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     Previously… 


       


     It all started with an ill-fated trip to a bar to play pool with his friend, James. From that moment on, an insane string of events carried Sean along. Killed by Thor in a bar fight, he was given the choice of deities to take a deal from. When he chose Morrigan, fate once again moved Sean toward destiny.  


       


     Sean was given gifts from the last of the Celtic gods, the Tuatha. However, they didn’t explain what it all meant before they shunted him off to a world overseen by the Fae Queens of Summer and Winter. 


       


     Sean tried to understand the world, and even met someone he liked in the Shaper, Fiona. But old plans were already in motion, and Sean was soon directly in the middle of them. Saving Fiona and Myna from death, the three of them fled the ruined village of Oakwood. 


       


     Their trek eventually brought them to Hearthglen, but peaceful times still weren’t to be had. Sean found himself in trouble with a merchant called Denmur. As if that wasn’t rough enough, Denmur used his connections with City Lord Sharpeyes to increase the difficulties Sean had. Not everything was bad, though, as Sean found more friends— and eventual wives— with Ryann, Ida, Andrea, Chastity, Lilly, Felora, Aria, and Helga. 


       


     The disagreement with Sharpeyes turned into nearly an all-out war that saw Chastity and Lilly die. With two of his wives gone, Sean cut down Sharpeyes’ son and began building toward removing Lord Sharpeyes from power. When the Lord attacked his family again, Sean put him down. 


       


     Lady Sharpeyes, saved from iron poisoning, rewarded Sean in the best way she could: she granted him a Lordship, making it possible for him to go to Accord and repay the debt he owed Darragh Axehand. With his good friends beside him, Sean moved his family to the city. 


       


     Sean, with the help of Hallie Bloodheart, who married into the MacDougal family, worked to gain enough prestige to pull Truestrike down from the High Lordship he was reaching for. Time flew by as Sean foiled plot after plot that Lord Truestrike had in play, all while making friends with the elite of the city. It was these friendships that let him talk to Trisha Truestrike, the Lord’s daughter. He was able to finally convince her to see the truth of her father’s sins, including the death of Darragh. 


       


     Trisha’s siding with Sean weakened Truestrike’s standing even further. In the end, Truestrike disowned his daughter, caring only about his grandson. That event started a tragedy of epic proportions for the distraught young woman. 


       


     While Trisha’s world crumbled, Sean finally got his chance to duel Truestrike with the elite of the city on hand to witness it, including the Queens’ scribes. The duel was far from the lopsided fight it could have been, as Truestrike had planned for centuries to reach the status of High Lord. His tricks, including using a Life Bonded dragon, pushed Sean to the very brink of death multiple times. When Truestrike’s Treachery was finally revealed, it wasn’t Sean who struck him down, but Darragh’s lover and the mother of his son, Trisha, who cut her father in half. 


       


     Trisha was finally reunited with her son and appointed as Lady Truestrike. Her son, incensed that “his” birthright was being denied him, killed his own mother before he was also struck down. 


       


     When Sean met with Advisor Earthfoot after Trisha’s death, he was told that the Queens were on their way to Accord. They would summon him, and he had no chance of evading them. With plans to attempt holding off their anger, Sean prayed for more time when he went back to his manor. 


       


     That evening, Sean and his wives went to his plane of Home. They wanted to see Trisha, knowing she’d be there. It was at that moment that something wonderful finally happened: Darragh Axehand, along with his lover Misa, arrived at the gates of Home. Finally reunited with the only people who’d ever truly loved her, Trisha found joy. 


       


     Sean talked with Darragh for a while, but he felt the pressure mounting. The Queens were coming to Accord. He needed to find a way to return to Earth to find the Huntsman for them. In doing that, he might run afoul of Thor, who was doubly pissed at him. Sean knew what he had to do… the questions were: could he manage it in time, and what would it cost him? 


     


  



   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Sean woke up to the sound of light snoring. He was in an unusual position, amid the tangle of bodies. He never woke up before his wives— it just wasn’t something he did unless he had something to work on. That was why he was awake, and he knew it. He had a lot of things that he had to get done, and he had a finite schedule with the Queens on their way to Accord. 
 
      
 
    Untangling himself, he managed to carefully slip out of bed. He smirked, remembering both Aria and Myna thinking he wouldn’t be able to do it. Walking quietly, he made it to the dressing room and got his things on. He’d be skipping healing every day going forward until he was finished with what he needed to, so he got dressed in work clothes instead of formal clothes. With his clothes on, he reached for his jewelry, but he froze for a moment, as there was nothing on his shelf. Everything he’d normally wear was now a part of his skeleton, all except for the single ring on his hand. 
 
      
 
    Holding up his hand, he looked at Dark Cutter. He had questions for the ring, but he thought he knew a better way of speaking with the axe now. Sneaking out of the bedroom, he slipped into the library and took a seat in the closest chair. He closed his eyes and willed himself into something new. 
 
      
 
    Blinking slowly a minute later, Sean sat at the feasting table he’d come to know from Dark Cutter’s mental images. He was seated to the right of a serious-looking man who had razor-sharp Fey features. “Interesting… no one has ever done this before,” the man said, giving Sean a broad smile. “Your blood is potent, Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad you’re good with just sipping,” Sean said. “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Dark Cutter works. You have questions for me, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “A couple, possibly even several. How did you survive Cimmacrinth’s breath? None of the rest of my enchanted equipment did.” 
 
      
 
    “Parts of me did not survive. You have to understand the nature of what I am before that answer would make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you enlighten me?” Sean asked dryly. 
 
      
 
    “I am a soul blade. As far as I know, only a handful of my kind have ever been forged in all of existence. To even begin to make one, you need two smiths who are the best at their craft— gods or demi-gods. They have to combine all their knowledge and energy into forging a blade that can defy the will of a god… but every soul blade comes with high costs. Namely, souls will be folded into the metal, changing dead metal into something vibrant and alive. Most choose a metal closely aligned with that end, like mithril.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re not mithril.” 
 
      
 
    “Summer’s and Winter’s smiths were crafting a courting gift from them to the one they cherished. Mithril was not the strongest metal, so instead, they compounded the difficulty by using adamantine. They took an already difficult project and turned it into a near-impossible one. They changed the difficulty to only fiendish by making me into an axe, the Huntsman’s preferred weapon. The wood I am composed of is from Yggdrasil’s heartwood. The tree of life, to some, helped balance out the choice in metal.” 
 
      
 
    “That might be part of the old Agreement that let Thor send his men and Helga to this world…” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Possibly. I do not know that answer, though maybe Pagetender does.” 
 
      
 
    “Not important for now,” Sean exhaled. “What does being a soul blade mean, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “That I am as alive as anyone else. I am fully sapient. I choose who wields me, much as the hammer you studied does. It wants the strongest warrior to wield it; that is how the Dwergaz crafted it. The replica you made radiated a fragment of the soul of the original weapon. It is quite… pompous, and not a true blade, being thick, dull, and blunt, as expected of a hammer.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like its wielder,” Sean snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We can be shifted by the one who holds us. I have mellowed since my first day alive. I was to be given to the Huntsman, so the souls infused within me were prideful hunters. I can no longer recall why I chose her to be my first true wielder.” Dark Cutter waved and a woman sat across from Sean. “I think it was her unquenchable spirit. Strong spirits have always called to me. Now, I reside on the hand of a god. I am the equal of all other soul blades.” 
 
      
 
    “That still doesn’t explain how you survived.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to give up souls, much as you did,” Dark Cutter chuckled. “I drink them when they die on my edge; I store them and use them. The blood I take has fragments of a soul, pieces that are dying, as they are no longer connected to a person. I have used all the fragments that are not yours. I will spend full souls before I give up any of the fragments I have of you. In another few years, I will have a small Sean soul residing in my collection, a faded copy of who you were during that time. Just like all of them.” He gestured, and the table was full of people. “All of them that I let feast gave me blood willingly. It was heartening to see Darragh reach your plane— he deserves a good life after his long years of service to me.” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated, then asked a question he wasn’t comfortable asking, “Are you really going to lead me to the next Huntsman?” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I know souls, and I can find you a soul to match his, but I would ask you to not hand me over. The Queens will insist, especially Winter. Her smith died during my creation. He pushed too hard, or maybe it was Summer’s smith who held back… it is hard to say now, as I was not really alive at that exact moment. I do recall Summer and Winter arguing over me on the cooling stone. Winter was to give me to him, because it was her smith who died, but then… well.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked down the table of people, then back at Dark Cutter. “Are they… aware?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not really. They are aware of me, but only me. I talk with them, much as you do with your wives and friends at Home. You could say that I am their god here.” 
 
      
 
    “Still prideful?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but not as prideful as I was. I deserve some of that pride, both for what I am and who I now have wielding me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for speaking with me. I didn’t even question it until this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not mind. Feel free to stop by whenever you wish. I prefer this to the cruder mental imagery we have used before.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Sean said, then closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was in the library again. About to step into the hall, he overheard quiet talking. Finally stepping out, he gave the cooks a smile. “Good morning, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    All three cooks spun on him, then exhaled. Glorina spoke up for them, “You scared us, Sean. You normally aren’t the first one up.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity he wasn’t in the tub like last time,” Mona whispered to Lona. 
 
      
 
    “Myna isn’t up yet, so you wouldn’t find me in the tub with her today,” Sean said, having heard her. “I’ll be up first often until I have answers for things. I have a lot to accomplish before the Queens arrive.” 
 
      
 
    That stopped the cooks from any banter, as they all knew the Queens weren’t going to be an easy thing for the family to handle. “Can we help at all, sir?” Lona blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “No, Lona. If I think of anything, I’ll ask anyone who can, so don’t fret.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start breakfast after a quick rinse, sir,” Glorina said. “Normally, one or more of your wives are up by then.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be surprised,” Sean grinned. “I was in the middle of the bed, and none of them stirred.” 
 
      
 
    The cooks giggled, but headed away. Sean watched them go, his chest warm. His affection for them was growing, and that would make the wait for marriage harder for all of them. Shaking his head, he started to go off to his workshop, but he didn’t have one here. His last real workshop had been in Hearthglen. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the cellar?” Sean murmured. “I’m not building any vehicles, so it’d be best to sink it to minimize potential troubles later.” 
 
      
 
    Considering it, he slowly walked down to the ground floor. As he always did, he paused to look over the memorial wall where his loved ones and friends who’d died had plaques. His eyes went over the cuons and Messenger Fairies first; they embodied his House heraldry. Then, he looked at Rosa, Rumia’s mother. She’d died in Hearthglen, but she was happier at Home, so he tried not to feel too bad about it. Next was Marjorie, Chastity’s mother, who had been killed at the beginning of his war with the Sharpeyes family in Hearthglen. He was glad she’d finally gotten over her startlement whenever he visited Home. Lastly, his eyes went to Chastity’s and Lilly’s plaques, bearing their likenesses. His wives had died in a trial by combat when he fought Einherjar, the younger Sharpeyes, and his minions. They were what prompted him to make armor and weapons for his family, making sure they were never defenseless. 
 
      
 
    Bowing his head, he knew he could visit them at Home whenever he wanted, but planes walking through dreams wasn’t the same as having them beside him. Taking a deep breath, he started down the hall toward the kitchen. If he could figure out portals, he would see them in the flesh. That thought slowed him down— it brought up questions about whether his wives were flesh and blood, or just embodied souls. 
 
      
 
    “I should invite Saret over to talk,” Sean muttered. “I have a few questions for her, too. Then again, I also have a dozen other things that I should do… First things first: make a workroom underground.” 
 
      
 
    The cooks weren’t in the kitchen yet, so Sean just went into the cellar. He looked the place over for a moment, thinking about the manor above him and the outbuildings in the yard. Once he had it all in his head, he walked to the wall that would take him toward the front of the yard. There were no buildings there, so they wouldn’t be harmed if things went terribly wrong. It took him a few minutes to clear a space to make a hallway. 
 
      
 
    He was just finishing when Glorina came down into the cellar. “Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Making a workroom underground. I’m going to make it lead off of this wall so it goes toward the front yard.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… okay? Why make it underground at all?” 
 
      
 
    “In case my experimenting goes wrong. It’ll limit the damage it does to anything or anyone nearby.” 
 
      
 
    Glorina stared at him for a second, then shook her head. “It’d make it harder for us to help you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Sean considered that for a moment. “True, but I’m nearly indestructible now. I can survive for you all to help me, because I know everyone at home would help.” 
 
      
 
    “We would. I’ll leave you to your work, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “If anyone asks, I’m down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Glorina said, going to get some potatoes for breakfast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ida and Ryann came down just as he finished forming the room. “I thought you were going to let us help you, Sean,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “You can. There’s a lot to do.” 
 
      
 
    “We were surprised you wanted an underground workroom,” Ida said, brushing some of her black hair back behind her ear. “None of us thinks you’ll make a mistake bad enough to warrant it, though we love that you’re being cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Sean smiled. “If we have time before breakfast, you can help me. I need new armor.” He pulled ingots of mithril and adamantine from his bag. “If you can get it mostly done, I’ll do the fine fitting and turn it into jewelry.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tempted to add some gold trim,” Ryann said with a smirk, her light blue eyes glinting in amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Damned brats, the lot of you,” Sean snorted. “Please don’t?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you said ‘please,’ I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t mind us bratting; you even enjoy it. Myna’s giddy that we’re all picking on you a little. It makes her proud that her version of love is accepted by all of us,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “Damned brat cat,” Sean chuckled. “While you two work on the armor, I’ll be trying to figure out the things I need to have done before I work on portals.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that, exactly?” Ryann asked, making a quick braid of her blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    “Something to negate electricity, and another to either increase my weight or control gravity where I’m standing. I got tossed when fighting Truestrike, because even though I’m strong, I still only weigh so much. Enough mass or force can still move me, and I want to stop that.” 
 
      
 
    “In case Thor finds you when you go to Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m in agreement with Helga on that. He’s got an axe to grind with me, so I need to be proactive in making sure my defenses are the best I can make them. This way, if he does show up, it’s him with a broken chest this time.” Sean’s face clouded. “He has blood to pay for.” 
 
      
 
    “Chas and Lilly…” Ida nodded, her slate-gray eyes sad with memories. “After the armor, we’ll see if we can come up with ideas for the things you want done, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling back from the dark thoughts he’d had briefly, he gave her a soft smile. “Thank you, Ida. You, too, Ry. I’ll always be happy if you want to join me in making things. Any of you could join me, but I know you two love crafting more than the others… maybe Fiona loves it as much, too. She used to be a crafter.” 
 
      
 
    “She does, but she’s happiest helping make sure the family is doing well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve talked with her about it,” Ryann said, already working on a breastplate. The metal flowed like liquid, becoming a composite of the two metals before forming into the shape she wanted. “She makes small things here and there because she likes to. It’s mostly items for the clan, who adore her work on things for their size. Other than that, she does all she can for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Her crafted items are highly sought after,” Ven said from above. Sean had made cubbies in the stone walls near the ceiling for the Fairies to have a spot to rest since there weren’t rafters in the room. “Everyone in the clan works extra hard to be given one. Onim makes sure they’re handed off to the ones who’ve done the most for the family. They spread them around the clan that way, so no one gets a stockpile over the others. Well, besides the first four of us, who had everything made for us by her originally.” 
 
      
 
    “Rank does have its privileges, as does seniority,” Sean chuckled. “I’m sure you don’t lord it over the others.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t, but it’s known. They all know that, without us having come first, the clan wouldn’t even exist, so no one begrudges us that, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to know the clan isn’t having problems. Did you get the plaques made for the two who died in Cimmacrinth’s breath?” 
 
      
 
    “We did. We’ll be adding them to the wall later today. Thank you for asking, Sean. We know you have a lot to worry about right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, but family’s important. We can set them after breakfast, as a family.” 
 
      
 
    “Word will be sent so the clan, the staff, and your wives know.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Okay, focus for now; what does nullifying electricity mean for me…?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fiona came down to get them for breakfast an hour later. She looked over the room, which was quickly becoming a replica of what Sean had in Hearthglen. Ida and Ryann were putting in shelves and stacking various things he might need on them while Sean sat at a desk, drawing a diagram. “My loves, it’s time for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed when he set down his charcoal pencil. “I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy.” 
 
      
 
    “It took you how long for the showers?” Ryann asked, hand in hand with Ida. 
 
      
 
    “Too long,” Sean grumbled. “I wouldn’t even mind if I didn’t have a firm deadline.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona closed her heterochromatic eyes for a moment. That deadline was the Queens returning, something she feared a great deal— Winter would be incensed that her Shame was gone. Opening them again, she found Sean directly in front of her, staring into her green and blue eyes with concern. He gently stroked a loose strand of red hair behind her slightly-pointed ear. The kiss he gave her expressed everything he needed to say. She clutched him, calming down with her husband there to hold her. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” Fiona whispered when the kiss ended. “I know we’ll be fine as a family. I get spikes of fear, though, thinking of how angry Winter will be when she sees me.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be angry with me, dearest,” Sean murmured. “I won’t let her hurt you. You’re free of the Shame, minus the bones, which you wanted to keep. If she’s angry, she’ll crash against me, but I won’t be moved. Not when my wife needs me.” 
 
      
 
    “Which puts you in more danger, and causes more worry… It’ll be okay… I have faith in my husband.” She stepped back, wiping away the tears that’d escaped. “Here I am, holding us up from breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Ida said from where she and Ryann waited a few feet away. “We’ll take our hugs from you, and then we can go up.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona laughed, opening her arms to hug the shorter and stockier woman first. “Thank you, Ida.” She moved to the former bandit next. “You, as well, Ry.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, Fiona,” Ryann murmured. “Just as you’re here for us, we’re here for you, too. Don’t make me sic Fel on you. You know you’d lose hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Very pleasant hours,” Ida giggled. 
 
      
 
    Fiona laughed. “She is who she is, and we love her for it.” She turned to find Sean in the hallway. “We’re ready, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    He held out a hand. “Then come on.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked down the hall, Sean asked, “Ven, will you ask Saret to come over after breakfast? I have questions I could use her knowledge on.” 
 
      
 
    “Message sent, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re working on, but you do have another pressing issue to deal with,” Fiona reminded him. “Cimmacrinth.” 
 
      
 
    “Right… He’s not a small problem.” 
 
      
 
    “You told us that you asked him to tell the butcher to keep feeding him, but umm… Sean… did you forget that you’re the only one who could speak to him?” 
 
      
 
    Sean covered his face with his free hand. “Maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “He might be able to face the Queens, but still falls flat on his face sometimes,” Ryann snickered. 
 
      
 
    “He did ask us to make sure he stays humble. We don’t ever have to do that when he makes mistakes like this, though,” Ida joined Ryann in snickering. 
 
      
 
    “I did, and I meant it,” Sean sighed. “Yeah, okay. I’ll make that my priority tomorrow. I need to go out there and see the staff, anyway. Between the manor and Cimmacrinth’s lair property, I’ll be gone for a full day.” 
 
      
 
    “I made sure cattle were to be delivered to the manor,” Fiona said. “They should be there tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “At least I’ll have food for him, then… Saret and enchantments today, Cimmacrinth tomorrow. Things are getting busy again.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of,” Fiona smirked, “how did you get out of bed and not wake any of us this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “Normally. No one stirred when I moved limbs, then crawled out. Did Aria and Myna pout?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but Hallie laughed at them for doubting you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he started up the stairs to the kitchen. His family was large, but it was full of love. He couldn’t even begin to think of how bad it could be if his wives didn’t get along the way they did. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be bringing the carts behind you shortly, sir,” Glorina said. 
 
      
 
    Sean inhaled deeply, smelling the bacon, eggs, and cheese that’d been used. “Smells delicious, and I know it’ll taste even better.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad you enjoy the meals, sir,” Lona grinned. “I made a pastry to go with it this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “And some fresh bread,” Mona added. 
 
      
 
    Sean gave the sisters a grin. Both of the Rabbit Moonbound were proud of their similarities and differences, especially in the kitchen. “I’ll be making sure to have a little of everything.” He looked back at Glorina the chef; while she was also a Rabbit Moonbound, she was not related to the sisters. “See you there. It wouldn’t be a good meal without the Cook and Bakers,” Sean said, touching on the titles he’d tagged them with as part of his pantheon. 
 
      
 
    All three inhaled slowly as energy coursed through them, then smiled broadly at their names. Ryann and Ida gave the cooks winks as they went by. They knew how they felt, having been on the outside and wanting into the marriage, as well. 
 
      
 
    “You teased them,” Fiona giggled. “Well done, Sean. Maybe Myna’s rubbing off on you.” 
 
      
 
    “As often as she can,” Ryann coughed. 
 
      
 
    “That was terrible, Ry,” Ida laughed. “Maybe Fel’s rubbing off on you more than I knew.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he escorted his wives to breakfast. Things were going to get tough soon, but at this moment, he knew happiness and peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was over— the main topic of discussion had been Darragh finding Home after Trisha arrived there. That brought up yet another topic for Sean to address with Saret when she came over; the main things he wanted to ask about were Luka’s soul and entropy, but also planes-walking. His wives were supportive of his plans going forward. To keep the clinic running smoothly, the teams would consist of Aria, one of the staff, and one of his other wives. The wife and staff would rotate every day, so the clinic was always ready to assist as needed. 
 
      
 
    Everyone, including the massive Fairy clan, gathered in the front room where Ven placed the two plaques for the fallen. When Ven finished, Sean cleared his throat. “We’ve gathered to honor our fallen brethren. Lint and Quiz died during my fight with Truestrike. Unfortunately, their deaths were from dragon’s breath, so we have no ashes to place with their images. Brave clan members, we will mourn your passing. Our solace is that they now reside at Home with the others who have gone before. Does anyone else wish to offer a few words?” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” A Messenger Fairy Sean wasn’t sure if he’d met before floated down to hover in front of one of the plaques. “Lint was my pair. I mourn the fact we never had a child before they passed, but that is life. Lint and I might never have met if not for the clan. We lived on opposite sides of Hearthglen, and rarely did either of us leave the area we grew up in. When we joined the clan, we met. To meet your pair is a blessing, and nothing will take that love from my heart. Now, I will wait until I join them again.” Head held high as tears fell, they floated back up to the rafters to be hugged by their friends. 
 
      
 
    Another two Fairies floated down, but one of them was a child. “Our child, Zen, and I want to just thank Quiz for their love. We’d just welcomed Zen into the world before the duel. I know that they were happy to know they had a child. With the help of the clan, I will guide Zen to honor their parent who passed doing their duty. Zen?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll miss you…” Zen whispered, wiping at their face. “You’re always part of me, as every parent is for their child. Your name will live with me, and my children one day will hear about you.” Pulling their child to them, the two cried as the older Fairy floated them back to the rafters. 
 
      
 
    All around the room, people wiped their eyes. Those who carried children squeezed each other’s hands. They didn’t know the pain, but they could imagine it all too well. 
 
      
 
    When no one else came down, Sean said, “It’ll always hurt when family passes before us, but we’ll remember them, celebrate them, and raise a song in their memory.” Clearing his throat, he took a deep breath and then began to sing. 
 
      
 
    His wives knew the song, having sung it with him before. The staff knew it from Rosa’s memorial, so they also joined in, if hesitantly at spots. The oldest Fairies sang with tears in their eyes, having attended every memorial. The clan picked up the tune; a few tried to match the words, mostly just humming the tune while learning the song. 
 
      
 
    When the song ended, Sean bowed his head for a moment in respect. Raising his head once more, he looked up at the full rafters, then down the walls where the small nooks were also filled with Fairies. 
 
      
 
    “Our fighting is hopefully done— the only troubles still before us are the Queens. I hope to avoid a physical confrontation with them… if the worst comes to pass and we do end up at war with them, know that I’ll do my best to shelter you. You are clan, you are family, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure we all come out on the far side of any conflict.” 
 
      
 
    “Back to our posts,” Ven said after a moment of silence. 
 
      
 
    The clan dispersed at speed, the room briefly lighting up with all the flashing silver streaks. Sean just stared in shock, having been watching them go. It was like a firefly garden in summer with all the zipping lights, beautiful to behold. 
 
      
 
    “Quinna, Andie, you two are with Aria today,” Fiona said to remind them. “Sean, are you going back down to your workshop until Saret arrives?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so… she should be here soon. I’m going to walk our wives and Quinna to the gate. I might not be going with them, but I can see them off, at least.” 
 
      
 
    A smile touched Fiona’s lips. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get back to work on the armor,” Ida said, her hand in Ryann’s. The pair headed down the hall as the staff dispersed to their duties. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming over, Saret,” Sean said, meeting her at the front door. 
 
      
 
    “I’m always glad to assist you, Sean,” Saret smiled. “Where are we going? The parlor, the library, the bedroom?” She asked it all with a straight face, her eyes intent on his face. When he looked panicked at the last option, she laughed. “You will never not be amusing, Sean. I’ll stop teasing.” 
 
      
 
    “Bratting isn’t just a cat trait… good to know,” Sean grumbled. “The parlor will be fine. I just had some questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Being a brat is far from just a cat’s trait,” Saret laughed as she followed him. “Succubi knew it long before the felines, but we were glad to teach it to them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d actually accept that as canon.” 
 
      
 
    The pair took their seats just before Tiska brought a tea cart into the room. “We have a lovely orange tea and some orange scones from Lona,” she said as she started preparing cups for them. “Would you like a scone, Saret?” 
 
      
 
    “I would. Thank you, dear. No additives in my cup. A good cup of tea shouldn’t need sugar or cream.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Tiska smiled, setting out the cups and plates of snacks. “I’ll leave you to your talk. Sir, I will be ready to refresh as needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Tiska,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    When she left the room, Saret smiled broadly. “She’s so very eager, but I’m sure all the staff are. The level of love and lust in this home, Sean, would keep any of my kin sated for… well, forever. Now, what can I answer for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with the newest question I have: Trisha dying and showing up at Home was followed by Darragh finding my plane last night. Do you think he arrived because she did?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… It likely had a strong pull for him if he loved her. He didn’t worship you or anyone, from what I know of him. Because of that, he would have walked the woods for a long time before he found your plane. I would say that her soul fully residing there became a lodestone for him.” 
 
      
 
    “He knew I was the Harbinger; he accepted that as fact before his death. Would that have been enough alone?” 
 
      
 
    “It is a type of faith, so he would have been given the chance to. When he might have arrived, though, is anyone’s guess. Wandering for where your soul should reside can take either an instant or all of eternity.” 
 
      
 
    “I see… Well, he’s there now. I’m glad he is. Trisha’s found happiness because of it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. Her life was filled with so much cruelty. Hmm… maybe indifference would be more accurate? She was a piece of the play for her father, nothing more, and then she lost that usefulness. When her son spurned her… she nearly broke. If not for the anger at her father, she might have. Felora kept me updated on Trisha’s status in case I was needed to help.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask how you knew how badly she was hurt by it.” 
 
      
 
    “You had other questions?” Saret sipped her tea. “I envy you your staff. They always excel at what they do.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re special,” Sean said softly before clearing his throat. “Umm, when I killed Luka with the condensing entropy bubble, his soul never went to the Bog.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you annihilated it entirely. If he was a god, it would be different; his faithful could bring him back. For someone who isn’t divine, being killed by entropy destroys the soul, too. Well, if you erase them entirely with it, that is. If you’d merely annihilated his head, his soul would have survived, but if you crushed him down into a black hole of entropy… he was blasted from existence.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone not divine,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, that single thing makes you one of the most dangerous people in all of existence,” Saret said seriously. “I would caution you to not tell others of it, especially if you travel the planes. You’d be feared by many, but others would try to find ways to learn it or use you for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Not surprised there,” Sean grunted, “but since you mention planes-walking, can you help me learn how to do it?” 
 
      
 
    Saret shook her head. “I am bound by heavier chains of Agreement on that subject. Ones to the Queens, but also to others who would be your match, at the very least. The knowledge of how to do that is tightly guarded, and for good reason. I can say you do have the tools required to figure out a few ways to manage it.” Saret winced, then picked up a scone to nibble. “Delicious, but that is no surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sipped his tea, considering what Saret had just said. The wince must’ve been a warning from her Agreements about edging lines. He had the tools needed to do it? That left a lot open to interpretation, but it did give him confirmation that he could do it. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering, Sean,” Saret said slowly. “When you do manage to step between the planes… would you be willing to let others go with you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not opposed to those I trust. It’ll be a while, but teleporting between here and Hearthglen is my first step, and then I’ll see about opening up a portal to Home, which brings me to my last question for now. What would happen if I tried to bring Chas and Lilly back with me?” 
 
      
 
    Saret set her cup down, then steepled her fingers. “That is where things start to get… murky. Currently, they are souls given form because of your plane. If they left it today and died… they might not be able to make it back. Given enough time to reconstitute themselves on your plane… they would be perfectly fine to leave it and not be at risk. It would be as Valkyries do, but you should speak with Helga on that subject. If you mean to this world… it would be a bigger risk, normally. If a person beholden to another deity dies here, they shouldn’t make it off the world. Look at the wisps. Helga was the holder of the dead; when she died, her soul would have crumpled to open the portal and send the warriors back. Honestly… you break too many rules for me to be certain… Nexus.” 
 
      
 
    Sean froze with his cup halfway to his lips before he set it down. “You know what that means?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” Saret smiled. “You are a focal point. Fate swirls around you, able to shift in ways it never should. Those who should live for another eon could be snuffed out. The one who should fall and never rise can be saved or even brought back, giving them another chance. There is a reason the gods argued for your soul, Sean. You would have given Odin the chance to break the fate of Ragnarök. Lucifer would have a real chance in his eternal war with Heaven. Michael would have been praised for removing a threat to his Lord’s eternity. But it was Morrigan who convinced you, and in doing so, you are here. Here, where you are fulfilling fate, Harbinger. But you seek to shift that fate, not be rigidly bound to what others would wish. You have all options waiting for you where most would not. The only reason I do not try to convince you to not step off this world is because you are a Nexus.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because, if you weren’t when you left, you’d never be let back in. You’d need the backing of the Queens— or at least a High Lord or Lady— to even have the chance to return. Honestly, I would suggest you secure an Agreement with High Lady Queensblood, just for that eventuality. It’s best to have backup plans.” 
 
      
 
    Sean rubbed his face for a moment. “Okay… but that shouldn’t happen if I just step between here and Hearthglen, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No, because you aren’t leaving the world. You shouldn’t have any trouble. Well, besides if the magic fails.” 
 
      
 
    Sean winced. “Being bisected isn’t in my future.” 
 
      
 
    “Felora would be very upset if that happened,” Saret laughed. “And she wouldn’t be the only one.” 
 
      
 
    “True. Thank you for coming over to speak with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Family is special,” Saret said softly. “I hope you find your way, Sean. I am looking forward to spreading my wings outside this world again, but even if that never happens…” She set her cup down and then leaned forward with a smile. “Thank you for showing my dear Fel what love is. I will worry about all of my daughters except Fel. She will never know the heartache I endured.” 
 
      
 
    Sean met her eyes. “Never. You have my promise, Saret: I will do my best to make sure she never knows that pain.” 
 
      
 
    Saret’s lips twitched and she looked away, gently touching the corner of her eye. “Thank you, Sean,” she said softly. “Well, you have a lot to do. I should get out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Fel’s home, Mom. Why not go spend some time with her?” 
 
      
 
    Saret pulled out a handkerchief, dabbing at her eyes. “Yes, that sounds wonderful. I haven’t just spent a day with her in… too long.” 
 
      
 
    Sean got up, offering her his elbow. “Come on, Mom. Let’s go find her.” 
 
      
 
    Putting the cloth away, she took his offer. “That sounds lovely. Are you prepared for your passel of children?” 
 
      
 
    “Gods, no, but is anyone?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Saret laughed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Sean sat in the back of the car with Helga. The end of yesterday had been without incident— Ryann and Ida had finished his armor, and he had new jewelry on again. He hadn’t made any progress on his goals, but he had found ways that things wouldn’t work. Breakfast was a little stilted, as most of them were apprehensive about the dragon. Cimmacrinth was Life Bonded, but dragons had always been monsters of legend. 
 
      
 
    “You are pensive, My Lord,” Helga said. 
 
      
 
    “I keep trying to find new avenues to test theories out. This way, tomorrow, I can jump straight into testing.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not worried about today at all, sir?” Arliat asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Cimmacrinth will behave himself. With a Life Bond, he has no choice but to obey, even if I have to slap him down. I really don’t want to, but he’s a dragon, and he might have started regretting his choice.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is the case, he can be made into armor even more fitting for you,” Helga said. “Dragons have to be dealt with firmly, Sean. I know that is not what you would prefer, but if you give, he will keep taking. That is what they do, just as they amass their hoards and feast on flesh.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m really hoping that we can do better than that.” 
 
      
 
    “He is your vassal. If he disobeys, you will need to be firm and swift in your actions, My Lord. A little discomfort now is better than tragedy later.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe…” Sean murmured. “I have an idea of where to find him. He won’t be at the country manor, but we can use that as our platform.” 
 
      
 
    “What of the staff for the manor?” Arliat asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the other part of today. I need to speak with all of them and see who wants to go, who wants to stay, and who I trust. That’s why I asked Glorina to pack us some food.” 
 
      
 
    “For which I am grateful,” Helga said. “I doubt the cooks at this manor will be even a tenth as talented as ours.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t argue that,” Sean said. He looked out the front window, seeing the Truestrike country manor coming up. I guess that would be the MacDougal country manor now, he mused. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Arliat was pulling up to the gate. A guard was quick to snap to attention, then hurried over when he saw the crest on the vehicle. Arliat had a brief conversation before the guards inside got the gate open to let them in. Sean had heard the fear and worry in the guard’s voice— he remembered the man being one of those who helped move bodies after he’d put them back together. 
 
      
 
    Helga got out first, then Sean. He paused with the door open. “Arliat, turn it off, lock it up, and come with us, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Arliat said. 
 
      
 
    The three of them walked up the stairs to the front doors just as it opened. An older man with barely any hair left on his head stood there, waiting for them. “Lord MacDougal, welcome to your manor, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stared the man in the eye; his tone had been full of contempt. “Pack your things. You can find new employment.” 
 
      
 
    “I had an Agreement with—” 
 
      
 
    “Had,” Sean said sharply, cutting him off. “Dead men don’t keep Agreements. You are dismissed. Go pack right now, or you won’t be given that courtesy.” 
 
      
 
    The butler’s face drained of all color before he turned sharply on his heel to head back inside. The man radiated affronted indignation like a sun did light. The other staff who’d been gathering froze in place, unsure of what was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    “Who fills his position?” Sean asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “That would be me, Lord. My name is Jacob,” another man said, slowly stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked from person to person; they all still had their Truestrike livery on. That made sense, as they likely didn’t have uniforms without it. He met the new man’s eyes before he said, “I’ll not be staying here, nor will my family be visiting. Honestly, I’ll be looking to sell it. Before I do that, I have business out here. All you need to do is be polite and wait. I had considered keeping the manor, but I have no need for two homes.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s normally a form of status, Lord,” Jacob said. He hoped he wasn’t going too far, but wanted to be helpful. 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Yeah… I’m not about to start caring about status and looks. Can you and the other head staff gather an accounting of everything?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said crisply, his chest puffing up. 
 
      
 
    Sean caught the relieved looks on the rest of the staff. He was sure it was a relief that the bloody madman who’d butchered Lords wasn’t going to be living there. “I just need to speak with the head maid.” 
 
      
 
    An older matron of a woman slowly came forward. “My Lord?” Her voice was steady, but fear lurked in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “A parlor for us, no one else. Someone can prepare tea for us, but do not bring it in until called.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the maid said. She snapped her fingers, and the maid staff scurried away. “If you will follow me.” 
 
      
 
    With Sean leaving, the rest of the staff released their held breaths, quickly leaving the area. None of them wanted to risk the Lord’s wrath; rumors of the fight had been circulating for days. If Jacob had seen it correctly, when looking out from the upper floors, their new Lord had knelt among the dead, piecing bodies together as calmly as if he was picking a new suit. 
 
      
 
    Led into the first parlor, the maid shut the door behind them, then went to stand in front of the chairs. Her chin was lifted and her expression was placid, but her white knuckles spoke of her tension. 
 
      
 
    Sean took a seat with Helga, then gently pulled Arliat down on his other side. She had been going to stand behind them, but Sean wasn’t about to care what the staff of this manor thought. He cared for Arliat, and that was all that mattered. Arliat’s face heated, but she was smiling as she took her seat. 
 
      
 
    “I have a few questions regarding the maids,” Sean said pleasantly. “Please, sit.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t proper for me to sit in your presence, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it proper to hire more maids in a year than five manors can staff?” Sean asked with a bite to his tone. “This will go easier if you cooperate.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, the older woman took a seat. Her composure was cracking, and she struggled to hold onto it. “What do you mean, Lord?” 
 
      
 
    “Luka, the Greater Vampire who lived here. He had a plethora of maids come and go. They always vanished and new ones were brought in. Explain that to me.” 
 
      
 
    She stared at him, calming as her eyes went glassy. “I don’t know what you mean, Lord…” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled through his nose, then reached out with his power, speaking firmly as he flooded the entire manor, “Be free of old shackles, unlock your minds, and know what came before.” 
 
      
 
    The head maid blinked slowly as the compulsions that held her broke. As the memories she wasn’t allowed to recall came back to her, horror filled her expression. She could remember every maid she hired and how many of them had vanished over the decades she’d served Lord Truestrike. 
 
      
 
    “Those maids,” Sean said simply. “Your memories were suppressed. Now, they aren’t. Tell me what you can about the maids vanishing.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking as she locked eyes with Sean, she felt the weight of him judging her. “I… uh… Luka would come to me every month and tell me he needed a new maid. He always had a dozen of them just for himself. It wasn’t… natural, but I never questioned it, Lord.” Tears welled up as more memories came back. “I… I remember hearing screams in the night. Young women, pleading for mercy…” Covering her face, she began to cry. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what became of them?” Sean asked gently. The woman’s grief over having been involved in mass murder was clear— it was obvious that she hadn’t been a knowing participant, either. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “No… please… mercy, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “You are free to go back to work. Speak with the others; if anyone knows what became of them, I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” the woman said as she quickly left the room, still sniffling. 
 
      
 
    “He killed them all?” Arliat asked in horror. 
 
      
 
    “I was pretty sure he had, but what happened to their bodies? There has to be an unmarked graveyard somewhere on the property…” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    A knock brought him out of his thoughts before Jacob opened the door. “Lord, apologies. There is a man with four cows here. He says he is to deliver them?” 
 
      
 
    “Take them around back and tie them up,” Sean sighed. “I have other business to deal with, but yes, the cows are supposed to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” he said, turning to go. He came up short, as the head maid was walking his way with the driver of the wagon team. “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    She ignored the new butler as she guided the ashen-looking man with her into the room. “Lord, Mavo here has news for you about the bodies.” 
 
      
 
    Sean turned his attention to the man; he paled further when Sean looked his way. Swallowing, Mavo walked closer, then dropped to his knees, kowtowing as he began to blubber. 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Sean said gently, using a touch of power to help the man. “Calmly tell me. You’re not in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Mavo shuddered as he calmed down. “Sorry, Lord…” he said, but stayed low to the ground. “I was compelled to drive the dead bodies out to a desolate spot and dump them. I didn’t remember doing this until just a few minutes ago. Luka would just find me and inform me of what to do. I had no idea I was doing it afterward.” 
 
      
 
    “Because he blocked your memories,” Sean said. “Get up, Mavo. You are not in trouble. Just go on about your tasks. You will not be taken to task for what Luka made you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” Mavo said, getting to his feet slowly. He still looked stricken, but he bowed and left with the maid and butler. 
 
      
 
    “He just dumped the bodies?” Helga murmured. “There has to be more to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure there is,” Sean exhaled. “I think I know, though, and I’ll find out shortly. Arliat, did you want to come flying with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Thank you,” Arliat beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go find Cimmacrinth. I have his food here, and I have questions for him,” Sean said as he stood up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Leaving the manor, Sean found a nervous guard waiting for him. “Lord, do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re in charge of the guards?” Sean asked, eyeing the insignia indicating that he was a sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord. The men and I were wondering about our employment. We were just doing the job before… you understand.” His eyes darted nervously to Helga. “We lost good men in the line of duty, but none of us hold you or your family any ill-will.” 
 
      
 
    Sean could practically smell the fear rolling off the guard. “I’ll be selling the place in the near future,” Sean said. “After today, I’m not even sure I’ll be back. Just do your job, and whoever buys this place might keep you on.” 
 
      
 
    Relief washed over him as he saluted. “Thank you, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned, then spoke with power to make sure he touched all the guards on the grounds and anyone he’d missed before, “Be free of old shackles, unlock your minds, and know what came before.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant staggered, leaning into the pillar on the porch as he breathed slowly. His face paled as memories came flooding back to him. He’d been one of Luka’s henchmen, unknowingly helping the Vampire in disposing of bodies. “Oh, Queens… preserve me…” he wheezed. 
 
      
 
    “Luka did many things, including blocking your memories and using you as pawns,” Sean said softly. “Did you do anything wrong of your free will?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing like what he made me do.” The sergeant looked ill. “The most I did was nick a bauble or two… off the bodies… I… I could never remember where they came from…” 
 
      
 
    “Just do your job, but you’ll have to find a way to live with those memories,” Sean said, patting the man’s arm as he walked past. “Ladies, we’ll fly near each other, just in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Arliat said. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, My Lord,” Helga added. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the front yard in full view of the guards, Sean and his wives summoned energy wings and then flew off. The three of them went in the one direction Sean had been given as to where Cimmacrinth’s hoard lay. It didn’t take long to reach it, either, not flying as they were. A massive barn missing doors with obvious burn markings around the area was all Sean needed to be certain. What worried him was the man pulling a small wagon behind him. 
 
      
 
    Veering off, Sean landed in front of the man. “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    Startled at the flying person suddenly landing, the older man with the butchered cows cried out, staggering back into the wagon. “W-what?!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Sean MacDougal, sir. You’re the man who feeds Cimmacrinth?” 
 
      
 
    “Cimma-what? I just bring a side of beef out here every day.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled, speaking with power again. “Be free of old shackles, unlock your minds, and know what came before.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking slowly, the old man’s jaw dropped as memory flooded back. “D-d-dra— drag— dragon…!” 
 
      
 
    “Memory block, and possibly emotional control, too…?” Sean murmured. “It’s okay. Calm down, sir. Cimmacrinth will not harm you. I’ve been hoping to find you to see about keeping him fed now that Truestrike is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Come back here? With a dragon? Are you insane?!” 
 
      
 
    Helga and Arliat dropped down beside Sean, and the man stepped back around his wagon, stammering. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, is this the butcher?” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “He’s the one who brings the meat; I don’t know if he’s the one who cuts them up. I removed the blocks Luka had on him, and now, he doesn’t want to come out here anymore. Not that I blame him.” 
 
      
 
    “L-lord?” the man choked on the word. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I try not to use the title that much,” Sean sighed. “Did you supply the meat, or did you just bring it to Cimmacrinth?” 
 
      
 
    “Truestrike’s cows, Lord… I get one every few days, cut them up, then drop them off. Lord Truestrike made sure I always had fresh cows.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who delivered them to you?” 
 
      
 
    “All the neighboring farms,” the man said slowly. “I… ahh… I gave them the money Truestrike gave me. I had deals with all of them, so none of them knew I was taking from all of them.” 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled out a small bag from his hip pouch. “Keep that deal going. Just bring the meat here and leave it. This way, you don’t have to go all the way up. Will that work?” 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes fixated on the bag Sean had pulled out; the clink of coins had caught his ear. “Just keep the deal and bring the meat to this point?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Just make sure it’s done before evening. At sundown, he’ll come down to eat. Do we have an Agreement?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… I was allowed to keep part of the meat, and I got a small silver per tenday. That’s okay with you, Lord?” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled as he tossed the man the pouch. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    Catching the pouch, the old man grunted, nearly falling over. He hadn’t expected it to weigh as much as it did. “Agreed, Lord MacDougal.” Bowing, he backed away. 
 
      
 
    “Take your wagon,” Sean said, moving over to lift the side of beef as if it weighed nothing. “You’ll need it for later. Oh, and what’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Lord. Sorry. I’m Kevin Garcion.” He waited to reclaim his cart, but did boggle a little at the ease with which Sean had picked up the meat. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day, Kevin,” Sean said before walking toward the barn. 
 
      
 
    Kevin watched the two women give him grins before following Sean. Pulling out a handkerchief, he blotted his forehead. He’d just doubled the pay he was getting from his previous deal— even if he had to come this far toward a dragon, he was now going to be very well off. 
 
      
 
    Sean whistled tunelessly as he carried the meat toward the barn. It was a pleasant day, and he’d already accomplished most of what he wanted to. As he got closer to the barn, Cimmacrinth poked his head out of the open doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Lord,” Cimmacrinth said respectfully, coming out of his den. “You are personally delivering my meal?” 
 
      
 
    “Just for today,” Sean said, replying normally. “From now on, it’ll be left down the road by evening. Wait until nightfall before going to get it. I’ll be bringing you four cows later today, too. They’ll be dead, but that should help sate you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord,” Cimmacrinth said, lowering his head. That let Sean realize that the dragon at least knew the language, even if he couldn’t speak it. He eyed the two women with Sean and inhaled deeply, wondering if he’d get to eat either of them. Maybe his new Lord had rethought his previous restrictions? The scent from the two women, however, was heavily influenced by Sean’s power. 
 
      
 
    Sean formed a seat of stone for himself, then more for Arliat and Helga. “I have a couple of questions, Cimmacrinth.” 
 
      
 
    Laying down to not be taller than Sean, the dragon waited. 
 
      
 
    “About the maids that Luka provided you,” Sean said conversationally. 
 
      
 
    “Not often. They were brought in once a month, but they were always very welcome. Sadly, they were bloodless by the time I got them.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face went cold, but he did his best to moderate his tone. “You still want Human flesh?” 
 
      
 
    “It is delicious. If you have not tried it yourself, Lord, y—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Sean snapped, and Cimmacrinth cut off instantly. “Sorry. Cannibalism isn’t a good thing. As for ‘delicious Humans,’ they will no longer be allowed.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth grimaced, but didn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    “If I need you in combat, I will not fuss then, but everyday people are not to be eaten.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” Cimmacrinth grumbled. He knew that he wasn’t getting either of the delicious morsels with Sean now. 
 
      
 
    “You will be getting fed, and I will be adding to your hoard today. Also, you asked about your scales.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth nearly vibrated as he thought about golden scales. “Thank you, Lord. I shall do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be back out to see you for I don’t know how long, but a couple of my clan will be coming to live out here,” Sean said. “If you hurt them, I will be angry.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth looked at the back of Sean’s seat where Ven sat. “Two of them?” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked to his right, seeing Ven. “Yes. Ven, are there two who want this duty?” 
 
      
 
    “It would depend, Sean. Will he act like a proper host and treat them well? Would he be amenable to them riding on him when he flies?” 
 
      
 
    “Let a pest ride me?” Cimmacrinth snorted. 
 
      
 
    “He declines the riding,” Sean said. “Will you be decorous with the Fairies?” He directed the question to Cimmacrinth. 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best, Lord, but why would they even be needed?” 
 
      
 
    “So they can tell me if you have any troubles, questions, requests, and the like. Others will come to bring you my words, as well. They’ll tell the two with you, and those two will be the ones to speak to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best, Lord. My home is not well suited for them, so they should be aware of that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “I’ll be making them a place to stay before I leave.” 
 
      
 
    “If you are making a home, then the clan will have to select carefully, Sean,” Ven said. “Can you have Arliat make it for them? It will cause less… commotion.” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned, then sighed. “Because of me being their god?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Helga laughed. “You do not understand, Sean, how rare that would be. It would easily eclipse most other things for them. If Odin had offered to build a home for one of the Valkyries, we would have fought tooth and claw for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it, sir,” Arliat said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Arliat,” Sean said, giving her a soft smile. “We’ll need to follow the road back to the manor when we fly back. This way, you know how to get here later, if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth, let’s see your hoard while Arliat works.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth rose to his feet so he could back away from the open doorway he’d been lying in front of. “As you wish, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped into the barn, taking in everything he could. It was a simple open covering, more of a shell than a real barn. In the middle of it, a slight pit had been dug only to be filled in by coins. Most of them were copper and bronze, though silver did liberally dot the mass. Gold was rarer, but did gleam from places among the other coins. Weapons and armor hung on the walls— all of it good quality, but nothing outstanding. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Truestrike didn’t give you what he could have.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord?” Cimmacrinth asked. He poked his head just around the doorway, as Helga was standing beside Sean inside. 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled out a couple of mithril ingots. He formed coins of them, tossing them widely onto the pile. The inhale behind him made him chuckle. He pulled out a single ingot of adamantine, then did the same. When he finished, he added some precious and semi-precious gemstones. “That’s better, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” Cimmacrinth said in a strangled voice. He was giddy at what he’d just received, but trying not to show it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see about more later, perhaps even some enchanted pieces to add to your collection,” Sean motioned to the armor and weapons. “But for now, close your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth’s eyes snapped shut, and he waited. If Sean was going to give him such wealth, he would be far more willing to forgo the occasional Human snack. He stopped breathing when Sean’s hands touched his snout. 
 
      
 
    “Gold is what you said…” Sean murmured. “That’s easy enough to do.” Pouring energy into Cimmacrinth, Sean changed the dragon’s scales to a beautiful golden sheen. While he did that, he fixed a couple of minor injuries he had, too. “Helga, can you get a mirror of some kind, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” Helga said. Even she had a hint of awe in her tone as she pulled silver from her bag and formed it into a polished disk. “Ready, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean let go of his energy and stepped back. “Cimmacrinth, open your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth did so, breathing as softly as he could so he didn’t disturb the mirror. He was gold— a bright, beautiful gold. He finally looked like he belonged with his hoard. 
 
      
 
    “I could have done even better,” Sean grinned, “if you’d like to see something different?” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord?” Cimmacrinth whispered. “I am at your whims.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled, touching Cimmacrinth’s side. His energy rushed in, changing the dragon’s belly scales. “How about that?” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth caught a glint of something, so he sat up and his breath caught. His belly was now a vibrant pattern of colors, as if he’d been plated in jewels. “My Lord…! I… I…!” 
 
      
 
    “Stay like that?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Do what I said: no eating people, and meals after sunset. The clan will have a couple here later today. Treat them right, and just enjoy your new, improved hoard.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord. Anything you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m done, Sean,” Arliat said as she came around to the doorway, then gasped. “He’s gorgeous!” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth preened at that, sitting up straighter so his belly could be seen even better. 
 
      
 
    “He is,” Sean grinned. “We’re good to go. Let’s fly back, but along the roads.” 
 
      
 
    When they left, Cimmacrinth walked onto his hoard and wiggled down onto it with a contented sound. The power of his enlarged hoard warmed his belly— his new, improved gemstone belly— which made him rumble in pleasure. His new Lord might be odd, but oddities were perfectly fine for a man of such power and generosity. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    They flew back, following the roads to find out how to best drive to Cimmacrinth if they needed to. When they landed back at the manor, it didn’t take Helga long to kill the cows as quickly and painlessly as possible, then shove them into Sean’s bag. Then, it was a quick flight back to Cimmacrinth’s to drop off the carcasses. 
 
      
 
    The sun was past midday when they finally started the drive back toward Accord. Sitting in the back seat, Sean felt pretty good about what he’d accomplished for the day. Helga sat beside him, her armor gone so she could actually get a cuddle in. 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled when he put his arm around her shoulders. “You don’t normally snuggle.” 
 
      
 
    “It is as safe as it can be, so it is fine for a moment,” Helga murmured. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Sean agreed, but her snuggling reminded him of a question he wanted to ask her. “I had questions about Valkyries and physical bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “With how we go from plane to plane, and what happens if we die?” 
 
      
 
    “Saret said you’d have a better understanding of it than she would.” 
 
      
 
    “We are only sent out if we have not died on a retrieval for years. Our souls have to rebuild our bodies before we are stable enough to journey without fear. If we are stable, then we return to Valhalla when we die. If we are not stable… we might fragment into nothing. You are thinking of Chastity and Lilly?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. If I can open a portal between the worlds, would it be safe for them to come over?” 
 
      
 
    Helga looked thoughtful. “I shall have to look at them intently when we go back. I have never tried to use Soul Sight to judge the stability of a soul for such, but as your First Chooser, I need to be able to gauge these things.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a possibility? If not soon, then in the future?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot be perfectly certain, but I am fairly sure, Sean. Let me check them before we say anything. We do not want to get their hopes up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I don’t want them to be hopeful only to find out it’ll be a decade or longer,” Sean sighed. “We can go to the plane tonight. We need to restock all of you on souls, as it is. You burned off a lot during my fight with Truestrike.” 
 
      
 
    “We did, but we all have at least a single soul remaining. During the fight, I directed who was giving you what to make sure it was equally balanced.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled. Using his free hand, he tilted her head up to give her a kiss. “Thank you, my dearest Chooser. I love you. There are times I worry that I don’t tell any of you that enough.” 
 
      
 
    “We know your love, Sean,” Helga whispered, staring into his eyes. “Our empathic bond tells us every day when you look at us. Every glance is a moment of love that we cherish, just as I know it is the same for you. Myna’s bratting, Felora’s sexualized comments, Ida working beside you; everything we do brings that same emotion from you to us. Do not let your heart fear us not knowing your love.” 
 
      
 
    Kissing her again, Sean felt his worry melt away because of her words. He then felt a doubling of love from her, then another doubling from Fiona, Myna, and on and on until he was love incarnate, flooded with the love from all of his wives, which in turn returned to them. The empathic bond strengthened under the connection they felt, solidifying into something stronger. 
 
      
 
    Gasping when their kiss broke, Sean stared into Helga’s bright blue eyes that had black-white flames burning in them. “That was…” He trailed off, unable to find the words for it. 
 
      
 
    “Godly,” Helga whispered, a smirk forming on her lips. “Now never doubt us knowing your love again, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean snorted, then kissed her again. It was softer this time, a gentle kiss that lasted without consuming him. 
 
      
 
    Arliat glanced in the mirror to see them, and her heart yearned for the day when Sean would kiss her like that. Putting her eyes back on the road, she didn’t feel jealous of Helga; just a deep yearning for her own time. Until that day, she would excel at her place in the pantheon. She was the Driver. She would never fail to deliver a person to their proper destination. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They arrived back in time to bathe before dinner. All of his wives stopped to kiss him, each to their own preferences, making him the very last person in and out of the tub. They all agreed that visiting Home was a good idea, both to refill on souls and to check in on their wives and friends. 
 
      
 
    The cooks had again made a veritable feast for dinner; all three basked in the praise for their efforts. They were looking forward to visiting Home. The plane just felt like its namesake: welcoming and inviting. 
 
      
 
    With his plate cleaned, Sean cleared his throat. “Before we head up to bed, after the cooks are finished cleaning, I have something to bring up.” All eyes were on him as he continued, “Ven, please send a Fairy asking Minerva if she would like to come visit tomorrow. Invite Siobhan, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean to let her know about Home?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    “Saret mentioned that, to ensure that I can come back to this plane if I leave, it would be best to have an Agreement with a High Lady. Minerva is friendly, and has even agreed to stand beside me when the Queens return. I have plans for a deal for her. Ida, Ry, if you two can begin creating a set of armor for her and Commander Queensblood, along with swords, I’m sure that would be incentive enough to get an Agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “There is risk in your plan, but considering the friendship and how much you’ve done for her and her son, it should be minimal,” Hallie added. She brushed back a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “It is a good plan, husband.” 
 
      
 
    “If they agree, that’ll likely eat up a majority of my day tomorrow,” Sean said. “But I think it handles all the things that should be dealt with before I throw myself entirely into my research.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do what we can to help in our own ways,” Aria said, her white hair in braids that twisted into a bun atop her head. It was an unusual look, but she was still fascinated with everything she could do with her new hair. Her red-irised eyes were full of confidence when she smiled his way. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, Mother wanted me to thank you again for the scrying crystals,” Andrea cut in, her strawberry-blonde hair tied back into a simple ponytail. “They’re still considering selling their old inn and moving here. Fiona’s helping me make sure things are prepared, so if they say yes, we can help them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear it, Andie,” Sean said. “If we can help, we will.” 
 
      
 
    “I brought it up for a reason,” Andrea said slowly, looking a little worried. “If you can open a portal between here and Hearthglen, then their travel time would be drastically reduced.” 
 
      
 
    Sean paused, then nodded slowly. “Okay, yeah… Same plane should be much easier than off plane, and I wouldn’t need to worry about the enchantments before doing that.” 
 
      
 
    Felora covered Andrea’s hand with hers. “See? I told you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but none of us likes to ask… except for you when it comes to sex, Fel. Well, and Myna.” 
 
      
 
    Felora’s eyes went from their normal brown to glowing red for a moment as she thought about Sean and her together, possibly with Myna again. “That’s true.” 
 
      
 
    “Master,” Myna cut in, her cat ears twitching slightly. The silver earrings Sean made her gave a soft jingle when they did. “Can we assist? Beyond the armor for the Queensbloods, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    Considering it, Sean shook his head slowly. “Not really. I’ve explained what I’m going to be trying to do, though, so if you have any ideas, I’ll listen. 
 
      
 
    “That we can do,” Fiona said, then looked down the table. “Ladies, that goes for you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Sean agreed, looking from person to person. 
 
      
 
    Quilla and Quinna, the Bovine Moonbound twins, sat with their respective lovers, Lona and Mona. All four looked thoughtful already. Sean had gotten over the small leeriness he had that the sisters had paired off as they had— he could see the honest love the couples had for each other. 
 
      
 
    Cali and Xenta, a Wolf and Fox Moonbound, leaned in to speak softly with each other. Sean caught a snippet of their conversation and smiled, as the pair were trying to brainstorm already. The same was true with Prita, Arliat, and Rumia. The trio of lovers was an odd-set: a Bat and Horse Moonbound along with a part-Dryad, they were the one group who wasn’t a pair, but a triad. 
 
      
 
    The last pair of staff was Tiska, the Jackal Moonbound head maid, and her lover Glorina, the Rabbit Moonbound chef. They shouldered more responsibility because of their positions, but never let that authority go to their heads. It was Tiska who spoke for the staff at that moment: “Sir, we’ll let you know if we have any helpful ideas. We know what comes, and will do our best to assist.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because I need all of you who are not Choosers to assemble,” Helga said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone who hadn’t been chosen yet was quick to stand in front of Helga, who had risen from her seat. That had seven women looking hopeful and nervous. 
 
      
 
    “All of them, Helga?” Sean asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” Helga said softly, looking at the seven hopefuls, “word of your duel with Truestrike has made the rounds of the city. Your power is no longer in question, and your name is whispered in fear and awe. The last two days, I have felt the room for growth, and now is the time. I shall take pairs at a time, as I am not positive if I can do seven at once. Cali and Xenta, kneel and be ready to accept Sean as your Lord.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When she was finished, all seven women had been taken in as Choosers. They shed happy tears, and bright smiles came from those who’d been chosen previously. None of them would ever be without a net to catch them again. His wives got up, hugging each new Chooser and whispering words of acceptance in their ears. The older staff Choosers came over to welcome the newer members, as well. 
 
      
 
    Sean was glad for them. When everyone else finished, he hugged each, murmuring his happiness that they were now among the Chosen. The weight of one of them being uncaught had always been a small fear in his heart, but now it was gone, too. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, as soon as the cleaning is done, we go to Home and the Bog,” Sean said when he finally stepped back. “I’m happy to see all of you under the banner of Chooser. I’m sure that when we finally marry and Soul Bond, the empathy will come for all of you, too. One more small hurdle cleared; in time, there will be nothing left stopping you from finding your dreams realized.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Sean,” Fiona said softly. “We’ll be along after you’re in bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Sean kissed her, then left the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Welcome Home, Sean,” Marjorie said from the couch in the front room. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, good to see you. Everyone will be here…” Opening the door, he grinned. “Shortly.” 
 
      
 
    When he finished speaking, everyone appeared. His wives had arranged for Jackson’s wives— Agatha and Marna— to come along, as well as half the clan. The front porch was crowded until the Fairies zipped away and Agatha and Marna hurried off toward the village to the west of the manor. 
 
      
 
    “Did something else happen?” Marjorie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing bad,” Sean said. “Before we spend time visiting, we’re off to the Bog to refill souls for my Choosers.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband,” Lilly smiled, “did another of the staff get chosen?” 
 
      
 
    “All of them were brought into the fold,” Helga said proudly. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness. That’s a lot of souls to collect,” Chastity said, coming down the stairs. “If everyone’s going, we should go, too, Lilly.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be a good idea, though you and I won’t be collecting any,” Lilly agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see who among the damned have found penance,” Sean said, then turned to Rumia. “Tender, lead us.” 
 
      
 
    A bright smile coming to her, Rumia took the lead to guide the family down to the Bog. Rosa paused them all long enough to give her daughter a hug, getting a quick explanation of why the whole group was going. She wished them well before turning back to the plants she’d been tending. 
 
      
 
    Sean walked with Chastity and Lilly on his arms. He’d kiss one’s cheek, then kiss the other’s as they went, just rotating back and forth; both of them giggled when he kept doing it. He eventually stopped when they reached the Bog. The chatter from the people waiting dropped off the moment Sean stepped foot onto the plane. 
 
      
 
    “Rumia, this is your domain to tend. The Choosers wait for your guidance.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, black-white flames burning in them, she nodded. “How many souls, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Three each should be enough for everyone if there are that many repentant.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Choosers, welcome to the Bog,” Rumia said, her wings forming as she floated into the air. “I have tended to those interred here. I will indicate those who have already repented. To those who still wait: if your soul can embrace your transgressions, you too can be free today.” 
 
      
 
    A halo of black-white flames sprang up over several of the heads, visibly marking those Rumia spoke of. As everyone stared up at Rumia, another couple of halos appeared over more of those sunken into the peat. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” Fiona spoke up, “starting with the new Choosers first, go collect two. Once you have, those of us with one will match you, and then we will see if there are enough for us to select our thirds.” 
 
      
 
    While they went to collect souls, Sean stayed with Lilly and Chastity, who didn’t move, either. “How have you two been? I know it’s only been a couple of days, but I like asking.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, husband,” Chastity smiled. “We have things to take our time… besides each other, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “Though we do spend many nights in just that way,” Lilly whispered in his ear, earning a blush. Giggling, she kissed his cheek. “You’ll always be adorable, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been letting Darragh, Misa, and Trisha settle in. They don’t leave their house often, not that I blame them. In another few days, we’ll be inviting them over for tea; we want to make sure they feel welcome. Nola has also asked about Misa. She’s caught the scent of her, but hasn’t met her yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope they get along,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they will.” 
 
      
 
    Watching his wives reap the souls of the fallen was a little surreal. He was fairly sure that most of the people being freed from the Bog were incidentals who got caught up in the wrong crowd without understanding what they were really doing. Everything for his pantheon was a strange mashup of Norse, Celtic, and Christianity— his Choosers were Norse-inspired, as they derived from Helga. The balance of black and white flames, along with the Bog, made him think Celtic. Keeping the souls until they were repentant was firmly Christian and Purgatory-inspired. 
 
      
 
    Is that because they were the deities that bartered for me? Sean wondered. Maybe it’s because I’m a Nexus and was in their presence as a raw soul? Or am I reading too much into things…? 
 
      
 
    “We’re done, Sean,” Fiona said as Rumia floated down to join them. 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Oh. Shall we head back up?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’d be good. We’d all like to spend some time with our wives,” Felora murmured, eyeing Lilly. 
 
      
 
    “Back up we go, then,” Sean smiled. 
 
      
 
    As they walked back up the path to the manor, Helga fell back to walk beside Sean. “Sean, may we talk privately for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone started to walk a little faster to give them the privacy that Helga asked for without anyone having to specifically say anything. That made Sean smile, the fact that they all knew she wanted a moment alone and were working to give that to her. The only one who had an idea of what Helga was going to discuss was Arliat, but she didn’t say anything. They stopped at the gate to the Bog while the rest of the family kept walking to the manor. 
 
      
 
    “I take it you were able to examine them?” Sean asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Their souls are reforming. It will not be for months until they are ready to step off this plane safely, but I am sure that once they have solidified again, they will be safe to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling, he felt a weight lift off his shoulders that he didn’t know he’d been carrying. “Good. We can let them know. That’ll be something for them to look forward to. Is there any way to speed up the process?” 
 
      
 
    Helga looked thoughtful for a moment before she shook her head. “Not that I know of. If I can think of something, I will tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “This does mean that we can make plans for them to be with all of us again.” 
 
      
 
    Helga smiled as she watched his face. “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean took a couple of deep breaths. He wanted time to speed by so his wives could be reunited with all of them again, but at the same time, he needed it to crawl so he could get things in place for the Queens. Hands clenching, he felt anger at Summer and Winter. They were a problem that would keep him from his wives. 
 
      
 
    Helga touched his shoulder, grounding him. “Sean?” 
 
      
 
    Letting out a shaky breath, he met her eyes. “Sorry. Thank you. I just thought about how the Queens are what’s stopping me from being able to focus on our wives.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped up, pulling him into her arms. Her wings also formed, wrapping around them. “You are the best god anyone could wish for. The depth of your love will never be matched by another deity. Even gods and goddesses of love pale compared to you. Most of them are more lust deities masquerading as love, but your love… it is deep and rich. Your love is not just for your wives and eventual wives— I know the love you have for all your friends, too.” 
 
      
 
    Sean returned her hug, letting his anger bleed away under her love and concern for him. “I don’t know about all of that, but thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Helga pulled back just enough to lightly kiss him. “Come now, my dear husband. We need to go tell our family the good news. We will tell them the bad, as well, but none of them will see the wait as being terrible, not when you compare it to them never being able to come back to us outside of your plane.” 
 
      
 
    “When you put it that way, it helps.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Helga let her wings fade, then took his hand in hers. “You will be busy tomorrow with our guests, but you will be far busier tonight, especially once we tell our wives.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled as they started toward the manor. “That’s probably very true.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was in the front room chatting when Sean and Helga walked in. Fiona smiled at them. “Is everything okay? We felt joy, anger, then more joy.” 
 
      
 
    “I have some news,” Sean said as Helga slipped away to go stand with Hallie and Aria. He took a moment to look over the room. Marjorie sat with Rosa, the two mothers sipping tea as they waited to hear what was happening. They were the odd pair, as everyone else was basically with their chosen lover. The only flip on that was Andrea and Chastity next to each other, and Felora and Lilly beside each other— that’s how they would be again in time. Even the staff were sitting in their chosen pairings. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, he launched into his explanation. He covered what he and Saret discussed, then what Helga had found out, before finishing with what could be in time. The joy from his family was a palpable presence in the room. Tears of hope and happiness flowed from nearly every eye, as Chastity and Lilly were firmly held by their lovers. 
 
      
 
    “Months, which is four tendays each, if your translation magic is right,” Fiona said. “But before a cycle, or year, passes?” 
 
      
 
    “That is my conjecture on looking at them,” Helga said. “I will check them every time we come back, but it will not be before the Queens arrive in Accord.” 
 
      
 
    There was a bit of wistful longing that it would be, but it was nothing compared to the joy. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, when we do—?” Chastity started to say. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sean cut her off, knowing what she was asking for. “You and Lilly both.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly jerked out of Felora’s hug, leapt over the table between her and Sean, and slammed into him. Straddling him on the couch, she kissed him passionately. She would be able to be with them all again and carry a child. Her heart soared, and she was intent to let him feel every bit of that joy. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should go,” Marjorie whispered to Rosa. 
 
      
 
    “That does seem best,” Rosa whispered back. 
 
      
 
    The two older women slipped out of the room, but none of the staff went to leave; their hearts yearned for their own time, though they were thrilled to hear the family would be whole again. 
 
      
 
    Fiona spoke up after a minute, “Lilly, let him up. Chastity wants to thank him, too. After that, we’ll be heading to the bedroom. Sean has firm rules about where and when some acts take place.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly broke the kiss, panting as she stared into Sean’s eyes. “Thank you, husband! Thank you a million times over! We both yearn for that day to come.” 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Chastity said, quick to take Lilly’s place when she got up. Straddling him, Chastity slowly lowered her mouth to his. “Thank you, our precious husband.” 
 
      
 
    Felora’s eyes were blazing as she watched the scene. “Mmhmm… I’ll be upstairs…” 
 
      
 
    Lilly caught her by the wrist. “We’ll be upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    That started the exodus as the wives went up to the bedroom. The staff sighed wistfully, but went off toward their own diversions. By the time the kiss ended, it was just Sean, Chastity, and Andrea in the front room. 
 
      
 
    “Chas, our wives are waiting for us,” Andrea giggled. “None of us blame you for your reactions, but we all want to show our thanks that you’ll be with us again.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity got off Sean’s lap, smoothing her skirt. “Yes, of course… I’m glad Mom left before I did that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was breathing a little raggedly and was flushed bright red as he looked up at the two women waiting for him with their hands extended. He had no words, but the love in his heart spoke volumes to his family. Taking their hands, he rose, then escorted them upstairs to where the rest of his wives were waiting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Sean and Hallie greeted their guests upon arrival. “Welcome to my home,” Sean smiled. “Please, come in. The parlor is ready for us to use.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for seeing both of us,” Commander Queensblood said. “I had wanted to bring up a few things that you would be best to assist with.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends are always welcome,” Hallie said. “We just need to be told so we can be proper hosts.” 
 
      
 
    “Very informal, but that does seem to be the case for your entire family,” High Lady Minerva Queensblood laughed lightly. 
 
      
 
    “True. Sean has helped us see that informality isn’t bad between friends. The formality keeps people at a distance, making it harder to grow as friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” A sad sigh escaped Minerva’s lips. “My husband would have adored all of you. He had many of the same views, but never got to express them with how society was.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like he was a great man,” Sean said, opening the parlor door for them to enter. 
 
      
 
    “The best,” Commander Queensblood said. “I do my best to emulate him as much as possible. Mother has reminded me of my lapses over the years. Society has a way of changing people.” 
 
      
 
    “It can do that. If everyone says the sky is red firmly enough, even you might start believing it,” Sean nodded. “It was something studied where I’m from; how people can be swayed by things that are stated repeatedly as if fact, regardless of if they are or not. Then, it gets difficult to start parsing facts down from all the clamor of how different groups see right or wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, that sounds exhausting,” Minerva said as she took the offered seat. 
 
      
 
    “It was. Most people just want to get along, so they try to ignore the loudest fringes. But without shutting off all outside voices, it’s impossible to not have to deal with it. Sadly, you couldn’t function without allowing some of it in. It was a mess.” 
 
      
 
    “Xenta will pour for us, then step out,” Hallie said. “We thought it’d be easier for you to be free to speak if there was none but us here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Commander Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    Xenta’s fox tail was still as she brought the cart forward, setting out small snacks and then preparing tea for everyone. With a formal bow, she gracefully left the room on soundless feet. 
 
      
 
    “What an exceptional maid,” Minerva smiled. “She was one of the women sitting with you all during the garden outing, if I recall.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. All of the staff are wives-to-be,” Hallie replied. “They know they will be waiting for quite a while yet, but are fine, because they know their special days will come.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see how Truestrike got that rumor about women being unsafe around you off the ground now,” Commander Queensblood said. Sipping from his cup, he smiled. “Your maid is skilled in the art of tea.” 
 
      
 
    “They all are,” Hallie beamed. “The snacks were made by our cooks, sisters who excel in desserts and breads.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva was nibbling a blueberry scone. “Yes, very good. Better than my own staff. Hmm… If possible, later, I would like to ask them to pass the recipe to my cook.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we can come to an Agreement later.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s so light, fluffy, and buttery,” Commander Queensblood said after taking a bite of a slice of bread. “Goodness, it must have taken quite some skill to produce this so expertly.” 
 
      
 
    “Mona will be delighted to hear that,” Sean grinned. “I agree, though: she is an expert. The new oven probably helps in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    “New oven?” 
 
      
 
    “Forged Bonds will be producing them in the near future.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, speaking of them, I had a request for large prisoner transports. I figured you would know if it was possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Paddy wagons,” Sean said, then paused. “I never considered the term before… huh.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Commander Queensblood looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “‘Paddy’ was a slang name for Patrick. I guess they’d properly be ‘guard wagons’…?” Sean shook his head. “Sorry, I get lost in my own head sometimes. I can make a motorized vehicle for transporting people. Did you want them to be separate, or just a big box for them to be put in?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking something like your bus, but with secure compartments.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy to do. You’ll need people to be trained to drive them; a bus is harder to use than a car.” 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure that happens, if you can arrange it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make a rough and pass it along to Amedee. They’ll be the ones to make them.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. This way, when another riot happens, it’ll be easier to transport people.” 
 
      
 
    “That reminds me,” Sean asked, “what happened to all the controlled rioters?” 
 
      
 
    “Most of them were released. A couple had to serve a few days because of injuries. I’m not a monster, despite what some say about me. If you are forcibly compelled, it isn’t your fault.” His eyes darted to his mother and away. 
 
      
 
    Minerva sighed. “History that I’ll never be free of. It is okay, Illandril. I no longer blame myself as I did.” 
 
      
 
    “That ties back to the Greater Vampire your husband fought?” Hallie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Dark days for our family,” Minerva said softly. “Let’s move past that. No reason to dredge up old pains.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Mother,” Commander Queensblood said. “I also wanted to ask you, Sean, when would you be able to find the time to search the city for other hidden stashes, like the one where the Vampire shot you?” 
 
      
 
    Sean sat back. Setting his cup down, he opened up his Earth Manipulation sense to the entirety of the city. He focused it under the ground so as not to disturb any city workers fixing roads or similar. He smiled when he found a group installing more sewer lamps, but he pushed past them. A minute later, he came back to himself, feeling tired. “Six other locations behind sealed walls.” 
 
      
 
    Queensblood stared at Sean in shock for a moment. “Oh… that was faster than I thought. Umm, where are they?” 
 
      
 
    Sean started to reply. He could walk to each of them— he knew exactly where they were— but didn’t know how to explain it easily. 
 
      
 
    “We have a map of the city,” Hallie told Sean, touching his knee lightly. “If you can get him close enough, whoever has to open the walls should be able to find them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that will work,” Queensblood nodded. “Excellent idea, Lady… Hallie.” He had to catch himself and act informally; it was harder than he thought it would be. 
 
      
 
    “Ven, can you ask one of the maids to bring it to us, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Ven said from above. 
 
      
 
    Minerva looked up at the Messenger Fairies. “You have a sizable clan in your care, Sean. I’m gratified to see that my clan is welcome to sit with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends are always welcome,” Ven replied to her. 
 
      
 
    “Now that my son has asked what he wished to,” Minerva smiled, looking back at Sean, “you asked me to come visit. I’m assuming it had to deal with secrets and your armor?” 
 
      
 
    “It will touch on that,” Sean admitted. “Let’s wait a minute for the map. The topic I want to address is going to take a good while to explain.” 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing, but I will wait.” 
 
      
 
    Cali was the one who brought in the map, her wolf tail wagging slightly as she handed it off to Sean before leaving. 
 
      
 
    “Have they both been okay?” Commander Queensblood asked. “I know that some of my men react poorly to killing.” 
 
      
 
    “Our wife has helped them through their trauma,” Hallie said, “just as she has helped all of us with various issues.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Has she, now?” 
 
      
 
    “I can inquire about one of her sisters being able to assist your men in such a capacity, if you’d like,” Hallie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We can come back to it later,” Queensblood coughed when he saw his mother’s raised eyebrow. “Sean is marking that map, and then he was going to answer Mother’s question.” 
 
      
 
    Sean kept his face blank, but he was absurdly tickled by how much of a momma’s boy Queensblood was. He was able to quickly mark the map, handing it over to Queensblood before he picked his tea back up. 
 
      
 
    “I want to make an Agreement with you that will allow me to come back to this world if I leave it,” Sean said, sipping his tea as he watched Minerva’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that is not a small thing. Agreements of that nature will get the Queens’ attention. Considering who you are, though, that makes perfect sense as to why you would want that. It might even be seen as a favorable move,” Minerva said. “How did you plan to step off this world? That is hard enough as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a long story.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. For armor and weapons that can come and go as yours do, plus the full story behind the how and why you are asking for the Agreement to come back to this world. If you can do that, I will give you an Agreement to be able to bypass the Queens’ laws to enter this world.” 
 
      
 
    “I would need an Agreement backed by your life for my story,” Sean said simply. “Parts of it are… not safe. Once the Queens know, the Agreement I have on it balanced by your life will be cleared.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be hard to enforce against a High Lady,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s survived dragon’s breath,” Minerva said. “He could easily enforce it against me. He might even be able to enforce it against the Advisor.” 
 
      
 
    Queensblood stiffened. He hadn’t heard the full story of the duel, just bits and pieces. His mother had come back with even more respect for Sean afterward. She’d commented that Sean had reattached her leg that Truestrike had severed, but never mentioned him surviving a dragon. 
 
      
 
    “A sensation I wouldn’t wish anyone to endure,” Sean grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Sean,” Minerva said. “I agree with all the terms we’ve discussed.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, as well, Minerva.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva grunted at the weight of the Agreement— it was one of the heaviest she’d ever taken on. Sean just sat there, drinking his tea as if it was nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Ven, if you can ask Ida and Ryann to have the items ready when I’m done, please?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve been working on them since breakfast,” Ven replied. “If you asked for them right now, they’d make it happen, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Sean chuckled, then exhaled. “I died less than a year ago on a world called Earth.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Both Queensbloods were stunned by the tale. As they tried to process it, Sean’s other guest arrived and was escorted into the parlor. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, company,” Siobhan smiled. “High Lady, Commander, it is a pleasure to see you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Pagetender,” Minerva said, surprised that Siobhan was there. “Always a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Siobhan has an Agreement with me,” Sean said. “Siobhan, have a seat. Now, Minerva, Illandril, if you’d like, I can take us all in spirit to my plane of Home and the Bog. Siobhan wants to visit the library there.” 
 
      
 
    “More than anything, especially before the Queens arrive,” Siobhan agreed. “I’ll be trying to help you with your research this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Sean grinned. “So, do you two want to come with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Minerva said. 
 
      
 
    Commander Queensblood hesitated, then nodded. “Mother trusts you, so I will, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Sean said. “Just get comfortable. Ven, let the others know. I’ll extend the energy inside the manor in a minute.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Sean was surprised that not all of his wives came with him. When he opened the manor doors to greet everyone, only seven people stood there. Three were his guests, along with Hallie, Fiona, and Helga, then Rumia, who smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Home,” Sean chuckled. “I probably should name it something with more gravitas, but I’m not going to.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan went right in, saying hello to Marjorie before she went upstairs to the library. She greeted Lilly and Chastity, who were heading downstairs. She smiled when the pair hurried to go down to meet their husband. To know that Sean was an Outsider was as easy as seeing the love and affection all of his wives had for him and he for them. 
 
      
 
    “It looks just like your manor,” Minerva said. 
 
      
 
    “It is what he makes it,” Hallie said. “Before this, it looked like our home in Hearthglen.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to come in and meet the family?” Fiona asked. “Chas, Lilly, we have guests. High Lady Minerva Queensblood and her son, Commander of the Accord City Guard, Illandril Queensblood, these are our wives. They died in a trial by combat in Hearthglen: Chastity and Lilly.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure,” Chastity said, curtsying to them. 
 
      
 
    “An honor to have you both visit,” Lilly added, doing the same as Chastity. 
 
      
 
    “It is our honor and pleasure to be invited,” Minerva smiled, giving them a curtsy back. “This is the first time I’ve ventured off the world, even if it is just in spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels as real as anything to me,” Queensblood said. “Sean, you mentioned the Bog? I am interested in seeing that.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you take them to see it, then come back for tea?” Fiona suggested. “We can make sure our friends come up to have tea with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that would be nice,” Sean nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I am interested in this Bog, as well,” Minerva said. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the manor, Sean and Helga led the way toward the back gate. Rumia trailed the nobles with a small smile on her lips. She gave her mother a wave and smile, but didn’t say anything; she was just looking forward to seeing the Queensblood’s expressions. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask if you were willing to have another spar, Sean,” Queensblood said as he walked the path past the gate. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to be incredibly busy until the Queens arrive,” Sean replied, “but maybe we can have one here before we leave. If our friends come to tea, you might get someone else to spar with, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing. I…” Queensblood started to reply, but trailed off when a sense of oppression settled over him. 
 
