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Previously…

Sean settled into the city of Accord with his friends and family, starting a healing clinic that rubbed some of the established healers the wrong way. In the end, a few shunned the guild after Sean pointed it in a new direction. Now, most of the healers in Accord would heal anyone who came to them for flat fees.

Forged Bonds had expanded during that time, too— Amedee Mageheart had led the way with the association, taking over three bathhouses and an inn. All of them became tied to Forged Bonds, with Saret Somnia’s daughters running them.

Hallie guided Sean’s family in making allies with the nobles of the city, and even brought a few Dames and Knights in as close associates. Those allies included Dame Daria Iceblood— Sean helped strengthen her family Talent for both her and her father, the City Lord of Icehold— and the Bloodhearts of Accord after Sean had proven his family’s strength to them.

All of Sean’s wives were eager for the births of the children they were carrying; only Helga and Hallie weren’t expecting. Myna was the furthest along after accidentally getting pregnant back in Hearthglen. Sean was looking forward to the day his kids were born, too, but he was also worried about what others might do to them.

His Choosers had expanded to include not just Helga, Hallie, and Aria, but now Fiona, Myna, Quinna, and Quilla. Having them helped ensure that a Chooser would be near every location someone important to Sean was. Chastity and Lilly, both on his plane, had also taken up the mantle.

Velin Dykstra and Wallace Solanice— Truestrike’s old allies who languished in Sean’s Bog— had been trying to help him. It wasn’t just for his benefit, though, as their help was the only thing stopping them from being pulled underneath the peat. Sean knew he still needed more from them, and would be seeing them soon.

The city had seen trials and tribulations leading up to the grand gala, which included multiple riots and fires. During the turmoil it became known, to those in power, that a Greater Vampire was the one starting the incidents, but he’d escaped Sean the only time he’d been close enough to engage in combat. Three of the majors almost died in the riots, but Sean and the healers who called him friend managed to save each of them. Sean knew all of the troubles were because of Truestrike, but he had no definitive proof to offer to Commander Queensblood or Advisor Earthfoot.

The gala had been a major event in its own right. Sean had healed a dozen Lords, Ladies, Dames, and Knights throughout it. Hallie solidified and created new alliances during the party, and Sean even had his first face-to-face meeting with Truestrike. The pair separated after a small verbal spar, with Sean holding back from punching the pompous Lord in the face.

Sean spent the night dancing with each of his wives. It’d been unlike every other noble party he’d been invited to. He’d even danced with Advisor Earthfoot, bringing more attention to him, but clearing any debt she might have felt she owed.

The dance that had caused the most trouble was the one he’d had with Trisha Truestrike. Sean had been shocked to have Truestrike’s daughter all but demand a dance from him. He’d gone into it thinking that it was a trap set by her father, but when it was over, he’d set aside that notion. Trisha had been upset with him for killing her friends, but the real reason came out almost explosively as their dance was coming to an end. She’d cried over the loss of Darragh, praising the formidable fighter and damning Sean for killing him. He tried to explain that she’d been lied to, but she just shoved him away and fled.

That left Sean wondering if maybe Trisha might be an unknowing pawn of her own father. Hallie vowed that she’d look into it after the gala ended. If Trisha could be shown the truth, maybe Sean would have another avenue to strike back at Truestrike.

The Advisor spoke afterward, lauding some and giving notice to others. She warned the unknown conspirators that if they became known, she would ruin them, and then she’d praised Commander Queensblood and the majors for their heroic efforts. After that, she’d singled Sean out, praising him for everything he’d done. That clearly marked him as someone who had her eye, letting everyone know that he was the one who’d stopped every terrible event that’d happened recently.

The gala finally ended with Sean’s dance with Hallie. She’d smiled brightly, laughing softly as they waltzed together. His wives, all with their preferred pairings, and his friends swirled around them, leaving a momentary bubble where Sean could just enjoy time with his diplomatic wife.







Chapter One

Pushing the covers off, Sean got out of bed. The sun was up behind the curtained windows, and he was sure that breakfast would be soon. He felt that he was a bit at loose ends— he didn’t know if he had anything he actually needed to do.

My wives will help guide me if there’s something to be done, Sean thought as he entered the dressing room.

It didn’t take him long to get ready. He made sure all of his jewelry was on, as every piece, except one, was either a part of his armor or a weapon. The exception, which he put on last, was a simple braided bracelet made of bronze. It was a reminder of how everything had started back in Oakwood. Other than his bracelet, the only non-mithril piece of jewelry was the adamantine ring on his right hand. The spike on the interior band gently pricked his finger, drawing a single drop of blood.

Sean almost never noticed the thorn injure him anymore; it’d become background pain to him, but the bite from it this time had him looking down at the band. “How are you today, Dark Cutter?”

The image of a contented cat in a pool of sunshine came back to him from the intelligent magical weapon.

“We made it through an entire party without a fight. I was shocked.”

The image shifted to a man with steepled fingers at a table, conveying the idea of plotting.

“I know… Truestrike has to already be working out his next move,” Sean exhaled. “Hallie is probably doing the same for us.”

Leaving the bedroom, Sean strode past his staff’s rooms. Each room was assigned to a couple or, in one case, a trio, as they’d separated themselves based on romantic partnerships. That did cheer Sean up some, knowing that they’d always have a loved one beside them. The second floor held the crafting rooms he’d made for his family— a dance studio, a music room, a gym, a woodworking space, a painting room, and a few more. He’d spent time with the staff in those rooms just the day before, but today it felt like it had been longer than just yesterday.

The entryway got him to slow his pace. He couldn’t cross the room without looking at the memorial wall that marked all those of his household who’d died. The Messenger Fairies and cuons were the most numerous— most of them dying in the last battle with Sharpeyes in Hearthglen. Only one of them had died before that: Onim, the Messenger Fairy. They’d been killed during the trial by combat with the younger Sharpeyes and his allies.

That fight had seen more tragedy, as two of Sean’s wives— Chastity and Lilly— had fallen in that same battle. He stared at their wooden likenesses beneath their urns for a moment. The last two people depicted were Chastity’s mother, Marjorie, and Rumia’s mother, Rosa. Both had been killed by minions of Truestrike at different times.

All the dead were gathered on Sean’s plane of power. The realization that he was a burgeoning deity was something he still struggled to accept, but the fact that he had two planes of existence under his command made him acknowledge the truth. One was the Bog, where those who stood against him ended up. The skeletal branches of a dead yew towered over the heath and heather-strewn peat. Those who became interred there would stay until Sean released them. Some rested with their heads above the peat, others below it, and a rare few knew torments for their actions. The opposite of that plane was what Sean called ‘Home,’ a place of peace. Those who’d been faithful to him and acknowledged his power came to reside there. It’d been only a manor at the beginning, but was now growing to be a small village. His lost family and friends were there, able to study, play, or relax however they chose.

It was being able to visit that plane in dreams that let Sean accept his wives’ deaths. They might be gone from the world he was on, but they lived forever on his plane. He visited them often to love them, see friends, or go to the Bog to get information from the damned.

Wish I’d been able to dance with you two at the gala… Sean thought as he gently touched the portraits of Chastity and Lilly.

Exhaling as he let go of that regret, he went toward the dining room, knowing that his wives and staff would already be gathered. He couldn’t change the past— no one could— but he could plan a better future so he didn’t lose another loved one.

~ * ~ * ~

Entering the dining room, Sean looked over the gathering. All of his wives and most of the staff were at the table already, with the only ones missing being the cooks. Bright smiles greeted him when they saw him, and he returned them as he went to take his seat at the head of the table.

“Good morning, husband,” Fiona murmured, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Did you sleep well?” Her heterochromatic eyes caught his as she pulled back, a strand of red hair slipping free from behind her slightly pointed ears.

“Yeah. I don’t remember any dreams.”

“We did wear you out last night,” Myna purred from beside Fiona. Her black tail swished behind her as she turned toward him, her cat ears perking up to hear him better.

“As he did us,” Felora chuckled throatily. The Succubus was a little farther down the table, but she leaned forward so her glowing eyes were visible to him. Her black hair had been pinned back, showing off the hickeys she’d received after the gala.

“Ladies, keep it clean,” Sean snorted.

“Felora knows better,” Andrea said, poking their wife gently in the ribs. “She just wants more attention later. I’ll deal with that, husband.” She gave Sean a smile, brushing a hand over her strawberry-blonde hair.

“There’s no stopping Myna,” Ryann snickered from Sean’s left, her light blue eyes full of laughter. “A cat will always cat.”

“You know me so well,” Myna grinned.

“We all do,” Ida smiled, covering Ryann’s hand with hers. “Sean, we should be getting the scrying crystals today.” Her smile lit up her face. “I’ll be personally thanking you later.” Her slate gray eyes made it known exactly how she’d meant that.

“Both of us will,” Andrea said, “since you got them so we could talk to our families. Mother and Father will be shocked when the Fairy brings them theirs, I don’t doubt.”

“Anyone would be,” Hallie added, her blonde hair pulled out of the way with the mithril hair clip she’d worn to the gala the night before. “Even my family would be shocked to receive a scrying crystal. Are you sending them anything besides that?”

“A couple of golds,” Andrea said. “More than that will be too much for them to handle, but it’ll let them afford more staff and help ease their workload.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Aria smiled at her. “I think being able to talk with you will be the capper, though. I’m sure your mom is excited about a grandchild.” She patted at the white hair pulled into a bun atop her head— she wasn’t completely used to having hair instead of feathers yet.

“Any parent would be,” Helga nodded. “A continuation of the family line is always welcome.” The former Valkyrie grinned. “They do not even know how special our husband is, so they have no idea how special your children will be.”

“That’s something I’ve wondered about…” Sean said slowly. “With all the Talents we have, what’ll that mean for the children?”

“They’ll have the chance to inherit any or maybe even all of them,” Fiona said. “It’s likely they’ll have reduced power or control, like Daria did with her family’s Talent.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” Tiska said, the Jackal Moonbound leaning forward slightly as she spoke. “Cali, Xenta, and I will be helping your wives with the children.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Cali grinned, her wolf tail wagging rapidly. “Watching over them as they nap.”

“Tucking them in,” Xenta added, her smile bright as her fox tail swished happily.

“We’ll accept the aid when the time comes,” Fiona said. “With seven of us having children so close together, it’ll be very helpful.”

“We don’t have a lot to do,” Quinna spoke up, “with only Cuander and Caleb to care for, so we’ll help, too.”

“If that’s okay,” Quilla added, giving her twin a look when Quinna’s sideways horn tapped her forward-jutting horn. “We’d really like to.”

“All of us would like to,” Prita smiled. “Caring for the children is important. I’ll make sure their clothing is always soft for them.” The laundry maid wouldn’t let a child deal with uncomfortable clothing when the time came.

“The clan will be watching over them all the time,” Ven said from their spot at the table with Onim, Venn, Jutt, Jott, and Arla.

“It will be our honor to do so, even more than we watch over all of you,” Onim added.

“We’ll be glad to have all of you help us,” Sean said.

The doors opened admitting Glorina, Lona, and Mona with the food carts. The trio of Rabbit Moonbound started to set out breakfast. “Sir, today is another attempt at breakfast tacos. I hope the tortillas are right this time.”

Sean took one of the offered tortillas, nodding. “Looks and feels right to me.” He tore a small piece off and tasted it. “Great job.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mona grinned from farther down the table.

“She’s the best of us when it comes to baking bread,” Glorina smiled at Mona. “Enjoy.”

Sean helped himself to the fajita and egg mix, quickly making a couple of tacos. “I always enjoy your cooking.”

Glorina’s green eyes twinkled as she finished serving. “We enjoy cooking for the family, so it works out for all of us.”

Breakfast was mostly quiet, but as the meal was winding down, conversation sprang back up.

“I’ll be having tea with Daria, Olivia, and Evelyn today,” Hallie said. “We’ll be going over the news from the gala. Later this tenday, we’ll potentially be having dinner with a few Lords and Ladies who expressed a desire to do so. Lady Emeraldeyes, at the very least— she’s very happy to have her foot back, Sean.”

“She was friendly,” Sean said after finishing his last bite of breakfast. “Did we make allies during the gala?”

“Oh, yes!” Hallie beamed. “You did wonderfully, husband. You were just you, and that worked out well. Many Dames and Knights were surprised at how approachable you were. Healing the Lords and Ladies worked well, too. Now they all feel indebted, and we can work with them so they can get to know you better. Once they do, it’ll be easy to turn that debt into an alliance they treasure.”

“We need to work on Trisha Truestrike,” Felora said. “If Sean’s right about her being upset about Darragh, it opens up more avenues.”

“We will,” Fiona said, “but carefully.”

“Commander Queensblood was friendly by the end of the night,” Helga said. “He mentioned as we were leaving that he would be calling Sean to his home in the future.”

“Good,” Hallie said. “No doubt he wants to spar. He considers his family to be the equal of the Bloodhearts and Titanswrath families for prowess in combat.”

“He did mention it,” Sean said. “Should be fine; he knows about Major Gleaming Blade being in Truestrike’s pocket now.”

“The Advisor is clear of any debt she might’ve felt she owed. The acknowledgement she gave you was a major step toward becoming a High Lord.”

“Great…” Sean grumbled, earning laughter from the table.

“We know, husband,” Fiona smiled at him, patting his hand.

“The point is that Truestrike never got that same nod. You’re ahead of him in a critical area,” Hallie said.

“Is there anything I need to do today?” Sean asked.

“No. You can go to the clinic— everyone will be taking stock of the gala today. No doubt Truestrike will be spinning new plots since you snipped his old ones.”

“Who’s at the clinic with me?” Sean asked.

“Nineday pulled us out of rotation, so today, we reset,” Fiona said. “Ryann and Glorina.”

“As the mistress says,” Glorina smiled brightly.

“I’ll just need a few minutes,” Ryann said as she got up.

“Call it five, then meet at the back gate,” Sean chuckled. “I could use a pit stop before heading out too.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean held Glorina’s hand as they walked to the clinic. Glorina smiled brightly, loving the small acts of affection from Sean. Ryann walked with Helga and Aria, all of them smirking at the pair ahead of them.

Cerberus was sitting by the gate, his tail wagging when it opened. Sean laughed as he dropped Camo to pet the happy cuon. The other three gave the hound a pat before filing into the clinic.

“Okay, boy,” Sean chuckled, “I have to get to work.”

Cerberus barked happily before trotting away.

“Good morning, Sean,” Mizuki said, walking out the back door.

“Morning, Mom,” Sean greeted Myna’s mother. “How’re you?”

“Better now that I know you’re well. We heard nothing except the Fairies telling us that your family made it home last night. Did the gala go well?”

“I didn’t get into a duel with anyone, so I’d say yes.”

“Your track record is now blemished,” Mizuki deadpanned.

“Finally,” Sean laughed.

“I won’t keep you, then,” Mizuki said, opening the door. “I just wanted to know if there’d been trouble.”

“If you want to sit with us, we can recap it for you.”

“I will accept. I saw that it was Ryann and Glorina today.”

“What happened to the potential rioters that Saret dealt with on Nineday? I never asked.”

“The guard rounded them up,” Mizuki said. “I believe they were going to be questioned, then released.”

“Since they didn’t actively do any harm?”

“Yes.”

“That Vampire will be a major pain in the ass,” Sean sighed, “but that’s not for today.”

Mizuki paused. “Sean, if you need my assistance, I can help.”

“With what, Mom?”

Mizuki shut the door, as they hadn’t gone inside yet. “Myna doesn’t know, so I would ask that you not tell her.”

“Okay…?” Sean said slowly.

“I’m not a guard, Sean, which is what Myna thinks I was. I am an assassin. My Talent made it easy for me to remove people unseen.”

Sean stared at her before exhaling. “Wow… I didn’t see that coming. With Camo, it would make that easier. Why tell me now?”

“You might need someone to remove others, with deniability in doing so. That’s what I’ve done for over a decade. You could do it much easier than I could, but you never will.”

“No… it’s not who I am. I can’t just kill someone that way.”

“But I can. If you need me, Son, just let me know.”

“Myna doesn’t know?”

“I’m sure she doesn’t. If she did, she would’ve asked me to take her under my wing. I didn’t want her life to be one of murder. Little did I know that she would be in even more danger by going with Darragh.”

Seeing her sudden vulnerability at the thought that she’d almost gotten her daughter killed, Sean hugged her. “It’s okay, Mom. We’ll pay back the man who put her in danger, but I won’t let you be the blade for him. I’ll pull him down publicly.”

Mizuki hugged him back briefly. “You’re the best son-in-law I could have ever hoped for.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Sean smiled, letting her go. “How’s Gwen?”

“We’re good,” Mizuki said as they went inside. “She’s very understanding of what my life was before now.”




 

Chapter Two

It was just past Sean’s return from midday sparring when a Messenger Fairy landed on the table in front of Sean. “Sean, Amedee asks you to assist her,” Pura, Amedee’s personal fairy, said. “Her family has arrived.”

Sean got to his feet. “Her office?”

“No. She has them at her home.”

“Ladies, I might or might not be back, depending.”

“Go help our friend,” Ryann said.

“It’s who you are, sir,” Glorina smiled. “We’ll be fine.”

Aria nodded. “She did warn you they’d be coming. I’d bet she wasn’t expecting the day after the gala.”

“She’d thought they might be here for the gala,” Sean said. “Must’ve been delayed on the road.”

Helga was on her feet, next to the door. “Do we go home to have Arliat drive us over?”

“Presentation,” Sean sighed, then nodded. “Yes, just in case they’re watching when we arrive.”

It didn’t take long for them to get home, notify the others, and set off with Arliat driving them in the car. It was mostly a waste of a trip, as Amedee’s manor was only halfway down the block from his own. Arliat, though, never said a word against it.

The guard on Amedee’s gate got it open for them when Arliat pulled up. He gave them a nod, recognizing them from previous visits. Sean and Helga got out at the front door, and Arliat pulled the car around to the back.

The butler had the door open before Sean could even knock. With a formal bow and greeting, he led them into a parlor. Amedee and Toivo sat opposite two others, one of whom looked very similar to Amedee.

“Lord and Lady MacDougal,” Amedee greeted them when the butler announced the pair, “thank you for coming. Let me introduce my mother, Lady Derana Mageeyes, and my uncle from the main family, Lord Palnim Mageeyes.”

“A pleasure,” Sean said as he bowed slightly to them. “My wife, Helga MacDougal, and I am Sean MacDougal.”

“We’ve heard of you,” Palnim said stiffly. “Though, I do not understand why you are here. Why is your wife wearing armor?”

“I am his first Chooser, Lord,” Helga said frigidly. “While I am also his wife, I will be his shield when needed.”

“How quaint,” Palnim snorted. “You sound like a Bloodheart.”

“Thank you. They are warriors whom I respect,” Helga said, twisting the intended insult into a compliment. “Toivo is my equal with the blade.”

“You are very skilled,” Toivo agreed. “Considering you are married to Sean, who bested my father and married my sister, you are a Bloodheart by marriage, as well.”

Palnim frowned, as the conversation had been yanked away from him.

“Now that your ally is here, Daughter,” Derana asked primly, “will you finally let us address the topic of why we have traveled to Accord?”

“Yes, Mother,” Amedee replied. “You wish to discuss my leaving Hearthglen without family approval, my marriage to Toivo, and the fact that we branched off the Bloodheart family to form our own House. Lord MacDougal was instrumental in all of these things, so it would have been wrong to leave him out.”

“He’s not even been a Lord for a cycle. Not even half a cycle, if we’ve heard correctly,” Palnim scoffed. “How can one so young have done anything?”

Sean sat Helga before he took the spot beside her on the small sofa. “You believe age is the only thing that denotes worth?”

“Of course not, but the young lack the power, wisdom, and guile to do what they should,” Palnim rebuffed. His lip curled up slightly, almost sneering.

Toivo chuckled. “You’d not find a Lord in the city a match for Lord MacDougal, Lord Mageeyes. Even Commander Queensblood has treated him as an equal. High Lord Queenshealer acknowledged Sean during the gala, as did the Advisor.”

Palnim sat back slowly, digesting those tidbits of information.

“Daughter, you made grievous errors in the name of love before,” Derana said. “While I do not believe a Bloodheart would be anything like Solanice was, it does concern me that you didn’t seek the approval of the family.”

“I never wished to cause you trouble, Mother,” Amedee said softly, “but when true love comes, it is not the time to ask another if it is okay. Toivo fought for me, defending my honor. He dueled his own father to get approval to court me and won, earning not just approval, but the respect of his father.”

“He was all but cast out of his own family,” Palnim said harshly. “You married the black sheep of a minor branch of the Bloodheart family without approval from your parents or the head family.”

“He was not a black sheep when they courted,” Sean interjected. “He’d already been fully restored to the family by then. He’d done that to have the right to court Amedee. As for being a ‘minor branch family,’ the Bloodhearts are what held Hearthglen together when the City Lord went mad trying to kill the nobles in the city, which is not a minor thing.”

Palnim’s gaze turned back to Sean. “You shouldn’t even be here, Lord MacDougal. Stay quiet while family matters are—!”

“Silence,” Helga said firmly, staring at Palnim. “My Lord will not be spoken to in that tone by one beneath him.”

Palnim’s mouth opened and closed, no sound coming from it. His eyes shot open wide in shock and fear.

“Helga, please release his tongue?” Amedee asked softly. “Uncle, Mother, open your Sight and look at them before you discount them.”

Helga gave Amedee a nod. “Since you have asked and you are a friend, I will do as you request.” She released the command for Palnim to be silent.

“What in the Queens’ names did you do?!” Palnim asked, rising to his feet in anger.

“Oh dear Queens…” Derana whispered, her eyes glowing. “Stop! Look at them! Look at them before you anger them!”

Palnim glared back at Derana, then turned back to Sean, his eyes beginning to glow. Sean stopped holding back his power— he was tired of the Lord already. Palnim cried out in pain, slumping back into his chair and covering his eyes. Derana had cried out as well, but had twisted away from them as she blinked rapidly.

“Now,” Amedee asked into the silence, “shall we try this again with less antagonism?”

“Daughter… who is he?” Derana asked, still blinking tears from her eyes.

“Lord Sean MacDougal is my closest friend and ally. It was his coming to Hearthglen that set everything into motion. My leaving the family is small compared to the twistings of fate that has begun, but we will focus on the reason you came to me.”

“My eyes,” Palnim whimpered. “I’m blind…!”

Sean reached out and grabbed Palnim’s shoulder tightly, so when the Lord tried to jerk away, he couldn’t. He pushed healing into him, fixing the flash blindness he’d suffered. Once he did, he pulled back, taking Helga’s hand in his.

Palnim blinked tears away, his sight restored after being roughly grabbed. “What just happened?”

“I healed you. As you’d suffered because you looked at me, it was only fair that I restore your sight,” Sean said. “Now, will you listen or not?”

Palnim sat back in his seat, swallowing down the fear he felt. “I will listen to what my niece has to say.”

“Thank you,” Amedee said with a hint of smugness. “I will not be giving too abbreviated a retelling. I want you to fully understand why you will not censure me, and why it would be in the best interest of the main family to back Sean— I mean Lord MacDougal.”

“We are listening,” Derana said, a hint of a smile on her lips. “You still seem a bit too blunt for most.”

“That might be my fault,” Sean said. “I’m not good at the backstabbing, plotting, nobility thing. Amedee was better at it before she called me a friend, but I tend to rub off on people. Most of my friends have become far blunter.”

“Far more honest,” Toivo said. “That’s what it really is, Sean. Honesty.”

“I’ll accept that.”

“Sean was not even an Aspirant when he arrived in Hearthglen,” Amedee began. She would tell the story, skirting what she could to not break the Agreement she held with him.

~ * ~ * ~

Palnim and Derana were pensive when Amedee finished telling the tale a couple of hours later.

“I see,” Palnim said slowly before clearing his throat. “Lord MacDougal, I—”

“Sean,” Sean cut in. “I really hate how every Lord feels the need to have their title tacked onto their name. If you’re both nobility and aren’t being a dick, why’s that needed?”

“Because society has said it is for generations,” Derana said. “My daughter calls you Sean, and if you wish it, I will, as well.”

“Thanks.”

“MacDougal,” Palnim said, not bending far enough to use Sean’s given name, “I apologize for my words earlier, but I cannot back you against Lord Truestrike. That would need to come from my grandfather, who heads the main branch. I will speak to him when I return to Northpoint. We have no branch family here in Accord to assist you, either.”

“I have Amedee. She’s worth more than most,” Sean said.

“I am not a branch of their family unless the head accepts us as one. For now, Toivo and I are only a branch of the Bloodheart house; Flandril has accepted us, as do all the Bloodhearts.”

“Huh… okay,” Sean shrugged, then turned to the other two. “Are you both going to accept her marriage and the fact she left Hearthglen, starting her own family?”

“I will,” Derana laughed. “Her father will be frustrated at what I tell him, but if he wants to argue the point, I will send him to do it to you.”

Amedee laughed, too. “I do not hate him as much as I used to, Mother. It would be best to keep Father away from Sean. He wouldn’t deal well with Sean’s bluntness.”

“He wouldn’t, but maybe he needs to be reminded of a little humility.”

“I will advise my grandfather to accept the Mageheart family as a branch. We will not censure her for her actions. She has not only brought two prominent families together, but she’s also leading the most successful association Accord has ever seen,” Palnim said stiffly. “Before today, I felt differently, but I am not a fool.”

Helga shifted slightly at that, but didn’t say anything. Everyone in the room noticed it, however, causing Palnim’s lips to thin.

“Then we’re done here,” Sean said as he stood, “which is good; it’s almost time for dinner. Amedee, glad I could help. Toivo, when Queensblood calls for me, would you like to come along?”

“Gladly. He will almost assuredly best me, but I would love to test myself against him.”

“I’ll let you know,” Sean said.

Helga and Sean left the room. When the door closed behind them, Derana exhaled, deflating in her seat. “He’s nearly as powerful as the Advisor. He befriended you before he was even an Aspirant?”

“Yes to both,” Amedee smiled. “Sean is something the world has never seen, and might never see again when he finally moves on.”

“The Queens will be very interested in him…” Palnim said slowly, looking at the door.

“If you inform either of them and he hears that you have, I will stand back and laugh,” Toivo chuckled darkly. “His only wish is to be left alone to craft. He acts against those that force him to. Everyone who has…well, Truestrike is the last, and I do not give him a cycle.”

Palnim went quiet as he considered what Toivo said, what he’d seen of Sean, and weighed the pros and cons of getting an audience with Winter when he went back to Northpoint.




 

Chapter Three

“Wonderful, ladies,” Sean said, feeling full from the prime rib and mashed potatoes.

“Thank you, sir,” Glorina smiled. “The seasonings for the rub took some working out. Not everything from your world is available here; I was a little worried it would taste funny to you.”

“It was delicious, as were the potatoes. Good job with adding in the right amount of butter and garlic.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mona grinned.

“We wanted to make sure they matched the recipe,” Lona added.

“All of you pulled it off beautifully.”

The three cooks beamed at the praise, which was then echoed by the others at the table.

“Tomorrow, I’ll be going to tea,” Hallie said. “We believe Trisha is still in the city, and one of Olivia’s friends extended an invitation to her. I’ll be there before Trisha arrives, so she might miss my name when she is introduced to the room.”

“Is that a good move?” Sean asked.

“I won’t broach anything; Olivia will for me. She won’t try to dig, either. It’ll be topics in passing that might lead to someone else bringing up the specifics we want. It’s exactly the kind of thing you’d hate to do.”

“That’s true,” Sean agreed.

“Everything else was calm today,” Fiona said. “How did Amedee’s meeting go?”

“Her family will accept her marriage,” Sean said. “The uncle who came with her mother was a pain, but he settled down.”

“Amedee had them use Mage Sight on him,” Helga snorted. “Her uncle went blind.”

“You didn’t dampen your energy?” Fiona asked Sean.

“He was pissing me off, so I relaxed my hold on it,” Sean said. “I fixed his eyes afterward.”

“Amedee gave an abbreviated story of how Sean changed everything for her, along with Hearthglen. That was what allowed them to accept it, though the uncle was saying he had to go back to Northpoint. He would notify the family head so her family could be recognized,” Helga told them.

“So, everything is good then, right?” Ryann asked.

“Should be,” Sean said. “He might do something stupid, but honestly, I think it’ll be fine for her. They don’t have any other Mageeyes branch families in the city, so they declined to side with me over Truestrike.”

“We have plenty of allies right now,” Hallie said. “We will need to set up dinner… let’s call it Sixday. I’ll get the invitations ready so they can be sent out.”

“I won’t have to duel anyone, right?” Sean asked hopefully.

“The gala went alright,” Ida said. “Maybe that’ll be the start of a new trend for you?”

“I’ll hope for it,” Sean snorted. “I was going to visit the planes tonight. To let Chastity and Lilly know what happened, and I plan to go speak to Velin and Solanice again.”

Rumia didn’t say anything, but when half of Sean’s wives looked her way, she blushed, then nodded.

“Any of you who want to go can,” Myna chuckled.

“Should I see if Agatha and Marna would like to visit with Jackson?” Felora asked.

“Do you think I could pull them in from here?” Sean asked her.

“With your energy? Probably.”

“Let’s see if they want to and I’ll try to pull them in with us. Maybe we should let them know that it’s an experiment? That way, if it doesn’t work, they understand why and we could make it up to them later.”

“I’ll send word,” Onim said. “Sean, if you’re going to do that… would you bring the clan?”

Sean sat back at the question. “They all want to go?”

“They’d like to see the plane for themselves,” Ven said. “We were going to ask later, but if you’re going to try with Agatha and Marna, now would be good, as the clan is closer.”

“Everyone but those not here. I don’t want to leave anyone without their Fairies.”

“We’ll have some stay here, too,” Onim said. “We’d just ask for them to get to go next time.”

“I don’t see a reason not to try it,” Sean said.

“Can’t improve without trying,” Aria smirked. “I got told that a lot in the academy.”

“Since we’re doing the planes tonight,” Andrea said, “we’ll take Sean tomorrow.”

“Agreed,” Ida grinned.

“That’s fine,” Fiona chuckled at Sean’s light blush. “We’re wearing him down. He barely even flushes anymore.”

Sean shook his head at them. “The scrying crystals came in?”

“We got them set up in the office,” Andrea smiled. “Onim, we’d like to send them off to our parents tomorrow.”

“I’ll make sure that the pair going are ones in the group tonight,” Onim said. “We’ll just need the bags bound to them tomorrow.”

“Do it at breakfast,” Sean told them. “Have them join us at the table. The other head Fairies should join us for meals, too.”

“I was going to bring that up,” Onim smiled. “Thank you. We want the leads for each of your wives to feel close to equal.”

“Not just my wives’ leads; all of the leads,” Sean clarified. “They’ll be wives eventually, so we should expand that now.”

“A good point,” Fiona said. “Speaking of, husband, would you consider creating some ornamental jewelry for all of us? A single piece each?”

Sean’s eyes looked down the table, silently asking about the staff.

“All of us, yes,” Fiona said softly. “We would like each of them to get a piece, too.”

“I’ll work on them,” Sean said, then looked at each person briefly. “If you have a preference for a type of jewelry or specific gem, please let me know.”

A chorus of agreement that they would came back from his request.

“Okay, I’ll go get into bed. Onim, let me know about Agatha and Marna, but I’m sure it’ll be a yes.”

“I’ll get it done right now,” Onim said before zipping off.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sean! You always scare me.” Marjorie exhaled the spike of fear that’d hit her when Sean appeared next to the front door.

“Sorry, Mom,” Sean said apologetically. “Just visiting as normal.” A sudden commotion outside made Sean amend that as he opened the doors. “Well… not exactly normal.”

Agatha and Marna were already heading off to the guest homes, and a blur of silver scattered in every direction as most of the clan went off to explore. Dozens of Messenger Fairies came zipping in over his wives’ heads. All of his wives and staff came inside just as Chastity and Lilly made it to the top of the stairs.

“The gala went well?” Chastity asked as she hurried downstairs to hug Andrea.

“Yes, Chas. We came to tell you all about it. Sean’s going off to the Bog, and then he’ll come back to join us.”

“Velin and Solanice?” Lilly asked.

“I have new information to ask about and answers I didn’t pursue before,” Sean said. “I hope to be quick.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Felora murmured, her eyes glowing red.

“Incentive is good,” Sean laughed. “Seriously, I’ll try to be quick.”

As Sean left the others behind, he glanced back to find Rumia watching him. Shaking his head, he held out his hand. “Come on.”

Rumia scurried over to him. “Sometimes, I think I ask too often.”

“The Bog will be yours in the future, Rumia,” Sean said as they walked hand-in-hand toward the gate leading to the Bog. “You never have to ask. If you come to the plane, you can stay or go when you want.”

“Thank you, Sean,” Rumia said softly, squeezing his hand. “You’ve told me that before, but hearing it always makes me smile.” She licked her lips as they started down the path. “I’d like a necklace with green gems. That would make me very happy.”

“You’re the first one to ask,” Sean chuckled. “I’ll work on yours, first.” He glanced at her neck for a moment, thinking about what kind of necklace would look best on her.

The heads waiting above the peat were chatting with each other when Rumia and Sean came down to the circle path around the Bog. A few seconds later, the voices fell silent.

“They must feel it when I come here…” Sean murmured.

“They do,” Rumia said. “A couple of them told me they feel a thrum when you visit.”

“I’m not here to collect today,” Sean announced, “but I’ll bring my Choosers back again in the future to collect a few more of you. If you’re repentant, then know your time here is slowly coming to an end. For the rest of you, you know the way to be free.”

“I’ll leave you to your talks,” Rumia said, her mithril ring becoming the pruning shears that Sean had made her back in Hearthglen. She hummed happily as she walked out onto the peat.

Sean watched her go, a sense of peace emanating from her when she began her song. He smiled at her back before striding out onto the peat, heading toward Solanice.




 

Chapter Four

The former noble watched Sean approach from where he was barely above the peat. He was hopeful and terrified of what Sean would ask of him. If he failed to please the man who controlled the Bog, he knew he would be sent under where the roots would torment him.

“Solanice, the gala’s over. It did give me some more questions for you. If you’re lucky, your entire head will be above the peat when we finish,” Sean said as he raised the captured man, letting the vines unwrap his jaw.

“Yes! I’ll do my best, my Lord!” Solanice said quickly.

“No,” Sean said icily. “I’m not your lord. I’m your jailor.”

“Yes! As you say, sir!” Solanice was eager to agree.

“Trisha: she stays outside the city most of the time?”

“Yes, sir. She isn’t allowed into the city often. The gala would have been one of the few times Truestrike would have allowed her to leave his outer manor.”

“What can you tell me about her servant, Michelle MacAdams?”

“She’s more Trisha’s tender than a servant, but she acts as such to the Dame. Michelle is the one who takes care of anything she would want— she’d be the one to run errands in the city. She’s average height, has curly red hair, and green eyes, but they flash blue when she becomes emotional. She wears a collar with the family crest that’s enchanted to report her location and health. If she’s abducted in any kind of plot, Truestrike would know.”

“I’m not the kidnapping type,” Sean said frostily.

“No, no! Not you, sir! It’s a precaution from years before.”

“That makes sense; I’m sure other nobles would see her as a leverage point. Now, tell me about the Greater Vampire.”

“What’s that?” Solanice asked in confusion.

Sean’s lips pursed, as Solanice was being truthful. “Someone who can sway people with his voice, drinks blood, and is cloaked in purple to stay out of the sun.”

Solanice frowned, then nodded slowly. “Luka always wore a hooded purple cloak… I don’t know about voice or blood, but he didn’t leave the outer manor during the day if he could help it.”

“Tell me about him.”

“Luka is quiet; rarely speaks unless Truestrike asks him questions. He was the head of security for the outer manor.” Solanice looked thoughtful for a second. “He did have a lot of maids… more than the rest of the manor combined, now that I think about it. I almost never visited, as Truestrike and I stayed in the city most of the time. I never considered that I never saw him clearly until right now. He always had the hood pulled up to hide his face.”

“Not great, but at least I know where the fucker is…” Sean murmured. “Not sure it’s enough for Queensblood to go out there.”

“Queensblood’s authority is for Accord,” Solanice said. “For the countryside surrounding it, it becomes ambiguous. Any Lord’s manor outside the walls cannot be searched without solid proof of wrongdoing.”

“Which explains why Truestrike has one,” Sean sighed. “Well, it’s information, regardless.”

“Did the gala go well for you? Truestrike didn’t entrap you?”

“He was focused on Queensblood, and his plots failed,” Sean smiled. “Tell me all you know about the spies on the Advisor’s staff.”

“I only know that he had an informant,” Solanice whispered. “Singular, that I do know, and it took effort for him to get even that.”

“It’s obviously not the scribes.”

“No.” Solanice shook his head. “Those two belong wholly to their Queens. Only a fool would even consider approaching one of them.”

“I’ve only seen her guards, otherwise.”

“That would be terribly difficult, but not impossible. The Advisor does have a maid staff who care for her quarters and needs. It would be more likely one of them is the spy.”

“I see… not a lot to go on, but I’ll let her know my suspicions. You can remain above the peat for now. I’ll have more questions later.”

“Yes, sir…” Solanice whispered in thanks. “How repentant does one need to be to be set free?”

Sean stared down at Solanice’s head. “It depends on how serious their offense is. You brought the Einherjar with you that killed two of my wives. Your time will not be short, but if you continue to be useful, you’ll not be pulled under again.”

Solanice swallowed in fear, staring up into the black-white flames burning in Sean’s eyes. “Yes, sir…”

Velin shuddered as Sean crouched down in front of her. If he asked her about Luka, she knew she’d be pulled under the bog— she had even less information to give than Solanice did.

“Velin, you know how this works,” Sean said, raising her up enough to let the vines uncover her mouth. “What can you tell me about Luka?”

“Nothing…” Velin whispered in fear. “Please, ask me anything else.”

“Does MacAdams come into the city with Trisha?”

“No. I was Trisha’s servant in the city, but with me dead… maybe? Truestrike would need a trusted subordinate to care for her. With Solanice and I here, he would need another. MacAdams would care for his grandson when Trisha was gone. He’d never let the child into Accord. It’s possible that he’d have one of his trusted few at the outer manor watch him for a time while Trisha and MacAdams were out.”

“Pity you can’t be of more help,” Sean said, but he didn’t stand.

“No! Wait, wait!” Velin said hurriedly. “I can still explain the whole plot of Darragh’s death.”

“Go ahead.”

“My role began when it became known that Darragh had been tasked to start the village south of Oaklake. Truestrike wanted people he controlled there. I went to Millon, the town that Darragh had used as a home after his Shame. He was collecting the people he needed to even have a chance, so I was able to open up interest in a couple and with Whelan. Darragh dismissed the couple when they objected to Silvershame.”

“Fiona,” Sean said flatly. “Never use that name again.”

“Yes, yes… of course,” Velin whimpered when the flames in Sean’s eyes had sparked. “When the couple was removed from the potential villager pool, that left me with Whelan. He was in charge of finding the hunters, so I made sure he gathered people he could control. I had offered him Troll’s Blood to make sure he understood the seriousness of my offer. He was told to make sure all of the hunters obeyed him, but not to tell them who he was beholden to.”

“Myna broke that plan.”

“Yes,” Velin said with a twist of her lips. “Darragh added her before they left. ‘A favor to her mother’ is what I was told. I still have no idea who her mother was.”

“That doesn’t matter. Continue.”

“I kept in touch when they left. Once they passed through Oaklake, I went to establish ties with Whelan again. Whelan understood that, when I asked him, he would kill Darragh and bring me the axe. I falsely told him the axe might be his when the village was killed, as Truestrike would reward those who did as told.”

“Truestrike wanted Dark Cutter. He’d never have let Whelan have it.”

“True, but Whelan was a fool who believed what he wanted. Truestrike would have had him silenced after the village was killed. Everyone who was tied to it was slated for death— no loose ends were to be allowed. I had set up a deal with the lake beasts to give them the hunters who survived. They’d never be found after they littered the bottom of Oaklake.”

“I really hate nobles,” Sean sighed. “So, Whelan did what you wanted. You brought him news the same time Fiona and I visited Oaklake?”

“I had sent him a message the day before you arrived,” she said, “hence my shock upon seeing you both. You were an unknown, which is why I attempted to pull you away. You might have been allowed to live, as Fiona would have gone back and died without you. Something about you bothered me… it felt like the plan was doomed the moment I saw you in the bath… and I was right.”

“Fate twists around me. Was it on your order that the massacre happened?”

“Truestrike’s. He sent me down there from Accord to make sure the axe was in hand. He wanted to give the village time to start being established, but wanted it gone before more went to live there. Your timing was… terrible for Truestrike.”

“He never said anything to indicate why?”

“Just that he needed the axe. Nothing else mattered. When I told him about Si… Fiona, he laughed, calling it a bonus. Truestrike was a friend of the one she killed.”

“Of course he was!” Sean hissed, the flames in his eyes burning brighter.

Velin shrank back. “That’s all I know.”

“What about Darragh and Trisha?”

“I don’t know that story… though Trisha didn’t seem to hate Darragh the way one would think, considering the Shame. Even Truestrike didn’t really act like he hated the man. He just wanted the axe, and Darragh was in the way of his having it.”

“Very well. You can stay above the peat for now, Velin. Like Solanice, your time here will not be short, and you have even more to account for. Not only did you bring the men who killed my wives, but you also brought the man who killed my mother-in-law and tormented Myna, and you helped kill off my friends in Oakwood. You will stay here for years.”

Velin swallowed, as she couldn’t refute anything he said. “Will I at least be above the peat…?”

“What’s it like down there?” Sean asked. “You all seem terrified of it.”

“The roots… poke at us when we think we’re not to blame for being here. We can breathe when down there, but it feels like we can’t. If we breathe, the peat will choke us… it doesn’t, but we can’t not think it won’t.”

“Hmm… so being above it, even sunken to your nose, is preferable?”

“Yes!”

“That’ll be the best you’ll get outside of being helpful to me.”

“I’ll do everything I can, sir! Everything I can!”

“Good.” Sean stood, staring down at her. “You deserve to feel so much more… but for now, you can know the best of the Bog.”

Sean waved to Rumia, who came his way as he walked toward the edge. “Come on, Rumia. Let’s go home.”

“Yes, sir,” Rumia said. “Did they help?”

“Some. Enough that they aren’t under the peat.”

Shears becoming a mithril ring once more, she hesitantly took his hand in hers. “Understood.”

Sean chuckled as he squeezed her hand. “Bold, Rumia, but I would’ve taken yours.”

Cheeks flaming red, Rumia smiled brightly as the pair went back to the manor.




 

Chapter Five

Soft lips woke Sean, and his arms went around the person kissing him. When they pulled back, he opened his eyes to find Fiona leaning over him. “Mmm… hello, beautiful.”

“Good morning, my love. You need to get up.”

“Breakfast?” Sean asked. She backed up so he could sit up and get his legs out of bed.

“Yes, but we received a message this morning from Vasu. The contract between the Flamehair family and the Earth Crafters guild has been signed. He was hoping you could help walk the guild through the first few lampposts today.”

“Right… Casey Roads and her people. I did say I’d do that.”

“We’ll work around you not being in the clinic today. Hallie’s going to have tea with Olivia and, hopefully, Trisha.”

“I remember that conversation. I told all of you what Velin and Solanice told me last night; maybe that’ll help her.”

“We can hope something comes of it. I’m still not sure what to make of Trisha’s outburst at the gala. I’d thought she’d been in on helping her father Shame him, but maybe she hadn’t been.”

“Perhaps we’ll find out before everything is done. I’ll be down as soon as I’m dressed.”

“We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Let the others know I’m going to go to the Tower to speak with Siobhan again on Fourday. She asked me at the gala, so I might as well do that before anything major happens.”

“Very well, but back at the clinic tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I don’t want to disrupt things too much.”

“Very well, husband.” She stepped in, giving him a quick kiss. “I heard about the necklace Rumia asked for. I’d like a bracelet with emeralds and sapphires.”

“I’ll work on them tomorrow.”

“Thank you. I wasn’t sure how you’d take my request.”

“It’s another step toward accepting them,” Sean said. “You know that, and brought it up to help me see it.”

“Exactly,” Fiona smiled.

“It’s fine. Jewelry’s a good step without it going too far.”

Fiona hesitated, then asked, “What if they ask for something like bands for their horns, or a collar?”

Sean paused— he hadn’t considered those as possibilities. “I can understand the horn bands… the collars would be the maids, wouldn’t they?”

“Yes. It’s their ideal for what a husband would give to them.”

“You’d all be okay with that?”

“We would be, but I wanted you to be able to think it over before they ask.”

Sean sat in silence for a few seconds before he shook his head. “We all know I’ll marry them. What does it matter if I give them a collar now instead of then? Let them all know that no jewelry is off the table. If they have the courage to ask for those kinds of things, I’ll make them.”

“I will.” Fiona gave him a soft smile. “You’re learning to accept things easier.”

“I have very understanding wives, who’ve been patient with me for a long time.”

“Get dressed. I’ll go tell them and ask them to wait until tomorrow to ask for their preferred pieces. This way, you can focus on helping Vasu.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“Always.” Fiona beamed as she left him in the room alone.

“Queensblood will ask for me to see him eventually, too…” Sean muttered as he stood up, stretching. “One thing at a time. Helping Vasu today is what I should focus on.”

~ * ~ * ~

“I am curious how much you’re going to let them do today,” Vasu said as his driver got them closer to their first location.

“I’ll be walking them through this one,” Sean said. “The second, I’ll have them assist. Third, they’ll do it and I’ll assist, and the last one, I’ll be there to help if they fuck up, but it’ll be them doing it all.”

“If they have everyone needed,” Helga added. “It should be a team of four, at the least, without the laborers for all the heavy lifting.”

“The laborers are mine,” Vasu said. “I have to be out for every lamp going in, anyways; sewer work must be overseen by the family. I was going to ask Sean if he had made up the locks and light runes for the emergency sewer entrances.”

“Hadn’t made a rune for the lights, but I bet I can do it on the fly,” Sean said. “I’d just need materials to manage it. You did get the okay from Amedee to use the lock rune, right?”

“Of course,” Vasu nodded. “Each lock is different, though, isn’t it?”

“That’s the way we make them. Then, the lock is hidden inside the door so no one can see the correct symbols easily. I’ll do the same with the sewer locks. Did you want them all to have the same lock, or different for every door?”

“The same, but can you set the flash to go off regardless of if the right key is used?”

“Easily. Just in case someone cracks the magic correctly?”

“Yes. We can tell the guard when we plan to use them so they know there’ll be a flash.”

“A smart way to do it.”

“I was meaning to ask,” Vasu asked slowly, “the dinner on Sixday that we were invited to… who’s coming to that?”

“No idea,” Sean chuckled. “That’d be a question for Hallie. I’d figure Lady Emeraldeyes, then some of the others I healed. Maybe a couple of undecided nobles to let them mingle with my family, friends, and known allies?”

“That is correct, My Lord,” Helga smiled. “I did not get the names, but that is what Hallie told us. Those you healed and four others Hallie believes can be swayed to our side.”

“A solid plan,” Vasu said.

“Our side…?” Sean murmured. “It all feels like a popularity contest. If we get enough of them behind us, it won’t make Truestrike stop. It just might make him desperate.”

“Which means he’ll make mistakes.”

“Mistakes we can use to push him into a place we want him to be. A space where he can be pulled down, and maybe even dueled by you,” Helga added, her hand on Sean’s knee.

“I thought being a Lord would make it easier for me to challenge him and make this end quicker.”

“With him having been a step away from High Lord, that would have been… almost impossible,” Vasu said. “As it is, you’ve nearly removed all the hard work he’s done over the years already.”

“Sean makes the world move around him,” Helga smiled approvingly.

The car slowing got Sean’s attention. The work truck with the posts and laborers was stopped near another lamppost. A cluster of people stood there waiting, and a crowd was being kept back by a few guards.

“Ahh, street theater,” Sean chuckled. “This will be entertaining. I’m surprised there’s already a crowd.”

“The Earth Crafters guild likes people to see them doing their work. It reminds the average citizen how important they are,” Vasu said.

“No nobles in their ranks?” Sean asked.

“None, but some of them have family in the Aspirant ranks in other cities.”

“I hope Casey picked the right people.” When Sean saw Casey in the group, he relaxed. “At least she wants to be part of it.”

“She was very insistent that she be here for the first day,” Vasu chuckled. “Your work before had her eager to see it again. I believe they’re all hoping to glean insights from you.”

Sean grinned as Helga got out first. “Oh, now that I can do.”

Vasu’s brow furrowed as he got out after Sean; he had a feeling that he’d just said the wrong thing.

“Lord MacDougal, Lord Flamehair, we are ready to begin,” Casey Roads said. “Let me introduce the team with me: Thom Gravelfist and Jonas Slatefoot will be doing the earthwork. Franklin Copperblood and Lindsey Metaltouch will be handling the Shaping of the metal.”

“Thom, Jonas, it’s good to see you again,” Sean grinned. “Bet you asked to be here today, didn’t you?”

“Uh… yes, Lord,” Thom said.

“Right now, I’m a worker. Call me Sean. Okay, all of you, come over to the lamppost.”

The five crafters exchanged a confused glance, but followed him. Franklin glanced at Helga in confusion. She was wearing her breastplate, but not a weapon, so he didn’t understand her station with Sean.

“What’s he going to do?” Vasu asked Helga in a whisper as they followed Sean.

“Knowing him, he will offer them a Bond to make today simple. Today is learning how to do it. It is hard to do that if you are worried about passing out,” Helga replied.

Vasu exhaled, as he knew now that what he’d said had set Sean on the path he was about to embark on. “I see…”

“It is who he is. No regard for how ‘society’ thinks things should be done,” Helga smirked, happy that Sean would always be true to himself.

“Okay, so we’re going to make today easy,” Sean said. “I, Sean MacDougal, offer Casey Roads, Thom Gravelfist, Jonas Slatefoot, Franklin Copperblood, and Lindsey Metaltouch this Bond: knowledge on the mechanics of replacing the lampposts, along with enough energy to manage it easily. The Bond will end when we finish the fourth lamppost.”

“I accept,” Casey said instantly, not about to let the opportunity pass.

“I accept,” Thom said a little slower.

“I accept,” Jonas said after another second of hesitation.

“At what cost?” Franklin asked warily.

“None,” Sean replied.

“Lord,” Lindsey asked slowly, “the Bond is without cost? Why?”

“So you can do this work for my friend.” Sean motioned at Vasu. “It’s to make sure you know how to do it and can, at least today, do them all without worrying about failure.”

“You really flew above the city the other day, putting out fires?” Lindsey asked, licking her lips nervously.

“We’re focused on this today,” Sean said, sidestepping the question.

“I accept,” Franklin said firmly, his jaw stiff as if waiting for something to happen.

Lindsey exhaled slowly, then nodded. “I accept.”

Sean grinned, letting what he thought of as the smallest trickle of energy pass to them, along with the knowledge of how to do what they were about to work on. All five of the people next to Sean staggered, and everyone but Casey grabbed their heads as the knowledge hit them a second later.

“Is something the matter?” the guard sergeant on duty asked.

“We’re fine,” Casey said tightly. “Just keep the crowds back.”

“Here’s how this will work,” Sean said. “I’ll be doing the first one alone, and you all just observe. The next one, you’ll assist me. Third, I’ll assist you, and the fourth is all yours. Got it?”

They all agreed that they did, but they called him “Lord” instead of using his name.

Sean sighed. “Yeah, guess I should’ve seen that coming. First, we remove the old post…”

~ * ~ * ~

The sun was past midday when they finished the fourth post. Sean didn’t do a single thing with the last lamp going in; the five of them had done it without any issues. He was glad they’d become less stiff during the day. They couldn’t stop from calling him “Lord,” but they were smiling and having a good time when they’d finished.

“Next time, you’ll only have your own energy,” Sean said, shaking hands with each of them. “You can do it. Just make sure to pay attention as you work.”

“Thank you, Lord,” Casey said. “We will. This will all go smoothly.”

“Excellent,” Sean smiled. “I have another smaller task to help Vasu with. Locks, not lamps,” he said when he saw eyebrows go up questioningly. “Have a good day.”

The five crafters watched him go with awe, not sure that they’d be able to do four lamps when Vasu called upon them next, but they’d do their best.

“You have some admirers,” Vasu chuckled as they got into the car.

“They’re decent people,” Sean said.

“The workers will meet us at the first door with the materials.”

“Good. Should be home in time for evening sparring,” Sean said.

“You spar every day?” Vasu asked.

“As close as we can get. Things like dinner on Sixday will stop us from doing so.”

“Goodness… then again, maybe that’s for the best. You’ll end up dueling Truestrike in time. They say his family have always killed those who duel them.”

“He will fall to Sean,” Helga snorted. “No one in the city can beat him if he uses everything he has at his disposal.”

“I wouldn’t bet against him,” Vasu laughed, then became somber. “Even if the Queens were against him, I’d back Sean.”

Sean shook his head. “I hope to never face them in that capacity.”




 

Chapter Six

“Yesterday was not what I expected,” Hallie said.

“Oh?”

“Trisha was there, and while she failed to catch my name, I’m still not sure where she stands. We couldn’t entice her into opening up about Darragh. She didn’t mention you, either.”

“Pity,” Sean sighed.

“She did talk about Forged Bonds, though,” Hallie went on, “especially with everyone there wearing hair clips. That expanded to the iceboxes, as we had chilled desserts to go with the tea. She had no idea about the wonders being produced. Olivia’s friend was more than happy to tell her all about the things she’d purchased, and even about the car she had on order.”

Hallie paused for a moment, then frowned. “When Trisha heard that you were involved, she soured on them, but it was clear she didn’t want to be left out, either. She’s been sheltered, very sheltered. She thanked our hostess for being invited— it seems she’s never really attended many teas before, because her father never let her. But he’s been distracted since before the gala. Her maid tried to intercept the invitation, but it was sent three times, and one of them made it to her.”

“Hmm… maybe she doesn’t know what her father’s doing, then?”

“I don’t think she does. She talked about how she heard him putting together a caravan for food. She believes he’ll be talking to the Advisor in the next few days to ‘help’ Accord.”

“He’d have to have already arranged it if he can bring it to her this soon.”

“I’m also sure that any trace of that was removed. Likely, he’ll claim he just paid more to expedite it.”

“Mackenzie isn’t stupid. She’ll spot it, but be unable to call him out.”

“Exactly. From the bit we heard, Trisha’s upset about Darragh’s death, but refuses to speak about it. If she’s as sheltered as she seems, it’s entirely possible that her outburst at the gala was real.”

“Can we find any way to ease my innocence into her mind?”

“I’ll work on it,” Hallie said.

“It’s time to go to the clinic, Sean,” Fiona said.

“Who’s going with me today?” Sean asked.

“Me,” Ida smiled.

“And me,” Quilla added.

“Sounds good,” Sean smiled. “See you outside.”

~ * ~ * ~

“Plain bands that sink flush into our horns would be the best,” Quilla was saying as she walked with Sean.

“No preference on the type of metal, or designs?” Sean asked.

“Both Quinna and I would leave those up to you. In fact, we’d prefer it if you decided.”

“Feels more like me marking you, then?”

“Yeah,” Quilla flushed. “Can’t help our nature.”

“Wouldn’t ask you to,” Sean said. “Okay, so horn bands for you and Quinna. I’ll make sure I get them done. I’ll have to Shape them onto you.”

“We know.”

“I’d like earrings, Sean,” Aria said. “Something in mithril that speaks to my Talent.”

“Will do, Aria.”

“An adamantine anklet,” Helga said. “A single unbroken band, showing my service to you.”

“That’s all?” Sean asked as he locked up the clinic’s gate.

“Yes, My Lord. It will be symbolic.”

“I’ll put a design on it, at least.”

“If that is your will.”

Sean rolled his eyes, earning a smirk from her. “Myna’s corrupting you.”

“She has taught me the joy of being problematic.”

“Being a brat,” Sean said. “I’ll catch up to you all.”

Everyone else headed inside as Cerberus came trotting over to Sean.

“Hey, boy. How you been, hmm?” Sean asked, giving the hound some love. “I need to stop in and see the others soon. I should also get some more cuons for the other bathhouses and businesses.”

Cerberus let out a huff as he leaned into Sean’s legs.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m focused,” Sean laughed, roughing the hound’s ears. “Just want to make sure all my friends and family are protected, too.”

Cerberus just gave a big happy doggy grin as his ears were rubbed.

~ * ~ * ~

“I’ve been considering another invention,” Sean said when he took his seat. “Before I get started on it, I need to get some of the jewelry created.”

“What is it?” Ida asked with bright eyes.

“A runed stove and oven,” Sean said. “Winston and I have worked out fire runes before. All I need to do is make sure I have a way to adjust the heat. I’ll make the whole thing out of copper and cheap stones to make sure everyone has a chance to afford one.”

“It’ll be an easy one for you?” Ida asked.

“Easier than some, but will take tinkering to make it right,” Sean grinned at her. “I’ll set up the first iteration, and then we can work on it together.”

“Wonderful!” Ida beamed.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sir, a Knight Greenthumb is here. He has requested to speak with you specifically. Said it was… delicate,” a Fairy said, landing on the table.

Sean stood up from where he was sitting on the floor with Ida, looking over his first take on the magic stove. “Vinson?”

“I don’t know, sir. He only said ‘Knight Greenthumb.’”

Getting to his feet, Sean shrugged. “Room one should work.”

“Yes, sir.” The Fairy zipped off.

“If it’s okay, I’ll keep working on this, husband,” Ida smiled.

“Perfectly fine,” Sean smiled back at her. “I’ll try to make this brief.”

Vinson Greenthumb was waiting in room one when Sean got there. The Knight looked nervous, jerking to his feet when Sean came in. “Lord! I hope I’m not intruding.”

“Call me Sean,” Sean said, motioning him to sit again. “What brings you in, Vinson?”

“Sorry…” Vinson took a deep breath. “I didn’t expect to be here today, but I heard about what you did at the gala.”

Sean took a seat on the examination table. “In what way?”

Vinson shifted, not meeting his eyes. “You healed Lords and Ladies, did you not?”

“A few. Do you need healing?”

“Vivian and I have been together for a couple of years… and we’ve failed to have a child. I was hopeful that you might be able to help in some way.”

“That depends on which of you is having trouble,” Sean said. “I can make sure both of your bodies are fit for the act, but that’s all.”

“Vivian doesn’t know I came to ask you. Can you help me? If it’s not me, then I can broach it with her.”

“Easily, Vinson. Take a deep breath; it’ll be fine.”

“Not being able to have a child has strained my standing with my family. I’m not the one to carry the family line— my elder brother will be the one to do that. However, my mother and father have been quite perturbed that Vivian and I have not yet given them a grandchild.”

“They’d care for them?” Sean asked.

“Hardly. It’s all social standing to them. If something were to ever happen to my brother and his family, my family would be the next in line to carry the Greenthumb House.”

“Of course, because why should anyone have emotions?” Sean grunted.

“Vivian and I were very happy to have met you,” Vinson said slowly. “Your wives invited Vivian to tea the other day. She’s never been included so readily by others before.”

“Did she enjoy it?”

“Yes, but she was shocked when Dame Truestrike was there. Considering how Truestrike behaved at the gala, Vivian was unsure how to act. When your wife barely spoke, she was further confused.”

“As long as she had a good time,” Sean said. “Okay, let’s give you a look.” He got off the examination table. “Get up here and we’ll check you out.”

~ * ~ * ~

Making it back to the others, Sean shook his head. “He wanted children. I got that fixed up for him.”

“I was wondering what it might have been,” Helga said.

“He’s fine now?” Aria asked.

“Yeah. Just had a low sperm count, was all. It won’t be a problem now. I bet Vivian will be shocked when she suddenly gets pregnant,” Sean chuckled.

“She was very apologetic about the slight to Myna at the gala,” Aria said. “We believed her when she asked for forgiveness.”

“It was as she said: she and Vinson had trouble with many other nobles for her not being nobility,” Ida said as she tinkered with the stove.

“She was excited that Hallie got her invited to the tea with Trisha,” Sean chuckled. “I’m glad she took back what she said.”

“Sean, I think I have a better way to control the heat,” Ida said. “Can you check this for me?”

Sean grinned as he got down on the floor with her. “Gladly.”

“Do not forget the jewelry you promised to get done today,” Helga chuckled.

“Oh, right,” Sean said. “Rumia’s and Fiona’s, at least. Will you remind me in an hour?”

“As you wish, My Lord.”

Sean rolled his eyes at her but didn’t reply, focusing on the rune that Ida had modified.

~ * ~ * ~

“Wonderful as always, ladies,” Sean said, stuffed from the dinner they’d just finished.

“Thank you, Sean,” Glorina smiled. “We spent all our time in the library reading last time we went to the manor.”

“I have a dessert that I’ll be working on for Sixday,” Lona grinned.

“And I have a new type of roll to make,” Mona added.

“We’ll all be making new dishes,” Glorina said. “We won’t disappoint you, sir.”

“You’d have to set out to disappoint me to manage that,” Sean said. “I wanted to remind everyone I’m going to the library tomorrow.”

“We know,” Fiona said. “I’ve already worked things out.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“Sean, can I keep helping with the oven?” Ida asked.

“Sure. You and Ryann can do that,” Sean grinned at her. “I know you both love crafting.”

“Oven?” Ryann asked. “Is something wrong with ours?”

“Not at all, but if Sean’s making a new one, it’ll be wonderful,” Glorina said.

“It’s a blend of my old world and fire runes,” Sean said. “Ida and I got a lot of it done. Before I tell you about the rest of my day, though,” he paused, pulling out jewelry from his bag, “I have some gifts for a few of you.”

Rumia sat up straighter, having seen a mithril chain with green gems.

“Rumia, come here, please.”

She didn’t run, but she did walk quickly down the table to him. “Yes, sir?”

Sean picked up the chain made of tiny links. The front would have a trail of gems that would dangle a couple of inches down her chest. Those links were slightly larger as they went, each holding a gemstone from halfway down to the end of it. “A necklace of green gems.”

Rumia dropped to her knee next to him so he could slip it around her neck. “It’s beautiful, sir. You used a gradient of colors to make it stand out more?”

“Light all the way to the dark emerald,” Sean smiled, doing what she hoped as he clipped it around her neck.

Rumia lifted her head, touching the necklace and putting the lowest emerald squarely between her breasts. “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome, Rumia,” Sean said softly before he picked up the next piece.

As Rumia went back to her seat, still touching the necklace, Fiona held out her left arm to him. Sean grinned as he attached the bracelet to her wrist.

“Mithril with sapphires and emeralds,” Fiona smiled.

“Just like you asked. I love that it matches your eyes,” Sean murmured, leaning over to kiss her softly.

“Me, too,” Fiona murmured as she sat back.

“Quilla, Quinna, I’ll have yours soon, but since I need to figure out what I want for the design, it’ll still be another day or two.”

“That’s fine, sir,” Quinna said with a big smile.

“We don’t mind waiting, sir,” Quilla added.

“The last for today is Helga,” Sean said.

Helga came down to the table to him, pausing to know how he wanted her to present her leg.

Sean chuckled as he patted his thigh. “Hoist your leg up here, Helga.”

She set her foot gently on his thigh. He brought the band of adamantine with mithril inlay next to her ankle, then Shaped it so it was seamless.

“It shows your wings, and names you the First of my Choosers,” Sean said as he looked up at her, his hands still on her leg.

Helga inhaled sharply when he called her the First of his Choosers, and every other Chooser in the room jerked slightly.

“For all time, My Lord,” Helga whispered, the title settling into place in her soul.

“The first of the pantheon is set,” Fiona said.

“Yes…” Helga exhaled a shuddering breath.

Sean blinked slowly when the feedback from all the empathic bonds crashed into him at once. “Ohhh… I hadn’t considered that. Wow, that’s strong…”

“Yes, it was,” Helga said when he let go of her leg. “I will be able to find any of them no matter where they go. I will be able to catch a fellow Chooser even if they are on the other side of the world. I will know if they are injured, even on another plane.”

Sean closed his eyes. “A worry lifted from my shoulders…”

“Will you make more after tomorrow, Master?” Myna asked with a small pout. “I want an earring that marks me as yours.”

Sean chuckled when he saw her pout. “I’ll make more soon, Myna. Yours will be the next in line.”

“Good.”

“Time for bed,” Fiona said. “Sean, I think a few of us would like to thank you.”

Seeing the love in the eyes of his wives, he just bowed his head. “As you wish.”




 

Chapter Seven

Helga’s booted foot tapped her ankle, touching the adamantine band. She gave Sean a grin, as he’d looked down when she did. “Is something bothering you, My Lord?” she asked with a straight face, laughing internally.

“Brat,” Sean chuckled, their empathic bond giving away her humor.

“I am just happy to be bound in many ways to the best god I will ever know.”

Sean shook his head. “I believe I’m blessed to have all my wives, so we’re even on that score.”

“Sean,” Arliat said from the driver seat of the car, “I was thinking about what I’d like, and I’d like an anklet. Can I have one of the horses on it, and have it permanently on like Helga’s?”

“Do you care about the type of metal?” Sean asked.

“No, sir. Whatever you think is best.”

“I can do that,” Sean said, already thinking over the piece she’d asked for. He also had a few others to do— almost everyone had asked for theirs at breakfast. Arliat was the next to last to request one, so Prita was going to be the last.

Arliat pulled them into the roundabout inside the Great Tree, a huge smile on her face. “We’re here, sir.”

“Thank you, Arliat,” Sean said as he waited for Helga to get out first. “I’ll send a Fairy when we’re done.”

“I’ll be back to get you once you do.”

He reached forward, touching her shoulder before getting out. Arliat’s cheeks reddened lightly, but her smile widened at his display of affection. Helga wore a small smile, having seen the display, as well.

“Are you ready, My Lord?”

“I am, Helga,” Sean said, then took her hand. “Come on.”

“To hold your guard’s hand? How forward of you,” Helga said neutrally, but was laughing internally again.

“Considering she can fight better than most people in the world, I think she deserves a bit of spoiling,” Sean smirked, feeling her emotions.

Helga’s heart soared; his acknowledging her skill was the best compliment for her. “Likely because she wishes for her Lord to know he will always be safe with her.”

“Couldn’t be safer with anyone else beside me.”

“Some of your other wives might take offense at that,” Helga said.

“No. They’ve all acknowledged your prowess. Even Ryann and Myna.”

“True, but it might still hurt them.”

“Fair point. I’ll make sure not to say it around them. You loved hearing it, though.”

“I did, but then I felt bad for them.”

“Which makes you a good wife.”

“Now that I will accept.”

No one stopped them on their way up the many levels to the library. The same receptionist was sitting behind her desk when they got to the right level.

“How may I help you, Lord MacDougal?”

Sean hesitated for a fraction of a second at being recognized before speaking. “I was hoping to speak with the High Keeper.”

“She did leave instructions for you to be brought to her when you next came to learn,” the receptionist said. Reaching back, she tugged on one of the ropes behind her desk. “It’ll be just a moment.”

“Thank you,” Sean said, unable to stop himself from doing it.

Confusion, then puzzlement, flashed across her face. “You’re welcome, Lord…”

Sean gave an awkward smile as he stood there waiting. Helga’s internal humor at his lapse made it even more awkward for him.

One of the normal Keepers came out to escort him to Siobhan’s desk. The elderly woman looked up as Sean approached, watching him and Helga with speculation in her eyes.

“Lord MacDougal. I wasn’t sure when you’d come back,” Siobhan said.

“I had a few things to take care of, but today was a good day to come speak with you, so here I am.”

“Of course. Lady MacDougal, a pleasure. Are you going to join the discussion today?”

“Unlikely, High Keeper. I am acting as his guard today.”

“Very well. Please, sit.”

Sean and Helga sat across from Siobhan. “You mentioned a few things we could discuss during the gala,” Sean said.

“I did.” Siobhan flagged another Keeper over and sent them off to get two books. “Which did you wish to hear about first?”

“Darragh’s foretelling, if that is acceptable?”

“It is,” Siobhan replied, “as soon as the tomes reach us. I made sure to have the references just in case I need them.”

It didn’t take long for the Keeper to return, bringing with them a slim scroll and a thick tome. Siobhan took the scroll first, setting it before her and unrolling it slowly. “Let’s see… Darragh was visited by an unknown crone the year after he was given Dark Cutter.”

Sean listened intently, sure he would hear something to help.

“The crone spoke to him while he was in Westpoint. He’d fought in the arena the day before, and was looking for a place to enjoy himself. The old woman, wearing a ratty brown cloak, accosted him on the street. Darragh was asked about the exchange later, and these are his words on the matter:

The crazed old woman stopped me, calling me by name. Thinking she was just another admirer of my prowess, I paused to accept her praises. She didn’t speak of my fighting, but instead crazy words.

‘Darragh, son of Clenaut, the one who bears the last of the Green will seek you out. Tragedy will see everything you know end, but he will endure. His legacy will rise through blood and flame, and he will bear your last will. The Queens will know him— they will not abide him, for he is the one they fear. Your hand will go with him, and he will use it to remove rot from the whole. Do not turn away the one blessed by them.”

I called her crazed and walked away from her, but she screamed at my back, screeching that my fate was sealed, that my path was dark. As far as I know, the guards never found her when I reported her.’”

