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Chapter 1

I watched the sunset as it sank behind the mountains. It cast everything in a warm, orange glow. Soon, the moon would rise to take its place, but I wouldn’t be there to see it.

Instead, I would be in Fablewild– a realm where trees blossomed with blue and purple leaves, and where ancient spirit warriors fought alongside adventurers like myself.

In Fablewild, I’d discovered my true calling; exploring ancient temples and dungeons in search of valuable artifacts. Of course, I wouldn’t have been able to achieve so much without my three eidolons. Their support had been crucial to my success.

Tala had been my first, and she’d really eased me into the mystical ways of the eidolons. She was tall and well-muscled with beautiful icy-blue eyes. Tala was the Wolf of Dusk Eidolon, a powerful warrior who as her name suggested, took the form of a wolf.

Most adventurers were lucky just to get one eidolon, and no other adventurer in Fablewild history had been able to wield the power of two ancient spirit warriors, until me.

My second eidolon, Neoma, took the form of an owl and could aid my pursuits with an aerial advantage. She was beautiful, too, with a small petite waist and wide, all-consuming eyes.

Nyxi was my most recent eidolon, and she was still a bit of a mystery to me. Her form was a stealthy panther, and she carried a little of that mystery over to her human form as well. She was taller than Neoma. Her eyes were like molten honey, and I’d yet to fully unlock the mysteries contained within them.

Eidolons weren’t possessions, that’s what so many adventurers got wrong, they were intuitive, smart, and fierce. They deserved respect and that’s what they’d found with me.

Together, the four of us made an unstoppable team. I couldn’t keep the grin from my face as I trudged up the mountain.

“Everyone is going to want to speak to you,” Tala said as we ascended the mountain. “This is a good opportunity for you, Colton. Everyone who matters in Fablewild will be at this party, emissaries from all the most wealthy families. Some dignitaries from faraway protectorates, too. If you make a good impression we’ll have benefactors aplenty.”

“And more gold bars than I know what to do with,” I finished for her.

Ruhirg Amberstone and his wife Laylah Amberstone had invited me to their daughter, Rosadina’s twenty-first birthday. It would be a massive deal in Fablewild.

I hadn’t met the birthday girl yet, but I’d embarked on a dangerous quest on her behalf.

Her parents had sent me to find a really rare relic to mark the occasion. I’d managed to pull it off with my eidolons and walked away a richer man with a bucket-load of new experiences.

“I’m not looking forward to it,” Nyxi said.

I understood Nyxi’s lack of enthusiasm. Panthers were creatures of solitude after all, and my most recent eidolon was no different. She much preferred our quiet evenings at home.

“There will be so many voices speaking all at once,.” she said. “It’ll be so distracting. I don’t understand why people enjoy these things; music, dancing, idle chatter. Even though I’ll be in my pendant, I’m still stressed thinking about it!”

“I think it’ll be fun,” Neoma rebutted as she all but skipped up the mountain, and she practically hovered over the ground like she would in her animal form. “I think it’s beautiful that the party is going to be at night. The moon will be in the sky and the stars all twinkling. Oh, I wish I could dance.”

“If I’m being honest,” I said. “I’d rather be solving a puzzle in a dungeon, but Tala’s right, Nyxi, this is an opportunity, not just for me, but for all of us.”

On that, not one of them could disagree.

The Amberstone contract alone had me scoping out property listings. I’d spent last night online looking at fancy penthouse suites and sprawling mansion estates in Asheville. One had caught my eye, an old colonial mansion flanked by the Blue Ridge Mountains. It covered about thirty acres and boasted its own private lake. It’d need a lot of work, but it had far more potential than a modern new build. More recently, I’d also had the idea of buying some property in Fablewild.

I’d need somewhere to stash all the weapons and armor I was quickly accruing, not to mention the gold bars and gems I hadn’t gotten around to selling. The prospect of another contract from a wealthy family was downright thrilling.

Neoma grinned excitedly as we came to a pause at the top of a small grassy hill. Like me, all my eidolons were eager to get back to Fablewild, and the key to getting there was inside the box. Nyxi might have been dreading the prospect of a party, but we’d be back to scouring temples in no time.

“Aren’t you worried about this… Adam… finding more portal boxes?” Nyxi questioned.

Adam was becoming a thorn in my side. He had an eidolon of his own, The Mist Hare, whose weapon I just so happened to have. I was certain he wasn’t treating her very well.

“I’m worried,” I said. “But there’s nothing we can do about Adam just yet, not until he rears his head again and we know more of what he’s planning. When he does, we’ll bring him down.”

So far, we hadn’t come up against any threat we hadn’t been able to defeat.

It was time for my eidolons to go back into their jewelry, but they’d still be with me. Our bond was so profound it crossed into telepathic communication.

Nyxi went first, followed by Neoma and Tala. Then I was off, and boy did I feel good about it.

I pulled the portal box from my rucksack, slung the bag over my shoulder, took a deep breath, and opened the box.

The insane tornado instantly sucked me off the ground, and I clung onto the box for dear life as I was tossed around like a ragdoll.

When the tornado spit me out, I stood up and took a quick glance at my surroundings.