      
 
    “That is disturbing,” Minerva said with a small shiver. 
 
      
 
    “The transition from Home to the Bog feels that way for those who don’t see Sean as their deity,” Rumia said. “If you think about the feeling, it’s not hostile. It’s just all-powerful and watching.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… umm… that is well said…” Minerva murmured. “That is exactly how it feels. It is like I’m before the Queens with their full focus on me, though not with anger in their eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Disconcerting,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “Not something I control. It just is,” Sean said. The path let them out onto the circular strip of dry land that encircled the Bog. “Welcome to the Bog. I grant you both permission to walk the peat today.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I felt that,” Minerva said. “What would happen if we didn’t have permission?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d sink into the peat,” Rumia answered. “The moment your feet become stuck, the roots would pull you down until someone came along to free you. If you could fly, the yew would pluck you from the sky. It would then press you into the Bog so you could explain yourself to either Sean or myself.” 
 
      
 
    “You?” Minerva asked, turning to look at Rumia. Eye widening, she took a step back. The normally quiet young woman was currently radiating immense power. “Goodness…” 
 
      
 
    Rumia had her wings out, floating a bare foot above the ground while black-white flames burned in her eyes. “Here, I am the Tender. It is my task, given to me by my god, to tend to the souls that have been interred in the Bog. When they are ready for redemption, I inform the head Chooser, who will bring one of her flock and pluck the soul free.” 
 
      
 
    Queensblood stared at Rumia with apprehension. “Sean, are all of your staff… so unique? Your maids fight like veterans, your gardener is apparently a keeper of souls… should we worry about what the cooks might be?” 
 
      
 
    Sean let out a true, deep laugh at his question. “No. They’re not all as unique as Rumia, though all of them can fight as well as Xenta and Cali.” 
 
      
 
    Queensblood shook his head. “Your home shall be one of the better-defended ones in the entire Queendom. I would say maybe better even than the Bloodhearts, maybe equal to ours.” 
 
      
 
    “If you talk about just staff, better than ours,” Minerva said. “I can say that if they are as skilled as you’ve said, Illandril. Now, let us see more of this place. You said that Truestrike is here?” 
 
      
 
    “He is currently under the peat, but I can raise him to speak to you,” Rumia said. “Sean, he is still where he was.” 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Sean said, leading his guests out onto the peat. 
 
      
 
    “These others, who are they?” Queensblood asked as they passed the first few heads. 
 
      
 
    “People who sided against me. They weren’t major players, but they took sides against me and died. With the major conflicts hopefully done, this plane shall grow sparse again, which is good.” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, if you do end up in conflict with the Queens, the Bog will grow even more robust,” Helga said. 
 
      
 
    “I am praying that it doesn’t come to that. Minerva said she would stand beside me when they return… with all I’ve done for the good of Accord, I’m hoping that buys me some leeway with them. Add in that I’ll be looking to do what the Harbinger is supposed to, and that should put me on good terms… I hope.” 
 
      
 
    “If you tell them that you are actively looking for the Huntsman, it will help,” Minerva said. 
 
      
 
    “I hope to have more than just words by then,” Sean grumbled. “Here he is. Truestrike, you look like shit.” 
 
      
 
    The former noble was gasping for breath. He was red-faced, with black snot oozing from his nose and tears flowing from his eyes. “MacDougal…! Mercy…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said coldly. “Rumia has control over your fate. This way, I don’t feel bad for treating you the way you deserve to be treated. I brought you guests so they can see you enjoying your stay.” 
 
      
 
    “He looks positively wretched,” Minerva sniffed. “Serves him right for his treachery during the duel. How is it here?” 
 
      
 
    “Pain and suffering…” Truestrike whispered. “I can’t say more…” 
 
      
 
    “I forbade him from doing so,” Rumia said. “Sean asked to not know of the punishments happening here. He is a good man who would hurt himself to make sure that punishment is dealt accordingly. As Tender, I am his handler of the guilty.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that does seem to suit him,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “Please, stay! Stay and talk!” Truestrike pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve come to see this place only,” Minerva said before spitting on Truestrike’s head. “That is for taking my leg off. Be glad I don’t kick you, instead, but it isn’t my place to do such.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’d like to see Sharpeyes, he’s here, as well,” Sean said. “Over this way.” He started to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “No! Please, stay! Don’t leave! If you lea—!” He was cut off as he was swiftly pulled back under the peat. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t he die under there?” Queensblood asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ve been told it feels like you’re drowning without actually doing so,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Fitting,” Minerva smiled. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They spent time speaking to a few others, including one of the guards that’d joined up only to find themselves attacking Sean’s manor in Hearthglen. That man had mostly just been sitting as most newcomers were— his head exposed above the peat. He’d recently found acceptance of his sins and was now waiting for his chance to be claimed by one of the Choosers. Sean let Helga take him to show Minerva and Queensblood that freedom was possible. 
 
      
 
    As they made their way back to Home, Minerva spoke up, “Well, that solidifies that being your enemy is a terrible idea. I’m glad we have an amicable relationship.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Sean agreed. “I’ll be glad to have tea with the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You mentioned Trisha was here,” Queensblood said. “She believed in you that much?” 
 
      
 
    “Before the end, she did. I’m glad she’s found happiness here.” 
 
      
 
    “Happiness?” Minerva asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean just grinned, as he hadn’t told them about the latest additions to his growing village. “You’ll see soon.” 
 
      
 
    When they got back to the manor, the front room was full. Sean smiled broadly to see everyone who lived on Home sitting and having tea. “Friends, family, we have guests: High Lady Minerva Queensblood and her son, Commander Illandril Queensblood.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva stopped when she saw who was sitting with Trisha. “Darragh Axehand?” 
 
      
 
    “High Lady,” Darragh said a little stiffly. “My Trisha has told me you tried to help her. Thank you for that, even if our son was… not who he should’ve been.” 
 
      
 
    “Minerva, welcome to Home,” Trisha smiled. “You, as well, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “It is an honor, Darragh,” Queensblood grinned. “Would you be interested in a spar?” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, as he knew that Queensblood would ask when he saw Darragh. His laughter redoubled at the happy grin on Darragh’s face as he accepted. He stopped laughing when Darragh stood up, looking right at him. “Sorry. What?” 
 
      
 
    “I want a spar with you, too, Sean. I want to see how I compare to the Harbinger, and sparring against a god is too good to pass up.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I must try my hand, as well, then,” Minerva smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Outside. We’ll set up some chairs and watch,” Fiona said. “Oh, Omin? Please let Siobhan know so she can come watch, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Omin said, zipping off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Helga, Sean, Darragh, Misa, Queensblood, and Minerva all stood in the front yard. Everyone else sat on the porch to watch. Sean was worried about something happening during sparring, but Helga helped soothe him. 
 
      
 
    “Your plane is as you want it, My Lord. If you want those who fight to be fully healed afterward, it will be so,” Helga explained. “That is why the Einherjar have been able to train as they do. Even when killed during fighting, they are reborn to partake of the feast.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll still go with blunted swords and some armor, just in case,” Sean said. His will imposed itself on Home, and those who didn’t have armor and weapons at hand had them on their persons in the next instant. “Let’s start this off with no Talents; just weapon skill. Helga, you get Minerva. Darragh will fight Illandril while I’ll fight Misa. We’ll round-robin our way around until we’ve all fought the others once. Then, if people want to have a go with their Talents, we can do that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean went off to the side with Misa, a happy smile on his lips. “Misa, it’s wonderful to have you here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean. It is odd speaking my own language and having others understand me. I was unsure of you for the first couple of days, but Darragh was proven right about you. Before the end, I called you friend.” Her gaze darted to Nola. “I was also shocked to find another of my kind here. Nola has been accepting of my… preferred partners. I wasn’t expecting that, but I am glad.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Uh… I didn’t even think abo—!” Sean started, embarrassed about the topic, but when Misa suddenly lunged to stab him, he parried easily, then stepped in to grab her. She tried to wrap him, but he wove through her coils to get the grip he needed. With a heave, he threw her ten feet, then raced after her. 
 
      
 
    Misa let out an aborted scream when she went airborne. Nothing had ever terrified her as much as not being on the ground— it was a new sensation, and she hated it. Nola nodded in sympathy, having had Sean do the same to her in a spar before. Misa had barely started to understand what was happening when Sean threw her again. After the third time, she called out for mercy. Sean stopped, coming over to make sure she was okay. 
 
      
 
    “What in the Queens’ names happened?” Misa whispered as her head cleared. “I’m too heavy to throw… even a Troll would find it difficult. Even then, most would never be able to avoid my coils.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not Human, as you should know,” Sean grinned. “You and Nola can compare the terror of flight now. I’ve done the same to her before.” 
 
      
 
    Misa shook her head. “I will wait for my next opponent and hope they cannot do something similar.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt any of them could without a Talent.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    Since they’d finished first, Sean watched Darragh fight Queensblood. The Commander had respect for Darragh, and for good reason— Darragh had seen more actual one-on-one combat than he had. In the end, Darragh won. He’d fought like his life was on the line; the kick to the balls might have been a step too far, but it worked. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s second fight was against Commander Queensblood after his damaged pride healed. Since it was just skill with weapons, it took longer than it would have otherwise, but Sean won. He even got to see Darragh and Minerva fight, and that was truly something. 
 
      
 
    Minerva was just as brutal as Darragh. She spat, kicked, and even eye-gouged once. Darragh threw dirt back at her and delivered a brutal elbow to her face. He ended up winning, but they were both bleeding when they were finished. 
 
      
 
    “My husband would have been impressed, Darragh,” Minerva said. “I think he would have beaten you if it had been him instead of me.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t lost a physical fight in decades,” Darragh chuckled. “My death came from a coward who struck as one, even though I knew it was coming.” 
 
      
 
    “About that…” Sean said. “Did you have a second visit from the crone that wasn’t recorded?” 
 
      
 
    Darragh paused, as he’d come over to where Sean was waiting. “No. I did have a very vivid dream the night I gave in to Trisha’s demands for love.” 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at Trisha, who was happily chatting with his wives. “I see…” 
 
      
 
    “It was three older women working on a tapestry, and they told me that my thread was known. I would die after meeting the Tuatha’s last chance. The Harbinger would come and whoever I had near me would die. I would give up Dark Cutter to him, and he would go on to do what fate decreed.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sent a thought to Dark Cutter and the sword transformed into the axe. “He was proud to have you carry him for so long.” 
 
      
 
    Darragh bowed. “It was an honor to carry the Axe of Sorrow. Now, you carry him to fulfill his purpose. I wish you luck in that. Winter and Summer will be intent on you finding the Huntsman for them.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Shall we?” Sean asked as Dark Cutter became a sword again. 
 
      
 
    “I’d never have thought he could be Shaped,” Darragh murmured. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    The first clash had Sean kick Darragh when they separated. The bigger man went flying with a hard grunt. Rolling to his feet, Darragh was barely up in time to stop Sean’s follow-up, his ribs feeling bruised. It was a sensation he wasn’t used to— Summer had blessed him decades past to be more than Human, and he’d never told a soul about it. That was how he’d been able to match the nobles who challenged him for Trisha’s honor. But against Sean, it felt inadequate, and Darragh felt the edge of fear that’d been missing from his fights from the moment he’d picked up Dark Cutter. 
 
      
 
    Darragh let out a roar of joy as he threw himself against Sean. To feel that emotion again made him act rashly, his blood burning with happiness. Everyone stopped to watch the two men clash again and again. Sean nicked Darragh a dozen times, but the bigger man never stopped coming. Sean was impressed at how tenacious Darragh was; he knew he’d have to at least disable him to make him stop. 
 
      
 
    That moment came when the two locked up briefly. Darragh tried to headbutt him, but Sean slipped to the side as Dark Cutter became a ring again. A kick to the back of Darragh’s legs got one of his knees to buckle, and Sean used that to drive him to the ground. When they landed, Sean managed to wrench Darragh’s arms back. “Submit!” 
 
      
 
    Darragh screamed as his blood sang. Blood leaked from his nose and lips as he struggled to get his arms free. Sean was standing on Darragh’s back, giving him no leverage to stop him. 
 
      
 
    “He’s going into a rage, Sean! Stop!” Misa shouted. 
 
      
 
    Sean blinked, then flooded Darragh with Flesh Shaping. He scrubbed out the adrenaline that was spiking in Darragh’s body, then let go and stepped back. “Darragh, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Rolling over and flexing his arms, Darragh stared up at the sky blankly for a moment. “Yes… I haven’t lost myself in battle for an age. I’ve never been this lucid after it, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I fixed that. Misa said you were going berserk. She was right, and I stopped it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I will call it a loss. I’m sure you would have broken both of my arms when I tried to get away.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have afterward, yes.” Sean held out a hand. “You good?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Darragh took it, then embraced Sean, slapping his back firmly. “You are a worthy opponent.” 
 
      
 
    “You were more than Human yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “An old blessing from Summer.” 
 
      
 
    “That explains it,” Minerva said. “I was puzzled with how you were able to keep up with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious, as well,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we continue?” Sean asked. “I’m going to suggest we skip Talent spars, though, just to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When all the fights were over, Siobhan asked Sean for a moment while the rest went inside for refreshments. “After spending most of my time looking for portal texts, I didn’t find anything set in stone, but a few mentioned having runes that help focus the magic to connect two locations.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’d like to see those books.” 
 
      
 
    “I left them on the desk,” Siobhan said as they went inside to visit the library. “I’ll have to make a note of your prowess in defeating High Lady Queensblood and Darragh Axehand. That is no small feat.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. After I speak with the Queens, you can take the book back,” Sean said. “I’m sure they’ll know enough after I see them for the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean. It’ll be nice to have added to the history of the world. The only thing better would be having the time and ability to collect even more from other places.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be welcome back here, as long as the Queens don’t stop it from happening,” Sean said. “Though I doubt I’ll be allowed to stay in this world after my deal with them is concluded.” 
 
      
 
    “You are too strong for them to be comfortable with you remaining,” Siobhan agreed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking, too. A bridge to cross later,” Sean said, leading her into the library. He went to the desk, which had six books spread out on it. When he saw the titles, he tried not to laugh. All of them were LITRPG or Gamelit books that he’d read on Earth. Siobhan had been right: all of them had world-walking in them, and had used runes to help stabilize the portals. “These?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Library, please do not give Siobhan fiction unless she specifically asks for it,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Those books are all from Earth. These situations you found are all fictional; none of them are based in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… your world had many such stories?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… yeah, we did. Ah, well. It was a good thought. We’re going to be heading back shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Siobhan sighed, looking over the library. “Will I be able to visit again before the Queens come?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they woke up in the parlor, they’d been joined by Ida and Ryann, who were playing chess nearby. “You win,” Ryann said as she toppled her king, admitting defeat. 
 
      
 
    “You’re getting better at it,” Ida smiled. “Oh, they’re awake. Sean, the armor and swords, without enchantments.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Sean smiled at his wives. “If you two want to get that on, we can fit it, then make it jewelry.” 
 
      
 
    “What enchantments can you do to them?” Minerva asked as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    “I will help you get it on,” Helga said, shifting to assist. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help you, Illandril,” Sean told Queensblood. “For the armor, not much. Mage Sight is always useful.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be useful,” Queensblood agreed. “I take it that the gems help with that?” 
 
      
 
    “They are power sources. You’ll have to refill them yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “As normal,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “What of the swords?” Minerva asked. 
 
      
 
    “I could give you a flame blade? It covers the sword in fire.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be lovely,” Minerva smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it after we get them Bonded to you. Once we have them fitted, we’ll add the enchantment to make them jewelry to your specific energy. No one other than you will ever be able to use them, except maybe family. I’ll try to make it blood-related so you can pass them on as heirlooms.” 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure my aid to you is equal,” Minerva said, “even if that means incurring the displeasure of both Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “I really hope it doesn’t come to that…” Sean sighed. “I will appreciate it if it does happen, though.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Sean was focused on the electricity rune he had sending current across to another. It’d been easy to set up, and it would give someone a good jolt if they touched it. He wanted a working station for testing out his theories to nullify electricity. 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t know how he does it,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “Neither do I, but here he is,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked back to see two of his pregnant wives coming into his workroom. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “How you’ve been sneaking out of bed,” Ryann said. “Ida and I were right next to you last night. This morning, you’re gone and we’re holding each other, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “We checked the bed, but it’s the same size. You didn’t Shape your way out, did you?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, standing up and opening his arms to give each of them a hug and kiss. “No. I just slide out the bottom. I didn’t get much of a head start on you today, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because we want to help.” 
 
      
 
    “You did yesterday. You did good work with the armor and weapons for the Queensbloods. You saw how happy they were.” 
 
      
 
    “Electricity nullification first?” Ryann asked, looking at what he’d set up. 
 
      
 
    “In conjunction with a way to make sure I can’t be thrown like a ragdoll. Once those two are set, I’ll be turning my attention to portals.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get started, then,” Ida said. “Attracting electricity is easy, but repelling…?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Master, it is time for breakfast,” Myna said, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled as he stretched. “Ahh, failure. It’s good to know it’s still a thing. Right now is not the time I want it to happen, though.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit annoying,” Ryann agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ry,” Ida said, tapping her lover’s butt as she went past. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Ryann chuckled. “See you at breakfast, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned at his retreating wives’ backs, not understanding until Myna slipped into his lap. He returned the kiss she claimed from him, bemused at her antics. When their kiss finally broke, he chuckled. “Good morning, silly kitty.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this the new thing? Are you each going to come get me for breakfast down here since I’m out of bed?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Breakfast is important,” Myna purred as she nuzzled his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Amorous this morning, my love?” Sean murmured, kissing the tip of one of her ears. 
 
      
 
    “Always for you, Master, but Fiona made me promise not to do more than get you,” Myna sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Has anyone specifically claimed me tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… me…” Myna purred, then nipped his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Bad kitty. No biting,” Sean growled. 
 
      
 
    Myna began kissing his neck. “Sorry, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “No you’re not, brat cat.” Sean laughed and scooped her up in his arms as he stood. “Come on. Time to eat with the family.” 
 
      
 
    Myna leaned into him, purring contentedly. “I enjoy being pampered.” 
 
      
 
    “Every cat does,” Sean grinned as he carried her effortlessly upstairs. “Until they don’t, and then you get bit. The constant, ‘pet me; don’t pet me!’” 
 
      
 
    Myna giggled as she kissed his neck again. “I don’t think I’ve ever said ‘no’ to you, Master.” 
 
      
 
    Sean went to rebut her, but then closed his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Myna giggled more, knowing she was right. “I never will, either.” 
 
      
 
    Blushing, Sean shook his head as he reached the top of the stairs. The cooks all looked his way, and their soft sounds of how cute he and Myna were made his blush hotter. Myna grinned and kissed his neck one last time. 
 
      
 
    “He’s the best man,” Myna said proudly. “We’ll see you shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Glorina replied. “We’re just getting things ready to bring in.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was out the door, but it hadn’t shut before he’d heard a snippet of their conversation behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Will he carry us like that, do you think?” Lona asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I hope so,” Mona sighed. 
 
      
 
    “You know he can probably hear you,” Glorina snickered just before the door shut. 
 
      
 
    Myna was giggling uncontrollably, as Sean was a lovely shade of bright red. “He did, indeed.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Sean nudged the dining room door open with his foot. His blush, which had been fading, flared with the influx of soft, cute sounds when he entered the room. Taking Myna to her seat, he deposited her gently, then kissed her ear. 
 
      
 
    “I see Myna held to her word,” Fiona laughed. “I’d say it worked out for you, Myna.” 
 
      
 
    “It did. I didn’t ask to be carried; he just did it,” Myna smiled. “Oh, and Fel? We’re both good for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes glowing, Felora beamed. “Wonderful! I see the bite mark you gave him.” 
 
      
 
    Sean covered his face while the table laughed. He was saved by the cooks bringing breakfast in— seeing Sean in distress, Glorina went to rescue him. 
 
      
 
    “We’re having breakfast casserole today,” Glorina said. “It’s egg, cheese, sausages, and bacon. To accompany that, Mona made some fresh bread and Lona baked these little fruit tarts.” The sisters were setting the far end of the table while Glorina served the head. “The serving spoon, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Sean said, uncovering his face. 
 
      
 
    “We hope you enjoy it,” Glorina smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really possible not to when it comes to what the three of you make,” Sean replied, then took a big helping of the casserole. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When breakfast was over, Sean went back down to his workshop. Ida and Ryann followed along, ready to assist. Making it back down to his workbench, he stared at the electricity loop he’d made. He was sure there was an easy answer that he just wasn’t seeing. 
 
      
 
    “You want to divert the electricity, right?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ideally, but I’d want it to be controlled. I don’t want to just blast it away into some other poor idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good point,” Ryann said. “You don’t like hurting innocent people.” 
 
      
 
    “Which leaves me with questions, as I need it to work even if I’m in the air,” Sean said, “and if I’m in armor. If I was in armor, I could make a Faraday cage… that way, it would surround me, but ground.” 
 
      
 
    “A what?” Ryann asked. 
 
      
 
    “Faraday cage. It’d be easier just to show you.” Sean grabbed some metals and formed a small cage. When he was done, he had the live wire touch the outer edge, and electricity ran around the cage. “If it was large enough, you could safely stand inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting…” Ida said while watching the display. “You could turn your armor into something like this?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably, but I want something that works even when my armor isn’t deployed.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see where it’ll be trickier than we thought,” Ryann sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep trying things until we get it to work,” Sean said. “Back to the drawing board.” 
 
      
 
    The trio started brainstorming other ideas. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner was fast approaching when Ida asked Sean how his new electric motors worked for the bus. That made Sean stop— a new idea came to him, and he nearly facepalmed. He had an idea, so he threw himself into making a working prototype, forgetting to answer her. 
 
      
 
    Ida snorted in amusement when Sean started to frantically make something instead of responding to her. She’d just ask him again when he finished. Ryann shook her head— they’d all gotten used to Sean’s focus when it came to making things. 
 
      
 
    When he finally finished, he grinned at the cobbled-together thing he’d made. “Okay, let’s see what happens!” 
 
      
 
    Both Ida and Ryann paid attention as Sean put it against the electric current. The energy just vanished at the point it touched the makeshift device, the gems that Sean had attached to the monstrosity beginning to glow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Not a diverter,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “But will that work in the long run?” Ryann asked. “Don’t the gems have a finite amount of energy they can hold?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, which is why I’m going to move on to the next phase,” Sean said with a grin. “Give me a couple of minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, he had a simple torc in hand. The ends were sapphires, but it looked like thin veins of sapphire had been melded into the entire thing. Taking a deep breath, Sean put it on, then stepped closer to the live current. The lightning arced away from the runes to hit his new jewelry. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear gods, Sean!” Ryann exhaled roughly. “I nearly had a heart attack!” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite as bad for me, but shocking,” Ida said. “Now explain please?” 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped back; the gem veins were barely illuminated, and the endcaps weren’t glowing at all. “I made a collector. It’ll attract the current, then feed it into the gems. For the other test…” He turned away from them. “Close your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    They did, but the sudden brightness was still painful through their eyelids. There was a crackling that echoed in the room, then nothing. The smell of ozone filled the space, and Sean laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What just happened?” Ryann asked, blinking. 
 
      
 
    “I can discharge the current as twin bolts if there’s a charge,” Sean snickered. “I just need to make sure this new piece goes over my armor when it forms.” 
 
      
 
    “Or into your armor,” Ida suggested. “The gorget would work.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll work on that,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “When you get it right, we’d all like the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Done and done,” Sean grinned broadly. “First step down.” 
 
      
 
    “How did my question help you?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, Sean. We know how you get. I’d just like to know how I helped.” 
 
      
 
    “You reminded me that my rune works by holding the energy, then discharging it, so all I had to do was make it so I had a collector mark. It’ll draw any free charge in the air to you if it gets to within a few feet. Now, it’ll draw in, hold, then discharge as needed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never have gotten that from her question,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all okay?” Hallie asked, coming into the room. “It smells like a storm down here.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a working prototype to stop lightning,” Sean said, then hugged Ida. “Our wonderful wife inspired me.” 
 
      
 
    Ida giggled as she held him back. “All I did was ask him a question.” 
 
      
 
    “The right question at the right time is all it takes.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner will be ready soon,” Hallie said with an amused smile. “You can finish after food.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Sean said. “Ida, Ry, we’ll finish refining it after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, we want to help,” Ryann said, then moved over to hug him and Ida. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The next day, Sean, with help from Ida and Ryann, polished up his new lightning capture addition. Once it was as perfect as Sean could get it, he incorporated it into his armor and jewelry. After showing it off with help from Hallie’s lightning sword, he duplicated it on the armor for all of his family. That took an entire day, but he didn’t begrudge the time spent on what would negate one of Thor’s biggest strengths. That left Sean to find a way to stop himself from being thrown around by sheer strength and force during a fight. If he could figure that out, he’d then be able to move onto portals. 
 
      
 
    Sean sat at his desk, staring unseeing at the far wall. He didn’t notice Ida and Ryann coming in, nor them coming up to his sides. It was both of them kissing his cheeks that pulled him from his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you both,” Sean smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You looked stuck,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Your brow was furrowed,” Ryann said. She gave him a severe frown, tapping her own forehead where it creased. “Deep thinking, but not the kind where you’re having an epiphany.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah. I was just thinking of ways to stop me from getting tossed around during a fight. I’d prefer on the ground and in the air, but I’d settle for just on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your suggestion last night?” Ida asked. “The gravity well?” 
 
      
 
    “I was considering that, but that would hinder me, as well. If I could increase gravity enough to stop a Troll from throwing me away, it would stress my entire body, including my heart pumping blood.” 
 
      
 
    “That… sounds problematic,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “There are books where gravity powers are used, but they all have ways around it. The one where the main character had a gravity well, the magic was able to ignore him and his allies— that’s how things worked in that series… something about the rules of heaven overriding physics? I was fine with that in a book, but it won’t work for me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try to brainstorm to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Or we could get him working on something else? That might free up his mind to work on it while his hands are busy,” Ida suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I guess we could,” Sean shrugged. “Did you have something specific in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Maybe just things for Forged Bonds? You can make most of them without thinking deeply.” 
 
      
 
    “And maybe do midday sparring, too?” Ryann suggested. “We haven’t done any at all since Truestrike was dealt with. You’ve had a couple of realizations right after a spar before.” 
 
      
 
    “True…” Sean murmured. “Let’s do them both and see if either helps.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sean, it’s time for breakfast,” Andrea said, coming into the room. “Iceboxes?” The sight of them puzzled her. 
 
      
 
    “Just working on things while thinking,” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Did it help?” 
 
      
 
    “Not especially, but we were productive.” 
 
      
 
    Ida and Ryann kissed Andrea’s cheeks as they passed her, going down the hall to head upstairs. That left just Andrea and Sean in the workroom. 
 
      
 
    Andrea had a bright smile in place as she approached Sean. “My parents think they might be able to sell the inn sooner than they originally thought. I talked them into going to Hearthglen and visiting with Ida’s family for a tenday or two.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope to be onto portals by then. Hearthglen is my first stop, so it would make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband,” Andrea said, sitting in his lap to kiss him sweetly. 
 
      
 
    Sean kissed her back, wrapping his arms around her. “Anything for my wives as you know, dear Hearth Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea’s eyes flared with power for a moment as Sean tagged her place in the pantheon. “Do you know what that feels like? When you reaffirm our place?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s much like this— you holding us while the deep love between our Bonds rises and a warmth fills our hearts. It makes us know that we always have a place, and what that place is.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “I did come to get you for breakfast,” Andrea sighed as she shifted against him. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he scooped her up. “Yes, my love. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea giggled as she kissed his neck. “Myna can be a good influence sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Our dear brat cat is an influence both good and bad, but we love her for everything she does, even when that makes my face as hot as the sun.” 
 
      
 
    “It was amusing when you carried her to the table. It’d been ages since we’d seen you that red. If Helga, Aria, and Hallie hadn’t already claimed you tonight, I would have.” 
 
      
 
    “That reminds me… isn’t the pause on sex supposed to happen soon?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s still over a tenday away, and Myna’s still arguing for two days— not two tendays— of no sex. Felora is fully on board with her at this point, too. Fiona’s firmly holding her line at two tendays, but the rest of us haven’t joined the debate, yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. I knew it was soonish. That might be the first real argument they have as a family.” 
 
      
 
    “No. It’ll be decided peacefully…” Andrea murmured. “It’ll come down to us keeping an eye on our pregnancies if we side with Myna.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s… not a bad idea. Even if the pause happens at two tendays, you can all easily check each other, and doing so every day isn’t a bad thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring it up with Fiona after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean hadn’t figured out anything by midday sparring, so he excused himself to head up to spar. The cooks had been happy to hear he was going to spar with them again. They were waiting in the kitchen when he came up the stairs to the cellar. 
 
      
 
    “The others will be joining us to help round out the fighting,” Glorina said with a bright smile. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see who we have to help,” Sean said. “Ladies, have the stove and oven helped?” 
 
      
 
    “Immensely,” Mona said. 
 
      
 
    “Very much,” Lona added. 
 
      
 
    “Having three of them has helped us all work on meals at the same time,” Glorina said. 
 
      
 
    “Three? I made two…? Good job if it’s as good as the other two,” Sean started, then changed what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “It was easy to copy what you’d done. We had two of them here to study.” 
 
      
 
    “It was fun to Shape it,” Lona chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “And enchant it,” Mona grinned. 
 
      
 
    “It was a group effort,” Glorina finished as they walked down the hall with him. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the backyard, Sean chuckled. Arliat, Prita, Rumia, Quinna, and Cali were waiting with practice weapons in hand as they stretched. Helga came out from behind Sean and the cooks, looking everything over. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, did you wish to lead the combat?” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. You can pair us off, Helga,” Sean replied. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. We will start with…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The last spar wasn’t a mass all-on-Sean fight— it was just Helga versus Sean without Talents. Sean won, even with him tempering his physical capabilities down to Helga’s level. The joy in her eyes had been bright the entire fight, but surged when he disarmed her and held his wooden blade to her neck. 
 
      
 
    “Sparring is over. To the baths, everyone,” Helga said, still being pinned in place. 
 
      
 
    As people walked away, Sean lowered the blade only to find himself being kissed passionately. He had to brace himself before he could return the kiss. When it broke a moment later, Helga was breathing fast as she stared into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, My Lord,” Helga murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Helga. You’ve told me before how much you want me to best you in combat. Time and place for more, though? Right now, we need to go bathe with the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean took her hand in his, leading her to the bathing room. The others were mostly stripped and showering already, leaving Helga and Sean as the last to make it over to the showers. He didn’t go straight under the water, instead grabbing the soap to get the backs of the others who’d sparred. 
 
      
 
    “You all did good today,” Sean said. “Just wait for me to get to you. I know we’ve stopped the daily sparring; I don’t feel like we’re in the same amount of danger we were in before Truestrike was dealt with. However, Helga, I’m going to ask you to make sure that everyone gets at least one good spar every tenday, minus those who are pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    “I will arrange it, Sean,” Helga said. “Do you want me to include you in that?” 
 
      
 
    “I should. Mine will be just weapon skill, though. I want to improve that, if possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean,” Quinna said when he finished her back. 
 
      
 
    “How are the cuons?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I think Cuander is trying for pups already.” 
 
      
 
    “Not surprising,” Sean snorted. “What about Caleb?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s good. He and Shyla seem to get on well together, but no pups for him.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. I should make sure to take the time to play with them, too,” Sean murmured. “I’ll have to see about that. I can’t stop taking care of my family.” 
 
      
 
    “You never would,” Arliat said when he started on her back. 
 
      
 
    Glorina looked down the line; she’d be the last staff member to have their back washed. She had done that deliberately, because no one else seemed to realize that Sean always took longer with the last person. She wasn’t sharing that little tidbit with anyone but Tiska. It was their secret for a little extra pampering from him. 
 
      
 
    In time, everyone was in the tub. Sean had Rumia on one side and Glorina on the other. Helga just smirked while she floated in the middle of the tub. Sean had been amused, but he wasn’t going to make either of them feel like they shouldn’t be beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Glorina,” Prita asked, “has Tiska finished the family portrait?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. She’s taking her time with it. Tiska said it will be perfect, and is making sure that nothing ruins her goal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled at the thought. Tiska was talented, and he knew she’d give it her very best effort. One day, he might introduce her to cameras. With her eye for things, she’d likely make an excellent photographer, too. Combined, he was sure that she could take a picture and turn it into amazing artwork. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Rumia giggled. “You have that look in your eye again.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “An idea born,” Quinna said. 
 
      
 
    “You always have the same look whenever an idea strikes you,” Prita added. 
 
      
 
    “Did sparring help you with your goals?” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… uh… no. I had no idea I had a specific look for that. But no, this was unrelated to the Queens dilemma. It’s nothing for the short-term; something that can wait for years. After this bath is over, I’m going back down to work on my current conundrum.” 
 
      
 
    “You can do it,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “We know you will,” Mona joined in. 
 
      
 
    “All of us believe in your ability to find the way,” Glorina smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Never any doubt,” Arliat beamed. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the rush of belief from them and bowed his head. How can I fail with all of you behind me? he thought. It might take a day or days, but I will find a way to make my goals a reality. I will keep this family safe from the Queens, from Thor, and from anyone else who comes to challenge us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Eightday came and went, but Sean didn’t come up with a solution to keep him from flying if hit. Ida, Ryann, and Sean had worked on a few different ideas, but nothing came from them. Gravity was the wrong way to go, as it just didn’t work the way Sean wanted. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow would be Tenday, meaning they’d be going on their family trip to the gardens. Although he was looking forward to it, it also marked how much time was slipping away from him. He hadn’t even touched on the idea of portals, and he’d nearly spent a full tenday on other problems. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, maybe we’re thinking of it the wrong way,” Ryann suggested. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “If gravity isn’t the solution, what about a way to just increase the weight of your boots?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but it’d have to be a lot of weight,” Sean mused. 
 
      
 
    “We can work on it as an idea and test it out,” Ida said. “Come on, Ry. Let’s do that while Sean thinks of other ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d suggest waiting until after breakfast,” Aria said from the doorway. “It’s that time.” 
 
      
 
    “Time always seems to go by so fast when we’re working,” Ida chuckled. Taking Ryann’s hand in hers, she led her lover past Aria. 
 
      
 
    “Your turn, hmm?” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve staggered some because Andie wanted to tell you about her parents,” Aria grinned. “That’s why Ry got you the day before Andie, and Ida got you the day after.” 
 
      
 
    “Going in marriage order?” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly, minus the ones at Home. Fel should have had today, but offered to swap with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why you’re here,” Sean said softly. “Chas would be the one to get me, otherwise. Lilly and Felora would follow her, then you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Aria crossed the room to him. “Are you okay with this?” 
 
      
 
    Sean gently pulled her into his lap, holding her carefully. “I’m good. Just the normal spike of grief when I think of them.” 
 
      
 
    “We all know how that is. We’re looking forward to them being able to walk beside us in the future, too.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled at that, then looked into Aria’s red eyes. They reminded Sean of a bird of prey, as her heritage was reputed to be Harpy. Reaching up, he stroked the silky fine white hair she had; her feathers were gone, replaced at her request. 
 
      
 
    “I enjoy you stroking my hair,” Aria said throatily. “Thank you for making the change for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just glad you like it. I was worried you’d hate it after a few tendays.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never get tired of you or the others playing with my hair. It feels nice.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all that matters in the end. If you enjoy it, then it’s a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, but I was thinking of doing what Helga described to me last night.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Cutting the sides of my head short and leaving the top long.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was pretty sure he knew what Aria was suggesting. “It gives you a demure look when it’s down, then a more aggressive look when it’s pulled back.” 
 
      
 
    “I like that idea, but at the same time, if we have another major social event, I’d want to put it up like before. It might not work then.” 
 
      
 
    “Give yourself some time to stew on it. Honestly, though, it should be fine to try. We can regrow hair pretty quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “True.” Aria sighed, then gently tilted his head so she could kiss him. Soft, sweet, and gentle, their kiss was a loving one, only hinting at passion. 
 
      
 
    Scooping her up when the kiss broke, Sean chuckled as he carried her upstairs. It was starting to become a tradition, and Sean didn’t mind in the least. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was finishing when Rumia asked, “Sean, we’re still going to the gardens tomorrow, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought we were,” Sean said, looking at Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t sure if you felt comfortable missing a day working on your projects,” Fiona said. “I was going to ask at dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Invite our friends again,” Sean said. “Everyone who’s a good friend should just come out and enjoy the day.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll also make the point that Sean isn’t hiding away because he was injured in his duel,” Hallie said. “I heard the first rumors of that yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been pretty shut in, so I can see where that rumor could’ve started. Maybe Truestrike’s other friends are hoping to push me into a mistake they can capitalize on?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good point. Tomorrow will put that rumor to bed. You being out and about will make anyone plotting against you think twice. No one will want to anger you if you’ve dealt with Truestrike and remained unharmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Venn, let’s get messages sent to our friends,” Fiona said. Her eyes were on the large contingent of Messenger Fairies that took up a few places at the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure it gets done, Fiona,” Venn replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess it’s back to work for me,” Sean said since his plate was empty. “As soon as I get this problem figured out, it’ll be onto the portal issue.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you working on right now, sir?’ Glorina asked. 
 
      
 
    “Finding a way to not get tossed like a doll if a Troll kicks me.” 
 
      
 
    “Gravity?” Prita suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Tried it. We’ll be working on something to just over-weigh my boots when I want.” 
 
      
 
    “Not ideal, but if it works, then it works,” Felora said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like you can just lock yourself in place,” Xenta said. “Chains and—” 
 
      
 
    Sean cut her off unintentionally, her words jarring his brain, “Locked in place? Locked in space…” Mumbling, he got up and walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “What did I say?” Xenta asked, looking at Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but the locking was key to him, Xenta. You might have just inspired a solution.” Fiona gave the worried Fox Moonbound a smile. “Even if you didn’t, you gave him a new avenue, so be proud.” 
 
      
 
    Xenta’s hesitation slipped away, and she smiled. “I will be, Fiona.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was lost in his thoughts as he doodled on his desk. Ida and Ryann came back into the room to work on the idea of increased weight, making sure not to disturb him. To anyone who knew Sean, it was clear he was working through a problem in his mind. 
 
      
 
    “No… maybe…? I’m… hmm,” Sean muttered as he sat back in his chair. “Only one way to find out, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you figure out?” Ida asked from where she and Ryann were scrapping their idea. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea, but I need to make a prototype to test it.” Seeing them cleaning up, he gave them a hopeful look. “Any good news?” 
 
      
 
    “None,” Ryann said, “unless you want to stomp around and strain to move your legs.” 
 
      
 
    “Pass,” Sean said. “Let me make a boot to test out my idea on.” 
 
      
 
    “We have some,” Ida said. “You’d just need to erase the weight rune on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are they sized for?” 
 
      
 
    “Me,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll resize them for me. You’re both carrying our children, so I’m not letting you be test subjects.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Ida said. “Okay, here are the boots.” 
 
      
 
    It took Sean some time to get the runes inscribed the way he thought would work— Ida and Ryann were puzzled about him working on the inside and the bottom of the boot. When he finally finished, he put them on. 
 
      
 
    “If this works, it won’t look odd to start with,” Sean said. He walked toward the door and back without any trouble. “First test done; no hindering normal walking. Next, running.” He sprinted down the hall and back. “Lateral movement test.” 
 
      
 
    That was when it happened— he went to leap sideways, and his left boot stayed firmly planted to the ground, sending him sprawling awkwardly. Ida and Ryann were there helping him back up in the next instant. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    “The rune is supposed to set when my feet are flat, but disengage when I flex my foot to take a step,” Sean grunted. “I didn’t flex my left foot in that move. Because of that, the rune worked on my boot and stayed locked in place.” 
 
      
 
    “How? Why?” Ryann asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean went to his chair, taking a seat, and pulling the boots off. “Spatial lock. It anchors the boots to the spot they’re in. I need to tinker on it.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them studied a boot before Ryann grunted. “Wouldn’t rocking your foot have worked?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but I can’t rely on remembering that in a fight. That dodge was something I always do.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d brace for any hit that could send you flying,” Ida said slowly. “Why not set the runes to work when you plant to brace?” 
 
      
 
    Sean considered it, then stood up and went through a mock fight in the middle of the room. Ida was right; when he set to accept a hit, he firmly planted his feet. Maybe that would work for him? 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it a try,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Sean had a rune that worked the way he wanted. If either of his boots were planted, he might get knocked over, but he wouldn’t go flying. Helga had come down to tackle him as hard as she could to test it. It wouldn’t work in the air, but he honestly never expected to have something that would work in the air. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was happy, but then Helga asked, “Sean, why the always-on function?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You have it set to always trigger if you put enough pressure on your heel. Why not just have it trigger when you push energy into it?” 
 
      
 
    Ida, Ryann, and Sean stared at her, then began to laugh. “We never even thought of it,” Ryann snickered. 
 
      
 
    “This is why having others helps,” Ida grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Redesign time,” Sean said as he worked on a new iteration. When he did, he wondered if it would work in the air then, too. If he didn’t have to exert pressure, he might be able to become immovable anywhere. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fiona came down to get them for bathing before dinner, finding all four of them grinning at Sean, who was standing mid-air. “What in the world?” 
 
      
 
    “Spatial locks,” Sean grinned down at her. “A little trickle of energy and they’ll keep your boots locked in place, even in the air, as you can see.” 
 
      
 
    “We can add them to everyone’s armor on Oneday,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “The only thing is if you try to walk on air, it takes a lot of balance to pull it off,” Sean chuckled, then did just that. “But man, it’s a rush.” 
 
      
 
    “If I can coax you down, my love, it’s time to bathe,” Fiona said, marveling at her husband. “I think you’ve created enough for today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Sean said, dropping down, but grabbing Helga to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    “She had the last part of the idea that made it possible for him to lock in the air,” Ryann told Fiona as she walked with Ida toward the door. “He would have been ground bound, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “A well-deserved kiss, then,” Fiona smiled. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t dally.” 
 
      
 
    When Sean stepped back, Helga was red-faced. “Thank you, Helga.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, while I don’t expect you to kiss Xenta that way,” Fiona said with an amused smirk, “maybe you should give her some extra praise tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right. Xenta did give me the original idea.” 
 
      
 
    “She deserves the praise, too,” Helga agreed, kissing Sean’s cheek before walking away from him. 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded as he went to Fiona, taking her hand. “I’ll make sure she gets a thank you. I don’t want the others to stress over it; if they see that they get a reward every time they help me with something like that, they might overwork themselves trying to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that is a concern. Whatever you feel comfortable with is fine with all of us, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean considered that as they walked up the stairs and through the kitchen where the cooks were getting things prepared. He gave them smiles as he went by, but he wondered about it. The only thing stopping him from doing more with the staff were his own rules. Fiona had just said his wives would be okay with whatever he deemed appropriate. Maybe chaste kisses were okay for them at this point? In three more tendays, Myna would have their first child, and then the others would swiftly follow. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t overthink it, beloved,” Fiona said, stopping them just short of the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a chaste kiss?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    Fiona giggled, then gave him just that. “Those would be fine, but maybe tell them after this first one? This will shock all of them and set their hearts aflutter with hope.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked into her heterochromatic eyes for a long moment. “It’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    Fiona gently touched his cheek. “My dear, shy husband. Chaste kisses before the children are fine. We all care for them just as much as you do. None of them will push, knowing how that would negatively affect all of them. Xenta will be beside herself to be the first, and they’ll know why she was. Later tonight, before bed, I’ll make sure they understand the hows and whys.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded, then gave her a deeper, slower, loving kiss. Fiona pressed into him, returning his love to him. That love radiated to their wives in the bathroom, and then rebounded back to the pair kissing. Laughter came from the bathroom when Myna made a comment that Sean didn’t catch through the door. 
 
      
 
    When he entered with Fiona a moment later, everyone was smirking at them. Fiona laughed as she began to strip her clothing off. Sean flushed; while it wasn’t too deep a shade of red, he was still blushing a little. 
 
      
 
    Washing up was done quickly, and Sean and Fiona were soon in the tub, the last two in. The moment he took his seat, Fiona went to Xenta, taking her hand and leading her over to Sean. Xenta’s eyes were wide as she was gently placed in Sean’s lap. Sean was just as shocked to have Xenta there, and turned deep red as his body reacted to her being in that position. He was glad she was more on his thigh, so nothing unintended happened. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Xenta whispered, staring into his eyes with hope. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to show a little more affection to all of you,” Sean said softly, but loudly enough that everyone in the room could hear him. “But you’re the one who gets this first. Chaste.” 
 
      
 
    Xenta’s heart stopped when his lips met hers. She fought her desire to press into him, to just straddle him and kiss him hotly. A small whimper escaped her as she kissed Sean back as lightly as he kissed her. When Sean leaned back, she nearly kissed him again, but managed to catch herself, leaning back to make sure she didn’t try again. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Xenta. I can work on portals on Oneday; you and Helga gave me the answers to my problem. I’ll kiss you and the others chastely starting today, but it won’t be every day, and they’ll be brief. The children come first, and then we’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. As Alpha wishes.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face went crimson, and then Xenta’s did when she realized what she’d said. Laughter came from the rest of the staff, some of his wives joining in. They all knew she hadn’t meant to say it, that it had just slipped out in the moment. Xenta swallowed, but Sean didn’t rebuke her; he just looked awkward. 
 
      
 
    “After we marry, Xenta?” Sean finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stroked her cheek for a moment, then gently disengaged her from his lap before he accidentally poked her. “It’s okay, but you should go back to Cali for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir…” Xenta whispered. 
 
      
 
    The moment she swam away, Myna was in his lap, just missing impaling herself on him. She took a spot that had him pressing against her, but not into her. “I’ll take this seat now, Master.” 
 
      
 
    That got laughter from everyone except Sean, who just shook his head. He held her in place to make sure she didn’t do more, but was fine with her sitting with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The entire house was excited about their day in the garden. Breakfast had been lively as everyone discussed their favorite parts; Sean’s happiness was high as he watched his family. That happiness went to his wives, then came back to him, redoubled from their empathic bonds. 
 
      
 
    An hour before it was time to leave, Sean took a seat at the desk with the book that the Fairies had chosen for the day. “Good morning to all of you,” he greeted them. 
 
      
 
    The chorus from the younger Fairies was enthusiastic, and Arla spoke up after that, “Only three more tendays, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “For the children to be born,” Sean nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And for us to be adults,” Jutt said. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Sean nodded. “Funny how that worked out.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fate,” Jott said. 
 
      
 
    “Funny thing, fate and me,” Sean chuckled. “How about we don’t read today, but I tell you a story, instead?” 
 
      
 
    Cheers and agreement came from all of the children, and Sean looked over at the newest members of the group. “Have you heard my story?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Our parents told us— everyone in the clan is told— but to hear it directly from you would be even better,” the youngest said. 
 
      
 
    Sean still couldn’t get over how the children were just half-sized and acted like children-teens. He wondered if that was a good or bad thing. He wasn’t looking forward to the ‘terrible twos’ with his children, but he didn’t want to miss them, either. That was something he’d felt bad about for the fictional character sponsored by Luck; the poor bastard missed years out of his children’s lives because of his mission. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Arla asked, pulling him from his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Just thinking of how different my children will be from you.” 
 
      
 
    “For the first year, they’re basically helpless,” Jott said. “We’ll be watching over them to make sure they’re safe. When they get older, they’ll be mobile, which will mean new hazards.” 
 
      
 
    “Those of us who won’t quite be adults will have an adult with us until we come of age,” another of the Fairy children said. “This way, an adult is always with them. We’ll have our younger peers help us so they can learn what they’ll be doing when they grow up, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… that makes sense. Onim’s a smart one.” 
 
      
 
    “They are,” Jutt nodded. “They deeply miss Omin, but love that they can make the clan stronger until they’re reunited.” 
 
      
 
    That made the moment more somber for Sean, as it reminded him of a day when death had taken two of his wives from him, too. Clearing his throat, he tried to focus on what he was here for. “I’ll start at the very beginning: I was asked by a friend to meet him at a tavern…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When he got to his death at Thor’s hands— or foot, to be accurate— Arla asked, “This is the god you made the new enchantments to fight against?” 
 
      
 
    Sean blinked, thrown off-kilter by the question. “Technically, yes. I hope not to see him again, but I’m not going to let him hurt my family by killing me. If he finds me during my planar travels, I won’t be the one dying this time.” 
 
      
 
    “We believe in you, Sean,” Jott said. The others all chimed in, adding more belief to that sentiment. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the pulse from the younger Fairies and smiled at them. “Thank you. I’ll hope first to avoid him, though, as nothing good will come from fighting him.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to disrupt your story. Sorry, Sean,” Arla apologized. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. You had a question, and questions are a way to learn. Now, after he broke my sternum and I died…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Fairies were listening raptly when Aria came into the room. She waited for him to finish his last bit of story, the part where he set out of Oakwood with Fiona and Myna, before telling him, “Sean, it’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you all have a good day,” Sean said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    “We will!” Arla beamed. 
 
      
 
    Aria gave his cheek a kiss as they left the room. “You know we all love the fact that you read to them, right?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been mentioned,” Sean grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone will be joining us today,” Aria went on as they headed for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be nice. Did we send word to Minerva?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Everyone who knows who you are, plus the closest allies who don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Should be a good day,” Sean said, exhaling slowly. “Tomorrow starts my push on making portals.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, not today,” Aria said firmly. “Fiona told me to stop you if you started.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he put his arm around her waist. “I love all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “As we love you and each other. That second part is what still amazes me… all the love we have for each other. I was a little hesitant when we married. I was worried that I’d be the least wife, but Fiona, Myna, all of them helped me see that wasn’t the case… even if my wedding night was put on hold for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “I felt like such an ass for that,” Sean murmured. “I remember you reminding me.” 
 
      
 
    “You had reasons, Sean. It just let me know that you’ll love all of us as deeply as any other. Lilly hadn’t been a wife long, but you mourned her just as deeply as Chastity. Giving you time to grieve them wasn’t anything I begrudge. But for now, let’s move past the sadness.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, my dear lovebird.” 
 
      
 
    Aria laughed, slapping his arm. “Terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re anything but terrible,” Sean grinned. 
 
      
 
    “You’re learning from Felora.” 
 
      
 
    “A little.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Sean stepped off the bus, all of his friends were chatting with his wives and staff. He greeted everyone as the group slowly funneled along the walkways of the garden. As they walked, he made time to catch up with Vasu Flamehair. 
 
      
 
    “How has the changeover of streetlamps gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Casey Roads has been a delight to work with. Her team has mostly stayed the same, but a few have had others step in for a day here or there. The Advisor signed off on all of the lamps being switched.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s wonderful to hear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it came about because someone said they thought it would produce gas from the sewers. The Advisor had a Bear Moonbound go around to all of the installed lamps; what he found was that there was more gas in the areas where the lamps weren’t yet changed than where they had been.” 
 
      
 
    “Truestrike ally?” 
 
      
 
    “It was before the duel, so perhaps.” 
 
      
 
    “Moot point,” Sean shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Charie was given a letter of accomplishment from the Advisor for it. There was even a suggestion that Charie inform other cities to follow suit if they have a sewer system.” 
 
      
 
    “Giving your family some needed recognition for their hard work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Vasu patted Sean’s back. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Always glad to help a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” Jefferson chuckled, coming over to join them. The former leatherworker was smiling broadly. “Life has been nothing short of wondrous since Sean appeared. Sure, I left Hearthglen, but I have a devoted wife, a wonderful manservant, and a child on the way.” 
 
      
 
    “You did all that. I might have inadvertently introduced you and Michelle, but you two did the rest,” Sean laughed. 
 
      
 
    “True, but we’d never have met if not for you,” Jefferson said. 
 
      
 
    “To say nothing of my child who will be born shortly before all of his,” Giralt added, having joined the conversation. “And my departure from always smoking, which Clara has been very appreciative of. Well, she’s appreciative of both of them, but she mentions my not smoking most days. If I had known how much it had bothered her, I would have quit so much sooner. That brings up a point I wanted to address with you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds serious. Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Not wrong, but… Clara suggested it, and I agree with her. If we have a boy, we’d like to name him after you. Is that okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m flattered, but there’s no need to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “She was very firm on the name, but said she would choose differently if it upset you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s fine,” Sean said. “Just thought maybe naming them after one of your parents would be a better choice.” 
 
      
 
    “If we have a girl, she’s being named after Clara’s grandmother, Clarabell.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “You’re hoping for a son.” 
 
      
 
    “Purely selfishly. I want to see the family line go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Something most men want,” Vasu nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Especially if they’re nobility,” Toivo Mageheart said, joining them. “We’re hoping to see the Mageheart line become as well-known and respected as our former families.” 
 
      
 
    “How could the Mageheart line not?” Vasu laughed. “I’ve met the founders. With them there to guide it, it will be a wonderful family.” 
 
      
 
    Some of their wives looked back, smiling as they did— they were glad their husbands got along so well together. Husbands needed good male friends around them to help keep them balanced in life. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse us. Do you mind if we join your group?” Minerva asked as she came their way, her son in tow. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, High Lady, we’d be honored,” Sean grinned. “Let me introduce you around, as you might not have met most of those with us today, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    “A very large group,” Queensblood said. “I can see why some might be curious and flag down my men.” 
 
      
 
    “It is unusual to see you out of uniform,” Toivo said to Queensblood. 
 
      
 
    “Mother insisted that we not be overly formal. This was the best I could do for that.” 
 
      
 
    “It fits in with most of us,” Vasu said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the most underdressed here,” Jefferson snorted, “but I don’t mind. I’m just a simple leatherworker, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing ‘simple’ about your work these days,” Giralt laughed. 
 
      
 
    “True, but I wouldn’t even be able to do that if not for Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stayed quiet as they walked on. He was gratified to see Queensblood loosen up as he engaged with Toivo and Vasu, then Giralt. It was a good day, and he felt refreshed being out with family and friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    As the group walked the grounds, Sean took note of some other nobles circling the group respectfully at a distance. When Hallie came to walk with him, he pointed it out to her. 
 
      
 
    “They are trying to take your measure,” Hallie explained. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing if I’m unapproachable, a dick, or something else?” 
 
      
 
    “Roughly.” Hallie shook her head with an amused smile on her lips. “They are also likely gauging if they can approach you now or if they should wait.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really need nobles who aren’t real friends,” Sean muttered. 
 
      
 
    “True, but whether or not they would be a Rockshield or a Bloodheart is unknown until we speak to them.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess that’s true…” 
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, because of my time with Evelyn, Daria, and the others, I have a good idea who would be worth the time to even find out.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we send some of the clan to them, letting our position be known?” 
 
      
 
    “Blunt, but that would help them understand you… I’ll send my cadre of Fairies. They’ve been there for the teas and gatherings. This way, they can extend an invitation to tea or politely decline.” 
 
      
 
    “Because they know the names of who is worth the potential trouble. That makes sense. Thank you, Hallie. A good wife thinks of everything.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie laughed lightly, squeezing his elbow she was holding as they walked. “Thank you, husband. We all do our best in our own ways, as you do in yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if I do enough for all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d know if we felt differently. It’s not like we can hide our emotions from you or each other.” 
 
      
 
    “An unexpected side effect of the Chooser Bond.” 
 
      
 
    “But not upsetting to any of us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have that bond, too, won’t we?” Prita asked. 
 
      
 
    “Once you marry,” Sean nodded. “It fully realizes with a Soul Bond. I get hints from all of you right now, but none of you can feel me or anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. It’s just another reason to look forward to marrying you, as if we needed more,” she giggled. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed with her. As eager as they all were already, it wasn’t like the empathy was going to be what drove them. 
 
      
 
    They stopped for lunch a few minutes later. Rumia sat beside Sean with a happy expression; she’d been talking to nearly everyone all day. It felt like someone was always asking about one flower or another, and that made her giddy to be able to share her love of plants with others. But now, sitting beside Sean, she was truly happy. Tendays were the best days of the tenday as far as Rumia was concerned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see your smile,” Sean said. “I was concerned that with so many people, you’d dislike talking about the flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “No. This is a good day. Flowers are currently my third favorite thing to speak about.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was afraid to ask. “I can guess at the top spot.” 
 
      
 
    “You would be right; it’s you. Do you know the second?” 
 
      
 
    Sean considered for a moment before asking, “The Bog?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It is my place with the family, and I love it. Not as much as I love you or the people in our family, but I love being the Tender.” 
 
      
 
    “Prita, Arliat, and you are doing well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we’ve never had an argument. I’m amused that even with Arliat being older than me, she isn’t the one who’s taken the lead in our triad. Both of them look to me, and while that’s a little daunting at times, it’s also wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re also the leader of the exterior staff,” Sean said, his eyes going to Quilla and Quinna sitting with their lovers. 
 
      
 
    “They just feel better following another. Their heritage, much like the maids, does influence them. Mine influences my love of flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “I always forget you’re part-Dryad.” 
 
      
 
    “Fiona and I talk about it occasionally, how we’ve always felt drawn to plants because of it. Her Talent led her to woodworking. I didn’t have a Talent, but Mother and I could always tell when a plant was not doing well. That led us into gardening for the wealthy, as we’ve never had a plant die on us.” 
 
      
 
    “That explains why our gardens are always so lush,” Sean smiled, bumping her lightly with his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been harder with just me,” Rumia said softly. “I miss working beside Mother, but I’m happy for her, too. She gets to see all new plants, tend to them, and doesn’t have to worry about being asked to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never have asked her to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “We know. But at the time the Life Bonds were asked for, she felt like if she didn’t, she would be slowly phased out. As time went on, she calmed, accepting that you were fine with her not caring for you like we do. Then…” Trailing off, she thought back to the night Rosa was killed and shuddered. 
 
      
 
    Sean put his arm around her waist, drawing her closer to him. “It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “It always is in your arms.” 
 
      
 
    Sean rested his head sideways against hers. “Today is a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “One of the best we’ve had in the city,” Rumia agreed. Her cheeks were pink, but her heart was soaring. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    As lunch was ending, Ven brought a Fairy over to Sean. “Sean, Pomp from the Advisor to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave the Fairy a smile. “Go ahead, Pomp.” 
 
      
 
    “The Advisor wishes you to attend her at your earliest convenience,” Pomp said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that like now, or—?” Sean started to ask when Hallie spoke up loudly to cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “It is now, Sean. It’s fine. We will continue our walk in the garden while you attend,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    “Am I allowed to bring a wife along?” Sean asked Pomp. 
 
      
 
    “The Advisor did not specify, which normally means a spouse is acceptable,” Pomp replied. 
 
      
 
    “Myself and Hallie MacDougal will attend,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Pomp said with a small bow before arrowing away toward the top of the tower. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll catch up as soon as we can,” Hallie apologized to everyone. “When the Advisor calls, we must go.” 
 
      
 
    “As we all would,” Minerva said. 
 
      
 
    Sean and Hallie headed for the Tower while the rest of the group started around the garden. Sean tried to think of any reason Mackenzie would summon him. He already knew the Queens were coming, and there hadn’t been any emergencies that he’d heard of. 
 
      
 
    As they climbed the stairs, the only reason he could think of being summoned was Cimmacrinth. “That has to be it…” Sean muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know why, Sean?” Hallie whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… the fact he is still alive would be troubling to her. I should have considered that she would want to speak to you on that topic.” 
 
      
 
    “No one can account for everything, not even someone as talented as you, dear.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s kind of you, but this is my bailiwick for the family. I should have seen this.” 
 
      
 
    Sean slowed them as they came to the floor just under the library. Leading her just out of the way, he held her. “No. Stop. We all do the best we can; that’s all any of us ask for. No one is going to catch everything. I won’t let you beat yourself up for not seeing this.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie lowered her head, then rested it against his chest. “As my husband wishes. I will try to set aside my feelings about it being my fault.” 
 
      
 
    Sean kissed the top of her head. “Because it isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Disgraceful,” a muttered comment was given from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Sean turned his head to stare at who was commenting. Lord Houndlord saw Sean and his face paled. Stammering, the other Lord began to back away. “Did you say something, Houndlord?” Sean nearly hissed the question. 
 
      
 
    “No, Lord MacDougal! No. I’ll just be on my way.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, leave him. We have an appointment with the Advisor to keep,” Hallie said. Taking Sean’s hand, she came around from where she’d been mostly hidden by him. 
 
      
 
    Glancing her way, Sean nodded. “Right. That’s the only reason we’re here and not outside.” By the time Sean looked back at Houndlord, the other Lord was quickly fleeing down the stairs. “Coward…” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “No one with sense would fault him for fleeing,” Hallie said. “You killed Truestrike in a duel, are standing here uninjured, and have an appointment with the Advisor. Those are all ample reasons to not cause you trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “You think it was random?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Because while he might have been a fool with Truestrike as an ally, he would stay far away from you now. Truestrike and Rockshield both died in that duel. Every old ally of Truestrike has to be leery of reminding you of who they are.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” Sean muttered as he offered her his arm again. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Siobhan gave Sean a polite nod, but didn’t try to stop him, meaning Sean was swiftly up to the top level, then escorted by Major Stoutheart. Stoutheart led Sean past the motionless scribes and into the Advisor’s meeting room. Mackenzie dismissed Stoutheart before offering seats to her guests. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, do you know why I summoned you?” Mackenzie asked once everyone was seated. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea, but would prefer you address it.” 
 
      
 
    “How is the dragon still alive?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have a Life Bond with him.” 
 
      
 
    “He had a broken Life Bond already. Even if you offered him one, it shouldn’t have stopped his death.” 
 
      
 
    Sean scratched his chin. “About that… his Bond was broken before Truestrike died.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s eyes widened. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked him if he wanted to be free, and when he agreed, I snapped his Life Bond with Truestrike.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie picked up the glass of wine from beside her seat slowly. Draining it all in one long drink, she set the empty glass back down. “You… you broke a Life Bond during the duel? After you were almost killed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie got up and walked across the room to where some glasses and bottles stood on a small bar. She poured a small bit of something, downed it, then poured a much larger glass. Bringing it back, she took her seat again. “Sean… I’ll have to report this.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I don’t want you to get in trouble, though, Mackenzie. I won’t let them turn you into a statue. If that means I have to tell you things I’d rather not, so be it.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a sip of her new glass, she set it beside her. “What are you doing with the beast?” 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth,” Sean corrected her gently. “He’s a pain in the ass. He acts just like I think a dragon would act, except for him being subservient to me, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is already terrifying enough. Most of them were killed because they refused to bow their heads to the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… well, hopefully they’re okay with me keeping him. I won’t let them just kill him, either.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie sighed. “Where is he staying, and how do you plan to keep him from laying waste to the countryside?” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll do as I asked, staying near his home, which is that extra property you gave me. I arranged for him to be fed regularly enough that he’ll be fine. I gave him some new shiny things for his hoard so he’ll be content.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Mackenzie said, taking another drink. “That was the big reason to summon you. The other is… Pomp… your turn.” 
 
      
 
    Pomp came flying down to stand on Mackenzie’s table. “Lord MacDougal, I have a request.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean. Just call me Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Pomp cleared their throat. “Sean… would you let Pamp leave your clan?” 
 
      
 
    “Pamp?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    Ven came down to sit on his shoulder. “Pamp is a clan member who was found in Icehold. Pamp is certain that Pomp is their paired. The problem is that Pomp cannot leave their service, and Pamp knows everything the clan does.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled as he understood. “If Pamp wants to be with Pomp, they’d have to take a Bond to the Queens?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Pomp said. “That is where Pamp and I have run into a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “We need Pamp for this…” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “They are coming,” Ven said. “Hallie’s first left so they can switch places for now.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie sat back in her chair sipping her drink. “What will you do, Sean?” There was a hint of tipsiness to her voice. 
 
      
 
    “If Pamp really wants it, I’ll let them go,” Sean shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “My husband’s a romantic,” Hallie smiled. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s face fell for a moment before she got her mask back in place. “That must be wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “Ironfist?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie jerked, then sighed, nodding. “We’d spoken of what might be when my term ended.” She set her cup down as anger filled her eyes. “That pathetic waste of a Lord cost me…” She trailed off. The fire in her voice died, only to be replaced by sorrow. 
 
      
 
    Hallie went to kneel beside Mackenzie’s chair. “We’re sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I…” Mackenzie sniffled, giving Hallie a brief hug. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I have come, sir,” Pamp said, floating a few feet away. Pamp’s gaze went to Pomp with hope and worry. 
 
      
 
    “Pamp, you want to leave the clan and join Pomp in the tower?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    Pamp wobbled in the air, then bowed. “Since Pomp can’t join the clan, yes. If they could, then we’d rather that.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t sever the Bond of the Fairies,” Mackenzie sighed. “I would if I could for Pomp, but I cannot.” 
 
      
 
    Sean reached out, feeling the Bond on Pamp, and snapped it. “Leave the items of the clan with Ven, and you are free to go, Pamp.” 
 
      
 
    Pamp stripped off their armor and weapons. With that done, they went to float in front of Mackenzie. “Advisor, may I join the clan?” 
 
      
 
    “Speak to the scribes, as they handle that,” Mackenzie said. “Pomp, go with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Advisor,” Pomp said. Twin blurs left the room a second later. 
 
      
 
    “Mackenzie,” Sean said softly, “after the Queens arrive, I’d like to talk to you again, once they are done using you as their proxy.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to, Sean,” Mackenzie said softly. “I find myself a bit inebriated, so please go for now.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stood, then offered his arm to Hallie. “Until later.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie returned the farewell, but stayed where she was. When they left her alone in the room, she let her grief out. She cried for her lost lover, who would have been her husband if not for Truestrike. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The rest of their day exploring the gardens after rejoining the group had been peaceful. Sean explained the reason he’d been summoned— Minerva was surprised that the dragon still lived, as well, as she’d also thought the Bond would kill it. That led to a much quieter conversation about how it was even possible. Minerva was shocked, but took it in stride. Illandril had nearly fallen over at Sean’s casual explanation of breaking a Life Bond; only the Queens were capable of such, making him once again reevaluate his opinion of Sean’s true power. 
 
      
 
    Sean thought about it as he got dressed for the day. Minerva had called him the equal to at least one of the Queens in power, as both working together might still be more than he could handle. Add in their personal guards— who were said to be the best in the world— and if any conflict came between them, it would be messy, and he had no idea how many would die. He was certain his family wouldn’t make it out unscathed. The Queens likely had no compunction about going after his weakness. 
 
      
 
    Fully dressed in his work clothes with all of his new, revamped armor-jewelry on, he snuck out of the dressing room and down the hall. He hadn’t gone far when three doors opened. Lona, Mona, and Glorina came out of the open doors, shutting them quietly behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” Sean greeted them softly. “Is it difficult to slip out in the mornings?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Mona giggled. “Quinna is a sound sleeper.” 
 
      
 
    “Quilla is, too,” Lona grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Tiska wakes up every time, but normally, she can get back to sleep,” Glorina said. “We’re surprised you’ve managed to get away all tenday. It must be difficult for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, no,” Sean murmured, thinking about it. “I’m normally in the middle of the bed, but no one stirs when I get up. That’s good, though. I don’t want to wake them.” 
 
      
 
    They were going downstairs when Mona asked, “Maybe it’s because you don’t want to wake them that they can sleep in?” 
 
      
 
    “Unconsciously willing them to sleep?” Lona asked her sister. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We know he wouldn’t do it intentionally.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t, but maybe it’s my subconscious wish that helps them sleep,” Sean murmured, considering the idea. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve adapted well to not going to wake you,” Glorina smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Just changed to who comes to get me for breakfast,” Sean laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You carrying them to breakfast is so cute,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “Myna started it.” 
 
      
 
    “And now, they all want it, not that we blame them,” Mona sighed wistfully. 
 
      
 
    Sean heard the hope and longing in her tone. “Your time will come.” 
 
      
 
    “We know, sir,” Glorina said. “We just think about what it’ll be like for us.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be odd being wives. It’ll be good, but different,” Lona said. “We’ve all talked about it. We’ll have tasks to complete— what we currently do now— but Fiona suggested the others might join in to help after we marry.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a bad thing. If you’re all equal as wives, it makes sense, and I don’t want more staff,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    The cooks laughed as they entered the kitchen. They knew why he was against that idea, and honestly, they didn’t want more people in the home, either. They worked most of the day to get breakfast and dinner done for the family and Fairy clan. 
 
      
 
    Sean didn’t go straight down into the cellar. He had given Xenta a chaste kiss before in thanks, but he didn’t want them to think they had to do something special to get one. The cooks started to get things ready for breakfast, but Sean called them to stop. “Ladies, a moment, please?” 
 
      
 
    All three stopped what they were doing, giving him their undivided attention. They were surprised when Sean stepped right up to Glorina. When he gently cupped her chin, tilting it so he could kiss her, the sisters’ breath caught. Glorina let out a soft happy sound when Sean’s lips met hers for that brief moment. 
 
      
 
    Eyes closed even after Sean had stepped away, Glorina held onto the moment for as long as she could in her mind. Her one-day husband had given her a kiss— a real kiss— and she was flying in anticipation of telling Tiska later. She knew Tiska would kiss her over and over in joy. 
 
      
 
    Lona’s eyes went wide when Sean went over to her. When he touched her cheek, her eyes shut and her lips pursed. Her heart almost burst in joy when their lips met. She’d been expecting to be last, since Mona was the older sister, but she’d been kissed before Mona. Just like Glorina, Lona kept her eyes closed, savoring the kiss when Sean turned to her sister. 
 
      
 
    Mona licked her lips, closing her eyes before Sean even touched her. When he gently cupped her chin, she let out a soft moan. Her mind raced with how much more it would be one day, but she ignored them and focused solely on the kiss. Her lips were warm, soft, and inviting. She nearly pushed into him to force her tongue into his mouth, but she reined in that impulse; it would ruin everything if she did. When he stepped back, a soft sound of denial slipped from her lips unbidden. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I love you. You know that as surely as I do. There’s no denying it. In a few tendays, the children will start being born. I’m hesitant to marry you with the Queens looming over us, but before another year passes, you will be married.” 
 
      
 
    All three of them stared at him with joy and hope, but it was Glorina who found the words to speak, “Thank you, Sean. That goes for the others, too, right?” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips turned up at the corners. “Yes. I’ll be telling everyone at breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be so happy…” Lona whispered. 
 
      
 
    “As we are,” Mona added. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to work now,” Sean said. “I’ll see you for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” the three cooks said with bright smiles. 
 
      
 
    Heading into the cellar, Sean didn’t feel bad about what he’d done. It was time to stop dancing around the growing emotions between them all. If not for the Queens and the need to make portals, he might just marry all of them immediately. Life on this world had never been straightforward or without complications, though, so he didn’t expect it to start now. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast time,” Felora announced from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Ryann glanced at her with a smirk. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Felora replied. “I’m looking forward to being carried upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    Ida snickered as she snagged Ryann’s hand. “Come on, Ry. We can hand the completed sets off to the others.” 
 
      
 
    Sean finally looked up from his desk. He’d been trying to find something that really spoke to him for teleportation on the same world. If he could capture that feeling, he was hoping to shift it to work off-plane, too. “Good morning, Fel.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, husband,” Felora purred, shutting the door behind Ida and Ryann. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s eyebrow went up. “I thought it was time for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it is…” Felora murmured, her eyes starting to glow red. “Breakfast for me, then after a bit, food upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he watched her sway across the room. He’d never have guessed how erotic a pregnant woman intent on having him for breakfast could be until right this moment. It could just be Fel’s nature, but damn, if he wasn’t as eager for it as she was now. “But that would set a bad precedent. Myna didn’t get any extra on her day.” 
 
      
 
    “They all knew what was going to happen. Why do you think Ryann questioned me about breakfast?” She made it to his desk, but didn’t come around it. Leaning on it, she bent forward, letting her chest sway enticingly before his eyes. “If you say no, I’ll accept it, Master.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stared into her eyes for a few silent seconds before he pushed his chair back. “Come sit on my lap and cuddle, Fel.” 
 
      
 
    Felora whimpered slightly, but did as he’d said. A happy sound escaped her when he held her to him. It might not be exactly what she wanted, but the love and desire in him filled her in ways that only a Succubus would know. She let out soft sounds as she shifted against him— even though he wasn’t touching her inappropriately, her body shuddered through multiple orgasms. Sean just held her, kissing her cheek as he let all of his love and lust for her flow around her. 
 
      
 
    “Enough… please, Master…” Felora eventually whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Are you full now, you tempting devil?” 
 
      
 
    “So full that I might burst if you keep projecting to me.” 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled back on his emotions as much as he could. “You’ve burst enough already. We’re going to have to clean my pants and your skirt before we go to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Felora moaned as she kissed him. It wasn’t demanding, but soft and lingering. “Thank you for taking a firm stance with me.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve shown me what you need, Fel. I’ll do what you not only desire, but need to keep your nature happy. It’s not just sex for you; it’s always been about control. You need someone to keep you bound, which is what Andie and I try to do for you. When you and Myna tackle me, it’s why I let her be rough with you.” 
 
      
 
    “So good to me…” Felora shuddered before she got off his lap. “I need space to calm down.” 
 
      
 
    “Fix your clothing,” Sean told her, already doing the same for his. 
 
      
 
    She did what he said, then found him beside her. Her smile was wide when he picked her up to carry her upstairs to breakfast. “Words will never be adequate to explain my love for you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I can feel your love the same way you can feel mine. How many of them will have thought we did more than cuddle?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure… with the lust and love that they must have been bombarded with? I’d be shocked if it was none. I’d think one or two, at least. Ry will think you had me on your desk.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed. “It was so very tempting, but even before we married, I was good at resisting temptation.” 
 
      
 
    “You vexed me so much,” Felora giggled, kissing his chest. “Refusing my offers over and over again. You drew me in, and the refusals just made me all the more determined to win you over. I’m going to thank Ida again later. If not for her friendship, I might’ve broken down in despair.” 
 
      
 
    “Ida is a blessing to our family.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    When they went through the kitchen, Felora looked at the cooks, then began to giggle. “Did Sean give you all kisses this morning? I’m feeling more lust today.” 
 
      
 
    All three went deep red as they got food onto carts. “He did, mistress,” Glorina said. 
 
      
 
    “I offered. I’m going to announce something at breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Felora went silent; she was shocked. She didn’t think it was marriage, as that would break the rule about the children, but it was clear that he had made a decision about something. 
 
      
 
    Sean greeted everyone, setting the record straight about him and Felora. Setting Fel in her seat, he kissed her before going to his seat. He didn’t sit, though, waiting while the cooks came into the room with the food. 
 
      
 
    “Before we partake of this wonderful food, I have something to say,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    When all three cooks went bright red again, eyebrows rose. A few at the table feared that someone had gone too far and that he would pull back from them. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be after the Queens arrive and are hopefully dealt with before I marry all of you.” He looked down the table, seeing the earlier fear still on faces. “But before another cycle passes, I will marry each of you. My love for you keeps growing, and I don’t want to keep dancing around the obvious point. I decided this before I kissed the cooks this morning, and those kisses only firmed my decision. Your wait is finite and has an end date if it doesn’t happen before that.” 
 
      
 
    When Sean sat, Fiona added, “Ladies, Sean has made things plain. Keep to what we’ve discussed, and now you know that a cycle is the longest you’ll wait. Once you marry, we’ll do as agreed, and those of us at home will join in on housework. There will no longer be a divide between staff and wives.” 
 
      
 
    The joy on every face made Sean’s chest warm. “Glorina, what are we having today?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Days slipped away as Sean tried time and again to find the right way for a portal to work. Even with sparring or taking a few hours to heal at the clinic, giving him some time away from the problem, he wasn’t finding solutions. He wasn’t discouraged yet, but he was rapidly running out of ideas. 
 
      
 
    Not everything during those days was bad. The staff were giddy at the news that they would be wed within a year. Add in the small kisses Sean would give to them at random times, and life felt almost perfect for them. Sean made sure that he didn’t leave anyone out when giving affection, as he knew that would lead to hard feelings. 
 
      
 
    It was after sparring on Sevenday that Sean decided he needed a new perspective. He had someone outside of his normal circle he could tap for help, and he decided to try doing that now. Ida and Ryann were over at the clinic, leaving him to work alone for the day. Closing his eyes, he gathered his energy to send his spirit out— not to Home, but to a place he’d visited before. 
 
      
 
    Standing outside a small cabin in a dark forest, Sean knocked. A few moments passed before the door opened, revealing Morrigan. “May I come in?” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan stared at him in surprise, then stepped aside. “Of course, Sean. I did not know you could visit me like this. There is no strain for me, as you are bearing the burden of being here.” 
 
      
 
    Entering her home, Sean took a seat at the table where remnants of a meal were still on a plate. “That’s good, because I was hoping to talk, and I know that last time, you said my being here was a burden on you.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan brushed at her bright red hair, then hurried to clear the table. “If I had known that company was coming, I would have straightened up.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. It makes you more human to me. Cleaning up before James came over was normal for me, especially when his last girlfriend was with him. I know they always did when I went to his place.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan set the plate over by her wash tub. “Would you like a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “If you have any of that brew left, I’ll take a pint.” 
 
      
 
    “I have some,” Morrigan smiled. A minute later, she had two mugs in hand and gave one to Sean before she took her seat. “What did you wish to speak about, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Portals, on the same world and across planes,” Sean said. “I’ve been struggling with them.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot help much, but you have the tools to easily open a portal in the same world. It is as simple as a ribbon tied around your finger. For across the planes, you need to firmly anchor the points and ways to connect them. We mostly used natural formations, like toadstool rings.” Morrigan winced when she said the last bit. “That is all I can say without repercussions from former Agreements.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sipped at the mug of Goibniu’s finest. “I spoke with a Succubus who said Agreements stopped her, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Divine Agreements,” Morrigan said. “You could open yourself to those Agreements, but it might be best to wait until you step off the world first.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t ask, as I’m sure fate twists on the answer.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan smiled brightly, then took a drink in reply. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep struggling to figure things out, then,” Sean said. “It’s also nice to know I can come find you.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been tied to the Tuatha since the day you agreed. You pushing your belief into me only made it easier.” Morrigan looked down at her mug. “I should be gone already, Sean. I would have faded into nothing if not for your wives helping tether me, and then your surge of belief. It is hard for someone tied to fate to view their own, but I know mine should have run out long before now.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go, not until I’ve spoken to the Queens,” Sean said firmly. “The dispute between the Tuatha and them needs resolution. It’s one of the only ways for the wisps to have the freedom they yearn for.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan didn’t look up, cradling her mug in her hands. “I hope they are freed. They did not deserve their fates at all… I do not blame them for hating me and the others. They trusted us, and we left them to the Queens’ mercy.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel hate from them; just desperate hope for freedom.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are different. You might have started from us, but you are wholly your own pantheon, Sean. You are something new… after eons of nothing new, you will catch the eye of more than those whom you have met before.” 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted. “I just want to love my wives and craft.” 
 
      
 
    “And woe to those who stand between you and that future. All who have are gone.” 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence, drinking for a minute before Sean asked, “What happens if I kill a deity with entropy?” 
 
      
 
    “They reform. It will take them a little longer, is all. If they have believers, you cannot kill them, though they can set aside their own divinity. Thor will never do that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what their Ragnarök is about, the death of their pantheon. With Loki on the loose, they know it’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    “He has been making his plans. We declined his invitation to assist.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart. The myth for them isn’t good on who makes it out alive. Getting entangled with that might be a death knell.” 
 
      
 
    “Many will die when he brings war to his family.” 
 
      
 
    “Not my problem, and I hope this one stays that way.” 
 
      
 
    “You can do anything you wish to do, Sean. It is the way of a Nexus.” 
 
      
 
    “But everything has a cost, too,” Sean said softly. “I’ve learned that the hard way.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. If you were amoral, your foes would have been killed much quicker, but it would have alienated friends and family. They were drawn to your kindness. If you were a killer, it would have tempered that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad that isn’t me. There are times it would be easier if I was more like my friend. He’s a cold bastard when he needs to be. If he’d been with me from the start… honestly, he might’ve died against Whelan. I’m not sure how anything would’ve gone. Myna might’ve hit it off with him, and then we could’ve double-dated into Oaklake… Myna wouldn’t have almost died because of Whelan, and I might not have had to bring her back.” 
 
