too,” Sean nodded.

“We’ve talked with them,” Ida said. “They’ve all agreed to that, as well, Sean.”

“That helps ease my mind a bit.”

“Good,” Fiona said, kissing his head. “Come on, ladies. If we continue to stand here, he won’t get out of bed.”

“But he’ll surely get up,” Felora snickered.

Helga laughed. “He enjoys seeing us, but Fiona is right.”

Sean just shook his head as they left the room. Taking a few minutes, he thought about what he had to do for the day. With a long exhale, he stretched before finally shifting out of bed. When he entered the dressing room, his wives were well into dressing for the day, which he considered a blessing. The nine of them were gorgeous, and he knew he’d be standing proud if he’d joined them right away.

“Coming over to speak with Amedee before going to your clinic?” Fiona asked as she put her jewelry on.

“Yeah, but you and the others will be making the Bonds with the new workers.”

“That’s fine,” Andrea said. “We’ll handle it.”

“You’re only taking Glorina with you today?” Hallie asked.

“And Helga. It’ll be you or her all the time.”

“I’ll be staying home with the staff today,” Aria said. “We make sure one of the three of us is always home.”

Sean nodded, knowing why. “Thank you, ladies.”

“We don’t want to lose anymore, either,” Aria said softly.

“I told Hallie yesterday that, once we get things settled, I want all of us to go see the gardens at the tower,” Sean said. “Everyone from the house.”

Fiona smiled. “That would be a good day. We’ll do our best to arrange it.”

“Amedee found a tavern nearby that she thinks will be a good place for Forged Bonds to use for evening drinking,” Ida said.

“Right... she did say she wanted to expand the association’s presence,” Sean said. “I should probably ask where the healers meet, if they do. Ven, can you have someone go ask the healer’s guildhall for me later today?”

“I will, sir,” Ven said from the ceiling.

“Making inroads with them before they get jealous might be for the best,” Hallie nodded.

“We’ll see you for breakfast,” Andrea said, kissing him before leaving the room.

One by one, his other wives did the same until he was alone in the dressing room. Taking his time, Sean picked out a light gray suit with a green silk shirt. He wanted to look confident, but not overbearing, for the day. Strapping on his jewelry, he considered adding a white lab coat while being a healer. Deciding against it, he put on his braided bracelet last.

It begins today... The home is done and, now, it’s time to lay the groundwork, Sean thought as he left the dressing room behind.

~ * ~ * ~

Helga and Glorina were waiting in the yard for him.

“Ready for practice?” Sean asked.

“I was surprised when you mentioned it to Fiona at breakfast, My Lord. It makes sense.”

“Practice is always good. It makes us better,” Glorina smiled. “Camo and Mage Sight.”

“Yup.”

“Oh, you didn’t get too far ahead of us,” Fiona grinned, leading a majority of the household out to the yard.

“Going to the same place to start with, at least,” Sean shrugged. “Camo and Mage Sight, as discussed, to and from the shop or clinic. No one will be able to easily track us if we make this a habit.” Seeing the nods, he vanished from sight, followed by everyone else.

Quilla stood off to the side, next to the gate. “Have a good day.” Once she saw them all leave, she shut it behind them.

Sean led the way down the alley behind the manors and shops. Helga and Glorina flanked either side of him. Sean caught sight of the Fairies who’d gone ahead, perched on various rooftops to keep an eye on the alley.

It wasn’t a long walk to the back of the Forged Bonds’ shop. Sean didn’t bother ringing the bell— he jumped the fence, then opened the gate, becoming visible when he did. “Need to set up for you to be able to open the gate from the outside.”

“We could use the same locking mechanism you have for the bus,” Fiona suggested as she let Camo drop.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Sean nodded. “I’d reinforce the gates, though, if you do that.”

“I’ll talk with Amedee about it,” Fiona said. “I was thinking, Sean, that maybe you should see if one of Saret’s daughters would man the counter for the clinic. It has a residence above it that isn’t currently being used.”

“Talk with her tonight. I need someone that can be trusted around me,” Sean said.

“That’s a good point,” Felora said. “I’ll talk with them today.”

“If you approve, Fel, I’ll accept them.”

“Agreed,” Fiona nodded. “Make sure that they understand any mistakes will mean they’ll be removed.”

“Oh, I will,” Felora smiled.

Sean saw Glorina’s smile fade. “Means you’ll be healing more.”

“Oh? That sounds good,” Glorina said her smile brightening again.

“Ladies, we all know our jobs. Let’s get to it,” Fiona said as Sean shut the gate. “She’ll probably be in her office soon, Sean.”

“I’ll go wait for her after I tinker with the icebox rune,” Sean said. “Helga, Glorina, do you want to help out the others until I’m ready to go?”

“Yes, please,” Glorina said.

“That will be fine, My Lord.”

Sean rolled his eyes at Helga, but his smile didn’t dim. “Shouldn’t take long once she gets here.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean stood up when Mageeyes entered her office. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you, too, Sean. What can I do for you today?”

“Fiona and the others will take the Bonds for the new workers.”

“I had considered it. Would they pick up the residual gifts from your wives?”

“Unlikely, but if you think they’re going to be loyal, we can see about doing more then.”

“That works,” Mageeyes smiled.

“What’s the name of the tavern we’re going to be using?”

“The Crafted Mug,” Mageeyes replied. “It’s where many of the Shapers in this area go after work, much like my inn.”

“Just Shapers?”

“Manual crafters show up there, as well. As it is, the majority of our first hires come from the manual crafters. Each will get a five-year Bond, as that is the usual minimum for them to keep a Talent when the Bond ends.”

“We’ll have time to see if they’re loyal or not, then,” Sean said.

“Yes. What of you? Opening the clinic this morning?”

“Yeah. Fel is going to ask Saret about getting one of her daughters as a receptionist for me.”

“Is that wise?” Mageeyes asked.

“Fel thinks she can make sure it’s okay.”

“Saret thinks that Felora is nearly her equal in power now, so she is doubtlessly right.”

“Huh... I didn’t know that.”

“Will you be joining Forged Bonds at the Crafted Mug?”

“I sent a message to the healer’s hall asking if the healers meet anywhere. If they do, I’ll probably end up there, instead.”

“That might be for the best.”

“I thought Toivo would be here with you.”

“He’s meeting with his family branch here in the city,” Mageeyes sighed. “No doubt he’s being tested... they love measuring themselves against each other.”

“Should Hallie and I speak with them, then?”

“Hallie will undoubtedly do so in the future. It might be for the best if you go with her. You’re only married into the greater family, so they won’t push you for duels, since you aren’t blood-related.”

“But she’ll be asked to fight?”

“Of course. Their ability to fight is a defining mark of the house.”

“I’ll talk with Hallie. If she’s going to fight, then I’ll be going with her.”

“That will be entertaining. Toivo thinks you are his match when you don’t push as hard as you could.”

“He’s still more skilled, but if I use all my physical capabilities, I’m hard to match.”

“That will help ally the branch here,” Mageeyes smiled. “They’ll be happy to have you known as part of their family, even if you have separated yourself from them.”

“We’ll see,” Sean sighed. “Everything else here is good?”

“Yes. Agatha should be acquiring the bathhouse soon. I’ll likely ask your wives to help put our special items in place once we own it. Then, we can show the city another part of Forged Bonds.”

“When do you open the doors here to start selling?”

“Fiveday. We’re getting enough stock in to be safe, first. I have a meeting with the guard commander today, which will likely be him asking for a car.”

“Without a doubt. What about the Advisor?”

“I plan to have one ready for when they ask.”

“Is it possible to have the third to solidify Iceblood with us?”

“You met with Dame Iceblood already? How did it go?”

“Oh, she’s on board. I’d just like to cement that being our ally has… perks.”

Mageeyes smiled. “You’re learning, Sean. That’s good, but here, we need to make sure not to anger some.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Sir,” Ven said, landing on the desk, “the healers meet at The Queens’ Cups every Fiveday night.”

“Only once a tenday?” Sean asked.

“Yes. My messenger didn’t pry further.”

“Different, but okay.”

“They probably meet only once a tenday to make sure they can all meet,” Mageeyes mused. “Healers can be taxed very quickly.”

“That’s a fair point,” Sean sighed. “Well, it’s time to open the doors and see what the city thinks of a healer who’ll heal anyone.”

“It will be dismissed to start with. After a few tendays of you not turning anyone away, no matter how many you see… well, things will become interesting.”

“Probably. Hope to have more allies by then.”

“That would be best for all of us. Have a good day, Sean.”

“You, too.”




 

Chapter Forty

The walk over to the clinic wasn’t far, as it was only a building away. Sean, Helga, and Glorina still walked using Camo, so Sean jumped the fence to open it for the other two. The clinic looked roughly like the house Sean first had in Hearthglen.

It was a two-story building, with what would be a home on the second level. Sean had reconfigured the first floor to be like the other healers’ offices he’d been in— a receptionist room in the front, three rooms to see people in, and finally, a sitting room for Sean and whoever was with him to relax in while they waited.

Walking into the front room to put up the open sign, Sean glanced at the sign he’d etched into the stone behind the receptionist desk, laying out the three rules of the clinic. The first was to be respectful to staff and other customers. After that, it mentioned that the clinic would help anyone who came in. Lastly, if the healing didn’t cure the problem, they wouldn’t be charged.

Glorina smiled at the rules as she took her spot behind the desk. “I have the right to toss them out?”

“Yup. Give them a warning first, but then toss on the second offense. The Fairies will tell me if I need to come help.”

“They will,” Ven said from the rafters. “We’ll have five of them stationed out here.”

“Do you think you will have people today?” Helga asked.

“Possibly? I posted that the healer was coming soon outside when we fixed the place up. I’m sure a few people will wander in.”

“Especially Moonbound,” Glorina added. “They’ll at least ask if they can be seen.”

“That’s what I thought,” Sean said. “We’ll just have to see.”

Opening the front door, Sean put up the open sign. He went down the two steps in front of the building, removing the sign about opening soon. A couple of people slowed upon seeing him and, giving them nods, he went back inside.

“People know we’re open now,” Sean chuckled. “I’ll be in the back.”

“Yes, sir,” Glorina smiled. She brushed at the dress she wore, as if getting it settled.

“Glorina, that green really works for you,” Sean said, giving her a smile before leaving.

Glorina’s smile was wide as she watched him go. She’d been a little self-conscious about not being in her work outfit, but Sean’s words helped soothe her nerves over the dress.

Helga grinned as she followed Sean into the sitting room. “You helped her relax.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure if it was the dress that had her anxious or not,” Sean sighed.

“What do we do while we wait?” Helga asked.

“I was thinking about making hair clips and kettles,” Sean grinned. “The demand for them will be high to start with, and we have time to kill.”

“If that is what you wish, My Lord,” Helga said, taking the seat beside him. “You brought the materials?”

Sean grinned before pulling out bars of copper and bronze, along with some wood. “Of course.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean leaned back when a Messenger Fairy suddenly landed on the coffee table. “Customer, or trouble?”

“Customer, sir.”

“Helga, you’re up.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Helga said, setting down the hair clip she’d been working on. “Check them, discuss payment, and then you see them?”

“That’s the plan,” Sean grinned. “‘Triage’ is the word, if they ask. You’re diagnosing them for me.”

“Yes, My Lord.”

Sean set down the kettle he’d been making as Helga left the room. “Well... now, it begins.”

“Do you expect them to balk at the costs, Sean?”

“No. I’m not sure about the Agreements, though. I need them to work so I can keep things going longer. I don’t think the Moonbound will complain about them.”

“That’s true.”

It wasn’t a long wait— only a couple of minutes— before Helga came back into the room. “Rat Moonbound. Bruised hand and a broken finger.”

“They were told the Agreement?”

“And the cost. They were a bit disbelieving.”

“I bet,” Sean chuckled. “I’ll be back.”

Leaving the sitting room, Sean went to the first room. “Hello, I’m the healer. My assistant went over the Agreement and cost with you, correct?”

“Yes, sir,” the Moonbound said, lowering his head when he saw Sean’s clothing.

“Do you agree to the terms?” Sean asked.

“I do, sir.”

Sean felt the Agreement settle on him. “I’m sure you expect a trick. No tricks. The Agreement is so that the other healers in the city will leave me to heal. Pay the receptionist on your way out.”

“Yes, sir,” the Rat Moonbound said, but there was doubt in his voice.

Sean clapped the man on the shoulder, pushing healing into him. “Just believe in being healed. I’m here to help.”

The rat was about to respond when the pain in his hand faded away. With wide eyes, he looked down at it. The bruises were fading and his pinkie unbent, straightening back out then flexing. Mouth opening in shock, the Rat Moonbound looked up at Sean.

“All done,” Sean said amiably. “Your hand is perfectly restored. Remember, pay on the way out.”

“Yes… sir,” the man whispered. “Sir… if I sent my friends here, you’d see them, too?”

“I heal anyone, no matter their blood or station,” Sean said softly. “I know others don’t, but I will. The rules are clearly stated in the front. Have a good day.”

The Rat Moonbound stared after him for a few moments before leaving the room. Glorina took the payment and wished him a good day, a smile on her lips as she thought of what Sean was doing for the less fortunate.

“Well, My Lord?” Helga asked when he came back into the room.

“A good start. He asked if I could help his friends, so we might have another couple show up today.”

“Why are you the one taking the Agreements, and not me or anyone else?” Helga asked.

“From what I’ve been told time and again, it would take someone of my power or more to truly enforce the Agreement. Not sure what that really means, but I just want to be as safe about it as possible.”

“Understood, Sean,” Helga smiled, placing her hand on his knee. “You are a good man.”

“I try to be,” Sean murmured. He felt a few of his wives suddenly lose energy and frowned before pushing more energy into them. “Oh... probably Bonding others...” he muttered.

“Problem, My Lord?”

“Just felt Fiona, Myna, and Ida lose energy rapidly, but then it stabilized. They’re probably Bonding the new workers. Ven, can you verify for me, please?”

“Someone is going now, Sean.”

“Thanks. Okay, back to hair clips and kettles.”

~ * ~ * ~

The day was quiet for Sean. He saw three Rat Moonbound in total. The other two said their friend had sent them. Both of them also had bad bruising on their hands. Sean didn’t press for the reason why— he just healed them and let them go.

They closed a little earlier than Forged Bonds. Sean had Ven let his wives know, so Myna was there to open the gate for them. Entering the workshop, he unloaded the kettles and hair clips they’d worked on, making them shake their heads in amusement that he couldn’t not work on things. The other workers were sent home before the shop was closed for the day.

“How was your day?” Sean asked when they got home a few minutes later.

“Good. You saw the new workers,” Fiona said. “I thought we’d trade stories during dinner.”

“Fair,” Sean grinned. “Time for sparring.”

“Yes,” Helga said. “Thank you for sending me home to help with afternoon sparring.”

“They need the work, too,” Sean said. “Now, the rest of us get it in.”

“We’ll see you all for dinner,” Fiona said. “Since we can’t spar, we’re going to bathe. We’ll be out for flying.”

“Huh... good point. Okay.”

“Sean, you fight Mizuki first,” Helga said. “Just blades.”

“Let’s go over there, Mom.”

“Of course,” Mizuki smiled, pulling her training blades out of her belt pouch. “Fighting as a Human?”

“As Human as I can be,” Sean said. “I can always use work on the basics.”

“Many forget that honing the base is best.”

Sean extended his hand and Dark Cutter was suddenly there, shifting so wood covered the adamantine. “Quick warm-up, then onto the fight?”

“That works well for me.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean won easily. His lips pursed when it ended. “You okay, Mom?”

“Yes, but your blade work is easily that of a master now, Sean.”

“I wish to test that,” Helga said. “Can you take over for me, Mizuki?”

“Of course,” Mizuki smiled. “I will keep an eye on the fight, as well.”

Helga limbered up her sword and shield. “My Lord, I look forward to a good fight.”

“I’ll be tempering myself down to nearly Human physically,” Sean said. “I’m testing my skill.”

“That is what we need to see. I already have the advantage with my shield.”

“Hmm... point.” He went over to the firewood stack and quickly crafted a shield for himself. “Okay. Even fight.”

Helga nodded. “Let us begin.”

Sean moved forward first, probing, while staying defensive. Helga blocked each probe, riposting as she could. Helga suddenly went hard on the offensive, using her shield to bash into his and knock him off balance.

Sean slid with the attack, keeping the shield between him and Helga even as he regained his balance. When her flurry wound down, he returned the attacks with equal fury. Helga had to give ground, though she had a smile on her face.

The two of them flowed back and forth over their small area, attacking and defending as needed. Mizuki called out for them to end the fight. Both stepped back, breathing hard as they lowered their swords.

“Good fight, My Lord,” Helga panted. “You missed three openings.”

“No. Those were traps,” Sean replied, “just like you didn’t go for the two I gave you.”

“That was amazing,” Glorina’s whisper caught Sean’s ear.

Looking over his shoulder, he found everyone who’d sparred and his wives gathered. “Oh... uh... hi? Didn’t think we were fighting that long.”

“You were,” Mizuki nodded. “It was a beautiful fight.”

“Yes,” Myna purred. “You would have won if you had used your physical gifts, Master.”

“He would have overwhelmed me if he had,” Helga agreed. “He is my equal in skill now.”

“Which means he’s Toivo’s equal, too,” Hallie beamed. “Good. When we go visit the Bloodhearts in the city, they’ll be in for a nasty shock.”

“Amedee said something like that,” Sean said.

“Flying time,” Ida grinned.

“Yes, it is,” Aria smiled. “Remember: Camo, Mage Sight, and Wings. Fly low and slowly. We’ll try tag tonight. Sean, why don’t you start?”

“I can do that,” Sean nodded. “Go no faster than a walk while flying, you must keep Camo up period, and use Mage Sight as much as you can. If you lose Mage Sight, you have to land so as not to hit anyone else. I’ll give you all ten seconds to scatter.”




 

Chapter Forty-one

Sean was bemused— over half of his household was on the bus with him. Everyone who’d worked at Forged Bonds was going to the Crafted Mug.

“Sean, I spoke with Mother,” Felora said. “She thinks Gwen would work out best for the receptionist position for you. I agree with her. Once I speak with her, I’m sure she’ll never attempt to cross lines with you.”

“If you’re sure, then go ahead.”

“I’ll speak with her tomorrow and have her show up on Threeday.”

“That works,” Sean nodded.

“Will we be sitting with the others, or with you?” Quinna asked Fiona.

“It’d be good if you sat with the new employees,” Fiona replied. “It’ll create a clear line of who’s in charge. I know this isn’t what you hoped for, but in time, things will shift.”

“It’s fine,” Quinna said. “Was just curious. When you all step back and we become the leads, then we’ll still be on our own.”

“Yes,” Fiona smiled brightly, “and we’ll all be pulled back in time.”

“That’ll be different,” Sean said. “I wonder if Amedee will hand it off to Agatha to show up at the Crafted Mug?”

“We’ll find out,” Myna purred from beside him.

“True,” Sean chuckled, rubbing her ears.

The bus slowed, and Arliat announced that they’d arrived. Sean thanked her, ready to go, but Myna put her hand on his chest, keeping him seated until everyone else was off the bus.

“Still?” Sean asked.

“Yes. Safety still, Master.”

Exhaling, Sean nodded. “Okay. Go on.”

Sean was glad that everyone wasn’t standing around outside— Myna and Hallie were the only two waiting for him. Myna took his arm, while Hallie led them inside.

“Making a statement, are we?” Sean murmured.

“Yes.”

The interior of the Crafter’s Mug was decorated in dark woods, silver chandeliers, and lanterns. It reminded Sean of a lesser version of the Oaken Glen; it was missing the inn component, since it was just a tavern.

The tables inside were mostly full. Sean noted his staff making their way to a table where a handful of others were already sitting. He was being led to where Mageeyes, Bloodheart, Agatha, and his wives were.

“Who’s the Lord?”

“Must be with the Dame. Do—?”

“Doesn’t sneer at us. Are we—?”

“Moonbound just hanging—?”

“Seems familiar with the—”

“Looks proud, doesn’t she?”

Sean heard the snippets of conversation as he crossed the room, but he ignored them. They’d either learn, or they wouldn’t. His pace slowed when he realized that both the table he was heading for and the one his staff were gathered at were too small for the parties at them.

“Bartender,” Mageeyes called out, “might we fix the tables?”

“Fix, Dame? How so?”

“Enlarge them to fit our groups. We will need more seats, though.”

“Uh... if you can arrange for them to be ‘enlarged,’ that’d be fine, Dame.”

“Thank you. Quinna, make the table suitable for all of you. Fiona, if you wouldn’t mind, please?”

“Yes, Dame,” Quinna said. She placed her strong hand on the table, and it grew so everyone could sit when chairs were brought out.

“My pleasure,” Fiona said, doing the same.

The tavern went quiet at the casual display of Shaping from the two groups.