I wouldn’t say I was a suspicious sort of person, but in Fablewild I always had to be alert. Any manner of beast or monster could be hiding around the corner. Not to mention, having an eidolon meant you had something worth protecting. If anyone found out I had three eidolons, it would be like if I’d painted a giant neon circle on my back and chest.

There was a large opalescent gate in front of me.

At the sight of the full moon twinkling on a black lake between the estate and the forest, a heady rush of excitement crashed over me through my connection with Neoma.

Two guards stood in golden robes. They had long pointed spears that were decorated with little motifs of sun-racers; a unique species of horse native to Fablewild.

I approached slowly, and I pulled the smooth papyrus invitation with its neat calligraphy out of my pocket in expectation of having to show it.

“Oh, never mind about that.” The guard waved his hand to dismiss my invitation. “We know who you are! Colton Davis. You’re the talk of the estate these days.”

Fame, it seemed, made life pretty darn easy. I didn’t even need to have an invitation.

The gates swung open without so much as a creak. I’d never been in this part of the estate before and as the guards guided me through, I wondered briefly how big the estate actually was.

I seemed to be in the courtyard, or a courtyard. The ground was tiled in gold-threaded marble and terracotta pots overflowed with vines and bright flowers.

I’d never been somewhere so grand before. It’d feel damn good to live in a place like that.

Do you think if we do another couple of Grand Temples we could afford to live somewhere like this in Asheville? Tala questioned.

“There’s nowhere exactly like this in Asheville. I could probably get us somewhere big and grand. It’d maybe be missing some of the mystical charm.” I noted dryly. I wasn’t certain I’d need any guardsmen in Asheville, and if I did have some security guards, they’d have guns, not spears.

“The party is just up ahead in Sun-racer Plaza,” The guard explained.

The more we walked, the more I began to hear the familiar sounds of a party. There was a harpist strumming in concert with a flutist and idle sounds of chitter-chatter. There were sculptures everywhere, of horses, sun-racers, and nymphs.

Those nymphs look like the ones from the graveyard! Neoma squeaked in an excited tone.

Oh, look, Nymphs! As if I haven’t seen enough of them, Nyxi grunted.

While my eidolons could speak to me, it was much harder for them to speak to each other when they were in their jewelry. It was something we were working on. Tala and Neoma could talk while encased in their jewelry, yet Nyxi, the newest member of our team, hadn’t yet unlocked the ability. It seemed to me that if our bonds grew as a team, it’d be possible for all of us to talk real soon. In a combat situation, this small advantage could be life-or-death.

“Now, here is your token.” The guard handed me a small metal token. “They are courtesy of Lord Amberstone and will admit you to have your fortune read.”

I wasn’t very eager to have my fortune told. I wasn’t someone so easily taken by superstition.

Fortune tellers are a lot of nonsense, I’d skip it, Tala noted.

However, I considered that refusing a gift might be seen as rude. Given the paycheck I’d just gotten from the Amberstones I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk wounding anyone’s pride. I turned the token around in my hand and became lost in thought for a moment.

I entered the party with mixed emotions. I was a little bit apprehensive, for I had no idea what I was walking into. On the other hand, I was excited to find out what a Fablewild party was like. It sure would have been nice if my eidolons could have attended with me in their human forms.

Neoma would have loved to join in on the dancing and there was a table full of food that Tala would have descended upon with wolfish haste. But I was sure Nyxi was much happier in her pendant.

Oh, there are so many people, Nyxi sighed in my mind.

But it wasn’t awful, not anywhere close.

It was amazing.

Above me, acrobats soared through the air on silk ribbons, and they twisted and twirled like they were in the Cirque du Soleil.

Their backs twisted so unnaturally that I cringed and turned away.

In a far corner, by a large weeping willow, fire breathers had gathered large crowds with an impressive spectacle. Flames shot out of their mouths in swirling patterns, and the white-hot heat from the blazing torches added to the thrill of the performance.

In another corner, jesters in bright, colorful costumes performed dynamic tricks. They tumbled and danced with great flamboyancy.

I prefer the fire-breathers, Tala commented.

The banquet table was something out of a fairy tale.

Long tables were filled with all sorts of delicious-looking foods. There was honey-glazed ham, roasted pheasant, and every kind of pie I could imagine. Many other exotic and foreign foods dotted the table, and I had no hope of trying them all. Goblets of sparkling, foaming alcohol were passed around, adding a touch of enchantment to every overfull glass.

Oh, there’s roasted figshrews! Tala gasped. Oh, I wish I could smell all the food. Tell me what it smells like, Colton, please.

“Pretty damn good,” I said under my breath. “I’ll sneak some back in a doggy bag, how does that sound?”

Her rippling excitement coursed through, it was infectious.

If I was being perfectly honest with myself, as delicious as the food all smelled, I was hungry for something else.

As much as I loved Fablewild, Asheville had one distinct positive. Having my eidolons in their human forms meant we could be together body and soul.

I headed over to the banquet table and distracted myself with the smell of fresh pies and pastries.

Everyone was dressed so oddly. I’d opted for a well-tailored suit of midnight blue that Tala had helped me pick.