“That’s all of it?” Sean asked when Siobhan rolled the scroll up.

“He thought it worth reporting. Eventually, it found its way to one of the scribes. The Queens thought it important enough to have it recorded here,” Siobhan said. “That is the entirety of the scroll.”

Sitting back, Sean thought about what he’d just heard. He was the one who bore the last of the Tuatha, which tracked with the text. Tragedy did see Oakwood destroyed, and Sean had endured. All the strife he’d seen since had fire and blood involved. Darragh had given him his legacy in knowledge, and Dark Cutter, too. The Queens not abiding him would have made him shiver if he wasn’t making sure to be as impassive as possible. Darragh was called Axehand, so his hand was likely to be Dark Cutter. With Dark Cutter, he was removing nobility that were clearly rotten.

“You knew Darragh…” Siobhan said slowly. “Word from the trial by combat in Hearthglen said you did, that you were there at the end of the village. Is that true?”

“You ask questions that you know the answers to, Siobhan,” Sean said softly. “Why?”

“Because I was not there, so the answers I have are not confirmed for me.”

“I knew Darragh. He helped me find my way. Whelan Spearbearer killed him and the rest, aided by the other hunters.”

“You survived, as did Fiona Silvershame and Myna Mooncaller, both now Lady MacDougal.”

Sean’s eye twitched at Fiona’s old name.

“I was curious about Fiona MacDougal,” Siobhan went on. “She doesn’t have mithril on her left side anymore.”

“She doesn’t,” Sean said stiffly.

“Curious. The Queens aren’t known for reducing a Shame. Who else could manage it, though?”

“Who, indeed,” Sean said blankly.

“The other thing we were going to discuss,” Siobhan went on as if she hadn’t just flatly called him out for Fiona no longer being mithril, “was the Harbinger.” She set the scroll aside and pulled the thick tome to her. “A lot has been said about him.”

“Him? It’s known they would be male?” Sean asked.

“Oh, yes,” Siobhan smiled as she opened the book. “The first known existence of the name is from just after the Agreement with the Tuatha. When the Queens returned from the Agreement, their seer collapsed. Here, let me read the history to you:

Seer Winsletilia Futuresight collapsed in front of the Queens when they returned from the conflict with the Tuatha. Her words are recorded here, uttered as she died:

‘Death and Ruin come. The Harbinger of Change, the soul that twists all near, will stride this world. Old Agreements will be severed with his word. The hand of the dead shall strike down injustices done to its former owner. Society will be tilted as the Harbinger ignores what was for what should be. To stand against him is to invite death into the House. The sharpest eyes will be blinded, and truest strikes will fail to kill him. Daughters cast out will find their own path forward, and those who toil beneath all will gain respect from the highest places.

Green backs him, but white defines his soul. His wings will catch all who fall near him, either for home or the dark soil under the dead tree. Change will not be stopped, but fate twists with his every step. Stop not the axe of sorrow from finding its path, for the Harbinger will use it to point the way to what was lost. But do not cross him, or even the seasons may fall.’”

Sean tried to be impassive, but he knew he was breathing faster, as that passage of text had touched his soul. Siobhan stared into Sean’s eyes, not accusingly, but questioningly.

“What do you think of her words, MacDougal?”

“That the Queens are likely to be very unhappy with the Harbinger.”

“They might, but that will fully depend on him, won’t it? There is a sentence in there about the Harbinger using the axe of sorrow to find a path. Dark Cutter was once called the Axe of Sorrow for the tears that Winter cried upon hearing of the Huntsman’s death.”

“I think that would be a very tall order for anyone, even the Harbinger.”

“Considering what else is said about who the Huntsman would be, yes, it would,” Siobhan agreed. “There was a small sect of people decades past who suggested that the Huntsman being of pure Human stock to be wrong. There are very few left who do not have any other heritage in their ancestry.”

“Hmm…” Sean waited, feeling like she was going somewhere.

“It would take a High Lord or High Lady, or even the Queens themselves, to bring more pure Humans to the world… or even one of the few beings outside the Agreements who can shift people across realities.”

“Like a Kitsune?” Sean asked.

“Yes. Those troublesome ones have brought Outsiders here before.”

“I wouldn’t count on the Harbinger being able to point them toward the Huntsman.”

“Pity. It would temper their actions toward him.”

“What else does that tome say?” Sean asked.

“Oh, most of this is just different scholars trying to understand the foretelling. There is only one other section of note,” Siobhan smiled. She flipped through the pages to the one she wanted, right near the back of the book. “The last foreteller the Queens had suffered an attack that killed her. Coincidentally, it happened at the same time that Darragh was visited by a crazed woman in Westpoint. Advisor Earthfoot was with her when she died.”

Sean’s lips pursed at that line. “The foreteller was here?”

“The last of the Futuresight House, Ophelia Futuresight, was the daughter of Winsletilia. She never found a man she wanted, but she thought she had time, as she was just under the Queens in power. She was having tea with Advisor Earthfoot when she gasped out her last words and collapsed. She was dead before Queenshealer could arrive to help.”

“What did she say?” Sean asked slowly.

“That Dark Cutter would fall to the one who would lead them to the Huntsman. Let me read it to you,” Siobhan said.

“Ophelia Futuresight’s last words are recorded here:

‘The axe of sorrow will open the path to the next Huntsman. Lost in the wilds, it will be borne by one who wishes to not be seen. Fate will twist until the one who bears it must choose what fate decrees. The way shall lead past thunderous madness, but if the way is chosen by the fated, then the Huntsman can be brought forth.’”

“I see…” Sean said slowly. “Everyone knows this?”

“No, very few know of it. Earthfoot had it recorded and stored the day it happened. She sent word to the Queens, but they only replied that fate was in motion.”

“Truestrike knew…” Sean said softly.

“Lord Truestrike asked for the records a year after they were recorded. It is not forbidden for others to know, so he was allowed.” Seeing Sean thinking, Siobhan went on, “It was a few years later that Truestrike approached Darragh to act as a family guard.”

Sean exhaled slowly as some of the pieces fell into place. “Do you know how or when Darragh took Misa, a Lesser Naga, as a companion?”

“I do not. I know that he had her as a Bond when he agreed to Truestrike’s offer.”

Sean’s lips compressed again as he sat there, thinking.

“I could seek out that knowledge, if you’d like?” Siobhan offered. “Why are you interested?”

Sean exhaled slowly. “He fathered Truestrike’s grandson, but he loved Misa. I always wondered how that happened.”

“You’d have to ask Dame Truestrike.”

Sean snorted. “Yeah. I’m sure she’d talk with me.”

“Hmm… a fair point. Her shove during the gala broke decorum. I believe she is going to be called before the Advisor soon for that breach.”

Sean’s eyes narrowed slightly. “She is?”

“Oh, yes. Physical violence during a gala is an insult to the Queens, after all. While she wasn’t chastised during the party, as it was nearly over, she will be called to task for it.”

Sean’s mind whirled at that information. Maybe I can get Mackenzie to invite me to that talk? That way, I can try to get Trisha to see the truth in a place her father can’t stop me, Sean thought as he sat there.

“Was there anything else, Lord MacDougal?”

“Uh… no,” Sean said slowly, yanking himself back to the present. “I thank you for your wisdom, Siobhan.”

“I would love to hear more of your history, MacDougal. I feel it needs to be recorded.”

Sean felt something balance in what she’d said, as if fate waited to twist one way or another. “Would those words be kept… secret until my death?”

Siobhan grimaced at his question. “I cannot keep anything from the Queens or the Advisor. All knowledge collected here is theirs to know.”

Sean saw the way forward to keep Siobhan placated. “Would you be willing to come to my home to talk and record there, then leave the book there until I allow it to leave?”

There was a hunger for knowledge in Siobhan’s eyes. “I would agree to that if you would answer my questions truthfully during those moments.”

“Only if I can choose to not answer questions if I feel they are too dangerous for me.”

“What would the Agreement be balanced by?” Siobhan asked slowly.

“Speaking of what is said before I agree for the book to leave is death. You know why I would balance it like that.”

“If you break the Agreement, I will be allowed to take the book,” Siobhan countered.

“Agreed,” Sean said.

“Agreed,” Siobhan whispered.

Sean felt the Agreement settle on him, and he stood up. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready for us to speak.”

Siobhan stood slowly. “I look forward to it. May the road rise up to meet you.”

“May the sun shine warm upon your face,” Sean replied.

Siobhan’s eyes gleamed. “For both of us.”




 

Chapter Eight

Sean was quiet as they descended to the roundabout. His mind whirled with all the things he’d heard and the possibilities open to him. Helga watched him silently, understanding that he was deep in thought.

Should I ask about getting in on the meeting with Trisha? Would Mackenzie allow it, or would she dismiss it out of hand? It’d be the blunt-hammer approach, making her listen and talk to me. With how much Truestrike protects his daughter, when else would I get the chance? I should ask Hallie about it first. She’d know better about how many lines it might cross, Sean thought.

Helga took his hand when his uncertainty rose. Glancing down, Sean gave her a smile, which she returned to him. He set the Trisha issue aside for the time being, leaving him with the other major problem.

The fact that the Queens will expect me to bring them the Huntsman is disconcerting… How the hell am I supposed to do that? I’m not going to just mug some Irishman and drag him in front of the Queens. To even manage that, I’d have to work on the idea of spatial transport. I’d need to be able to rip open a gate between planes…

Helga’s hand squeezed his as they reached the roundabout. “Sean, it is time to go home.”

Pulling himself out of his thoughts, Sean exhaled. “Right… there’s a lot to tell them.”

“There will be sparring before bathing and dinner.”

“I need to focus on the here and now. I can work on the rest later.”

“How do you think Ida and Ryann did with your latest creation?”

“The stovetop? I’d be surprised if Ida hasn’t finished it. It was mostly tinkering to make things better; the base idea was from previous projects.”

“I overheard part of what you were saying about it the other day, but not all of it. Can you explain it to me?”

Arliat rolled up in the car as Helga finished asking, so Sean got in before replying, “Sure. It’s basically an oven with a stove on top, but instead of using wood to heat it, it’ll all be done by runes. The trick is making it better than a wood stove.”

Arliat stayed quiet as they got in. She listened as she drove them home, as Sean was in crafting mode.

“How are you doing that?” Helga prompted him.

“By making it easy to control the temperature,” Sean shrugged. “She’d have been testing with the thermometer I made the other day. It would help to dial the control knobs so they can correctly set the temperatures.”

Helga frowned. “Why is that important?”

“Some foods do better when cooked longer and at a lower temperature while others need it to be hotter. If you thought the cooks could make delicious meals before, just wait— this’ll really let them perfect things.”

“And it is just copper and quartz?”

“There’s a tiny piece of ruby in the runes to make sure they keep longer, but it should be cheap enough for everyone to eventually afford it, like the kettles, showers, and the rest.”

“Because you care about everyone,” Arliat interjected.

“I hate it that only the nobles have all the comforts,” Sean shrugged.

“Ignoring what is for what should be…” Helga murmured.

“All of that basically called me out,” Sean grunted, the conversation suddenly shoved back to his earlier thoughts. “Stupid foretelling… how is that even possible if I twist fate?”

“I can tell you what the Norns have said about fate,” Helga said softly.

“Go ahead,” Sean said cautiously.

“That some events transcend all others, that they are fated for all time, but that the one who carries that fate can change.”

“So if not me, then someone else would eventually do this?”

“Or might have done it before you, but did not, leaving it to you.”

“I always thought the stories about fate deciding things were kind of screwy, but that perspective gives some leeway to credibility,” Sean sighed.

“It is clear from what has happened that you are the Harbinger, My Lord. The rest of that might mean you do it tomorrow or a thousand years from now. It is not like you are going to die that soon.”

Exhaling slowly, Sean considered that idea— just because he knew didn’t mean it had to happen soon. The Queens would know him for who and what he was when the time came, but even if they met, they might understand that he needed time. He couldn’t count on that, but it gave him some hope that he could take his time and not rush things.

“Thank you, Helga. That helped more than I thought it would.”

“You are calmer now,” Helga smiled. “Good.”

“I just felt everything piling up on me, but that gives me hope that I have time to be careful.”

“Careful would be good, My Lord,” Helga said. “All of us would be upset if you hurt yourself.”

“I’m not going to be rash… not now, anyway,” Sean coughed.

“Will you be telling everyone at dinner?” Arliat asked, her eyes focused on the road.

“Yes, but there’s sparring and bathing, first.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“You always do. All of you make me proud.”

Arliat beamed as she took the next corner to take them home.

~ * ~ * ~

Dinner was done, and Sean had finished explaining what he’d been told at the library. “It all leaves me in a bit of a quandary about what to try doing.”

“What can you do?” Ryann asked. “How are you supposed to find the Huntsman?”

“The obvious answer would be going back to Earth to pull an Irishman over for them,” Sean said.

“How?” Aria asked.

Sean took a deep breath. “By doing things I’ve been afraid of trying. The bags I made are the first step in a way it might be possible.”

“Folding space?” Ida asked, having talked over the idea of the bags before.

“Yes, but instead of being contained in an item, it’d be between two points.”

Fiona’s eyes widened. “Sean, is this what you said would turn you inside out?”

“It’s a possibility. Not a big one, but possible. That’s why I haven’t touched the idea since I made the bags.”

“So you’d fold reality so you could move between here and somewhere else?” Hallie asked to clarify.

“Like the Bifrost?” Helga asked.

That got everyone except Sean to look her way in confusion.

“Not like the Bifrost,” Sean said before giving them a quick idea of what Helga meant.

“Then how?” Andrea asked.

“Probably glyphs that help me tie the destination firmly into being. Everywhere has a set location, but it’d be a matter of knowing how to visualize that so I could open a ‘door’ from here to there.”

“Would it go both ways?” Myna asked.

“I’m not sure, but possibly? If not, I’d need to repeat the process on the other end.”

“How would you end up inside out?” Felora asked.

“It was just an example of things that could go wrong when twisting space,” Sean explained. “The most likely outcomes would be: nothing happens; it works correctly; the spell rips a void into existence and everything dies; or it works, but when someone passes through, it closes and bisects them.”

Everyone was quiet for a second before Prita spoke softly, “I don’t believe either of the last two would happen, sir.”

“Me, neither,” Rumia nodded.

Soon, all the staff were agreeing with Rumia, and Sean felt a pulse of energy flood into him. When his wives began to agree, the energy crested higher, and Sean had to let out a shuddering breath.

“That’s a lot of belief in me…” Sean said when they stopped. “I’ll probably start working on it over the next few tendays. I’ll ask Amedee to get her old private dining room at the Oaken Glen closed off and emptied out for me. I’ll make that my first test for my destination.”

“You mean to open gates between the planes,” Felora said. “If you do… Mother would want to know. If you can let her and a few of my sisters off this world, they would praise you for eons.”

“I’d aim for Home to test that, to begin with at least,” Sean said. “I’m not sure that’s what any of them would want as their destination.”

“No. They’d want to be able to visit other worlds,” Felora said, “but if you do it once, you could do it again.”

“But… the Queens control who comes here,” Ryann said slowly.

“If that were true, then how did Sean get here?” Aria said.

“Outsiders can get here in different ways,” Fiona said.

“Nobles or other beings of power,” Hallie nodded.

“Or deals with nobles,” Helga added tightly. “Sean, if you leave this world… Thor will find you. He hates you.”

“One problem at a time,” Sean said softly. “If I go back to Earth, there’s no doubt that Thor would want to try killing me again.”

“I’d gut him!” Myna hissed.

“Sean isn’t who he was back then,” Fiona said softly. “You’d be able to meet him strength for strength, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe,” Sean said slowly. “I’d want to find a way to make myself immune to lightning, first. He wouldn’t be able to crush my chest like he did before, but I don’t want to fry either.”

“I would love to see his face,” Helga whispered, her eyes blazing with black-white flames. “Our Lord will show him his mistakes.”

“Easy…” Sean said softly. “I have a long way to go before we get there, but I’ll work on lightning immunity before I open portals across planes.”

“Wouldn’t the Angelic God be upset with you, too?” Felora asked.

“Maybe, but maybe not? Depends on if Lucifer is making himself a pain. It’s kind of like Loki and Thor— if Loki moves, Thor won’t have time to hunt me.” He held up a hand to stop the conversation from going on. “I have a question for Hallie. Would it be too forward to ask Mackenzie to invite me to her talk with Trisha as the aggrieved party?”

Hallie looked pensive for a moment. “It is very brash and maybe a bit rude, as I doubt it’s known that she will be having that talk. She did acknowledge you during the gala and might still feel a bit of debt because of her leg. It’s a risk, but not as great as it could be. But why?”

“To force a conversation about the truth of Darragh’s death,” Sean said. “There’s a truthteller in the city, isn’t there?”

Fiona inhaled slowly. “Sean… that could go poorly if you’re asked about your past.”

“I just need to make sure it’s directed only to Darragh’s death,” Sean said. “I understand that, but should I force this? If I can get her to see the truth, we’d possibly have her side with us.”

Hallie bit her lip as she stared into space. “The gamble is large, but pulling Trisha away from her father… it would be a major blow to his standing. Or lesser, but could possibly give us more information if we ask her to work with us instead of denouncing him.”

“Worth it, then? Ladies?” Sean asked, looking from wife to wife.

“Yes,” Myna said first. “The truth should be known.”

“Yes,” Felora nodded.

One by one, his wives agreed, except for Fiona and Hallie. They were both thinking while the others agreed.

“Sean, I trust in you with my entire being,” Fiona said softly. “I’m with you.”

“The risk… no noble would do this. It’s a hammer when a small blade is typically used,” Hallie snorted, a smile coming to her as she met Sean’s eyes. “But that’s who you are, husband. It’s worth the risk to ask, and then to press… there’s a chance I will not be allowed to go with you, that it’ll be you alone.”

Sean sat back before looking at Ven. “Please, go yourself, Ven. I want no misunderstandings.”

Ven got to their feet. “I will be back.” In a silver blur, Ven was gone.

The wait felt like ages before Ven landed in front of Sean. “Sean, she said she would consider it and let you know later.”

“Was she upset?” Hallie asked.

“No, but she was pensive. I think she was weighing how it would look if she agreed.”

Sean exhaled the tension he’d felt. “Then we wait. Ida, how did the stove go?”

“Oh, I think it’s done. You’ll need to check it tomorrow,” Ida grinned.

“Okay. I’d like you to come with me tomorrow,” Sean said. “I know that changes the rotation of the clinic, but if no one objects, I’d like to let you finish it with me.”

“That’s fine, dear,” Fiona smiled. “Cali, it’s your turn tomorrow.”

“Yes, mistress,” Cali replied, her wolf tail wagging.

“I’ll be working on more jewelry tomorrow, too. I hope to get them all finished, as long as nothing stops me from doing so.”

Smiles came from around the table, as those who were still waiting for their pieces hoped he’d be able to finish them.




 

Chapter Nine

“It all works the way we want,” Sean said as he finished checking the stovetop oven. “I want to clean it up, use some bronze to highlight things, and stamp the Forged Bonds logo on it. You did great work, Ida.”

“Thank you, husband,” Ida grinned. “Is this the prototype?”

“Yes. We’ll make one at home with better materials so it’ll last longer.”

“The cooks will love that,” Cali chuckled.

“I’ll probably put it together during midday sparring,” Sean said. Grabbing some bronze from his bag, he started putting the logo on the stove.

“It was fun,” Ida sighed happily as she took a seat. “Do you think it’ll be as big a seller as the other items, Sean?”

“In a year or two, it’ll be a must-have for everyone, once people learn how much easier it is to cook with it.”

“It’s a lot smaller than the one the cooks use,” Aria said.

“When I cooked with them before the gala, it struck me that I would have a hard time baking without this style of appliance.”

“Mona and Lona will both be very happy. Maybe happier than Glorina,” Ida said, “since they both use the oven so much.”

“Bread and desserts,” Aria nodded.

“But Glorina will still love it, too,” Helga added.

“With that done,” Sean said, getting off the floor to sit in a chair, “I get to work on jewelry again. I’ll do the ones for you first, since you’re here with me.”

Cali quivered in place, her tail speeding up. “If that’s what you want, sir.” Everyone grinned at her, as she couldn’t hide her feelings with her tail. That got Cali to blush, but she didn’t try to downplay her excitement.

“I need earrings for Aria with a bird motif,” Sean said, “a bracelet for Ida that reflects her smithing, and a collar for Cali.”

All three of them smiled as they worked on other things for Forged Bonds. Sean pulled mithril and gold out of his bag to start on the earrings. He wanted silver falcons in flight with gold edging and eyes. When he finished, he Flesh Shaped Aria’s ears so she could wear her new earrings at the top.

“Thank you, Sean,” Aria grinned, kissing him softly, then touching an earring gently. “I like that they fly above the rest of them.”

“They’re Shaped into place, so you’ll have to use the Talent to pull them out when you want. I didn’t want them accidentally falling out.”

“I’ll only take them out to bathe, and then I’ll be putting them back in.”

“Probably for the best,” Sean said. “Now, adamantine for Ida.”

Ida smiled as she paused working on a kettle to watch Sean craft. Seeing the metal known to be the hardest to work with bend like nothing in Sean’s hand had her heart beat faster. He was a master of his craft, and always wanted to create new things. She’d never have thought all of someone’s dreams could be realized until Sean made all of hers come true.

It took a while, but eventually, Sean turned to face Ida. He hesitated, as she was already waiting for him. “Ah… I’m done.”

“I know. I watched the entire time.”

When she extended her left wrist, Sean Shaped the bracelet on. “I used mithril and ruby dust to create the images.”

Ida brought the bracelet up to eye level to see it better. It had a silver outline of her hammering a sword on an anvil. A bed of coals was to the side, the rubies sparkling as if the fire was hot. “It’s beautiful, husband…”

“Like you,” Sean murmured, leaning in to kiss her. “I’m glad you like it.”

“We all cherish them,” Helga said. “Just as we loved the armor and weapons, and the upgrades where you melded adamantine into them.”

“Because these are purely decoration, not just to keep us safe,” Aria added, “it makes them extra special.”

“Which makes all of us happy,” Ida murmured, kissing him again.

Sitting back with a bemused grin, Sean pulled out silk, velvet, mithril, and gold from his bag. “I wouldn’t have thought of doing it without Fiona asking. I’m glad she did.”

“So are we,” Aria smiled.

“All of us are…” Cali whispered. “We wanted to ask, but didn’t want to push.”

“Which would explain why it was Fiona,” Sean nodded. He looked up from his supplies to Cali. “Your turn. Would you like silk or velvet?”

“Velvet, please, sir.”

Sean nodded as he picked up the material she wanted. “Come kneel for a second so I can make sure I make it fit correctly.”

Cali was out of her chair in a second. She kneeled in front of him, facing away. “As you need, sir.”

The others giggled, making her turn red, but Sean just took the band of velvet in hand. He gently eased it around her neck and snugged it down until Cali told him where it was snug, but not tight for her.

“Okay. All done for now,” Sean said, pulling it away from her. “Take a seat.”

“Yes, sir,” Cali murmured, her face burning.

Sean focused on his work— this way, Cali could compose herself easier. With the mithril, he created thread to outline a forest around the entire thing. When he’d finished that, he picked up the gold to make golden wolves moving through the trees. He heard the others coming and going to heal people, but he stayed focused on his work. Finally done, he looked up to see Cali watching him with bright eyes.

“Come here, Cali,” Sean said softly. “I have it ready for you.”

She again knelt in front of him swiftly, her tail wagging fast between his legs. With head held high, she pulled her hair aside to allow him access to her neck, holding her breath while she waited.

Sean swallowed as he slid the velvet collar around her neck; he knew this was another step closer for her to being his wife. It claimed her in a way her Moonbound heritage craved. That didn’t stop him from securing it with a Shaped mithril clasp at the rear. “You’ll have to Shape it off at the clasp. How does it feel?”

“Perfect…” Cali shivered. “So perfect…”

Sean stroked her head gently. “All of you deserve them, Cali.”

Cali let out a soft whine as she shook in place. “Sir… please… stop… too much.”

Sean jerked his hand back. “Sorry! Did I hurt you?”

Helga snorted. “No, Sean. She is fighting the urge to spin on you. It is almost midday— go spar. I will stay here today.”

Sean’s face heated when he understood what Helga meant. “Ah! Uh… right. I’ll be back.” He picked up the stove, pushing it into his bag before quickly leaving the room.

Cali crumpled to the floor. “Thank you… mistress.”

Helga knelt beside her. Aria and Ida were healing others, so it was just the two of them. “You did well to fight your instincts. Is the collar going to cause you problems?”

“No! Never. It was just… him claiming me, then petting me. It was too much all at once. We all hold back… we know we have to wait, but…”

“I understand,” Helga said, gathering the maid into her arms. “Breathe slow and deep. Let go of the urges, but know in time, you will have your dreams.”

Cali hugged Helga, who had dismissed her armor for the moment. Seconds ticked by as she held one of her mistresses, letting go of the powerful urges she’d had, to cling tighter to her dreams.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean shook his head as he left the clinic. Helga will handle it, he told himself, locking up the back gate before going to the newly-expanded Forged Bonds. The collar pushes their self-control, so no other affection right after the collar. I can do that.

Sean opened the back gate to the shop, closing it behind him. He had to pause, as Scorp was right there. His tail was wagging happily, and while he was unable to see Sean, he could easily smell him.

Sean dropped Camo. “Hey, buddy. Sorry I don’t make it over more often.”

Scorp chuffed, bumping into him.

“Glad you’re not mad at me,” Sean said, patting Scorp’s side. “Ven, can you ask which side I should take this to?” He motioned to the two buildings connected to the yard.

“Message sent,” Ven said, fluttering down to land on his shoulder. “You mentioned wanting to get more cuons for the bathhouses. Maybe remind Amedee when you talk to her?”

“A good Fairy thinks of everything,” Sean snickered.

Ven let out a long-suffering sigh. “I’m not a wife, Sean.”

“I know, but I still find it funny,” Sean laughed.

A chorus of laughter from the other Messenger Fairies nearby joined him, and Ven shot off Sean’s shoulder to go scold them.

Sean continued to pet Scorp until another Fairy came zipping up. “The building to your left, sir. Amedee will be down to see it.”

“Thank you,” Sean replied. He gave Scorp another vigorous belly rub for a bit. “Have a good day, boy.”

Scorp barked happily, then trotted away.

Amedee and Giralt were waiting when he came into the shop. “We were told you had something to share. Is it another new wonder, Sean?” she asked with a smile. “I thought you weren’t going to keep making things.”

“As if he can stop,” Giralt laughed.

“Sometimes, you just get an idea,” Sean shrugged, but grinned at his friends. “Your family left?”

“Mother is leaving tomorrow. My uncle left the day after our meeting,” Amedee said. “She’s been happy with my choices. When I showed her everything that I’ve been doing, she praised me. You made it simple for them to accept what was. Thank you, Sean.”

“Helping friends is just normal. No thanks needed for that.”

“Settling long feuds and crafting wonders… ‘nothing unnatural here,’ he says,” Giralt chuckled.

“It’s just who he is,” Amedee laughed. “Now, what is this new invention, and what does it do?”

“It’s a stovetop and oven combined to run off runes,” Sean said, glad to change the conversation.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean stepped back from the mithril oven he’d just finished. “Does all that make sense?”

“It does, sir,” Glorina said. “The recipes from your plane will be far easier to copy with this. It might take us a bit to adapt our older recipes, but we’ll manage it quickly.”

“I can’t wait to bake some bread,” Mona said.

“Or a pie,” Lona added.

“All three of you are doing great with sparring, too,” Sean said, thinking back to the dedication he saw earlier that afternoon. “I’ll be working on ear cuffs for you soon. I owe Quinna and Quilla their horn bands, first.”

“We understand, sir,” Glorina smiled. “The three of us don’t mind going last for them.”

“Not at all,” Mona nodded.

“The maids getting theirs first is fine,” Lona giggled, her eyes darting to Glorina.

Glorina’s cheeks pinked slightly.

“Oh? Does someone have a deal with their significant other?” Sean grinned.

“She might have mentioned how appreciative she would be…” Glorina whispered, her face going crimson.

“And we don’t mind going after the others,” Lona said. “We’d love to have them before the big dinner, though.”

“I plan on getting them all done before the party,” Sean assured her. “I need to get back, or I’ll basically not have been there today.”

“Have a good day, sir,” the trio chorused.

Sean was shaking his head, smiling as he left them to test out the oven.




 

Chapter Ten

Sean was happy with the jewelry he was able to finish before the clinic closed. He’d still need to work on a few more tomorrow, but he managed more than he’d thought he’d be able to. Part of that was the others taking over healing for the day so he could focus. Cali came back from healing once, beaming brightly; it turned out her patient had complimented her collar.

“They’ll all be thrilled,” Aria smiled as they got ready to leave.

“Ecstatic,” Cali smiled, her hand touching her collar.

“That will only leave you with Prita and the cooks,” Helga said. “Has Prita told you what she wanted?”

“She did this afternoon,” Sean nodded. “She wants earrings.”

“I’m glad she accepts her ears,” Ida said. “It was sad when she had trouble with them.”

“Felora helped all of us with body image issues,” Cali said.

Ven came fluttering down to Sean. “Before you go, Sean, Queensblood sent you a message.”

Sean sat back down. “Let them in.”

A moment later, Ven returned with a Fairy in a silk tunic. That made Sean’s eyebrows go up, as he hadn’t expected that from the Commander.

“Lord MacDougal, I come from Commander Queensblood,” the Messenger Fairy said proudly. Their eyes darted to Ven, a hint of jealousy in them before they looked back at Sean. “He requests you to come to his manor on Sevenday for dinner.”

“Ask if he’d be okay with Toivo Mageheart and my wife, Helga MacDougal, coming with me,” Sean told the Fairy. “I know he wanted to spar, and both of them would love the chance to do so, as well.”

The Fairy floated into the air. “I will return shortly.”

“Sean, we will go home and get sparring started,” Helga said. “You will come back in Camo, right?”

“Yeah. No worries.”

The women left him sitting in the room.

A minute later, Mizuki poked her head in. “Sean? You’re still here?”

“I’m waiting for a Fairy to come back,” Sean shrugged.

“Ah. The one from the Commander?”

“Yes. How have you been, Mom?”

“Very good,” Mizuki smiled. “Gwen and I are doing well. I was going to ask you to make her armor.”

“She’s family,” Sean said, then snorted. “Twice over, if you two stay together.”

Mizuki laughed. “I didn’t expect that joke from you.”

“It’s still weird, but seeing you happy is good. Myna’s ecstatic for you.”

“Thank you… Son.”

“I’ll work on armor for her tomorrow. Does she have a preferred weapon?”

“She’s quite skilled with a whip. I’ve seen some that have metal shards in them to turn them into a real weapon.”

“Felora has one; I can make her one like that. I’ll imbue the whip with Mage Sight and her armor with Camo. This way, she can match you.”

Mizuki shook her head slightly. “You speak of things that nobles would fight over as if they’re trivialities… I accept them for her.”

“Family’s precious,” Sean said, patting her knee.

“It is…” Mizuki said softly.

“The Fairy is back,” Ven said, coming over to them.

“Show them in,” Sean said.

The same Fairy came flying into the room. “Commander Queensblood accepts your request. Dinner is an hour after business closes for the day.”

“We’ll be there,” Sean said. “Ven, please let Toivo know.”

“It is done,” Ven said. They hadn’t moved, but another silver blur flashed away.

The Fairy for Queensblood glanced up with pursed lips. “Is there anything else you’d wish for me to convey, Lord MacDougal?”

“Just my thanks.”

The Fairy bowed, then zipped away.

“Is he an ally?” Mizuki asked.

“I hope so. I’ll find out more on Sevenday.”

“I’ll hope it is so,” Mizuki said, getting to her feet. “Good night, Sean.”

“Night, Mom.”

Sean stopped to pet Cerberus before he left the clinic behind. As he walked back to the manor, hidden from casual sight, he had a question for Ven. “Ven, did the Fairy say anything?”

“Besides asking about our armor? Not much. They were very proud of their status, being in the clan tied to Queensblood’s family. From what I could glean, they’re treated as well as the Tower Fairies are.”

“Which would explain the silk,” Sean nodded. “Okay. Obviously, Queensblood feels the need to be the equal to the Advisor. No wonder there’s been friction between them.”

“Which you might be fixing,” Ven said.

“Maybe.”

~ * ~ * ~

The staff had clearly improved during their sparring. Myna was antsy watching it all— she wanted to fight, too, but wouldn’t endanger her child. Helga had Sean spar against multiple opponents using just skill and lowering his physical capabilities; he won every fight when it was three or fewer, but he had to work for it.

“I think you are the equal of any guard in the city not using a Talent,” Helga said, addressing the staff. “Be proud. You could fight an Einherjar as an equal.”

The staff all stood proudly at her praise. Their eyes darted to Sean to make sure he saw them.

“With sparring done,” Sean said, “I was able to finish some projects.”

Everyone who hadn’t gotten jewelry yet watched him with hopeful eyes.

“Myna, please come here,” Sean said as he dug into his bag. She was at his side in seconds. “You wanted an earring to show you belonged to me. I have these for you.” He held up four mithril studs, each set of two had a chain between them. “A set for each ear. If you look at the chain carefully, it says ‘you are mine.’” He showed her the tiny writing etched into each link of the chain.

Myna purred, grabbing him for a passionate kiss. The others laughed and cheered. When the kiss broke, Sean was able to get them on for her. Shaping the holes for the posts and the backs, so each chain rested against the back of her ears. He let her know what he was doing so she could remove them for bathing as needed.

“Next, Andie,” Sean said, waiting for her to reach him. “One half of a pair of matched rings. You only said a ring, but I thought a matched set— with the other going to Chastity— was for the best.”

Andrea grabbed him much like Myna had to show her thanks. The band was mithril with a ruby heart inset into it. Inscribed on the inside of the ring was a simple saying, declaring the heart of the wearer belonging first to the other wearing its match, then to Sean. She was holding her hand to her chest when she backed away.

“Ry,” Sean said, pulling a necklace out. When she got to him, he held it up for her to see. It was a necklace with mithril links, but the pendant, which would dangle to her breasts, was an adamantine shield with the family crest on it. “No matter what, you will always be my shield. You still shield my heart, dear.”

Ryann hiccupped as tears spilled from her eyes. She didn’t kiss him, but pressed her face into his neck, whispering her thanks. He stroked her hair, sniffling back a few tears of his own. She’d only asked for a necklace, leaving the design up to him. He was glad she liked it.

When she stepped back, Sean turned to Felora. “Your collar, but with a twist of my own, Fel.”

She swayed closer to him, her eyes blazing bright. “Tell me of my collar, master of my heart.”

Sean held out the silk and velvet collar, dotted with lips made of ruby dust. At the center— what would be against the hollow of her neck— was a mithril lock. He locked it, then smirked at her before holding up a mithril and ruby key attached to a necklace. “The key will go to Lilly, as she was the first to lock your heart up.”

Felora moaned as she slammed into him, her kiss even more impassioned than Myna’s. The others laughed, having known it would happen. After a few minutes, she pulled back, her eyes still blazing with her passion. “You’re perfect for all of us.”

Sean coughed as she stepped back and shifted, all too aware of his pants being tight. “Yeah. Uhh… Hallie?”

Hallie laughed as she glided to him. “I know you have little blood left in your brain, husband. I asked for a ring, but left it up to you. What did you create for me?”

Sean pulled out the mithril ring. It wasn’t a simple band with gems— it was thick with a solid top. “I made you a crest ring, for you’re the one who handles all our noble business. It’s a mithril band, but has adamantine for the crest. The inscription on the inside says you speak for the whole family, and thanks you for your love.” He took her hand in his, sliding the ring on. “You can Shape it so it never falls off, but it looks like I guessed the right size.”

“It is weighty from the metals, but not as heavy as the responsibility of carrying our whole family,” Hallie said. “Thank you, Sean. This again just proves you value me to guard our family wisely.” She slipped into his arms, giving him a soft, lingering kiss.

Sean exhaled a shuddering breath when she backed off. “A few more to go. Xenta and Tiska, I saw your looks at Cali’s collar.” He pulled two velvet bands from his bag. “Come here?”

Both of them rushed to him, kneeling down faced away from him, their heads up. Xenta’s fox tail was sweeping the ground as she waited. Tiska didn’t have a tail, but Sean could see her excitement from the way her jackal ears quivered.

Bending to collar Xenta first, being careful of her tail, he said softly, “Velvet like Cali’s, but where hers shows wolves in the forest, yours shows a fox at play.”

“Thank you, sir,” Xenta whispered, touching the collar as it closed around her throat. “Thank you…”

“For our head maid,” Sean said, turning to collar Tiska, “it has some silk to accent it. I couldn’t think of a scene fitting for your heritage. Instead, I added writing, and I hope that’s okay. It says that you’re the one who leads the maids, naming you the alpha of the pack.”

Tiska’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes wide and unseeing as her heart nearly burst. Her words were a bare whisper, “Thank you, sir… I will lead your collared pack with dedication.”

“When you’re not hunting a delicious rabbit?” Sean whispered right next to her ear before standing back up.

Tiska quivered in place— the fact that he approved of her desires pushed her to almost collapse in joy.

Sean stepped to the side so the maids could have a moment. “Quilla and Quinna, your turn, ladies.” The pair of Bovine Moonbound crossed the yard to him, kneeling with bowed heads. “You asked for horn bands, and I’m giving them to you, but with an addendum of my own.”

“Anything you want, Sean,” Quinna said.

“We’re yours, sir,” Quilla added.

Sean pulled out the mithril bands— each was three circles held by a straight bar of the same metal, capped by a sharp point. After Shaping them on, he also Shaped their horns so the bands would lay flush. “There’s writing on the strip that connects the bands, declaring you as owned. I know you wanted to be branded, and this is as close to that as I’m willing to go right now.”

“Thank you…!” Quinna said breathlessly as he attached them to her horns.

“We love them, sir,” Quilla added, waiting for her turn.

“There’s an addition to them, as you saw,” Sean said. “I added horn tips to protect you. They’re the same mix of mithril and adamantine as the armor. If you ever need to use your horns, they’ll not shatter against someone’s armor.” He looked at each horn, now thrice-banded and capped for protection with a smile.

The sisters swallowed, their pride in belonging to Sean soaring ever higher. Never would they have thought their deep love for him could expand, but he’d just managed it.

“One last one for tonight,” Sean said when he stepped away from the twins. “Arliat, it’s your turn.”

Prita’s smile was fragile, but she understood. She’d asked him last, and he wasn’t giving them to the cooks, yet, either. Arliat and Rumia touched her shoulders before Arliat went up to Sean.

“Prita, tomorrow. I promise,” Sean said, having seen her sadness.

“Thank you, sir. Sorry,” Prita said. “I know I asked last… I shouldn’t feel like this.”

“Emotions are not rational,” Fiona said, moving to Prita, giving the laundry maid a hug. “It’s okay to be disappointed. Tomorrow, you’ll smile brightly.”

Arliat stopped in front of Sean. “How should I stand for you, sir?”

Sean grinned, then knelt. “Just as you are. You wanted an anklet like Helga’s.” He pulled out an adamantine band with a mithril inlay, showing horses in full run. Lifting it up, he showed it to her. “You like it?”

Touching it with one finger, Arliat nodded jerkily. “Yes, Sean… it’s beautiful.”

“As are you,” Sean murmured, Shaping it around Arliat’s left ankle. “Now you have your gift.”

Arliat shifted, a bright smile on her lips. “Thank you.”

“My Lord,” Helga said, going to the middle of the yard, “I can accept a few more Choosers.”

“Ry,” Ida said, giving her a small nudge. “Go on.”

“We did say she was next,” Fiona said, letting go of Prita.

Ryann chewed her lip as she advanced. “Home Guard?”

“As you wish, Ryann,” Helga smiled. “But we should include your lover, as well. Ida?”

Ida didn’t hesitate as she knelt beside Ryann. The pair held hands while Helga went through the ritual of inviting them into the ranks of the Choosers. Their wings formed, and the empathy connection formed the same way it had for the other wives.

“That is it for right now,” Helga said. “Felora and Andrea will be the last of the wives.” She looked at the staff, who all perked up hopefully. “After them, we will begin to bring you into the fold as Quilla and Quinna are. Do not worry, for in time, you will all become as we are.”

Fiona clapped her hands. “We’re already late for bathing, ladies. Come on, now. We don’t want the cooks waiting for us.”

Sean let them all go ahead of him. He stood there a few moments longer, just watching them— their joy and hopes were bright. Part of him wondered if he really deserved all of their faith in him, especially with the troubles still facing them.

Fiona paused at the back door. “Sean?”

“Sorry! Coming!” Sean said, setting aside his worries for now.




 

Chapter Eleven

“The cooks turned out a fabulous dinner last night with those new ovens,” Felora said when they took seats in the clinic. “You made two of them so they could have different things cooking at the same time?”

“I thought it was a good idea. I know for things like dinner, they’ll have a lot of things in motion at the same time,” Sean said. “Honestly, the kitchen at home is looking a lot like a high-end kitchen from my world. With the ice box, faucets, and now ovens, it really does feel closer to my old life.”

“Is that bad?” Arliat asked.

“No. Makes me feel a bit melancholy, is all,” Sean said. “I’ve mostly stopped thinking about Earth… at least until I thought I’d have to figure out planes walking. Going back there to find the Huntsman will be a bitch. I will stop in and see James, though. I really hope that bastard’s been okay since I died.”

“James?” Arliat asked.

Sean stared at her in confusion, then snorted softly. “My friend back on Earth. I mostly stopped talking about him by the time you came into the family. He was there for me when my parents passed, and I was there for him when his girlfriend-wife passed. We supported each other for years. Honestly, we were each other’s only friend.”

“You never said a lot about him,” Felora said. “You only mentioned him a few times that I know of.”

“When I first got here, I thought about him a lot more. His spirit helped me accept Fiona and Myna wanting me more quickly than it would’ve happened, otherwise.”

“Goodness… from what Myna said, it felt like forever to her,” Aria said.

“Fiona mentioned your reticence to all of us, too,” Helga added. “I never thought a man would be so hesitant to have many women love him.”

“We’re glad you’ve moved past that,” Arliat said softly.

Sean caught her eyes with his. “So am I.”

“So cute,” Felora grinned. “Are we just making things for Forged Bonds today?”

“Mostly,” Sean said. “I have the last few pieces of jewelry to make. I also told Mizuki I’d make armor and a weapon for Gwen.”

“A whip like mine?” Felora smirked. “I bet it is.”

“It is,” Sean laughed. “It’s almost like Succubi like whips.”

“To use or have them used on us,” she murmured, her eyes starting to glow.

“I will begin on the armor, My Lord,” Helga offered.

“Thank you, Helga.”

“I’ll handle the whip,” Felora said. “Electricity?”

“Mage Sight on the whip, and Camo on the armor,” Sean told them.

“I’ll handle all the healing, or most of it until they finish,” Arliat said.

“We’ll switch off,” Aria grinned at her. “Hair clips between?”

“That is fine with me, mistress.”

Sean smiled. “Thank you, ladies. I’ll get to work on the last four pieces of jewelry.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean put the last of the jewelry away, having finished Prita’s earrings last. “How’re the armor and weapon coming?”

“We are done,” Helga said. “Felora went to help fit Gwen. They will just need you to add the enchantment to make them become jewelry.”

“Be right back, then,” Sean said, getting up. “Uh… where? I’m sure they aren’t doing it in the lobby.”

“Room one, Sean,” Ven said from the rafters.

“Thank you,” Sean said, then went to the first room. Knocking, he heard someone tell him to enter.

“Oh, good. I was about to ask for you,” Felora smiled. “She’s ready.”

Gwen was standing there in mixed mithril-adamantine armor with the coiled whip in her hand. “I cannot begin to thank you enough, sir.”

“Sean,” Sean said softly. “You’re family, twice over. Just call me Sean.”

Gwen’s smile grew brighter. “I will do my best. Mizuki told me she asked, and you didn’t even bat an eye at the request. You are too kind, even for family.”

“Family’s worth everything,” Sean said. “I need you to blanket the armor and weapon with your energy; just push it out and hold it there. I’ll be surrounding yours with mine, then twisting them to make the enchantment work. Don’t panic, okay?”

“I doubt anyone who trusts you would panic.”

“You never know, so it’s best to be safe.”

Gwen exhaled, then pushed her energy out to surround her, trying to push it into the armor and whip. “Ready.”

Sean reached out, engulfing her with his own energy. When he did, Gwen’s eyes shot open. The strength of his aura was nearly suffocating in its power. If it was anyone other than Sean, she’d have fought with every shred of her being to stop it. Even with it being him, she had to clamp down on her reaction. As she grasped at her own instincts, the energy was suddenly gone.

“All done,” Sean smiled, then saw her expression. “Are you alright, Gwen?”

“Uh… yes… Sorry. That was just…” She shook her head, then glanced at Felora. “You are stronger than me.”

Felora laughed. “I’m stronger than Mother now, which she acknowledged the other day, but if you mean my willingness to push into his life… that’s also true.”

“Relentless,” Sean snorted. “I have afternoon sparring to get to. I’m not sure if the cooks can all spar at once or if I can rotate them, but I’ll be back.”

“Sir,” a Fairy zipped into the room, “Mizuki has a Knight out front. He’s insistent on speaking with you. He’s missing an arm at the elbow.”

“I have this,” Felora said, then kissed Sean’s cheek. “Go train them.”

Gwen watched her sister go, then turned her armor and whip into jewelry the way she’d been told earlier. “I should go, too. Thank you again, Sean.”

Sean gave her a hug. “Just keep Mizuki and yourself safe and happy.”

“I will.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sparring was odd, as only two of the cooks could leave the kitchen at a time. Sean worked with Lona and Mona first, with Rumia and Xenta helping. When their time was done, he presented their ear cuffs. The mithril rings were decorated to best show their preferences: fresh bread for Mona and desserts for Lona. Both of them hugged him, thanking him for the jewelry before hurrying off.

He had to wait a little while, as they both took quick showers before sending Glorina out. Glorina wore a bright smile, certain that he had her jewelry, as she’d seen the sisters’ ear cuffs before she’d come out. Prita and Quinna joined in Glorina’s sparring, giving her more people to face. When he called the hour done, Quinna gave Sean a grin before slipping away. That left Prita and Glorina alone with him in the yard.

“Ladies,” Sean smiled at them. “I have your gifts. Thank you for being patient.”

“Of course, sir,” Prita said.

“We understand, sir,” Glorina beamed.

“Prita, you first. I made these earrings, mithril studs connected by chains. I’ll Shape the holes into your ears, then the backs of the studs so they’re secure. Each stud has a different gem to give it more color.”

“They’ll drape down the edge of my ear?” Prita whispered with wide eyes.

“That’s the plan. You said you were happy with your ears, and I like them, too, so I thought I’d make sure they had a lot of decoration.”

Prita licked her lips as she stood beside him, letting him attach the earrings. “Thank you, sir. I’ll treasure them.”

“I’m glad you like them,” Sean said as he finished the second one. “There you go.”

Prita backed up, then gave her head a small shake and giggled. “They make a little jingle sound when I move my head.”

“I can fix—”

“No, sir,” Prita cut him off. “They’re perfect.” Her hands came up to touch the chains. “Please don’t change them?”

“I’ll leave them alone,” Sean chuckled, happy that she liked them so much. “I just didn’t want them to annoy you.”

“Never,” Prita said. “Nothing you give me would ever annoy me.”

“My turn?” Glorina cut in gently.

“Yes,” Sean said, pulling out her ear cuffs. “Like Lona’s and Mona’s, these are mithril decorated to represent your preferences in the kitchen.” He showed them to her, making sure she saw one of the icons clearly.

Glorina beamed at the stack of pancakes with syrup. “I’ll gladly wear your favorites, sir.”

That shunted Sean’s mind to take that statement in a vastly different way. He quickly shoved down the image of Glorina nude and holding a bottle of syrup. “Uh… good,” he coughed.

Glorina’s expression shifted to curiosity, but she bowed her head so he could put the cuffs on her ears. “Is everything okay, sir?”

“Everything’s fine,” Sean said quickly. “Just my mind being bad.”

Glorina snickered, her cheeks heating. “Not for a while yet, but no matter what it was, when you let me know, I’ll be glad to arrange it.”

“Heh… umm… let’s just go past that for now.”

Prita giggled as she started toward the back door to the manor. “Going to shower, sir?”

“A quick rinse, at least. I’ll get your back and Glorina’s.”

Glorina’s heart beat faster as she stood proudly, her ear cuffs catching the light. “And we’ll get yours, sir.”

Sean offered her his hand. “I figured. Come on; I need to get back to work.”




 

Chapter Twelve

Sean stretched his neck out as best he could. He was in one of his best suits, which meant wearing a stupid stock tie again. His wives were finishing getting dressed; the only one who was already done was Hallie, who was standing with him in front of the wall of remembrance.

“You did very well with our jewelry, Sean,” Hallie said, squeezing his hand. “Everyone’s been ecstatic, though the maids and twins might be a tiny bit happier than the rest of us.”

“Because of their heritages?”

“Yes. You were far more accepting of the idea than we thought you’d be.”

“I can’t be that guy anymore. James would be proud of me,” Sean said softly. “Honestly, I love them enough to not let old notions stop me anymore.”

“That’s wonderful to hear. I remember your worry over the sisters not long ago.”

“That’s still squicky for me, but the way they’ve separated takes that factor out of it.”

“And made them happy that you accepted their chosen partners.”

“Let’s change topics,” Sean said. “What should I expect tonight?”

“The Lords and Ladies you helped at the gala, or friends of theirs, who want to know more. We shouldn’t have any problems, but it’s possible that Truestrike might slip someone in.”

“If so, will they cause trouble, or be quiet and listen to get information?”

“It could go either way. He took a hit with Trisha shoving you like she did, then another when the Advisor acknowledged you. He’ll either move on us quickly to diminish that, or he’ll pull back to consolidate before making a move.”

“Damned convoluted politics…” Sean grumbled.

“You did well during the gala.”

“I was a fish on land,” Sean snorted. “I’m just glad I didn’t get into any fights. That’s the first time an event didn’t include one.”

“Let’s keep the streak alive, then.”

“That would be amazing.”

“Is something wrong?” Fiona asked, leading the others downstairs.

“Just hoping I can keep up my ‘not getting into a fight during an event’ streak,” Sean said, smiling at his wives. “You’re all breathtaking.”

“Thank you, husband,” Fiona beamed. “We’re ready, and the guests should be here soon. Hallie, will you be greeting everyone?”

“I think it’d be best if you did. I’ll be with Sean in the parlor to help him from the outset.”

“Besides, you’re the lead wife,” Myna murmured behind Fiona. “You should be the one to greet them.”

“They know Hallie more than me,” Fiona said.

“Maybe we should change that,” Hallie countered.

“We should,” Sean said, meeting Fiona’s dual-colored eyes. “You’re the one who helps guide us in most things.”

Fiona’s smile was fragile. “I keep trying to minimize myself to the nobility. I know that who I am will come out… Winter will be unhappy, so I keep trying to push it off.”

“We’ll deal with it when it comes,” Sean said, stepping in to hold her. “We’re here with you, no matter what. Keep your head raised. Even if she comes down on us, we’ll push through it. No one will hurt my wives again.”

Fiona’s throat was tight as she leaned against him. “I don’t want to be what brings her wrath down on us…”

“You won’t be,” Sean said softly. “I will. As soon as it becomes known that I’m the Harbinger, she’ll be focused on me, since I’m the key for the next Huntsman. She might be upset with us for your Shame being removed, but she’ll be focused on me… speaking of, we’ll finish the internal changes tonight. No more mithril inside, besides your bones. Keeping those stronger is fine.”

Fiona hugged him tightly. “That would be wonderful. Leaving my bones is fine; it makes them less likely to break.”

The others folded around them until the pair were at the center of a group hug.

“All of us are with you…” Sean murmured, kissing her cheek. “Better?”

Fiona sniffled once, then nodded. “Yes. I’ll make sure the guests are brought to the parlor when they arrive.”

“Our friends are coming over, right?” Sean asked as the hug broke apart.

“Amedee, Toivo, Charie, Vasu, Winston, and Clara,” Hallie listed off. “They should be arriving first.”

“Good. More friendly faces,” Sean exhaled. “I’m surprised Winston and Clara are coming over, though.”

“He’s bringing you a gift to be presented after dinner,” Myna grinned.

“He is?”

“A lighter. It’ll be a statement, as he hasn’t made one for anyone in the city yet,” Ida laughed. “You get one before Queensblood or the Advisor.”

“Clearly marking him as an ally if they didn’t already pick that up during the gala,” Felora said.

“I should see about getting one for each of them,” Sean said. “Equal gifts are acceptable, after all.”

“Sean, there’s a message from the Advisor,” Onim said, flying into view.

“Let them in,” Sean said.

A moment later, a Fairy dressed in silk with a gold band around their waist zipped up to the group. “Lord MacDougal, I come from Advisor Earthfoot. She has agreed to your request. You should be at the Tower at midday tomorrow. You are to come alone— no wives or guards.”

Sean bowed his head. “Thank the Advisor for me. I’ll be there at the appointed time.”

“Yes, sir,” the Fairy said before zipping off.

“Well, that accounts for your day tomorrow,” Hallie said, “between the Advisor and Queensblood.”

“Which puts Lona’s day with me at the clinic off again,” Sean sighed. “Nothing’s currently slated for Eightday, so I’ll hope that it stays that way.”

“A busy day,” Ryann said. “Helga is going with you for Queensblood, at least.”

“And Toivo,” Sean added. “I’m guessing that Mackenzie wants me to come alone so it can be framed as her bringing us together to settle things.”

“Most likely,” Aria said. “It also means no one will be with Trisha, either.”

“That’ll give you the chance to set things straight so she understands what really happened,” Andrea said. “Hopefully, she’ll accept the truth.”

“That might be a tall order,” Hallie said. “Unless…”

“Unless?” Sean prompted after a moment.

“Unless you can convince her to go to the Bog with you. It’s unlikely, but if she spoke to Velin herself, it might help convince her.”

“It would be a lot to trust her with,” Felora said. “If she doesn’t believe, then she’ll know about the planes. It’s obvious that it isn’t an illusion when you are there.”

“Mackenzie wouldn’t allow it without going herself,” Aria jumped in.

“True…” Hallie sighed. “Pity. It would make things easier.”

“Maybe he can convince her to meet afterward?” Myna suggested. “Then he could bring her to the Bog.”

“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Sean exhaled. “Tonight’s about me speaking to nobles and not having to duel someone.”

Entering the parlor, they found Tiska waiting for them. “I’ll be the maid for the parlor tonight,” she informed them. “Since it’s a much smaller dinner, I thought just me would be for the best.”

“That’ll be fine, Tiska,” Hallie said. “Best to let the other two escort the guests to us, then handle other matters.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was glad the night was going smoothly. The meet-and-greet before dinner had been cordial— Glorina, Lona, and Mona had gone all out for dinner, making it a seven-course meal. It started with pretzels with fresh mustard to whet the appetite, then bacon-wrapped shrimp with a hint of spice. The soup was lobster bisque, with small chunks of lobster to give it some body. After the soup, small salads with light vinaigrette were served to cleanse the palate. For the main course, Glorina had gone with prime rib. She’d used a recipe from Sean’s plane, and their guests loved every tender bite. To help settle them after the steak, they served a simple course of cheese and apple slices— the tart apples and mellow cheese helped everyone be ready for the last course. Lona was all smiles as she served small pastry shells filled with chocolate mousse.

Everyone loved the meal, and a couple of the nobles asked the trio of cooks if they had any family who might want a position in their manors. Sean explained that the cooks’ families were back in Hearthglen and unlikely to relocate. With the dinner done, the party went back to the parlor for after-dinner drinks.

“Goodness, MacDougal,” Lady Emeraldeyes smiled brightly. “If you have dinners like this, you will surely gain many friends.”

“One of the best meals I’ve had in the past few decades,” Lord Whisperword chuckled. “If Debrass learns of how exceptional the food is, he might try to hire them for Lordly Delights.”

“Oh, the cooks will never part from our service,” Fiona smiled. “They’re Life Bonded, and quite happy.”

“Pity. I’d have tried to entice them otherwise,” Lord Olivetouch smiled. “I won’t even attempt such, now.”

Ven came zipping up to Sean. “Lord, there’s been a minor incident for you to attend to. Cali requests your presence in the study.”

Sean’s eyebrow twitched. “If you’ll all excuse me, I’ll be right back.”

Hallie stepped into the moment. “I’ll keep our guests company.”

Sean left the room, walking quickly to the study. “What happened, Ven?”

“One of the footmen for Lady Ivoryeyes was found in the office, using Camo,” Ven said. “He’s unconscious. Cali subdued him, then called for you.”

Sean sped up. “She’s okay, right?”

“She’s fine, Sean.”

Rushing into the room, Sean found Cali staring down at a man tied up on the floor. “Sorry, sir,” Cali said softly, “but I thought it was best to summon you for this.”

“Ven, ask Felora to bring Lady Ivoryeyes here,” Sean said as he approached Cali. “Are you okay, Cali?”

“He never knew I was there, and I got the right hold so he went out quickly,” Cali said with a slight smile. “Did I do the right thing?”

“You did,” Sean said, giving her a quick hug. “What was he doing when you found him?”

“Trying to get into the desk. He had a small crystal rod; it’s still by the desk.”

Sean looked around the room, and could see the rod by the edge of the desk. Cali had dropped the man right next to it— she should’ve been completely visible when she entered the room.

“You came in using Camo?”

“The door was cracked, which was wrong, so I peeked in using Mage Sight and saw him. I used Camo to sneak in. He glanced up when the door opened, but didn’t react to me. Must’ve thought it was a breeze or bad hinges.”

The man groaned as he started to wake up.

“I’m sure my husband will explain,” Felora said as she led Ivoryeyes into the room.

“I don’t mind a private meeting. I didn’t think I would be the one to be pulled aside. Emeraldeyes is… what is this?”

“Your footman was trying to get into my desk,” Sean said stiffly. “He snuck in using a Talent. My maid found him, stopped him, and now, we are here.”

Ivoryeyes’ eyebrows had gone up to her hairline with that news. “He what?”

“I was doing my check when I found him using that crystal rod on the floor to get into the desk,” Cali said. “I subdued him, then called for my Lord.”

The footman groaned as his eyes opened. “What in Winter’s name hit me?”

“A maid,” Ivoryeyes said coldly. “Tell me, Plint, who paid you?”

Plint tried to sit up, but hogtied like he was, he could only turn his head. “Lady…! I… uh…”

“Brought shame to my House!” Ivoryeyes hissed. “Five years in my employ, and yet here you are in another Lord’s home, trying to rob him?!”

“No, I…!” Plint stopped talking when he saw Felora. Turning his head, he saw Cali and Sean. “Summer’s bronze ass…”

“Who and why?!” Ivoryeyes snapped. “Answer quickly, or I will have your head!”

Plint swallowed. “He’ll have it if I talk…”

Sean squatted next to Plint, meeting the footman’s eyes. “No, he won’t, not if you cooperate with me. Tell us everything, and I’ll make sure you live.”

Licking his lips, Plint swallowed. “Did you really fly above the city?”

“Yes. Last chance: talk, or the deal is withdrawn.”

“Lord Rockshield,” Plint whispered. “He heard offfff…!” The last word trailed off when Plint’s eyes went wide as he started to choke.

“Damnation!” Ivoryeyes snarled. “Rockshield has been a thorn in my side for years. Now he causes me to lose face with you, and stops my man from talking.”

Sean stared into Plint’s eyes. “Making deals with bad men leads to bad ends. I keep my word, though. You’ll live, but this won’t be pleasant for you.”

Plint’s body trembled as he choked on his own tongue, forced by the broken Agreement. When he stopped, dying before Sean, Sean reacted. His will reached out to grab the dead man’s soul, shoving it back into the still-warm body. A few seconds later, Plint gasped as he came back to life.

Ivoryeyes took a step back. “He’s alive?”

“He is now,” Sean said, staring into Plint’s wide, frightened eyes. “Tell us the whole thing. He already enforced it, so the Agreement is done. Hold out on me now, and you’ll find far worse than death waiting for you.”

“Rockshield… he heard Ivoryeyes was coming over. He sent me word the way he has for years. Instead of information about her, he wanted me to plant an item in your desk. He was going to pay me triple for this job.”

“Years?!” Ivoryeyes snarled. “You’ve betrayed me for years?!”

Plint swallowed. “Please, Lord… mercy from both of them.”

“You’re her problem,” Sean said flatly. “Rockshield is Truestrike’s ally. A paw with a paw; how very noble.”

“It is how things are done,” Ivoryskin said. “Lord, I apologize for what my servant was doing. I will gladly take him and depart.”

“Wait,” Sean said. He searched Plint, pulling out a small gem from his pocket. “What’s this?”

“One of the oldest tricks,” Ivoryeyes said. “A scrying gem, allowing someone to hear what is said near it.”

“No way to prove who it belongs to, is there?” Sean asked, standing up.

“None. It’s why they are used. I shall make amends for this, Lord.”

“We’ll talk later. He’s yours.”

Ivoryeyes glared at Plint. “I will get my men to come get him.”

“I can take him,” Cali said, bending and lifting Plint onto her shoulder with a grunt.

Ivoryeyes blinked twice before she turned for the door. “Your staff is unique, Lord. I am at your call.”

Felora went to Sean when the others left. “That was unexpected. I’m glad Cali found him.”

“So am I. We’ll do a sweep later to make sure no other gems have been left behind,” Sean sighed, then put the scrying gem into his bag. “Can’t hear me from in there.”

“Shall we go back?”

“Yes. Winston still has to give me that lighter.”

Felora laughed. “Not that you’ll use it often.”

“No, but any gift from a friend is nice.”




 

Chapter Thirteen

Explaining the trouble he’d had at the party to his wives had dampened the mood, but Sean hadn’t ended up in a duel, so he called it a win. Hallie even assured him that Ivoryeyes would consider it a massive favor that Sean hadn’t blamed her at all.

As his day was all but spoken for, he took the time after breakfast to spar with the cooks. Scrubbing Lona’s back afterward, he promised her that her day at the clinic would be the next time he could go, then apologized that her day kept getting put off. Lona just laughed, saying that she understood.

Sean made sure to get all three cooks’ backs in thanks for the feast the night before. He chatted with them about each dish as they soaked, asking them to explain their choices. All of them beamed, happy that he was taking an interest in what they loved.

With a little bit of time to kill after the bath, Sean went up to the library and read to the small Fairies; it was obvious that Arla, Jutt, and Jott led the younger contingent in improving themselves. Sean was all smiles when it was finally time for him to go, leaving Arla reading to the others.

All of his wives still at home kissed him, wishing him luck before he left. The staff stood nearby, seeing him off, and Sean felt their prayers for him. Getting into the car without anyone sitting next him felt odd— it’d been ages since he’d gone somewhere alone.

“Are you nervous, sir?” Arliat asked, her hands gripping the wheel tightly.

“Not as much as I would’ve been a few tendays ago. This still has the chance of blowing up, but I can only try to do what I feel is right.”

“What if she doesn’t listen?”

“I’ll feel bad for her… she has no idea who the real villain is. I’m not sure how she’ll act when she finds out, either, but if she really did love Darragh… I can’t ignore that. Truestrike would be a real bastard if he killed the man his daughter loved, all for his own grand ambitions.”

“He’s a noble, sir. Most of them are willing to do anything to advance.”

“A lot of them do seem to be overly ambitious. I’ve been blessed to find friends in the ranks who aren’t.”

“I think even some of them were until you showed up, sir.”

Sean went quiet for a moment before he nodded. “Yeah… maybe. They aren’t that way now, though.”

“Of course not. You helped show them a better way to live, sir.”

“Morrigan called me a Nexus. Having seen so many people change, I have to accept that.”

“All of your allies changed for the better.”

“While my enemies seem to lose their minds entirely,” Sean snorted.

“They change, too. Just not for the better,” Arliat chuckled.

Sean couldn’t refute that. “Thank you, Arliat. The little bit of nerves I had are gone now.”

Arliat’s hands weren’t as tight on the wheel, either. “I’m glad I could help.”

“You do every day,” Sean said softly. “Knowing you’ll be the one to drive me or them anywhere helps ease my mind.”

Arliat’s smile brightened. “Thank you, sir. We’re almost there.”

“Yeah,” Sean exhaled. “I’ll send word when it’s over.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be at the manor.”

~ * ~ * ~

Captain Stoutheart was waiting for Sean at the top of the stairs. “Lord MacDougal, I’m glad to see no weapons. May I check your bag?”

Sean pulled the bag off his belt, handing it to him. “Not a problem.”

After seeing that it was empty, Stoutheart passed it back. “Thank you again for making my job easier.”

“Simple rules should be followed,” Sean chuckled, his thumb absently touching the adamantine band on his finger.

“Follow me. I’m to deliver you to Major Ironfist.”

“Lead on, sir.”

As they walked to the next set of stairs, Stoutheart asked, “I was curious, Lord, you didn’t seem enthused to be recognized by the Advisor during the gala. Why?”

“I’m not looking for recognition. All that does is put a bigger target on my back for others.”

“You don’t want to become a High Lord?”

“No. I honestly didn’t want to be a Lord, either, but life dictated otherwise.”

Stoutheart’s lips pursed, but he didn’t speak again until they’d climbed the stairs.

“Major, Lord MacDougal for the Advisor,” Stoutheart said when they reached the next floor.

“I have him, Captain. Back to your post.”

“Yes, sir.”

Major Ironfist took a moment to look Sean over. “She is waiting. Follow me.”

Sean motioned the major to lead him, falling into step behind the armored man. As they crossed the office before the Advisor’s meeting room, Sean glanced at the two scribes. Both of the Fey stared at him, their hands moving across their notepads as they did.

Nothing happens in the Tower without the Queens being told about it, Sean mused. How did Truestrike get an informant onto Mackenzie’s staff? I’ll need to find a way to mention that to her, too.

“Advisor, your guest, Lord MacDougal,” Major Ironfist announced as he opened the doors.

Mackenzie nodded, waving Sean over to where she was sitting. The other person with her, Trisha Truestrike, looked back with wide eyes, shocked to find him there.

“Advisor, what is this?” Trisha asked, spinning back to face her.

“I want to settle the insult to myself in the easiest way possible,” Mackenzie said flatly, “which is to make the two of you discuss whatever started all this.”

Trisha’s lips thinned, but she knew better than to complain to the Advisor. Her displeasure was plain to see as she sat stiffly, waiting for Sean to take a seat.

“Advisor, Dame Truestrike, I have come as called,” Sean said, taking a seat equidistant from the other two.

“Dame Truestrike, you struck Lord MacDougal during the gala,” Mackenzie said. “Doing so was an affront to me as Advisor, but also an attack on a Lord. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Trisha’s jaw set. “Lord MacDougal killed friends of mine. It was an emotional outburst from a man who denigrated those friends as we danced.”

“MacDougal, did you do that?” Mackenzie asked.

“No, Advisor. I told her the truth. Unfortunately, the Dame has been fed lies and kept in the dark. Knowing that she has no idea of the real facts, I don’t blame her much for lashing out.”

Trisha started to object, but held her tongue. I will not let him bait me, she thought darkly.

“Which deceased friends of hers did you speak about?”

“Velin Dykstra and Knight Wallace Solanice,” Sean replied. “I faced Velin during a trial by combat that Velin initiated. Knight Solanice died during a duel with the then Knight Toivo Bloodheart.”

“This was during your conflict with City Lord Sharpeyes in Hearthglen?”

“Yes. That conflict cost me two of my wives, both of whom fell during the trial by combat, as well as one of my mothers-in-law, who was killed by Zachary Shadowstep before that. Shadowstep was Bonded to Velin or Lord Truestrike.”

Zachary’s name drew a hint of revulsion from Trisha.

“I’ve heard about this conflict. City Lord Sharpeyes and his son, Knight Evan Sharpeyes, tried to have you killed many times in different ways. In the end, both died by your hand. Correct?”

“No, ma’am. Lord Sharpeyes was torn apart by cuons. I only killed Evan, during the trial.”

“The outcome of that sham of a trial doesn’t wash away your crime of killing Darragh,” Trisha said tightly, her lips trembling in rage.

“It does,” Mackenzie said flatly. “The old law is valid. He is innocent.”

“I’m also innocent because I didn’t kill him. Whelan Spearbearer killed Darragh in Oakwood. The report you read, Trisha, was false, created by Velin to force the combat,” Sean added. “I’ll tell you about the village and how it all came to an end. Advisor, you have a Truthsayer here, don’t you?”

Both Mackenzie and Trisha leaned back in surprise. Letting a Truthsayer measure one’s words was not something anyone asked for; it would strip any way to obfuscate the truth, which was a way of life for the nobility.

“I do. You want her to sit in to weigh your words? You do realize that is highly unusual?”

“I will only speak of the death of Oakwood and my conversations with Velin,” Sean said softly. “Dame Truestrike should know the truth about what happened to the man she loved. I called Darragh a friend, and I avenged him, but I didn’t kill him.”

Trisha stared at Sean, her eyes narrow as she tried to think if there was any way around a Truthsayer. “You’ll answer all my questions about Darragh?”