      
 
    “That would have been a wholly different tale,” Morrigan said, finishing her mug. “There would be no way for us to have arranged that, either. We could only do what we did for you because you died.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I’ve just been thinking about him a lot again. I mulled over what he would do a lot during my first few months here. If anyone could’ve heard my thoughts, they might’ve been annoyed by it.” 
 
      
 
    “Alone in a strange world without your one real friend? I would not blame you for trying to hold on to that connection. That makes you far more Human.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to have to go to Earth to find the Huntsman’s replacement for the Queens. Since I have to do that, I’m going to make it a point to see him, too. I wonder how he’ll take me just showing back up after being dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Shocked, I would think,” Morrigan laughed. “Coming back to see him, alive after being dead, declaring yourself a god with a harem of beautiful wives, and in need of finding a mythical figure? Might be interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I should be going. If I call for you, will you come?” Sean asked as he stood. 
 
      
 
    She met his eyes. “Yes, Sean. If you need me, I will come to your call. Though, if you plan on calling me when you meet the Queens, they need to allow it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. If they do allow it?” 
 
      
 
    “I will come.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled slowly, then pushed more belief at Morrigan. “No fading on me.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan rocked in place. “Bless me… Sean, have you subverted an entire city?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably two at this point. It’s not direct belief in me as a god, but just belief that I’m powerful enough to stand near the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not be slipping away anytime soon. Not now, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Sean gave her a smile. “Until we meet again.” 
 
      
 
    “Until we meet again…” Morrigan replied before Sean simply vanished. Sitting back in her seat, she wondered if she should’ve broken Agreements to tell him more. It was too late now— it was unlikely that she would have the chance to speak with him alone again until he stepped across the planes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Sean opened his eyes, but he didn’t move, as he was thinking over his talk with Morrigan. “That’s two people who’ve told me I have the tools needed…” Sean murmured. “A ribbon around the finger is to remind you of something… but if I’ve forgotten it, how do I remember it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sean? Did you want to come spar?” Prita asked from the doorway, wearing a hopeful smile. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Sean asked. He blinked at her, as he wasn’t prepared for someone to ask him questions. 
 
      
 
    “Afternoon sparring?” Prita asked again, but her smile slipped. She’d made him lose his train of thought; no one wanted to do that. Sean pondering things is what made wonders happen. 
 
      
 
    “Might be for the best, I apparently need to find the ribbon on my finger.” He got up as he spoke, heading her way. “No idea what that means to me right now.” 
 
      
 
    “A ribbon? Why would you need that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a saying about remembering things,” Sean said, reaching her. He held up his hand between them. “As you can see, I have no ribbons.” 
 
      
 
    “Just Dark Cutter,” Prita said, tapping the ring. 
 
      
 
    Sean froze as his eyes went to the ring on his finger. A tool, wrapped around my finger, he thought. He grabbed Prita, spinning her around before kissing her. Prita let out a surprised sound, then melted against him. A moment later, he broke the kiss. It had been more involved than the chaste ones he’d been giving the staff. “Thank you! I’ll be missing sparring, but you’re wonderful!” 
 
      
 
    Prita was flushed red and breathing fast as she leaned against the doorframe. “Glad to help, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Er… I got carried away, Prita,” Sean apologized when he looked back at her. “Don’t expect another kiss like that anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Prita said, pushing off the wall. “I know.” Her smile, though, was bright as she gave him a curtsy. “I won’t tell the others, either, so no one feels bad. I hope your breakthrough is fruitful.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Once Prita was gone, Sean covered his face with his hands. It’d been a reaction and had felt natural, but he hadn’t meant to kiss Prita like that. Shaking his head, he summoned Dark Cutter to hand. 
 
      
 
    “Special swords were used in some myths to cut between barriers,” Sean murmured, turning his attention to the portal problem. “Circles were used in most stories, too. Maybe cutting a circle would work?” 
 
      
 
    Dark Cutter sent an image of contemplation. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips pursed, and he went back to his seat. Sitting down, he rested the sword in his lap and closed his eyes. He tried to find Dark Cutter’s space to speak with him. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Sean,” Dark Cutter said when Sean opened his eyes again. 
 
      
 
    At the table that Sean associated with the sword, he gave the man a nod. “Thanks. Do you have any insight on how to do this?” 
 
      
 
    “One of my past wielders studied planar travel a lot. Circles are a way to contain the energy needed in a safe way. He never tried to travel with me off this world, but he did use me to cut a way between points. For him, it was small jumps to step from one side of a fight to another where he could have an advantage. With your energy, though, it might be possible to go much farther.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he cut holes into reality?” 
 
      
 
    “Pure focused will and using my uniqueness to literally cut space. For him, a clear view of the place he was going to was necessary. I would think that you could do it without line of sight, but you would need a perfect mental image.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips pursed— Amedee had told him that the old room at the Oaken Glen had been cleared for his use. It should be an empty room, a room he’d been in multiple times. “I’ll give it a try. Did the cut close right away?” 
 
      
 
    “No. It would stay open for a few seconds, but again, with you doing it… I am unsure.” 
 
      
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Sean said. “Thank you for the help.” 
 
      
 
    “You brought me out, so it was the right time.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Back in his body, Sean stood up from his seat. “Ven, let Fiona know I’m going to try something. If it works, I’ll be back in time for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Please give me a moment,” Ven said. “I’ll want a few extras here to relay messages if it does work.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, everyone who was home had come down to his workshop. Sean felt a little nervous, as he wasn’t certain it would even work, and now, he had a massive audience. “I’m not sure this will actually do anything,” Sean said slowly. “If it does, I’ll need you all to step out of the room, because I need to perfectly visualize the place I’m going to.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t mean to make you nervous, husband,” Fiona said, “but this is a big moment. It’s the first of the steps you need to find the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “This will be different from what I do next. Between the help from various sources— including Morrigan and Saret— about tools, I asked Dark Cutter. He told me how a past wielder of his used to do short-range portals in combat. I’m going to try that same thing, but at a much larger scale.” 
 
      
 
    “Straight to Hearthglen?” Felora asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m going to go to the clinic’s yard. That’s still a decent test and, if that works, then I’ll go to Hearthglen.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you take others with you?” Andrea asked. 
 
      
 
    “Possibly? I want to test it with just me first. Then, I’ll see how long I can get the cut to stay open.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, Master,” Myna said. 
 
      
 
    “If this goes right, I’ll be back in a couple of minutes,” Sean said. “If I do manage to go to the clinic, please step out of the room. I have no desire to know what happens if I try to open it and someone’s in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be safe, Sean,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    Moving to face the wall so no one was in the way, Sean held Dark Cutter up so he could cut downward. Closing his eyes, he pictured the clinic yard, filling in everything he could about it in his mind— Cerberus was normally next to the far wall, lying in the shade at this time of day, so Sean made sure to include him. The scene was as fully visualized as he could make it. Pouring energy into Dark Cutter, Sean cut downward, willing a path between him and the scene to appear. Gasps came from behind him, and he opened his eyes to see a rough eight-foot-wide slash in space. 
 
      
 
    Barking was coming from the gap, and Sean quickly stepped through to see Cerberus charging his way. The cuon slowed upon seeing Sean, confused by his sudden appearance. A couple of seconds later, the hole in space vanished. 
 
      
 
    Sean let Dark Cutter become a ring, then called Cerberus over for pets. “You did good, boy. I’m likely the only one who can manage that, but be careful with it. Never go through one of them unless I’m leading you.” 
 
      
 
    Cerberus chuffed, leaning against Sean for more petting. 
 
      
 
    The back door came open to show Mizuki with her blades drawn. Seeing Sean, her swords vanished, and her expression became amused. “Son, what are you doing to frighten the Fairies?” 
 
      
 
    “Ripping holes in reality,” Sean said. “I’m about to do it again. Grab the others for a minute. Everyone else watched the first one, so they might as well watch this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a moment,” Mizuki said, hurrying into the home. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, everyone in his family, plus Gwen, were in the backyard. Gwen explained that she put up the closed sign just so they could watch this. Sean gave a quick explanation, saying he’d answer their questions at dinner, inviting his mother-in-law and sister-in-law over so they could hear more. With everything handled on that front, he summoned Dark Cutter again. It was time to try crossing half of the settled world. 
 
      
 
    It took him longer to build the Oaken Glen room in his mind, mostly because he had to remove everything from it. After a couple of minutes, he raised Dark Cutter and cut downward. The gasps had him open his eyes to show a plain, empty room before him. He gave the onlookers a grin, then stepped through the rip in space. 
 
      
 
    The moment his feet touched the empty room, two powerful wills clamped down on him. Sean grunted as he felt burning heat and icy chill swirl around him. Stabbing Dark Cutter into the floor, he pushed back at the attention, forcing them to give him space. The pressure retreated, but didn’t leave. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be in Accord when you arrive. I’m working on the problem, so kindly leave me to my work,” Sean said as the portal closed behind him. 
 
      
 
    The pressure grew more intent, trying to surround him again, but he held his energy close and pushed right back. After a minute or two, the pressure ebbed, then faded away. He exhaled, letting Dark Cutter go back to being a ring again. 
 
      
 
    “Well, they know who I am and where I am,” Sean grumbled. “They know I can teleport halfway across their world. Do they know I can only go to places I’ve been, though, or not?” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated; he wanted to give his family more time to leave his workshop. He didn’t want to get caught up in anything going on in Hearthglen, either. That left him with one other place he could go just to test things. 
 
      
 
    A handful of minutes later, he stood on the bank of a river. All around him, stumps of trees spoke of logging. Letting Dark Cutter go back to a ring, Sean trotted toward where Oakwood had been. Halfway to the village, he felt eyes on him, and he began to sing. It was “Amazing Grace,” as he could sing that without thinking. The sense of being watched increased, but nothing stopped him. 
 
      
 
    His pace slowed when he got to the ruined husk of what’d been his first stop in the world. Fires had claimed every structure, so not much was standing, but Sean could still recall how it had looked. He went to what had been the center of the village and turned in a slow circle to look it over. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry…” he said softly as he looked over each ruined home. “If I was who I am today, none of you would’ve died. A wicked man had you all slaughtered for his own ends. He’s paid for his crimes against you, not that it will help ease the loss to your friends and families.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?!” The question had a feral quality to it. 
 
      
 
    Sean turned to stare at the full-blooded Feline Moonbound at the edge of the woods. Maybe four feet tall, the woman was more cat than Human. The most Human thing about her were her long-fingered hands instead of paws, but the claws instead of fingernails made her ability to kill quite obvious. 
 
      
 
    “Sean MacDougal. I lived here for less than a tenday before the hunters committed a crime, breaking their Agreement. I was the one who killed them.” 
 
      
 
    Standing fully upright, the Moonbound walked closer to him. Sean could see that her legs were digitigrade, and she was fur-covered from head to toe… or paws, as the case may be. He was grateful for the fur, but the Moonbound was still obviously a woman, as even a full Moonbound had only two breasts rather than a set of nipples running down her belly. “You were here?” 
 
      
 
    “It started my journey. I fled with two friends who were innocent of the crime committed against your family.” 
 
      
 
    Her claws flexed. “If you were here, you were included in that Agreement.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled, then let his energy spool out around him. “My current title is Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    The Moonbound froze when his energy touched her. Slowly lowering herself to the ground, she let out a soft mewl. A much bigger predator was unhappy with her, and she wanted to live. 
 
      
 
    The energy withdrew a moment later. “I just wanted to pay my respects to the good men and women who died as your family did. They were killed by the hunters who betrayed us all.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Harbinger,” the woman whispered, staying in place. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your people that the one who ordered that killing is now dead. I made sure everyone involved paid for their transgressions. The Queens will likely order another village in the future, but I doubt it’ll be for years or decades.” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard and will comply.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be leaving in a minute or two. You can go.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly looking up, the Moonbound made sure he was serious, then stood before bolting away. Sean watched her go, then closed his eyes to picture his workshop. After a minute, he had it in mind, and he cut the air a second later. The rift was there, and he stepped through it. When it closed behind him, silver blurs shot away. 
 
      
 
    “That was different,” Ven said from above Sean. 
 
      
 
    “Did you go with me?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I did, but only me,” Ven said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go find them and tell them,” Sean said, heading for the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Sean sat in his workroom, pondering how to reach Home. His attempt at using Dark Cutter had failed to tear a portal there. He’d known it was unlikely, but he had to prove to himself that it wasn’t that easy. 
 
      
 
    As he sat there, he thought back to the previous evening. His wives were thrilled that he’d already managed what he had… until he told them about the Queens’ attention. Fiona had a small panic attack, but with everyone there with her, she was able to calm down quickly. That hadn’t improved his opinions of the Queens. 
 
      
 
    Before dinner, he finished testing the portals he could make with Dark Cutter. If he focused on it, he could keep it open seemingly indefinitely, though he only held one open for ten minutes, as that was long enough for anything he’d need to do. That set his day for him, as he, Andrea, and Ida would be going back to Hearthglen to get Andrea’s parents ready for the portal to Accord. Ida also wanted to spend some time with her family, which is why she was going with them. 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, he tried to think of what he could do differently to rip a portal to Home. Dark Cutter was a no-go for planar travel— his test had proven that. He might be useful as part of a full solution, but by himself, Dark Cutter wasn’t enough. Sean was sure he needed a circle of some kind, because they featured too prominently in the stories to not be a requirement. The other problem he could see was that most of them had a second circle where they appeared. While he could possibly arrange that for Home, he wouldn’t be able to for Earth. 
 
      
 
    Baby steps, Sean… baby steps… Get to Home first. You can deal with Earth after that, he told himself mentally. Taking a few slow breaths, he thought about the kinds of circles he could use. Maybe I can get Rumia and Rosa to grow toadstool rings for me? It worked for the Tuatha, so it should work for me, too. It feels… outdated, though, honestly. I mean, it would be great for societies that weren’t industrial, but for the ones that are…? He trailed off his mental conversation when the door opened. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Andrea announced as she came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised Ryann and Ida didn’t come down earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Ida spent some time with Ry this morning,” Andrea smirked. “I don’t blame them in the least. We all sneak time with our lovers.” Her smile slipped a fraction for a second when she thought about Chastity, but it came back to her almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    “Fel drags you off for a bit, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I drag her,” Andrea giggled as she reached him. When he shifted his chair, she took a seat in his lap. “The cut-off for sex is coming closer, which is why tonight and tomorrow are going to be everyone together. From then until the children are born, it’ll only be Helga and Hallie for you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean cradled her to his chest as he held her. “I love all of you. Being safe is for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Myna’s attempt to sway the rest of us is gaining ground, and Fiona is wavering,” Andrea murmured, kissing his neck. “So that might change, but that’s where we all stand right now.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed. “Hormones run high during the last tendays of pregnancy from what I know. It’s not surprising to me that you all feel that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for today, husband,” Andrea whispered in his ear. “Helping my parents move here so easily, setting them up with a tavern they can run just down the street from us… and for this precious life that will soon join us.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shivered as her warm breath tickled his ear. “Anything for my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because we have an hour before breakfast,” Andrea said throatily. “Fel, come help me thank our husband,” she added a little more loudly. 
 
      
 
    The door shot open for Felora to come into the room. Sean’s mouth went dry as the nearly-nude Succubus came their way. Leather straps accentuated her body, but the one that caught his eye was the collar around her neck and the leash trailing down her front. 
 
      
 
    When Felora reached them, Andrea took the leash in hand, gently pulling her down for a sweet kiss. “Good girl, Fel. He’s very interested and ready. You know the plan; make sure you do everything right, and I’ll reward you after.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Felora moaned lightly, her eyes blazing from all the love and lust these two had for her and each other. “Master, might I show you how eager I am for this special gift our dear wife has arranged for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… y-yeah,” Sean stammered. Andrea ground against his clothing, but that was Shaped away in the next second so he was pressing directly into Andrea’s wet sex. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The cooks were all a little pink when they came upstairs. Sean was blushing, as he knew they’d gotten exceptionally loud during their fun. It had been amplified by what seemed to be all of his wives also enjoying each other, so the empathic bonds kept ramping up the love and lust between them higher and higher. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t carrying either Andrea or Felora, and Felora had a sundress on to mostly hide her leather straps. They held onto his arms, a little for support with their weak legs, but also because they just wanted to. Neither of them was embarrassed; they wore proud smiles as they were escorted through the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the noise,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It’s quite alright, sir,” Glorina said a little breathlessly. “We would never say a word against what you desire or how you desire it to happen.” 
 
      
 
    That caused his face to turn even darker red. Everything he’d been saying and doing was to sate the two with him, not because they were his specific kinks. He was going to say something when he caught the edge of mischievousness in Glorina’s look. That reminded him of Glorina’s preferences that he’d learned when doing a drawing with her and Tiska. 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s mistress is going to be told how naughty they are,” Sean said simply as he kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Glorina gasped, quickly setting down the platter that she was loading onto the cart. The door shut behind Sean, and she leaned against the cart for a second. He’d teased her, and in just the right way. 
 
      
 
    Lona and Mona giggled at their normally reserved friend looking so lost, hopeful, and lustful. “That’s really sweet,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “He remembered her preferences,” Mona added to twist the moment some more for Glorina. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think Tiska will make time right after breakfast for her?” 
 
      
 
    “If the table wasn’t kept polite, Tiska might make her crawl under it,” Mona smirked. 
 
      
 
    “And not for Sean,” Lona grinned. 
 
      
 
    Glorina whimpered slightly as she pushed away from the cart. “Enough for now, ladies. In this room, I am in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless Tiska is here,” Lona said sotto voce. 
 
      
 
    “Even if she is,” Glorina said, regaining her mental footing. “This is my domain, and she knows that.” 
 
      
 
    The sisters exchanged a glance. They were about to apologize, thinking they’d gone too far. 
 
      
 
    “But you aren’t wrong on any other count,” Glorina said, fanning her face. “We can’t keep them waiting. Let’s hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Lona and Mona giggled as they finished loading their own carts. They were glad they hadn’t upset their friend. It’d been a possibility, but now, they were blushing as they wondered if Glorina would let them sneak off to find the twins for a little fun of their own. The sounds from Sean’s workroom had been exhilarating, and they wanted to take the edge off, too. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it to the dining room, Sean entered to find half the table looking flustered while his wives all wore satisfied smiles. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” Fiona smiled brightly. “We learned something new today. If two or three groups of us are… enjoying themselves, it can spiral quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “We are sorry, ladies,” Helga said a little stiffly to the twins. “As I said a minute ago, it was not our intent to be found like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I will admit it was a rush to be caught as we were,” Hallie added. “But as Sean has said, some rooms are not meant for certain acts. We got caught up in the empathic feedback.” 
 
      
 
    Sean helped seat Andrea and Felora, looking over at Helga and Hallie. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “We were in the gym when the emotions hit us,” Helga said. “We tried to get to the bedroom, but… we did not make it out of the room.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d wondered if some of the equipment could be used like that, so it was educational,” Quinna said with a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “Right? Neither of us are upset. We do apologize for not leaving right away,” Quilla said, looking down. “We… uh… we just… it was as sexy as anything we’d ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face felt like the sun with as hot as it was. “Okay…” he coughed, “let’s drop the topic. Mistakes were made, and we’ll be more cautious in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Very cautious once the staff are wives,” Myna snickered. “That feedback loop will be even more potent.” 
 
      
 
    The maids all squirmed slightly as they imagined what they might be like. They’d all caught glimpses of different partners as they tried to find places they could clean before breakfast. The only thing that would be better than being caught in the loop would’ve been being with Sean during that moment. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Glorina announced, coming into the room. She slowed down when she saw everyone’s faces. “Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, Bunny, but after breakfast, I need to see you for a few minutes,” Tiska said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Sean told you already?” Glorina asked, her face going red. 
 
      
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
      
 
    Sean covered his face with his hands. “Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Taking a deep breath, he took his seat. “I’ll tell you after breakfast before you drag her off, Tiska. Ladies, if things were a bit much this morning, I apologize. Please pair off and spend some time with each other. I’ll be taking Ida and Andie to Hearthglen to see their parents and to bring Andie’s parents’ home. Glorina, can you prepare a good dinner with two more included so we can have a family meal with them, please? Quinna, Quilla, work with Cuander and his new mate; my parents-in-law will be getting them as protectors. If he balks, let me know when we come home.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it, Sean,” Quinna said. 
 
      
 
    “He might not like it because he’s the alpha, but we’ll do our best,” Quilla added. 
 
      
 
    “Caleb has been with me longer,” Sean said, but he did offer a branch. “Talk with Caleb first. If he wants to go with Shyla, then you don’t need to talk with Cuander. He might like starting a new pack with Shyla away from Cuander.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Aria said, joining in. “I can talk with them almost as well as you can, Sean. It’ll be easier for the twins if I help them.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Aria.” 
 
      
 
    Sean served himself breakfast, as the cooks had set out the food while he talked. “No relationship is without bumps, but I feel like today set a new record for strangeness.” 
 
      
 
    “But an oddness full of love,” Prita said softly. “None of us would ever trade a second of this life for a lifetime anywhere else.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed with her, and Sean swallowed when he felt the love from all of his wives at Prita’s words. “Hopefully, you’ll never have to, either.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would feel like something magical,” Andrea said, looking back as the portal sealed. “A surge of energy, a cold wave… something.” 
 
      
 
    “So did I, Andie,” Ida agreed. “I was braced for anything, but then nothing happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I was all sorts of braced the first time, too,” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “My parents are probably just finishing breakfast,” Andrea said. “They’re used to being up early.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what room they’re in?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but one of the front staff should know.” 
 
      
 
    With his wives on his arms, Sean led them to the front of the Oaken Glen. He grinned when he saw the man behind the bar. “Allonen, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    The bartender did a double-take before wiping at his face. “Lord MacDougal? I shouldn’t be surprised. Lady Mageheart did say you would be coming, but I didn’t expect it to be so soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, Allonen. I’m still just Sean, please. Amedee told you we were coming?” 
 
      
 
    “She sent a message from Gertihs, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here to visit family,” Sean said, deciding to get on topic. “What room are they in?” 
 
      
 
    “Room sixteen, sir. I can have one of the maids escort you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find it,” Sean said, waving off the option because no barmaids were currently present. “How’s it been since we left?” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, sir,” Allonen said, his lips turning up ever so slightly at the corners. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he led his wives away, glad the bartender could make a joke at his expense. Once they were up the stairs and into the room hallways, it didn’t take them long to find room sixteen. He let Andrea knock and stand directly in front of the door. 
 
      
 
    When it opened a moment later, Andrea lunged forward to hug her father. “Father! It’s good to see you again!” 
 
      
 
    Making a small grunt at the sudden hug, he stepped back a pace, then held his daughter. “It is good to see you again, too, dear.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Brandt, a pleasure to see you and your wife again,” Sean said as he led Ida into the room. His eyes went to Andrea’s mother; the large, heavily-muscled, sour-looking woman actually had a smile on her face. “I hope you’ve been wanting grandchildren.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course we do,” Teresa Brandt said. “Come here and give your mother a hug,” she said to Andrea. 
 
      
 
    Mikal Brandt turned to Sean, extending his hand. “I was thankful for you saving my daughter from Landis and his men. We were surprised when the message came asking if Andrea wanted to come to Hearthglen to be a maid for your family.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as surprised as I was,” Sean chuckled. “Fiona’s a good woman and saw that we had a need long before I did. Let me introduce one of my other wives to you: Ida MacDougal, formerly Bronzeshield.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure, Ida. Andrea has said only wonderful things about all of your family. We’ve had dinner with them a few times since arriving in the city. The stories of what happened here in the city before you went to Accord, MacDougal… were difficult to accept. With everything Andrea’s told us, we could do nothing but accept them, especially once we met your friends. They had nothing but praise for how you comported yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “You killed a lot of nobility, then went to Accord, where you’re doing the same,” Teresa said, letting Andrea go. “Last we heard from Andrea, you were going to be dueling another Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Truestrike. He’s dead,” Sean nodded. “The Queens are coming to Accord right now. I’ll likely be summoned the moment they arrive there.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa and Mikal exchanged glances, suddenly wondering if they should go to Accord after all. If the Queens were heading there, then it might not be a good idea. Convincing Andrea to stay in Hearthglen with them until the Queens left would be for the best. 
 
      
 
    “Sean’s more than I told you before,” Andrea said, going to stand with him and Ida. “He’s the Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    Both of her parents’ eyes widened at the casual declaration. Neither could find the words as their mouths worked soundlessly. The Harbinger was a figure of myth to fear— he would be entangled with the Queens for years, if not longer. 
 
      
 
    “I’m working on finding their Huntsman so they can calm down,” Sean said. “It’s taking more work than I hoped it would, but I’ll do it. They shouldn’t be too upset with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Summer’s bronzed buttocks…” Teresa sighed, wiping at her face. “Is Accord going to be safe?” 
 
      
 
    “We already have the tavern ready for you,” Andrea said softly. “It’ll be fine. You’ll be just a block away from our home, and your customers will be the most respectful people of Accord.” 
 
      
 
    “Winter’s tits, Andrea,” Mikal said. “We didn’t think the Queens would be going back to Accord for decades. The city always becomes dangerous when they’re there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Sean said. “We have a pair of cuons to stay at your home, along with a contingent of our Fairy clan. If anything happens, you’ll have help more quickly than anyone would think. You’re family, and I do my best to keep my family safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Andie wouldn’t have asked you to come if she thought you’d be in danger,” Ida said. “I’m still trying to convince my parents to move, as it is. Everyone in the family who hasn’t met you yet is eager to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “Eleven wives is what I’ve heard,” Teresa said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Only nine for now,” Sean said somberly. “Chastity and Lilly are at Home.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t explained that part to them yet, husband…” Andrea murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… Do you want to do that now?” Sean asked her. 
 
      
 
    “While you two do that, I’ll go see my parents,” Ida smiled. “It was good meeting you both. We’ll be going back to Accord for dinner; the cooks are making a feast to welcome you.” 
 
      
 
    “Be safe,” Sean told her, kissing her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “I will be,” Ida said. “My clan watchers will make sure of that.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea slipped over to kiss Ida’s cheek, too. “We’ll be here. Bring them back for a midday snack, please?” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    The moment Ida left, Teresa asked, “Andrea… you love her, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Mother, Father, maybe I wasn’t clear before. Every wife loves each other as we love Sean. Even without our Bonds, we would. With them, it just happened much faster.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to ask about the marking,” Mikal said. “They’re very large and ornate.” 
 
      
 
    “They denote my place as one of Sean’s Choosers,” Andrea said proudly. “Let’s sit and we’ll fill in the things I haven’t told you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it is good news,” Teresa said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “The best news, but you’ll have to decide how you feel about it,” Andrea smiled as she led everyone over to sit down. “First, it would be easiest to show you Home…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Both Mikal and Teresa were pale when their visit to Home and the Bog was over. Their daughter had married a god, one of those mythical beings equal in power to the Queens. All the stories had painted him as being powerful, but what they’d just experienced was far beyond anything they could have ever guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand now, why I’m not worried about the Queens?” Andrea asked. 
 
      
 
    Mikal swallowed; he wasn’t sure how he could even speak to Sean. His son-in-law was as humble as a farmer, but he was the Harbinger and a god. How could he ever say anything to Sean? 
 
      
 
    “I still worry,” Teresa said simply. “Sean… what an odd way to address a god… Sean, are you going to make sure my Andrea doesn’t die like your other wives did?” 
 
      
 
    “None of them will die like Chas and Lilly did. That was back when I was just becoming what I am now. With more than one of them nearby, they can’t be killed like you fear. They would catch each other, and I would heal them. But nothing will even get that close to harming them.” 
 
      
 
    “It had better not,” Teresa said, her awe of Sean wearing off. “You might be a god, but I’ll protect my daughter with my own life if needed.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Thank you, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    That brought Teresa up short. “Oh! Umm… yes. That’s acceptable.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea snickered. “She always wanted a son.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure I can use Flesh Shaping to help make that possible. If one of Luck’s Voice’s characters could do it, I surely can.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “A book series from Earth,” Sean said, shaking his head. “Did you want a second child, mom?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa was speechless now. She and Mikal had tried for almost twenty years to have a second child, but they’d seemingly been cursed, yet Sean was offering to make it happen like it was nothing. She looked at Mikal who looked equally stunned. 
 
      
 
    Seeing them lost, Sean reached out with Flesh Shaping just to check them both. Both of them had problems that made conceiving a child unlikely, meaning Andrea’s birth was all the more unlikely and special. He didn’t fix anything, however. He wouldn’t without their approval. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Teresa said slowly. Her gaze went to Andrea, who smiled brightly at her. 
 
      
 
    “Good! I always wanted to be an older sister,” Andrea beamed. 
 
      
 
    Sean sent energy into both of his in-laws to fix their medical issues. Being who he was, he fixed everything they had wrong with them— their sore muscles, the old broken bones that hadn’t healed correctly, and even the small cold Mikal had. “Done.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Mikal asked, puzzled. “But you… didn’t…?” He trailed off twice, then took a deep breath, no longer feeling the tightness in his chest or the pain in his feet. Eyes bulging, he looked at Teresa, who was just as shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Without… how…?” Teresa asked wonderingly, as all the old hurts she’d had over the years were gone in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my family,” Sean said softly. “You two should be aware that Teresa will become pregnant the next time or two you try.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, why don’t we go check on Ida?” Andrea suggested, getting up. “Mother, Father, we’ll be back in a couple of hours. Please make sure to have your things ready to go. It won’t take but a minute to get to Accord when it’s time to leave.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Sean and Andrea were walking downstairs. “You want them to give you a sibling that badly?” Sean asked humorously. 
 
      
 
    “It also gives them time to just process everything,” Andrea said, then giggled. “And yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’ll come, or will they opt to stay here, after all?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll come, especially now. You just changed the world in their view. With no comments or fuss, everything about them was just improved.” Andrea stopped him in the stairwell, turning to kiss him softly. “Thank you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my wives,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think Ida caught her family up on everything?” Andrea asked, waving to Allonen on the way past. 
 
      
 
    “Probably, but Sam might want to see how Home has changed.” 
 
      
 
    “I would think everyone would,” Andrea snickered. 
 
      
 
    “True, but it’s not like we’ll be seeing everyone.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Sean recalled that tempting the universe was a good way to be reminded that it had a sense of humor. When they arrived at Ida’s, it wasn’t just her family there, nor was it just one or two other people. No, it was all of his old friends who’d been through everything with him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised,” Sean admitted when he finished greeting everyone. 
 
      
 
    “We told them,” Sam grinned. “We figured you might try to do the incredible and not acknowledge it.” 
 
      
 
    “He steps from Accord to Hearthglen like it’s nothing and tries to avoid us?” Fredrick Gertihs chuckled. “If he wasn’t such a good friend, I’d be hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still a little miffed,” Italice Watercaller said. “If he was coming and going quickly, that would be one thing. However, he’s been here for hours and wasn’t leaving for hours yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize,” Sean said as he guided Andrea over so they could sit with Ida. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Ryan Watercaller grinned. 
 
      
 
    “We even made sure to have some of your favorite drink on hand,” Joseph Tackett chuckled. “Darkfoam’s best.” 
 
      
 
    Sean accepted the mug, taking a drink. “Still the best I’ve had. I forget the name of the stuff I’ve been drinking in Accord, but Darkfoam’s is better.” 
 
      
 
    “Not often do we have something better than they do,” Chester Knox laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We were hoping to hear how things have been in Accord,” Eva Silvertouch said, her hand resting on Gertihs’ thigh. “Fredrick gets updates from Amedee, but we know it doesn’t cover everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the new inventions you’ve made,” Fredrick snorted. “We’ve had a lot of trial-and-error recreating them from the blueprints the guild has, but we’ve managed it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you everything, but before that, I want to hear from all of you,” Sean said. “What’s been happening in Hearthglen?” 
 
      
 
    “The guard was gutted and remade,” Knox said. “The Carmady brothers made sure they cleaned it out of any corruption. Lady Greenlimb paid for a truthsayer to come down from Westpoint just so they could.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Sean whispered. “That’s extreme, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ryan chuckled. “The Carmady brothers made it simple: take the questions from them or leave the guard. Anyone who balked was let go. They just barely got back to full strength.” 
 
      
 
    “On top of that, Chief Magistrate Jasper went one step further,” Italice grinned. “He had all the magistrates, including the high magistrates, do the same. Lady Greenlimb backed him, so they had no room to argue. Two of the lower magistrates and a single high magistrate were removed from office. The high magistrate was executed for impropriety. There’s been no word on what kind, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Rumor says he… well… gave lighter sentences to women if they did what he wanted,” Knox said with a disgusted twist to his lips. “Good riddance.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad they killed him,” Sam said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “What about all of you?” Sean asked, his eyes going to the small belly bumps that Eva and Italice were showing. “Children on the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Eva smiled broadly. “Fredrick’s mother is very happy to have grandchildren soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother’s beside herself,” Italice said. “I’ve had to stop her twice from trying to make arrangements for my child already.” 
 
      
 
    “My father’s almost as bad,” Ryan sighed. “They aren’t the heads of the families anymore, but they seem to forget sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to let go of power once you have it,” Joseph snickered, “unless you’re Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room, and Sean just shook his head as he sipped his ale. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of power,” Eva said, “Lady Greenlimb is officially courting your brother-in-law. There are rumors they might set a date by the next cycle.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping no one told her that I’m in town,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t, and I’m sure she’ll be upset by that,” Fredrick said, “but we thought you’d like to miss any entanglements there.” 
 
      
 
    “Gods yes. Damn near every noble has been trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure other nobles feel the same about you,” Joseph laughed. 
 
      
 
    “True.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all the big news here, Sean,” Brendis Bronzeshield said. “Tell us about your time in Accord. We know that Truestrike is dead because of a duel, but not the how.” 
 
      
 
    “Or how you kept getting in his way,” Knox added. “We heard that you foiled his plans, but we didn’t know what the plans were or how you did it.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled at his old friends, if less than a year away could make them old friends. “Well, let’s start at the beginning…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The gasps and murmurs during his story didn’t prevent Sean from continuing, though he was glad no one stopped him with a question. His interference with all of Truestrike’s plans had grins on all of their faces. The massive culmination just before the gala had them go silent until he explained how it was all dealt with. None of them disbelieved a single word he said. Sean wasn’t prone to exaggerating his deeds. If anything, he downplayed them. 
 
      
 
    Telling them about the gala had more murmurs, as no one had expected Trisha to confront him. The fact that she seemed to truly love Darragh had the couples in the room squeezing hands with each other. His deals with Mackenzie were seen as shrewd, if aggressively forward, but that was just who Sean was. 
 
      
 
    When he told them about the heartbreak of Trisha’s son turning against her and her removal from the House, a few of them had tears in their eyes. Sam keenly felt the betrayal and loss, she could never imagine how painful it would’ve been if her children had done that to her. 
 
      
 
    The duel had everyone sitting on the edges of their seats. Gasps of horror came from everyone when Sean told them about Cimmacrinth breathing fire over him. Grimaces and winces followed when he spoke of having to absorb the metal to add to his body so he could heal. No one wanted to imagine how painful it must’ve been to be burned alive. 
 
      
 
    Truestrike’s treachery, and turning on everyone, made the room go silent. That was until Sean told them about Trisha’s attack from behind, and how she bisected her own father in revenge for all the pain she’d known. He paused when cheers filled the room, as they felt vindication for her. Sean kept telling them of the aftermath, and his deal with Cimmacrinth caused a lot of raised eyebrows. That continued with his retelling of Trisha’s death, bringing tears back to all their eyes— the sorrow of her tragic story was hard to ignore. 
 
      
 
    “The Queens were told and are on their way to Accord. Since then, I’ve been working on trying to get off-world, back to Earth. Any deal with the Queens is going to necessitate the Huntsman, which means I have to find him.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’ll have joy again,” Sam said softly. “If anyone can do it, Sean, it’s you.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Fredrick nodded, the others chiming in after him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty much where we are now,” Sean said. He looked out the window toward the evening sun. “We need to go pick up Andie’s parents and head home. We have a feast being prepared to welcome them to Accord.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Sam said, standing up, the others getting to their feet, too. 
 
      
 
    The goodbyes took a few minutes to finish, but Sean, Ida, and Andrea were soon heading back to the Oaken Glen. Sean was happy to have seen and talked with his friends again; it once again reminded him of his oldest friend back on Earth. He still had to figure out how to get to Home, and then to Earth. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Ida asked, squeezing his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I’m just thinking about what I still have to do. Even with what I need to do for the Queens, making it back to Earth means seeing James. The grumpy bastard might hit me for dying on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t that just break his hand?” Andrea asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but he doesn’t know that,” Sean chuckled. “It really makes me wonder how he’ll act when I see him. Joyful? Suspicious? Hateful…? I don’t know. He could be any or all of them. It won’t be an easy conversation to have.” 
 
      
 
    “You can always just bring him back with you,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    Sean stopped walking, blinking as her words hit his mind like a bomb. “Bring… him… back…?” The words were a whisper and parsed apart as if he was trying to understand them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. If he wants to come back with you, nothing could stop you from doing it, could it?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the Queens,” Andrea answered the question. 
 
      
 
    “He’d love it here,” Sean said, looking from Ida to Andrea and back. “How did I not…? Fucking hell. I need to get the damned portal working. He’ll forgive me for dying if I can bring him with me. This world is everything he always wanted in a new life.” He grabbed his wives around the hips and twirled them both easily in a circle, holding them to his sides. 
 
      
 
    Laughter came from both of them as they held onto his neck when he swung them around. Muttered comments started up from those who could see the display. Sean set his wives down, then looked at the people giving them the stinkeye. 
 
      
 
    “Ida, you’re amazing, talented, and I love you,” Sean said, then kissed her to the shock and disgust of every passerby. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, decorum!” Andrea laughed. She didn’t care what others thought anymore— Sean had freed all of them from caring about society’s ideals. 
 
      
 
    Sean set Ida down only to turn on Andrea and do the same to her. He didn’t care what the people around them thought at the moment. His love for the two women with him was as high as ever. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a whistle got Sean to break the kiss. Looking up, he saw two guardsmen heading their way at a fast walk. “Public decency?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ida snickered. “We’ve created a spectacle.” 
 
      
 
    The people on the street were looking at them with disgust. The guardsmen slowed as they approached. They’d caught sight of the display even before anyone had come to get them, but as the pair got closer, one of them came to a dead stop. He recognized Sean. Swallowing, the guard followed his fellow, but didn’t want to disturb the Lord. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, you and your companions have broken the public decency laws,” the guardsman who approached first said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” Sean said. “I got carried away.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll still need to see the magist—” 
 
      
 
    “No! No, he won’t,” the second guard said, having gotten there. “Lord MacDougal, please refrain from doing that again. We won’t detain you nor take you in. I will have to inform the Commander that you are in the city. No one knew you were coming. There was no dispatch to let us know you had entered the walls.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m about to leave, actually. I just need to get a couple of people first,” Sean said. “I’ll be out of the city in less than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    The first guardsman had been about to object to them not arresting Sean until he heard the name. That had him stepping back to stand with his ally. He sent silent prayers to the Queens to help him survive this encounter. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, sir. I will have to let Commander Carmady know you were here. The fact that you arrived without anyone knowing is a problem,” the second guard said. 
 
      
 
    “About that…” Sean said, rubbing the back of his head. “You’ll never have warning. I don’t come in through the gates. I’ll make it a point to let the commander know next time I’m in the city, though, so please pass that along.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be going.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave them a nod as he took his wives’ hands and started toward the Oaken Glen again. When he did, he frowned, as the street was suddenly far emptier than it had been. 
 
      
 
    “Your name caused most of those who heard it to leave,” Andrea said, seeing his expression. 
 
      
 
    “It would seem that you’re remembered and feared, Sean,” Ida said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t start any of the trouble…” Sean grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “No, but you did kill a lot of the nobility here. That’s going to be remembered.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Sean. Those who know you— truly know you— will never fear you.” Andrea said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think your parents are afraid of me?” Sean asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a little,” Andrea answered honestly. “You are a god, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled as he again thought of James. Would his oldest friend also be afraid of him? That question bothered him the rest of the way back to the inn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Sean sat in his workroom, still thinking about the previous evening. Glorina, Lona, and Mona went all out for the feast; Andrea’s parents had been shocked by the table and introductions. The fact that Andrea made sure her parents understood the staff would be marrying in before another cycle passed might’ve added to that. Then, the mass group of Fairies— grouping as every Fairy lead, plus the few almost-adults and children who would be leads for Sean’s children— also caused a stir. They’d taken it in stride as best as they could, but their amazement had been amusing. 
 
      
 
    Andrea planned to take her parents down to the tavern after breakfast. Felora and a couple of others would be going over to help with last-minute changes that might be necessary. Their family would be busy, and tomorrow would be their garden trip. Andrea’s parents would be joining them for that, and Sean was looking forward to seeing their expressions when they introduced their friends. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, he looked back at his desk. His notes on what he’d tried and considered trying were a bit messy. He knew that circles would play a big part, as well as a clear visualization of the destination. Those two things alone weren’t enough, though. He needed a way to bridge the here with there and the energy to make it happen. 
 
      
 
    Sean picked up the stylus he was using to write on his desk. “It’s not worth trying to find a natural circle. That leaves me with the artificial which, honestly, will be for the best, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, husband,” Ida greeted him as she and Ryann came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Sean,” Ryann added. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, he gave them both a bright smile. “Good morning to you both. I’m not sure what we’ll accomplish today, but we’ll be doing something, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. We’re just here to create a few things for Andie’s parents,” Ida said. “We figured you wouldn’t mind them both having a spatial bag and armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll bind the armor to them after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “We need you to make the bags,” Ryann said. “Neither of us feels comfortable trying to match that enchantment.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Let’s do that now,” Sean said as he got up to go to the workbench. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it back down to the workroom after breakfast, Sean went to his desk to pick up where he’d left off that morning. Stylus in hand once more, he looked at his notes again. 
 
      
 
    “What are we starting with, Sean?” Ryann asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think the basics for a portal circle. I’d say mithril, since it conducts energy the best.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get started on it,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I need to figure out other parts of it. It needs to be as perfect a circle as you can make.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it.” 
 
      
 
    How do I depict the destination, the point of origin, and the point of departure? And how do I energize it all? Sean mused to himself. However I do this, it has to fully resonate with me, or I doubt it’ll work. 
 
      
 
    Ida and Ryann got a circle laid out on the floor while Sean thought about what he should do. When they’d finished, they had him check their work. It was a perfect circle, but something about it felt off to him. 
 
      
 
    “Does it feel right to you two?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, and I don’t know why,” Ryann admitted. 
 
      
 
    “Same for me,” Ida added. 
 
      
 
    Sean stared at the three-foot circle with pursed lips. It was large enough for him to stand in. The mithril was pure when he felt it; it would hold a lot of energy when empowered. Sean walked away from it, starting to pace. Teleport circles were a staple of a lot of RPGs— most of them were laid out on the ground, making it easy for a character to step onto them. 
 
      
 
    “Why does it feel wrong?” Sean muttered as he walked around the room. “It’s just the base shell… it shouldn’t feel so wrong already.” 
 
      
 
    Ryann was watching him when an idea struck her. “Is it because it’s on the floor?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… because just standing on it wouldn’t feel like you were going anywhere,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Ryann said excitedly. “That’s it.” 
 
      
 
     Sean turned to look at them, then the circle; her answer felt right to him. It should be walked through, not stood on. “That wall is free,” Sean said, pointing at the one open wall that didn’t have a door on it already. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get it moved over,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    Sean thanked them, going back to his desk. He didn’t sit, instead just leaning on it. Anchors of intent. The words swirled in his mind, and he liked them— he needed anchors of his intent to breach reality, specific ways to show that distance between points didn’t matter. All that mattered was connecting them. He was still thinking everything over when Ryann told him the new circle was ready. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, he frowned. “Can you expand it, make it a center of at least six feet? If it needs to be walked through, then let’s make it so most of us don’t have to duck.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say eight feet, then,” Ida countered. “That makes it safer.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point. It feels better, but far from complete.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… it does seem empty,” Ryann murmured. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Probably not today or tomorrow, but yes, we will,” Ida agreed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner was approaching when Sean tested out his last idea. Runes had worked before, so he was sure something similar could work now. They wouldn’t be runes, but anchors of intent, helping stabilize the portal. He used mithril to add the anchors; this way, they’d be empowered with all he could pump into them. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get why you’re using those symbols,” Ryann said. “The doorway makes sense, though. That’s the transit one, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Walking through a door from room to room or, in this case, plane to plane,” Sean said. He tapped the one with a house figure beside it. “This one is Home. And this one is here.” The last one he touched was a giant tree. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure about any of them,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “Me, neither, but Sean makes things work,” Ryann added. 
 
      
 
    Sean got the three anchors created and pushed energy into them. The moment he did, the middle of the circle vanished, including the anchors. The backlash of energy threw all three of them across the room, as the portal had collapsed the instant the anchors were gone. 
 
      
 
    Grunting, Sean scrambled to his feet, hurrying to check on his pregnant wives. He breathed easier when he found both of them and their babies to be fine. Taking a seat beside them on the ground, he exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sean said softly. “I’m going to have to ask you to not be in the room for experiments anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, Sean,” Ryann said, cuddling up to his side. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, husband,” Ida murmured, doing the same on his other side. “If we’d known that could happen, we’d have left.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you want to help, and you are, but… I don’t want to risk you or the children.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want you to risk yourself, either, but we know you have to do this,” Ryann grumbled. “Stupid Queens…” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he hugged his wives to his side. He fully agreed with Ryann— if not for the Queens, he wouldn’t be pushing to figure out portal creation this fast. If he couldn’t do what he wanted, though, there was no saying how the Queens would react when they reached Accord. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, it’s time for din… ner…” Fiona trailed off when she saw the state of the workroom and the trio against the far wall. “Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Bit of an accident during experimenting,” Sean said. Getting up, he helped his wives to their feet, too. “From now on, I’ll be the only one in the room when I’m working on an actual experiment.” 
 
      
 
    “We got tossed across the room,” Ryann explained. 
 
      
 
    “The portal might’ve worked, but it stopped when the runes vanished,” Ida said. “We have to figure out a way to stop that.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow,” Sean said. “We’re done for today.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, give me a moment with him, please?” Fiona asked as she stepped away from the door. 
 
      
 
    “Not too long, we hope,” Ryann snickered. “Because if it’s for that, we’d rather stay and help.” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, we’ll all be doing that. It’ll be the last night of being able to have sex for all of us. Only Helga and Hallie will be able to until after the children are born.” 
 
      
 
    “Felora will be pouty,” Ida giggled as she and Ryann went to leave. “If we had to heal normally, Myna and Felora might riot. With Flesh Shaping, we’ll be perfectly fine right after the births.” 
 
      
 
    “Bet Myna jumps him the next night,” Ryann said as the door shut behind her and Ida. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sean asked, going to hold Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, my love. I just want to be held for a minute, especially after seeing this.” She looked around the room that seemed like it’d been hit by a massive storm. 
 
      
 
    Gently easing his arms around her, he held her close, breathing in her scent. “Okay… I was worried because you don’t normally ask for a moment alone.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, dear. Are they okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I made sure they and the babies are fine. I won’t risk them again.” 
 
      
 
    “Just yourself,” Fiona murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but it has to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, Sean… I know… Because Winter and Summer are coming, and they’ll not be kind if we can’t provide what they want. Winter will be upset regardless, as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll come to accept what is. No one is allowed to hurt my wives,” Sean whispered, kissing her head. 
 
      
 
    “Which makes me elated and terrified at the same time. You don’t understand what it means to stand in front of one of them, much less both, Sean. Then again, you’re much more than even a High Lord, so hopefully, it won’t be the same. I can still clearly recall kneeling on the cold floor while I spoke of what had happened. The power that radiates off them… you don’t feel the same at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m not trying to intimidate and scare anyone. I bet if I wanted to, I could do something similar. They need the Huntsman to temper them. I dearly hope that, when he’s found, he can help them understand how terrible they’ve been.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good dream to have,” Fiona whispered, then lifted her head to claim a kiss. When it ended a minute later, she took his hand. “Come now, we’ve delayed long enough. Dinner should be ready by now. Tonight, you’ll be the center of love.” 
 
      
 
    “As my dear wives wish.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Sitting in his workroom on Oneday, Sean thought about the trip to the garden the day before. Tenday had been a nice day for his family, spent wandering the gardens with their friends and families. Sean even went to Hearthglen to get Sam, Brendis, and Brendan so Ida could have her family to walk with. Brendan was wide-eyed the entire time as he walked with his big sister. Both Andrea’s and Ida’s families were shocked to meet Minerva, as they never expected to walk beside a High Lady as a friend. 
 
      
 
    In two more tendays, Myna will have our first child, Sean thought. A few days before that, Clara will have hers, the one I’m supposed to be the guardfather for. I’d be a real godfather, if they had that name for it, he chuckled to himself. Once Myna does, everyone else will be right behind her, except Aria, since she’s a tenday behind the rest. That’ll be it until one or more of them get pregnant again. I’d put good money on Myna asking for a second child first. Helga will wait until everything is settled, and Hallie has to wait for the staff to marry, so it’ll definitely be Myna. 
 
      
 
    Putting those thoughts aside, he looked down at his desk; he had work that needed to get done before the Queens arrived. He needed a containment for the anchors before anything else. It had all gone wrong on Nineday because the moment the portal tried to open, it sucked the anchors in and everything went to shit. 
 
      
 
    He looked back at the wall where the portal had been briefly. The outer ring of mithril was still there, but the anchors had vanished when the portal failed. Lips pursed, he thought about what he could do that would stop it from happening again. “Maybe putting the anchors outside the circle?” 
 
      
 
    Getting up, he grabbed some more mithril and Shaped the anchors on the outside of the mithril circle— a tree for the world, a door to show the way between planes, and finally, a house to show Home. The trio were equidistant around the circle with the door on top. Stepping back, he studied it, but something still felt wrong. Summoning his armor, he spatially locked his boots in place to make sure he didn’t go flying again. Taking a deep breath, he infused the anchors with energy. 
 
      
 
    A couple of seconds ticked by and nothing happened, besides the anchors glowing with energy. Grumbling, he pulled his energy out of the anchors. He’d thought it would work, but the energy didn’t have a conduit to the circle the way he’d done it. Having his boots unlock, he let his armor go back to jewelry, then went back to his desk to look over his notes again. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, it is time for breakfast,” Helga said when she entered the room. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked up from his desk. “Oh? No Ida or Ryann this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “They thought it best to not risk any accidents at all. If you want them to help, they will come down, but they are being cautious considering Nineday.” 
 
      
 
    Sean couldn’t blame them— he’d been scared to death when they went flying. “Probably for the best…” he sighed as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Have you had any luck this morning?” Helga asked, looking at the wall he was using to make the portal. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I found a lot of ways a portal doesn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a type of progress, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    “In a way, but nothing good to report,” Sean said, stopping just in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “We know you will manage it, My Lord.” Helga reached out, pulling him to her and holding him against her chest. “You might not be infallible, but you do much more than any other.” 
 
      
 
    Sean felt some of his tension melt away. He hadn’t been aware of his tension until it vanished; holding her back, he rested his head against her chest, listening to her heartbeat. Helga rubbed his back, smiling as she did. He was her husband, her lord, her god, and her very soul. The fact that she got these moments with him yet again reaffirmed just how different he was from the older gods. 
 
      
 
    “I feel that love, my love,” Sean murmured. “It’s so warm, inviting, and deep.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you have the same depth of love for me, Sean. It is the same love you have for our wives, just as I do and just as they do for us. There is an ocean of love between us all that we share. Soon, it will grow to double its size and depth.” 
 
      
 
    Sean couldn’t refute her claim. The staff would marry into their family, and when they did, it would double the number of wives he had. He’d felt the affection and love his wives had for the staff, so he wasn’t worried that anyone would be upset over what was going to happen. If anyone had felt that way, he’d have slowed down everything to understand what the problem was. 
 
      
 
    “I did not come down an hour early like Andie and Fel did the other day,” Helga chuckled. “Shall we join the others for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    Sean scooped her up, carrying her out of the room. “We probably should.” 
 
      
 
    Helga let out a happy sound and leaned into him as he carried her like a princess. “I will always cherish these moments. None of my sisters can ever claim to have been carried by their god or goddess.” 
 
      
 
    “If Thor does come to find and kill me, will he bring others?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is possible, but none of them will pose a threat to you. I will mourn the loss of my former sisters, for they will only be doing their duty.” 
 
      
 
    Sean understood what she meant— he wouldn’t like having to kill a Valkyrie who didn’t want to be there. If they looked even slightly remorseful, he would do his best to spare them. Any Einherjar, though, he knew would be frothing fanatics, so he would just have to deal with them. 
 
      
 
    “You will be more than Thor can handle,” Helga murmured. “It will only stoke his anger toward you.” 
 
      
 
    “His own damn fault,” Sean grumbled. “I probably shouldn’t have said that I thought Loki was a better man than him. That might have been what really set him off.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes it would,” Helga snickered. “No wonder he stomped your chest in. No one would dare give him that insult. Loki is the opposite of Thor in many ways; they never agree on anything.” 
 
      
 
    “In myths, Loki always had to do things that were questionable because Odin decreed it… Like turning into a horse to seduce the builders’ so he wouldn’t finish in time and get paid.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is how Loki came to know motherhood. That is where Sleipnir came from. Loki ended up laying with the stallion to delay the building. Little did he know that Thor was just going to kill the builder, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the builder attacked the gods first?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. He was a peaceful Jötun who just wanted to build. With his stallion, he was the best builder, but the gods did not wish to give what they had promised.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… What about Baldr’s death?” 
 
      
 
    “Loki was blamed for it, but Baldr’s brother was the one who snatched the arrow from Loki and threw it. He should not have made the arrow, but he was just making a point to Frigg that she missed a potential threat. But since he made the arrow, he was blamed for it. The gods are not fair, Sean. They are capricious.” 
 
      
 
    Sean fell silent as he climbed the stairs. He greeted the cooks, who were just finishing putting food onto the carts. Leading the trio of cooks with Helga in his arms, he said a silent prayer to Morrigan for the offer she’d given him— Odin and Thor would’ve made his life hell if he’d gone with Odin’s offer. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean paced back and forth in front of his potential portal. His recent attempts at making this work had failed, so he was still pondering how to get it to not eat the anchors. It needed containment, but containment inside the circle so it could function. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, he went back to his desk and sat down, picking up some mithril he’d had sitting on it. Shaping without thinking, he stared at the circle and anchors. Containment inside the circle so the anchors are shielded from being sucked in, but so they can still function… what does that look like to me? Sean thought, his hands moving as he Shaped. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, he tossed the mithril back on his desk. Closing his eyes, he exhaled slowly. He stood up and went to walk away from his desk again when he saw the newly-Shaped mithril. A pair of rings with anchor runes sat between them. Staring at the metal, he snorted, then started to laugh. It was so simple, yet it made so much sense to him. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the mithril off the desk, he walked back toward the wall with determined steps. When he finally finished the new circle, it looked like the miniature diagram he’d made without thinking. Stepping back, he took in every detail. The first circle was more than eight feet across and just missed the floor. A foot of space was contained between it and the inner circle. The inner circle was six feet across, which would be large enough for him to walk through when the time came. 
 
      
 
    Summoning his armor, he spatially locked his boots in place before he did anything else. After taking a deep breath, Sean pushed energy into the three anchors. The middle of the portal went pitch black, and Sean began to grin until a shockwave hit the room and the wall reappeared. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?!” Sean growled. “The anchors are still there! It worked! So why did it fail?!” 
 
      
 
    Ven came flying down to him, having spatially locked themself above Sean during the experiment. “Maybe the anchors are wrong? You proved that the containment worked.” 
 
      
 
    “True…” Sean said. “Okay, if the anchors are wrong, we turn to them now.” 
 
      
 
    “It should be dinner soon. Maybe you should clean up and update your wives for today?” Ven suggested. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at the room, which once again looked like a bomb had gone off in it. “Yeah… I’m glad I put this underground. A building might’ve collapsed.” 
 
      
 
    “Should you check the walls for stability?” 
 
      
 
    “Also a good idea,” Sean agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, is everything okay?” Hallie asked, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I heard a boom and felt the earth shift.” 
 
      
 
    “That was me. I had progress, but not success. Let me clean this up before we go bathe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help,” Hallie offered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Sean had high hopes when Twoday started, but as the afternoon wore on, he lost that hope. Dozens of anchor images had failed to work, and Sean wasn’t sure if it was a singular one, or if all three were failing. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, maybe you should ask for some help?” Ven suggested, coming down to land on his desk. 
 
      
 
    “I have before. Those that know about this told me all they could, or didn’t have any knowledge to help.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re further along now. Maybe that would let them share more? Saret wouldn’t take long to get here, and I’m sure that Siobhan would be fascinated. She might be able to help with the anchor for here, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t hurt to ask,” Sean sighed. “Send the messages, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get them sent. I’m the only one in the room with you.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense. Limiting the chance that I hurt the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, just as your wives aren’t here with you. Be right back,” Ven said, flashing away. 
 
      
 
    With Ven gone, Sean stared at the portal. It was a problem, a problem that he would solve. He was just worried the Queens would arrive first. When they arrived, he knew it would get complicated in a hurry, so he wanted to have most of this solved before then. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know how long he sat there pondering different icons that might help as anchors, but the knock on the door got his attention. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “A guest, sir,” Tiska said, leading Saret into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Very cautious, Sean. I approve of it, though I do have to say I’m glad you had the magical lights down here. It would’ve given a much different feeling without them,” Saret smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It would have felt more like an evil dungeon,” Sean chuckled as he stood up. “Thanks for coming over, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to be invited. I hope to be able to help,” Saret said, coming to the desk. 
 
      
 
    “It would be great if you can.” He motioned to the wall she hadn’t looked at. “That’s my circle and containment. The anchors aren’t right, as the portal keeps collapsing.” 
 
      
 
    Saret turned, her lips pursed as she looked it over. “Mithril is good for the circles; it’ll help with the energy needed to cross planes. I assume the tree is what you envision for here, the door is the way between, and the house is Home?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct, but I don’t know if one, two, or all three are wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Home is your plane, Sean. It’ll anchor to whatever you desire it to anchor to. If it represents what you feel in your heart, it’ll work.” 
 
      
 
    Sean hummed as he stared at the portal. Still seated across the room, he adjusted the image of the house to hold a heart inside of it. “My love resides there.” 
 
      
 
    “Then the new icon will work as the anchor,” Saret said. “I’m still amazed at how easily you do things like that. Working mithril from across a room with just a thought…?” She trailed off, shaking her head slightly. “The other two are a different problem.” 
 
      
 
    “The one for Home feels right to me now, but the other two still don’t resonate with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t help you with the one for this world. I don’t know how it would be represented. But the door… is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “I got that feeling, but why?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s a small walk between here and there? As easy as just opening a door?” 
 
      
 
    Sean fell silent as he stared at the icon. If it had to represent the distance or separation between the world and Home, then a door was far from correct. Before he could dwell on it, he saw Saret rub her head. “Mom?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreements,” Saret sighed. “I wish I could help you more, Sean. The moment you open a portal to Earth, I would like to cross.” 
 
      
 
    “You and your daughters who want to can after I’m sure it’s stable.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be very grateful, more so because our souls will be safe from what should happen to them.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Sean asked, jerking from any thoughts about the portal. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, son-in-law, you are a god. Why would we give our immortal souls to Lucifer when we can be safe with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… well… when you put it that way… I can’t think of a reason, but Lucifer will get pissed, won’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it. I’ve been here for a long time. He has no hold on my daughters at all. It is possible he’ll try to invoke old pacts to bring me back… but you’d stop that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave her a long look, then sighed. “You know I would, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. I’m sure it’ll be fine, but just in case, it’s nice to know you’ll help. I don’t want to burden you right now, but I was hoping to get reassurance.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it work.” 
 
      
 
    Saret gave him a dazzling smile. “Thank you. Goodness, I am so glad Felora was insistent on meeting you. I would’ve done terrible things, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s eyebrow went up when he guessed her meaning. “That would’ve been bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. I’ve seen your wrath.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door stopped them from continuing their conversation. When it opened, Tiska was there with Siobhan. “Sir, your guest.” 
 
      
 
    “Siobhan, come on in. Saret Somnia, this is Siobhan Pagetender. Siobhan, my mother-in-law, Saret.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure,” Siobhan greeted Saret. Her eyes tracked to the portal circles and she stopped walking. “You’re working on portals already?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I wanted to get your help,” Sean said. “The tree was what I used to represent this world, but—” 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s wrong. Completely wrong,” Siobhan said. “I can’t tell you what it is, but it isn’t that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted. It was helpful, but he continued to run into roadblocks. “I figured as much. Maybe it’s a duality, like half-sun and half-moon?” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Siobhan said to get his attention. When he looked at her, she spoke slowly, as if making sure she wasn’t saying anything she shouldn’t, “Why do you think it’s a duality?” 
 
      
 
    “Because of Winter and Summer.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan smiled, but made a motion for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “But… the Huntsman was here with them before he died,” Sean said slowly as he thought through the idea. “So… it would be a trio, not a duo. A trio that are equal… and in motion, circling each other?” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan’s smile was bright, but she again didn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    “The three were equals, but they didn’t stay together, which means they need to be separated out or spaced…” Sean murmured as his finger Shaped the top of the desk. “Three equals in motion around a central point. I can only think of something I know of.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan laughed and pointed at his desk. “I didn’t tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at what he’d drawn, then exhaled. The triskelion was a well-known icon— he didn’t understand why it was the symbol of the world. The three spirals that were all linked together did point to the Queens and the Huntsman, but Sean had first encountered it tied to Celtic myth. 
 
      
 
    “It has been their symbol for ages,” Siobhan said. “I believe your world knew of it, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “We did, but not as a connection to the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Since he knows what it is, I can speak of it now,” Saret smiled. “I can’t break Agreements, after all. This has always been the symbol of the Huntsman and his lovers. Your world lost its true meaning shortly after the Huntsman’s death.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… That’ll be two of three. I’ll work on the door anchor to finish it.” 
 
      
 
    Saret turned back to the portal. “You’re empowering it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Saret looked back at him with a pained smile, but didn’t say anything else. 
 
      
 
    “But… I’m going to work on it so I don’t have to keep pushing energy into it when it works,” Sean said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Saret beamed. “I should go. I want to say things I know I shouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all you needed, Sean?” Siobhan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but if you want to stay around, we can make a guest room for you and you can come with us to Home tonight,” Sean said. “Payment for your help.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t turn down the offer, as I did tell you the tree was wrong, but the rest was all you,” Siobhan said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I can lead her upstairs. No doubt one of your wives will entertain her while dinner is prepared,” Saret said. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, you can stay, too.” 
 
      
 
    “If you insist,” Saret said. “Shall we, Siobhan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am surprised to find someone knowledgeable in these topics. We should talk.” 
 
      
 
    Sean watched them go, then changed the tree anchor to the correct icon. Staring at the door, he wondered what would work in its place. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sean, dinner,” Fiona said from the doorway. “How was your day, dear?” 
 
      
 
    “Frustrating, but good. Saret and Siobhan are still here?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. No one misses a dinner made by our family if invited,” Fiona smiled. “They helped you?” 
 
      
 
    “They gave me broad strokes because they couldn’t be specific. I’m still puzzled by the anchor to connect the two planes. The door was a complete bust.” 
 
      
 
    “But the other two are correct?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    “They are now.” 
 
      
 
    “Then progress has been made. Tomorrow, no doubt, you’ll break that barrier.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gathered her in his arms, having been moving toward her since she arrived. “Thank you, dear. The faith you all have helps keep me positive, but it’s your love that keeps me going.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then,” Fiona whispered before she kissed him. 
 
      
 
    Sean kissed her back, their love mingling and combining to build into something greater. The pulses from the others in the home fanned that love, but it stayed tame, not spiraling into erotic excess. 
 
      
 
    “Let that motivate you for tomorrow,” Fiona said breathily when the kiss broke. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it’ll help me find the right path.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Stepping back, she took his hand. “Our family and friends are waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled as he let her lead him out of his room and toward his family. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    During dinner, Sean explained what he’d accomplished and how Saret and Siobhan had helped. He ended with how he had to find a better icon to represent the passage between planes. 
 
      
 
    Helga looked thoughtful. “Like the Bifrost?” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to reply when a thought hit his mind like a hammer. Mostly done with his food, Sean bolted from the table, his mind turning over how it would look to take and adapt that icon for his own purposes. 
 
      
 
    Reaching his workroom, he ran up to the portal. His hand touched the door and the mithril Shaped to his will. It became a bridge, but showing a stone on either side, depicting two places bridged by a span of energy that connected them together. He didn’t stop there; he pushed energy into the portal without summoning his armor, too intent on the idea to think about what might happen. 
 
      
 
    The middle of the portal went pitch black, then filled with fading sunlight. The manor came into view and the sound of cuons filled the basement when the hounds saw the portal open. Sean stepped through without thinking. The moment he did, the portal cut off behind him as he was no longer there to empower it. 
 
      
 
    Spinning around, he stared at the empty air. “Well, fuck. That was a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, he was tackled by cuons who were thrilled to see him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Sean petted the hounds while they continued to pile atop him. Hearing voices, he pushed himself up against the mass of hounds to see who it was. With a grunt, he stood up, displacing the last of the cuons when he saw his wives, Chastity and Lilly, heading his way. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Chastity asked in confusion. “How did you appear out here?” 
 
      
 
    “The cuons were barking. They don’t normally bark like that at you,” Lilly said. She would’ve been concerned that it was a trick if not for the empathic bond between them. 
 
      
 
    “About that… it’s a bit of a story.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are the others?” Chastity asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s part of it,” Sean said, giving his wives hugs and kisses. “Let’s go insi—” 
 
      
 
    A rip in space appeared behind Sean, a perfect circle where all of his other wives stood on the other side. Sean turned quickly, holding out his hands. “Stop! It’ll collapse if you come through! Just dream and visit. I’ll be working on coming back after I explain things to our wives.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea had been about to step through the portal, but did as he said. “We were worried. We heard the cuons, and then you were gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Go to bed and come visit,” Sean said. “We’ll wait for you all in the front room.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the circle vanished as if the portal had never been. 
 
      
 
    “Wait… you’re here in person? Not just a dream visit?” Lilly asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Sean said, taking her hand and Chastity’s. “But yes, I stepped through the portal. We can’t risk you coming back with me, not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Because our souls need to stabilize more for safety,” Chastity nodded. “We didn’t think you would have the portal ready so fast, but we should have.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a temptation, though,” Lilly murmured as they walked toward the front door, the cuons playing around them. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, a massive one. We could hold our wives again in the flesh… but I know how hurt they would be if something happened and we didn’t come back here.” 
 
      
 
    “All of us would be devastated,” Sean whispered. 
 
      
 
    “As we would be if it was another instead of us,” Lilly sighed. “The fact that you’re here is good news. It means you’re much closer to making sure the Queens are happy.” 
 
      
 
    “I just hope they don’t balk at me going back to their world, or for having left it.” 
 
      
 
    “You can explain it to them,” Chastity said. “Mom, Sean is here, and the others will be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “It was Sean that caused the commotion?” Marjorie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Sean said as he came into view of her. “They had to finish dinner and get things cleaned up, so it might be a while before the others arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Marjorie looked puzzled. “But… did something happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I made a portal, but failed to account for me not being on the other side to keep it open,” Sean said abashedly. 
 
      
 
    Lilly laughed as she sat beside him on the sofa. “You forgot to have it empowered with a gem?” 
 
      
 
    “I was just excited to get it to work…” 
 
      
 
    “We found him underneath the cuons,” Chastity giggled, snuggling up to his side. “Seems they tackled him when he came onto this plane.” 
 
      
 
    “They got a little excited,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone other than you would have been injured,” Lilly snorted. “That was a lot of weight piled on top of you, but you just sat up, displacing them all.” 
 
      
 
    “He used a portal to come here?” Marjorie asked, a teacup half-raised to her lips. 
 
      
 
    “It worked, and I’ll have to remake it here to go back. Until your souls become firm enough to make it back here if something happens, I don’t want you leaving this plane,” Sean told them. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness…” Marjorie said, setting her cup down. “Does that mean you’ll be able to open portals from here to places other than the Queens’ world?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be trying for Earth first. I have to find their Huntsman so they don’t get too angry with me. Once that’s done, maybe, but I’ll be careful about it. I’ve made some powerful enemies who will want to confront me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thor,” Lilly said. “Helga told us about her old pantheon.” 
 
      
 
    “You made the new armor with the protections, though, so you should be fine… Right?” Chastity asked. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, but I’m not looking forward to finding out.” 
 
      
 
    “I would hope not,” Marjorie said. “As powerful as you are, it would be the closest fight you’ve likely had in some time. He’s got the backing of who knows how many to bolster him, if I understood what Helga has told others.” 
 
      
 
    “If my new additions work, it should take his biggest trump cards away, making it a harder fight for him. I’ll still have my other tricks that he shouldn’t expect at all.” Sean paused. “Though if he fights Fire Giants… err… the Muspell, then my fire spells aren’t going to do a damned thing to him, either.” 
 
      
 
    “We have faith in you, Sean,” Lilly said. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sean set aside the future problems. “After everyone gets here and we spend some time together, I’ll have to work on a portal to get home.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Marjorie said slowly, “I was wondering something. When Chas is able to leave this world, would I be able to, as well?” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips pursed. “I… don’t know, Mom. Their ability to leave and come back is tied to them being Choosers.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, I see. I’ll speak with Helga; maybe she’ll know. I don’t want to be a Chooser, so I’ll just have to hope that I’ll be able to.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was glad— that would be awkward for him, as only his wives and future-wives were Choosers. He had definite feelings about not having his mother-in-law being one. 
 
      
 
    The front door opening got all of them to turn to face it. Fiona was the first one to enter the manor, followed by the rest of the wives and staff. They hurried over to where he sat, hugging and kissing him. The reassurance that he was there and safe helped calm the nerves they’d all been feeling. Sean gave each of the staff kisses on the cheeks when he hugged them, as full kisses might’ve been a bit too much for them, as emotional as they were. 
 
      
 
    It took a little while for everyone to settle down and for tea to be brought out. Once everyone was seated with a drink, Sean explained what’d happened. No one was surprised at his lack of planning when he stepped through the portal, but it was only the fact that he was okay that let them accept it easily. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t make the same mistake,” Sean reassured everyone. “When I go to make the portal from Home to the Queens’ world, I’ll make sure to include an external power source.” 
 
      
 
    “But how will you do that with the containment being closed?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    “Another anchor, but one devoted to powering it,” Sean said. “I’m still going to lock it to my energy to turn it on and off. There’s no reason to leave a potential door unlocked.” 
 
      
 
    “A potential bridge unguarded, you mean,” Helga smirked. She’d understood what had caused Sean to bolt from dinner when she saw the new anchor. 
 
      
 
    “Well played,” Sean snorted. “Maybe that’s why Heimdall stands on the bridge to warn of Ragnarök, since it doesn’t have a way to lock it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Helga nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Leaving it locked so only we can use it is smart,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “If only Sean is the key, it might be for the best,” Lilly said softly from where she held Felora on her lap. “I know I feel some temptation to risk going through it.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Chastity said, perched on Andrea’s lap. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure to key it only to me, then,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Now he’ll be working on Earth’s anchors,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be what I start tomorrow,” Sean nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But for now, we should go upstairs,” Myna purred. “We can’t hurt the children here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Felora said quickly, her eyes blazing. 
 
      
 
    That got laughter from everyone but Marjorie, who just blushed. 
 
      
 
    Sean didn’t try to argue. “After you all head back, I’ll get to work on making the portal from here to the manor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for later,” Fiona said, taking his hand. “Come along, dear.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean got out of bed when the majority of his wives vanished hours later. He kissed Chastity’s and Lilly’s heads, but then got dressed and crept out of the bedroom. He moved on reflex, going to the kitchen and down into the basement. It wasn’t until he got to his workroom that he paused. Everything was exactly how he’d left it on the Queens’ world; even the portal was there. Shaking his head, he examined what he’d made and used to end up at Home. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to need to adjust things to get the power anchor in place,” he murmured. “Some gem dust in each of the anchors will help store energy better, too.” 
 
      
 
    Going to his various containers, he pulled out gems and mithril. It didn’t take him long to infuse the powdered gem dust into the runes. He used emerald on the triskelion, as it just felt right to him. For the bridge anchor, he used orange topaz— it was the hardest orange gem he had, which would let it hold more power. That left him with a diamond for Home, which he soaked in energy. Finally, he needed to make the power anchor. After an hour, he settled on a flame motif and imbued it with ruby. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, he studied the portal, then frowned. It felt underwhelming to him. Grunting, he added more anchors so that each of the four icons was repeated four times. With sixteen anchors now dotting the portal, he exhaled, as it finally felt like it would be stable when he used it. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Chastity called his name softly. 
 
      
 
    Turning, he saw both her and Lilly standing just inside his workroom. “Something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We just wanted to see you off,” Lilly said. “We’re sad that you’re going, but glad that you’re going to be able to make everything happen. It might be a cycle or more until we can leave this plane with you, but we’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like a kiss before you go,” Chastity said, moving his way. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Lilly added. 
 
      
 
    After they’d both been kissed — and a little more when Lilly dragged him over to his desk — he was back in front of the portal again. Looking back at his naked wives one more time, he sent a pulse of energy into the portal. The anchors lit up brightly; not even a second later, the portal was open, showing a copy of his workroom without his naked wives. Looking back one more time, he exhaled roughly before he stepped through. The portal stayed open and he smiled, glad it had worked. 
 
      
 
    “Close it, please?” Chastity whispered, her eyes wet. The deep yearning to sprint through it, to go to Andrea, tugged at her heart. 
 
      
 
    Lilly grabbed her, holding her tightly as she fought her own desire to do the same thing. “See you soon, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean swallowed, then cut the small link he had maintained to the portal. A few seconds later, it shut. He touched the wall where his portal was; it was missing the additions he’d added to Home, so he’d have to fix that later. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back, the attention of both Queens descended on him like a mountain. Sean grunted when he felt their focus on him again. “I’m just testing things out, ladies. Give me breathing room.” 
 
      
 
    The pressure redoubled, and Sean hissed as he surrounded himself with his own energy against it. The burning hot and icy cold nature of their power was pushed back by his own, if slowly. Just out of his range of hearing, voices seemed to swirl around him. All he could deduce from it were that questions were being asked before the Queens’ energy vanished. 
 
      
 
    Gasping, he leaned against the wall. “I wonder if you’re both named Karen…?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Sean spent most of the day refining his now-complete portal. He chose a second wall and began building a portal for Earth, as he had three of the four anchors already. It was finding an anchor that would work for a specific spot on Earth that was going to give him fits. 
 
      
 
    On Fourday, the entire family and half of the Fairy clan used the portal to go to Home. It was mostly to test how long the portal would hold if he wanted it to, but it was also a test to see if they could all be there. When they came back later that day, everyone felt the attention of the Queens. 
 
      
 
    Sean again used his energy to push back against the oppression. Everyone felt it, but because they were mostly focused on Sean, it didn’t force them to their knees. That evening, dinner was somber, as everyone had felt the edges of the Queens’ intent. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean had tried and discarded four different anchors on Fiveday morning before the door opened, revealing Fiona. Exhaling, he gave her a strained smile. “Breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my love. I take it things aren’t going well so far?” 
 
      
 
    “No— the anchor for Earth isn’t working. I think I need to be a lot more specific on a destination than just the planet.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll figure it out, Sean. You always do,” Fiona said, slipping into his embrace. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about always, but with you and our wives, I try my best,” Sean murmured before kissing her. 
 
      
 
    Their kiss lingered, but ended abruptly when a wave of power washed out over the city. Fiona gasped, clutching Sean when she felt it. She knew that power as it had changed her body years ago. Sean grimaced when he felt it, having been dealing with it over the last tenday whenever he came back to the plane. 
 
      
 
    “They’re here…!” Fiona whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Must’ve used a portal,” Sean grunted. “Dammit…” 
 
      
 
    Fiona shivered. “They’ll be summoning you.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast first,” Sean said, scooping her into his arms. “It’ll take them some time to get shit together to summon me. I’ll take that time to love my family a little more.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona leaned into him as he carried her out of the workroom. “I’m scared, Sean…!” 
 
      
 
    “I know; I can feel it. Soak in the love and reassurance from our wives, my dear Shaper. Let that help bolster you.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona opened herself to the empathy she had with the others — their love and concern for her flooded in. Shivering in his arms, she buried her face in his neck as she tried to set aside her fear. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, was that them?” Glorina asked as she got food moved over to the cart. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That was both of the Queens arriving well ahead of schedule.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of us?” Lona asked with a hint of guilt in her tone. 
 
      
 
    “Because of me,” Sean said. “They’ve focused on me every time I’ve opened portals. None of you have done anything to warrant thinking it was you.” 
 
      
 
    “We just don’t want to be the cause of trouble, sir,” Mona said. 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t, ladies. I’ll see you all soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the cooks said, bowing to him as he walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    The dining room was quiet when Sean entered. Everyone in the city had felt the fact that the Queens had arrived much sooner and in a far different way than normal. Everyone at the table knew exactly why they had, though, so it weighed more on them. 
 
      
 
    Sean set Fiona in her seat before taking his spot at the head of the table. He didn’t sit, instead staying standing as he looked at everyone. “You all know what has happened. It’s probably because I’ve been leaving the plane. Later today or tomorrow, I’ll be summoned to see them. Ven, send word to our friends: we’d like to have them over for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll manage it, sir,” Glorina said, having just come into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Glorina. You two, as well, Mona, Lona.” Sean said before he took a deep breath. “It should be fine. I’ll explain that I’m going to be looking for their Huntsman. They shouldn’t have any complaints with anything I’ve done, so there shouldn’t be any fallout.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re just concerned as anyone should be if someone they know is being summoned by the Queens,” Hallie said. “Sean, you have an idea of them, but for those of us who have lived all our lives under them…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “We believe in you, husband. However, until we know if we’re allowed to go with you, our worry will be high.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if we are allowed, we’ll still worry,” Fiona added softly. 
 
      
 
    Myna took Fiona’s hand. “We’ll be there with you.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona leaned over to kiss Myna’s cheek. “Thank you, Kitty.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you, Pointy,” Myna purred softly, returning Fiona’s cheek kiss. 
 
      
 
    Sean served himself when the platters were set out, but didn’t sit. “Mackenzie should speak for us, and Minerva said she would stand beside me. Just have faith and we’ll weather whatever comes. Today, I won’t be working on the portal. I think spending time with each of you will be far better.” 
 
      
 
    That got smiles from up and down the table. All of them loved it when he spent quality time with them. 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled softly when he saw their expressions. “Today’s going to be fine. Let’s enjoy it as much as we can.” With that, he took his seat, finally looking at the stack of pancakes he’d served himself. Chuckling, he grabbed the syrup and began to pour it over the waiting food. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The day slipped away from Sean— he spent time with all of his wives and the staff. It didn’t feel forced or like he didn’t spend enough time with any of them. He just went from room to room, enjoying the company to be found. That meant sharing a workout with Quinna, Quilla, Ida, and Helga. Arliat, Ryann, and Aria all worked on bassinets in the woodworking room, each giving theirs different designs. He spent a bit listening to Cali playing while Fiona and Andrea sang along with her. Sean laughed when they got to “The Husband Song,” as it was the one he’d heard Andrea sing what seemed so long ago. The time he spent watching or dancing with Xenta, Prita, Myna, Felora, and Hallie was a joy. Glorina, Lona, and Mona were all smiles as he helped them prepare for the feast later that day. Tiska got him to help her with a sketch that reflected his deepest joy: crafting. She had him pose for her sitting at his workbench, working on a teapot. He found the fact that he ended his day with Rumia funny, as it’d been the same before the gala. They trimmed the flowers and snuck in a few soft touches during their time together. 
 
      
 
    Everyone, including the cooks, came to bathe together. Sean had been worried about the food, but Glorina informed him that they hadn’t left anything on the stoves. The time in the showers and baths was full of happy laughter as everyone talked about their days. 
 
      
 
    When dinner time came, Sean greeted his friends who came to eat with them. The meal was fantastic, just as everyone knew it would be. After they’d all eaten their fill, they went to the parlor where they could relax and talk. 
 
      
 
    “They should be summoning you either tomorrow or the next day,” Minerva said. “Today would have been them catching up on everything the Advisor did during their time away.” 
 
      
 
    “Will she be okay?” Amedee asked. 
 