I’d only owned a few suits before, and I’d bought them all off-rack at a department store. But, this one fit like a glove. I had paired it with a pair of matching navy brogues that Neoma had insisted I buy as they made a nice clanking sound. An added benefit, was that the soft leather of the shoes was surprisingly comfy. I was glad I’d followed Earth fashion trends instead of trying to guess what would be appropriate among the Fablewild elite.

A young woman was wearing what appeared to be the remains of a giant pigeon. She was lost in a sea of feathers.

Another man was dressed in a shimmering black robe that pooled out at his feet like spilled oil.

One old man was wearing a giant metallic structure with jingling bells all over it. Every time he leaned over to pick up some candied fruit, his little bells would make a jarring noise that made me want to tear my hair out.

Oh, goodness, that’s something, Nyxi moaned. I’m glad you don’t dress so obnoxiously.

“Oh, dear fabled lands! It is he!” An excited squeal made me flinch around as Ruhirg came bursting toward me. “Colbron! Cauldron!”

Colton. Colton. Colton. Does he do it on purpose? Nyxi chanted. How can he say it differently twice in the same sentence?

It honestly didn’t bother me, and most of the time, I found it funny.

“Good evening, sir.” I accepted a warm handshake from him.

“Oh,” Ruhirg gushed with excitement. “I must thank you again for your hard work in retrieving the eterna. Rosadina is going to be ever so excited. Oh, she will talk your head off when she arrives. Did I tell you it’s a surprise party? I do think she is expecting something big, with it being her twenty-first, but I doubt she could even imagine what we have for her, and it’s all thanks to you. Now, before you bury yourself in the banquet table and sink a cup or twenty, there are many people I simply must introduce to you!”

That’s what I was here for. Making connections with other wealthy benefactors would give me more opportunities to make money and increase my standing in Fablewild.

As Ruhirg guided me through the bustling party, I began to notice that I was attracting a lot of stares.

Consummate professional. Trustworthy. Reliable, Tala told me. That’s what you must be. If you want advance payments they have to know you’re not going to double-cross them. They’ll have had a lot of that in the past.

The first man I was guided to was about seven feet tall. He had a mop of bright red hair and more freckles than a connect the dots. He was wearing a tartan kilt, with a small, furry bag attached around his middle. His mutton chops spilled out over his overly large neck, blocking it from sight.

Only in Caledon do the men wear kilts, Tala noted. If he’s from there, he’s a straight-talker, you’ll like him. It’s a bit ridiculous, if you ask me. The kilts. I’ve heard they don’t wear anything underneath, either.

I didn’t want to see that or even think about it for that matter.

“Now this is the High Chieftain of United Caledon,” Amberstone explained to me as he guided me toward the High Chieftain. “It is a somewhat small settlement just past the Singing Mountains. Very far away, yet rich in etherstone. I’d hazard a guess you’ve encountered such a mineral on your travels. Very precious, indeed, and hazardous to mine.”

“I haven’t actually. That’s something to look out for,” I said diplomatically.

If it was very precious, it’d be worth a good chunk of gold.

“High Chieftain Brion Cathal,” Ruhirg said. “It is my pleasure to introduce you to Canton Davis. A rather fascinating young adventurer.”

At first, I thought I was going to get eaten by the high chieftain.

He looked at me like he was appraising a dinner feast, but then he broke out in a booming laugh.

“Ruh-rag has been telling me all about your adventures,” the high chieftain said in a deep voice.

He had an odd accent that was rough about the edges. He seemed to share Ruhirg’s unique ability to mispronounce names, and I struggled to keep my grin polite.

Now it’s his turn for a change, Neoma laughed. And he can’t even say anything about it. That high chieftain could eat him for dinner!

“I was an adventurer in my youth, then I took an axe to the knee,” the chieftain grunted, and he clapped me twice on the shoulder. “Strapping lad like you, you’ll go far. You’re not too brawny, but I’d take that as a good thing. Big fella like me, easier to hit with an arrow, or an axe! My eidolon was always telling me to get slim. Stop eating pies! Stop drinking! You’re getting a beer belly! Oh, she was an insufferable nag at times, but looking back she had a point.”

“You had an eidolon?” I leaned forward. I’d heard of so many cases of masters being cruel and dismissive to their eidolons, and I wondered if the high chieftain had been cut from a similar cloth.

“Aye. The Eagle of Morning-Bright.” There was a dreamy, nostalgic look in the chieftain’s eyes. “She was a fine thing. It is said she sat on the shoulder of the first High Chieftainess Freya Cathal, a thousand years ago, and carved our lonely isle from the mountains. When I took up the mantle of my father, I inherited her pin. I thought I might use it to fasten my kilt. It was a day to remember, and one I will always cherish.”

I couldn’t help but offer a small chuckle. I doubt Tala or Neoma would have been much enthused if I’d used their jewelry that way.

“Then the axe caught my knee,” he mourned. “And I had no need of an eidolon. It would not be fair to such a glorious thing to have her follow me around my halls as I eat and drink my way to an early grave. I’ve kept her safe, hidden, until one proves worthy of her. It might take thirty years, mayhaps three thousand, yet my people see eidolons as a sacred thing. Respected.”