“I will answer any question I can about Darragh,” Sean said.

“Very well,” Mackenzie said. “Pina, fetch the Truthsayer.”

“Yes, Advisor,” a Fairy said before flashing into a wall.

“It will be a few minutes,” Mackenzie said. “Relax until she arrives.”

Sean sat back. He was a little worried that one or either of them might push for questions that he didn’t want to answer, but he thought the risk was worth the potential reward of Trisha believing him, and maybe even becoming an ally.

Trisha worried that what Sean would tell her would break the little bit of her heart that she still had. She’d been sure he was a liar, that what Velin had told her was the truth. His asking for the Truthsayer shook that faith— she didn’t want to think of what that might mean.




 

Chapter Fourteen

It was closer to ten minutes before a Fey woman came into the room. She didn’t come from the entrance that Sean had used, but through the door on the other side of the room. There was a hint of gray to her hair and the beginning of crow’s feet at the edges of her eyes, but otherwise, she seemed young and hale.

“Advisor, you called for me?”

“Surevoice, thank you for coming. We have Lord MacDougal, who has asked for you to verify his story.”

Truthsayer Surevoice gave Sean a questioning look as she took a seat near Mackenzie. “How unusual. You understand that you will not be able to lie once I begin, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sean nodded. “I’ll just refuse to answer some questions if they look to delve too far afield.”

“Very well. Advisor, shall I begin?”

“MacDougal?” Mackenzie asked.

“I’m ready.”

“Begin, Surevoice.”

The Truthsayer sat back in her chair, her eyes closing. She exhaled a breath that went on far longer than one should. Sean watched her as he felt the room around him tinge with power. He touched the power, feeling it suffuse the air and how it would shift if lies were uttered— he was sure he could duplicate it if he wanted to.

“Speak the truth. I will be judging your words,” Surevoice said distantly, almost as if she wasn’t paying attention to them.

“I’m an Outsider,” Sean began. “There’s no reason to hide that I am at this point, but I will not divulge who brought me to this world. When I arrived here, I was a few miles from Oakwood.”

Trisha sat forward, a vicious smile on her lips. Once he told her how he killed Darragh, she would demand justice. An Outsider couldn’t possibly understand what a Truthsayer could do.

“The people there were mostly friendly or indifferent, to begin with. I was granted the chance to speak to the village chieftain, as I was looking for guidance in this world. Darragh welcomed me with hesitation, giving me the chance to earn my place with them,” Sean went on, long-held emotions rising up.

“I was given a place with Cian, the head of the loggers. For days, I helped fell trees to send to Oaklake. I made friends with Cian and his crew. The days were simple, the company good, and I felt like I could have a place with them. The only ones at the village who seemed to hate me were the hunters— all but Myna, that is.”

“Myna? Your wife with the Moonbound heritage?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yes. She was there. Her mother asked Darragh to take her with him. He did, but that placed her under Whelan Spearbearer, who hated her. Though that leads us away from the point. Whelan kept pushing at Darragh’s patience about me being a part of the community.”

Trisha’s eyes kept flicking to Surevoice, waiting for her to call him out. Her hands tightened into fists in her lap when Surevoice stayed silent.

“I made friends with Fiona, as she was the Shaper of the wood they brought to their village,” Sean said softly, smiling as he thought back to those first few days. “We had a few stumbles in our friendship, as I didn’t understand her place in society.”

“Fiona… your wife… she was there?” Mackenzie asked, sitting forward, her eyes starting to widen. “She’s a Shaper?”

“Yes, and yes. She was called Fiona Silvershame back then,” Sean answered. “Whelan took delight in taunting her for her name.”

“But she doesn’t have a mithril body anymore…” Mackenzie whispered.

“She doesn’t. That isn’t relevant to this story.”

“Or is it?!” Trisha snarled. “Did she sell Darragh out to be free of her Shame?!”

Sean met Trisha’s gaze. “No, she didn’t. She’s only recently free of her Shame. She didn’t make any deals to kill Darragh to be free of it.”

Trisha blinked slowly, holding tears back. “Then how did he die?!”

“I’m getting there,” Sean said gently. “The tenday came to an end, and Fiona and I went to Oaklake. I wanted to see the town to learn more, and to have a date with her.”

“As an Outsider, you didn’t truly understand how against society that was, did you?” Mackenzie asked, her mind whirling at the knowledge that the Fiona she’d met was Silvershame.

“No. I got into arguments in the town because of it,” Sean snorted. “Looking back, I’m pretty sure the thugs I beat up were probably a reprisal for that.” Shaking his head, Sean pressed on, “We met Velin Dykstra there. She said she was in town on business for Lord Truestrike, then offered me a chance at an Agreement with her, but I refused. She taunted us with seemingly innocuous words about enjoying our lives ‘for however long they might be.’ The dark humor in them became apparent when we returned to Oakwood.”

“You would call Velin into question?” Trisha seethed.

“Yes,” Sean said simply, his anger at the loss of his friends rising. “Sit there and listen. I’m speaking with a Truthsayer present so you can accept what happened.”

Trisha turned to Surevoice, who didn’t speak at his words. Sitting back, Trisha licked her lips. MacDougal was too assured of what he was saying, and the Truthsayer hadn’t rebuked him yet.

“When we got back to Oakwood, the village felt… wrong. Then, we saw blood and pieces of a Feline Moonbound. Whelan and his cronies came out of their homes, talking about how Myna betrayed the village. But the truth was that Whelan had… because he had an Agreement with someone to kill Darragh and take Dark Cutter to them. We fought him; Whelan used Troll’s Blood to avoid death when I thought I’d killed him the first time.”

Trisha felt the tears start to flow, but didn’t sniffle.

“When I killed Whelan the second time, I made sure he stayed dead.”

“You dispatched someone with Troll’s Blood?” Mackenzie asked with a raised eyebrow. “After not even a full tenday in this world?”

“Yes. But again, a digression. After the fight, we searched and I found Darragh dead. He’d been killed in his home, and it looked like he hadn’t fought back.”

“Liar!” Trisha snarled, wiping at her face. “He would never lose to anyone!”

“False,” Surevoice said softly.

Trisha blinked, then covered her face with her hands. “Sorry, Truthsayer… He wouldn’t lose to anyone in a physical fight.”

“Truth.”

“He lost a fight to you, didn’t he?” Sean asked.

Trisha began to cry. “I loved him… even with his companion beside him. I loved him, and I made him love me.”

“Misa. She loved him, too. She Life Bonded with him,” Sean said.

“When he left me…” Trisha sobbed, “when my father drove him away…”

“Whelan never told me who he had the Agreement with. He only called them ‘her.’ He started to name them, but died with only a ‘V’ spoken. Later, when Velin arrived in Hearthglen to make me fight in a trial by combat, she had a very skewed report by the guard from Oaklake. If it’s looked at, I’m sure it’ll be found that she got what she wanted, not the truth. Velin was working for your father, Trisha, when he had Darragh killed.”

“No!” Trisha hiccupped. “My father would never do that!”

“False,” Surevoice said.

“He… he would… he’s only cared for my son…” Trisha corrected, sobbing harder.

“Truth.”

“He wanted Dark Cutter,” Sean said softly. “He wants the axe for your son.”

“The foretellings,” Mackenzie said slowly. “He wants to use Dark Cutter to lead to the Huntsman… he would be raised above even the High Lords if he could.”

“I would bet good money that he arranged for Darragh to guard his house so he would hand over Dark Cutter. What was Darragh’s charge with your House, Trisha?”

“He was my personal guard… he fought for me many times, to defend my honor,” Trisha sniffled. “I loved him. He was the best man I’ve ever known.”

“You fell in love, and your father used that opportunity,” Sean said softly. “The Shame came because he harmed you, didn’t it? Your father called your pregnancy a harm?”

“Yes!” Trisha began to sob again. “I finally broke down Darragh’s resistance to love me, and we had each other for nine tendays. Him, Misa, and I found love together… it was the best time of my life.”

“When it became known that you were pregnant, your father called for his Shaming?”

“Yes. Father asked for the axe… but the Queens refused, instead taking his sight.”

“Truestrike then worked to get him sent south to start a village where he put his new plan into play,” Sean continued. “I spoke with Velin; she told me how she arranged for Whelan to gather only hunters who would follow him. Myna was added by Darragh.”

“Velin admitted this to you?” Mackenzie asked slowly. “How did she not incur a breaking of an Agreement?”

“The dead don’t hold Agreements,” Sean said simply. “That is my story. Thank you, Truthsayer.”

“Wait!” Trisha cried out. “Was he happy with Misa?”

Sean met her tear-stained gaze with sadness. “He was. They had the happiness they could have together.”

“At least she could do what I couldn’t,” Trisha said softly. “I envy her, her love and death. I wish I had asked for a Life Bond.”

“Before this ends,” Sean said, “Mackenzie, Truestrike has a mole on your staff.”

Mackenzie jerked, as Surevoice didn’t call him out. “How do you say that truthfully? Is it fact, or conjecture?”

“Knight Wallace Solanice, formerly a close associate of Truestrike, told me,” Sean said. “Like Velin, the dead hold no Agreements, so he could tell me. He didn’t know who or how Truestrike managed it, just that someone on your staff was feeding him information.”

Mackenzie’s brow drew down. “He would dare? Surevoice, we are done here. Go speak with my staff— root out this person.”

Surevoice inhaled slowly before her eyes opened. “That will tax me, but I will do so.” She sat up, looking directly at Sean. “I felt your energy while you spoke. It is strong… as strong as a High Lord, or even bordering on something more.”

Sean just smiled at her, waiting for her power to fade.

When Surevoice left, Mackenzie cleared her throat. “Dame Truestrike, your actions at the gala seem to have been unfounded.”

Trisha bowed her head. “I can’t believe it… my father…? All the lies…”

“Advisor,” Sean said, “she didn’t know. She thought I’d killed the man she loved. I would’ve done more than shove someone if they killed one of my wives. I’ve killed people for it before. Please take that into account.”

“Mercy, again,” Mackenzie said slowly. “She must be taken to task for what she did during the gala. I represent the Queens; if she did what she had with them present, she would suffer their displeasure.”

“They’ve also known the grief of lost love,” Sean said. “Did they not go to war with the Tuatha because of their grief?”

Mackenzie’s lips twitched. “I’ve heard of your talks with Pagetender. You are not wrong, but they cannot allow any noble to think aggression during the gala is allowed.”

Sean paused for a moment, a plan forming. “Would making her beholden to my House for a few days suffice?”

“Why?” Trisha asked with fear.

“Your father will hate it, and that makes me happy, but I want you to talk with Fiona and Myna. They had more time with Darragh. You could hear about his life after he was taken from you.”

“Yes,” Trisha said instantly, wiping her eyes as she sat forward.

“If she wants it, is it really a punishment?” Mackenzie snorted.

“Call it a point against Truestrike for his spy,” Sean said. “He’ll hate her being in my home. I promise she’ll be treated like a sister to me, so you don’t think I have nefarious reasons.”

“That isn’t who you are, MacDougal. I’ve already taken your measure… yet you do seem to understand the game of nobility more than I had thought.”

“Stupid, isn’t it?” Sean snorted.

“Very well. Dame Trisha Truestrike, you are remanded into House MacDougal’s care for two full tendays. You will be given the rest of today to arrange your business. You will be at his home no later than midday tomorrow.”

“Yes, Advisor,” Trisha said, bowing her head.

“MacDougal, Truestrike will not let this go unanswered.”

“I know,” Sean said darkly. “I hope he challenges me.”

“With you being able to fight a Titanswrath? It is unlikely it will be so straightforward.”

“When is anything that is done by the nobles?” Sean asked as he stood up.

“Fairly said,” Mackenzie added, both she and Trisha standing. “This meeting is over.”

Trisha went toward the door with purpose, but Sean paused.

“What will you do with the spy?” Sean asked.

“That will depend on what they’ve done,” Mackenzie said. “Either way, it is not your concern.”

“Understood,” Sean said, heading for the exit.

~ * ~ * ~

Arriving back home, Sean wondered how far he’d push Trisha into accepting the truth. Arliat had stayed quiet the entire way, seeing that Sean was deep in thought. She knew he’d explain what’d happened when he’d asked Ven to gather the people at home.

The parlor was full with everyone except Aria, Myna, and Prita. Sean sat on a sofa with Fiona and Hallie bookending him while he told them everything about what’d gone on with Trisha and Mackenzie.

“That could’ve gone much worse,” Hallie said once Sean was done. “Neither pressed you for more, Mackenzie likely out of thanks and Trisha probably because of grief.”

“Mackenzie knows who I am, without a doubt. That means I will be summoned to Winter when she arrives in the city,” Fiona exhaled. “I knew it would happen, eventually, but it’s a certainty now.”

“And I’ll be beside you,” Sean said, taking her hand in his.

“All of us will be,” Andrea said.

Fiona gave them a shaky smile. “That’s the only thing stopping me from panicking.”

“We’ll arrange things for Trisha, sir,” Tiska said. “We’ll get the guest room set up. Is she bringing a maid?”

“I don’t know. Her normal maid might be with her.”

“We can set up the staff room attached to it without issue. During her stay, we’ll act as staff should.”

“No,” Sean said. “I won’t hide who I am, or who I love. Society can get bent if they want to find fault with us.”

“That’s our husband,” Felora said fondly. “We’ll also need eyes kept on her and her maid at all times. Onim, can you make sure there are at least two Fairies in every room, with orders to inform us if something happens?”

“It’ll be done,” Onim agreed.

“Will we continue with the sparring?” Helga asked.

“Everything will continue, minus the casual displays of Talents that haven’t been shown to others,” Hallie said. “We keep the ability to blend Shaping down, and no battle magic.”

“That’d be for the best. The maid is likely going to report back to Truestrike. From what we’ve been told, MacAdams is a minder, not a friend,” Sean said, “which means we’ll have to watch what is said around her.”

Felora was about to say something, but didn’t. She made eye contact with Hallie, instead, who gave Felora a minuscule nod. Felora knew Sean might object to some steps, but honestly, if it was to protect their family, it would be easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. She was glad Sean seemed to miss the entire exchange.

“Are you still going to Queensblood’s for dinner?” Ryann asked.

“Yes. Toivo and Helga are coming for that,” Sean said. “We should visit the plane when we finally get home so Chastity and Lilly can know what’s going on. I’m pretty sure I’ve gotten everything I can out of Velin and Solanice, but I’ll pop in to see them, too.”

“We can take a few more souls when we go,” Fiona said. “This way, all the Choosers are equal.”

“I’d like that,” Ida said. “I wonder if the Bog will feel different for me now?”

“It doesn’t feel as ominous,” Quinna said. “At least to us.” She tilted her head toward her twin, who agreed with her.

“Agreed,” Fiona smiled. “It’s a bit more welcoming.”

“If we do what you’re planning, Sean,” Felora asked, “do you mind if I ask Agatha and Marna if they’d like to come?”

“That’d be good for them. We can rotate the clan members who didn’t get to go last time.”

“We’ll handle it,” Ven said.




 

Chapter Fifteen

Conversation between Helga, Toivo, and Sean was light as Arliat drove them to Queensblood’s manor. Sean hadn’t told Toivo about Trisha, as he didn’t want anyone to mention his meeting with Mackenzie during dinner.

“You really want me to duel him first?” Toivo asked.

“It’s for the best if you do,” Sean said. “Helga will go after you, and I’ll fight him last.”

“I’d feel slighted if I didn’t know how well the two of you fight. I wonder how Queensblood will take it?”

“He wants to fight Sean. He will just see it as a means to an end,” Helga said.

“I know that I was surprised to be invited, but I’m looking forward to the spar. Queensblood is Flandril’s equal or better, so it’ll be a good match for me regardless of the outcome.”

“He might very well lose to Helga, which would torque him,” Sean said.

“I will not be using all the Talents you have given me, Sean,” Helga said. “I will just use my skill with the sword; Hallie talked with me about it. We need him to be amiable, and if I use everything, he has no chance.”

“The question becomes whether or not he does the same,” Toivo added. “Queensblood has a lot of power because of his bloodline, but their Talents are mostly unknown. I can say he’ll be stronger than you’d expect. The rumor for the longest time was that they have a type of Talent like Troll’s Blood, but without the change of skin.”

“Does that include healing?” Sean asked.

“Yes. While it’s not as quick and efficient as yours, it’s still a regenerative Talent.”

“Guess we’ll find out when we fight.”

“You’re only going to do what you’ve done before?” Toivo asked.

“I’ll do as much as I did with Titanswrath, but without vanishing on him. That should be enough.”

“If you use your natural strength and speed, he will be a match for you. His father was feared for his skill and physical capabilities.”

“What happened to him?” Sean asked.

“He was poisoned with iron. Not iron dust like Lady Sharp… Greenlimb,” Toivo said, correcting himself halfway through. “He was stabbed with an iron needle. I have no idea about the hows and whys of it.”

“A subject to stay away from,” Sean said. “I doubt it’s something he’d want to talk about.”

“It does seem unlikely,” Helga agreed.

Toivo looked thoughtful. “Do you know if High Lady Queensblood will be there? I was surprised to see her at the gala as it was.”

Sean stared at Toivo for a moment before he sighed. “No. I didn’t even consider that. She acted interested in me when we danced, then warned me about causing problems in the city.”

“She just doesn’t know you,” Toivo said. “I’ve never seen you act out, even when you have every reason to. I’ve known many who would have done their best to kill your enemies long before you did. A few might’ve just hired the right people to do it for them.”

That made Sean think about Mizuki. “I’m not an assassin or murderer, though I will say I did think about it a few times. With my Talents, it’d be simple to sneak into someone’s home and kill them.”

“You do not have the coldness for such an act, Sean,” Helga said. “It is another reason to love you and praise you. Many are the gods I know who would have no compunction about finding a reason and way to do just that.”

“Beyond Odin and his children?”

“The Olympians are far worse for that kind of thing,” Helga snorted. “I am glad they have faded as they have. We had many wars with them during my time as a Valkyrie.”

The idea that the elder gods of Earth were like the Tuatha hadn’t really sunk home for Sean. He wondered how those fragments would take to a rising pantheon. Hopefully, I’ll never need to find out, he silently prayed.

“There are stories of Outsiders who spoke of Olympians, but I don’t think the world has seen them for generations,” Toivo said.

“Be glad,” Helga snorted. “Their leading pair were dysfunctional in too many ways to count. The short of it is that they are siblings, he raped anything he wanted, and she killed the bastard offspring he created. The other gods of their pantheon were just as badly twisted.”

“That tracks with what I knew,” Sean nodded. “Even the ‘good’ stories could be viewed as kidnapping and Stockholm syndrome.”

“Stockholm syndrome?” Toivo asked.

“Falling in love with one’s captor,” Sean clarified.

“Ahh. That isn’t unheard of,” Toivo nodded slowly. “It doesn’t happen often, but I know it’s possible.”

“You speak of Hades and his lover, the Flower Maiden,” Helga said, placing what Sean was saying.

“Yes.”

“To be fair, I have spoken to Hades,” Helga said. “He admits to kidnapping her, but also told me how Persephone’s mother used to abuse her. It is not hard to believe, but that could have been him making excuses.”

“Staying away from the Olympians is just smart,” Sean said. “I hope to never have to deal with any other pantheon. I’d love to avoid Thor and Odin, as well, but I have a feeling I’ll see them again.”

“Thor, at least,” Helga nodded, “if you try to do what you have discussed before.”

“I need to put time into that,” Sean sighed. “This whole tenday has been one thing after another.”

“And it is not likely to be less so before the end of the next tenday,” Helga said, not mentioning Trisha by name.

“Yeah…” Sean exhaled.

“There is something you are holding back for safety?” Toivo asked.

“For now. I’ll tell you on the way home.”

“Ahh, I see. That’s fine. I just wanted to help.”

“I appreciate that, Toivo,” Sean said. “How is Amedee?”

“Good. Ever since her family came to visit, she’s been far more relaxed. Thank you for that.”

“Friends help if they can,” Sean shrugged. “I’m glad her mother’s been understanding. I would’ve hated a blow-up.”

“Me, too,” Toivo said.

The car slowing down got them to pay attention to their surroundings. Arliat rolled her window down when she paused beside an open gate.

“Lord and Lady MacDougal, along with friend, Knight Toivo Mageheart,” Arliat announced to the guard.

“We’ve been expecting you. There will be dinner served for you around the back.”

“Thank you,” Arliat said, rolling her window up when the guard stepped away.

“He was pleasant,” Sean said.

“Yes. I half-expected a comment,” Arliat smiled.

“It’s always nice when people show common courtesy.”

“It really is,” Toivo agreed. “Do you think dinner will be first, or sparring?”

“Let’s find out,” Sean said. “Either way, I bet dinner will be first-rate.”

“If their cooks can match ours,” Helga said with a proud smile.

“That’s a high bar,” Toivo chuckled.

“The highest,” Arliat murmured.

~ * ~ * ~

When the manor door opened as they got out of the car, Sean was surprised to find Commander Queensblood to be the one in the doorway. “Welcome to Queensblood manor,” the commander greeted them.

“It’s an honor and pleasure to be invited,” Sean replied.

“Come in. We’ll be having dinner before we get to the fun.”

“I was wondering in what order you wanted to do that,” Sean chuckled.

“I would have preferred the other way, but I was overruled,” Queensblood said tightly.

“Illandril would always rather fight first,” High Lady Minerva Queensblood smiled, “but as we taught our son long ago, one must be prepared for dinner.”

“High Lady, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” Sean said, giving a small bow. “We didn’t expect you to be here, as well.”

“Where else would I be, Lord MacDougal?”

“I don’t know, but I would never presume you to be anywhere except where you wanted to be.”

“Hmm… nicely saved,” Minerva smiled. “I will be joining your sparring after dinner. I wish to test you myself, MacDougal.”

“All of us, High Lady?” Toivo asked.

“No offense, Mageheart, but no. Just him.”

“A pity for me,” Toivo sighed. “I know I would lose, but fighting your betters is a way to improve.”

Minerva laughed lightly. “Very well, Mageheart. You might have a House of your own, but you are still obviously a Bloodheart at the core.”

“I would relish the chance, as well,” Helga added.

Minerva gave Helga a long look. “You aren’t the wife who interacted with the nobility the most, are you?”

“No. That is Hallie. She is the one who can speak on equal terms with those of station. I am his Chooser and guard,” Helga said proudly. “To face someone who can press me is always a joy.”

Minerva’s lips twitched. “Very well, Lady MacDougal. I will grant you a spar, as well.”

“As the Outsider, I’m going to ask,” Sean said, going for blunt, “can we drop the titles? We’re all nobles, with you of course being above us, but it would make the night much easier for all of us.”

“Very bold, Outsider, but I will agree.” Minerva bowed her head slightly. “With my son and I both being Queensblood and you and your wife being MacDougal, we can simplify it further, if you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Sean exhaled. “I prefer being called Sean, but Hallie impressed on me that trying to use my given name isn’t normal for society.”

“We’ll consider it balancing the scales for the aid you’ve given Illandril,” Minerva added.

“I’d appreciate that,” Sean said. “If he agrees?”

“I’m not telling her no,” Queensblood said. “Even my father knew better than that.”

“A trait that all the men of the House have had: knowing the women are always right,” Minerva laughed. “The dining room is this way.” She turned to lead them. “We went with a light three-course dinner since there will be fighting afterward. We don’t want anyone to get sick.”

“That is appreciated,” Helga said. “Too many would eat too much, then disgrace themselves on the field after.”

“I’ve known those men,” Minerva said. “I do not believe the ones here are foolish enough to do that.”

“I would be shocked if they did.”

“As would I. You said you are his guard? Does he need one?”

“No, but it makes our other wives feel better,” Helga said. “Honestly, I would only need to buy him enough time to shake off any surprise.”

“What if your clothing hindered you?”

Helga snorted. “If you cannot fight with an inconvenience, are you truly a warrior?”

“Fairly said. I have set the places; Sean will be on my right, with your wife beside you. Toivo, you will sit beside my son on my left.”

“Gladly,” Toivo said.

Queensblood stayed quiet. His mother had taken over his plans for the evening when she found out about them. He was unhappy about that, but he’d learned long ago that trying to stop her was as easy as stopping one of the Queens. He’d go along with her plans, as at least he’d get to spar MacDougal that way.




 

Chapter Sixteen

Dinner had been delicious— the main course was drake, and Sean had to admit that his staff would’ve had to work to match it. When they were finished eating, everyone but Minerva went out into the backyard of the manor. Arliat was having a meal with another Moonbound, seated at a table near the car. She started to stand when they came out, but Sean waved her back to eating.

“Eat and enjoy, Arliat. We’ll be sparring for a while,” Sean told her.

“Yes, sir.”

“Might be quicker than he thinks,” the Bear Moonbound said softly to Arliat. “Commander Queensblood is the most skilled swordsman in the city.”

“My Lord won’t lose,” Arliat said with all the faith she had. “I’d be willing to wager on it.”

Sean overheard the conversation when they went by, and the belief Arliat had in him warmed his chest. Can’t disappoint her now, can I? Sean thought as he followed Queensblood.

They were led to a spot that’d been marked off, showing signs of use over a long period of time. When they got there, a couple of servants came out of the small building nearby, carrying wooden weapons, gambesons, and padded helms.

“I don’t want any accidents.” Queensblood motioned to the staff. “They’ll see that you’re outfitted.”

“Very well,” Sean smiled. He hadn’t expected the armor or helms, but it made sense when he considered it. “Who do you normally spar with?”

“My mother, or a few of my men,” Queensblood said. “I’ll start with you, Toivo. Lord Bloodheart spoke highly of your skill when I asked him. I do hope you will give me a good fight.”

“I will do my best. My family name might have changed, but my heritage will always be with me,” Toivo replied as he let the staff get him suited.

By the time the pair were ready, a small group of servants were watching from near where Arliat was sitting. She was stacking money on the table, taking bets on the fights. Sean snorted, but he wasn’t going to stop her, as the Queensblood staff were stacking up their own coins.

“Mother will be down shortly, and we’ll fight each of you in turn,” Queensblood said. “No objections?”

“None,” Toivo said, followed by the other two. “I am ready.”

“Mac… Sean, please call us to start,” Queensblood said.

Sean waited a few seconds before calling, “Fight.”

Both men attacked, neither willing to be the defender. The crack-crack of the wooden blades filled the air while they fought. Neither had a shield, which meant the first one to make a mistake would potentially lose quickly. Neither of them were over-extending, always making sure they could recover as they attacked.

Sean chuckled as he watched. It reminded him of movie fights— they were both equally skilled and always able to parry or dodge each other’s attacks. The match stretched out past the first minute, with neither side showing weakness. Sean was sure Toivo would be smiling, at least, but with the mesh helms covering their faces, it was impossible to know for certain.

“They started without me?” Minerva asked, coming up behind Sean and Helga. “Hmm… he seems to be able to hold my son off. At least while Illandril warms up.”

Sean’s lips pursed at the comment. As if he’d been waiting for his mother to show up, Queensblood’s attacks came faster and hit harder. Helga grunted softly when she saw the same thing.

Toivo had felt good about the spar until something changed. Queensblood was getting faster, and his attacks were getting harder to parry cleanly. Does he have a Titan’s Wrath Talent after all? Toivo wondered as he pushed to meet the Commander.

Less than a minute later, Toivo lost. He had to gamble, but the gamble failed. When the training sword flew from his hand, he called out his loss and stepped back quickly. Queensblood didn’t follow, saluting with his sword, instead.

“Entertaining, Toivo,” Queensblood said. “My mother will spar you now.”

“Ah. Are we trading off?” Minerva asked. “Very well.” She stepped into the clear area, letting the staff get her into her gambeson and helm.

Queensblood took his spot near Sean. “If it had been without any Talents at all, he might have won.”

“No, he wouldn’t have,” Sean said simply. “You didn’t use a Talent, did you?”

Queensblood chuckled. “So the rumor that you have Mage Sight is true, hmm?”

“I do have that Talent.”

“Why did you wait to beat him?” Helga asked.

“It would have been discourteous to finish the spar quickly. I wanted to get his measure as it was. He is Lord Bloodheart’s equal in skill; I acknowledge that easily.”

“But even without a Talent, you’re closer to Titanswrath than not,” Sean said.

“Of course. My bloodline comes from both Queens, after all.”

“How is that possible?” Sean asked. “I thought the pair didn’t get along.”

“They don’t, but my ancestors were personal guards for them… back when the Huntsman was still alive. Ever since, we’ve made sure to stay true to keeping our line balanced.”

“I see…” Sean murmured.

“Call when we should begin,” Minerva said.

“Toivo, are you okay?” Sean asked.

“I have my breath back, and I am uninjured,” Toivo replied.

“Okay. Fight.”

Minerva didn’t play with Toivo; she engaged him and defeated him in half a minute. Toivo grunted as he dropped to his knee, his sword arm clutched to his chest. Sean was beside him in seconds, healing the slight crack to his forearm.

“I apologize,” Minerva said as she took her helm off. “I thought I’d held back better than that. I meant to disarm, not injure.”

“He’s fine now,” Sean said, helping Toivo back to his feet.

Toivo picked up the sword as he stood, handing it and his helm off to the staff. “Minerva, it was an honor. I hope the Bloodheart line never angers the Queensbloods. We would be humbled.”

Minerva smiled brightly. “Your family is honorable, so we should never have that issue. Illandril, you are fighting Helga next.”

“Yes, Mother,” Queensblood said as he put his helm back on.

Sean and Toivo stepped back, letting the staff strip the gambeson off Toivo. Minerva came with them, so Helga and Queensblood had the sparring area to themselves. Helga put her helm on, her face serious.

“We never did clarify about Talents or not,” Sean said. “Are we staying with just physical ability and skill?”

“Yes. That would be for the best,” Queensblood nodded. “I do not want to kill anyone during a friendly spar.”

“Then I will hold back,” Helga said simply.

Minerva laughed lightly. “She is feisty, hmm?”

“She’s confident in her ability to fight,” Sean said, “but without Talents, I think your son will win. There’s a discrepancy in speed and strength.”

“That is very true,” Minerva agreed. “Yet you don’t seem concerned for her.”

“As you aren’t for your son,” Sean shrugged. “Are you both ready?” When they said they were, Sean called them to fight.

Helga didn’t fight the way Queensblood expected. No one said it had to be swords, so when they clashed, she locked up with him, then punched him in the throat. Queensblood staggered backward— he’d managed to dip his chin in time to protect his neck, taking the hit to the helm. Helga didn’t stop; she grabbed his sword arm, dropping her blade when she did. With a jerk, she spun Queensblood to the side, trying to lock his elbow and force him to either choose a broken elbow or quit.

“She is feisty,” Minerva purred, her eyes bright as she watched. “He’ll have to drop his blade.”

Queensblood did just that, then flexed his considerable strength. Helga grunted, but held on. She’d faced Sean unarmed before, so she was used to massive strength, but it did stop her from locking the armbar she’d been going for. She kicked out to buckle his knee, hoping to use the leverage to her advantage. Queensblood went with the kick, dropping and pulling as he slammed into Helga’s legs.

“I’ve told him that rolling on the ground with a woman is undignified,” Minerva sighed, “but your wife did start it.”

Sean didn’t refute that— he was watching the fight with one eye tuned to Mage Sight. Queensblood wasn’t using a Talent, but the man’s energy seemed to naturally seep into his muscles. It wasn’t the same as Titan’s Wrath, but it was a facsimile of it.

Helga eventually had to tap out, as Queensblood was stronger than she was without Talents. She’d gotten a good feel for how strong Queensblood was, and she smiled, knowing that he wouldn’t be prepared for Sean.

“I won’t be letting her take me to the ground,” Minerva said before stepping in to face Helga.

Queensblood pulled his helm off as he passed his mother. Taking the spot beside Sean, he glanced at him. “You do know she initiated that, right?”

“She was trying to win any way she could,” Sean shrugged. “I’m not about to have a problem with how things went.”

“Good. I didn’t want you accusing me of anything.”

“If you’d tried anything inappropriate, she would’ve used a Talent to stop you,” Sean said simply.

Queensblood stayed quiet, wondering what Talent Helga might possibly have to stop him. When his mother and Helga were ready, he called them to fight.

Minerva didn’t play; she attacked with overwhelming force. Helga grunted as she was kicked, not having expected a High Lady to do it, nor to be thrown off her feet by it. Her ribs were at least bruised when she hit the ground, but she rolled backward to her feet only to parry hastily, as Minerva was already there. Ten seconds later, Sean was healing Helga, who’d been disarmed with a few broken bones.

Minerva pulled her helm off. “If we didn’t have a healer here, I’d have done that differently.”

“Well fought,” Helga said as she flexed her healed hand. “I was not expecting the kick. Every other Lord and Lady always said that it was not how duels are fought.”

“You showed a willingness to fight outside the norm,” Minerva said, extending a hand. “I did enjoy our fight.”

Helga took Minerva’s hand, shaking it firmly. “As did I. Thank you.”

“Of course.”

Sean took the sword from Helga, not moving out of the open area. “My turn.”

Helga leaned in, her lips right next to his ear so her barely uttered words didn’t go beyond them, “You are more than his equal physically. He will not expect it.”

Sean kissed Helga’s cheek to try masking her words. “I’ll do my best,” he told her at a normal volume.

“That’s a bit forward in polite society,” Minerva said with a hint of a smile.

Sean slipped the padded, mesh-faced sparring helm on. Just do my best. If I win, he’ll have to accept it. I’m not as worried about him now, though. Minerva’s the one to really worry about, Sean told himself.

“Are you both ready?” Helga asked.

“Indeed,” Queensblood chuckled. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“Ready,” Sean said as he got ready to move.

“Fight,” Helga announced.

Sean rushed, as did Queensblood, both of their training swords shattering when they met. They were made of hardwood, and in no way up to the brutal strength the two men had. Sean dropped the remnants of the training sword, reaching for Queensblood in the same move. The commander leapt backward, clearing more space than most could to buy time.

“Wait!” Queensblood called out.

Sean stopped, waiting for what Queensblood had to say.

“I wanted a proper spar. Since the training blades are not able to withstand us, would you be willing to use live blades?”

“Dulled!” Minerva said sharply.

“Ah, yes. Quite,” Queensblood said. “Fetch the blades.” He directed those words to one of the staff.

Sean stepped back, wondering just how badly things might go now.




 

Chapter Seventeen

The staff member came back with two adamantine bars. The pieces of metal were rounded, but had crossguards, hilts, and pommels, giving them a sword-like appearance. Handing them off to Queensblood and Sean, the servant quickly left the sparring area.

Sean weighed the sword in hand, finding that it wasn’t solid metal. Examining it with Shaping, he realized it was hardwood coated in adamantine. “Coated wood?” Sean asked.

“Of course. If they were solid adamantine, they would be too heavy,” Queensblood said. “Even these are too much for most people.”

Sean flipped the sword up, catching the hilt when it came back down. “I’ll be fine.”

“Do your best not to deliberately hit each other in the head,” Minerva said. “Head trauma is still very possible, even with the helms.”

“Helga can heal us if it happens,” Sean said, “but I agree that we should limit attacks to the head.”

“Easier for you than me,” Queensblood snorted— he was a few inches taller than Sean. “But I am quite skilled, so you’ll be fine.”

“No Talents,” Minerva said. “Act as if they had cutting edges. You can see where the bar is worked to give ‘edges.’”

“Got it,” Sean said.

“I am ready,” Queensblood said.

“As am I.”

“Fighters, when I call, begin,” Minerva said, then paused for a couple of seconds. “Begin.”

Sean and Queensblood both attacked, the ringing sound of metal on metal filling the yard. The Queensblood staff tried to call their bets with Arliat off, saying they would feel bad taking Arliat’s money after Sean was injured. She’d declined their offers, her faith in him unwavering.

Sean grunted with the first exchange. He was glad he hadn’t been going easy, as Queensblood was nearly a match for him physically. Queensblood’s hard exhale when Sean matched him was almost unheard, but Sean caught it. Encouraged, he kept pressing the attack, and Queensblood had to give ground.

Minerva’s face was nearly impassive, but her eyebrow rose when her son backed away. The only people who’d managed to do that to him were her and his father. Her interest in Sean rose another notch, and a smile touched her lips as she thought about her own match with him after her son finished.

Queensblood hissed; no one besides his family and the Queens’ champions had ever pressed him so vigorously. He was sorely tempted to dip a little bit into his Talents— just enough to push Sean back— but he didn’t. His father hadn’t raised him to cheat when training. If it was life or death, he would go all out, but for a friendly spar, it would be abhorrent.

Sean started to feel better about the fight. He was leading it, and even with as skilled as Queensblood was, he couldn’t get his footing to stop Sean. Just need to get an opening, Sean thought. If I give him every bit of strength, I might be able to force his blade out far enough to follow up.

The fight went past a couple of minutes as the pair’s blades met time and again. Sean was growing concerned for the integrity of the metal-coated wood, but he didn’t spare it a glance, having to stay focused. His first few attempts to force Queensblood into a bad position hadn’t worked, as he’d still had enough strength and speed to stop the easy win.

The length of the fight had the staff gaping in shock. Besides Minerva and the late Lord Queensblood, they’d never seen the commander struggle to win. The same was true for Arliat— she was startled that Sean hadn’t won already, but her faith in him never wavered. Even if he loses, he’ll just grow stronger, Arliat told herself. He isn’t infallible. He’s just more than most could ever hope to deal with. He’s fighting a Lord who has the power of both the Queens flowing in his blood. That’s why he hasn’t won yet.

Queensblood was struggling to keep up; it felt like Sean was getting stronger the longer he fought, but so gradually that it couldn’t be a Talent. Each exchange had him on the edge of his ability to stop Sean from winning.

With the fight dragging out, Sean opted to change things. When he attacked this time, he loosened his grip. Queensblood’s parry took Sean’s sword from his hand, but as the normal strength wasn’t there to hold the sword in place, the commander staggered a single step off balance.

Sean was on the noble in a blink, striking Queensblood’s hand hard enough to make him drop his sword. Not stopping there, Sean grabbed the taller man, grappling with him much like Helga had not long before. He didn’t take Queensblood to the ground; instead, Sean got his arm around the noble’s neck. “Good night,” he grunted.

Queensblood jerked, trying to throw Sean off him, but unlike how he had with Helga, he couldn’t overpower Sean. His vision wavered and, after a couple of seconds, he dropped to his knees.

“Stop!” Minerva called.

Sean let go of Queensblood, backing away just in case the commander hadn’t heard the fight end. He didn’t need to worry, though, as Queensblood caught himself on his hands and knees, shaking as the blood rushed back to his brain.

“Well done, Sean,” Minerva said, stepping forward to check her son. “Are you okay, Illandril?”

“He’s as strong as father was…” Queensblood panted. “Don’t think less of him.”

“I will not,” Minerva said. She held out her hand for her son, who used her help to get to his feet.

“My Lord, are you okay?” Helga asked softly, having gone to Sean’s side.

“I’m fine. I was able to exceed him, but not by as much as I hoped,” Sean whispered back. “I’m not looking forward to this last spar.”

“Do not think to go lightly with her,” Helga said, meeting Sean’s eyes. “She is worthy of your all.”

Sean exhaled slowly, nodding. “Very well.”

“Your sword, Lord,” one of the staff said, presenting the metal weapon to Sean.

Sean took it, wincing at its deformed shape. “Minerva, do you mind if I fix these before we start?”

Minerva was being handed hers, and she laughed lightly. “Goodness, please do. I knew it was a hard spar, but we haven’t had to replace these in years. I shall have to give my all in this match.”

“So will I,” Sean said, extending his Shaping to fix the weapon in his hand. “Trade you,” he said, holding out the pristine training sword to Minerva.

She hesitated a fraction of a second before exchanging weapons. Sean had barely touched the broken sword for a few seconds, but the one he gave her looked as though it’d been freshly made. “You are a powerful Shaper. I shouldn’t be surprised, considering your display above the city last tenday.”

“I didn’t mean to do all of what I did, but it was necessary,” Sean said as he fixed the second training blade.

“Yes. You saved the city more than most want to acknowledge, even with the Advisor’s words. I, however, saw you in the sky and watched the storm bend to you. Unlike those who did not, I am certain of your power. Now I can acknowledge your skill with a weapon, too. Besting Illandril is no small feat.”

“He was my hardest fight,” Sean said as everyone backed away to give them room. “I worry that the bar might be raised in just a moment.”

“It will be,” Queensblood said. “Fighters, are you ready?”

“Yes,” Minerva said simply as she raised her weapon.

“Ready,” Sean added.

“Fight!” Queensblood commanded.

Minerva didn’t advance; she waited for Sean. Much to her surprise, Sean didn’t come for her. He stood, waiting, just like she did. “Well… this is different.”

“We both figured the other would attack,” Sean chuckled.

“Shall we?” Minerva asked, dipping the end of her sword slightly.

“That’s a trap,” Sean said, advancing slowly. “Your weapon is still ready to defend, but a lesser opponent might think they could get past it.”

“I was wondering if you had the knowledge to go with your physical capabilities,” Minerva smiled. “Let’s begin.” She lunged immediately when she finished speaking.

Sean parried, but much as he’d done with Queensblood, his parry caused her weapon to go flying. He didn’t try to keep the sword, as Minerva was already inside his reach. Dropping it, Sean grabbed her as she did him. The pair ended up on the ground, both trying to get the better position as elbows, knees, and fists were exchanged.

“And she tells me not to roll on the ground,” Queensblood muttered.

“It is probably for the best. Neither is likely to kill the other this way,” Toivo said, “even if she did just shatter his nose.”

“Ah, but he just returned that,” Helga said, having watched Sean punch the mesh facemask in far enough to manage it as Minerva had done to him.

The pair were bruised, battered, and bloodied in short order. Each time one started to gain an advantage, the other would find a way out. Arliat’s face heated as she watched the pair. Some of the positions the pair ended up in would look erotic if not for the blood. The servants stared open-mouthed— they had never seen the High Lady struggle, much less bleed like she was. A few of them feared her wrath at them having seen it. Slowly backing away, they whispered that they forfeited their bets before hurrying to the manor. Arliat didn’t take her eyes from the fight, just nodding absently.

One minute became two, then three, but the pair never stopped, both of them seeming to have endless stamina. Minerva’s hair came undone during the scuffle, and their clothing became ripped as they fought.

By the fifth minute, Queensblood had had enough. “It’s a draw! Stop the fight!”

They stopped at the same time; Sean was being straddled by Minerva, but he had her elbows firmly in hand. A servant rushed forward, slipping a cloak over Minerva in her exposed undergarments.

Sean quickly let go of her arms. “I’ll fix that. One second.” His voice was a little mushy because of his repeatedly broken nose.

“Thank you,” Minerva said. She sounded just like he did, her nose completely flattened to her cheek as the helmets had come off completely during the fight.

Sean healed Minerva and fixed her clothing before he healed himself and fixed his own. By the time he’d finished, Minerva was off him and Helga was there to help him up.

“You are, without a doubt, one of the strongest people in the world, Sean,” Minerva said. “I’m glad you aren’t at odds with Illandril.”

“I’m only at odds with Truestrike,” Sean said. “You don’t fight like a noble.”

“I learned at a young age that winning is better than stupid rules,” Minerva replied with a smirk. “Not many men would consider fighting me barehanded. It’s uncouth.”

“It is,” Queensblood said tightly, “especially after you chastised me for fighting similarly.”

“Mother’s prerogative,” Minerva said brightly. “Tonight has been a wealth of information.” She paused to look over the staff. “We’ll see our guests off without an audience.”

Everyone hurried away, grabbing helms, swords, and gambesons to put them away. The money was left on the table as everyone near Arliat fled back into the manor. Arliat was a little shocked at their abrupt departures, but gathered up the money. She then slipped into the car, as that was the best she could do to give the nobles privacy.

“Sean MacDougal, I have a single question to ask you,” Minerva said, her demeanor shifting to serious. “Are you a descendant of the old clans?”

Sean didn’t answer right away; he met Minerva’s eyes as he weighed his options. With the talks he’d had with Siobhan, he knew it would be foolish to deny some things. “I was told that I am.”

“Hmm… I see. When they come, you will be summoned. You know this, yes?”

“I was told that, too.”

“Truestrike has no idea what he is up against. That preening peacock has slighted my son time and again. I look forward to seeing how your disagreement goes, as long as the city is not harmed more than it already has been.”

“I haven’t harmed it at all,” Sean said evenly.

“No. He has, and you are the one who has stood in his way. Why have you not made more overt moves? Outsiders aren’t known for their lack of boldness.”

“I’m a lawful man,” Sean said softly. “As much as I want to see him dead for causing the death of my wives and friends, I won’t dishonor them. Give me a way to challenge him that he has to accept, and I’ll finish this.”

Minerva smiled brightly. “Excellent. I’ll make arrangements. Your wife, Fiona, she is Silvershame, isn’t she? How odd that she no longer carries her Shame.”

Sean didn’t overtly react, but he saw Minerva’s smile widen.

“Harbinger, do keep your chaos to a minimum, please? I will gladly stand for you when the Queens come to Accord if the city isn’t harmed more.”

Sean felt a cold chill go down his spine at her declaration. “High Lady, I will do as I have so far to keep my family safe and the city as unharmed as I can.”

“Illandril, he is worth being a friend. Do see them out.” Minerva swept away with that said.

Queensblood watched his mother go before he exhaled. “Harbinger? I wouldn’t have thought that, even with your display before the gala… You met Darragh. What became of his axe?”

“He gave it to his chosen successor,” Sean said softly. “I spoke with his Life Bonded companion before she passed.”

“I see… Thank you for the spars.” Queensblood’s eyes went to Toivo and Helga when he said that, so they knew he meant them, too. “I enjoyed the evening, and would welcome more matches in the future.”

“I’d be glad to anytime,” Toivo smiled broadly. “Just send me word, but please give me a little notice so I can inform my wife?”

“Of course.”

“I’m not as available, but would be willing,” Sean said. “When we first met, I thought we’d have an adversarial relationship, Commander. I’m glad that we never ended up against each other.”

Queensblood smiled, then laughed, extending his hand. “I find myself in agreement with you. Good evening to you all.”




 

Chapter Eighteen

“Sean!” Marjorie gasped before shaking her head. “It doesn’t shock me any less, no matter how often you visit.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Sean apologized. “I’m just here to get Chas and Lilly caught up on things.” Opening the front doors, he smiled at the rest of his family. “I’m going to go to the Bog first and get it done so we can enjoy the rest of the evening.”

“That’s for the best,” Hallie said. “I’ll tell our wives about everything going on.”

“We won’t take long,” Sean said, kissing her cheek. “Ry, Ida, are you both good?”

“We’re ready,” Ryann said, taking one of his hands while Ida took the other.

“If they have information you can use, don’t rush,” Fiona told Sean.

“Chas,” Andrea called out when her lover came into view at the top of the stairs, “we have news.”

Sean gave Chastity and Lilly a smile before leading Ryann and Ida out of the manor. He didn’t comment on Rumia trailing them, as she could go to the Bog whenever she wanted.

“We just ask if they’re remorseful, then absorb them?” Ryann asked when they started down the path toward the Bog.

“That’s it. If they lie, you’ll know it. Take at least four each— that’ll bring you even with Fiona and Myna. It’ll give you enough energy to work with, but leaves enough spots open that you can save our family if needed.”

“We’ll make sure to stop at four each,” Ida said. “Do you think either of them will be useful at all?”

“No. I’m pretty sure they’ve told me everything they could think of. After today, I’ll put them into the peat until I feel like they’ve repaid the pain.”

“I was just getting used to her when she died,” Ryann said softly. “I really was a bitch to her… If not for being able to come see them… it’d hurt even more.”

“It really would. I still want them to pay for their actions, but… not as much as I did that night. Knowing they’re here, waiting for us, helps me,” Ida added.

“I understand, but I want Sharpeyes and Truestrike to suffer more than Solanice and Velin. Those two were just pawns for their Lords. They should still pay, but not as brutally.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Sean said. “I can’t torture them like I really wanted to before. It… it hurt me to do it.”

“We know,” Ida said, squeezing his hand when they entered the Bog. “I remember Felora having to help you.”

“She’s helped all of us so much,” Ryann smiled softly. “I’m glad I took the step I did.”

“It was a big step for you, Ry.” Ida looked sweetly at her lover. “You accepting her help changed so much for all of us.”

“It really did change a lot,” Sean said as he let go of Ida’s hand to hug Ryann. “I’d never have been able to let Felora in, or any of the others, if you still held the jealousy you did back then.”

Ryann leaned against Sean, smiling as she sniffled. “I was an idiot… I’m so glad you gave me your love. You and Ida helped me become better than I was.”

“Silly,” Ida said, hugging Ryann from behind. “You gave us your love back. I remember our arguments when you were still trying to accept how you felt about our husband. Even then, you only didn’t want to be accepted after me. You never told me that I couldn’t love him.”

“Because you’re too damned cute not to love,” Ryann laughed, then sniffled. “I’m a mess.”

“But you’re our mess,” Sean chuckled. He tilted her head up, kissing her gently. “Always ours.”

Ryann kissed him back, her arms tightening around him, which pressed her swollen belly against him. The reminder that she was carrying their child only inflamed her love and passion for the two holding her.

Soft humming reminded them that Rumia was with them. She didn’t watch them, instead walking out onto the Bog to tend to the plants. The moment made her heart yearn to be in Ryann’s place, but she knew she would be in time. The first heath had a branch that was slightly longer than the others, so Rumia trimmed it. She’d come to realize that the Bog gave her small pieces to tend without growing wild; it wanted her to tend to it just as much as she wanted to tend it.

Sean let go of Ryann after a few seconds. “Go collect your souls. Come find me when you’re done.”

“Before you go, husband?” Ida stopped him, slipping out from behind Ryann with her arms open.

Sean smiled at her, giving Ida a hug and kiss before he went to speak to Solanice. The Bog had gone quiet when Sean had appeared; he saw fear and hope in different people’s eyes as he walked past them. Ryann and Ida went together to find souls to harvest, knowing that Sean would probably take longer than they would.

Solanice’s fear was obvious as Sean approached him. “Sir, I didn’t think you’d be back so soon. How can I assist?”

Sean snorted as he knelt down. “Trisha’s being remanded into my care for two tendays for what she did at the gala. What’s Truestrike’s likely course of action in response to that?”

“He’ll be upset— it’s a clear strike against his House if it’s known you’re at odds. It will limit his actions unless he has a solid ally that he can use to discredit you. If he can indicate that you are harming Trisha, he will have recourse.”

“Harm? As in physically?”

“Yes, but any kind of mistreatment would work. Locking her in a room, refusing her food, things like that. She’ll be allowed a servant and a Fairy, as well, so she can report how she is doing.”

Sean considered what that might mean for his ability to actually talk to Trisha. Separating her from MacAdams would be possible, but from a Messenger Fairy, it would be obvious they were doing it. He made a note to ask Hallie about how to bypass that problem.

“Do you know about any of Trisha’s normal habits?”

“None. I only ever saw her in formal settings.”

“Pity,” Sean tsked. “Looks like you’ve given me all you can. It’s time for you to go under again.”

“But, sir, I’ve been honest and helpful! Surely a bit of leniency is allowable?” Solanice asked shakily, his fear spiking.

Sean’s eyes blazed with black-white flames. “Mercy? You’d ask me for mercy after your actions cost me two of my wives? You’ve told me incredibly little compared to that loss.”

“Uh! Umm… Luka! Yes! Luka! I could tell you more about him!”

“Go on.”

“His maid contingent was sizable, as I mentioned before. I remember Trisha once complaining to her father that there always seemed to be new maids while the old ones just vanished. I don’t know what was happening to them, but their bodies never turned up.”

Sean stared at Solanice, chewing on what he’d been told. Luka is killing them, but how do you get rid of the bodies easily and continuously? he asked himself as he stood up. “Fine, Solanice. You get to stay up for now.”

“Thank you, sir! Thank you,” Solanice said in evident relief.

Velin started sweating when she saw Sean heading her way; she had nothing solid to give him. Even hearing what he’d asked Solanice, she didn’t think she had any information worth being allowed to stay above the surface of the peat.

“Velin,” Sean said darkly as he squatted down beside her. “Can you add anything to buy you more time in the clear?”

“No…” Velin whispered, her voice shaking. “I don’t know more.”

“You did things for Trisha when she came to the city,” Sean said, understanding that fear was robbing Velin of her ability to think. “What were her favorite things in Accord? Did she prefer a specific food or anything else?”

“Oh! Oh, yes! Lordly Delights. She loved the restaurant. If it was possible, she’d eat all of her evening meals there. And… and… oh, she’d walk the gardens around the Tower for hours, too!” she babbled, eager to give Sean everything she knew. “She would speak to the High Keeper when she came to the city. It was always about Darragh, and anything associated with him.”

Sean stared at Velin, wondering how she or anyone else had been so blind to Trisha’s pain. From just his few moments with Dame Truestrike, it’d been clear she loved Darragh. The fact that she wanted to know all about him, the passion with which she spoke of him, it was as clear as day to him. Then again, the nobility isn’t known for true love, Sean reminded himself.

“She learned how to fight with an axe from some of the manor guards,” Velin went on. “Truestrike tried to stop it once, but Trisha told him she was learning so she could teach her son, so he didn’t object again.”

Sean grunted when Velin finally stopped. “You gave me more than Solanice. I won’t put you under even if you fail to help me next time.”

“Thank you!” Velin said, her voice trembling in relief.

“Sean, we have our souls,” Ryann said, coming his way with Ida. “I want to kick that bitch. Is that okay?”

Sean chuckled as he caught Ryann in his arms. “She gave me good information this time, so not today, Ry.”

“Fine…” Ryann sighed. She looked down at Velin as black-white flames burned in her eyes. “You’re due a kicking. Be glad it’s not today.”

“Yes, mistress! Thank you, mistress!” Velin whimpered in fear.

“I’d almost feel pity for her, but she’s cost us too much,” Ida said softly. “I won’t kick you, Velin, but I won’t stop my wife from doing so. Be grateful that you aren’t being pulled under the peat.”

“I am very grateful,” Velin whispered, tears streaming from her eyes.

“Come on, ladies,” Sean said, taking his wives by the hand. “We have family waiting for us, and we have news to share.”

“Yeah. If I stay, I might kick her, anyway,” Ryann said, turning with Sean. She dug her heel down and flung some peat back onto Velin’s face. “It’s better if we go.”

Ida snickered, having seen what Ryann did. “For the best.”

Rumia watched them go, not done tending the plants yet. As the trio left, she shifted closer to Velin. “A good deed today doesn’t mean you’ve repaid your debt. Be glad that he’s the kindest man you’ll ever have known.”

“I am…” Velin whispered. “I really am.”




 

Chapter Nineteen

Things felt tense when Sean entered the dining room. “Everyone thinking about Trisha coming over?”

“Yes,” Hallie said. “It’s put us all a little on edge.”

“The rooms are ready for them, sir,” Tiska told him.

“There will be three clan members per room to make sure no one tries anything,” Onim added. “We all have powder on us if either of them tries to slip into one while hidden. We’ll use Mage Sight to spot them, then coat them once they’re well into the room. That way, there are no excuses.”

“Keep a close eye on her Fairy, too,” Sean exhaled. “I can’t keep them away from her, but we can make sure they don’t ‘accidentally’ look around.”

“We’ll handle the Fairy, Sean,” Ven said. “They’ll be told the rules when they arrive.”

“Okay,” Sean sighed. “Who’s with me at the clinic today?”

“It will be me and Lona,” Fiona said. “Are you sure you want to go today?”

“I want to show that we aren’t changing our routine just because she’s going to be here. I’m sure her father will be here to drop her off. Myna, will you be okay here?”

Myna frowned, but nodded. “Yes. I will refrain from stabbing him today. What if he insists on speaking to you, Master?”

“Send him to the clinic,” Sean snorted. “That’s where I’ll be, so he can come to me.”

“A power play,” Hallie smiled. “I do not doubt he’ll come to speak with you. He’ll want to know what you intend to do with her. Do not rise to any provocation he might use— if you strike him, he will use it as leverage to get his daughter free.”

“I’ll just smile at him,” Sean said softly. “I won’t let this opportunity go to waste. If we can get Trisha to side with us, it’ll open up more doors.”

“It will, but we’ll have to be careful about it. I’ll be inviting friends over for tea tomorrow. Daria, Olivia, and Evelyn will be glad to come over, and I’ll be inviting Trisha to sit in with us. I know she never got many opportunities to have tea with her peers, thanks to my last tea with her.”

Glorina, Lona, and Mona came into the room with the breakfast carts. “We worked on something special today,” Glorina said when the conversation paused. “It’s a recipe we learned last night.”

“Oh? This ought to be good,” Sean grinned.

“I made us a bacon and egg casserole,” Glorina said. “Mona made flaky orange rolls with a sticky glaze. The last dish was made by Lona, called ‘pain perdu.’ It’s a fancy type of ‘French toast’ with some brandy in it.”

Sean took a helping of everything. “It all smells wonderful. I’m sure it tastes even better, as you three are excellent chefs.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mona smiled brightly.

“Lona, you’re with Sean today,” Andrea said as she waited to serve herself. “He’s going to the clinic.”

“Yes, mistress,” Lona smiled brightly, glad that her day was being remembered.

“Did you want us to make anything special for lunch or dinner?” Glorina asked as she took her seat.

“No,” Fiona said. “Sean wants us to keep everything as normal as possible, so we’ll do that.”

“The only change for today is that I won’t be coming back for midday sparring,” Sean said. “I want to be at the clinic when Trisha shows up.”

“We understand, sir,” Glorina said. “Will you spar with us tomorrow?”

“Gladly, barring the unforeseen.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was working on a hairdryer while he waited for someone to heal. Aria was in one of the exam rooms with an elderly Dwarf, who was losing his beard. The Fairy who’d informed them had explained how panicked the Dwarf was, and because Aria was the next one in their rotation, she was handling it.

“Sean, will you look at this for me?” Lona asked, holding out a flat piece of metal.

Taking the square piece of bronze, he was surprised to see a rune etched into it. Studying it closely, he realized it was a heating rune. “The rune is correct. Why is it on a flat piece of bronze?”

“My sister and I were talking about how nice it would be to have a warming plate. I don’t know how to lower the heat, but I thought you could help me.”

Sean set the hairdryer aside. “Sure. Come over here.” He patted the seat Aria had been using. When she slid over, he began to point out parts of the rune. “We’ll change these spots; it’ll limit the heat and lower the energy usage. How hot were you thinking?”

“Not boiling, but enough to keep the food safe. We read some books in your library that some foods have to be kept above certain temperatures.”

“I think that was a hundred-fifty,” Sean said slowly, not positive about it. “James would know. I believe it was around that, though, so I can make it work.”

Lona stayed quiet as Sean adjusted the rune. She watched him with her eyes and Mage Sight, doing her best to memorize what he did.

“Something like this would help a lot for large gatherings when you need to keep a lot of food warm,” Sean murmured. “If you set up a long table with hot food, using these to keep them warm, you’d be fine.”

“We were thinking about the large dinners Hallie was mentioning the other day,” Lona said softly. “She’s going to be inviting more nobles over in the next tenday.”

“Stripping Truestrike’s power base. Not surprising. You could use these to set up a food station for the drivers. That way, they’re set, and you don’t have to worry about them during the meal for us.”

“Oh, Glorina would love that.”

Helga and Fiona watched the two with small, knowing smiles. Lona was devious— asking Sean for help in making a new device was a sure way to earn his attention. The pair exchanged a look before their smiles widened. When Lona glanced their way, they gave small nods, and Lona’s cheeks reddened, but she smiled brightly, knowing they were okay with it.

“There,” Sean said a minute later. “Okay, if you look here, you’ll see the change to how hot the rune can get. This is important so that you don’t accidentally end up with as much heat as the oven. I assume that’s where you studied the rune?”

“It is,” Lona nodded. “The other change, that one there? That helps lower the energy needed?”

“Yes. Since it doesn’t get as hot, we can set it to draw slower. You’ll need to add a quartz or amber and empower it for the rune to work, but I’m sure it will.”

“I will.”

“Hmm… actually, hang on,” Sean said as he pulled some materials from his belt pouch. “If we leave it like this, the whole plate will heat up, and then anyone touching it will burn themselves. That’s bad design. I’m going to put a wooden case on it, leaving the rune uncovered. Putting a handle near the gem so you can carry it easily would be good, too.”

“Oh… I didn’t think of that,” Lona said, chagrined. “Thank you, Sean.”

“Don’t want any of you burning yourselves.”

“I never knew how prideful some Dwarves were,” Aria said, stepping into the room.

“Is there a problem?” Fiona asked.

Aria, seeing Sean and Lona working on something, took Lona’s old seat. “Not a problem, not once I got him to calm down, at least. He used a new soap for his beard; it caused the hair to become brittle and start falling out.”

“Allergic reaction?” Sean asked, looking up.

“Yes, just like you’ve shown us. I explained it to him, and he got kind of pissed at the man who sold it to him. I have no doubt he’s going back there to give the shop a piece of his mind.”

“As long as he doesn’t use it again,” Sean said. “If he comes back in, let me know. I bet I can pinpoint the allergy and fix it.”

“Will do.”

“There. All done,” Sean said, holding out the newly-enhanced heating plate to Lona. “Add the empowered gem and you should be good. Once you make a couple of copies, hand one off to Forged Bonds.”

“Yes, sir,” Lona beamed.

“Sean,” a Fairy landed on the table, “Lord Truestrike is here to speak with you.”

“Figured he would. Didn’t think it was noon already. Have him taken to room two, please,” Sean asked the Fairy, who then zipped away. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Fiona said.

“If you need help, I will be there,” Helga told him.

“He won’t do anything,” Sean snorted. “If he did, I’d end it.”

“Pity,” Aria said. “It’d be so simple if he did.”

“Agreed,” Sean said, standing up. “I’ll be right back.”

Truestrike was standing on the far side of the room when Sean entered. He turned when Sean came in the door, his eyebrow raised and his lips turned down in displeasure. “Lord MacDougal, I didn’t expect to have to find you, especially on today of all days.”

“Is there something special about today?” Sean asked with a smile, loving the fact that Truestrike was displeased.

“My daughter was handed over to your House for two tendays. You are surely aware of this?”

“Yes. My wives would have been there to welcome her.”

“Yet you, the Lord of your newly founded House, are not.”

“Considering I’ve been here, that’d be true.”

Truestrike’s eyes narrowed. “Do you seek to insult my House?”

“Why would you ask that?” Sean asked, feigning shock. “Are you suggesting that my wives are not worthy to greet your daughter? That multiple Ladies are lesser than a single Dame?”

Truestrike grunted softly. “I see… I’d heard you didn’t care for decorum, but I didn’t expect this.”

“You should have,” Sean said, letting the false smile die. “I’m who I’ve always been, much as you have been. Rumors say you were a favorite of the deceased Lord Caligula. Is that true?”

“I’m sure your wife told you such. I was shocked to see Fiona Silvershame at the gala.”

“Fiona MacDougal,” Sean corrected without heat. “You surely noticed she’s no longer Shamed.”

Truestrike snorted as he rounded the examination table. “Yes, I did. I do believe Queen Winter will be upset that someone removed it. After all, if you can regrow Earthfoot’s leg, you might be able to remove a Shame.”

Sean was shocked that Truestrike believed he had that kind of power— most people, especially the nobility, doubted him unless they had Mage Sight to check for themselves. “I’m honored that you think I’m equal to one of the Queens in power.”

Truestrike paused five feet from Sean, who hadn’t moved far from the door. “You displayed your power to the entire city the day before the gala. I’d never have guessed anyone with such capabilities was in the city. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I might still doubt it, though it does explain how you killed my retainers and Lord Sharpeyes.”

“I didn’t kill Sharpeyes,” Sean said, moving away from the door. “He was killed by his cuons.”

Truestrike’s eyes widened at those words. Staring at Sean, he tried to gauge the veracity of them. “Truly?”

“They ripped his throat out. My guess is that he didn’t understand who the master of the hounds was.”

Truestrike’s eyes narrowed again, a light sneer crossing his lips. “How presumptuous to claim that you have the power of the Huntsman.”

Sean blinked, dumbfounded for a moment— he’d never heard that.

“Neither of them will accept you,” Truestrike snorted as he opened the door to leave. “If my daughter is harmed in any way, I will be told. She will be reclaimed, and I will lodge a formal complaint with the Advisor. Even she cannot let a formal complaint go unanswered.”

Sean stayed where he was as the door shut behind the Lord. Exhaling slowly, he unclenched his hands. “Shit…”

“Are you worried about Trisha, Sean?” Ven asked, floating down to land on the table.

“No… I just felt a chill when he spoke of the Huntsman.”

“Ahh. That maybe you’re the Harbinger and the Huntsman?”

“It shouldn’t be possible,” Sean said slowly, “but I know it’s not impossible. Nothing said that they couldn’t be the same person…”

“I see why you worry,” Ven said.

“That’s for later. I’ll have to talk with Hallie and the others. I might need to go back to the library, too. Siobhan should be able to help me verify if that’s possible or not.”

“A good idea,” Ven agreed.




 

Chapter Twenty

Leaving the clinic just after closing time, Sean smiled as he walked hand-in-hand with Aria and Lona. Lona had made three copies of the hot plate, with Sean only having to correct a minor mistake on the second one. They’d paused at Forged Bonds to hand off the new item to Giralt, who would’ve kept Sean to talk about it, but Fiona pulled him away.

“It was a good day,” Lona beamed.

“You were certainly productive,” Sean chuckled. “Going to help with dinner?”

“Yes, after I take a quick bath.”

“We will be there after sparring,” Helga said. “Fiona, Aria, you might want to go bathe with her. We do not know if Hallie will be entertaining Trisha or if everyone will be watching sparring as normal.”

“Let’s find out before we decide,” Fiona said.

“Very well,” Helga said. She touched the back gate, using the rune to unlock it for them.

All the staff, minus the cooks, were waiting for them. His wives were there, seated at a table with Trisha, while an unknown maid stood behind the Dame. Sean shut the gate behind them, locking it before following the others.

“Everyone is here,” Fiona smiled. “We’ll join our wives. Lona, good job today.”

“Thank you, mistress,” Lona said, dipping a quick curtsy before she hurried inside.

“Three of his wives and a staff member?” Trisha was asking Hallie. “I’d have thought it would be just staff for the clinic.”

“We all enjoy helping the less fortunate,” Hallie smiled. “Normally, it’s two wives and one staff member, but Helga is almost always with Sean.”

“He favors her over you?” Trisha asked, sipping from her cup of tea.

“Sean doesn’t favor any of us over another,” Myna cut in smoothly. “We all just have places we are best suited for. Hallie is the one who does best with nobles, Ida is the most skilled crafter, and Helga is the best of us in combat, so she acts as his guard.”

“Ah. I apologize, then,” Trisha said— she was trying to understand how they could all be so calm about having so many others involved in their relationship.

“Dame Truestrike, a pleasure,” Fiona greeted Trisha. “I’m sorry we weren’t here to greet you, but Sean is always doing something for others.”

“He personally heals at the clinic, and you all help?” Trisha asked what she’d asked earlier, wondering if Fiona would give a different answer.

“Yes. We see people in turn, so we spread the healing out among everyone there.”

“I helped a cranky Dwarf today. He was losing his beard from a new soap,” Aria said, taking a seat with the others. “Thank you, Ryann,” she added when Ryann poured her a cup of tea.

“Oh, yes. Some of them are very touchy about their beards,” Trisha nodded. “How did you help him?”

“I removed the irritant from his beard, then rejuvenated it so it would stop falling out. He went off to curse the shop, I believe.”

“Ladies,” Helga said, addressing the staff, “pair off as normal, with weapons only. Quinna, you will fight Sean first. Tiska, you get me.”

None of them objected, quickly pairing off to spar. Trisha’s attention was stolen from the conversation when the fights began. She wanted to see Sean fight— she’d had to accept that he hadn’t killed Darragh, but she wanted to see how he’d killed Darragh’s murderer.

Sean focused on each opponent, the background conversation at the table completely ignored. Because he was focused, he didn’t have any lapses of judgment, keeping himself down to just above Human in strength and speed. That let him help everyone he faced improve instead of simply thrashing them.

Helga eventually called the hour over. “We are done. Good job, everyone. Clean up for dinner.”

“He’s certainly skilled with his sword,” Trisha said as she stood with the rest. “Not better than Darragh, though.”

“He didn’t fight with everything he had,” Myna smirked. “It was training for them, not him trying to impress anyone.”

Trisha’s cheeks heated at the mild rebuke. “Yes… of course.”

“Sean, one more!” Ryann called out to him. “Helga, push him.”

Sean didn’t know why he was being asked for it, but he nodded. “Sure. Helga?”

Helga turned to face him, smiling. She didn’t respond verbally, instead she rushed him, snatching one of the training shields on her way. Sean grunted, as he wasn’t near any of the training shields and didn’t want to give away that he could summon them. Instead, he had to meet Helga with just his sword. Everyone paused as the fight began. Watching Sean and Helga fight was always a study of skill.

Helga didn’t try crashing into him, knowing better than to try to move Sean physically. She wasn’t sure just how much he was going to show, but she wanted him to be more than Human. As she fought, she cheated, infusing herself with a touch of Titan’s Wrath.