“That’s… impressive,” a man said, standing up. “Excuse me, Dame? Might we know who you are, and who your… friends might be? We don’t normally get nobility in here.”

The staff for the tavern quickly brought chairs out of the back for both tables.

“I don’t mind,” Mageeyes said, looking over the quiet room. “I am Dame Amedee Mageeyes. I am the head of Forged Bonds, an association that just started a branch in the city. The other table are workers for my branch. Here with me are important people of the association, not least of which is Lord MacDougal.” She motioned at Sean, who was still waiting on his seat.

Very soft conversations sprang up around the room.

The man who’d asked was clearly trying to take in everything. “Ah... So, your branch of Forged Bonds, you’re crafters?”

“In our own way,” Mageeyes smiled. “There are a number of products we sell. They range from a new style of hair clip to enchanted kettles, heating and cooling torcs, and even the new horseless carriages you’ve started to hear about.”

Now, the room really began to talk. It was obvious that they were still trying to be quiet, as they wanted to hear more.

Sean thanked the barmaid who brought him and Myna chairs. He sat her before taking his last.

“We’re honored to have you sit with us,” the man stammered. “We’d have thought you’d pick one of the noble’s taverns to visit.”

“When I wish to see them, I will,” Mageeyes replied, “but today was a workday, and as I’ve learned, going to where other crafters imbibe can help ease the way for friendships to spring up.”

That silenced the tavern— the idea that a Dame would befriend them was nearly alien to everyone there.

“Forged Bonds is an association that has blended smiths and Shapers into a whole. It has common crafters equal in voice to the Lord and Ladies that make up its backbone. Quite unique, and now, we have a branch here in Accord. I believe that others in the city will be interested in our association before too long.”

“Can I get a dark ale?” Sean asked the barmaid, who hadn’t left the table. “And tea for my wife, please?”

The maid jerked when she realized he called Myna his wife. “Uh... yes, sir.”

“Tea for all of us, too,” Fiona said, motioning to his other wives while holding up a coin for her.

“Yes, ma’am,” the barmaid said, taking the money.

“Oh,” Sean said before pulling out a large bronze. “My driver.” He pointed at Arliat. “Make sure she’s cared for.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dame… might I join you to learn more?” the man asked.

“Please do,” Mageeyes smiled, “but it looks like you’ll have to bring a chair.”

The table the man had been sitting at looked at him with a mixture of worry and envy. With a nod, he picked up his chair and mug, then brought them over to the table. With the current drama over, the room started to have quiet conversations about what they’d heard.

“Thank you, Dame. I’m Maxwell Smarlion, a Shaper of wood.”

“Please sit,” Mageeyes said.

Sean’s wives shifted to create a spot next to Agatha.

“Thank you,” Maxwell said again.

“Let me introduce you,” Mageeyes smiled.

It took a minute to get around the table. Maxwell’s eyes were large by the time she finished introducing everyone.

“I… thank you for letting me sit with all of you.”

“Relax,” Sean said as the barmaid finally came back with drinks. “We’re a little more informal than you probably expect.”

Mageeyes laughed lightly. “It takes people time to adapt to that, Sean.”

“Fair enough, Amedee,” Sean chuckled. “Thank you,” he added to the barmaid when she set his mug down.

“All of you are married to Lord MacDougal?” Maxwell asked, wanting to clarify about the women.

“Yes,” Fiona smiled. “We’re very lucky.”

His other wives agreed with her.

“Now, Smarlion,” Mageeyes asked, bringing the conversation back to topic, “what can we do for you?”

Maxwell looked lost for a moment. “I… uh… was going to inquire about the Shaping that was just done. It was so quick and fluid. I’ve never seen it done so smoothly. Maybe it was rash of me, but I was going to ask to speak with your Shapers.”

“Ah. You wanted to compare notes?” Fiona asked.

“Yes, but I had no idea that you were all Ladies,” Maxwell said apologetically. “It was foolish of me.”

“Not at all,” Fiona smiled. “What we do are secrets of our association. I can say that energy and practice make it seem so smooth, though.”

“I… am out of my depth,” Maxwell said with a weak smile.

“What do you Shape?” Bloodheart asked.

“Mostly furniture. I’m not the most in-demand Shaper of wood in the city.” Maxwell looked at the table. “I mostly end up Shaping for the manual crafters in the city who can afford Shaped goods.”

“A good thing,” Ida said. “My parents are smiths. They could never afford Shaped furniture before the association.”

“Oh... y-yes,” Maxwell stammered. He’d been caught off guard, having expected to be derided for his admission.

“Do you enjoy what you do?” Ryann asked.

“Shaping? Yes, I enjoy the act of Shaping. I once wished to be as accomplished as Treeblood, but I know that would never happen.”

“What if you could?” Sean asked. “If you had that kind of control and power, then what?”

Maxwell looked at Sean in surprise. “I would be in demand. The powerful and rich would want my goods.”

“But what would you do?” Sean pressed.

“I don’t understand.”

“Would you take on an apprentice? Would you leave behind your current friends?”

Maxwell blinked, sipping at what was left of his mug. “I… am not sure. I mean, if I was that powerful, I would have to join the better Shapers over at the Crown Goods.”

“Why?”

Maxwell’s confusion was clear. “Lord, I don’t understand.”

“Forged Bonds,” Sean said softly, “came about because crafters and Shapers banded together. They didn’t grow past their friends— they helped each other grow. Why leave behind your friends to go sit with people who would sneer down at you? Why not stay and help those you care for grow?”

“Husband, you’re overwhelming him,” Hallie smiled. “Forgive him, Maxwell. Our husband is passionate about friends helping each other. I met him because of that drive.”

“Just help my friends, and ignore the fact that I can do more?”

“It isn’t ignoring that you can do more. It’s spreading that to those near you. Uplifting your friends instead of climbing a rung to stay at the bottom,” Sean corrected.

Mageeyes smiled at Maxwell while he blinked slowly. “A lot to take in, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Dame. I didn’t think anyone did what the Lord is suggesting.”

“You can drop the title,” Sean said. “MacDougal is fine.”

“Sean...” Hallie sighed. “You can’t just expect him to be so informal with you.”

“Yeah,” Sean exhaled. “I’d just rather be me than a title.”

“Were you not always a Lord?” Maxwell asked. His eyes went wide and he began to stammer, “I…! Sir… I…!”

“No,” Hallie laughed softly. “He was a Knight not long ago. Before that, he was an Aspirant. He was raised up from a crafter at the start.”

Maxwell stared at Sean. “You were just a crafter?”

“I never meant to be a noble. It just... kind of happened, and then things pushed me along. I was going to say just call me Sean, but I know that would probably cause heads to pop.”

“That is Sean,” Agatha snickered.

“Husband,” Fiona said gently, “we should head home. You might be too much for the tavern right now.”

Sean looked around to see shocked faces and heard hushed conversations. “Oh... Yeah, I guess. Ven, let Arliat and the others know.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven said, zipping past him.

“A pleasure meeting you, Maxwell,” Sean said, standing up and patting the man’s shoulder. “Hope to see you again.”

“Yes... of course, Lord MacDougal...” the man replied faintly.

Arliat left her mug behind, going out the side door to get the bus.

“Sean,” Mageeyes called out to him, “have a good night. I’ll stay here a while longer.”

“Night, Amedee.”

Leaving the inn, Sean was aware it was just his wives trailing him. As they waited for the bus, Sean frowned.

“Sean,” Ven said, landing on his shoulder, “the others asked to stay a while.”

“Sure. Arliat needs to be told.”

“I sent her word as she got the bus ready.”

“It’ll be good for them,” Fiona added.

“Okay,” Sean said, “as long as they make it home safe.”

“We’ll make sure they do,” Hallie smiled. “I’m going to stay close to the tavern to make sure they stay safe.”

Sean looked her way. “Thank you.”

“We all want them to stay safe,” Hallie murmured softly. “We should let Aria come with them from now on, so she can stay with them.”

“Yes,” Fiona nodded. “We’ll be doing that going forward. She’ll have to be the one at the shop with us.”

“Which will mean Helga and I rotate with Sean,” Hallie said. “I’m sure they’ll both agree.”

“We’ll ask tonight,” Fiona said, giving Hallie a kiss. “Stay unseen.”

“Of course,” Hallie murmured, collecting kisses before using Camo to fade from sight.




 

Chapter Forty-two

“Good morning,” Sean greeted the room when he entered. “How was your night?”

“Good,” Cali smiled. “Talking with the new workers was fun. They have no idea we’re the staff for your house.”

“They were shocked that Ladies were the ones working alongside them. A few were worried about things they’d said,” Xenta added.

“We said we’d worked with you a few days before they were added, and that you’d been nothing but gracious to us,” Mona smiled.

“Good. That should help ease their minds,” Ida said.

“They were laughing and joking with us last night,” Quinna said. “No idea how they’ll act today.”

“We’re going to be stepping back some,” Fiona said. “Quilla, do you mind if we keep taking Quinna?”

“You want to set them as leaders so you can step back?” Quilla asked to clarify.

“Yes.”

“I won’t complain, then. It’ll look better if we don’t rotate.”

“Them finding out you are Ladies helped them understand the Bonds more,” Xenta added. “They’d been confused about how they could all be given so much.”

“Sean, I’ll be speaking with Gwen today,” Felora said, cutting in. “Once I have her Agreement, I can bring her by around midday.”

“That’s fine. Hmm... Glorina went with me yesterday. Quilla, would you like to be a receptionist, then helper, for today?”

Quilla blinked, staring at him for a second before she answered, “Are you sure, sir? My kind aren’t known as receptionists.”

“All of you can do the job. Besides, the rules of the clinic are clearly stated.”

“Uh... yes, sir.”

“Ladies, I’ll be taking each of you as assistants when I can. For those who are locked into helping Forged Bonds right now, when the time comes and you step back, you’ll be rotated in. Okay?”

Everyone was quick to agree to the idea.

“It does leave the house short-staffed for a bit, but we can manage it,” Tiska said.

“Once we all start staying home, too, we will help,” Fiona said. “The manor has to be kept as ready as possible for guests. Hallie, you’re known as Sean’s wife now. Only Aria and Helga aren’t yet. Aria, would you take up being slipped into a leadership role for crafting? This will let you stay at the tavern with them.”

“I think Helga should,” Aria added. “She won’t have to worry if things go badly. I’ll stay in the manor and help here. Hallie can be with Sean at the clinic.”

“Aria, you can do the Shaping. It will only be until everyone pulls back,” Helga said.

“Okay,” Aria agreed.

The door opened to reveal the cooks bringing breakfast in. “We have eggs, sausages, biscuits, and gravy this morning,” Glorina announced.

“Glorina, I’m taking Quilla with me today,” Sean told her. “We should catch you up on what we just discussed.”

“Yes, sir,” Glorina said as she set out food near the head of the table. “We’re all ready to help as needed.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean unlocked the front door of the clinic, then turned back to Quilla. “You’ll be fine. Just remember what to say. You’ll get to teach Gwen when she gets here.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Which is all I ever ask,” Sean said, patting her shoulder. “Be prepared for idiots, and be calm. The Fairies will come to get me if it gets bad, but you need to stay calm the entire time.”

Quilla nodded. “I will. Nothing they say or do will make me act out. Acting out harms the image of the clinic, and you.”

“You’ll be helping with healing once Gwen relieves you.”

Quilla nodded. “I’ve been doing my best to study, so I have a better idea of how it should work.”

Sean blinked, then grinned. “Just you?”

“All of us have,” Quilla admitted. “When we were told we’d help you, we started to check ourselves and each other.”

“You’re all amazing,” Sean said. “See you in a bit.”

“Yes, sir,” Quilla grinned.

“What are we working on while we wait?” Hallie asked when Sean joined her in the back.

“Hair clips and kettles. They’re the easiest to work on. We could make taps and showers, too.”

“That sounds like we have a good selection,” Hallie mused. “When did you want to see my extended family?”

“Maybe sometime next tenday? I’d like us to be secure first. How rough do you think the fights will be?”

“Depends on who they match us against. There are people equal to my father or brother in skill here. Since it’s known that I’m crippled, they might put me against someone less skilled. They won’t know what to make of me being healed, and might not even believe it until it’s proven.”

“When it is proven, then what?”

“They will be very interested in knowing who healed me. Lord Flandril Bloodheart has been missing his left hand for decades. He’s had a special shield made for him to use, but if he could regain that hand…”

“An easy way to gain their support?”

“Possibly. We don’t know where they stand with Truestrike.”

“Fair. Is Flandril the most skilled?”

“Him or his daughter, Evelyn. She’s been declared his heir since he lost his hand.”

“Would it upset her if he gets his hand back?”

“Possibly, or she would be overjoyed to have her father at his full capacity again.”

“Your family is my only contact with the Bloodhearts.”

“Most of the branches are like my family. Love and support of each other are what keeps us strong, but… there could always be exceptions. Dame Evelyn Bloodheart is still a couple of decades my senior. She’s closer to my mother’s age.”

“That means Flandril is like a grandfather?”

“He’s been alive for a long time. I would say an older, tougher version of my father.”

“That speaks well for him. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

“Yes, and we’ll be beside each other.”

“Makes it easier,” Sean smiled as he picked up some bronze. “I’m going to make a shower.”

“I’ll start with wooden hair clips. I believe they’ll take the city by storm, much as they did in Hearthglen.”

“I bow to your judgment on that,” Sean chuckled.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was working on wooden hair clips when a Fairy informed him of the second person to be healed for the day.

“Busy today already,” Sean said. “You’re up, my lovely wife.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Sean had finished the hair clip by the time Hallie came back. “What do we have?”

“Mother and daughter,” Hallie said softly. “The child has had problems with her stomach for over a tenday. I think she ate something that isn’t digesting.”

“They know the Agreement?”

“Yes. They heard about you from the ones you healed yesterday.”

“Okay,” Sean stood up, kissing Hallie’s cheek. “She’ll be fine.”

“I know, because of you.”

Sean went down to the first room. Knocking once, he entered to find the furred Rabbit Moonbound holding her young daughter on her lap. “Miss, I’m the healer. You were told of the Agreement. Do you agree to the terms my assistant gave you?”

“I agree,” the mother said.

“And you, child?” Sean said softly.

“I agree,” the six-year-old sniffled.

Feeling the Agreement settle on him, Sean went to kneel before the mother and daughter. “First, I need to check you. Just take my hand.”

The young Moonbound placed her small hand in his. Sean nodded slowly at Hallie’s description— a small chunk of metal sat heavy in the girl’s stomach, which was causing a lot of issues.

“You ate something metallic. Do you know what it was?” Sean asked gently.

The girl curled into her mother’s lap, pulling her hand away and not meeting Sean’s gaze. With a sigh, the mother held her daughter. “Healer, she ate a piece of metal my husband had left sitting out. She didn’t know any better.”

“Okay. I can do this one of a few ways,” Sean said. “I can try to dissolve it in her stomach entirely. This would take more from me, but it would clear it up right now and the metal will be gone. I can try to break it into smaller pieces that she can pass through her system. Or, the more extreme— I can pull the entire piece from her. How important is the metal to you?”

The mother stared at him with wide eyes and twitching ears. The daughter whimpered, curling tighter to her mother.

“It was just some copper,” the mother finally said. “I’d rather my daughter not feel pain.”

Sean nodded slowly. “She wouldn’t, in any case. I can put her to sleep before the last option ever happened. I don’t mean any disrespect, miss, but you don’t seem well-off. Would that copper mean better food for your family?”

The Moonbound averted her eyes. “Maybe...”

“Will you trust me?” Sean asked, meeting the mother’s eyes.

“I just wish my little girl to be better, healer.”

“She will be, but will you trust me?”

Seeing his open, honest expression, the mother nodded. “Yes.”

“Then sleep,” Sean said, pushing his power out, “dreamless sleep so healing may be done.”

The mother and daughter both blinked slowly, then fell asleep. Sean caught them, easing them back into the chair carefully. With a deep exhale, he focused on the child and Shaped the copper in her stomach to become a thread. After a minute, he’d retrieved the copper, healed the girl so no wounds showed, and Shaped the copper back into the small chunk it had been.

Taking another breath, Sean shook his head. I hope they accept this... He released the hold of sleep on the pair and waited for them to wake.

The mother woke first, jerking slightly, her arms clutching her child to her. “What?”

“It’s done,” Sean said softly. He held out the chunk of copper to her. “This is yours.”

The daughter stirred. “Momma?”

“I’m here,” she replied on reflex, hugging her child to her chest.

“I feel better, Momma. No more pain.”

Blinking, the mother looked down at her daughter, then eased the child back from her chest. “No pain at all?”

“None!” the little girl smiled. “I feel better, Momma!”

Tearing her eyes from her daughter, the mother looked back to Sean. “You…? How?”

“Healing is what I do,” Sean said. “Just hold to the Agreement and pay the receptionist on the way out.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” The mother sniffled, trying to hold back the gratitude and joy she felt.

“I hope you have a good day,” Sean said as he stood up. Placing the copper on the table in the room, he nodded. “When you have need of healing, the door is open.”

As he shut the door, he heard sobbing and the child asking if her mother was okay. Swallowing, Sean went to rejoin Hallie.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sir?” Quilla asked, poking her head into the crafting room.

“Gwen’s here?” Sean asked.

“Yes, sir. She was able to repeat all the instructions back to me.”

“Only two for you, and no troubles,” Sean said. “How did you feel?”

“A little awkward,” Quilla admitted, taking a seat. “Both of them relaxed when they saw a Moonbound receptionist.”

“Because, if one of them was working, then the healer might understand?” Hallie asked.

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Well, now they have Gwen,” Sean said. “Hopefully they don’t leave when they see her.”

“No,” Quilla said. “She’s beautiful, like all of Saret’s daughters, but she… smiles in a way that makes you think she’s your friend, not looking down at you.”

“If she can set people at ease, that’ll be good.”

“She does that,” Quilla chuckled. “I didn’t feel awkward with her, and normally I would.”

“Well, you get to triage the next patient we get,” Sean told Quilla. “I believe in you.”

Quilla hesitated as she picked up some copper. “I’ll do my best, Sean.”

“And that makes it easier for me to never worry, because I know you always will,” Sean replied, giving her a smile.

“Only Moonbound so far,” Hallie mentioned a minute later.

“We’re closer to where they live, and I’m new,” Sean said. “The first few were the ones who hoped I was a real healer. Word will spread.”

“I’m curious why you have the Agreement set as you do?” Quilla asked.

“That they can mention where they were healed, but not who healed them or how?” Sean asked.

“Yeah.”

“This way, it’ll take longer for it to be known if I’m doing the healing, or if my helpers are. Also, there’s no saying if each person here is only healing once and that’s it, or if multiple people are being seen by the same person.”

“Trying to delay the other healers being jealous of what you can do,” Hallie said.

“Yup. And if someone breaks that Agreement… well, it’ll be bad for them.”

“I expect someone to balk at the penalty... the injury coming back and being mute? It’s a stringent penalty.”

“But easier than death,” Sean said. “I was going to go with death originally, but I doubt anyone but the worst off would take that.”

“True.”

“The Moonbound won’t break it,” Quilla said. “Not willingly, anyway.”

“That’s what I think, too,” Sean smiled. “Someone will eventually. I’ve never had an Agreement broken before, so I’ll have to cross that bridge when it happens.”

“It’ll be unique for you, husband,” Hallie said. “It’s said that the truly powerful can enforce the accepted punishments themselves.”

“We’ll see,” Sean murmured.




 

Chapter Forty-three

“Thanks for helping out, Gwen,” Sean told the Succubus.

“It’s my pleasure and honor, sir,” Gwen replied, lowering her gaze. “Felora told me how much this will help you. If my sisters had been asked, they would’ve fought to take this role.”

“Yeah, and then they’d press for things, and that would go badly,” Sean said.

“I’ll never do so. Felora spoke with me at length, and I understand, sir. I’ll never seek to impress upon you or join your family.” Gwen hesitated. “It is okay to believe and pray to you, though, right?”

Sean exhaled, looking away. “Yeah.”

“He doesn’t do well with the ‘god’ part of himself,” Hallie smiled fondly at Sean. “But yes, all who wish to believe can pray. We just ask that you don’t do it while he’s present.”

Gwen glanced at Hallie, then dipped a curtsy. “I understand, Lady. I’ll not bring it up again.”

“I’m curious. Why?” Quilla asked Gwen.

“I would like to see more beyond this world in time,” Gwen said softly. “Mother has been starting to really tell us about the other realities that exist. All of us are hopeful to see them... to be free of this world, and to spread our wings and grow. She laments the Agreement that brought her here, even if she doesn’t speak of it much.”

“Yes,” Sean said softly. “I hope it’s decades or centuries away, but yes, Gwen.”

“Thank you, sir. I will do everything I can to make things easy for you.”