I’ve heard of her. The Eagle of Morning-Bright. It’s said that she could summon a wind so fierce it could shake even a mountain! Neoma chirped happily. I didn’t think she was even real!

“Do you still take her out, or is she just sitting dusty in your cupboard?” I asked.

“Oh, aye.” He nodded slowly and gave me a thoughtful smile. “She’s a sacred thing, like I said, she wouldn’t let herself get trapped in a cupboard. She loves nothing more than flying through the mountains and the heather. She pines for adventure, and I can’t satisfy that. It’s all I can do to keep her safe and hidden.”

I felt sudden respect for the high chieftain. I briefly pondered what such an eidolon would be like, and if I would ever be worthy, but I put it out of my mind. I had the Mist Hare to worry about freeing first and as powerful as a mountain-shaking wind sounded, I had three very powerful eidolons already at my side.

I was more powerful than any other adventurer known to history, but I had to assume there was a limit to how many eidolons I could manage.

I’d steer clear of that one, Tala advised me. Not speaking to him of her history until he proved himself worthy reeks of some extreme white-mana energy. Seems well cared for anyway.

“Oh… but to look at you is to be reminded of what I might have been,” the High Chieftain went on. “Nevermind. You humor an old man. If you ever need a bit of work, there’s plenty of old temples in Caledon that need exploring. I’ve got a nice big spot on my mantle for something mighty impressive. Doubtlessly the Archduke of Albiore will try to hire you, but if you come to me first with any artifact, I’ll pay double what he would offer you. He’s a snotty little–”

“Oh, that’s quite enough,” Ruhirg interrupted. “You are no longer at war with the archduke. I do recall the signing of a peace treaty, and I will not have a war erupt at my daughter’s twenty-first birthday party.”

“With gritted teeth, I signed that paper, but you’re right, I won’t ruin your lass’ birthday,” the high chieftain grumbled.

Ruhirg put his arm across my back and moved me along. The high chieftain continued to mumble obscenities about the archduke.

“Some neighborly disputes there, best left untapped,” Ruhirg said grimly. “I did question my decision to invite both dignitaries, yet I had thought such a joyous occasion might warm hearts and close such… silly divides.”

Bit naive, Nyxi contemplated.

“Now… I fear I must introduce you to the Baron– oh, no, here comes the Archduke of Albiore,” Ruhirg grumbled. “Oh, he must have seen us with the high chieftain.”

The Archduke of Albiore could not have looked more different to the high chieftain if he’d tried. He was skinny and short, with a little mustache that he’d waxed into points at the ends. He was wearing a long, sparkling, purple robe.

“My pleasure. My pleasure. You must be Colton. Oh, yes, I have heard much talk of you.” The Archduke of Albiore spoke with a fancy accent. He clicked his fingers, and a manservant came stumbling over with a tray of wine flutes. “Some wine for all. Aged five hundred years, in the bosom of an ancient cherry tree. It has notes of sweet appleberries.”

I’d never drunk anything aged for five hundred years before. There was a dusty bottle of Scotch in our apartment that was twenty years old, but that was the closest I had.

I took the flute and sipped the liquid. It tasted exquisite.

The Archduke took a flagrant sniff, swirled some in his mouth, then spat it out rather crudely.

How wasteful. I dislike him already, Neoma whispered.

“Now I’m quite certain, dear explorer-of-temples,” the Archduke said in a confident voice. “That the ever so… unpalatable… high chieftain will have offered you great riches. I would assure you this; any artifact you would presume to sell to him, I would pay double whatever he offered.”

“Mmm?” I cocked an eyebrow.

“These menfolk,” the Archduke continued. “If you can even call them that, from Caledon, lack all culture and refinement. I would not see them with artifacts, they would only be squandered. No, I would not have it.”

It seemed to me that I could play the two fools against each other.

Both seemed prepared to waste obscene amounts of gold just to see the other left without any artifacts.

Tala’s bright laughter filled my head.

She was thinking the same thing as me.

I decided I would tap that mine some other day. There were still plenty of temples, grand and otherwise, that I had yet to explore. I didn’t need to go as far as Albiore or Caledon just yet.

“Well, what spectacular wine, my dear archduke,” Lord Amberstone cut in. “And I would sip it all day with you if I could, but we truly must see to the Baron of Andurielle, he is bidding me over as we speak.”

Ruhirg smoothly moved us away from a prospective war, toward a large, overly fat man in rich burgundy robes.

I’d gotten some good leads on future work, but I was beginning to get a little exhausted from all the elbow-rubbing. Talking with posh aristocrats was more tiring than solving puzzles in a temple. I pinched myself. As tiring as it all was, I was lucky to have such an opportunity. I’d earned the respect of all of these powerful lords and dukes, and they all wanted a chance to schmooze me.

By the time Ruhirg walked me toward the Baron, I decided I was getting rather angsty to see how Rosadina would react to the eterna. Maybe that was why I was losing interest in schmoozing all these high lords.

He was a short, round man with cherry-pink cheeks and fat lips. He smelled sickly sweet, almost rotten.