Sean’s blow hit her shield hard; normally, that would stagger her, but she didn’t budge. His eyes widened and he barely slipped to the side of her thrust. The fact that she’d shrugged off his blow told him she was using Talents. His gaze darted to Trisha, and he let his natural strength and speed out. He was glad their training weapons were heavily reinforced, or else he’d have broken his with his next attack.

Grunting with exertion, Helga got her shield up, but had to step back to regain her balance. Once she had, she launched into an attack of her own, not wanting Sean to take the lead.

Trisha’s mouth gaped open as she watched the display. Both Helga and Sean moved with inhuman speed, and the sound of the attacks, blocks, and parries echoed in the still air. A memory of Darragh in the arena came back, and she compared that memory to Sean fighting now. Even as much as she put Darragh on a pedestal, she knew he might’ve lost to Sean.

The end came when Sean maneuvered Helga into coming a little too close, his kick sending her flying off her feet. Before she could roll upright, Sean was there with his sword, tapping her head twice. Helga just flopped onto her back, looking up at him with a bright smile.

“Good fight,” Sean said, offering his hand to help her up.

“Yes it was, My Lord,” Helga said. “Now I really need a bath.”

“That still wasn’t him doing everything he could,” Ryann said. “No Talents were being used in that fight.”

Trisha blinked slowly before clearing her throat. “I apologize for my earlier comment.”

“Fiona, we bathed earlier,” Hallie said. “If you and Aria want to join the others, we will see you at the table.”

“Very well. We must make sure everyone is clean before dinner.”

“It’s a family tradition,” Andrea smiled. She looked over at Sean, who’d heard their comments. “See you afterward, husband.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, very thankful they’d had Trisha bathe earlier— he would’ve felt really awkward if she and her maid joined them in the bath. “I’ll meet you inside,” he told Helga. “Need to stop before the bath.”

Helga nodded, watching the others file into the manor. “You are fine with me pushing you like I did?” The question was soft so it wouldn’t carry.

“I don’t get why we did, but it was fine.”

“I am sure Myna will tell us tonight,” Helga said. Seeing that everyone else was inside, she grabbed Sean and kissed him.

Sean was not expecting the sudden kiss, but he returned it.

When Helga pulled away, she smiled at him. “It might be odd to you, but knowing you can best me makes me happy. Everything feels like it should when you do.”

“Because I’m your god, and you aren’t supposed to beat me?” Sean asked, thinking back to their past conversations.

“Exactly. You are the pinnacle of our pantheon. If Ryann and Ida had not already claimed tonight as theirs with you, I would right now.”

Sean shook his head. His love life was decidedly odd, but he wouldn’t change it in any way. “Tomorrow?”

“I will check with Fiona, but hopefully,” Helga murmured, taking his hand.

“She keeps track of that?” Sean asked.

“She keeps track of everything related to our family,” Helga said. “She is the Mistress of All.”

Sean froze in place, Helga’s wording hitting his soul like a gong. They were right— truly correct in ways he hadn’t known until right then. Accepting her title, he felt his power flare, and Helga let out a small gasp when she felt it.

“You named her,” Sean murmured when his eyes stopped burning with black-white flames, “just as you’re the First of the Choosers, and Rumia will be the Tender of the Bog. Fiona now has her place in the pantheon.”

Helga shivered. “I did not mean to do that, Sean.”

“Your words helped me frame her place. They were right, and when I accepted them, it became truth,” Sean murmured. “Shit…! Fiona was with Trisha…”

“Dinner might be complicated,” Helga said. “First, we have a bath.”

“Yeah…” Sean exhaled. “I’ll be right there.”

~ * ~ * ~

Stepping into the lavatory, he paused when Fiona walked out of one of the rooms. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, but that was… odd,” she said. “What happened?”

“I named you in the pantheon. Helga said something and it all fit, and I knew who you are for us.”

“Mistress of All…” Fiona said softly. “I know the name and what you think it means.” Embracing him, she leaned her head against his shoulder. “I will always do my best for all of us.”

“I know. You already do. That’s what led to this moment. I thought you might be with Trisha, and didn’t know if something might’ve happened to show it.”

“My wings appeared. Luckily, they aren’t physical, or it would’ve hurt when they hit the walls,” Fiona snorted. “I felt the flames in my eyes, too, and then the knowledge hit me, along with my title. It was over almost as quickly as it happened.”

“I’ll have to be careful of accepting someone with a title unless I know they’re somewhere safe…” Sean murmured.

“That might be for the best,” Fiona agreed. “I’ll see you in the bath.”

“I won’t be long,” Sean said. He gave her a quick kiss before they separated. “Remind me to thank Hallie for having Trisha and her maid bathe before us.”

Fiona laughed, pausing on the way out of the room. “I will. Goodness knows you would’ve combusted. Then again, Trisha might have, as well. I don’t know if she’s ever used a communal bath.”

“Let’s keep the two of us apart in that area,” Sean coughed.

“I’ll arrange it,” Fiona snickered.

“Arrange for us to be apart, right?” Sean asked, but Fiona just smirked as she left the room. “Fuck… Myna, you brat cat… you’re rubbing off on her.” He was smiling when he said it, because he knew that Fiona would do what was best for them.




 

Chapter Twenty-one

Dressing for the day, Sean wasn’t sure what might happen. Dinner the night before had been awkward and strained— Trisha and MacAdams had been at the table, with Trisha seated beside Sean and MacAdams down with the rest of the staff.

MacAdams had only given single-word answers when the staff tried to include her in their conversation. Her expression made it clear that she thought staff eating with nobles was deplorable. The fact that Ven and the other inner-circle Messenger Fairies were there had gotten even more severe looks.

Trisha had replied to any questions, but she was also withdrawn. Her eyes kept straying to the staff and Fairies, as well, though she didn’t have the same veiled disgust her maid did.

“We’ll see if breakfast is any better,” Sean sighed as he slipped his jewelry on. “Maybe Hallie will have better luck today with the tea party she planned? At least we didn’t do anything to warrant messages about us to her father… Did we?”

“No, Sean. Neither of their Fairies departed.”

“Two of them?” Sean asked.

“One for MacAdams and one for Trisha. Neither will be causing trouble.”

“You’re sure?” Sean asked.

“Very.”

“As long as they’re not doing anything suspicious.”

“They’re not,” Ven said.

“Are they going to join the clan when their Agreement runs out with Truestrike?”

“I’m not certain, but it’s possible. Our clan being treated as well as we are has been shocking to them. We’re being very careful about Talents with them here, much as the staff are with MacAdams and Trisha.”

“Oh, right. Good thinking.”

“You can’t think of everything, so we try to do what we can to help.”

Sean chuckled, looking up at Ven perched on the shelf above him. “I guess you think of everything.”

Ven groaned. “I’m not a Fairy wife.”

Sean laughed as he headed for the exit. “Come on, buddy. I do my best not to say it.”

“You enjoy implying it,” Ven sighed as they flew above Sean.

“The trials and tribulations of being my Personal Messenger.”

The Fairy suddenly landed on Sean’s head in a sprawl. “That…! That was… painful,” Ven panted.

Sean had stopped walking when Ven landed on him. He’d felt a smaller pulse of power than when he’d named Fiona, but it was still distinctly there. “Huh… sorry. Looks like me calling you my Personal Messenger tagged you in the pantheon. I guess all the first Fairies for my wives would be the same for them.”

The thrum of power was greater than when he’d named Fiona, and he knew why in an instant: those Fairies just got tagged as the Personal Messengers for each of his wives… and each of the staff.

“Oops…” Sean muttered.

“Did you just do that to all of them?” Ven asked as they pushed themselves upright.

“I think so?”

Ven zipped off down the hall at speed. “I’ll check!”

Sean stood in the hall for a few seconds, wondering why he was suddenly expanding as quickly as he was. His only conclusion was that more people in the city knew that he was powerful and acknowledged that. It wasn’t belief in him, specifically, but in his power. Exhaling slowly, he started walking again.

He’d made it to the stairs when Ven came zipping back to him. “Yes, all of the firsts. Fiona laughed when I found her to ask about Venn.”

“I’m sure she shook her head in exasperation.”

“Most of them did, but all of them were smiling.”

“And the Fairies?”

“Fine, if a bit shocked. Those that’d been in the air fell, but none were badly injured.”

“Thankfully,” Sean sighed in relief. “None of them were with Trisha?”

“No. She’s still in her room.”

The sound of a door opening behind him got Sean to stay at the top of the stairs. “Good morning. Ready for breakfast?”

“I am,” Trisha said slowly. “All of your meals are like last night?”

“Breakfast and dinner are normally family meals,” Sean nodded. He caught sight of MacAdams’ small sneer and smiled brighter. “We’re different, but none in my family are nameless puppets just doing their master’s bidding.”

Trisha slowed at his words and the soft, sharp inhalation behind her. “I see… Michelle isn’t a nameless puppet, either. She’s been with me for years.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean her,” Sean said. “I believe Hallie is having friends over for tea today. She’d mentioned inviting you.”

“Yes. A small group, she said; Dames Iceblood, Bloodheart, and Purebreath only, besides your wives.”

“Sounds right. I thought she might’ve invited Dame Mageheart, too, but maybe she decided not to. Trying to keep things where everyone is about the same age. Peers in more than one way.”

“Except that your wife is a Lady, Lord MacDougal,” MacAdams said primly. “She’d be the exception to them being peers, wouldn’t she?”

Sean paused on the landing, glancing back at the maid. He knew maids speaking up was unusual, yet MacAdams had done just that. “I see you’re embracing the ideal of the House, MacAdams. Good. As for her being a Lady and that making them not peers, you’d be right on technicality only. Friends are always peers. Age can also make you a peer, and your outlook on life can be considered a way to judge that, as well. So, like I said, peers in more ways than one.”

MacAdams’ lips thinned into a fake smile. “I stand corrected, Lord. My apologies.”

“None needed. We encourage people to speak their minds here. How can one learn or grow if they aren’t allowed to speak up?” Sean started downstairs again. “They’ll be welcoming to you, Trisha.”

“Dame Truestrike,” MacAdams said frostily. “There is decorum, Lord.”

“We’re both nobles, which would mean I’d drop the Dame on that. The problem is that ‘Truestrike’ to me is her father, so I’d get confused. Besides, I always ask people to call me Sean. But, if she objects herself, I will do my best.” Sean didn’t even glance back at the maid.

Trisha hesitated, then shook her head. “I’m here as punishment for the gala. If the Lord of the House wishes people to be informal, then we must adapt, Michelle.”

“As you wish, mistress,” MacAdams said, displeased but unable to say it. “I will continue to call him Lord MacDougal. I’m a maid, not nobility, so it would be wrong for me to do so.”

“As you will,” Sean shrugged. “Breakfast is about to be served, so let’s not let the food get cold.”

Trisha’s lips pursed as she followed Sean. MacAdams had been unusually forward, yet Sean hadn’t lashed out. He kept doing odd things that went against everything society told her should happen. If I had half of Sean’s freedom, I would’ve defied my father and fled to Darragh… How the choice to stay haunts me now… I still miss you, my undefeated guardian, Trisha thought as she came to the ground floor. Her eyes caught the memorial wall and her sadness deepened, thinking of her own loss.

Everyone else was already in the dining room. “Good morning,” Sean greeted his family with a smile. “Hallie, did they all accept the invitations to tea?”

“Of course. They’re hoping to speak more with Trisha. Your reclusiveness has all of them wondering about you,” the last sentence had been directed at Trisha, who came in behind Sean. “I know Olivia was happy that you accepted the first invitation after the gala. She’s eager to continue the conversation.”

“Oh, yes. That would be nice,” Trisha said slowly, wondering where the trap was in the words.

“It’ll be fine, mistress. I will be there for you,” MacAdams said, seating Trisha.

“No, that won’t do,” Hallie said brightly. “No staff stays once the tea is brought in. Even the Fairies are removed from the room so we can talk freely.”

“Unacceptable,” MacAdams said, lifting her chin in defiance. “I am to remain with her at all times.”

“Even into the privy?” Quinna asked with a raised eyebrow. “Too noble for me.”

“Right?” Quilla snickered. “I won’t even ask why a maid would be needed for that.”

Trisha’s cheeks heated, and MacAdams’ lips became a thin line. “Leave it to Moonbound to be crass,” she said coldly.

“What did you say?” Myna asked softly, her eyes boring into MacAdams.

“Wait, wait!” Trisha said quickly. “She’ll apologize, right now. That was well out of line. She is just protective of me.”

MacAdams’ jaw set, but she gave Myna a false smile. “I apologize for my words. They were far from what should be said in polite society.”

“You said it to them, not me,” Myna said frostily. “Apologize to the one you spoke to. If you cannot do so, you can be removed. Her father can send another maid to serve her, one who knows decorum.”

MacAdams turned slowly back to the twins, then dipped a small curtsy. “I apologize for my phrasing. Perhaps private matters shouldn’t be spoken of at the table.”

It was the most half-assed apology Sean had heard in ages; he was about to speak up, but Hallie beat him to it.

“MacAdams, if you have a problem with our staff, you have a problem with the entire House,” Hallie said. “We consider them family. Perhaps your employer doesn’t feel as strongly for you, but we do for ours. Another word against them, their heritage, or any other infraction will see me regrettably having to inform your Lord, as well as the Advisor, about your actions.”

“I have heard you, Lady MacDougal.”

“Now, Trisha is here at the Advisor’s request. She may opt out of tea, knowing the setting and rules for it, or she may join us. Either way, no staff is allowed into the room unless called for once tea is served. Surely a Dame can decide, for herself, if she’d like to take tea with her peers?”

Trisha felt the tension— it was as suffocating as it was when her father visited outside the city. From the time she’d come into the home, she’d been welcomed warmly. MacAdams had been dismissive, stopping just short of rudeness. Today, her maid had crossed several lines while Sean’s family acted much softer than any other noble family would. Sean had spoken of Darragh befriending him, and Trisha yearned to hear more of her lover’s last few days. She’d never be able to ask with her maid there, so she did something unthinkable: she chose for herself.

“After breakfast, you will send a message to my father,” Trisha said, looking over her shoulder to MacAdams. “You will inform him of your rudeness and of how gracious our hosts have been to not demand true repentance from you. I will attend the tea, and you will abide by the rules of the House. There might even be other times I wish to speak to one of the Ladies or the Lord alone. That will not be called into question like I’m a child. Do you understand?”

MacAdams stared at Trisha in shock, but it was quickly hidden. “As you wish, Dame Truestrike. I only wish to keep you safe, as I always have.”

Trisha suddenly felt terrible for speaking to her maid like she had. MacAdams had always been helpful and friendly to her… until they came into MacDougal’s manor, that is.

“Breakfast,” Glorina said brightly, bringing the tea cart into the room.

“Thank you, Glorina,” Sean said, glad for the break in the drama. “Ladies, I’ll be going to the library today, and then tomorrow we have our outing to the gardens.”

“Gardens?” Trisha asked quickly. “The Tower gardens?”

“We go as a big family every Tenday,” Fiona explained. “We’d have left one of the staff behind to care for you, but if you’re interested, you may join us. We have a quarter of the outer gardens left, and two balconies before the library level to cover this Tenday.”

“I love the gardens!” Trisha said with a bright smile that quickly sobered. “Maybe I should stay… If it’s your family day, I—”

“You’re invited to join us,” Sean cut in. “It’ll be good for all of us to see the beautiful flowers, get some fresh air, and some good exercise.”

Trisha almost looked at her maid, but stopped herself from looking away from Sean. “I… yes. I would like to accompany your family. After all, I am supposed to be one of the House until I am done with my two tendays.”

“We’ll welcome you with open arms, like a sister,” Felora said before anyone else could chime in. “Rumia guides us, telling us about each flower we haven’t seen yet. It’s very informative.”

“Thank you, mistress,” Rumia smiled softly. “I try my best to make it interesting.”

“You’ve never failed,” Sean said. “Glorina, what’re we having this morning?”

“I went with breakfast tacos again, sir. I’m sure our guests have never had them before. I figured new foods would be entertaining.”

“A good call. I’ll explain how to put it all together, Trisha. It’s delicious.”

“I look forward to it,” Trisha said, finding that she really was. Outside of her time with Darragh, she’d never felt as cared for as she did in this moment.




 

Chapter Twenty-two

Sean was thinking over everything that’d happened that morning before he left the house. “Is it just me, or was MacAdams being more forward than any other maid we know?”

“She was being very forward,” Helga snorted.

“I’ve never seen a maid act so rudely, sir,” Arliat added. “If she’d done that to anyone other than our family, she’d have gotten more than just a stern word from Trisha.”

“Trisha was more open than I thought she would be, too,” Helga added, “but there is something between them. When MacAdams acted hurt, Trisha’s face fell.”

“Agreed,” Arliat nodded. “She looked guilty, like she’d kicked a puppy.”

“Hmm… there wasn’t any energy in use,” Sean said slowly. “I kept an eye on her during breakfast. She’s powerful for a maid. Not like ours, of course, but she has power. That means she might have Talents, too, but we don’t know what.”

“My Lord, no other family we know has staff as powerful as ours,” Helga said dryly.

“That’s fair,” Sean shrugged. “It doesn’t negate what I said, though. MacAdams has been empowered to be more than just a maid.”

“If she was taking care of Trisha and her son, is that surprising?” Arliat asked. “You’ve said Truestrike wanted the axe for his grandson, which would mean the child’s safety is important to him.”

“Also a fair point,” Sean sat back. “Ven, please double the Fairies watching her. Something about MacAdams is bothering me.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven said. “Onim will be told.”

“Thank you.”

“I asked the Fairies watching her to inform me of anything MacAdams’ Fairy is to tell Truestrike,” Ven said. “We have a couple of hidden Fairies in every room, so we’ll know what’s said if they’re told inside the manor.”

“I didn’t think about that…” Sean muttered. “Thank you, Ven.”

“It was Hallie’s idea, Sean; we just put it in place. Being updated about today was my idea, as the message to Truestrike might skew things.”

“Thank you for considering that. I’ll thank Hallie later for thinking ahead.”

The doors of the Great Tree opened, letting Arliat into the roundabout. “I’ll be back as soon as I get word, sir.”

“Thank you, Arliat. I have no idea how long this might take.”

“It should not be terribly long,” Helga said.

“I hope you’re right,” Sean said.

~ * ~ * ~

“Lord MacDougal, a pleasure,” High Keeper Siobhan smiled at him. “Thank you for asking me to set aside time for you.”

“I know you’re busy,” Sean said as he sat across from her. “Just showing up unannounced would be rude.”

Siobhan chuckled. “That is quite amusing coming from the bluntest Lord I’ve ever met.”

“Blunt doesn’t have to mean rude,” Sean laughed.

“Very true. What can I help you with today?”

“I had an interesting conversation with another Lord. He suggested that the Harbinger might also be the Huntsman. Is that possible?”

Siobhan sat back in her chair. “Hmm. I’m not sure. There isn’t a book devoted to that idea; I can say that for certain. Let me have a few books brought to me.”

“Of course,” Sean said, his worry growing as he waited.

The books were sent for, but while they waited, Siobhan spoke up, “I’ve been waiting to hear when we might talk at your home. When your request came, I had thought it would be to invite me there. Imagine my disappointment that it wasn’t.”

“Ah, yeah,” Sean said, chagrined. “I… forgot. I have a lot going on.”

“Yes. Dame Truestrike is in your care— you had a meeting with her and the Advisor on Sevenday.”

Sean stared at Siobhan for a moment before he sighed. “I didn’t think anyone knew about that…”

Siobhan chuckled. “I know many things, MacDougal.”

“Would you like to come over on Oneday?” Sean asked.

“I would be glad to,” Siobhan smiled. “See? Not so hard, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” Sean chuckled.

“The books you requested, High Keeper,” one of the staff said, placing them on the desk.

“Thank you,” Siobhan said, pulling the first one to her to flip through it quickly. “Let me see now…”

~ * ~ * ~

“I think we can conclude that it is possible,” Siobhan said as the sun was heading for the horizon.

“Nothing we read was definitive. There was even the one record where the one Lord suggested it as a possibility, too,” Sean grunted.

“I’m not sure how the Queens will feel about that,” Siobhan said slowly. “Having someone as disruptive as the Harbinger also being the Huntsman seems… messy.”

“It would be very messy,” Helga said absently. “I cannot see how they would accept it.”

Sean caught the emotion behind the words from Helga— she wasn’t talking about the Queens. He agreed with her, too. His wives wouldn’t agree to the Queens being added to their family at all. Neither of them would accept having to wait for the staff, either.

Well, fuck… now what? Sean thought, hoping that it couldn’t be true.

“You seem to take this as bad news?” Siobhan asked, watching him.

“I’m in agreement with your statement,” Sean said. “I think it would be very messy if the Harbinger was the Huntsman.”

“Nothing said explicitly that they could be the same, either,” Siobhan said. “I’d have to think it would take a massive twisting of fate.”

“Yeah…” Sean said, keeping the grimace off his face. “I’ll see you on Oneday, Siobhan.”

“I’m very much looking forward to it, MacDougal. Do you have a book prepared, or should I bring one?”

“Oh! U-uh…” Sean stammered.

“I’ll bring one,” Siobhan smiled. “I have the perfect one to use.”

“That’d be great. I won’t take any more of your time.”

“I will be taking yours soon enough,” Siobhan laughed lightly.

“Excuse me, Lord MacDougal,” Captain Stoutheart said, coming up to the desk. “The Advisor has requested your presence.”

Both Sean and Helga stood up. “My wife is with me.”

“She thought one of them might be, Lord. She is invited to attend, as well.”

“I’m in your hands, then, Captain.”

Stoutheart gave Sean a quick lookover, but saw no weapons. “I’ll just have to check your pouch, Lord. You never seem to carry weapons.”

“That’s an invitation to trouble,” Sean said while Stoutheart looked inside his bag. “I think I would be more prepared than most would expect if they tried to cause me harm.”

Stoutheart started to lead them away from the desk. “I’ve no doubt, considering what we’ve heard of you, Lord.”

Nothing else was said between them as they went upstairs. Stoutheart handed them off to Major Ironfist, who greeted them before leading them on. The two scribes for the Queens watched with interest as he was led past them.

Mackenzie was sitting beside Queenshealer when Sean was brought into the room. “Lord MacDougal, thank you for coming.”

“It’s an honor to be summoned, Advisor,” Sean said, sitting down with Helga across from Mackenzie. “How might I assist you?”

“I was petitioned by a few Lords and Ladies,” Mackenzie said. “Questions about Dame Truestrike’s health were raised. A couple even suggested, obliquely, that you might be able to exert influence over her.”

“To what end?” Sean asked, but he was sure he knew.

“To make her pliant to your whims. As Lord Rockshield said, and I will quote here; ‘How do we know he cannot seduce the weak-willed? He does have a large number of wives. Maybe they’re all just puppets enthralled to him.’ Lord Truestrike requested that Queenshealer examine her to see if any mental bindings have been used.”

Sean looked at Queenshealer, who was watching Sean with an intense gaze. “You can see if someone had been mentally twisted?”

“It is a Talent of mine,” Queenshealer said with a touch of frost to his tone.

“My husband has not twisted any of us,” Helga said softly, her eyes flat as she stared at Queenshealer. “He has our love and devotion because he is the best man to ever walk this world.”

Queenshealer grunted— Helga’s words were nearly a rebuke of him personally. “Someone who was enthralled would say much the same.”

“Can you tell who has enthralled a person,” Sean asked, “or just that it’s been done?”

“Just that it’s been done,” Queenshealer said.

“That’s the setup,” Sean sighed.

“What do you mean?” Mackenzie asked.

“She exhibited signs of being influenced at breakfast this morning,” Sean said. “Her maid holds sway over her. Could someone be forced to speak a falsehood about who influenced them to a Truthsayer?”

“I’m not sure…” Queenshealer said slowly. “If I was here to examine her at the same time, I think I’d catch the impulse even if Surevoice failed to hear it.”

“I will have Trisha attend you,” Sean said. “He set the trap for me. Rockshield and the others who complained are his allies; it would pull her from my House and tarnish my name.”

“Most of them were, but some weren’t,” Mackenzie said. “Those few who weren’t might have been influenced unknowingly. Hmm… I will summon her after dinner. She and her maid will speak to me plainly.”

“Advisor, the Greater Vampire is likely employed by Truestrike. It might be him that influenced Trisha to listen to her maid. Please take that into account.”

“How do you know that?” Mackenzie asked.

“Solanice told me,” Sean shrugged. “He was very talkative about what Truestrike was doing and who was employed by him.”

“I see. I will keep that in mind. Do not warn the Dame, nor her maid.”

“I will not,” Sean said.

“You may go, MacDougal.”

“MacDougal,” Queenshealer said when Sean stood, “If you are right, I apologize. I detest the idea of mental influence. If my words felt pointed, that is why.”

“I understand, and I agree with your views,” Sean said. “I take no offense. Good evening.”




 

Chapter Twenty-three

Sean and Helga missed evening sparring, but made it back in time to have a quick shower before dinner. Trisha was amazed at the different meals she’d had since arriving. MacAdams refused to join in on the conversations at all, and she also picked at her food, barely eating.

“How was tea, Hallie?” Sean asked, trying to break the awkwardness.

“Good. We talked about love interests,” Hallie said. “Being the only married one in the group, I was asked for advice, though Trisha did speak some on how she and Darragh were before he was Shamed.”

“I still feel terrible every day for his Shame,” Trisha said, her smile gone in an instant.

“Trisha, you shouldn’t discuss that with others,” MacAdams said. “Private matters should stay private.”

“Yes. Of course.” Trisha flushed, looking down at her plate.

Sean’s lips thinned, but he couldn’t call the maid out, so he tried a different way. “Sometimes, talking can help someone heal. I found speaking about Darragh’s last days has helped me.”

Trisha’s head snapped up, her eyes focused on Sean. “Yes, please.”

“Trisha—” MacAdams tried to interrupt, but three Fairies blurred down onto the table in front of Sean.

“Lord MacDougal?” the Fairy with a golden band around their waist asked.

“I’m Lord MacDougal,” Sean replied.

“I come from the Advisor, Lord. I have a message for Dame Truestrike. Your Fairies brought me to you.”

“She’s right here,” Sean said, tilting his head toward Trisha.

“Dame Truestrike?” the Fairy asked.

“Yes?” Trisha asked, surprised the Messenger Fairy was asking for her.

Sean saw the smirk that briefly touched MacAdams’ face before it almost instantly vanished.

“You and your maid are being summoned to the Advisor, right now. You are to come without informing others.”

Trisha swallowed, fear rising in her throat. What did I do wrong? she asked herself. Clearing her throat, she bowed her head. “I will attend with haste.”

“I’ll get the car,” Arliat said, on her feet and hurrying away in a second.

“Ven, make sure the car isn’t bothered on the trip,” Sean said.

“We’ll send a contingent with them to the Tower, sir,” Onim said, zipping off.

“Thank you, Onim,” Sean called after the Fairy. “Don’t worry, Trisha. I’ve met with the Advisor a few times now, and she’s always been fair. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Trisha let out a shaky breath. “Yes… of course. Please, excuse us.”

Trisha and MacAdams were out the door in a minute. The moment they left, Sean exhaled deeply. The Choosers who had an empathic bond with him all turned his way.

“Trisha’s being controlled by her maid.”

“I haven’t felt anything like that…” Felora said slowly.

“She does seem abnormally swayed by MacAdams’ words,” Hallie said. “This morning, she was firm, then looked devastated, like she’d betrayed the maid.”

“Let me tell you what happened at the Tower,” Sean said. “I couldn’t talk about it with them here, but now I can.”

Everyone focused on Sean, barely finishing their dinner as he spoke. He started with Siobhan and what he’d learned, as well as her coming over on Oneday. When he finally got to his talk with Mackenzie and Queenshealer, everyone was tense.

“I never saw that ploy coming,” Hallie said. “I didn’t even know it was possible.”

“To control his daughter in such a way…?” Andrea whispered in horror. “I never thought the nobility would go that far.”

“It isn’t all the nobility. It’s just Truestrike,” Fiona corrected her gently. “Our friends, even before we met them, would never have gone this far.”

“Even their families didn’t do good for them,” Ryann said. “Amedee was almost disowned by her family.”

“Truestrike is the worst I’ve ever heard of,” Hallie said, trying to pull the conversation back on track. “We also don’t know what will happen with the Advisor.”

“What if they can’t pin it on MacAdams?” Prita asked softly.

“It’ll go badly for us,” Aria said. “Very badly. It’s already known Sean stopped the riot in the meat market by using his voice. That would lend credence to the claim that it’s him controlling her.”

“If it happens, it happens,” Sean said. “We can’t stop it at this point.”

“It would be a massive setback,” Hallie said. “We’d lose a good portion of those who’ve recently became our allies. Our core group would stay, and some of those Sean healed at the gala would, too, but the rest would quickly distance themselves again.”

“I can’t just go challenge him?” Sean asked.

“No, especially not if he wins this gambit.”

“How long will it take?” Cali asked. “Do we wait for them to return or not?”

“We should,” Fiona said.

“We can use the rooms our husband gave us to distract ourselves until they return or we’re told,” Ida suggested. “Tiska, we did want a family portrait. Now might be a good time for the sketch.”

“Yes, mistress,” Tiska said, rising from her seat. “I’ll get things arranged.”

Sean went back to finishing his food— it was cold, but still tasty— while the others dispersed. Glorina, Lona, and Mona began cleaning the table, starting on the far end so as not to rush him.

“Sean, could we come watch?” Lona asked slowly.

“The sketch?” Sean asked around a mouthful of food.

“Yes, sir.”

Sean’s head tilted as he finished chewing. Nodding, he smiled at her. “Ven, ask the staff to attend the sketch. We’ll have them standing behind us while we sit.”

Joy spread across the cooks’ faces at his announcement, and Ven zipped off at speed to inform everyone.

~ * ~ * ~

Fiona made a sofa for them to sit on, and Ida Shaped a Tiska-likeness to stand with Glorina. Tiska laughed at her double, but thanked Ida, as it would help with positioning. When Ida started that, Rumia made an Arliat double, since she wasn’t there. That got Andrea to make a copy of Chastity to sit with them, then Felora Shaping one of Lilly to round off the family.

“What about the cuons?” Quinna asked.

“I can add them in afterward,” Tiska said.

“And my mother?” Rumia asked.

“All of our mothers,” Myna nodded. “Maybe cuons to one side and them to the other?”

“It’s getting cluttered…” Tiska said softly. “I will, but if we add everyone, it’ll be more than a family portrait.”

“Just the wives and future wives,” Fiona smiled. “But Tiska, would you do one of the mothers, and another of the cuons, too?”

“We’d like one of the clan, too. In segments,” Ven said before tacking on the last two words quickly.

“In sections, I can do,” Tiska nodded, “if it’s just those of us here, plus those who’ve gone before. Can I start?”

Everyone got comfortable before Fiona smiled. “Please, Tiska.”

Since it was just a sketch, Tiska wasn’t strict about them moving, though she would ask them to shift back at times. Sean was amused that Fiona and Myna bookended him in the middle, but it made sense, as they were the first two. It then rotated by marriage to Fiona’s side, then Myna’s. While their positioning did split the couples up, it had a pleasing symmetry to it.

Tiska wore a bright smile as she worked behind the large sketch pad she’d put out; it was clear to everyone she loved being able to do it. Her smile was bright every time she looked around the edge of the pad.

~ * ~ * ~

Tiska set her pencil down with a happy sigh. “That’s the best I can do for a quick sketch.”

A Fairy came zipping into the room at that moment. “Arliat is on her way back with just Trisha,” they informed the room.

The tension that’d been in the background broke, the relief palpable for everyone.

“We should make sure we’re ready,” Fiona said, standing up. “But first, I want to see the finished sketch.”

Tiska stepped back. “I’ll go make sure tea is ready.”

“I’ll help,” Glorina said, going with Tiska.

Everyone else circled around to see the sketch. Tiska was talented; she’d captured them perfectly. The placements of their hands told of the love between everyone in the picture.

“She’s quite talented,” Hallie smiled.

“She’s a Muse,” Sean said, feeling the title in the name. “Of course. Even when I don’t mean to, it happens.”

“We seem to be quickly filling the pantheon,” Fiona smiled. “Two of the staff have been named already.”

“Master,” Myna purred, pressing up against his side, “what about me?”

Sean laughed as he put his arm around her. “I know it’s not brat cat, because I say that all the time.” He kissed her head. “I don’t know, Myna. I didn’t plan any of the names that’ve happened.”

“The Fairies called her Silent Claw when they met her,” Ryann chuckled.

“But she doesn’t use claws. She uses her blades,” Sean laughed. “She’d be Silent Blade, inste—” He cut off as Myna’s wings flared and the Bond between them flooded.

“Another named,” Helga smiled.

“I love it!” Myna whispered as her wings vanished, the flames in her eyes still burning. Grabbing Sean, she kissed him hotly.

“Oh, yes. That’s our Myna,” Felora snickered.

“Coming from the most lustful of us, that’s saying something,” Ida giggled.

“That lust has been tempered by love,” Hallie said.

Sean gasped when Myna let him go. “Goodness, Myna! Are you okay?”

“Yes, Master,” Myna purred. “Perfect.”

“Sean, would you say I’m more lust or love?” Felora asked, a calculating edge in her gaze.

“Lustful Love,” Sean said, staggering as the Bond between them flooded.

“She did that intentionally,” Ida laughed.

“Felora’s skilled at poking a weakness,” Ryann snorted in amusement.

“We have to get ready for Trisha. She might be mad or depressed,” Hallie told them.

“Yes, we do. Come on, ladies,” Fiona said, ushering everyone but Sean and Felora from the room.

Sean panted as the Bond settled back down. He met Felora’s glowing red eyes, the black-white flame burning in them. “Why?”

“To show you that you can name us,” Felora said. The flames faded, but her eyes stayed glowing. “I’m proud to be what you named me. It’s my nature, and you let me embrace it like you do Myna, Fiona, and the others. Don’t overthink it, Sean. You know who we are. You’ve always known.”

Sean let her gather him into her arms. “Yeah… maybe. Ida is a Smith. Ryann is still a shield, but she’ll be the Guardian of Children, instead of my shield. Aria will always be the Mistress of the Hunt. Andie is our Hearth Mother, and Hallie is our Speaker.” Each name tugged at his core, but he pushed through all of them, leaning into Felora as he did. “I don’t want them all waiting…” he whispered as the world swam around him.

“You pushed, Sean,” Felora said. She caught him, helping him to the floor. Seeing him suddenly out cold, she gently touched his brow. “This is just who you are, my dearest god. I’ll get you to bed.”




 

Chapter Twenty-four

“You certainly do not do things by half, do you, Sean?”

Jerking in the seat he was in, Sean’s eyes snapped open. Morrigan sat across the small table from him, a glass of whiskey in her hand. Exhaling slowly as his heart slowed back to normal, Sean shook his head.

“Morrigan, it’s good to see you again. I pushed too hard to name them all.”

“That is true, but you did not actually name them all. Chastity and Lilliana remain to be named.”

“Next time I see them,” Sean said. “Is that what brought me here to you?”

She poured him a glass from the small barrel beside her. Setting it in front of him, she smiled. “It is a key moment in your life, fully accepting your pantheon. Because you passed out, it felt like a good time to bring you here to celebrate the true beginning of your pantheon. What will you call it?”

“What?” Sean asked, the drink half-raised to his lips.

“All pantheons become known by a name. Sometimes, that name changes over time— the Norse are an easy example. They prefer ‘Asgardians,’ but your world mostly knows them as the Norse. Olympians became the Greek gods, and the Romana were lesser cousins to them.”

“Huh… I… no, I hadn’t.”

“There is no rush. Your name can always be chosen by those who follow you,” Morrigan said, tapping her glass to his. “Welcome to the club of ascended mortals.”

Sean drank to the toast. Liquid warmth with none of the burn slid down his throat; a pleasant tingle radiated out from his core. “That’s amazing.”

“It is the last of what they made for the wake,” Morrigan said softly, tears glimmering unshed in her eyes.

Reaching across the table, Sean covered one of Morrigan’s hands. “It hurts to lose loved ones. Did you want to talk about it?”

“There is nothing to talk about,” Morrigan said slowly. “Thousands of years with each other… they were good people. We knew our end was coming, but instead of going quietly, we went out with a last hope.” She looked up, meeting his eyes. “I am sorry we placed this burden on you, Sean. We might not have pushed at you, demanded from you, but we still put you in this position. You carry our greatest failure.”

Sean exhaled slowly, then reached out with his other hand to wipe the tears away as they slipped free. “It’s okay. I’d really hoped to settle down in Oakwood with Fiona, living a quiet life just crafting things to help them. You didn’t have them killed, though. None of you started the events Truestrike set into motion. If anything, you gave me the chance to help so many people.”

Morrigan sniffled, trying to stop the tears. “Maybe, but we could have sent you to a few other worlds, instead. You would have done right by the people there, too, and not carried the burden of our failure.”

“Maybe, but then the wisps would never have peace. I’d never have met the women I love. Life is accepting what is, not wishing for what can’t be. If I had to do it again, I’d still end up right here.”

“You did in most futures, but not all when I met you. In a rare few, you went with Michael. A couple more had you gamble with Lucifer. Odin’s promises had you side with him in roughly a third of your futures. None of those turned out well for you.”

“See? I should thank you.”

“In all the rest, you went with me. The futures from there shifted quickly. The first was if we held the wake, and what happened if we gave you our powers or not. We knew that your siding with us meant our end, so it was a choice of finality with no hope for those we abandoned or not.”

“I’d have lost even more without what you all gave me,” Sean said softly. “Myna wouldn’t have survived to come with Fiona and me. Chastity and Lilly wouldn’t be waiting for us…”

“You would have lost so much more,” Morrigan agreed, “but now, you will face the Queens.”

“Not soon, I hope?”

“Sooner than you wish for, but not tomorrow. Their ears have heard and messages were sent. Truestrike will be the final test they let you have before they come.”

“They’ll wait until after?” Sean asked, his hope growing.

“For a while, but once you topple him fully, they will come.”

“I have time, then,” Sean exhaled. “I haven’t even begun the process of trying to figure out how to open portals.”

“It is not easy.” Morrigan downed the last of her drink and sat back, taking her hand from his. “I will give you one hint: folklore had some answers on how to make it easier.”

“Hmm… that’s not a big help.”

“It is the most I can do without twisting fate too far.” She reached out, touching his hand on the table. “Thank you for seeing me one last time, Sean.”

He slammed the empty glass to the table, grabbing her hand on his firmly. “No…! You don’t go until I finish everything with the Queens, Morrigan. I will not allow you to slip before that.”

Morrigan eyes shot open, the flood of belief Sean shoved into her making her gasp. “What…?”

“I can’t have you slipping away before then,” Sean said firmly.

“Then go,” Morrigan said. “The longer you are here, the more it taxes me.”

“Until we meet again.”

“Until we meet again…” Morrigan murmured, still shocked that Sean had been able to tether her to the universe for longer than she thought she’d had. Her strand of fate should have ended, but now, it continued on. Looking at her own strand was always difficult, but she did it to see what Sean had just put into motion.

~ * ~ * ~

Soft lips woke Sean, and he returned the kiss with the love in his heart. He knew it was Aria that was leaning over him; he could feel her emotions clearly. When she pulled back, he stared up into her red-irised eyes.

“Good morning, Sean,” Aria murmured. “Breakfast will be soon.”

“Hello, Huntress,” Sean murmured, watching a small spark of black-white flames appear and vanish in her eyes.

“You shocked all of us last night. I fell down the stairs— my muscles locked up when you named me.” She arched an eyebrow at him.

“Shit,” Sean said, pulling her down to him. “Sorry. I got caught up in it. Are you okay?”

“Of course,” Aria murmured happily, holding him back. “Some bruises that healed quickly were all that happened.” She kissed him sweetly again before pulling back. “Thank you, Sean. We’ve all been wanting to know what our places in the pantheon would be.”

“I didn’t mean to name anyone last night. Starting with Tiska was a surprise in itself.”

“You already named Rumia, so naming the others isn’t going to be too surprising. We’re glad that you got us before the rest of the staff, though. That would’ve been awkward.”

“When we visit the plane next, I’ll name Chas and Lilly, too. I can feel their names in my mind, but I don’t want to say them until we’re there with them.”

“I’ll tell Fiona, and we’ll go tonight,” Aria said. “They deserve it.”

“They really do.”

“Now get out of bed,” Aria smiled as she pulled back, helping him up. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Umm… how was Trisha last night?” Sean asked, recalling what he’d been going to do before he passed out last night.

“Now? Better. Last night, she was a wreck.” Shaking her head, Aria looked disturbed. “They took away her free will, or at least most of it, Sean. Queenshealer restored it to her last night. She knows her father let it be done, keeping her pliable for if he needed her.”

“Fuck…” Sean grunted. “I’m going to kill him.”

“We know. We’ll be there to help.”

Sean left the bedroom, his mind spinning with all the ways he could try to corner Truestrike into a duel.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good morning,” Sean said, entering the dining room.

A chorus of good mornings came back from the majority of the room. Trisha gave him a pained smile, but didn’t add her voice to the others.

“Trisha, are you okay?” Sean asked as he took his seat.

“No. My father never loved me… that is even clearer now,” Trisha said softly. “I had thought he had at least cared in his own way. Last night… that proved to be false.”

“You don’t have to tell me, but I’ll listen,” Sean said.

“I’ve already told your wives. They were waiting for me… they said you passed out. Are you okay?”

“I overextended last night.” Sean gave a rueful chuckle. “I’m fine today.”

“I wish I was,” Trisha said with a brittle smile. “Shortly after Cian was born, my father had my mind twisted. I had been contemplating fleeing with my son to find Darragh… I think that’s why he did it.”

“There’s no excuse for what he did,” Sean told her gently. “I don’t have proof, but I’m certain he asked Darragh to be your guard because he wanted the axe. Everything was a long plan of his to have your son be the Harbinger.”

Trisha’s eyes went wide. “All of it was planned?”

“I doubt the love between you and Darragh was. The love you felt for him is probably what made your father move to Shame him.”

“To rip us apart so my son would stay with him…” Trisha whispered, the reasoning sinking in.

“Will you take an Agreement, balanced on your life?” Sean asked her.

“Why?”

“If you do, I can explain even more to you. It has to be on your life, as it would endanger my family if it became known.”

Trisha looked at Sean’s wives, who all smiled encouragingly. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled. “As long as you tell me more about Darragh’s last days.”

“I would do that even without the Agreement,” Sean said.

The door opened and Glorina came in with the first cart. “Breakfast.”

“After breakfast,” Sean chuckled.

“That’s fine. The food here is some of the best I’ve ever had.”

“Thank you, Dame,” Glorina smiled brightly, starting to serve the head of the table.

~ * ~ * ~

Leading Trisha into the library, he smiled at the greetings from the younger Fairies. “I’m sorry. Today, I need to talk with Trisha,” Sean said. “I’ll make it up to you all later. You can stay and read, though. What book do you want?”

“We chose the one about the Iceblood family,” Jott said, tapping one on a shelf.

“Make it up to them?” Trisha asked. She took the seat across the room where Sean had motioned her.

“I normally read to them before we go to the gardens,” Sean said, pulling the book down. “Since I’m talking to you, I’ll be missing doing that.”

Trisha stared at Sean as he set the book on the desk, opening it to the first page. She didn’t even read to her son. What have I missed in not doing so…? What will father do when he finds out that the Advisor arrested Michelle? Lips pursed, lost in thought, she wasn’t aware of Sean sitting down.

“Trisha?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she coughed lightly. “Please tell me?”

“You took the Agreement, so first, let me show you something.” Sean held his hand out in front of him. His ring turned into the sword he’d grown used to, then shifted into Darragh’s axe. “Dark Cutter.”

Trisha’s heart stopped— she knew that axe. Darragh always had it with him. Even when they’d spent their night together, it’d been right beside the bed. Her hand reached out slowly to touch the dark metal.

Sean let her take it from him. “I’m its wielder now. Darragh’s last wish was for me to become his successor. Misa passed that onto me before she died from the Life Bond she had with him.”

Trish pulled the axe onto her lap, lightly tracing the head, careful of the edge. “Why?”

“This is the dangerous part for me… I was sent to this world by the Tuatha…”




 

Chapter Twenty-five

Trisha was in a daze when Sean finished telling his story. Everything he’d said was fantastical, but it all made sense, too. Her father had poked a sleeping dragon, thinking it was a dog. A smile slowly bloomed as she thought about it; it would be a fitting repayment for what he’d done to Darragh.

Sean hadn’t told her everything. He’d left out the whole being-a-god from his story, having truncated it down so he could finish before they left for the gardens. “After dealing with Sharpeyes, I came here to deal with your father. He killed everyone at Oakwood and two of my wives, so I vowed to repay him.”

“Good…” Trisha whispered. “I would never have offered thanks to the Tuatha, but now, I will. They sent you, and because of that, Darragh will be avenged.” Her hand still lightly stroked the dark metal of the axe resting on her legs. “Tell me more about him, please?”

“I only knew him for four days,” Sean said, “but he welcomed me into his home. I slept on his floor and ate meals with him. His Shame was blindness, but he was able to make out dim shapes because of his Life Bond with Misa.”

“She was difficult for me to like,” Trisha murmured. “We both wanted Darragh’s love. We came to realize that we could share him… just before…” Swallowing the lump in her throat, she trailed off as memory touched her.

“Misa was suspicious of me, but we became friends,” Sean chuckled. “I treated her like a person, not a Life Bonded, not knowing any better. She taught me water magic after I cleaned her kitchen.” He thought back to that day, and how he had to use a child’s song to help him.

“She did? Misa was always very protective of her magic.”

“Agreements,” Sean murmured. “I learned, surprising both of us in how it happened.”

“Was he stern and unmoving?” Trisha asked, pulling the conversation back to Darragh.

“Stern, yes, but also kind. No one wanted to cross him, even blind.”

“Of course not. He’d have…” Trisha sniffled. “But he didn’t in the end.”

“He’d made his choice.”

“You’re really the Harbinger?”

“Everything points to me being that person,” Sean shrugged. “Your father is quite livid over it.”

“Good!” Trisha snarled. “He took my love from me, secluded me, took my mind from me, and for what?! So he could try bending my son to be the Harbinger?!” Trisha was near yelling as she went on. “He deserves to die!”

Sean reached out and took back Dark Cutter, pulling it back into a ring on his finger. “Easy, Trisha,” he said calmly. He reached out with Shaping to heal the gash on her thumb where she’d cut it on the axe.

Blinking down at her empty lap, Trisha looked up at Sean. Lips trembling, she hunched in on herself, sobs wracking her body as everything crashed down on her again.

Sean shifted to kneel in front of her chair. Gathering her up, he held her, rubbing her back lightly. “He’ll get his just due in time. I’m just trying to find a way that won’t cause my family more harm.”

Clutching Sean, she sobbed out her pain and loss. She’d never let out the depths of her soul before, but now, she did; something about Sean soothed her enough to release the long-held loss. A small part of her mind thought that maybe it was Darragh’s wish that he take up the axe. If her lover had trusted him, so could she.

Sean didn’t turn when the library door opened, continuing to soothe Trisha as best he could. He knew it was Fiona coming up behind him— he felt her concern for Trisha, but also her happiness that Sean could help the broken Dame.

“It’s time, Sean,” Fiona said gently.

“We’ll be down in a little bit,” Sean replied, tilting his head so he could see Fiona. “She needs a moment.”

“She really does,” Fiona agreed. Reaching out, she stroked Trisha’s hair gently. “Let it go. Sean will catch you.”

Sean rocked in place when the deep belief Fiona had that he could heal Trisha hit him. He didn’t know if he could, but he wanted to help her. Truestrike had done something abhorrent, taking free will away from someone. The fact that he’d done it to his own daughter made it far worse.

Fiona slipped away, leaving the two of them in the room. She glanced at the desk, but even the Fairy children had left earlier. She made a mental note to thank them for giving the grieving woman some space.

Eventually, Trisha sniffled as the pain ebbed. She felt drained and empty of emotion, as if her heart had been wrung dry of everything to leave an empty shell behind.

“We’ll repay him, Trisha…” Sean whispered. “You can help, if you want. Together, we can find a way to bring your father to justice.”

“I don’t want justice…” Trisha sniffled. “I want vengeance. Pain, sorrow, suffering… I want him to feel everything he did to me.”

“We’ll do our best.”

“Thank you.” She let go of him, sitting back to wipe at her eyes.

Sean pulled out a handkerchief. “Go ahead and clean up.”

Taking the cloth, she saw the mess she’d made of his shirt. “Sorry for that…” She motioned at his chest before wiping her face.

Sean Shaped the shirt clean, letting the tears and snot hit the floor. “No problem. I’ll need that back when you’re done to clean the floor.”

Trisha looked down, then at his shirt. “You can do anything, can’t you?”

“No. I can do a lot, but not everything. Otherwise, Darragh would still be alive.”

Trisha blew her nose, then handed him the handkerchief back. “No one can bring back the dead… even the Queens couldn’t. They’d still have their husband.”

Sean didn’t correct her about bringing people back from the dead, as even he had limits on that. “The others are ready. Are you still okay with going to the gardens today?”

“I don’t know… but I would rather be with friends today than alone.”

Sean quickly cleaned the floor before he stood up, offering her a hand. “Maybe the flowers can bring a smile back.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever smile again,” Trisha said honestly.

“We’ll do our best to help bring a little brightness back to you.”

When Sean led her out of the room, the small Fairies came back to the library. They’d given Trisha space, but now, it was time to learn again. They wanted to be better so they could do more to help Sean and his family.

~ * ~ * ~

Everyone did their best to engage Trisha as they walked through the garden. One of Sean’s wives was always beside her, chatting about different things. Trisha started to chat back with them, even smiling briefly a few times.

When they stopped for lunch, Rumia sat with Sean, leaning against his side while they nibbled their food. Trisha kept glancing at them, then at the others, before her gaze went back to them.

“You don’t know, so let me explain,” Fiona said softly, since she was the one sitting next to Trisha. “Sean treats them all like family. He did this from the very first day they came to work for us. My husband is a man whose compassion runs deeper than any other. During one of our dark moments, they asked to Life Bond, knowing they wanted to stay with us forever. Sean agreed, but didn’t consider what that truly meant.”

The others snickered as they watched Sean turn pink.

“Their love of him and his love of them is as with all Life Bonds,” Fiona went on. “We’ve promised them that they’ll get to marry into the family. While they wait, Sean gives them small moments of affection like this.”

“You all approve of him marrying all of them?” Trisha asked in disbelief.

“Of course, because we care for them, too,” Andrea said. “They’ll be his next wives. No one else will come before them.”

“They have to wait for the children to be born at the earliest,” Myna smiled, her hand resting on her belly.

Trisha’s eyes darted from rounded belly to rounded belly. She then glanced at Helga and Hallie, the only two wives who didn’t show signs of carrying a child. “I see…”

“We will carry his children after them,” Hallie smiled brightly.

“So they will marry him after you and Helga have his children, too?” Trisha asked.

That got everyone’s attention, as it had never been said before. All that’d been promised was that they’d get married after the children were born. Sean swallowed when they all turned to him for an answer.

“Hallie promised not to have children until after the staff married,” Sean said, recalling the Agreement for their marriage. “Helga?”

“I will wait until later, My Lord. I will not carry a child until we are safe.”

“After this set of children are born,” Sean nodded. “It might be soon after, or might take a while. We have a lot of uncertainty in front of us right now.”

“We wouldn’t want to become a distraction while you deal with Truestrike,” Tiska said. “We’ll wait as long as needed.” Her hand touched her collar. “There’s no fear that we won’t be accepted when the time’s right.”

“None at all,” Glorina nodded.

Trisha felt a twinge of sorrow, reminded yet again that she wouldn’t know the same love. Putting on a brittle smile, she nodded. “I’m happy for you.”

~ * ~ * ~

They’d managed to get Trisha laughing a couple of times during the rest of the day by telling stories of Sean’s flubs. He’d roll his eyes and sigh each time, but chuckled along with them.

“How can anyone be so oblivious?” Trisha asked, wiping away her tears from laughter.

“It’s one of his charms,” Fiona giggled.

“Dame Truestrike?” The questioning tone came from a richly-dressed man with a liveried servant next to him.

Trisha turned to see the speaker, her face becoming impassive. “Lord Rockshield, did you need something?”

“I’m surprised to see you out today,” Rockshield said slowly. He scanned the women with her, pausing when he saw Sean. “I don’t see your maid anywhere.”

“Why would I need her for a walk through the garden?” Trisha asked haughtily. “I am with friends. That is enough.”

“I see,” Rockshield said. “Lord MacDougal, the rumors of your ways with women must be true.”

“You mean the rumors spread by Lords who’d rather kneel for another Lord?” Sean asked brightly, but with cold eyes. “If any of those liars want to speak to my face, I can answer them, myself. We both know that none of them would, though; cowards speak behind backs, not to faces.”

Rockshield’s head jerked up as if he was slapped. “A man who would lead so many women on is not one t—!”

“I will gut you if you continue that sentence,” Myna hissed.

“Easy, Myna,” Fiona said, touching Myna’s shoulder. “Lord Rockshield, our husband has never lied to us, led us on, or anything else. Only a man who is woefully uninformed would insult our house in such a manner.”

“Which we will not stand for,” Helga added coldly.

Rockshield’s lip pulled back. “Do your wives speak for you?”

“When they tell the truth, why would I object?” Sean asked.

Snorting, Rockshield turned sharply on his heel. “You’ll learn. He’ll bring you to task soon enough.”

“Tell him to bring his Vampire,” Sean called after the Lord. “I can deal with them both at the same time that way.”

Trisha watched Rockshield go, blinking slowly as she processed the quick confrontation. “He’ll go tell my father.”

“Things will become interesting very soon, then,” Hallie said. “We were going to have dinner in the park. Should we go home, instead?”

“No,” Sean said softly. “I won’t give up our time just because that pompous peacock interrupted our day.”

“Good,” Ryann said. “Rumia deserves her time.”

Rumia flushed. “Thank you, mistress.”

“Shall we?” Andrea asked.

“Yes,” Aria said, taking Andrea’s arm.

The others laughed, following the pair as they walked off.

Sean caught Prita’s hand, since she’d been the one beside him before Rockshield appeared. “This way, miss.”

Prita beamed, letting him lead her.

Felora touched Trisha’s arm. “Shall we?”

“He’ll be very upset when he finds out… are none of you worried?” Trisha asked, walking with Felora beside her.

“Not especially,” Felora smiled. “Sean didn’t tell you everything. If he did, you wouldn’t worry as much, either.”

Trisha stayed quiet as they followed the others. If he didn’t tell me everything and they’re this relaxed, what did he keep back? she asked herself. Being the Harbinger is staggering by itself… isn’t it?




 

Chapter Twenty-six

“Good morning,” Sean greeted the table as he took his seat.

Everyone greeted him back, but Trisha cleared her throat afterward. “Sean, none of you seem concerned about what my father might do. Felora hinted that you haven’t told me everything, even with the Agreement I took. I’d like to hear why you’re all so calm about it.”

Sean paused. As he thought about what to say, Glorina, Lona, and Mona brought breakfast in to serve them all. They didn’t set out large serving platters, instead going with individual plates.

“Today, we have berry-stuffed French toast,” Glorina smiled. “To accompany it, we made the bacon you like, sir.”

“Thank you, Glorina. It smells delicious,” Sean said.

Trisha looked at her food in puzzlement, never having seen anything like it. “French toast?”

“Something from my old world. It’s normally bread dipped in egg batter and fried, but they went for a twist on that. This one is thicker than normal; they split it to stuff the berries inside before battering and cooking.” He looked at Glorina. “No syrup needed?”

“We put some honeyed cream in with the berries like the recipe called for. It shouldn’t need any, sir,” Glorina replied, serving the head of the table.

“Yeah, that would work.” Sean quickly cut off the edge of the toast, letting some of the honeyed cream and berries ooze out. Smiling, he chewed happily and gave Glorina a wink when she took her seat, making her beam.

The others began to dig in— happy sounds and compliments were soon filling the room. Trisha was a bit slower, but once she had the first bite, she was quick to focus on the food. The cooks in Sean’s home had impressed her time and again with their meals. Even the simple sandwiches the day before had been among the best she’d had in her life. She was sure it was the things Sean had told them from his old world that let them excel the way they did.

When breakfast was ending, Sean finally had an answer to Trisha’s earlier question. “Trisha, if you want to know everything, join me in the library when I talk with Siobhan. I promised to tell her the full story and let her record it. The book will stay here until I allow it to leave.”

Trisha glanced at his wives, who looked serious, but calm. “Thank you. I will, since you allow it.”

“Okay. Be prepared to be shocked.” Sean stood up. “Siobhan should be here soon. I’ll head up to the library in a moment.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was sipping some black tea when Fiona led Siobhan into the library. “Welcome to my home,” Sean smiled.

“Thank you for having me over, Lord MacDougal,” Siobhan said with a wry smile.

“Just Sean, please,” he said, motioning for her to join him and Trisha. “Please come and join us.”

Siobhan carried a thick book as she crossed to them. “I’ll need a desk and some ink so I can write your story down, Sean. I’m surprised that Dame Truestrike is going to be joining us.”

“I’ve learned the truth about my father,” Trisha said softly. “I have an Agreement with Sean to keep silent, with my life in the balance.”

“Ahh. Very well,” Siobhan said as she sat.

Sean smiled as a desk grew out of the floor. “Thank you, Fiona. Can you have one of the maids bring ink for her?”

“Of course, husband,” Fiona said, going to his side to plant a kiss on his cheek. “She’ll be right in with it.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“Very informal,” Siobhan said with a raised eyebrow.

“We are,” Sean agreed. “If society can’t accept that we love each other, it can get bent. We temper ourselves in public as it is.”

“The love you all have is clear to anyone who watches you,” Siobhan said. Her hand rested on the thick book she’d brought with her. “I will record your story here, Sean.”

Sean looked over at the book before sighing. “I guess that’s fitting.”

Trisha looked at the title. “Harbinger’s Tale? Isn’t that book already written?”

Siobhan smiled as she opened the book past the midpoint. She kept flipping until she found the first blank page. “It’s not done until the Harbinger comes. My name will be remembered for writing his story in this book.”

“Hopefully, it’s remembered for more than that,” Sean said. “You’ve done your job well for decades, at the very least.”

“A few centuries.” Siobhan bowed her head. “Those who follow me will know that, but the world will only remember me for this.”

A knock came right before Tiska came into the room. She walked with stately grace, an ink well in hand along with other implements for writing. “Sir, I brought a few other things, just in case.”

“Thank you, Tiska,” Sean smiled.

“Thank you,” Siobhan said as she accepted the ink. “I only need the ink. My pen is enchanted to dry it a second after I write on a page.”

“Nice,” Sean murmured. “I take it that’s an enchantment held by someone?”

“Yes. It’s very expensive, but for those who need it, it’s invaluable.”

Tiska dipped a curtsy. “Shall I send Cali with a fresh pot of tea and some snacks, sir?”

“We’ll be up here for hours, so please refresh as needed.”

Siobhan glanced at Tiska, then Sean. “You don’t keep your secrets from them?”

“They’re family,” Sean said. “They know everything I’m going to tell you.”

“How loyal they must be…”

“Our lives are tied to his,” Tiska said, lifting her chin so her Life Bond marking was visible under her collar. “One day, our souls will be, too.”

“Thank you, Tiska,” Sean said, not wanting to jump into the middle of the story he would be telling. “Siobhan, we’ll start with my death.”

“Your death?” Siobhan asked slowly. She was focused on Sean, her pen poised over the book.

“I was on Earth, my old world, waiting for my only friend to meet me…”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean had to go slowly, even with Siobhan’s hand flowing quickly across the pages. He’d barely reached his arrival in Hearthglen when Xenta entered the room. “Sir, it is midday. Are you going to join the cooks in sparring?”

Sean hesitated— he had missed most of the last tenday. “Siobhan, would you like a break to rest your hand?”

“That might be good,” Siobhan smiled. “What is this about sparring with the cooks?”

“All of my staff are trained to defend themselves,” Sean said. “You can come watch.”

“I shall,” Siobhan smiled as she stood.

“Sean,” Trisha asked slowly, “might I learn?”

“Uh… sure,” Sean said, caught unprepared for the question. “Helga won’t go easy on you.”

“Darragh was a fighter, and my father kept me coddled. I want to learn so I can fully appreciate his life more.”

“You’ll start the same way we did,” Xenta said. “Learning to fall.”

“I will do as needed,” Trisha said.

“Let’s go,” Sean said.

~ * ~ * ~

Siobhan stayed quiet as she watched Sean and some of the staff fight. Her eyebrows twitched when Myna was the one to teach Trisha; the pregnant Moonbound even used a switch to correct the Dame. Trisha cried out in pain, but never stopped, much to Siobhan’s surprise. She’d expected the pampered noble to give up.

Siobhan’s surprise was doubled when everyone who was fighting attacked Sean at the end of the hour. He was a monster in motion, faster than most could hope, stronger than a Troll, and as skilled as any Queens’ guard. She started considering how things would go if Sean ended up at odds with the Queens, realizing that it wasn’t as lopsided as she’d thought it would be.

Fiona took Siobhan aside as Sean went to clean up. The High Keeper took the opportunity to ask Fiona about the story behind her Shame. Fiona told the honest truth, which was at odds with the public record, but matched the private records Siobhan knew about.

Sean’s bathing was a touch awkward for him, as Trisha joined the others. He barely glanced at her at all, instead focusing on the cooks, Helga, and even Rumia, who’d joined them in sparring. Trisha was just as awkward with Sean— she’d never bathed with a man before, but her eyes kept drifting back to him. Cheeks flaming, she couldn’t seem to stop herself, but she wasn’t lusting after him. She kept comparing him to Darragh, and wondered how things would be different if it was Darragh in the tub with her.

When they gathered again in the library, Trisha was distracted by daydreams. Siobhan, however, was focused. She knew Sean hadn’t covered the most important parts yet, and she felt that they were coming soon.

“Where was I?” Sean asked.

“Your arrival in Hearthglen,” Siobhan said. “I know you made a name for yourself there. It will be interesting to hear your side of it.”

“The first thing we needed was a home and a way to earn money,” Sean said as he thought back. “That had us staying at the Oaken Glen, which was owned and run by Amedee…”

~ * ~ * ~

When Sean talked about his wives dying, he had to wipe his eyes. The memory of it still cut his heart, even though he could see them whenever he wanted. He paused when he finished speaking about the trial by combat to gather himself.

“You know the pain…” Trisha sniffled. “I’m sorry.”

“Your father did it to both of us,” Sean said softly. “We’ll pay him back.”

Siobhan paused when she finished recording how the trial ended. “They are on the wall downstairs?”

“The memorial wall,” Sean nodded. “All of our family who have passed are.”

“It contains more than just your two wives and your mother-in-law.”

“That’s coming soon,” Sean exhaled slowly. “But first, a bigger secret. I passed out on the field, as I said. I drained everything I had in that fight.”

“You’ve grown a lot since then,” Siobhan said. “Your help with the city proves that.”

“That’s because of faith,” Sean murmured. “I hinted that my wives and friends revered me. Well… that was a hedge. They worshiped me. I am, at this point, a minor god, a fledgling pantheon in the making. When I said the Tuatha celebrated my departure, it wasn’t a normal celebration— it was a wake. They gave me their divine energy when they sent me off.”

Siobhan’s hand froze, and she slowly looked up from the page with wide eyes. “Truly?”

“It was after the trial that I first beheld my plane for those who believe in me,” Sean said. “I call it Home, as my wives and friends who’ve passed are there now. The opposite side of Home is the Bog, which is where those who oppose me go. They’re sunk up to their neck in the peat, and I control their torment while they are there. Velin and Solanice are there, which is why I’ve had all the information on Truestrike and what he was doing.”

Trisha’s eyes were wide as she began to breathe quickly. “Darragh?” The question was barely whispered with hope.

Sean exhaled, shaking his head. “No… I’m sorry, Trisha. He isn’t there. I don’t know if he’ll ever show up, as that was long before I had a plane.”

Trisha hiccupped, tears flowing freely. “Darraghhh…!”

Sean reached over to pat her back. “I’m sorry. I wish he was. I owe him so much for taking me in.”

Siobhan blinked slowly before her hand began to race across the page once more. “You visited the plane, yet you’re here. How is that possible?”

“My wife, Felora, helped me find the way, after Morrigan took me there that first time.”

“You can go again?” Siobhan stopped writing. “At any time?”

Sean met her eyes, then nodded. “Do you want to see it yourself?”

“Yes!” The answer came from both Siobhan and Trisha.

There was a knock on the door just before Tiska came in. “I brought fresh tea.”

“Thank you, Tiska.” Sean looked up. “Ven, tell Fiona that I’m taking Trisha and Siobhan to the planes.”

“She’ll likely want to come,” Ven said as a dozen silver streaks left the room.

“I’ll wait,” Sean chuckled.




 

Chapter Twenty-seven

Once Fiona arrived, Sean explained that they needed to relax and allow him to take them with him. An Agreement that they would be unharmed was given to ease any lingering fears.

“Hello, husband,” Chastity said from behind Sean.

“Always gives me a fright,” Marjorie exhaled. “Visiting?”

“With a couple of extras.” Sean smiled at Chastity as he opened the doors to the manor. The moment he did, Fiona, plus their two visitors, appeared. “Welcome to Home,” Sean said. “Come on in. Let me introduce you to my wives and mother-in-law.”

Chastity stood as the group came in. “Oh? Who do we have visiting, husband?”

“Chastity, this is Siobhan Pagetender, Head Keeper of the Accord Archive, and this is Trisha Truestrike.”

Chastity’s smile faded for a moment before it came back. “Welcome to Sean’s plane. I’m Chastity MacDougal, one of his wives. My mother, Marjorie Bisset.” Her eyes went to the stairs where Lilly was coming down. “And Lilly MacDougal, another of Sean’s wives.”

Trisha and Siobhan stared at the trio they were introduced to. They’d seen their near-perfect likenesses in Sean’s manor, but to see those said to be dead shook them.

Siobhan recovered first. “Thank you for inviting us in. I have many questions.”

“Did I hear right? You’re Trisha Truestrike?” Lilly asked as she came down the stairs.

“I am…” Trisha whispered, imagining the Lady coming toward her would strike her for the crimes her father had committed.

“Hmm… you must have sided with our family if Sean brought you,” Lilly said pleasantly. “I won’t heap your father’s problems on your shoulders.”

“Of course, we won’t,” Chastity said. “Would you like some tea?”

“In a little bit,” Sean said. “I want them to see the Bog.”

“We’ll arrange things for when you come back,” Fiona said.

Sean motioned to the front door. “Siobhan, Trisha? This way.”

The pair followed him out of the manor, but Siobhan’s steps slowed almost instantly. “What plants are those?”

That brought Trisha’s attention to the gardens. “I don’t know them, either.”

“Rosa?” Sean called out.

“Coming, Sean!” Rosa’s voice came from around the side of the manor. “Yes, Sean…? Oh! Hello.” She dipped a curtsy to the well-dressed women.

“I know you’ve read up on them. What plants do we have out here?”

“Most of them are from your world, Sean,” Rosa said. “Flowers, mostly, but the trees nearest the gate are fruit-bearing.”

“How do you know them, unless you are from his world, too?” Siobhan asked.

“His library has many books,” Rosa said slowly, glancing at Sean to see if she should stop talking.

“Interesting…” Siobhan murmured.

“Can they survive in our world?” Trisha asked, having moved to the closest flower bed. “These are beautiful.”

“I don’t know, but probably,” Rosa replied truthfully. “They’re called birds-of-paradise.”

“Rosa will be glad to explain more after the Bog,” Sean said.

“Absolutely. I love the gardens here,” Rosa beamed. “Every few days, they change, and I get to see new plants.”

“We’ll be back soon, Rosa. They’ll find you if they want to hear more.”

“Of course, Sean.” Rosa curtsied.

“This way, ladies,” Sean said, leading the way around the manor.

“All of them were on the wall…” Siobhan said slowly. “How do we know that this isn’t an illusion?”

“You’ll feel it in the Bog,” Sean said softly. “Everyone does.”

“Sean, are my wives with you?” Jackson Gertihs asked, coming from the homes outside the gate.

“No, but these are Siobhan Pagetender and Trisha Truestrike. Ladies, this is Jackson Gertihs, brother to Frederick Gertihs, the one who runs Forged Bonds in Hearthglen.”

Jackson jerked slightly at Trisha’s name. “Dame Truestrike?”

“Yes,” Trisha said. “I am not my father.”

“Of course not,” Jackson said. “You wouldn’t be here if you were. You’d be in the Bog.”

“We’re heading down there now so they can see it, Jackson. Care to come?”

“Pass, Sean. That place gives me the shakes. I might’ve ended up there if I hadn’t listened to my brother.”

“I’ll see about bringing your wives back to visit again soon.”

“Thank you,” Jackson said, turning to go back to his house.

As the group rounded the manor, they found Nola sparring with a wooden training dummy. Trisha froze in place, then exhaled roughly when she realized it wasn’t Misa.

“Sean,” Nola smiled, speaking in her native tongue so the hisses weren’t as strong. “Care for a spar?”