“We appreciate it, Gwen. Felora spoke highly of you, and I can see why,” Hallie smiled. “She did tell you that the home above the shop is yours?”

“Yes. That is most gracious. I will do my best to keep everything in good order.”

“Would you be okay with a cuon being here?” Sean asked. “I wanted to make sure each building has them.”

“I should be fine if they’re yours, Sean. My sisters at the Hearthglen bathhouse said the cuons there were well behaved.”

“That’s a good point,” Hallie said. “We need to let Fiona know so she can tell Amedee.”

“I’ll bring one of them by tomorrow,” Sean said. “You need to be firm with them. They need a high-discipline home.”

Gwen’s lips twitched. “I believe I can handle it, sir.”

Sean exhaled, rubbing the back of his head. “Yeah... I should’ve chosen my words better.”

Hallie, Gwen, and Quilla all laughed at his reaction.

“I’ll treat them as you instruct me, Sean,” Gwen said his name a little slowly, as if testing that it was okay to call him that.

“I prefer being called Sean,” he said, quick to reassure her. “See you tomorrow… wait, do you need help moving in?”

“No, Sean. I’ll be having everything dropped off. Mother said she’d arrange for food deliveries for me, as well.”

“Hmm... but you don’t have food here now,” Hallie said. “Sean, maybe she should come home with us for tonight? We can feed her and she can bring one of the cuons home with her after dinner.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sean agreed.

“I don’t wish to impose!” Gwen said quickly.

“You aren’t,” Sean said. “We’re offering... did Felora say something about it?”

“No, but I don’t want her doubting me, either.”

“She won’t. I’ll tell her,” Hallie said. “We might have to walk home without Camo.”

“Maybe not,” Sean said. “I’ve wanted to try extending Camo to another. Might as well try it now.”

“Oh, good. Then this will work out for multiple reasons,” Hallie beamed.

“We should get going to drop the stuff off,” Sean said. “Gwen, I need you to take my hand, please. I think it’ll be easier if we’re touching.”

Gwen hesitated, then did as he asked. “Someone will explain this to Felora, right?”

Hallie giggled. “Yes. Do not fear— you did not ask. We offered, including touching Sean, who is trying to practice a new skill.”

“Makes me wonder what Fel told you,” Sean said.

“She was quite firm on what not to do, sir. Touching you was high on that list. She did say that, if you asked, it would be okay, but that I couldn’t ask you to touch.”

Sean just blinked slowly, then nodded. “I’m asking you. It’s just our hands so I can extend my energy to cover us both.”

Gwen nodded, giving her hand to him. “As you wish, sir.”

Sean thought back to his old world and how holding hands was joked about as being lewd. He’d always laughed at the memes, but now, he felt like it might not be far off. Clearing his throat, he took her hand. “Okay, let’s go.”

“I’ve got the door,” Quilla chuckled.

The back gate proved a stumbling block, but Gwen was only visible for a moment as Sean locked up, then jumped the gate. He made a mental note to change the lock to a rune like the car doors.

~ * ~ * ~

Felora met them at the back gate to the workshop. Her eyebrow rose when she saw Gwen holding Sean’s hand, but Hallie was quick to step in and explain. Sean left her to it, leaving Gwen there as he went to drop off everything they’d made at the clinic.

He moved through the workshop in Camo, watching the workers. He could see them working hard and how they were at ease around the staff, but also how they tensed whenever one of his wives moved closer.

Fiona has a good idea about stepping back soon. Promoting the staff to leads will be good for them, but that’ll be after there are more workers.

Fiona moved over to the storage space with a shower in her hands. “Husband,” she said softly, “do you wish to keep yourself further removed?”

“Yeah. Need to talk with Amedee about cuons. I’ll meet you all out back in a few.”

“We’re about to stop, so we’ll be waiting.”

Sean kissed her cheek, having dropped off everything.

“A lot of wooden hair clips? Good. The demand for them will be high,” Fiona smiled.

Sean made his way, unseen, through the workshop and into the office area. Dropping Camo, he knocked on Mageeyes’ door.

“Come in.”

Sean walked in. “Oh, Toivo’s here, too. Evening to you both.”

“Sean, it is good to see you,” Bloodheart grinned.

“You, too. I talked with Hallie, and we’re thinking of seeing the extended family in the next tenday. She mentioned the head of the family is missing a hand?”

“Yes. He is still extremely skilled. He bested me, barely, but he did. I then bested everyone else who asked. When you fight him, do not hold back, Sean. You need to prove you are his equal to gain his respect.”

“Noted. What about his heir?”

“You can probably best her with just skill. I would still say not to hold back with her, however. She is nearly my equal with a blade.”

“Will do.”

“What can I do for you, Sean?” Mageeyes asked.

“I want to put a cuon in the yard,” Sean told her, “here and at the clinic, at least. Maybe at the bathhouse, too.”

“Hmm... yes, that might be for the best. Do you have one for my home?”

“That would take all the cuons I’m willing to part with currently. It’d leave me Cuander and Caleb for my manor.”

“We can ask around about wounded cuons, if you’d like?” Mageeyes offered.

“Not yet, but we’ll need more eventually. I want to keep things as safe as possible.”

“I’ll ask to see who deals with them,” Mageeyes said, “but soft inquiries.”

“Thanks. I’ll bring the cuon by tomorrow. Who’s staying upstairs?”

“Oh, we never said, did we? Agatha and Marna live in the home here.”

“Great. That works out perfectly,” Sean said. “I need to speak with them, too.”

“Oh?”

Sean nodded slowly. “Jackson showed up at the manor.”

Mageeyes bowed her head. “Good. I know they’ve both been hopeful. Will you take them to see him?”

“Probably should. I’ll skip the tavern tonight and bring the cuon over instead.”

“That might be for the best. You may need to give us a few days before you return to the Crafted Mug. I think we’ll have a lot of people interested to speak with me tonight.”

“Because you have a Lord’s backing?”

“An unusual Lord who was willing to be kind. Yes, I expect a number of the lesser Shapers to speak with me.”

“All you,” Sean chuckled. “I’m just as happy to not be a leader.”

“And yet you do it so effortlessly,” Bloodheart laughed.

Sean shrugged uncomfortably. “I just do what I think is best.”

“We know,” Mageeyes smiled. “Do you want to tell them you’re going to come by after dinner?”

“Ven?” Sean asked.

“Sent,” Ven said from the rafters.

“Done,” Sean grinned.

Mageeyes laughed lightly. “I never fully appreciated how much our small friends do for us or could do for us until you, Sean. Pura has gone from helpful to... family.”

“Good,” Sean said softly. “They should be.”

“We’ve taken to extending what my family used to do into more of what you do,” Bloodheart said. “They’re with us so often that seeing them as less than indispensable friends and family is… wrong. I never would have considered it that way before you.”

Sean shrugged, uncomfortable again. “I’m just glad they’re being treated better.”

“The free Messenger Fairies in the city are becoming aware, Sean,” Ven said.

Sean looked up at Ven to find a half-dozen Fairies watching him. “More clan?”

“We will expand, unless you object.”

“Need more mithril if we do.”

“Which can be arranged,” Mageeyes said. “The doors will be opening, and people will see what we can provide. Demand will be high and, with that, our name will spread. That will bring more workers for us. Give us a tenday at most and your wives will only be needed to take Bonds. A handful of tendays after that, and we can probably ease your staff out, as well.”

“Okay. We’ll do what we need to until things are ready. They’re committed to helping get Forged Bonds established.”

“Of course they are,” Bloodheart said. “They all want to do what they can for you.”

“Oh...” Sean exhaled, just remembering, “Ven, can you tell Glorina about Gwen?”

“I already sent it, Sean.”

“You’re the best, Ven,” Sean chuckled. “That’s what I wanted to talk about. We focused a lot on wooden hair clips today.”

“That’s lovely,” Mageeyes smiled. “They will be the most in-demand item to start with. The Moonbound in the area will be shocked and delighted that we sell items that they can use and afford.”

“Good,” Sean smiled. “Oh, earcuffs for the Rabbit Moonbound... should start on those, too.”

Mageeyes laughed. “We’re already working on them, Sean.”

“Well, then, I guess I’m done,” Sean said, standing up. “I hope you both have a good night. One or two of my wives will go to the tavern tonight. Aria’s with the staff, but we’re keeping the fact that she’s my wife a secret.”

“Fiona informed me,” Mageeyes told him. “It’s a good idea. We didn’t mean to out you as we did last night, but now, we must go with what is in play.”

“It’s fine. Have a good night.”




 

Chapter Forty-four

Dinner went well— Gwen had been humble and gracious throughout the entire meal. Her easygoing attitude, smile, and deference to the others quickly had them treating her like an old friend.

“Fel,” Sean murmured, pulling her aside after dinner, “is she always so personable?”

“Yes. It’s why I thought she’d be the best. Well, that, and the fact that she knows what crossing lines means. I truly believed her when she told me she just hopes to one day go to another plane.”

“Okay. I did, too, but I also know your family can talk people into almost anything.”

Felora giggled. “You could resist all of them, including Mother and I. I don’t doubt that.”

“Speaking of, I want you to try forcing your voice and eyes on me later.”

Felora hesitated, then bowed her head. “If you want that... If I ensnare you with my eyes…”

“I trust you,” Sean said softly.

Felora shuddered and grabbed him as she swayed in place. “Your love is so strong, husband.”

Sean held her up, then kissed her cheek. “You deserve all that I can give you.”

Felora whimpered, biting her bottom lip as she shook against him. After a few seconds, she calmed, leaning into him and panting. “Goodness, Master... that was wonderful.”

Sean snickered. “Time and place for that name, Fel.”

“It was time. You just chained me into multipl—” she began before Sean kissed her to cut her off. Clinging to him, she returned the kiss with passion that calmed until it was soft, gentle, and loving. “Thank you, Sean.”

“You’re welcome, my dear Succubus. Now, I need to go wrangle two of the cuons.”

“One for my sister, and one for Agatha and Marna.”

“Take your time,” Gwen said from down the hallway, her voice a touch breathless.

“Now’s good,” Felora snickered.

Sean kissed Felora’s cheek before he walked down the hall to Gwen. “Sorry about that. Let’s pick out your forever friend.”

“No need to apologize, Sean.” Gwen exhaled slowly. “Yes, I’m ready.”

“Didn’t mean to affect you, so I feel like I should apologize.”

“Yes, of course, sir. I don’t mean to contradict you.”

Sean shot her a glance, wondering if he should ask about her deference, but decided against it. Stepping into the yard, he whistled. A few happy barks came back to him, and a moment later, the cuons were lined up before him.

“I have good news and bad news, pack. Today, two of you will have new homes. They’re important locations to me and house good friends. Your task will be safeguarding them. I’ll be at one of them almost everyday. The other will see my wives and staff for a while, and then will be safeguarding workers for me and two very good friends.”

Cuander chuffed.

“Yes. They’ll be a pack of one, but we’ll be seeing them on and off. I also need another for Amedee. You all know her. In a few days, one more of you will be going to a bathhouse that will be just as important to me.”

Caleb chuffed, then whimpered lightly.

“Yeah, Caleb, just like before. The same reasons apply. I trust you all to help safeguard my friends. That’ll leave only two of you here.”

Cuander looked at his old pack, then barked.

“It’s a choice, Cuander,” Sean said firmly. “I want those who want to go first.”

All four of Cuander’s old pack stood up.

“Which of you will go with Gwen to the clinic?”

The cuon with a darker patch over one eye stepped forward.

“Gwen, meet Cerberus, which is Greek for ‘spotted.’”

Gwen blinked, then giggled, as she stepped forward to kneel. “Hello, Cerberus. I’ll be your friend.”

Cerberus moved forward and snuffled the Succubus, earning laughter from her. The cuon let out a soft huff before stepping back.

“I’ll be walking you over to the clinic with her,” Sean said. “Before we go, who’s going to the workshop? You’ll have a lot of people there during the day, and then two good friends to guard at night.”

The cuon that came forward had a crooked tail.

“Okay, come with us, Scorp.” He looked at the others. “It’ll be tomorrow for Amedee, and a few days for the bathhouse. Who’s going tomorrow?”

The lone female of the pack stepped forward.

“Boudicea, Amedee will get along well with you.” Sean gave the last cuon who volunteered a smile. “Kelvin, I know you’ll do well with the bathhouse.” His gaze went back to Caleb and Cuander. “That’ll leave just the two of you for the manor. We might get more pack in time, but for now, it’ll be just you.”

Both barked.

“Come on, it’s time to go. Actually, Boudicea, come with us now. Amedee will be at the shop tomorrow. Agatha can introduce you to her again.”

A few minutes later, Quinna was shutting the gate behind Gwen, Sean, Helga, and the three cuons. Gwen walked beside Cerberus, chatting with the hound, describing the house and what she did for Sean. The other two cuons walked behind the group, sniffing the air as they went.

“My Lord, why me and not Hallie?” Helga asked as they strode down the alley.

“I had Hallie with me all day. While it won’t be long, I want to spend time with you, too, Helga.”

“Thank you, Sean.”

“Oh? My name?”

“Yes, My Lord. I will use it at times,” Helga laughed. “No Camo for this walk?”

“It was hard to include just Gwen when I tried earlier. It was doable, but difficult. Trying to spread it to the cuons? Pass. For now, at least.”

“Ah, that makes sense.”

“We’re going to the clinic first, and then we’ll circle back to the shop.”

“As you say, My Lord.”

Sean rolled his eyes, but he was still smiling.

~ * ~ * ~

“Ven, you told them?” Sean asked as he shut the gate.

“Agatha and Marna are coming down to greet you,” Ven told him.

“Okay. Boudicea, Scorp, this is where you’ll be tonight. Boudicea, Amedee will be here tomorrow to take you home with her.”

Both hounds barked.

The back door of the shop opened. Agatha and Marna came into the yard slowly, giving the cuons respectful looks.

“Ladies, this is Boudicea. She will go with Amedee tomorrow. Agatha, if you can introduce them then, please?”

“Of course, Sean.”

“And for the shop and yourselves, this is Scorp.”

“Scorp?” Marna asked.

“His crooked tail reminded me of a scorpion, so he got named for it.”

Scorp huffed, then trotted forward to the women, who went rigid.

“Scorp, Agatha and Marna are who you will guard every night. The shop Fairies will be your companions.”

A handful of silver streaks came flying down to hover in front of Scorp. They let out a chorus of greetings, and the cuon sniffed at them.

“You know how to pair with them. Have you five had practice with cuons?”

“Yes, sir,” one replied. “We trained with the clan at the old manor.”

“Okay. Then I can put those fears to rest.”

Agatha was the first to start petting Scorp. Marna was a few seconds behind her, but soon, they were both giving the hound some love.

“Cuons are high-discipline dogs. You’ll have to make sure the rules are set and firmly followed. They can be given treats sparingly, but make sure they understand why they’re getting it.”

Scorp huffed, making Sean laugh.

“What?” Agatha asked.

“He basically said, ‘drats, foiled again.’ He’s one who always tries to cadge extra treats when he can.”

“Oh? A sly one, is he?” Agatha asked.

Scorp huffed, lowering his head and then looking up at her.

“And he has puppy eyes. Don’t let those fool you, either,” Sean laughed.

Marna giggled. “We’ll treat you well, Scorp, but we’ll do what Sean tells us to.”

“The Messenger Fairy said you had important news for us earlier, before we were told about the cuons,” Agatha said. “What news do you have?”

“We should go inside,” Sean said softly. “Get familiar with the yard, Scorp. Boudicea, you can join them.”

Settling into the chair in the home’s living room, Sean exhaled. “Ladies, Jackson is at the manor,” Sean told them without preamble.

Both of them grasped the other’s hand, staring at him while tears began to well and fall.

“If you’d like, I can take you to see him.”

“Yes!” The words blurred over each other as both women spoke at once.

“Okay,” Sean said softly. “Lean back, because you’ll go to sleep.”

Once everyone was settled, Sean spoke firmly, flooding the room with his power, “Step sideways out of this reality and across the planes. We go to the place of rest, where loved ones wait: to Home.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was glad he could appear in the main room and not in the bedroom. He was only a foot from the front door, but he jerked when someone gasped behind him. He found Marjorie touching her chest.

“Sorry, Marjorie,” Sean said.

“It’s fine. I just get scared when you appear. Visiting, right?”

“Yes,” Sean said, opening the door. “Agatha, Marna, Jackson should be in his house. Follow me.”

“Oh, he’ll be happy to see you both,” Marjorie smiled.

Both women glanced at Marjorie, giving her awkward smiles, but were quick to follow Sean.

“Omin,” Sean called out.

“Yes, sir?” Omin asked, landing on Sean’s shoulder.

“Tell Jackson I’m bringing guests, please.”

“Right away, Sean.” In a silver blur, Omin was gone.

Sean looked back at the two women, who were staring around them in shock. “This is my place for the faithful,” he explained. “Ahead there, you see the gate that leads to the residences for people who aren’t part of my family.”

Both women looked at the gate and the houses beyond it just as Jackson stepped out of his house. With gasps, the two women rushed past Sean, yelling Jackson’s name. Jackson’s head snapped toward them, and he screamed their names back before rushing to meet them.

Sean stopped walking, his chest tight as he watched the reunion. Wiping tears away, he turned to go, but paused when Helga pulled him to her.

“They are happy, My Lord. There is no need for sadness.”

“Maybe...”

“Sean?” Chastity’s voice came from the back of the home.

“Oh, are they visiting again?” Lilly asked, joining her.

Helga let Sean go. Turning to face them, he shook his head. “I brought Jackson’s wives to see him. It’s just me and Helga, otherwise.”

Both of his deceased wives hurried to him, hugging him, and Chastity kissed his cheek. “Always making others feel better... That’s our husband.”

“He’s kind and generous,” Lilly agreed.

Sean swallowed hard. “He only died bec—”

“No,” Chastity said firmly, grabbing his head. “None of that. You’ll be coming with Lilly and me. We won’t allow you self-recriminations.”

“We won’t, but we’ll give you love,” Lilly added. “Helga, will you join us?”

“In giving him love and spending time with you both? Gladly.”

“Good,” Lilly smiled. She took Sean’s hand. “Let them visit for a bit.”

“And we’ll get time with our husband,” Chastity smiled, taking his other hand.

“As my wives wish,” Sean said, feeling the pain in his chest ease.




 

Chapter Forty-five

“You’ll be stepping back some already?” Sean asked, serving himself.

“We picked up more workers over the last two days, more than Amedee thought she would. We’ll be officially handing off the work to them,” Fiona said, smiling at the staff. “Aria will be the only wife still going after today.”

“I’ll keep an eye on things,” Aria grinned. “Been kind of fun being seen as just one of the workers.”

“You’ll be in charge of the lights, since Winston is in charge of the vehicles,” Fiona said. “It’s the most complicated out of everything. Once you identify who should take over for you, start grooming them for it.”

“I will.”

“The last two days have been quiet at the clinic, too,” Hallie added. “Just a few cases per day.”

“Speaking of, Prita, would you like to assist me today?” Sean asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, you’re with Hallie and me. Tiska, tomorrow?”

“Should I, sir? Your wives will be staying home tomorrow. I should be here to assist them,” Tiska said.

“We can manage for a day,” Fiona said with a small smile on her lips. “It’s your turn, so go.”

“Yes, mistress.”

“Ladies, we’ll be helping with everything in the house,” Fiona said, looking at the staff. “That means the cooking, cleaning, and yard work.”

“We understand, and will do our best to help,” Glorina said.

~ * ~ * ~

Once everyone was finished eating, Sean asked, “How was the tavern last night?”

“Good,” Aria smiled. “Amedee has been speaking to the less powerful Shapers and some of the manual crafters. I think some of them will be folding into Forged Bonds in the near future. If they do, we’ll probably have all the people we need to transition everyone out. We’ll take a while to do that, so we can be certain the newcomers can do the work correctly.”

“I was curious, since I didn’t hear last night.”

“He was busy,” Ida giggled.

“Had his hands full,” Ryann laughed.

“Ladies,” Fiona snickered, “he’s a nice pink. Let’s stop there.”

“It still amuses me that his weakness is women looking at or speaking of him,” Mizuki laughed.

“It’s not a weakness,” Sean said a little defensively.

“We know, husband, we know,” Fiona giggled, touching his hand. “Okay, we all have work to get to. Meet at the back gate in five minutes.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean triggered the rune on the back gate of the clinic so it opened for them. “This works well.”

“Makes it easier for everyone,” Hallie said as she went past him. “Gwen should be up and ready to open the clinic for the day.”

Cerberus barked as he came trotting over to the open gate. Sean, Hallie, and Prita dropped Camo when the hound came their way.

“Morning, boy,” Sean grinned. “Everything been okay?”

“Everything’s been fine, sir,” the Messenger Fairy riding Cerberus answered.

“I didn’t even see you there,” Sean laughed. “I doubt anyone who wasn’t expecting you would see you before they got a bolt to the eye, either.”