“He has a rather unfortunate condition,” Ruhirg whispered. “Rich Man’s Leg I call it. If I’d but thought, I might have offered you some perfume to squirt beneath your nose. Yet the Blundering Baron is exceptionally well-connected, so I make do. His spy network is unparalleled.”

When the Baron fell into earshot Ruhirg got quiet real quickly.

“The young adventurer,” he said plainly. His voice was oddly high-pitched for a man in his mid-fifties. “My pleasure.”

He outstretched his hand and with a closer proximity, the stink of his leg began to make my nose burn.

“Colton.” I took his hand and shook it.

He gives me the creeps, Nyxi said.

“You have made quite a splash in Fablewild, for one so young and new,” he said in a sly tone. “It is always exciting to have a new adventurer on the scene.

He slowly sipped at an odd-looking black syrup.

“I wonder if in your travels you have ever encountered…” The baron suddenly shook his head. “No, I ought not speak of him. I will not darken the mood of such a joyous occasion.”

“Do speak away, dear Baron. I am unable to resist gossip.” Ruhirg said confidently.

The baron leaned closer to me, and the rotten smell of his breath left me with an ominous sensation.

“A strange sorcerer is making large splashes, or at least I am hearing.” The baron’s eyes went wide as he spoke. “They say he wears a cloak of midnight black and speaks in riddles and weaves enchantments that defy the very laws of Fablewild. His name, well, that’s a mystery in itself. I have heard he has many, and none. But the stories are the same: he appears when least expected, his presence heralded by an unnatural chill. He is accruing followers, slowly yet steadily, as flies to a rotting corpse.”

An odd chill spread up my arm, and Ruhirg let out a sputter of a cough.

I don’t like the sound of this, Tala murmured.

“I have heard him called the Desecrator,” the Baron went on, and he looked around with narrowed eyes as if he wanted to ensure we were not being overheard. “Voices sing in great number that his magic is fueled by the most sought-after prize a temple can offer, dear Colton; eidolons.”

“His magic is fueled by eidolons?” My breath caught in my throat. “Plural? You mean to say he has more than one?”

As far as we knew, I was the only person in Fablewild who had managed to bind more than one eidolon to myself.

“I mean to say that he had more than one,” the Baron said slowly. “I most sincerely doubt he has them any longer. This Sorcerer, or The Desecrator as some want to call him, does not use eidolons in the way adventurers like yourself do. He consumes them and takes their power into himself. Or at least that is what I hear.”

This asshole was consuming eidolons? Nausea and rage burned in the back of my throat. Even my fingers were tingling from rage and my fists instinctively clenched up.

He knows an awful lot about this sorcerer. I don’t trust him one bit, Nyxi said.

Consuming eidolons! This can’t be good, I could feel Tala’s anxiety, just as I could feel my own.

“Alas, he dabbles in danger and toys with ancient magics,” the baron went on. “Mayhaps he shall find his own end.”

I hoped he fucking did, but if he didn’t, I committed myself to becoming a massive, annoying, thorn in his side. I would do whatever it took to keep my ancient spirit warriors as far away from that asshole as possible.

A wave of love and relief washed through me from Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi at my resolve to keep them safe. I wouldn’t let this Desecrator anywhere near my eidolons, and I’d do my best to keep any others from him if the opportunity arose.

The high chieftain was right, eidolons were sacred beings deserving of respect. I only wished the rest of Fablewild saw them the same way I did.

“I wish you much good fortune,” the baron said. “And should you come upon any further insight into this man, I’d be willing to pay for such information.”

I tried to maintain a placid face, but I couldn’t stop the slight arch in my eyebrows at the offer.

I didn’t want to get into the business of selling information, especially to someone like the Baron, whom I had no real reason to trust.

I could make enough gold bars with artifacts, and if I came upon any information about the Desecrator, I’d keep it for myself. Other than my eidolons, I would trust no one completely.

“Ah, look at the time.” Ruhirg interrupted the heavy atmosphere. “Rosadina shall not be long now, you will forgive me, Baron, it is an apt time for my address!”

He tapped me on the shoulder excitedly, then bounced off toward a small wooden stage that had been erected by a fountain.

I was eager to get away from the Baron and his stench, so I stepped away and joined the crowd of onlookers.

“Ladies, gentlemen, dignitaries, and merchants!” Ruhirg called over the drunk flutist’s playing, and the room went silent. “I have been most thrilled to host you here at my estate for the most joyous of occasions: my dear Rosadina’s twenty-first birthday!

The crowd of party guests clapped, and Ruhirg grinned at the attention for a moment before he continued.

“When she was a little girl…” he said. “My darling daughter tapped me on the shoulder. ‘One day, Daddy, I shall be a great explorer,’ she said to me. ‘I will unlock the secrets of Fablewild and discover rare artifacts to be studied and meticulously admired.’ Bold words for a seven-year-old, I’m sure you’ll all agree. Now she is twenty-one, and such hunger for life has not diminished.”

I wasn’t sure what to expect from Rosadina, but I hadn’t anticipated such a testimony.

I’d assumed her to be a highly privileged young woman who had so many things already that the Amberstones had run out of ideas for gifts. I’d foolishly thought the eterna might have been just another expensive thing to display in her doubtlessly impressive life.