“I’m busy right now, Nola. Maybe next time I come to visit.”

“You are shocked and saddened… why?” Nola asked, turning to Trisha.

“You reminded me of an old friend,” Trisha whispered. “I had hoped you were her for a brief moment.”

“Misa and Darragh haven’t shown up yet,” Sean cut in. “Nola was Lady Sharpeyes’… sorry. Lady Greenlimb’s head maid. She died when Sharpeyes tried to kill his wife.”

“We haven’t gotten there yet, have we?” Siobhan asked.

“No. I’ll cover it when we go back. We’re going down to the Bog, Nola.”

“I haven’t been yet. May I accompany you?” Nola asked.

“Sure,” Sean said. “The gate’s back there.” He pointed before he started walking again.

Trisha fell in next to Nola. “I’ve never heard a Lesser Naga speak without the pronounced hissing.”

“I’m speaking my native tongue,” Nola smiled. “Here, we can all speak and understand each other without worries. It’s just part of Sean’s divinity.”

Siobhan’s lips pursed, mentally making notes to add to her book.

As they followed the path to the Bog, all three with Sean shivered when they felt the crossing point. Trisha wrapped her arms around her chest, feeling the weight of her earlier hatred for Sean weighing down on her. Nola’s tongue flickered in agitation, the fear, hate, and sorrow thick in the air. Siobhan took a slow deep breath— she’d felt the might of the Queens before. She now knew that Sean was equal to either, but wasn’t sure if he could match the pair together.

When they came off the path, the trio of women froze on the edge of the Bog. The giant yew towering above them with the full moon directly overhead was ominous. The voices going silent added to the feeling of the plane.

“Siobhan, Trisha, Nola, I give you permission to walk on the peat for today,” Sean announced.

“What was that?” Siobhan asked when she felt the pulse of power.

“Without me saying so, you’d sink if you tried to walk farther,” Sean explained. “Now you can walk freely. Trisha, Velin and Solanice are this way.”

Trisha hesitated. She gently prodded the peat before trusting a single foot. When it felt firm, she hurried after Sean. The air felt thick and heavy, weighing her down.

Velin’s eyes went wide when she saw Trisha following Sean. “Oh, Queens, what has happened?”

“Velin, Trisha found out the truth. She came to see you,” Sean smiled darkly. “Trisha, go ahead and speak with her. Solanice is that way,” he motioned. “Nola, come with me. You can help me pinpoint the guard who killed you.”

“Of course,” Nola whispered. She felt the judgment of the plane, but knew it wasn’t directed at her. “Are they stuck here forever?”

“No. If they repent enough, one of my wives can free their souls. Those souls become power for us until they’re used.”

Siobhan swallowed as she followed Sean. He truly was a god, a fledgling pantheon at the beginning of its growth. Hands shaking, she knew she couldn’t betray him; if she did, she’d be interred here, too. She weighed that against the Queens’ displeasure, and shuddered at what would happen in the future.

When Sean led Nola and Siobhan back to Trisha after a few minutes, he smiled. “So, am I telling the truth, Trisha?”

“Yes…” Trisha whispered. “She tried to lie, but the words felt hollow. When I told her you’d be speaking with me, she was quick to tell me the truth.”

Sean glared down at Velin. She shook her head to try refuting Trisha, but Trisha’s words had been the truth. “Down. Think about what you tried to do.”

“Sean…?” Siobhan croaked, her throat dry. “When the Queens return…”

He looked back at her, nodding. “Hard choice, isn’t it?”

“They will punish me if I do not tell them. I’m between bad places.”

“You really are,” Sean agreed with a sigh. “Do your best to edge the truth. I’ll know, and if you do your best, I won’t call the Agreement to be paid.”

Siobhan let out a shuddering breath. “Can we go back now?”

“To the manor, so we can speak to my wives, then back to the waking world,” Sean said. “Now you know why I asked for the Agreement, Siobhan. And you know why my wives aren’t afraid of your father, Trisha.”

“Yes…” Trisha murmured. “If Darragh comes to your plane… will you tell me?”

“Of course. I’ll even let you come see him.”

Trisha sniffled. “Thank you…”

“I do not want to come back here,” Nola said. “How long will you keep my killer under the peat?”

“At least for another visit or two,” Sean said. “That’s about the most I can do without feeling terrible about it.”

“Very well.”

Sean led them back to the path. The moment he was gone, the people in the Bog began to talk about Trisha Truestrike, and what that likely meant for Accord.




 

Chapter Twenty-eight

Siobhan had questions for his wives when they got back to the manor. Trisha opted to skip the tea to talk with Rosa about the gardens. After an hour, Sean promised to visit again in the near future before bringing everyone out of the plane.

“Some would debate if it was real, or just a dream or illusion,” Siobhan said after she became aware again. “But only if they hadn’t visited the Bog. It is impossible not to accept the truth when you are there.”

“I’ve been lied to all my life…” Trisha said, looking into the distance. “Only you and Darragh were ever honest with me.”

“That’s how the nobility is,” Fiona said, standing up, “but maybe that’ll change in the future.”

“Everything can with the Harbinger here,” Siobhan said. “Give me a few moments before we continue with your story, please, Sean?”

“Take your time,” Sean said as he got up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

~ * ~ * ~

When Sean went back to the library, fresh tea had been prepared for him. Siobhan and Trisha were discussing the feeling of oppression of the Bog, but stopped when he appeared.

“Does it feel that bad?” Sean asked.

“Worse for me than her,” Trisha said.

“I hypothesize that it’s because she was against you before,” Siobhan said. “It was clear your will ruled the plane, but it wasn’t as oppressive toward me… though I would call you the equal of either Queen, especially there.”

Lips pursing in thought, Sean took his seat. “We left off where Morrigan talked to me after the trial by combat, right?”

“Yes,” Siobhan said, her pen poised over her book. “Please continue.”

“Let’s see… oh, right. After the trial by combat…”

~ * ~ * ~

By the time he’d finished, it was time for dinner. Siobhan was invited to dine with them, which got her seated to Sean’s left at the table. Before the cooks came in, she made notes about the staff and a small group of Messenger Fairies eating with him.

“I see why you asked about the Harbinger also being the Huntsman now,” Siobhan said. “You fear that you are both.”

“I don’t want to be the Huntsman, no offense to the Queens. I have the family I want already.”

Siobhan stared at Sean before she started laughing. “Goodness… the Queens are being rejected before they even ask? No other Lord in the world would do that.”

“Our husband is unique in many ways,” Aria smiled.

“That’s quite an understatement,” Siobhan chortled. “There has never been another like him on this planet. The Queens will not be pleased that someone who can rival them is here, and without their knowledge or approval.”

“That’s one of the things I worry about,” Sean sighed. “I’m already going to be behind the eight-ball when they come to the city. Anything that adds to that displeasure is terrible for me.”

“Hmm… at the moment, the only thing you have done is be here,” Siobhan said slowly. “You helped destabilize a daring move on Truestrike’s part that could have torn the city apart. While they would have applauded him if it had been smooth, they will not be pleased with the debacle it became for him.”

“Good…” Trisha muttered.

“He will never be a High Lord, not unless he can get Dark Cutter from you. Then, he might be able to spin a way out.”

“Because of my son with Darragh?” Trisha asked, sitting upright.

“That part of his plan is still viable, if he can get the axe. I doubt Sean will hand it over.”

“He couldn’t get it even if he killed me, and it would take a lot to do that. I’m not sure he has a way to pull it off,” Sean snorted.

“With everything you’ve shown me, even his Greater Vampire will not be able to best you.”

“He ran from me before when he had a mob in his thrall. I get the feeling he doesn’t like direct confrontation.”

“Besides the Queens, I can’t think of anyone who would want to directly confront you,” Siobhan said.

“My father won’t give up,” Trisha said. “No one has ever gotten in his way like you have. He won’t stop.”

“Good. It’ll make it easier to kill him.”

“He won’t do it himself,” Trisha said. “Never with his own hands.”

“None of his minions can,” Sean shrugged.

The cooks coming in cut their conversation off.

“We have another new dish tonight,” Glorina announced. “It’s called Beef Wellington. We made it with mashed potatoes and gravy. The vegetables to go with have been lightly steamed with garlic butter.”

“It smells delicious,” Sean gave the cooks a smile. “I’m assuming Mona helped with the pastry wrap?”

“I did,” Mona beamed.

“We have dessert for afterward, too,” Lona added. “Berry tarts.”

“I’ll definitely have to save room,” Sean said, the others agreeing that they would, too.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean loved what they’d managed. It was the best beef Wellington he’d ever had in his life. James had made an excellent version of it— minus the mushrooms, which he didn’t like— but Glorina had just eclipsed a long-held memory for Sean.

The others dug in with gusto. They all knew the cooks would make an amazing meal, but they loved this one. Trisha was again shocked at how the three cooks for Sean’s family turned out new dishes that beat some of the best meals she’d ever eaten. Siobhan didn’t know what to think; even eating with the senior staff in the Tower, she’d never had a meal like this. The ingredients looked so plain, but the flavor was on another level.

When Lona finished eating her dinner, she quickly left to return with the tarts. The berry tarts weren’t simple— they had a chocolate cream base that perfectly complemented the strawberry topping.

Siobhan finished her dessert with eager bites before sighing in disappointment when it was all gone. “Where did you learn to make these dishes?” she called down to Glorina and the others.

“Sean’s plane,” Glorina replied, knowing that Siobhan had visited it earlier. “His library there has books from his world.”

Siobhan jerked in her seat, her eyes widening. “That is what your gardener meant, isn’t it? She read books from your library on your plane to tend to the unknown plants.”

“Yeah,” Sean nodded.

“I would like to revisit the plane,” Siobhan said quickly. “Please, Sean?”

Sean shook his head. “Not tonight. We’ll see what I can arrange in the future.”

“Just believe in him, and you’ll end up there in time,” Quinna said. “You don’t have to worship him. Just side with him and wish to be there when you pass.”

“But then I wouldn’t be able to bring that knowledge to this world,” Siobhan said.

“Which is for the best,” Sean cut in. “My cooks learning about food is fine, but I don’t want more than I’ve already brought over to be known.”

“All the new inventions… it makes sense now,” Siobhan said, pushing her plate aside to put her book on the table. “All of those are from your previous world?”

“Yes…” Sean said slowly.

“What was the reasoning behind creating them here? For each of them.”

Fiona laughed lightly. “The parlor would be better than here.”

Sean sighed, but stood. “Follow me, Siobhan. I’ll explain why I did each one.”

Siobhan closed her book, getting to her feet. “I’m ready.”

When the door shut behind them, Trisha turned to Hallie. “I met others who aren’t his family on the planes. Is it really just belief in him to get there?”

“As far as we know,” Hallie replied.

“No one before Marjorie has shown up?” Trisha asked with the little hope she had in her heart.

“No, or not yet at least,” Felora jumped in to answer. “I’ve spoken with my mother, who is better versed in other planes. For this world, normally when you die, your soul is absorbed to keep the world empowered to the Queens. But belief in Sean can let some souls slip to his plane. For those who don’t fully believe, it isn’t as easy as just appearing at the gates.”

Trisha was rapt, her eyes wide with hope.

“For those who knew Sean was more, who gave some belief in him being powerful, they can reach his plane. It isn’t simple, or easy. You’d be in the woods beyond the gates. Those woods are a metaphysical concept of the journey to find where your soul belongs. From what we know, you walk and revisit your life. That includes the ups and downs, and you are tested in those moments to keep looking for where you belong. You can end up there, or somewhere else, depending on what your soul yearns for.”

Trisha’s hands shook lightly on the table where she had them clasped. “Can… can Darragh show up there?”

Felora looked into the distance for a moment. “It would depend on his belief when he passed.”

“Darragh believed Sean was the Harbinger,” Fiona cut in. “He made sure Misa passed along his legacy to Sean. Misa briefly tied herself to Sean to pull it off.”

“Misa has a better chance of arriving,” Myna said, “but if they’re together, she might lead him there.”

“It’s possible?” Trisha sniffled, her hope high at the thought of eventually being reunited with her lover.

“In theory, yes,” Felora said, “but it was before Sean accepted his place as a god. They might’ve found a different place before he did, or they could possibly still be wandering the woods.”

“I’ll take any hope I can get,” Trisha smiled brokenly. “I will gladly sell my soul if it means having Darragh again.”

“Sean doesn’t want your soul,” Felora snickered. “He would welcome you on his plane when the time comes. You’d have a house like Jackson, Nola, and the others.”

“I believe,” Trisha whispered, fervently hoping that Sean would let her, but even more that Darragh and Misa would find the plane, too.




 

Chapter Twenty-nine

Trisha was a little reserved at breakfast. Sean didn’t press her— he was sure she was still coming to terms with everything the day before. Hallie mentioned having tea with Daria and invited Trisha. While she did agree to it, she still looked distant.

With breakfast finished, Sean headed over to the clinic. It’d been a few days since he’d been there, but Fiona had the team organized for him. Prita walked on his right and Andrea on his left while Aria and Helga trailed them on the way over.

“Hopefully, we get a few days of routine again,” Sean said.

“We’d all enjoy that,” Aria smiled.

“Is Trisha going to be okay?” Prita asked.

“She took in a lot of information yesterday,” Andrea said. “I’m sure she’ll be fine after she processes everything.”

“That’s kind of my thought, too,” Sean agreed. “The shock of there being something after this life jarred her, I’m sure.”

“Not as such. It is more that she might have a chance— slim as it will be— that Darragh will end up on your plane, Sean,” Helga told him. “She believes in you now.”

“I felt the bump when I went to speak with Siobhan in the parlor last night. I figured it was Trisha. Darragh showing up, though…? I’m not sure it’ll happen.”

“It might, though, because of his Bond with Misa and his belief in you as the Harbinger,” Andrea said. “It might just be that their path is longer; it was a small link, and before you had a plane for them to arrive at.”

“I’m not sure the others would make it,” Sean murmured. “I liked all of them, but I was just unusual to them, not special enough for belief.”

Prita squeezed his hand. “Not everyone can be saved if it was before your plane was formed. Felora spoke about it a little last night. If they had enough belief in your power, then there’s a sliver of a chance that they might appear in time, too.”

“Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. I’d love it if Cian, Tamaya, and the others made it to Home. The village would have another chance, just not in Oakwood.”

They lapsed into silence as they reached the clinic. Sean got the gate open, letting them in ahead of him before locking it behind them. Cerberus’ happy bark got Sean to drop Camo.

“Hey, boy!” Sean said, giving the happy cuon a good petting. “How’ve you been?”

Cerberus gave him a large puppy grin as he sat down for head rubs.

“Even with it being just you here?”

Cerberus gave a small bark.

“Fair enough. Amedee was going to look into getting some more cuons. We’ll see what I can do.”

“I can understand them better,” Aria said from near the back door of the clinic. “Maybe it’s a bleed-over from our growing Bond, but I love it.”

Sean gave her a soft smile. “Try speaking to them when I’m not around. That would give you a really good place to test from.”

“Good point. Ready to help heal again?”

“Yeah.” Giving Cerberus another good pat, he pulled a ball from his pocket. He’d padded the exterior, giving it a thick wooden core that he thought would stand up to a cuon’s bite. “Go get it!” he said, tossing the ball to the far part of the yard.

Cerberus barked happily, racing after the ball.

“That isn’t one of the ones from the plane, is it?” Aria asked.

“No, it’s not a tennis ball, or the heavily-modified ones I made for them there. They’d shred a regular tennis ball. That one has a solid core and enough padding that it shouldn’t hurt him if he chews it a little.”

“Good.” Aria took his hand. “Thank you, Sean.” Leaning in, she kissed him lightly. “I love my place in our family.”

“Mistress of the Hunt…” Sean murmured, taking his hand back so he could embrace her. “It’s how I’ve always really seen you. Fierce, dangerous, wild, and beautiful.”

Aria’s smile grew wider. “We all knew our roles when you named us. The knowledge of it was just suddenly there in our minds. Most of us know that we won’t truly fill those roles until we leave this world behind.”

Sean tightened his grip on her. “You mean when we all go by choice?”

“Of course. None of us think it’ll be before that, husband. Chastity and Lilly were thrilled that you named them when you saw them. Fiona told us.”

“I’m glad they accepted it,” Sean murmured. “Felora might be in for a surprise when she sees Lilly again.”

Aria snickered. “Binder… she’ll live up to that name. Felora will be captured and held until we have to go. Chastity knows her role won’t be for a while, since you named her Merchant. When that day comes, she’ll be the best of us.”

“I still want to let them embrace motherhood, too,” Sean whispered. “I’ll need to work on my experiments opening portals to even give that a remote chance of happening.”

“The fact that you want to gives them joy. They want it just as badly as we all did, but they’ve accepted that they can’t while they’re at Home. If you find a way for them to come here to have a child, they’ll keep you in bed for days to make sure they’re both carrying.”

Sean chuckled. “The Binder will keep me until the Merchant seals the deal, hmm?”

Aria laughed, then kissed him gently. “Yes, while we all play our parts to make our family the strongest it can be.”

“I’ll welcome the day they join all of you in growing our family,” Sean whispered.

“As will we, Sean.”

The couple kissed one more time before going inside to help with healing for the day.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean helped five people with various conditions, running the spectrum of society from a Knight to a Moonbound. The others were also busy healing, which Sean smiled at. He hoped the other healers in the city were having brisk business, too.

Midday sparring had the cooks and maids all there. It was solid work, and Helga praised the staff for their improvements. The bath was sedate, but Sean made sure to wash the cooks’ backs while Helga got the maids’.

An hour after returning to the clinic, a Fairy came zipping in to land on the table with a thud, stumbling before falling over. “Sir, Cali and Xenta were attacked in the market. They’re fine, but the guard has them under arrest.”

Sean was on his feet before the Fairy finished speaking. “Helga, with me.”

“Arliat was informed and she will bring the car to the front, Sean,” Ven said, having already dispatched one of the others.

“Where are they?” Sean asked the Fairy sitting on the table.

“The guard’s hall, where you spoke with Queensblood,” they replied.

“Okay… they’re probably fine,” Sean said. “Which quadrant of the city were they in?”

“Noble’s. The captain who arrested them looked quite pleased.”

“Gleaming Blade’s section,” Sean said tightly. “What were they shopping for?”

“Silk and velvet. Tiska gave them a couple of hours off, and they were talking about new outfits.”

“Arliat’s coming,” Ven said when their messenger returned.

“Let’s go,” Sean said. “I’ll try to be back before business ends.”

“We understand, sir,” Prita said.

“If not, we will see you at home, husband,” Andrea said.

Helga was quiet as she followed Sean out of the clinic. Gwen and Mizuki watched them go with curious gazes, but having seen Sean’s face, they didn’t stop him. Arliat was coming down the street when Sean went down the steps to the road.

“Guard’s hall, Arliat,” Sean said tightly. “Xenta and Cali were arrested. I’m going to make a statement.”

“Yes, sir,” Arliat said, getting them moving the moment Helga shut the door.

“What’s the ploy?” Sean murmured as the car started rolling.

“Trumped up charges to make you look bad by not controlling your Bonded?” Helga suggested.

“Possibly. Maybe the attack was staged to make it look like they started it?” Sean speculated.

“We will find out in a few moments,” Helga said. “No matter, My Lord. I will be behind you.”

“I know, and that helps,” Sean said softly. “No one leaves the manor without a Chooser beside them now. If the attack had gone wrong…”

“Understood, Sean. I will inform the others. If an errand must be run, Quilla or Quinna can accompany them.”

Sean let out a shaky breath. “I know they’re okay, but all I could think about was what if the attack had gone badly?”

“We would kill those responsible and demand justice,” Helga said. “They would join the manor and wait for us if none of us caught their souls before then.”

“I know Truestrike set this into motion. If I can just find an edge, I can use it to force him into facing me.”

“If not, you can remove another pawn. If he has none left, he will have to face you.”

“Attrition,” Sean sighed. “Sometimes, I wish I was a person with flexible morals.”

“Flexible enough to just kill him in the dark?”

“It would be nice. I know I just can’t accept doing that… or letting Myna go do it.”

“Because you are a good man to your very soul,” Helga murmured, taking his hand. “We know, and we love you just as you are.”

Sean exhaled slowly. He was sure that Queensblood would be involved in what was about to happen— the commander being friendly gave him hope that this would shake out favorably.




 

Chapter Thirty

Sean walked into the lobby of the guard’s hall, heading straight for the receptionists. The two people sitting there both sat up straighter upon seeing Sean and Helga beeline for them.

“You arrested two of my staff,” Sean said flatly. “I want to know why.”

The man of the pair lifted his chin slightly. “Who are you, sir, so I can look up the case?”

“Lord Sean MacDougal.”

The man’s gaze went from arrogant challenge to fear in an instant. “Oh! Uh… Lord? Yes. Let me see…”

“The pair of maids are being held in connection to an assault in the market, sir,” the woman with him said softly. “Major Gleaming Blade has them scheduled to see High Magistrate Bolto at first light.”

“I want to see the charges.”

“The paperwork is still being worked on, Lord,” she continued, licking her lips nervously.

“I see. Is Gleaming Blade in?”

“He left word that he can only be reached by the commander, Lord,” the man cut in quickly.

Sean snorted. “Fine. Commander Queensblood is in, isn’t he?”

“Yes, Lord, but he doesn’t see anyone he doesn’t send for.”

“Ven, go ask if he’ll see me,” Sean said, not looking away from the pair in front of him.

“Sir, are you intimidating the staff? That’s a crime.” The arrogant voice was directed at Sean.

Looking at the man with captain’s insignia approaching, Sean shook his head. “I’m asking questions about a false arrest, Captain.”

“Is that true, or is he intimidating you?” the captain asked the male receptionist.

“He’s intimidating me, sir…” the man barely squeaked out.

The captain’s smirk grew wider. “As Major Gleaming Blade thought. You are under arrest, Lord MacDougal.”

“Belay that!” The two words echoed from the stairwell. Everyone in the room turned to watch Commander Queensblood walking down the stairs. “Captain, did you just try to arrest Lord MacDougal?”

“He’s intimidating the staff, sir. I was only—”

“I’m not intimidated, sir!” the male receptionist said quickly, sweat beading his forehead.

“You just said you were,” the woman of the pair snorted. “Now I understand why the major only spoke to you.”

Queensblood shook his head as he came to a stop by the desk. “Go home. You’re fired,” he told the male receptionist. With no more thought for the staff, he turned to the captain. “You are relieved of command for the next tenday while I look into your loyalties.”

The captain’s mouth moved soundlessly for a second before he saluted and spun on his heel, marching for the stairs.

“No,” Queensblood said firmly. “Home with you. You don’t get to scurry to your major.”

The captain froze in place, then turned sharply on his heel to leave.

“Now, you may tell me what has transpired,” Queensblood directed at the remaining receptionist.

“Lord MacDougal requested information about his two staff who were arrested by Major Gleaming Blade, sir. The major used Gradol to try to stymy him. When the Lord pressed, Captain Alist stepped in. Honestly, sir,” she hesitated, then blurted out, “the major hasn’t turned anything in about the arrest. It’s all been wrong.”

Queensblood’s lips thinned, but he nodded. “Sometimes, flat honesty is the right course. I will find another to assist you. Lord MacDougal, with me, please.”

Sean followed Queensblood up the stairs. “Two of my maids were arrested when they defended themselves. That’s what my Fairies told me, and that’s why I’m here, Commander.”

“Let us see what is said,” Queensblood said tightly.

They made it to the top floor, but instead of his office, they stopped at a door with Gleaming Blade’s name on a plaque beside it. Queensblood walked in without knocking, motioning to the secretary inside to stay seated. The woman’s eyes went wide— she swallowed nervously, sitting as motionlessly as she could.

Helga paused by the inner office door as Queensblood and Sean went inside. She looked at the secretary with a searching gaze once the door shut behind her. “If you were involved in today, you will not enjoy what comes next.”

“No, ma’am,” the secretary whispered in fear. The flames burning in Helga’s eyes seemed to promise death.

“What is…?! Oh. Sir,” Gleaming Blade started to snap before cutting off and standing. “What can I…?” He trailed off when he saw Sean shutting the office door. “Your staff assaulted four men in the market, MacDougal. I’ll be having them before the magistrate tomorrow morning. It is an open and shut case— I was there to witness it.”

“Sit down,” Queensblood said sharply. “I’ve tried to give you a chance, but you overplayed your hand rather badly, Gleaming Blade.”

Gleaming Blade sat slowly, his eyes darting between Queensblood and Sean. “Sir, MacDougal is the one behin—”

“Silence!” Queensblood hissed, cutting the major off. “You’ve sided with Truestrike to take the city from me, Travit. I was going to give you time to back away from him, but you used your position today to break the law. That will not stand.”

“Commander, the two assaulted multiple men,” Gleaming Blade said earnestly. “I was with one of my squads, walking through the clothier market when the incident happened. The two women drew weapons and attacked four men. They had minor wounds while the men were severely wounded. Maids with weapons couldn’t have managed that unless they attacked first.”

“My maids are equal in skill to any guard,” Sean said flatly.

Queensblood glanced back at Sean before he grunted, “That is an insult to my men.”

“No. It’s praise for my maids.”

“Then we can settle the insult to honor and find out the truth,” Gleaming Blade said with a growing smile. “Commander, trial-by-combat; the captain and myself against his maids. If I win, we know the truth: his maids attacked people. If I lose,” he snorted, “then obviously, I was wrong.”

Queensblood half-turned to Sean. “Both men are skilled, MacDougal.”

“Talents are allowed?” Sean asked.

“Yes,” Gleaming Blade smirked.

“Agreed,” Sean said grimly. “I will provide my staff with weapons and armor. I want to speak with them alone first.”

“I will lead you down,” Queensblood said. “Gleaming Blade, summon your captain back. Do not send messages to anyone else. We will meet in the yard in ten minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” Gleaming Blade saluted with a smirk.

Helga fell in behind Sean and Queensblood as they walked back downstairs.

“They are both highly skilled, MacDougal,” Queensblood said. “Even if you gave them your best, I do not think they can kill either, much less both, men.”

Helga snorted, then met the commander’s eyes when he looked back. “Xenta and Cali are fighting someone?”

“Yes. Gleaming Blade and Captain Alist.”

“If Talents are available, the maids will win easily. Even without, I would still bet on them, but it would not be as quick.”

Queensblood went quiet as he considered her words and Sean’s actions. He’d fought them both; he knew their skill. If they believed in the two women, maybe he was wrong.

The jailers were quick to do what Queensblood commanded. Sean and Helga were taken to the normal cell that the maids were in. Both Xenta and Cali stood up, smiling— they had known Sean would come for them.

“Open it,” Queensblood said. “MacDougal, you have five minutes.”

When the commander and jailor left, Sean stepped into the room, pulling both maids into his arms to hold them. “I’m sorry. Truestrike went after you to get at me.”

“The men who attacked us were blank-faced,” Cali said. “We did our best to stop them, but they pulled daggers, so we had to defend ourselves. We used small knives instead of our normal weapons, as we were in the middle of the open market.”

“Did we do something wrong, Sean?”

“Never,” Sean murmured. “Next time, use everything. If that means the truth about our armor and weapons comes out, so be it. I’m just glad you’re unharmed.”

“We were injured and poisoned,” Xenta said. “We healed the wounds and purged the poisons the way you taught us to heal.”

“It was a nasty poison, but easy for us to stop,” Cali said.

Sean exhaled slowly. “He meant for you to die in the cell. I wish I was facing him, instead.”

“Sir?” Cali asked.

“You’ll be fighting Gleaming Blade and the captain who arrested you. It’s trial-by-combat, but all Talents are in use. Don’t use your battle magic, but everything else is open.”

“Expect to be blinded,” Helga added. “His name is too pointed to not expect it.”

“Fair point,” Sean said, still holding his maids. “Ladies, your lives mean the world to me. Kill them, but be safe. End it as quickly as you can.”

“We will, sir,” Xenta said.

“As you command, Alpha…” Cali murmured, then jerked. “I mean Sean!”

Sean snorted, then gave them both a light squeeze. “Not yet, Cali. When we marry, I’ll allow it then.”

Cali and Xenta’s tails began to wag behind them.

“But first, focus. You need to kill your enemies,” Helga said sternly.

“Yes, ma’am!” they both said instantly.

“Let’s go. I need to arrange for you to get armor, too,” Sean muttered. “Since you held back, I should for a while longer, too.”

Ven had acted for Sean— when they rejoined Queensblood, Ven announced that armor and weapons for the maids were in the car. Sean glanced up, then nodded, asking Queensblood to allow the women to change in the vehicle. When he accepted, Xenta and Cali went out front to the car. Ducking down in the back, they got their armor and weapons deployed before entering the hall again.

Rumors had spread while the maids were changing; that was why, ten minutes later, every off-duty guard was in the yard. Queensblood was not pleased, but he wasn’t going to stop them from watching. When Cali and Xenta appeared in full mithril armor and shields, the crowd was surprised.

Gleaming Blade and Captain Alist didn’t look worried, as they also had on mithril armor and shields to augment their swords. Queensblood checked all the weapons for poison before the fight began. When he finished, he announced the fight, and the magistrate who’d been summoned acknowledged it as a trial-by-combat.

A large space was cleared for the four combatants. Gleaming Blade whispered to Alist, then smirked at Sean. Sean kept his face impassive, even though he’d heard the plan. Inside, he was pissed at the major, but also smiling, knowing that Cali and Xenta would easily stop his plan.

“Fight!” Queensblood commanded.

Bright, blinding light filled the yard. Almost everyone screamed in pain as they lost their ability to see for a few seconds, but what was missing the most from those screams were any feminine voices.

The light did stop the others from seeing Cali and Xenta vanish in the same instant. Both women had closed their eyes when Gleaming Blade raised his sword. While the light still made their eyes water through their tightly-shut lids, they weren’t blinded. They parted to either side, moving as quietly as they could while they closed on Gleaming Blade.

Captain Alist had rushed forward to where the women had been. His sword was pulled back to cut down, but even with his watering eyes, he could see that there was no one there. Spinning, he looked back at Gleaming Blade in confusion.

“Where did they go?!” Queensblood asked loudly.

“They’re still here,” Sean chuckled, watching with Mage Sight. “Your major wanted to use all Talents, after all.”

Gleaming Blade’s hand clenched tightly as he spun to the left, his shield up to catch Cali’s lunge. Sean didn’t know how he’d seen her, but he had. With a hard shove, Gleaming Blade threw Cali back, spinning to bat Xenta’s thrust aside. With a growl, the major’s skin began to go gray.

“Troll…?” Queensblood murmured, not expecting the major to have access to that Talent.

“Truestrike’s minions have used it many times now,” Sean muttered.

“This will be bad for them,” Queensblood said softly.

“Not as you think,” Helga smiled.

Knowing that Gleaming Blade had seen them, Cali and Xenta backed off. Xenta had to bring her shield up to stop the major’s strike as she retreated. Xenta vanished from Mage Sight just as Alist turned back to see what was happening behind him.

With Xenta disappearing, Gleaming Blade hesitated— he’d never heard of anyone being able to hide from Mage Sight. That hesitation froze him in place when he glanced back to find that Cali was gone, as well. “What trickery is this?!”

“Talents. You chose the wrong maids to frame,” Sean snorted.

Alist dropped to the ground dead as Xenta’s spear punched up under his chin, bypassing his armor and killing him easily. The act gave away her position, so Gleaming Blade lunged at where she was. He raised his shield as he went to stop Cali from doing the same to him.

The sound of a hard hit on metal puzzled everyone until Cali appeared, locked shield to shield with Gleaming Blade. With a grin, she spat in his eyes. Helga laughed, as she’d told the staff repeatedly that any tactic was valid in combat.

Gleaming Blade jerked his head to the side, his left eye closing to stop the glob of spit dripping into it. That caused him to lose sight of Cali, so he didn’t see her spear turn into a dagger. As he shoved against her, still not understanding how she’d stopped him as a Troll, he expected to fling the slight Wolf Moonbound away. What he didn’t expect was that, not only did Cali not get tossed away, she shoved him back, staggering his balance.

Cali grinned wolfishly as Gleaming Blade staggered. She lunged low, her new dagger easily cutting through the tendons behind his knees where only bronze chain armor protected him. Even mithril would normally have trouble with Troll’s blood, but Sean had modified all their weapons and armor to be a mixture of mithril and adamantine. It was the adamantine edge that allowed the blade to cut through the major’s skin so easily.

Screaming, Gleaming Blade dropped to his knees, his legs giving out. He still managed to get his shield up in time to stop Xenta’s lunge at his face. The point of her spear punched through the shield, nicking his cheek.

Eyes bugging, Gleaming Blade yanked at his shield. Xenta Shaped the spear, making it shrink so it wasn’t jerked from her hands. That toppled the major onto his back, as the resistance he’d expected wasn’t there.

The next second, both women— with their newly re-Shaped spears— stabbed down at him. The yard was silent as the pair skewered the major a half dozen times in the span of two seconds.

“Enough!” Queensblood called out. “He’s dead.”

Sean agreed, as Gleaming Blade had lost his gray skin. “Magistrate?” Sean asked.

“Yes… uh… they’re innocent… if vicious,” the man said with a hint of fear in his voice.

“Agreed,” Queensblood said slowly. “Do they have sisters?”

Helga laughed. “Not like them.”

Queensblood shook his head, then spoke loudly, “The guard has lost two who tried to bend the laws to aid a Lord. They’ve paid for turning their backs on the law. I will never abide one of our own tarnishing the whole. I will be finding others to elevate into the now vacant positions of major and captain. Dismissed!”

The crowd was quick to scatter, not wanting to be seen as unworthy of the promotions by staying behind.

“I’ll be taking them home now, Commander,” Sean said. “Thank you for intervening.”

“He’s gone too far,” Queensblood said frostily. “I will be visiting Lord Truestrike tomorrow morning. The city will be reminded why my family has been the commander of the guards for generations.”

“Good evening,” Sean said. “Ladies, let’s go home.”

As they headed out of the yard, Sean walked between Xenta and Cali. “I will be pampering you both in the bath when we get home. Good work, the both of you.”

Beaming brightly, the pair felt like they were floating at his praise. They didn’t want to kill people, but they knew that the major and captain had wanted them dead, which helped temper their distress over killing another person.

Helga could see their small expressions, so she made a mental note to have Felora speak to them later. Not many could accept killing another, and she didn’t want them to suffer.




 

Chapter Thirty-one

Sean held Xenta and Cali as they drove home. “Are you both okay?”

“Yes, but I’m going to ask Felora for help…” Cali whispered. “I know they needed to die. I even wanted to kill them, but it bothers me.”

“Me, too,” Xenta nodded, her hand trembling on Sean’s knee.

“She will help,” Helga said. “Felora knows she is needed for these moments. She has had to help Sean with his disquiet over killing, too.”

Sean nodded, giving the maids a little squeeze. “It’s okay to be upset by it. You didn’t let it stop you when you needed to fight; you both handled yourselves wonderfully. Neither of you gave away more than we’ve shown before.”

“You are now blooded warriors,” Helga smiled. “You will make good Choosers when your time comes.”

The maids felt a flash of pride at the words, but the discomfort of killing still lingered in their minds. “We did what you taught us,” Cali said. “Knowing when to back off and when to attack… it felt instinctual.”

“Yes,” Xenta nodded. “I didn’t have to think. I just moved with what was right.”

“Which is why we train the way we do,” Helga said. “Both of you will sit out sparring tonight. You have done enough today.”

“Oh, Ven? Let Andrea, Aria, and Prita know I’m not coming back,” Sean said.

“I did when you said you’d be taking Xenta and Cali home to pamper them,” Ven said.

“Thank you, Ven.”

“Was it okay? Did either of you get injured?” Arliat asked. She’d stayed quiet as long as she could, but she hadn’t been able to watch the fight, and she’d worried the entire time.

“It wasn’t easy, not when the major used Troll’s Blood,” Xenta said. “The captain was not prepared at all.”

“The blinding flash at the start might’ve affected us more if we hadn’t been prepared for it,” Cali added. “We didn’t expect him to have Mage Sight, either.”

“He probably had that from Truestrike,” Sean said. “I’m fairly certain it wasn’t a normal Talent for him.”

“Did you learn how to use his Talent?” Helga asked.

“No. The flash didn’t take long enough for me to learn it. Considering it affected the captain, I’m not sure I’d want it. Hindering allies in a fight is still a bad idea.”

“It really is. I will inform the others when we get home so you can focus on your own task.”

Sean snorted, then gave the maids each an extra squeeze. “Thank you, Helga.”

“Of course, My Lord.”

“I’m sorry, about… the name earlier, Sean,” Cali whispered.

“It happened, and it’ll have its time,” Sean said soothingly. “Just don’t use it again until we’re married?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We understand, sir,” Xenta murmured.

Arliat licked her lips, making a note to ask Cali what she’d called Sean. She was pretty sure she knew, but she wanted to be certain.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean went straight to the bath with Cali and Xenta while Helga went to talk with the others. Neither maid said anything as they stripped out of their clothing, tossing them into the washtub before going to start the showers.

It took a little longer for Sean to join them. They’d trembled slightly during the ride home— he was sure they were conflicted about killing people. He knew he always was. Giving them a little bit of reassurance and showing them some love would help them heal, he thought.

Grabbing some soap, he lathered his hands. When the pair stepped out of the water, he touched their backs. “I’ve got you,” he said softly. “Let go of the doubt, worry, and pain. You did what was needed. If you’re still troubled, let me carry that burden for you.”

Xenta let out a shuddering breath, relaxing as he commanded her to. “It felt both wonderful and awful, Sean. I never want to do that again, but I will as often as I need to for our family.”

Cali sniffled. “It’s okay to be weak?”

“It’s not weakness to feel emotion over what happened,” Sean murmured, his fingers lightly digging into their backs as they braced against his strength. “I’ve felt the same every time I’ve had to do it, too.”

“We were just looking for new material to make outfits with…” Xenta whispered, turning the water off. She leaned against the wall so he could really massage her. “Then, those four blank-eyed men attacked us.”

Cali copied Xenta, turning off the water to brace better. “We shoved them back, but then they drew knives. Their blades were coated with poison, and it made the cuts burn. Even as we fought, the innate healing you gave us forced the poison to stop.”

“We didn’t want to kill them, knowing they were being controlled. We managed to hurt them enough to make them stop, but we didn’t kill them.”

“You did well,” Sean whispered as he worked their backs from shoulders to hips. “I’m very glad the training helped. When we were told about it, I was sick, thinking maybe you’d been seriously injured.”

Their tails wagged a little faster, slapping his legs.

“Stay still…” Sean murmured as his hands trailed down past the small of their backs.

Both tails twitched as they did their best to keep them still, but their hearts pounded as Sean’s hands kneaded their butts. When Sean rubbed the bases of their tails, both women let out soft moans. His face flamed and he didn’t linger, but he didn’t rebuke them, as he’d thought they might have that reaction. When his hands trailed down the length of their tails, both women whimpered, their legs trembling.

“Almost done,” Sean murmured as he knelt behind them. “I’m going to finish your butts and legs. Do your best to keep your tails still. I don’t want soap in my face.”

Both women glanced back, their eyes wide before they nodded. Glancing to each other, they shifted to hold each other’s hands as Sean continued to wash them. It was a small bit of their hopeful dreams come true, and they stared into each other’s eyes, happy to have this moment together with their eventual husband.

Sean didn’t do their fronts, letting them get one another while he showered. When they were clean, they got into the tub. Sean had one on each side of him, snuggled up to him. He chuckled when he felt them fidget occasionally— he was sure they were fighting their own desires to try for more.

“Ladies, do you require my help?” Felora asked, coming into the room.

“Yes, mistress,” both replied quickly.

“Let me strip down and I’ll join you,” Felora said.

A minute later, she was done with her own quick rinse and was in the tub. Sean gave her a raised eyebrow as she swam right over to him.

“I’ll need to touch them both, so I’ll sit here,” Felora smirked when she sat on Sean’s lap. “Try not to distract me, Master.”

Sean rolled his eyes. “Brat. I’m not sure who the worst one is: you or Myna.”

“We can have a contest so you can find out?” Felora snickered, the maids giggling at her antics.

“Pass,” Sean chuckled. “Help our family.”

Felora leaned back, her arms going around Xenta and Cali’s shoulders. “Just relax. I’ll pull you into a small dream. When we finish, you’ll no longer have those lingering doubts.”

Sean held Felora’s hips to keep her in place as the trio drifted off. “My life is odd, but I have more love than most could even wish for.”

~ * ~ * ~

Conversation during sparring and dinner was all about the fight earlier in the day. No one would ever run errands without Quilla or Quinna beside them again. Everyone understood that the day might’ve been terrible if Cali and Xenta hadn’t been as skilled as they were. Either or both might’ve died, and they would’ve been too far away for a Chooser to catch them.

As dinner was coming to an end, Trisha asked, “Sean, if I asked for your help, would you give it?”

Sean set down his fork, the chicken stir fry cleaned off his plate. “Probably. I’d like to know more about what you’re asking, first.”

Taking a deep breath, Trisha gathered her courage. “I… want my son. Will you take me to the outer manor to get him?”

“Your father will object, but as his mother, you have the right to care for him,” Hallie said. “This will prompt Truestrike to respond, Sean.”

“He hasn’t responded to her not having MacAdams beside her yet. The Vampire is out at the manor, too.”

“I will go with you,” Helga said.

“You can’t start any fight,” Hallie said. “Respond to any threat, but don’t strike first if possible. There’s no doubt that Truestrike will use any aggression as a way to push back at us.”

“I want my son away from him and his plots,” Trisha said. “I’d ask for safety from his reprisals, too… I’d like to use the room you’ve given me to raise my son. Please?”

Sean met her tear-filled eyes. The pain in them was heart-rending. “We’ll go tomorrow. It won’t take all day with the car, but it’ll still take a few hours each way.”

“Thank you…” Trisha sniffled.

“Every parent should be able to care for their child,” Sean said softly. “Society here has twisted that when it comes to nobility. Just be better than your father, and you’ll be on the right path.”

“If he’s still focused on using your son as the way to connect to the next Huntsman, he won’t let this go,” Fiona said. “Ladies, we’ll be making sure the manor is in the best order it can be while they’re gone tomorrow.”

The staff chorused agreement to Fiona’s words.

“I’m sure this will push him to act faster than he wants,” Hallie said. “I’ll see our allies tomorrow to make sure they’re aware of everything.”

“I’ll go see our friends to let them know,” Andrea said.

“Before we retire,” Helga said, standing up, “Andrea, Felora, it is time.”

Both women stood up, going around the table to her. Trisha wiped at her eyes, not understanding— Sean hadn’t been really clear on how his wives had become Choosers.

Helga said the words, and both Andrea and Felora accepted the charge. When their wings and thick bands appeared, Trisha gasped in shock and wonder. Sean exhaled as he felt the pair settle in his mind the way all of his wives had; the empathy was a comfort to his soul.

“This is how they become Choosers?” Trisha asked softly.

“The last of his wives to be accepted,” Helga nodded. “Ladies, when I have the ability to bring you in, I will be doing so.”

The staff all murmured their understanding.

“My Lord, we stand ready to aid you in battle or guard the home as needed.”

“Thank you, Helga. Tomorrow, it will be you, me, Trisha, and Arliat who leave the city. Everyone, please be careful. Today was likely the first of Truestrike’s plots against us. He’ll be getting desperate soon.”

“Sean, if you’re going to do this, you might want a shield,” Ryann said slowly. “Maybe ask High Lady Queensblood to go with you?”

Sean blinked at Ryann for a second before he smiled. “That’s a great idea, Ry. Ven, send her word, please. Let her know that we’re going to retrieve Trisha’s son. She seemed to be one of the few nobles who loves their child.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Ryann,” Hallie agreed. “This way, he has a High Lady with him if people want to dispute what happened.”

“Word is sent,” Ven said.

“We’ll find out if she wants to go. If not, we’ll need to see who else we can get to come with us,” Sean said.

“I think she will understand,” Helga said.

“I’m sure we’ll know soon.”




 

Chapter Thirty-two

“High Lady Queensblood, thank you for coming,” Trisha said softly when she greeted the noble at the manor. “I was shocked when they suggested asking you.”

“A mother who wants the best for her child is rare in our circle of society,” Minerva Queensblood said. “I do not mind being a witness to events if it means reuniting a mother and her child.”

“I’ll make good on the debt,” Sean said.

“No. The debt I felt owed to you is paid with this,” Minerva said. “The slate is clean after today.”

“As you say, Minerva,” Sean conceded. “It’ll take a couple of hours to reach the manor, even in our car.”

“Such a wondrous vehicle,” Minerva said as she took a seat inside across from Helga. “Good morning to you, Helga. Have you had any good fights since we sparred last?”

“Only against My Lord,” Helga replied. “What of you?”

“Against my son the other day,” Minerva smiled. “He wanted to get better to have another fight with Sean.”

“A friendly fight, I hope?” Sean asked dryly as he took his seat after Trisha, shutting the door.

“Goodness, yes. He just wants to be as strong as his father,” Minerva smiled. “I’d have loved to have seen you and my dear departed husband spar. He was the only one to best me regularly.”

“He sounds like a man who could have taken on all of Accord.”

“No, but he did his best to keep the city safe. My son told me about your maids being targeted. Dreadful… I don’t mind cat’s-paws, but to target staff is offensive. Little did they know that your maids have claws of their own.”

Sean snorted. “All my family have trained to defend themselves.”

“Yes. I heard about the fight.” Minerva shifted in her seat. “You gave them access to all your Talents?”

Sean smiled at her, not answering the question for a moment.

“Hmm… very well.”

“I did. I want to make sure they’re able to defend themselves from anyone at any time.”

“How unusual, but that does fit for you.” Minerva glanced at Trisha. “Now, tell me about your son.”

“Cian, my son with Darragh. Father used our love as the reason to get him Shamed.”

“Ahh, I see. He planned for your son to be Darragh’s successor?”

“As far as we can tell, yes,” Sean said. “He plotted for the axe, after all.”

“He certainly played a long game to manage it,” Minerva said. “That axe has a troubled past. The Champion Winter gave it to tried to wield it, but was rejected. It turned on him instead of letting him use it. The woman he tried to kill took it and used it for thirty years after him. She was a grandchild of the first: Morra Bloodhair. From then on, it was theorized that only a person with some Human blood can wield it. The people who managed it after her had Fey blood, but always some Human, as well. When Darragh picked the axe up, it once again made the wielder of Dark Cutter pure Human.”

That matched up with what Sean knew about Dark Cutter’s history. “How did she even get the chance to fight a Champion of Winter?”

“Intrigue and politics. Lord Caligula was a twisted man, but he was a genius when it came to playing others to his own ends. It made me quite happy when he died. I should take the time to thank your wife for doing that.”

“Winter should’ve stopped him before then,” Sean said tightly.

“It would have been best if she or Summer had, but would you be here now if they had?”

Sean fell silent for a moment; Minerva was basically asking if fate controlled life. “I’d still be here. My coming to this world was wholly different.”

“Ah, but if they had, Fiona wouldn’t have killed him, and she’d never have been Shamed. Darragh wouldn’t have gone to her for help with his own Shame, and she’d never have been in Oakwood. You’d have been at the village when Whelan attacked. How different would things be if that were the case?”

Sean lapsed into silence again— that change would’ve shifted a lot of things. Minerva stayed quiet, watching the city go by as Arliat drove them toward the gate.

~ * ~ * ~

The Truestrike manor outside the city was a palatial building. Sean eyed the overly-tall walls. Someone clearly doesn’t want people looking in casually. I could jump those, but I can’t think of anyone else who could without help, Sean thought.

The gate displayed something Sean hadn’t seen before: Truestrike’s crest. It was a skull with a bubble around it. A sword was thrust down through it, slicing through the top and bottom of both the bubble and skull.

“Trisha, what’s your crest represent?” Sean asked.

“My family’s Talent. We can pierce any shield when we use it. Even death shields can’t stop our Talent.”

Sean’s lips twitched. “We’ll need to talk later.”

Helga agreed with Sean’s thoughts. That Talent would augment their family even more— he’d be able to steal it if he could get her to show it to him. Then, he’d give it to the rest of them.

“Only blood members of the family have ever been able to use the Talent,” Trisha said. Even having heard his story earlier, she wasn’t sure that he could pull off what he was thinking.

“Like the Iceblood or Titanswrath families?”

“Yes…” Trisha said slowly.

“Hmm,” Sean smiled.

Minerva watched them, wondering what the conversation meant.

Arliat drove slowly up to the gate, stopping the car just outside. It took a minute for a guard to step out to approach. “Dame Truestrike and guests,” Arliat smiled.

The guard eyed the people in the back. Seeing Trisha, but not MacAdams, he stepped toward the back and tapped on the glass.

Sean rolled the window down. “Yes?”

“Dame, where’s your maid, and who are the others?” the guard addressed Trisha.

“The Advisor has Michelle, and these are friends. I want to see my son. Open the gate.”

The guard licked his lips. “Luka told us you weren’t to be allowed in without your father.”

“Are you going to stop a Dame of her own House from going to see her son?” Minerva asked with a cold smile. “Hmm… I expected more from the Truestrike family. I am High Lady Queensblood. I suggest you get your superior.”

The guard’s eyes widened and he bowed slightly. “I’ll be right back.”

A Messenger Fairy shot toward the manor a minute later before returning shortly after that. The guard came hustling out to open the gate, waving them in.

“Too easy…” Helga murmured.

“No one wants to upset a High Lord or Lady,” Minerva smirked. “I would bet the one responsible will be there to greet us.”

A dozen flashes of silver left the manor as they drove up to the manor, making Sean nod— Luka was clearly making sure Lord Truestrike knew what was going on.

“Luka is in charge of the manor?” Sean asked Trisha as he watched the front doors.

“Yes.”

“Minerva, the man we’re going to speak with is a Greater Vampire,” Sean said. “Your husband dealt with one in the past. You know what they can do, right?”

Minerva’s eyebrow rose. “The one who gave my son trouble?”

“Pretty sure.”

Minerva tsked. “And I do not have my sword on me.”

Sean chuckled. He reached up to pull part of the ceiling of the car away, Shaping a sword for her. “I can fix that.”

Minerva’s eyebrows rose, but she dipped her head. “I will appreciate that if I get to use it.”

Sean pulled some leather from his belt pouch, wrapping the hilt for her. “No worries. I will take it back when we leave, either way. It’s merely a loan.”

“Agreed,” Minerva smiled.

Sean was done with the sword, but didn’t have a sheath for it on him. “Maybe leave it in the car until we need it? It would probably be bad to see you walk up to the door with…” He laughed, then grabbed some more of the roof, forming a cane sheath for it. He then narrowed the blade to be a rapier instead of an arming sword. “There you go.”

Minerva’s lips pursed. “I shall make sure to note if you ever have a cane with you. You’re not going to make one for yourself?”

“No need,” Sean smiled. “If this goes wrong, we’ll be ready.”

“Very well,” Minerva said.

Arliat stopped the car under the awning in front of the front porch. As she put the car in park, the front door of the manor opened, and a man in a dark green cloak came out to wait for them.

“Still cloaked, even if it’s a different color…” Sean murmured.

“Luka normally wears purple,” Trisha said quietly before she got out of the car. “Luka, I have guests with me. I’m here to see my son.”

“Hmm? That is too bad, Dame Truestrike. Your father has left orders to detain you and keep you from Cian.”

Sean got out of the car, and the cloaked man took a step back. “Something wrong?” Sean asked flatly. “We haven’t met, have we?”

“Leave!” Luka snarled, energy flooding out with the word.

Trisha turned to get back in the car. “We should go.”

Sean grunted as he pushed off the compulsion. “Luka, is it? You owe the city for a lot of trouble.”

Minerva had been halfway out when the command hit her, making her slump back into the back seat. Helga was out the other door in an instant, her wings forming and her armor and sword appearing in the next instant.

“Minerva, are you okay?” Sean asked, staring at Luka as his armor started to flow over him.

“Yes. That was… yes.” Minerva grunted as she stepped out, then blinked at Sean being suddenly armored. “We should talk later.” Clearing her throat, she fixed her gaze on Luka. “In the name of the Queensblood family, you are hereby arres—!”

Darkness swallowed them, and a second later, both it and Luka were gone.

“It’s on!” Sean growled as he advanced on the home. He’d felt the magic used to create the bubble of darkness, but not the teleport.

“It is, indeed,” Minerva said as she joined him, her eyes angry. It’d been centuries since she’d felt a compulsion like that— it felt identical to when the last Greater Vampire had tried compelling her. She’d failed to withstand it back then, and that’d cost her her husband. She wouldn’t let another one of the creatures hurt her family again.




 

Chapter Thirty-three

Sean’s boot tore the massive front doors clear of their hinges. The heavy oak doors went flying down the hall before falling to the floor. “Luka, come out! We have questions!”

The guards on the gate took notice of the commotion. A dozen men poured out of the barracks by the gate, heading toward the car. A few were pulling straps on their armor to get things secured as they advanced.

Helga paused, torn between following Sean and protecting Arliat and Trisha. “Arliat, I will clear the way for you. Take Trisha out of the manor. Keep the doors locked and wait for us to call you back. She is under your protection.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Arliat said as the back door shut. She triggered the locks in the next instant.

“We need to leave,” Trisha said dully from the backseat, her eyes glassy.

“We will, just as soon as Helga clears the way,” Arliat said grimly.

“Oh, good. We have to do as he commands…” Trisha murmured with a faint smile.

Helga’s wings flared and she shot toward the ten guards coming her way. They didn’t need to die, but she doubted they would surrender. She wouldn’t go easy on them— they’d drawn weapons against her Lord.

Minerva followed Sean into the building. “Are we looking to save the child or kill Luka?”

“Both. If it comes down to it, we’ll separate. If we do, plug your ears and don’t meet his eyes. He can’t touch me, but he can stagger you.”

Minerva grimaced, knowing how she’d failed last time. “I will not fail again, Sean. If needed, I will take the child and flee, as long as you promise to gut the Vampire.”

“I will,” Sean replied.

A side door opened and two maids came out with fireplace implements. Both had dull eyes as they launched themselves at Sean. Sean battered them to the side with his shield, then commanded with energy, “Sleep!”

The two women dropped to the ground bonelessly.

Minerva hesitated, her eyes going to Sean’s back— he’d just done exactly what Luka had.

“My wife comes from Succubus stock,” Sean said, feeling Minerva tense up behind him. “I’m not a Vampire. You’ve seen me outside uncovered, Minerva.”

Exhaling slowly, she nodded. “Yes… yes, I have. That Talent… it is wrong.”

“Agreed, which is why I only use it when absolutely necessary. The staff here doesn’t deserve to die for Luka’s sake. I could’ve easily killed them both, but I don’t like murder.”

Minerva smiled grimly. Her husband had felt the same way; he would’ve liked Sean’s outlook on that. She pushed the idle thought away, brought the newly-made sword up in front of her, and followed the dangerous Lord deeper into the manor.

“Family rooms would be on the top floor,” Minerva said. “I’d expect the Vampire to live underground, not up there with the others.”

A butler, houseboy, and cook came charging out of a room just ahead of the pair. They each carried knives that glinted as the lamplight caught them.

“Stop!” Sean commanded, and the trio staggered to a halt. “Where does Luka live?”

“Basement,” the butler replied slowly.

“Cian?” Sean asked.

“Third floor, fifth room,” the houseboy murmured sleepily.

“Sleep!” Sean commanded, and they all fell to the floor. Sean hurried forward when the cook gashed his own arm as he hit the ground. “Idiot…” Sean muttered at himself— he should’ve had them drop their weapons first.

“Down or up?” Minerva asked.

“We go get Cian,” Sean said. “I’ll hunt down Luka after we know the boy’s safe.”

“The manor is clear of Fairies,” Ven said, zipping up to Sean. “There are more people upstairs, but no Luka.”

“Fairy, check the basement,” Minerva said, staring at the armor Ven was wearing.

“Ven, get the clan to scour the area for Luka and Cian. Start in the basement, then check every room, and then out into the surroundings,” Sean said. “I’ll be making sure the people inside are safe.”

“Yes, sir,” Ven said as a dozen silver blurs left at speed, including Ven.

“You have armored Fairies?” Minerva asked.

“They’re my family,” Sean said as he took a deep breath. “Pardon me for a moment.”

Minerva waited, wondering what Sean was intending to do.

Pulling at his energy, he mentally excluded Minerva and his family. “Find a comfortable place and sleep for three hours.” The power behind the words flooded out, filling the home, then flooding out to the walls of the manor.

Minerva felt energy wash past her as if a light breeze had ruffled her hair. Swallowing, she reevaluated Sean’s power again. It’d brushed past her, but its strength had been greater than she’d expected.

Sean wobbled in place for a moment until he felt a surge of energy from Helga. “That took more than I expected.”

“Are you alright?” Minerva asked.

“Yes. If I were a basement, which way would I be…?” Sean murmured.

“My Lord, the guards outside are neutralized,” Helga said, striding into the manor. “Arliat and Trisha are beyond the gates for now, waiting to be called back.”

“Good idea,” Sean said. “Ven and the others are looking for Luka and Cian. I put the grounds to sleep.”

“I gave you another soul to help,” Helga said. “Five of the ten guards died before you put them to sleep.”

“If they fought, it’s their fault,” Sean said, but then winced. “Or not…”

“They were aware and active,” Helga said. “They were not being controlled like the rioters.”

“Thank goodness. The staff in here was controlled.”

“Fire!” Ven shouted as they streaked toward Sean. “Multiple fires above!”

“Shit!” Sean hissed. “Stairs?!”

Ven streaked away, and Sean rushed after them.

Helga caught Minerva’s arm when she tried to go with them. “He will be fine. We should secure the rest of the home.”

“Very well,” Minerva said as she went with Helga to check the lower floors.

The second floor had smoke coming from a room down the hall, near the stairs to the third floor. Sean burst into it, ready to summon water. A maid was near the door, asleep, while a broken lamp had started a fire with some books at a desk.

An oil fire was terrible for water, so Sean snatched a tapestry from a wall and smothered it before it could consume the desk. His body healed the burns he got automatically. Stepping back, he saw Ven flash out the door, so he went after his friend.

The third floor had several fires, if the smoke coming from the partially-opened doors was any indication. Sean went down the hall, room by room, smothering or quenching fires as needed. He purged his lungs of smoke and opened holes in walls to allow the smoke to roll out quicker. Done with making sure the building wouldn’t burn down, he went to each room, healing the people asleep in them.

He found two boys around the right age sleeping in the same room. One was dressed in fine clothing while the other was in rough work clothes. As he healed them from smoke inhalation, he checked each and found one of them full of energy, and the other a void. Sean didn’t know why Cian was dressed like a worker boy, but his facial features and energy proved who he was.

“Maybe a decoy in case someone tried to snatch him?” Sean murmured as he carried the sleeping child downstairs.

“Everyone is accounted for, Sean,” Ven said, coming to land on his shoulder. “They’re all sleeping peacefully. Luka is not present, and there’s no sign of him outside, either. Helga and Minerva secured the rest of the home.”

“We’re done here,” Sean said. “I’m sure word has already gotten out.”

“Luka, at least, but we didn’t stop the Fairies that left, either.”

Helga and Minerva were waiting for him. Minerva’s brow furrowed when she saw the clothing on the boy. “Did you grab the wrong child?”

“His energy and face point to this being Cian,” Sean said. “Another boy devoid of energy was with him.”

“Hmm… an old ploy, but surprising they’d do that at home,” Minerva said.

“Arliat is on her way back,” another Fairy said, landing on Helga’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” Helga smiled. “We did the best we could, Sean.”

“I know. Only a few guards died. I wish I’d been able to catch Luka. He’ll be a problem.”

“The Vampire got away?” Minerva asked tightly.

“Must’ve fled after getting the staff to start the fires. There’s been no sign of him since. He likely had hidden spots to flee to. I could try to find him, but I’m sure he didn’t stick around. I’m sure he went straight to Truestrike.”

“Which means we might have people waiting for us when we return to the city,” Minerva said.

“No doubt,” Sean sighed. Seeing the car coming back toward the manor, he stepped outside. “Let’s see if I was right.”

The moment Arliat pulled up, Trisha was out of the car. She rushed to Sean, touching the child he held with worried eyes. “Oh, thank the Queens… he’s just asleep.”

“I wasn’t sure if this was him, or if the other boy was,” Sean said, letting her take Cian.

“Humphrey is his playmate. Why is Cian dressed in Humphrey’s clothing?”

“No idea. I found them dressed as they are.”

“The smoke?” Trisha asked, hugging her boy to her chest.

“Luka had the staff start fires when he fled. I put them out, and everyone is asleep. I’ll wake him up once we’re on the way back to the city.”

“What of Luka?” Trisha asked.

“He fled. No doubt he’ll be a problem later.”

“Pity,” Trisha exhaled. “Father will be very upset.”

“Good,” Sean snorted. “Let’s go home.”

It was only a minute later when Arliat had them heading back to the city. Sean waited a little longer, then woke the people who’d been asleep to his influence.

Cian stirred in Trisha’s arms, blinking slowly before he realized who was holding him. “Mother?”

“Yes. How are you, Cian?”

“Tired. Luka was upset, and then I fell asleep.” Seeing the others, he let go of Trisha, sitting up straighter. “Hello. I am Knight Cian Truestrike.”

“Lord Sean MacDougal, my wife, Lady Helga MacDougal, and High Lady Minerva Queensblood,” Sean introduced them.

Cian’s eyes narrowed at Sean’s name. “Lord, Lady, and High Lady, it is my pleasure to meet you.”

The eight-year-old was more composed than Sean expected. “I’m sure you’ve heard unpleasant things about me.”

“I’m sure Mother has her reasons for us being with you,” Cian said, then glanced around again. “Where is Michelle, Mother? Or Luka? Shouldn’t either or both of them be with us?”

Trisha shook her head. “Michelle was using mind Talents to control me, and you, too. Luka isn’t trustworthy, either, Cian.”

“Hmm. Very well. We’ll be letting Grandfather know, surely?”

“He’ll already know. You are my son, so I’ve come to get you to stay with me.”

“I see… we are branching off from him?”

Trisha hesitated. “Not yet. We’ll be staying with MacDougal’s family for a while.”

“Very well,” Cian said. “Can I sit beside you, Mother? It is unbecoming to sit in your lap with company.”

“My son said much the same at his age,” Minerva smiled. “They grow up so fast.”

Trisha didn’t want to let him go, but she did. “Too fast, it feels like.”

“Not fast enough…” Cian muttered under his breath.

Sean’s lips twitched. He remembered being about that age, and not liking it when his mother would kiss his cheek in front of others.




 

Chapter Thirty-four

The drive back to Accord was quiet. Cian answered Trisha’s questions about what he’d been up to since she’d left for the gala, which was mostly what Sean had expected: he’d study with his tutor for a few hours, then practice dance and dueling. He was given a couple of hours to play with Humphrey, then would study again until dinner. Dinner was a lesson in etiquette, so he’d always know what to do during meals.

“Sean, there’s a commotion at the gate. Vehicles are being inspected,” Ven said, floating down to him from the ceiling. “Commander Queensblood is there with Lord Truestrike and a few squads of guards; some of them wearing Truestrike livery.”

“Am I not supposed to be with you, Mother?” Cian asked.

“You are my son. You should always be with me,” Trisha said tightly. “Father disagrees.”

“Maybe it’s the company he disagrees with?” Cian suggested. “High Lady Queensblood excluded.” He gave her a smile.

“Already playing the game…” Minerva sighed.

“He has no right to claim you over me,” Trisha said with a hint of anger. “He already took your father from us.”

“I have no father,” Cian said stiffly. “I acknowledge none who are Shamed. Society doesn’t do that, Mother.”

Sean’s eyebrow went up, and he was suddenly worried about what was going to happen at the gate.

“If you had to choose, Knight Truestrike,” Minerva interjected, “would you stay with your mother or go with your grandfather?”

Cian sniffed— not tears, but arrogance. “Grandfather is going to be a High Lord. Mother… isn’t fit for society. I do care for her, but she is… not suitable.”

“Cian…? What?” Trisha looked heartbroken.

Cian exhaled softly, patting her hand. “Go rest, Mother. You were never suited for what is. I’ve heard you crying over… the Shamed.” The last two words were said with distaste. “No one who wishes to advance in society would. Your choice of companion today seals that. Grandfather is at odds with MacDougal. Even you should know better.”

Trisha stared at her son in shock, her mouth moving, but no sound coming from it. Tears welled up in her eyes as she realized even her son didn’t love her. The only ones who ever had were Darragh and Misa.

As they got closer to the city, Arliat slowed the car. She’d heard the conversation and felt bad for Trisha. The best she could do was get them safely there. When they got in line to go into the city, a Fairy flew to them, directing Arliat to pull up to the front, but off to the side. She glanced back, getting a nod from Sean, so she complied.

Queensblood and Truestrike stood with the guards, waiting for them. Sean could see Truestrike’s smirk and Queensblood’s frown even before they reached them.

“Cian, you’ve been lied to!” Trisha said quickly, seeing her chance to have her son slipping away. “Your father was framed to be—!”

“Enough, Mother!” Cian snapped. “I. Have. No. Father.” Each word was hard, cutting, and forcefully said. “As of today, I have no mother, either. I refuse to believe a fool is responsible for my birth.”

“That is quite enough,” Minerva said frostily. “Disagree with her all you like, but decorum is still needed, Knight Truestrike.”

Cian dipped his head a fraction to Minerva. “Yes. I apologize. I let my temper get the better of me.”

Arliat stopped the car, turning it off as Queensblood and Truestrike went to the door closest to Cian. Sean unlocked it and opened it, getting out before anyone else could.

“Commander, Truestrike, how can I help you?”

“Release my grandson!” Truestrike snarled. “Kidnapping is despicable, MacDougal!”

“I didn’t kidnap anyone,” Sean said. “I was asked by Dame Truestrike to go with her to see her son. When we arrived, your manor had a Greater Vampire in it. He compelled the staff to set fire to it while your grandson was inside.”

“What MacDougal says is correct,” Minerva said, having gotten out the other side of the car. “The Vampire fled from us, but seemed quite comfortable there. He acted similarly to the one who has been plaguing the city. Curious that he was at your estate, Truestrike.”

“MacDougal obviously prepared for you to find his accomplice there,” Truestrike snorted. “I have no such person in my staff.”

“Grandfather, we should go,” Cian said, darting out of the car. “Mother tried to keep me from you. I disown her as my mother.”

“My daughter tried to kidnap you?” Truestrike asked, gently touching Cian’s shoulder. “Did you see this mysterious Vampire they speak of?”

“No. A man did tell us to set fire to the home, then the next thing I know, I woke up with them in the carriage.”

“Commander, I disown Dame Trisha Truestrike. I will file with the magistrate tomorrow. No one who kidnaps a child by force is related to me.”

Trisha got out, crying as she went to her knees, holding her arms out to Cian. “No, Cian! Please?! I’m your mother!”

“You are a foolish girl,” Cian said haughtily, his demeanor much like his grandfather's. “Michelle will raise me. She is smarter than you, anyway.”

“Speaking of, where is your maid?” Truestrike sneered. “I recall her from your service.”

“Hadn’t you heard?” Queensblood asked. “She was arrested for using mind magic by the Advisor. She was influencing your daughter.”

“Preposterous!” Truestrike snapped. “Come, Cian. We are leaving. Commander, you may search my manor for any evidence that this accomplice of MacDougal was ever there. You will find that I have never had a Vampire on staff.”

Queensblood watched Truestrike leave before turning back to Sean, his mother, Helga, and Trisha. “We need to talk.”

“Yes, we do,” Minerva said. “The gatehouse will work.” She brushed past her son with an angry glare at Truestrike’s back.

Sean stopped next to Trisha, kneeling down beside her. “Trisha… I’m sorry.”

“Why? Why must he take everything from me?! Darragh, my son, my family! Everything’s gone…”

“I will stay with her, My Lord,” Helga said. “The Queensbloods will want to speak with you.”

Sean nodded, patting Trisha’s back gently before he followed Minerva and her son. Helga knelt down beside Trisha, gathering her in her arms to soothe the distraught woman. Everyone in line to go into the city watched, rumors running wild and quickly spreading.

Queensblood had cleared the gatehouse of guards, shutting the door once Sean entered the room. “What in the Queens’ names happened?!”

“Sean asked me to accompany him and Dame Truestrike to retrieve her son from the outer manor. I went knowing there would be trouble, and a mother shouldn’t be parted from her son unwillingly. The Greater Vampire was there and tried to command us to leave.” The anger in her tone was harsh. “How dare one of them try to make me do their bidding again?!”

Queensblood’s lips thinned. “So he is with Truestrike?”

“Do you think MacDougal is a mastermind?!” Minerva snapped before she exhaled roughly. “Yes. Trisha and Cian both called the man Luka. I’m sure that none of the staff there will admit to it, though. Oh, yes, and the guards tried to stop us once Luka fled Sean. Half of them died.”

Queensblood sighed. “He’ll raise a fuss over the dead.”

“No, because then, you could push about Luka,” Sean said. “No… he just disowned his daughter. With the rumors already starting, things will get ugly from a social standpoint. Since he’s running out of pawns, he might back off.”