      
 
    “She never gave a hint of impropriety. The only thing they might have concern with is everything since Sean arrived in Accord.” 
 
      
 
    “Because he changes everything,” Jefferson said. “But she didn’t favor him.” 
 
      
 
    “That will be up to them,” Charie said. “The only thing that matters is how they view things. If they think Sean is a false hope and that Truestrike would have been better for their goals…” She shook her head as she let the sentence hang in the air. 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible,” Giralt said. “They couldn’t believe that, not if they’d met the man.” 
 
      
 
    “The powerful don’t think like we do,” Andrea said. “No offense to our friends.” 
 
      
 
    “None taken,” Toivo said. “All of us have changed because of Sean. Before him, we weren’t as open to things. The Queens… well, they are the oldest of us. If any are set in their ways, it will be them.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be standing for Sean when he is called before them. The High Lords and Ladies will be summoned at the same time. All of the truly powerful in the city are called to speak to them whenever they return.” 
 
      
 
    As if the world had been waiting for that to be said, a flock of Fairies were led into the room by Sean’s clan. Ven spoke from above everyone, “Sean, we have messages from the Queens for many here.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded, then looked at the familiar Fairy who came to float in front of him. “Pomp.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord MacDougal, you are officially summoned to attend the Accounting tomorrow at high sun,” Pomp said. “You are to bring a single wife with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard the summons,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Variations of that message played out around the room before the flock of Fairies left. Pomp didn’t go, though— they stayed where they were. When the others left, Pomp cleared their throat. “Sir… thank you. Pamp and I are happy, but… they removed us from the greater clan, making us personal Fairies to Mackenzie. We don’t know what that means, as it’s never happened before.” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled slowly. “Nothing bad, I hope?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no right to ask, sir, but—” 
 
      
 
    “Mackenzie is a friend,” Sean cut Pomp off gently. “If she needs my help, I will give it.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing low as they floated, Pomp spoke from the heart, “Thank you, sir. For what it’s worth, she believes in you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s worth more than she can guess,” Sean said softly. “I just hope Ironfist did, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good night, sir,” Pomp said before leaving at speed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that settles that,” Augustus MacLenn said. “We’ll hold to our prayers to you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    A small surge of faith hit Sean and he bowed his head. “Tomorrow… tomorrow will set a stage for how things will go. I pray for a peaceful Agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “So do we…” Fiona whispered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Sean pushed his empty plate away— he’d been thinking over different ideas all morning, but there was one that he kept coming back to. The mood during the meal had been somber, as they all knew today would set many things into motion. The one who was worried the most was Fiona, who was doing her best to not let that feeling infect the others. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing what I can to help guide him,” Hallie was saying to Ryann when Sean finally spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “I want to take Fiona with me, instead.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone fell silent, looking his way. Fiona’s fear shot up a hundred-fold. “Sean, that—!” 
 
      
 
    “Is for the best,” Sean said softly, cutting her off as gently as he could. “If you don’t come with me now— which would force Winter to address you while I’m there with you— she might call you without the option to have someone accompany you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…!” Hallie said, her eyes widening. “He’s right.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona’s breath caught, her heart racing at the idea of being alone before Winter again. 
 
      
 
    Myna took Fiona’s hand in hers. “But if you go today with Master, you won’t be alone. He won’t let anyone harm you. Just as he once said he would fight for me to eat in the taproom of an inn, he will protect you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, he would,” Andrea said. “He loves his family above all else. If he’d get involved in the confrontation between a barmaid and rapists, he’d do even more for his wife. It doesn’t matter if it’s thugs or the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona swallowed the fear that threatened to choke her. “But…!” 
 
      
 
    Sean shifted his chair closer, covering her hand and Myna’s with his own. “I told you that I would be there for you. This ensures that. Maybe Winter will see it as a provocation, but that doesn’t matter. I won’t leave you to be summoned alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Fiona,” Hallie said gently, “he’s got a valid point. For the family, it is best to bring everything out right away. This is their official court where they address the Advisor, the most powerful nobles of the city, and rule on what has transpired since they were last in Accord. This is the best time to have you before the Queens. With everything Sean has done, it’ll give him the most leeway he’s likely to get.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Sean said. “I wan—” He cut off and clutched his head when he felt something snap. The cries of worry from the others were loud in his ears. It wasn’t an attack on him; it was something else. Holding up a hand, the others settled as he tried to understand what’d just happened. 
 
      
 
    Fiona was white-faced, afraid that Winter had already acted against Sean. 
 
      
 
    “That was different…” Sean said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “What was it?” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think the Queens broke one of my Agreements. I can’t feel Siobhan’s anymore, and I know she didn’t break it.” 
 
      
 
    “They can break Bonds, so that would be possible,” Aria said. “I’ve never heard of them breaking Agreements, but they likely wanted to know about you and didn’t want her to die before she could tell them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the book with me, then,” Sean sighed. “I was going to, anyway, but there’s really no reason to hold onto it now.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Ven said, “I could take it to her right now. That might help her.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ven,” Sean said. “I don’t want her to be in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Ven got up, zipping away a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Will them knowing your story help or hinder?” Ida asked. 
 
      
 
    “No idea. We’ll have to find out,” Sean sighed again. “I have a couple of hours until I’m going to head for the Tower. See if any of our friends who were summoned want to ride over in the bus. Fiona, come with me, please?” 
 
      
 
    Fiona got up, taking his offered hand. Her worry was high, but his hand helped ground her thoughts. He had her; everything would be fine as long as she was with him. She was surprised when he brought her to the spare room they normally used when he was going to have alone time with a wife. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, we agreed that we wouldn’t ha—” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to hold you,” Sean said softly, opening the door. “For you and me, I just want to have some alone time to hold each other. Today might go well or terribly, but for now, all I want is to hold you.” 
 
      
 
    She went with him into the room. Neither stripped off their clothing, instead just getting on top of the covers. Sean put his arm over her waist, being the big spoon for her as he curled up behind her. The simple act of care helped calm her mind. 
 
      
 
    “Not even a full year,” Sean murmured, “but here we are. I still recall that first day.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona’s lips twitched, as she did, too. Her clueless husband had been so out of place. Offering him entry into her home had been so impulsive, yet it’d felt so right. “I was so brash to invite you into my home.” 
 
      
 
    “Where I was smitten with you from that moment on,” Sean whispered. “So beautiful, and willing to talk to me.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona snorted. “Only you thought I was beautiful when…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
      
 
    “When you had your Shame,” Sean murmured, finishing it for her. “It’s true. You were beautiful then, and just as beautiful now. We’ve known sorrow and joy since that day, but every day has been one I cherish. You know why.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we have each other,” Fiona said, taking his hand in hers to raise it to her lips. She kissed his knuckles, then placed his strong hand back on her pregnant belly. “It reminds me of my jealousy about Myna.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember you two sniping at each other, trying to be seen as the better one. Then, you both came to me with what I thought was madness at the time… to love you both, to Life Bond you, so you’d both be equals.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything kind of snowballed from there,” Fiona chuckled as she went down memory lane with him. “Ryann joining us on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Saving Andrea, not that I knew you’d bring that back around later.” 
 
      
 
    “Your impulsive deal with Ida, which led me to ask Andrea to come be our maid.” 
 
      
 
    “Then Chas…” His voice caught for a moment as the memory of her death hit him again. “So sweet and innocent…” 
 
      
 
    “Bonding Ryann to save her, just like you did Myna, and then allowing Ida to have her dream, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been so quick, yet it feels like years at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “All the love you deserve…” Fiona murmured, shifting against him. “We all love you because of who you are …even if we did want to hit you in the head at times to get you to understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, a clue-by-four is necessary,” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Fiona began to giggle. “The staff asking to Life Bond…” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face went red. “I really should’ve thought about that more.” 
 
      
 
    “You poor, sweet dear. All of them were so eager, except for Rosa. You never even considered how quickly your Life Bonds work. None of us were against it, though… we all knew how devoted they were to you by then.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you would’ve reminded me about the Life Bonds.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” She turned her head some, just able to see his face from the corner of her vision. 
 
      
 
    Sean was silent for a second, then sighed. “No. Not now, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not, but yes, I probably should have. It would’ve crushed their dreams if I had.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you to guide our family, my first wife. We all do.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona exhaled slowly before taking a deep breath. “What if she does worse to me now?” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll have to go through me first. No one will hurt my family while I draw breath.” 
 
      
 
    “Which makes me worry for you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “If need be, I’ll remind her of a prophecy. That even the Seasons may fall…” 
 
      
 
    Fiona shuddered at the thought of Sean and the Queens locked in battle. “I will pray that it doesn’t come to that, then.” 
 
      
 
    “As will I.” 
 
      
 
    The pair fell silent for a bit, just letting the moment of love soak into their hearts. But that was broken when the sense of the Queens fell on him. Fiona stiffened in his arms at the sensation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m holding my wife. Kindly leave us be until I come as summoned,” Sean growled. 
 
      
 
    The pressure of the Queens’ attention faded away. 
 
      
 
    “Siobhan must be telling her story…” Fiona whispered. 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Ven said, landing on the nightstand. “She had just reached the throne room when I arrived with the book. She thanks you, Sean, for making it easier on her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a friend,” Sean said softly. “I’ll pray that everyone I care for makes it out without trouble today.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be good for all of us…” Fiona murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    He took the time to kiss his wives and staff goodbye before getting on the bus. When he shut the door behind him, Arliat got them rolling out of the yard. Taking a seat next to Fiona, he took her hand in his. 
 
      
 
    “Today will be memorable,” Amedee Mageheart said. “I know I’m being summoned because of Forged Bonds and not my marriage with Toivo.” 
 
      
 
    “Any summons by the Queens is something to remember,” Toivo Mageheart nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Rather have stayed home…” Vasu Flamehair muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Vasu,” Charie warned her husband, “we represent the entire family. Going without you wasn’t an option.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t make me happier to go,” Vasu said, “but at least we have friends with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if I feel like the one most out of place,” Augustus MacLenn sighed. 
 
      
 
    “That would be me, dear,” Jennifer, his wife, said. 
 
      
 
    “Walk me through the decorum for this again, please, Amedee?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll arrive and go to the throne room. The scribes will check us against the summons list. Once inside, we will wait for the Queens to grace us with their presence. That is when the Accounting for the Advisor will begin. It is always the first piece of business in the city for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, Mackenzie will be okay,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “Minerva believes she will be, and out of all of us, she’s had the most interactions with the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Minerva and Illandril will both be there when we arrive,” Charie said. “High Lords and Ladies, plus the Commander, are always the first to arrive. It shows that they are obedient to the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “We wait during the Accounting. Once they rule on Mackenzie’s time as Advisor, they will either make an example of her or reward her. Both Queens will grant her a boon if she has ruled well. Mackenzie can call on those boons at any time for nearly anything she wishes.” 
 
      
 
    “What have people asked for before?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Becoming a City Lord is a popular one, and removing a Shame from a family member isn’t unheard of, but it isn’t common. Most hold them as trump cards, as few will move against you if you have a boon from the Queens at the ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad Truestrike didn’t have one.” 
 
      
 
    “It would have been problematic, as he could have asked the Advisor to grant it in their stead.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything would have pivoted against you,” Toivo said grimly. 
 
      
 
    “Once the Accounting is over, they will address anything they deem of interest. The rise and fall of Houses happen frequently at that point. It’s then that I would expect you to be called before them.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona shuddered, and Sean put his arm around her waist. “We’ll be fine, dear,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “You made sure Fiona was with you to address the fact that she no longer carries her Shame?” Amedee asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I wasn’t going to have them summon her later and forbid me from being with her.” 
 
      
 
    “That will either work wonderfully, or… not,” Charie said softly. “How it is viewed will be influenced by Mackenzie’s report. The better you’ve done for the city and in deference to the Advisor, the more inclined to leniency they will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Politics…” Sean grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. The Queens are the rulers; everything near them is political,” Toivo said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping they just want to thank my family for helping deliver food when it was needed,” Augustus said. “There’s nothing else I can think of it being.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not because you supported Sean,” Vasu said. “If it was, all of us would’ve been summoned. Amedee is coming because of Forged Bonds, Charie and I are coming because of the new sewer upgrades, and you are coming because of the food deliveries. Sean is being summoned because of everything he’s done since coming to Accord.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with you,” Amedee said. 
 
      
 
    “The question is going to come down to how much they’re going to try forcing me into things,” Sean said. “They know my story— Siobhan would’ve told them and shown them the book. Will they be friendly and ask for my help, or are they going to talk down to me and demand my assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens aren’t known for asking,” Toivo said. 
 
      
 
    “And Sean isn’t known for responding well to aggression,” Amedee sighed. 
 
      
 
    Silence fell over the group as everyone imagined just how badly the coming meeting might go. 
 
      
 
    The trip to the Great Tree never took that long, and with the Queens in the city, the streets were not as busy. That made the drive even quicker, as Arliat didn’t have to worry as much about people walking in front of her. 
 
      
 
    When they got right up near the center of the city, things got a lot busier. Arliat pulled them into line behind the ornate carriages slowly moving into the roundabout. Most of the nobility of Accord seemed to have been summoned. 
 
      
 
    “The others will be here, but they were just told to attend, not summoned,” Amedee said, looking at the slow-moving line. “Every noble in Accord attends the Queens’ first audience.” 
 
      
 
    “I see Evelyn’s car,” Vasu said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think Daria asked her father to come?” Jennifer asked. 
 
      
 
    “She might have. He’d have made it if she sent her car to get him,” Sean said. “But why would she?” 
 
      
 
    “To bolster your standing,” Fiona said. “Another powerful noble fully healed by you.” 
 
      
 
    “All those who owe you will be here, along with those who hope you gain the Queens’ displeasure,” Charie said. “The first group vastly outstrips the second. You are the most politically inept man I know, Sean—” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Sean said. He sincerely meant it, earning chuckles from the others. 
 
      
 
    “But you built a large following of people who feel indebted to you. For most, this would be something to crow about. The Queens will likely look on it favorably.” 
 
      
 
    “Great…” Sean deadpanned. “I’ll be doing my best to not anger them, but we all know how blunt I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why today, anything can happen,” Amedee said. “If they know you as the Harbinger, they might not be as pointed as they could be. Or… they might be even more pointed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like every other day to me,” Sean snorted. 
 
      
 
    Arliat crept them forward in line until they finally made it inside. “Stairs coming up,” she announced. “I’ll be waiting to hear that I need to come get you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send word as soon as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “The clan will be waiting,” Ven said from the cubby above Sean. “While we don’t expect to be needed, we will be ready to respond if called. The only problem is that only one Fairy per person can go inside. That puts a little stress on what happens if things do go badly.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt the clan inside can match you,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “No, they can’t, but with the Queens there… it’s not as clear that we could get away, either.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t come to that.” 
 
      
 
    “We all hope,” Fiona added after Sean, squeezing his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Fair,” he murmured, then kissed her cheek. “Our friends will be there with us. It will work out.” 
 
      
 
    “If they move against you and Sean, we won’t be quiet,” Amedee said. “We all call you dear friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Real friends. Not the kind we were all raised to use,” Charie added. 
 
      
 
    “He did kind of help us change how we view society,” Toivo said. 
 
      
 
    “Not all of us,” Vasu chuckled. “I already held views like his, which is why I normally stay away from things like today.” 
 
      
 
    “You both love your work,” Charie smiled at her husband. 
 
      
 
    Sean took slow, deep breaths as the bus came to a stop. Once they went up to the throne room, there would be no changing what would happen. Either he’d be able to come to an Agreement with the Queens, or… things would go poorly. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Sean opened the door, letting his friends off first. He was the last one off the bus with Fiona. Everyone nearby had stopped to take stock of who had come in the elaborate vehicle if they hadn’t seen it before. 
 
      
 
    Evelyn Bloodheart, the head of the Accord Bloodheart family, had waited when she’d seen the bus. At her side was Benedict Titanswrath, the head of his family. The pair had linked arms, indicating to one and all that their courtship was starting. “Lord MacDougal, a pleasure,” Evelyn said. “Shall we go up together?” 
 
      
 
    “We’d be glad to,” Sean said, “but I see Dame Olivia Purebreath coming this way with Knight Charles Oakheart escorting her. We should let them join us.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. Purebreath is a dear friend of mine.” 
 
      
 
    As Olivia and Oakheart got closer, another pair arrived via car. Dame Daria Iceblood and her father, City Lord Phillippe Iceblood, stepped out of the vehicle with bright smiles. “We seem to have arrived at the perfect time,” Daria said. “Do you mind if we accompany you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Fiona said. “Lord Iceblood, a pleasure to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well, Lady MacDougal,” Phillippe replied. “I’ve hated climbing all these stairs for decades, but today, I think it will be as easy as breathing.” 
 
      
 
    The few who knew Lord Iceblood started whispered conversations— he was carrying his cane casually, not resting on it the way he used to. Those conversations made the older man smile broadly. Being in even better condition than he’d been in his prime was something he was very much looking forward to if old acquaintances wanted to be snide. 
 
      
 
    “Since we’re all here, shall we?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “After you, Lord MacDougal,” Phillippe said, setting the tone for others. As a City Lord, he was slightly higher than anyone not a High Lord. For him to defer to Sean was a statement to the onlookers. 
 
      
 
    Offering Fiona his arm, Sean led her to the stairs, getting into the long line heading up. His friends fell in behind them. The conversations that spread in their wake were amusing for those near the back who could hear them; they were split roughly between the Queens lauding Sean or striking him down. If Sean had heard that, he’d have agreed with them. He wasn’t sure exactly what this meeting would end with, but he held to his conviction to keep his family and friends safe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    The throne room was on the same level as the ballroom. Sean again considered elevators to make the trips less intensive and easier for the disabled, but he wasn’t going to ask the Queens for permission— he already had enough to deal with. Thankfully, he didn’t need to do more than follow the long line of nobility that’d stretched all the way down to the roundabout. 
 
      
 
    If this doesn’t go terribly, I’ll need to get back to working out a portal to Earth, Sean thought. I guess I could try some well-known icons, like the Statue of Liberty, the pyramids, or the Eiffel Tower… not that New York, Egypt, or Paris are where I want to go. I’ve never seen the Blarney Stone, so I can’t make a good representation of it. Same with the Cliffs of Moher, but I could maybe get Stonehenge to work? Sure, it’s not Ireland, but if I can fly, it’s an easy jump across. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Fiona murmured, cutting into his thoughts, “are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking about portals,” Sean admitted. “I’m not sure if my Talents will work on Earth or not. I think they will, but without testing, it’s dicey, now that I think about it. It’d be best if I chose a familiar place where I can open a portal without it becoming a major problem. I could test my Talents, then hop back through if they don’t work. If they do, I’ll just take the materials to make the return portal on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    She squeezed his arm where she was holding his elbow. “We’re almost to the throne room.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. I’ll focus. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s who you are, husband. I’m not upset; I’m just worried.” 
 
      
 
    His left hand covered hers on his right elbow. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Letting out a rough breath, Fiona gave him a smile. “Even if it goes bad, it’ll be fine because you’re with me. I just don’t want to see what happens if Winter is truly upset, much less if both of them get angry.” 
 
      
 
    Sean couldn’t fault her. He was leery of trying to match both Queens, even for a minute, if things went wrong. If it got that bad, though, he wouldn’t hold back, as that would only cause more harm to everyone around him. 
 
      
 
    The throne room doors were in sight; in front of them, a squad of hard-faced men and women in adamantine armor stood with the scribes. The Queens’ recordkeepers were checking each person against lists before letting them into the room. 
 
      
 
    When Sean was only a group back, the scribes tensed when they saw him. Their reaction to seeing him got the guards to become even more alert, their hands touching hilts. The pair of nobles with the scribes stiffened, wondering what they’d done wrong. When one of the scribes told them to enter, the couple did so quickly. 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped forward, his voice level as he spoke clearly, “Lord Sean MacDougal and wife, Lady Fiona MacDougal.” 
 
      
 
    The scribes both checked off a name on a much smaller list, then spoke in that eerie unison they used, “Enter, Lord MacDougal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean walked past the guards, who’d remained poised to act. He didn’t go far, as the next room was an antechamber with even more guards. Major Stoutheart stood with two other men in much fancier armor, while a dozen other guards Sean had never seen before were also in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Lord and Lady MacDougal, we need any weapons you have on your person. Your bags will also need to be checked,” Stoutheart said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    Sean saw everyone in the room tense at his name. Unhooking his bag, he held it out to Stoutheart, then opened his jacket. “My bag, and any of you can check me for weapons. I ask Stoutheart to verify that Fiona isn’t armed.” 
 
      
 
    Both of the adamantine and mithril-inlaid armored guards who’d been with Stoutheart went to check Sean. Stoutheart checked Fiona over briefly, then her bag. By the time the other two were done with Sean, Stoutheart held the bag back out to Sean. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, MacDougal. You’ve never given us trouble. I present to you Majors Firehand and Frozenhair, who represent their Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” Sean said, inclining his head to each. 
 
      
 
    “You may enter now,” Stoutheart said. 
 
      
 
    Two of the guards at the far side of the room opened the doors for him. As Sean and Fiona stepped through, he heard Amedee and Toivo declare themselves behind him before the door shut. 
 
      
 
    The throne room wasn’t as large as the ballroom— it lacked the alcoves for private conversations and the dance floor. It did have the statues of the Queens as pillars to support the roof, much as the ballroom did. The biggest feature was the two thrones, each on their own dais at the far end of the room. The dais and chairs were slightly angled in so they could see the entire room, but also each other. The empty dais between them spoke volumes to Sean about how the Huntsman should’ve been involved. The throne on the eastern side of the room was decorated with blues and silvers, while the western throne was decorated in reds and oranges, making it clear which throne was for which Queen. 
 
      
 
    All around the room, against the walls, adamantine-armored men and women stood. Each had a shield in hand and a sword on their hips, but just like the thrones, each had a notable surcoat that denoted which Queen they were with. The double doors Sean and Fiona came through was the delineation on the south side to keep them separate. The far north wall was empty of all but the two guards standing next to single doors near each dais. 
 
      
 
    Sean took all that in at a glance, which is all the time he got before everyone looked his way. It was bound to happen when every light in the room focused on him. Looking up, he saw a hundred or more wisps as the light sources in the room. Every single wisp focused on him, shifting the light in the entire throne room. He looked back down, silently promising the wisps to do his best to free them. 
 
      
 
    Fiona had looked up, as well, but then back at the sea of faces. Seeing a friendly one, she gently guided Sean toward them. “High Lady, a pleasure to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva glanced up at the wisps, watching them track Sean before she met Fiona’s eyes. “Indeed. Well, if there was any doubt as to your story, it would have been put to rest with this.” 
 
      
 
    “They want freedom,” Sean said. “It’ll be another thing to try to get done.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I will wish you luck in that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s one of the reasons for the electric lights,” Sean said. “There’s no need for their souls to be trapped any longer than they already have been.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens have long said the wisps will remain until what was lost was returned. I do believe you will manage it when the Huntsman is brought to them.” 
 
      
 
    “No pressure…” Sean said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “No more than you already had on your shoulders.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord and Lady MacDougal,” a woman greeted them as she came gliding effortlessly toward them, “I do hope you don’t mind me bringing some friends to greet you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean pivoted to face Lady Emeraldeyes. “Lady, a pleasure to see you here. I’m happy to meet friends of yours. I’d be happy to introduce them to other friends of mine,” he said, seeing Amedee, Charie, and the others drifting his way. “Especially Lady Charie Flamehair. She’s a good friend from Hearthglen who has risen in the ranks of her family recently.” 
 
      
 
    Vasu’s smile was a little pained since that meant he was going to have to interact even more with the other nobles. He would for his wife and family, but he gave Sean an eye roll. Sean’s smile conveyed the old saying of, “if I have to suffer, so do you.” 
 
      
 
    Most of the assorted nobility came to exchange greetings with Sean and his friends. A lot of them felt he would be elevated to High Lord, and they wanted to make inroads into what could be a profitable friendship before that. The notable exceptions were those who’d been with Truestrike; the old allies of Sean’s adversary looked troubled and fearful. Sean would soon be able to cause them even more grief than they’d already experienced for their siding against him before. 
 
      
 
    It was a little past midday when a bell chimed, cutting through the room to silence everyone. As one, everybody turned to face the north wall; only Sean was a second behind the rest in doing so. A moment later, the pair of doors opened to admit the Queens. 
 
      
 
    Summer wore a tight dress that showed off her figure while covering her entirely. Her hair was multi-hued, reminiscent of autumn leaves. It was swept back from her face, but fell in waves down her back. That only brought the eye to her most well-known asset, as it stopped just above her rear. Her dress was the rich green color of spring, sparkling as the emeralds incorporated into it caught the light of the room. 
 
      
 
    Winter was Summer’s opposite in most ways. Her stark white hair was styled up into an elaborate coiffure atop her head. Her gown was light blue-white, making one think of glacial ice. The skirt was short, stopping at her knee to show off the flawless skin below it. The deep scoop neckline displayed more creamy, flawless skin, accenting her best-known physical attributes. 
 
      
 
    The two Queens ignored each other as they went to their respective thrones, the entire room silent. Once they were seated, the Queens stared at each other for a few long seconds before Summer dipped her head. Winter then dipped hers a fraction before they looked at the gathered crowd of nobles. 
 
      
 
    “We were summoned back as momentous events have come to our world,” Winter said softly, her voice filling the room. “We shall start with the Advisor’s tenure as our proxy. Mackenzie Earthfoot, come before us.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie came out of the crowd. She was in a fine dress, her head held high. She advanced to stand between the Queens in the open space that no one dared enter without being summoned. “Queen Winter, I have come as called.” 
 
      
 
    “Less than the accustomed time has passed, but important events have come during your tenure. Summer and I have heard your retelling, and our scribes have informed us of even more. After our consultation with High Keeper Pagetender, we have agreed that you have done your best in our time away from Accord. You shall have a boon from each of us. What do you request of your Queens?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, Queen Winter; my leg was restored to me already. The only other request I had is no longer possible because of Truestrike’s treachery. If you allow it, I will hold my boons for now.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Summer added. 
 
      
 
    “You are being elevated to High Lady, regardless,” Winter went on after a small pause. “Your dedication to your station was notable. Many are those who failed in your same place with less incentive.” 
 
      
 
    “I am honored, My Queens,” Mackenzie said evenly, though there was no joy on her face. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt for Mackenzie. The only thing she’d hoped for was Ironfist to be alive to court him when her time ended, but Truestrike had ripped that away from her. The last thing Mackenzie cared about was nobility, and here the Queens were, making her equal to the ones just below them in station. 
 
      
 
    “You may return to the crowd. We call forward the following Lords and Ladies who were known allies to Lord Truestrike…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    When the dozen nobles stood before the Queens, the two monarchs stared at them impassively for a few silent minutes. Sean could feel the pressure the Queens were building around the terrified nobles. 
 
      
 
    “You erred greatly,” Summer spoke up to break the silence. “Not as badly as your ally, who is now dead, but you still erred.” 
 
      
 
    “If Truestrike had not been killed by his daughter, he would be dealt with first for his treachery against us,” Winter joined in. 
 
      
 
    “But Lady Trisha Truestrike struck him down; we would laud her if not for her untimely demise. A death at the hands of her own child, because she slew a traitor. That child raised weapons against the Advisor and was killed for it. None may raise weapons against us or our chosen speaker without paying for it.” 
 
      
 
    “We will not hear you give empty excuses for your choices, either. All of you will be stripped back to Aspirant, and your greater families will be given letters explaining our displeasure with you. Perhaps your children or grandchildren will one day redeem your mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Your manors and lands in Accord and the surrounding country will be taken by us to give to those who are worthy of them,” Summer smiled brightly. “You have two hours after this audience ends to gather the possessions you value most. At that point, you will be removed from your homes. Now stand back, but do not leave.” 
 
      
 
    Sean watched the defeated nobles slink from the open space in front of the Queens. He recognized a few of them: Lord Houndlord and Lady Evergreen were the ones he’d interacted with the most, but the others he’d seen speaking with Truestrike at the gala. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Liofas Fireheart and Lady Camilla Fireheart, come forward,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    The father and daughter walked forward, their faces masks hiding their emotions. Sean was sure they were terrified of what was about to happen, but unwilling to show it. 
 
      
 
    “You have diminished your family in my eyes,” Summer said. “I had thought you would find a way to lift yourself up, Fireheart. Instead, you almost ruined your entire House by having your daughter court Truestrike.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause, and Lord Fireheart cleared his throat to speak. “Queen Summer, I withdrew their proposed courtship. Truestrike’s failures— before his treachery— were enough to warn me off.” 
 
      
 
    “Warn you off?” Winter smiled coldly. “Your meeting with Advisor Earthfoot had you ready to reinstate that courtship if Truestrike bested Lord MacDougal in a duel. Is that not true?” 
 
      
 
    Fireheart swallowed, then lifted his chin slightly. “It is, Queen Winter.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Fireheart,” Summer cut in, “tell me: did you endorse the courtship with Truestrike?” 
 
      
 
    Camilla looked terrified. Her voice shook slightly when she answered, “I did at first, my Queen. He was powerful, and possibly going to be a High Lord. I’ve been told all my life that is what I should seek in a husband. I found him frigid and distant, more so than most nobles. I would have been unhappy, personally, but happy to have risen beside him if he were successful in his plans to become a High Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… You speak truthfully. That is a credit to you. Would you have sought that courtship on your own?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I would never have considered him if not for my father’s insistence. It is why the opening stages of the courtship were taking so long.” 
 
      
 
    Her father stiffened, but didn’t look at his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “Did you have another you would rather have courted?” Winter asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I wanted to mingle more with my peers and the sons of my betters to find someone who I might find more in common with.” 
 
      
 
    “Bold,” Summer smiled. “Lord Fireheart, you shall hand over your House to your daughter. You may keep your title, but she has clearer foresight than you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Queen,” Fireheart said. His mouth was a thin line as he tried not to show his anger. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Fireheart, you have ten years to find a suitable husband. Do not disappoint me with your choice.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not, My Queen.” Camilla curtsied low to Summer, then to Winter. 
 
      
 
    “If you do, you will not retain your position.” Winter smiled when Camilla stood back up. “Clear the floor.” 
 
      
 
    Lord and Lady Fireheart walked away; her with a proud smile, while her father had a sour expression. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Charie Flamehair, come forward,” Summer called. 
 
      
 
    Charie stepped forward with Vasu at her side. “Queen Summer, how may I serve you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have questions,” Winter cut in. “You have made strides for your greater family to reduce the troubles of waste, strides that brought you to the rank of Lady and moved you to Accord. We find this curious… not many wish to reside in our first city. Why did you?” 
 
      
 
    Charie spoke calmly, “Accord is where good friends of mine were going, and I knew my family disliked it here. With my ascension to Lady, I felt it would be for the best to assist my allies while using this central location to change how my family works.” 
 
      
 
    “Well spoken, but these strides are not yours alone,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “No, Queen Summer. My friend, Dame Mageheart, has been beside me for the entire undertaking. If not for her association, which I am also a part of, most of what I have accomplished would not have happened.” 
 
      
 
    “We will speak with her shortly. I have called you forward to commend you on the strides you have made. Having tried one of the inventions to reduce waste, I can say that it was far more pleasant than it was before.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to have brought you some comfort, My Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “The new lamps have been well received, as well. In the areas you have set them up, we have had no complaints of odors,” Winter cut in. “You have these made by Forged Bonds?” 
 
      
 
    “We do, same as the toilets, Queen Winter.” 
 
      
 
    “And the cars are made by them, among many other wonderous things,” Summer said. “You have received my commendation. I am sure the greater Flamehair family will be looking to raise you higher in their ranks. You may step back.” 
 
      
 
    “A moment,” Winter said. “Lord Flamehair, you came from outside the noble ranks, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, My Queen,” Vasu said a bit stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “It is said that you personally toil with the men under the streets. Is this true?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, My Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet I can only smell clean air around you. The old, lingering smell associated with your work is not present. How is this possible?” 
 
      
 
    “A dear friend helped create an item that reduces these odors for those of us who work under the streets.” 
 
      
 
    “What is this friend’s name?” 
 
      
 
    Vasu hesitated for a moment before answering, “Lord Sean MacDougal, My Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He is known to us. Now you may step back.” 
 
      
 
    Charie and Vasu walked away. They were both smiling, but Vasu met Sean’s eyes with an apologetic nod. 
 
      
 
    “Dame Mageheart, come forth,” Winter called. 
 
      
 
    Amedee and Toivo walked forward together. 
 
      
 
    “A union of the Mageeyes and Bloodheart family… something we had not anticipated, especially from a pair who had been viewed unfavorably by their own families. Yet not only did you marry, you were given leave to form your own House. Did your association help this happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Forged Bonds was at the center of many things, My Queen,” Amedee replied. “The events in Hearthglen did propel us together. I consider the good fortune of a friendship to have been the key to everything that came to me this cycle.” 
 
      
 
    “Forged Bonds has created many new marvels, marvels not of this world,” Winter announced with a frosty voice. “Who was behind them?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Sean MacDougal, Queen Winter. He was behind everything the association has done. I would speak for him, if needed, as he saved a dear friend from iron poisoning and was the one to stop Truestrike’s treachery.” 
 
      
 
    Summer laughed, giving Winter a smirk. “Perhaps the Magehearts are more Summer than Winter.” 
 
      
 
    “We side with both of you, My Queens,” Toivo said. “A good friend has shown us that, by bridging gaps, we can do more than create them. My wife has found that a plain tongue has done more for her than a twisted one, is all.” 
 
      
 
    Winter smirked back at Summer. “It seems they do not side with you, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “My Queens,” Amedee spoke softly as the tension between the monarchs grew, “Forged Bonds is ready to deliver to you every invention that we’ve made, not least of which are adamantine-plated buses. The interiors are more luxurious than your carriages had been. The moment you wish them delivered, we will make sure they are brought to you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean blinked; he hadn’t known that Amedee had been working on buses for the Queens. It made perfect sense, but he hadn’t thought of it. He’d think a train track that went between the cardinal cities would be even better for them. He could plate them, and add space for the buses to be loaded up so they could travel with the Queens to the next city in even more comfort. When he felt the gazes of both Queens on him, he snapped out of his musings. 
 
      
 
    Both looked back to Amedee. “Deliver them later today,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Winter nodded. “You will be given a country manor once we find the best of the ones that we will be taking control of.” 
 
      
 
    “But for now, you may step back. But as Lord and Lady Mageheart.” 
 
      
 
    Amedee and Toivo bowed low before leaving the open space. 
 
      
 
    “We call forth MacDougal’s close allies, those who knew the truth of his origin,” Winter said. “Minus those we have already spoken to.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at his friends; Augustus and Jennifer MacLenn were the pair who looked the most uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “We will not take long here,” Summer said. “You all chose well. MacLenn, your quick movement to assist with food for Accord and the manner of vehicles you use are noted. You are hereby raised to Aspirant MacLenn. See the scribes later to deal with your crest.” 
 
      
 
    Augustus and Jennfier bowed low to the Queens, thanking them. 
 
      
 
    “Dame Purebreath, you are now Lady Purebreath. Your family would do good to elevate you to the head of your House. We also smile upon your budding union.” Summer’s eyes went to Knight Oakheart, who was in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, My Queens,” Olivia Purebreath said, curtsying deeply. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Bloodheart,” Winter cut in. “Your father died protecting the Advisor from treachery. His name is recorded in our halls as one of the valiant. Your House has a boon from us for his service.” 
 
      
 
    Evelyn Bloodheart raised her chin. “My Queens, my father wouldn’t ask for a boon. His life was, as always, protecting those he could. I would not disrespect you by declining the boon, so I will ask for something to help continue the family. Might I have your blessing to marry Lord Titanswrath?” 
 
      
 
    All eyes went to Benedict, who looked just as shocked as the rest of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Titanswrath, come forward,” Summer said. When Benedict did, she continued, “Would you wish to marry Lady Bloodheart?” 
 
      
 
    “With all my heart,” Benedict answered without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… a joining of their families would lead to a powerful branch,” Winter mused. “We shall look forward to your children. One or more might be inducted into our guards.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would be good,” Summer smiled. “You have our blessing.” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens raised their hands, and Sean felt the energy rush from them to cover Evelyn and Benedict. He was too far away to touch the power, but it was potent. Benedict and Evelyn grasped the other’s hand, their mouths open as the Queens blessed them. 
 
      
 
    “You may step back,” Winter said when they lowered their hands. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Iceblood, Dame Iceblood, we are surprised to see you both here,” Summer said. “And you, Lord, without leaning on your cane.” 
 
      
 
    “I was healed by the same man who healed Advisor Earthfoot, Queen Summer.” 
 
      
 
    “You also have more power than you did in your prime,” Winter said, sitting forward slightly. “Your daughter is your equal, I see… Interesting, as she was merely a fragment of your old power before.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Iceblood stood silently. 
 
      
 
    “No comment for your Queen?” Winter asked pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “I am bound by Agreements, My Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I am not asking who or how, but I am correct about your power, am I not?” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct, My Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. I shall recall you from the city soon, then, as you shall better serve me as you did in ages past. Your daughter will be elevated to your current position, for the two of you had foresight and have grown accordingly.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re honored,” Iceblood said as he and Daria bowed. 
 
      
 
    “All of you may step back,” Summer said a bit tightly. She was upset that Iceblood had grown in power and been healed while none of her faithful had. “Lord Sean MacDougal, come forward.” 
 
      
 
    Sean squeezed Fiona’s hand before he led her with him before the Queens of Fey. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    “Queen Summer. Queen Winter.” Sean bowed to both of them. 
 
      
 
    The monarchs stared at him silently for a long minute before their energy flooded the space between them. Sean grunted as he pulled Fiona into his arms and, together, pushed their own energy out around them. 
 
      
 
    Gasps came from the crowd as icy and heated distortions formed between the Queens and Sean. It was clear that the pair of monarchs were testing him far more than they did most nobles. Normally, one Queen lashed out and the other defended an ally— to see both Queens lash out was something that most had never seen. 
 
      
 
    High Lady Minerva Queensblood walked the line between the two Queens’ power to join Sean in the middle of the maelstrom. Her expression was tight, but she didn’t waver, making a clear statement about where she stood. 
 
      
 
    A couple of seconds later, the Queens pulled back their energy, and Summer asked, “High Lady Queensblood, why do you stand with this Outsider?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord MacDougal saved the Advisor, stopped Truestrike’s plans that would have hobbled this city, killed a Greater Vampire, and much more, Queen Summer.” 
 
      
 
    “You would side with him over your Queens?” Winter asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “No. I would stand with him to show support for what he has done. I am not siding with him over either of you, just as I wouldn’t side with either of you over the other. My House has long held the middle ground between you two. It was deemed good to have a powerful noble who wouldn’t take sides.” 
 
      
 
    “He does not belong in our world,” Summer said flatly. “This burgeoning deity is tied to those who owe us everything.” 
 
      
 
    “You want the Huntsman,” Sean joined in. “I am working on finding him for you. As your prophecies have stated, the Harbinger will point the way with Dark Cutter.” He gently moved Fiona closer to Minerva behind him, then held out his empty hand. “This is not a threat,” he stated clearly before Dark Cutter appeared in the shape of an axe. “The Axe of Sorrow has chosen me. I am the Harbinger, and I am working on doing as you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Trust one beholden to the Tuatha?” Winter sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Touched by— blessed by, perhaps— but not beholden,” Sean said as Dark Cutter went back to being a ring. 
 
      
 
    Everyone who could see his hand saw the transition this time. Whispered conversations about Dark Cutter being enchanted began behind him. 
 
      
 
    “How do we know that is truly the Axe of Sorrow?” Summer asked. 
 
      
 
    “Call your smith; he should know it. Dark Cutter isn’t sure if Winter’s smith pushed too hard or if yours held back.” 
 
      
 
    A gust of cold came from Winter. “Something I had always wondered, too, but her smith died shortly after the axe was finished because balance must be maintained.” 
 
      
 
    “It was wasteful,” Summer sneered at Winter. “Now withdraw your frost, or I will remove it myself.” 
 
      
 
    The chill slowly abated. 
 
      
 
    “If you’d allow me, I can call forth someone to verify if I am beholden to the Tuatha or not,” Sean said when the two monarchs had paused. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Summer asked. 
 
      
 
    “Morrigan, the last of the Tuatha,” Sean said. “All of the rest are gone now.” 
 
      
 
    Winter and Summer exchanged a look, and then both nodded slowly. “Bring her,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    Sean closed his eyes; he’d never tried this before, and he wasn’t sure he could even do it. Touching on his divinity, he called for Morrigan with his soul. A faint ping came back, and he opened his eyes. “You need to open the way for her. The old Agreement between you won’t allow her in, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Summer motioned lazily. Winter silently fumed, then did the same. The moment they did, a slim crack of space appeared, and Morrigan stepped through it a second later. She was dressed in courtly attire with gems on her fingers and neck. Sean was surprised, as he’d never seen her dressed up, but she was every inch the match for the Queens in beauty. 
 
      
 
    “Summer, Winter, I thank you for allowing me into your realm,” Morrigan said. “It has been a few ages.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is nothing to us,” Summer said with a bite of anger in her tone. “The wound is still raw, Morrigan.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no healing to the wound!” Winter hissed as frost crackled on her throne. “You not only slew him, you destroyed him!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Sean said softly. “There are three sides to every story. Yours, theirs, and the facts. Morrigan says they gave him a chance to go. He persisted on his hunt, so they chased him down— they had no idea that iron was so toxic to you. You say they hunted him down and killed him without qualm or compunction. As with most things, the truth is likely between the two of those recollections. We aren’t here to argue over what came before. We called you, Morrigan, to attest if I am beholden to the Tuatha.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean is his own pantheon now,” Morrigan answered. “We gave him no task, no geas, nothing to compel him. Before we sent him here, we did have a hope, the same as you have.” She looked from Winter to Summer. “The hope that he might find a way to make an old mistake right. Our hope was that if he wished to help, he would become what he is today: the Harbinger. That would let him find your Huntsman for you, and I could ask for the trapped souls.” She paused to look up at the wisps. “That you would let them go in peace… you damned them for our wrong. They have paid for our mistake. Please, let them go if the Huntsman is returned.” 
 
      
 
    That brought the attention of the Queens to the wisps, which were still fully focused on Sean. “But he was blessed by you,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “Those that remained gave their divine sparks to him when we crafted his body. He is part of all of what we were, minus me… I was forbidden… as one of us had to see if we could finally free the lost. I shall not be long for the universe once Sean finishes what he has begun.” 
 
      
 
    “But you sent him here, not elsewhere,” Winter said frostily. 
 
      
 
    “In making our bargain with Sean, we upset many others of the Divine Agreements; Odin, Lucifer, and Lucifer’s old master. They are not allowed to act freely here… in part, it was a hope of righting old debts, but it was also the safest place we could give Sean to live.” Morrigan glanced at Sean. “He found much more than we thought he would here, and of his own will, he has begun what you deeply yearn for and what I hope to see before the end.” 
 
      
 
    “I never wanted to be here in front of you both,” Sean said, stepping into the silence when Morrigan finished. “If Truestrike’s machinations hadn’t struck Oakwood, I’d still be there, cutting wood and loving Fiona. He set me on a path when he killed Darragh for Dark Cutter. I again tried to just live a peaceful life in Hearthglen, only for another of your nobles there to hound me. Truestrike allowed Einherjar onto this world, and they came for me…” He had to pause as the old hurt of Chastity and Lilly dying during that fight hit him. “They killed two of my wives,” anger laced his words. “In return, I slew the ones responsible, but I knew then that Truestrike wouldn’t stop chasing Dark Cutter. City Lady Greenlimb promoted me to Lord, and I came to finish what Truestrike had started. In avenging my friends from Oakwood, I thwarted multiple attempts to discredit and drag down Commander Queensblood and Advisor Earthfoot. In the end, I fought him, I survived his treachery, I saved your scribes and Advisor, and I helped his daughter get justice against him. Since that day, I have been working to go back to Earth to find your Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    Silence followed in the wake of Sean’s speech. No one wanted to speak lest they upset the Queens. 
 
      
 
    “Fiona… step forward,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing, Fiona went a step ahead of Sean. “Queen Winter?” 
 
      
 
    Winter stared at her for a long moment. “Your Shame is over; I have approved of this. The Lord you slew deserved his fate, but we cannot let commoners kill nobles without repercussions.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s snort was loud in the silence. 
 
      
 
    “You wished to say something, MacDougal?” 
 
      
 
    “Society should change, but this is your world, so I will abide by what is,” Sean answered stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “After you have introduced things from your old world already?” Summer asked with a hint of snark. 
 
      
 
    “Gods forfend that life improves for everyone!” Sean snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Sean!” Fiona took his hand, squeezing tightly. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath, but stopped talking. 
 
      
 
    The Queens’ eyes went distant for a moment before they focused back on the couple. “Harbinger,” Summer said, “we shall give you time to fulfill the prophecy, but we will not wait forever. If you fail, we shall make our displeasure known.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Winter said coldly. “Since he is obviously upset with how we have ruled, let him show us that he has the strength to speak to us in such a way and not suffer for it. If he is the Harbinger, he should be able to.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva cleared her throat. “My Queens, he is my equal at the very least. I have sparred with him, as has my son. He is fully capable of standing as an equal to a High Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “The Harbinger should be more. He can fight a Champion from each of us. That is only fair to prove himself.” 
 
      
 
    “My Queens.” Siobhan Pagetender came forward, holding a thick book. “Excuse me, but I must remind you of Futuresight’s words… ‘Even the Seasons may fall.’” 
 
      
 
    “If he is the Harbinger,” Winter said. “I desire proof that he is.” 
 
      
 
    “More than Dark Cutter?” Sean asked. “More than the fact that I can stand between the pair of you and not wilt?” 
 
      
 
    “More than my word?” Minerva asked. 
 
      
 
    “Or mine?” Mackenzie stepped forward. “Or the word of those he has broken free of the old ways?” 
 
      
 
    With that, all of Sean’s allies took a few steps forward to separate from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve barely gone two major events without a fight. I’d really like to maintain that record,” Sean added. 
 
      
 
    “I would add what you should have sensed on your own,” Morrigan said. “He is a Nexus; it is why so many tried to sway him. The Harbinger was always destined to be a Nexus. Seeing me has no doubt upset you enough that you wish to hurt me. I will go now.” Morrigan took a step to the side, appearing to slip sideways between planes. 
 
      
 
    “Winter, we should give him a chance,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “You…!” Winter started, then snapped her mouth shut. Ice bloomed behind her, forming figures that gleamed in the light. 
 
      
 
    Flames sprouted behind Summer, creating an equal set of people made of her element. 
 
      
 
    “Accord is neutral ground,” Siobhan said sharply. “You both agreed that you would never fight each other here.” 
 
      
 
    The Queens turned their heads slowly to Siobhan, who crashed to the ground under their displeasure. Sean launched himself to stand between them and Siobhan as his armor formed over his body. 
 
      
 
    “Attacking my friends is a bad move,” Sean said firmly. “Emotions are high, but this would make you no better than the Tuatha when they killed your lover.” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens’ heads jerked backward as if they’d been slapped. The figures of fire and ice vanished as quickly as they’d appeared. Siobhan groaned in pain feebly; she’d never had both of the Queens so upset with her before. 
 
      
 
    “You have three tendays!” Winter hissed, clouds of frost coming from her mouth as she spoke. “After that, we will be displeased!” 
 
      
 
    “No more than that, or we will take action,” Summer added as heat rolled off her. 
 
      
 
    “This meeting is over!” the pair said together before they stood and headed for their doors. 
 
      
 
    Sean let his armor withdraw as he spun to Siobhan. Kneeling, he touched her cheek, pushing healing into her. He found her physically unharmed, but her energy was nearly gone. “Siobhan?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean…” Siobhan murmured. “I just… I just need to rest now…” She passed out the next moment. 
 
      
 
    “I will see her home,” Mackenzie said softly. “You should go, Sean. They’ve given you a short time to do what they want.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, because that’s just been my life here,” Sean snorted as he stood. The nobles were quickly filing out of the room, all except for his allies. He looked at them, then bowed his head. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You would do the same for any of us, as you have already proved,” Amedee said, nodding toward Siobhan. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, I need to return to my duties,” Commander Queensblood said softly. “Will you be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “They are emotional right now. So close to having the Huntsman returned to them…” Minerva sighed. “We should be fine, at least for a few tendays.” She looked at Sean. “If you fail, they will show their displeasure to your allies first.” 
 
      
 
    Sean snorted again. “If they cross me, then even the Seasons may fall.” 
 
      
 
    “As I tried to warn them,” Siobhan whispered, having woken when Mackenzie picked her up. “Thank you, Mackenzie.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll stay at my home tonight. I do hope the maids have gotten it in order,” Mackenzie said, carrying Siobhan away. 
 
      
 
    Sean stayed where he was, as it would take time for the nobles to unclog the stairway. Instead, he looked at his remaining friends. They’d stepped forward for him when the Queens had challenged him; he wouldn’t let them be targeted. It was time to work harder on getting to Earth. 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t…?” Fiona murmured, trailing off. 
 
      
 
    “You said she’d apologized about it when she did it,” Sean said, pulling her into a hug. “No more worries over it, my love.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona sniffled, then pulled back enough to meet his gaze. “I spent so long building up the worst that could happen. Then… nothing…” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a soft smile, pulling her back into his arms. “Let go of those worries. Your Shame is gone and accepted as gone.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona held him tightly as they waited for it to be clear enough to leave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    When they’d gotten home, they told everyone the story of what had happened, then visited Home and told the story again. All of his wives dragged him off, as even pregnant, they were safe to have sex when visiting Home in their dreams. Since they’d been up late, Sean didn’t wake up before the others. 
 
      
 
    Fiona shifting beside him woke him up. “Good morning…” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t slip away on us today?” Fiona smiled, giving him a quick kiss. “Come on, dear. It’s time to get up for the day.” 
 
      
 
    He followed her out of bed, but had to stop as each of his wives came to get a hug and kiss from him. Myna and Felora pushed the boundaries a little, but didn’t go too far. By the time he was done, he was far from sleepy. 
 
      
 
    Making it into the dressing room with Hallie, he found the others already getting ready for the day. Sean went to his spot; it took him far less time to get dressed, so he was the first one done. 
 
      
 
    After he’d slipped out of the room, he headed down to the dining room. He hadn’t gotten far when the doors in the hall opened. The majority of the staff were coming out, ready for breakfast. Chuckling, he gave each of them a kiss on the cheek as he went by. 
 
      
 
    “Got a late start today, Sean?” Quinna chuckled when he finished. 
 
      
 
    “I had a late night,” Sean grinned. 
 
      
 
    His wives came out of the master bedroom at that point, filling the hall. He started walking, leading the procession of beautiful women downstairs. He was bemused at how odd his life was, but that vanished when he got to the front room. As he normally did, he paused to study the memorial wall. The others paused, but didn’t stay as long, drifting away a few at a time. 
 
      
 
    Three tendays… and the kids will be here in less than that, Sean thought. The Queens are pushing me. Maybe because they know I’ve already stepped off the plane before? If they want the Huntsman, they can’t complain about me going and coming, at least. I should check with Morrigan to make sure she’s okay after confronting them. If it taxed her too much, she might need another jolt to make sure she’s stable enough to see the end of all this. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Fiona said as she took his hand. “Breakfast should be soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Sean said, squeezing her hand. “I was thinking… I could possibly infuse the rest of your bones with mithril, or make it a mixture of mithril and adamantine like mine. Is that something you’d want?” 
 
      
 
    Fiona was quiet as she considered the question seriously. “We left my bones the same because they’re stronger this way… they also hold energy, I’ve noticed. Are you going to ask the others?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure yet. Your bones are half-done already, so I thought I’d ask you. Since we can deaden your nerves, it wouldn’t be terrible. It’d just be weird to push metal into you and Shape it around your bones like a cage. I won’t try to change the bones themselves. I just infuse them for protection.” 
 
      
 
    “Why the sudden question?” 
 
      
 
    “With Winter having okayed your Shame being over, it won’t cause any trouble to do this. I’d been thinking about it on and off for a while. I’d wait until your child is here before doing it to not stress your body.” 
 
      
 
    “After the children are here, it will be fine. I’m not sure if it would stress us, not with how delicately you’d do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. I could go to Helga and Hallie first, but I thought you’d like to be the first.” 
 
      
 
    “Helga should be first, as she’s the one beside you the most. I’d still say wait until you finish the portal to Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to do it today. I just have to find a better image for the anchor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be a big step toward making the Queens happy.” 
 
      
 
    “It really will be. Then, the hard part: finding the damned Huntsman out of all the Irishmen on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Does he have to be an Irishman?” Fiona asked as they reached the dining room. 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned as he sat her, then took his own seat. “I thought so, but now… Siobhan never said the Huntsman was going to be. I just assumed it would have to be to right the scales between the Tuatha and the Queens… I think I got stuck on Darragh being sought out by the Last of the Green, which was me.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast,” Glorina announced coming into the room. “We made pancakes with all the fixings so we can enjoy them to our own preferences.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled, pulled from his thoughts by the smell of the delicious food. “Thank you, ladies. I’m sure it will fuel me to excel.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was just finishing when a Fairy came zipping in to speak with Ven. Ven left with them, and Sean pushed his empty plate away. If Ven was summoned, it was likely another Fairy coming to speak with him. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Ven was back with two Fairies. One wore a light blue silk dress, open in the back for their wings, while the other wore one of red. Both had small pieces of mithril jewelry on, as well, clearly showing their status. “Lord, messages from the Queens for you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s expression went from amiable to stony. “Very well. What do the Queens wish of me?” 
 
      
 
    The two Fairies came to float before him. The one in blue spoke first, “Winter summons you to her private rooms as quickly as you can arrive. She has even made an allowance if you wish to fly to the Tower top to make it quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “Summer also wishes for your presence to discuss matters,” the red-clad Fairy said. 
 
      
 
    Sean rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Are they deliberately trying to make me pick a side here?” 
 
      
 
    The Fairies didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them no,” Sean said simply. “I won’t be picking sides. Either I speak to them in an order they agree on or together. I won’t play the games they want to play. Every moment they want to talk to me is one less moment I can find their Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Hallie asked quickly, “maybe you can rephrase that a little?” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated before he shook his head. “No. I’m sorry, Hallie. They hurt Siobhan for trying to help them yesterday, and now, they’re fucking with me. If they want to talk privately, they have a way to do so. If I pick one to speak to first, it’ll just piss the other off, so instead, this way, they can be pissed off together.” He softened his next few words as he addressed the Fairies, “I’m sorry if they react badly to that.” 
 
      
 
    The pair of Fairies exchanged glances, then shot away. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, if you flatly refuse them, it’ll make them angrier,” Hallie said worriedly. 
 
      
 
    “I think he chose correctly,” Ryann said. “Picking one would just make the other one angry.” 
 
      
 
    “But making them both mad might be far worse,” Aria said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s done, and we can’t undo it,” Fiona said. “Hallie, if he can take a wife with him, you should go.” She looked at Sean. “Dearest, please try to soften your words as much as you can? You are powerful, but they won’t take someone talking like that to them well at all.” 
 
      
 
    Sean rubbed at his face, then stood up. “I’ll try. I’m going to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Before you go,” Fiona said, “Mizuki was wondering if she should find a couple of people to teach healing to. This way, they can take over the clinic entirely.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked over the room first before replying, “Did you all want to step away?” 
 
      
 
    “One or two of us might still go,” Myna said, “but with the children coming, we thought stepping back was better.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… yeah, sure,” Sean said slowly. “I’d suggest that Gwen and Mizuki both take it over, then. We can sell the clinic to them and let it be their business.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Fiona said. “I was going to ask before, but then the Queens arrived, and… well…” 
 
      
 
    He went over to her, bending to hug her. “I understand. Life sometimes changes what we plan. You did the best you could, and you are a wonderful wife.” He pulled back enough to kiss her softly. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband…” Fiona murmured when the kiss ended. 
 
      
 
    Sean went around the table, giving hugs and kisses to everyone, then went to leave the room. Before he could, though, Ven was back with the same two Fairies. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, messages,” Ven said softly. 
 
      
 
    “What did they decide?” Sean asked the pair of well-dressed Fairies. 
 
      
 
    “They will see you together, but alone,” the red-garbed one said. 
 
      
 
    “And they will see you now,” the blue one added. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips pursed. He wanted to refuse again just to prove he wasn’t their minion, but he heard someone cough lightly and knew it was Hallie. “What are your names?” Sean asked instead. 
 
      
 
    “Fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Ice.” 
 
      
 
    Sean stared at them, then snorted, a smile coming to his lips. “I see. Fitting you work for the Queens, then.” 
 
      
 
    “All of our line are called the same,” Fire said. 
 
      
 
    “It shows our status,” Ice added. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked back at his wives, seeing Hallie’s hopeful expression as his annoyance had faded. “Ladies, my day has changed. I’ll get back as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, husband,” Fiona said. “You have things you are required to do as the Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked back at the Fire and Ice. “I will fly behind you to the Tower’s roof.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall fly slowly,” Fire said smugly. 
 
      
 
    “So you may keep up,” Ice added with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Ven snickered; they knew how fast Sean was. The pair acting haughty were about to find out Sean was much more than they thought. 
 
      
 
    “The defenses around the Great Tree have been turned off, so I can fly there?” Sean asked, eyeing the two Fairies. 
 
      
 
    “As long as you are with us,” Ice said. 
 
      
 
    “We shall make sure that you are not harmed,” Fire added. 
 
      
 
    Sean walked out of the room, as he had two Queens who wanted to speak with him. He was sure nothing good was going to come out of this meeting, but he would humor them for now. 
 
      
 
    Fiona exhaled slowly when the door shut behind Sean. “Onim, make sure the clan is as close to the Tower as they can be. If things go wrong, we’ll need to move quickly, and he might need you all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll arrange it,” Onim said, shooting off. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, we prepare to go to his side if needed,” Fiona said. “We should all pray that he won’t need us to rescue him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping it’s just to touch on things they couldn’t say when they held court,” Hallie said. “If we’re lucky, they can even open a portal to Earth for him.” 
 
      
 
    “We can hope,” Fiona said. “Before we break up and get things done for the day, Sean had a suggestion about our bones…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Stepping out the back door, Sean summoned his wings. “If they were hoping for a meeting that isn’t seen, this isn’t going to work well unless you both perch on my shoulders… do either of you have Mage Sight?” 
 
      
 
    “No Messenger Fairy has Talents,” Ice snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Even we, favored by our Queens, do not,” Fire added with equal dismissal. 
 
      
 
    Ven snickered, but grabbed Sean’s shirt collar at the base of his neck. “I’ll hold on.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably for the best,” Fire said, floating over to sit on Sean’s right shoulder. “This way, we don’t have to wait for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, probably for the best,” Ice added, taking Sean’s left shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Tower top, right?” Sean asked. He gently floated up in the air and used Camo to hide himself from curious eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” they both said. 
 
      
 
    Like a rocket, Sean took off for the Tower. Fire and Ice grasped Sean’s hair to not be flung off by the sheer acceleration they hadn’t expected. Ven laughed as they held on easily. It was less than a minute with Sean flying as fast as he could for him to reach their destination. Nothing happened when he reached the roof, so he deactivated Camo as he landed. 
 
      
 
    “Here we are,” Sean said. “You two okay?” There was an edge of humor in his tone. 
 
      
 
    Fire and Ice flew off him quickly. “Fine!” they both said before they went toward a mostly hidden door tucked into the branches atop the Great Tree. 
 
      
 
    Sean followed them at a casual pace, looking at the massive tangle of tree limbs. They were right where they separated from the trunk of the tree that’d been Shaped to make the Tower. Fire got to the door first, then flew through a small tunnel beside it. Ice fluttered beside it as Sean approached. He was only a few feet away when the door was opened by a maid. 
 
      
 
    The older woman had definite Fey heritage, but it wasn’t pronounced. “Lord MacDougal?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s me,” Sean said. “Who are you, miss?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the head maid for the Tower, Lord. You may call me Hestille.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be the one to take me down for my meeting?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord. Please follow.” 
 
      
 
    Sean did as requested, following Hestille into the Tower. The door led into a small room where two guards were playing cards. They both stood up when Sean entered. 
 
      
 
    “Lord, you are to relinquish your arms and armor,” one of them said. “The ones you still had when you attended court yesterday. They will be returned upon your departure.” 
 
      
 
    Sean eyed them both for a long moment; the Queens would know how he had his armor and weapons on him because of his talk with Siobhan. He stripped off all his jewelry besides Dark Cutter. 
 
      
 
    “Lord, the other ring?” the guard asked stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s attached to my hand with spikes so it can drink deeply,” Sean said evenly. “It cannot be removed that easily.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards exchanged a glance, then nodded. “Very well. They did say we could make a single allowance.” 
 
      
 
    Sean swept all his jewelry into his spatial bag, and then set the bag on the table. “I will know if anything happened to this. While I am willing to show trust to the Queens, I’m not leaving my valuables out.” 
 
      
 
    The second guard looked into the pouch and frowned. “It’s empty.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s enchanted,” Sean said. “Only I can access its contents. This ensures that nothing happens to my things.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards took their seats, their job done. They weren’t about to challenge the man who’d stood up to both Queens. The moment that the guards sat down, Hestille walked through the room to the far door, opened it, and waited for Sean. 
 
      
 
    A staircase led them down into a sitting room with a dozen doors off of it. Seated, sipping tea as they waited, were both Summer and Winter. “My Queens, your guest, Lord MacDougal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean bowed to them, taking in their attire and general posture. Summer had on tight pants with a loose-flowing top in a few shades of orange. She had her feet up on a stool as she sipped her steaming cup of tea. Winter wore another low-cut gown that flowed down her after being cinched tight under her ample breasts. She held a glass in her hand, frost rimming the top as she took a drink of her iced beverage. Seated on a small sofa with her legs curled up underneath her, she looked very relaxed. “Summer, Winter, you asked to speak with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Summer smiled. “Come. Sit.” 
 
      
 
    Sean eyed the choices arrayed before him. There was a chair near each of them, but also another chair set an equal distance away from them, which would form a triangle. Sean selected that one, hating the games they were playing. 
 
      
 
    “What would you care to drink, Lord?” Hestille asked once he was seated. 
 
      
 
    “If you have dark ale, that would be fine. Other than that… water.” 
 
      
 
    Hestille bowed, then walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “You truly wish to not choose sides?” Winter asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will not choose sides,” Sean said. “Doing so would anger one of you. I don’t want there to be animosity between me and either of you. All I’ve ever wanted was to live a peaceful life with my wives and craft. Truestrike shattered that in Oakwood, and then Sharpeyes did it again in Hearthglen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You have killed Lords, but as equals,” Summer murmured. “Easily, it is said from the reports we have had brought to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You had Sharpeyes’ own hounds kill him for you,” Winter added. 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced from one of them to the other. “Why did you call for me? And pardon me for being blunt; it’s who I am.” 
 
      
 
    “We have been told,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “Repeatedly,” Summer added. “We can make allowances for the right people. After all, the Queensblood family is known for their bluntness at times, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Minerva and Illandril have been good friends,” Sean said stiffly, unsure if there was an implied threat or not. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how her husband died?” Winter asked. 
 
      
 
    “He died because of a Greater Vampire,” Sean shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “He was killed by Minerva,” Summer said, “while she was under the thrall of the Vampire.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s breath caught. The final pieces of her story settled into place— she’d been given an iron needle to stab her own husband by that Vampire. 
 
      
 
    “She was enthralled and used as bait. When he arrived, he hugged her and tried to drag her out,” Winter said. “But she stabbed him with the iron needle she had been given.” 
 
      
 
    “Disengaging from her in shock, he found the Greater Vampire laughing above him. He gave his life, burning his blood to empower him enough to close the distance and decapitate the fiend. He then shoved the body onto a yew stake to make sure it died,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “That snapped Minerva from her enthrallment. She held her husband as he died in her arms. The Vampire had turned to ash, its final death.” 
 
      
 
    “Why tell me?” Sean asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Because you redeemed her,” Summer smiled softly. “She was brash when she went to stand with you. We found out why. We also know that she was the one who gave you permission to come and go from this world.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to say more when the door opened, and Hestille brought him a pint mug filled to the brim with dark ale. “Thank you,” he said. He took it and sipped the foam off the top. 
 
      
 
    All three women’s eyebrows rose at his thanking the maid, but Hestille bowed to him. “It is an honor to serve the Queens and their guests, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “This is even better than Darkfoam’s best,” Sean said when he set it down on the table beside his chair. 
 
      
 
    “It comes from a member of their greater family. They brew all the alcohol for the Tower,” Hestille said. She backed away, then bowed to the Queens. “I shall be in the hall waiting for your summons, My Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, MacDougal,” Winter said, leaning forward slightly, putting her assets on prominent display. “Did you order the cuons to kill Sharpeyes?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not the Huntsman,” Sean said flatly. “I will find him for you, but I am not him.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem certain,” Summer said with narrowed eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I am. This world is flawed in too many ways, and it all stems from how you two have governed. I know I’m not the Huntsman because I have no warmth for either of you.” 
 
      
 
    Winter pulled back, her lips thin. “How can we be sure you can manage such an important task?” 
 
      
 
    Sean took a calming breath, then another drink of the ale. “How is your Mother doing?” 
 
      
 
    Winter blinked, her eyes darting to Summer, who looked equally shocked. 
 
      
 
    “You two are the Maidens, aren’t you? That means that your mothers are the Mothers, and their mothers are the Crones.” He gave them a humorless smile. “My world did have myths on how the Fey Queens ruled and were divided. Maiden, Mother, and Crone for both sides of you. That means you were waiting to become the Mothers, but your Huntsman died before you could. That’s why you were so pissed at the Tuatha— they stopped the cycle from going as it should.” 
 
      
 
    Power blasted off both women, focused directly on Sean. Anger, both hot and icy, filled their gazes. Sean wrapped his energy around him as he stared back at them. “Kill me, and you fail to continue the cycle,” he grunted out. 
 
      
 
    Their power was gone as quickly as it came. “If you speak of that to anyone—!” Winter began. 
 
      
 
    “To what end?” Sean shrugged. “I’m sure the nobles who came with you originally had bindings tighter than any others this world has seen to keep that information hidden. This was your chance to prove that you were ready to move up. Your elders must have been… disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    “You walk a thin line, MacDougal!” Summer hissed. 
 
      
 
    Sean held up both hands. “No, I walk my own path. I don’t want you as enemies, but we have to come to an accord. You leave my friends and family alone, and I’ll push myself to the brink to find your husband.” 
 
      
 
    “Once you deliver him, you will leave this world,” Winter said flatly. 
 
      
 
    Sean considered her words, then nodded. “As long as you’ll vow to never directly harm my friends or send allies to do so. I was already planning on moving to Home when I was done.” 
 
      
 
    “We can work with this…” Summer said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll also free the wisps,” Sean added. “They’ve suffered enough, and it wasn’t even their fault the Huntsman died. Amedee will work on getting you the lightbulbs to replace those.” He gestured at the wisp lights above them. “Once you accept the Huntsman, the Agreement of repayment between you and Morrigan is done. Let her go with no oath holding her.” 
 
      
 
    “You wish a Divine Agreement?” Summer asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d need that explained. It sounds… complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “When two Divine beings hold an Agreement, it ties to their power and their worlds. All of the old Divines have agreed to the rules of portals and to keeping that knowledge secret. Any who are told by a Divine are forced into a similar Agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m outside that?” 
 
      
 
    “For now,” Winter said, “but we can arrange for your pantheon to be acknowledged by the others. That would give you the chance to forge alliances and pacts with them, including a cessation of hostilities with Odin’s pantheon.” 
 
      
 
    Sean took another drink before he set his mug down again. “I need that. I’m sure Thor will break it, but I need to try settling that before they all come for me.” 
 
      
 
    “You deliver the one we agree is the Huntsman, and we will free the wisps, as well as call for a council for you to sign the Divine Agreements. We will even host that meeting,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “But once that is done, you will leave this world,” Summer added. “We will allow your friends to exist without undue attention from us.” 
 
      
 
    “Or allow them to go with me?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “That would be better,” Summer said. “Those that are willing may go with you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean knew that Saret and her daughters would be happy about that. “How long do I have?” 
 
      
 
    “Three tendays, as has already been stated,” Winter said. “A single word of our… nature… and this will break our Agreements.” 
 
      
 
    “Once I leave this world for good, I can explain to my wives,” Sean rebutted. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Summer and Winter said together. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sean nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    The weight that settled on him felt like the world— he’d never felt an Agreement so heavy. 
 
      
 
    “Powerful. Maybe enough to make us both work at killing you,” Summer smiled thinly. “Disappoint us, and we will test that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fail the deadline, and we will test that,” Winter added. 
 
      
 
    Sean got to his feet slowly, his face impassive. “You can test all you want if that comes to be, but your world would mourn for you.” He didn’t wait for them to say more; he walked toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    Before he could reach the door, Hestille darted past him at a dead run to open it. “Let me show you the way, Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Hestille.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Fire and Ice flew him away from the Great Tree, so the defenses said to protect it wouldn’t target him. Once they’d cleared the gardens, the Fairies flew back, and Sean went home. It was as he was landing that Sean realized he’d never asked if the Queens could help him with portals to Earth. Exhaling roughly, he shook his head; he knew he’d been much ruder and blunter than Hallie would’ve wanted him to be. The way the Queens acted reminded him of spoiled rich socialites who only cared about themselves. He really hoped that motherhood would settle them down. That way, when they transitioned to Mother status, they’d be better at overseeing a world. 
 
      
 
    “They need the Huntsman to temper them…” he muttered as he dropped his Talents. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” Rumia asked. She’d been coming out of the gardening shed when he appeared. 
 
      
 
    “As good as it can be, but I’ll recap for the family later. I have a firm time limit, so I need to get to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, sir. You can do it.” 
 
      
 
    Her belief touched Sean, and he gave her a smile. “Thank you, Rumia.” 
 
      
 
    Beaming, she walked toward the front garden, humming happily. It wasn’t the song she used in the Bog, but it was upbeat and got Sean to chuckle. Going through the back door of the manor, he entered the kitchen to find the cooks all working on different things. He slowed, watching them all smiling as they focused on their projects. 
 
      
 
    Lona looked up and saw him first. “Sean, going to work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I wanted to watch for a moment,” he admitted. “One of these days, I’m going to help cook a meal again.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d welcome you happily,” Glorina beamed. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not going to be today, is it?” Mona asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not today. I’ll leave you to the delicious food you’re preparing.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be up to spar?” Glorina asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t. The Queens already ate into my time to finish the portal. Three tendays isn’t long enough to find their damned Huntsman. I’m not even sure it’s even enough to get to Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “We believe in you, sir,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Mona nodded. 
 
      
 
    “With all of our being,” Glorina finished for the trio. 
 
      
 
    Another wave of belief washed from them to Sean. “Well, I can’t disappoint you now,” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    They watched him go, then exchanged glances before going back to work. They were worried— not for themselves, but for him. Sean would manage whatever he needed to, but they worried that he might put himself in danger to achieve his goal. All they could do was have faith that he would be fine. 
 
      
 
    His workroom was exactly as he’d left it a few days prior. Going over to the Earth portal he’d made, he stared at it for a second, then switched the globe anchor with an image of the Eiffel Tower. It was a solid, well-known icon— if this didn’t work, he wasn’t sure if anything would. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, are you okay?” Ven asked, floating down to sit on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I’m worried and angry,” Sean grunted. “They’re just so self-absorbed! If they just took the time to govern, this world could be so much better, but they ignored things that they shouldn’t have, hurting Fiona because of it and…!” He let out a muffled sound of anger as he let the sentence fade. 
 
      
 
    “Soon, we’ll leave this world for Home or somewhere else,” Ven said. “Is it that which really troubles you?” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned as he thought about it, then nodded. “I think it is. I’ll need the Huntsman to be someone who wants to see things improve, but I doubt I get to choose just anyone. I’m sure they have to be special in some way.” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtlessly true, which means it would be out of your hands. Earth had many problems, too, yet you don’t seem as interested in trying to fix those.” 
 
      
 
    Sean opened his mouth to rebut Ven, then shut it. His friend had a valid point, so what was it that upset him so much about this world? 
 
      
 
    “Sean, I think it’s because most of your wives had bad lives here. You’re powerful and can make a difference, but now, the Queens will have you leave when you find the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    Walking away from the portal, he went to his desk to sit down. “True… It’s not like I can take them back to Earth, either. I’m pretty sure every government in existence would try to grab them, and me, for that matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Would they succeed?” Ven asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, probably not, and a lot of people would die if they tried.” 
 
      
 
    “Then that’s also not a good place for the family.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough, Ven.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you calmer now?” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to help,” Ven said before floating up from Sean’s shoulder. “I’ll go secure myself, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame you. I’ll be deploying my armor.” Sean got up, walking back to the portal. He made sure the anchors were fully charged, which would hold the portal open for ten minutes. He gathered the needed reagents for making a second portal, just in case. “If this works, I’ll be stepping through just long enough to test my Talents, then stepping back through. I won’t be staying if I can help it.” 
 
      
 
    “When you go to step through, I’ll be joining you,” Ven said from above him. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sean wondered if the Eiffel Tower was a good choice; the area around it would be busy with tourists and locals. After a moment, he changed the anchor to another one that maybe wouldn’t be as busy. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Just changing the anchor. The one I was going to use could’ve caused a lot of problems if it worked. This one is less likely to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    Ven flew down to look at the new anchor design. “A Moonbound?” 
 
      
 
    Sean studied the Sphinx before chuckling. “Kind of. It’s called a Sphinx, and there’s no traffic near it. There might be a few dozen, maybe a hundred tourists around the area, but it shouldn’t be hard to keep them back from the portal.” 
 
      
 
    “An entropy barrier would work,” Ven suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Some idiot would walk right into it…” Sean muttered. 
 
      
 
    “We can manage.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Sean agreed. “I’m going to try opening this.” 
 
      
 
    Ven zipped up to the rafters; a spot had been Shaped to ensure they were safe during Sean’s portal experiments. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sean summoned his armor, then pushed energy into the portal, forcing it to open. The portal went pitch black, and then harsh daylight spilled in with some sand. Right in front of Sean was the Sphinx; the portal had placed him between the paws of the statue. Relief hit Sean like a hammer. He finally had a way to get to Earth, but would his Talents work? 
 
      
 
    “Ven?” Sean called out. 
 
      
 
    “On your shoulder,” Ven said, having come down to land when it worked. 
 
      
 
    Stepping through into Egypt, Sean felt a lessening of energy all around him— Earth was far less magical than the Queens’ world. Gasps and cries of shock filled the air, and Sean turned to find tourists and locals gaping at him and the portal. 
 
      
 
    “Aliens! I told you it was aliens!” Someone was shouting excitedly with their cell phone out. 
 
      
 
    “He’s wearing plate armor. That’s not an alien,” another person corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Is he from the past?” another asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean was glad no one was coming forward, as it was time to test things. Summoning his wings, Sean rose a few feet off the ground. The moment he did, everyone went silent. That moment shattered when a local cursed in their native tongue and took off running. More joined in, not wanting to be near the armored flying figure. Four people fell to their knees, calling out to God and thanking him for sending an angel. 
 
      
 
    Sean grimaced, as he knew this was going to get pasted all over the internet. Still, he went on with what he was doing, using his battle magic pointed upward to test it safely. Then, he landed and pulled out metal to Shape it into a few things. 
 
      
 
    “Ven, test over.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. One of those people looks a little… wild,” Ven said. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at the four, and Ven was right; one of them looked zealous. “That can’t be good…” 
 
      
 
    “Take me! Take me to Heaven!” the woman screamed as she got to her feet and rushed the portal. 
 
      
 
    Sean summoned a hard gust of wind, throwing her off her feet. “Not today.” 
 
      
 
    Done with what he needed for now, Sean flew back through the portal, and then closed it behind him. Dismissing his armor back to jewelry, he grinned. “So Egypt is a bit far from Ireland, but it works. Not sure I’ll get my energy back while I’m there, though, so I’ll want to use as little as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “You might also want to avoid as many people seeing the portal as possible,” Ven suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, with the wings, I do kind of look Angelic. I should’ve thought about that. If nothing else, Michael’s boss just got a massive boost in faith.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to use this portal, then?” Ven asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but it’ll be a valid option. I’d like to make one closer to where I lived; I could get ahold of James that way. Once I do that, I can use the internet to help me find something iconic to Ireland so I can build an anchor there. The hill of Tara, or the cliffs of Dover, for instance. That’ll be far better.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides, you wanted to see James again.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. I won’t argue that… but how do I get closer to Nevada? Maybe the Grand Canyon? That’s not terribly far. I could go there, then fly to Pahrump pretty quick. I doubt I could just go straight to Pahrump…” Sean trailed off as he considered that. 
 
      
 
    Ven stayed quiet. Sean’s thinking face was something everyone in the family and clan knew. When he was working on something, it was best to give him time. Staying on Sean’s shoulder, Ven held on as he went to the desk and started Shaping the wood top. 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t I…?” Sean muttered. “It’s just a clear image of where I want to go, and then an anchor that works for me to hold that image. I know exactly where I want to go. I was there a few times a week. I doubt he’s changed anything… he hardly ever changed… but the anchor? What depicts Pahrump…?” 
 
      
 
    Ven did their best to get off Sean’s shoulder without disturbing him. When they were off, they flew through one of the Fairy holes they’d made to go from room to room without a message being passed. Sean’s current victory should be known, so telling Venn was good. Then, Ven would go back to Sean to see if they could help. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Sean beat his mind against the anchor for Pahrump for hours before it finally clicked: a book he’d read had talked about Pahrump and Water Rock, which was supposedly how the native tongue would translate the name of the town. The anchor formed all on its own, and he tied the mental image he held to that anchor. 
 
      
 
    Getting up from his desk, he went to a third wall, pulled everything off of it, and then crafted a portal, setting the anchors with care and deliberation. The triskelion in emerald for the Queens’ world. The bridge anchor was made from orange topaz to hold the power he would imbue it with. Next came the flame coated in ruby, then blue sapphires for the one he made for Pahrump: a rock spraying a fountain of water. He repeated them four times around the circle before he stepped back. 
 
      
 
    “Sean?” Ven asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll work. This should take me to Pahrump, straight to James’ house.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready,” Ven said. 
 
      
 
    Sean pushed energy into the anchors, energizing them fully. He knew that the ruby would pick up the strain once he stepped through. The portal went black, then filled in, showing James’ living room. James’ shoes were by the coffee table, and an empty plate and glass were on the table with a crumpled napkin. The overhead light was on, casting shadows, but nothing else was. The portal came off the wall where the fireplace normally was, hidden from the kitchen and dining room. He stared at it for a long moment before he stepped through, with Ven zipping past him when he did. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, refill my cup, will you? I’ll be right out with the mecha so we can start,” James said from his bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Sean froze. He was shocked that James was addressing him, but further surprised when his own voice answered back. “Sure thing.” That was when Sean saw himself, dressed in his usual jeans and T-shirt, come around the wall from the dining room where the massive table inlaid with hexagon tiles was set up for their games. The double looked at Sean and then at the portal behind him, before chuckling. “I guess time’s up, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck…?” Sean said slowly, then summoned Dark Cutter to hand. “If you hurt my friend—!” 
 
      
 
    “No. Not my intent,” the fake Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ve got the…!” James said, coming out of his bedroom, his sentence trailing off as he stared at Sean, the fake Sean, and the open portal behind the real Sean. “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “The game’s up,” the duplicate Sean sighed, then snapped his fingers. He was no longer a double, but an entirely different person. This new man was dark-haired and slender, with a face that told of hardship and pain. Two scars ran from his hairline down to his eyes, just missing them before continuing to the edges of his mouth, then down into his short beard. 
 
      
 
    “Loki,” Sean said as a statement. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not surprised you guessed my name,” Loki smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Why were you masquerading as me?” Sean demanded. 
 
      
 
    “That is a bit of a story. Why don’t we sit down and chat? James will surely want to hear this, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s gaze darted to his oldest friend, who was looking back and forth between everything in front of him. “James, you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not,” James snorted. “I’ll be right back.” He walked away from them and into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and have a seat,” Sean said, motioning Loki to the loveseat. 
 
      
 
    Loki shrugged, taking the seat as if Sean wasn’t holding a weapon. “Of course. I’ll take a glass, too. Thank you, James.” 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced over his shoulder to see James with three cups and a bottle. Turning back, he saw Loki smirking at him. 
 