“It is my exciting privilege to announce to you…” Ruhirg let the tension build for a few seconds. “A Grand Temple has been explored and the most exciting artifact secured. I say artifact, yet this acquisition is much more magical, and dare I say it! Revitalizing! Before my darling daughter arrives, I would ask everyone present to put their hands together for the man, the myth, the legend, who made it all possible: The Young Adventurer Colvis! Who secured this most exquisite gift at great personal risk!”

There was thunderous applause, and about five hundred people all turned to cheer in my direction, and it was a little overwhelming.

I’d never had so many people looking at me before, and certainly not while cheering with such enthusiasm. Everyone at the party now knew I’d attempted and survived a Grand Temple. Very few adventurers ever managed to accomplish such a feat. It would do more for my networking than all of my idle chatter had earlier.

“Now, I do hear the pitter-patter of my daughter’s little feet,” Ruhirg continued. “On the count of three, everyone please shout at once! Surprise!”

The seconds stretched on, and soon the sound of her footsteps came down the marble steps.

Then, at once, the entire crowd erupted as if an electric current had been zapped through them.

I heard the jingling bells of the old man I’d seen at the banquet table come from somewhere in the room. The high chieftain was drumming on his stomach instead of clapping with his hands. Fireworks burst in the cold black sky and the crowd made even more noise.

“Surprise!” Everyone cheered.

The appearance of Rosadina Amberstone sucked the breath right out of me, and my shout of “surprise” died on my tongue.

To say she was beautiful would be a fucking understatement.

She was slightly taller than Neoma, with sloping shoulders, a petite waist, and an hourglass figure. She moved with a quiet confidence, and if she was surprised she sure as hell didn’t show it. Her face was a perfect picture of sultry femininity. Surprise would be beneath such a self-composed creature.

Her hair was thick and curly. It was the most vibrant pink I’d ever seen and was twisted up into intricate braided buns. It was as if her head had been dipped into cotton candy, and I wondered if the color was natural. Her blood-red mouth parted as I scraped my jaw up from the ground.

Rosadina Amberstone. Damn. I couldn’t wait to meet her.
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Chapter 2

Rosadina moved down the steps, and from her parted mouth, she faked a look of surprise.

Her hand fluttered to her chest, and she slowly adjusted the sage-green fabric of her skirts to avoid tripping on them. The dress clung to every curve, and they swished with every graceful movement. She’d dressed up for the party, the sheer amount of glitter was a testament to that.

Ruhirg had said the party was a surprise, but Rosadina seemed to have been well-prepared.

I couldn’t see much resemblance between her and Ruhirg. I decided she looked more like her mother, it was apparent in the delicate angles of her face.

Laylah was in the crowd clapping happily as her daughter emerged in the courtyard.

“Oh… what a terrific surprise!” Rosadina declared in a smooth voice.

She fiddled with her hair, and a soft blush spread across her cheeks.

Man, she’d made quite an entrance, and I finally managed to scrape my jaw off the floor, and it was just in time because the stink of the baron had returned to cloud me.

“Rosadina, Rosadina,” the baron whispered in my ear.

He was practically dripping with sliminess, and I was beginning to dislike the dude intensely. I hadn’t even noticed him creep up on me until his stench hit my nostrils like a foghorn.

“Perhaps you ought to ask her about the Temple of the Graven,” the baron proposed. “It is quite a sad story, much unlike your own exploits. I do think she will like the eterna. It is oddly fitting. An eterna is reborn when it falters. A symbol of hope, of rejuvenation.”

“How do you know about the eterna?” I asked as my fists clenched closed.

Ruhirg had told me he had a considerable spy network, but nothing had seen me in the temple, at least nothing alive.

Rosadina moved gracefully toward her father, and his arms opened wide to receive her.

“How does the sailor know which way the tide will turn?” the baron mused. “How does the lumberjack know which way the tree shall fall? I expect there are answers, yet they won’t tell you the tricks of their trade, and nor shall I.”

My teeth ground together, and I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

The guy liked to speak cryptically. I was sure he was used to a captivated audience who were overwhelmed by his flowery shit.

He wasn’t going to get that from me.

“The sailor studies the weather,” I countered. “The lumberjack cuts the tree so it falls where he wants. You got eyes in the walls? You aren’t fooling me. If you’ve got information on me, just spill it.”

“There are more ways to see things than with eyes,” he said. “Such limited tools of sight, eyes. So easily closed. I can assure you, Colton, I am on your side. In Fablewild, it is important to find friends. You are so very… new here. I wish only to help you find your feet.”

“I’ve found my feet,” I said shortly. “They’re right beneath me, and they haven’t failed me yet.”

“I can see that,” the baron said. “I suppose I am not an easy man to trust. Doubtlessly Ruhirg has told you of my considerable spy network. Allow me to ask you this, in such a place as Fablewild, would you not seek out as much information as possible? One can only survive if well-equipped. We aren’t all so… uniquely gifted. The very worst happens to those in Fablewild who are not well-equipped. Choose your friends wisely, Colton, for a man cannot stand alone.”

But I wasn’t standing alone because I had three eidolons.

I wondered if the baron knew about them. If he did, he certainly hadn’t said as much, and the baron didn’t seem to be the sort who would have neglected to rub such a thing in my face.