“Doubtful,” Minerva said. “His chances of being High Lord are nearly zero. He must discredit you and pin the troubles on you to come out looking better. Advisor Mackenzie won’t fall for it, but if he can sway enough of the nobility, she won’t fight him.”

“She will,” Sean snorted. “People don’t understand her; she just hates politics. As long as she can’t be blamed by the Queens, she won’t let them traipse around her.”

“Let’s say he does back off,” Queensblood said tightly. “What comes next?”

“I wish I fucking knew,” Sean sighed. “He tried to injure and kill my staff, and that cost him his pawn in your guard. We went to get Cian and that failed for us, but let me show you that he was with the Greater Vampire. There’s no doubt he’ll still use Luka until we can pin him down.”

“If only the Messenger Fairies were immune to Vampire’s compulsion,” Queensblood grimaced, “we could send them to scour for the damnable thing. But if they find him, he’d control them and we’d never know.”

“Excuse me,” Ven said, floating down from the rafters. “Sean, if you give us the task to deliver a message, we can find him.”

“What about the mind control?” Sean asked.

Ven looked at Minerva and Queensblood, then back at Sean. “We’ll be fine. You make us fine.”

“What?” Queensblood asked.

“Our mental resistances are high. Not as high as his, but enough to not be compelled.”

Minerva nodded slowly. “You never even blinked when he told us to leave… also, where did your armor come from and go to, Sean?”

“Secrets,” Sean said. “It’s part of what makes me special.”

“Secrets can be kept with Agreements,” Minerva said. “I want these secrets. With them, my son and I would never be unarmed or unarmored.”

Sean met her intense gaze before he sighed. “It’s an Agreement based on your life, Minerva. I can enforce it even against the nobility, as Lord Titanswrath found out.”

“He wasn’t a High Lord or Lady, but yes, I believe you could, MacDougal. Is it the armor that makes you able to resist?”

“No. That’s purely willpower, energy, and practice at resisting influence. Vampires aren’t the only ones who can influence people with their voices.”

Queensblood shifted slightly, his hand dropping to the hilt of his sword.

“I don’t do it unless it’s to save people,” Sean shrugged, not looking worried. “I give my word that I’ve not been the one behind the attacks on the city.”

“I trust him,” Minerva said. “The price is steep for the secret, so I’ll think about it. What will you do?”

“I’m going to go home and help a woman who just had her world destroyed around her stand back up. Trisha was always a pawn— she never got the love she wanted, and when she touched it twice, her father took it from her both times.”

“About Truestrike?” Minerva clarified.

“Keep chipping away until I can force him to fight me.”

“He’ll never agree to that,” Queensblood snorted, then paused. “Or… he might… hmm.”

“Oh, yes,” Minerva smiled grimly. “A chance, at least, if Mackenzie would agree to it.”

“What?” Sean asked.

“Not yet,” Minerva said. “I must look into it first. I’ll need another person of sufficient station to back my idea. If it works out, you can have your fight with him.”

“Make that happen and take the Agreement, and I’ll be happy to make you and your son armor like mine.”

“Very well. I will ride home with my son, Sean. I will send word once I know if my plan will work.”

“Thank you, Minerva, for today.”

“Kill that Vampire and I’ll call it even,” Minerva smiled.

“Ven, we’re going home, first, but after that, we’ll be going out to find him,” Sean said.

“Yes, Sean.”

“Excellent.” Minerva smiled darkly. “Good evening, and fair hunting, Sean.”




 

Chapter Thirty-five

Trisha was silent when they got home. She trudged up to her room and sealed herself inside, not even responding when Hallie greeted her.

“What happened?” Hallie asked as the others gathered.

“She’s being disowned by her father and son,” Sean said softly.

“Trisha is not in the best place,” Helga said. “I have seen warriors who have given up on life look similar to that.”

“What can we do?” Andrea asked.

“I don’t know,” Sean exhaled. “I’ll explain it when the others get home. Short story is that Cian chose his grandfather over his mother.”

“He’s been groomed to be important,” Fiona said. “I should’ve considered that. Trisha is not like most nobles… she’s more like you, husband.”

“She loves her child,” Ida sniffled. “I can’t even imagine the pain she must feel.”

“It would rend my heart…” Ryann whispered in horror.

“Fel is over at the clinic?” Sean asked.

“Yes,” Fiona said. “Will she let Felora help?”

“No idea,” Sean grimaced. “It’s about time for sparring… I’m canceling that tonight. Ven, arrange the hunters.”

“Already working on it, Sean,” Ven said, coming to sit on his shoulder. “Most of the clan not already assigned to someone will be scouring the area for him.”

“Who?” Hallie asked.

“I’ll be hunting Luka down after dinner,” Sean said. “The clan is going to find him and keep him sighted for me. Truestrike disavowed him, so now’s the best time to find and kill him.”

“Because Messenger Fairies get a sense of where the person is that they need to give a message,” Hallie nodded slowly. “Can you resist the Vampire’s compulsion?” The question was directed to Ven.

“We can as long as we don’t meet his eyes,” Ven said. “It’ll be difficult, but we’re sure we can.”

“Minerva asked me to kill him, and he needs to be killed,” Sean grimaced. “I hate saying it like that, but he’s too dangerous, and Truestrike just cut him free.”

“We’ll stay home,” Fiona said. “Helga will go with you, though.”

“For the best. The others should be getting home soon. Let’s go bathe.”

The bath was somber while Sean told them the full story. Everyone agreed with his reasoning about dealing with Luka; Fiona was a little uncertain about the potential Agreement with the Queensbloods, but she accepted that it would make things much easier if Minerva could force the issue.

Trisha refused to come down for dinner. The cooks were sad— they’d made a celebratory feast in preparation for Trisha having Cian beside her. While the food was delicious, it felt like a hollow meal as the reason for having it was broken.

“I’ll try to help her,” Felora said. “If she refuses, though, I can’t do anything.”

“I know,” Sean said. “Just do your best. Hallie, you might be able to get her to listen. I think you’re the first real friend she’s had.”

“We’ll do our best,” Hallie nodded. “Just come home safely.”

“I will make sure he does,” Helga assured them.

“I’m glad you are his shield,” Ryann said. “You’re the best fighter beside him.”

“And you’ll be the shield for our children,” Ida murmured, squeezing Ryann’s hand. “Sean named you as their guardian.”

Ryann blushed slightly. “Yeah, and I will.”

Sean got up. Going around the table, he collected kisses from his wives and hugs from the staff. The belief in him was high, and Sean soaked it in. Aria and Hallie both gave him souls to refill his energy, as he’d used a lot earlier in the day.

“When you get home, husband,” Fiona said, the last one to kiss him, “we’ll be visiting the planes. We should let our wives know what’s happening, but Andie and Fel both need souls in reserve.”

“Oh, right…” Sean exhaled slowly. “When I get home.”

“The clan is ready, Sean,” Ven said. “Give the message.”

Sean looked up at the rafters, which were packed with Fairies. “Clan, tonight, we hunt a dangerous creature. Your lives are worth much more than his, so don’t stay for him to try ensnaring you. Find him, dart away, let us know, and then let another find him. He’ll run, but he can’t do that nearly as long as we can chase. I want us all to come back here tonight, safe and healthy.”

A murmured agreement came from the assembled clan.

“Find Luka, the Greater Vampire, and tell him this: ‘Surrender to the justice of Accord.’ With that message said, do not wait for a reply— go to inform another Fairy where you found him. Ven will be the contact for us to coordinate with.”

“Use the sets we’ve arranged,” Ven said. “This way the three of you always spread the word back. The only place we don’t hunt is the Tower. If we track him there, we hold back, as Sean will have to go in.”

“For Sean!” the clan said as one.

That wave of belief hit Sean in the chest, and he inhaled slowly. “For our family,” he said back. “We hunt. Go.”

With Sean and Helga gone, the others looked at each other. Felora and Hallie headed for the door a moment later; they had a friend to care for, one who’d had their world crushed earlier in the day. They hoped they could help her before Sean got back.

~ * ~ * ~

Hallie tapped on the door. “Trisha, may I come in?” She waited, but when no answer came back, she opened the door. “Trisha?”

In the dark room, a huddled shape on the bed shifted. “Why…?” The word was barely audible.

“Because we care for you,” Hallie said. She and Felora entered the room before shutting the door. Triggering the switch on the wall, the light above the bed turned on.

Trisha turned, burying her face into her pillows. “Why does he hate me…?”

“Cian?” Hallie asked, crossing the room.

“My own son… and my father…” Trisha sobbed.

Hallie took a seat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t think either of them hates you. It might be easier if they did.”

Trisha looked up. Her bloodshot eyes dripped tears, but the puzzlement in them was clear.

“Hate is a powerful emotion. It can be close to love in its own way,” Hallie said. “If they hated you, it would show a depth of emotion for you, even if not what you’d want.”

Trisha collapsed back into her pillows, sobbing.

“They dismissed you because you aren’t like them,” Hallie went on, reaching out to lightly rub Trisha’s back. “One of the hardest things in the world is to care for others. When they fail to return that feeling, it’s an icy shard of glass that cuts deep into you.”

“Darragh… loved me…!” Trisha sobbed. “Yet he didn’t… he didn’t fight for me…”

“Are you sure?” Hallie asked. “Maybe he took the Shame to spare you? Your father would have twisted everything, maybe saying he’d have to Shame you, instead.”

Trisha sniffled; she’d never considered that before. She’d always thought he’d left just because he was Shamed. What if Darragh had taken the Shame that she’d have had instead…?

“Your son was cared for by the maid who controlled you, watched over by a Vampire, and taught as your father wanted him to learn,” Felora said gently. “Even a mother’s love might be blunted with so many whispering other words in his ears.”

“He was influenced…?” Trisha asked as she continued to sniffle.

“Considering your father, it’s very likely,” Hallie said soothingly. “You were kept from others in society, sequestered away where you could be controlled and isolated without allies. The few you had close were yet more pawns to keep you in check.”

“Controlling you made it easier to control Cian,” Felora added.

Trisha hiccupped a sob as she rubbed her face against her pillows.

“We can’t change what happened,” Hallie murmured, “but we can give you something to hold to. Friends— true friends— who want to help. Your father is going to strip you from the family, leaving you without a title. How many Dames, much less Ladies, would stay beside you? Would any of them comfort you when your life has crumbled?”

“No…”

“Yet here we are,” Felora murmured, taking a seat on the other side of Trisha. “You have real friends. We want to help as much as we can.”

“How?” Trisha sniffled, tilting her head to get one eye focused on Felora.

“I can help dull the pain,” Felora said. “Moreover, we can go back and look at your memories. Maybe a little happiness would help. A special day with Darragh, well before his Shame?”

Trisha wanted that deeply. The memories had grown fuzzy over the years, but what would the cost be? Maybe they were just here to use her like her own father had.

“You’re probably wondering what the trick is,” Hallie murmured. “No tricks, no traps. We act not as Ladies, but as your friends. I, Hallie MacDougal, give you, Trisha Truestrike, this Agreement: we will help you remember a good day and be here to care for you as the pain fades. The cost is a simple hug from you to each of us.”

Trisha swallowed; she wanted to remember a good day. Today had broken her world. To escape even for a moment back to when Darragh loved her… Sitting up, she wiped her face. “Okay. Can we see more than one?”

“Of course,” Felora said, “but that’ll take more from me. I’d need some of the pain you feel to do that. Would that be okay?”

“Yes,” Trisha nodded. “I just want to remember the good days…”

“Let’s get you comfortable, then,” Hallie said. “Come on. Let’s wipe your face clean and get you ready for bed.”

Trisha nodded, doing as Hallie said. The pain wasn’t all she felt; there was deep anger in her, too. The fact that her father had only ever used her, taking both her lover and son from her, burned in her chest. The anger she wouldn’t let go of— she hated her father, and she would make sure he knew it.




 

Chapter Thirty-six

Sean and Helga went out the back. “Ven, lead us near Truestrike’s manor inside the city. Luka should have run to him first. We’ll stay near there while the search goes on.”

“This way,” Ven said, lifting off Sean’s shoulder.

Energy wings came into being before they used Camo, then shot off after Ven. The flight over the city was uneventful, but it did show a beautiful scene below. People went about their nights, unknowing of the two flying above them. The Tower of Accord was a sight to see, though they kept their distance when they went around it. Each balcony had lights dotted around it, illuminating it for anyone walking them, but also letting anyone flying see the people enjoying the garden balconies.

Ven had to detour them around the Great Tree, as Truestrike’s city manor was on its far side. They knew from the Tower Fairies that, as long as one of them didn’t fly past the gardens ringing it, they were safe. They ended up in the noble arc of the city, where most of high society had their homes.

Ven came to a pause above a manor that looked like most of the others. “This is his. If you stay here, we’ll bring word back to you when we find Luka.”

“We’ll be staying put until we get a location,” Sean said. “Be safe.”

“We will be,” Ven said before zipping off.

“Do you think he is inside the manor, My Lord?” Helga asked, floating beside Sean.

“Maybe… that would be the worst outcome for us. Honestly, I think he’s nearby, but not in the manor. He’ll feel us approaching because of the energy we’re using, which means this will be a long chase.”

“If he is inside the manor, then what?”

“We wait for him to leave. It’s possible he’ll spook when the Fairies deliver the message.”

They floated for a few minutes before Ven came zipping back. “He’s running away from the manor. He was in a sub-basement, but after the third one of us showed up, he bolted.”

“Lead on,” Sean said.

The pattern was erratic as they followed Ven and the other Fairies. When Luka stopped running, he was under one of the busiest taverns in the city.

“He’ll try using the people as shields,” Sean said. “I can fix that, if needed. He’s in the basement again?”

“Not the basement, but a room walled off from it. It’s furnished. It looks like a place that’d been prepared for him to run to. He was preparing weapons— he almost skewered Alado when they went to check him last.”

“We’ll land near the tavern and use the exterior entrance to go down. Then, you’ll have to show me which wall he’s behind. Helga, when they do, stand back, but Shape the wall out of the way. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Helga replied.

“Follow me,” Ven said, diving for the alley.

The exterior was locked from the inside, but Sean used a trickle of Shaping to unlock it. Once they were inside, he reset the lock. The basement was empty, for which Sean was glad; he didn’t want Luka to have even more people to play with.

Ven went to one of the walls, tapping it before flying away. Sean pulled out his energy crossbow, leaving his wings out to flood the room with light. Giving Helga a nod, he got ready to fire.

Helga reached out with Earth Manipulation and, with a surge of energy, carved an archway into the wall. The other side was dark until Sean’s wings lit the room. That gave Luka the target he needed; before Sean could fire, the Vampire did. An adamantine-tipped, iron-edged bolt slammed into Sean, throwing him back into the far wall. It wasn’t a normal crossbow bolt that hit him, but a ballista bolt.

“You?!” Luka hissed before he became mist, vanishing from the room as Sean ripped the bolt from his gut, his body healing the wound faster than he’d ever healed before.

“You can’t run forever!” Sean snarled. He darted into the room to see the mist sinking through a crack in the floor.

Grabbing at the earth, Sean tore the ground apart, following the mist. It didn’t go down like Sean thought, but followed a fissure that twisted and turned as it went. Sean didn’t let that deter him— he chased Luka with a snarl on his lips.

Helga went after Sean, but first grabbed the bloody bolt, tossing it into her bag and applying flame to where Sean’s blood had splattered. She didn’t want anyone to trace things back to their family. As she went after Sean, she sealed the newly-created tunnel behind her.

The sewers appeared at the end of the chase, and Luka was running down the walkway away from Sean. Who is this man? No one should be able to keep up with me! Luka thought in a panic, his own mortality starting to weigh on him. Especially not after I shot him!

“You’ll only die tired!” Sean yelled, an energy bolt from his crossbow just missing the Vampire as he briefly burst into mist. “Surrender, and I’ll hand you over to the guard!”

Helga ate one of the souls she carried for energy. She didn’t have Sean’s reservoir of energy, and she’d been close to depleted from closing the tunnel he’d made chasing the Vampire. She could hear them ahead of her, but they were around a corner ahead, so she couldn’t see them. Hissing a curse, she raced after Sean.

Luka glanced back just in time to turn into mist again as a second bolt of pure energy flashed through his position. “Stop!” The word was nearly a pant as he commanded Sean, trying to catch his eyes.

Sean locked eyes with Luka and felt the impact of a Greater Vampire trying to dominate his mind. The pressure caused him to stagger, missing a step before crashing to the ground. Grunting, he pushed himself up, fighting the mental pressure in his head that demanded he bend to Luka.

Luka slowed, panting as he pressed up against the wall to catch his breath. Brow furrowing, he turned back to Sean— Luka had never felt the building pressure he felt at this moment. No one could resist his eyes; it was impossible from what he knew. “Stop resisting. Give in, mortal.”

Sean pushed himself to his knees, his crossbow ten feet away between the pair of them. “Who… said… I… was… mortal?” The words were slow and labored.

Luka’s eyes went wide when he felt the pressure begin to crack. “Nnnoooooo!” The long, drawn-out word of denial came as he backed up.

A hundred streaks of silver flashed through the walls, small crossbows firing in the next instant. Luka screamed in pain as the pure, divine energy sunk into him. Two of those bolts exploded his eyes, staggering him.

Sean lunged forward, ignoring the crossbow on the ground as Luka headed for the sewer water blindly. “Flame arc!” Sean snarled, his hands extended.

Luka’s screams became sharper as he jerked back the other way away from the fire. He could feel his skin being burned away. He had to escape; if he could find a crack to flee into, he could still survive.

Sean felt the surge of energy from behind him as Helga fed him another soul. “Entropy!”

The barrier cocooned Luka, so when the Vampire staggered into it, his arm faded into nothing, eaten by the cosmic force of breaking Bonds. “NNNOOOOOO!” Luka screamed, turning to mist.

Sean’s will crashed down on the entropy bubble. It should be impossible to change when he created it, but he didn’t care. The only thing he cared about was killing Luka. His will hit the bubble and forced it to compact. The man-sized bubble became a basketball, then a golf ball, before becoming a pinpoint of swirling entropy, looking to expand back to what it was.

“Sean!” Helga shouted, feeling the force pulling everything near the bubble toward it, starting the formation of a black hole.

Helga calling his name got him to disperse the energy, and it vanished. Panting, he dropped to his hands and knees, gasping. Ven flashed in front of Sean, staring into his eyes. Seeing that he was okay, Ven grabbed Sean’s head in relief.

“Shit… is everyone okay?” Sean whispered hoarsely.

“The clan scattered when the bubble shrank. We felt its pull,” Ven said, squeezing Sean’s head before letting go. “I’m glad we made it when we did.”

“Me, too, but a good Fairy thinks of everything,” Sean said roughly before coughing a laugh.

“My Lord, are you okay?”

“He’s fine,” Ven sighed. “I wish he’d stop making me out to be his Fairy wife.”

Helga blinked, then reached out, pulling Ven toward her gently. “If it helps him deal with what he did, is that not worth it?”

“Yeah… just feels weird.”

“That is our Lord,” Helga smiled. “Let us get him home.”

“I’ll send the clan to look for the closest exit. Sean can get in and out without setting off the alarms he installed on the doors,” Ven left at with all haste.

“Good.” Helga helped Sean to his feet. “Are you okay?”

“Tired, even with that soul you just gave me. He was a pain to pin down… remind me never to challenge Felora to a domination contest. The Vampire staggered me, which means she might actually succeed.”

“Felora would never do that to anyone in our family. She knows how you feel about it. Even against an enemy, she’d hesitate to do that.”

“Thank goodness…” Sean said. He leaned against Helga as his armor went back to jewelry. “Let’s go home. I want to see our family.”

“Ven is finding the path for us.”

“Need to thank all of them, too…” Sean murmured. “That was a timely barrage of doom.”

“I think they were waiting for him to stop so they could all hit him at once. I saw that his eyes were gone before you burned him.”

“Before I turned him into nothing.”

“We found the closest exit. It’s not in a busy place, so you should be able to sneak out and get home unseen,” Ven said when they zipped back to the pair.

“Good,” Sean smiled. “Thank the clan for me. You all arriving when you did helped.”

“We live to serve, Sean,” Ven said sincerely. “We’d have been here sooner, but we wanted to make sure we had enough of us together to make a real impact.”

“You definitely did that,” Sean smiled.




 

Chapter Thirty-seven

Cuander and Caleb came trotting their way when Helga and Sean landed in the backyard. Letting go of Camo when he touched down, Sean hugged both of the hounds. “Thank you for keeping the manor safe.”

Cuander chuffed, followed by Caleb.

“I appreciate it, even if you didn’t do anything,” Sean said. “People are less prone to be stupid if they know you’re here.”

Both hounds grinned.

“Be safe. I’m going inside.”

Cuander chuffed again, then trotted back toward the front yard. Caleb gave Sean a small lick, then went to sniff at the back gate.

“They are mighty guardians,” Helga said. “We are blessed to have them.”

“I think so, too,” Sean said as they went inside.

Cali appeared a second later, Camo dropping off her. “Welcome home… you should probably bathe. You smell like the sewers, sir.”

“That’s where the hunt led us,” Sean shrugged. “You make a good point, though. Let the others know we’re back, and we’ll be up to the room after a shower. I’m not going to use the bath.”

“Yes, sir.” Cali hurried away.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was in the middle of scrubbing his face when he remembered the massive tunnel he’d made from the basement of the tavern down to the sewers. “Shit… I need to go back and fix that.”

“I filled in the hole when I followed you, Sean,” Helga said, stepping out of the spray. “It is why I was so far behind you; I knew you would want to do that.”

Sean rinsed his face, then gave her a smile. “A good wife thinks of everything.”

“A good husband would scrub his wife’s back,” Helga smiled back at him.

“Gladly.” Sean picked up the soap to do as she asked. “It might not have gone as I thought, but at least it’s over.”

“Did you get his soul?” Helga asked as Sean massaged her back.

“No. I thought you did,” Sean said, his hands stilling.

“I tried, but I could not reach it. The bubble you created stopped me.”

“Hmm…” Sean made a thoughtful sound as he went back to washing Helga. “Maybe entropy can block the soul’s release?”

“Perhaps. It is not something I have faced before. It might be because you compressed it like you did. That small circle was trying to pull everything to it.”

“That’s tricky theological ground. Is the soul physical? Can entropy break down a soul?”

“Neither of us knows, but maybe Saret does?”

“I’ll ask her later. It’s not like we’re doing anything about it tonight,” Sean exhaled. “You’re done.”

“Now, I will get yours,” Helga said, turning around so the water cascaded down her back. “Then, we will go see our wives and tell them the story.”

“As you wish, dear Chooser.”

A brief spark of black-white flames appeared in Helga’s eyes for a second. “As you wish, My Lord.”

Sean laughed, holding the soap out behind him. “Brat. I’m surrounded by brats.”

“And loved by all of them…” Helga murmured as she soaped her hands up.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean appeared next to the front door of Home’s manor. He looked back to apologize to Marjorie, but she wasn’t there. “Weird… kind of got used to it.”

He heard an aborted scream outside, which got him to jerk the doors open. Marjorie was breathing raggedly as she stumbled back into Sean’s arms, having been up against the door. Sean held her up as she tried to catch her breath.

“Sorry, Mom,” Sean told her, a hint of laughter in his voice. “I was going to apologize to you, as we always seem to startle you.”

“Even more this time,” Marjorie exhaled roughly as Sean stood her back on her feet. “Please stop doing that…?”

“It isn’t intentional,” Sean assured her.

“Mom, is…? Oh, welcome home,” Chastity said from the stairs. “Scared her again?”

“We did. It wasn’t him this time,” Andrea giggled as she went to hug her lover.

“Did something happen?” Lilly asked, coming down the hall.

“We’re all Choosers now,” Felora said, “but we’re here because Sean tracked down Truestrike’s Vampire minion. He’s going to tell us the story, and wanted you to know, too.”

“I’ll get some tea,” Marjorie said, heading for the kitchen.

“No Trisha this time?” Chastity asked as she held Andrea.

“That’s different news,” Fiona said.

“Go ahead and fill her in on Trisha,” Sean said. “Andie, Fel, let’s go get you souls. Helga, you, too. You need a refill. When we get back, we’ll cover the hunt.”

“Don’t take too long,” Ida said. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Just souls, and a quick chat with Gleaming Blade,” Sean said.

A couple of minutes later, Sean, Andrea, Felora, Helga, and Rumia were heading down the path to the Bog. Felora glanced at Rumia with a small smile. “You really do enjoy it, don’t you?”

“Yes. It’s wondrous,” Rumia replied. “I chat with those waiting while I work, helping them see why they were in the wrong. Some didn’t really know they were against Sean exactly, only that they were helping someone else. A good portion of those have already been collected. Next is the group that actively knew they were opposing Sean, but didn’t understand what that truly meant. They’re quick to admit their folly, but don’t see why their actions led them here.”

“Now that they know his true strength, they’re quick to recant?”

“Yes, but it’s hollow. In time, it won’t be. They’ve seen others go, and they ask why they aren’t chosen. I explain it to them, and I think a lot of that group is slowly accepting their fate.”

When they stepped off the path onto the solid strip around the Bog, both Felora and Andrea inhaled sharply. The feeling in the Bog was more intense, but not as disturbing to them, either.

“Four each,” Sean said, turning to kiss Andrea, then Felora. “Helga, you need to get back to that number, too.”

“One for me, then,” Helga nodded.

“The most repentant are over this way,” Rumia said, her mithril shears coming to her hand. “If you’ll follow me?”

Sean let them go as he went toward the tree— the worst of his enemies always ended up closer to the yew. He paused to stare down at the wide-eyed captain, giving him a dark smile before silently commanding the roots to take him down for a few days. With that done, he continued on to where he could see Gleaming Blade’s panicked face.

“Major, welcome to your just due,” Sean said, crouching down near him.

“What is this place?” Gleaming Blade whispered in horror. “I can feel the roots of the tree holding me.”

“This is the special hell for those who get in my way. Believers get a nice little village, foes get the Bog. Now, tell me about Truestrike’s plans.”

“I don’t know them,” Gleaming Blade said quickly. “My last communication was to get two of your staff either jailed or killed. He wanted to send a message that interfering with his family could impact yours. Your maids are not normal; they took apart seasoned thugs.”

“They used restraint. Those men would’ve died, otherwise,” Sean growled. “Who else has he been using?”

“I don’t know… he normally sends a Fairy to me. It wears a purple sash, and starts every message with ‘Queens’ Rule.’ Any deviation means not to trust it.”

“Hmm… not the most helpful.” Sean stood. “You’ll get to experience what my displeasure means. Next time we talk, maybe you’ll remember more.”

Before Gleaming Blade could reply, vines wrapped his face and he sank below the peat. Sean stood there for a moment, looking to where his previous foes were. His anger at them was fading, but not enough to relent on their mild torments.

“Sean, we have our souls,” Helga said, leading the others his way.

“Let’s go home. We have to catch everyone up on what happened. I also want to hear about Trisha.”

“She’s broken, but was doing better when we left. I helped with the anguish and pain, but the anger at her father is burning hot,” Felora said, taking his arm. “If Darragh ever comes to Home, Sean, we need to bring her. It would help heal her. She believes in you and prays for that moment.”

“I should think about expanding the houses into a small village,” Sean said as he led his wives and Rumia toward the manor. “Maybe a library of their own, and a few other distractions?”

“That would be good,” Andrea said, taking his other arm. “They come up to the manor often, but being able to relax in their own home would be good, too.”

“You can do it, Sean,” Helga said softly. “I can even bring another one or two into the fold.”

“Glorina and Tiska,” Sean said. “Let the leads have their moment.”

“As you wish, My Lord.”

“Good choices,” Felora murmured. “After them, I’d suggest Rumia. She does good work in the Bog for you.”

“I can wait, mistress; my place is very clear. The others would be better served to be raised before me,” Rumia said.

“Selfless and loyal,” Helga smiled. “You will be a good Chooser, but I will accept your reasoning, Rumia.”

“Thank you, mistress.”

Sean stayed quiet, thinking about his eventual wives and how quickly everyone was folding into being a Chooser. He knew it was tied to belief in him; it hadn’t been overly long since the gala. Maybe people were coming to accept what they’d seen during the riots? It wasn’t belief in him being a god. It was belief in him being powerful enough to do what most could never hope to manage.

I should let Minerva, Queensblood, and Mackenzie know that Luka was dealt with, too. I’ll ask for a bit of time with each of them… I wish I had his head to show them, but I kind of blew that up… it’ll come down to belief. Snorting at the thought, he was looking forward to being Home.




 

Chapter Thirty-eight

Trisha joined them for breakfast, but was quiet, barely replying when addressed directly. That made things a little awkward before food was served, but she seemed to be in slightly better spirits when the meal ended.

“Ven, deliver word to Minerva and Mackenzie that the Greater Vampire is dead,” Sean said. “I’m not going to the clinic again today, as I’m sure at least one of them will want to speak with me.”

“We’ll handle the clinic,” Aria said.

“Luka is dead?” Trisha asked. “How?”

“I tracked him down,” Sean said. “It took the entire clan to help with that, but with them and Helga behind me, I got it done.”

Trisha closed her eyes, swallowing the lump in her throat; she knew how often Luka had imposed his will on her, thanks to Felora. The relief that he was truly gone lifted a weight off her shoulders. “Thank you…”

“You’re welcome,” Sean said softly. “With his last major minion out of the way, I’ll be trying to pin your father dow—”

“No!” Trisha said abruptly, cutting Sean off with anger in her voice. “He is no longer my father! He is disowning me. He said so himself.”

“I apologize,” Sean said. “I’ll be trying to pin Truestrike down for a duel. I hope to have Minerva’s help on that. She said it would take time, but seemed hopeful.”

Trisha used her napkin to dab at her eyes. “I apologize for my outburst… if I can help, please let me know.”

“Of course. Are you feeling okay?”

Trisha gave him a brittle smile. “Felora helped me some. I was going to ask her to help again today. I feel very… fragile.”

“I’ll gladly help,” Felora said, “with as little or as much as you want, Trisha.”

“I was going to invite our friends over for tea this afternoon,” Hallie said. “Would you be up to attend, Trisha?”

Trisha blinked, then snorted lightly. “A former Dame invited to tea with Dames and Ladies… I would have called you mad before. Just the three?”

“Olivia, Daria, and Evelyn,” Hallie nodded. “Just them, if that makes you comfortable.”

“It would be nice. My whole world has been flipped upside down since I attended the gala. I went from a caged Dame with no friends to being free of all bindings, but with friends who do not care if I’m no longer nobility. It’s so strange, but it makes Sean’s warping of fate make more sense.”

“People have to want to change,” Sean said. “Morrigan told me that, specifically, though my enemies do seem to become more impulsive than they should be, too.”

“Probably because they feel all the control they had slipping away from them,” Ryann said. “People in power hate that.”

“Fair point.”

“What’re you going to do until you’re asked to visit one or both of them?” Ida asked.

“Start looking at what it’ll take to make portals between worlds. Morrigan gave me a hint, but it was oblique as hell. I’ll start with learning more about the myths from this world.”

“Do you mind if I sit with you?” Andrea said.

“Never, Andie. Any of you are always welcome at my side.”

“Ladies, we know who is slated to go to the clinic today,” Fiona said. “Let’s get the day started.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean and Andrea sat on the loveseat in the library, snuggled up as they leafed through books. It was only an hour after breakfast when Ven came fluttering down to Sean. “Sean, Minerva asks you to visit her manor.”

“Figured that would happen,” Sean said, then kissed Andrea’s cheek. “Thank you for sitting with me, Andie.”

“We all love the time we get with you, husband,” Andrea smiled. “I hope she has news for you, too, even if it has only been a day.”

“That’d be nice,” Sean snorted. “If we have to hope, we might as well wish for the stars.”

Andrea stood, pulling him to his feet and stealing a real kiss from him. “What if we already have them?”

“Good point. My life is bright with them,” Sean murmured, holding her. “How are your parents?”

“Good. They got their scrying crystals a couple of days ago. Ida and I have been talking with our parents ever since, taking an hour a day to do just that. It’s mostly minor things, talking about the town and what’s changed for them. I haven’t told them everything about what we’re doing, but they’re thrilled to have a grandchild on the way.”

“Good. That smile is what I hoped to see.”

“Mother is talking to Father about selling the inn and moving here,” Andrea said softly. “Fiona suggested a small tavern in this part of town. I know my parents will treat the Moonbound with respect… it’ll give them a nice, steady place that they can open in the late morning and close at night. Less work for them all around.”

“If that’s what they want, we can help,” Sean said, still holding his wife.

“I didn’t want to bother you with it, so I was talking with Fiona about it. She said we should bring it to you first.”

“Anything my wives want is fine with me.” Sean tilted Andrea’s head up for another kiss.

She giggled when their kiss ended. “Thank you, but it’s difficult for us to return that to you. There’s nothing we can do that even approaches everything you do for us.”

“Just being here with all of you is all I want.”

Andrea kissed his chest. “Go. See if our friend has a way forward for you. If you stay here holding me, I’ll want more kisses at the very least.”

Sean chuckled as he gave her a squeeze before letting her go. “Tonight?”

“I’ll make sure no one else has already claimed you. If not, very much yes.”

Claiming one more fleeting kiss before he left, Sean was smiling. Maybe it was a little one-sided with how much he did for his wives, but honestly, their love was all he wanted in return. To him, that balanced everything out.

~ * ~ * ~

Arliat drove Sean and Helga across the city to the Queensblood manor. Every time she’d driven him since he named her position in the pantheon, she felt a small surge of power infuse her. She’d asked the other staff, and each of them felt the same when they did the task they were named for. That had all of them happy, but knowing that Glorina and Tiska had been accepted as Choosers had the rest of them eager for their turns.

“Did you find anything?” Helga asked Sean.

“Not in the hour we were there,” Sean sighed. “I’m thinking of asking Siobhan for her guidance.”

“She will ask to see the library in Home,” Helga said.

“It would balance things,” Sean said. “I like her, so giving her an hour or two in the library isn’t terrible. Besides, it’ll take me forever to research myths on my own.”

“It would take longer. She might bring your world’s knowledge back with her.”

“An hour or two isn’t enough time for anything terrible… we’ll see what she says. Ven, send her a message later. I want to see Minerva first, just in case.”

“Understood, Sean,” Ven said from the seat beside him.

“Everyone made it out okay last night, right? I was a little off by the time we made it home.”

“One of the clan caught the edge of a command, but was able to shake it off. It’s why we massed before coming to attack. We wanted to make sure we had enough of us to make it difficult for him to try singling any of us out.”

“Who got his eyes?” Sean asked.

“Unknown,” Ven shrugged, a hint of color tinting their cheeks.

“I think someone’s downplaying their part,” Sean chuckled. “You got one of them?”

“Yes. There’s debate on who shot the other,” Ven said. “I made sure I aimed at one of them. I figured he couldn’t dominate so easily if he didn’t have eyes.”

“He might’ve been able to regenerate them if he’d survived. Vampire myths from my world make them incredibly hard to kill.”

“Unless you command the forces of entropy, apparently,” Helga said.

“‘Wield’ would be a better term. It’s not like I can give them commands and leave them to it.”

“That is a good point, My Lord.”

Sean shook his head at her deliberate poke. “This should just be a quick conversation about Luka’s death,” he said, changing the subject. “Maybe she’ll have more to say, but I doubt she could’ve done much since last night.”

“Sir,” a Fairy said, landing next to Helga and facing Sean, “word from Hallie. A message came with the formal declaration that Trisha is without a family. Truestrike didn’t hesitate to follow through on his promise to disown her.”

“Is Trisha okay?” Sean asked.

“She seemed to take it in stride, sir. Hallie just wanted you to know that Truestrike is moving quickly; this is well outside what a Lord would normally do. He might push any other plans forward now that he has no more powerful pawns.”

“Let her know that we’ll be as careful as we can.”

“Yes, sir.” The Fairy zipped away.

“I’m used to you delivering me those messages,” Sean chuckled looking down at Ven.

“They normally would’ve reported to me, but since you weren’t busy and I was beside you, that would’ve been silly,” Ven said.

“All too true. Yet, I’m sure others would demand only their personal Fairy speak to them.”

“Not in our family, but for other clans that serve other Lords and Ladies, yes, it’s done that way…” Ven hesitated, then spoke on, “Sean, we could cripple Truestrike’s ability to plot.”

Sean glanced at Ven, not understanding. “How?”

“Kill his Fairies.”

“No,” Sean said, shaking his head. “That’d be like me just walking up and killing him, but worse. I’m sure that a majority of his Fairies are hoping to be free soon.”

“They are, but some of them are in lifetime Agreements. Luckily, none extend to their children. I’d been debating asking you, and now would hinder him the most.”

“I don’t want innocent deaths on our hands. If they get in the way during an attack, that’s one thing, but a wholesale slaughter just to disrupt Truestrike is different.”

“Because you are a good man…” Helga said softly. “No other deity I know would hesitate to do that. Most would have ordered it done long before now.”

“Even Hel?”

“Even she would have, yes. That is part of war, Sean. Crippling communication and supplies is normal.”

“We are in conflict, not at war. If we were, he’d have had Luka try for me at least once.”

“I think he dismissed you until it was too late, Sean. The gala made him evaluate you again. By then, he knew what you had done the day before. Then, while at the gala, you acted perfectly fine, and even used more energy. No doubt he was trying to find a weakness. Now, he has no cat’s-paws left to push against you,” Helga told him.

“Will he leave? Call the whole thing off?” Sean asked.

“He’s too prideful,” Ven said.

“It would make a profound point if he removed you now. People would question how he did so. The fearful respect he would be given would eclipse what came before,” Helga said. “I am sure he will scramble to come up with some plan.”

Sean fell silent as he wondered what Truestrike could even have left to use. His traitor in the guard was gone, his ear in the Advisor’s house should’ve been removed, and now, his trump card of a Greater Vampire was dead. Sean pondered the what-ifs as Arliat drove them closer to Queensblood’s manor.




 

Chapter Thirty-nine

Minerva was there to greet them herself, then escorted them into the parlor. “Please, sit. I’m curious as to your killing of the Vampire.”

Sean glanced at the maid pouring tea for them. “Your staff is okay to hear this?”

“Bonded, all of them.” Minerva smiled as she accepted the cup from the maid.

“Okay. The clan found him hiding under Truestrike’s manor. There was a sub-basement that’d been walled off from the rest of the manor. There were cracks to allow him easy access as needed.”

“That damnable mist form is troubling…”

“When the Fairies delivered the message, he bolted. That began a game of cat and mouse across the city. He eventually hunkered down in another walled-off basement, but underneath a tavern. I thought he’d be drained by that point, so we went down after him.”

“I’m sure he fought to not be caught?”

“No. He shot me with a ballista, then turned into mist again.”

Minerva’s eyebrow went up. “…A ballista?”

Helga produced the bolt from her bag, then set it on the table. Sean’s blood still decorated the end. “Yes. A ballista bolt.”

Minerva leaned back when she saw the bolt’s cutting edge. “That’s iron-edged.”

“And it has an adamantine core to make sure it can punch through armor,” Sean grunted. “It went right through my gut. Even my armor can’t stand up to the force of a ballista.”

“Iron is illegal. You need to get rid of that.”

Sean picked up the bolt, Shaping its metal head away. He let the metal slither up his sleeve, and then down his other arm into the pouch he wore. For the wood on the shaft, he Shaped it into the table they were sitting around. He then swept his dried blood into his pouch. “Done.”

Minerva blinked, not understanding what’d just happened— Sean had made the whole thing vanish in seconds. “Umm… yes… do not get caught with iron on you. You had been saying he shot you. How did you survive?”

“I healed myself. I’m not like you, so iron isn’t deadly to me. I’m sure that bolt would’ve killed any noble outright, even if it’d only scratched them.”

“It would have, yes. You pulled the bolt free, healed yourself, and chased him?” Minerva didn’t let the thread of the conversation fall behind.

“Through the crack in the wall that led into the sewers.” Sean held up a hand, seeing her question coming. “I used Earth Manipulation to form a tunnel.”

“Which I closed behind us,” Helga said. “There was no reason to leave a hole in the wall, though that tavern will need to be checked. The room was still open, and it might have more iron in it.”

“Notify my son right now. He needs to go to…!” Minerva paused in the command she was giving.

“Blue Moon Tavern,” Ven said from above. “We’ve kept an eye on it. The owner found it an hour ago and is currently in a panic.”

A silver flash told them that a Fairy was leaving at speed.

“He’ll get a squad there quickly. We can’t chance iron being loose in the populace.”

“The chase through the sewers was not fun,” Sean said, pressing on. “He kept puffing into mist when I tried to shoot him.”

“My husband had that same trouble. He had to fight him up close.”

“He panicked, instead,” Sean chuckled. “He tried to dominate me.”

Minerva’s eyebrow rose slightly, and she shifted slightly in her seat. “Tried?”

“It was a battle of wills, but I had help. Ven and his clan came swooping in; a hundred bolts got his attention.”

“Crossbows for the Fairies? They can’t possibly do enough damage.”

“Ven,” Sean said, “shoot me.”

“No,” Helga said firmly. “Shoot the table. We can fix that easier.”

“Fair.”

Ven suddenly had their crossbow in hand and shot the table. A quarter-sized piece of wood blasted out of it. Their crossbow was gone just as quickly as it had come.

Minerva inhaled sharply, then reached out to touch the table. “How…?”

“A hundred of those get your attention,” Sean said, not answering. “Two of them took Luka’s eyes out, which disrupted the contest enough for me to kill him. I burned him, and he tried to mist away.”

Minerva tsked— she remembered the number of times it’d taken her husband to realize that he needed air mages nearby to capture the mist so the Vampire couldn’t flee. “He got away?”

“No,” Sean said softly. “I encased him in entropy. He died completely inside a shrinking bubble.”

“Oh… Hmm… Yes, that could do it. The few who can make such a thing are never able to control it. It is always a set size.”

“It wasn’t easy or pleasant, but I couldn’t let him go.”

“Thank you…” Minerva sighed. “I’m grateful that that thing never got to fight my son. My husband died because of the one he killed. I couldn’t stand losing my son the same way.”

“With Luka and Gleaming Blade both dead, Truestrike has lost all his major minions. Have you started on your plot to get him to fight me?”

“I have sent out inquiries to a few who should be receptive, but it will be days or tendays until I have anything solid for you.”

Sean exhaled. “I figured that would be the case.”

“The ballista bolt, your armor and weapons… how is that done?” Minerva asked.

“I offer to you, Minerva Queensblood, this Agreement…” Sean began.

~ * ~ * ~

“She took that better than I thought she would,” Sean said as they left the Queensblood manor behind.

“I think most of it was shock,” Helga chuckled. “What you can do is not known here. She would not have been surprised if it was.”

“That’s fair.”

“Everything went well?” Arliat asked from the driver’s seat.

“Better than I’d feared,” Sean said.

A Fairy came zipping up to them, wearing the outfit Sean associated with the Advisor. “Lord MacDougal?”

“That’s me.”

“The Advisor summons you.”

“I’ll be bringing my wife with me, but I am coming.”

“Understood, Lord,” the Fairy said before flashing away.

“Sorry, Sean,” Ven said, floating down to the seat. “We don’t hinder the Advisor’s Fairies, as we know you want a cordial relationship with her.”

“That’s fine,” Sean said. “Arliat?”

“I’m heading there now, sir,” Arliat said.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

“Should be the same, I hope,” Sean said.

“I am sure she just wants confirmation like Minerva did,” Helga said.

“Ven, how did it go with the tavern basement?” Sean asked.

“Queensblood had a squad there as quickly as he could get them there. The owner wasn’t arrested, which surprised him, but he was very grateful. Everything in that space was taken by the guards. Queensblood sent word to Mackenzie about it, also sending the remaining iron there to the Tower to be disposed of.”

“Good to know they have ways of dealing with it,” Sean said.

“Queensblood also wanted us to pass along a message to you. He sends his thanks for dealing with the Vampire and finding the location. He also wonders if you could find any other secret stashes in the city, and if you could work with him on getting vehicles for the guard to move quickly and bring people back to the guard’s office.”

“Paddy wagons,” Sean chuckled, thinking about the old lock-up vehicles. “Let him know that I’ll see what I can do.”

“It’ll be done,” Ven said, not moving from the seat.

~ * ~ * ~

As they headed up to see the Advisor, Sean paused at Siobhan’s desk. “Siobhan, I have a request.”

“I’m listening, MacDougal.”

“Can you find any myths on portals between worlds for me?”

Siobhan smiled slightly. “I have made a list of the books that touch on that already. Considering your story, I thought you might ask. I have a payment in mind.”

“An hour in the library.” Sean tried to convey the full meaning without outright saying it.

“The library I wanted to see last time, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then we have an Agreement,” Siobhan smiled. “When will be good for you?”

“I don’t know. I’ll let you know, but I need to see the Advisor right now.”

“Then go. We can talk later.”

“She accepted that easily,” Helga said as they left Siobhan at her desk.

“She’s very eager to see the manor library…” Sean murmured.

They lapsed into silence when they ascended the stairs.

~ * ~ * ~

“Lord and Lady MacDougal, please come in,” Mackenzie greeted them when Major Ironfist led them into the room. “Major, you can stay,” she added.

Ironfist hesitated, then went to stand beside Mackenzie’s chair.

“How can we assist you today, Advisor?” Sean asked as he took a seat beside Helga.

“I received word from Commander Queensblood today. You slew the Greater Vampire who was plaguing the city?”

“I did.”

“He also stated that it was your work that brought the illegal iron to his attention.”

“That is true.”

“I want to hear the full story,” Mackenzie said. “Major, nothing is to leave this room unless I approve it.”

“Understood, Advisor,” Ironfist said.

“Well… let’s go back to what I knew about the Greater Vampire. His name was Luka, and he was employed by Truestrike…”

~ * ~ * ~

It took a while for Sean to explain the story; he didn’t see a reason to not answer her. He didn’t explain the crossbows firing energy, just that his Fairies had attacked to buy him time.

“Show me this bubble,” Mackenzie said.

Sean hesitated, then pointed across the room at a small table. “Is that okay to destroy?”

“It’s a very expensive piece of woodwork from the best Shaper in the city,” Mackenzie nodded. “Proceed.”

Sean frowned at her acceptance after she’d stated its worth, but he focused and summoned the bubble of entropy. He made sure it just missed the floor, cutting through the table’s legs. He strained to smash the bubble down to the size of a grain of rice, then let it fade. He inhaled slowly— he was tired and let it show. “There you go, Advisor.”

“Check it,” Mackenzie told Ironfist. He crossed the room and scooped up the remnants of the table, bringing them back to Mackenzie. She examined the pieces with a hand that shook slightly. “This is the same energy that was eating my leg?”

“Yeah, but magnified. Yours was a lingering energy, not focused like that.”

“Is there any proof that Truestrike was involved?” Mackenzie asked as she set the remnants aside.

“Not that we’ve found. Luka had a room underneath the manor, but I’d bet there are more of them across the city. Some of them might even be from Queensblood’s father’s time— he also fought a Greater Vampire.”

“Hmm… Pity. If I had any proof, I’d move on it.” Mackenzie gave Sean a long look. “You heard that Trisha is no longer a Dame, correct?”

“Truestrike disowned her for trying to get her son,” Sean replied tightly. “Cian disowned his mother, too.”

Mackenzie sighed softly. “She wasn’t fit to be nobility. Poor dear. I pity her, yet also envy her freedom. She has nowhere to go, no safety waiting for her.”

“Yes, she does,” Sean said. “She has friends.”

Mackenzie’s lips twitched. “Friends? She wasn’t just a means to an end for you?”

“I’m not Truestrike,” Sean said tightly, barely able to not snap it out. “Hallie and my wives have accepted her as a friend. I’ll make sure she has time to find her footing again.”

Mackenzie’s eye twitched at Sean’s phrasing— it’d almost felt pointedly directed at her old wound. “I will accept that. There is nothing I can do right now, MacDougal. If something comes to me that I can act on, I will, be that against him or you. I will remain as impartial as I can so I’m not turned into an example.”

Sean sat back, recalling what he’d been told before. “Umm… are there really living statues of those who’ve failed?”

“Major, have Captain Stoutheart show MacDougal the Hall of Failures,” Mackenzie said. “Let it show you why I will do what I must, no matter my personal feelings.”

“I understand, Advisor,” Sean said softly.

“MacDougal, I hope when everything stops, you are the one I speak with again. My debt might be discharged, but I would accept a friendship when I step down.”

Sean bowed his head. “I would accept, Advisor.”

“The city still owes you,” she went on. “I will find a way to clear the debt owed for your removing the blight of the Greater Vampire. For now, may the Queens bless you.”

Sean’s eye twitched. “You, too, Advisor.”




 

Chapter Forty

The morning had been heading back to normal. Trisha wasn’t as withdrawn, but she was also not yet fully okay, either. She declined the offer to go to tea with Hallie at Lady Emeraldeyes’ manor, saying that she’d like to stay home to read.

Nothing else jumped in to take Sean’s time, so he went to the clinic. Aria, Ryann, and Quinna went with him, with Helga also going. The day was busy with people from all walks of life coming in to be seen.

When noon came around, Sean excused himself to go spar with the cooks. Helga walked invisibly with him down the alley behind the homes and businesses.

“When will you go speak with Siobhan, My Lord?” Helga asked.

“I want to let the routine settle in again,” Sean said. “I really miss seeing everyone and spending the days with them.”

“That is very sweet.”

“I am who I am,” Sean chuckled.

When they arrived back at the manor, Sean slowed. The cooks were already there, along with Rumia and Prita to help, but Trisha was standing with them. Myna smiled from behind Trisha, her hand resting on the former noble’s shoulder.

“Master, Trisha wants to learn to fight,” Myna said before Sean could ask.

“Trisha?” Sean asked.

“I’m not a Dame anymore,” Trisha said. “I asked about learning to protect myself. When the time comes to leave your home, I will need to be self-sufficient.”

“She asked us to teach her to cook,” Glorina added.

“And me how to clean clothing,” Prita chimed in.

“That’s fine,” Sean said. “I’m sure Myna would be happy to continue your lessons. Just remember, she can be strict.”

“Strict, but not brutal,” Rumia said.

Trisha swallowed, then nodded. “Thank you, Sean.”

“Okay, let us start sparring for today,” Helga said. “Lona, you will face Sean. Mona, you will…”

~ * ~ * ~

“She is earnest in learning,” Helga said as she walked with Sean back to the clinic.

“Didn’t complain at all,” Sean agreed. “If she’s asking to learn, it gives me hope for her.”

Helga agreed with him— Trisha was turning out to be much more than the spoiled noble she’d originally thought she would be. She would withhold judgment on Trisha’s capabilities again until after the young woman finished training.

“It should be a nice, easy day,” Sean smiled as they reached the gate to the clinic.

“Sean,” Ven said, landing on the gate, “Amedee is asking to speak with you.”

Sean let Camo fade when he opened the gate. “Maybe I spoke too soon… Sure, Ven. I’ll head on over. Helga, go ahead inside. I’ll come and get you if it’s more involved than a conversation.”

Helga nodded, then leaned in and kissed him softly. “As you command, My Lord.”

Sean snorted, giving her a crooked smile. “I’ll be back.”

~ * ~ * ~

It didn’t take more than a minute to enter the Forged Bonds’ yard, but the moment he did, Scorp came running his way. Sean laughed, stopping to pet the happy cuon. He pulled out one of the reinforced balls he’d made for the large hounds, then threw it for Scorp to chase.

When he finally entered the workshop after a few minutes of fetch with the hound, he slowed when Giralt greeted him. “Sean, it’s been a while. How have you been?”

“Good. Things are moving right along. How are you and Clara?”

“Wonderful!” Giralt beamed. “She’s in the other shop with the lightbulb crew.”

“Splitting up the work has been okay?”

“It’s been going well. It lets her do what she does best: directing others. From what I know, she’s basically leading that entire shop.”

“No surprise there. She’s a focused woman.”

“Don’t I know it,” Giralt chuckled.

“Sean, it’s good to see you,” Jefferson said, coming up to the pair. “I wanted to thank you for helping Johan.”

“He’s been doing well?” Sean asked.

“Fantastic,” Jefferson smiled. “We were thrilled with him before, but now… he’s gone above and beyond ever since. Said it was all because you helped him.”

“Being able to see clearly does make work easier.”

“He’s been happy to run errands in the middle of the day, too, which he disliked before. You’ve made my whole family happier, but that’s just who you are, isn’t it?”

Sean shrugged. “I help my friends as much as I can.”

Jefferson glanced at Giralt before lowering his voice so it didn’t go past the three of them, “I also wanted to thank you for being understanding.”

Sean coughed. “It’s fine. I’m not involved there.”

“True, but Michelle was very pleased with how quickly you accepted things.”

“What you three do with each other will never be my concern. I know none of you would break consent.”

Giralt’s eyebrows shot up when he realized what was being hinted at, but he wisely stayed out of it. He did quietly wonder if he had the only family that didn’t have more than a single spouse or extra lover.

“Of course, we wouldn’t,” Jefferson said. “Didn’t expect you to stop by. Is something happening?”

“Amedee wanted to talk. That’s all I know,” Sean shrugged.

“Well, I hope it’s nothing bad,” Jefferson said. “Have a good day.”

“I’ll talk with my wives. We’ll have to get everyone over for dinner in the near future,” Sean said.

“Wonderful. We’d do the same, but we can’t fit your family, much less anyone else, as well,” Jefferson laughed.

“Fair enough,” Sean chuckled. Sean turned to leave as Jefferson went back to work on the car seats.

“That is a good point. We just aren’t used to entertaining, but we could host a dinner,” Giralt said. “After you have everyone over, I’ll see if Clara would like to host a gathering.”

“I’m sure she will,” Sean grinned. “I’ll see you later.”

“Yes, of course. I’d love it if you could just stop by for a few hours and go over the rune modifications for the stove.”

“I’ll make some time,” Sean agreed.

Parting with Giralt, Sean went upstairs to Amedee’s office. He knocked, then entered when called. “Amedee, what’s up?”

“You asked me a while back to find more cuons,” she smiled. “I have found a small pack being offered for sale. Everything is set for them to be picked up.”

“Oh. I had so much going on that I kept forgetting to ask about that. Where do I go to pay and see them?”

“The pack has already been paid for. The manor where they are is a half-day out by foot from the city’s southern gate. If you take your bus, you could be there much faster. I would ask that you spread some of the cuons to the bathhouses.”

“Extra security,” Sean nodded. “Truestrike hasn’t been as aggressive toward everyone else as Sharpeyes was, but it’s best to make sure we have protection in place.”

“Exactly.”

“Ven, let Arliat know, please? Also, tell Helga, but ask her to stay at the clinic. Have her send Quinna over to go with me.”

“I’ll handle it,” Ven said.

“How is the family? No more troubles?” Sean asked.

“Mother is fully behind my marriage; I’m sure that whole thing is settled. With how quickly you’ve stripped Truestrike of his power, even my extended family won’t cause us issues.”

“Good. Where’s Toivo today?”

“The Bloodheart estate,” Amedee said with a crooked smile. “He’s been going over every day to spar with Flandril. He told me he wanted to improve so he could protect me against every other noble.”

“Guess he took the losses against the Queensbloods worse than I thought.”

“No. He just was reminded of why he trained the way he always has. He was doing less training when we moved here. Now, he is back to his old ways. It’s good; it gives him something to do while I manage our interests.”

“A happy marriage is made of understanding your significant other,” Sean smiled. “I’ll head out. Have a good day, Amedee.”

“You, too, Sean. Ah, before you go, I was wondering what will become of Trisha? I’ve heard she was disowned.”

“Funny you should ask,” Sean said. “Today, she joined midday sparring and asked my staff to help her learn how to be self-sufficient.”

“Really? Hmm… She truly was unlike most Dames. I will wish her well. You will let her stay until she has found her footing?”

“The Advisor asked me that same thing,” Sean snorted. “We’ll make sure she’s fine before she leaves.”

“I was sure you would. I just wanted to say that I would help if needed.”

“Thanks, Amedee. I’ll go get the hounds and give them forever homes. I’m going to talk to Fiona about hosting everyone for dinner again.”

“I was considering doing the same. I’ll let you go, first.”

“If we don’t, I’ll let you know.”

“If you don’t?” Amedee laughed. “We both know that won’t happen.”

Sean didn’t gainsay her as he left the office behind.

~ * ~ * ~

“I’m surprised you asked for me, Sean,” Quinna said as she got on the bus.

“Today was your day at the clinic with me, and since that changed, I figured you’d enjoy the trip with me. You’re a Chooser, too, so you can take Helga’s place beside me for this. Plus, you know the cuons.”

Quinna smiled as she sat beside him. “Taking me out to get a pack to bring back? The manor will definitely be lively.”

“We’ll be spreading them out to the bathhouses, at the very least,” Sean said. “We might end up with one or two more at the manor, but not all of them.”

“That makes sense. If we end up with more or not, Sis and I can handle them.”

“I know you can.”

Arliat got the bus rolling for the south gate. She paid attention to the street, but kept an ear cocked back to hear them.

“Are we just waiting to see if Minerva can arrange for the duel, Sean?” Quinna asked.

“I have nothing else to push him with right now. I’ve all but destroyed his chance to become a High Lord. I’m going to ask Hallie if I can challenge him and not hurt our standing. Maybe I can use his tossing Trisha out of his family as a reason.”

“We’re all behind you.”

“I know. Thank you. You, too, Arliat.”

“We just want what’s best for you and the family, sir,” Arliat replied. “I was surprised you asked for me to come back to drive you out of the city.”

“Come back?” Sean asked.

“I was with Hallie at Emeraldeyes’ manor, sir. When Ven brought the message to me, I asked Hallie, and she said she’d get a ride home with Daria.”

“Oh… okay.”

“You forgot, sir?” Arliat laughed.

“I did. I’m just so used to you always being there for me.”

“Hallie thought it best for me to go with you, Sean, which is why I didn’t ask you if you were sure.”

“I’ll have to thank her for understanding later. I could’ve driven myself if I’d known.”

“I prefer driving you, sir,” Arliat said softly. “It’s my place.”

“I place more value on you driving my wives than you driving just me. I’ll always know they’re safe that way.”

Arliat’s cheeks darkened slightly. “Yes, sir.”

Quinna chuckled. “Arliat, you blush nicely.”

That got her pink cheeks to deepen into a shade of red.

“No poking fun at her,” Sean said, nudging Quinna, “or I’ll make you blush more than she is.”

“Really?” Quinna grinned.

“Gods dammit… Myna’s teaching all of you to brat,” Sean sighed.

That got laughter from Arliat and Quinna. They knew he really wasn’t upset, but he liked to act as if their bratting bothered him. His entire family knew he liked it, as it reminded him that they weren’t mindless slaves.




 

Chapter Forty-one

The manor they arrived at was in need of repairs. The bored guard on gate duty only perked up when he realized that the bus was heading toward him. When Arliat came to a stop, he walked over to the window she’d opened.

“Who are you, and what’s your business here?”

“Lord MacDougal. He’s here to pick up the cuons that Dame Mageheart bought,” Arliat replied.

“The steward will help you,” the guard said before going back to the gate. “Hey, Robert! Open up! The noble’s here to get the cuons!”

Another guard who looked just as bored came into view. “Sure, sure… oh!” His tune changed when he saw the bus. With hurried steps, he got the gate open quickly.

Arliat closed her window, then snorted. “If you can’t do the job well, then don’t do it at all.”

“I remember that feeling,” Sean chuckled. “I worked with so many people who didn’t care at all. It was where the difference between the job being done well and right or barely at all wouldn’t have caused them any hardship, but they’d still rather do the ‘barely at all.’”

“No one shirked work on the farm,” Quinna said. “If anyone tried, the rest brought them back in line.”

“Fights?” Sean asked.

“Just fists behind the barn when the boss wasn’t looking. One beating’s normally enough to curtail the slacking.”

“What about if they just had a bad day?” Arliat asked with curiosity.

“Nah. A single day was never enough to cause a correction. Multiple days of uselessness is what got everyone to remind them of the rules.”

“Communal justice…” Sean murmured.

Arliat brought the bus to a halt in front of the manor. “We’re here, sir. I can see why they’re wanting to sell the hounds. They need the money to fix this place.”

“It does look like it needs it,” Sean agreed. “Our family could have it back in top shape in a couple of days.”

“If we went all out, one day would work,” Quinna chuckled.

Sean and Quinna were stepping off the bus when an older man in livery limped out from the home. “Who are you?” he asked.

“Lord MacDougal. Dame Mageheart asked me to retrieve the cuons she bought.”

“Hmm? Ah, yes. She did say a MacDougal would be by for them. Please head around the back. I’ll have the boy get them for you.”

“What happened to the place?” Sean asked.

“Knight Quickfoot died years back. None of his family wanted the manor, so…” The butler shrugged. “Finally, one of his family members decided to sell everything off. I’m glad they waited for me to get this old.”

“I see. We’ll get them and be out of your hair shortly.”

“Have a good day, Lord,” the butler said as he bowed stiffly, then grabbed his lower back.

Sean reached out, grabbing the old man’s shoulder. Sean’s Flesh Shaping revealed the arthritis that plagued the old man. With a brief surge of energy, he eased the worst of it. “Careful. Have a good day.”

The butler blinked when Sean left. Straightening slowly, his back no longer ached, his knees didn’t throb, and he flexed his hands smoothly. “Ohhh…! He’s the healing Lord…” As Arliat drove the bus around the manor, the butler bowed lower to it. “Thank you, Lord.”

“You always help others,” Quinna chuckled when she saw the old man bow again before they turned the corner. “Fixed his back?”

“Dampened down all the arthritis,” Sean shrugged. “I’m glad I’ll never have to deal with that again. Before coming here, my hands were pretty messed up from my years as a mechanic.”

The area of the yard fenced off for the cuons was in even worse shape than the manor. The cuons looked to be in decent health, but they were clearly not as healthy as they should be, either. Sean grimaced as he got ready to step off the bus again. A balding man with a small paunch was hurrying from the coach house toward them.

He was panting when he came to a stop beside the bus. “Lord, I’ll get them ready for you.”

Sean gave the man a quizzical look. “The butler said the boy would get them for me.”

The man rolled his eyes. “I haven’t been a boy for decades, but he always calls me that.”

Sean laughed. “I’ll handle them.” Walking past the other man, Sean went to the gate into the cuons’ yard. All of the hounds were by it, waiting for Sean with wagging tails. “Who are good boys and girls, hmm?”

Excited, small barks came from the pack of hounds.

“I’ll be taking you with me into the city. Most of you will be placed in different homes to help keep the owners safe. Those are important jobs, as the people who live in them are family or friends to me. Can you do that?”

More barks answered him.

“I’ll need ten of you for those positions.”

One of the cuons barked and the group suddenly shifted, leaving two young males out of the pack.

“I’m going to place you in one of the homes,” Sean said to the alpha who’d just made his presence known. “My cuon isn’t receptive to other alphas. This way, you can continue to be an alpha. Fair?”

The cuon barked once.

“Thank you. I’d like two girls to not be placed, either, so they can go home with me.”

The alpha barked again and the two youngest females were now the ones sitting apart from the group.

“Thank you,” Sean said, opening the gate. “Inside the bus is Quinna. She’ll get you situated so we can go back to the city. We’ll be checking each of you while we go to make sure you’re in the best health you can be in. One at a time. In you go.”

The alpha led the others on the bus, the two females last.

Sean stopped them. “I have two males at home; the alpha, Cuander, and his second, Caleb. I hope that you’ll like them, but if not, that’s okay, too. Caleb lost his mate before we came to Accord… I know he’s still grieving that loss. Please be kind to him.”

Both of the cuons gave small whimpers.

“Thank you,” Sean said, patting them gently. “Let’s go see about a new home.”

The man who’d come to help stood there dumbfounded the entire time. It wasn’t until the bus started to leave he snapped out of his shock. “What in the Queens’ names just happened?”

~ * ~ * ~

Getting the ten cuons situated with friends, family, and the various businesses wasn’t difficult. Each cuon had a pair-bonded Fairy family to go with them from Sean’s clan, again reinforcing his family crest to those who knew it.

Jennifer MacLenn was the most shocked to receive a cuon. She didn’t know they would be getting one, but she took the gift in stride. Sean gave her the alpha of the pack, named Cullon. The hound snuffled the surprised woman, then sat down next to her with a small bark. When Sean explained that Cullon just promised to make sure her child would be unharmed, she sniffled, then hugged the cuon tightly.

“It’s been a long day,” Quinna grinned. The sun was close to setting.

“And you got it all with me, even if it wasn’t at the clinic,” Sean said, petting the two female cuons still with him. “Figure out names yet?”

“That one is Heart,” Quinna said, motioning to one. “She has a patch of fur that reminds me of a heart. This one,” she rubbed the cuon beside her vigorously, “is Shyla. She’s the shy one. Aren’t you, sweet girl?”

Both cuons chuffed, pressing into the person they were next to.

“They accept,” Sean grinned.

“Almost home,” Arliat said as she pulled into the alley behind the manor.

A few minutes later, they were in the yard, and Sean led the two cuons off the bus. “Cuander, Caleb, come here, boys!” he called out.

Barks came from different parts of the yard, but both hounds raced his way. When they saw the other cuons, they slowed their rush, trotting over to him.

“Heart, Shyla, these are Cuander and Caleb. Boys, these two ladies are going to be staying with us. Treat them well, and give them time to settle in. Understand?”

Cuander barked, followed a second later by Caleb.

“Before you show them around, wait for the others to join us— sparring’s about to start. I’d like my wives and the staff to meet them.”

All four cuons approached each other to sniff and get to know one another.

Sean did another round of introductions— minus the cooks, who were busy— when everyone was in the yard. He explained that all the Forged Bonds businesses and their older friends now had at least one cuon, but that the two he’d brought home would be staying with them.

Aria was quick to greet the new members of their family, followed by Quilla.

“Sparring?” Sean asked after a minute. “Is everyone ready?”

“I’d like to continue with my training,” Trisha said.

“Then come over here,” Myna called to her. “Until you pass my basics, you won’t be sparring.”

“Yes, Myna,” Trisha said. A faint wince crossed her face, but she went where Myna wanted her.

She’s determined to find her own place, Sean thought. Good for her.

“Ladies, let us split you into groups,” Helga said, taking over the sparring.

Sean grinned as he just watched his family. It felt like a quiet moment in a sea of trouble, but it soothed his soul to see them all smiling.




 

Chapter Forty-two

Sean felt better— days had passed with his routine finally returning. The only exception was when they had dinner with all their friends invited. That’d been a splendid feast that Glorina, Lona, and Mona had put out their very best for, including food they’d learned about in Home’s library. Everyone highly praised them for all the new dishes.

He’d even made it to the clinic every day without anything to pull him away. Sean knew Siobhan was gathering everything she could, so he offered to have her come over to visit the library on his plane.

~ * ~ * ~

Breakfast was coming to an end on Nineday when he overheard a snippet of conversation between Prita and Rumia. “It wouldn’t hurt to ask him, Prita. He made the ovens for the cooks.”

“But it seems so petty. I’m the only one who’d use it in the house.”

“It’s your choice, but I’d bet he’d be fine with it. He could probably even have it done before Siobhan shows up.”

Sean pushed his empty plate away, thinking about what he’d heard. Prita’s the laundry maid… She’s been doing all the washing by hand… He exhaled slowly, realizing that she might be one of the people with the most work to do every day. Tiska, Cali, and Xenta have each other to help keep the manor clean…

“Sean? Is something wrong, dear?” Fiona asked.

“Not wrong, no. Siobhan’s coming over, I know I told you that. Before she gets here, I’m going to tinker with a couple of ideas I’ve had.”

“Can I help, husband?” Ida asked quickly.

“I’d like to chip in, too,” Ryann added.

“That’s fine,” Sean chuckled. “I’ll work on getting models done first to give you both the general idea, just in case Siobhan gets here before I can really dig into it.”

Everyone at the table all wore small, knowing smiles. Sean always made wondrous items to help others, so they were eager to see what he’d make this time and for whom.

“Ladies, we all have things to do,” Fiona said before getting up. “Let’s get moving on them.”

Trisha got up with Hallie. “Iceblood’s today?”

“Yes. I’m glad you want to come today. We’ve all missed having you there.”

“It’s still hard to believe they want me there, even though I’m not a noble…”

“You’re a friend. That’s all that matters.”

Sean got kisses from his wives and hugs from the staff before he left the dining room. He went to the office so he could make diagrams for what he was thinking about— that way, it would be possible for Ida and Ryann to work on them when he had to step away with Siobhan.

The first was quick and easy, so he didn’t bother making a diagram for it. It actually took him longer to collect the right items than it did to put them together. Ida and Ryann stared at the finished product with raised eyebrows.

“Sean, what’s that for? Felora?”

Sean frowned, then started laughing. “Oh gods, no.”

Ida picked it up, tugging on the feathers. “Then… what’s it for?”

“Ven, have Tiska come here please?”

It only took a minute for Tiska to arrive. “Sir?”

Sean motioned her over, then took the duster from Ida. “This is for you. Let me know if it works. If you all like it, I can make one for each of you.”

Tiska took it slowly. “Umm…?”

Sean chuckled, then stood up and went over to the bookshelf. “I’ll show you.”

Tiska, Ida, and Ryann all followed him to see what he’d made.

“It’s a feather duster,” Sean said, then he dusted the shelf. “It’s useful when getting shelves that have things on them. It can get some of the crannies easier than having to take everything down.”