      
 
    “Expecting me to run away?” Loki chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Trickster gods are known for it,” Sean said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, but winners write history,” Loki said plainly. “Though I do enjoy a good trick.” 
 
      
 
    James went to his spot on the sofa. Setting the glasses down, he poured a double shot for everyone. After downing his, he coughed roughly, then poured another to sip. “Why is my friend dressed like he’s going to Ren Faire and holding a sword while a guy who claims to be Loki is in my home, and a portal is… gone?” 
 
      
 
    “It ran out of power. I’ll have to make a new one to go back,” Sean said. “Let’s start with the trickster.” 
 
      
 
    Loki took his glass, taking a sip. “Not terrible. I’d take it over the ale in Valhalla. Less than a year ago, I put a plan into motion to hurt my half-brother. He found his way back here due to the resurgence of his name in popular culture. Finding out his habits, I worked to get him to a bar on a specific day. That same day, I placed a call to Sean, acting as you, James, inviting him to a game of billiards. That is where Thor met a Nexus and fate twisted.” 
 
      
 
    “He broke my fucking breastbone!” Sean hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your gun was useless; that sword there is much better. But we digress. Thor killed Sean, and Sean was whisked away to be offered a choice. Since I had robbed you of your only friend, James, I took his place, becoming Sean. You had a rather pathetic life, Sean. I’m sure you’d agree that my meddling was for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “If he’s dead, why’s he here?” James asked tightly. He was starting to think that Sean was fucking with him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my story,” Sean said. He touched the coffee table, making a chair out of it after taking his cup and setting the bottle aside. “It’s a… long one.” 
 
      
 
    James blinked slowly, then downed his glass. Picking up the bottle, he poured more. “Yeah… what the fuck just happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Magic,” Sean said softly. “Stop drinking for a bit, please? I want you to know what the hell is happening.” Reaching out with Flesh Shaping, he cleared the alcohol from James’ system. 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide as clarity came rushing back, James downed his fresh glass. “Nope. I want some alcohol for this.” 
 
      
 
    “I think a friend would be helpful here,” Sean said, mentally calling out to Morrigan with his soul. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds passed before the same wall Sean used suddenly sprouted another portal. Morrigan stepped through before it closed behind her. “Sean, how can…? Loki. I should have known.” Her smile came back as she gave James a grin. “James, a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Morrigan, have a seat,” Sean said, Shaping her one out of the concrete foundation the house had. “I’m explaining things to James.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly. I have been hoping to speak with him. He once said prayers to me, too, in his teens. That was decades past, but when a Nexus calls, we feel it.” 
 
      
 
    Sean jerked. “What? James is a Nexus, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They tend to gravitate toward each other if they meet. You two felt like you had always been best friends once you met, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” James said, pouring another drink, and passing it over to Morrigan. “I’ll be right back. I need to get another glass.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Morrigan said, sipping the whiskey. “Nice. While it is not as good as what I have at home, it is pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “Which was the other reason I was staying with James,” Loki said. “He called out to me in his youth, too. I was going to start working to get him to pray to me again.” 
 
      
 
    “Pass,” James said, coming back from the kitchen. “Her… well, maybe, but I’m not big on male worship.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan laughed. “So much more direct than you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “He always was,” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll never find a wife,” James snickered, taking his seat. “Doesn’t know how to act with women.” 
 
      
 
    “You are wrong on the marriage part,” Morrigan grinned. “He is married to multiple women, and has another eleven hoping to join his family.” 
 
      
 
    James had been pouring another drink, but stopped. He took a swig from the bottle, instead, coughing when he’d finished. “Say that again?” 
 
      
 
    “By this time next year, if not much sooner, he will have twenty-two wives, not to mention a plethora of children,” Morrigan snickered. 
 
      
 
    James took another drink straight from the bottle. He was either insane, dead, or asleep; it was the only way what he was hearing made sense to him. He’d seen Sean fail for years to even approach women clearly interested in him. 
 
      
 
    Sean coughed. “She’s not wrong…” 
 
      
 
    Loki started laughing. The chaos that was filling the room was music to his ears. “Tell him the story. I want to hear it, too.” 
 
      
 
    Ven landed on Sean’s shoulder, and James blinked dumbly for a moment, then took an even longer swig. “Sean, I have scouted the area. There is no magic here.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Thank you, Ven.” Looking back at James, Sean reached out and purged the alcohol again. “Dammit, James, stay sober for a minute! I have a story to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    James glared at his friend, then looked at Loki, Morrigan, then Ven. “With all this, you expect me to not have a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Have a drink, but tone it down long enough for me to tell you things? Also, give me your phone for a minute. I need to look up landmarks in Ireland.” 
 
      
 
    James pulled his phone out, tossed it over to Sean, and then got up. “Fine. I’ll tone it down, but if that’s the case, I’m getting the better bottle.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind sharing?” Loki asked. “I doubt I’ll be sticking around after today.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to sample it, too,” Morrigan said. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Hang on,” James said. He came back a moment later with a present that Sean had given him years before. “Sean?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the bottle, Sean smiled. “You know I’m more of a rum guy, but yeah. Seems fitting.” 
 
      
 
    James took a seat and poured about an ounce into each of the small glasses he’d brought with him. “Sean got me this for my birthday after…” He trailed off, then coughed. “After Topaz’s death. I had a little with him on the first anniversary, but then put it away. It’s expensive shit, but I never told him how much the gesture meant to me.” He handed off the glasses, giving Sean his last. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean coughed once. “You were there for me, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Every year,” James nodded. “I know you call it a waste, but please.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends,” Sean said, holding the small glass out to James. 
 
      
 
    “Friends,” James said, touching glasses. 
 
      
 
    “Friends?” Morrigan asked with a grin, reaching out to touch theirs. 
 
      
 
    “You are to me,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “I’d definitely be yours,” James said. He was seated across from Morrigan, giving him a great view down the low-cut dress she wore. 
 
      
 
    “I’d try, but Sean is unlikely to agree,” Loki said, sitting back. 
 
      
 
    “Just sip. Don’t down it,” James said quickly as Loki started to raise his glass to his mouth. “Louis should be savored.” 
 
      
 
    Loki shrugged, then gently sipped before his lips pursed. “Hmm, this is good. Very nice.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan tried it, nodding. “Different… I think my old friends would have loved it.” 
 
      
 
    “Not my preferred drink,” Sean grunted, but sipped it. 
 
      
 
    James had already taken a drink, letting the alcohol rest on his tongue before swallowing. Exhaling slowly, he had a sad smile in place. “Okay, Sean. Tell me how the hell you know her, and got married… wait, are you married to her?” James suddenly blurted. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan began to laugh. “No, no! We are not married. He has to marry his staff first, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shook his head. “We’re not.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That means I still have a chance,” James laughed, giving Morrigan a wink. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan grinned at James; she could tell he was twisting fate, trying his best to charm her. She had to admit, though, that he was far from her physical ideal. He was overweight and balding, though he did have a certain presence to him. 
 
      
 
    “Always flirting. It’s in his blood, I swear,” Sean grumbled. “James, focus on the story, please?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best,” James said, but he didn’t look away from Morrigan as he sat back. “I’ll just admire beauty while you talk. Your eyes are gorgeous. A man could drown happily in those green pools.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan took another sip, a smirk on her lips. “Listen, and we will talk after. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Sealed,” James chuckled. “Hurry up, Sean. I get to talk with a goddess after you finish.” 
 
      
 
    “I was right… you’d fit right in on the Queens’ world,” Sean sighed. “Fine. It started when you supposedly called me for some pool.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    By the time Sean finished telling James his story, the sun was sinking behind the mountainous horizon. “And that’s what let me figure out how to get here.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight… this other world has magic, animal women, magi-tech, and you can take me there?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “Once I make a portal, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are we sitting here, then? Dumbass. You could’ve made the portal and told me on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    Sean snorted. “Impulsive asshole. Fine.” Standing up, he noticed that between James, Loki, and Morrigan, the bottle of expensive cognac was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was a tale I shall recall for ages,” Loki sighed, stretching. “Since you’ve reunited, and you, Sean, are far better off, I’m sure we can put this behind us.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave Loki a hard look. “No. You owe me, especially because you reminded Thor about the loophole that let the Einherjar and Helga into the Queens’ world. That killed two of my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’re on your plane,” Loki said slowly. “So nothing was—” 
 
      
 
    Dark Cutter was back in Sean’s hand and leveled at Loki. “Emotional distress and them having to wait on children isn’t ‘nothing’ to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine…” Loki sighed. “A small favor. I am busy, though. I have a little downfall of my relatives to plan.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to respond when thunder cracked above the house. The sudden torrent of energy spoke volumes as to what was about to happen. Both Morrigan and Loki looked up when Sean did. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Loki sighed. “He’s here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this will be something,” Morrigan said. 
 
      
 
    Sean leapt toward James as he summoned his armor. Shoving his friend onto the sofa, Sean raised Dark Cutter. He was just in time as three massive lightning bolts came crashing down through the ceiling. He didn’t have time to check Loki and Morrigan, his armor catching the bolts and channeling them into the gems. When the lightning stopped, Sean hunched over James as the roof was ripped off and debris went flying. 
 
      
 
    “Stay down!” Sean hissed. “I have a dick to kick.” 
 
      
 
    Wings snapping into existence, Sean launched away from James and met Thor, who was coming down from the sky. Dark Cutter, coated in entropy, met Mjolnir, coated in electricity; the two soul-weapons meeting forced the gods apart. Thor hit the street and glared up at Sean, who landed and let his wings fade. 
 
      
 
    “I knew I would find you!” Thor grinned. “I’m going to kill you again!” He slammed Mjolnir into the ground, shattering the asphalt. When he lifted the hammer back up, a circle of runes lit up with electricity. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, thirty-six Einherjar surrounded Thor, and three Valkyries took to the air. Thor laughed as he spread his arms. “My faithful will see you dead!” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot let the scales be unbalanced,” Morrigan said, striding out from the ruined home. She had a spear of yew, its sharp point made of meteoric iron, clutched in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Brother, weren’t you banned from this world?” Loki grinned as he came strolling out. He was holding a dagger, the tip glistening green. “Well, since you’re going to break the rules, I can’t be in the wrong to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “You?! I knew you sided with him!” Thor howled, his eyes going wild as froth flew from his lips. “Kill them all!” 
 
      
 
    The bark of a gun was barely heard over the scream, but James tossed the gun when he saw that his bullets did nothing at all to Thor, nor the Einherjar he had shot. He stomped back into the house to find a better weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Keep him busy,” Sean told Morrigan. “I’ll remove the chaff.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best, but I am not even your equal, much less his, right now,” Morrigan said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll assist her,” Loki grinned as he vanished. 
 
      
 
    The berserkers rushed at Sean, and the Valkyries drew their bows to shoot down at him. Sean used the energy Thor’s lightning bolts had given him to send a barrage of fireballs into the mass of warriors, sending a few to disrupt the fliers, as well. 
 
      
 
    Thor’s angry bellow nearly got his attention, but he focused on killing the Einherjar and Valkyries first. With everyone covered in flames, Sean turned Dark Cutter back into a ring, summoned his energy crossbow, and took aim. When the Valkyries flew out of the fire, he met them with divine energy bolts. Two went down before they even knew what had happened. The third managed to dodge, but horror was written large on her face as she stared down at her dead sisters. 
 
      
 
    “No! Your tricks will not work, and a broken bitch will never stop me!” Thor roared. 
 
      
 
    Sean hissed as he grew his wings and flew after the last Valkyrie. “Flee or die! I’ll have to kill you if you don’t!” 
 
      
 
    The Valkyrie flew away as fast as she could. She’d come back, but not until Thor was free to handle the madman they’d come to fight— she was no match for a god. 
 
      
 
    Sean, seeing her fleeing, turned back, aiming for Thor. The crossbow went back into jewelry and Dark Cutter appeared in his hand. “Morrigan, break off! Take out the idiots! I’ll handle him.” 
 
      
 
    Another giant bolt of lightning came crashing down at Sean, but he ignored it, letting it recharge his armor. Sean slammed into Thor, who had to take a step back from the sheer force of the impact. That let Morrigan and Loki, both of whom were bleeding, disengage with the massive thunder god. 
 
      
 
    “DIE!” Thor screamed and swung Mjolnir down hard. 
 
      
 
    Sean parried the strike, shocked that the entropy coating Dark Cutter didn’t cut through Mjolnir. He used the new spatial lock on his boots to stop himself from flying backward from the clash of power between the weapons. His return thrust pierced the chainmail Thor wore. The entropy coating his blade was able to break the armor and draw a tiny trickle of blood. 
 
      
 
    “NO!” Thor was all rage as he swung faster and faster, trying to crush Sean. 
 
      
 
    With Titan’s Wrath empowering him along with his enhanced body, Sean was able to keep up with the attacks, but he wasn’t able to get an opening of his own. He was being pushed down the street, catching sight of people watching the scene with wide eyes and their phones out. He didn’t process it as he had no time for anything but not being crushed. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan and Loki started to carve through the Einherjar. Morrigan was highly skilled with the spear, and Loki’s dagger seemed to decay the flesh around the wounds it caused. The problem was that Sean had stopped chasing the Valkyrie who had come back, and because of her, the Einherjars’ wounds began to heal. 
 
      
 
    The fight would take far longer with the flying healer, or it would have if James hadn’t come back with a hunting rifle. He’d taken his time as the Valkyrie floated unmoving above the battle. The bullet punched up through the bottom of her jaw and into her brain, sending the Valkyrie to the ground, just as dead as her sisters. Grunting in satisfaction, James turned his aim to the Einherjar. He might not be able to kill them, but he could at least hinder them. 
 
      
 
    Thor chased Sean down the street, which was being destroyed between the lightning strikes and the missed blows from Mjolnir. Sean had to dump the stored energy in his armor repeatedly, as the storage gems would overload if he didn’t. His attempts at using Flame Arc were useless, because Thor walked through it unhindered. Sean had half-expected it, as Thor did fight Fire and Ice Giants regularly in the stories he’d heard. Since that didn’t work, he dumped the excess energy into making a pit behind him. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Morrigan and Loki killing the last of the Einherjar, Sean exhaled— it was time to try killing Thor. Leading the angry god over the pit, Sean collapsed it, then summoned an Entropy Bubble around Thor. He grinned, thinking he’d finally stopped the thunder god. He wasn’t prepared for the burst of electricity from inside the bubble that was met by a massive lightning strike from above. The world went white for a moment when the bubble was shattered. 
 
      
 
    Thor spun Mjolnir by its leather strap, flying out of the pit. Landing beside Sean, he was about to deliver a massive blow while Sean was blinded, but gasped instead. Loki had appeared behind Thor, his dagger shoved into the big man’s spine. 
 
      
 
    “Be seeing you again when the time comes to kill all of you useless pricks!” Loki hissed. “Do give father my regards. I’m almost done building my alliances.” 
 
      
 
    Thor chuckled, blood pouring from his mouth. “You first.” 
 
      
 
    Loki’s eyes went wide when Thor grabbed his hand, holding him in place. A static charge began to build from inside Thor, who grinned madly. Loki tried to get away, but couldn’t free himself. He screamed when his hand was cut from his arm; he staggered backward when a bubble formed over his half-brother a mere second before the god exploded. His dagger hit the street, as the bubble had barely been capable of catching the explosion before breaking. 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted and grabbed Loki’s shoulder, Shaping him a new hand. “Make that a bigger favor owed.” 
 
      
 
    Loki snorted as he flexed the new extremity. Picking up his dagger, it vanished up his sleeve. “Quite. Are you busy in the coming years? I could use an ally who can stand up to that massive brute of an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a family to raise,” Sean said flatly. “I’m not getting involved.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity,” Loki sighed. “Well, good luck with the whole Huntsman issue. I’m sure you’ll find him without too much trouble.” With a grin, he seemed to step sideways, becoming as thin as paper before he vanished. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan came limping up to him. “That was exhausting… I am tired and should go rest. Do be careful, Sean. You have only stoked his hatred of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Joy…” Sean muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Look at the plus side: you have around forty of his best in your Bog. Thor does not catch souls, and his Valkyries died before the others, so no one could take them. I will see you later.” 
 
      
 
    James came trotting down the street with his hunting rifle. “You’re leaving, Morrigan?” 
 
      
 
    “For now. I am sure we will meet again, James.” Morrigan winked at him, then vanished the same way Loki had. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, fuck. I was hoping to get a date out of her.” James looked down the street as people started to come out of their houses. “So… the cops should be here soon… How are we explaining this?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not,” Sean shrugged. Grabbing James, he grinned. “Hold on; my house isn’t too far.” 
 
      
 
    James was about to speak, but Sean shot away like a rocket, ripping the air out of his lungs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Landing invisibly near his old home, Sean Shaped the lock open, as he didn’t have the keys and didn’t leave a spare outside. Going in, he turned the lights on before taking a seat in his favorite recliner. 
 
      
 
    James staggered in a moment after him, shutting the door behind him. “I am right; that was Thor, god of thunder and all that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. He’s the prick who caved my chest in.” 
 
      
 
    James took a seat in his usual spot on the sofa. “So what’s the plan? The cops are going to come knocking eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make the portal back to the other world, then burn this house down in a controlled fashion. They’ll never find us, but it’ll give them some way to explain shit away.” 
 
      
 
    “Massive cover-up incoming,” James laughed. “I feel bad for the neighbors. There’s no doubt they’ll be told they never saw gods fighting in the street.” 
 
      
 
    “It was swamp gas from a weather balloon trapped in a thermal pocket and refracting the light from Venus,” Sean said sardonically. 
 
      
 
    “That’s terrible,” James laughed. “More likely, they’ll call it a gas leak. After all, the road got fucked up.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Sean shrugged, then got up. “I’ll get the portal started.” 
 
      
 
    James sat there, watching Sean pull items out that couldn’t even remotely fit into his hip pouch. “Bags of Holding, magically appearing armor, magic, and a harem? Got to say, Sean, I fucking hate you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re coming with me. We’ll see about getting you up to speed. My wives are going to be thrilled to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “How many are still alive, and how many of each animal girl is waiting to join in?” 
 
      
 
    “Dick,” Sean chuckled. “Nine of my wives are alive, and two are at Home. The staff aren’t all animal girls, either. Rumia’s part-Dryad, not a Moonbound. There are eleven of them, though, since you asked for the number.” 
 
      
 
    “So… twenty at your house and two on your plane? Twenty-two women… all in love with a guy who doesn’t know how to ask for a number?” 
 
      
 
    “You heard the story. I didn’t exactly plan it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m aware. You’d never have had the audacity to try. Fiona and Myna deserve the lion’s share of credit for your life. How many of the Succubi are single?” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he kept working on the portal. “Saret, my mother-in-law, and I think at least three of her daughters haven’t found anyone yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… if I bag Saret and convince Myna’s mom to join in, I could be your stepdad twice over.” 
 
      
 
    “Mizuki is with Saret’s daughter, Gwen. You’re not getting Saret and Mizuki.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I’d totally use the stepdad card over you.” 
 
      
 
    “You would, you jackass.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a good guy, Sean. You always have been. What exactly am I going to do there? An overweight, balding, near-sighted, no-magic guy like me can’t have great options.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d give you magic right now, but it would feel like liquid fire in your veins. If we wait, I can ask a friend to Bond you so you get a shot of pleasure, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’ll opt for pleasure over pain. What kind of magic?” 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped back from the portal for a moment. Going to James, he grabbed his friend by the shoulder, and Flesh Shaped all his problems away in a moment. “Healing, at the very least. If Mizuki is willing to teach you, then assassin stuff, too.” 
 
      
 
    James grinned. “Wait… your cat-girl’s mom is an assassin? You never said that.” Blinking, he pulled his glasses off his face, as the world had gone blurry. The moment his glasses came off, the world was crisp and clear. “Fucking magic, man…” 
 
      
 
    “She asked me to not spread it around much. Mizuki won’t be interested in you, even if she wasn’t with Gwen; she had a terrible relationship with Myna’s father.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first woman with trauma in her past I’ve had a relationship with,” James said softly, tossing his now-useless glasses onto the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    “You always did find the broken ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Helped three of them become more stable before they moved on with their lives.” He trailed off slightly, thinking about his last lover. She’d passed away in her sleep because of a pulmonary embolism. 
 
      
 
    “Everything changes from today onward, James,” Sean said. “As a Nexus, you’ll twist fate just as much as I do.” 
 
      
 
    “But I won’t have divine essence from… how many gods was it?” 
 
      
 
    Sean thought about it. “Nine, going by my gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “You ever think about what it would’ve been like if we’d been swapped? If I’d gone to the bar instead?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… My first few months there, I had to use you as inspiration to deal with shit.” 
 
      
 
    James smirked. “‘What Would James Do?’ Did you do a WWJD?” 
 
      
 
    “A few times. I even had your voice in my head a couple of times, telling me to stop being an anime protagonist.” 
 
      
 
    James started laughing as he tried to picture what he’d have done if he’d been in Sean’s place. He would’ve passed on Michael and Lucifer, and Odin could bite a diseased dick after his son killed him. That would’ve only left him with Morrigan, but would she have even turned up for him? James wasn’t a MacDougal, after all. He was envious of his friend— Sean had found the life that James had always wanted. If Sean wasn’t the nicest guy he’d ever known, he might be upset about it. James wouldn’t begrudge his friend finding so much joy and love, though. He wasn’t that big of an asshole. 
 
      
 
    “All done,” Sean said, breaking James out of his reverie. 
 
      
 
    James got to his feet and stretched, then had to grab his jeans to keep them from falling off. “Okay… it’s great being thin and all, but umm… dude?” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked back at him, then laughed. “Sorry. Forgot to fix those.” He just gave James a grin as the clothing altered to fit his new healthy physique. “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    James blinked for a moment, then sighed. “I’ll get magic… I’ll get magic… Killing him won’t get me magic… even if he should be worth a few levels of experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Remember when we attacked a god in the game at the hobby store?” 
 
      
 
    James paused as he thought about it before laughing. “That GM was so pissed! He even tried to warn us that we couldn’t do it at level five.” 
 
      
 
    “Still made a spirited attempt.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we had him down to half his life before the GM squished us.” 
 
      
 
    “The difference is that you’d never be able to even half-life me.” 
 
      
 
    James frowned. “Are you saying you’re as near-unkillable as Doc from Luck’s Voice?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not in the same way. Did the author finish that while I’ve been gone?” 
 
      
 
    “No, though he just put out the next book. I think he only has a book or two left in it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the magic god cultivation series?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, man, you missed the Krogga arc! Fuck, that was so good.” 
 
      
 
    James’ phone began to ring, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    Sean could hear the other voice clearly, “Mister Giardino, this is the Pahrump sheriff’s office. We’ve been looking for you. There was an incident at your home and—” 
 
      
 
    James hung up and tossed his cell phone on the sofa. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed as he powered the portal open. When he did, he felt his energy reserves dip low, as he hadn’t had anything to replenish them with there being no ambient magic on Earth. “Go ahead. I’ll be through in just a moment. They’ll trace the last call here just in time for the fire.” 
 
      
 
    James stared at the portal, which was showing a stone room with shelves. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Ven said, flying downward, then through the portal. 
 
      
 
    James just shook his head as he stepped through into a new world. Staggering when he crossed through the portal, his head swam for a long moment before he shook off the daze that hit him. He looked back and saw Sean casually throwing small firebolts around before walking through the portal and closing it behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head on up. Try to behave yourself around my staff.” 
 
      
 
    James shrugged. “You know me better than that. If they’re taken, they’re taken. Consent has to come from all parties, including the husband or boyfriend of a woman I play with. I detest cheaters as much as you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair, but I also know what they look like.” 
 
      
 
    James followed Sean out of the room. “I like the magical lighting. Very nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. It was an offshoot of studying Mjolnir, or a copy of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you were fighting him.” 
 
      
 
    “I prepared for him, or else it would’ve been a really short fight. I’m curious how Morrigan and Loki survived the lightning Thor used on that sucker punch.” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. I was pretty blind there.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
      
 
    They came out of the hall into the cellar, and James laughed. “Your secret lab is in the basement?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s a classic! Besides, it was a good thing. My first attempt at a portal would’ve ripped a building apart.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not really selling me on trusting your portals.” 
 
      
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it did. That vertigo… you should warn people about that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was going to reply, but the trio of cooks greeted him, then froze when they saw James behind him. “Ladies, this is my oldest and most cantankerous friend, James. Jackass, these are Glorina, our head chef; Lona, our dessert cook; and Mona, her sister who specializes in baking.” 
 
      
 
    James exhaled slowly. “Sean… remember that part where you said to behave around your staff?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “I hate you…” James grumbled, then gave the three Rabbit Moonbound a smile. “Ladies, a pleasure to meet you all. I’m glad to know he has cooks, because the man is not a great cook.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s made us wonderful meals before,” Glorina said with a hint of disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “James is right, Glorina. He’s a skilled cook, and compared to him or you three, I’m pretty bad. He could easily show you even more recipes from Earth firsthand, if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d be fine with that, sir,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “But we wouldn’t want to take any of his time, either,” Mona added. 
 
      
 
    “Iced out by a trio of beauties,” James grunted. “Come on, Sean. Might as well flaunt all the other wonderful women who love you before me. Best to rip the bandage off, as it were.” 
 
      
 
    Sean patted James on the back. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be dinner in a few minutes, sir,” Glorina said. “It would be better for you to wash up and head to the table.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point. I did get into a fight, so a quick rinse would be nice. Let me show you the bathroom, James.” 
 
      
 
    James followed Sean, wondering just how much he might start to resent his friend by the time he went to bed. 
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Walking into the bathroom, James whistled. “Hello, there. Damn, man, you said a big tub, not a fucking pool.” 
 
      
 
    “Heated with jets,” Sean laughed. “Strip down, and I’ll clean your stuff while you shower. It’ll be clean when you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    James gave Sean the side-eye. “It’s going to be a sausage fest if it’s just us in here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a rinse, and don’t look,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    James shrugged, stripping down and setting his clothes on the bench before heading to the shower. “I thought I’d feel awkward or out of place feeling this thin, but it feels natural.” 
 
      
 
    “I reshaped your body. There’s nothing wrong with you now; there’d be no reason for you to feel off-balance or anything,” Sean said as he used Shaping to clean James’ clothing. When he finished, he did his own, then took them off to go rinse. 
 
      
 
    It stayed quiet until the pair were fully dressed again. “I have to say, Sean, you pulled off the isekai-protagonist way better than I ever thought you would.” 
 
      
 
    “Shocked the hell out of me, too. If not for the women around me, I’d not have done so well.” 
 
      
 
    “Time for you to introduce me to all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner. This way,” Sean led James to the dining room. “Ladies, I need to introduce my oldest friend, James Giardino. James, this is my family. I’ll start with my wives, then introduce the staff.” 
 
      
 
    James stared, a little stunned at the bevy of beautiful women smiling warmly at him. He did his best to put names to the faces, which normally would’ve challenged him, but these women were all different enough that he had no trouble. When they finished welcoming him into their home, he bowed slightly to the room. “Ladies, it’s an honor to be joining you for dinner.” He paused, then bowed to them again. “More than that, though, thank you for taking care of Sean. I know he probably made all of you wonder if you needed a steel bat to make him understand your affection.” The laughter came from everyone but Sean, who just frowned at James. “He’s the best man I’ve known— even better than me— and that’s no small praise in my mind. Please take care of him while he tries to do what the Queens told him to do.” He coughed as he looked down for a moment. “Also, I’m an incurable flirt. I’ll do my best to temper it, but if I make any of you uncomfortable at all, please tell me? I’ll try to throttle it back even further if I do.” 
 
      
 
    “James,” Fiona said, motioning to the seat that’d been made for him between her and Sean. “We’d love to hear more about our dear husband. He rarely talks about his life before, though he did tell me when you got him in trouble with a bartender.” 
 
      
 
    James laughed as he went to take the seat. “Not my finest moment, but you know how dense he is.” 
 
      
 
    “We all do,” Myna snickered. “We still consider it one of his charms. I can say he hasn’t been bad about noticing women since we managed to get him to marry Aria.” 
 
      
 
    “How about the third time I met him?” James grinned. “We were at a mutual friend’s house…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Sean slipped out of bed, leaving his wives to sleep. Dressed and out of the bedroom minutes later, he greeted the cooks, who were leaving their rooms, too. 
 
      
 
    “James was quite entertaining during dinner, sir,” Mona said. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think I was going to like him, but he really is affable,” Lona said. 
 
      
 
    “He takes some getting used to,” Sean said. “It’s not like me and him have always seen eye to eye, either. We’ve upset each other over the years, even strained things near breaking a few times, but we’ve always patched things up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he’s respectful,” Glorina said, “even if he does have roving eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “He likes checking out the women nearby… it would’ve gotten him into trouble if his girlfriends hadn’t been open to others.” 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised to hear that he had multiple partners,” Mona said. “We heard from Myna that your world wasn’t known for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Polyamory isn’t widely accepted,” Sean admitted as they walked downstairs. “Stupid as it is, people are more understanding of adultery than poly.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds backward, sir,” Lona frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to take a bath, then get started in the kitchen,” Glorina said. “Does your friend have any favorites we can cook to make him feel more welcome?” 
 
      
 
    “Bacon. The man loves his bacon.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure there’s some with breakfast. Have a good day, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day, sir,” Lona and Mona chimed in together. 
 
      
 
    He gave them a grin. They kept walking toward the bath as he stopped outside the kitchen. Taking a moment to appreciate the trio of lovely Rabbit Moonbound, he was glad they were going to try doing something nice for James. He saw them look back before heading into the bathroom, making his smile soften. He was a lucky man to have so much love in his life. 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the kitchen, he paused when James came out of the cellar. “James?” 
 
      
 
    “Morning. Surprised to see you up before the sun. That was always my schtick.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Sean asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Grabbed some potatoes. I was thinking I could make some happy hashbrowns.” 
 
      
 
    “The cooks are bathing, but they’ll be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I can chat with them while we work on food,” James said, then paused. “Will they be okay with that? I’m really not used to the kitchen not being mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. If you get the stuff together, but don’t start actually cooking, they’ll likely be fine with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair. I’ll get things prepped. Now, what are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Heading down to continue on my project.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. The Huntsman search?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to try opening a portal to Ireland. Failing that, I’ll do Stonehenge, then fly over.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to cause a lot of disruption on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully not for long,” Sean grumbled. “I’ll need to change my clothes. These kind of stand out.” He tugged at his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “A bit. I can change with you, since we’re about the same size now. Thanks for that, by the way. I wasn’t this fit even in high school. I reached for my glasses this morning out of habit before realizing I could see without them.” 
 
      
 
    Sean eyed James’ jeans and T-shirt. “That might be for the best. Did you have any cash on you?” 
 
      
 
    “About a hundred. I doubt the dollar will be worth anything here.” 
 
      
 
    “I can use it for this trip, at least,” Sean said. “Thor should still be recovering, so it should be a quick pop over to Ireland and then… I don’t know what.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Wait… are you saying you don’t know how to spot this guy?” James asked, then laughed. “What the hell, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned, but didn’t have an answer for James’ question. “I was just doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    “How about you get me some shiny gear like yours, and we go together? I’m supposedly a Nexus, too, right? If we combine our fate-warping properties, maybe it’ll pop the guy up for you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean considered it before he sighed. “Maybe, but that means we need to get you ener—” Sean stopped, staring at James with Mage Sight. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” James asked slowly; Sean had trailed off and was staring at him intently. “Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “When you woke up, did you feel… odd?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Besides not needing my glasses, not really. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Sean held up a hand, his mind reeling. James was filled with energy, a mixture of shades of brown that reminded Sean of different soils. “I… uh… I offer James Giardino this one day Bond: a full exchange of Talents and energy to replace anything he uses.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hell yes!” James grinned. “What do I have to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Just say you accept.” 
 
      
 
    “I accept the Bond,” James said. 
 
      
 
    Sean saw the thin band form on James’ left wrist. “Let’s go outside. We can try some things.” 
 
      
 
    “Sweet! Oh, wait… breakfast,” James said, torn between magic and cooking. He loved cooking, and he wanted to fix the error he’d made with the cooks when he met them. 
 
      
 
    “You can cook with them tomorrow,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Does he want to?” Glorina asked as she came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to today,” James said. “If you allowed it, that is. This is your kitchen. I was going to show you a recipe called ‘happy hashbrowns.’” 
 
      
 
    “We wouldn’t mind,” Mona said. 
 
      
 
    “Learning new recipes is always nice,” Lona nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow will be fine if Sean needs you today,” Glorina said. “We were planning on different bacon dishes.” 
 
      
 
    James grinned. “I love bacon.” 
 
      
 
    “We were told, and we wanted to make you feel welcome in the home, sir. Go with Sean, and we’ll cook with you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me. Thanks,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “Since that’s settled,” Sean said, “let’s go out back.” 
 
      
 
    James followed Sean down the hall. “I’m glad they’re not still upset with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they be?” 
 
      
 
    James gave Sean an amused look. “Clue-by-fours, where are the clue-by-fours?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I upset them when I met them before dinner last night. They’re… attached to you. My statement that you suck at cooking upset them. I hoped they’d thaw during dinner, but I was going to make sure we were good this morning by cooking with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… Okay.” Sean led them into the backyard. “Oh, you didn’t get to meet my other family,” Sean grinned. “Cuander, pack, come say hello to my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Pack?” James asked before barks came from different parts of the yard. “Dogs?” 
 
      
 
    Cuander and the others came racing toward them, but suddenly slowed down when they saw James. Heads bowed, the four cuons slunk toward Sean; he was worried about what was causing them to act so wary of James. James was shocked at the sight of the massive hounds, but he was grinning at them. 
 
      
 
    “Cuander? You okay, boy?” Sean asked softly when the alpha got to him. 
 
      
 
    Cuander whimpered, pressing into Sean’s leg. The other three all lay down, rolling to expose their bellies. 
 
      
 
    Sean gaped at the hounds. Cuander had just confirmed what he’d feared when he saw the energy James had. He was now at a complete loss for what to do. 
 
      
 
    “They’re gorgeous hounds, Sean, but why are they cowering?” 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled, knowing that he had to tell his best friend the truth. “Because of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? I love dogs. Why would they be afraid of me?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you could take them from my family.” 
 
      
 
    “What?! I would never!” 
 
      
 
    Cuander perked up a little, chuffing. 
 
      
 
    “He asks you to swear.” 
 
      
 
    James stared at Cuander, as he’d understood him, too. Maybe it was body language or the inflection on the sound, but James instantly knew what Cuander had wanted when he’d chuffed. “Uh, Sean… is this part of the Talents?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I understood him.” 
 
      
 
    Sean knelt to pet Cuander and the others. “No. My being able to talk to them has never gone to my wives, so it wouldn’t to you. I think… I think you being able to understand him is entirely you.” 
 
      
 
    “But… what?” 
 
      
 
    “I ask James Giardino to surrender the Bond we made,” Sean said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Dude, what the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “Trust me,” Sean said softly, petting the hounds. 
 
      
 
    “I surrender the Bond…” James grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Cuander, explain, please?” Sean asked when he saw the band vanish from James’ wrist. 
 
      
 
    Cuander let out a few soft barks and chuffs. 
 
      
 
    Both Sean and James stared at the hound, then glanced at each other. 
 
      
 
    “Is he serious?” James asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “You have energy, almost as much as I do. So yeah, I think so. Add in you talking to them, and it adds another point to him being correct.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit… Cuander, your pack is never to answer my call. You’re always free to ignore the Hunt.” 
 
      
 
    All four hounds chuffed, then sat up before howling softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your children, too,” James said. “All hounds that are with Sean are equally free. You have my word on that.” 
 
      
 
    Cuander raised his head and howled loudly. That howl was picked up and echoed up and down the street, as more of the cuons beholden to Sean heard and answered. 
 
      
 
    James took a seat on the ground. “I’m never going to enslave a being unwilling to be with me. Now that we’ve covered the introductions, can I pet you?” 
 
      
 
    The hounds shuffled closer, still a little wary, but soon were more than happy to get petted by him. 
 
      
 
    “So, Sean,” James snorted. “What can you tell me about my fiancées?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to test your patience. Summer and Winter are like bratty teens who dislike each other. They… uh… shit, I have an Agreement with them. All I can say is that ‘Winter’s tits’ and ‘Summer’s bronze buttocks’ are curses for a reason.” 
 
      
 
    James laughed as he petted Caleb and Shyla. “Variety’s good. You should know that even more than I do at this point.” 
 
      
 
    Sean flushed. “Dick…” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, that’s ‘King Dick’ to you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean suddenly recalled the other part of his Agreement with the Queens. “Uh, no. No, you aren’t. I didn’t tell you about the last part of my Agreement with them. Once I hand over the Huntsman, I’ll be leaving this world.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” James asked, his hands stilling. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t let me stay. I’m too powerful, too much of a threat to their world.” 
 
      
 
    James’ jaw set. “If they think I’ll choose them over my best friend—!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Sean cut James off. “I’m sure we can work something out, but honestly… this world is flawed. I’m going to ask my family to tell you stories during breakfast. That’ll help you understand faster.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…?” James said slowly. “I’m not going to take two bitches over my best friend. They’ll have to make allowances if they really want me that badly.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Oh, it’s going to be something when you meet them. Before that happens, we really need to get you prepared for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
      
 
    “Training,” Sean smiled as he stood up. “Remember our old sparring sessions?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean staves?” 
 
      
 
    “Padded staves,” Sean nodded. “Cuander, go make the rounds. We need the space.” 
 
      
 
    The hounds chuffed before trotting off. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think Loki planned this?” James asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “You being the Huntsman and me being killed?” Sean asked, getting a nod from James. “Maybe. He is the trickster god, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he know?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d have to ask him,” Sean shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe later, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    “Sean, breakfast!” Fiona called from the back door. “Sparring?” 
 
      
 
    Sean grinned as he helped James up from the ground. “Testing things out. We’ll grab a quick rinse and be in.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let the others know. Don’t take too long.” 
 
      
 
    James watched her go. “They always come get you for food?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. This way, I don’t miss a meal.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt the two I’m destined for are going to do the same,” James snorted. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t think either of them cook, either,” Sean chuckled. “On the other hand, they both probably have extensive staff.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. Do you think they’d mind my sampling?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s going to be a conversation, I’m sure,” Sean said. “Come on, breakfast is waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “So how are we going to do this? The whole me being presented thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get advice from my family, and then we’ll go from there.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take them long to get cleaned up and to the dining room; neither of them wanted to hold up breakfast more than it already had been. James took the seat to Sean’s right that Fiona had left open for him. The food was already on the table waiting, with the cooks seated and chatting with the others. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Sean said as he took his seat. 
 
      
 
    “My fault,” James said. “Do they always wait for you to eat?” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t eat until the master of the home has taken his portion first,” Fiona said. “It’s how society here operates.” 
 
      
 
    James sucked at his teeth for a second. “Shit… going to need a crash course in that, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help, James,” Hallie smiled. “I’m the one who deals with the nobility the most.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly take your training,” James said. “I have a feeling I’ll need it.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much,” Sean said, handing the serving spoon to James. “The Huntsman was known for doing things his own way. He broke rules, flaunted his differences from the Queens…” Sean trailed off. “He was a fucking Nexus… it all fits now.” 
 
      
 
    James took a heaping helping of bacon, then some of the scrambled eggs with cheese and bacon. “Huh… I mean, that would probably help him deal with two women as powerful as the Queens.” He cut some bread from the loaf when Sean handed over the knife, quickly adding butter and jam to it. 
 
      
 
    “It would explain why he felt confident enough to try defying an entire pantheon. He thought he could twist fate enough to get away. If not for Cernunnos and Morrigan, he might have managed it.” 
 
      
 
    “They really are good friends,” Andrea grinned. “Basically, finishing each other’s sentences.” 
 
      
 
    The two men glanced at her, making her laugh. The others joined in the laughter at their expressions. 
 
      
 
    “Outnumbered, Sean. On second thought, maybe two wives will be more than enough for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! You and I both know you’re a dirty old man, even if you are only in your forties. Inside a year, you’ll be convincing them to let you have a few extra on the side.” 
 
      
 
    “I am who I am,” James snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, it feels like you two are having a conversation we don’t have pertinent information about,” Aria said. 
 
      
 
    “They’re smart, beautiful, and faithful,” James said between bites. “Tell me again how you managed to marry them, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “They caught me, and I said yes,” Sean sniffed as if offended. He turned his attention to Aria. “I found the Huntsman. He’s a dick who should be slapped around a lot, but he has his redeeming qualities… maybe not a lot of them, but some.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be offended by that, but I know you were never the smarter one of the two of us.” All eyes turned to James, and he grinned down the table. “I promised Cuander that his pack was exempt from the Hunt.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing their expressions, Sean spoke up, “I found out this morning when I used Mage Sight that he had energy. Go ahead and look.” 
 
      
 
    It took a moment, but almost all of them gasped when they looked at James. 
 
      
 
    “Feels odd having your wives and soon-to-be-wives causing such a fuss over me,” James smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Sean sighed. “His energy is tied to the earth, much like the Queens are tied to fire and ice.” 
 
      
 
    “How do they not know…?” Fiona asked in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “He came through the portal with no energy. It was only his being here that started it. I’d also guess that it’s because he’s a Nexus like me. Since we both want time to prepare him as much as possible, it’s likely they’re being kept from paying attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Prepare him in what ways?” Felora asked. 
 
      
 
    “Every way we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I need a lot of help,” James admitted. 
 
      
 
    “He always has,” Sean nodded sagely. 
 
      
 
    James poked Sean with his fork. “Dick.” 
 
      
 
    “No forking around at the table.” 
 
      
 
    “Be glad I can’t Shape. I’d make a spork and spork around, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s gotten the idea of how to get around a loophole,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    “He was always good at the letter of the law,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take him for a couple of hours and go over how the nobility think, plus etiquette.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “We will work on weapons with him during afternoon and evening sparring,” Helga said. 
 
      
 
    “Which he needs. James is tapping into his potential already— he was starting to keep up with me before Talents.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. That will make the sparring entertaining.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hate to be no fun,” James grinned before taking a big bite of his eggs. 
 
      
 
    “I can see why Master has been fine with us being brats,” Myna grinned. “His friend is one.” 
 
      
 
    James started to choke, not expecting her comment. Sean laughed and slapped his friend’s back as the rest of the table laughed, making James blush. He wasn’t upset; it’d just come out of nowhere, so he hadn’t expected it. 
 
      
 
    “Myna, well done,” Sean snickered. “I haven’t seen him that color for a decade.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” James coughed at Sean. He gave Myna a look, “I should consider it an honor that a cat admitted I was her equal.” 
 
      
 
    Myna growled for a second, then cleared her throat. “You are Master’s best friend, so I will allow it. I will warn you to never call another Feline Moonbound a cat. You’d lose body parts or your life.” 
 
      
 
    James met her eyes, then dipped his head in apology. “Understood. I will refrain from doing so in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be for the best,” Sean said. “I might like you as a friend, but I’m not adding you to my marriage.” 
 
      
 
    James barked a laugh. “Hard pass. As lovely as your wives are, I don’t feel right playing hide the salami with you.” 
 
      
 
    Felora’s eyes blazed, and everyone looked her way. She grinned and started to open her mouth to say something. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Sean cut her off. “The table stays clean, Fel. There will be no boy-love.” 
 
      
 
    Felora laughed, but made a locking motion to her lips. 
 
      
 
    “She’s into that?” James asked. “Fel— if you don’t mind me using your nickname— can you tell me about your mom?” 
 
      
 
    Felora giggled. “She’d break you.” 
 
      
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” James grinned. “Besides, I’m sure since I’m the Huntsman, I might be a lot more resilient than you expect.” 
 
      
 
    “James, you’re going to have a rough enough time with Summer and Winter,” Sean said. “Trying to add a centuries-old Succubus might be a bad idea.” 
 
      
 
    “You say bad idea, I say fun for the rest of my life. Besides, this would let me become your stepdad.” 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned while the table laughed at his reaction. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously, though,” James said as he picked up his last piece of bacon, “I’ll take all the help you can give. Tomorrow morning, I plan to cook a new recipe with Glorina, Lona, and Mona, so just don’t schedule me for anything before breakfast. Other than that, push me to learn. Sean has a firm deadline, and you’re all going to be giving birth soon, so now’s the time to make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll arrange it,” Fiona said. “Besides Hallie, who can take him to go learn now, we need to discuss who and when will help to make sure the Huntsman is ready to take up his mantle.” 
 
      
 
    “James,” Hallie said, standing up, “come with me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” James said. 
 
      
 
    Sean watched James go, then looked back at everyone else. “Ladies, please take a moment here or there to explain your lives from before to him? He’ll do better knowing how society is structured. While he’s going to be fine with the Bonds, he still hates clear oppression. He’ll be the chance for this world to rise up from where it is to something better.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Tiska said. “Everything we can do, we will.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Helga will lead sparring, and Hallie is handling society,” Fiona said. “Who else wants to help him, and in what areas?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    James followed Hallie to the library. They took seats in the sitting area while the younger Fairies gathered for reading. “How many are in the clan?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “A few thousand, at least,” Hallie said. “Give me a moment to pull down a book for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” James watched the Fairy children with a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “Now, let’s begin with Agreements and how those have shaped our world,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    “Before we do,” James said, “Sean’s story had undercurrents to it. Tell me about how society here is structured? He briefly mentioned that Myna wasn’t accepted as an equal, and that the clan formed because he gave them more. That’s something that I want to hear more about, first.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie gave him a pleased smile. “As worried about the Fairies as Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike Sean, I’m all for Bonds— willing, uncoerced Bonds. I don’t like that oppression is based on heritage. He and I have always agreed on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Messenger Fairies are not normally seen as equal to anyone; they are the lowest of the low. They have only ever found anything in service to others. Sean gave them equality, and that’s what has drawn the clan to him. My family had a small clan. While we treated them well, it was nowhere near how Sean does. Most don’t give them more than a small patch of roof and maybe some scraps from the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    James grimaced. “And Moonbound?” 
 
      
 
    “They are treated better than the Fairies, but they are still considered near the bottom of the societal ladder. Only more exotic races, like Lesser Naga, are treated worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it… Sorry for the digression. Please teach me about Agreements.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie nodded. “Very well.” As she began explaining the world to him, she was smiling. It seemed that James might be exactly what the world needed: a strong personality who could help the Queens see how to make things better. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Sean was in the kitchen with James while the cooks bathed before breakfast. “Going to wait to start?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to show them the recipe,” James said. “It’s odd, Sean… I have this power and these abilities, and I know them already. They’re just… there in my head. It’s bizarre as shit.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet. At least you’re getting time to learn your foundation before meeting the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s for the best. I need to be able to meet them as an equal or near to. I get the feeling they’ll try to pressure me to make sure I can stand up to them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I believe, too, which is why we’re doing what we are.” 
 
      
 
    “But a gathering here instead of the gardens? You know my dad was a landscaper; I’d love the hell out of the gardens.” 
 
      
 
    “Right under where they live?” 
 
      
 
    James exhaled. “I get that. It’s the only reason I’m not arguing about it. I have no idea how they haven’t figured it out yet, but I’m not going to flaunt myself right under their noses when I’m far from prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be nice to have the kids here before you go to face them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Kids,” James chuckled. “I was always in the no-kids club. I guess I’m going to have two daughters eventually if this works out.” 
 
      
 
    “The cycle continues.” 
 
      
 
    “Life will find a way,” James said gravely, then changed the subject. “I’d like to meet your dragon, though… because, you know… dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. Let’s put it off for now, but before the Queens? Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “So all of your close allies are coming over after breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “This is the time we normally walk the gardens with them. I’ll get the chance to read to the Fairies first, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw them reading the other day. You read to them?” 
 
      
 
    “The children, yes. I’m getting my practice in.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably a good idea,” James agreed. “I think that’s one of the big things missing from this world— that level of family love. The bits I heard from Hallie really stood out to me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s part of it. The rest is just the disregard the nobility has for anyone not in their ranks. Add in how they treat Moonbound and the rest, and it just gets so much worse.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a big undertaking to change it, but if I’m unaging like the Queens, I’ll get it done.” 
 
      
 
    “Better you than me.” 
 
      
 
    James laughed. “You aren’t the man to deal with those two, especially not with your current family. I doubt Winter and Summer would make the compromises you would need to coexist.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m certain they wouldn’t. They would be pissed to have to wait for staff.” 
 
      
 
    “We both know they wouldn’t wait. They’d try to intimidate or kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “And the war began,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “What war?” Glorina asked, leading the sisters into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “The one we’ll never have, all because James is going to throw himself onto unexploded royalty for us,” Sean grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Fire in the hole,” James said, then grimaced. “It’ll be more like I’m the explosive they jump on.” 
 
      
 
    The cooks looked shocked and a little horrified at the idea. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” James laughed. “Come on over. We’re making happy hashbrowns today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll catch up to you later,” Sean said, heading for the cellar and his workroom. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been a success: the cheesy, eggy hashbrowns with crumbled bacon mixed in had been declared delicious by the entire table. James was a little taken aback by the lack of ketchup; he hadn’t considered it until he asked for it after cooking. He promised to show the cooks how to make the condiment later, forgoing it for this meal. It wasn’t as if the hashbrowns truly needed it. It was just a habit for him. 
 
      
 
    Making his way upstairs, he went to the library. “I’m sure they’d be happy to have you read to them,” Sean told James as he opened the door. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    The chorus of “Good morning,” back from the young Fairies filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “James was hoping to read to you some today,” Sean said as the pair walked over to the desk. “Who’s turn is it to pick?” 
 
      
 
    “Mine!” one of the youngest Fairies said happily. “Can we hear stories from him, instead?” 
 
      
 
    James grinned. “I’d say yes, but if you’re children, I’m not sure some of them are appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    “Just none of your escapades,” Sean warned him. 
 
      
 
    “I want Sean stories,” the Fairy said. “You’re his friend, so you know some, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhhh, yes,” James laughed, taking a seat. “I do have some Sean stories.” 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled over another chair, grumbling. “Keep it tame.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course.” James grinned wider. “The first story is one that has stuck with both of us. Sean might have around a score of wives, but he was far from a ladies’ man before.” 
 
      
 
    Sean covered his face with one hand. “You’re such a jerk, James.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean and I were at a bar,” James chuckled. “The bartender was a beautiful woman…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sean, it’s time to come downstairs,” Andrea said. “The guests will be showing up shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” Sean said as he shot to his feet. 
 
      
 
    James laughed. “Too bad. The next one was a doozy.” James placed his hand on the desk. “Thank you for letting me spend time with you today.” The Fairies all leaned in, placing their hands in his. 
 
      
 
    “It was fun!” Arla laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We learned lots,” Jott snickered. 
 
      
 
    “So much that we didn’t know before,” Jutt grinned. 
 
      
 
    The others all chimed in, too. 
 
      
 
    “You all be good. I have to go meet Sean’s other friends,” James said. “Who’s his best male friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Winston,” Arla said. “They built the car together.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to know who’s my competition in the bromance department,” James said seriously before laughing. 
 
      
 
    “You tease him just like his wives do,” Jutt snickered. 
 
      
 
    “I was his first true love,” James said sadly before sniffling. “Alas, he only liked women.” 
 
      
 
    “Cut that out,” Sean sighed. “You’ll give them the wrong idea.” 
 
      
 
    Cackling wildly, James headed for the door. “You never could take those jokes.” 
 
      
 
    “Who has a score of wives, and who has none?” Sean asked as he followed James. 
 
      
 
    James staggered, clutching his chest dramatically. “Oh, he cuts me to the quick! Maybe not as deep and wide as a church door, but it’s enough…” 
 
      
 
    “Shakespeare?” 
 
      
 
    “The classics are classics for a reason,” James shrugged. “I like some of the quotes, at least, even if some of the plays were just about idiots being idiots.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean introduced James to each of his friends as they arrived, but held off on the reveal until everyone was there. The last two to show up were Minerva and Commander Queensblood. Sean hadn’t expected them until Fiona told him a minute before they arrived. 
 
      
 
    “It was unexpected to be invited here and not the gardens,” Minerva said as she followed Sean to the ballroom. 
 
      
 
    “The reason why will be explained shortly,” Sean said. “You two were the last arrivals.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to shore things up before coming,” Queensblood sighed. “The Queens are digging into the guards. I am complying with their demands, but they are unhappy.” 
 
      
 
    “The fact that Sean is working on the Huntsman issue is what has them so anxious,” Minerva said. “How has that been going, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Funny that you should ask,” Sean chuckled as he opened the ballroom door. “Let me introduce you to my oldest friend.” 
 
      
 
    James was in the middle of the group, laughing as he chatted with everyone else. He always claimed to be an introvert, but he could socialize easily when needed. Sean knew that when things finished, James would faceplant hard; it was the cost of pushing outside of his comfort zone. 
 
      
 
    “James, our last two guests have arrived. High Lady Minerva Queensblood, Commander Illandril Queensblood, this is my oldest friend from Earth, James Giardino. James, Minerva and Illandril.” 
 
      
 
    James stepped forward, shaking Queensblood’s hand with a grin before gently taking Minerva’s hand and kissing the back. “A pleasure to meet you both,” he grinned. “Your dress is a wonder, Minerva. Classy, yet showing that you’re not someone to be trifled with.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva’s lips quirked up. “Are you the opposite of your friend, James? Sean is nowhere near as forward with women.” 
 
      
 
    “True. He requires special care— normally a thick piece of metal-banded wood to the back of the skull to get a clue,” James laughed. “As for me, I’ve always appreciated the beauty of women.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll try charming any and every woman,” Sean cut in. “Now that we’re all here and everyone has met James, let’s get down to the reason why we’re gathering at my manor and not walking the gardens.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone drifted over, quieting down to listen. 
 
      
 
    “The Queens don’t know, and I’d like them to continue to not know until my time is up, but…” Sean paused, looking over the room, “let me introduce you to the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure,” James winked at Minerva. 
 
      
 
    Everyone paused, but it was Minerva who spoke up, “Sean, while admirable that you’d want your friend to fill the role, it—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Sean cut her off. “I offer a Bond to everyone in this room: Mage Sight and the energy to use it for an hour. After you take the Bond, look at him and then continue that sentence, Minerva.” 
 
      
 
    There was a chorus of acceptance, then immediate gasps as everyone stared at James. James just grinned as he looked over the room. The attention was different, but he couldn’t say he disliked the shock and awe on their faces. 
 
      
 
    “I! Well… umm…” Minerva coughed. “That is different. His energy feels natural, like it soothes the world around him, but is that enough? Does he have any of the Talents the Huntsman is purported to have had?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve done a lot of research on that,” Siobhan said, stepping forward. “If James will tell me what he is capable of, I can confirm things.” 
 
      
 
    “One second,” Sean said. “I have a little over two tendays until I have to present him to the Queens. I’m asking those of you who’d like to help James understand the world to do so. My home will be open for you to come and speak to him. His sensibilities are like mine, but he’s more open to the idea of Bonds. My family is already starting to teach him about the world and fighting. Illandril, he’ll surprise you.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to spar him at least once,” Queensblood said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me,” James grinned, “especially since Sean got me my armor yesterday. But first, to prove who I was and now am, I can say that I can speak to animals.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    James cooked breakfast again with Glorina, Lona, and Mona. He listened to their stories about how they were treated before they’d met Sean, and how most Moonbound were treated every day. Every story from them had his hackles go up farther and farther. All of it went against his grain— he was fine with Bonded servitude. It’d been part of his lifestyle for decades. What they described broke most of the rules he lived by. It wasn’t just Moonbound, either. All Bonded— especially Life Bonded— were just not treated well, and for Moonbound, it was even worse. 
 
      
 
    When breakfast ended, James asked to see Sean’s planes. It was partially to meet Sean’s two other wives, but also to experience what they were like. The Bog was a big part of that, as James was fascinated by the idea. Not everyone was going to go with them, as the manor still needed to be cared for, and someone might need to get Sean if the Queens acted up. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Sean,” Rosa smiled. “Visiting?” 
 
      
 
    “My friend wanted to meet Chas and Lilly,” Sean said. “James, this is Rosa, Rumia’s mother. Rosa, this is James, my oldest friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness. I know where Rumia gets her enchanting looks from now,” James smiled broadly. “A pleasure, miss.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa blinked, then flushed lightly. “That’s very kind of you, James. I’m nowhere near as attractive—” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to stop you there,” James cut her off softly. “I disagree most emphatically. A flower in full bloom is just as— if not more— attractive than the one that’s just starting to spread its petals.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia giggled. “He’s as bad as Felora.” 
 
      
 
    Rosa coughed, looking away. “I’ll accept the compliment. Please enjoy the gardens.” 
 
      
 
    “My father worked with flora,” James said, moving a little closer. “If I get the time later, I’d love to hear more about the ones I don’t know about.” 
 
      
 
    Sean slapped James on the back. “You’re meeting my wives and seeing the Bog, James.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, right,” James laughed. “If I’d known a lovely Dryad would be the first person that I met, I’d have added more to that list beforehand.” 
 
      
 
    “If you have time later, sir,” Rosa murmured, “but I shouldn’t keep you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosa,” Sean said, then nudged James. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    There was barking coming closer as the cuons bounded toward them. Just like before, though, the cuons slowed, then whimpered as they slunk closer. 
 
      
 
    “You know what bothers me the most?” James asked. “This… I love animals. Seeing them do this makes me feel like the biggest asshole in the universe. You’re all free from me. I will never ensnare a hound from Sean’s pack.” 
 
      
 
    The cuons slowed down, then sat, their tails beginning to wag when they felt their compulsion to serve the Huntsman fade. They let out happy barks, and Sean encouraged that by mentally creating balls to throw the length of the manor yard. The hounds went racing after them, barking happily. 
 
      
 
    “Better?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll be changing the mantle of Huntsman to fit me,” James said. “The old one demanded and enslaved those who ran with him. I won’t be doing that. They’ll run willingly or be excluded from the Hunt. Maybe I’ll turn what I Hunt into something good, like hunting down child molesters, rapists, and the idiots who talk at the movies.” 
 
      
 
    Sean started laughing as he led James toward the manor. “‘Firefly’ quotes?” 
 
      
 
    “Amended to add rapists,” James shrugged. “We both liked the show.” He glanced back before chuckling. “You do realize your gardener is part-Dryad and has the same name as the insatiable Weed?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never commented, and tried not to think about it,” Sean said. “This Rosa is not that Rosa.” 
 
      
 
    “No bark skin,” James nodded. “I doubt she’s as open as the other one was, either.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia’s eyebrows went up, but she stayed quiet; it was clear what the two men were hinting at. She wasn’t surprised that Sean had never considered her mother that way. Just a few days of getting to know James, and she wasn’t too surprised that he did. She wondered if he might not have some Succubus or similar blood in him with how much he flirted. 
 
      
 
    Before they reached the manor doors, they opened to reveal Marjorie. “Sean? Portal again?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure why it still puts me near the gate when my workshop in the cellar would make more sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Because that’s where it links in your mind,” James snorted. “I might not have been magical for long, but I get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Overachiever,” Sean coughed. 
 
      
 
    “Uhh…” Marjorie was unsure how to take the two men bantering. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, this is James. James, Chastity’s mother, Marjorie. You heard her story.” 
 
      
 
    James gently took Marjorie’s hand in his, kissing the back of it. “Miss, I’m sorry for the horrors you suffered. Thank you for accepting this blockhead as a good man and allowing him to marry your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Marjorie’s cheeks went a touch pink as she smiled brightly. “He’s the best son-in-law I could ever hope for.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband? And with a new face?” Chastity asked, coming out of the hall. “Lilly, we have guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Coming,” Lilly called back, hurrying up behind Chastity. “Sean,” the name was full of love, “welcome Home.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” Sean said before he went over to them, giving them both a hug and kiss. “I have a special person to introduce you to, even if he is shamelessly flirting with everyone’s mothers.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not shameless,” James said as he let go of Marjorie’s hand. “I’ve known shame for years. I call him a friend… but normally, he’s just Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Both Chastity and Lilly went from smiling to glaring at James. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Sean sighed. “He likes to needle people. James is my oldest and ugliest friend. He’s also the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “He will mind his manners in our home,” Chastity said firmly. “Mom, if he’s going to be mean to Sean, you shouldn’t encourage him.” 
 
      
 
    Marjorie coughed as she stepped away, going back to where she’d been having tea. “I wasn’t encouraging him.” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled and bowed to Chastity and Lilly. “I’m sorry if I upset you both. Sean and I have traded barbs for decades; it’d be odd to stop entirely, but I’ll try while I’m in your house.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly studied him intently before adding, “He has some of my power, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Binding, yeah. That was his preferred life for a long time. Remember how I said I knew how things went with how you and Fel played together? He’s always like that. I think him being the Huntsman gave him Talents that get close to yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the Succubus tamer,” James nodded. “I’m still placing everyone. Your eye for lovers is impeccable, Lilly. If we get a chance, I’d love to talk later. I hear Saret is single, and well, I do have a high interest in Succubi.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly blinked at him, then laughed. “Diving into the deep end to start, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll either swim or sink in a very pleasant fashion.” 
 
      
 
    “James wanted to meet all my wives, so we came to see you. We’re going to visit the Bog, as well,” Sean cut in. “So far, he’s flirted with every mother he’s come across. It’s almost like he wants to be my stepdad.” 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, Sean. You can call me Daddy,” James said with a straight face. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no!” Sean spluttered. “Never! I need brain bleach just from hearing that!” 
 
      
 
    Chastity and Lilly laughed at Sean’s reaction. 
 
      
 
    “James, do come back after the Bog,” Chastity smiled. “I think I understand now. None of what you say about our husband is out of malice.” 
 
      
 
    “Never malice,” James said seriously. “Most of it’s not even truthful, but it’s so much fun to watch him get all defensive.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly snickered. “He’s met Fel, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sean sighed. “Why do you think he knows about Saret?” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point. We’ll have snacks and drinks ready when you come back. We’d like to hear more about our husband’s friend.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll return shortly,” Sean said, nudging James. “Come on, you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Son. Let’s go,” James said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “I will fucking hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “But you said you weren’t into that kind of thing…” 
 
      
 
    A long-suffering sigh followed Sean out of the house as he led James away. 
 
      
 
    The moment they entered the Bog, James stopped joking around. The depth of power pressed on him, not uncomfortably, but palpably. Reaching the ring around the Bog itself, James whistled softly at the scene. 
 
      
 
    “This is the most impactful moment I’ve had of you being a god, Sean,” James finally said. “It’s cold, oppressive, judgmental… everything you aren’t.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave him a side-eye. “Thanks?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. Honestly, you’re one of the kindest people I’ve ever known. I would never have expected this, but as a god, you kind of need a hell.” 
 
      
 
    “You can walk on the peat today.” 
 
      
 
    James suddenly felt the power to do so. “Huh… I’d sink otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rumia said. She walked past, having been silently following them. Her shears came to hand and, humming, she went to the closest bush to prune it. 
 
      
 
    The song touched James, and he closed his eyes. It was a song of redemption, of the peace that could be had if you could admit your flaws. James swallowed, as he knew his many sins over the forty-plus years he’d been alive. None of them mattered here— Sean judged things differently, but he could still feel them with the song. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Sean asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “No. She really is the Tender of Souls,” James murmured. “She touched even mine with that song.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a soul?!” Sean gasped. 
 
      
 
    James turned to him, his face serious. “That was a good one, but seriously. I know my chances of them accepting me are slim. If I fail…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be at Home,” Sean said firmly. “I know you, James. You’d never stand against my family.” 
 
      
 
    “No power in the universe is strong enough to make me turn on my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave James a pat on the back. “Come meet the biggest asshole I’ve ever known… other than you.” 
 
      
 
    James nodded, and his normal demeanor came back to him. “Oh? There’s a mirror out here?” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to comment, but he slowed. There was an oddity he hadn’t noticed until right then: a body swinging from the yew tree. “R-rumia?” Sean stammered her name. 
 
      
 
    She was beside him quickly. “Yes, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm…” Sean pointed at the hooded body that slowly swung from the branches. 
 
      
 
    “He’s paying his penance, Sean. Fiona was specific on what she wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “That must be Truestrike,” James said. “Is he alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no,” Rumia said slowly, worried that Sean was here to hear it. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Sean exhaled as he tried to accept what Rumia had done. 
 
      
 
    “The branch around his neck holds him and strangles him, with more keeping his arms and legs bound. He dies every day, but slowly… Sean… Fiona asked…” 
 
      
 
    Sean held up a hand, cutting off her hesitant explanation. “Keeper, this is your field to tend. It’s yours because I can’t do some things. We should head back. I don’t want to be here right now.” 
 
      
 
    James looked at the body, then shrugged. He had no trouble tormenting someone who’d killed so many. It was a much lighter sentence than what he would’ve given the former noble. “Sounds good,” James said to help his friend. “I’d love to talk with Marjorie and Rosa some more.” 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned. “That joke is played out.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I was joking? Sure, it started that way, but they’re both good-looking women. Unlike you, mister twenty-wives, some of us have had a longer dry spell.” 
 
      
 
    Sean just started walking. “You’ll have enough trouble in a couple of tendays.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s true, but before then… well, I’m not opposed if they’re game. I’m sure Saret would throw me a hell of a bachelor party.” 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned at the pun and the mental image James had just thrust into his brain. 
 
      
 
    Rumia followed after the friends. She was thankful to James. He’d managed to completely distract Sean from what he’d just seen. Besides, she wasn’t opposed to James being sweet to her mother. It actually made her giggle that, if James wasn’t the Huntsman, he’d definitely be trying to become Sean’s stepfather. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    Sean listened to the conversations going on, but he was still thinking about the previous day. The others on the plane had come up to visit while James was there. Nothing troubling had occurred, though Darragh did ask to spar with James upon hearing he was the Huntsman. James was rapidly coming into his own with combat. The two men both used axes, but Darragh had James by nearly a half-foot and longer reach. Even so, James was faster, stronger, and seemed just as skilled, pushing the sparring match to last a good while. 
 
      
 
    Nola had asked Sean for a spar, and he obliged her, and then Misa asked for one, too. He won both matches as they’d tapped out after having been thrown a few times. Darragh had been impressed with how fast and strong both Sean and James were. 
 
      
 
    Trisha took the time to tell James more about the nobility and how they acted, with Nola and Misa adding observations on their interactions with the nobility, as well. As Lesser Naga, their treatment was different than a Moonbound, because they were viewed as skilled and dangerous. 
 
      
 
    When his wives had shown up after dinner using a dream, it reminded Sean of the time, for which he apologized. That had them all staying on the plane until morning. Sean let out a sigh of relief when the Queens didn’t focus on them when he, James, and Rumia returned to the Queendom. 
 
      
 
    Now, they were on the bus, heading into the country. James had asked about Cimmacrinth the previous evening, which got everyone from his house asking to meet the dragon. The bus was full; only Helga had stayed behind, as she’d been with him the last time. She thought it would be best to have someone stay at the manor, just in case their friends or the Queens needed anything. 
 
      
 
    The road past the farms near Cimmacrinth’s lair was pretty terrible. Sean focused on fixing it as Arliat drove slowly. This way, the bus didn’t have to hit some of the massive potholes that’d been in front of it. James asked what Sean was doing, so he was given a quick Bond and the magic to see and feel what and how Sean was doing things. 
 
      
 
    When the barn that Cimmacrinth called his lair came into view, everyone started getting excited. Dragons were myths and legends to most of them. As the bus was coming to a stop, Cimmacrinth came out of the barn. The light glinted off his golden scales, and when he sat before the doorway, his gemstone-colored belly was on full display. 
 
      
 
    James snickered. “That’s what he wanted?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s pretty vain about it,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “The gold is beautiful, but he looks like a peacock with his belly all rainbowed.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say that to him,” Sean snorted. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Arliat parked the bus, and Sean was the first one out the door. “Cimmacrinth, I brought my family and my best friend to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord,” Cimmacrinth said, bowing to him. 
 
      
 
    Everyone got off the bus, gathering near Sean. When James came up, Cimmacrinth’s eyes focused on him. He could feel the presence of a predator, one that should concern even him. 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth, this is my family. James here,” He slapped James’ back, “is my oldest friend.” 
 
      
 
    “He is more than that,” Cimmacrinth said. 
 
      
 
    “True. He’s also the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “Always wanted to meet a dragon,” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure,” Cimmacrinth said. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. It is for me, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You can understand him?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure I can talk to all animals, beasts, and hunters,” James said. “He’s a hunter, Sean. I can feel the urge in him to chase down prey and eat it, but you’ve shackled that part of him.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was at a loss— this was not something James had mentioned before. “I had to. He’d eat anyone if I didn’t impose some rules.” 
 
      
 
    “True… him eating anyone he wanted to would cause you no end of trouble… but you won’t let him hunt for his meals at all, either.” 
 
      
 
    Sean rubbed at his face. “James, I was told he would cause a massive panic. Dragons were thought extinct before he showed up to nearly kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just telling you what I feel,” James shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It chafes, but his will is law,” Cimmacrinth said. “Your soul is more like mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth,” Fiona asked, “might we come and touch your scales while they talk?” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth grinned as he lowered his head. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “He said yes,” Sean told them. 
 
      
 
    The women all went forward to rub Cimmacrinth’s scales. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what else I could do for him… at least not until the Queens aren’t breathing down my neck,” Sean said, turning back to James. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that’s fair. Have you made a saddle for him yet?” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    “No. I mean, I can fly, so I’m not sure I really need a saddle.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” James said, but it was clear he’d hoped Sean had. 
 
      
 
    “Wanted to take a flight, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, he’s a fucking dragon! Who wouldn’t want to fly on him?” 
 
      
 
    “Can we?” Aria asked with wide, hopeful eyes. 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth rumbled a laugh. “I would permit your wives to ride me.” 
 
      
 
    “Not me?” James asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “I feel that anything you ride upon would bow to you,” Cimmacrinth murmured. 
 
      
 
    Sean saw James frown for a minute. “He’s right,” James finally said. “I can feel that. Anything I claim as a steed is mine. Only I can ride them at that point.” Sighing, James looked at the sky. “Fuck… I wanted to say I rode a dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Sean knew what his vision of the future had been, even if he hadn’t seen it for a while. There’d always been a dragon in it, and he thought it would be Cimmacrinth after the Life Bond. But that vision has always been changing, Sean thought. It kept changing as my wives joined me. If Cimmacrinth would be happier with James… 
 
      
 
    James had gone over to at least pet Cimmacrinth, since he wouldn’t be able to fly on the dragon. The power of the massive beast was awe-inspiring. He understood why Sean had to shackle Cimmacrinth’s natural urges with him being so close to the capital, but at the same time, it saddened a part of him. 
 
      
 
    “Aria, you know more about saddles than I do. Can you make one?” Sean asked, so those who wanted to ride him could. 
 
      
 
    “Right away,” Aria grinned. “I get the first ride.” 
 
      
 
    The others all started picking out when they’d get a turn. James chuckled as he watched the women begin a committee to make sure they all had a chance to fly on a dragon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to add to your hoard, Cimmacrinth,” Sean said. “Thank you for allowing them this moment.” 
 
      
 
    “I am pleased to provide you a service, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “James, want to see the hoard?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” James said, going with Sean into the barn. When they entered, James felt let down. “This is it?” he asked the question softly so Cimmacrinth might not hear him. 
 
      
 
    “The mithril and adamantine are what I added when I visited him last. Truestrike didn’t really spoil him much.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s sad,” James said. “There should be a pile of gold and silver, enchanted items, maybe some soft cloths or silks draped around the rafters. It’s just… lacking.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured I’d make him some enchanted stuff. Want to help while they’re busy?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds fun to me,” James said. 
 
      
 
    The two of them took a seat at the edge of the pit. Sean pulled out metal and gems, then made sure James had the Talents to Shape. The friends worked on making things together. James would Shape the item, and then Sean would put an enchantment on it. They joked and laughed as they worked, each coming up with outlandish backstories for the newly-crafted items. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Sean said, “I was thinking… you need to be equal to the Queens. It’s why we’re trying to make sure you’re fully up to speed on things. The Queens killed most of his relatives in the past. If he’s amenable, I can see about breaking his Life Bond so you can Bond him. This way, you can have a Life Bonded dragon, which would be more than Winter and Summer have done.” 
 
      
 
    James glanced at Sean. “You’re sure? I mean, you have your very own loyal dragon right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a Bonded dragon. His loyalty is only because of the Bond.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to say no, Sean. I just want to make sure you won’t regret it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d only regret it if you flew him around eating farmers.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll teach them not to raise the prices of potatoes,” James chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed. When his wives finished flying Cimmacrinth, it would be time to ask him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth landed for the last time. Fiona got down, smiling broadly and thanking him. “That was glorious, Cimmacrinth. Thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure,” Cimmacrinth rumbled. He was starting to warm up to the idea of beautiful women doting on him— something about it appealed to him. 
 
      
 
    “A question for you, Cimmacrinth,” Sean said. “Would you rather be Bonded to James, knowing that he is the Huntsman?” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth hesitated. Sean had given him the scales he always wanted, then added to his hoard. James… he was sure James understood his soul more. He had the soul of a hunter who chased down the prey he wished. 
 
      
 
    “Would he be willing to add to my hoard?” Cimmacrinth asked. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as I settle in with the Queens,” James nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then I would.” 
 
      
 
    Sean focused on the Bond before breaking it. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    James squared his shoulders. “I, James Giardino, offer Cimmacrinth the Gold, this Life Bond: you will be my loyal friend and mount for the Hunts. In return, I will make sure you have the standing and hoard that befits your station as soon as I take up the full mantle of Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree to the Life Bond. It will be my pleasure to hunt down the prey my Lord wishes.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww… we won’t get to ride him again,” Aria sighed. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, going over to hug her. “I’ll try to find you another dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to, but I won’t turn it down, either,” Aria smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll be right back,” James said, getting into the saddle that Aria had made. 
 
      
 
    “When you come back, make sure to show him the new pieces in his hoard!” Sean called out, as Cimmacrinth had taken to the air again. 
 
      
 
    When Cimmacrinth flew off, Hallie came over to Sean. “To help him have more power when he goes before the Queens?” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly. I didn’t like holding the Bond for Cimmacrinth. James won’t let him just feast on people, but he’ll have the position to let Cimmacrinth fly more often. It’ll be better for both of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to spoil your friend,” Fiona said. “We all felt the small pulses of guilt you’ve had, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shrugged. “I know he’ll be powerful all on his own. I feel a little guilty that I have all of you while he’ll have to contend with Summer and Winter.” 
 
      
 
    A sudden pressure fell on the group, and Sean sighed. He was glad that they were only now paying attention, not when James had been beside him. “Knock it off. I’m working on it.” The pressure withdrew a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Odd,” Ida said. “Do you think it’s James not wanting to meet them yet that does it?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it keeps working,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “If it stops, we’ll know. They’ll demand us to see them,” Sean said. “But to answer your question, Ida, I think it might be. With James and me both together, we should twist fate enough that it makes a difference.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell for a moment, but then Aria kissed Sean’s cheek. “You know I wasn’t serious about the dragon, right?” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave her a grin. “I know, but I love spoiling my wives. If we find another dragon, I’ll see if I can’t form a Bond with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Today was different,” Xenta said. “I never thought I’d ride a dragon.” 
 
      
 
    That opened the floodgates as everyone started talking about how wonderful it’d been to meet Cimmacrinth. Sean just looked at where the distant dot of James riding Cimmacrinth was in the sky. They had less than a month, but he thought that when the time came, they had a real chance to present James as strong enough to be the equal of both Queens. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    The trip back from Cimmacrinth’s barn set the plan for the next day. Siobhan and Mackenzie both asked to visit, and Sean agreed, as hearing from the two of them would help James better understand the world. That was why, after breakfast, Sean and James were chatting in the parlor. 
 
      
 
    “Your guests have arrived, Lord,” Cali smiled, stepping aside for Siobhan and Mackenzie. 
 
      
 
    “Introductions,” Sean said as he and James got up. “Mackenzie Earthfoot, former Advisor, and Siobhan Pagetender, head of the archive, let me introduce you to my oldest friend, James Giardino. James, these two, Siobhan and Mackenzie, have helped me a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I recognize the names from your story,” James said, giving them a grin. “Ladies, it’s a pleasure to meet you both.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure, James,” Mackenzie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Are you from Earth, then?” Siobhan asked, bypassing the small talk for an answer. 
 
      
 
    James laughed. “She really is all about knowledge. To answer your question, yes. Sean came over to see me, and well… here I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you happen to bring any books with you?” Siobhan asked with eager eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” James said, “but I know you’ve been to Home’s library before. I’m sure Sean would be happy to take you over again.” 
 
      
 
    “I would,” Sean agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t ask that; I already owe you for stepping in and helping me with the Queens,” Siobhan said. “It’s one of the reasons we are here.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no debt,” Sean said evenly. “They were testing me and using you to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t accept that,” Siobhan said firmly. “I will repay the debt that I feel I owe.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
    “By continuing to keep the secret,” Siobhan said, her gaze darting to James briefly. 
 
      
 
    “Not too tightly. Your life is worth more,” Sean said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I will hold it as long as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Someone who can out-stubborn you?” James snickered. “Well, I mean, I guess there’s a common thread to those who have.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all women,” Siobhan nodded, “which is why I knew that he would agree.” 
 
      
 
    Sean rolled his eyes. “Was that the reason you came over?” 
 
      
 
    “No, the other reason was mine,” Mackenzie said. “Siobhan let me read the book.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, right,” Sean said as everyone took a seat. 
 
      
 
    “I have a serious question for you, Sean,” Mackenzie said evenly, staring right at him. “Will Ironfist arrive on your plane?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s… a tough question to answer. I can say for certain that he hasn’t yet, but it did take Darragh a long time to reach Home. Part of it is belief in who I am. If he believed in my power at all, then there’s a chance, but he has to walk through the woods until he arrives or find another place for himself.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s impassive face twitched, but she was holding her emotions firmly in check. “There’s no way to ensure it or speed up the process?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe…? Darragh finally arrived after Trisha came to Home. I thought the love they felt might’ve acted as a beacon to guide him.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I have a request: please take me to Home?” Mackenzie asked, her voice thickening with emotion. 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what you want. I’d ask for a favor in return. James needs to know as much as possible about this world as he can. Siobhan, you can discharge that debt this way, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Mackenzie said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Siobhan added. 
 
      
 
    “Through the looking glass?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, we’ll go through a dream. We can’t keep dodging the Queens’ gaze forever, and planeswalking gets their attention. Through a dream, it’ll be easier.” 
 
      
 
    “But will just her spirit be enough of a draw?” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated. Darragh arrived because Trisha was fully there; she’d visited before, and he hadn’t appeared. It was only when she was fully there as one of the spirits of Home that he’d finally shown up. He chewed on it for a moment, before sighing. “I hate this, but you have a point.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do,” James snorted. “They made me wear a hat to cover it in school. Even gave me a special seat in the corner.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that was because you kept licking the windows.” 
 
      
 
    “Windex flavoring is delicious,” James said with mock fondness. 
 
      
 
    Siobhan and Mackenzie were at a loss; neither of them understood what the pair were talking about. The banter did show a level of familiarity that few of the nobility would ever show to one another. 
 
      
 
    “Down to the dungeon, then,” James said, getting up. 
 
      
 
    “Dungeon?” Mackenzie’s eyebrow went up. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t recall him having one,” Siobhan said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a dungeon,” Sean grumbled. “It’s my workshop. It’s just down in the cellar.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you put a workshop underground?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Safety. My first few portal experiments would’ve flattened a building. The underground space was far safer.” 
 
      
 
    “I should record what happened,” Siobhan said. “Maybe we can do that while at Home?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you bring your book with you?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I can remember what you tell me, then record it later.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them headed for the kitchen. Siobhan was asking Sean about portals, and James was chuckling at how intent she was for answers. Mackenzie was silent as she trailed them. Her mind whirled with hopes and fears; she’d never admitted to anyone but Ironfist how much she loved him, yet here she was all but admitting it to Sean in the probably futile hope that he could help reunite them again. 
 