He’s trouble. He reeks of it, Tala told me.

“Literally,” I whispered under my breath.

I was so consumed by listening to the baron that I’d missed a short section of Ruhirg’s speech. It didn’t seem I’d missed anything particularly interesting, and Laylah was trying to move him away from his pulpit with great urgency.

“When my daughter first mounted her sun-racer, she was–” he stuttered out before his wife delicately moved him aside.

“I think it’s time for the presentation of your gift, darling,” Laylah said to her daughter. She positioned Rosadina in the center of the stage. “What to get the girl who has everything? It is an age-old question. I suppose the answer is rather simple; something that no one else has. It is with great excitement that I present to my most beloved daughter, a living, breathing eterna!”

The crowd cheered, though half of them didn’t seem to even know what they were cheering for. Two manservants brought out a large golden cage. Rosadina’s head tilted to the side, and she looked mystified already.

“An… an eterna?” she gasped with amazement.

Very suddenly the sultry confident woman was gone. She was replaced by an endearing young woman. She let out a deep breath as she moved forward in excitement. She was almost crying, and I couldn’t help but think that she was pretty adorable. Her reaction was so pure and unbridled.

“I can’t believe it,” she gasped again.

My eidolons had told me about eternas when we’d found the small bird. They were basically Fablewild’s version of a phoenix, and they were reborn from their own ashes to begin their next life cycle.

The tiny bird enthralled the crowd, and everyone’s eyes were wide as they stared up at Rosadina and her gift.

It was odd to me, how such a small and fragile thing could bring even a rowdy crowd like this one to complete silence.

Rosadina perched beside the cage, slipped her white glove off, and poked a bare finger between the bars.

The little bird pecked eagerly at her finger.

“Oh, Daddy, I love it!” She stood to her feet, thrust herself forward, and her father caught her in his arms. “I’m going to take such excellent care of it!”

That was nice to hear. I had to admit, I was worried it was going to sit lonely in a cage all day once its novelty had worn off.

“Well, I might have paid for it,” Ruhirg said with a smile. “But you have someone else to thank for it.”

The baron’s stink lifted as he slunk back into the crowd of people who were turning their heads in different directions to see who Ruhirg was talking about. Ruhirg began to search the crowd as if looking for something.

He’s looking for you, Colton! Neoma squealed.

He spotted me and began to summon me over to the stage. His cheeks were red, and the flutist had started playing again.

The crowds split apart for me like the Red Sea. Whatever nerves I’d had before the party were gone now because Rosadina was looking at me with gratitude brimming in her eyes.

I’d done that, I’d made someone happy, I’d found an eterna, and I’d beaten a Grand Temple.

I ascended the steps of the stage, and Ruhirg put his arm around my back. I was close enough to Rosadina now that I could make out the intricate details of her face.

She had dimples and small golden flecks in her irises. There were happy tears in her eyes, and I’d put them there.

Pride and satisfaction washed through me like a tidal wave.

The gold, gems, and artifacts were an amazing reward, and the sheer thrill of completing a temple had been my only goal in the beginning, but seeing the joy in Rosadina’s eyes was worth every second I’d spent in that flooded temple.

“This is the man who bravely took on the challenge of a Grand Temple in pursuit of your birthday gift, Rosa, Colon Mavis.” Ruhirg stood aside, presumably to let Rosadina shake my hand.

But she didn’t shake my hand.

Instead, she flung herself against my chest, and her arms snaked around to hug me.

I wasn’t exactly sure what to do, but her glee was so infectious I found myself hugging her back.

The crowds cheered again while her feet dangled off the ground, and the scent of her hair filled my nose.

When she finally released me, she very slowly moved to fix the lapel of my jacket, and her touch was almost shy.

“That’s…” Rosadina shook her head in awe. “I can’t believe you managed to do that… An eterna? A Grand Temple. You must be… quite a man.”

It was taking a lot of inner strength to maintain the size of my head, yet I managed, and Rosadina blushed a little as I offered her a smile.

“It was difficult,” I said politely, but on the inside, I was bursting with pride. “Definitely challenging, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I’m just really glad you’re happy and that the eterna has such a gracious new owner.”

I bowed my head a little. It seemed a gentlemanly thing to do with a lady.

She smiled again and revealed two adorable dimples on her cheeks.

“Well, I do think it’s time to get back to the party!” Ruhirg announced. “I have more wine kegs than I know what to do with, so please, all, get drinking!”

Ruhirg threw his arms wide in invitation, and the crowd spilled out in all directions.

“Mayhaps, you would do me the kindness of joining me for a drink, Colon?” Rosadina took a step toward me, and her high heels clanked delicately on the wooden stage.

“It’s Colton,” I chuckled. “Your father isn’t so good with names, is he?”

“Oh, thank fable, I thought your name was actually Colon!” Rosadina giggled, and the sound was like a beautiful snow flurry. “I was considering harsh words with your parents. Colton is a much nicer name.”

“Thanks.” I smiled.

She’d seemed so confident coming down the steps, but the Rosadina before me seemed more innocent and shy. Her gray eyes flitted away from mine, and the pink flush in her cheeks deepened.