Tiska’s eyes lit up. “I’ll put it to use and let you know tonight, sir. Thank you!”

“I know you three have your work cut out handling the entire manor,” Sean said. “I’ll be working on other things, too, but this was just the quickest.”

Tiska slowed, looking down. “Sir, if you want to help any of us, you should help Prita.”

“That’s my big project for today,” Sean smiled softly. “I’m happy to hear you tell me, though, as it shows you’re looking out for each other.”

“Prita didn’t want to say anything herself. She’s kept up with all the clothing and linens, but she works harder than any single one of us.”

“I caught a snippet of that conversation. That’s what made me plan on making new things for you all.” He met her eyes when she looked up. “I can’t help if no one tells me. Make sure the others know that, okay?”

“I will, Sean,” Tiska smiled.

“We’ll be good for a while, so go ahead and try out the duster.”

When Tiska left, Ryann snickered. “Oh, I feel like a fool. I was sure it was for Felora. We all know she likes different things.”

“Don’t feel bad, Ry. I did, too,” Ida said.

“Reminds me of an old joke from my world,” Sean grinned. “Using a feather is kinky. Using the whole chicken is perverted.”

Ryann’s face heated as she laughed. “I’d say so.”

“Oh my…” Ida said when the realization sunk in.

“Let’s focus on helping Prita,” Sean chuckled. “I’ll be working on an early version of a washing machine. I’m going to make the first one be manual, then after we get it working, I’ll see about modifying it to work off electricity.”

“Will you be selling them both to Forged Bonds?” Ida asked.

“Yes, with the manual one being much cheaper,” Sean nodded. “This way, everyone can still have help with laundry.”

“That’s not a bad idea, Sean. Normal and fancy is an okay difference for commoners and the nobility.”

“I’ve come to accept that the biggest divide is money. Making things that help and are cheap is the best way to help everyone. If they use energy automatically, it raises the price more than most people can easily afford.”

“It’s always been that way,” Ida said. “My family makes money from the wealthy. Only merchants and nobles can afford metal armor.”

“I don’t need to push against all of society,” Sean said. “I’ve come to accept that. I’m just adding in what will likely fuel others to push ideas further in the future.”

“Oh, it’ll do that at the very least,” Ryann laughed.

“I need paper and a pencil…” Sean murmured. He started gathering things to make an exploded diagram so everyone could see all the parts and how they fit together.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean had barely finished the diagram when Cali led Siobhan into the room. “Sir, your guest has arrived.”

Sean handed the papers to Ida. “That should get you started. I’ll be back after Siobhan and I visit Home.”

“We’ll get as much done as we can,” Ida smiled.

“Let’s head over to the parlor,” Sean told Siobhan. “It’ll be nicer to rest on the divans there for this.”

“That’s fine by me, Sean. What were you doing before I arrived?”

“Working on another invention from my world. It’s not as groundbreaking as some of the others; just something to help anyone who takes care of laundry.”

“Not groundbreaking?” Siobhan laughed. “You do know how many people have to do laundry, don’t you? For Lords like yourself, it’s an everyday thing, but even for commoners, it has to be done at least once per tenday.”

“And the device will speed up how quickly it can be done,” Sean smiled. “It’ll be without energy so everyone can use them. It shouldn’t cost too much, either, since it won’t be enchanted. Well… the first iterations won’t be. Enchanting them to use energy will take longer, and cost much more.”

Siobhan shook her head as she walked beside him. “The Queens will be wondering about all these new things, if they haven’t started already.”

“Yeah…” Sean sighed. “I really did do my best to not stand out, but it never worked.”

“You made transports that go three times as fast as fully-laden wagons, Sean. That changes all of commerce.”

“I didn’t really consider that until afterward. At least I’m not making trains.”

“I’m not even going to ask. If I ask, you’ll tell me, and if you don’t want to make them, I am afraid to know.”

Sean was about to object to that line of reasoning, but then stopped. “That’s actually a good idea. I wouldn’t take back a single invention I’ve let out; most of them can be used by everyone. Only the cars and trucks are too rich for the common man.”

“True, even if they have to save,” Siobhan nodded, “which has been noted by others. Others who have power, that is. People are starting to wonder if you might be the Harbinger.”

“The Queens will know before too long, either way,” Sean shrugged. “Anyway, what did you want to read in the library? Maybe I can make it happen, instead of potluck.”

Siobhan frowned at his idiom, but didn’t call him out for it. “I want the myth of the Tuatha from your world. I want to know how they saw killing the Huntsman.”

Sean opened the door to the parlor. “Hmm… we really don’t have a myth for that, but I know someone who can answer that for you. She would probably like to tell her story, too. Let’s see if she’ll visit.”

~ * ~ * ~

Morrigan smiled at Sean when she was led into the library at Home. “Sean? You invited me to visit?”

“Morrigan, let me introduce Siobhan Pagetender. Siobhan, this is Morrigan, Goddess of Fate for the Tuatha, the last of her pantheon.”

Siobhan gasped, her eyes wide as she stared at Morrigan. “The Morrigan?”

“Just Morrigan, please,” she said, crossing the room to sit with them. “As Sean said, I am the last of us. Why did you invite me, Sean?”

“I owe Siobhan for helping me. She wanted to learn more about the Huntsman’s death. Who better to answer those questions than someone who was there?”

Morrigan sighed as she bowed her head. “Very well. Siobhan, did you want me to tell the story first?”

“Oh, yes, please!” Siobhan whispered, looking like a child about to get story time. “I want to hear all of it from your side!”

Sean sat back— he’d heard the tale before. He hoped Siobhan would be able to help him with his research into mythical portals. Even if it turned out to be a bust, seeing the wise woman so eager to listen to Morrigan brought a smile to his face.




 

Chapter Forty-three

Sean smiled when the kiss ended. “Good morning, Fiona.”

“It is, indeed,” Fiona murmured. “You made our family very happy yesterday.”

He thought back to the washing machine, heated iron, and easy-wring mop he’d created for them. “They deserve some help in keeping things running smoothly.”

“Which you gave them. Prita told me this morning how much easier it was to get the laundry done after dinner. Another device from your world?”

“Yeah, but the early version of it. The more complicated one will take me longer to put together. I’m actually not sure I’ll make that; only the nobles could afford it.”

“Unlike the devices that you made last night, which anyone can use.”

“It’ll make keeping a home clean easier,” Sean said. “Goodness knows every housewife could use the help, especially if they have kids.”

“Very true. Amedee will be very happy to get the patents, I’m sure.”

“Garden day today.”

“We’ve walked them all, but we all still want to walk them again,” Fiona said, collecting another kiss.

“I’m fine with that. I like our days out.”

“We discussed it when you were with Siobhan yesterday. We were considering inviting some friends to come with us today.”

“Who?”

“Those who know your story. It’ll almost double our numbers.”

Sean considered it, then shrugged. “Sure. It’d give us all time to visit together, more than just the dinner from a couple of nights ago did. We might want to send word to the guard so they don’t panic.”

“Like they did the first time?” Fiona chuckled. “I’ll make sure they’re aware. We wanted to check to see if you were okay with the idea.”

“I’ll still walk with the staff, won’t I?”

Fiona’s smile was bright. “Yes. We didn’t know how you’d feel about doing that with the others around.”

“I don’t care who sees me with them. They’re family.”

“This is why your Bonds are as deep and loving as they are,” Fiona murmured, kissing him softly again.

He pulled her onto the bed, holding her as their kiss slowly deepened. His love of her had only ever grown— Fiona helped nurture his love, and along with Myna, had helped him accept what his life had become.

“We’ll be late if you keep me in bed, husband,” she whispered when the kiss broke.

Hearing the heat in her words, Sean stared into her heterochromatic eyes. “Our family will understand.”

~ * ~ * ~

“Sorry for the delay,” Sean said, leading Fiona into the room.

Everyone gave them knowing smirks, even the staff, making Sean blush deeper than he had since reaching Accord. When he turned red, laughter filled the room.

“We don’t mind that our first wife got extra time with you, Master,” Myna giggled.

“We’ve only just set breakfast out. We were told you’d be delayed, sir,” Glorina added.

Sean felt his face get hotter— the fact the cooks had been told specifically fanned the flames. “Ahh… yeah,” Sean coughed. “Right… let’s eat.”

“I’m sure some already have,” Felora snickered.

“I haven’t seen him turn that shade of red since he made the first showers,” Ryann laughed.

“I think I could melt bronze on his face,” Ida added.

“He’s certainly a lovely color, isn’t he?” Aria asked with choked laughter.

“I think we’ve tormented him enough,” Hallie added with contained mirth.

“We have,” Fiona agreed, smiling brightly. “Come now, ladies. If he can’t eat, neither can we.”

“And someone needs to after what she did,” Andrea said softly, her lips twitching.

“Are we inviting the others to the gardens?” Rumia asked, trying to help Sean.

“Yes!” Sean blurted out as he served himself some of the bacon. “The closest friends.”

“As we discussed. Venn, if you could make sure the offer goes out to them? Also, send a message to the guard so they know a very large group will be in the gardens today.”

“I’ll be right back,” Venn said before flashing away.

“We staged the clan to tell everyone,” Onim said. “It won’t take long at all.”

By the time Onim finished talking, Venn was back at the table. “Word has been sent, Fiona.”

“Thank you, Venn,” Fiona smiled.

“You’re welcome. I love my place in the family. To think it all started because you wanted to offer Andrea a job as a maid.”

“She was your maid before she was a wife?” Trisha asked. “I haven’t asked how a family this large came to be.”

“We all have our stories,” Andrea said. “We can tell you while we enjoy the gardens today… maybe in the order that we married Sean?”

“That’d be best,” Fiona agreed. “We don’t know how detailed Sean was when telling you his story.”

“He didn’t explain how each of you became a wife, though he did tell me about Ryann, Ida, Aria, and Hallie, as their marriages came at key moments.”

Sean was glad the topic had changed; his face was slowly losing the extra color. He enjoyed the simpler meal from the cooks, too, if eggs, bacon, sausages, biscuits with gravy, and sliced potatoes could ever be called simple. Way more than I was used to when I first arrived here, he thought, taking another bite.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good morning to you all,” Sean greeted the contingent of Fairy children. He let them reply before he continued, “I know it’s a little later than normal, but I’ll still be reading for a full hour as the others get things ready.”

“We already chose the book,” Jott said, tapping one on a shelf.

“Let’s see what you have today,” Sean said, pulling the book down. “Pantheons of Other Worlds. Huh… didn’t know we had a book like this.”

“With the talk of the pantheon being filled up, we searched the titles,” Arla said. “We’re all interested— being part of the clan might mean we all qualify as minor helpers at least.”

“Nothing minor about the help the clan gives us,” Sean said, bringing the book over to the desk. “Life would be so much more difficult if not for all of you. Even in the beginning with just Ven and Venn, their help was notable. Now, with all of you and your parents…” Sean trailed off, shaking his head. “I can’t put into words how much you all help. Just consider what the clan does, and how that eases the stress we might have, otherwise. Given all the times that one or more of the clan have assisted me, I would never call any of you minor.”

Every child beamed at the praise.

“I can’t wait to be an adult so I can fully help,” Jutt said.

“Me, too,” Arla nodded.

“Agreed,” Jott joined in just before all the others chorused their agreements.

Sean opened the book, but wasn’t looking at it, staring into the distance. “I think… you three will become adults around the same time the children are born, won’t you?”

“Yes!” Arla beamed. “I’ve already asked to be Fiona’s child’s Fairy.”

“I chose Myna’s,” Jutt said.

“And I asked for Andrea’s,” Jott said.

“Huh…” Sean said, blinking at the three oldest of the Fairy children. “I think that would be wonderful.”

“Onim said that the rest of your children will be watched over by a new adult Fairy, even if it takes a couple of tendays for it to happen,” Jutt said.

The flock of Fairies joined in, exclaiming about how excited they were to do so.

Sean looked at the collection of younger Fairies on the desk, a smile crossing his face. “I’m honored that all of you want to watch over them. No doubt they’ll need constant supervision, especially Myna’s.”

“Which is why I chose them,” Jutt grinned.

“Thank you,” Sean said again. “I’ll start the book, okay?”

Everyone took seats around the book, ready to follow along.

~ * ~ * ~

“Husband, it’s time,” Felora said, stepping into the library.

Sean finished the paragraph before he stood up. “Got it. Arla, you’re taking over?”

“Yes. It’s my turn today,” Arla said, shifting so they were where Sean had been. They picked up right where Sean had left off, eager to hear more about Egyptian deities.

“You will be the best father,” Felora said as they left the library.

“I’ll do my best. Only five tendays left until Myna gives birth.”

“It’ll be fine, Sean. All of us will be there to help each other. We can heal any problems for Myna or the child.”

Letting out a ragged breath, Sean nodded. “That eases my worry for the birth, at least. I’m still nervous as hell to be a father… My dad was a great man. He had his moments where he wasn’t the best, but I never doubted his love, even when we fought. I just hope I can be half as good as he was.”

Felora took his hand as they walked down the hall. “I’ll be better than my mother. She loved us, but she was also a little distant. She wasn’t a bad mother, even if I had an unusual childhood compared to most.”

“I guess we all have our fears and hopes for what’s coming.”

“Of course. Every single one of us is giddy at the prospect of holding our children. They’ll never want for love.”

“Good,” Sean smiled, squeezing her hand. “Everyone’s going to join us in the gardens?”

“They’ll meet us there,” Felora nodded, letting him change the topic. “Everyone who knows the full story will be there, along with their potential lovers in a few cases.”

Sean grinned at that. “Olivia?”

“Along with Daria, and the shocking one: Evelyn.”

“Really? Wait… Benedict?” Sean asked with a raised eyebrow.

“She didn’t say; all she said was that she was bringing someone,” Felora grinned. “I think it might be him, though.”

“I wonder what he did after the gala to get this invite?” Sean murmured.

“No doubt we’ll hear about it during the day.”

“True enough,” Sean smiled. “I love you, Fel.”

“I know. I can feel it,” Felora whispered. “Just like I know you can feel the love from all of us. It’s always wonderful to hear the words… to hear and say them. I love you, too, Master.”

Sean laughed. “Damned brat.”

“With all the love in those words…” Felora whispered in a light moaning tone. “I’ll behave during the garden. I promise.”

“Thank you, Fel.”

They headed for the bus where the rest of their family waited. Today was looking like it would be a good day, and Sean smiled brightly at the thought.




 

Chapter Forty-four

“Thank you again, sir,” Prita said as they got closer to the gardens. “The washing machine you built makes it so much easier to handle all the laundry. With the heated iron, too, I can get the clothing done much quicker.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t think of it before, Prita. Next time, please don’t wait to ask?”

Prita ducked her head. “Sorry, Sean… None of us wants to feel like we’re placing a burden on you just to make things easier for us.”

“She won’t hesitate again, sir,” Rumia said, patting Prita’s knee. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“The new mop and bucket you made for us makes cleaning the floors easier, too, sir,” Cali said. “It was odd standing up to wash the floor, but it went so much faster.”

Sean frowned for a moment. “What were you using before?”

“A hand brush and a bucket,” Xenta said. “We’ll still have to be on our knees when it comes time to wax the floor again, but that isn’t as often as mopping.”

Sean’s head tilted a little to the side. “Right… hmm… I’ll make a buffer for you. It’ll make waxing easier, too. I never thought about the upkeep on the floors before yesterday. The fact that you three managed it without help is amazing.”

“It’s how the job of a maid has always been, sir,” Tiska said, “but we won’t complain about you making us new tools to help.”

“I feel like I’ve let you all struggle when making these things wouldn’t have been that difficult.”

“That’s our husband for you,” Ryann snickered. “Apologizes for not giving us more miracles.”

“As if he hasn’t already created more than anyone else in history,” Ida grinned.

“If anyone else needs something to make their jobs easier, please tell me?” Sean asked, ignoring the banter. No one spoke up, so he continued, “Thank you all for your hard work. Oh, and that does remind me: Quilla, Quinna, how have the new cuons settled in?”

“Good, sir,” Quilla said. “They paired off.”

“Caleb took one of them as a mate?”

“Yes, sir,” Quinna nodded. “Shyla is with him. Heart went with Cuander.”

“I’m glad he was alright with taking another mate,” Sean exhaled in relief. “I remember his heartache when Ursa died.”

“His howl was filled with loss,” Aria agreed from farther down the bus.

“We’re almost there,” Fiona said. “Everyone remembers the order in which we’re walking with Sean?” A chorus of agreement came from everyone but Trisha and Sean. “Good. Remember, do not pull away. Sean is proud of each of you. Don’t hide that affection, no matter who approaches us.”

Trisha shook her head as she watched the massive group accept sharing Sean’s love. She felt jealous of them— they all either had their love, or would have it in the future. Her heart was in tiny pieces. Darragh’s Shame, then his death, had broken it twice. When her son spurned her for her father, those pieces became fragments. She was trying her best to push on with life, but every day felt harder than the one before. The only thing keeping her going was the desire to be there when Sean tore her father down. She kept living to see the arrogant smile ripped away from his face just before he died.

“Trisha? Are you okay?” Hallie asked.

“Hmm? Oh, yes. I’m fine. Sorry. I was just thinking about Darragh.”

Hallie patted her back. “We’re here if you want to talk, or even if you just want a silent shoulder to lean on.”

Trisha sniffled once, but didn’t cry. “Thank you, Hallie. All of you give me hope.”

“Good. Look; our friends are waiting for us.” Hallie pointed out the window where another group was near the parking lot. “Today will be a good day.”

~ * ~ * ~

Sean was the last one off the bus, locking the doors behind him. “We’re bound to get some stares today,” he chuckled.

“I would think so,” Giralt laughed, holding hands with his wife. “I don’t think there are many groups of this size in the gardens often.”

“Commander Queensblood said his men would be notified, so we shouldn’t have trouble,” Hallie smiled, “but I’m sure a few guards will get waved down.”

“It’s such a pleasant day to spend with friends,” Dame Olivia Purebreath smiled, her hand resting in the crook of Knight Charles Oakheart’s arm. “And one’s betrothed, as well.”

“I agree, completely,” Oakheart beamed at Olivia. “I’m glad that some of us are no longer being complete boors, either.” He glanced at his friend, Lord Benedict Titanswrath.

“It took me having a leg removed for me to learn,” Benedict chuckled. “Then, it took some honesty and courage, but I can say I would gladly have not gotten my leg back if I could be here right now, like this.”

Dame Evelyn Bloodheart smiled. “I’m glad you have your leg. It would be difficult to spar with you without it.” Her hand squeezed his elbow. “We wouldn’t be here at all if not for Sean.”

“That’s true for all of us,” Amedee said. “He does help you reevaluate your life, doesn’t he?”

“Now that we’re ready,” Sean said, trying to stop the ongoing conversation, “we can move. Rumia will tell anyone interested about the various plants we pass. Rumia, if you’ll take the lead, please?”

“Of course, sir,” Rumia smiled as she went to the front of the group.

“We were surprised by the invitation for a walk through the gardens,” Jefferson said, his wife, Michelle, beside him and their butler, Johan, trailing them. “It’s not something I would normally do, but it’s good to just be out with friends.”

“Fresh air is good for me and the baby, too,” Michelle added, her hand in Jefferson’s.

“We’ve come for four Tendays, and we’ve seen all the lower gardens,” Andrea said. “We thought we’d like to share a quiet day with friends this time.”

“It’s appreciated,” Jennifer MacLenn smiled. “Halfway there now, aren’t you?”

Andrea touched her belly. “Yes. All of us are between the twelfth and thirteenth tenday.”

“You’re going to have a busy home in the near future,” Augustus chuckled.

Sean took Xenta’s hand in his left, and Andrea’s in his right. “It will be, but it’ll still be full of love. Even fuller, in fact.”

Xenta blushed, a small smile on her face. She was sure he meant because of the children, but part of her hoped he’d be taking them as wives soon after that. The idea that he meant the second part widened her smile as they followed the group through the garden.

~ * ~ * ~

It was just after midday, while they were eating lunch, when their pleasant day soured. A couple of smaller groups had passed them a few times over the last two hours. Sean hadn’t thought much about it until more people headed their way.

“Must think it’s a private estate for them to take up so much of the gardens,” a condescending voice said.

“Just dreadful isn’t it, allowing the Moonbound to sit with them like equals?” a woman’s voice scoffed. “They’re dragging the idea of nobility into the mud that way.”

“Must be Lord MacDougal. Look at the ratio of women to men,” another man snorted. “Maybe Lord Truestrike is right about him.”

Benedict was on his feet before anyone else could even speak against the idiots. “Lady Evergreen, did you find that private healer?” He addressed the woman who’d spoken. “It must be difficult to go through life if you can’t stand to be near half of the population of the world.”

“Mind your manners, Lord Titanswrath,” the first man said sharply. “A newly risen Lord, moreover because of a Shamed father, should know better than to speak like that to a Lady.”

“Lord Houndlord,” Benedict said, turning his angry gaze to the man in question. “Only a Lord who’d rather lap at another’s boots would try to shame me for replying to comments intended to cut at my friends. My blade is always available for a duel, if you are so inclined.”

“As is mine,” Evelyn said, getting to her feet, her eyes on Evergreen. “But I doubt she has the courage to face me in combat.”

The second man, Lord Rockshield, stepped forward. “You are breaking decorum, Dame Bloodheart, as are you, Lord Titanswrath. Not surprising, considering your companions. Does Lord MacDougal cloud your minds, as he is reportedly able to do? Is that why you rise to the defense of half-blooded animals?”

Fiona touched Myna’s arm, stopping Myna from going after Rockshield. “Ignore him, Myna. He’d rather hide behind others, flapping his lips like his air is worth listening to.”

“Good point,” Toivo Mageheart chuckled. “A blowhard is hurt best when ignored.”

“These sandwiches are very tasty,” Charie told Glorina. “I’ll need to get the composition for my cook. I’m sure that Vasu would enjoy them when he is busy.”

“I really would,” Vasu agreed.

Both Evelyn and Benedict took their seats, their backs turned to the offending nobles. The fact that the entire group started to ignore the nobles and their retainers took them by surprise.

“I wonder what Truestrike offered to those who kneel for him that they would willingly try to prompt a duel with a man who can do everything you can, MacDougal?” Jefferson chuckled. “He must be exceptionally blessed.”

“Oh, no. He’s the smallest a man can be,” Trisha said with a hint of malice. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard. I wouldn’t slander him, myself. I’m merely passing on a rumor, just as Lord Rockshield was doing.”

“Of course, a woman cast from nobility hangs onto his coattails,” Lady Evergreen snorted. “Even her own son didn’t want her.”

Hallie touched Trisha’s arm softly; she’d seen the flinch those words caused. “Was it a fly, Trisha? A small buzzing insect that bothers you? We’ll be moving on after our snack. Maybe by then, it’ll go back to the pile that spawned it.”

The inhale of pure outrage was loud in the sudden silence. “You would dare,” Evergreen hissed, “insinuate my family is excrement?!”

“Only those who ask for death would take offense when they gave it first,” Helga snorted. “Hallie, I believe that same fly is still here.”

The little scene had drawn other curious bystanders closer. When they heard the insults being given back and forth, they edged away, but not too far. If something happened, they wanted to see it, but not get caught up in it..

“What is happening here?” The voice was amused. “Why was I not invited to the garden party?”

The nobles accosting the group turned to the newcomer. “High Lady Queensblood, it isn’t a party,” Lady Evergreen said. “We were just passing words with our fellow nobles about how they hurt all of nobility with their companions.”

“Do they?” Minerva asked. “I don’t feel injured at all. In fact, I call half of those here friends. I don’t know some of them, but since they are with those I do know, I would call them decent people. Lord MacDougal, would you introduce me to your companions?”

Sean rose to his feet. “High Lady, it would be an honor. We also have some extra food and drink if you’d care to sit with us on this fine day. Do mind the buzzing, though. There have been some annoyances hanging about.”

Minerva laughed. “Yes, of course. I’m sure they are all here because they just felt like a walk, not because someone asked them to be.” She glided forward, then took a seat beside Sean, Rumia, and Hallie. “Lady MacDougal, it is good to see you again.”

At a loss from being interrupted, then dismissed by a High Lady, the trio of nobles backed away. Taking their minions in tow, they walked away from the group. Rockshield was headed for Lord Truestrike— he should know that the High Lady was siding against him.

“Thank you,” Myna said. “I wanted to crush some bugs. My wife stopped me from doing so.”

“Those that hung about aren’t worth the effort or trouble that would come of it. My son told me about your party and I wanted to join. I do hope that is okay?” Minerva asked.

“Perfectly. We should have invited you,” Hallie said.

“It’s quite alright. I wanted to inform Sean that I will be getting word back soon on that endeavor I was working on.”

Sean smiled, but it was a dark smile. “Wonderful.”

“Oh, yes. It seems a certain Lord has lost the love he had for Truestrike. His daughter has been informed to step back. That arranged marriage is being canceled.”

“When the marriage won’t have love, it can’t be a great loss.”

“All too true,” Minerva said. “Oh, thank you,” she said to Rumia. “What’s your name, dear?”

“Rumia Rington, Lady,” Rumia ducked her head as she handed the food over.

“She’ll be a wife in the future,” Hallie said. “In fact, a majority you don’t know have been promised exactly that.”

Minerva blinked slowly, looking from woman to woman, then back at Hallie. “Really? Hmm… How unusual. That does appear to be normal for your husband, though. The unusual is his calling card.”

Sean grunted, just glad the attempted trouble had been defused. He hoped they could put the incident behind them, and go back to enjoying their day.




 

Chapter Forty-five

Five days of peace went by. For four of those days, Sean worked at the clinic, and on the last day, he visited the Tower Library. Siobhan had done her best, but there were very few stories about opening portals for people between planes. Not a single one had any real information for Sean, either. The only thing that stood out was the fact that all of them included circles of one kind or another, from forest clearings to toadstool rings.

The only other stories of travel between worlds were about a single person who’d managed it alone. They described a few ways— cutting a rift with a special sword, someone stepping sideways between veils, and another who became a flash of light before vanishing. Unfortunately, none of them helped Sean work out a way that would make it possible for him.

Trisha worked hard over those days, spending her afternoons and evenings training her fighting skills. During the day, she learned from Tiska and Glorina how to care for a home. She even took time to learn how to wash clothing with Prita. She didn’t stay withdrawn, either. She had tea with Hallie and others twice in that span, too. Sean hoped that meant she’d set aside the hurt, but he could still recall the look on her face when Evergreen said such hurtful words.

~ * ~ * ~

Taking his seat at the table, Sean smiled. “Who’s going with me to the clinic today?”

“It’s my turn, and Lona’s,” Felora said.

“Sean,” Trisha asked, “would it be okay if I went as well?”

“Huh?” Sean asked, blindsided by the request. “I mean… yes. Sorry. I didn’t expect that. Felora can give you a Bond for the day. You can work alongside her or Lona all day to learn how healing works.”

“Thank you,” Trisha said. “I’ve just heard how wonderful it is to help others, and I wanted to try it.”

“It’s really nice to see the relief on their faces,” Ryann said.

“And the shock on some others,” Prita giggled. “That Dame nearly fell over when she realized I’d healed her lung so easily.”

“The surprise from the nobility when one of us,” Xenta said softly, her tail swishing behind her, “can and did heal them is a balm to some old pains.”

“Glorina told me about the owner of Lordly Delights,” Tiska snickered. “She didn’t deaden his nerves the way we should because he was being mean to her.”

Trisha perked up upon hearing the name of her favorite place to eat. “Glorina healed him?”

“Gave him his arm back,” Tiska nodded.

“He was being an ass, demanding that I heal him instead of Glorina,” Sean said. “We shouldn’t intentionally let people feel that kind of pain, but… well… he kind of deserved it.”

“So the person who makes the best food I’ve eaten healed the man who used to be in that position,” Trisha smiled.

“Thank you,” Glorina said as she led the other cooks into the room. “It’s nice to know you enjoy our cooking the most in the city.”

“You make truly wondrous new dishes. It would be a crime not to enjoy them as much as I do.”

“We appreciate it,” Mona grinned. “Today, we have something different again.”

“It’s called chilaquiles,” Lona said. “It took a while to get all the ingredients for it, but we finally got them yesterday, so here we are.”

Sean thought the name sounded Spanish, but he waited for Glorina to put his food in front of him. Fried tortilla strips, green chiles, fried eggs, crumbled cheese, and some crema filled his plate. It looked and smelled delicious, so Sean didn’t wait before he sampled it.

“Goodness, someone’s hungry,” Fiona laughed. “How is it, husband?”

“Delicious,” Sean mumbled around the bite of food.

“I hope everyone likes it,” Glorina said. “We went with the green chiles because they’re milder. Tonight, we’ll have another dish with them, called enchiladas.”

“Looking forward to it,” Sean grinned. “Make sure you have some sour cream for me.”

“We will, sir.”

Silence fell as everyone dug in, enjoying the new flavors.

~ * ~ * ~

Since Trisha was going with them, no one used Camo on the way to the clinic. Sean still held Lona’s and Felora’s hands, while Helga and Aria walked beside Trisha.

“You and the rest of the cooks make the best food,” Trisha said. “If you ever opened a restaurant, it’d be booked full every day.”

“That would take us away from the manor, so none of us would want that,” Lona said. “Cooking for our family and friends is enough for us.”

Trisha took a calming breath, then quickly said. “Sean, tomorrow’s the last day you are required by the Advisor to care for me. I w—”

“You can stay as long as you need,” Sean answered before she finished. “I don’t hurt friends, Trisha. If you need a place until things settle, that’s fine.”

Trisha’s lips twitched, and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thank you.”

“Friends help,” Helga said.

“I was also wondering… if I can learn enough today…” Pausing briefly, Trisha plunged on with her hope, “Would it be okay for me to take a job healing?”

“Huh…” Sean murmured. “I guess you would need a way to make a living, wouldn’t you?”

“I checked with the bank while I was out with Hallie. My family account was locked out, and I never had a private account.”

“Done,” Sean said. “Ladies, Trisha is an apprentice under your care. Teach her how to be a healer.”

“I’ll need to extend the Bond beyond today,” Felora smiled. “We’ll call it five years, but honestly, you’ll have the Talent before that ends.”

“You can go with Aria to heal whenever you want,” Sean said. “Ven, let Fiona know to work out payment for Trisha, please.”

“Message sent,” Ven said, coasting above them.

Trisha inhaled slowly. The weight that’d been growing on her was gone as if it’d never been there. “Thank you, Sean.”

“I’m always glad to help a friend. I’m sorry for what happened with your family, but I’m glad we were able to become friends.”

“Me, too. I hated you at the gala. I wanted to slap you, hit you, even stab you. Velin had me thinking you killed Darragh, so I hated you with every bit of the love I had for him. The talk with the Advisor shook me. Since that day, you’ve been the kindest, humblest, most helpful friend I have ever heard of, much less had. Thank you.”

“I’m just glad you listened. I worried you’d stand in the way, even after knowing the truth. That would’ve been difficult for me.”

“Because he hates hurting people, especially innocent ones,” Aria said. “He risked his life to save mine, as you heard. He needlessly risked himself for someone he’d only met once. That’s Sean.”

“Even when that once ended with me denouncing him…” Trisha sniffled.

Sean unlocked the gate to the clinic. “I am who I am. Now, if Minerva can just give me the opening I need…”

“I hope she does,” Trisha said. “It would be the highest justice we can hope for.”

~ * ~ * ~

Trisha turned out to be an apt pupil. She was eager and attentive, going with everyone who healed to learn as much as she could. She even opted to stay behind to heal when Sean went home to do midday sparring with the cooks.

When Sean and Lona came back after sparring, Aria was with Trisha, healing a Moonbound. They’d barely taken their seats when the pair came into the room.

“You did fine. Just try to fine-tune it as we go. The more precise the Shaping, the better,” Aria was saying. “Welcome back. How was sparring?” She directed the last part to Sean and Lona.

“Good!” Lona beamed.

“Pretty sure our cooks could take on a squad of city guards,” Sean chuckled. “If we add Talents into it, maybe a company of them.”

Lona’s cheeks pinked, but she grinned at the praise.

“Any of the staff together could,” Sean went on. “How’s healing going?”

“Well,” Aria said. “Trisha handled the last one by herself, with me just watching to help if she needed. It looks like she can handle mild injuries on her own.”

“I’m amazed at how easy it is to understand,” Trisha said brightly. “The knowledge of what to do is just sitting there, waiting for me. With that and the energy Felora is giving me, it’s almost like I’ve always done it.”

“Most healers don’t have the depth of energy you have, much less what we have,” Felora said. “I haven’t given you any energy besides that first bit. Everything since this morning has been yours.” She paused, looking Trisha over. “Tired?”

“A little,” Trisha admitted, but looked ecstatic. “All of this has been me?”

“Yes, but you’re under half. I’ll top you up,” Felora said.

Trisha smiled brightly. “Thank you. I knew I had energy, but never how much.”

“Since you’re here,” Sean asked slowly, “can you come out back with me?”

“Of course, Sean. But why?”

“I want you to show me your family’s Talent.”

“Because you’ve been able to learn other families’ Talents,” Trisha nodded, getting back to her feet. “It is the least payment I can give for everything you are doing for me.”

“This will balance any scale,” Sean said. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Be safe,” Aria said.

“I will,” Sean assured her.

Sean had to pause and pet Cerberus before they could start. After a few minutes, he stood in front of Trisha with a projected barrier of entropy before him.

Trisha held a freshly-made bronze sword in her hand. “I can’t describe it besides letting my energy coat the blade. We always have to have a weapon, even if it’s just clawed gloves. Are you ready?”

“Yes. Just don’t touch the barrier with your hand. This is the only kind I know how to make.”

Trisha shook her head, her sword suddenly glowing black along the edge. “I don’t think it will be a problem.” She lunged, cutting through the entropy and bursting it like a soap bubble. She stopped her thrust just short of Sean.

Sean stood there wide-eyed as he replayed what he just saw in his mind. Nodding slowly, he backed up and resummoned another barrier. “Again, please?”

Trish lunged again with the same results.

“Hold the energy this time,” Sean said. He shifted to stand beside her, touching her shoulder. He sank his awareness into the energy Trisha was projecting and, after a second, touched the blade.

Trisha nearly yelled in horror, as she’d seen people lose fingers doing what he just had. And that was exactly what happened when his finger touched the edge— the tip came off his finger and hit the ground.

“Damn…!” Sean hissed, grabbing the fingertip and healing it back on. “It’s pure entropy. But contained entropy.”

“Thank goodness you can heal,” Trisha said, stopping her Talent.

“I think I can copy it since it comes close to what I can already do with the barrier. The barrier fails because the contained entropy pops the more diffused energy. Can I borrow that?”

Trisha handed over the sword Sean had made, then stood back. A moment later, Sean had a bright white edge on the sword. Trisha’s mouth fell open— it was one thing to be told he could collect Talents, but it was another thing to see it for herself.

“Hmm? I wonder why it’s white?” Sean murmured. He stopped the energy, then handed the sword back to Trisha. “Give me a second.” A minute later, he was holding another bronze sword. “Okay, summon the energy, and let’s touch blades.”

Trisha did as Sean asked. She was in awe, and hoped that he had a way of hurting her father. When their blades met, both sets of energy winked out. Trisha staggered back as her energy rebounded, and Sean grunted, but didn’t move.

“What was that?”

“I think the change in mine is because of what I am,” Sean said softly. “I felt a rebound, but it wasn’t harsh like yours looked to be.”

“It hurt…” Trisha said, rubbing her forehead.

“Well, Truestrike will be in for a nasty shock if we get to fight, then.”

Trisha smiled. “Good.”

~ * ~ * ~

Just about to head inside, Sean had to pause when a Fairy with a golden belt flew up to him, being escorted by Ven. “Lord MacDougal?”

“That’s me,” Sean said. “The Advisor wishes to see me?”

“You are to come at midday tomorrow. No wives are to come, but Trisha Truestrike is to attend with you. Trisha Truestrike, you are summoned to the Advisor at midday tomorrow.”

“We will attend as summoned,” Sean said.

“I will come as summoned,” Trisha said.

With that, the Fairy flashed away.

“Do you think it’s because of High Lady Queensblood?” Trisha asked.

“I can hope,” Sean said. “No use worrying about it. Time to go back in and heal.”

“Yes… of course,” Trisha said, though she was still worried about what tomorrow might mean.

Entering the staff room at the clinic, Sean took a seat. “Lona is healing someone?”

“A Moonbound who wanted their tail removed,” Aria said.

“Well, I have news,” Sean said. “I can copy Truestrike’s Talent, but moreover, I can cancel it if we clash.”

“That is good,” Helga nodded. “Removing an ability from a foe is always a plus.”

“I’ll share it with the rest of you later tonight. It’s dangerous in the extreme, so I want to make sure everyone knows what it is before it’s used.”

“That’d be for the best,” Felora said.

“On top of that,” Sean sighed, “Mackenzie summoned me and Trisha tomorrow at noon. I can’t take anyone else with me, either.”

“That could be good or bad,” Helga said.

“Minerva’s doing, maybe?” Aria asked.

“We’ll find out,” Sean said. “Ven, send Minerva a message asking if this summons is because of her, please.”

“Sent, Sean,” Ven said from the rafters.

“I’m nervous about it, because it likely means my family is involved,” Trisha said. “This might not be Minerva, but yet another scheme.”

“If it is, we’ll defeat it,” Sean said simply. “It might be a scheme from him…” He paused, then nodded. “We had that run-in nearly a tenday ago in the gardens with his bootlickers… This might be the follow-up to that.”

“That’s possible,” Felora nodded, “but what could it possibly be if it is?”

“A calling to for insults? Maybe a sanctioned duel?” Trisha suggested. “It’d have to be the nobles who were there.”

“That’s not a challenge, even if I only use the Talents I’ve shown,” Sean snorted. “It’d just be a slaughter of lambs.”

“We hope that’s the case,” Aria said. “They might find a way to pool Talents.”

“Could be,” Sean said, backing off from his firm stance.

“Welcome back, sir,” Lona said as she came into the room. “Did the Talent learning go well?”

Sean gave Lona a smile. “I’ll repeat it all at dinner, but the short answer is yes.”

“But… none of you look happy,” Lona said slowly.

“That was the other news,” Sean sighed. “Okay, a quick recap for you…”




 

Chapter Forty-six

“Breathe, Trisha,” Sean said soothingly. “It’ll be okay.”

“Of course,” Trisha said, trying to slow her breathing. “Minerva said she couldn’t say this was her doing. That means that it is because she would deny it if it wasn’t. It’ll be fine… the High Lady has found a way forward. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Sean patted her shoulder. His wives had been calmer about it, but even they had been worried last night. They’d all been in agreement, though, that it was Minerva’s plan moving forward.

“I don’t know how your wives stayed so calm during breakfast.”

“Belief,” Arliat said. “We all worry, too, but we believe in Sean.”

“But if something goes wrong—?”

“You can’t give in to those thoughts,” Sean said gently, cutting her off. “It’ll work out. Stay positive. The worst that happens is that there won’t be a duel.”

“The worst that happens is that you upset the Advisor, and then she’d have to chastise you.”

“Perhaps, but it’s not like she’d lash out at me. Even if she did, I’d be fine.”

Trisha sat back, closed her eyes, and took slow, deep breaths.

Honestly, my wives were just as worried. They just hide it, Sean thought. Their empathy gives away their feelings. Add in the trip to Home and telling Chas and Lilly what was happening, and it was obvious, especially when they dragged me to the bedroom to spend time with all of them.

“Nearly there, sir,” Arliat said.

“Thank you, Arliat,” Sean said, clearing the images of last night from his mind. “We’ll send a message when we’re ready to go. It takes a while to get up and down all the floors.”

“It really does,” Arliat smiled, recalling the family seeing the balcony gardens before. “I feel bad for anyone who goes to the top floors regularly. It would kill my legs.”

“A lot of exercising, at the very least. I could probably make an elevator for them, but I’m not going to offer that. I have no idea if changing the Great Tree that way would piss the Queens off, and I’m sure I’m already on rocky ground with them.”

“Best to not antagonize them. Even if they are against us, sir, we’re all prepared to be right behind you.”

“Thank you, Arliat. If it comes to a conflict, I’m not certain we can stand up to both Queens at once. From what I gleaned from Siobhan, the Advisor has strength equal to half of one of the Queens. She’s still the strongest person I’ve seen and felt, which means that either Queen by themselves would be a hard fight.”

“You can’t seriously be thinking of fighting them?” Trisha whispered in horror.

“I won’t start a fight,” Sean said. “I’ve already proven that. But if they try to hurt me or my family, I will push back.”

Trisha shook her head. She knew Sean was strong— she’d seen it for herself— but to say he could stand up to even one of the Queens was shocking. She blinked when the doors of the Tower opened for them to drive in. Taking another deep breath, she tried to mentally prepare herself for seeing her father again.

~ * ~ * ~

The walk up the Tower took time, as they had to ascend all the floors. Siobhan gave Sean a nod when he went past, but didn’t stop him, as he was going to barely arrive on time. The guards were quick to search them both, then handed them off to Major Ironfist.

“You always come as a Lord should,” Ironfist said. “We normally have to take at least a dagger off everyone else.”

“That’s just posturing,” Sean shrugged. “If you know it’ll be taken away, why bring it at all?”

“Pride, and safety, mostly,” Ironfist said as he led them toward the door. “Some of them need something on hand just in case an enemy catches them coming or going.”

“Just leave a guard on the floor below the library, then,” Sean snorted. “They could hold all your things while attending the Advisor.”

Ironfist laughed. “If only they thought that way.” Opening the doors, he led them into the antechamber where the Queens’ scribes sat.

Sean saw the shifting of the pair; they’d tensed when he appeared. That means they respect my strength… and means the Queens have been told all about it, too, Sean thought. They would know, regardless, but it’s confirmation, at least.

Ironfist pushed open the doors at the far end of the room, leading Sean and Trisha into the Advisor’s meeting room. Mackenzie sat where she always did, but with her was a collection of others. Minerva sat to Mackenzie’s right, her face calm, but she inclined her head a fraction when she saw Sean. To Mackenzie’s left was a noble he hadn’t met at all.

Truestrike was there, looking irritable, and his sneer became prominent when he saw Sean and Trisha. Beside him sat Lord Rockshield, which didn’t surprise Sean at all. What did surprise him was Lady Camilla Fireheart sitting beside the unknown Lord, wearing an aloof expression on her face.

Sean and Trisha took the only empty chairs near the gathering. “Advisor, we’ve come as summoned,” Sean said.

A clock began to chime the hour, and Mackenzie nodded. “Barely on time, Lord MacDougal. Now that you are here, we can address the reason you were summoned. High Lady Queensblood, you may begin.”

Minerva bowed her head slightly. “Thank you, Advisor. The city has a major disagreement that is causing public unrest. In times past, these disagreements have been solved in the oldest way possible: a duel. When it comes to two Lords or Ladies who wield enough power and public sentiment to cause the city distress, that duel has been forced. To do that, at least one High Noble must bring the case to the Advisor. That is why we are here. I have asked Advisor Earthfoot to have Lords Truestrike and MacDougal settle their dispute.”

Truestrike shifted, but didn’t speak out. That still brought Mackenzie’s gaze to him. “Lord Truestrike, do you object to this?”

“To forcing a duel? Yes,” Truestrike said. “MacDougal is a sham of a Lord, not even a full cycle since being elevated to the rank. His supposed influence is not his, but Forged Bonds’, which he doesn’t even work for. He’s used his family connection to Dame Mageheart to influence her into backing him. He should also be chastised for the way he disrupts the public. Just last Tenday, he and his menagerie caused distress for commoners and nobles in the Tower Gardens.”

Sean’s eye twitched at the word “menagerie,” as Truestrike had just called his family animals.

“I disagree,” the unnamed Lord said stiffly. “I had high hopes for you, Lord Truestrike. My daughter was even set to court you, but your power was stripped from you in short order by Lord MacDougal. If he is such a ‘sham,’ you should have no trouble ending his rise. Doing that will cement your place as the best candidate for High Lord when the Queens return. It would also let me reinstate the potential marriage.”

Truestrike glanced at Lady Fireheart, then shifted his gaze back to Lord Fireheart. “I’d suggest you keep her away from him. If you’d seen his menagerie, you’d know that no woman is safe near him. Even that waste of blood,” he waved negligently at Trisha, “was under his spell in less than a tenday.” His gaze darted to Minerva. “I know the Advisor is safe, but I’m not sure that even High Nobles can’t be swayed.”

Minerva laughed lightly. “Greater Vampires can’t sway me, but you imply Lord MacDougal can?”

“He seems to influence all women near him,” Truestrike said with a sneer, “and even some men. Your son, for instance. From what I’ve heard, your son has been eager to spar with him again. Maybe he is not interested in women, which would explain his lack of courting.”

Minerva’s eyes narrowed. “Speak ill of my son again and even the Advisor will not stop me from teaching you better.”

“Stop,” Mackenzie said. “Lord Rockshield, you were summoned as you brought a complaint to me. Speak.”

“Lord MacDougal lacks decorum, and his friends do, as well. When I went for a garden walk, I was accosted by Lord MacDougal and his allies. They took up a whole section of the garden, making it impossible to go past without interacting with them. When they saw me, Lord Houndlord, and Lady Evergreen enjoying the day, they lashed out at us. It was most unbecoming of a noble. To say nothing of how they all cuddled Moonbound in public? Disgusting.”

“Lord MacDougal?” Mackenzie asked.

“He and Truestrike’s other pawns were the ones to approach and insult our group,” Sean shrugged. “Lady Flamehair, Dame Mageheart, Dame Purebreath, Dame Iceblood, and several others were with me and my family. As for ‘cuddling,’ we did not cuddle. We sat out of the way, enjoying a snack at midday.”

“I did ask the others who were present for their account of the incident,” Mackenzie said, smiling thinly. “Only you and Lord Houndlord held to that story, Rockshield. Lady Evergreen admitted the truth to me.”

Rockshield shifted, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. “Ahhh… maybe my recollection is slightly off.”

“Lord MacDougal, would you welcome the duel?”

“Yes,” Sean said, his eyes locked on Truestrike. “He doesn’t have the balls for it, though. I’ve killed every ally of his that he sent against me. He’s out of major pawns, and has to use Lords like Rockshield to try to damage my reputation because he can’t face me himself. Come now, Truestrike. You sent two trusted associates and twenty Einherjar after me in Hearthglen, using trial by combat to force the issue. Surely you can accept the same here and now.”

“I back this resolution,” Lord Fireheart said. “Prove that you are worthy of my daughter, Truestrike.”

“I approve this resolution, too,” Minerva smiled.

“Lord Truestrike?” Mackenzie asked.

Teeth gritted together, Truestrike nodded curtly. “Fine. But if we’re going to do this, then I shall take the side of the challenged.”

Sean’s smile grew wide. “I’ll agree.”

“My country manor on Tenday, with swords and Talents,” Truestrike sneered.

“Agreed,” Sean chuckled. “Make sure your accounts are settled. I’ll be settling Darragh’s with you.”

That made Truestrike jerk to his feet. “I will see you dead, simpleton!”

“Advisor,” Trisha said softly. “If Lord Truestrike dies, what will happen with my son?”

“He’s still a minor,” Mackenzie said. “We’ll appoint him a caregiver until he reaches his majority.” Her expression softened. “It cannot be you. I’m sorry, but the child made his feelings plainly known when you were removed from the Truestrike House.”

Eyes squeezed shut, Trisha nodded, her grief plain to everyone.

“Useless,” Truestrike sneered at Trisha. “If I may go, Advisor, I have preparations to make.”

“Who will your second be?” Mackenzie asked.

“Lord Rockshield.”

“MacDougal, who will yours be?”

“High Lady?” Sean asked.

“I cannot, as I was the one who brought this to the Advisor.”

Sean took a second to consider, then smiled. “I’ll ask Lord Bloodheart.”

“If he refuses, I will need another to inform me. Only you, Trisha, and Lord Bloodheart can attend for your side.” Mackenzie said. “This meeting is over. You are all dismissed.”

Truestrike stalked away quickly, Rockshield hurrying after him.

Lord Fireheart got up, looking Sean over. “I do hope all those rumors aren’t wrong, or you are a dead man. Then again, if you are dead, then my daughter will have a High Lord as a husband.”

“She’d be better off with someone who could love her,” Sean said, “even if that means she marries a Knight or commoner.”

“Truestrike is right about one thing: you don’t know decorum.” With a snort, he left. His daughter trailed him, but she glanced back at Sean with a curious expression.

“I’ve done what I could,” Minerva said when the others were gone. “Do be careful of his Talent.”

Sean smiled broadly. “Oh, I’ll be fine. Thank you for making this happen. You, too, Mackenzie.”

“I merely did as past Advisors have,” Mackenzie smiled slightly. “I adjudicated fairly. His Talent is nearly impossible to stop. The Queens took one of his forebears into their guard just to make sure they had access to it.”

“Have a little faith,” Sean chuckled. “Will you both be there for the duel?”

“Yes, as will the scribes,” Mackenzie said.

“Hmm… very well,” Sean grimaced slightly. “That can’t be helped. I’ll do what I have to and deal with the fallout after. Good day to you both.”




 

Chapter Forty-seven

Trisha was silent and tense the whole way home. She replied to Sean’s questions, but her answers were one or two words only, so he stopped trying. Arliat felt the tension, but as Sean didn’t bring it up, she stayed quiet, figuring he would explain once they got home.

He obviously expects to use his family Talent, plus the others he’s given his minions, Sean thought. Even with Troll’s Blood, Camo, and his family Talent, Truestrike can’t beat me. He might wound me if I miss a parry, but that would be it. I’ll be stronger, faster, and just as deadly, yet he seemed confident… Why? The question remained by the time they got home.

When he walked in with Arliat and Trisha behind him, he slowed. His entire family was waiting for him, even the ones who’d gone to the clinic. “Closed the clinic for the day?”

“Ven said the duel was accepted, but that you had more news that we should all hear,” Fiona said. “Closing for a day won’t hurt.”

“You have been on edge since Arliat left to get you,” Helga said.

Taking a seat in the main room with his wives and staff around him, Sean exhaled. “The duel is Tenday at Truestrike’s country manor. It’ll be swords and Talents. Minerva, Fireheart, Rockshield, Mackenzie, and both scribes will be there to witness it. I need to ask Flandril if he’ll be my second.”

“He will,” Ven said, landing on Sean’s knee. “We had time to inquire while you were coming home.”

“Only Flandril, Trisha, and I are supposed to be there for my side,” Sean said.

“We can sidestep that,” Hallie said. “We’ll take the bus. No one can see into it because of the dark windows. That will allow at least Helga to go with you so you have someone nearby, just in case.”

Sean considered objecting, but nodded. “That might be for the best. I’m sure Truestrike is up to something. He gave resistance, but not enough.”

“Agreed,” Trisha said. “You need to be prepared for anything, Sean. My father always has two or three plans in place.”

“I’m sure he’s counting on the collection of Talents he’s shared with his minions to help in the fight,” Sean said.

“Troll’s strength, the flash of light, his family Talent, and Camo,” Myna said. “Those are the ones we know of, but he might have others.”

“Sean will have the better armor and weapon,” Ida said, “but caution is good.”

“What else might he have prepared, Trisha? Any ideas?” Felora asked.

“None,” Trisha replied. “He never shared plans with me. Luka might have known.”

“Pity his soul was destroyed,” Ryann grumbled. “He’d have deserved the Bog.”

“Leaves us with a blank spot,” Aria said. “Sean, I know it’s not what you normally do, but we should send the clan.”

“What?”

“Until Nineday night, the clan should go to Truestrike’s manor to keep an eye on things.”

“That’s a good idea,” Andrea said.

“Agreed,” Myna nodded.

“I’m not against it, but they need to stay back. I’m pretty sure we’d get in trouble if they get discovered. Truestrike would insist that we were tampering with his home or the duel,” Sean said. “It’s a good idea, Aria.”

“We should visit Home tonight, too,” Felora said. “That way, Chastity and Lilly know what’s going to happen.”

“That’s also a good idea,” Sean agreed.

“Do we close the clinic for two more days?” Ida asked.

“No. I enjoy healing, and it’ll help keep me distracted for those days.”

“Very well, husband,” Fiona said.

“I’ll need to have tea with our allies,” Hallie said. “I can spread the word, and they can then do the same. It’s best that everyone knows about the duel. This way, they are prepared, as it will shift the power of the city even further.”

“I’ll go with you,” Trisha said. “As much as I want to heal, this is important. My being there will help give the news even more weight.”

“You are always welcome at any tea I attend,” Hallie smiled at her. “I already had one slated with our friends, but it’ll be better to expand it.”

“I’m going to finish the upgraded washing machine,” Sean said, standing up. “I’ll be back down for evening sparring.”

“Do you mind if we come with you, Sean?” Ida asked.

“Not at all. You and Ry are always welcome to help me with my ideas.”

“Good. It’ll make me feel better to be nearby right now,” Ryann said.

“I’m going to visit Mother,” Myna said. “She is likely curious about what is happening.”

“And I’ll stop over to tell Amedee,” Fiona said. “Her and the others, that is. Jefferson and Winston are both in the shop where the main office is. I’ll snag Clara on the way over.”

Everyone started talking about things they could do. Sean took Ida and Ryann by the hand as he led them to get started making an electric-driven washer.

~ * ~ * ~

Marjorie exhaled roughly after Sean suddenly appeared in front of the door.

“Sorry, Mom,” Sean said, opening the doors just as his family appeared outside. “Things have progressed, so we have news to share.”

“That is far better than some of the alternatives,” Marjorie said, picking up her teacup.

“You’re here to visit?” Chastity asked, appearing at the top of the stairs.

“We have news to share,” Andrea smiled up at her lover.

“I hope it’s good news?” Lilly asked, coming into the room from the hall.

“Mixed,” Felora said, “but mostly good.”

“Go ahead, husband,” Fiona said. “We’ll fill them in while you see if you can get anything useful from the Bog.”

Sean kissed each of his wives before he left the manor, and Rumia fell into step beside him as he went. He took her hand in his, giving her a smile.

“I know she’ll always be loved,” Rosa said, coming out of the gardener’s house. “Just visiting?”

“Things are progressing. Fiona is filling in the others if you want to hear about it,” Sean replied.

“Might be for the best,” Rosa said as she headed for the manor.

Sean and Rumia paused as the cuons came bounding up to them. Sean grinned; he didn’t mind a small delay for the loveable hounds. After a couple of minutes of love, he threw some reinforced tennis balls off to the far end of the manor for them to chase.

“None of the rest of us can throw them that far,” Rumia chuckled when they started walking again.

“I can make a simple thrower for them,” Sean said. “It’s a useful thing if you want the dog to get a real good run out of it.”

Rumia just smiled, as that sentence told anyone who Sean was at heart— he was a man who loved his family and wanted to make things for them.

~ * ~ * ~

The people in the Bog fell silent a couple of seconds after Sean and Rumia appeared. Sean stayed on the edge for a bit longer, as the silence seemed to deepen.

“They always know when you are here,” Rumia whispered. “Your power presses down on them. It feels like standing before a magistrate according to those who’ve been in such a position.”

“Because here, I’m the judge of their souls,” Sean murmured. “That makes sense.” Taking a slow breath, he spoke, and his words carried easily to the entire Bog, “I am not here for souls today. In the coming few days, we might collect the repentant again. More Choosers should be raised, and when they are, they will need your energy to stay safe.”

A few sobs echoed in the still air, as hope hung just out of reach for the few who’d repented in their hearts. Rumia let her shears appear, humming as she moved off to tend to the plants. She would stop by those few to speak with them, helping soothe their tears.

Sean walked onto the peat, heading for the two people he wanted to see. The closest of them was Solanice. The former noble swallowed when he saw Sean aiming for him.

“Sir, how can I help you?” Solanice’s voice trembled with fear. He knew if he couldn’t help, Sean would sink him in the Bog.

“This is the last time I’m coming for information,” Sean said, crouching down to speak easier. “I duel Truestrike on Tenday at his country estate. I know his family’s Talent and what Talents he gave you and others. What other plans might he have up his sleeve?”

Solanice stared at Sean in disbelief. “He agreed to a duel…?”

“He was forced into it by Mackenzie… err, the Advisor,” Sean had to clarify; Solanice looked confused at Mackenzie’s name. “He got to set the where, the when, and choose the weapons. I know he thinks he can fight me, but he’ll have other plans. What would they be?”

“Possibly Luka to assassinate you,” Solanice said.

“Luka is dead.”

“He’s here?” Solanice asked with wide eyes.

“No. His soul was destroyed when I killed him. It was far worse than coming here.”

Solanice would have shivered if he’d been able to move. “Uh… yes… umm…” Swallowing, he wracked his brain for anything that might help.

“Think about it while I go speak to Velin,” Sean said after a moment. “If you have nothing, well… you’ll be under the peat until I deem you worth reaping.”

Starting to hyperventilate, Solanice nodded jerkily in understanding.

Velin looked just as bad when Sean knelt in front of her. “Sir! I-I want to help…”

“Nothing, hmm?” Sean asked tightly, staring down at the woman who’d helped orchestrate the death of everyone in Oakwood. “I said you’d be left up the next time I see you, and I’ll hold to that.”

Velin started to relax, glad that Sean was a man of his word.

“But if you can’t help me now, the next time I visit, you’ll go down and stay there, just like Solanice.”

Eyes flying wide open, Velin began to hyperventilate again. “Yes…! Of course, sir!”

“You have a couple of minutes. Make them count.”

Sean got up, heading for others he’d been tormenting with half-measures. He stopped by the father and son pairings of Sharpeyes and Denmur. He didn’t talk to them— he just stared at each for a bit, then sank them into the peat. He didn’t want to torture or torment them, anymore. He was fine with them just serving their terms underneath the peat. It would be the worst punishment he would level in the future.

Except for Truestrike, Sean thought as he went back to Solanice and Velin. He’ll get at least a little pain. He deserves it for Darragh, Misa, Cian, and the rest. When I add in what he did to Trisha, he deserves a bit of torment. Maybe I’ll let Rumia decide his fate. Handing off those choices to her would make me feel better. She’d be the Tender in all ways, then. With that compromise in mind, he reached Velin.

“I’m sorry, sir!” Velin cried, tears flowing as snot bubbled from her nose. “I don’t know any more! Mercy! Please, have some mercy!”

Sean stared into Velin’s eyes and saw the fear of being put under the peat in them. She deserved it for her actions, and she couldn’t help him. There was no reason to show her the mercy she never gave her victims. The only reason he’d leave her up today was because he’d promised so earlier.

“Nothing at all?”

“No…! W-wait… maybe…? Luka once said something about a butcher that was kept on staff. Not at either manor, but elsewhere. Maybe Truestrike has cuons staged so he can bring them in when he presents the Huntsman to the Queens? He might bring them to fight you.” Desperate hope shone in her tear-filled eyes.

“That’s it? Just a rumor and a guess?” Sean asked.

Velin began to sob harder. “Yes, sir.”

“You’ll stay up, as I said. Rumia will decide after today. She’ll tend to your soul, deciding the punishments you deserve. When she eventually tells us you’re ready, you’ll be reaped, but that’s years away.”

“Thank you!” Velin cried. “Thank you, sir! Bless you!”

Sean left her to her tears of hope. Solanice was pale, sweating profusely as Sean approached him. The former noble was clearly in the same place as Velin.

“You had your time, Solanice. What do you have to say?”

“Velin is right about the butcher. I don’t know where the man was located, but I heard Truestrike once mention the cost of feeding was high. I can only assume it’s cuons, or perhaps a pack of Canine Moonbound. That would make sense— a pack of them could be used to kill his foes while keeping him safe.”

Sean felt the truth of Solanice’s words, but they were only the truth because the man didn’t know if he was right or not. He firmly believed what he was telling Sean, at the very least.

“But again, just a snippet without context?”

“Y-yes,” Solanice choked out. “I… please… I didn’t kill anyone. I just did what I was told.”

Sean snorted. “‘I was just following orders.’ Following evil orders still makes you culpable, especially when you enjoyed them. You’re only sorry now because your crimes have caught up to you. I’ll give you the same as I did Velin. Rumia will be your judge now. She’ll tend to all those interred here. She’s a far better person for this than I am. Until she decides, you can stay up.”

“Thank you, sir! Thank you!” Solanice said quickly, relief etched on his face.

Sean grunted as he walked away from the man. “Rumia?”

“Coming, Sean!” Rumia said, hurrying his way. “I heard what you said. I felt it, too. Are you sure?”

“Tender, this field of judgment will be yours. You aren’t married to me yet, but I pass this portion of the pantheon fully over to you,” Sean said softly.

Rumia gasped, staggering back as her wings blazed into existence. She lifted into the air, a bright light emanating from her as she floated over the Bog, slowly rising above the yew. When she was finally above the giant tree, she looked down on the entire Bog. Black-white flames coated her as she spoke, “So I have come to judge those who have crossed My Lord. Your souls wait until they are purified enough to serve his family. Repent your folly, accept your punishments, and in time, you will be free. I am the Tender, the one who will watch over your purification. This is as Sean has decreed.”

Sean was slack-jawed as he stared up at Rumia. The normally-shy gardener was anything but timid in the moment. She was the guardian of flawed souls, the purifying flame who would help them find their way to freedom. His soul vibrated with her full acceptance.

Rumia floated back down. The moment her feet touched the peat, the flames around her body were gone. She swayed in place for a moment before steadying herself. Looking up at Sean, her eyes burned with the same flame. “Sean, I…”

“Tender, I know you will do what is right,” Sean whispered when she trailed off. He held out his hand to her. “Let’s go tell my wives and the others.”

Rumia swallowed as happy tears trickled down her cheeks. “Yes!” Taking his hand, her heart soared, even when the weight of her responsibilities settled firmly upon her shoulders. They were nothing compared to her joy at getting her second-greatest desire.




 

Chapter Forty-eight

The next two days were peaceful, but they were marred by the increasing tension. Word of the duel had spread through the city like wildfire in a dry field. The clinic was busier than ever, as every one of station who wanted healing came in.

Most thought he would die to Truestrike’s known Talent, Truth Strike. When Sean asked Trisha about it, she’d explained the name was because it cut through all obstacles, laying everything bare.

His wives worried a little more each day, especially after they were told to not break the rules of the duel. That extra warning came directly from Mackenzie, making it so his wives would be staying home and not going with him, after all. If not for the empathic bonds he’d formed with them, he’d have never known, as they were doing their best to not show it. They hosted their friends on Nineday night, throwing a party to encourage Sean.

The Fairies hadn’t found anything for certain, but the large outbuilding behind the manor had a barrier on it the entire time. No one came or went from it, but they did report the strong scent of feces and a musky animal. Sadly, there also weren’t any extra food deliveries to help them track the supposed butcher who might’ve been.

No one was worried about cuons or other animals; Sean had proven more than once that he could tame them if needed. If the beasts were well-fed, it was likely to be even more manageable. Because of that, they wrote off the barn as a potential problem that could be overcome.

~ * ~ * ~

Sean woke to soft kisses from each of his wives that went on longer than normal. When they’d all finally had one, he chuckled and opened his eyes. “Reminds me of how I went to bed.”

“Lilly and Chastity were there for that,” Felora said, Andrea holding her a few steps back from the bed.

“True,” Sean smiled softly. “It was nice to spend the night with them. Maybe I’ll get to focus on portals after today.”

“Oh? Will you be waking early again?” Andrea laughed.

“Maybe.”

“He only ever woke up before us when he was focused on a project,” Ryann snickered.

“We’ll have to be vigilant if we want to be there to help him,” Ida said, holding hands with Ryann. “Can’t let him sneak away.”

“I think he’d find it difficult to try,” Aria laughed.

“With the bed so full, it would be unusual if he managed it,” Myna agreed.

“He does do the improbable with regularity, though,” Hallie hedged.

“He breaks all things, but then improves them,” Helga smiled at him.

“I think we’ve teased him enough,” Fiona chuckled. “Come now, husband. Let’s go get dressed.”

“Unless we want a really late breakfast, that’d be for the best,” Sean said. He loved the view of all of his naked wives— seven of them had baby bumps that were getting larger with every passing day, as they were in the last third of their pregnancies, but it didn’t detract from their sensuality. The only two not carrying, Helga and Hallie, exuded the strong sexuality they always did. Sean briefly pictured them both with rounded bellies to match the others, and a smile crossed his face.

“That is a lot of love and lust, Sean,” Felora whispered, her eyes locked on him.

“Right… sorry,” Sean coughed as she got out of bed. “The empathy has to be even harder for you.”

“It keeps me on edge all the time,” Felora murmured, a hint of heat in her tone. “All the love keeps me primed for any of our family all the time. I love it.”

“She’s not wrong on that point,” Andrea said as the group slowly went toward the dressing room. “If anything, her sex drive might have surpassed Myna’s, and Myna’s was the highest.”

“Is that a challenge?” Myna asked with a grin.

“No,” Sean laughed, snagging Myna to kiss her cheek. “Silly kitty, it is not a challenge, especially not today.”

The others laughed, the byplay easing part of the worry they all carried.

“If that is what you want, Master,” Myna purred. “Tomorrow will be soon enough to begin the challenge.”

That got even Sean laughing along with the others before he put his arm around Myna’s waist. “Well, it would certainly be a way to celebrate, but I think it being just you and Felora would be a disservice to our wives.”

“True,” Felora smirked. “It’ll just have to be a proper orgy instead, which is even better.”

No one was surprised in the least at Felora’s suggestion, but love flowed between their Bonds. Their fears diminished as they laughed and enjoyed the brief moment of distraction.

~ * ~ * ~

“Good morning,” Sean greeted everyone already seated at the table. The return greetings finished before Sean spoke again, “Truestrike isn’t Sharpeyes, but I want you all together when Trisha and I leave for the duel. If you have to step outside, go in pairs, at least.”

“We will, Sean,” Rumia said first, the others quickly agreeing.

“Once breakfast is over, we have to go. Jutt, Jott, Arla, I’m sorry I won’t be up to read to you this tenday.”

“We understand, Sean,” Arla said. “We’ll be staying at the manor with the clan that’s still here.”

“I’ll make sure the clan is patrolling the manor with the cuons,” Onim said.

“The clan near Truestrike’s manor will stay there, ready to assist as needed,” Ven added.

The door opened, admitting the cooks. “We went with something simple this morning,” Glorina said as she brought the cart to the head of the table. “Pancakes with bacon on the side, sir.”

“One of my favorites,” Sean smiled softly. “Thank you, ladies.”

“We do have some choice of toppings for those who’d like them,” Mona beamed. “A couple of different fruit compotes.”

“Some whipped cream, caramel sauce, and chocolate drizzle are options, too,” Lona added.

Sean served himself a big stack of pancakes, spreading butter on them before drowning them in syrup. He just grinned when he heard Trisha’s inhaled shock over the amount of syrup he’d used. He caught Glorina’s eye and gave her a wink before adding bacon to his plate.

“He always does that,” Fiona told Trisha. “It’s his one vice.”

“Not entirely true,” Felora murmured.

Sean’s cheeks heated, but it was far from the deep red he’d have been a year ago. Seeing the subdued response to her comment, Felora pouted. “That’s what happens if you tease me too much,” Sean said around the bite of food.

“Which is why we need to temper ourselves,” Fiona said. “So we can keep him blushing for decades to come.”

That got Sean to roll his eyes, but earned laughter from the rest of the table. The moment again helped ease some tension. Even Trisha snickered, feeling a little better about what might happen later.

~ * ~ * ~

When it was finally time to go, Sean stood up from the table first. “We’ll be leaving soon. I remember the first big fight that loomed before us back in Hearthglen… You all stood behind me as Bonded. It was shortly after that when Tiska boldly asked for a Life Bond.”

Tiska blushed, but smiled brightly.

“You backed me when I went after Denmur, and again when Sharpeyes was killed, even when it cost us more family.”

“Mother is happier now,” Rumia murmured.

“I’m glad of that, but I never want to lose another family member again. We’ve agreed on when you can become wives, but today… today feels like I should take another step toward acceptance.”

“We agree with whatever you have planned, Sean,” Fiona said.

“I will give each of you a small kiss. Your faith in me has never wavered, even with the worry I know you feel. In time, you’ll join my wives, but today, accept this promise that I’ll return to you.” Every staff member shot to their feet, but Sean held up his hands. “I’ll come to you.”

It took time to go around the table, but he made sure each got the kiss they wanted. He held a horn for each of the twins, leaving them feeling weak in the knees. For the maids, his hand gently gripped the back of their necks, leaving them flushed in the face; it reminded them of his place as their alpha. Prita got something different, as she wasn’t related to canine stock. Sean cupped her cheeks sweetly, instead. The cooks got the bases of an ear rubbed as extra affection during their turns. Arliat got Sean’s hand full on her rear, his thumb right where her tail used to be. For Rumia, Sean held her hand to his chest, letting her feel his heartbeat.

Stepping back from them, Sean smiled gently. “Ladies, I do love you. Keep the home safe. We’ll be back as soon as Truestrike is dead. Nothing will keep me from coming back to you.”

Bowed heads and whispered words sent a jolt up Sean’s spine, their prayers infusing him with power. His eyes burned with black-white flames for a moment before they lapsed back to normal. With the power of his family behind him, he felt ready to pay back the man who’d put him on the road of death he’d walked since his first days in this world.