      
 
    “Guests, sir?” Glorina asked when Sean led everyone into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to pop over to Home. I promise not to miss dinner again.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we make a couple more servings?” Lona asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’d be easy to do,” Mona added. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say yes,” James grinned. “If they don’t stay, we’ll just have extras to share around.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be delighted to stay and have more unique foods,” Siobhan said. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it, but if that is acceptable,” Mackenzie nodded when Sean looked her way. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. We’ll have to move over to the formal dining room tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make sure everything is relayed, sir,” Glorina smiled. “Fiona will come get you if you stay too long.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t,” Sean said as he opened the door down to the cellar. 
 
      
 
    “The magical lights are a wonderous thing,” Mackenzie said. “I’d heard that Forged Bonds started offering them in exchange for wisps.” 
 
      
 
    “Amedee is helping me on that front.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you do with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Release their souls from being trapped. I can untether them.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie inhaled sharply. “You break the Bond that ties them to this world?” 
 
      
 
    “Dark Cutter does,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh. That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    Opening the door to his workroom, Sean led them inside. “This is where I worked the magic to cross planes.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan beelined for the portal to Home, her hand tracing its enchantments. “This is marvelous!” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s eyebrows rose as she took in the three portals. “If one of them is to Home, where do the others go?” 
 
      
 
    “That one goes to James’ old house, which likely is under government observation by now,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Thor kind of wrecked the roof. I’m not sure it even qualifies as a home anymore,” James said. “Then again, the street outside got more fucked up.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. The other one leads to another country on Earth; it was my lead-up to making the one to see James. Thor showed up, and well… things got complicated quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I really must hear about this,” Siobhan said, turning to Sean with wide eyes. “You didn’t tell me about a fight with Thor when I saw you last.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to Home first,” Sean said. He pushed energy into the portal, and when it opened, he motioned to them. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    James went through first to show them that it was safe. The moment he was gone, the Queens’ attention crashed down on the room. Sean grunted, as did Siobhan and Mackenzie. Siobhan hobbled through the portal as quickly as she could. 
 
      
 
    “I’m working on it and getting advice, so knock it off!” Sean growled. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie gasped at Sean being so disrespectful. “Sean, maybe…?” She trailed off when the attention vanished suddenly. “Goodness!” she exhaled in relief. 
 
      
 
    “They keep doing that,” Sean grumbled. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mackenzie said, touching her forehead and then wiping the sweat away. “I don’t know how you can resist that so easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Power. Come on. I doubt he’ll appear while we’re there, but maybe it’ll help lead him Home later. I’m sorry I couldn’t save him during the duel.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s lip twitched. “I wish you could have. This is my last hope for the love that I felt. If needed, I will stand beside you when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “It’ll be fine. Let’s go through, and I can tell you a story that’ll make your head spin.” 
 
      
 
    Confused, Mackenzie did as he said, stepping through the portal from the Queendom to Home. The cuons in the yard were racing around, but the moment Sean stepped through, they rushed him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hell! Get back,” he told Mackenzie, quickly moving away from her. 
 
      
 
    He got just enough room so when the cuons hit him, he wasn’t knocked into her. Mackenzie stared in shock as Sean got buried under the massive hounds. 
 
      
 
    James strolled over to her, chuckling. “He’ll be fine. Just give him a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “But they weigh…!” She trailed off when Sean sat up, lifting the pile off himself with ease. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, let me up. I’ll throw some more balls for you.” 
 
      
 
    The hounds got off him, moving away with fast-wagging tails while they waited. Sean climbed to his feet, pulled some reinforced balls from his pouch, and chucked them over the manor. The moment he threw, the hounds raced off after them. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that, they just wanted to say hi,” Sean said as he Shaped the dirt off his clothing. He pointed toward the gate that led to the forest. “That’s the gate. If he does arrive, he’ll show up there.” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie looked at the massive gate with Sean’s crest on it. Closing her eyes, she did something she’d never done in her life: she prayed. Sean felt the prayer, his eyes lighting up with black-white flames. He hoped for her sake that Ironfist was out there and could find his way to the manor. Mackenzie deserved the happiness that Truestrike had stolen from her. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, you brought guests?” Chastity called from the porch. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Sean called back, then gently touched Mackenzie’s arm. “Let’s head inside. Siobhan wants to hear about my trip to Earth. If he shows up, the cuons will tell us.” 
 
      
 
    Exhaling slowly, Mackenzie wiped away the few tears that had escaped her eyes. “Yes… of course…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Sean knew it was unlikely that Ironfist would show up while they were at Home. Mackenzie was stoic when they left, but Sean could see the pain and hope in her eyes. Glorina had made enchiladas, knowing that Siobhan and Mackenzie would never have tasted them before, and it was the food that helped pull Mackenzie from her depression. The variety of pies Lona had made managed to even bring a smile to Mackenzie’s lips. 
 
      
 
    Today’s something entirely different, Sean thought, getting out of bed after his wives. I would’ve completely missed it if Clara hadn’t asked for help. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going over right after breakfast, right, dear?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. That way, I’m there when it’s time. Who’s keeping James company today?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Aria joined in. “He asked to be taken over to the clinic so he could try healing.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… make sure he doesn’t just hit on Mizuki and Gwen.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother will make her stance known quite firmly,” Myna chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “True; she probably would,” Sean snorted. 
 
      
 
    “What if they want some fun with him?” Felora asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Then I don’t need to know about it,” Sean shuddered. 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed at his overacting. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine, Master,” Myna said, touching his back. “Mother isn’t attracted to men anymore. She may flirt back, but she’ll make it clear to him.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. I really don’t need him as a stepfather.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my mother you should worry about,” Felora snickered. “She was very interested in him when we had everyone over.” 
 
      
 
    “TMI…” Sean muttered, then covered his ears. “La-la-la-la!” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room again. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Fiona asked, touching his back, “are you looking forward to later this tenday?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m nervous as hell,” Sean admitted, dropping his hands. “Five more days and Myna’s due. Then, the rest of them come a half tenday later, and then Aria’s child a tenday after that. We have the Queens on edge, and we’re about to have all the children. If they don’t accept James…” He trailed off, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll accept him,” Hallie said. “His power has been growing rapidly, Sean. I’ve been keeping track of it. Add in his Bond with Cimmacrinth and his ability to fight, I think they’ll accept him. They might make him prove himself against a Champion or two, but he’ll be more than up to that.” 
 
      
 
    “Especially if he can keep the Talents we’ve shared with him,” Ida added. 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s why he wants to heal today,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. He always did plan ahead if he could,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    With Giralt’s manor right next door, Sean and Fiona walked over after breakfast. The guard on the gate saluted when he saw them. Having been forewarned, the guards quickly had the gate open for them. By the time they walked through the garden-lined driveway to the front doors, Giralt was there to greet them. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, Fiona, thank you for coming,” Giralt grinned broadly. “I can’t believe it’s already time.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, then gave his friend a hug. “It does fly, doesn’t it? Myna is due on Nineday.” 
 
      
 
    “Then shortly thereafter, the rest of us,” Fiona smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be so lively at your home,” Giralt said before ushering them inside. “The maids are with her if Fiona wants to go up and sit with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Fiona smiled, then kissed Sean’s cheek. “We’ll only call for you if needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Sean said as he watched her go. 
 
      
 
    “According to Clara, it’ll be a couple of hours,” Giralt said. “Let’s have a drink while we wait.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a little early, but a small one should be fine,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    They entered the parlor, where a young woman bowed to them. Giralt asked her for two small servings of cognac. The maid was swift to bring them the small glasses with an ounce of cognac in each. Giralt dismissed her, leaving just him and Sean in the room. 
 
      
 
    The moment the door shut, Giralt put his glass down and covered his face. “I’ve been a wreck all morning.” 
 
      
 
    “You had me fooled,” Sean said, setting his own glass down. 
 
      
 
    “I have to put on the front,” Giralt said, sitting back in his seat. “I’m a powerful fire mage. Showing insecurity over my child coming would be terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m insecure as fuck,” Sean snorted. “Even if the Queens hadn’t given me a deadline I have to meet, I’d still be a wreck.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Giralt nodded. “Well, if you can be nervous and unsure, then I can, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you really worried about, Winston?” 
 
      
 
    “Failing my child and Clara…” the words were soft. “What if I’m a terrible father, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Clara will make sure you aren’t. Your wife adores you, Winston. If you aren’t doing something, she’d tell you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Why wouldn’t she if it was about your child, then?” 
 
      
 
    “She would, but… she shouldn’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she’ll be a bad mother?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Giralt rumbled angrily. 
 
      
 
    “How do you think she’d reply if I asked her about you being a father?” 
 
      
 
    He slumped in his seat. “The same. It’s just… we’ve tried for so long, and now we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “Where you both have always wanted to be,” Sean said. “Being worried is perfectly normal. Trust yourself more. It’ll be tough; raising children always is, I’m told. You have to walk the line of love and discipline. I’m utterly terrified, but I trust my wives to help me, just as I know they trust me to help them.” 
 
      
 
    “One seems like a crushing responsibility. I can’t imagine having seven.” 
 
      
 
    “In the span of two tendays, at that,” Sean chuckled. “All with the Queens demanding that I give them their husband.” 
 
      
 
    “Thankfully, you know that isn’t you,” Giralt chuckled, picking his glass up. “I can only imagine the chaos if you were.” 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned as he picked up his own glass. “I wouldn’t. It would be a fight, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “A war that would crack the world like an egg… we should all be glad you found him.” 
 
      
 
    “To James,” Sean laughed, raising his glass. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. To the Huntsman,” Giralt grinned and raised his own. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The pair eventually went off to Giralt’s workshop. They went over some different ideas Giralt had, using the work to distract themselves. While they were working, Venn flew down to summon them up to the room. The pair rushed out the door and upstairs. Pausing just outside the door, Giralt took a deep breath, then led Sean in. 
 
      
 
    “There he is now,” Clara smiled brightly, if a bit exhaustedly. “Winston, your son, Leonard.” 
 
      
 
    Giralt walked slowly to the side of the bed where Clara held their son. Kneeling beside her, he leaned in to gently kiss Leonard on the head. “Hello, my boy. You’re named after Clara’s father.” 
 
      
 
    Sean went over to Fiona, who was watching the new parents with a soft smile. “How did it go?” he whispered to not disturb anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly fine,” Fiona murmured back. “I checked both of them after everything was over. They are perfectly healthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Sean smiled, taking her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, he won’t be as stubborn as my father,” Clara said, laughing. “It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Giralt said, getting back to his feet. “Sean, if you will?” He motioned to the far side of the bed. 
 
      
 
    Sean jerked, as he hadn’t known he had something to do. He thought they’d only wanted him on hand in case they needed a healer. He went to the side of the bed, uncertain of what they were asking. 
 
      
 
    “I, Winston Giralt, formally ask Sean MacDougal to be the guardfather of my son, Leonard Sean Giralt. If the worst should come to pass, will you take up the mantle of guardian and caretaker for my son?” 
 
      
 
    Realization dawned, and Sean smiled. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “I, Clara Giralt, formally ask Sean MacDougal to be the guardfather for my son, Leonard Sean Giralt. I ask you to help show my son the way a gentleman conducts himself if my husband should pass before the child is an adult.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “May your Agreements hold until the world ends,” Giralt and Clara said together. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the Agreement settle on his shoulders. He bent to kiss Leonard’s head when Clara turned the boy toward him. “Leonard, I hope neither ever comes to pass, but I will be your godfather.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence before Clara began to laugh. “He is! He really is.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, did you say ‘godfather’?” Giralt chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… yeah,” Sean admitted. “It’s what it was called on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona was snickering where she was against the wall. “But for you, it’s doubly true.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Sean chuckled, joining the others. 
 
      
 
    The two maids in the room were perplexed. They’d heard that MacDougal was the Harbinger— that information had spread to every corner of Accord— but they didn’t get the joke, having no idea that Sean was a god. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    The next few days were a blur— Arla, Jott, and Jutt all became official adults, which earned a celebration from the family. Myna was very round and smiling all the time, her due date coming quickly. Sean could feel the mounting joy and terror of fatherhood bearing down on him. 
 
      
 
    To keep himself busy, Sean threw himself even more firmly into helping James get ready for the Queens. James could see what was happening and helped his friend by doubling down on sparring with Sean. Helga was there for most of their sessions, teaching James to refine his abilities and Talents. 
 
      
 
    Because of that, Nineday morning snuck up on Sean. The sound of happy, giddy, joyous voices woke him up. Blinking slowly, he sat up to find his wives hugging Myna. It was then that the realization that today was the day hit him. All of them turned to look at him, the empathic bonds between them telling them all how he felt. 
 
      
 
    “Master,” Myna said softly, a smile on her lips, “thank you.” Her hands rested on her belly, rounded with the child she’d be delivering later that day. 
 
      
 
    He was out of bed and holding her in seconds, his worry fading away under the love of his wives. All he could feel was the joy and happiness from all of them, but especially from Myna. “I’m sorry for being distant.” 
 
      
 
    “We understood, husband,” Fiona whispered, rubbing his back. 
 
      
 
    “None of us blame you for feeling worried,” Ryann said. “I’m terrified for my day, too.” 
 
      
 
    “But we’re all here for each other,” Aria said. “When one of us feels bad, the rest of us help pick them up.” 
 
      
 
    “As it should be,” Andrea beamed. 
 
      
 
    Sean pulled back just enough to kiss Myna. Soft, sweet, and filled with love, it told the story of the depth of his love for the woman who’d helped him embrace all the joy the world could hold for him. Myna purred into that kiss, her own love and happiness reflecting back to him and onto their wives. 
 
      
 
    The others folded around them. They were a cocoon of love that built the emotion back and forth between them. The fact that Sean was so invested in his children made all of them happy. Sure, he’d tried not to think about it for the past few days, but they all knew it was because he was so nervous. His worry was still high, but his joy and love had beaten it now. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean,” Myna whispered when their kiss ended. “Your love of me, the children, and our family is all I’ll ever need.” 
 
      
 
    “Silly kitty, I could never not love you. Your child and theirs will bring us all uncountable happiness. As long as we have our family, we might know heartache and pain, but love will always be able to conquer it.” 
 
      
 
    “Because love is multiplied, and we have so many of us that our love jumps far ahead of all else,” Fiona murmured. 
 
      
 
    “While our sorrow is divided across all of us, too, lessening the hurt,” Andrea whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Which helps all of us console each other,” Felora added. 
 
      
 
    “Until love becomes the only emotion that saturates our bonds,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll help us be ready for whatever life does next.” Ryann smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And then we’ll have more children,” Hallie giggled, “to expand the family further.” 
 
      
 
    “And add to the joy we all feel,” Helga nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Until we all fly on wings of love into the sky,” Aria laughed. 
 
      
 
    That last quip caused the others to laugh, too. Her love of puns was well-known by everyone. 
 
      
 
    “So, umm… when should we…?” Sean asked slowly when the hug started to pull apart. 
 
      
 
    “Near midday,” Myna replied to his half-asked question. “Mother will be over with Gwen; they closed the clinic today. She’s practically climbing the walls with eagerness to hold her grandchild.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s mind flashed to an image of Mizuki literally climbing the walls inside the manor, and he started to chuckle. When Myna glanced at him, he told all of them, and more laughter followed everyone thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    “We should get dressed, or else we’ll be late for breakfast,” Fiona said, the one closest to the dressing room. 
 
      
 
    “The others probably want to hug Myna, too,” Andrea smiled. “Everyone’s happy that today starts the expansion of our not-so-little family.” 
 
      
 
    “Because they want to take care of the children, but also because it brings them closer to their own dreams,” Felora grinned. 
 
      
 
    Sean just smiled. “They’ll be married in time. Not as soon as the children are born, but not long after, either. I’ll make sure the Queens accept James before that.” 
 
      
 
    “For the best, and they’ll understand,” Hallie said. “Even if it does mean I have to wait even longer to carry my own child.” She gave Sean a smoldering smile. “You’d best be prepared after they join our family, husband, because I will not be waiting long after that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean paused to kiss her cheek. “I’ll be as happy as you will be when that day comes.” He put his arm around her waist as they entered the dressing room after Myna. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean took his time getting ready. The others all finished before him, and he kissed each when they went to leave. Helga gave him a quizzical look at his delay, but she didn’t question him, merely kissing him when she left. Alone in the dressing room, Sean took a seat to finally get his boots on. After the morning, he wanted a few minutes to be alone and think. 
 
      
 
    He thought back to how everything had started back in Oakwood when he was drawn to Fiona. Then, his interest in Myna grew, and he wondered how awkward things might’ve been if the attack hadn’t come. It had, though, which had him Life Bonding Myna to bring her back to life. That act— that simple act of saving a friend— had set his path. Maybe the Life Bond had changed his mindset on relationships, but honestly, he and James had always talked about harem books and anime. He’d never really been against it; he just didn’t think multiple partners would ever work for him. It’d been him leaning on James’ possible encouragement that helped him admit that he truly did care for and like both women. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know, but James still helped me, Sean chuckled to himself. Nexuses change fate. One from the old MacDougal clan and the reborn Huntsman, both Nexuses and friends before either of us knew. Morrigan didn’t even seem to know… was his thread so obscured by my own? …It didn’t matter, Sean thought as he stood up. Maybe I’ll ask Morrigan one day, but today, all that matters is that I’m about to be a father. My family is all around me, including the man I call a brother. I wonder…? With a smile on his lips, he finally left the bedroom behind, heading downstairs. 
 
      
 
    He paused in the front room, gently touching Lilly’s and Chastity’s urns. “Ladies, we’ll bring them to visit. Maybe not today, but I promise we will.” 
 
      
 
    As he went down the hall, he saw the cooks coming out of the kitchen with James. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, indeed,” James laughed. “It’s Father’s Day.” 
 
      
 
    “In a way, it is,” Sean admitted. “That holiday doesn’t exist here, so you’re wrong, too.” 
 
      
 
    “My best friend is having a child. Well… his brat cat is, but still. It’s a day to celebrate you becoming a father,” James said, darting ahead of the cooks to hug Sean. “Man, I can’t believe you not only got married, but are having kids. I’d never have guessed it.” 
 
      
 
    “Dick,” Sean laughed. “Just wait until you have two wives and two daughters.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit, you’re right. My ‘no-kids policy’ is toast.” 
 
      
 
    “Considering they’re waiting to become….” Sean trailed off, coughing, having almost broken an Agreement. 
 
      
 
    James nodded. “I thought so. It fits what I’ve come to hear about Summer and Winter.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you understand,” Sean said. “Ladies, after you.” He opened the dining room door. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir. We’ll be having a feast tonight to celebrate your first child,” Glorina said. 
 
      
 
    “Then a feast for every following birth, as well,” Lona grinned. 
 
      
 
    “To make sure they’re all equal,” Mona added. 
 
      
 
    Sean followed them in, going to his seat, but not sitting. “Before we have breakfast, there’s something I need to do. Myna, if you agree,” Sean smiled at her, then turned to James, “I want to ask James to become the godfather of our child.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Myna smiled. 
 
      
 
    James was shocked— he just hadn’t thought about it being a thing. It was a responsibility to become a godparent. “Uh… are you sure? You know my morals aren’t exactly yours, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but you’re basically family,” Sean said. “You’re as close to a blood brother as one can be from different parents. So… will you?” 
 
      
 
    James stood up, holding out his hand. “For my brother, yes.” 
 
      
 
    The two men shook, and the Agreement touched them. 
 
      
 
    “My child, too,” Fiona said simply. 
 
      
 
    “And mine,” Andrea added. 
 
      
 
    The others all chimed in that it was for their child, too. 
 
      
 
    James was floored by the trust they all held in him. He’d only known them for a short time, but their love and faith in Sean clearly carried over since Sean trusted him so much. Bowing his head, James took a deep breath. “I hope to never have to take up that role, but I’m honored to take the mantle of godfather for your children.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. They can use a fairy godfather,” Sean smirked as he took his seat. “Make sure they have good carriages and clothing for the balls.” 
 
      
 
    James blinked at the statement, then started laughing as the weight of Agreements settled on his shoulders. “You jackass. I’m a godfather, not a godmother. If anything, I’ll make them a deal they cannot refuse.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Italian is showing,” Sean coughed. 
 
      
 
    The others were lost, but the grins on the two men’s faces told them it was fine. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, James,” Fiona said to get their attention. She nudged the serving spoon to Sean so they could start breakfast. “Why don’t you explain the joke to the rest of us?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” Sean chuckled. “So there’s a story called ‘Cinderella.’” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mizuki and Gwen came over shortly after breakfast before they and all of his wives went upstairs with Myna. It was going to be hours until she was ready to deliver, but it was tradition for the new mother to be ready beforehand, as sometimes the child came quicker than was thought. Sean and James sat in the parlor, just chatting when Gwen came to join them. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you’d be upstairs with the others,” Sean said, standing when Gwen came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be going up to join them soon,” Gwen smiled. “I wanted to thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank me?” Sean asked, pouring her some tea from the cart that Xenta had left for them earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Mizuki’s been giddy all tenday,” Gwen smiled brightly. “She’d always feared that Myna would end up with a man who didn’t love her. Then, she met you and found out that her daughter was pregnant. This day has been one she’s been waiting for ever since.” 
 
      
 
    “I should be the one thanking her,” Sean said. He took his seat again after placing her cup in front of her. “Mizuki managed to raise a precious woman on her own.” 
 
      
 
    “On her own?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “Myna’s father left when she was born,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    James heard the tension in those words. “Not amicably, I take it?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gwen said softly. “When you healed with us the other day, do you remember when I asked you to stop?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded solemnly. “Which I did.” 
 
      
 
    “That is why. Mizuki has no love for men because of her past. Your flirts I found adorable, but she… not so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad she let me stay,” James said. “I’ve always said I would stop if someone asked me to. It happens rarely, but I hold to that.” 
 
      
 
    “She was grateful, happy even. You and Sean have shown her that not all men are trash. It gives me hope that her heart might find some healing.” 
 
      
 
    “You could help her, couldn’t you?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I could, and I have offered, but she’s declined. I think she’s afraid of finding men attractive again,” Gwen smiled. “Which is fine. She’s about to become the grandmother she always wanted to be. If, in the future, she wants to have another child, I’m sure she and I can work something out.” 
 
      
 
    Sean held up his hands. “I don’t need to know.” 
 
      
 
    James and Gwen laughed at Sean’s quick stopping of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Do you happen to know her father’s name?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Gwen asked. 
 
      
 
    “Curiosity, mostly, but I might need it later,” James said, a dark edge to his smile. 
 
      
 
    “James…?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be the Huntsman, Sean. I know you won’t be comfortable with what I do, so I’m just not going to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean couldn’t fault his friend. He’d known James for decades, and knew he had a lot more flex in his morals than Sean did. “Just no innocents.” 
 
      
 
    “Never an innocent,” James said seriously. “The people that get me to take up the mantle after them will be criminals or those who hurt my family.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “James will be what the Huntsman should’ve been,” Gwen said. “Not cruel and capricious, but dedicated and discerning.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” James bowed his head to her. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be far better,” Sean agreed. 
 
      
 
    Gwen sipped her tea. “Now, James, you asked about how to woo my mother. I was giving it some thought.” 
 
      
 
    Sean thumped his head into the desk. “Oh, for fucks’ sake.” 
 
      
 
    James and Gwen both started laughing. “See? I told you. It’s his nightmare now,” James snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, that did elicit a response. I thought you’d been joking,” Gwen giggled. 
 
      
 
    Sean lifted his head. “I hate you both.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true,” Gwen said sweetly. 
 
      
 
    “Hate me all you want, Son,” James smirked. 
 
      
 
    Sean flipped him both birds, prompting even more laughter. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    In time, Gwen went up to join the others, leaving just Sean and James to chat. The maids stopped in a few times to refresh their drinks or bring them snacks, but otherwise, left them alone. As it got closer to midday, Sean’s nerves started to climb again. 
 
      
 
    “Think it’ll be easier when Andrea gives birth?” James asked him. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Sean said. “I’m not sure how I’ll survive if I get this nervous every single time.” 
 
      
 
    “Better hope, then. Can’t have you dying.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to respond when Venn came flying up to them. “Your wives are asking for you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean and James bolted upstairs— there was only happiness in the Bonds, so Sean wasn’t afraid. Entering the room, they saw Myna holding her newborn with a bright smile on her face. Sean slowed as he approached, the others stepping aside so he could. 
 
      
 
    “Master, let me introduce you to Sakura…” Myna murmured. “Grandfather asked me to name my first daughter Sakura.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sat on the edge of the bed, then leaned over to kiss Sakura’s head. Sakura had two black cat ears, just like Myna, that Sean placed his kiss between. He stretched a little farther to do the same to Myna. “She’s beautiful, just like her mother.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sob from behind Sean, and he looked back to find Mizuki hugging Gwen, crying into the Succubus’ chest. Gwen rubbed Mizuki’s back in comfort. “She’s fine; just emotional. You did what she wanted her husband to do.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded, then turned back to Myna, who was wearing a sad smile. “Myna?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll give her all our love,” Myna whispered. “All of our children will know the love of their father.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shifted to put his arm over her shoulder as he gazed down at his daughter. Sakura was the first of his children; he knew that he would always love her no matter what happened later in life, just as he would love the children his wives were still carrying or would carry later. 
 
      
 
    “So, uh… I wanted to ask, as Mizuki, Myna, and Sakura are Japanese names… how did that happen?” James asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Four days flashed by with the blink of an eye. Sean’s time was filled with Sakura— he held her, spoke to her, and carried her around the house. His wives were thrilled to see their husband taking such a big part in her life, and all of them hoped he’d do the same with their children. Myna was beside him every day, taking Sakura to hold and carry herself, not to mention breastfeed. Sean learned another important fact about the Queendom when Myna fed their daughter: a mother could produce as much milk as she wanted or needed. It was just part of the magic of the world, much like them being fertile whenever they wanted. 
 
      
 
    After seeing his friend become a doting father, James pushed himself to learn faster and train harder. The Queens would need to be put into their place; he was under no illusion that he’d have to prove himself— he was certain he would— and Sean’s wives and friends were more than happy to help him. 
 
      
 
    Sean was also thrilled to find that the Queens’ magic helped newborns. Children would sleep for seven or eight hours without crying their parents awake for food or needing to be changed. It was proven in the first few days, as Sakura would cry for the normal reasons throughout the daytime, but during the evening, she slept soundly. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Getting out of bed, his wives’ voices came from the dressing room. He glanced over to the far wall where seven cribs had been Shaped into the surface. Checking Sakura’s crib first, he found it empty. He nodded and went to go get dressed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so excited,” Andrea was saying when Sean entered the room. “My parents will be over for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Glorina said they’d make it a bigger meal,” Ida smiled. “I think they want to impress your parents.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll do the same with yours if we can get Sean to bring them over on Eightday,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “Easily,” Sean grinned. “I have no problem going to get them and bring them to the birth of their grandchild.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband!” Ida beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my wives,” Sean replied, going to get a kiss from her and Ryann. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be aiming for around midday like Myna did, Sean,” Andrea said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll spend the day with your father,” Sean said. “Umm… should I have anything special for him?” 
 
      
 
    “Our husband is a good man,” Felora purred. 
 
      
 
    “The very best,” Andrea smiled. “He likes light ales. I let Tiska know yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I was thinking of making a billiards table; he might want one or two for the tavern. I can even show him how to play the game.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be amazing. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re very welcome, my beautiful wife,” Sean murmured. He gave Andrea, then Felora, a kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Me, next,” Aria said, turning half-dressed to get a kiss. 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled, but made sure they all got kisses before he got dressed. Myna handed off Sakura after she’d gotten her kiss— she’d just finished feeding and wanted to finish getting ready for the day. Sean held his daughter in the crook of his arm, gently rocking her. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, my little cherry blossom,” Sean said softly. “You’re going to have your first sibling today. I can’t wait to see if they’re your sister or brother. Either way, I’d bet you’ll make sure to remind them you’re the eldest, won’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Like her mother would,” Hallie snickered, “if Myna had a sibling.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I would have,” Myna grinned. “Sean, thank you for agreeing last night.” She wore a contented smile. “I’m glad you did.” 
 
      
 
    “Once I was sure you were perfectly healthy, there was no reason not to. Thank you for waiting a few days, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “It took all of us to make her agree to that,” Fiona snorted. “She really is an alley cat at times.” 
 
      
 
    “Pointy’s just jealous she can’t have you again yet.” Myna stuck her tongue out at Fiona, earning laughter from everyone, even Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be a proper adult, just like your mother,” Sean said to Sakura. “Never acting childish, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Master is mean,” Myna pouted. 
 
      
 
    Sean rolled his eyes at her. “Pouting will get you nowhere today. Today’s Andie’s day.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Myna agreed, stopping her pout. Fully dressed, she took Sakura back. “Thank you, Master. I’ll keep her with me all day so you can have time to bond with Andrea’s father.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Myna.” Sean kissed her cheek, then finally began to pull on his clothing. “Thank you for not trying for a second child already.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. We’ve agreed that we’ll be waiting for the staff to become wives before we have more children.” 
 
      
 
    “It was something we’ve discussed a lot,” Fiona told Sean as she stood up from her dressing table. “The staff and Hallie will become pregnant before any of us will have a second. This way, Helga can join them if she wants to.” 
 
      
 
    “A good wife thinks of everything,” Sean said, pulling Fiona into his arms and kissing her. When their kiss broke, he touched his forehead to hers. “And all of us agree that you are a very good wife. All of my wives are.” 
 
      
 
    The others nodded, and Fiona blushed lightly. “Okay, okay, that’s enough,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not often we get to see her like that,” Aria laughed. “It’s a good color for you, Fiona. Goes with your hair.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Felora smirked. “I wonder if we could get it to go deeper? A little more, and it would become even more like her hair.” 
 
      
 
    “If we mention some of the things she’s said during sex—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough!” Fiona cut Myna off before she could continue, her blush having become increasingly red. 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room, and Sean gently kissed Fiona again as he hadn’t let her go. “Very well, our dear wife. They are right, though. You rarely blush, and it looks fetching on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Bully…” Fiona whispered, then kissed him passionately before breaking it and striding away. “Come on, ladies. He needs to dress, and he’s had a hard time of it already.” 
 
      
 
    There was even more laughter as the others followed her out of the room. Sean just shook his head at their smirks and knowing looks below his waist. He smiled as they went, his heart full of nothing but love. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to our home again, Mother and Father,” Sean greeted Andrea’s parents in the front room. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for sending your driver for us,” Mikal said. “We could’ve walked over, but the car was much faster.” 
 
      
 
    “It was very comfortable,” Teresa said. “Do you think horses and carriages will become rare with them?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I think only the rich will ever have them,” Sean said. “I’d love it if they could become commonplace, but that’s unlikely to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s good. I’d hate to see those kinds of jobs disappear.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s one of the things that I should’ve thought about more before making them a reality. Every new device has the chance of pushing people out of work. I won’t be making anything new. Not for this world, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “You really do plan to leave after you present your friend to the Queens?” Mikal asked. 
 
      
 
    “That was the Agreement,” Sean said. “You can stay here or—” 
 
      
 
    “And not see our grandchild?” Teresa cut in with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Or you can come with us,” Sean finished with a chuckle. “Honestly, Mom, I’d never prevent my family from seeing each other if that’s what both parties want.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa coughed, looking away. She knew he was a god, but he never acted like it, so she always forgot she shouldn’t act like normal. Then again, Sean never rebuked her, either, so it was his fault she did that. “Yes. I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re waiting for us,” Sean said, leading the way to the dining room. “Glorina promised a feast for breakfast and dinner, so I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was delicious— Mikal and Teresa had been shocked at all the different foods they’d never tried before, but sampled each one. When the meal was finished, all the women went upstairs while Sean, James, and Mikal went to the parlor. 
 
      
 
    “This was the hardest part for me,” Mikal said. “The wait. Andrea was a precious child… we never knew why we had trouble having more until you told us and fixed it. Now, Teresa carries our second… thank you for that, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Family helps,” Sean grinned. “That’s going to be odd, Andrea’s sibling being younger than her own child.” 
 
      
 
    “For us, yes. For the nobles, not as much with as old as they can get.” 
 
      
 
    “Drinks for the three of you,” Tiska said, bringing them in. “One of us will be nearby if you need anything.” 
 
      
 
    When she left, Mikal sipped from his ale. “This family will be interesting… so many will be married into it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it’ll be full of love,” James jumped in. “I can say without any hesitation that Sean wouldn’t have agreed if anyone objected.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have,” Sean nodded. “Since we have time before Andie’s baby is here, I thought I’d show you a game from Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Which one?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pool. I have all the things I need to make it,” Sean said, starting to pull items out of his bag. 
 
      
 
    “Cool, I’ll help,” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    Mikal sat back, watching his son-in-law Shape as if the Talent was commonplace. It was always shocking when he saw Sean’s power in action. Even the Bond his daughter had given Teresa, and from Teresa to him, was shocking. From being a normal person with no energy or Talents to having so much of both was still taking time to adjust to, but then he watched Sean and James do so much more without even considering if they could. It made him wonder what his grandchild would be able to do. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean was coaching Mikal on angles when Venn came flying in. “Your child is here.” 
 
      
 
    They set their pool cues down and hustled up to the room. Andrea was beaming as she held her daughter. Teresa was kneeling beside the bed, wearing a bright smile on her normally dour face. 
 
      
 
    “Father, Sean, let me introduce you to Lindsey,” Andrea said. “She’s named after my grandmother.” 
 
      
 
    “She would be very proud,” Teresa sniffled, gently touching Lindsey’s head. 
 
      
 
    Mikal went over to hold his wife while gazing down at his granddaughter. He was overjoyed to see this beautiful child being held by his precious Andrea. “I hope she’s as well-behaved as you were.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be better behaved. We have more watchers,” Andrea smiled. 
 
      
 
    Sean went to her side, kneeling to lean over and kiss Lindsey’s head. “Hello, little one. Your older sister will be a bad influence, so be wary.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be,” Myna snickered as she held Sakura. 
 
      
 
    “If she grows up to be as beautiful as her mother, I’ll have my work cut out making sure the boys mind their manners,” Sean chuckled, then kissed Andrea’s head. “She’s beautiful. Just like you, dear.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, husband,” Andrea smiled up at him. “I’m so happy…” The last word broke, and tears began to fall. “And so sad…” 
 
      
 
    Sean leaned in to kiss her wet cheeks. “We’ll go see them after dinner. Chas wouldn’t want you to cry.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… I know…” Andrea sniffled. “I’ll be happy when we see her.” 
 
      
 
    “You, me, Myna, and our children will go through the portal. Everyone else will come through a dream,” Sean said. “We’ll visit them again after Ry, Ida, Fiona, and Felora have their kids, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to go before I have mine,” Aria said. “The Queens’ three tendays is up six days before I’m due.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be making a push for them to wait for us to leave until your child is born,” Sean said. “We’ll need to find a place to go after Home, as it is, so the children can grow up.” 
 
      
 
    “If need be, I’ll lean on my fiancées to make that happen,” James said. 
 
      
 
    Sean was grateful, but he hoped the Queens would be understanding, especially once they accepted James. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    Dinner had been another feast of new foods for Teresa and Mikal, and they loved everything presented. Both praised the cooks profusely and asked if one or two of the simpler dishes could be taught to their cooks at the tavern to help expand the menu. When dinner ended, Andrea showed her parents the spare room they could use for the evening. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was ready, Sean took Andrea and Myna with him into his workroom, their daughters cradled in their arms. Opening the portal to Home, he led them across the planes. The cuons came racing up to greet him as always, but he stopped them, not wanting any accidents near the children. The hounds snuffled each new bundle of joy before racing off after the balls Sean threw for them. 
 
      
 
    As they were reaching the porch, Felora brought everyone else from the manor over. That instantly crowded the porch, but Sean was quick to get the doors open so everyone could head inside. For once, no one was in the front room, which took Sean by surprise; he was used to Marjorie always being there, having tea. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, you brought the family,” Chastity said from the top of the stairs. She’d started down, then saw Andrea holding a baby. Her breath caught before she sprinted the rest of the way to her lover. “Oh! The baby? Boy or girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Girl. Lindsey, named—” 
 
      
 
    “After your grandmother,” Chastity finished for Andrea. “May I?” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” Andrea beamed as she passed Lindsey over to Chastity’s arms. “You also get to meet my parents. Mom, Dad, this is Chastity. I’ve told you about her.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” Teresa said, moving up beside her daughter. “Andrea has spoken of you at length. She deeply loves you.” 
 
      
 
    “And I her,” Chastity smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Bit odd, this family, but the love you have for one another is obvious,” Mikal said. “You make my daughter happy, and that’s all that matters.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Chastity giggled. 
 
      
 
    Mikal flushed, not having expected the title, but then laughed. “Sure, that’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “You brought the children?” Marjorie’s voice came from the hallway, and she started to head toward the newborns. “Let me see! Let me see the grandchildren!” People gave way, so she arrived at Myna first. “Oh, what a precious little one…!” Marjorie smiled. “She has your ears.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Just the ears, no tail,” Myna said. “I’d have been worried about her ears before Sean, but I know she won’t face hardships because of them now.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. He wouldn’t let anyone give his children grief. May I hold her?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Myna snickered, passing Sakura over. “Her name is Sakura, which I’ve been told means ‘cherry blossom.’” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Beautiful and sweet.” Marjorie fussed over the child, gently holding her. 
 
      
 
    Andrea and Chastity shifted over to Marjorie. “Mom, Andie had her child, too. This is Lindsey, named after her grandmother. Her parents are here, too, so you can meet them now.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Marjorie murmured, flustered. “I can’t hold them both easily.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take Sakura so you can hold Lindsey,” Myna said. 
 
      
 
    Babies were passed around so Marjorie could hold Lindsey. “Hello, sweety! Oh, goodness, I’m a twice-over grandmother now!” 
 
      
 
    “I know the feeling,” Teresa said, her severe expression lightening as she smiled. “Shall we sit and talk?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. Oh, I should get tea…” 
 
      
 
    “I have tea,” Lilly said, pushing a trolley into the room. “More than enough for everyone. I’ll be around to see the little ones shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help with the tea, mistress,” Felora said, going to Lilly. “Tenday is coming fast.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly touched Felora’s belly delicately. “Yes… You’ll bring them to visit.” It wasn’t a question, and Felora knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. We should be back on Eightday with Ryann and Ida.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was Sevenday for them, but that’s fine.” Lilly smiled, a hint of loss in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Sean was beside her in a moment, holding her. “As soon as it’s safe for you, Lilly, I promise you and Chas… I will give you both children.” 
 
      
 
    Lilly leaned into him. “Thank you, husband. I’m not jealous. I’m just a little envious. I know it’s only time for us, not anything else.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone took seats or drifted off to different rooms. Marjorie sat with Teresa and Mikal, holding Lindsey or Sakura the entire time. They chatted about their little girls growing up, and how they were now grandparents. 
 
      
 
    Sean spent time with them chatting, but he was also pulled away by Andrea and Chastity. He went with them, not understanding, until they shoved him into a room and shut the door. “Andie, you should heal.” Sean started to put his foot down, unwilling to hurt her. 
 
      
 
    “Not for me, Sean,” Andrea said. “Not for that, either.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity hit Sean in the chest, pushing him back and onto the bed as she curled up on him, crying softly. His arms went around her protectively, his hands rubbing her back soothingly. “Chas?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so happy, and I’m so sad!” Chastity wept as she clung to him. 
 
      
 
    Andrea drifted over to sit beside them, stroking Chastity’s hair. “She just needs a minute or two to be reassured, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Sean held his crying wife. He felt terrible that she was upset, and they both felt that. Andrea bopped his nose, and Chastity pulled back enough to stare into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No. Stop it,” Chastity whispered. “None of this was your fault, and I know the moment Lilly and I can safely leave Home, you’ll give us both children, too. No blaming yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Sean met her eyes, but let go of the blame he’d been piling onto himself. “Okay… I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity pushed her face back into his chest. “No sorry allowed, either.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, my dear Merchant.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity’s eyes burned with black-white flames at him tagging her title in the pantheon. “The love both in your words and behind them is all I need.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you and Lilly been okay?” 
 
      
 
    “We have been. We work on our crafts, spar, and visit with friends. Then, at night, we play our own games. I’m looking forward to Andie taking Lilly’s place in those moments, just as I’m sure Lilly is looking forward to having Fel in the same way.” 
 
      
 
    Sean squeezed her to his chest. “We’ll all be here after James is presented as the Huntsman. We’ll have to find a world we can build… we can’t stay here if children can’t be born here.” 
 
      
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Andrea asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I’m hopeful that Morrigan might be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe invite her over on Tenday when everyone but Aria’s child is born?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. Let her meet the children…” Sean’s lips pursed as he thought of something. 
 
      
 
    “Sean? What’s so humorous?” Chastity asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just thinking of when we visit on Tenday. Before that, we’ll be back on Eightday with Ry’s and Ida’s children.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll bring Lindsey and Sakura back, too, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why we wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Mom will be happy to have so many grandchildren.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean. Chas just needed a moment,” Andrea murmured, then kissed his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Andie—” Sean started, but got cut off when Chastity kissed him. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be participating,” Andrea giggled. “Now reassure our wife, husband.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave in— he loved them all, and as long as Andrea didn’t try to do anything, he’d allow Chastity to have a stolen moment with him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Coming out of the room, he’d been promptly dragged off by Fel and Lilly. It wasn’t as sad a moment, but it ended much like his time with Andrea and Chastity had. His wives who were bound to Home had wanted some extra time, and he wouldn’t begrudge them that, especially when he wanted time with them, too. 
 
      
 
    Finally done comforting his two wives, Sean made it back downstairs to find more people. Everyone who resided in the small village outside his manor was visiting. 
 
      
 
    “There he is now,” Fiona smiled. “Husband, our friends wanted to meet the little ones.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to see you all,” Sean said. He grinned at Misa and Nola, both holding a baby; he was sure that his family would be the only one to have protective Lesser Nagas as friends. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, and more to come,” Darragh laughed. “Fiona told us you’ll be coming back with more children over this tenday.” 
 
      
 
    “Ryann and Ida will be next on Eightday, then Fiona and Felora on Tenday.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Aria?” Jackson asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a sticky point… hers is sixteen days after theirs, but that gap is when I’m due to present the Huntsman to the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken with James,” Flandril Bloodheart said from where he sat with Hallie, having been asking about his daughter, Evelyn. “He has the power, Talents, and force of personality to make a good push. If I heard right, he also has a Dragon Life Bonded, too. That will make a solid point in his favor; taming a Dragon is something even the Queens could never do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” Sean murmured. “It might be a point to raise with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you please bring Evelyn over when you come back with more children?” Flandril asked. “I’d like to check in with her.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “How long are you staying?” Darragh asked. 
 
      
 
    “Another hour, maybe? Some of us are fully here and need to go back to sleep. I’m not sure what prolonged exposure would do to the children.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point. Before you go back, proud father,” Darragh grinned, “how about a match?” 
 
      
 
    Sean saw Trisha’s head perk up. She’d been sitting beside Misa, doting on Sakura, but now, she was staring at him and Darragh. “Let’s add Flandril on your side, and I’ll take James.” 
 
      
 
    Darragh laughed. “Done…where is James?” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around, but he didn’t see his friend. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia came over with a knowing smile. “He should be back shortly, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at Rumia questioningly. “Did he go to the Bog?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He’s just spending time with Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s expression changed, and everyone nearby started laughing. “What?” he asked defensively. 
 
      
 
    “They’re in the garden, talking flowers,” Rumia snickered. “What did you think they were doing, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    Sean closed his eyes. “Sweet, innocent Rumia has officially become a brat… Myna did this.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master,” Myna laughed. “It was a good joke.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed at Sean’s put-upon expression. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, he snagged Rumia, then kissed her nose. “Brat… but I love you.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia melted against him, holding him tightly. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go get him and have that match,” Sean said, easing Rumia back before kissing her lightly. “No more giving me heart attacks like that?” 
 
      
 
    “No promises,” Myna said from beside Rumia. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    A few days were here and gone before Sean realized it. He’d spent the time loving his wives and caring for his daughters. He did spend some time training with James; it was mostly practicing Talents, but also a bit of sparring. On Sevenday night, Ida let Sean know that her parents would be at the Oaken Glen so he could bring them to Accord for her child the next day. 
 
      
 
    The only other thing Sean did was help Giralt make the guardwagons for Queensblood, building them just like the paddy wagons of Earth’s past. It ended up being a big box with twelve cells that could hold up to two dozen people. With the first one done, it would serve as the template for the ones that Queensblood wanted to order. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean used Dark Cutter to cut a portal from his workroom to the Oaken Glen’s empty room. Stepping through, he didn’t linger, going straight to the front of the inn. With it being so early in the morning, he wasn’t sure that Ida’s parents would be there yet. Not only were they there, but so were many others. 
 
      
 
    “Sean!” Joseph’s voice filled the nearly empty taproom. 
 
      
 
    Sean froze. All of his friends were gathered in the taproom. A smile came to him as he took in the group. Fredrick and Eva, Ryan and Italice, Chester Knox, Avery Blackhammer, Angus Angusson, and the rest were sitting around a table. Sam sat with her husband, Brendis, and her son, Brendan, grinning at him. 
 
      
 
    “Since you were going to take us over to see the children, we thought your friends might like to come over, as well,” Sam laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s easy to do. I’m not sure my cooks can feed so many without notice,” Sean said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they know,” Sam snickered. “Ida promised to tell them. I just asked her not to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t expect it. That’s clear,” Chester laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Clearly not,” Fredick smiled. “If you don’t mind, that is, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s good you all want to come. There are parts of my Agreement with the Queens you should be aware of,” Sean said. “I just never seemed to find the time to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Amedee filled us in,” Fredrick said. “I, in turn, let everyone know. We’re working on finding people to step up when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    Sean closed his eyes for a moment. His friends were willing to leave the world behind to go with him into the unknown… Besides James, he’d never have thought he’d have a friend like that, but here sat so many looking to do just that. Swallowing, he opened his eyes again to look over the group a little slower. “That’ll work. Let’s head into the back; it’s easy to make a portal there. Umm… the Queens might focus on us when you cross over, so just do your best to endure it.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds a little ominous,” Chester said. 
 
      
 
    “Bah! Sean’ll make sure we’re fine,” Joseph said as he stood up. “Me and my boys will be ready to go when the time comes. Except for Hans. He’s going to be filling in as lead for Forged Bonds.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be splitting it with Eve Blackhand,” Fredrick said. “The two of them have been courting, and she apologizes, but she doesn’t want to leave her family.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded. He knew he was missing at least one person from the group. “I’d never blame her for wanting to stay with family. Let’s head over to the manor. Glorina should be getting close to done with the food.” 
 
      
 
    As they were walking toward the back, another familiar face appeared. “Lord MacDougal, do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Sean paused while the others kept going. “What do you need, Bemen?” 
 
      
 
    “If you will just pass this letter to Amedee, please, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Taking the sealed letter, he nodded. “Sure. Is it urgent?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing life and death. It’s just a request, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, Bemen. I need to go, but I’ll make sure one of the clan takes it to her when I get back to Accord.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Bemen bowed to him. “On behalf of everyone here, thank you. Amedee found love, and life has been wonderful ever since you brought her that hope. May your life be as blessed as ours have been.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled a little awkwardly. “Umm, thanks. I’ll hope for the same for you.” 
 
      
 
    Bemen bowed again, then stepped back so he knew she was done. Hurrying after the others, Sean wondered just what the letter was about. Amedee might tell him, or not, after he’d delivered it to her. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The formal dining room had been nearly full with everyone from Hearthglen at breakfast. When the meal was over, Sean took the group over to the Forged Bonds workshop so they could see what Amedee had done in Accord. Sam was the only one who didn’t go; she stayed with Ida and Sean’s family. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was happy to see their old friends again, and Giralt and Jefferson were just as happy to chat with them. Amedee asked Sean to deliver a return letter to Bemen when he sent people home later, having pulled him aside to do it. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to ask, but is everything okay?” Sean asked Amedee when she handed him the letter. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is fine,” Amedee smiled. “Bemen just asked if she and Allonen can buy the Oaken Glen. They’re courting and hope to take over the business entirely as part of their marriage.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “That’s actually really nice to hear. I was worried it was bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “My answer.” She tapped the letter he held. “It agrees to the terms, but at half of what they offered, as my blessing to their nuptials. The money for the inn is being folded into Forged Bonds to make sure it is stable when we all go. Speaking of, I’m training one of Saret’s daughters who didn’t want to leave so she can take over the business here.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know that any of them wanted to stay. Hmm… I should let the healers know that I’ll be leaving, too.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s always more to do,” Amedee said. “You should head home soon. I won’t let you forget to be there.” 
 
      
 
    “Right… let me wrangle the visitors, and we’ll go back.” 
 
      
 
    Amedee gave him a brief hug. “You’ve done a lot of good, Sean. Never forget that you’ve changed many lives for the better.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a hug back. “I won’t. Thank you, Amedee.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They still had an hour after they got home, so Sean introduced them to billiards. After the first game between him and James, the others all wanted a turn at it. It was during Fredrick playing Angus that Venn came flying in to tell Sean to head up to the bedroom. Knowing they all wouldn’t fit in the room, only Brendis and Brendan went up with him. 
 
      
 
    Ryann and Ida both held their children. Sam was beside Ida’s bed, a happy smile on her face as she looked at her first grandchild. When Sean came in, everyone smiled at him when he went between the two women so he could easily see both of his children. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, this is Ian. He’s named after my grandfather,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    Sean leaned in to kiss Ian’s head, then Ryann’s. “Hello there, my boy. You’ll have a lot of siblings, but make sure to protect your sisters.” 
 
      
 
    “He will,” Ryann murmured happily. 
 
      
 
    Sean turned to Ida, who beamed at him. “Sean, this is Samuel. I wanted to name him after Mother, but since he’s a boy, I altered it some.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good name,” Sean said. “Samuel, you’ll have a brother beside you. Try not to fight with him too much?” He kissed both their heads before Brendan went to stand with his mother. 
 
      
 
    “He’s my nephew?” Brendan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brother,” Ida said. “You’ll have to look after him, just like you will our sibling when Mother comes to term.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I’ll be the best uncle.” 
 
      
 
    Brendis sniffled as he clapped his son’s shoulders. “You will be, Son. My baby girl is a mother…!” 
 
      
 
    Sam got to her feet to hug Brendis. “It’s okay to cry here, husband. She’s all grown up with children of her own now.” 
 
      
 
    Brendis pushed his head into his wife’s chest as he cried. No one laughed at him— no one here would — though many eyes went to Sean, who looked away from them. It was clear they were all thinking that he would do the same in time. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… I’ll probably be in the same boat, eventually,” Sean muttered, earning a lot of smiles from his wives. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go let our guests know,” Fiona said. “They’ll get to see the children during dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re in the parlor, playing pool,” Sean said as he went back over to Ryann and Ian. “It should keep them entertained until dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona slipped out, and the others came closer. Myna and Andrea took spots beside the new mothers. This way, their children could be close to their new siblings. That had Sean taking a deep breath— he now had four children, and still three more on the way, two of whom would be born in just two days. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing as the weight of fatherhood pressed down a little more, Sean thought about the future. The Queens need to accept James as the Huntsman, but I’m sure it won’t be as simple as it should be. After that, we’ll need to gather everyone for the trip to Home. I should make time to speak with Morrigan when we visit in two days. I need a world where I can raise my family… and I need to broker a truce with Thor… or Odin, at least. There was still a lot to do, but he had a little bit of time to just love his family before the hardships came again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    Sean spent Nineday caring for his four children. He took time with each of them and their mothers. It fueled his drive to keep his family safe, even as worry gnawed at his mind. That worry was tempered by the fact that James was pushing to be better at everything he could. Minerva came over to spar with him, and then they would talk about the nobility before they would spar again. Sean joined them for a single fight— with Minerva working with him, they pushed James to do more, but he couldn’t defeat both of them at once. 
 
      
 
    Tenday morning had Sean waking up after his wives again. He was bemused that, without a project, he slept in, but whenever he had something to focus on, he was always up early. His gaze drifted to the cradles against the wall. Four of them had been used last night, and two more of them would be in use when night came today. 
 
      
 
    Four bundles of joy… Sean thought. Funny that it’s been two daughters and two sons. I wonder if that trend will continue today? If so, when Aria has hers, it’ll break that tie… if we have a world we can go to after all this, that is. That thought brought Sean back to his need to speak with Morrigan when they all visited Home later. 
 
      
 
    When he entered the dressing room, he paused. Most of his wives were finished dressing, all except for the four new mothers who were feeding their children. Each of them gave him bright smiles, as his love had flared across their empathic bonds when he’d come in. 
 
      
 
    “Mother will be over for breakfast,” Felora said, getting Sean’s attention. “Do you think James will sneak her off for a bit?” 
 
      
 
    Sean groaned. “Brat.” 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Myna giggled. “Will you come hold Sakura so I can finish getting ready, Master?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “She promised to behave with him,” Felora went on with a smirk. “She doesn’t want to upset the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods…” Sean exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sean,” every one of his wives said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted as his eyes flared. “All of you are brats.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room at his mock grumble; they’d all felt his deep love for them. 
 
      
 
    “Mother did say that if not for the Queens, she would have snatched James up without qualms,” Felora went on after the laughter. 
 
      
 
    “And he’d fall into her arms without a thought,” Sean said. “He’s always had a soft spot for Succubi.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t tell Mother. Knowing that might test her resolve. It’s a good thing that most of us are leaving the world after he is presented. The two sisters of mine who are staying know better than to anger the Queens, so it shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
      
 
    “The less temptation for him, the better. He’s already an incurable flirt.” 
 
      
 
    “He really is,” Myna snickered, taking Sakura back from Sean. 
 
      
 
    “Will you hold Lindsey for me?” Andrea asked, her dress sitting around her waist. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s eyes flickered to her robust chest as he took their daughter. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “So much lust, husband,” Felora purred. “Give me a couple of days and I’ll be happy to help you with that.” 
 
      
 
    Sean closed his eyes, shaking his head as he held his daughter. “You’ll always be welcome to as long as the children are safe.” 
 
      
 
    “We still need to have our competition as to who has the more active sex drive,” Myna giggled. “Maybe once we leave this world? This way, all of us can participate.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes!” Felora said eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, calm yourselves,” Fiona laughed. “You’ve already given him a hard time this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Very hard,” Aria snickered. 
 
      
 
    “If he wasn’t holding Lindsey, I’d help him right now,” Felora said huskily. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough, Fel,” Fiona sighed. “Everyone not getting dressed, we should go now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, mistress,” Felora pouted. 
 
      
 
    When Sean opened his eyes, he saw Andrea standing in front of him. “I have her, Sean. I’ll see you downstairs.” She kissed his cheek as she took Lindsey. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be along shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Andrea left him with Ida and Ryann. He took turns holding both children so they could also get dressed. By the time they’d finished, he was no longer standing firm. They both gave him chaste kisses and left him to dress. 
 
      
 
    Sean was bemused as he got his clothing on. Between his alley-cat of a wife and the Succubus, he’d always have someone looking to pounce on him. Add in the rest of his wives, and he knew that no single day would be without some kind of carnal entertainment. Chuckling, he was amused at how his life had changed in less than a year. He’d gone years without companionship, but he’d never do so again… not for the rest of his divine life. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The lead-up to Fiona’s and Felora’s children was the same as the others had been. Saret had been on her best behavior, then went upstairs, and Sean and James played billiards while they waited to be summoned. 
 
      
 
    “Today makes six,” James said as he racked the balls for the next game. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… it feels surreal.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re the happiest I’ve ever seen you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I really am,” Sean agreed. “I’m worried for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine… At least once they accept me as the Huntsman. I’ve had two brats in a relationship at the same time. It’s just these two have cosmic powers… but then again, so do I.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I think they’ll be even more of a challenge for you. I mean, rumor is their guards are… close. I noticed both male and female guards.” 
 
      
 
    James shrugged. “It’ll be fine. I’m sure I’ll spend a few days working out an Agreement on the hows and whys of the relationship. Funnily enough, I always did before, too. Being a top in a BDSM poly-relationship meant needing to have a framework in place. Rules are something I’m perfectly good with working out. I believe they’ll be eager to have those conversations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never understand how easy you’ve always made your relationships sound.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing easy about relationships; they take work and dedication. That’s where the pillars of a relationship come in. Communication is one of them. You have to be able to talk about anything and everything openly.” 
 
      
 
    “I know them. One of our favorite authors extolled them.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart guy, if you ask me.” 
 
      
 
    “James, no one’s asking you,” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a universal truth that you can’t make people smarter if they don’t want to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fact that idiots spout off made-up things.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, now, Sean. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t. You just hate that I’m quicker than you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell the Queens so they can be ready for disappointment.” 
 
      
 
    James clutched his chest. “Ouch.” 
 
      
 
    “You left yourself wide open,” Sean snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. You win this round. Now break.” James stepped away so Sean could start the game. 
 
      
 
    Venn came buzzing down before Sean could. “Sean, they’re ready for you.” 
 
      
 
    Dropping the cue on the table, Sean headed for the door. “Venn, why has it been you every time?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’ve been there, and besides Ven, I’m the senior Fairy.” 
 
      
 
    “They pulled rank,” James laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did,” Venn smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It was agreed upon,” Ven said, flying over to land on Sean’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “You all do a good job of keeping things in hand, so I’m not going to interfere,” Sean said as he took the stairs two at a time. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Venn said, then flashed away. 
 
      
 
    James started chuckling. “So, which of you is in charge of your relationship?” 
 
      
 
    “We are equals, as pairs should be,” Ven said. “Your silly split of sexes causes too many problems.” 
 
      
 
    “I actually think lack of sex is the problem for most people.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed. “No wonder I have so few problems.” 
 
      
 
    Ven shook their head at the two friends. They were glad for Sean. Since James had come from Earth, he’d been even more relaxed than he had ever been. It reminded them of Sean’s friendship with Giralt, but less focused on crafting and more spread out over all of life. Ven did worry that when James stepped away as the Huntsman, it would cause Sean some problems. 
 
      
 
    Getting to the room, Sean went straight in. Fiona was holding a redheaded bundle of joy in her arms, while Felora’s had a mess of dark hair. Because Saret was next to Felora, he went to Fiona’s side first. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, I hope you don’t mind,” Fiona said softly. “I named our daughter Morrigan in thanks to her bringing you to all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked down at the redheaded child and knelt to kiss her head. “I’m fine with that. We can even ask Morrigan if she’s happy with it later. I plan to ask her to come to Home tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she’ll object?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean leaned in to kiss her lightly. “No. I think she’ll be delighted. After all, our daughter will be a beauty who takes after her mother.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona smiled softly up at him. “As long as she’s as loving as her father.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I’m up for her having so many husbands,” Sean chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Time will tell,” Fiona laughed. 
 
      
 
    Sean went over to Felora and their son. “Hello, my boy.” 
 
      
 
    “I named him James.” 
 
      
 
    “A wonderful name,” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure we want a problem child like him,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “James is a name of character, loyalty, respect—” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely not humility.” 
 
      
 
    James opened and closed his mouth, then shrugged. “Well, that’s fair.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted you to have a reminder of James in the future,” Felora said softly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a wonderful wife, my love,” Sean murmured, leaning in to gently kiss her head. 
 
      
 
    Felora inhaled sharply, her eyes flaring red for a second. “Careful, please, husband…” 
 
      
 
    “Right… sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Give her a day before you give her more kisses,” Saret said. “Physical affection, plus the deep love you all have, is too much for her right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait… we can call her mom?” James spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “No, you can’t,” Sean cut in quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. She can just call me—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
      
 
    Saret laughed. “Sorry, James. With you promised to the Queens and me leaving, it just wouldn’t work out.” 
 
      
 
    “I finally get to meet real Succubi, and none of them are willing,” James sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, James. We can work on your fighting,” Helga said. “A good workout will help ease your sorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine…” James said, following her toward the door. “Do you think I could tempt a Valk—?” The door shutting cut off his sentence. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean led his wives, carrying their kids, through the portal to Home. The cuons slowed when he held up his hands. They were calm as they came up to sniff the children. Sean thanked them, giving each a pet before he pulled out the modified tennis balls that he’d collected last time he was at Home. Tossing them over the grounds, he chuckled as the hounds raced away. 
 
      
 
    Heading toward the manor, they hadn’t reached it when the rest of the family— plus their friends who lived near them— appeared on the porch. Marjorie got the door open and let them all in before she gave the mothers a bright smile. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome Home, all of you,” Marjorie greeted them. “Who are my newest grandchildren?” 
 
      
 
    “Ian, Samuel, James, and Morrigan,” Sean said. “Speaking of,” he pushed a pulse of will out into the universe, “Morrigan, if you have time, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Named after the goddess?” Marjorie asked Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “Unless she objects,” Fiona replied. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get you all inside and comfortable,” Marjorie said. 
 
      
 
    Sean let his wives go first before he went to follow. Before he crossed the threshold, a hand touched his shoulder. Whirling, he found a smiling redhead smirking at him. “Morrigan…” He exhaled the name, his heart slowing back down. 
 
      
 
    “You did ask me to come visit, Sean,” Morrigan smiled. 
 
      
 
    “True. I just didn’t know how long it would take. Please, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan preceded him into the manor, giving the assembled group a bright smile. “So many invested in your family… greetings to all of you. And, Fiona, I am honored. I hope she gives you less trouble than I gave my parents.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have help,” Arla said, flying over to perch on Fiona’s shoulder. “I’ll be her watcher.” 
 
      
 
    “A great help for any parent. When a child goes quiet is when they are normally up to the most mischief, but with patient, caring watchers, they will be kept safe from real harm.” 
 
      
 
    Other Fairies flew down to land on the shoulders of the new mothers, each of them looking down at their respective charges. It was clear to everyone in the room that Sean’s family wouldn’t have as many worries about their children getting into things they shouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure some of you would like to visit with the newborns,” Sean said. “I’m going to snag James and Morrigan for a chat before we rejoin you all.” 
 
      
 
    “Will we be discussing the looming Agreement when you return?” Giralt asked. “Clara apologizes for not coming, but she didn’t feel right leaving our child behind.” 
 
      
 
    “I should’ve thought about that,” Sean said. “I’m sorry, Winston.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t think of everything, Sean,” Giralt said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… we’ll be doing another round of planning when we finish.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be waiting, husband,” Hallie said. “But we have time, so no rush.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded before guiding Morrigan and James to the parlor. 
 
      
 
    “I did not expect a private meeting,” Morrigan said as she took the offered seat. 
 
      
 
    “Neither did I,” James added. “Something bothering you, Sean?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a few things I hoped to clear up,” Sean said. “Since they include you, James, I figured you’d like to be here for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, more time in a beautiful woman’s company? Whatever will I do?” James deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    “Flirt, as always,” Sean said. “Morrigan,” he shifted to get the conversation started before James could derail it, “did you know that James was the Huntsman? If not, how did Loki know, but you didn’t?” 
 
      
 
    “I only knew that he was a second Nexus,” Morrigan said. “How Loki figured things out, if he even did, I have no idea. When did it become clear that James was the Huntsman?” 
 
      
 
    “The day after I took him over to the Queendom,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “I felt woozy when stepping over, but that was it,” James said. “The next day, he’s flipping out about me having energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Earth is devoid of magic, so it makes sense. Back when we and the other pantheons walked the world, it had magic. The Angelic God took over, and as he dislikes magic in mortal hands, there is no more for Earth. James, being the Huntsman, suddenly being on a magic world would let him start refilling his energy.” 
 
      
 
    “That might explain my hunger. My body craved something, and I just couldn’t fill it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… an interesting theory,” Morrigan nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one day, I’ll ask Loki if he knew,” Sean said, curtailing a possible conversation. “The next thing I need to ask is if you know of a world where I can take my family after James is revealed to the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan bowed her head. “I know of many, but none are safe, not with Thor hunting you. If you can broker a truce with them, then yes, I know of at least one.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens promised to get me signed onto the Divine Accords,” Sean said. “They even suggested it could be used to forge a truce.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… It will be interesting to see how they act with a new pantheon,” Morrigan said softly. “I will wish you luck t—” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Sean said firmly. “You aren’t going until after everything is settled.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan shook her head. “Sean, why do you persist in keeping me?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I know why I would,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “Your soon-to-be-wives would object strongly enough to start another war,” Morrigan told James. “I would not want to end one feud to start another.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re done trying to hit on Morrigan?” Sean asked dryly. “Because you’ll be needed for my family to be safe. You won’t go before we’ve settled on a new world, would you? You wouldn’t leave your namesake in peril, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Valid points. Fine. I will do my best,” Morrigan began before gasping and slumping in her chair. “Sean, warn a woman first…!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but as I’ve said before, no slipping away.” 
 
      
 
    “As I have come to accept. I just was not expecting so much belief shoved into me.” 
 
      
 
    James snickered before giving them both an innocent smile. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even going to touch it,” Sean sighed. “That was it for my questions. Will you attend the Divine Agreement meeting?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you asked, yes,” Morrigan said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let’s go talk with everyone and figure out if we can find any more edges to use against the Queens.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    The next fourteen days flew by in a blur. James pushed harder and harder to make sure he was as physically and mentally prepared for meeting the Queens as possible; while Sean worked with him, he also spent time with his children. All of their friends stopped by on and off to help as much as they could, too. 
 
      
 
    Sean removed his Bond with James to see if his friend kept all the Talents they’d shared— James was all grins, as he still had control of them. He loved the wings and ability to freeze the things he touched, but the quasi-lightsaber effect was his favorite. Where Sean’s was pure white, James' was dark brown. He expressed some disappointment over the color, but because it was tied to his energy, it wasn’t like he could change it. When they tapped their blades coated in energy together, it caused them to wink out and a small backlash to rebound to the wielder. 
 
      
 
    Everyone had done all they could to make James ready to stand as an equal to the Queens. Since they’d missed one of their favorite days for the past few tendays and didn’t know if they’d be able to get another, they made a plan: on Fiveday, the family would walk the gardens around the Great Tree. All of their friends in Accord would be there, and at the end of it, Sean would send a Fairy to let the Queens know he had their Huntsman. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Coming down the stairs after everyone else, Sean paused to look at the memorial wall. Today, he’d be walking the gardens for maybe the last time. Accord would be left behind soon, and he’d start a new life with his family on a different world. After gently touching his wives’ urns, he went down the hall toward the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sir.” The trio of cooks were all smiles as they pushed the carts laden with food toward him and the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, good morning. After you.” He opened the door, holding it for them. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Glorina beamed, the first one past him. Lona and Mona smiled as they followed her. 
 
      
 
    Closing the door when he entered, Sean went to his seat as Glorina set out the serving dishes. “We’re taking two hours to get ready today before we go to the park, right?” he asked Fiona. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, dear.” 
 
      
 
    “The bags for the children are packed, mistress,” Xenta said. 
 
      
 
    “We made sure to have plenty of spare clothes,” Prita added. 
 
      
 
    “That’s still going to be easier than it was on Earth,” James chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “And the world here doesn’t have hang-ups over a new mother breastfeeding in public,” Sean replied. 
 
      
 
    “Which is different, but honestly, if you’re staring at a woman feeding a kid… you might need a little help. A glance is human nature; we always like to see what others are doing. Appreciating a naked boob with a glance is just being a guy. It’s just wrong if you’re watching a child feed, though… if you need boobs that badly, look at some porn on your phone… er… I’m not sure what they’d do here.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shrugged. “No idea. At least cleaning the children is way easier here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is, but only because of all our Talents,” Myna said. “Being able to Shape makes cleaning them and their clothes much easier.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave Glorina a smile when she finished setting the table, and he served himself. “Biscuits and gravy with cheesy eggs, sausages, bacon, and fresh bread and preserves? You three always make each meal a feast.” 
 
      
 
    “We try, sir,” Glorina beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Lona added. 
 
      
 
    “We love cooking for our family, sir,” Mona said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to miss the fuck out of you three,” James said seriously. “I’m sure the Queens’ cooks are good, but… they won’t use the same love to cook with.” 
 
      
 
    All three cooks blushed slightly as their smiles grew wider. 
 
      
 
    “We still have today and probably breakfast tomorrow,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” James said. “It’s just starting to sink in what tomorrow really means.” 
 
      
 
    Sean hadn’t started eating yet. “We’ll need to make sure they’re good with you coming to visit us. I know they won’t want me back here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they will,” James said firmly. “I’m not letting my best friend leave and never seeing him again. Besides, I know how to open portals when mounted. Our visit with Cimmacrinth let me reclaim that knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t want them to be pissed at me for the rest of eternity, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just wait and see how they act,” James said. “But today is a visit to the gardens I’ve heard so much about.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell as people began to eat. All of them were lost in their own thoughts about what today and tomorrow would mean for them and their loved ones. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Following his wives into the library, Sean gave the Fairy children a grin. “Ready to read?” 
 
      
 
    A chorus of agreement came back to him as Sean walked over to where a lone Fairy was fluttering by a shelf. He collected the book they’d selected, then went to the desk. His wives, holding their children, took seats facing him as the Fairies sat around the book he’d opened. He paused, realizing that Arla, Jott, and Jutt weren’t there. Looking up, he saw them perched in the rafters with the other adults. 
 
      
 
    “They’re already old enough to be adults,” one of the young Fairies said, “but we’re all growing up fast.” 
 
      
 
    “Looking forward to joining the children’s watchers?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! We’ve all chosen who we’ll watch over. I’ll be waiting for your second child,” the same Fairy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I have Myna’s second!” another added. 
 
      
 
    “Helga’s first!” a third chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Hallie’s!” a fourth said, raising their hand. 
 
      
 
    “Rumia’s!” a fifth said as the rest continued to add in. 
 
      
 
    Sean was amazed at how everyone had already decided to become the lead watcher to each one of his future children. “Well, looks like our home will have to have at least one child per wife in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “More than one,” Myna purred. “You promised me a whole litter if I asked for it.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave her a soft smile. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Myna purred louder as she cuddled Sakura against her chest. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be good with one for a while, at least,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m with Myna. I want many more,” Felora said, her eyes starting to glow. 
 
      
 
    Sean coughed. “We’re reading for the children, Fel.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Of course,” Felora said before her eyes dimmed back to normal. 
 
      
 
    “Today’s book is about the last Queens’ war,” Sean said. “Hopefully, with James being here, they’ll no longer fight each other.” 
 
      
 
    Setting his finger under the first word, he began to read. A calmness settled over the room as he spoke. The Fairy children were enthralled to hear the story being read by their personal god. Sean’s children seemed awake, but remained quiet, even as one or two fed. His wives were all smiles as they sat there, listening and watching their husband enjoy spending time with his charges and children. All of them silently prayed that everything would go well. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Every single one of their close friends was there with the family as they gathered for the park. James stayed at the front with Rumia while they walked; Sean knew that James just wanted to hear about the flowers. While James wasn’t the gardener his father had been, when his father had passed away, he’d missed the times his father just talked about plants. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve notified them?” Minerva asked, coming up beside Sean as he walked with Aria and Quinna. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. I will when we’re done for today. I don’t want them flying down here and causing a ruckus,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Minerva chuckled. “They would demand you go up, Sean. It is beneath them to come down to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I’m not going to let them demand I go to them today.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t just take your word. You’ve made plans for that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “As many as we could, but no plan survives first contact with the enemy, so we have options.” 
 
      
 
    “If you require me to step forward, I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Minerva. I won’t ask you to. You’ll be here long after I am gone.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Minerva said. “Illandril will stay here to continue to represent our family. I am your friend, and I have always wondered what other worlds will be like. I will separate from my Queens when you and your family go, much like Amedee, Charie, and the others are.” 
 
      
 
    Sean slowed his pace for a moment, not having expected what she’d said. “That’s fine. I thought for sure you’d stay with your son.” 
 
      
 
    “Illandril is a good boy. He’s turned into a good man, but I feel like he won’t grow with me nearby. He seems to hold back on finding a woman to court. While he has blamed his job, I know that isn’t true. I’m sure he just doesn’t feel like any woman will live up to my standards.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he afraid to disappoint you with his choice?” Aria asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sadly. Before Sean, it wasn’t like we talked about such matters. It just wasn’t done, even in my family. Recently, I’ve felt freer to broach these topics with him. He’s been mortified, but as you can see…” She nodded toward where her son was. 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at Commander Queensblood chatting with Benedict Titanswrath and Charles Oakheart. The three men were having a quiet conversation away from the ladies that Benedict and Charles were courting. “He’s getting advice?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe he is,” Minerva smiled, “which is good. The problem is that his selection pool is… limited. The family always chooses balance, which means he needs someone who balances the blood of both Queens. There aren’t many of them in the world, but a majority are currently in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll silently wish him luck,” Sean said. “I don’t want to embarrass him by acknowledging it.” 
 
      
 
    “That is for the best. Regardless of what happens with the Queens, if you need me, I will be there to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Minerva.” 
 
      
 
    As she moved away, Mackenzie came closer. “Sean, if I might have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “Always, Mackenzie.” 
 
      
 
    “When you do leave, I’d like to go with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly have you along,” Sean said. “He hasn’t come to Home, and he might never, but you will always be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’ll hold to that slim thread of hope. It’s all I have.” 
 
      
 
    Aria freed her arm from Sean’s and took Mackenzie’s. “Let’s chat while we walk. Tell me more about him, please?” 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie smiled softly as she let Aria guide her away. “Ironfist was a good man…” 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at Quinna. “How are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, Sean. We’re all excited that the children are arriving. They’re adorable, and it also moves us one step closer to our own marriages and children… but we’re also worried about the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    “After we leave and settle somewhere, that’s when it’ll be time to expand the family. You can let the others know.” 
 
      
 
    Quinna’s smile grew as she squeezed his arm. “Thank you. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled.” 
 
      
 
    “As for the Queens, it’ll work out. Sometimes, the end isn’t as bad as people think it’ll be.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be good…” she murmured. “When we do marry… could you… Shape a brand on us?” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face flamed, but he nodded. “If that will make you and your sister the happiest, then yes. I can accept that because there won’t be any pain involved. I just couldn’t brand you- brand you.” 
 
      
 
    Quinna was beaming broadly, her heart flying high at him accepting her idea. “That’s fine. We don’t need the pain; we just want the mark.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give each of you what you want as long as it doesn’t hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can tell the others?” Quinna asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Sean replied. 
 
      
 
    “Aria left already?” Ida asked, coming his way with Prita. 
 
      
 
    “With Mackenzie to talk about Ironfist.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. That’ll be good for Mackenzie,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    Quinna took her hand from Sean’s arm. “Thank you, sir. I’ll tell them.” 
 
      
 
    Prita giggled as she took his arm. “I already heard.” Her slightly larger ears jingled as they twitched, the earrings Sean made making noise. “I’m not sure if I’ll ask for anything like they want, but it makes me giddy to know.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Ida asked, taking Sean’s other arm. “Is husband promising gifts again?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to Shape brands onto the twins.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t hurt them, so it’s okay,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Ida bumped him slightly. “Always giving those you love what they want, husband. We love you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled. Looking away from Ida, he saw James looking back at him. The two men shared a knowing glance. Tomorrow would be terrible or wonderful, but with their best friend beside them, they’d each do their very best. Sean would help James have a dream of his own, and James would help Sean find a peaceful world where he could craft and love his wives. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    Sean rose to his feet from the table. Breakfast had been quieter than normal, and a pall of worry had settled on everyone there. “The Queens summoned every head of the noble Houses. Hallie will be going with me today to help me with what I might say.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best to keep him as safe as I can. I am your Speaker, and the best diplomat,” Hallie said, her eyes flaring with black-white flames briefly. “Please let me do what I can, husband.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be fine,” James said as he got up. “No matter what might happen, Sean will be safe. This is my life, and I’ll make it my own.” He went to stand beside Sean, looking down the table. “Thank you for allowing me into your home, but even more than that, thank you for showing this man some love.” He put his arm around Sean’s shoulder. “Out of everyone I knew on Earth, he deserves all the joy you’ve given him.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back as soon as the Queens accept what is,” Sean said. “Pardon me, James. My wives deserve their kisses.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, sure, if you want me to kiss them. I—” James cut off, grunting from Sean’s elbow into his gut. “Oh, you meant you. Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “Dick,” Sean snorted. 
 
      
 
    Sean didn’t go around the table, kissing his wives and then the staff— not today. He went down the table, giving a kiss to his wives and the staff when he came up to their chair. Each kiss with his wives was longer and a bit more involved than with the staff, but they didn’t have to wait today. The fact that he included them as part of his wives— not after his actual wives— had each of them thrilled. As he’d done in the past, everyone got a kiss that suited them, from deep and passionate with Myna and Felora to soft and gentle with Andrea and Ida. He gently held the twins’ horns, then gently stroked and gripped the back of Tiska’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “Your goodbyes take a while,” James said as they walked down the hall a few minutes later. “I’m a little jealous. I won’t hide that.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re happy that he has all of us,” Hallie said from beside Sean. 
 
      
 
    “I am. You and them,” James chuckled. “Tell me, Arliat, are you going to drive him crazy, or is he going to ride you when the day comes?” 
 
      
 
    Arliat tripped on her feet as she stumbled at the blunt question. 
 
      
 
    “James… too far…” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine. It’s not like I’ll get to tease any of them after today. I’m sure Winter and Summer will have me… engaged for a few days, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be with Prita and Rumia when we all marry him,” Arliat said as they went outside, heading for the car. “It’ll be more complicated than you asked and much more energetic.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s jaw dropped at Arliat’s casual declaration, and Hallie snickered as she glanced from him to James, who’d stopped dead. 
 
      
 
    “It’s official: I’m jealous,” James finally said before quickening his stride to catch back up. 
 
      
 
    “Serves you right,” Hallie said. “That was extremely forward and rude of you to ask. Arliat, you shouldn’t rise to the bait, dear.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, mistress,” Arliat said contritely as she got into the driver seat of the car. 
 
      
 
    Sean just shook his head and got in the car with Hallie. He waited for James to get in before shutting the door and asking, “Nervous?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m only going to face down two overpowered women in their own home by claiming to be their new husband,” James said. “I’ve got this.” There was a clear pause before he added, “I’m glad you’ll be there to help.” 
 
      
 
    Sean held out his fist to give him a fistbump. “Don’t worry, man. We got this.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think the opening move will be, Hallie?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still unsure if it will be a demonstration of your power or a flat insistence on a duel of Champions.” 
 
      
 
    “We have plans for each of those,” James said, sitting back as the car started to roll. “I’m actually looking forward to the duel. Sure, they’re hundreds or thousands of years older than me, have honed their Talents to a razor’s edge, and will happily gut me, but they’re unlikely to kick me in the nuts, and I’m not above doing that to them.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed. “If you do, I’ll laugh.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause it’s not you being kicked.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie shook her head. She’d come to know James well enough, so she knew that he used humor to deflect. Humor and flirting, she corrected herself. The Queens will have their hands full with him if they accept him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    James had been amazed at the Great Tree when they’d gone to the gardens, but two flights up the stairs inside, he was done with being impressed. “Seriously, how many floors of this? It’d be so easy to make simple mechanical elevators. Sean, I’m going to need the knowledge on how to make them for later.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I can draw up some blueprints, but you’ll probably have a hell of a fight on your hands to get them installed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair. After today, it won’t matter anyway. I’ll just fly up and down the tree.” 
 
      
 
    A snort of disbelief came from behind the group. 
 
      
 
    James grinned back at the gray-haired Fey behind them. “You got a problem, Grandpa?” 
 
      
 
    “I am High Lord Durnst Lightblade,” the older man said pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “James,” Hallie said tightly, “don’t.” 
 
      
 
    James was about to say more, but he saw Hallie’s and Sean’s looks and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Hallie turned back to the High Lord. “Excuse him, High Lord. He’s new to the etiquette of court.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s with you? Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Sean MacDougal,” Sean said, looking back flatly. 
 
      
 
    Lightblade hesitated, then bowed his head a fraction. “Lord, I shall forgive the slight, but you would do well to curtail him. Not many are as forgiving as me.” 
 
      
 
    “James has always had a quick tongue,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be mindful,” Hallie added. “Thank you, High Lord.” 
 
      
 
    James didn’t bother whispering, as the High Lord would easily hear anyway, “I was curious, Sean: as the Harbinger, where does that put you in the hierarchy of nobility?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s merely a Lord, but one who has a deal with the Queens,” Hallie jumped in. “Today was probably because of that deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope he doesn’t fail them,” Lightblade said. “They will be quite wroth if he does. I would expect their anger to bleed over onto the court. Many of the lower ranked may perish.” 
 