“That’s our hope, sir.”

“Oh, good. I was worried,” Gwen said, opening the back door. “Welcome back, sir.”

“Thanks, Gwen. You can open up the shop,” Sean said, giving Cerberus a head scratch.

“Yes, sir.”

As they headed inside, Sean called Cerberus to follow. “You can sit with us for a bit, boy.”

Cerberus barked happily, following Sean.

“We’ve missed having you around,” Prita told Cerberus as she patted the large hound. “We know you’re doing important work, though.”

Cerberus gave her a doggy-grin, then licked her hand.

“Thank you,” Prita laughed.

“Prita, you get the first person in today. Do you remember the Agreement?”

“Yes, sir. We’ve all memorized it, along with what Fiona told us. People are charged based on severity and social standing.”

“She’s a very good wife,” Sean said fondly.

“Fiona tries to make sure everything is easier for you. We all do, but her, most of all,” Hallie smiled.

“We do our best to help,” Prita said. “Quilla told you how we did our best to learn Flesh Shaping, she said?”

“Yeah, that was surprising. Made me proud of you all.”

Prita flushed slightly. “Thank you, sir.”

“Hair clips today. That’s what will be the most in-demand,” Sean said, changing topics as he took a seat in the sitting room. “I’ll be doing a kettle or two, but otherwise, we focus on wood and lesser metal hair clips.”

“I’ll start with bronze,” Hallie said.

“Wood is easier for me,” Prita admitted.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Sean told her. He grinned when Cerberus flopped between his chair and Hallie’s. Reaching down, he scratched the cuon’s ears. “Okay, we’ll likely have plenty of time today.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean had to wonder if he’d jinxed them an hour later. In the space of a few minutes, they had three people come in. Prita was just going to see the third as Hallie came out of the second room. Sean paused in the hallway, having been going to see the first person.

“What’s the problem?” Sean asked when she shut the door.

“A laceration on the forearm. It looks like a knife wound. It’s deep, but not terrible, but still enough to warrant a healer. He was reluctant to stay when he was told the Agreement.”

“Hmm... like the first one balking about it,” Sean murmured. “Okay. Prita’s seeing the third person. Have her wait in the hall for me, please? I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

“Yes, husband,” Hallie murmured, kissing his cheek.

Entering the first room, Sean gave the rough-looking man a smile. “Morning. I’m the healer.”

“You? Then what was the other one babbling about? And the price she quoted was low.”

Sean’s eyebrow twitched. “She’s my staff, sir. She’s here to give me an idea of what needs to be healed. Does the price upset you?”

“No. Just lower than I thought it would be,” the man said quickly. “Worried you won’t be able to heal me like the others did.”

Sean frowned slightly— he didn’t like the questions and answers the man gave. “She might have misspoken about the price. I’ll go over that with you after I heal your arm. You do agree to that, yes?”

“Yes.”

Sean extended his hand. “Let’s get you healed, then.”

Extending his arm, the man grimaced. The bandage on it had already soaked through. “Yeah, sounds good.”

Sean touched the man’s arm above the bandage. First, he stopped the blood, then knitted the damaged muscle back together, leaving behind a scab. As he worked, he nodded slowly and, when he finished, he gave the man a smile. “So why’d you cut yourself?”

“What?!” the man asked with wide eyes.

“The wound on your arm would be in that spot if you inflicted it,” Sean explained, “and I’d bet that the knife on your belt still has traces of blood on it.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” the man huffed as he got to his feet.

“Make sure to pay on the way out,” Sean said, staring the man down. “It’s a large silver, and don’t come back for self-inflicted wounds again.”

Snorting, the man left the room. “As if I’d come back here again...”

Sean shook his head as he followed him out of the room. Seeing Prita in the hall, he went to her as the man went out to the reception area.

“Sir, the woman in the last room has tremors in her left hand. From what I can tell, it’s her age. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Sean told her gently. “I’ll check her. Go ahead and rejoin Hallie.”

“Yes, sir. Will you explain it when you’re done?”

“I will,” Sean told her, touching Prita’s shoulder. “You’re doing well. Don’t worry.”

“Thank you, sir,” Prita whispered.

Sean looked at the second room. Another man with a knife wound to the arm, only a minute behind the first? Hmm... a test, maybe? Sean pondered as he entered the room. “Morning. I’m the healer.”

“Glad you’re here. This hurts something fierce,” the man hissed. The cloth on his arm was a darker red than the first man’s.

“Do you agree to the terms my assistant gave you?” Sean asked slowly, unsure if he should let this man go without the Agreement like the last.

“Yeah, yeah, just help me.”

Sean felt the weight settle on him and advanced to take the man’s arm in hand. He swiftly had the wound healed up. “You’re the second person in a few minutes who has a self-inflicted knife wound. Care to explain?”

The man exhaled, as the pain was gone. Seeing Sean’s expression, he looked away. “Sorry, but we were sent. Have to make sure the healer can heal. We have to report back.”

“Problematic with the Agreement.”

“Only if we talk about the cost and who saw us,” the man said. “We can say we were healed here by the healer, right? And when we get asked about cost, I’ll tell them that I can’t say and why. I’m not going to break an Agreement that’ll leave me wounded and mute.”

“I see... Healer’s guild sent you to make sure I was legit?”

“Yeah.”

“Fair enough,” Sean said. “Do you work with the other guy?”

“Not really. There’s a handful of us that get asked anytime a new healer shows up. Rufous is an idiot, though, so you might have to bring the Agreement before a magistrate.”

“When they ask about the price, tell them you were charged a large silver,” Sean said. “If you need real help, come back. You already understand the price and Agreement required. He’s not allowed back.”

“I can’t, sir. They make sure we tell them exactly what was paid so we can be reimbursed,” the man said, standing up.

“Fine. I dissolve the Agreement. I offer you one to pay a large silver to the receptionist for healing. You will agree to speak truthfully about seeing me and paying the large silver? The punishment is the wound coming back, and the loss of three large silvers if you divulge more than needed.” Sean pulled out a large silver. “Then, you can be ‘reimbursed’ by them.”

The man laughed, taking the coin. “Never thought the healer would pay me for being healed. I never had a healer take care of the wound that fast before, either. Normally, they do enough to stop the bleeding only, leaving the pain for a few hours, at least.”

“I’m not average,” Sean grinned. “Think of this as me buying your services to keep what I do to yourself. I have another to see. Have a good day.”

“You, too, sir. A pleasure.”

Seeing the man out, Sean turned for the last room, curious if the woman was with the men or not. When he entered the room, he found a woman with furred ears with touches of gray sitting in a chair. Her clothing was in good repair, but obviously not new. He couldn’t place what kind of Moonbound she was, though.

“Miss, I’m the healer. Do you agree to the terms my assistant spoke to you about?”

“Yes.” Her voice was worn, and trembled like her left hand was doing. “Can you help me, healer?”

“Let’s find out,” Sean said as he took the seat beside her. “May I have your hand?”

“Yes.” With obvious effort, she moved her arm so he could take her lightly trembling left hand.

“When did this begin?” Sean asked as he focused his Flesh Shaping on her.

“Couple of years ago, when I had the fit. It wasn’t this bad, then, but it’s gotten worse over time.”

“‘Fit’?”

“I had a bad fit, and things have been bad since.”

Sean focused on her brain when she spoke, not her hand. The muscles in her arm had weakened over the last year, but when she talked, he had a sinking feeling as to why. He realized that he was right a moment later— the Moonbound had had a stroke. He’d never really tried to heal a brain, but he thought he could make the tissue healthy again.

“Miss, you had a stroke. It’s a brain condition.”

She exhaled sadly. “No helping me, then.”

“Maybe,” Sean said. “Never tried to heal a brain before, besides bleeding. I can try, if you’re willing?”

“Do I have anything to lose?”

“No.”

“Then go ahead, healer. Not sure I’ll live long enough to pay you back, though.”

“Let’s see,” Sean said as he began to push his energy into healing her.

He wasn’t sure how long he worked, but when he’d finished, her brain was as perfect as he could make it. Pulling back from the moment, he exhaled, then wiped the light sheen of sweat from his brow. “All done.”

The old woman stared at him with wide eyes. “Sir… I…”

“All better?” Sean asked.

“Yes.” Her voice was firm, though still a little tired. No tremors remained, and her left hand was still in his hand. “But brain injuries… aren’t…”

“I’m not your average healer,” Sean said softly. “How do you feel?”

“Like I did when I was younger. I can think clearly, and my tongue doesn’t twitch, nor does my hand.” With a sob, she cried, her hand tightening on his. “Thank you...!”

“You’re welcome. Thank you for teaching me something new.”

He let her cry for a bit, rubbing her back until she calmed.

“Sorry, sir,” the woman sniffled, grabbing a handkerchief to wipe at her face.

“It’s fine. It’s a good day,” Sean told her. “Just keep the Agreement, and pay the receptionist on the way out.”

“What do I owe? Your assistant said she wasn’t sure what it would cost, since she didn’t know the reason.”

“Oh... Hmm... You know what? It’s on me. A single copper only.”

“But… but…!”

“You taught me something new,” Sean said when she stammered. “That’s worth a lot to me, which makes a single copper enough to make us even.”

“The Queens bless you,” the woman sniffled again.

“You, as well, ma’am. I... uh… was curious. What’s your lineage?”

“Wolverine, sir.”

“Okay. I couldn’t place it. That might explain how you’d done so well with the stroke. Wolverines are tough.”

The woman hiccupped a laugh. “That we are.”

Sean gently took his hand from hers. “Take a few minutes if you need to. Have a good day.”

“I will, sir. Thank you. You, too.”

Sean gave her a smile. “I will.”

~ * ~ * ~

It was only a minute later when he retook his seat in the sitting room. “Well, that was interesting.”

“What was wrong with her, sir?” Prita asked.

“A moment? The men were a test from the healer’s guild, making sure we could actually heal. The second man told me.”

“I can see the logic behind it, but why not just administer a test when you registered?” Hallie asked.

“Good question. I doubt I’m supposed to know it’s a test. He only told me because he was glad I healed him as well as I had. He was willing to work with me to obfuscate the truth. The first guy I skipped the Agreement with and jacked the price up because something felt wrong. Now, I know why it did.”

“Hmm... dodged complications already? That’s good.”

“Yeah. Going to drop the Agreement going forward. I think it might cause more problems than it saves. I’m going to set flat rates based on what needs to be healed, regardless of who has to pay, too.”

“That’ll be interesting,” Hallie said. “Might alienate the other healers, or gain traction.”

“Now, to answer your question Prita,” Sean said, “the older woman had a stroke.”

“A ‘stroke’?”

Sean nodded. “Yeah. That explains why you didn’t understand the problem. This will take some time to explain, so let’s work on hair clips while I do. After I’m done, you’ll work with me so I can try to show you what I did.”

“Yes, sir,” Prita said eagerly.

“You, too, Hallie.”

“Of course, Sean.”




 

Chapter Forty-six

“So that was my day,” Sean said, finishing his story after dinner.

“Why did they test you now?” Myna asked.

“Maybe because I asked where they all meet?” Sean suggested. “They wanted to verify that I do belong with them.”

“That is a valid possibility,” Hallie nodded.

“I still don’t understand why they didn’t just test you when you joined,” Myna said.

“Politics, probably,” Ryann snorted.

“It does seem to cover this entire city,” Ida sighed. “Can we still craft goods here and have Aria drop them off?”

Fiona smiled at the Dwarf. “Yes, Ida. We’ll continue doing that, along with helping take care of the home.”

“Sorry. Like Sean, I just love to make things.”

“I find joy in it, too,” Ryann said, covering her lover’s hand. “I…” She stopped, swallowed, then looked at the three Choosers before turning to face Sean. “I’m permanently setting down my position as your shield. I’ll Shape and love our kids, instead... though I might join our wives as a Chooser in time.”

Sean got up and went to her. Wrapping her in his arms from behind, he kissed her head. “I know that hurt, Ry. I support you, if that’s what you want.”

“Yeah...”

Ida leaned over to kiss Ryann’s tear-streaked cheek. “It’s okay, Ry. We’ll craft together, raise the children together and, in time, become Choosers together, too.”

Ryann hiccupped, then turned enough to grab Ida, holding Ida as Sean hugged her. “Thank you, Ida. Thank you, Sean. It does hurt... I held that position so fiercely because I felt that I needed to in order to stay with you. But... it feels better to my soul to Shape, instead.”

“Then that’s what you do, my loving wife,” Sean murmured, kissing her head again.

The others all chimed in, encouraging her, as well.

Sniffling, she wiped her face. “I’m a right mess.”

“No. Your emotions are just high. Not as high as some,” Mizuki said, looking at Myna before turning her gaze back to Ryann, “but still high. All of you who are pregnant are dealing with it. It’s part of bearing children.”

Myna had looked away from her mother when Mizuki looked at her. “I… am trying to control myself. It’s difficult. All of my drives are high... the need to hunt, kill, eat, mate...”

Sean shifted over to hold her from behind. “I want to help, but I’m not sure inhibiting your hormones is the right thing to do. Your hormones are high because that’s part of carrying a child. They need them.”

“To be fair, my drives are in full swing, too,” Felora grinned at Myna. “It’s one of the reasons we’ve been so eager to corner him when we can. More so than normal.”

Myna giggled. “Yes.”

“I’ve noticed my moods are a bit more unstable,” Aria said. “I can hold them while working, but I have noticed drastic shifts at times. Mostly, I get anxious, worried about being able to do my tasks while protecting our loved ones.”

“I keep worrying about being a bad mom,” Ryann admitted. “Makes me depressed.”

“All of that will settle some,” Mizuki said. “Soon, in fact. You’re entering the second phase. Emotions will calm for most of you, and even Myna will temper. When you reach the last phase, those emotions will return... maybe not as strongly, but they will spike again.”

“Good to know,” Fiona said. “We’re all here to help each other. If you’re anxious, we’re here. If you get depressed, we’re here. Even I will go to you when I need a hug or just some reassurance.”

“Sean, I hate to bring it up,” Helga said, “but you should be going.”

“Yeah... once a tenday is my only chance to start seeing the other healers,” Sean sighed. “Arliat?”

“I’ll get the bus started, sir,” Arliat said, hurrying away.

“Everyone going to the Crafted Mug should get ready, too,” Aria said. “We’ll walk to keep the separation from Sean. Luckily, it’s not a far walk.”

“And you have an escort,” Onim said.

Sean collected kisses from his wives. With Hallie beside him, he went out the back door. Arliat already had the bus waiting for them, and Quilla came striding out the door behind them to get the gate.

~ * ~ * ~

The Queen’s Cups shouted station and prestige even outside of the establishment. There were golden fixtures with wisps beside the door. The rich, light-colored wood glowed from that illumination. The exterior had obviously been made with Earth Manipulation, as it was flawless stonework.

“Gaudy,” Sean muttered.

“Prestigious,” Hallie corrected him gently. “This is a time for your mask, Sean. You need to be a Lord, but one who can bend some to meet your lessers.”

“I know... I still don’t like it,” Sean said. “Okay. Make friends, not enemies. We’ve had enough of those.”

Hallie smiled at him. “I’ll help.”

“Is it wrong to break those?” Sean asked, looking at the wisps.

“While people can see you, yes. Later, maybe, we can sneak back so you can break them. Vandalism... that will be interesting.”

Sean chuckled, leaning over enough to kiss her cheek. “I don’t normally condone that, but I can make an exception or two. Not tonight, though.”

“Good.”

Sean pushed the door open, leading Hallie inside. Both of them were dressed in fine silks that spoke of their station. Sean was glad for that because the people inside the Queen’s Cups were also bedecked in silks and jewelry. None of them were wearing nearly as much mithril as Sean and Hallie, but pieces of that metal could be seen among the gold and silver that dominated most fingers and necks.

Most of the room glanced at the door, letting Sean spot the guild leader, Mavina Goodbody, at a table with just over a dozen others. She gave Sean a smile before motioning him over.

Crossing the room, Sean picked up snippets of conversations about people speculating who he was. His smile stayed in place, as none of them were guessing correctly. His smile almost dipped when he failed to see anyone in driver or footman livery.

Ask Arliat later, he told himself.

“Ah, here he is,” Mavina said. “Lord MacDougal, Lady MacDougal, let me introduce you to the healers of the city.”

When she called him Lord, a few people at the table sat up straighter with hints of nervousness. Sean marked them as the weakest or less socially powerful. Pulling up Mage Sight, he gave the healers a scan— one of those who had straightened was actually the strongest at the table, besides Mavina.

“Thank you, Goodbody,” Sean said as he sat Hallie. “I had been hoping to meet the other healers here.”

“We never expected a Lord to be a healer,” the man Sean had noted said. “The guild leader had just started to tell us about you.”

“Fortuitous timing for me, then,” Sean replied. His eyes went to the barmaid, who was coming to the table.

The barmaid’s long, black hair was braided and draped over her shoulder. Her outfit was not what most barmaids wore— it was fine linen that barely hinted at her physique, but left her arms bare. Sean was only certain that she was a barmaid because of the tray she carried, and the emblem of the tavern on her outfit.

“I’d like your best wine for my wife and I,” Sean told her before she could ask. When he glanced at the table, he noticed mostly empty glasses. “And a round for the others, on me.” He pulled out a large silver and handed it over.

“We normally buy our own,” Mavina said. “Unlike the lesser crafters and Shapers, we can all afford our own.”

“Hmm... Consider it my way of smoothing the way for joining the table. It will be the only round I buy,” Sean replied with a tight smile.

“Thank you, Lord,” the first man said, dipping his head.

The others all followed suit, leaving Mavina as the last to agree. The maid took their orders before hurrying away.

“Lord MacDougal,” the next finest-dressed person smiled. “I haven’t heard of your house before. What Quadital do you hale from?”

Hallie laughed lightly. “How forward of you. Asking before introductions can finish?”

The man shifted, his eyes narrowing a fraction. “Ah, yes... how gauche of me. I’m Aspirant Gregor Healinghand.”

“You took the name after the academy?” Hallie smiled. “How nice. It speaks well for your job. And an Aspirant? Your children might make it to Knight or Dame.”

The man stiffened slightly, clearly taking it as an insult from a person of higher station.

The previous man spoke up quickly, “I’m Gustav Lighttouch. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady MacDougal.”

Introductions went around the table, finishing just as the maid came back to give them their drinks. Sean accepted his wine and the change from the silver without a word to the maid. He hated not thanking people, but he would do his best to stay in character for the moment.

“We were all shocked to hear a Lord was healing people,” Gregor said. “We’d only just been told that you opened a shop down near the Moonbound segment. A terrible place for a Lord.”

“We’ve been busy so far,” Sean replied a touch coolly. “Half a dozen people today.”

That had the table quiet for a moment, but Mavina spoke up, “Two of which were the guild checking on you. I do apologize for that, but we must make sure that healing is actually being done.”

“I understand. I was curious about why you don’t just test people at the time of registration?”

“Ah, but you registered a score of people, Lord. We wanted to make sure whoever was working could do the job.”

“Of course,” Sean said, conceding the point.

“I was curious, though... the first man said your assistant spoke of a bizarre Agreement, and quoted them a price far too low.”

Sean laughed lightly. “I clarified with her after that. Poor thing didn’t understand. She does now.”

“She should be fine to assist again in a few days,” Hallie said lightly, “after she has had time to dwell on her error.”

“Yes. He said she was a Bat Moonbound,” Goodbody tittered. “That is bound to happen when you use some of the lessers. Your rates for the two men were fine after you clarified. The second showed me his arm. Barely a scar to show for his efforts.”

“I hate leaving things half done,” Sean shrugged.

“Wait, he healed them?” Gregor asked.

“I was there, checking on my staff, when the two men came in. I’m glad I did, considering what I heard from them about my assistant. It would have set a bad precedent, otherwise. My other staff was spoken to at length tonight to make sure no one else makes the same error.”

“To be healed by a Lord... they should be honored,” Gustav said. “And you healed them both that well?”

“No. The first had an attitude I disliked. He had a scab when I finished with him,” Sean said. “I would have refused him entirely, but I had to make up for the earlier gaffe.”

“And you would have been right to do so if he spoke against you, Lord,” Gustav said.

Gregor rolled his eyes at Gustav.

“I am interested in your specialties,” Sean said. “Mavina said that three of you specialize on just the heart.”

That helped turn the topic away from Sean, as those who specialized were eager to flaunt their “superiority,” as they saw it.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean exhaled loudly as the bus left the Queen’s Cups. “It’s bad for a Lord to just punch an Aspirant in his fat face, right?”

“Yes, Sean,” Hallie giggled. “You did very well. Even I wanted to kick him a few times.”

“Gregor the Pompous,” Sean snorted.

“He’s quite full of himself. Then again, he’s the only Aspirant at the table, which is likely why. Do you see how the average person acts when they’re the only noble in a group?”