Sean then went to his wives, giving them reassuring kisses. Each was different in what they liked most, but Sean gave them what it was they loved. They ranged from deeply passionate for Felora to slow, sweet, and lingering for Andrea. Stepping back from Fiona, the last he’d kissed, he looked over the entire room one more time.

“We’ll return as swiftly as we can. Have faith.”

“We do, Sean,” Fiona said.

The pulse of faith had the flames burn in his eyes again. He looked at Trisha, who inhaled sharply. She followed him when he strode from the room, heading toward a duel that was long overdue.




 

Chapter Forty-nine

The flames in Sean’s eyes had died away before they reached the Bloodheart estate. Sean had barely pulled into the yard when Flandril came out of the manor. The Lord was in his full armor with a sheathed sword and shield in hand. Sean motioned Flandril into the back, next to Trisha.

“Only a breastplate, Sean?” Flandril asked as he shut the door.

“I have my full armor,” Sean said. “Don’t worry if you don’t see anything but the breastplate.”

“Very well,” Flandril said. “This will be the most comfortable ride I’ve ever had while in full armor.”

“No doubt,” Sean laughed as he got the car rolling. “Thank you again for being my second.”

“It will be an honor. Truestrike’s Talent is not something to trifle with, but I believe you will win.”

“Sean won’t fear that Talent,” Trisha said softly. “I’ve helped him find a way to stop it from being as deadly as it should be.”

“Have you, now?” Flandril asked. “My daughter has only had good things to say about you, Trisha. I apologize for the comments I might have said in years past about you. I’ve learned that my opinions were wrong, based on categorically false rumors.”

Trisha’s head tilted slightly, not having expected such an apology. “I accept, Lord.”

“Flandril. Call me Flandril. Sean has impressed upon me that a little informality with friends is fine. Evelyn calls you a friend, so I will, as well.”

Trisha’s smile was pained for a moment. “Thank you, Flandril. To think it only took me losing everything I cherished in life to finally find friends…”

“You didn’t lose them,” Sean said, keeping his eyes on the road. “Everything you cherished was taken from you. There’s a difference in those statements.”

“Yes,” Flandril nodded. “To lose them might imply you let them go. Having them taken from you shows that it wasn’t your fault that they are no longer with you.”

“Strange, isn’t it?” Trisha asked softly. “Sean makes everyone reevaluate their lives, normally helping them find a better path forward. It’s only those who stand in his way, harming those he loves, that find their lives shattered. Maybe that ability to change things is why my life fragmented so thoroughly… but I don’t blame him. I know with whom the true blame lies.”

“Lord Truestrike hurt many people to get to where he was before Sean arrived. How it must’ve felt like the coming of the end when every plan he’d carefully arranged started to come crashing down… You would know him best. How vexed would he have been?”

Trisha smiled; it was a cold, yet happy smile. “Very. He would have broken things and yelled when only the servants were near to hear. A few would catch the edge of his wrath, which is sad for them. I wish I had been near him to hear more of it. It was only on the night of the gala that I heard any at all. He chastised me for my actions on the dance floor, but it was Sean being praised that really angered him.”

Sean listened as he drove; he’d never heard this story before.

“The curses were snarled in anger. He said many unkind things about your parents, Sean.”

“I’m sure,” Sean said dryly.

“He mentioned looking for ‘the leak in his circle who had helped you.’”

“You know that wouldn’t have worked,” Sean laughed.

“I do now, but back then, I was furious that someone would help you,” Trisha said. “I was still certain that Velin had told me the truth, that you were the reason Darragh died. When I offered to help him find the informant, he laughed at me, then turned his anger on me for causing trouble. When I was summoned to the Advisor, he was even angrier with me. He was sure you’d found leverage on the Advisor, but couldn’t find out how or what. His mole with her staff had nothing to help him. When his informant was discovered, he quickly cut all ties with them, making sure to muddy the trail so it couldn’t be proven.”

“How did he manage that? Mackenzie had the Truthsayer looking into it.”

“I’m almost certain Luka was the one who went between the two. He would have been able to reach her and mesmerize her into helping.”

“Fucking Vampires,” Sean grumbled.

“I think I’m missing large chunks of information,” Flandril said.

“You are,” Sean agreed. “Long story short is that Truestrike had the Greater Vampire under his control. The Vampire’s name was Luka, and I killed him.”

“I’d like a bit more prose for this story, please?”

“Trisha, if you want to tell him about Luka, I’ll jump in at the end to explain his death.”

“I can do that,” Trisha said. “Luka has been a retainer for the House since shortly after Darragh’s Shame…”

~ * ~ * ~

“That is a story for the ages,” Flandril said as they approached Truestrike’s manor. “Do you plan on killing…? No. You know his sword will be able to pop the bubble.”

“It’ll be a sword fight that he’ll lose. I’m sure he’s always counted on his Talent over skill,” Sean said. “The only thing I don’t know is what other cards he has up his sleeves to pull out to stack the deck.”

“Hmm… you’ve accounted for the ones you know about, correct?”

“Yes, and a few I think he’ll have, but without clear proof of them.”

“Then you’ve done all you can,” Flandril shrugged. “Trying to pin down every eventuality is impossible. You’ve done what you can, made the plans you could, and now, you must wait for the moment of conflict to begin.”

“True enough,” Sean admitted. “I see a couple of other cars behind us. Looks like we’ll all be arriving about the same time.”

“Probably for the best,” Flandril said. “I will make sure his blade is clear of poison, but everything after that is up to you.”

“Have faith in him, Flandril,” Trisha said softly. “I do.”

“I believe that Sean will win. I just wonder how it will happen.”

They lapsed into silence to finish the last part of the drive.

When Sean pulled up to the gates, one of the liveried guards— one who’d been there when Sean had attacked Luka— tensed upon seeing him. The man moved carefully around to the driver’s side of the vehicle. “Lord MacDougal?”

“That’s me. I have Lord Bloodheart accompanying me and Trisha Truestrike.”

The guard looked into the back before nodding stiffly. “The space for the duel is set around back, Lord. Pull around there.”

“I’ll pull in and wait for them,” Sean said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

The guard looked down the road to where the other cars were coming their way. “Fine with me.”

~ * ~ * ~

It didn’t take long for everyone to arrive and pull around the back. When Sean got out of the car he was in full armor except for his helm, which he’d discreetly put on the seat beside him when he got out. Reaching back in, he grabbed his helm, Dark Cutter in a scabbard, and his shield. He strapped the scabbard on, hooked the shield onto his back, and carried the helm under his arm before he turned to the others.

“Good afternoon to you all,” Sean smiled.

Major Ironfist stared at Sean’s armor. “What metal is that? It’s not bright enough to be mithril.”

“Mithril and adamantine; mixes the lightweight nature of mithril with the density of adamantine. I made it myself, Shaped to fit.”

“That would be a good set, if not as strong as adamantine alone.”

“I find it’s better simply because it’s lighter. It lets me keep all my agility and speed that way.”

Ironfist nodded slowly. “Hmm, yes… maybe you have a point there.”

“Lord MacDougal,” Mackenzie said, getting out of the car behind Ironfist, “I do hope you and Lord Truestrike fight honorably.”

“I will, but I can’t say he will,” Sean replied. He looked at the two scribes getting out on the other side of the car Mackenzie had come in. “At least the witnesses for the duel will make sure everything is noted.”

The second car with Mackenzie disgorged six of her guards, one of them being Captain Stoutheart. The captain gave Sean a nod of his head, suitably impressed with the armor Sean had on.

“I hope you kill him quickly,” Minerva said as she got out of her own vehicle. “I do apologize, Advisor, but I had to have my driver bring me.”

“The only one of us who didn’t seems to be MacDougal,” Mackenzie said. “I might have stated my instructions a bit too sternly. Your driver could have driven you.”

“She would have preferred that, but I wasn’t going to go against your order, Advisor.”

“Only a fool would,” Lord Fireheart said, climbing out of his vehicle with his daughter behind him. “We’re all here except for Lord Truestrike and Lord Rockshield.”

The sound of a door opening got all of them to look toward the back of the manor. Lord Rockshield was in his normal finery, but carried two sheathed swords. Truestrike had on adamantine armor, his helm under his arm as he advanced on the group.

“Advisor and other guests,” Truestrike said stiffly. “You can see the fighting area has been prepared.” He nodded to a section of the yard with clearly marked corners— it was a generous hundred yards square.

Sean extended Earth Manipulation to check the ground, but didn’t find any traps hidden in the area. He did frown slightly when he brushed the barrier around the outbuilding on the far side of the fighting zone. That must be the place the clan told me about, Sean thought. I wonder when he’ll spring the surprise from it? Interesting that I can’t sense what’s inside.

“Lords MacDougal and Truestrike, you are here to settle a dispute in the oldest tradition we have,” Mackenzie said formally. “Major Ironfist will adjudicate the fight and provide the barrier to keep us safe. You may unleash your full Talents at each other. Do you have anything you wish to say for the Queens to read later?”

Both scribes held their clipboards with a stylus in hand, waiting to record anything said. Their eyes were focused on each of the fighters.

“Just that Lord MacDougal isn’t fit to be a Knight, much less a Lord, and definitely not a High Lord. I will prove here that this sham of a man is nothing but tricks, lies, and hot air,” Truestrike sneered, putting his helmet on and drawing the twin swords that Rockshield held out for him. He turned, striding to the fighting area without waiting for Sean to speak.

“I’m sorry for the discord that has come to Accord. It was never my intent to cause unrest. All I wanted was to face the man who had Darragh Axehand killed for Dark Cutter. In doing so, I foiled every plan he had to pull down Commander Queensblood, including riots, food shortages, and worse. I removed his pawns, two of whom were a corrupt guard major and a Greater Vampire. If I hadn’t come when I had, Accord would be in far worse condition than it is today. This duel will put to rest the troubles that Lord Truestrike caused.” Sean said the whole thing calmly, then put his helm on. Pulling his shield off his back, he slipped his arm into the strap and took hold of the carry handle. With that done, he started toward the fighting area, pulling Dark Cutter from the scabbard at his waist.

A fleeting image of a hungry hound came to Sean, and he smiled back at the sentient sword. It knew who Sean was fighting and was looking forward to killing Truestrike as much as— if not more than— Sean was.

Major Ironfist trailed Sean. He kept his face blank, but inside, he prayed to the Queens that MacDougal would win. Ironfist hated Truestrike; the arrogant Lord had tried to harm the Advisor on his watch. Sure, it hadn’t been with physical violence to her person, but his actions, which Mackenzie had confirmed, would have hurt her standing with the Queens when they returned. Today would either be a bright day for Accord, or the start of a new darkness.




 

Chapter Fifty

Sean faced Truestrike from twenty feet away in the center of the arena. Both men glared at each other as they waited for Major Ironfist to begin the duel. Start with some fire when he approaches? Might be for the best, as he’ll coat both of his swords. I can parry one, but the other will be a problem. Hmm… I can slide to my right as I parry. My reflexes should be enough to get me out of the way of his right sword. Or, we flip the script on him since he thinks dual-wielding will work… Sean worked through ideas as they waited.

Ironfist strode to stand between the men, looking at each before he turned to the crowd. “Seconds, come inspect the weapons.”

Rockshield and Flandril came forward to do as instructed.

Since Sean had a moment, he Shaped his shield, letting the metal flow to his will. It didn’t take long for him to produce a near match to Dark Cutter in design.

“Objection, proctor,” Truestrike sneered. “Keep his equipment from shifting. It’ll be the only way to know he hasn’t secreted poison into either weapon. I’m all for using Talents, but mine can’t slip poison or iron in.”

Ironfist frowned, but looked at Sean. “He has a valid point, Lord.”

“I won’t Shape my weapons again,” Sean said.

“All your gear, including your armor,” Truestrike spat. “His armor should be checked for iron, too. He’s Human after all. It’s not like it would hurt him.”

“I’m not the coward who has others kill for him!” Sean snapped back. “Major, you may inspect my armor. I don’t trust Rockshield.”

“Lord?” Ironfist asked, turning to Truestrike.

“If that will keep him from Shaping, I accept,” Truestrike smirked.

“My not being able to Shape my gear won’t save you,” Sean said levelly. “Will Lord Fireheart make sure Lord Truestrike doesn’t cheat while the proctor inspects my armor, please?”

“I will,” Fireheart said, stepping forward. “I want this duel to be without question when it ends.”

Truestrike’s lips thinned, but he just stood there.

Sean handed off his weapons to Flandril with a mental command to Dark Cutter to behave. Flandril hefted both swords, surprised that they were almost identical in weight. He’d seen the wood-backed shield become one of the blades, so he’d expected it to be lighter than the other one. He held them as Sean pulled pieces of his armor off for Ironfist to check.

Because of the delay with checking his armor, it took far longer for the weapons to be checked over. Rockshield took his time to inspect Sean’s swords, running his finger down the flat of both before looking intently at his digit. When he couldn’t find any problems, he handed the swords back.

“He’ll kill you after he carves you to pieces,” Rockshield murmured with dark glee.

Sean snorted, not replying as he hefted both swords. After a second, he switched hands with them. It didn’t matter, but it would give Truestrike something to think about.

“Now that the weapons and armor have been checked,” Ironfist said, “we can begin the duel. According to the ancient ways, this duel is to the death. There is no yielding. The only reason either of you should stop is if I call for it, and I will only interject if someone breaks the rules. For this duel, that currently consists of no Shaping of Lord MacDougal’s gear. Lords, do you both agree to fight?”

“Gladly,” Truestrike said, energy coursing down both of the swords he was holding.

Sean smiled darkly as he pushed energy into both of his swords, too. “Let’s do this.”

There was shock from everyone but Trisha when Sean’s swords lit up. Where Truestrike’s held a black nimbus, Sean’s swords were coated with white energy. It was as if diametrically opposed forces had come to clash, using these two as proxies.

Major Ironfist began stepping backward from the pair, his voice muted as he chanted something under his breath. When he reached the edge of the marked area, he exhaled strongly, a barrier of lightly-shimmering gold encompassing the space. “Fight!”

Truestrike wasn’t sure what trick Sean had, but he didn’t hesitate— nothing had ever withstood his Talent before. Sean stepped forward to meet him, a grim smile in place, not planning on holding himself back. When the swords crashed into each other, the energy on them winked out. The shock in Truestrike’s eyes made Sean laugh.

“Now, you die,” Sean said simply as he kicked.

There was the loud sound of metal twisting as Truestrike got flung the length of the arena. Sean’s laughter filled the air as he stalked toward Truestrike.

“You killed my friends, plotted to hurt my family, cut the only decent part of your family out of your home… You are a failure, Truestrike,” Sean said when his laughter died.

Truestrike sat up slowly, his hand running down his broken breastplate. As it did, the metal ran like water falling away. Staggering to his feet as the rest of his armor sloughed off, Truestrike screamed, becoming Trollish.

“Trolls die to me. It won’t save you,” Sean said as he closed the last few feet. Just when he was within reach, he lunged to skewer the other man.

Truestrike vanished from sight, and Sean grunted as his lunge was pushed to the side. A moment later, he was kicked and sent flying. He didn’t go far, and his armor wasn’t broken, he got back to his feet and summoned Mage Sight to one eye.

“Camo? I know how it works,” Sean said, turning to follow Truestrike’s concealed form. “I also have Mage Sight. Fireball!” The bead of flame flew from the tip of Sean’s sword to explode where Truestrike stood.

Instead of the roar of pain and rage he expected, Sean grimaced at the barrier that sprung up, shielding Truestrike from the flames. He knew the chance of ending the fight via fire was now a dead end for him.

“Fool!” Truestrike roared. “Simpleton! The game is played! It is the only way! You will die today!”

Sean felt the power of Titan’s Wrath flowing through him, the fight having gone on long enough for the Talent to kick in. “Let’s see about that.”

The two rushed each other, and the sound of metal against metal echoing in the air. Truestrike had kept his swords, which was the only reason the fight continued. Sean still managed to gash him several times before a thick wall of stone separated them. He was able to dodge backward from the spiked wall, so it only scratched across his armor.

Sean leapt into the air, his wings blazing. He looked down over the wall at Truestrike, who was pulling something from around his neck. His manic smile was not what Sean expected to see. He ignored it as he streaked down to impale Truestrike, wanting the fight done, which is why the lightning striking his chest caught him completely by surprise. The impact was enough to push Sean back onto the far side of the wall. The current of electricity also locked his muscles up, so Sean slammed into the stone barrier. Spikes shattered and broke against his armor, the fragments lacerating his face as he crashed to the ground.

The wall then fell over onto Sean. Everyone watching winced, as the wall had to weigh more than anyone could possibly withstand landing on them. Anger burned in some eyes as Truestrike walked across the wall toward the onlookers, laughing as he strolled.

“Maybe not as elegant as I’d have preferred, but this duel is over,” Truestrike said.

“The fight isn’t over, Father!” Trisha spat after she’d looked down at her wrist. She raised her arm where the thick band of a Bond was visible on her wrist. “My Bond with him still holds.”

That stunned everyone, as no one had considered that a Bond could show if one of the fighters was still alive. Truestrike snarled in anger as he spun around to face the wall, shrinking it down so the stone spikes plunged into the ground where Sean had been.

Everyone’s eyes widened when Sean rose from the ground a dozen yards on the far side of the spiked wall, his wings glowing brightly. His armor was broken in places, but it was obvious he hadn’t been crushed the way a normal Human would have been.

“Just because I can’t move briefly doesn’t mean my Talents don’t work,” Sean said, coating his swords with energy again.

“No!” Truestrike screamed, backing up to the barrier, then tearing another necklace off. “Fine! I will use my Beast Tamer Talent!” As he said that, he coated one of his swords in energy and stabbed the barrier surrounding the duel grounds, breaking it.

Sean flew at Truestrike, but he had to twist away as another bolt of lightning shot out at him. That delay allowed the barrier to fall completely. The moment it came down, the outbuilding exploded.

It wasn’t truly an explosion, but the hot lance of fire tearing through one whole wall before the rest was broken down caused the same effect. Sean was engulfed by the fire, falling from the air as his armor melted onto his body and his flesh was boiled away.

“Cimmacrinth, eat him!” Truestrike snarled.

Everyone froze as a dragon flapped its black wings to shake the ruined building off it. This was no mere drake, but a full dragon. None of them were thought to still exist in the world, as the Queens had killed dozens when the world was young. The beast stalked forward to where the ruined man lay. Cimmacrinth hated eating armored people— they were too tough for him to enjoy, but he did love ones that’d been cooked by his breath.

Sean’s whole being ached with unimaginable pain. He’d seen the fire just before it had hit him. He’d been too slow to bring an entropy barrier up, and now, he paid for that. His body was working to heal him, and all his energy was focused on just doing that, but his armor was interfering as it mixed with his ruined flesh… but he didn’t need to unmix them, did he? He could just absorb them and add them to his bones. After all, they were already composed of similar metals.

Trisha’s mouth hung open as she stared at the monstrous being walking calmly across the yard to eat Sean. What does it matter now? He died the moment the flame… she trailed off in her thought, looking back down at her wrist. The black band was still there. “But… how?” The words were a bare whisper.

Minerva tore her eyes from the dragon, lamenting the death of a great man when Trisha’s words caught her attention. Jerking slightly, she saw the band still vividly on Trisha’s wrist, and her breath caught. No one except the Queens themselves should have survived that breath, yet she saw the band, proving that Sean was still alive.

Mackenzie bowed her head— her gamble had failed. She’d sided a little more with Sean than she should have. When the Queens came back and raised Truestrike up, they would chastise her for her foolishness. The man hadn’t been the Harbinger after all; he’d been a failure, just like her.

Rockshield was laughing in delight, moving forward to clap Truestrike on the back. “Wonderful, Lord Truestrike! Absolutely amazing! You will be lauded by the Queens!”

Sean’s realization let his energy work faster. The metal was pulled past his ruined flesh to his bones, overlaying them with more metal, creating a better mix of adamantine and mithril. His muscles began to regrow the moment the armor was removed, but his energy was emptying faster than it ever had before. Suddenly, more energy flooded his soul. He knew, without a doubt, that his wives had felt his need, feeding him the souls of past enemies to help him now. His body took the energy and not only used it to heal, but sped up the process, burning faster than ever.

“The duel is ov—”

“No!” Minerva cut Ironfist off forcefully. “He still lives! The Bond is still there!” All eyes spun to Trisha, whose arm was being held aloft by Minerva. A vicious smile was on the High Lady’s lips. “Until he dies, the fight continues. Those are the rules, if we don’t call Lord Truestrike out for using a dragon.”

“Cimmacrinth! Eat him now!” Truestrike yelled, fear gripping his heart when he saw an unarmored Sean getting to his feet. “NOW!”

Cimmacrinth felt the command impact his being. The Life Bond he’d made decades past forced him to comply. On the plus side, the one he was to eat was no longer armored. With two fast steps, Cimmacrinth lunged to snap Sean up.

Sean got to his feet just in time to catch the dragon’s jaws as they tried to close on him. Black-white flames burned in his eyes, then spread to cover his naked body. “Bad boy!”

Cimmacrinth’s eyes bulged— no mortal had ever been able to stop him. He was a dragon, not some mere drake, yet the morsel he’d been about to devour now held his jaws apart, gripping them tightly enough that he couldn’t pull them away either.

Sean pushed the maw away and then slammed it closed, breaking one of Cimmacrinth’s teeth off. Staring into each other’s eyes, the dragon felt the weight of a god’s will pressing down on him. Sean could see the Life Bond marking clearly as Mage Sight came back, even though it blended with his scales perfectly.

“Do you want your freedom, dragon?” Sean asked.

Cimmacrinth couldn’t open his mouth, but he was able to barely nod.

Sean used the energy pouring in from his wives to grab Cimmacrinth’s Life Bond. With his soul behind it, Sean tore the Bond apart like taffy. “Then be free.”

Truestrike staggered back at the backlash of the Life Bond breaking. “No…! No! Impossible! Life Bonds cannot be broken!”

Mackenzie jerked at those words; she’d been transfixed by Sean manhandling the dragon, treating it as if the massive, destructive beast was a mere lizard. “Life Bond? That wasn’t allowed, Truestrike. Bonded weren’t allowed to fight. The duel is over. Major, Truestrike broke the rules and loses by default.”

“Yes, Advisor,” Ironfist said. “The duel is—!” He cut off as the Troll-infused Lord spun on him, his twin blades glowing darkly as they split the major into pieces.

Rockshield was equally unlucky, as Truestrike’s spin on Ironfist had cut him in half, as well. The shocked Lord gasped in horror, his life quickly snuffed out.

Flandril darted ahead of the group watching with his sword out, even though he knew it was pointless. He couldn’t stop the Talent that cut through everything, but he could buy them some time to flee. The Advisor’s guards joined him, ready to give their lives for her.

Sean let go of Cimmacrinth, barely grabbing Dark Cutter, before he rocketed toward the massacre— he’d never make it in time to save everyone. He saw Flandril and the majority of the guards bisected like soft butter, unable to close the distance instantly.

The others didn’t run; they threw every bit of power they could at Truestrike, knowing they’d never get away in time. Minerva conjured a sword of pure energy that managed to deflect one of Truestrike’s blades for just long enough to push it away from her. Trisha grabbed one of the fallen swords, coating it in her family Talent and joining the fight to try to kill her father.

Mackenzie backed up, but she didn’t flee, nor did the two scribes. All three joined hands and Mackenzie pulled energy from the pair, doing something she thought she’d never do— she wrought one of the Queens’ spells.

Captain Stoutheart lost his shield arm, but managed to plunge his sword into Truestrike’s gut before he was kicked away, his ribs shattering from the strength of it. Minerva’s leg was lopped off when her conjured sword failed to stand up to a second parry, and Trisha was staggered back from her second attempt to parry her father’s enhanced strike.

That was all the time it took for Mackenzie to finish the spell. Truestrike froze, his eyes wide and his mouth pulled back in a snarl. His whole body was being locked in place as the Queens’ spell— one used to encase failed Advisors in stone— pushed down on him. It shattered abruptly when the energy touched one of Truestrike’s swords; it still held the family Talent to cut all things, shearing through the spell. Both the scribes and Mackenzie collapsed as the backlash of the broken spell hit them.

All of them combined had bought enough time for Sean to reach Truestrike. The enraged Lord Truestrike spun as he’d seen the light growing behind him, yanking the sword out of his gut at the same time. Their enchanted swords canceled each other out as Sean physically hit Truestrike, sending them both tumbling away from the others.

Sean jumped back to his feet with Dark Cutter still in his hand. Truestrike climbed back to his feet with both swords. Sneering at Sean, he saw that he had the advantage.

“Now, you all die, and I’ll tell the sad story of your treachery! How you killed everyone here,” Truestrike laughed.

His laughter cut off suddenly as a glowing sword punched through his chest, then ripped upward. The shower of blood and brains covered Trisha, who was revealed when Truestrike’s lifeless body tumbled to the ground. She dropped her own sword, bending over to vomit unintentionally, but poetically, on the remains of her father.

“I need to heal the others…!” Sean said as he rushed back to save lives.

Trisha spat the bile from her mouth, then gagged again at the sight of what she’d done. She turned away from the gore, moving slowly for a few steps. “Your treachery is finally over, Father…” Her words were filled with pain and sadness. Dropping to her knees, she fell backward to look up at the sky. “Darragh… my warrior king… did I do good?” Her vision blurred as she began to cry.




 

Chapter Fifty-one

Sean rushed back to the others, stopping at Minerva first because she was bleeding out. Grabbing her leg, he Shaped it back on, forcing her marrow to start replenishing her blood. With that done, he darted to Captain Stoutheart next. Reattaching his arm was easy, but he had to use even more energy than normal to stabilize the man who had been a hair’s breadth away from death.

Mackenzie groaned as she sat up, slightly dazed from the spell’s backlash. She’d never been warned what would happen if it failed. It was possible that the Queens hadn’t know, but she was certain they would soon. Both scribes let out pitiful sounds as they stirred. She saw Sean going among the dead, wondering what he was doing.

Sadness welled up in Sean— he wasn’t a Chooser, and he didn’t catch a single soul during the fight. He tried to put Flandril back together and was successful in knitting together his body, but when he reached out to yank the soul back, he couldn’t find it. He eventually had to call off the attempt when he felt his energy dip low again, his wives feeding him even more souls.

Gently laying Flandril down, Sean stood up. Seeing Mackenzie sitting up and the scribes stirring, he went to her side. “Can I check you?”

“Go ahead, but I’m fine. The spell backlashed on us when it touched Truestrike’s sword. I had no idea that could happen. The Queens will be told of his treachery, as well as the spell breaking.” Mackenzie coughed lightly, averting her gaze. “You might also wish to clothe yourself.”

Sean frowned, then went crimson. He’d been so caught up in events that he hadn’t realized he was still naked. Snatching up a cloak from the ground, he quickly Shaped some pants. “Sorry…” With his nethers covered, he reached out with Flesh Shaping, but as Mackenzie had said, she was shaken, but otherwise fine. “I’m sure you two are the same?” he addressed the scribes.

Both of them nodded, reaching for their clipboards— they had observations that had to be recorded.

Something large shifted, which got Sean to whirl on the sound. Cimmacrinth had started to slink away, but froze when Sean looked at him.

“Dragons were thought to be extinct,” Mackenzie said, climbing to her feet. “How did you come to work with Truestrike?”

The dragon growled out something, but Mackenzie didn’t understand it.

“He raised you just after you hatched?” Sean asked, having understood.

“I’ve only known him. He was harsh, but fed me, gave me a home, a hoard, and only asked me to do things on occasion. When I was old enough to speak, he Life Bonded me. I was so grateful to be alive that I agreed. I didn’t understand what it meant until decades later,” Cimmacrinth replied.

“You can speak to it?” Mackenzie asked Sean.

“It’s one of my gifts,” Sean said. “Truestrike found him as a hatchling and Life Bonded him. As you thought, him being used in the duel would’ve broken the rules.”

Mackenzie’s eyes went to the bisected remains of Ironfist. Sadness filled them for a moment before they hardened. “The dragon helped a Lord attack me. He shall die for that.”

Cimmacrinth roared, wings flaring out.

“Stop!” Sean snapped at him.

Cimmacrinth felt the same pressure from before weigh on him, and he meekly lowered his head to the ground.

“He wasn’t at fault,” Sean said.

“That doesn’t matter,” Mackenzie said. “While the crime was Truestrike’s, the dragon must still die. They are too dangerous to allow near civilization. Besides, he was Life Bonded. He’ll die soon, anyway.”

Sean’s lips pursed. “If he is to die, may I keep him until he does? There’s much I could learn from him.”

Mackenzie paused, then looked at the scribes. “Ruling request: a dying Life Bonded given to the one who saved my life?”

“Acceptable,” both scribes said in unison. To Sean, it was creepy that they’d done so without seeming to notice how in sync they were.

“Lord MacDougal, in recognition of you helping save my life, I give you the life of the dragon,” Mackenzie said.

Sean turned back to Cimmacrinth. “You’ve heard that you should die.”

“Yes. You broke my previous Bond and are powerful enough to be seen as my liege.” Cimmacrinth inhaled slowly, then spoke with power, “I give myself unto your care. My wings will fly you to safety or into battle. My scales will protect you from harm. My teeth will rend your foes. I, Cimmacrinth, offer my Life Bond to you, MacDougal.”

Sean hadn’t expected the dragon to offer a Life Bond, but he realized it’d be for the best— Mackenzie might want the dragon’s death again later when he didn’t keel over in a day or two. Speaking so Mackenzie and the scribes could understand him, Sean replied. “I, Sean MacDougal, accept your Life Bond. I will nurture you, show you a better way to live, and protect you as I do all the other Life Bonded in my family, Cimmacrinth.”

Mackenzie frowned. “MacDougal, the dragon had a broken Life Bond. You can’t save him by offering him a new one.”

Sean shrugged. “It never hurts to try. Either way, he’s Life Bonded to me now.”

“Truestrike cost the city much,” Mackenzie said, changing the topic away from Cimmacrinth. She was no longer sure she was right about what she’d said.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save Ironfist,” Sean said softly. “I liked him.”

“I wish Ironfist had survived. He’s been with me since I became Advisor,” Mackenzie said softly, pain filling her eyes again before she looked away from his remains. “Thank you for saving Stoutheart. He almost joined his mentor, but he survived and will be promoted to major.” She cleared her throat. “Can you at least put them back together? I want them to be presentable when I give them to their families, if possible.”

“Your guards, yes. I won’t do that for Rockshield or Truestrike.”

“That is fine.” Mackenzie looked over her shoulder. “You killed him?”

“No. Trisha did. She stabbed him from behind,” Sean said as he went to put the guards’ bodies back together. “She deserves the credit for ending his rampage.”

“Hmm… does she now?” Mackenzie’s lips twitched. “I will find a suitable reward for her.”

“What do you want me to do with the bodies once they’re whole?” Sean asked.

A group of Truestrike’s guards came around the manor at that moment. Seeing the carnage, they froze in place. None of them wanted to catch the attention of the Advisor, but they’d already failed.

“You lot, come here,” Mackenzie said flatly.

All twelve men swallowed before marching slowly to her; they were sure they were about to join the Lord they served.

“You will take the dead, once MacDougal is done, and place them in a cool place until the Flamehair family comes to collect them. You are to stay at your posts until the head of the family comes to take control of the manor. Make sure the other staff are notified, as well.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the one who appeared to be the leader saluted.

“Get some stretchers,” Sean said. He was kneeling among the dead, reattaching limbs, having to check over one to make sure he put the correct bodies together. “It’ll be easier that way.”

“Yes, Lord,” the guard said, a little green as he watched Sean casually pick up a severed arm with a thoughtful expression.

“Mac… Advisor,” Sean called out, correcting himself on her name, as the scribes were still recording things, “can Cimmacrinth stay here for a bit? I doubt I can get him into the city without causing panic.”

“Hmm, yes. That might be best. You should be aware that dragon scales are highly prized for armor. When he dies, make sure to not waste the resource.”

“Sure thing,” Sean said, knowing that Cimmacrinth wouldn’t be dying anytime soon.

Minerva stirred, sitting up slowly. “Winter’s tits… Is it over?”

“Yes,” Sean said, reattaching a leg to one body. “I got your leg back on and healed you.”

Minerva looked down at her legs, flexing each. “Thank you, Sean. I will repay that later.” She looked around to spot Truestrike and Trisha. “Oh, Queens… did he kill his daughter, too?”

“Huh? No. She killed him. I think she just passed out from emotional stress.”

“I remember seeing Bloodheart killed…” Minerva said, then shook her head. “You’re putting the dead back together?”

“So their families can say goodbye without seeing them like they were,” Sean said, not bringing up that he’d tried to bring Flandril back to life.

“MacDougal,” Mackenzie said, “I will be leaving, but I will be taking Stoutheart and Trisha Truestrike with me. I will summon you tomorrow. Be prepared.”

“Sure thing,” Sean said as he reattached a head onto one of the guards.

“High Lady, if you would help me collect the pair?” Mackenzie asked.

“Of course,” Minerva said, getting to her feet.

When Sean was alone, Ven zipped in. “Sean, your family is fine. Two of the clan died in the fire. We’re sorry we couldn’t warn you ahead of time.”

“Not your fault, Ven. Thank you for telling me the family is okay. At least he didn’t attack them at the same time.”

“What are we going to do with the newest addition?” Ven asked slowly.

“That’s something to figure out…” Sean sighed. “Cimmacrinth, what do you eat?”

“Meat, all kinds. I need a half to a full cow a day to stay healthy.”

“Ven, arrange with Fiona to have a dozen cows sent out here for him, please.”

“The message is sent,” Ven said, knowing his cadre was nearby and would handle it.

“Dozens of Fairies… not too surprised,” Minerva said, coming back his way. “They didn’t find out about the dragon, did they?”

“No. The barn was warded. I couldn’t see inside it, either.”

“A Greater Vampire killed and a dragon subdued…” Minerva murmured. “Perhaps you are the Huntsman as well as the Harbinger, Sean.”

“Nope. Not interested,” Sean said as he finished the last body, which was Ironfist’s. Standing up, he met her eyes. “I have all the wives and potential wives I want.”

“I wonder how the Queens will feel about that,” Minerva said.

“Fuck them if they can’t accept it,” Sean said flatly. “I’d just as soon avoid them, but I know that’s impossible.”

“Oh, yes. They would hunt you down if you tried.”

“I’ll settle in, raise my family, and hope that, when they do arrive in Accord, they understand.”

“Maybe a bit too hopeful, but,” Minerva straightened to her full height, “I will back you, Sean. You saved my life, which is a debt that will be paid. When you are summoned to the Queens, I will be there to offer my support.”

“I’d rather have a friend than a debtor,” Sean said. “I’ll accept the help, though. Gods know that it’ll be in short supply.”

“I think not. Every noble in Accord will want to be your friend now.”

“No. They want to use me. Real friends aren’t just there when things are good; they’re there beside you when things are bad too.”

Minerva’s smile was real. “My husband once thought similarly. I am sad the pair of you never got to meet. The Queensblood family will accept the friendship of House MacDougal and return it in kind. Are you heading home now?”

Sean looked over the field of the dead, then shook his head. “Not yet. I need to speak with Cimmacrinth, first.”

“Very well. Be safe, Sean.”

“Be safe, Minerva.”

That left Sean alone with the dead for a moment before Truestrike’s guards came back to start hauling bodies away. He ignored them as he advanced on Cimmacrinth, who was still laying down.

“Let’s talk about your life,” Sean said.




 

Chapter Fifty-two

Sean grabbed his enchanted bag from the car to get some spare clothing to dress. Once he was fully covered, he Shaped a chair out of stone and took a seat so he could speak to Cimmacrinth. “Tell me your story.”

“Yes, Lord. I—”

“Sean. Call me Sean. I don’t go by titles. I will accept sir, but no Lord, Master, or other titles.”

“As you decree, sir. Uh, my story is not terribly long. I’ve been Life Bonded to Lord Truestrike since my earliest memories. I stayed at a few locations he owned and was only let out on moonless nights to fly. Other than those moments, he’d send me with one of his minions who could use Camo to kill people he wanted gone.”

“How many?” Sean asked.

“At least sixty, though I lost count after the second dozen.”

“You were the one who caused the fire in Accord?”

“Yes. I flew in, ignited the warehouses, and left. The Camo can only hold for a few hours at most.”

“No one saw you?” Sean asked incredulously.

“Two farmers did as I returned to the manor, but I ate them.”

“You ate them?” Sean asked coldly.

“I have, or had, to be kept secret. My orders were to kill anyone who saw me. I figured why waste the meat?”

Rubbing his face, Sean didn’t know what he was going to do with Cimmacrinth; the dragon showed no remorse for killing innocent people. “Where did he normally keep you?”

“He owns another property a few miles behind the manor. My home and horde are there. We will be collecting my horde, won’t we?” Cimmacrinth finally showed some concern when he asked the question.

“Your horde is more important than innocent people?” Sean asked.

Hearing the coldness in his voice, Cimmacrinth hesitated before answering. He’d learned that a displeased Lord would punish him. “To me, yes. My horde is needed for me to grow. As for the farmers, like I said, I was under orders.”

Exhaling slowly, Sean nodded. “We’ll collect your horde. No more killing innocents. That is strictly not allowed.”

Cimmacrinth winced as he felt the order take hold in him. “As you decree, sir.”

“You don’t need to hide anymore. It’ll soon become known you’re alive. If people try to harm you, you can defend yourself.” Sean paused. “Ven, please send Mackenzie a message. Ask if I can buy the property from the Truestrike estate that Cimmacrinth has used in the past. It would be best for him and the city.”

Ven came zipping over to Sean, taking a seat on his shoulder. “It’s sent, Sean.”

“Pests,” Cimmacrinth snorted.

“Ven is family,” Sean said the statement with finality.

“Uh… umm… yes. Of course, sir,” Cimmacrinth said slowly, again feeling Sean’s displeasure weighing on him.

“Look,” Sean sighed, “everything Truestrike had you doing will be stopping. You will be given as much freedom as I can give you that doesn’t get people killed. I’ll even add to your horde, but you need to learn to respect others.”

“Respect others?” Cimmacrinth asked slowly. “Why would I respect those who are beneath me?”

“I guess it’s time to prove a point. I’m sorry for this, Cimmacrinth. Ven, shoot him.”

Ven suddenly had their crossbow in hand. A fraction of a second later, Cimmacrinth roared in pain as his eye was destroyed. Sean reached out and slapped his hand to Cimmacrinth’s muzzle, instantly healing the damage.

Cimmacrinth panted, the pain having stopped suddenly after Sean touched him. Then, his sight came back. “What was that? How did my eye come back?”

“Ven is outfitted in the gear I have given all my family. Their crossbow fires pure energy which, as you found out, can hurt even you. As for your eye, I healed you, just like I reattached limbs earlier.”

“You can heal even eyes?” Cimmacrinth whispered in awe. “What of wings?”

“I can heal anything. It’s possible to even change body parts that someone doesn’t like. I’ve taken away and given tails before.”

Cimmacrinth’s eyes went wide. “Can you change my scale color?”

“Probably,” Sean said, reaching out to touch Cimmacrinth’s muzzle. “What color?”

“Gold!”

Sean chuckled as he focused on his Shaping. “Want to match your horde, hmm?”

“Gold is just so much prettier than black,” Cimmacrinth whispered, not wanting to disturb Sean’s work.

“It’s really down to your pigments. Yeah, I can do it, but not today. I’m wiped out.”

“Please, sir. I want that.”

“I’ll make it a point to do it for you,” Sean said. “Give me a few days, at least. Breaking your old Bond should have been impossible.”

“Except you aren’t bound by those rules. I can feel the energy in you. It is not mortal.”

“That’s my story, but for another day. Go back to your horde for now. I’ll visit again in a day or two, and I’ll change your scales then.”

“Yes, sir,” Cimmacrinth said.

Sean stood up, letting the earth reclaim the chair he’d made. “Do you know who brought your food to you?”

“An old man employed by Truestrike. I never asked his name.”

“Did he come out every day?”

“Yes.”

“Tell him to continue feeding you, but to bring the bills to me. I will gladly keep him paid if he keeps feeding you. You’ll have a couple of cows show up here for you in a day or two as well, just in case the man stops coming.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Sean patted Cimmacrinth’s head. “Be respectful to everyone. We’ll work on the rest later.”

Cimmacrinth kept his head still. It should’ve been demeaning to be treated like a pet, but he felt a surge of warmth instead. Perplexed, he was still lying there when Sean drove away from the manor.

~ * ~ * ~

“Sean, Mackenzie agreed and will have the deed to you as soon as she can. She called it ‘partial repayment for her life,’” Ven said, landing on the seat behind him as he left the manor behind.

“It’ll be dark when I get home. Send word ahead that I’m coming, please.”

“It’ll be done.”

“Let them know we’ll have a guest… I want someone to go to Evelyn. I want to explain to her about her father’s death and invite her to the manor after dinner,” Sean said somberly. “I can’t catch souls, but I should still be a conduit for them, at least. Flandril might be there.”

“I’ll go myself,” Ven said. “One of my seconds will fill in if you need more messages sent.”

“Thank you, Ven.”

“It is my joy to help you, Sean, even when the message is heartbreaking. I’ll return.”

That left Sean alone in the car, besides the Fairies in the compartment above his head. He’d had Flandril and Trisha with him on the way to Truestrike’s manor, and now, he had no one beside him.

“Life can be over with or change quickly…” Sean murmured. “Trisha will be okay, I hope. Felora can help her if she needs it… I’m fairly sure Mackenzie took Trisha so she could reinstate her as Lady Truestrike. I wonder how her son will take that? Probably badly, arrogant little punk that he is.”

Sean hoped that Cian would apologize and accept his mother back. It would likely be contentious at times, but maybe the young man could still learn to change for the better.

“Evelyn will be devastated. She did all she could for her father when he lost his hand. Then, he got it back only to die today…”

Sean felt responsible for Flandril’s death. It wasn’t reasonable, but emotions rarely were. He could’ve brought someone else with him to be his second. That thought, though, brought the list of likely others to mind, and each of them would’ve been vastly worse to have lost. Toivo dying would have crushed Amedee. Giralt’s death would be a tragedy, as he was finally going to be a father. Anyone but one of his Choosers would’ve been a terrible choice, but he’d been forbidden from bringing any of them.

“No… no, you weren’t. You could’ve brought Quinna or Quilla with you. Both of them could’ve spent souls to bring themselves back to life, possibly catching Ironfist’s soul, too.” The murmur was sorrow-filled. “I hope he finds a good resting place… I doubt he believed in me strongly enough to find my plane. Mackenzie felt something for him, too. I saw the pain in her eyes when she looked at his body.”

Memories of the fight came back, and he kept second-guessing his choices. If he’d acted differently in this moment or that, would the others still be alive? Had he done all he could, or had he been too passive yet again?

The questions plagued Sean until Ven landed beside him. “Sean, Evelyn will come over. She said, and this is her exact wording, ‘Sean, my father’s end would have come sooner or later. To die in battle, defending what is right, is what most Bloodhearts hope for as their end. My father died protecting the Advisor from treachery. Do not diminish his act.’ She was crying when she said it, but she was proud of him, too.”

Sean cleared his throat, scrubbing at his face with one hand. “Yeah… Got it.”

“I’ll make sure the others know it’s confirmed that Evelyn is coming over.”

“Thank you.”

“Sean, I agree with her,” Ven said, laying their hand on Sean’s arm. “Nothing that went wrong today was your fault. I watched the whole thing. You didn’t try playing with him or sparing him in any way. Most of your quick ways to kill him wouldn’t have worked. The fire didn’t touch him, and he could cut the entropy barrier like a soap bubble. He had tricks you weren’t prepared for, too, not the least of which was the dragon.”

“I was so sure it was cuons…” Sean exhaled. “I would’ve laughed, ordered them to stay back, and dealt with him. I wouldn’t have let them near him with those swords.”

“You had no idea he could fight dual-handed, either.”

“You’re right.”

“You nearly died,” Ven added. “You should’ve died in that inferno of fire.”

“If not for my wives, I would have.”

“Your armor was destroyed. It takes a lot to manage that.”

“It was, but it’s now part of who I am. I added it to my bones. I’m not sure anything can hurt them now, besides Truestrike’s Talent.”

“It’s not worth the cost, but that’s still good.”

“Dark Cutter was unhappy that he didn’t get to kill Truestrike, but he was pleased enough that the man died.”

“Trisha killing him was better,” Ven said. “Every death hurts you, and this one might heal her. She was treated as an afterthought, and yet in the end, it was her who slew him.”

“But it might also break her. I’ll ask Felora to help her if Trisha needs it.”

“Felora would, anyway. All of your wives see her as a friend. Like you, they’d do anything for a friend.”

Sean saw the city walls of Accord coming up as the sun was setting. “We’ll visit Home and let everyone know that it’s over. I want to see Truestrike in the Bog, and make him pay for his crimes… only one more major problem in the future.”

“The Queens. Yes,” Ven said somberly. “They’ll be coming soon. The scribes will send word as quickly as they can.”

Sean exhaled slowly. “That’s not today or even tomorrow, though, so we still have some time.”




 

Chapter Fifty-three

Sean kissed and thanked his wives profusely when he’d gotten home. He hugged the other Choosers, as well, as all of them had given him souls to pull off what he’d done. There was no sparring, as Sean explained what had happened instead. That only left the cooks out, as they were preparing dinner, but Fiona promised to make sure they heard the story when they went to the planes.

Dinner was subdued, and the fact that Sean had been near death was a sobering experience for all of them. If not for the sheer number of souls they’d had waiting, he might not have survived. The rest of the energy he’d used had gone to freeing Cimmacrinth and healing those he could afterward.

They were finishing dinner when Evelyn arrived— Tiska sprinted from the room to get the door before anyone else could get up. They’d be going to the planes in an hour, after the dishes were washed.

“Evelyn, thank you for coming over,” Hallie said, there before Sean was.

“Not for the reasons I’d like to be here, but thank you. Do we know if he’s there?” Evelyn asked.

“Not yet,” Sean said. “I can fill you in on the story better while we wait for the staff to finish up.”

Tiska nudged Cali and Xenta, and the maids left the room. Sean glanced at their departing backs, confused.

“I think they’re going to change with Glorina and the others,” Andrea said. “This way, they can hear the story, too.”

“Oh, right. Remind me to thank them later,” Sean said.

“We will, husband,” Fiona said, taking a seat beside him.

Lona, Mona, and Glorina arrived a minute later, taking seats quickly so they weren’t delaying things. With everyone there, Sean told the story of the duel again. Evelyn was bright-eyed, unshed tears in them when Sean finished.

“My father was a great man…” Evelyn whispered, swallowing back her grief. “He died as a true guardian. He wouldn’t want tears on his behalf.” Tears still slipped from her eyes when she said it.

“We mourn not for the dead, but for the living,” Felora said, taking Evelyn’s hand, “for the loss is ours. The pain of their passing hurts us. There’s nothing wrong with giving voice to that loss. Even your father would accept that.”

Evelyn sobbed, turning to bury her face in Felora’s shoulder. Hallie, sitting on Evelyn’s other side, rubbed her back soothingly. Others shifted over to whisper soft consoling words to her, hugging her or rubbing her back.

It took time, but eventually, Evelyn’s tears slowed. “Thank you…” she whispered as she wiped her face. “I’m sure he’d understand.”

“With everything wrapped up for tonight, we’re good to head to Home,” Sean said, standing up. “We have a spare bedroom that you can use. I’ll bring you along from there.”

“Sir, cars are coming to the gate,” a Fairy said, darting into the room. “I noted the Flamehair crest, at least.”

More Fairies came zipping in, each of them from a friend asking if they could come over. Sean gave his acceptance and the Fairies flew off while Quinna went to open the gate for the cars.

Once everyone was inside the manor, Sean told them, “We’ll explain everything at Home. If you’d all like to find places to get comfortable, I’ll take you with us in half an hour.”

Small snippets of what’d happened were passed to the others as Sean went upstairs. He hadn’t expected to see everyone tonight— he’d planned to invite them all over for dinner the next day to explain everything, but he didn’t begrudge his friends for wanting to see him and verify that he was safe. It warmed his heart to know they all cared so deeply.

It took a little longer than a half hour for his wives to gather in bed with him. Once he was sure everyone was ready, he reached out— aided by his wives— and brought everyone in the house with him to Home.

“I thought he’d be here,” Marjorie said, not shocked this time. “Sean, we have a new guest.”

Sean opened the front doors, then turned to see Flandril sitting with Marjorie. “I’m glad you’re here, Flandril.”

“It was a bit of a shock, but not unexpected,” Flandril said, setting his teacup down to stand up. “Did they survive?”

Before Sean could answer, everyone appeared outside the manor. Greetings were passed around, but all of them were cut off in an instant.

“Father!” Evelyn cried as she pushed through the crowd to rush to her father.

Flandril caught her, holding her to him with fear in his eyes. Seeing Sean shake his head, Flandril relaxed slightly. “I was suddenly afraid, daughter… You are alive, right? Just visiting?”

“Just visiting,” Sean assured him. “I see you’re also a younger man here.”

Flandril coughed once, still squeezing Evelyn. “Yes… well… This is how I always viewed myself, even when the gray came in and my body began to ache.”

“My wives will explain the fight and aftermath. You can help them with the parts you remember. I have to go for a bit.”

“The Bog?” Flandril asked.

“I want to make sure he’s there.”

Flandril was about to say he’d go, too, but Evelyn’s arms tightened on him. “Very well. Do let me know if he is.”

“Of course.”

When Sean left the house, only Rumia came with him. He didn’t say anything at first, but before they reached the path to the Bog, he asked her, “Coming to save me from myself?”

“You gave me a task, Sean. I will punish him in your stead. Myna and Fiona have told me their feelings on what they would like when he finally arrived there. After you speak to him, I will remain for a few minutes to explain the rules. Then, he will know the displeasure of your wives, you, and the rest of us.”

Sean wanted to argue, but he knew she was right; it would tax his soul to do what he really wanted. He’d learned that he wasn’t a man who could hurt others, even those who truly deserved it. Taking her hand in his as they started down the path, he smiled. “Thank you, Tender.”

Rumia’s face lit up with a bright smile. “It’s my pleasure, Sean.”

~ * ~ * ~

The Bog was quiet when they appeared on it… mostly quiet. A single voice was yelling, but only one voice, and Sean smiled when he heard it. He didn’t hesitate walking toward the base of the yew tree.

Truestrike’s eyes were wild as he tried to free himself from the peat. None of his Talents were working, and the roots of the plants held tightly around his body. He finally stopped yelling when he saw Sean walking toward him. The black-white flames that burned in Sean’s eyes made it look like Death himself was striding closer.

“There you are,” Sean said. “Do you even know how you died?”

“You!” Truestrike hissed, some of his spirit coming back to him. “You killed me!”

“No. I wanted to, but I wasn’t able to. Your daughter killed you. Impaled you through the heart, then out through your skull. Dead by your own Talent by the hand of your child. Poetic, isn’t it? You ruined her life, and in exchange, she took yours.”

Truestrike went silent at the dim memory of the sword slicing into his back. The glowing length of mithril had jerked upward right before everything went black. “Trisha…”

“You still slaughtered good people before that. Hell, you even killed your own minion.”

“Rockshield was pathetic.”

“Pathetic? I died by your hand, you enormous cockwaffle!” Rockshield’s voice came from farther away.

“Easy there, Rockshield. You don’t want to share his fate, do you?”

Rockshield shut up instantly, not wanting any part of what Sean was going to do to Truestrike.

“This must all be an illusion…” Truestrike said slowly, not wanting to accept what was happening.

Sean motioned with his hand, and Solanice and Velin were suddenly beside Truestrike. “It’s not. Tell him,” he said, not even looking at the pair he’d summoned.

“Lord, he’s a god, a divine, equal to either queen,” Solanice said. “He killed us in Hearthglen.”

“Sean is all-powerful here. You are nothing compared to him!” Velin hissed.

“Back to your places,” Sean said. He snapped his fingers and the pair were gone just as quickly as they’d appeared. “They helped me break you. I’ll be giving them a lessened sentence because of it— all their help stopped every one of your plots.”

Truestrike’s eyes blazed with anger, and he struggled futilely against the roots. “Damn them! Damn you!”

Sean inhaled slowly before he stepped back. “Your crimes must be atoned for. The deaths of Oakwood to start with, then your minions and allies killing my wives and friends. Add in what you did to your daughter and the last bit of treachery at the duel. You will be here longer than everyone else who is interred so far. For all your sins, you will suffer the most, but it won’t be me sentencing you. Let me introduce my Tender. Rumia, he is yours. I’ll see you at Home.”

“Yes, sir,” Rumia said, gliding forward. “I will be along shortly.”

“Her? This woman is who will punish me?” Truestrike scoffed. He stared at Rumia, trying to invoke the hint of the Talent he’d stolen from Luka. “Free me.”

Rumia laughed while Sean walked away. “Oh, you idiot. I’m Sean’s soon-to-be wife. You have no power here. Nothing you say or do will stop what comes next. Fiona and Myna have asked me specifically for certain punishments to be levied against you. Before we get to Sean’s, we will first have you pay for their pain.”

Sean started up the path, not hearing any more of what was being said. He felt calmer knowing that the monster was finally in the Bog. His trust in Rumia to not go too far was high, even with Fiona and Myna asking for their own punishments. All he wanted right now was to hold his wives and rest.




 

Chapter Fifty-four

Breakfast had been a big meal, as all of their guests were still there. Glorina, Lona, and Mona had gone simple, considering the amount they had to make. However, their version of “simple” still consisted of pancakes with various toppings for people to choose from, bringing out comments about Sean’s sweet tooth when he’d drenched his stack of flapjacks.

“He’ll have the very best we can give,” Charie was telling Evelyn as they were leaving. “Give us two days and things will be prepared.”

“I appreciate that. Your family has the records on how we prefer our funerals to go,” Evelyn replied.

They were the last two out the door. Sean stayed on the porch, watching their cars drive off. He was still melancholy over Flandril, but both Flandril and Evelyn were at peace with what’d happened, so he tried his best to accept it, too.

“What do you plan for the day, husband?” Fiona asked from beside him.

“I’m supposed to get summoned by Mackenzie today,” Sean said. “I’ll start working on how a portal between here and Hearthglen will work. On-planet first, then one to Home before I try tackling one to Earth. I’m leery about opening one off-plane because I’m not sure opening one back here will be easy. From what I’ve heard, it takes approval from old Agreements to work, hence why the Tuatha dropped me here instead of opening a portal on-planet for me.”

“First things first,” Fiona agreed. “You also wanted to work on a rune to stop electricity.”

“Yeah, especially since Truestrike got me with it, and that almost went very wrong. Besides, Helga is certain Thor will hunt me once I step off this world. I’ll be able to match him in strength and combat, but I need to pull his trump card out of his hand.” Sean mused. “I should find a way to anchor myself better, too. Truestrike was still able to physically kick me away because I don’t exactly weigh a ton.”

Fiona kissed his cheek. “Come inside while you think.”

“Huh? Oh… right,” Sean said, taking her hand.

Sean was just taking a seat when Ven escorted Mackenzie’s Fairy to him. “Lord MacDougal, you are summoned to the Advisor at your earliest convenience.”

“I will head to her now, along with one of my wives,” Sean said.

“Understood, sir.” The Fairy didn’t leave right away, instead, hovering for a second before telling him, “Thank you, sir, for saving her. She’s always been kind to us.”

“You’re welcome, but I saved her because she’s a friend. I’m glad she’s treated you well. Your entire clan is under an Agreement, so even your children fall under the Tower?”

“Yes. We were the best cared-for clan in the world… until now. There is no way out of the Agreement we made with the Queens, but we are happy others of our kind have found something equal or better than what we have.”

“Things change. Maybe your life will improve to match our clan.”

“Dreams are good,” the Fairy said before dipping a bow in midair. “I’ll report your words about attending.”

“Hallie, please, Venn,” Fiona said.

“She’s being summoned,” Venn said from the rafters.

“That would be for the best,” Sean agreed. “Diplomacy might be needed.”

“Just in case,” Fiona agreed.

“Arliat has been told to prepare the car,” Ven said from above, having gone up to sit with Venn.

“Thank you, Ven,” Sean said, then looked at Fiona. “A kiss or two before I go, my lovely wife?”

“Gladly,” Fiona murmured, turning to give him what he’d asked for.

~ * ~ * ~

The drive was quiet. Rumors of the duel’s conclusion hadn’t circulated around the city yet, so people watched the car with questioning eyes. Sean’s House crest let them know someone from the family was out and about. Sean didn’t pay them attention, though, choosing to just relax and hold Hallie’s hand. He was sure the summons was going to be okay, but the smallest doubt wouldn’t stop yammering in the back of his brain.

Sean was acutely aware of all the stares the pair got as they climbed the stairs. The fact that he was alive would spread like wildfire, and he half-wondered what the rumors would say by the end of the day.

The receptionist to the library gave him a smile, quickly summoning a guide to lead them to the stairs upward. The man didn’t do more than greet them before leading them, though Sean did pause when someone called his name.

“High Keeper,” Sean smiled, “how can I help you?”

“I was hoping for another visit to your Home in the next few days,” Siobhan said. “Your library was fascinating. I wish to read more.”

“I’ll see what can be arranged. With the biggest threat to the city gone, it should be quiet enough to manage that.”

“Wonderful,” Siobhan said, but then her smile faded. “Today will have terrible news for you… I want to warn you now so you are prepared.”

That caused his worry to spike once more. “I see. Thank you.”

Sean wondered if he should have made new armor before coming— he hadn’t had the chance to replace his destroyed set. The chance Mackenzie would attack him was minuscule, but Siobhan’s warning had him on edge.

Hallie took his hand as they went up toward the guard level of the Tower. “It’ll be fine. Probably only a minor problem. She owes us too much for it to be bad,” Hallie murmured as quietly as she could. “It might just be the fact the Queens know.”

That caused some of his worry to fade. Sean knew the Queens would know soon after the duel, so that wasn’t that bad. If they were already heading to Accord, it would severely reduce his time left to do research, but he’d do his best.

A new captain stood at the top of the stairs. The man looked familiar, so Sean figured he’d been Stoutheart’s second. He was professional, but courteous as he checked them. With that, he led them up to the next floor where Stoutheart waited for them.

“Capt… Major,” Sean greeted Stoutheart, seeing the change of insignia. “Sorry.”

Stoutheart dismissed his captain before he bowed his head. “It hasn’t sunk in yet, Lord. Thank you for saving my life and giving me my arm back. I’d have gladly traded places with Ironfist. The man was the pinnacle of what we should all aspire to be.”

“He’d have said the same if he was here,” Sean said.

“True. He would. Ironfist died protecting the Advisor, and I will not take that from him.” Taking a deep breath, he saluted Sean. “Thank you, Lord, for helping keep her safe.”

“It was my honor,” Sean replied, returning the salute.

“Follow me, please.”

The scribes sat up straighter when Sean entered the room, their hands stilling. They didn’t write anything as Sean crossed the room, which made him worrying again.

“Thank you, Major,” Mackenzie said when he brought them into the room. “Dismissed. I doubt either of them will cause the same problem as our last guests.”

Stoutheart bowed, then left them alone with Mackenzie, who had stood up to wait for them. Sean caught the faint scent of iron, but then corrected his thought. It wasn’t iron— it was blood. He also realized there was a rug missing from the room.

“Please, sit,” Mackenzie said, waiting for them. She sat just before they did, her face troubled. “I had hoped for happy news today, but… things happened before your arrival.”

“Someone killed someone,” Sean said softly. “I can smell the blood. Considering your comment to Stoutheart and the fact that I can still smell it, it wasn’t long ago.”

“A half-hour ago,” Mackenzie sighed. “I have good news and bad… which would you like to hear first?”

“The good,” Sean said.

“Truestrike’s country manor is now yours, as is the land the dragon was using to nest in. The city manor will go to the next in line for his family.”

“Trisha would prefer the country manor, I’d think,” Sean said.

Mackenzie sighed. “Yes… she likely would have.”

Realization began to dawn for Sean. “What happened to her?”

“I brought her home with me, keeping her here as I readied all the paperwork to reinstate her as family head. This morning, I brought her son to her so that he would know his mother was now the head of the family.” Mackenzie looked to where the rug was missing. “My guards failed to take a nail file from him. I can’t blame them… no one has ever used such a weapon before. It was barely the length of his pinkie.”

“Fucking hell…” Sean whispered in horror.

“He stabbed her, ripping her open from chest to throat when she’d knelt to hug him. He buried the file into her head, then spun on me, pulling it free from his mother. Stoutheart took Cian’s head off.”

Sean closed his eyes, bowing his head as anger built inside him. Trisha had done all she could to have a good life, and her own son had turned on her. He’d probably been enraged that she’d been put back as the head of the family instead of him.

“She’ll be Home…” Hallie said softly. “In time, maybe she’ll see Darragh again. That was her hope, but I doubt she thought it would happen as it did.”

“That was the bad news. I know she was a friend to your family. I had hoped to reunite her with her son and raise her to a Lady. Little did I know the vitriol her son had for her… His only words were ‘how dare she take what was rightfully mine.’”

Sean exhaled slowly. “She was a good person. All she ever wanted in life was to love Darragh, but that was taken from her by her father. She loved her son, only to have him turn against her, and eventually kill her. If anyone has been as wronged as her by her own family…” He trailed off.

“More bad news,” Mackenzie said after a moment. “Well, bad from your point of view. The scribes used the scrying crystals this morning. The Queens know and will be heading to Accord shortly. They’ve made their desire to meet you very clear. You cannot escape them.”

Sean took a slow deep breath. “I know. Fate was set when I saved the city from the fire. I wonder how the meeting will go… How long will it take them to arrive?”

“A few tendays, at least. They were in Southpoint and Northpoint. They only have carriages to bring them here. If they had your bus, it’d be much sooner.”

“Time… I need time…” Sean murmured. “It always seems to be the one thing I lack.”

“That is all I have for you today, Sean. I’m sorry there wasn’t more good news.”

Sean stood when Mackenzie did, holding out his hand to her. “It’s not your fault. I’d have done the same, hoping for happiness. I hope the Queens are happy with your tenure as Advisor.”

She held Sean’s hand briefly. “I do, too. I’d always thought…” Shaking her head, she smiled brittlely. “Some dreams never come. Trisha would understand.”

Sean saw the pain in her eyes again; it was the same pain she’d shown when she’d seen Ironfists’ body. “Mackenzie, have a little faith. Maybe I’ll have good news for you in the future.”

Pushing down her emotions, Mackenzie took her hand from his. “I would welcome any good news. Good day, and may your time before the Queens arrive be peaceful, Sean.”

“May the city be restful and calm, Mackenzie.”




 

Chapter Fifty-five

The rest of the day had a pall cast over it from Trisha’s death. She’d only been in their lives for a little over two tendays, but she’d become a good friend. Her tragic story had brought the family together to support her, making her death at her son’s hands even more tragic to them.

Sean had gone home first to tell his family, then over to the clinic to tell the others and to heal. He felt a need to help others even more than he had before. He couldn’t bring Trisha back— she’d been dead too long for him to risk mentioning the gift to Mackenzie. Being unable to save her pricked at Sean’s conscience. If he’d just insisted on her coming back with him, then he’d have been there when Trisha and Cian met.

There was no evening sparring that day, as the threat of Truestrike was gone and no one really had the heart to do it. Instead, Sean spent time with his family. Dinner was tasty, but again, the mood of the day dampened even that.

When night came, the staff joined them in the master bedroom. They didn’t need to— he could pull them from even farther away than the manor— but it was comforting for them all to be in the room. He spun the power out, claiming everyone but the majority of the clan and the cuons, and took them with him across the planes.

“Sean,” Marjorie smiled softly. “I thought you’d be here.”

He opened the manor doors before looking back at her. Sitting beside Marjorie with a cup of tea was Trisha. “Trisha… I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Trisha asked. “You did nothing wrong, Sean.”

His family appeared just outside the manor before they came flooding in to greet their friend. Trisha stood so she could exchange hugs with them. After a few minutes, everyone was seated, including Chastity and Lilly, who’d also been having tea.

“It’s not much of a story,” Trisha said. “When I woke up after the fight, I was with the Advisor, heading back to Accord. She told me what she planned as we approached the city… I was shocked, elated, and so hopeful that maybe things would be good.”

Felora rubbed her back when Trisha paused. Taking a sip of her tea, Trisha cleared her throat, thanking her.

“I slept well that night, thinking of how wonderful it would be. My son would accept me as his mother and head of the House… I honestly should’ve known better. My life was never that wonderful.” Trisha shook her head sadly. “I just couldn’t see anything other than wonder before me.”

“You deserved a better life,” Hallie said from beside Trisha, patting her friend’s knee. “All you wanted was love.”

“I was brought to the Advisor’s meeting room, and then Cian was brought in with the butler who was tending to him. Cian walked in proudly. I believe he thought he was going to be confirmed as Lord Truestrike. It isn’t unheard of for a child to be given the title if they are the last of a House. We have cousins who would have disputed his title without at least a stewardship.”

“But that never came up…” Felora murmured.

“Cian glared at me. He didn’t understand why I was there. I wasn’t a Truestrike anymore, as far as he knew. When she told him, he stared at her in disbelief. I knelt and opened my arms to him,” Trisha sniffled as she recalled her own death. “I invited him to hug me so we could go back to being a loving parent and child.”

Everyone in the room was tearing up— they all knew what’d happened, but her pain was raw.

“He came to me, and I smiled so brightly, thinking he was going to accept me,” Trisha sobbed. “Then, he pulled out a bronze nail file. I saw it just as the energy encased it, and I knew what was going to happen. There was nothing I could do to stop it… but it wasn’t enough that he killed me. I can still hear him damning me for stealing his birthright. Then, the pain came, followed by nothingness.”

Felora and Hallie held her as she cried. Sean wiped tears away from his own face. He couldn’t imagine the pain she must’ve felt at the betrayal by her own child.

It took a while for her to compose herself, but Trisha was able to in time. She sniffled as she wiped her eyes. “I appeared at the gate of the manor. This is where I wanted to be from the very moment I knew it was possible. Now, I’ll take a home outside the manor and wait, hoping that Darragh will come.”

“I hope he does,” Sean said. “I truly hope that he does, Trisha. Him and Misa, so the three of you can know the love you were denied.”

With a brittle smile in place, Trisha gave him a nod. “Thank you, Sean. I’m sorry for my actions when we met. You are the best a man could be, besides my warrior king. He will always be the pinnacle for me.”

Sean chuckled sadly. “I accept that. He was a good man. I didn’t know him long, b—”

The cuons barking made Sean cut off. Everyone looked shocked, as the cuons didn’t bark normally. As a group, they left the manor to see what was happening. Standing at the gates were two people, looking at the manor and the hounds in confusion.

“Darragh?!” Trisha’s voice was loud, shouting as she ran toward them.

The man was massive, but hearing the name got him to look directly at her. “Trisha? What? How?”

“Damn… he was impressive,” Sean said as he started for the gate.

Darragh was young, and he towered over six feet tall with rippling muscles. Red hair and hazel eyes replaced the gray and white that Sean had known. Beside him was Misa; she looked the same, but maybe with a hint more luster to her scales.

The hounds stopped barking, going quiet as Trisha plowed into Darragh, who didn’t budge an inch when he caught her. Misa was staring at the others in surprise, her tongue flickering as she scented the air.

“Darragh… it’s Sean, Fiona, and Myna,” Misa said.

Darragh looked over the top of Trisha’s head to see the group. “Sean… You are the Harbinger after all, then, as I thought.”

“Among other things,” Sean said. “Welcome to the afterlife.”

“We’re all dead?” Darragh asked in shock.

“No. Most of us are just visiting, but Trisha died today. I have homes you can have, if you’d like to stay.”

Darragh’s arms tightened on Trisha. “You’d make me leave?”

“Never. Come in. We have stories to tell. You, Misa, and Trisha can stay as long as you’d like.”

“You reek of power, Sean,” Misa said.

“Like I said, there’s a long story there. You’ve been avenged, though. Truestrike is dead.”

Darragh let out a rough breath. “Damn him… Wasn’t it enough to force Trisha and us apart?”

“He wanted Dark Cutter. It was all so he could make your son the Harbinger.”

“My son…” Darragh whispered. “Yes… we should go in and talk.”

Trisha began to sob when Darragh spoke of his son.

“What’s wrong, Trisha?” Darragh asked gently, stroking her hair.

“A longer story,” Fiona said. “Your son killed Trisha before he was struck down by the Advisor’s guard.”

“Gods… this is twisted.” He picked Trisha up like a princess, holding her to his chest. “Show me where we can talk, please.”

“This way,” Myna said.

The group headed back to the manor. Sean was the last in line as he watched Darragh and Misa. Was this you, Morrigan, or was it Trisha being here that finally pulled him Home? Either way, I’m glad he’s here. Now, she can have some happiness.

He knew that he still had major trouble lying ahead of him— the Queens were heading for Accord, there was a dragon he was responsible for, and he hadn’t started on portals— but all of that could wait for tomorrow. Tonight was a night to talk to the first person who’d helped him with his new life.
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