      
 
    “My husband has never failed to honor an Agreement,” Hallie smiled. “They might still be angry, though, because they don’t like the answer.” 
 
      
 
    “That will still get their ire, but maybe focused.” 
 
      
 
    “Which will be fine,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “What House are you with, exactly?” Lightblade asked James. 
 
      
 
    “Giardino, but I’m sure my House will be changing today.” 
 
      
 
    “Giardino? I’ve never heard of it.” Lightblade frowned. “Is it an Aspirant House?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not,” Sean cut in. 
 
      
 
    Lightblade frowned even more, deciding to ignore them. Today might see a bloodbath that hadn’t happened since the original Huntsman fell. His great-grandfather had told him of those days when he was younger. When he heard the new Huntsman was supposed to be presented to the Queens, he’d rushed to Accord. Having arrived just the day before, he hadn’t had time to gather much information besides that Lord Sean MacDougal, known as the Harbinger, was supposed to point the way to the Huntsman for the Queens. Having met MacDougal and his small party, he suddenly wondered if he should’ve stayed home. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean and Hallie guided James up to the correct level of the Tower. The same squad of hard-faced men and women in adamantine armor stood with the scribes. The Queens’ record keepers were checking each person against lists before letting them into the room. 
 
      
 
    When Sean’s group was behind the current group, the scribes began to look nervous. The group ahead of them went in when told, allowing Sean to lead his group up. 
 
      
 
    "Lord Sean MacDougal; my wife, Hallie MacDougal; and our guest, James Giardino.” 
 
      
 
    The scribes both checked off a name on a much smaller list, then spoke in eerie unison, “Enter, Lord MacDougal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean walked past the guards, who’d remained focused on them as if they were dangerous. Major Stoutheart stood with two other men in much fancier armor in the next room; a dozen more guards were near the walls, ready to act if needed. 
 
      
 
    “Lord and Lady MacDougal and guest, we need any weapons you have on your person. Your bags will also need to be checked,” Stoutheart said, repeating the line he said to everyone. 
 
      
 
    Sean saw the increased tension at his name. Unhooking his bag, he held it out to Stoutheart, then opened his jacket. “Any of you can check me and James for weapons. I ask Stoutheart to verify that Hallie isn’t armed.” 
 
      
 
    Both of the adamantine and mithril-inlaid armored guards who’d been with Stoutheart shifted to check Sean and James. Stoutheart checked Hallie over briefly, then her bag. By the time the other two were done with Sean and James, Stoutheart was finished with Hallie. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, MacDougal. You know Majors Firehand and Frozenhair, both of whom represent their Queens?” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” Sean said, inclining his head to each. 
 
      
 
    “I do hope you have good news,” Stoutheart said. 
 
      
 
    “The best, but we’ll see how the Queens take it.” 
 
      
 
    “You may enter,” Stoutheart said while Firehand and Frozenhair watched them. 
 
      
 
    Going past the guards into the throne room proper, Sean was glad that they hadn’t taken their jewelry. He wasn’t sure if they would, with him having summoned Dark Cutter last time. 
 
      
 
    “So,” James asked when the doors shut behind them, “are those two likely to be the ones I fight?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Hallie said. “Those were majors, not Champions.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I’m pretty sure I could’ve wiped the floors with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Our friends are over there,” Sean said. “Let’s go mingle until this begins.” 
 
      
 
    “Back to an earlier point,” James said as they started to cross the room, “I really do think elevators would be good. Mind helping me out?” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Sure, James, but let’s just get through today first.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    It was almost two hours later before the Queens finally arrived. They came out of their respective doors in gowns of their preferred colors: green for Summer and white and blue for Winter. James’ lips ticked up as he got a first-hand look at the monarchs. They each had their own distinctive look, yet were both gorgeous. 
 
      
 
    The Queens took their seats as everyone grew quiet. Seconds ticked by while the Queens stared at each other. Eventually, Winter dipped her head, and then Summer followed a second after. “We have summoned you all as an Agreement we have made is at its limit,” Summer spoke. “Lord Sean MacDougal, step forward.” 
 
      
 
    Sean came forward with Hallie beside him. “You called for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Our Agreement ends tonight unless you have fulfilled it,” Summer said haughtily. “Do you have news for us?” 
 
      
 
    “I went to Earth and found the Huntsman,” Sean said as casually as if he’d picked a flower. “He is here today.” 
 
      
 
    James held his energy tightly, pulled in, and cloaked like Sean had taught him. He watched Summer and Winter scan the crowd. Their eyes slowed on him, but then passed on. His smirk grew when he realized they’d failed to realize who he was. 
 
      
 
    “I do not feel a lie,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “Nor do I,” Winter added, “yet I do not feel or see anyone who has the energy of the Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “If you will pardon us,” Sean said. “He wanted to see you both before he announced himself.” 
 
      
 
    “The one you think is the Huntsman would dare to think he can measure us?” Summer’s anger flared, and heat began to build behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Are we the ones to be tested, or is he?” Winter sneered, ice growing on her throne. 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t what my husband meant, my Queens,” Hallie said softly. “As you would balk if told to go before two equals without having met them first, he also just wished to see and hear you before he came forward.” 
 
      
 
    “We are the Queens!” Summer and Winter said in unison. 
 
      
 
    “And your Huntsman was meant to balance you both, making him a King,” Sean said simply. “Shouldn’t equals treat each other courteously? You do impress that upon your nobles.” 
 
      
 
    This was their first gamble of the day: phrasing that James, if accepted as the Huntsman, was truly their equal. It would help smooth his transition into their unique dynamic. 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter glared at Sean for a moment, then looked at each other. James felt a tingle at the back of his brain. Nodding slowly, he understood— not what they were saying, but that they were communicating while silent and that he should be included in that moment. He felt like, if he reached out, he could grasp the thread and assert himself, but he held back. 
 
      
 
    “Equals should be courteous,” Winter finally said. 
 
      
 
    “This is well-established, but the suitor would have to prove himself our equal first. We would need to assure our people that he was indeed what he should be, not a puppet propped up by you,” Summer lightly sneered as she stared at Sean. “As the Harbinger, you are not our equal.” 
 
      
 
    Hallie grabbed Sean’s hand. “My Queens, Sean risked life and limb to find and bring the Huntsman to you. He fought Thor Odinson on Earth to bring him to your world… fought and defeated Thor Odinson would be more accurate.” 
 
      
 
    The Queens again exchanged a look for a few seconds before Summer said, “Thor Odinson would crumple before us.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, yes. You are at your peak here,” Sean said. “On Earth, can you say the same?” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens narrowed their eyes as they stared at Sean. He was undermining their power and authority in front of the entire court— that couldn’t be allowed. 
 
      
 
    “But that isn’t why we are here today,” Hallie quickly said. “We are here to fulfill the Agreement.” Her voice caught on the last word when both Queens turned their focus to her, but she didn’t stop, even if she had to push the words out. “We have brought with us today James Giardino, the Huntsman reborn.” 
 
      
 
    James strode out of Sean’s friend group to stand beside Sean and Hallie. “Summer, Winter, it is a pleasure to meet you both,” he bowed to them as an equal. “I know you are suspicious, angry, and are likely to push me to prove myself. I do not mind proving my power to you and our subjects. After all, everyone needs to know that I can stand between you as an equal.” His voice didn’t waver at all when the Queens glared at him. Sean and Felora had worked with him to learn how to shield himself from the pressure of anyone trying to impose on him. 
 
      
 
    “You would dare claim to be him?!” Summer hissed, flames rising up around her throne. 
 
      
 
    “You, a man of no energy?!” Winter seethed, a winter gale starting to swirl around her. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, forgive me. I forgot the simple cloak I wore,” James said offhandedly, glad they’d worked on his presentation to them over the last tenday. He let the veil he’d used to cover his energy go, then pushed his power out at the Queens. “Would you care to check again?” His question was a challenge as he stared at one, then the other. The moment he’d dropped the veiling, the unmistakable feeling of solidity radiated from him as if the world supported him. 
 
      
 
    Both Queens sat back, exchanging a glance again. James held off on grasping that line of communication once more; he wanted to prove to everyone present that he was who he said. If the Queens just accepted him, he felt there would be doubts among the nobles for centuries to come. The fire and wintry gale slowly ebbed away until both Queens nodded as one. 
 
      
 
    “We will require proof,” Summer smirked. 
 
      
 
    “A simple test to show your strength,” Winter added with a dark smile. 
 
      
 
    “You must simply defeat a Champion.” 
 
      
 
    “From each of us.” 
 
      
 
    “At the same time,” Summer finished. 
 
      
 
    Both Queens snapped their fingers, and two people came out from behind their thrones. Dressed in mithril-inlaid adamantine armor, the two men marched to stand before their respective monarchs. Each wore a sash of their Queen’s color— Summer’s also had a leaf emblem, while Winter’s had a snowflake. 
 
      
 
    James nodded slowly, as this had been part of their plan. “Then it should be as nobles, on mounts. Shall we adjourn to the fields outside the walls to see this test concluded?” James spoke with an air of boredom as if the fight had already concluded. “I would hate to kill two of your best, but the other Champions need to understand they aren’t my equals. The only two beings in this world that I acknowledge as such are you two.” He nodded to Winter, then Summer. 
 
      
 
    Both Champions shifted as if they wanted to lunge for him right then, but they held back. Summer and Winter again exchanged a glance before they stood up in unison. Winter bowed her head to Summer, who then spoke, “All nobles are to be outside the west wall by high sun. Anyone missing will know our displeasure.” 
 
      
 
    With that said, the Queens headed for their doors. The two Champions turned with their monarchs, but they glanced back at James to glare at him. The moment the Queens were gone, people began to quickly exit the room; they’d have to hurry to make sure they were there in time. 
 
      
 
    “Ven, let Arliat know we need her, please,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Ven buzzed down to him. “That will leave just Hallie’s Fairy. The one with James went to notify Cimmacrinth. I’ll return as quickly as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ven.” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled as he stretched. “This’ll be fun. I doubt they’re ready for my mount.” 
 
      
 
    “Cimmacrinth gets a grand reveal,” Sean snorted. “That’s one way to prove your strength.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to prove myself not just to the Queens, but to the entire court. Once the two I’m supposed to fight are dealt with, I’ll ask for a second set to actually fight me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s dangerous…” Hallie said. “I can see the point, though. First, you’d stand unwithered before the Queens. Then, your mount kills two Champions at once, and then you duel and defeat two more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go for the kill without hesitation,” James said simply. “Their Champions need to know I’m not to be trifled with.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to build your own Champion set after you get accepted?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “We all have to be equal,” James chuckled. “I’m sure it’ll be another point I have to address with my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, are we going?” Amedee asked, leading the others over to where the trio was standing. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Sean nodded, “but let’s cheat. I’m pretty sure I can whip up a quick elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “A what?” Amedee asked. 
 
      
 
    James laughed. “A down only?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll fix the tree after we get down,” Sean shrugged. “I might as well just hammer home the difference between our group and the others.” He closed his eyes and touched the Great Tree, then shook his head. “Actually, I can’t. It’s completely suffused with their energy. Fighting them the entire time is wasteful, and if things go wrong, I’ll need that energy later.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” James sighed. “Trundle, trundle, trundle it is, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    Arliat was waiting for them when they got to the roundabout. People were giving them a lot of room, even stepping aside as the group descended. While they didn’t want to be late, they didn’t want others to think they were with MacDougal, either; the Queens might not be careful about who their displeasure fell on when the upstart was killed. 
 
      
 
    Sean’s friends were waiting for their vehicles when Sean got into the car. “West gate, Arliat. James has to fight to prove himself.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. We thought he might have to. That’s why Helga left earlier,” Arliat said. 
 
      
 
    “A good wife thinks of everything,” Sean chuckled. “All of my wives are very good wives.” 
 
      
 
    “We thought it prudent,” Hallie said, “to make the reveal a little more… poignant. James, Helga will be waiting for you to invoke Cimmacrinth’s name.” 
 
      
 
    “She flew beside him to lead him close already and is keeping him hidden?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    “He should’ve been only a couple miles out. There’s an open stretch of fallow fields there that he could use.” 
 
      
 
    “Could’ve told me,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “It was a contingency if this happened. Helga must have opted for it happening if she left earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “The Fairies make life so much simpler,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ven said from the cubby above them. “We do our best to make things as easy as we can for the family.” 
 
      
 
    “Once I’m settled in with the Queens, I’ll be pushing for their Fairies to be seen as more than they currently are. If I can get them to do that, then I’m sure I can push to make all Fairies seen as more than they are now.” 
 
      
 
    “And then the Moonbound?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do love me a good cat girl. Not as much as you, but I still do. Then again, I’m good with most animal people, so it’ll be pretty high up on the list. I’m probably going to have to make incremental changes, though, unless I want to be near war all the time. Life won’t be dull.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be busy, but you’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “The biggest hurdle will be the negotiations with Summer and Winter,” James said, leaning back in his seat. “Once they agree to me being the Huntsman, that’s just the start. I’m sure they’ll each try to spin me to favor them over the other because that’s just who they are. Their previous Huntsman fell down on his job; they shouldn’t be this argumentative with each other.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re almost like teens waiting to grow up,” Sean said, meeting James’ eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I already figured it out. That explains why they need me. I’m supposed to help them become Mothers. I’m sure the cycle will continue that way.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “You always were quick at figuring some things out.” 
 
      
 
    “One of us had to be smart. It just turned out I had the smarts, the looks, and the personality.” 
 
      
 
    “Insufferable is a personality trait,” Sean nodded sagely, “so you do have personality.” 
 
      
 
    “One out of three ain’t bad.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s terrible,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    Both Sean and James started laughing as Arliat drove them slowly through the city. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Traffic at the west gate was congested, so Sean had Arliat turn down a cross street, and then stop. “We’ll walk from here. That line’s just stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be different,” Hallie said. “Nobles walking…? The scandal.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” James said, getting out when Arliat stopped. “I’d rather make sure people know I’m far different than what they expect.” 
 
      
 
    “Which makes you a matched set with Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Why thank you!” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Be safe going home,” Sean told Arliat. “We’ll send for you once we know what happens next.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be praying.” 
 
      
 
    Sean got out, offering Hallie his arm. “Off we go.” 
 
      
 
    James strolled along on Hallie’s other side. “Think we’ll have trouble walking out?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said. “Illandril will have sent word ahead, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Minerva would’ve done so if he didn’t do it himself,” Hallie added, “though they are likely expecting us to drive up.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens never said how far outside the city, did they?” James grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Do not be purposefully difficult,” Hallie warned him. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” James sighed. 
 
      
 
    The walk to the gate didn’t take too long. People did look their way, as they were dressed in finery but walking. No one impeded them or made a commotion about it. They were quickly outpacing the line of carriages and cars being held up at the gate. 
 
      
 
    When they finally got up to the gate, a guard held up a hand to stop them. “Sorry. No one but nobles are being allowed out right now. Queens’ business, so don’t try making a fuss.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. We’re nobles,” Sean said. “MacDougal is the name.” 
 
      
 
    The guard eyed them for a moment, then turned to shout to another, “Sarge, I got a funny one.” 
 
      
 
    James snorted. “Nobby Nobs and Fred Colin?” 
 
      
 
    “I bet the sergeant isn’t,” Sean replied, grinning. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Hallie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Book series from Earth. I’ll make sure the library at Home has it so you can read it.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant had just finished telling someone outside the city off. With a thunderous expression, he came marching over— it was clear that the sergeant was having a bad day. 
 
      
 
    “What’s all this, then?” James whispered mockingly. 
 
      
 
    Sean snorted, but didn’t respond as he waited for the ranked guard to arrive. 
 
      
 
    “Well? What’s the problem?” the sergeant asked flatly, but when he saw who was being stopped, he blanched. “Lord, apologies! It’s been hectic.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how it can be. Those above said do and didn’t give you a whole lot of room to work with,” Sean said. “Then, you get flak from everyday people and nobs who can’t understand what’s taking so long, as well as your captain, who is likely only speaking to the nobs.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant stared at him, his lip trembling. “I…! Umm… yes, Lord,” the man coughed to hide his laugh and smile. “I never thought of referring to those of higher station in such an abbreviated manner.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobs are knobs because they’ve got nothing but dick between their ears,” James grinned. “As I’m just with this guy, and not a nob myself, yet. But I get where you’re coming from.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the sergeant coughed. “Please go right through, Lord. I believe there is an area being set up already. Something about a Champion fight…” he trailed off, hoping to get more information. 
 
      
 
    “James has to fight a Champion for both Queens at the same time,” Sean said. “If you get the chance, you should catch the show. It should be eye-opening. And remember how polite he was later; he’s not going to be putting on airs.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the sergeant said slowly. If the man with Sean was fighting two of the Queens’ Champions at once, the sergeant mentally signed James’ death tag. “Best wishes… sir.” 
 
      
 
    “No wishes or luck needed,” James chuckled. “Thanks, though. I appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “We should go,” Hallie said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Sean said before he started to walk forward. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, Sean heard the sergeant turn on his man. “Idiot! Do you know what he could have done to you?!” 
 
      
 
    When they’d cleared the gate, Hallie sighed. “Are you two not taking this seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m dead serious,” James said. “But I’d rather a rumor start among the non-nobles than everyone just thinking that I’m a monster.” 
 
      
 
    “A little common man chatter will help,” Sean nodded. 
 
      
 
    Hallie thought about it, then nodded. “That’s a good point. I didn’t consider that James wanted to establish himself with the common man, as you say, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens want to back their nobles,” James said. “I’ll balance them by backing the non-nobles. I think it’ll work out better that way. It gives me a clear position that they might understand more. It balances the whole world that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I can see it now.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re putting up seating and marking out an area for the fight,” Sean murmured. “Better go tell them to expand that.” 
 
      
 
    “Suggest, Sean. Suggest they expand it,” Hallie said. “This way, you’re being helpful, and if the Queens are the ones who gave the dimensions, you won’t step on their toes.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Sean said. “As soon as we get over to where the early arrivals are.” 
 
      
 
    When they approached the small gathering of nobles who were the first ones to arrive, Sean grinned, seeing a face he had met earlier. “High Lord Lightblade, it’s so good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    The older noble turned, then drew himself up. “Lord MacDougal and Giardino, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” James nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Sean smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I see. Did you deliberately provoke me to speak to you before the meeting?” 
 
      
 
    “Incidental,” James said. “I’m just opinionated… though I was right. I’ll be flying up and down the Tower later.” 
 
      
 
    Lightblade’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You have no idea what it means to face a Champion. You should put your affairs in order.” 
 
      
 
    “They are,” James said, drawing himself up. “Do you think theirs are? Two men will die shortly. I take that very seriously. If the Queens want to press me on the matter of being their equal as the Huntsman, then I will prove myself. I take no pleasure in having to kill their Champions to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Lightblade nearly stepped back from the force in James’ voice. Instead, he eyed James with interest. “I see… so you do have a spine. I’m not sure it will be enough, but good luck, even if I still think you are doomed.” 
 
      
 
    James instantly returned to being laidback. “Funny; my teachers used to say I was doomed, too.” 
 
      
 
    Lightblade’s brow furrowed. “Why do you sound proud of that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if I am, it means they were finally right about something,” James laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse us,” Hallie said, grabbing James firmly by the arm and leading him away. 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled, as James was about to get scolded. He went the other way, heading for the earth mages who were making the arena that would be used. The fact that it was in the shape of a triangle amused him, but it made sense with the fight coming up. As he got closer, he recognized the person in charge. “Casey, do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Casey Roads turned to the person who called to her. “I’m a lit…! Lord MacDougal?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you extend the fighting area by double?” 
 
      
 
    Casey shook her head. “Jonas and I can only manage what we have here.” She glanced around before lowering her voice, “But if you wanted to help, then you could.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Just flat and even, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Warn him, please?” Sean pointed to Jonas, who was still concentrating on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Casey rushed over, grabbing Jonas and snapping out of his work. “Roads? What’s the matter?” Jonas blinked. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait,” Casey said, but hooked a thumb over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Jonas Slatefoot saw Sean and bowed his head. “Yes, of course.” Both of them had worked with Sean to put in the sewer lamps— they knew he was infinitely more powerful than them, and his control was far beyond theirs. 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled, then looked down as he touched the earth. A small quiver went through the area; a very small, rolling earthquake that was contained to the area right next to the newly flattened arena, which was now twice as large as it had been. Giving them a grin and a wave, he walked back toward Hallie and James. 
 
      
 
    “What was that about?” Jonas whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but he wanted a bigger area. Considering that we’ve both grown in energy and Talent since working with him, I wasn’t going to say no. Besides, we were only told to make an area ready, so technically, we didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Jonas just nodded, then gave another bow of his toward Sean’s back. “We should still stay here until we’re told that it’s enough.” 
 
      
 
    “And to make it clear that we’re the ones working on it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    As midday arrived, the Queens, their Champions, and their scribes appeared in the cleared area. The last few nobles who’d arrived hurried to join the gathering. The walls of the city were packed with people who wanted to watch what was going to happen. The Queens started walking away from each other, each going to opposite corners of the triangle closest to the nobles. Seeing them do that, James, now down to just his shirt and pants, went toward the distant third corner. 
 
      
 
    As the Queens walked, the nobles shifted with them. Sean watched as the nobility clearly chose which Queen they favored. As the crowd moved around, it left another clump of people alone in the middle, separate from the Queens’ groups. Sean and his allies stayed where they had been, making it clear that they sided with James. The fact that Minerva had stayed with the group was noted and being gossiped about already. 
 
      
 
    When everyone had finally taken their places, Winter’s voice filled the air, “We gather to watch one who claims to be the Huntsman fight our Champions. Champion Frosttongue, ride forth!” 
 
      
 
    The sound of hooves echoed from the city. Sean glanced back to see a fully-armored knight atop a massive horse wearing barding come trotting toward the arena. The white and blue coloration made it abundantly clear that Frosttongue was with Winter, if his name hadn’t been enough of a clue. 
 
      
 
    “Champion Summerwrath, ride forth to show my displeasure!” Summer announced when Frosttongue had finally reached Winter. 
 
      
 
    A similarly armored knight and horse bedecked in orange and red came trotting from the city. The Champion slowed when he reached Summer before stopping his horse just inside the triangle. 
 
      
 
    James laughed and, using the Talents he’d been given, raised his own voice to be heard across the crowd, “I just need my mount. Cimmacrinth, come forth.” As he spoke, his armor appeared on his body. It wasn’t as dull, not being fully adamantine like the other knights’. His armor didn’t get people’s attention, though, as all eyes had turned to the sky. 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth came gliding in with a haughty smile. Landing behind James, he walked calmly forward to stand beside him. Few could understand him when he asked if he could eat the Champions. 
 
      
 
    Both Summer and Winter, who’d taken seats, had risen to their feet. “What is the meaning of this?!” Summer spat. 
 
      
 
    “Dragons are not mounts! They refuse all who dare try to tame them!” Winter added. 
 
      
 
    James chuckled as he lightly leapt up to land on the saddle Cimmacrinth wore. “My trusty mount, Cimmacrinth, is Life Bonded to me. You can easily see the Bond with Mage Sight.” 
 
      
 
    Helga appeared beside Hallie. “They have lost the upper hand, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “You would dare use that as a mount?!” Summer hissed. 
 
      
 
    “This makes a mockery of the fair fight you called for!” Winter seethed. 
 
      
 
    “I said ‘as nobles upon mounts.’ It’s not my fault my mount is superior to what they have,” James said flatly. “Either accept me as the Huntsman or bid your Champions farewell.” 
 
      
 
    The Queens turned to their Champions. The armored men were shocked, but they hadn’t been chosen for being cowards. Raising their lances, they spoke to their Queens. After a moment, both monarchs bowed their heads, then pointed to James. Their last two words were clearly audible to the entire crowd, “Kill him!” 
 
      
 
    The knights booted their horses and charged James, who looked at Sean. Sean just shrugged, and James patted Cimmacrinth. The dragon threw himself into the air— there was no way that the landbound knights would have a chance of catching them, but it didn’t matter. Neither Champion could slow in time, and they both came close enough that Cimmacrinth breathed down upon them. 
 
      
 
    Screams of horror came from the assembled crowd. The Champions resisted the fire for a moment, but their steeds were instantly vaporized. Landing on their knees, they each raised their heads before their armor melted away with them. 
 
      
 
    James let Cimmacrinth land in the middle of the arena, far enough from the melted metal to be safe from it. Getting off the dragon, James’ helmet vanished, and he looked from Summer to Winter, then back. “Not even you could tame one of them, yet I not only tamed him, he willingly bound himself to me. You are raging at the unfairness of what just occurred? That’s good. You need to learn that I won’t play your games. I am a Nexus, a breaker of what was, but I also need you to accept me, so bring forth two more of your Champions. Cimmacrinth, return home for now.” 
 
      
 
    Cimmacrinth bowed low to James, then took to the air before flying away. When the dragon departed, the nobles nearby exhaled in relief— none of them could survive dragon’s fire. 
 
      
 
    Winter and Summer didn’t hesitate; they pointed, and two more men marched from their guards’ ranks to take the field. Both were emotional in ways they hadn’t felt in ages. If this man wished to be their Huntsman, he would need to prove himself able to protect his family. 
 
      
 
    “I know he’s good, but Champions aren’t a joke,” Minerva murmured. “Sean, are you going to help him?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said, watching the helmet cover James’ face again. “James will be fine. They’re pissing him off, though, and I’ve only ever seen him really mad once before. This won’t be pretty.” 
 
      
 
    The Champions both pulled swords from sheaths as they advanced on James. James stood there, waiting, but he extended a hand, and an adamantine axe suddenly appeared. Both Champions slowed slightly— the only adamantine axe they knew about was Dark Cutter. 
 
      
 
    That hesitation was all James needed. He threw the axe at Summer’s Champion and rushed Winter’s barehanded. Winter’s chosen set to attack, but then screamed out when flames engulfed him. James had extended his hands and poured fire from them onto the unsuspecting knight. The flames didn’t do much, as Summer’s Champion preferred fire, but it had caught Winter’s by surprise. That shock again let James close into knife-fighting range, and a knife is what he had. His knife sparked with lightning, and when it touched the Champion, the man went rigid. The second dagger was like an icepick, and James quickly thrust through the helmet’s visor slit. The blade plunged into the Champion’s brain, another burst of lightning letting loose to finish the job. 
 
      
 
    Summer’s Champion deflected the axe, unsure of what the point was. Charging James’ back, the knight snarled. How dare this idiot claim to be the Huntsman, and then ignore him? The fire he saw didn’t deter him, but when his longtime foe was stabbed in the face, Summer’s Champion was suddenly less sure of himself. 
 
      
 
    James spun just as the second knight reached him. The sword he wielded had a black glow over the blade, but James calmly stepped in, using his lightning dagger to parry. The brown glow on his dagger and the black glow on the sword winked out as the opposing energies canceled each other. The lightning was just fine, though, as it conducted down the sword’s blade and froze the Champion. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in my way,” James said tightly. He dispatched the second Champion with a stab to an eye with his icepick. Pushing the corpse away, James calmly let his daggers go back to rings. He held out his hand, and the axe flashed from where it had fallen back to his waiting grasp. “Do you accept me yet, or must I kill all of them?” His helmet vanished again so the Queens could see him. 
 
      
 
    Winter and Summer looked at each other to communicate without words. The moment they did, everything changed. 
 
      
 
    Sister, we must put him in his place! Summer hissed mentally. 
 
      
 
    He vexes me so, Winter agreed. No man but our husband will ever tell us what to do. 
 
      
 
    Then accept me, and I’ll tell you what to do, today and every day thereafter, James’ mental voice hit both of them. 
 
      
 
    Both Queens suddenly stumbled back, shocking everyone. The look of shock, hope, and need on their faces came just as a burst of energy pulsed off them. Everyone but Sean, Hallie, Helga, James, and the Queens collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    He is… strong…? Summer murmured mentally. 
 
      
 
    Defiant… forceful… Winter added. 
 
      
 
    It’s called brat taming, James told them. You have a choice: accept me, behave, and I’ll reward you in the ways you love most. Or you can continue to refuse, and I will break everything around you. Then, to punish you, I will favor the one who submits first until I feel you accept me correctly. 
 
      
 
    Winter and Summer started walking, and those who hadn’t passed out stared in awe as their monarchs approached James. They expected fire and ice to come forth and a new battle to begin. 
 
      
 
    Will you promise to stay? Summer asked, her mental voice hitching with fear. 
 
      
 
    Stay, and help us become better? Winter pleaded. 
 
      
 
    We have missed you, they both sent at the same time. 
 
      
 
    James let his armor revert back to jewelry. Opening his arms, he gathered the two women to him. The completeness that he felt with them shook his soul as he knew it shook theirs. The empathy Sean talked about having with his wives was now abundantly clear to James. 
 
      
 
    I am not him… I am better and worse in many ways. I will stay beside you to love you, to raise our daughters with you, but I will also change the world, hunt down those who deserve it, and visit with my friend sometimes. I know Sean can’t stay, but you’ll help me make sure he’s safe so I can keep talking to the man we all owe. Without him, we’d never have found each other. 
 
      
 
    Both Queens agreed readily. When they did, James leaned in, kissing one, then the other. When the kiss broke, he kissed them again, going back the other way. 
 
      
 
    Neither of you will be favored over the other unless you need to be punished for misbehaving. Now lift your power so the world can know that we are whole. 
 
      
 
    One instant, crushing power pressed down on the field, and the next moment, it was gone. The nobles exhaled deeply, as they could breathe again. The ones who’d stayed awake rose to their feet, then bowed deeply to the trio who had turned to face them. 
 
      
 
    When James and both Queens looked his way, Sean bowed, as well. It was not as deep, but he still bowed as an equal to them. Both Winter and Summer had a brief surge of anger until James squeezed their waists. The Queens flushed, looking away from Sean. 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled softly. “I swear, James, I’ll never understand how you do that.” 
 
      
 
    Minerva was flabbergasted. She was sure the Queens had been about to strike at Sean for a moment, but then they looked like young maidens caught acting naughty. “The Huntsman…” She bowed deeply to her Queens and James. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… we’ll need to let the others know. A gala will likely be called on Tenday,” Hallie said. “A welcoming of James as their equal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean met James’ eyes, and the two old friends silently congratulated each other for the lives they’d found on this world. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the rest of the nobles to wake up and get up. The Queens dismissed everyone, and then, after opening rifts, they left with James. The various nobles were at a loss as to what exactly had happened, but they drifted toward their vehicles and back to the city. 
 
      
 
    “That was… not what I expected,” Minerva said. “They just seemed to flip to accepting him.” 
 
      
 
    “James will tell me when he can,” Sean said. “Until then, we only know what everyone else does: they challenged him, then accepted him.” 
 
      
 
    “Four Champions dead,” Charie said. “I’ll need to gather the remains for their families.” 
 
      
 
    “No one expected Cimmacrinth,” Toivo chuckled, “nor James’ unorthodox fighting. I’m glad I never faced him in a life-and-death fight.” 
 
      
 
    “If you all want to send your drivers home, I can rip a portal to my manor to avoid that,” Sean said, hooking a thumb at the cluster of insanity that was driving back into the city. 
 
      
 
    “Accepted,” Amedee said. “Pura, please let them know.” 
 
      
 
    The others did the same, except for Minerva. “I need to go speak with my son,” Minerva said. “Sean, please let me know what happened, and if I can assist.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. Thank you, Minerva.” 
 
      
 
    When Minerva walked toward her car, Sean gathered everyone else around him. Using Dark Cutter, he ripped a portal to his manor. Everyone else walked through before Sean did, and when he passed through, the rip sealed behind him. 
 
      
 
    The front door of the manor opened, and Sean’s wives came out to greet them. Fiona went straight to Sean with Morrigan in her arms while the others separated to talk with the others. 
 
      
 
    “Did they accept him?” Fiona asked. 
 
      
 
    “After he killed four Champions,” Sean said, leaning in to kiss Morrigan’s head, then her cheek. “It went mostly like we thought, all except for the end. I still have no idea what exactly happened there.” 
 
      
 
    “We should go inside, and you can tell us,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “I want to head over to Home so I can tell the others, too,” Sean said, “but it’s over. They took him with them and portaled back to the Tower. I’m sure James will be in touch tomorrow or the day after. I’m not sure when the Queens will get in touch with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Amedee called out to him, “we’ll begin making sure everything is transferred over and ready.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot to arrange before we go,” Olivia Purebreath said. “Some of us wish to speak with James. If he and the Queens are amenable, we’ve considered staying to give him a faction to back him.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be good,” Hallie said. “If he has established allies with old families, it would help.” 
 
      
 
    “That is what Daria, Evelyn, and I were thinking,” Olivia said. “Please let us know when he is ready so we may come over.” 
 
      
 
    “If he gives me any warning, I will,” Sean said. “I think he’ll be tied up for at least a full day or two, though, as they have a long conversation between the three of them.” 
 
      
 
    “To think that I was here to see this pivotal moment…” City Lord Philippe Iceblood said from beside his daughter. “Winter might be upset that I am going to back James over her, but it will give him a strong ally, especially if Minerva does go with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Illandril will stay as neutral as he can as the commander, but I would expect the Queensblood House to announce their support of him,” Evelyn Bloodheart said. “Between them, the Icebloods, the Purebreaths, and my own family, it will give him several powerful Houses to help him.” She paused, then gave Sean a soft smile. “Tell my father that I love him when you talk to him next. Do you think I’ll find Home even if I stay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Saret said, having come out of the manor with his wives, “as long as the Queens allow for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk to James. That might mean all of you could have that potential,” Sean said. “Let’s wait for me to talk to him if you are on the fence. I’m sure I’ll be here at least until Threeday.” 
 
      
 
    “Because James is a good friend,” Aria said, her hand resting on her swollen belly. 
 
      
 
    “The best,” Sean said softly, going to hold her. 
 
      
 
    “For those who want to stay, the manor is open to you. For those going, your drivers can pick you up here. Until they arrive, please, come in,” Fiona said, trying to guide the large group. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean explained what happened during the summons to the Tower, plus the fights. No one had any idea what had transpired at the end of the confrontation. When dinner came, the cooks had prepared a small feast for those who were still at the manor. 
 
      
 
    That evening, Sean walked down to his workroom with his children and five of his wives. Felora was staying behind so she could easily open a path for the rest to dream. The manor also had guests, namely the inner circle who weren’t nobles. They had yet to hear the story and had been invited over to hear about it. 
 
      
 
    Opening the portal to Home, Sean led his wives through, then played with the cuons for a little bit. When the guests and the rest of his family appeared on the porch, he went to meet them. Marjorie was in the front room, so she got everyone settled. It was during that moment Sean realized that the interior of the manor of Home was larger than the one on the Queendom. 
 
      
 
    Before he explained what had happened, he sent Fairies to ask everyone in the village to come up, too. That took a few minutes, but in time, everyone was present. Once all of his guests were settled, Sean explained what had transpired that day. When he finished, there was a moment of silence as everyone processed what might happen next. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for them,” Trisha said, breaking the silence. “They finally found their love again.” She leaned into Darragh’s side with a smile. “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “Might temper them,” Darragh added, putting his arm around Trisha’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I wish James the best,” Jackson Gertihs said, his two loves bracketing him. “He’ll have to be strong-willed to keep the Queens happy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure there’s another man as stubborn as James, not even me,” Sean snorted. “I think he’ll be fine. I could see the happiness in his eyes before he left with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Where does that leave everyone having to leave?” Lilly asked, snuggled up with Felora. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know yet. I need to talk to James and the Queens, but I believe they’ll be busy for a bit. Once I can talk to them, we should have a firm idea. James will make sure we don’t have to leave until Threeday, at the earliest.” 
 
      
 
    “For Aria, which is good,” Chastity smiled. “I can’t wait to meet your little one.” 
 
      
 
    Aria beamed. “I can’t wait to hold them. I have names for both a boy and a girl picked out.” 
 
      
 
    “But she has been keeping them secret,” Helga chuckled. “We are all waiting to hear.” 
 
      
 
    Small talk started up as people all turned to different topics. Sean sat there, looking around the room. Most of his friends were with them, and all of his family was. A warmth bloomed in his heart as he took in the moment. This is what he was looking forward to: a peaceful life with those he cared for. 
 
      
 
    Every single one of his wives looked his way, giving him a smile back. The happiness he’d felt doubled and redoubled as their empathic bonds took that joy to even greater heights. 
 
      
 
    I really hope you’re doing alright, James, Sean thought. Don’t take too long to let me know you’re okay… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    The last few days were calm and full of love, though Sean was starting to fret about James. His wives did their best to help him, but every day further increased his concern. Because it was Tenday, they’d be going to the Tower gardens; Sean was considering checking on his friend since he was going to be there, but he hadn’t yet committed to it. 
 
      
 
    All of their friends were waiting at the gardens when the bus pulled up. Everyone was hoping to hear news about James and the Queens, but the family had nothing to share. A pall fell over the group as they began their walk through the garden. Everyone glanced at the top of the Great Tree, wondering exactly what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “I have everything arranged,” Minerva said, next to Aria and Sean. “I was curious, Sean… do you think we’ll find more Vampires?” 
 
      
 
    Sean was pulled from his own thoughts by Minerva’s unexpected question. “You want to find Vampires?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to wipe them out completely,” Minerva replied. 
 
      
 
    “Because of your husband, and what happened to you?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    Minerva exhaled slowly. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be like me condemning all nobles because of Truestrike,” Sean said softly. “I don’t blame you for the anger and pain, but I personally hope for no conflicts.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Minerva said. “You’re right, but my anger hasn’t gone away, and with the Vampire Truestrike had almost controlling me again…” She trailed off, her lips becoming a flat line. 
 
      
 
    “We can work on that,” Aria said. “It’s about energy and how you hold it. You’d never be used by another Vampire again.” 
 
      
 
    “I will take you up on that. Regardless, I am still looking forward to going. New things to see and experience and freedom in a way I’ve never had before… Here, we all bend knee to the Queens, or we might lose more than a leg. I know Sean won’t be the same, so it has an appeal to go and try freedom.” 
 
      
 
    “Whenever that might be,” Sean grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Minerva looked up, then sighed. “Do you think he failed afterward?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t known James to fail at much, but I am beginning to worry,” Sean admitted. “If I don’t hear anything today, I’m going up there tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “It has been strangely quiet,” Mackenzie said, drifting over to them with Siobhan beside her. 
 
      
 
    “Unusually so,” Siobhan added. “The Queens are normally summoning people, but ever since Sixday, they have not sent for a single person.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s lips ticked up. “That’s good; it means James is keeping them entertained. I’m sure if he’d failed, their displeasure would’ve already come down.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point,” Siobhan said. “Do you think he’ll tell me his story?” 
 
      
 
    “James? He will if you ask. He can spin a yarn, though, so make sure you ask for the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I will make sure to do so.” 
 
      
 
    The conversation lapsed back into idle chatter as they continued their walk. The others drifted over periodically to speak with Sean and whoever was near him. Around midday, they picked a wide, empty section to settle for lunch. 
 
      
 
    Sandwiches were being passed around when Sean suddenly jerked to the side, feeling a surge of energy a few feet away from him. He relaxed when he saw James, but then his eyebrows shot up when Summer and Winter followed him out of the rift. 
 
      
 
    “James! I was worried,” Sean said, getting to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “It took a while to have the full talk we needed,” James said with a tired smile. “Sean, meet my soon-to-be wives, Winter and Summer. Not as the Queens, but as the lovely women they truly are. Ladies, you have met my best friend before, but let me introduce Sean. Not as the Harbinger, but as the best man I’ve ever known.” 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter dipped their heads to him, and Sean bowed back. “A pleasure, and I can say from my heart that I am glad for all of you. Please look after him? James could use happiness in his life.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone else had frozen for a moment at what was happening, but Fiona shook it off first. “Would you like to join us for lunch? Our cooks made some delicious sandwiches.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. We were hoping to join the rest of the day,” James said as he guided Winter and Summer to sit with everyone. “Sean, they will wait until Fourday to call for the Divine Agreement meeting. I can also go and visit you wherever you are… I gave them the concession of you never returning here.” 
 
      
 
    “Give and take; it’s what relationships should be,” Sean nodded as he sat beside James. “I’m not asking for details, but you’ve been okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than,” James smiled. “The empathy you have… I have something like that, but it’s more telepathy than empathy. That’s what helped me end the conflict.” 
 
      
 
    Siobhan’s attention was focused on James. Her hands twitched slightly, clearly wanting to be taking notes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… yeah, that would help with them accepting you.” 
 
      
 
    “He could have used it earlier…” Winter muttered. 
 
      
 
    “And saved us good men,” Summer grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “It had to be done,” James said. 
 
      
 
    “He proved his strength to the entire court,” Minerva said, “though everyone is wondering why it ended the way it did.” 
 
      
 
    “The Queens and Huntsman can communicate silently,” James explained. “You’ve all seen them do it. I felt it at court, then again during the duel. I just didn’t press into it until I’d proven my physical strength. That moment is what ended the contest.” 
 
      
 
    “Strength is prized,” Summer murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Ruthlessness when needed is attractive,” Winter added with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Some things needed to be hammered out before I could come see you again,” James said, taking the conversation back. “I would expect the Divine meeting to be when it comes time to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” Sean nodded. “You’ll be tied up for a bit after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Not me,” James chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter both flushed, looking like young women rather than haughty monarchs. 
 
      
 
    Felora and Saret moaned, both of them shuddering. Everyone looked their way until Felora leaned against Andrea, panting, and Saret hunched over. “Goodness! They are… eager…” Felora murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t stop that from happening. Their emotions were too strong,” Saret added. 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter looked mortified, more so when James began to laugh. “So yeah, don’t expect to see me for a good while after the meeting. Until I meet… people,” James slowed, “older people of power and get their blessing, I can’t help them with some things.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” Sean said, getting the inferred statement of needing the Mother’s blessing. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Fel. Sorry, Saret,” James said. “I’ll try not to trigger them again.” 
 
      
 
    Both Succubi jerked sharply, looking at the Queens. 
 
      
 
    James’ voice dropped, “No. They are friends only. We’ve discussed jealousy.” 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter grimaced, taking the offered food. After the first bite, their smiles returned. Their happiness over the food let everyone else begin to eat. 
 
      
 
    Glorina, Lona, and Mona were all smiles. The fact that the Queens enjoyed their food made them happy. They’d never thought they’d have the rulers of the world eating something they’d made, much less enjoying it. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the spicy mustard that really gives it the kick,” James sighed happily. “I’ll have to teach their cooks how to make this.” 
 
      
 
    “James,” Sean said, pulling him back to the conversation, “thank you for getting Fourday for the meeting. While I wish I could visit you, too, I understand. If you can get them to agree to let the souls of those who want to find my plane off the world, that’d be nice. Oh, and some of our friends want to stay and support you, giving you the noble backing the Queens have.” 
 
      
 
    James looked over the group, seeing the people who gave him a nod in return. “I’ll work on the request.” He looked at Summer and Winter, who looked a little put out. “More negotiations to be made. I appreciate what you all want to do for me. My backing will mostly be the non-nobles since I’ve already gotten approval to make some changes. My wives were understanding.” 
 
      
 
    When James called them his “wives,” Summer and Winter both smiled. 
 
      
 
    “What a difference love can make,” Amedee smiled, taking Toivo’s hand. “Sean helped so many of us change and find love; his whole family is love given form, so maybe his pantheon is loving acceptance?” 
 
      
 
    “Anam Cara,” James said. “I think that’s like a rough translation of soulmate. Possibly soul friend, too, which fits on multiple levels. Considering that he comes from Celtic Divine stock, I think it fits.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Sean, who gave James a raised eyebrow. “I’m not opposed, but I’m sure it doesn’t translate all that well… but if the pantheon needs a name, I guess it will work.” 
 
      
 
    Every single person tied to Sean gasped as their wings appeared, their eyes blazed, and the name settled into their very souls. Sean grunted as he stared at a laughing James. The Queens stared wide-eyed at the number of people tied to the pantheon who were sitting with them. 
 
      
 
    “I need to write this down!” Siobhan grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “You did that intentionally,” Sean said when his eyes stopped burning. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You always put shit off when you could’ve just done it. It’s easier to push you along. Besides, come Fourday, having a clear direction for your pantheon is good.” 
 
      
 
    “Where does this meeting take place, and are my wives coming?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “You and one other are allowed. Two per is agreed upon, though some have loopholes around that.” James’ eyes drifted to Summer and Winter, who stared back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Sean snorted. “Okay, but for today, we’ll be walking the gardens. Your gardeners do a wonderful job,” Sean said, directing that last part toward the Queens. 
 
      
 
    “It is their task,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “They are efficient,” Summer added. 
 
      
 
    James exhaled softly. “They really do. I’ll let them know. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded. “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “I never thought I’d be having a garden lunch with the Queens,” Jefferson chuckled. “Oh, how those prissy pricks who used to sneer at me would be so envious now.” Leaning against his wife, he smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter glanced at the pair, then at James. James gave them a smile. “As soon as we can get a blessing, yes.” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens flushed again. They’d asked him mentally, but then he answered them verbally, which isn’t what they’d expected. 
 
      
 
    “It’s rude to talk like that when we’re around friends,” James said gently. “Remember that today is about trying something new. If you allow them to approach you, you might find that, from this select group, you won’t be asked for things, and can enjoy just spending time with them.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a big jump,” Sean said, “but each of them trusted me, and well…” He motioned to everyone happily chatting, eating, and just enjoying the day. “You’re married— or will be soon— to a Nexus. Change for the better can happen.” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled. “He means well. Now stop that. Use your verbal words.” 
 
      
 
    “We are trying…,” Winter grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “It is not easy to change what we have always been,” Summer sniffed. 
 
      
 
    “Small steps lead to big change,” James said, putting his arms around their waists since he’d finished eating. “Today will be a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens stiffened at his familiarity with them in public, but seeing everyone else leaning against their loved ones, they slowly did the same. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    The Queens relaxed as much as they could, each holding onto one of James’ arms. Mackenzie, Minerva, and a few others took the time to chat with them; everything was small talk, mostly about clothing and how each had done with love in the past. The other nobles were hesitant to try being informal, but did add in if they had an insight about a topic. 
 
      
 
    With solid information, Sean made sure to visit Home to tell Chastity, Lilly, and the rest, getting him dragged off by his two wives before he returned to the manor. It would still be some time before the pair could leave Home, but Sean yearned for them to be able to walk the new world with the rest of the family. 
 
      
 
    That left two big events before that day could come. Aria would be having her child on Twoday. Sean wondered if she’d have a daughter to take after her, or a son to take after him. Either way, he knew he’d love and care for them just as he did all of his children. The second event was going to be the Divine Agreement meeting on Fourday. That day was going to possibly allow him to finally achieve the one thing he’d wanted since Thor had killed him on Earth: a quiet life to love his family. 
 
      
 
    That was how Sean found himself in the parlor playing a game of nine-ball by himself on Twoday, waiting for Aria to give birth. It was lacking without James there, but he was able to entertain himself enough to not feel like time was dragging by. The moment Venn came to tell him, he rushed upstairs. 
 
      
 
    Aria was holding her child with a bright smile when he came into the room. “Husband, I hope you don’t mind, but I named him Sean Aragorn MacDougal Junior.” 
 
      
 
    Sean slowed for a moment, then chuckled when he got to her. “I hope he doesn’t mind being a Junior.” 
 
      
 
    “His name will change from Junior to the Second,” Myna purred. “I plan on having a son with the same name.” 
 
      
 
    “As do I,” Hallie said, “so Junior won’t stay that way for long.” 
 
      
 
    Sean knelt beside Aria, kissing Sean Jr.’s head. “I’ll call you Sam, don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    “Sam? Because of his initials?” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Using the initials of someone’s name was common on Earth…” Sean trailed off and started laughing. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, husband?” Andrea asked, smiling as the humor he exuded went across their bonds. 
 
      
 
    “JAG… he’s such a jagoff at times.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was puzzled until Ida laughed. “James?” 
 
      
 
    “James Aragorn Giardino. It was one of the things we had in common when we met— we were both Aragorns.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious about how you two met,” Ryann said. “You’ve never talked about it.” 
 
      
 
     Sean took a seat beside the bed, accepting his son when Aria handed him over. “A hobby shop in our small town did bi-weekly gaming days. Both of us were gamers, computer and tabletop. We ended up at the same table during a one-shot and ended up working well together. The next time gaming day came up, we made sure to end up at the same table again. We started chatting about other games we both enjoyed. It became a regular thing, and then he asked if I’d seen one of the new anime that’d come out…” Sean trailed off as he held Sam to his chest, gently rocking him. 
 
      
 
    “Chance?” Myna asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fate,” Felora corrected. “They twist fate. If both lived so close to one another, it must have been one of those twisting moments that led to them meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, probably,” Sean coughed. “Anyway, we started meeting up for anime on the opposite weeks from gaming days. When the hobby store went out of business, we just got together every week at one house or the other. We watched anime at mine and did wargaming at his. We built a big ass hex table for that… good times.” 
 
      
 
    “You built a table for hexes, and that was good?” Fiona asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    “A table with hexagon tiles inlaid on it,” Sean chuckled. “Sometimes the magic that lets me talk so easily just misses. Been a while since that happened. The game used figurines to simulate mecha that had to move in straight lines. The hexagons helped us move them along those lines.” 
 
      
 
    “What an odd thing to do…” Andrea murmured. 
 
      
 
    “No. Something similar is used here to teach war, but it’s just a flat map, not hexagons,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    “Could you put this table and game in at Home, Sean?” Helga asked. “It sounds interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I could. I’d offer to make one here, but… we won’t be here much longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Ven said, floating down, “the clan that is with those who are staying had a request. They don’t want to revoke their standing in the clan, but if you’d allow it, they’ll be given an order to treat the person they’re with as if they were you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean frowned, then nodded. “I have no idea how the clan is really structured, but that’s fine. You and the others handle the clan, Ven. I’d feel wrong trying to interject myself.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a request that you were made aware of what they wanted so they could feel better about it,” Ven said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Tonight, we’ll visit Home again. We’ll let our wives meet Sam and remind them about Fourday.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay back to bring the others over if you’ll take James with you, Sean,” Felora said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I don’t want any family to miss out on coming over.” 
 
      
 
    “We should invite Morrigan, as well,” Fiona said. “Maybe she can give you some information on the meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll invite her the moment we are Home. I’m going to have Helga come with me to the meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that wise?” Hallie asked. “Won’t it drive a wedge between you and Odin’s pantheon, instead of healing the rift?” 
 
      
 
    “They sent her. I’m going to make them acknowledge that fact,” Sean said, gently handing Sam back to Aria. “They need to admit that she is part of us, so they can’t use it later to come after us.” 
 
      
 
    “They will bend or be broken,” Helga said firmly. “Their greatest warrior fell to our Lord once, and if they press, he will fall again and again until none revere him.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” Sean said softly. “I’d rather not have a pantheon war. If we get lucky, Loki will start Ragnarök, and they’ll be too busy to even start anything with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Odin will agree just to make sure you sit out of their fall,” Hallie murmured. 
 
      
 
    “He might, but Thor will not agree to it,” Helga said. “Thor has caused strife by breaking accords and Agreements for millennia. We can never believe he will abide by what is agreed to.” 
 
      
 
    “Something to make a note of during the meeting,” Sean said. He leaned over to kiss Aria softly. “Thank you, my dear wife, for giving me a beautiful son with shockingly white hair. He’ll be as loved and unique as you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he didn’t get feathers. They were difficult to take care of… hair is so much easier.” 
 
      
 
    A Fairy came flying in with Ven accompanying them. Sean glanced at the Fairy he didn’t know when they floated down. They bowed to him, wearing silks with a mithril band around their waist as a belt. “Lord MacDougal, Harbinger, you and your family are invited to a gala on Fiveday. Important news from the Queens will be spoken during the gala. None are allowed to miss the event.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be honored to attend,” Sean grinned. When the Fairy zipped off, he chuckled. “They are having it afterward because they expect to get the blessing on Fourday.” 
 
      
 
    “It also means that we will be allowed to be here until Sixday, at least,” Fiona said. “Ida, when you talk to your parents, let them know.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ida said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to be Home,” Sean joked as he walked with his wives up to the manor. The cuons trailed them, as Sean was holding his son, James, and hadn’t thrown any balls for them. 
 
      
 
    Chastity opened the door before they got there. “Welcome Home.” 
 
      
 
    “These puns are going to kill me…” Ryann sighed. 
 
      
 
    Aria snickered. “They make me feel—” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Ryann cut her off. “No, don’t say it!” 
 
      
 
    “Right at Home,” Aria laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll corrupt the children…” Ryann pouted. “What if one of them picks that up?” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll be the one pun-ished when they start.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, make her stop!” Ryann pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “Aria, we should stop… for now, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I’ll just nest down in the coop, then,” Aria said with a twist to her lips. 
 
      
 
    That got laughter from the others, as it still had Home connotations to it. Ryann muttered under her breath, then looked down at Ian. “You won’t do this to me, will you, baby boy?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he won’t,” Ida said to reassure her wife, “but Sean Junior might.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity gave Ryann a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Chas,” Ryann said. “Would you like to hold Ian?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Chastity smiled brightly as she took him. “Hello, Ian. Mother Chas has you.” 
 
      
 
    They took their seats in the front room before Sean and the others explained what had happened during their garden walk. Lilly, Chastity, Marjorie, and Rosa were shocked to hear the Queens had had lunch and walked with them. The news about the meeting and the gala on Fiveday got even more reaction from them. 
 
      
 
    “I hope Morrigan shows up soon,” Sean said when things settled down. “I’d like to hear about the Divine Agreement meeting that’s coming up, but… I was thinking… and yes, it’s a risk, but a controlled risk since things are calm now.” He looked up from the spot he’d been looking at to each of his wives, stopping on Chastity and Lilly. “If you die before your soul fully settles, then we can’t save you, but if you want, you can come with us back to the Queendom tonight. You’d be able to come to the gala and be with all of us when we leave it behind.” 
 
      
 
    The room went silent. Everyone held their breaths as all eyes turned to Chastity and Lilly. The pair yearned— deeply yearned— to be with their family again, to get pregnant and carry children like the others had. But the risk, even if minuscule, would be a finality they shouldn’t ever have to fear, as they were goddesses of a pantheon. 
 
      
 
    “I want to… blessed life, I want it so bad,” Chastity spoke first. 
 
      
 
    “But the risk…” Lilly swallowed. “If… then…” She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    Chastity looked at Andrea and Lindsey in her arms. Lilly looked at Felora and James in hers. Then, they looked back at each other before they took deep breaths. 
 
      
 
    “We want the eternity we should have,” Lilly said first. 
 
      
 
    “It hurts to want it, but the pain if the worst should happen… it’s too much,” Chastity said. “I could never put any of you through that.” 
 
      
 
    The held collective breaths were released, and tears began to fall. No one objected or tried to talk them out of it. The choice was theirs alone, no matter how badly some wanted to refute them. 
 
      
 
    That was when a knock came on the door, making all of them jerk to face it. Tiska was the closest, so she answered it. “Oh, Morrigan, please come in.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Morrigan said as she came in. She moved stiffly as if favoring one of her legs. “I was tied up for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Tiska and Quinna were beside her in the next instant, both touching a shoulder as they tried to heal her. They winced before stepping back, looking pale. That made Sean get to his feet and help her over to his old seat. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Vali,” Morrigan winced as she sat. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know him.” 
 
      
 
    “He was born to avenge Baldr’s death. He is a brother of Thor and a madness fighter. When Thor was thrown back to Valhalla to be reborn, he pointed Vali at me to ‘teach me a lesson,’ as Vali told me. My helping you was seen as a step too far for Thor and his ilk. Vali found me at my home and challenged me. I tried to refuse, but… I did take arms against Thor. This gave them a grievance with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm…Thor struck at you first,” Sean said. “You, me, and Loki, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “He sent thunderbolts into the home, not directly at us. It can be passed off.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sean grumbled, placing a hand on Morrigan’s knee to check her. What he found wasn’t physical wounds, but spiritual. “What the hell?!” 
 
      
 
    “I am the last of the Tuatha, Sean,” Morrigan sighed tiredly. “I will not just be reborn like Vali is currently doing. What you feel is me trying to repair the wounds myself.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said simply. “Brace yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan was going to object, but Fiona touched her other knee. “We owe you, Morrigan. Please?” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan exhaled slowly. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    Sean pushed his divine energy into Morrigan, who inhaled slowly and deeply as he repaired her in a way no one not Divine could understand. When he’d finished, he sat there in front of her. “Did this clear their ‘offense?’” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They have no way to do so without incurring the wrath of others now.” 
 
      
 
    “Loki should get his ass in gear and start their downfall,” Sean grunted. “Do you know why I asked you to come?” 
 
      
 
    “The meeting. I cannot tell you much, but I can tell you some. It will be on neutral ground, overseen by some of the eldest. Each pantheon may send two, except for the Fey… Their damned Bonds make it so each triad is allowed to go. You should expect to see old faces and new. Any slight can be used as a reason for a fight later, as no blood can be shed without incurring punishments. If you are defending yourself, then it doesn’t count as spilling blood, but merely protecting your own, even if you take someone’s head off.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to warn James. He’s got a temper.” 
 
      
 
    “That goes for you, too,” Morrigan said. “They will try to provoke you.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means it’s fair game to do to them,” Sean said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan chuckled. “That it is, but as I said, that could mean you set them up to make you pay later.” 
 
      
 
    “For a slight, sure, but what about facts? If I just mention that I bested Thor, is that a slight?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not,” Morrigan grinned. “It will be interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “A question,” Felora said from her spot beside Lilly. “What Sean just did to you, could he do the same to stabilize a soul?” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan looked up, then gave a small shake of her head. “No. This was damage, not strengthening. They are not the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit…” Felora sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a few days,” Morrigan said softly. “There could be good news before the tenday ends.” Everyone stared at her, but she just smiled. “I cannot say more.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you visit us again?” Chastity asked. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan looked away. “I cannot say.” 
 
      
 
    Sean got to his feet. “Of course she will. You all pray to her. Unless she renounces her divinity, she can’t fully die. Can you?” 
 
      
 
    “Unless another god kills me with the right weapons,” Morrigan said, “hence my wounds just now. Other than those two things, you are correct, Sean.” When she finished speaking, she inhaled sharply, as she’d just had more belief shoved into her. “Sean, I told you before—” 
 
      
 
    “That was us,” Fiona said, squeezing Morrigan’s knee. “We have so much to thank you for, Morrigan. Until we repay the debt that we feel we owe, we can’t let you go.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan looked at her, then at the others, before turning her attention back to Fiona. “Even the staff believe that to be true.” 
 
      
 
    “Future wives,” Rumia corrected her simply. “Hopefully soon, but we are all promised. The title of ‘just staff’ is slipping away from us.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan looked at the gardener and chuckled. “Some of you are but a whisker from being fully Divine yourselves. Being his wives will ensure that you are. This pantheon shall be unique… I will stay as long as I can. If nothing else, to see how my namesake grows up.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona passed Morrigan to Morrigan. “She’ll be a force, just as her namesake is.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting back with the child in her arms, Morrigan’s face softened. “This is something I have missed… a child on a knee, and friends all around.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s right here for you,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan shook her head. “Until Fourday passes, that remains to be seen. Did you know that no fatespinner or seer can tell what will happen at a Divine meeting?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you do. What will come from this is unknown, as the threads can go in a million directions.” 
 
      
 
    “I know the way the fates will spin,” Sean said, “because James and I will make sure they weave the way we want.” 
 
      
 
    Morrigan chuckled. “You two are young for Nexuses. Do not go thinking you will be strong enough. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    Threeday was gone in a blink. Sean spent the entire day with his children, giving Junior a little more attention than the others. The Divine Agreement meeting was coming fast; it was shortly after breakfast when James sent word that Sean and whomever he was bringing needed to come up to the Tower at midday. 
 
      
 
    Sean and Helga both went around the table, kissing their wives and soon-to-be-wives before they followed Arliat out of the room. Between the drive and the walk up the stairs, they’d make it in time, just not with a lot to spare. Arliat wished them well when she dropped them off before heading right back to the manor. 
 
      
 
    As they were climbing, Helga broke the silence they’d fallen into, “Odin and Thor will be unhappy with me, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “They sent you as a sacrifice to make sure their warriors came home,” Sean said stiffly. “If they want to make a point out of it, I’ll gladly point out the facts to them. Time and again, they’ve attacked me and mine. Not once have I attacked them first. They have no legs to stand on.” 
 
      
 
    “That is true, but be aware that they will be… unpleasant about it.” 
 
      
 
    “If they want to verbally spar, that’s fine. I can do that with facts and ruin their reputation,” Sean smiled at the idea. “I’ll try to be pleasant and diplomatic to start with.” 
 
      
 
    Helga touched his back as they continued up the Tower. “You are the best god I have ever met. It is my greatest honor and joy to be your First Chooser, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled as he took her hand in his. “And my wife. That’s even more important to me. One day, a mother of our children, too.” 
 
      
 
    Helga’s cheeks heated slightly. “If that is your wish, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at her with a touch of exasperation. “Brat.” 
 
      
 
    Her smile grew wider. “As you say, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, stopping them briefly when they reached the top of a stairway. Pulling her to the side to not block anyone, he kissed her. Helga pushed into him, returning the kiss with passion. The moment drew out as they let their love feed the empathic bond between them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s what I want, but only when you’re ready to set down the shield for a year,” Sean finally said when they’d separated. “I look forward to your children, Hallie’s children, and all the others. Our children might outnumber us, but it’ll mean a house full of laughter and love.” 
 
      
 
    Helga was breathing fast when the kiss broke. Hearing Sean speak of his desire for her to bear his children, she bowed her head, engraving the moment in her heart. “I will, Sean. Once we settle wherever we go and we all deem it safe, I will come to you without shield or weapon. As your wife, I will ask you to implant your seed in me so I can bring forth a son or daughter that we can cherish along with our other children. I promise this to you, and will be eager for that day to come. Until then, I will be your shield, First Chooser, and brat.” 
 
      
 
    Sean was happy to hear her bare her heart to him, then laughed when she finished. “I accept that promise, brat.” Taking her hand, he led them toward the next stairwell. “Today’s a day for my First Chooser to confront her old pantheon. You can sever any connection that they might think they have as you declare yourself my wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Proudly,” Helga said, her eyes flashing with black-white flame for a moment. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded to Siobhan as they walked through the library, going toward the stairs up to the Queens. Siobhan bowed her head back; she knew what today was, and it pained her that she wouldn’t be there to record the meeting herself. She prayed that Sean would explain it to her when he could. 
 
      
 
    Major Stoutheart was at the first guard post to greet them. “Lord and Lady MacDougal. The Queens have waived your search and ask that you be taken straight up to them. Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re right behind you, Major.” 
 
      
 
    When they went past, the guards all stared at the pair. They’d never had anyone go through without being searched. As they walked on, Stoutheart spoke up again, “I have heard you will be attending a meeting, but none of the specifics. While it isn’t my place, I will ask you to help protect the Queens and the new Huntsman, please.” 
 
      
 
    “James and I will do our very best on that front,” Sean assured Stoutheart. “Family’s precious, and James is basically family to me. His soon-to-be wives are family to him, making them family to me, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord,” Stoutheart said as they approached the doors that led to the scribes and meeting room. “I will breathe easier knowing that.” 
 
      
 
    The scribes looked up when they entered. Both stood, setting their pens down, then bowed to Sean. Stoutheart and Sean were both taken aback, but Helga just nodded. 
 
      
 
    The scribes spoke in unison, “We owe a life debt and will repay it when we can. Blessed day, MacDougal.” 
 
      
 
    Sean dipped a much smaller bow back to them. “Blessed day. I call your debt waived. If you refuse to clear it, then give it to James. I’ll leave this world soon and don’t want you to carry that debt the rest of your lives.” 
 
      
 
    The pair straightened up, looked at each other, and nodded, then turned back to him. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the press of Agreement before it vanished as if it’d lifted off of his shoulders. Chuckling, he motioned to Stoutheart, who’d stopped walking. “After you, Major.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Stoutheart said. 
 
      
 
    The Queens and James were in the sitting room just beyond the doors. James was on his feet, staring at them when the group entered. “I’ll take them from you, Major,” James said. “Sean, what the fuck just happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The scribes felt that they owed me a life debt. I asked them to pass it on to you,” Sean grinned. “Hope it helps.” 
 
      
 
    James pursed his lips as Stoutheart saluted James, then left the room. “Hmm… I can ask them to report to me equally, using the life debt as the basis. This way, there’s no need for a third scribe.” 
 
      
 
    “I would agree,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “I agree to this,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell them later,” James said. “We have some time before we leave. Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    Sean led Helga to a small sofa they could use. “Thanks. Summer, Winter, you both look lovely today.” 
 
      
 
    The Queens were again in gowns of their normal colors, but each bore small marks of passionate moments on their necks. Those helped them seem even more like people and less untouchable beings of unimaginable power. 
 
      
 
    “They always do,” James said with a grin. “Even when they just wake up, even if they have bedhead that their magic hasn’t fixed yet.” 
 
      
 
    Winter’s face heated as she looked away from him. Summer started to pout, but stilled the moment James looked her way. 
 
      
 
    “Even when they have their eyes glazed with lust and joy,” James added, staring right at Summer. 
 
      
 
    Summer looked away, one hand briefly touching one of the hickeys on her neck. Winter smirked, but then her own blush deepened, and she touched her own love bite. 
 
      
 
    “I never understood how you could be so smooth with women and yet be such an introvert,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “Just because I prefer a quiet life doesn’t mean I can’t be charming,” James grinned. “As I tried to tell you repeatedly, you could get a woman or women if you just calmed down and tried.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he could,” Helga nodded, “but it was easier for us to pin him down than to wait on him to learn.” 
 
      
 
    James laughed when Sean blushed. “Your wives are the best thing that ever happened to you, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t argue that,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    James went and sat between Summer and Winter, putting his arms around their waists, snugging them to his sides. “That will be true for me after today, too. My wives will be the joy of my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Until you have kids,” Sean said. “Then it kind of splits a little or grows to encompass more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll only have two daughters,” James said. “It’s tradition. Then, I’ll have to find them a Huntsman of their own.” James grinned at Sean. “I wonder where I’ll find a man of good character with enough power to take that role who I trust with my little girls?” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, as it was obvious what James was saying. “We’ll have to see, but that’ll mean you all coming to visit us, wherever we end up.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, and possibly all of us will, if briefly,” James said, glancing at the Queens. “It’s something we’ll have to discuss. But having our daughters grow up with equals is a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    “We never did,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “It is unsafe. It risks them with others,” Summer added. 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, we’ll discuss it,” James said softly, gently making the point. “This way, we can each bring our reasons forward to be talked about between all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Winter’s lips creased into a soft smile. “He is gentle.” 
 
      
 
    “But he can be demanding,” Summer murmured, a smile coming to her lips, too. 
 
      
 
    “Loving.” 
 
      
 
    “Understanding.” 
 
      
 
    “Kind.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet fierce.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, not right now,” James smiled, then kissed each of their cheeks. “That is better at using your verbal words, though. Good job.” 
 
      
 
    Both Queens blushed deeply, ducking their heads and leaning into him more. 
 
      
 
    “Brat tamer,” Sean muttered. 
 
      
 
    James just grinned at him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-eight 
 
      
 
    When the time came, the Queens opened a portal without a circle. Sean studied it intently when he walked through it, but only understood part of what they did. It was something he could work on later if he really wanted to, so he gave his complete attention to where he was going, as he didn’t know who would be there. 
 
      
 
    It was odd when he found himself in what looked like a woodland clearing. The clearing was hundreds of yards across, hemmed in by tall trees, thick bushes, and a dark fog. The edges of the clearing had torches thrust into the ground, helping illuminate the boundaries. In the open space, tables were spaced out with chairs, benches, and other places to sit and enjoy. 
 
      
 
    To one side, a massively broad and equally tall man turned a spit upon which a wild boar was roasting. His gray hair was tied back from his face, and near the fire, two older women chatted while they knitted. Sean felt their suppressed power from nearly the entire length of the clearing, and he knew not to mess with them on instinct. 
 
      
 
    Helga let go of his hand as she’d felt the power of the trio, too. Her gaze darted to the others, and she mentally marked off who was who. She murmured each pairing to Sean as she walked slowly forward with him. 
 
      
 
    “Osiris and Isis,” Helga nodded toward the pair who sat alone, holding hands. 
 
      
 
    “They look… worn,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “They are nearly gone,” Helga whispered back. “Few praise them as they did in millennia past.” She motioned to the next pairing, “Indra and Shachi. They still have belief on Earth and on their other world.” 
 
      
 
    Sean looked at the Devas, nodding to them when they looked their way. The four-armed Divines inclined their heads back fractionally. 
 
      
 
    “The Three Pure Ones,” Helga said, gesturing to three men with long wispy beards talking to the side. “I believe they are called Taoists?” 
 
      
 
    Their manner of dress and accessories looked ancient, but still very Asian. The trio all looked up at Sean at the same moment, and he bowed slightly deeper to them. He’d studied Taoism, and he could respect the men who looked like scholars. 
 
      
 
    “Great Spirit,” Helga said, nodding to a man sitting alone. Smoke rose from the long pipe he smoked slowly. Each puff became an animal that ran off into the woods. “He is the one from which most of the tribes from your America found belief. Pieces of him dot their beliefs, so he lives, if fragmented.” 
 
      
 
    The man never looked at them; he kept his eyes closed as he smoked his pipe. Between puffs, he seemed to be speaking to himself, but Sean couldn’t hear anything. 
 
      
 
    “I did not expect to see them,” Helga said, motioning to another pair. “Anu and Antu. Like Iris and Osiris, they are all but gone.” 
 
      
 
    Sean glanced at the pair, who sat staring into each other’s eyes. The man looked odd with his tightly-wrapped beard, but also like he should be known. It took a few seconds before Sean nodded, finally remembering the names from Mesopotamian history. 
 
      
 
    Laughter came from another pair that appeared at the edge of the woods and came walking in. Sean didn’t need Helga to tell him who they were— Zeus and his wife, Hera, had arrived. The togas and crown of lightning Zeus wore made it quite obvious. 
 
      
 
    “He is a pig,” Helga said tightly. “If not for their two other worlds, they would have faded long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shook his head; Zeus would never be a god he got along with. 
 
      
 
    The last group was another trio, consisting of two women in gowns with a man dressed in leather and scales. Their resemblance to Summer and Winter was pronounced, making it clear that they were the mothers of the pair James was now hooked up with. The slightly built man was covered in scars where his skin was visible, attesting to many life and death struggles. 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter, with James between them, had been approaching the other trio. Sean slowly guided Helga that way, wanting to be nearby just in case. He knew his friend’s happiness— and possibly his life— rode on this introduction. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, I would like you to meet someone,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “We have brought someone for you to meet, Mother,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “Titania and Mab, right?” James asked with a pleasant smile. 
 
      
 
    All five of the people nearest James stared at him. The scarred man stepped in front of the two older women. “We have never met. How do you know them?” 
 
      
 
    “Folklore,” James said. “Titania and Mab are well-known from books on my world. Titania is known as the Fairy Queen, and Mab is the Queen of Air and Darkness. They are the Mothers out of the Maiden, Mother, and Crone triad in Fey lore.” 
 
      
 
    “Our daughters brought you… are you supposed to be their new lover?” the man asked, his voice going quiet as his stance shifted. 
 
      
 
    James suddenly had on his armor, his axe in hand, as he stared back. “Fighting is not allowed, I was told, but defending one’s self is. I would hate to kill their father upon meeting him… in self-defense, of course.” 
 
      
 
    The older man’s lips twitched, and his posture relaxed. “Interesting trick, but I will not be the one to draw blood here.” 
 
      
 
    James let his armor and weapon vanish, aware that everyone there had looked over at the pending fight. “I won’t strike first, either. I’m not sure if Summer and Winter would be upset with me or not if we fought, but I’d rather not have them angry or sad.” 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing man,” Mab said. “Sit. We will talk.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Titania said. “Is he even worthy of sitting with our daughters?” 
 
      
 
    “I was with my friend when Thor was defeated last. Before I had my energy or Talents, I killed a Valkyrie.” 
 
      
 
    Summer nodded, her eyes going to Sean behind James. “Yes. That is one of the things we are here to deal with. Sit with us.” Her gaze stayed on Sean. “Come closer, Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    Sean started forward when the man who’d accosted James was suddenly holding a spear. “This one is much more than a Harbinger.” 
 
      
 
    “I am the head of a small pantheon,” Sean agreed. “I’m the reason this meeting was called.” 
 
      
 
    “What pantheon is this?” Mab asked. 
 
      
 
    “A new one, Anam Cara. We came from the last of the Tuatha. Thor has fought me twice, and we’ve both slain the other once. I brought the Huntsman to your daughters to repair the damage done when the last Huntsman died.” 
 
      
 
    “And for that, I am grateful,” Morrigan said, striding closer. “I am glad that I am not late. Titania, Mab, it has been ages.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We left that world when he died,” Titania said. “You are greatly diminished, Morrigan, even more so than some of the others.” 
 
      
 
    “I have paid for righting old errors,” Morrigan said softly. “I am the last of the Tuatha, and soon, that pantheon will cease to be entirely. We gave Sean the power and mantles of the few willing to bestow them to him. I will be bestowing upon him the last of the relics of my pantheon. I say it here so everyone will know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Generous gifts,” Mab said. “That makes today the end of an age.” 
 
      
 
    “And the start of a new one,” Titania added. “Please, sit. Let us talk while we wait for the last guests to arrive.” 
 
      
 
    Chairs appeared for each person, and Sean felt the flex of willpower that managed it. When they all sat down, Sean broached the subject first, “The older women by the fire… those are your mothers?” 
 
      
 
    “The eldest of us, and soon to pass now that our daughters have the chance to be Mothers themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “They are the ones who will make sure no violence is done here,” Mab smiled darkly. “When they pass, Titania and I will take their places. At the same time, our daughters will leave their children to learn on their own. The cycle will continue as it has since the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re the accumulation of every cycle,” James nodded. “The Crones only grow in power as they leave theirs behind for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sharp, this one,” Titania chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Titania. We’ve come for your blessing.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to earn that,” Mab said. She turned to her lover, touching his hand. “Take him into the woods and test him.” 
 
      
 
    James was on his feet and armored in an instant. “So the woods are where the rules stop?” 
 
      
 
    “It is the boundary, as is plain to see,” Titania said. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, pup,” the scarred man said as he walked away. “I will only break you a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, be ready to heal,” James said, going after the other man. “He might need a limb or two reattached.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t damage each other’s brains,” Sean called after him. 
 
      
 
    “Tell us of your last fight with Thor,” Mab said, not in the least concerned about what James was going to do. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Sean said. “It was on Earth, and I’d gone to see James in his house.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    James and the other man came limping back into the clearing after a while. Both of them looked worn out, but were supporting each other as they came closer. Sean rushed over to heal them both. He found mostly healed wounds, but the reason for their slow limp was that both were very low on energy. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Titania asked. 
 
      
 
    “He will do. He is far smarter than the last one we picked. I would say he will be my superior when he takes my place as husband to the Mothers.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to rest,” James said when he took the seat between Summer and Winter. “He’s a beast.” 
 
      
 
    “Our husband approves, so we will lend our blessing to this union,” Mab said. “Do not waste it like the last fool.” 
 
      
 
    “He died because he failed to know when to stop,” Titania sighed. 
 
      
 
    “James knew when to stop,” their husband said. “If he kept pushing, I would have killed him. He did not try to kill me, understanding that my test was to prove that he could protect our daughters. He had tricks I was not expecting.” His eyes went to Sean. “You gave him more than any other who has been in his place. We accept this gift as a blessing for their wedding.” 
 
      
 
    Mab exhaled slowly. “Soon… soon, we will finally say goodbye to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, dearie,” the eldest of the Fey said, her breath a glacial chill. She was just suddenly there. “Soon, compared to what came before, but not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We came to see and meet this new Huntsman,” the other Crone said, her eyes burning with fire. “Hmm… interesting…” 
 
      
 
    “He tested well?” The brute of a man who’d been roasting the pig asked. He stood behind the scarred man, a hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Better than I did with you. Even at his best, he is not a match for you, but neither am I.” 
 
      
 
    “You will take the mantle soon enough. I brought dinner.” The big man handed around plates of roast pig and mugs of a golden beverage. 
 
      
 
    The Crones joined the party to eat. Everyone focused on the food, which smelled divine, and Sean smirked at that thought. He took a sip of his drink, wanting to know how strong it was. He set down the mug as his brain tried to explain what he’d just tasted. 
 
      
 
    “Ambrosia,” Morrigan sighed softly. “You still provide a feast with simple means.” 
 
      
 
    “I never thought Ambrosia was honeyed apple…” James murmured. 
 
      
 
    “A secret of the eldest,” Mab smiled, then sighed, her gaze on someone else. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked to see Zeus downing the golden liquid like it was water. “Right… they did have a love of Ambrosia, didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “He will be trying to fuck something soon,” a hiss of frigidity came from Winter’s grandmother before she snapped her fingers. “There. No potency for him today.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s face blanked. If the winter Crone could take Zeus’ ability to get a stiffy with just a snap, he knew he had no chance at all if he angered her. She met his eyes and smiled, then went back to eating. Sean swallowed, but did the same. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifty-nine 
 
      
 
    Hours passed as they ate, drank, and chatted. Some of the others drifted over to give their respects to the Crones and thank them for their hospitality. Those who did were interested in the news of the Fey Maidens having found a new lover, but their eyes lingered on Sean, no doubt feeling the divine sparks he possessed. 
 
      
 
    It was when Odin arrived that the tone of the meeting shifted. He rode in on Sleipnir, the gray-colored, eight-legged horse that Loki had birthed. In his hand, he carried Gungnir while a golden helm gleamed on his head and a cloak of mail rested on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The Crones stood, facing him. It was Winter’s grandmother who asked, “Do you come for war, Odin?” 
 
      
 
    “Where the one near you is involved, all should be wary,” Odin replied as he dismounted. “But as you will not abide violence…” He took off his cloak and helm, leaving them on Sleipnir’s back. “I shall show signs of peace, but make sure I can defend myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny, that,” Sean said, getting to his feet. “I’ve never attacked yours; I’ve only ever been attacked. So how is it that anyone should be wary of me? Your son is the one people should be wary of, Odin.” 
 
      
 
    Odin’s eye narrowed. “If not for the truce of this place and the Agreements, I would impale you where you stand along with the she-bitch beside you.” 
 
      
 
    “False-father, never a pleasure,” Morrigan said with a smile, “but I shall endure your presence so we may attend the events we have gathered for.” 
 
      
 
    The crack of thunder came as Thor landed beside his father, riding down the lightning bolt Mjolnir was connected to. He glared at Sean and Morrigan, not bothering to hide his hatred of them. 
 
      
 
    “Now that the two we were waiting for have arrived, we can begin…” Summer’s grandmother paused, then smiled. “Ahh, a few more guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for allowing us to attend,” Loki said, strolling out of the woods with a beautiful woman beside him. “As I am at war with my family, I have come to be viewed as separate from them. My daughter is with me on this.” 
 
      
 
    Hel gave the gathering a smile, and Helga smiled back when their eyes met. “Helga, you have chosen well,” Hel said as she approached with Loki. “I apologize for having to give you up. I hope you have forgiven me.” 
 
      
 
    “I have, Hel. I understood why, and though I lamented at the time, my life has become so much more because of it,” Helga said, bowing her head. “I will forever remember my days in your service with fondness.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” Thor boomed. “That harlot is a Valkyrie and does not belong here!” 
 
      
 
    “Helga is my wife, a goddess of my pantheon!” Sean snapped. “First Chooser is her title, and she reaps my foes for me… did any of your men who’ve stood against me ever make it back to Valhalla?” 
 
      
 
    Thor roared in rage, and Mjolnir flew from his hand. The Crone’s husband stepped in front of it well ahead of the group, seemingly having teleported to be there. The impact and boom of the hammer hitting and lightning discharge pushed him back a single step, but he picked up Mjolnir before Thor could call it back. With a grunt, he spun and threw the hammer; it flashed away as if a railgun had fired it into the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    Crone Winter cackled. “You best go after it, youngling. There are those who can claim it beside yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Odin barked at Thor to leave. Thor seethed before he turned for the forest. A rainbow bridge came down to touch just outside the ring of the clearing. When Thor’s boot touched it, both he and the bridge vanished. 
 