“It’s almost Denmur all over again,” Sean grumbled.

“Except this time, you’re a higher station.”

“Gustav is the strongest there,” Sean said, changing the topic away from the man he wanted to hit. “Humble, too.”

“Clearly he’s there based on ability alone. You saw his clothing compared to the rest?”

“Yeah... it was cheaper.”

“He’ll grow into what the rest are. Mavina even mentioned that he’d been the newest healer before you.”

“There’s time to save him, then,” Sean said.

“Perhaps. We should go slowly, but he would be the right one to start with.”

“Yeah. Oh, Arliat, where were you sitting?”

“There’s a separate room for the coach staff, Sean. I was seated with them. When I came in alone, they spoke down to me, as there was no footman. They thought you were lesser than those they worked for.”

Sean chuckled, catching the undertone in her words.

“I… took them out to see the bus,” Arliat admitted slowly. “That shut up the comments and had them asking me about it. The fact that horseless carriages are a thing has been a heated topic among drivers and footmen. Footmen especially are worried about their jobs.”

“They should be, honestly,” Sean said. “Drivers can open doors for people, and did back on my old world. Did you make any inroads with them?”

“Yes. I have the knowledge they want. I will dole it out slowly, finding out who to trust and who not to.”

“Gregor Healinghand is an ass. If his men push, push back at them. I’ll back you.”

“As you wish, sir.”

“Hmm... that might work later. Don’t force it, Arliat, but you can favor others over them to start with,” Hallie added.

“Yes, mistress.”

“Now, Sean,” Hallie smiled brightly, “you did exceptionally well tonight. Thank you.” She kissed him hotly.

Sean returned the passionate kiss, but made sure she didn’t go too far.

When the kiss ended, Hallie was staring into his eyes. “Tonight, all of your wives will be praising you.”

Swallowing as the image lodged in his mind, Sean nodded. “I won’t say no to that.”

“We doubted you would,” Hallie giggled.




 

Chapter Forty-seven

“Sean,” Aria said as he took his seat, “Amedee told me the bathhouse is ours. She asked if you could renovate it today.”

Sean shrugged. “Should be able to. I’ll take the wives who aren’t going to work with me. Oh, Fiona, did you get the price list for healing made up?”

“I did, husband,” Fiona said. “If we’re all going with you, who’s going to the clinic today?”

“Oh, good point,” Sean said. “Helga, can you take Glorina?”

“I will,” Helga nodded.

“Excuse me,” a Messenger Fairy said, landing beside Ven. “Ven, there’s a Fairy from Dame Iceblood here.”

“Send them in,” Hallie said.

“Yes, mistress,” the Fairy said before zipping off again.

A moment later, another one landed in front of Hallie. “You are Lady MacDougal?”

“I am.”

“Dame Iceblood wished me to ask if you would be available for tea today. She has a couple of friends she would like to introduce you to.”

“Tiska, can you handle tea for four?” Hallie asked the maid.

“Yes, mistress.”

“Inform Dame Iceblood that I would enjoy that, and that I would like to host them,” Hallie told the Fairy.

“Yes, mistress,” the Fairy said. A silver streak flashed behind them as they left.

“Should I stay?” Sean asked.

“No. It would be best if I approach them first. I love you, Sean, but you have a tendency to bull through conversations.” Hallie gave him a knowing smile.

“Fair. Best if I check the bathhouse, anyway.”

Glorina, Mona, and Lona brought breakfast into the room, splitting to serve the table as usual. “We’ve gone with fruit compote and crêpes today.”

“Different, but I bet it’s still a great meal,” Sean grinned at Glorina. “Oh, Glorina, Helga will take you to the clinic today. I have to go renovate the bathhouse.”

Glorina bowed her head. “As you will it, Sean. I thought today was Tiska’s day, though?”

Sean blinked, then covered his face with a hand. “I knew something was wrong...” He dropped his hand to look down the table to Tiska. “Tiska, I’m sorry.”

“No, sir. It is your choice of who to take and when,” Tiska replied softly, a trace of sadness hanging in her eyes.

“Maybe, but I said I would take you. Things have shifted, so I can make up for this gaffe. You all do so much for me, but please don’t feel like you shouldn’t speak up when I make a mistake.”

“We just want to do our best for you, sir,” Tiska said.

“All of you always do. Ladies,” he said, looking down the table, “I’m sure I’ll be going back to the clinic tomorrow. I’m going to take Tiska then, as that will be her day. I know you all look forward to working beside me. If I miss a day in our rotation, I’ll make sure whoever missed working with me gets the next chance.”

“That’s fine, dear.” Fiona gave him a beautiful smile. “It’ll ease their minds.”

“It does,” Tiska said, a soft smile on her lips. “Thank you, sir, for thinking of us.”

Sean looked at his plate where he’d gathered fruit and crêpes. “I want you all to be happy. I’m not fighting things. I promise. After the children are born, okay?”

“We’ve already agreed that the children should come first, Sean,” Tiska sniffled happily. “We’ll even wait after that, if needed. The certainty you just gave us… thank you.”

Sean raised his eyes to find all the staff smiling broadly, and a few wiping away happy tears. His gaze went to Tiska as she wiped at her cheeks. “I’ll do my best.”

“You always do,” Tiska returned his words with a hint of a smirk.

Laughing, Sean shook his head. “Let’s eat. Things have to get done.”

“Glorina, Helga, if you could focus on hair clips again,” Aria told them, “they were selling fast yesterday.”

“We will,” Helga nodded as she served herself.

~ * ~ * ~

“How’re you going to install the water erasing runes, Sean?” Ida asked as the bus rolled down the street.

“Not sure yet. I need to see the drain setup. This place is huge, so we’ll have to go through it slowly and figure out how we want to adapt things.”

“Amedee is a shrewd woman,” Fiona said. “Not only did she already have the taps, showers, and runes ready for us to install, she had lights ready, too. That’ll be a good way to showcase them.”

“The chandlers will have to take her seriously when people start asking about the lightbulbs,” Ryann snorted. “Can’t believe they refused to talk to her. The main branch of Bemmle and Sons here scoffed at her openly, saying that the branch in Hearthglen was foolish.”

“She’ll make them pay for that,” Myna smiled.

“No doubt,” Sean snorted. “When the current head is displaced for his shortsightedness, she might give them another chance.”

“Which might happen when sales figures from Hearthglen come in,” Fiona added. “They’ll be making more money from the lightbulbs there than they did for candles.”

“Good point,” Sean agreed.

They all looked up at the large building as the bus slowed down in front of it. Two stories tall, it took up three times as much land as the buildings next to it. The stonework, like most of Accord, had been done with magic. The front doors were elevated from the street, guarded by an awning, and reached by two long, wide steps.

“Not bad,” Sean said, looking it over with his Mage Sight. “I don’t see any flaws with the stone out here.”

“Either side of the doors for the first two lights?” Ryann asked.

“Yeah. That’s how most places do it,” Sean said. “She gave us enough to do the entire place, so we’ll make sure it’s done right. Thankfully, we have the bags, or we’d be making a lot of trips out to get supplies.”

“Thank god for that,” Fiona giggled, then kissed his cheek. “Thank you, husband.”

Sean blinked at her, then started to laugh. That laugh deepened as each of his wives did the same in turn. By the time they were all off the bus, he was catching his breath. A happy smile was on his lips as he followed them toward the bathhouse.

Arliat was still giggling as she drove the bus back to the manor. She watched the people around her while she drove. She noticed how fascinated they all were, not just with the bus, but with Sean and his wives.

~ * ~ * ~

It took a few hours for Sean to go over the entire building with Mage Sight, finding the small flaws to fix them. He’d also distributed lightbulbs around the building, making sure that each room had sufficient light, and that switches were installed so they could only be turned off by the staff.

“Okay, the lights are installed and the building is in perfect shape,” Sean said, finding his wives all in a single room. “Did you figure out the layout?”

“Yes. There’s enough room for three major baths, then private rooms. We’re going with what we did before— male, female, and mixed bathing. You’ll need to work on those tubs, because those will be the biggest projects.”

“Alright.”

“We’ve installed the showers already. They were the easiest thing for us. You wanted to check the drains, though, so we didn’t start on the smaller tubs, yet.”

“Right. I should’ve done them, first,” Sean sighed. “Give me a bit?”

Fiona kissed his cheek. “We’ll be modifying things to make it more focused on Forged Bonds. We’ll be back, dear.”

“I’ll be right here,” Sean said, taking a seat on the floor.

Focusing, Sean tuned out his wives. He poured his concentration on the drains and how they connected to the sewers. He found the network of stone shafts that fed down to a single, larger unit that ran off to the sewers, then frowned at them. He didn’t want to eliminate the sewer feed— it would be a good backup. He wanted to modify things so that his erasing runes and a few purifying runes were between the bathhouse and the sewer.

Pulling items from his belt pouch, he worked on what he wanted all while seated in the main bathing room. Time meant nothing as he lost himself in the joy of making something. When he finished, the new pipes— engraved with purifying runes— all ran to a central basin that held his erasing runes. That basin then had a feed that would drop to the sewers, but only if the runes stopped working.

Exhaling, Sean felt a little tired as he stretched. “Damn... that took more out of me than I thought it would.”

“Done, dear?” Fiona asked from behind him.

Jerking slightly, Sean chuckled. “Yeah. Drains are all done.”

“We’ve done what we could for the small tubs, and got the bigger tubs started,” Ida said. “When we realized you were fixing them all from here, we knew we could do the other work.”

“Oh, sure. I’ll finish off the big ones,” Sean said, leveraging himself to his feet. “Heating runes and water jets on all the small tubs?”

“All of them are copies of what you made for the third bathhouse in Hearthglen,” Ryann said.

“This will definitely make a statement,” Fiona smiled. “People will be upset about the fact that anyone can bathe here.”

“Which is why Amedee already has people lined up to act as guards,” Myna said.

“And Felora’s sisters will be the workers here. Three of them, from what Saret said previously. Amedee is leaving running it to them,” Ida said. “A portion of the profits goes back to Forged Bonds, and they get the rest to run the business and for themselves.”

“Helping make them independent,” Felora smiled.

“Saret isn’t going to open up a Den here?” Sean asked.

“I think one of my sisters is considering doing so, but Mother is not going to run anything. She’ll help my sisters and Amedee as needed.”

“Huh, okay.”

“You know that Augustus will be looking to speak with you in a tenday, if not sooner, once this place opens, don’t you, husband?” Fiona asked.

“When profits start coming in and Forged Bonds has shown everything it can do, yeah. I’m sure he’ll want Amedee and I to meet with the head of his family.”

“And you’ll be seeing the Bloodhearts around that same time,” Myna said.

“Next tenday will likely get busy.”

“We should finish up,” Ida said. “Sean still has to get the big tubs done.”

“Right,” Sean said. “What time is it?”

“After midday,” Ryann said. “By the time everything is finished, it’ll probably be time for sparring.”

“A productive day, at least,” Sean said, stretching.

“It would’ve taken skilled workers several tendays to do what we did today,” Fiona said. “‘Productive’ is the least we can call it.”

“Fair,” Sean chuckled. He collected kisses from his wives before he went back to work.




 

Chapter Forty-eight

Three days passed by in a blink. Rumors about the new bathhouse were getting around— the wonder of hot showers and baths without the need to heat the water caused a lot of interest.

The lightbulb lanterns in the bathhouse were also a major talking point in the city. The fact that light could be had without candles, oil, or wisps was new. The requests for them from Forged Bonds were starting to grow.

Aria told Sean that the number of workers had spiked, and Mageeyes was sure that, in another tenday, she and the staff could pull back. Giralt and Clara would be the lead for all projects after that.

The happy couple was all praise when Sean’s family had them over for dinner. Clara was excited to be doing things, not just staying home as she had for decades. Giralt was equally excited that his wife was much happier and that he’d refined his runes even more.

The clinic had seen a half-dozen or more people come in for healing every day. The majority were Moonbound, but a few weren’t. Everyone was happily surprised at the cost of healing— it was half or less than what other healers charged, and was based strictly on injury, which was clearly posted in the lobby.

Sean worked with his wives and staff to better understand the body. He had one of them with him for every healing so they could follow his energy, and he talked through each injury with them. He included them in the two serious cases that came in, keeping everyone present on hand for those. The clogged arteries were the easiest of the two, and Sean made sure the Pig Moonbound understood why he’d had chest pains. The other was another stroke victim, who was even more diminished than the last person he’d helped. The Dwarf was fully restored by the time Sean finished.

The next day, Sean was presented with a gift from the Dwarf, as he’d thought the payment was too low for what he’d had healed. Sean just thanked the older, gray-bearded man for the small keg of ale, not bothering to fight it.

~ * ~ * ~

Breakfast was coming to an end when a Fairy landed near Ven. “Ven, there is a Fairy from the Bloodhearts here to speak to Sean.”

Sean swallowed his bite of food. “Bring them in.”

It was less than a minute later when a new Fairy landed in front of Sean. “Lord MacDougal?”

“Yes.”

“You are married to a Hallie Bloodheart?”

“I’m Lady Hallie MacDougal,” Hallie said from her spot at the table, “formerly of the Bloodheart family.”

“Lord Flandril Bloodheart, head of the family, asks you both to attend him today.”

“Short notice,” Sean said.

“Luckily, I do not have tea scheduled already,” Hallie said.

“Tell Lord Bloodheart that we will be there at midday,” Sean told the Fairy.

“Yes, sir,” the Fairy saluted. Their clothing was much better than most Fairies, and it even resembled a uniform. With that, they flashed away in a silver blur.

“Well, that guts my day,” Sean said. “Figured we’d go to them, not be summoned.”

“I believe my brother’s association with Forged Bonds triggered it,” Hallie said. “Not many know you’re connected yet, but it would be known that he’s married to Amedee, and she runs it.”

“Ah, so a double reason.”

“Don’t be surprised if Augustus asks to see you soon,” Fiona said. “Forged Bonds is making a big impact right now. The family head of MacLenn Merchants has to be taking notice about now.”

“Augustus said he’s crafty,” Felora added. “The business over the last few days has boomed enough that he has to have taken an interest.”

“Not even two tendays in the city and things are changing fast...” Sean murmured.

“Amedee wants to make sure that no one can push her out,” Aria said. “She’s going for big and proud. By the time the other powerful crafters notice, she’ll be firmly established. She doesn’t want the slow back and forth of Hearthglen. She’s given the commander of the guard a car already, so he’s going to be favorable for the near future, at least.”

“Figured that would happen,” Sean said. “What about the Advisor?”

“Amedee sent one to her, as well, with a note that it would reflect badly on Forged Bonds if she didn’t gift her the same as the commander.”

“Crafty,” Hallie smiled. “An easier way to give a gift to the Advisor than most would have used. It can be seen as being equal to those in power.”

“We know the Advisor is a woman?” Sean asked.

“Advisor Mackenzie Earthfoot, said to be the most powerful earth manipulator in the Quaditals,” Aria replied. “Amedee said that Earthfoot hates politics, which is why she was chosen by both Queens. They sought to limit the other by making it harder to sway the Advisor.”

“That’s good for us, right?” Sean asked.

“It would have made it much harder on Truestrike,” Hallie nodded.

“Maybe Master will get along with her, since they both disdain politics,” Myna mused.

“Yes, but he’s much more blunt than she is likely to be,” Felora cautioned. “She might hate politics, but if she was on the Queens’ radars, then she likely knows how to deal with society.”

“Which I don’t,” Sean shrugged. “I hope to not have to deal with her unless absolutely needed.”

“This does cause a small conundrum,” Helga said. “Who goes without one of the Choosers?”

Sean frowned as he thought about it. He’d have Hallie with him, while Aria would be at Forged Bonds with some of the staff. That left Helga to be either at the clinic or at the manor.

“Sean, we’ll be fine,” Fiona said. “Helga, go to the clinic. I believe today is Glorina and Ryann.”

Sean nodded, unhappy that some were being left without a Chooser, but until Helga could induct another member, they would have these moments. “If Fiona and the others can’t defend the manor, then we’re in severe trouble,” Sean said. “I doubt we have an enemy that knows about us enough yet to attack us today, anyway.”

“I will add another as soon as I can, My Lord,” Helga said, having been thinking the same thing as Sean.

“I know,” he replied softly. “We’ll make do with what we can for now. Another tenday and Aria will be home as will the majority of the staff. Until then, we just have to hope things stay calm.”

“Will you be coming to the clinic until it’s time to leave, My Lord?” Helga asked.

“Yeah. I can help until then,” Sean said. “Hallie, do you know where your extended family lives?”

“One of the clan can lead Arliat,” Ven said. “We had a scout follow the other back.”

“Spying?” Sean asked.

“Getting to know where the people you’ll be dealing with are located,” Ven replied. “We know where Truestrike’s manor inside the walls is, but we’ve heard he has another one a half-day from the city. He spends most of his time there.”

Sean’s eyebrows shot up before he grinned at Ven. “Thank you. You’re a big help, Ven.”

“Why the amusement, My Lord?” Helga asked, as the empathy between them had slowly grown.

“I once called Ven my ‘Fairy Wife.’ I also say that a good wife thinks of everything,” Sean laughed.

“‘Fairy wife’?” Fiona asked with concern.

Ven groaned, and Venn started laughing, obviously having been told the story.

“Hang on, I’ll explain,” Sean said through laughter.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good, that’s right,” Sean encouraged Glorina. “Now, the skin. Slow and steady.”

Glorina chewed her lip as she focused on healing the stab wound the man had. He’d stumbled into the lobby, bleeding, just a few minutes ago. Sean acted like it was going to be okay, but Glorina felt like, if she failed, the man would die.

A minute later, the wound had closed, with only a faint line marking where he’d been injured. Glorina exhaled roughly and wiped at her forehead, but was smiling broadly, proud she’d done it alone.

“Good job,” Sean said, putting his hand on her shoulder.

“Why didn’t you heal me?” the man asked Sean abruptly. “I was bleeding out. I’d have died if she failed.”

Sean gave the man a harsh look. “No, you wouldn’t have. None of your vitals were injured. The most that would have happened is you would have passed out from blood loss, and I could have stepped in, if needed.”

“Still, letting a rabbit heal me instead of doing it yourself? What kind—?”

“You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head, or we’ll be having problems,” Sean cut the man off with an edge to his voice. “My staff will be treated with respect.”

The man’s lip curled up into a slight sneer. “Of course. What do I owe you?”

“Sean, you are needed in the lobby.” The Fairy who delivered the message zipped off as fast as they had come.

“Glorina, make sure he’s stable. I’ll be right back,” Sean said softly. “If he gives you any trouble... well, I’ll be right back.”

“Yes, sir,” Glorina said, bowing her head.

Sean left the room, his mood bad as he entered the lobby. “What’s the problem?” he asked flatly before he saw the three guards standing in front of Gwen’s desk.

“You the healer?” one of them asked.

“Yes.”

“An injured man came in here a few minutes ago. He’s suspected of murder. Is he still alive?”

“Alive and healed,” Sean exhaled roughly. “I’ll bring him out. If you’d like to wait just outside the front door to get him? I don’t want my staff injured.”

“Already healed?” one of the other guards asked.

“We’re efficient, and he was bleeding heavily,” Sean said. “Now, please, gentlemen, let me help you. Step outside and be ready for him.”

“Yes, sir,” the first guardsman said, responding to the command in Sean’s tone.

Sean turned for the back, his anger spiking, along with a hint of fear— he’d left a murderer with Glorina. When he entered the room, Glorina was fine, but the man was fidgety. “Glorina, a new case in room three,” Sean lied. “I’ll see him out.”

“Yes, sir,” Glorina said before leaving.

“Ah, just another injury?” the man asked, relaxing a little.

“Yes. Now, if you’ll come pay?”

“She said you charge flat fees based on the injury. Seemed low to me.”

“We do, and they are,” Sean replied. “We try to help everyone.”

The man snorted as he got to his feet. “Look, let me pay you. I’ll throw in more if you let me out the back.”

“No.”

“What?”

“I don’t need the money,” Sean said simply. “You’ll leave as everyone else does.”

The man gave Sean a long look, then suddenly pulled the knife from his back belt sheath. “Nah, you have it wrong. I’m going out the back, and now, I’m not paying.”

Sean just smiled, then spoke with power, “Drop the knife.”

The man’s hand opened and the knife fell, making him stammer. He never got to speak before Sean slammed him into the wall, holding him a good foot off the floor.

“Threatening me and my staff is the wrong thing to do,” Sean growled. “The guard is here for you.”

The man started to kick and hit Sean, but that only lasted a second before Sean pushed energy into the criminal, forcing him to sleep. When the man stopped fighting, Sean eased him to the floor.

“Ven, bring the guards, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven said. “We almost shot him when he drew on you, Sean.”

“That would’ve been fine. I could have healed that before the guards got here.”

A moment later, the guards entered the room, then froze at the sight of the sleeping man and the knife on the floor. “What happened?”

“He tried to attack me. He’s yours. Oh, and he owes me for healing him.”

“We’ll mark it in the report, sir,” the guard said slowly.

“That’s fine. Prices are listed out front,” Sean said. “Thank you for coming to get him.”

“Just doing our job,” the guard said as the other two manacled the sleeping man, who didn’t twitch. “Um... Is he going to be okay?”

“He’ll sleep for the next two or three hours, then be normal,” Sean replied. “Gentlemen, if the guard needs healing, the doors here are open during business hours. We appreciate the work you do.”

“We’ll pass that along, sir,” the lead guard said while his subordinates picked the man up by the armpits, dragging him from the room. He snagged the knife, which still had flecks of blood on it. “Did he injure you?”

“No. That’s likely the victim’s blood.”

“That’ll make this even easier. Good day, healer.”

“Good day.”

Sean walked the guards out, then went back to the sitting room. “Sorry about lying, Glorina.”

“What happened?” Helga asked. “I thought I felt combat, but then it was gone.”

“He drew his knife, and then he went to sleep,” Sean said. “He’d just killed someone, the guard said. That’s why I lied to Glorina.”

“It’s okay, sir. I understand. You wanted me safe,” Glorina said.

“Exactly.”

“I’m grateful. Also for you telling him off.”

“Rules are rules,” Sean said, taking his seat. “We still have a couple of hours until Hallie and I need to go.”

“Sean, check this kettle for me?” Ryann asked.

“Of course,” Sean said, taking it from her.




 

Chapter Forty-nine

Sitting beside Hallie as Arliat drove them to meet the Accord Bloodhearts, Sean wondered if the city guard would take him up on his previous offer.

“Husband, what are you thinking about?” Hallie asked, taking his hand.

“I told the guard if they needed healing, we’d be happy to help them. I don’t know if they took that as for the injured that they have to take in or for themselves.”

“They likely took it as for the injured.”

“Hmm... I’ll clarify with Gwen tomorrow. I mean, I don’t mind doing that, but I meant for them. I could just wait for the next guard who comes in and explain it to them.”

“Or both,” Hallie said. “Are you not concerned about the Bloodhearts?”

“It’ll be tough, I’m sure. There’s just not a lot I can do about this. We have to fight. I get that.”

“They will pit you against either Flandril or Evelyn. To do otherwise would be an insult to you as a Lord. Now, they doubtlessly think you’ll lose, so they’ll have another one or two lined up to face you and see where you really rank in skill.”

“That’ll shock them,” Sean smiled.

“Yes, it will. The same is true for myself. They knew of my foot, so they will pit me against lessers first, then slowly increase who I face until I lose.”

“Training blades or cutting blades? Armor or no armor?”

Hallie smiled, seeing him actually focus on what was coming. “Training blades and possibly armor.”

“It’ll be interesting. I’m assuming Talents are right out?”

“Normally. The Bloodheart family has had some Flesh Shaping in outliers, but that’s all. We rose based on our martial prowess and willingness to fight for the right causes.”

“Hmm... He’ll likely have a shield, considering his missing hand.”

“Flandril will undoubtedly have his shield, yes. Evelyn might or might not. Just make sure not to kill them. If you injure them, you can heal them, but killing them would be… bad, even if you can pull them back.”

“Rather not pull people back unless I have to. Too many Life Bonds that way... unless you grab their soul. Then, it becomes even more obvious to everyone around us.”

“Like the party,” Hallie said softly. “Lady Sharpeyes was gracious to reinforce the idea that we were all severely injured and not dead. Most of them might accept that lie. It’s easier to accept than you bringing the dead back. Those you did bring back know the truth, regardless.”

“Hoping that doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass later...”

“We will deal with it if it becomes a problem.”

The bus slowed, and Sean looked up to see a walled manor with two well-armored guards just inside the gates. One of the two men stepped out to speak with Arliat.

“Lord and Lady MacDougal,” Arliat announced.

“Thank you,” the guard said, glad he didn’t even have to ask.

A minute later, they were pulling up in front of the manor. The building looked more like a keep than a manor, but Sean reflected that it fit the Bloodheart family. A single female guard stood outside the manor doors, her armor slightly more ornate than the gate guards’.

Sean stepped off the bus first, extending his hand back to Hallie, who gave him a bright smile. Approaching the guard, Sean put his noble mask on. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, as requested by Lord Bloodheart.”

The guard inclined her head, then knocked on the door. When it opened to reveal a young man in butler attire, Sean was surprised— he’d gotten used to older men as butlers. The guard explained who they were, and the butler gave them a smile.

“Lord and Lady MacDougal, if you will follow me, please.”

Sean just nodded. Hallie held his arm as they trailed the butler into the manor. Like her family home, weapons were displayed on the walls. They gleamed in the lantern light, their sharp edges and oiled metal attesting that they were ready to be used.

Taken to a parlor, the butler had them seated. “The Lord will be with you shortly.”

“Thank you,” Sean replied.

The butler’s eyebrow twitched, but he didn’t show any more sign of surprise as he left the room.

“A habit that’s hard to suppress...” Sean sighed once they were alone. “Ven, how’s the Fairy situation?”

“Not in our favor, for once,” Ven said, fluttering down to land on the coffee table. “I didn’t bring more with me because we rarely need more than fifteen Fairies. This family has nearly forty in their employment.”

“If it came down to a fight, you’d win?” Sean asked.

“Yes. We have armor and weapons that they do not. However, we’re acting politely. I’m currently the only one inside with you.”

“That’s different,” Sean said. “Are the rest waiting on the bus?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Luckily, we aren’t in danger here, or shouldn’t be. Next time, bring more.”

“I’ll be increasing the number anytime we go to a new place, sir,” Ven said.

“Live and learn, Ven,” Sean said, hearing how upset the Fairy was. “We had no way of knowing ahead of time, and fifteen of you has always been enough outside of the Sharpeyes’, hasn’t it?”

“Yes. It still feels like I failed.”

“I understand,” Sean said, extending his hand to Ven, palm up. Ven stepped onto it and Sean brought them closer. “You haven’t failed. Unexpected things happen. That’s life. How we adapt determines if we fail.”

“Thank you, Sean,” Ven said. Head snapping toward the door, Ven took to the air in a blur.

The reason became clear a moment later when the butler returned, leading an older man into the room. Gray-haired, stern-faced, and walking with a near-marching cadence, the Lord projected strength. His left sleeve was tied back, exposing the stump.

Sean stood up to greet him. “Lord Bloodheart, a pleasure.”

“Lord MacDougal,” Flandril replied. “Married into the family via Hallie Bloodheart. I am glad you both came. Surely your wife has informed you of the tradition among the Bloodhearts?”

“She has. Did you wish to handle that first?” Sean asked.

His lips barely twitched, but it was clear that Flandril was amused by Sean’s bold statement. “Hmm... Might be for the best.” Turning to face Hallie, Flandril addressed her. “Lady MacDougal, we have a few waiting to spar with you. We aren’t sure where your skill lies.”

“I will fight the most skilled you have to face me first,” Hallie said, standing up. “It will make it easier.”

Flandril’s lips twitched a little more. “Spoken like a true Bloodheart. Very well. Follow me.”

Sean extended his arm to Hallie the way a gentleman should before they trailed Flandril through the manor. As they walked, Sean asked, “I take it this home is one of the older ones in the city, Lord?”

“Yes, one of the first. That is why it is as solid as it is.”

“Very defensible, from what I have noticed.”

“Indeed. Other families scoff that we wanted the place and didn’t modify it. It is the same as it was when it was built. We make sure it is kept up so everything is in perfect condition.”

“Even the weapons,” Sean said.

“What good is a weapon that isn’t kept in condition to be used?” Flandril snorted. “I’ve been to homes where they have decoration pieces up. Useless frippery at that point.”

“Agreed. If it’s on display, it should be functional. I prefer functional over aesthetic, myself.”

“Hmm... we have a common ground.”

“A good place to start.”

“I will be your opponent,” Flandril declared as they left the back of the manor. “I was debating if it would be my heir or me, but since you are a Lord, we might as well test you against another Lord. If needed, you can fight her.”

“I’ll accept a match against her, as well, regardless of the outcome,” Sean said.

“Maybe you do belong in the family, then.”

“He does,” Hallie smiled. “It will be proven soon.”

The older man let out a small chuckle. “Well, you certainly have your wife’s confidence.”

“I do,” Sean smiled at Hallie.

Sean gave Arliat a grin when they passed her. She was talking to two men in livery next to the bus, and when he walked by, she gave him a smile in return.

“That is your horseless carriage?” Flandril asked, looking at the bus.

“That one is called a bus instead of a car or truck, and yes, it’s mine.”

“Why the different names?”

“Different purposes. Trucks are for goods. They only seat two people, maybe three. Cars are mostly designed like carriages and can seat two to six passengers, giving room in the front for driver and footman. Mine transported my family and staff from Hearthglen to here.”

“How many?” Flandril asked, his pace slowing.

“A little over twenty people,” Sean said.

“And plated in adamantine? Hmm... it would be a great transport for men in combat.”

“And cost more than most could ever hope to afford. Most of the metals used in it are adamantine and mithril.”

“Interesting. That would make it very prohibitive. It does make me wonder how you came into possession of it then. I know you have ties to Mageeyes, who is heading the association that makes them, but surely your ties aren’t more than her husband.”

“I had a hand in their design and creation,” Sean replied.

Flandril stayed quiet as they walked toward another building in the yard. There were a dozen people waiting outside of it, standing at attention. Flandril advanced on one of the two women. “Are they ready?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“Lady MacDougal wishes to fight our highest choice for her first,” Flandril said, “and I will be fighting Lord MacDougal.”

“As you decree, Lord,” the woman said, saluting.

“But first, an introduction,” Flandril said, turning to face Sean and Hallie. “Lord and Lady MacDougal, my heir, Dame Evelyn Bloodheart.”

The woman who he’d spoken to stepped forward. She had the same features that he did, though they’d been softened a little by her mother. Her eyes were appraising and her lips were thin. “A pleasure to meet you both.”

“The pleasure is ours,” Hallie replied before Sean could. “I’d like to start, if that is acceptable?”

“That is fine,” Flandril said.

“Excellent,” Hallie said. “I notice there is no armor, so it will be just training blades?”

“Yes,” Evelyn replied, “with the caveat that you act as if you had armor on. We’d prefer to keep injuries down, but we do have a healer on hand.”

“Excellent,” Hallie said again.

Evelyn glanced at both of them, her lips thinning further. “Neither of you have blades on you. Would you care to look over our training blades and pick out the ones best suited to you?”

Hallie’s smile grew. “I will do so for both of us. We prefer the same style and balance.”

Evelyn motioned to one of the men behind her, who opened the door to the building. “He will show you the way.”

“Thank you,” Hallie smiled. “This shouldn’t take long.”

When Hallie left, Flandril addressed Sean, “Lord MacDougal, I wish to hear more of your hand in the creation of the vehicle.”

“Since we are both Lords, maybe we can drop the title? I know other Lords who have done so,” Sean suggested.

“I am fine with that. Those of equal rank need not try to impress upon the other.”

“As for the story, that tells things I’d rather not have known by many.”

Flandril’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I see. Perhaps we can put the story on the line during our spar?”

Sean’s smile grew. “I’ll agree to that.”

Flandril’s smile tilted into a smirk— a small one, but it was clearly there. “I accept that Agreement.”

Hallie came back out of the building, glancing from Flandril to Sean. “Did I miss something?”

“A small Agreement on my spar with Bloodheart,” Sean said. “Nothing to worry you.”

“Ah, very well. I have chosen our weapons.” Hallie handed one to Sean. “I hope this will work best for you, husband.”

Sean took the offered training weapon, feeling its balance. “It will work. It lacks the heft of my usual one, but I will be fine.”

“Jamison,” Evelyn called out, “step forward! You are the first to represent our family.”

One of the men moved out of the rank of people. “As you decree, Dame.”

Hallie gave the broad-chested man a smile. “Shall we?”

The man gave Hallie a bow of his head. “As you wish, Lady.”

“If you’ll step over here, MacDougal,” Flandril said, motioning Sean over toward the building, “we try to give them room.”

“Sure,” Sean said, then kissed Hallie’s cheek. “Fight well.”

“Always,” Hallie beamed, aware of the shocked faces. She knew that public displays of affection were unusual, but Sean never let that stop him. “I’m glad I put on pants today. I dislike fighting in a dress.”

“It is terrible,” Evelyn agreed. “Please, ready yourself.”




 

Chapter Fifty

Hallie smiled as she executed a perfect disarm, then slapped her wooden blade against her opponent’s neck. Stepping back, she raised her sword in front of her in salute. “Thank you for the match.”

Flandril and Evelyn stared at Hallie, and it was Flandril who spoke first, “We had heard years ago that you… had a problem with your foot.”

“I did,” Hallie smiled broadly. “I’d say more, but I took an Agreement on it.”

“But your foot no longer hinders you?” Evelyn asked.

“Not at all. It’s practically as if I was never missing my toes.”

“Lord, shall I?” Evelyn asked Flandril.

“Hmm... Yes.” Flandril gave Hallie an appraising look. “You are ready for a tougher match, are you not?”

“I figured it would happen,” Hallie smiled. “I am not my brother, father, or husband, but I think I can give your heir a decent match.”

Her previous opponent reclaimed his weapon and left the field, so Evelyn took that opportunity to move forward. She had a training sword in hand, along with a training dagger.

“Ah, one rarely sees someone trained to use a parrying dagger,” Hallie smiled. “If you don’t mind, I will claim a buckler to balance the scales.”

“Not at all,” Evelyn said. “Josia, lend her yours.”

The other woman who’d been lined up came forward, presenting her wooden buckler to Hallie. Hallie thanked her and took the buckler in hand. After a few deft movements to make sure she was holding it firmly, Hallie nodded to Evelyn.

“Dame Evelyn Bloodheart is to test Lady Hallie MacDougal,” Flandril announced, much as he had for the first fight. “Fight well.”

Both women saluted him with their swords before facing each other. Sean watched with interest— he hadn’t seen Hallie use a buckler at all. The only shields he’d ever seen her use were the larger ones, and he’d always thought bucklers were strapped to the forearm.

Hallie held her buckler in front of her at arm’s length, her sword ready to strike. Evelyn paced to the side, watching Hallie’s position and adjustments. Evelyn attacked first— it was a simple probe that Hallie deftly deflected with her buckler. Hallie’s return swipe had Evelyn parry with her dagger.

“Not many use bucklers,” Evelyn said. “Most favor larger shields.”

“My family among them,” Hallie replied with a smile. “One of my fellow wives is quite skilled with the larger shield.”

Evelyn’s eyebrow rose, clearly surprised at the comment. Hallie tried to use that moment of surprise to her advantage, but Evelyn was skilled. She foiled the attack, creating distance between them when she did. Neither spoke again, as both could sense the fight was going to be tough.

Flandril, standing next to Sean, brought the topic up even as he watched, “Wives? Plural?”

“Yes. Hallie is junior to Helga in skill in combat.”

“That is quite the statement, considering your wife’s upbringing.”

“Oh, Hallie is skilled, as you can see,” Sean grinned, “but Helga is able to match Toivo.”

Flandril’s eyebrow twitched at Sean using Toivo Bloodheart’s given name. “Is she? Would she be willing to spar at some point?”

“Maybe. I know she enjoys keeping her edge honed.”

“As any fighter should.” Flandril glanced at Sean. “Your wife said ‘wives,’ though. How many do you have?”

“Depends on how you count them,” Sean said, a hint of sadness reaching his voice. “I’ve married eleven times. Two of them are no longer on this world.”

Flandril didn’t ask a follow-up question— he’d lost his own wife years before, and could sense that same grief in Sean. Instead, he watched his daughter fight Hallie.

Hallie’s jaw was set; she knew Evelyn was more skilled. Even with the buckler giving her more leeway, Evelyn was slowly getting better positioning. Hallie was fine with losing to a more skilled fighter when it was just training, but she would make Evelyn earn the victory.

Evelyn was shocked that Hallie was as formidable as she was. She’d never thought that the cripple of Hearthglen would give her a fight nearly worthy of the one she’d had against Toivo Bloodheart. She refused to lose to the same family twice, so she didn’t go for a quick victory. Instead, she opted for methodical and assured.

“Does the Agreement on her being healed hold for you, as well?” Flandril asked Sean.

“Why do you ask?”

“I’ve been watching her footwork. She isn’t hindered at all. It’s as if she has toes on both feet now. We’d heard she was born without the toes on her right foot.”

“She was, indeed,” Sean said. “One could say we got started off on the ‘right foot,’ in fact.”

Flandril’s eyebrow went up, and he turned his head to look at Sean. “Was that a joke?”

“One of my wives loves puns,” Sean chuckled. “She told me that one. Hallie laughed when she heard it.”

“Your family sounds… unique.”

Sean laughed a full belly laugh, smiling even when Evelyn began to push Hallie. “Oh, that’s an understatement.”

Flandril’s lips drew into a tight line. He gave his attention back to his daughter, who was on her way to victory. His dislike of the man beside him was growing— Sean didn’t seem to understand how he should comport himself as a Lord, much less as one who was associated with the Bloodhearts. However, he waited. He would take that displeasure out on the man himself shortly.

It was a minute later when Evelyn slipped inside the length of Hallie’s weapon. Her dagger clipped Hallie’s wrist before she tapped it to Hallie’s chin. Stepping back, she bowed her head. “Thank you for the fight.”

Hallie exhaled as she bowed her head in return. “Thank you for the lesson. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.”

“I did,” Evelyn replied, smiling. “You’re not quite equal to your brother, but you are much better than we were led to believe.”

“I have been training hard since my marriage,” Hallie said. “I am glad to see I have improved.”

“Victory to Dame Bloodheart,” Flandril said. “Please vacate the field. We have another fight to go.”

Hallie walked with Evelyn toward Sean and Flandril. She gave him a radiant smile, which Sean returned to her. “Good luck, husband.”

“I’ll need it,” Sean said, pausing to kiss her cheek.

Sean glanced at Flandril as the man affixed a shield to his missing arm. He was surprised to see that it was a buckler, but it made sense, as it attached directly to the stump. Sean looked at Evelyn. “Can I get a shield?”

One of the men who’d been standing by handed his over.

“Thanks,” Sean said.

Sean slipped his arm through the leather loop and grabbed the grip. It was lighter than the mithril shield he’d been getting used to, but he could make it work. Dark Cutter pulsed on his finger, and Sean sent it an apology for having to use a different weapon in the fight.

A minute later, the two Lords faced each other in an open area of the field. Flandril’s face was a mask betraying no emotion. Sean was clearly watching Flandril with a touch of worry.

“Lord Flandril Bloodheart to test Lord Sean MacDougal,” Evelyn announced. “Fight well.”

Both men raised their swords in salute to each other. The onlookers tensed, eager to see their Lord fight. Flandril had not lost a single spar or duel in the last decade. They still remembered the fight with Knight Toivo Bloodheart, though, and how Flandril had to push to win.

Hallie just smiled. She knew what none of the watchers did: what Sean could do when he wanted to. She glanced at Evelyn, who was wearing a small smile. “Your father beat my brother, I’ve heard.”

“Yes, but your brother gave him the toughest fight he’s had in a decade,” Evelyn murmured.

The women went quiet as Flandril advanced on Sean. He didn’t attack recklessly or with contempt. Flandril was a dedicated swordsman and he knew that hubris could lead to folly. As much as he wanted to put Sean in his place, he wouldn’t make a mistake and hand his opponent a victory.

Sean could see the focus Flandril had, and he was equally focused. The older man in front of him had beaten his brother-in-law, so Sean knew he was skilled. He’d sensed that the Lord had become tense when they spoke earlier, and he had an idle thought that he might’ve upset Flandril.

Their first exchange had Flandril backing away quickly, the shock only showing in his eyes. Sean blocked the attack with ease, and Flandril felt like he’d hit a wall. To top that off, Sean’s riposte had broken Flandril’s balance. Sean didn’t follow up right away, afraid that the older man was setting a trap.

The onlookers were unsure of what had happened. They’d watched Flandril’s probe send him staggering back. Evelyn’s brow was furrowed as she tried to parse why her father had staggered.

Hallie just smiled as she watched Sean be cautious. She knew what had happened, though she was wondering why Sean hadn’t pressed the slight advantage he’d had.

“Your husband,” Evelyn said softly, her eyes locked on the men, “he does know that Talents aren’t allowed, correct?”

“Yes. I spoke with him at length about it,” Hallie replied. “He isn’t using his Talents. Trust me. If he had, this would already be over.”

Evelyn’s lips thinned. “Oh? You sound quite certain.”

“If I had used mine, I would have won,” Hallie said softly, “but we pride ourselves on skill. That is the Bloodheart way.”

“It is. What Talent makes you so certain you could win?”