      
 
    “Breaking the Agreement comes with a cost, Odin,” Crone Summer smiled. “If you would have taught him better, you would not keep paying for his mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Speak not to me like a child, Crone!” Odin growled. “What is the repayment needed?” 
 
      
 
    “A truce with the wronged,” Sean said. “A thousand years of peace. You’ll either survive Ragnarök or be dead before it’s over that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” Odin hissed. 
 
      
 
    Sean felt a weight heavier than any other settle on him. 
 
      
 
    “We are here to induct a new pantheon into the Agreements,” Crone Winter said. “Anam Cara, derived from the Tuatha who are faded to gone. They are led by Sean Aragorn MacDougal and his family; their believers already count into the hundreds, and it has not yet been a year since his divine awakening. Do any here step forward to second this?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Loki grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Morrigan said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Summer and Winter said together. 
 
      
 
    “If it angers Odin, I do, too!” Zeus roared. “That is what you get for not letting me see Freya, you old goat!” 
 
      
 
    Hera slapped Zeus across the back of the head, glowering at him. 
 
      
 
    “We have enough,” Crone Summer said. “Anam Cara, you are now invested in the Agreements. Do you accept?” 
 
      
 
    Sean was about to ask about them when the knowledge hit his brain like a truck. Grunting, he swayed, and Helga steadied him. He shook his head, suddenly knowing what the Divine Agreements meant. It would give him recourse if Odin and his family attacked him again, a way to make them pay for any transgressions going forward. He was bound to not speak of them to any not in his pantheon. They would know the rules when he allowed it to transfer across to them, and it also gave him knowledge in planar travel to a degree he’d never have imagined. “Uh… wow.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you agree?” 
 
      
 
    “I bind myself and my pantheon to the Agreement,” Sean said, using the ritual words. “I now spread that knowledge across my pantheon so they can all abide.” 
 
      
 
    Helga grunted, dropping to a knee. Her wings flared, and her eyes burned. Raising her head, she pushed herself back to her feet. “As First Chooser of Anam Cara, I extend a branch to those friendly to our pantheon: sanctuary from the abyss. As long as you are peaceful, you can spend the last years with us.” 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the weight of that push down on him. 
 
      
 
    “I accept,” Morrigan said. “I formally admit the end of the Tuatha when this meeting ends. All of the Tuatha’s treasure will go to Anam Cara.” 
 
      
 
    “This has been heard and accepted under the Agreement, and the new offer,” Crone Winter said. “Any attack on her now puts one into conflict with Anam Cara.” 
 
      
 
    Odin seethed, his hand tightening on Gungnir. “I see…” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, I couldn’t convince you to aid my side in a small war, could I?” Loki asked. “I’d only ask you to kill Heimdall. Do that, and I will owe you a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I will decline as long as the truce between them and I stands.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity,” Loki sighed. “Ah well, back to getting my allies ready for the war. Hel, are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    Hel gave Helga a bright smile. “I shall let your sisters know of your fate. They shall never forget you, nor how high you rose.” 
 
      
 
    “I will never forget them, nor you, Hel. May you be victorious.” 
 
      
 
    Odin growled as he yanked his helm and cloak off Sleipnir. As he dressed, the horse looked at Loki and snorted. 
 
      
 
    “One of my few children who doesn’t like me,” Loki sighed. 
 
      
 
    Loki and Hel walked into the forest while Odin mounted Sleipnir and rode off, touching the bridge that formed before vanishing. The other gods slowly left via their own means. 
 
      
 
    Sean turned to Morrigan. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I am tired, Sean. Centuries I have lived, seen loved ones come and pass before me. My greatest friends have all gone on, leaving me behind. I have one task left, and when that is cleared, then I will rest at Home. I can watch your children grow from a peaceful place and just enjoy my time for a bit longer.” 
 
      
 
    “We have been blessed,” Winter said. 
 
      
 
    “The Agreement between us is over,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “Your old souls will be freed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, you and yours have until Tenday to make arrangements and leave our world.” 
 
      
 
    “I will guide him to a place where he can grow,” Morrigan said. “The last world the Tuatha possessed now resides in his hands. We have never set foot on it, so the people will be wholly yours, Sean. The world can be changed to fit your preferences, just as the Queens did to their world.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be keeping some things the same for my wives, like how their bodies work,” Sean said. “It’s far better than Earth for them in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” Crone Winter chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Our granddaughters took our wisdom for that,” Crone Summer smiled. 
 
      
 
    “On behalf of my wives, thank you,” Sean said, bowing to them. Helga bowed with him. 
 
      
 
    “The meeting has ended,” Winter said. “We shall return and let you know when the children are born.” 
 
      
 
    “We will come to visit for that,” Crone Summer said. “Then, we will shift, as has always been our way.” 
 
      
 
    Summer and Winter took James’ arms to lead him away. Sean went to follow, but the Crones held out their hands to stop him. James glanced back, and Sean motioned for him to go. 
 
      
 
    When the Maidens of the Fey left with James, the older members all focused on Sean. It was the Crones who spoke, though, as the Mothers were just listening. 
 
      
 
    “Thor is impulsive,” Crone Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “He will not abide,” Crone Winter added. 
 
      
 
    “What will you do when the pact is broken?” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated, then sighed. “Put him down again. Will they ever let me live in peace?” 
 
      
 
    “When their war ends,” Crone Winter said. “Only then will they be diminished enough to no longer be a threat.” 
 
      
 
    “All I want is to have a quiet life with my family and craft things…” Sean sighed. 
 
      
 
    “You have a way to do that. Manage it and have people indebted to you,” Crone Summer said. “You are able to make free choices, as fate does not contain you.” 
 
      
 
    “But we do thank you for bringing James Aragorn Giardino to our granddaughters,” Crone Winter added. 
 
      
 
    “About that… we never told you our full names,” Sean said, recalling them using his earlier. 
 
      
 
    “You set foot on our world. Here, we know everything.” 
 
      
 
    “On that note, I’m gonna go,” Sean said with an awkward smile. Before he could even move, both he and Helga were just outside the front door of their manor on the Queendom. “Remind me to never piss them off…” 
 
      
 
    “That would be for the best,” Helga agreed, awed at the power the two old women had. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    Sean spent the next night explaining how things went to his family. Everything was close to being done, until Thor’s tantrum. Now they had another problem looming ahead of them, with no idea of when Thor would show up. The entire family vowed that they’d be ready if an attack did come. 
 
      
 
    Fiveday was the gala that the Queens had invited all the nobility to. The staff volunteered to keep the children safe so that all of Sean’s wives could attend. It would be a lot like the previous one they’d been to: every one of his wives already had their dances planned out. 
 
      
 
    Just like he’d done before, Sean spent the day with the staff. Instead of going to them, though, they all visited him in the parlor. He spent the entire first part of the day teaching all of them how to play different variations of billiards. The staff had a lot of fun and shared a lot of laughter, especially when Sean got distracted if they bent over in just the right ways for a shot. 
 
      
 
    His wives wore form-fitting gowns, but all of them were simple black and white dresses. Each was different, but they all stayed with those two colors only. When he’d asked after they’d gotten on the bus, Fiona had explained, “The flames that burn in our eyes are black and white, so we’ve adopted them as the House colors,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s elegant,” Hallie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Simple, but powerful,” Helga added. 
 
      
 
    “And you can do so much with them,” Andrea beamed. 
 
      
 
    Sean had to admit they were right. The nine women all wore black with white trim, and yet no two dresses were alike. Each flattered their figures while staying classy. 
 
      
 
    “If we have to call our wings, they’ll match, too,” Aria said. 
 
      
 
    “We were thinking of dying our armor to match,” Ida said. “It would make a powerful statement to any who saw us.” 
 
      
 
    “Same as the dresses, black with white trim,” Ryann said. “We were just thinking about it today, though, so we haven’t changed anything yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” Sean said. “It works to symbolize Home and the Bog, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “A simple divide and duality of peace and penance,” Felora nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer the black,” Myna added, “but if the white is minimal on mine, I’ll be happy.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for later,” Fiona said. “Tonight, we focus on the gala. We’ve let our friends and allies going with us know that Nineday is when we leave. You’ll need to open the way from Hearthglen to Accord for them, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy enough to do. We’ll go to Home, and I’ll have James destroy the workroom behind me so no one can just show up inside the gates,” Sean said. “From Home, Morrigan will show us the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Thor will show up after we arrive in the new world,” Helga warned him, “as he cannot do anything here. I also get the feeling that Loki is waiting to start Ragnarök.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s hoping I’ll deal with Heimdall for him. On Earth, the story goes that Heimdall and Loki kill each other. He has to be hoping I’ll step in.” 
 
      
 
    “But we gain nothing from doing that,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t, which is why I don’t get it,” Sean sighed. “If or when Thor attacks us again, I can press Odin for even more. I already have ideas on that front, but attacking Heimdall for Loki isn’t high on my list of things to consider.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Fiona said, then leaned over to kiss his cheek. “You look very handsome today, husband. This is a suit from Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “I talked to James about it,” Sean grinned. “Figured that because I hated the ties, he would, too, so we both opted to make these.” 
 
      
 
    “It has a cute little bow for a tie,” Andrea smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Hence the name ‘bowtie,’” Sean chuckled. “It’s part of the tuxedo. It’s also black and white, so it works for our family, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” Felora murmured, her eyes a smoldering red. “Sleek, elegant, sexy… perfect for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Down, Fel,” Andrea snickered. “We’ve all agreed on what the after-gala party will be.” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s eyebrows went up. “We did?” 
 
      
 
    “We, husband,” Fiona smiled brightly. “I promise you’ll enjoy our plans.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything my wives want, I’ll do my best to make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, then—!” Felora started, but Andie kissed her to shut her up. 
 
      
 
    “I agree, we—!” Myna went to pick up what Felora was going to say, but Fiona kissed her, too. 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, as there was only love in their Bonds. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sean was glad he wouldn’t have to climb all these stairs again after today— he knew that he still needed to make a blueprint for James because he’d promised to. Major Stoutheart greeted them, checked them all for weapons, and then sent them in. The moment Sean escorted his wives in, he had to pause, as the lighting in the ballroom was different. Looking up, he saw that the wisps were gone, electric lights in their place. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve started to release them,” Sean murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Amedee must have had the shop cleaned out today,” Andrea said, looking up. 
 
      
 
    Flowing into the room, Fiona greeted their friends. “It’s so good to see everyone! I love your dress, Charie.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I had it made in case we were here for another gala, and here we are.” Charie was wearing a gown of red and orange that reminded Sean of flames. 
 
      
 
    “It accentuates her beauty,” Vasu smiled, “as I told her before we left home.” 
 
      
 
    “Amedee, did the Queens buy out all the lights?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was handing over control today, but yes,” Amedee said. “Then, there was an order for tens of thousands of others. Forged Bonds’ business is assured for quite a while after we go.” 
 
      
 
    “The clinic closed today,” Myna said. “Mother and Gwen went and spoke with the other healers to make sure they knew what was happening and why. They were sad to hear the news, but thankful for all that Master has done for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t we all?” Daria Iceblood smiled. 
 
      
 
    A chorus of agreements came from the group. 
 
      
 
    “MacDougal, do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Sean turned to find Lady Emeraldeyes coming his way. “Lady, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’m looking forward to the dances, which is why I wished to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Sean pulled out his booklet to mark in Lady Emeraldeyes. “Which dance will work for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like one of the quadrilles, if that is acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly fine. I look forward to dancing with one of the most graceful women here.” 
 
      
 
    Emeraldeyes laughed lightly. “Not quite back to my old form, but I will be soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity that I won’t be here for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. There is a rumor that you’ll be leaving the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sean said, thinking it best not to elaborate. 
 
      
 
    “Sad for us, but with the Huntsman here, maybe the city will settle down again.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a hope everyone can agree on.” 
 
      
 
    As Emeraldeyes drifted away, James came walking up. “Look at you, all bright and shiny, Sean. You clean up rather nicely.” 
 
      
 
    “I could say the same. You know, with the hair, no glasses, and being fit.” 
 
      
 
    James touched his chest. “Ouch! You wound me.” 
 
      
 
    “We both know better than that. So where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Entrances need to be made. I need to go so I can walk in with them, but I wanted to make sure you were in the tux.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “See you soon,” James grinned. “Oh, and the quadrille? Save it. We’re matching with my wives.” 
 
      
 
    “Odd, but sure.” Sean pulled out his book, but by the time he’d finished, James was gone. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to dance with the Queens?” Siobhan asked, having come up behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you hated galas?” Sean grinned, looking back at Siobhan. 
 
      
 
    “I do, but this will be my last. On Nineday, we leave. My successor is aware, as are the Queens. You will allow me to visit the library at Home periodically, I hope?” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    The light music that had been playing came to an end. It was followed by the sound of a shield being struck with the flat of a sword. All eyes went to the door where James walked in, with Winter on his left and Summer on his right. 
 
      
 
    Major Stoutheart announced them, “Queens Summer and Winter, with their new husband, Huntsman James Giardino.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone bowed except for Sean, though he did incline his head to them. Summer and Winter both glared at him while James chuckled softly, squeezing their hands on his elbows with his biceps to make them focus on him. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the announcement of our marriage,” Summer said. 
 
      
 
    “James is given equal status as ourselves,” Winter added. 
 
      
 
    “All bow to the Huntsman,” they said in unison. 
 
      
 
    This time, Sean smirked, as he didn’t move to even dip his head. James flipped him off, and Sean grinned back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Change will come,” James said when people stopped bowing. “It will be gradual, but it will happen. You will adapt or incur my wrath. It will require you to be decent people, and I know some of you are well on that path already. Those who aren’t, learn to adapt quickly. The first change is that all wisps will be dispersed on Nineday. The electric lights are not on the market for the near future, so get lanterns or candles to replace them until they are, or live in the dark.” 
 
      
 
    The shock on people’s faces almost made Sean laugh. 
 
      
 
    “The old debt of the Tuatha is past. As such, the wisps are being freed,” Winter said frostily. 
 
      
 
    “The Harbinger is also leaving this world by Tenday. If you are a trusted ally, you may go with him, or you may stay and wait for your death when it comes,” Summer added. 
 
      
 
    “The dragon, Cimmacrinth, is our husband’s mount. He will be allowed to fly freely and will be fed at a farm outside of the city. He is quite unique, as you undoubtedly recall from the other day.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, let the gala of celebration commence!” Summer finished. 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled as he watched James lead Winter and Summer farther into the room. “He’s going to have his hands full, but he’s already won them over.” 
 
      
 
    “They know love,” Felora murmured from his side. “I can feel it. It is pure and true, from all three of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Sean smiled softly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-one 
 
      
 
    Only Sean and his wives joined the dance floor during the three dances the Queens stepped onto it. James waltzed with each of his wives once, with Sean joining in during a quadrille just like James had asked. He took a moment to ask James to remove the portals after they’d left, and he assured Sean that he would. The nobility made various attempts to speak with Sean, but he blew most of them off. He wasn’t staying, and he wouldn’t be taking anyone that he didn’t already view as allies. 
 
      
 
    The few days after the gala were peaceful, and Sean treasured each one. The staff got everything packed into the spatial trunks they’d used to move to Accord, minus the things they were actively using. 
 
      
 
    When Fiona asked him to make more for their friends, Sean did that in between working on the elevator diagram for James. Then, he went to Hearthglen to hand over trunks to his friends there so they could pack, too. It was busy as people got ready to go— the city buzzed with the news that the Harbinger was leaving and that the Huntsman had returned. Those rumors had made it to Hearthglen before any other city because of Sean’s portal hopping and the fact that people were getting ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    Lady Greenlimb, formerly Lady Sharpeyes, managed to find him during his last visit. She just wanted reassurance that Amedee was well and asked if she would also be able to find Home when her time came. Sean promised that she could, along with Hallie’s entire family, if they desired that. Then, he added Babbitt, the Carmady brothers, Magistrate Jasper, and a handful of others to that list if they wanted to do the same. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Waking up to soft kisses, Sean smiled. “Good morning, Fiona.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is, my dearest love,” Fiona murmured, then shifted. 
 
      
 
    Sean almost opened his eyes, but another set of lips found his. He chuckled, kissing his silly kitty back. He stayed still as each of his wives cycled through one by one, giving him a kiss and then greeting; his heart filled further with his love for all of them. 
 
      
 
    He’d opened his eyes just in time to shut them again when Rumia kissed him softly. Shocked, he knew that his wives were there, so he returned the kiss. Before he could even try to find the words, Glorina kissed him next. 
 
      
 
    One by one, his soon-to-be wives all took their turns kissing him. When Xenta pulled away, the last of the group, Sean was flushed. “Good morning?” he managed a bit awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “We know that at some point in the new world, our family will expand,” Fiona said from where she was holding her daughter. “We also know that we’ll likely find trouble, so just in case the worst comes, we’ve decided to let them join us in saying goodbye to the Queendom.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting up, Sean made sure the sheet covered his lap. It didn’t do much to preserve his modesty, not with the tent he had going. “I’m not opposed. I just wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re very grateful, sir,” Prita said softly. The others all nodded their agreement with her words. 
 
      
 
    “My words hold true, before the cycle completes,” Sean said. “I’m not sure what the new world will have for a tenday, week, year, or cycle, but before three hundred days pass, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    All of the staff bowed their heads, thanking him for his promise. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Fiona said softly, “don’t wait. Their wedding nights can come before that span ends, but before we fight again, give them what they all wish so fiercely for.” 
 
      
 
    “We approve,” Hallie said. 
 
      
 
    One by one, his wives voiced their agreement to Fiona’s plan. When Sean looked at the staff, they all wore hopeful expressions, their breaths held in anticipation of his agreement or refusal. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies…” Sean said slowly. “Are you really okay with that?” 
 
      
 
    Eleven eager and emphatic affirmations came from all of them. The hope in their eyes burned brighter as they clasped hands with their lovers in nervousness, waiting for him to speak again. 
 
      
 
    Sean exhaled slowly, then stood up. He knew he was naked, and every eye dipped to look before going back to his face. Heated cheeks and lustful hope now mixed with the hope in their gazes. “I welcome you eleven fully into our family as equals… no longer staff, but as wives. Our celebrations of you being married will wait until later, but each pairing will have their day. You have my promise on that. You are all loved by me and my wives. If you agree, then all you have to do is agree to this: I, Sean Aragorn MacDougal, offer these eleven women I love this Soul Bond. This will replace your Life Bonds with a deep connection of our souls. You will be equal to all of our wives, each with your own place in our pantheon. Together, we will find love, happiness, and joy, but we will also help console, comfort, and soothe each other when the harshness of life intrudes.” 
 
      
 
    One by one, the staff all spoke their Agreements. As each did, they cried out when their wedding band Bonds appeared on their fingers. Being fully accepted caused their wings to appear and their eyes to fill with the black-white flames that the pantheon had come to accept as theirs. 
 
      
 
    When the last of them, Quinna this time, was finished, Sean stepped forward. He hugged each of them, kissing them softly as he whispered his love to them. He smiled as he saw Fiona and the others do the same, so each new wife was passed to the next to be accepted fully. 
 
      
 
    When Sean had finished, he stepped back and felt the empathic bonds between him and his family grow thicker, deeper, and more powerful. The sheer joy in the room doubled and redoubled. More than that, though, Sean found his connection to each of them was more than just empathy. If he looked at one of them for a few seconds, he couldn’t hear their thoughts, but he could hear their souls. Smiling, he touched each wife for a moment. They would glance his way with a smile, having felt his soul touching theirs. 
 
      
 
    “The wait is going to be harder,” Quinna was whispering to Felora. 
 
      
 
    “For him, too,” Felora murmured back. “We have to temper our urges, especially with all of us in the room. It’d be easy to let our emotions push all of us along a path.” 
 
      
 
    “Today isn’t the day,” Quinna exhaled slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Sean,” Cali asked, moving a half-step closer to him, “may we call you by our chosen nicknames now?” 
 
      
 
    That got a lot of eyes turned his way again in an instant. Face reddening more, he chuckled. “I rarely refuse my wives anything they wish, Cali. I assume it’s Alpha?” 
 
      
 
    Cali knelt far enough back that it wasn’t too awkward for him, bowing her head. “Alpha, master of our pack, I will always be at your call. Yes, I am your wife, but I am canine, and I must have someone to look to. You will be that for me.” 
 
      
 
    “And me,” Xenta said, shifting to kneel beside Cali. 
 
      
 
    “And, of course, me,” Tiska added, taking Cali’s other side. “Besides you, Fiona is our second. She speaks for the wives first, and we find this pleasing to our souls.” 
 
      
 
    The honesty and love in their hearts couldn’t be refuted. Sean stepped forward just enough to lean forward and touch their heads. “I accept being your alpha and husband, my beautiful pack.” Stepping back, he coughed, as they all looked up with hungry eyes. “But consummating our marriage isn’t going to be today.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand, Alpha,” Tiska said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    As the trio moved back, Rumia, Prita, and Arliat stepped forward. “Sean,” Rumia smiled brightly, “thank you. Our dreams have come true, and we’ll wait— possibly impatiently— for our time together. I’ve thought of many names for you, but in the end, I found one that I agreed with over all others. Funny, as it’s one already in use.” The trio knelt together, one leg bent as they bowed their heads. “My Lord, we side with the First Chooser.” 
 
      
 
    Helga beamed as she stared at Sean. “You cannot fight the tide, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Sean laughed, but there was only love in it. “Rise. I don’t want you kneeling for me.” 
 
      
 
    Felora coughed, and Myna laughed. The others all began to snicker, as well. Sean had to join in, even though he rolled his eyes at Felora and Myna. 
 
      
 
    “I do not want you to kneel in subjugation to me,” Sean said, then pointed to Felora, who’d opened her mouth. “None of that. Playtime is different.” 
 
      
 
    Felora’s eyes flared red, but she dipped her head. Myna did the same when Sean’s gaze cut to her, as she’d opened her mouth to talk in the next instant. Laughter came again as Sean stopped the two biggest brats. 
 
      
 
    By the time he was done with that, Quinna and Quilla had taken the place of the last three. Sean was surprised that Mona and Lona weren’t beside them. “Sean, you have given us our brands,” Quinna touched the ring Bond on her hand. “We’d like the family crest added later, too, please,” her hand went to her hip, “right here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll symbolize that which we both want,” Quilla said. “If that is okay… Master?” 
 
      
 
    Myna purred loudly, and Felora giggled. Sean ignored them as he came forward enough to gently grab the twin’s horns. Both gasped and dropped to their knees, their heads bowed. “If that’s what my wives need, then I’ll make sure it happens, just like I do for our other two wives who have to be taken firmly in hand.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not in hand we’re—! Ouch! Sorry, Andie,” Felora started, but cut off when Andrea spanked her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll deal with you later, Fel,” Andrea said firmly. 
 
      
 
    Felora bowed her head contritely, but she was wearing a big grin. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of their horns, Sean moved back. “Our wedding night will be when I add them. Acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Quinna said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Very much yes, Master,” Quilla nodded as both of them got to their feet. 
 
      
 
    Then, the last of their new wives came forward. Glorina smiled as she spoke for the Rabbit Moonbound, “Sean, we’ll either use Sir or Lord. It’s how we feel. You’re worth the respect of those titles not because you stand above us in society, but because we honor and respect your position as head of the family and our pantheon…” Glorina trailed off, her face heating. “Though, I… umm… I might use Master in some instances.” 
 
      
 
    Tiska giggled. “Bunny likes being told what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” Felora said. 
 
      
 
    Glorina’s face nearly combusted at that. Laughter— not mocking, but loving— filled the room, especially when Tiska hugged Glorina from behind. 
 
      
 
    “I will accept the names you want to use. As Fel and some of the others can attest, I adapt to whatever the wives I’m with feel comfortable with. Felora, to this point, had wanted me to use the most… demeaning names for her, but that’s love in its own way, as she asks for it and genuinely wants it. I’ll never hurt any of you intentionally. If some of you want me to use a specific name, like Bunny,” he grinned when Glorina covered her face, “tell me when we have those moments, and I will. Because what I want most is for you to have as much love as I can possibly give you.” 
 
      
 
    “And he can give a lot,” Myna snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, we need to let him get dressed,” Fiona said as the moment was ending. “Glorina, I’m glad you were able to make a breakfast that allowed you three to be here. Now let us go enjoy our last meal here in the Queendom… as soon as Sean joins us.” 
 
      
 
    “First thing we’re doing away with is that I have to serve myself before any of you,” Sean said. “I still think that’s stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, husband,” Fiona smiled. “Hurry for us, please?” 
 
      
 
    Sean walked away from the throng, acutely aware that the majority of the room was focused on his naked body. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-two 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, their friends in Accord started to gather at the manor. Sean didn’t stay to greet them all, as he had to retrieve their friends from farther afield. Cutting a rift in space, he stepped into Hearthglen, and leaving the private dining room, he found all his friends in the taproom. 
 
      
 
    “Sean!” Joseph called out before anyone else could speak. 
 
      
 
    “He’s basically been bouncing off the walls,” Fredrick chuckled. “We’ve gathered everything, but… Eva and I will be staying back, after all. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “For your parents?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They want to see their grandchild, and we can’t come back, so…” Fredrick shrugged. “Since we heard that, when we die, we can still go to Home, it changed how we saw things.” 
 
      
 
    “Same with us,” Ryan Watercaller said. “My father and Italice’s mother nearly died when we said we were leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming with you,” Joseph said with his wife and youngest son beside him. “My father and Hans will be staying.” 
 
      
 
    The shift in what he thought was going to happen jarred him, but Sean couldn’t fault any of them. In the end, half of his friends were staying behind. All the smiths were coming; Sam had just raised an eyebrow as if challenging him to ask her, and he wisely didn’t. Angus and Rebecca Angusson were also staying behind. With their child staying with Rebecca’s brother and their second child only just born, they opted to stay and help Forged Bonds. Their lives had vastly improved since Sean had helped them, and the security of what was, plus their family, got them to stay. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll miss those of you staying behind,” Sean said thickly. “Home will be waiting for you, but please take your time getting there.” 
 
      
 
    They shared last-minute hugs and words of parting, but before Sean could start shepherding the others, the front door of the inn opened. A couple of men came in, one of them carrying a heavy pack. 
 
      
 
    “Sean, if I might impose?” Ernst Carmady asked. 
 
      
 
    Shocked to find the Carmady brothers there, with only one of them in uniform and the other in armor with a giant pack, Sean just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We heard the offer from City Lady Greenlimb,” Eugene said. “Ernst has the city well in hand now, and well… I’d like to go. A new world, maybe a town starting up? I thought, perhaps—” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make you commander,” Sean said, cutting Eugene off. “Still want to come?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone has to make sure the laws are followed,” Eugene said. “I know you’re a fair man, so, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, we made it!” another man, leading his wife into the room. “We’d like to go, as well, Son.” 
 
      
 
    Sean smiled at Julian and Helen Bloodheart. “Mom, Dad, you’re absolutely welcome to go with us. We had no idea you wanted to come.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been debating it since we heard,” Helen said as she crossed the room to hug Sean. “I want to see my daughter and our grandchild.” 
 
      
 
    Sean froze, as Hallie wasn’t even pregnant yet. “Umm… about that…” 
 
      
 
    Julian barked out a laugh. “Hallie told us when we visited last, Sean. Relax; she’s just poking you to get a move on with it.” 
 
      
 
    Sean squeezed his mother-in-law back. “Gave me a heart attack, Mom. I’m sure she’ll be carrying soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “After the staff become your wives,” Helen said, stepping back. “She came clean with us, so you had better not dally on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually… they’re all my wives as of today, but the… umm… acts have to wait. I’m not sure if she can convince them to let her jump the queue on that.” Sean was bright red when he’d finished talking. 
 
      
 
    “Always so skittish about talking of sex,” Sam snorted. “Everyone’s waiting in the back; we’ve formed a line to make walking through the portal easier.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… y-yeah. Okay,” Sean said. “Eugene, you’re in. We’re going now.” 
 
      
 
    Eugene gave his twin, Ernst, a tight hug. “I’ll be waiting for you. Best make me wait a long-damned time. You got it?” 
 
      
 
    “You, too. No dying unless it’s of old age,” Ernst said, hugging his brother back. 
 
      
 
    As the last few headed for the hall, those staying behind took seats, and Allonen brought them mugs. Fredrick raised his as he stood to make sure the toast was proper. “To the greatest friend we’ve ever had: Sean MacDougal. He hates his titles, so we won’t use them, but we know when we finally lay down to rest for the last time here, it’ll only mean we get to see him and the others again. To Sean!” 
 
      
 
    “To Sean!” The cheer came back loudly, and there were tears in eyes as the mugs were raised back. 
 
      
 
    Sean watched his friends walk through the rift he’d made, seeing his wives greet them on the other side. The garden was rapidly filling up, full of the people who believed in him and were looking forward to a new life. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, Father!” Hallie beamed as she hugged them. “I’m so glad you came! I wasn’t sure if you would, especially with Brother courting a City Lady.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s the head of the House in Hearthglen,” Julian said. “We’re frankly tired of the politics, even as little as she puts up with now. It’s best to see our grandchildren and help settle a new world.” 
 
      
 
    “Eugene or Ernst?” Ryann asked, seeing the former guard. 
 
      
 
    “Eugene, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “No ‘ma’am’s here,” Ryann said. “We use given names. Let me introduce you around.” 
 
      
 
    “The others stayed?” Fiona asked, going to Sean’s side. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Where’s Morrigan?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiska has her right now.” Fiona smiled brightly. “That right there is why I love you, Sean. Your worry that I didn’t have her shows your love. It’s good to feel, but hearing how much you care is also good.” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly, they stayed because of family,” Sean said, giving her a hug, “just as some of the others came for the same reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw that we have a Carmady with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I think he just wants to be his own man now. Ernst has gotten the city settled, and we gave Eugene the opportunity to do something new. I already told him I’m going to make him commander.” Sean looked to where Babbitt was talking with Ida. “I didn’t want Babbitt to have to do the job again, but I’m glad he and his wife came.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve made the hall bigger,” Quinna said, coming his way. “This way, we all feel comfortable as we transition to Home.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be heading out soon,” Sean said. “I’m just waiting for James.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he’s here already,” Quinna said. “He was chatting with Saret and her daughters…” She looked across the yard, then frowned. “I don’t see any of them now…” 
 
      
 
    Sean’s eyes went wide, and he took off at a quick walk, using all of his Talents to look for James and the Succubi. He came to an abrupt stop when he heard laughter behind him, then felt James and Saret still in the garden, just hidden by others. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, he saw Quinna snickering. He stalked back over to them, growling at her, “Bad brat.” 
 
      
 
    Quinna shivered as she lowered her head. “But it was funny…” 
 
      
 
    Fiona interjected, “I agree that it was funny, Quinna. Sean, you’ve been so worked up over James and the Succubi. He’s been nothing but a gentleman with them.” 
 
      
 
    “If you knew his fetish for them, you’d be worried, too…” Sean muttered. “Sorry for growling at you, Quinna.” 
 
      
 
    “My fetishes?” James asked, having come their way when he saw the rift close. “Says the guy whose second wife is a cat-girl. Should I tell them how—?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all here now!” Sean said loudly, cutting James off and walking away. “We’re heading down to my workroom, and from there to Home.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona snorted at his back. “He loved Feline Moonbound on Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “About as much as I crushed on Succubi.” 
 
      
 
    “That might explain why his Bond with Myna was so much faster than the others, not that his Bonds grow slowly… not that any of that matters now.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Just like I’m not going to upset my wives just because there are Succubi staying behind,” James said. “Can I escort you?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Fiona said, taking the offered arm. “We should be the last to make sure everyone else is ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the spatial bags,” James said. “I didn’t expect them. Summer and Winter will be very pleased to have them.” 
 
      
 
    “A parting gift to ensure the Queens won’t cause you problems when you come to visit.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re happy that you’re all leaving. Your family is just too powerful for them to feel safe. Considering how everything works, I can’t blame them for feeling that way, even if it is their fault the world is this way.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll help them grow,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll be culling the bastards that should be killed,” James said pleasantly. “I’ll be taking a good look at the old associates of a specific Lord, first.” 
 
      
 
    Fiona stiffened slightly, then relaxed. “Just make sure no innocents suffer, please?” 
 
      
 
    “To my very best ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I know it’ll be fine. Sean has a good friend. You two are similar, yet so different. He just doesn’t have your willingness to crush people, which is one of the things I love about him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a better man than I am,” James said. “I’m glad you accepted him in Oakwood. He’d have been lost or dead without you.” 
 
      
 
    “As I would have been without him. All of us will always be with him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-three 
 
      
 
    It took time to funnel everyone through the portal to Home. James was the last one in line, but he didn’t step through. “Sean, I’ll tear this down once you go. Stay safe. We both know that Thor isn’t going to be smart about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Since he’s not the Marvel version, I know. He’s very much an old god, meaning I’ll have them over a barrel after he does something stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “Just take care of your wives and children… and the others.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled at the clear addition. “I’ll be doing my best for all of them. They put their faith in me, after all.” 
 
      
 
    The friends hugged, patting each other on the back before separating. “Safe travels.” 
 
      
 
    “Best wishes with the Queens.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave James a grin before he walked through the open portal. It shut behind him a moment later, and Sean exhaled. Closing his eyes, he said a silent prayer to James to stay safe himself. The Queens might look like twenty-year-olds, but they’d been alive since the Tuatha had ruled Ireland. James would have his hands full with them, even if they were as deeply in love as Sean was with his wives. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Sean. Do you mind if I come in?” Morrigan stood on the other side of the gate. 
 
      
 
    “You are always welcome here, Morrigan.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I have come to show you the path to your new world.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all gathered, but let’s take a few hours so some of them can…” He smiled when he saw Jackson Gertihs and his wife and lover hugging each other, “have a moment,” he finished. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Morrigan smiled. “Fiona, it is good to see you. Where is Morrigan?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiska has her. Feel free to go find them,” Fiona said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oy, those of you who want a tour again, follow me!” Ryann called out to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Everyone moved away, but Sean stayed where he was as the cuons went around the edges of the crowd to his side. Taking time to pet and play with them, he felt a sense of peace seep into his body. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Jackson, Marna, and Agatha came toward him. “Sean, do you have a moment?” Jackson asked. 
 
      
 
    Sean threw some balls for the hounds, then turned to them. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it alright if we stay here?” Marna asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d like to stay with Jackson,” Agatha added. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I’m fine with that. I should’ve considered it as an option before, honestly.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen the village lately, Sean?” Jackson asked with a big smile. “Maybe you should come take a look before you leave.” 
 
      
 
    Puzzled at the request, he shrugged. “Sure. You can play tour guide.” 
 
      
 
    Walking toward the side gate, Sean paused to grab the balls the cuons brought back before throwing them off again. 
 
      
 
    “I’d never have thought of cuons as just extra-large dogs until I saw these ones,” Jackson chuckled. “They occasionally bring the balls down to the village for us to throw them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for doing it,” Sean said. “I’m glad they’re getting attention.” 
 
      
 
    “They get a lot of attention,” Jackson chuckled. “Misa and Nola play chase with them. It’s amazing how fast a Lesser Naga can move.” 
 
      
 
    Sean grinned. “I haven’t seen that. One day, I’ll have to catch them at it.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching the side gate, Sean whistled when he saw the village. “I knew I needed it to expand, but I didn’t expect this. It makes sense with all the people going with us, though. They’ll need homes eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “Each house expanded inside, as well,” Jackson said. “They are all three-bedroom homes, now. I have to say that the bathrooms are wonderful. I know you did most of that after Hearthglen.” He looked back at the manor. “I was wondering, though… where’s my brother?” 
 
      
 
    “He stayed in Hearthglen, so your parents could see his child.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, I should’ve realized that,” Jackson sighed. “I’m glad he’s thinking of Mother and Father, but I’m sad he didn’t come.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s understandable. Okay, show me who lives where, please?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the time came to go from Home to their new, unnamed world, Sean stood with Morrigan in the yard. “I will be opening this rift, but you will need to expand and stabilize it,” Morrigan said. “You will feel the connection to the world as soon as you do, and then you will be able to come and go as you see fit.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    The crowd stood back, waiting for the two gods to complete the magic necessary to move on. Morrigan closed her eyes as she extended her arms out from her sides. Sean felt her energy surge out, making a circle that she then pulled in front of her by bringing her arms forward. There was a ripple of space, and then a person-sized rift formed. 
 
      
 
    Sean reached out with his energy, grabbing the rift. The energy surged, but Sean stabilized it with a thought and then began to rip it wider. Through the gap in space, a lush, green world spread out before them. It took a little bit of a strain, but after a few seconds, the energy was entirely his. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move on out,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    His wives took the lead, stepping through first with Helga and Hallie at the front, their armor on and their weapons out. Once his family was through, the rest of the crowd began to trickle through the rift. Sean could feel the pull on his core, but he knew he could easily hold it. 
 
      
 
    “You do wonderful, Sean,” Morrigan sighed. “I will stay here and chat with your mothers-in-law. If you need me, just call.” 
 
      
 
    Sean could see the strain in her eyes. “It taxed you that much?” 
 
      
 
    “If it had been just me, it would have been easy, but a portal without defined anchors is always harder, as you now know.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks to the Agreement. Have a good rest. I’m sure Chas and Lilly will want to chat with you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Which I look forward to.” Morrigan touched his shoulder as the last of the crowd went through the portal. “You made us proud, Sean. My gamble to right the errors proved true because you were a good man.” 
 
      
 
    He patted her hand on his shoulder, then followed everyone onto the new world. When he crossed the portal, it shut behind him, leaving them there. Walking through the crowd, he found his wives and then saw the view. 
 
      
 
    A recurring dream came back to him, and he smiled. The group stood on a bluff overlooking a green valley. Pristine wilderness with a river that would provide fresh water waited for them down in the valley. Looking back, he smiled as Hallie and Helga were in the air, their bows in hand as they watched all around them. His wives, holding their children, smiled back at him from a few feet away. His new wives wore their armor and held their weapons just behind them, there to protect them if necessary. Behind them was everyone else who came with them on this fresh start. 
 
      
 
    “This world has no name. There are scattered villages somewhere, but not close by,” Sean said, addressing everyone. “We’ll head down to the river and start getting our own village started. I christen this world Anam, or Soul. Our village will be Hope, as we all hope for a new life of peace.” 
 
      
 
    People cheered, a few even lifting the weapons they carried. That brought back the vision from his first days of this new life. The only thing missing was a dragon, but Cimmacrinth was with James, so it didn’t surprise him. 
 
      
 
    He reached down with his energy and began to Shape the stone to become stairs so they could follow the cliff down to the valley. When the stairs were finished, the group walked, following Sean as he led the way. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the bottom of the valley, Sean kept using his magic to form a path through the woods. When they got close enough to the river, he stopped. The animals of the woods had gone quiet, and he didn’t blame them. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I’m going to clear all these trees. We’ll be using them to make huts for now. In the next tenday or two, we’ll be massively upgrading things. For tonight, we need shelters for everyone.” He looked at the rest of the crowd. “If the rest of you would just sit still for a moment, I’m going to make a big clearing, and I don’t want you getting hit by trees.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, if you offer us Bonds, we could help,” Joseph said. 
 
      
 
    Sean paused, probing the world for a moment with his mind. The idea of Bonds wasn’t in place here. His power was seeping into the world so it would adhere to his will in time, but at the moment, it didn’t have the same underpinning as everyone had grown up with. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t,” Sean said. “Bonds and Agreements aren’t part of this world yet. We’ll be making our own rules in the future, but for now, it’s only what you have.” 
 
      
 
    The others looked a bit surprised, but most accepted the difference. Everyone took seats, waiting for Sean to do what he needed to do. 
 
      
 
    Closing his eyes, Sean reached into the ground— he needed to convince the trees to sacrifice themselves for him. It would be better for him if they did. Otherwise, he’d be ripping them out by the roots against their will. They didn’t have sapience, but there was a hint of will to live in them. He didn’t know how long he worked, but one by one, he guided trees down. Bit by bit, away from his friends and family, he cleared the land. Each tree willingly bowed down for him, and he gave thanks to them. He heard movement around him and knew his wives were Shaping the downed trees into useful components for building shelters. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-four 
 
      
 
    The new community was quickly built up over the next two days. The local wildlife was diverse, and the predators were pretty fearless, but the cuons quickly dissuaded the surviving predators from attacking again. None of the beasts had been bigger than a cuon, so the pack was more than capable of dealing with them. 
 
      
 
    Sean set up each budding home with a sanitation system that magically destroyed waste, making sure their water source stayed as pure as it could be. As for the river, Sean made sure the intake to the village ran past water-purifying runes, making it safe for them to drink. 
 
      
 
    Even those who believed in Sean enough to follow him to Anam were shocked at how quickly he was turning this wilderness into a village. His wives, which included the former staff, worked beside him, making miracles happen. Everyone who had a Talent was chipping in where they could, making it feel like a communal achievement to bring the village to life. 
 
      
 
    Sean was still feeling his divinity spread out to encompass the entire world. In a few tendays, he would be able to slowly change things as he saw fit to make the world as ideal as he wanted. He wasn’t planning on changing much of anything, except where it came to women— he was going to institute the same biology the Queendom’s women had. This way, they’d be the ones who could get pregnant whenever they decided, and they could make sure their children would be born on time and easily. Unless anything major happened, that was the extent of what he was planning on doing. 
 
      
 
    Three days in their new, idyllic world was all they got before it shattered. Sean felt it when something intruded, something powerful. Shaking his head in frustration, he stopped working on the water wheel. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, armor up!” Sean called out. “Pass our children to our friends; we’re about to have trespassers.” 
 
      
 
    In minutes, Sean and his wives were armored and flying up and away from the village. The fighters who’d come with him— with armor and weapons much like Sean’s— were placed in charge of the defense of their homes. The non-combatants went into the bunker Sean had made; no one had thought it’d be used so soon, but they were glad it was there for them. 
 
      
 
    The growing storm several miles away told Sean all he needed to know. “Do not give quarter. They came for us, so we’ll kill them.” 
 
      
 
    “Kill the Valkyries first,” Helga said. “Without them, they will fall faster.” 
 
      
 
    As they flew closer, Sean peeled away from his wives. He’d seen the lightning bolt hanging suspended in the air, holding Thor aloft; he was going to make sure the brute focused on him, not his wives. 
 
      
 
    On the ground below Thor, hundreds of Einherjar stood in armor, ready to cleanse the unworthy from the world. Flying above that small army were twelve Valkyries, their armor gleaming in the light of the storm. Each of them carried a bow that was nocked and ready to fire. 
 
      
 
    Thor saw Sean first and flew at him at the speed of sound. That shift was what clued the others that the fight had begun. The Valkyries weren’t prepared for the energy crossbows, nor the concentrated fire. They were further unprepared for the thousands of Fairies who swarmed out from the flanks with their own crossbows. The smaller energy crossbows weren’t as devastating on their own, but when there were thousands of them, it quickly became a power unto itself. 
 
      
 
    That first volley saw the Valkyrie’s arrows fail to punch into the reinforced, enchanted armor that Sean had made his wives. They never got a second volley, as the Choosers and the mass of Fairies fired their weapons. The Einherjar stared up as the bright light of the crossbows tore through their Shield Maidens, sending the noble women to the ground, either outright dead or dying quickly. 
 
      
 
    Ground-bound and without their healers, the hundreds of men that Thor had brought were reaped from a distance as they cursed Sean’s wives and Fairies as cowards. Fiona just laughed— who would throw away an advantage for misguided ideals? These men had come for her, her child, and her family; they would die like vermin for that. 
 
      
 
    “Die!” Thor thundered as he swung Mjolnir at Sean. 
 
      
 
    Sean knew he wouldn’t get away, so he called out his shield, locked his spatial boots in place, and angled himself to redirect as much of the hit as he could. Locked in place, he was still knocked over with his feet in mid-air; the lightning that accompanied the hit surged into the runes and gems he had in his armor to negate that attack. Thor flew past, looking visibly startled that Sean hadn’t been blasted across the continent. 
 
      
 
    Straightening himself and unlocking his boots, Sean turned to face the bewildered god. He drew and threw his returning knives with the force of Titan’s Wrath. They were struck by smaller bolts of lightning, knocking them off course. Sean let them become rings again; it’d been worth a try, but he knew it was pointless. He’d have gone for his crossbow next, but Thor was already charging his way once more. Diving for the forest floor, Sean figured he’d be better able to deal with the angry deity on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Thor followed him down, but had to smash the rock spikes away that jutted up at him just as he was landing. “I will kill you now, you little fool! You think you can side with my brother and not die?!” 
 
      
 
    Sean didn’t reply— he waited with his shield and Dark Cutter ready. The axe hungered for the Divine blood Thor had. Its small taste from before had only made it eager for more. Sean’s hand tightened on the haft of the axe; he’d need to block at least one hammer strike to have a chance at bleeding Thor. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of stillness as Thor’s muscles bunched to send him at Sean. Just before he could, a stream of silver flashes went past. White streaks zipped from it, striking Thor in a multitude of places. That broke the silence and stillness— Thor screamed in rage and anger. How dare these mites attack him?! A burst of lightning flooded out from the enraged god, intended to kill them all. It didn’t work like he’d hoped, as the armor the Fairies wore had the same enchantments as Sean’s. A hundred or so of the massive clan were injured when their storage runes for energy were overloaded. The injured were caught by friends and hauled away as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Seething, his face and armor showing extensive damage from the surprise Fairy attack, Thor growled. Froth started to form on his lips as his eyes became wide and vacant. The fiercest berserker of his pantheon, he was enraged in a way he hadn’t been in ages. The twenty much larger blasts of energy in the next moment dropped even the berserker to his knees, his legs almost completely destroyed by the volley. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord!” Helga announced. “We have reaped the chaff. He is all that is left.” 
 
      
 
    Sean nodded once before rushing the downed man. Thor roared— as soon as he saw Sean coming, his legs were suddenly healed, and he pushed off the ground to meet him. Sean had figured the enraged god wouldn’t be easy to deal with, so he hadn’t intended to just charge straight in. When Thor came off the ground, Sean stopped, locked his boots spatially, and then set a quick trap, draining his energy off faster than he ever had before. 
 
      
 
    Thor was on Sean in two heartbeats, stopping any of the Choosers from getting a volley off, as they hadn’t expected the surge. His hammer went up and came down with the full force of the God of Thunder. Everything in a mile radius was blasted away except for Thor and Sean. All of his wives anchored their boots after they were pushed back, still close enough to see the aftermath of the attack. 
 
      
 
    Sean stared into Thor’s eyes as the god coughed up blood. “You had your chance to leave us alone. The fall of your pantheon is your fault. All I wanted was to craft in peace!” The coldness in Sean’s tone and eyes was something his wives hadn’t seen in him often; it was what happened when you pushed a good man to the breaking point. “You might recover just in time to see your whole life fall apart.” Jerking his arm up, Sean buried Dark Cutter, as a dirk, under Thor’s chin, slamming it straight into his brain. 
 
      
 
    Dark Cutter rejoiced as it drained the blood from the soft tissue. Drinking deeper than it ever had before, the axe was very happy. When Sean finally yanked it free, the axe was sated. 
 
      
 
    Sean stepped back to stare at the thickly muscled corpse. He’d been impaled by adamantine-coated spears that had erupted underneath him. Sean had dropped the metal and infused it with stone just as Thor hit him, then drove them up and through the god in the next instant. Letting his armor and weapons revert back to jewelry, Sean looked up at his wives. They stared back at him with shock and love. They felt nothing else but relief that he was alright, and joy that he’d killed Thor. 
 
      
 
    “Fiona, you and the others need to go back and help everyone else finish the village. Helga, how do I get to the rainbow bridge?” 
 
      
 
    Fiona hesitated, but then nodded. “Ladies, let’s go. Our husband will be back with us shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone else, including the Fairies, left. Helga landed as Thor’s body crumbled to dust and vanished. “I do not know, My Lord. When I was with them, it was just something I could do. I am not sure anyone not tied to them can just summon it.” 
 
      
 
    “Loki, get your ass down here!” Sean growled. He was done with the idiocy; there were no laws here to constrain him, and he wasn’t going to allow Thor and Odin to try again and again. 
 
      
 
    A rainbow bridge appeared, and Loki stepped off it. “Ahh, I thought he’d wait at least a year, but we both knew he would attack you again. He can’t seem to help himself.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I get to Heimdall? And you had better be ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I am… sufficient, I hope. As for going to see the Watcher, I can open a bridge right to him. He isn’t to be taken lightly, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, neither am I.” 
 
      
 
    Loki looked at the coldness that Sean projected, then smiled. He touched one of his two scars. “They’ve marked you as they did me. Thor was just stupid enough to threaten your family. Very well…” He motioned, and a rainbow bridge appeared next to Sean. “Once you go, I will hurry to get my followers moving. No matter what, you will have a good century of peace. If I win, I vow on the Accords that I will be in the deepest debt to your new pantheon.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you fail, Odin will seek to crash down on us,” Helga said. “If you fail, our lives will be infinitely worse.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t fail,” Sean said. “He’s fated to die at Heimdall’s hand as Ragnarök begins. I will stop that from happening. That means Loki will be able to change the fate of his family.” 
 
      
 
    “Because a Nexus has sided with me.” Loki smiled, then snorted. “All because my idiot brother couldn’t accept that you would and could defy him. Best wishes, Sean. The victory of my family over my father and brother will all come because of you.” 
 
      
 
    Sean grunted, then turned to Helga. “Come with me, Chooser. I might need you before the end.” 
 
      
 
    “I am your shield, My Lord,” Helga said. 
 
      
 
    Together, they touched the bridge and vanished. Loki started to laugh madly, then summoned a new bridge for himself. He must get his followers, allies, minions, and daughter moving— Ragnarök had come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-five 
 
      
 
    Eons had passed, but Heimdall stood eternal vigil at the foot of the Bifrost. The Norns had spoken of how he would sound warning of Ragnarök. After he warned the others, he would battle Loki here, slaying the trickster before he died himself. He could accept that— as long as Loki fell, he would be remembered after the end. 
 
      
 
    There’d been some unrest with Thor of late. The mighty warrior had been chastised for killing a Human. Heimdall snorted as he thought about that. As if a mere Human was worth even a drop of sweat from any of the Aesir’s brow. But then, he had to open a branch of the Bifrost for a group of Einherjar and a Valkyrie to the domain of the Fairy Maidens, and no one had come back from that. After that, Thor had left for Earth with a solid contingent… and had to be reborn in Valhalla. Then, just minutes ago, he went to a whole new world with a major contingent… Something was happening, something big. It felt like the threads the Norns wove were being twisted. 
 
      
 
    Two people appeared at the end of the bridge from an offshoot. Heimdall frowned at them; they felt Divine, but one wasn’t known to him while the other… the other was supposed to be dead. He touched the sword at his hip as he stood to his full height. “Stop! Who are you, and why do you come to the Bifrost?” 
 
      
 
    Sean paused. Just cutting Heimdall down felt wrong to him. He should at least explain why he was here. Heimdall had done nothing to him, personally, which already made him feel bad for what he was about to do. 
 
      
 
    “Heimdall,” Helga said flatly, “my Lord, Sean MacDougal, Head of Anam Cara, stands before you. He has slain Thor in combat twice, has sat at Odin’s table as a guest, and has been in conclave with the other gods. Has the Watcher been blinded by the same arrogance as Thor?” 
 
      
 
    Sean blinked, shocked at how forcefully Helga had just spoken to Heimdall. He didn’t know many stories about the Watcher of the Bridge, and the few he did came from comic books and movies. That made any knowledge he had on the subject next to useless, he admitted to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Helga Helsd—” 
 
      
 
    “No! I am Helga MacDougal, First Chooser for My Lord!” Helga snapped, cutting Heimdall off. “I was traded like cattle, used as a slave with no worth, and discarded as trash! My Lord saved me, raised me up, gave me everything I have, and praises me as worthy of him! I stand in armor better than even yours, Watcher. My weapons surpass those of most of the Aesir because My Lord is not one to hoard that which could empower his family.” 
 
      
 
    Heimdall drew his sword, glaring at Helga. “A fallen Valkyrie is trash. I know not why you have turned against us, but you will pay with your life if you take a single step toward me.” 
 
      
 
    Helga’s wings came into being behind her. The glorious black-white wings that Sean had given her were so filled with energy that they washed out the light from the Bifrost. “I do not need to step. Set aside your weapons, bow your head, and I shall show you mercy.” 
 
      
 
    Heimdall snarled. How dare a Valkyrie— especially one cast from their ranks— talk to him in such a manner?! He who had stayed vigilant all his life, who had never let a person pass without his approval, the one who would slay Loki when the time came? How dare this harlot act like she or her trumped-up husband were his equals? 
 
      
 
    Sean knew what was about to happen; Helga had pushed the prideful god into a corner. He would have no recourse but to strike her down, and that was something Sean would not abide. 
 
      
 
    Heimdall rushed Helga, his sword poised to strike the unarmed woman floating feet from the edge of the bridge to Valhalla. The chill of the grave, of the Jötun King, of eternal slumber washed over him. Ice crystals formed on his clothing and skin, but Heimdall wouldn’t let a little chill stop him from striking down Helga. His cut was slower because of the frost, but it still had the power of a god behind it. 
 
      
 
    Helga’s shield was on her arm the next instant, and her spear thrust back at Heimdall as his blade was shoved aside. She didn’t trigger the fire fan it could produce, as she was already freezing the air around her. The adamantine tip parted a link of Heimdall’s mail hauberk, but failed to cut flesh before the god pivoted away. 
 
      
 
    Heimdall was shocked. Not only had she resisted his attack, she’d damaged his armor. His eyes narrowed as he shifted to a two-handed grip on his sword. He’d split shields with his powerful strikes before, and he would do so again. He was so intently focused on Helga that he failed to notice the bubble of entropy until it was too late. Gasping, he pulled back, but the bubble didn’t hurt him, though it did encapsulate the horn he wore on his hip. The horn that would warn the gods fell from his belt and puffed into nothingness, the bubble breaking it apart into a fragment of memory. 
 
      
 
    “What?! No! That cannot be! How will I—?!” 
 
      
 
    Heimdall cut off when he suddenly had to parry a thrust from Helga’s sword. He hadn’t seen her switch weapons, but the blue glow to the sword had given him enough warning. His quick reaction was his undoing as electricity arced into his blade, then into his body, locking his muscles up. 
 
      
 
    Helga held her sword against his as she pressed closer to him. “My Lord is a good man, a virtuous man. He would be plagued with grief for killing you. Sean is superior to all of the Aesir, which is why I am glad to be here as his shield… but also as his blade!” With a snarl, her shield vanished, and her spear came back to her other hand. “By the time you come back, it will be too late. This all came to be because Thor attacked Sean MacDougal’s world with an Agreement in place. The weight of war falls on his shoulders. Tell Odin, if you can, before the tide sweeps over the golden hills.” 
 
      
 
    When she’d finished talking, Loki and Hel appeared behind Sean. A million bridges formed behind them; Hel’s army of the dead, both armored and armed, marched off those bridges to begin the end of all. Glancing back, Helga smiled, then turned back to Heimdall. With a grim finality, she punched her spear into one of his eyes and triggered the fan of flame. 
 
      
 
    Sean winced at the sight of Heimdall’s head viciously burning. He was glad that Helga had been with him, but he would still feel bad that he’d come at all. If he’d struck Heimdall down by his own hand, he would feel even worse. Helga would need to be thanked for doing what she had, but later when the image of Heimdall’s death faded. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful!” Loki smiled brightly. “As I promised before, I will owe a great debt for this. My life means an awful lot to me. With Heimdall dispersed at the start, I will not die on this bridge. Fate has been broken, and Ragnarök begins.” 
 
      
 
    Hel stepped forward, then bowed, her armor jingling lightly. “MacDougal, I will add to that debt. Not only did you save a soul worthy of what she has found,” her gaze went to Helga briefly, “but you also saved my father from death on this bridge. I shall look forward to speaking to you again in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I only came to stop Thor and the others from attacking my family again,” Sean said tightly. “Heimdall was never my foe. I did what was necessary to ensure my family’s safety. Even then, my First Chooser had to take up her blade in my place. If you’ll excuse us, I want to return to my world now.” 
 
      
 
    Loki snapped, and a bridge branched off the Bifrost. “A way home for you, a small repayment for your help. We will talk again once Ragnarök ends. I will ask to speak with you at that time.” He hesitated, then bowed his head slightly. “Can you remove the scars they left on me?” 
 
      
 
    Sean blinked, as he hadn’t expected the request. Reaching out with his energy, he touched the scars and winced. They were soul deep; the poison had literally scarred his very soul, so he couldn’t be free of them himself. Pushing his energy into the damaged piece of Loki’s soul, he forced it to begin repairing itself, much the same way he had Morrigan’s wounds before. 
 
      
 
    Loki dropped to his knees, hissing in pain as the damage was forcefully reverted. When the pain had ended, Loki raised his unblemished face. “Again, I thank you. They would remind my wife of the tragedy of our son and his entrails used to bind me for the snake. Now, she can hopefully set the memory aside.” 
 
      
 
    “Fix your family,” Sean said softly. “Become better than they were. Be kinder and understanding to those who look to you for guidance.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Loki vowed. “We shall talk about debts later. Good travels.” 
 
      
 
    Sean hesitated, but then said, “I can say one thing that I would like is a specific world.” He looked at Helga, who smiled brightly. “Her original world.” 
 
      
 
    “If it still stands after the war, I shall make sure it is given to your pantheon, on my power.” 
 
      
 
    Sean felt the binding and nodded. “Happy hunting.” Taking Helga’s hand, they touched the bridge and vanished. 
 
      
 
    When they left, Hel spoke softly. “Father, he twists even us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as did his friend, James. We could learn from them… but later. Right now, we have a long overdue war.” 
 
      
 
    “Legion,” Hel commanded loudly, “we march!” 
 
      
 
    The dead clashed their weapons to shields and started to march onto the Bifrost. Ragnarök had begun unknowingly to the Aesir, all because Thor’s pride had been pricked by an unassuming man from Earth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixty-six 
 
      
 
    Appearing back where they’d left, Sean was tired. It wasn’t physical-tired or even energy-depletion tired. He was spiritually and mentally tired. His life had changed completely in a year. He went from being a man just going through life with only one real friend to being the head of an entire pantheon on a new world. From single and alone to having over twenty wives with children. He couldn’t think of a single aspect of his life that hadn’t been flipped completely upside down. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord?” Helga asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry… just a moment of introspection. I’m tired, Helga. Do you think it’s finally enough? That we’ll be done with the idiocy of others?” 
 
      
 
    Helga hugged him, her armor having gone away when they came back to Anam. Enfolding him in her arms, she pulled him to her chest and squeezed him gently. “Yes, My Lord. You can finally rest; we need to tell the others. It would help if we went to Home later so Chas and Lilly can be told, as well.” 
 
      
 
    The idea of holding his two wives at Home was enough to help ease his fatigue. They were waiting for their souls to stabilize so they could once again join their family. That brought up a question he hadn’t considered until right then. 
 
      
 
    “Will the others also heal enough to leave Home? Marjorie? Trisha? Jackson?” 
 
      
 
    Helga was silent for a moment. “I am… unsure. They are not Choosers. They are not your elite fighters… none of the staff of Valhalla ever left, so I cannot say. Maybe Saret knows?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go home. I’m sure our wives are worried.” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’ve told them you’re back and safe already,” Ven said, zipping over to land on Sean’s shoulder when he stepped back from Helga. “None of us were able to go with you across the bridge. I didn’t know I had to physically touch it. I’m sorry, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Ven. I didn’t know, either. Did anyone die in the fight with Thor?” 
 
      
 
    “Injuries only. They’re either healed or healing. No deaths, so please don’t let that burden you.” 
 
      
 
    Another weight lifted off his shoulders that he hadn’t realized he was carrying. “Good.” Wings forming, he began to float into the air. “Let’s go back to Hope.” 
 
      
 
    Ven left his shoulder, and Helga took to the air. They flew back; it was a fast pace, but moderated because there was no danger to anyone. The entire village was out, waiting for him to land. The moment he touched down, Fiona was in his arms, then Myna, Andrea, and all of his wives one by one. Each wanted a hug and kiss to reassure themselves that he was safe. That helped him ground his mind even more— everything was okay. His family was safe. 
 
      
 
    “The threat of Thor and his pantheon are gone, possibly forever,” Sean said when everyone had stepped back. “Since Thor broke the truce, it let me do something I wish I hadn’t had to do. Helga did the actual deed, so I’m not as broken over it as I would be. That pantheon is at war with itself. Loki and his daughter, Hel, along with their army of the dead and Loki’s other children, are bringing war to the idyllic worlds of the Norse. Ragnarök is what it is called, and they knew it was coming for them. Because I never wanted to fight Thor again, I went to remove the Bridge Keeper so Loki could advance on his family. That breaks the fate of the entire pantheon, as Loki should’ve died on that bridge. With him still alive, it’s highly possible that none of the pantheon beside him and his children survive. They’ve acknowledged their debt to me, and promised peace if they win.” 
 
      
 
    “It is highly probable that Loki and Hel will prevail,” Helga joined in. “The myths before had very few of the pantheon surviving. With Loki still alive, I would quickly diminish the chance that even those few make it. Loki should end up taking the throne, with Hel as his second.” 
 
      
 
    “I am curious,” Sean turned to her. “The myth I know had the Jötun and other Giants joining the war. Surtr is supposed to burn the World Tree down, sundering the nine realms.” 
 
      
 
    “But it will rise again with the survivors rebuilding this.” 
 
      
 
    Sean shook his head, as it’d taken them past the point he’d wanted to make. “The thing everyone should know is that we should finally have peace. Tonight, I’ll go to Home to tell the others what’s happened, but then we’ll be focused on building our village of Hope.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been coming along nicely,” Amedee said. 
 
      
 
    The others agreed. They had houses with amenities that made it comfortable to live there. The weather was currently pleasant, so they hadn’t had to deal with heat or cold, or even much rain. 
 
      
 
    “We can go back to work safely,” Fiona said. “The sooner we have everything ready, the sooner we can begin to explore the world around us.” 
 
      
 
    People went to go their separate ways, but Sean snagged Saret. “Mom, a question: will the souls of the others on Home stabilize so they can safely leave it?” 
 
      
 
    Saret paused for a few moments, giving it some thought. “Do you think they will?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll come down to your belief and how much Divine energy you’re willing to expend, Sean. For their souls to stabilize, they are using pieces of the Divine to help repair themselves. It floats freely at Home, the parts you give off. It is also what lets you adapt and change that pocket of Divinity. The more that is used, the less that will be there for times of need.” 
 
      
 
    Sean sucked at his teeth. “It would be better if it was just the Choosers, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Or those who are Soul Bonded to you at the most,” Saret said, “which I believe gives a few others the chance to also leave. Do not spread yourself too thin. Given a few centuries, you’ll have even more believers, and your Divine energy will grow. Maybe then, you could extend that to others. My daughters and I will stay here with you for a hundred years, at least. We want to give time to—” 
 
      
 
    There was a burst of sulfur as a man appeared next to Saret, cutting her off. Sean had Dark Cutter out and against the man’s neck before he was consciously aware that he had moved. The newcomer glanced out of the side of his eye at the blade, then grinned. “Goodness, MacDougal. You have grown, haven’t you?” Lucifer asked. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t invite you here,” Sean said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “No, no you didn’t,” Lucifer chuckled, “but your world is far from secure, as you haven’t even enveloped it yet. That gives people like Thor and me the chance to come and go with impunity. Now, if you’d be so kind as to move that blade, we can talk like civilized men.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s here for me, Sean,” Saret sighed. “I thought I’d have more time.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve spent ages away as it is, Saret.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he a threat to you, Mom?” Sean asked, Dark Cutter still in place. “My family is important to me.” 
 
      
 
    Lucifer’s eyebrows went up. “Starting one holy war isn’t enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t start that; I just nudged it because they pissed me off.” 
 
      
 
    His wives were heading back to them, their weapons and armor appearing as they came. Lucifer exhaled noisily, then raised a hand. “I swear to abide in peace so we may talk, on my name.” 
 
      
 
    Saret relaxed, and she nodded to Sean. “He’s never broken his word when it’s tied to his name.” 
 
      
 
    “Just come over here first, Mom,” Sean said. “I’ll feel better if you’re not within arm’s reach of him.” 
 
      
 
    Saret went to Sean’s side, and then Dark Cutter vanished. The twenty armored and armed women that surrounded them stared at Lucifer with cold eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lucifer looked at each before he bowed his head. “I see. Saret is one of mine, MacDougal. Her daughters,” his gaze flicked to Felora, then back to Sean, “are not in my purview, since they were born on the Queendom. Saret has debts to pay me back for.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom?” 
 
      
 
    “In the days long past, my kind sided with him when we were being hunted by his old creator. I still owe him souls for the protection he gave me eons ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Not many, but enough that I have to collect her so she’ll fulfill her bargain,” Lucifer smiled. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said flatly. “Mom, you don’t want to go, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, no. I don’t. But Agreements are Agreements, Sean.” 
 
      
 
    “How many souls, Mother?” Felora asked. “We have a Bog, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t ask—” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need you to ask. Family is precious, and giving him souls that need to repent? Well, that’s kind of his thing, isn’t it? Tormenting the guilty,” Sean said. 
 
      
 
    Saret swallowed as the emotions around her held her heart. She knew that Lucifer could feel them as surely as she could. No one had ever shown her such care… not since… but even he had turned from her in the end. 
 
      
 
    Lucifer smiled brightly. “A deal to be made. I do love a good deal. You will give me what she owes, and I will cancel my Agreement with her. That will be entertaining.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael will come for me if his protection is lifted,” Saret said, wanting to make sure that Sean understood. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sean said. “No one will threaten my family. Lucifer, you will receive one soul per year until her debt is paid. She will stay with my family, as she is my family. When the debt is paid, then you absolve the Agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “Buying time…” Lucifer murmured. “I’d need interest on the deal to make it worth my time.” 
 
      
 
    “How many souls do you still owe, Mom?” 
 
      
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to the Bog,” Sean said. “He can earmark the ones he wants. You can have fifteen over thirteen years. The last three will all be at the end.” 
 
      
 
    Lucifer’s lips twitched. “You think a mere two souls is enough interest?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I can always see if Michael will make a deal with me,” Sean said flatly. 
 
      
 
    Lucifer’s lips pulled back. “They don’t make deals with those touched by me. He would kill her out of hand, then you for even suggesting this deal.” 
 
      
 
    “He might try to kill me. If he tried, then I’m sure the next Archangel would be less inclined to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Lucifer snorted, then began to laugh. “So sure of himself already… Goodness, I do so love Pride. Fine, fine. Fifteen at one a year, then three in the thirteenth year. Shall we go let me pick out my new sheep?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go,” Rumia said. “The Bog is my domain to tend. I’ll make sure he doesn’t take those who are close to repentance, nor those who need to stay for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Lucifer stared at her, then bowed with a courtly flourish. “A woman after my own heart, a caretaker and purifier of souls. I would be honored to walk with you.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia snorted as she let her armor revert. “Your charm is lost. Sean has my soul already, along with my heart and soon, even my body.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can see it. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be courteous to one who holds the same love that I do.” 
 
      
 
    Sean crossed over to Rumia, hugging her to whisper, “Don’t trust him. He’s a snake who will twist words. Maybe he isn’t as bad as I’ve always been told, but don’t let your guard down.” 
 
      
 
    Rumia smiled as she held Sean back. “It’ll be fine, Sean. I’ll mind his tricks and deceits, but I’ll be fine. I know that because you already hold my soul.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go with, as I need to speak to my wives at Home, anyway,” Sean said, stepping away from Rumia. “I’ll be taking us directly to the Bog.” He turned to Lucifer. “You are allowed only this once. You are never allowed to visit my world or plane without my approval which, if given, is only good for that single time alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s fine. I am so curious to see your Bog, especially with the influx of new people it had.” 
 
      
 
    Sean didn’t understand, but he waved a hand, and a rift in space appeared, showing the Bog on the other side. It took from his energy and a fragment of Divine, but he knew he would replace both in time. “Rumia, first.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to go through the Bog to let Lucifer pick his chosen souls. The moment he saw the Valkyries, he selected all twelve of them right away— they made great souls for him to shape into officers for his war with Heaven. The last three were people Sean didn’t mind giving up: Lomar, the excuse for a commander from Hearthglen, was first. The next two, he was just as happy to give away, Solanice and Velin. When he offered them something other than the Bog, the pair accepted almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    Lucifer had chuckled the entire time, as he truly enjoyed a good trick. The two new souls would regret their choice, and they didn’t even know it yet. With the souls owed accounted for, Sean watched him go. Then, he took Rumia with him up to Home so he could tell Chastity and Lilly about what had transpired. 
 
      
 
    He said a silent prayer to Morrigan, hoping that everything was settled. If he could just finally have some peace to love his wives and craft, he would be happy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Sean held his two newest children, Rupert and Anna, named for Chastity’s brother and Lilly’s mother. Chastity was on his left, and Lilly was on his right. “All of you have had children now. Myna’s been the only one insistent on having two before waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t blame her,” Chastity smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad she waited after Sean the Third,” Lilly added. 
 
      
 
    “Father, are you going to play with us later?” Sean the Second asked from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Sean gave his six-year-old son a smile. “In a couple of hours. We’re supposed to have guests over soon. Once they leave, we’ll play.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” the boy sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, the guests have arrived,” Helga smiled, leading her daughter into the room. “Also, Hel has something she wants to say.” 
 
      
 
    Hel, Helga’s daughter, stepped forward a half-step. “I want to fly!” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave the two-year-old a soft smile. “You know the rules, Hel. You have to be six before we begin flying lessons.” 
 
      
 
    “But… you teach me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yay!” Hel cheered, then rushed back to Helga, grabbing her hand. “Papa will teach me, Mama!” 
 
      
 
    Sean was going to correct her, but honestly, he didn’t have a lot to do most days besides spend time with his family. “I will, but right now, we need to go greet our guests.” 
 
      
 
    Chastity and Lilly took their children from his arms when they got up. They wanted to make sure he presented a strong image to the guests today; weakness might be exploited, as they’d learned all their life. 
 
      
 
    As they walked through the manor, Sean paused to kiss his wives and touch the heads of his children. Each of the former staff got deeper kisses. Since Chastity and Lilly had both had their children, they were now ready to have their own. It’d been an interesting and embarrassing moment when they’d discussed it years ago, but he knew they were happy. 
 
      
 
    Making it to the parlor, Sean smiled. “James, you rat bastard.” 
 
      
 
    “Sean, you dumb idiot,” James said back, getting up and crossing the room to hug his friend. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Missed you, too. You’re the asshole who has to visit us. I can’t go to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know,” James said, stepping back. “Come on, let me introduce the new Mothers, Aurora and Maeve.” James motioned to Summer, who was now Aurora, and Winter, now Maeve. “Now that they aren’t the Maidens, they were able to take their own names. And, of course, my daughters, Summer and Winter.” 
 
      
 
    Sean gave the four on the sofa a smile, even if two of them were newborns and wouldn’t know it. “Aurora, Maeve, a pleasure. Welcome to Anam and the town of Hope.” 
 
      
 
    “We are glad to be welcomed,” Aurora said. 
 
      
 
    “We were not sure we would be,” Maeve added. 
 
      
 
    “I told you he’d welcome my family,” James smiled, taking his seat between them. “Has Loki won his war yet?” 
 
      
 
    Sean took a seat. “He hasn’t said anything, so no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband, I’ve brought the children,” Andrea said, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s introduce them to our guests,” Sean said. “Aurora, Maeve, James, let me introduce my children to you.” 
 
      
 
    It took a while to go through all of his children. James had met them when they were born, but now, years later, it was different. When Sean II and Sean III were introduced, the trio chuckled, as well as when the younger James was announced. 
 
      
 
    “Children, these are our friends; Uncle James, Queen Aurora, Queen Maeve, and their children, Summer and Winter,” Sean said, finishing the introductions. 
 
      
 
    The children greeted the guests, looking at them with wide eyes. They’d heard some stories of James and his wives, and a couple of the oldest had Mage Sight, letting them see the power the trio had. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be here for dinner, at the very least,” Sean told them. “Would you like to stay for a day or two? We have room.” 
 
      
 
    “We could, if they agree,” James said, glancing at his wives. 
 
      
 
    “We would love to talk to peers,” Aria said. 
 
      
 
    “You might enjoy that, too,” Ryann said. 
 
      
 
    “I would be amenable,” Aurora said. 
 
      
 
    “As would I. We have befriended some of your old allies who backed James, but it is not the same,” Maeve said. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Fiona smiled. “Why don’t we take a tour and give our husbands a chance to talk? I know Sean’s wanted to catch up with James for years.” 
 
      
 
    “We have felt bad about keeping him away, but we needed to have children,” Maeve said. “He will start coming by more often.” 
 
      
 
    “We apologize. We should have sent word, but we were… focused,” Aurora said. 
 
      
 
    “That we can understand,” Chastity grinned. “It’s barely been a year since Lilly and I left Home.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s entirely relatable,” Lilly agreed. 
 
      
 
    Everyone left except for James and Sean, leaving the old friends in the room. Before they could say anything to each other, Cali came into the room with two mugs. 
 
      
 
    “Husband, I have drinks for you and James,” Cali beamed. Her tail wagged as she dropped the mugs off, then collected a kiss. “Have fun.” With that, she was out the door a moment later. 
 
      
 
    James watched her go, then laughed. “If she’s your wife, why’s she still wearing a maid outfit?” 
 
      
 
    Sean flushed, taking a deep drink. When he set his mug down, he exhaled. “All of them like wearing them… for reasons.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” James laughed, holding up a hand. He took a deep drink himself before he asked, “You’re going to tell me they like playing naughty maid with you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to answer that,” Sean said, bright red. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I still hate you sometimes. My wives are amazing and I love them, but they aren’t… willing to expand any.” James paused and stared at Sean. “Are they the only ones who do that?” 
 
      
 
    Sean grabbed his mug. “I’m not saying anything.” He started to drink slowly to hide his face and forestall him having to say more. 
 
      
 
    “For fuck’s sake…” James sighed. “I’m stopping that chain of questions. If not, I might need to kill you and adopt your family… for them, not me.” 
 
      
 
    Sean snorted, setting down his now-empty mug. “Right, buddy. Right.” 
 
      
 
    James grinned and shrugged. “Fine. How has it been, though? The expansion?” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing,” Sean said softly. “Ever since I started Ragnarök and made a deal with Lucifer, life has been… peaceful. Besides my best friend being AWOL, it’s been good.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sorry… wait… what? You started Ragnarök and made a deal with the devil? When the fuck did this happen?!” 
 
      
 
    “Shortly after we got here. Let me fill you in…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Before dinner, Aurora and Maeve were shown around the town, letting them see their former vassals as well as some of the native Humans of Anam. Sean and his family had spent the years finding the scattered clans and helping them grow with magical-tech that Sean made. Those interactions had quickly led to more followers of Anam Cara. 
 
      
 
    The fact that Sean had modeled parts of his world after theirs did make the former Fairy Maidens happy… maybe not as happy as his wives, but still very pleased. One of the things Sean changed was Bonds— he refused to let them be in his world, as too much abuse could come from it. For picking up Talents, he’d instead just made the world be based on training. Intent and willpower, plus reputation, would allow anyone to grow. 
 
      
 
    The biggest change Sean had put into place was one that made him grin. Everyone had a character sheet that they could see in their mind whenever they wanted, feeling that it would give everyone a chance to strive. If someone could see their base, they could strive to improve it. Seeing that improvement could fuel a person to keep striving. 
 
      
 
    James was laughing as he wiped his eyes. “I can’t believe you made a LITRPG world.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, now! No laughing,” Sean said. “We both loved those stories for a reason.” 
 
      
 
    “And they’re the reasons you gave, but still,” James chortled. 
 
      
 
    “How’s Cimmacrinth?” Sean muttered, changing the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fine. He gets to eat more now, but I make sure he isn’t becoming a chunky boy. I had a few on-world hunts with him. Some of the things that live in the wilds are… different. Not a lot survives dragon breath, so having him as a mount has made things far safer for me. Thanks for that, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “He was never going to be thrilled with me, besides his hoard being bigger,” Sean shrugged. “Though having him for the Thor fight would’ve been entertaining.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like it was pretty simple for your family, honestly. Then again, they vastly underestimated you. They brought foot soldiers when they needed an air force.” 
 
      
 
    “How have the older relatives been?” Sean asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” James said. “The Crones left. There’s something I don’t understand— they didn’t die. They just vanished one day, along with their husband. Titania and Mab became the new Crones, and my wives became the new Mothers. My daughters are the Maidens, but won’t be placed in power until they’re adults, and then, they’ll have to show that they can rule a world. It’s at that point they’ll need to find their own Huntsman.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they find the idiot the Tuatha killed?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, normally, their father is supposed to find a suitable candidate. They liked him because he was strong and was firm with them. That means I’ll be finding suitors for my daughters.” James grinned. “We might finally end up as family.” 
 
      
 
    Sean chuckled. “If you can teach them to be respectful of others, then sure. I’m sure one of my boys would be interested.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll just need to be a hunter able and willing to take the wild Fey— who have come out of the wilds again— out to hunt at least once a year.” James looked out the window. “It’s been a wild change since you came and got me from Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Even wilder for me.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt, but now, we’re married with children. You found the peaceful life you wanted, and I have multiple partners and can be a little wild when I want.” 
 
      
 
    “The lives we’ve always wanted,” Sean smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the gods for that,” James chuckled. “Thank you, Morrigan.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome,” Morrigan said as she walked down the hall, going past the doorway with a child in her arms. 
 
      
 
    James froze. “When did she get here?! Did you…?” He turned to Sean with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Sean snickered. “She likes to use fate to do shit like that. No. That was Anna she was carrying.” 
 
      
 
    “You could tell from that quick glance?” 
 
      
 
    “I can feel all of them all the time,” Sean said softly. “None of my family will ever be in danger, not when I can feel them and get to them in an instant.” 
 
      
 
    James raised his mug to Sean. “To a peaceful life?” 
 
      
 
    “To a peaceful life,” Sean smiled back, raising his own mug. 
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    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Five years you’ve been on this journey with me. Binding Words 1: Morrigan’s Bidding was published on August 15th, 2018. Binding Words 11: Divine Agreements published December 13th, 2023. Sean’s story took this long because of my rotation, but it’s that rotation that helps keep me going. If you’re reading this, you’ve been along for the ride… or should have been, unless you just jumped to the end. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to thank all of you for being here with me. It’s because of you that I am able to pour my heart and soul into my books. I get to listen to my characters tell me their story and pass it along to you, even when they do something stupid like Life Bond the entire staff… idiot. In the end, it was what it was. I’m sure some people are disappointed that there was no massive orgy, or even chapters of all of them getting their wedding nights, but I’m not sure it would’ve added to the overall story. It was clear the love they all had for each other and how most of those would have gone. If you’re upset about it, I apologize, but I wasn’t told about those moments. 
 
      
 
    I did add an epilogue because I wanted to tie up some threads and answer a few questions that the other chapters didn’t. As for the character information at the back, I opted for Sean’s wives’ maiden names, just to refresh each of them one more time— we know they’re wives, and there was no need to MacDougal all of them. I know people asked for their places in the pantheon, and I thought this was the best way to give that information. 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for being with me on this journey. It started half as a joke at my friend’s expense, but as with every story I’ve told, it took off all on its own. I laughed and cried right along with you as things came to light. I will never forget the joy and sorrow of finishing this series. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and for those who are upset that James was the Huntsman…? It was kind of foreshadowed back in the early books. When people were complaining that Sean kept thinking about James too much… well… heh. For those who thought it might go this way before it was spelled out entirely, well done. I doubt any of you saw James having a special mount, though, did you? 
 
      
 
    The Binding Words channel on Discord will stay there, so feel free to join the server and chat about the series. Just remember to keep spoilers down until the audiobook comes out so everyone can enjoy the surprises. The spoiler channel is wide open for those who want to throw down in there, though, as I’m almost always around to comment, too. 
 
      
 
    For the third time: thank you, from my family to yours. -Daniel Schinhofen 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Please consider leaving a review for the book, feedback is imperative for an indie author. If you don’t want to review it then think about leaving a comment or even just a quick message. Remember, positive feedback is always welcome. 
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    If you LOVE LitRPG, then check out these pages full of awesome LitRPG goodness. You can interact with authors like me and many more. Find banter, good times, and a lot of like minded people. 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
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