“The one that would have made it nearly impossible for you would have been Camouflage, the Feline Moonbound Talent.”

“That... would have made it a very difficult fight,” Evelyn murmured. “This comes from a Bond?”

“In a way.” Hallie’s smile was wide as she watched the men engage again.

Flandril was serious as he attacked again— he intended to find out how Sean had stopped him so easily. All he discovered was that the shield stopped him cold. Sean’s sword forced him to give ground again, making Flandril angry.

“This is a fight of skill, not of Talents, MacDougal,” Flandril said sharply.

“I’m only using my skill and my natural strength, Bloodheart.”

“No Human male is that strong.”

“True,” Sean agreed. “If you want me to handicap my body, I can.”

Flandril’s eyelid twitched as he seethed internally, You think to mock me, Lordling?! Fine. With a swift movement that most would never expect a man of his age to make, Flandril sidestepped and thrust. That simple maneuver had won him many fights, as his agility was still high.

Sean just parried with his sword, then stepped in and shield-bashed Flandril. He managed to interpose his own shield in the way, but that meant that his own shield slammed into him instead of Sean’s.

Sean moved forward this time, using the moment to attack. Flandril did his best to recover, but Sean’s blade slammed into his sword, forcing it out wide from sheer strength. The follow-up came faster than the onlookers expected as Sean’s sword tapped the bottom of Flandril’s chin.

Stepping back, Sean saluted with his sword while Flandril regained his balance. “Thank you for the match, Bloodheart.”

Flandril’s lips were a harsh line as he glared at Sean. “You would disrespect the entire Bloodheart family like this?!”

Sean looked at Hallie. “What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing, husband,” Hallie said frostily. “Lord Bloodheart, my husband did not break protocol. It is not his fault that he is much stronger and faster than most men. You insult our house, Lord.”

Everyone shifted at how forcefully the young Lady was taking the elder Lord to task.

Flandril’s ire was high as he turned to face Hallie. “You call me to task while your husband clearly uses Talents in our fight?”

“I didn’t use any Talents,” Sean said. “Can we all take a deep breath here before this goes wrong?” Sean was shocked that he was the one playing peacemaker.

Flandril turned back to Sean, his anger now clear. “No Talents? I’ve only known Trolls or Giants to have that much force behind their strikes!”

“Both of which come by their strengths naturally, don’t they?” Sean asked.

Flandril hesitated, his eyes traversing Sean. “You have not the skin of a Troll, nor the bulk of a Giant.”

“I’m neither,” Sean said, “though I have bested people using Troll’s Blood. I am unique, Lord Bloodheart. My secrets are kept under the strictest of Agreements, as they could get me or my family killed. However, I don’t want to cause animosity with the greater Bloodheart family. If you would take the Agreement, I will explain.”

Flandril stared at Sean for a few seconds. He couldn’t see haughty pride, nor deceit. If anything, Sean seemed to honestly be trying to make amends. “If your answer does not explain it, I will call for resolution.”

“That’s fine,” Sean said, not understanding.

Hallie exhaled. “Sean... he means that he will call the Agreement broken and force the matter before the Queens.”

Sean stiffened slightly, but shrugged. “He said he would do that if my answer doesn’t explain it. We both know it will.”

“I would like to hear this story, as well,” Evelyn said.

“Just you two,” Sean was quick to say. “I really shouldn’t be spreading this around. I guess if we’re going that far, I can do the other thing I’d been considering.”

“What is that?” Flandril asked.

“You must not have heard yet,” Sean chuckled. “I’m a healer. Shall we retire to my bus? It is the most secure location nearby that I trust to tell my story.”

“Why is that?” Flandril pressed.

“Security measures,” Sean said simply. “The choice is yours.”

“Very well,” Flandril said as he tossed his training blade to one of the watchers, then began to unstrap his buckler.

“You might wish to send for refreshments,” Hallie said, handing off her training gear. “The story takes a while.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Evelyn said, glancing at the people who’d been watching the fights. “Dismissed.”




 

Chapter Fifty-one

“That’s my story,” Sean finished, sitting back.

Both Flandril and Evelyn stared at him with incredulity. “The Tuatha? Those banned, useless beings who sent Humanity off to be here with the Queens... sent you? Not only that, they gave you part of their power?” Flandril asked with slow deliberateness, as if testing Sean’s sanity.

“No one has the collection of Talents you claim to have,” Evelyn said stiffly. “It’s clear that you’re an Outsider with that claim. You might collect them with enough Bonds, but to say they are yours alone is just foolish.”

“And to claim to be able to give people back limbs,” Flandril said darkly, an old pain and anger rising in him. “That is just wrong. The best healers in the Quadital cannot do that.”

“If I regrow your hand, would you concede my story being true?” Sean asked.

Flandril’s lips thinned. “You would dare taunt me?”

“Lord Iceblood said roughly the same thing,” Hallie commented.

Both Bloodhearts looked at Hallie, as her comment wasn’t one they’d expected.

“He was crying tears of joy when Sean fixed not just his leg, but his power,” Hallie went on.

Evelyn sat forward, licking her lips. “If… and I say this with doubt, if your husband could do something so grand, why isn’t he being sung throughout the Quaditals?”

Sean rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “I have enemies that don’t fully know about me yet. I’m trying to dig in, first. That, and I really don’t want to deal with the Queens. We both know that if they knew my story… they would be unhappy.”

“I will give you a single chance,” Flandril said tightly. “When you fail, I will break this Agreement. I will let you bring it before the Queens if you truly wish to enforce it.”

“And when your hand is regrown?” Sean asked.

“I will bend my knee,” Flandril said. “I will recant my insult to you before my family. To add to that, I will become your supporter. When you need my family to back you, we will declare ourselves.”

“Agreed,” Sean said.

“Agreed,” Flandril bit out. “Now go ahead and heal me.”

Sean extended his hand to the Lord. “Your stump, please. Oh, and be ready for pain. Most people pass out from regrowing limbs.”

Flandril snorted and extended his arm. “I’ve dealt with more pain than most will ever know.”

“Okay,” Sean said, taking a firm grip on Flandril’s arm just above his stump.

Evelyn shifted so she could see her father’s arm better.

“Winter’s frozen ass!” Flandril cursed before his mouth snapped shut, his teeth grit together.

Evelyn’s eyes went wide when she saw the fresh bone grow out of the stump. “Summer’s pale tits...” she whispered.

As Sean worked, there was a cracking sound, and Flandril spit out a piece of tooth. His mouth ached from holding it so tightly closed against the pain, but he hadn’t even realized he’d just broken one of his own teeth. Sean paused for a minute to repair the man’s teeth and make them better.

Then, he focused again on the new hand— he only had the nerves left. “Evelyn, can you grasp his hand, please? I’m about to connect his nerves and he’s going to start spasming.”

Evelyn took her father’s hand in hers. The awe in her expression was clear as tears streaked her cheeks. She’d always looked up to her father— the loss of his hand had hurt him in ways he’d never expressed, but she’d seen its toll. Now, he would be whole again, and she was glad for him. Evelyn had to grit her own teeth, as Flandril’s grip was every bit as powerful as it had been when he’d had his hand before. She didn’t have a weak grip, but his was near crushing.

“Done,” Sean sighed, sitting back and blotting his forehead with a handkerchief.

Evelyn let go of her father’s hand, wiping at her face. “Father?”

“I…” Flandril failed to find the words as he held his new hand up in front of his eyes. With slow deliberateness, he flexed each finger as if waiting for it to fail. Then, he opened and closed his hand multiple times.

“The same as he did with my toes,” Hallie said, uncovering her foot. “As you can see.”

Both of the Bloodhearts looked at Hallie’s wiggling toes, then back to Flandril’s hand, before their eyes landed on Sean. “MacDougal… I…” Flandril tried once more, but was again unable to find the words.

“Sean. Call me Sean, please? I’m an Outsider as you said, and I grew up way less formal than this world calls for.”

“They really sent you?” Evelyn asked.

“Not exactly ‘sent,’” Sean said. “More... they gave me the chance to come. I’m not beholden to them. I have no geas on me. They’ve asked me to find a way for them… not them… it’s only Morrigan now.”

“What?” Evelyn asked.

“That’s a longer story. I said that they crafted this body for me and gave me some of their power, but that’s not the full truth that I found out not too long ago. The only Tuatha still in existence now is Morrigan. The rest… died… when they sent me off.”

“Oh... that’s right. They broke an Agreement with the Queens,” Evelyn said.

“If that was true, the Queens would know of MacDougal,” Flandril corrected his daughter. “Can you explain it?”

Hallie giggled when Sean hesitated, then began to get her boot back on. “Let me, husband. You get so flustered over what the truth is.”

Sean exhaled, looking away. “Yeah, go ahead.”

~ * ~ * ~

“Home, Arliat,” Sean sighed as he took a seat on the bus.

“Yes, sir,” Arliat said.

“That was more involved than I thought it would be,” Hallie said, holding Sean’s hand.

“Tell me about it,” Sean snorted. “The fighting was expected. Maybe I should have held back and let him beat me, instead.”

“No. They’re firmly allied to us now, like the Icebloods. This will work for us before it’s over. Maybe we went faster here than we’d thought, but both Flandril and Evelyn are firmly behind us.”

“Thank gods Evelyn loves her father and wasn’t waiting to supplant him.”

“That would have been a problem. It doesn’t matter now, though, as she is firmly on our side.”

“Yeah...”

“Sean, are you upset that you helped another?”

“No. It’s just…”

“The more people who know, the greater the chance it all comes tumbling down?”

“Yeah.”

“It won’t be them. Taking them to your planes was a good idea. Did you not see the hope in their eyes?”

“No. I saw the horror, though.”

“The bog can be unsettling to the people who don’t know you,” Hallie said softly, lifting his hand to kiss his knuckles. “Trust me. The duality helped solidify them as allies.”

“Okay... I really hope to settle in before we come into conflict with Truestrike.”

“We all do. We’ve barely been in the city for two tendays, but we’ve made solid gains in allies already, and I’m working on making more.”

“I know. Thank you,” Sean said, kissing her cheek. “I just worry.”

“For us, the staff, and the children to come. We all know, our beloved husband. That makes us want to make things better for you.”

Sean was about to say more when he felt a sharp pull on his Bond from Glorina. “Arliat, the clinic,” Sean said. “Glorina is having trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” Hallie asked.

“She just pulled hard on the Bond. She might be having trouble healing someone.” Sean grimaced when he felt Ryann do the same. “And Ryann, too.”

Arliat stayed quiet— getting to the clinic instead of the manor was the difference of a single turn. She was worried for Glorina. They all wanted to do so much, and she knew how hard it would be for Glorina if she failed at something. Arliat picked up the pace a little. She didn’t want to drive recklessly and cause problems, but she felt the urgency in Sean’s voice.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was off the bus even before it fully stopped. The two wagons in front of the clinic worried him. Hallie was directly behind him, her own worry climbing.

There were six guards in the front room, standing beside three men who were injured in various ways. All of the guards glanced at MacDougal with suspicion, but Gwen defused that.

“Sir, the guards had trouble at a tavern,” Gwen said. “Your assistants are seeing the worst of them now.”

Sean didn’t pause— he went through the door to get to the back. Hallie paused in the front room to speak with Gwen and the guards.

Ryann was in the first room with two guards and the man on the table. The guards turned to Sean, hands going to their swords. “Stop!” one of the guards snapped at him.

“I’m the healer!” Sean snapped back. “Move.”

“Head injury, Sean,” Ryann said. “I’m doing the best I can, but I’m not making any progress.”

“I think Glorina is having the same problem,” Sean said, going past the guards. They’d relaxed when Ryann addressed him. “Focus on what I’m doing. I’ll start with you, then go help Glorina.”

Sean got Ryann healing the swelling in the man’s brain, then darted to the second room, where he helped Glorina with her patient. Glorina had been making progress, but slowly. Sean helped her isolate the problem to make it easier on her.

Less than an hour later, the guards were gone from the clinic with their prisoners in tow.

“Sorry, Sean,” Ryann apologized, joining him in the sitting room. “We didn’t mean to drag you here.”

“I felt the need from both of you,” Sean said. “I was just on the way home, so you didn’t disrupt anything. However, it is closing time, so we can all go home together.”

“I sent Arliat home with the bus when we got here,” Hallie said. “We can still sneak out the back.”

Glorina shifted in her seat, getting Sean’s attention. Ducking her head, she mumbled, “Sorry...”

“No need for apologies from either of you,” Sean said softly. “Besides, you were getting it under control. It was just taking longer and more energy than you thought it would. Head injuries normally kill people, from what I’ve been told.”

“They do,” Gwen said, stopping by the room. “The front is locked up, sir. I just wished to let you know.”

“Thanks, Gwen. Was the guard respectful?”

“They were, Sean. They were very apologetic, but since they knew you had extra people on staff, they brought the majority of them to you.” Gwen smiled. “They didn’t expect you to save all of them. The two with head injuries will be in debt to the guard, who will pay for the healing.”

“That’s probably going to make a bigger splash than I really wanted, but it’s done, now,” Sean sighed. “Have a good night, Gwen. Ladies, let’s go home.”




 

Chapter Fifty-two

Sean was glad that Oneday had been quiet. He’d been worried, but there hadn’t been any fallout from helping the guards, and the Bloodheart family hadn’t caused them any issues. Hallie met with Daria and a few more of her friends and, that evening, Hallie mentioned that she was making slow progress with the younger Dames and Knights of the city.

Aria told Sean that the new Shapers had taken to the project with a zeal that surprised Mageeyes. The Wood Shaper, Maxwell Smarlion, had been a focal point with bringing some of the lesser Shapers into the fold of Forged Bonds. While they weren’t working for themselves anymore, the pay had been enough to convince them to sign on.

Mageeyes and Aria agreed that, before another tenday passed, Sean’s family would be phased out of working. They planned to do it person by person, with Aria being the last, so that things went more smoothly.

That left Sean with an extra helper for the clinic on Twoday. Quinna, Rumia, Myna, and Helga were all in the sitting room with him. He thought five was enough for the clinic, but if they needed more, it would be easy for someone else to come over from the manor without being seen.

“Aria says the wooden hair clips are the best we can make right now,” Quinna told Sean as they waited for someone to show up. “The ear cuffs work, too, but that requires one of the workers to adjust them for the Moonbound that bought it.”

“We work on hair clips, then,” Sean said.

“She did mention that if you wanted to make a few in base metals and a few in silver, that would be good, but to leave them unadorned. The people buying those want custom pieces.”

“We’re fine to add patterns to the wood ones?” Rumia asked.

“Yeah. Mostly flowers, though. Those are the most popular,” Quinna nodded.

“Hmm, yes. Very pretty,” Myna smiled as she began to work on one.

“Flowers are always popular, no matter what world you’re on,” Sean smiled.

Sean had just pulled out the piece of silver he’d brought with him when a Fairy landed on the table. “Sir, there is a guard captain here asking to speak with you.”

“Injured?” Sean asked.

“No, sir.”

“I’ll be right out,” Sean said. “I’ll see him in room one,” he told the women with him when the Fairy zipped off, “just in case someone else comes in while I talk with him.”

“We’ll handle it, Master,” Myna said.

Setting the silver on the table, Sean left the room. The guard captain was wearing an immaculate uniform. However, his uniform was different than any Sean had seen the other guards wearing.

The tall, dark-skinned man gave Sean an appraising glance before turning to him. “Lord Sean MacDougal?”

“How can I assist the guard today?” Sean asked.

“I was asked to bring you to the commander.”

“Ah, I see.” Sean considered what to do— he’d either have to leave Rumia and Myna without Helga, or himself without her. Not going at all would definitely upset the guard commander, so that was suboptimal, as well. “Give me a moment to speak with my staff.”

“Of course, Lord.”

Sean went back to the sitting room. “There’s a small problem. The commander wants to talk with me, and he sent the captain to bring me. I either leave Helga here, or I take her with me.”

“Take her, Master,” Myna said. “I can make sure that Rumia, Quinna, and myself are safe enough.”

Helga stood up, looking at her clothing. “Guard?”

“Yes. He is a Lord,” Myna said. “It would not be unheard of for him to have a guard with him.”

Helga’s breastplate formed over her shirt. “I am ready now, My Lord.”

“Hmm... I didn’t think of it before, but a guard without a visible weapon looks decidedly odd,” Sean muttered.

“We look like an honor guard more than a functional guard,” Helga said. “That is fine. It will cause them to underestimate what we can do.”

“Good point. See you three when we get back. Hopefully, this doesn’t take too long.”

“We will be fine, Master,” Myna said, tilting her cheek toward him.

Sean chuckled and bent to kiss her cheek. The moment he got close enough, Myna turned her head, kissing him soundly on the lips instead. “Sneaky kitty,” he laughed.

“Yes,” Myna purred.

“Time to see what the commander wants,” Sean exhaled, heading for the door.

“Maybe to ask about the other day,” Helga commented.

“I’d hoped that yesterday being quiet meant it was being glossed over.”

The captain gave Helga a raised eyebrow when Sean reappeared. “Lord?”

“She will be coming with me,” Sean said levelly. “My wives prefer me to have a guard as often as possible.”

“I’m sure that will be fine, Lord. If you will come with me, the carriage is waiting outside.”

“Of course.”

The carriage displayed the emblem of Accord. Another armored guard sat with the driver, while a third stood by the door, waiting to open it. Sean got in, followed by Helga, with the captain climbing in last.

The ride was quiet, but Sean did notice the captain glance at Helga often. He wasn’t sure if it was because of Helga’s beauty or the fact that she wore her mithril breastplate with such ease, so he did his best to ignore it.

Just short of the gardens surrounding the tower, the carriage pulled up in front of a solidly built stone building. The double doors had two guards posted in the same uniform as the captain, and Sean mentally marked them as dress uniforms.

The foyer of the building was much like the hall of magistrates in Hearthglen, but showed more wealth. There were also more people working in it. The captain led them straight for the stairs. They were taken to the top floor— five stories up— which held four doors, one of which obviously went into a courtroom.

Stopping next to the farthest left-hand door, the captain led them into the room. “Lord MacDougal, as ordered by the commander,” the captain told the woman behind the desk.

“Thank you, Captain,” the secretary replied. “I shall take them from here.”

With a nod, the captain strode from the room.

“Lord MacDougal, if you’d like to sit, sir, I shall inform the commander that you are here.”

“Of course,” Sean said.

The secretary got up, smoothed her skirt down, then went through the door beside her desk, shutting it behind her. Helga took up a place beside Sean’s chosen chair, remaining silent. Sean caught the hint of contempt from Helga, though.

“The fact she worried over her appearance before going in?” Sean murmured.

“Yes,” Helga whispered back. “She is good for paperwork only. Her tasks obviously do not include guarding his door.”

“To be fair, very few in power have a viable guard as their secretary,” Sean replied quietly.

Helga conceded the point, but she still felt contempt for the idea— if someone had guards, one of them should be the one to protect the door. It would mean they’d have enough warning to arm themselves for a fight if it came to it.

A little bit of time passed before the secretary returned. “The commander is ready for you, Lord MacDougal. Your… guard… can wait here with me.”

Sean caught the spike of anger Helga felt at how the secretary slighted her. “Helga, I’m sure my wives will understand if you stay here. Guard the door for us.”

“As you command, My Lord,” Helga said, going to stand beside the door to the commander’s office.

The secretary’s lips thinned, but she didn’t speak against it. They twisted into a smirk when she saw no weapons on Helga’s belt.

Sean entered the richly-appointed office with measured steps. The man behind the far desk was razor-thin with the sharp features and ears of the Fey. His hair was pale gold, and his eyes were glacial blue. His dress uniform was silk, much like Sean’s suit, and immaculately kept.

“Lord MacDougal,” Commander Queensblood said, standing up, “I’m glad you were able to answer my summons.”

Sean had pulled up Mage Sight when he advanced. It was difficult, but he thought he managed to keep the surprise off his face as he studied the commander. The man before him was a mix of energy— one felt hot while the other was frozen, and he was filled with it.

“Commander Queensblood, it is a pleasure. I do try to assist the guard when I can,” Sean said, reaching the desk.

“Please sit,” Queensblood smiled, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Sean did as he was bid, keeping Mage Sight up in his left eye. “I didn’t realize it was a summons,” Sean said amiably. “I thought it was a request.”

Queensblood’s small laugh was cold. “No. Besides the Advisor, I am the power of the city. Many new Lords or Ladies fail to answer my summons only to find that an error on their part.”

“I see. How might I assist the guard today, Commander?”

Queensblood took his seat, giving Sean a long look. “I welcome all the new nobles to the city. Everyone gets told to mind their manners and to obey the law. Do not start trouble, or the Advisor will be the least of your worries.”

“I see. My friends and family have impressed upon me how much I should respect the Advisor. I think, perhaps, that that same level of respect, if not more, should be directed to you, as well.”

“Very good. You understand. I was upset when my gate captain told me how… dismissive you were when you entered the city.”

“Dismissive? Not to you, sir. To him, yes. When I saw Dame Mageeyes the next day, I informed her that we should work with you so you might become the first to own one of the wonders that is a car.”

Queensblood sat back. “Did you, now?”

“The Dame and I have an understanding. I was told that you were indeed the first of the city to own a car. Was I misled?”

“No, you weren’t. She even cut the price in half, saying that friends were always welcome.”

“Of course.”

“How do you and the Dame know each other?”

“Her husband is my wife’s brother,” Sean said. “Knight Toivo Bloodheart and Dame Hallie Bloodheart, from Hearthglen.”

“Ah, that makes a bit more sense. You will be seeing the Accord Bloodheart family soon, then.”

“I already have.”

“And how did your duel go?”

“They matched me against Lord Bloodheart,” Sean said. “He is a highly-skilled swordsman.”

“Even with his missing hand, he has remained one of the best duelists in the city,” Queensblood smiled. “Behind me, of course.”

“I would never doubt that, Commander.”

“There was another reason for me to summon you today. Would you care to guess?”

“My assistance to the guard?”

“You healed six people yesterday. Or rather, you and your staff did. Rather unique, a healer with assistants who can heal. On top of that, two of the injured had head injuries, both of whom have fully recovered.”

Sean stayed quiet.

“No comment?”

“I’m glad that we were able to save them. I heard that they were involved in a tavern brawl.”

“Yes. They were the instigators of the brawl and the most injured. My men questioned if the two head wounds were that bad, since both pulled through. There are not even scars to attest to the fact they were injured.”

“We do aim to do our best.”

“A Lord who will heal… criminals?”

“We heal anyone, Commander,” Sean said. “My staff is almost able to work without me. Head injuries, as you’ve said… can be tricky. I could have let them die, but I had no idea if they were the perpetrators or the victims.”

“True. So you won’t be healing in the future?”

“Here or there as needed, but it’s mostly my staff that can do it. It’s why they are there. And, as I tried to tell your men the other day, we are willing to assist the guard. I don’t mind healing the injured you bring, but I was mostly speaking of the guards themselves.”

“And you’d do that for the same low price? I’ve been told of your fee system, instead of how much energy it takes.”

“For the guard, we’d drop that price by ten percent. I have always had the utmost respect for those who put the city above themselves.”

Queensblood seemed to thaw for a moment. “Really?”

“My father instilled in me a respect for the people who keep the law, sir. I have never wavered from that lesson, even when less than honorable men in uniform stood against me.”

“You will not find men like that in my guard,” Queensblood said harshly.

“It was not a slight at you, your men, or the city, Commander. It was a statement of what has come before only.”

“You intrigue me, Lord MacDougal. You look to carry very little Queens’ blood, if any, yet the little I’ve heard of you says you are powerful.”

“I’m more powerful than some, but much less than others. Are you not one of the most powerful men in the city, Commander?”

Queensblood’s head tilted slightly. “I am. What have you heard?”

“Considering your family name, your position, and to speak frankly, your refined features, it seems clear to me that it should be obvious to everyone.”

Queensblood’s lips finally formed a real smile. “Flattery, but not untrue. Very well. Your clinic will heal anyone we bring you?”

“To the best of our ability, even if that means I must assist. We are open during regular business hours only. My receptionist cannot heal, and she lives in the house above the clinic.”

“I shall make sure this is known. You do realize that the other healers are going to be very upset with you, don’t you?”

“Why? Because I charge so little?”

“For one. For another, you will be getting a majority of the healing that the guard requires. It will cost the city less to use you.”

“Shouldn’t that make them happy?” Sean asked. “That will mean no surprise moments of using all their energy.”

“Good luck with explaining that to them. I will be informing my captains today to use your clinic as often as possible. By Fiveday, it will be known by the healers.”

“A bridge I will have to cross when it comes,” Sean sighed. “It was bound to happen.”

“You seem… untroubled by it.”

“As I said, Commander, it was bound to happen. I had only hoped for more time to build goodwill, first.”

Queensblood sat forward. “I shall discharge a bit of debt, then. I will not inform my captains outside of your segment of the city. That will give you more time, Lord MacDougal. This is to make even the lowered cost of my new car.”

Sean hesitated, but then bowed his head. “I accept, Commander. My thanks.”

“You are one of the most mellow Lords I’ve ever spoken with.”

“Should I rage and demand from you?” Sean snorted. “We both know how that would go.”

Queensblood’s smile became real again for a moment. “We do, indeed. We are done.” Standing, Queensblood held out a hand. “A good day to you, Lord MacDougal.”

Sean stood, shaking the commander’s hand, resisting the grip that tried to crush his hand. “A good day to you, as well, Commander.”

Queensblood’s tremor of shock that Sean didn’t grimace was quickly hidden. Instead, he just nodded and took his seat again.

Sean turned on his heel, leaving with firm, steady steps, but feeling relief. Commander Queensblood was the most powerful person Sean had encountered on the world to date. That made Sean want to keep the man calm— he did not want to end up in conflict with the commander.




 

Chapter Fifty-three

With dinner over, Aria spoke up, “Sean, you should know that Octavius MacLenn spoke with Amedee today.”

“Did it go well?” Sean asked.

“Amedee showed him the workshop, including the car that was just being finished. She sold it to him at a discount.”

“That sounds hopeful.”

“They stood there for a good while talking about trucks. Winston was more than happy to explain the various parts that help with different cargos.”

“Good. Maybe another ally, then. I know Augustus was worried.”

“He had a lot of interest in the icebox, as well,” Aria said.

“Speaking of allies,” Hallie smiled, “Daria has introduced me to nearly a dozen Dames and Knights. We should hold a gathering for them in the near future. All of them have asked about my husband.”

“Are we talking a large tea party, or something more?” Sean asked.

“Hmm... maybe a dinner? We can invite the Bloodhearts, Amedee, Charie, and Augustus. That will show that we are connected with others.”

“We’ll be happy to make a grand dinner,” Glorina smiled.

“The staff will need to eat in the other dining room,” Fiona said softly.

Sean grimaced, then nodded. “I understand. I dislike it, but I understand.”

“We don’t mind, sir,” Rumia said. “We know how society works, and we all want to help.”

“She’s right,” Tiska added. “It might be better if we ate before they do. This way, we can be in the background, taking care of tasks.”

“And being your eyes and ears,” Xenta smiled.

“Oh,” Sean said, then grinned at them. “I see. Not a bad idea, honestly.”

“And they’ll have horses to care for,” Quinna added. “I’ll get in some more feed before the party.”

“That’d be good,” Quilla agreed.

“What day should we aim for?” Ryann asked Hallie.

“Hmm... let’s call it Sixday. That’ll give everyone a chance to make arrangements.”

“Is this a formal dinner, or informal?” Fiona asked Hallie.

“Let’s say informal. We’re just inviting friends over for a meal. Once we establish ourselves a little bit more, we can hold a gathering that will invite more people. We can use the ballroom in the manor.”

“I agree with that,” Fiona smiled.

With the conversation ebbing, Sean said, “Let me tell you about my day.”

~ * ~ * ~

When he finished explaining about Queensblood, the table was quiet.

“He’s proud,” Myna said. “Believes he is the real power of the city.”

“From what Sean said, yes, he does,” Mizuki agreed. “If he’s held the position while Advisors have come and gone, then it makes sense that he would.”

“Was he confrontational?” Felora asked.

“A little. It felt like he wanted to assert his position. After I agreed that he was equal or more important than the Advisor, he mellowed. Felt like he owed a debt, which he then discharged.”

“Yes, in a way that won’t cost him at all,” Ryann snorted. “Discharged by not causing problems.”

“The debt is cleared, as far as he’s concerned,” Ida said.

“It does mean the clinic will be busier,” Helga added. “He basically said it would be.”

“Yeah,” Sean agreed. “That’s fine, because we’re going to be getting everyone back from the workshop in the next few days. We need at least three people at the clinic every day going forward. This way, every room has someone who can see patients.”

“I’ll make a rotation,” Fiona said, “except for the Chooser who is going to be there. Hallie needs to stay with you or at the manor.”

“I’ll do it once I’m free from the workshop,” Aria said. “I shouldn’t be acting as a guard while carrying a child. I think the clinic is the best place for me, in that case.”

“I’ll be there most days,” Sean added, “though there are a few things I still want to do. I want to go through the library in the tower and see if I can find out about the Queens’ deal with the Tuatha. I am also planning to look at the sewers with Vasu to see if I can help him and Charie. Once things settle, I’ll likely do the sewer, then go to the library. I’m certain that’ll take longer.”

“What about the garden trip?” Hallie asked him with a smile.

“We’ll talk with Gwen and figure out what day she’d like off. The clinic should close a single day every tenday. Then, we can all go see the garden during the day off.”

“Tenday is the most common day for days off from work,” Ryann said. “That’s the day that Amedee is going to schedule off for the workshop.”

“Well, that makes it easy, then,” Sean grinned. “We’ll see the gardens this Tenday. We can tell Gwen that that will be a day off going forward. Post the hours and the day off outside the clinic so it’s clearly posted for everyone to see.”

“Sean, can we visit the manor tonight?” Andrea asked when things lulled.

“I need to visit the bog again, as it is,” Sean said. “I’ve left people being tormented long enough for now. Yeah, Andie. We’ll go.”

“Onim, can you send a message to Amedee and tell her we’re all going to miss tonight?” Aria asked.

“Of course,” Onim said before looking up. “Take care of it,” they directed at a Fairy sitting above them.

“Yes,” the Fairy said, then zipped off.

“Might be odd if everyone doesn’t go,” Sean said.

“A single night won’t cause too much commotion,” Aria said. “And I know we’d all like to go visit.”

“Okay,” Sean smiled. “We’ll see everyone upstairs soon.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was somber as he left the manor behind. Rumia was with him, along with Helga, Aria, and Hallie. Myna was on his arm, purring happily. She was looking forward to seeing Zachary and hearing him broken over the torments that Sean inflicted on him.

The moon hung high over the still air of the bog. The yew tree stood as the giant sentinel over the soft ground. A few heads dotted the peat— they were the ones who hadn’t done a lot to earn Sean’s ire, but hadn’t shown enough remorse yet to be claimed by his Choosers.

“Start with them,” Sean said, motioning toward the scattered heads. “If they show remorse and you believe them, take them. Just split them up so you all carry about the same number of souls.”

“We still need to see if you can funnel a soul from them to us,” Myna reminded him.

Sean felt his energy, then nodded. “How’s your energy, Myna?”

“Good, but not full.”

“Camo while we’re here. When we go to leave, we’ll test it.”

Myna smiled as she vanished from sight, but still held onto Sean’s arm.

“Sir?” Rumia asked.

“Oh, right,” Sean said, looking at her. With a slow, deep breath, he focused on his connection to the plane. “Rumia, you may always walk on the peat,” he said with conviction. “You are not the Tender yet, but you are well on your way.”

Rumia gasped as she felt the power behind his words sink into her. Swallowing, she bowed her head. “I’ll be worthy, Sean. I promise.”

“You are,” Sean said softly. “After we marry, though, okay?”

Rumia swallowed the lump in her throat as tears started to form. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

Hallie touched her shoulder. “He has always cared. Calm yourself. It will be some time yet.”

“Yes, mistress,” Rumia sniffled. “It just means that, when the day comes, I’ll get all my wishes.”

Myna suddenly appeared in front of Rumia, her arms enveloping the gardener with gentleness. “It can be overwhelming, but it is a good feeling.”

“Yes,” Rumia sniffled as she hugged Myna back. “Thank you, Myna. You’ve always encouraged us.”

“Myna has always wanted me to be loved,” Sean said a little awkwardly. “I need to see to people.”

“I’ll walk with Rumia for a bit, Master,” Myna said. “I’ll use Mage Sight instead of Camo.”

“Okay.”

Everyone went off in different directions, and Sean moved to where he’d trapped Evan Sharpeyes first. Crouching down, he gave the head that was pushed up from the bog a smile. “Evan, how have you been?”

The moment the vines unwrapped his head, Evan began to sob. “Please…! Mercy…”

“Mercy?” Sean asked coldly. “What mercy would you have given me, or my wives?”

“I didn’t know…! Mercy…”

“You thought I was nothing, mere dirt to be scrubbed off your boots,” Sean said. “You’re coming to understand your folly now. Does it hurt?”

Evan sobbed harder. “So much pain… then it starts again… and again…”

“You’re paying for all the hurt you’ve inflicted on my family, Evan. Not just mine, but my friends, too. For now, I’ll give you a mild reprieve. Once a tenday, the pain will come again, but I don’t want you to suffer alone.”

Another head broke the surface. Sharpeyes panted, his eyes wild as he looked from his son to Sean. “What is this?!”

“Hell for you,” Sean smiled. “Your wife is doing well. Already found a man who will treat her right. Might already be married to him, in fact.”

Sharpeyes snarled, “You think that I’d break that easily?!”

“No, but I want you to see your son as he breaks. You’ll be covered to just underneath your eyes. Both of you. In time, you’ll see your son die, again and again. He pays for his crimes, and you for yours. Maybe, eventually, you’ll understand.”

Sharpeyes glared at his crying son, wondering how Sean had forced him to sob like a babe. “This isn’t real… no…”

Sean just smiled as the vines wrapped the father and son, then pulled them down so they could stare at each other like Denmur and Klein were doing. “I should make this a father-son bonding time. You’ll suffer the same fate as Evan now, but on Fiveday instead of Tenday. That way, you’ll both know when the torment is coming for you again.”

Standing up, Sean walked away, listening to the struggles of the men behind him. One knew what was going to happen, but the other didn’t— not yet. He hated being this person, but the people who’d hurt his family, caused the deaths of his wives... they deserved this.

Sean made his way to where Rumia was trimming a heath bush. Myna was listening to her wordless song with a smile. “Ladies, you’re waiting for me?”

“Rumia says that Zachary is under the peat here,” Myna said.

Sean was a little surprised, but nodded. “She’s right.”

“I remembered, sir. This man hurt Myna and caused you distress, so I remembered where he was.”

“Why?”

Rumia shifted a little. “I was curious if I would be able to help Myna. I know she was… not well last time.”

Now, it was Myna’s turn to shift uncomfortably. “My emotions went too far.”

“I’ll send him back down if it becomes too much again,” Sean said softly as he crouched down. “He’s been paying since I visited him with Saret.”

“Yes, you told me,” Myna purred as she knelt beside him. “Thank you, Master. Why are we seeing him today?”

“Because I want to stop the torments,” Sean whispered. “It needs to lessen some, at least.”

Myna purred, her arm going around his waist. “If you need it, Master, then I agree.”

Sean exhaled— he’d been worried about how Myna would react. Now, he pushed Zachary up so he could be visible. The vines unwrapped the man, and Zachary was crying as hard as Evan had been.

“Good,” Myna smiled. “How does it feel to be the one who’s tormented, Zachary?”

Zachary flinched— or tried to— leaning his head away from her. “No…! Please…! No more…”

“As I once asked!” Myna hissed, her breath coming faster. “Did you listen to me?!”

“Easy,” Sean said softly, kissing her cheek. “Calm, Myna.”

Myna shuddered, looking away from Zachary. “I’m trying, Master...”

Rumia began to hum again as she moved around nearby, looking over some heather.

The song seemed to calm Myna, who exhaled roughly. “I want to rip into him again, to make him scream and cry.”

“Do you hear her? This is what you deserve, because of what you did to her.”

“No…! Please…!”

“Being slowly cut apart... was it painful? Did you beg for relief?” Sean asked.

“Yes. I’m sorry… Myna… sorry…”

Myna stiffened when he said her name, letting out a low growl. “My name is not for you.”

“Easy,” Sean whispered. “What does he call you, if not your name?”

“Death!” Myna hissed, her fingers growing claws.

Zachary’s head vanished into the peat, and Sean pulled Myna into a full hug. “Calm yourself, silly kitty.”

Rumia sang, no longer humming. They were wordless notes, but between Sean’s hug and her song, Myna shuddered and began to calm.

“Sorry, Master... I should go.”

“We’ll go together,” Sean murmured, standing with her. “I should see Velin before we leave, though. Can you see her and be calm?”

“No. She cost us our friends, too.”

“Rumia, would you walk with Myna for a bit?” Sean asked.

“Yes, sir. Gladly.”

Myna sniffled, rubbing her face into Sean’s chest. “Sorry, Master... My emotions are still too high.”

“Shh... it’s okay. He’ll suffer a bit more, but less than he had been, okay?”

“Thank you,” Myna said, tilting her head back.

Sean kissed her gently, letting it linger. “Anything for my beautiful wife.”

Myna purred, leaning into him. “You’re too good for me, Master.”

“I think I can do better,” Sean murmured, kissing her ear. “Walk with Rumia. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

“As you wish,” Myna said, letting go of him.

Sean watched them walk off before bringing Zachary back to the surface. The man looked around wildly, as if waiting for Myna to pounce on him. “She’s gone for now, Zach. Your torment will ease... not because you don’t deserve it, but because it hurts me. It will be a single day of pain each tenday instead of continuous. Reflect on the mercy and how much she feels that you still owe.”

“Thank you! Thank you!” Zachary sobbed before the vines covered his face and pulled him back under.

Sean shuddered at the idea of someone thanking him for being tortured.

A minute later, he was crouched down again, and Velin’s head came up from the peat. “Hello, Velin.”

Velin gasped for air, even though she couldn’t suffocate and die under the peat. “MacDougal… can we talk now?”

“Just a small talk. I’m in Accord now.”

Velin swallowed. “He’s there... has been for years.”

“Yes. I’m going to start tearing him down. You’ll tell me what I need to know, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course. Just please… not back under the peat?”

“We’ll see. You still have penance to pay. A lot of deaths rest at your feet. I could ask Solanice instead of you, after all.”

Velin shook her head quickly, her tone having the barest hint of pleading. “No, I’ll talk. You don’t need him.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Sean grinned. “I’ll leave you above the peat until I come back. I’ll need to know everything you can tell me. And, in case you think holding back is a good idea, I’ll be talking with Solanice, separate from you. The one who's the most helpful will get a lessening of their suffering. Understand?”

“Yes, of course, but I will be the one who is most helpful.”

“I only have a few questions today. How does Truestrike feel about Queensblood?”

“Hates him. Thinks the commander is putting on airs well past his station, but he’s placating the guard, working to make them friendly. I don’t know what happened after I left the city for Hearthglen.”

“Were they friendly, or just civil?”

“Civil. Truestrike was trying to find ways to replace Queensblood with Major Gleaming Blade.”

“Major?”

“The city has four majors, one for each quadrant of the city. They are just below the Commander.”

“Huh... didn’t have them in Hearthglen.”

“They exist in the Quaditals as an extra layer, as the cities are bigger.”

“Bloodheart?”

“He despises the entire family. They refuse to play the game at all, only caring about martial prowess.”

“And Iceblood?”

“That washed-up house? He doesn’t even think about them. The Lord will die in time, and his heir is not even half of what he is now, much less what the Lord was.”

“Who is Truestrike’s firmest ally?”

“Lady Camilla Fireheart, heir to the Fireheart family. The main family, not one of the branches. She went to Accord with him. The rumor was that she was trying to merge their houses.”

“I see. That’s good for now. Consider what would help me most. As a compromise,” Sean smiled as vines wrapped Velin’s head, pulling her to just under her nose, “you can stay there.”

Sean walked away from her. His blood felt cold, and he thought of needing Felora to help his troubled soul. He wasn’t a man who condoned torture normally, but these people deserved what he was doing.

“Ladies, it’s time.”

Helga was to his side first. “I have an extra soul to test us passing energy, My Lord.”

Myna was coming his way, with Rumia smiling beside her. “Are we ready to test, Master?”

“Yes. Helga, give me the soul,” Sean said, focusing on being only a conduit.

Myna gasped a second later as energy flooded her. She was quick to push some back to Sean. “That was... a lot.”

“Test successful,” Sean said. “Too much?”

“Yes, but I can push it back to you, so it’s okay,” Myna said as she caught her breath.

“Good to know. Hallie, we need to look into Lady Camilla Fireheart. She’s Truestrike’s strongest ally, and might be trying to marry him.”

“I will make it a priority, Sean.”

“Let’s go back to our wives,” Sean said. “I’ll visit the bog again later. How did the reaping go?”

“We all took two souls, plus the extra that Helga had to test with,” Aria said. “I think the others will be ready to repent soon.”

“Seven is good for now. Until you use some, they can stay.”

The three Choosers agreed, then followed Sean as he led them out of the bog and back to the manor.

Sean was lost in thought as they walked. They were settled into Accord. They were making allies, and had targets besides just Truestrike now. Things would start getting busy soon, but he had his family beside him. He’d do anything necessary to protect them and pay back his enemies. He just hoped it’d be less bloody than Hearthglen had been.
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