“Drinks? Or has my father scared you off? It wouldn’t be the first time,” Rosadina sighed. “Doubt it will be the last, either. I love him, tremendously, and deeply, but many find him irksome.”

“What? Ruhirg irksome?” I gave her a playful smile. “Never! And, as it turns out, I’m unable to say no to birthday girls. Drinks it is.”

Rosadina smiled as I offered her my arm in my best gentlemanly gesture, and we walked off the stage together.

“What are you drinking?” I asked. “Wine? The baron is drinking some thick black syrup… though I’m not sure where you get that from.”

“Wine. Whatever the baron is drinking is clearly not doing anything for his health.” Rosadina cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t know about you, but drinks shouldn’t be viscous. It’s quite unnatural.”

“Well, great minds think alike.” I smiled in her direction.

Things were so easy with her. She was so approachable and funny.

Oh, Colton is falling in love, Neoma teased.

Look at Colton, meeting girls the proper way, not pulling them out of jewelry or saving them from temples and nymphs, Tala joined in.

“Shhh,” I hushed under my breath.

“What was that?” Rosadina flicked around to look at me.

“Oh, just talking to myself,” I said.

“First sign of madness,” Rosadina said in a light tone. “But I’ve always thought the best sort of people are always a little bit mad. Don’t you think?”

I nodded and smiled as the image of Rosadina speaking with the Cheshire Cat came to mind.

“To be truly great,” she continued. “To exceed at something, to be a virtuoso of your craft. One has to… have a unique mind.”

Rosadina reached out and touched my shoulder.

“I’m flattered you think I’m a virtuoso.” I gave her my most charming smile. “Would you mind putting that in writing? It’s just that I’d like to show it to my eighth-grade teacher.”

“See?” Rosadina laughed heartily. “Mad. I have no idea what eighth grade is, or why you’d need to be taught about it.”

We arrived at the bar, and the counter was the same marble as the floor with gold threaded through the smooth stone.

The bar was busy, but everyone moved aside for me and Rosadina.

“I’ll have some red wine.” She leaned on the counter. She was speaking more suggestively, and I wondered if it was because we now had a small audience. “It goes with my lips you see.”

They were nice lips, too. Full lips.

Good to kiss? Tala interrupted my thoughts, Or knowing you… oh, well never mind, not while we’re with company.

Once we got our drinks, Rosadina guided me to a small water fountain. She sat on the edge of its marble wall, let out a long sigh, and stared wistfully at the party.

“It might surprise you to know I find parties ever so exhausting,” she said.

Her shoulders heaved, and she slowly unfurled her hair from her buns. After she’d pulled the last pin, her hair flowed down her back in soft, loose curls to just past her shoulders.

“Every year Daddy throws me a surprise party,” Rosadina said. “I keep telling him it’s not a surprise when it’s every year! The man is impossible.”

“The man loves you very much,” I said, and I moved to sit with her.

“I know. I shouldn’t complain.” Rosadina stared off into the distance. “So many children have fathers who don’t care. It is the lesser of two curses I think, to have one who cares too much. It seems to me it’s hard to balance parenting. Distance, or closeness, how to interfere and how not to do it too much.”

“If I had a daughter like you I might be interfering, too,” I chuckled breathlessly. “Sometimes, the world isn’t good to girls. That’s what I’ve heard, at least, I’m not one myself, you see.”

“And sometimes, it is good to us,” she laughed, and the sound was like tinkling bells. “Like on our birthdays, when a brave and funny adventurer risks all and finds us an eterna.”

“It’s not so bad, temples,” I said. “If you’re good at puzzles and are quick-thinking.”

Of course, three eidolons didn’t hurt, either.

Rosadina glanced down at her knees, and all of a sudden, she looked a little darker in spirit.

“Perhaps they are not so bad when one is… well-prepared, or suited,” Rosadina remarked slowly. “I should not darken such a joyous night… But I’ve had but a taste of the life you live. It is everything, isn’t it? The rush, the mystery, the budding excitement. Until it’s not, and you’re cold, frightened, and alone.”

The baron had told me to ask Rosadina about the Temple of the Graven. Had she gone there? Had she tried to be an adventurer like me and failed?

“My father has been angry at me but once in my life,” Rosadina said slowly, and her voice was heavy. “I was ten. I was a wild child, though he will not admit it in his speeches. My best friend Satyra and I used to run off into the forest behind the lake. We’d pretend to be like you. Adventurers.”

“Most girls at ten are playing dress-up,” I chuckled.

“Satyra wasn’t like most girls,” Rosadina said. “She was my favorite person in the world. Her mother often let her stay the entire summer. One day, we went farther than usual. We stumbled upon a small cave in the forest while we were exploring; we wanted to be adventurers, just like you. Excited, we went inside. The rush… well I don’t have to explain it to you. It’s exhilarating, being somewhere forbidden and dangerous.”

I knew the feeling really well.

It coursed through me like lightning every time I entered a temple. It was infectious and downright addictive, but it was dangerous.

“And so you know where the story goes, two young kids, a mysterious dark cave.” Rosadina sighed. “We went inside, armed with some toy wooden swords. We didn’t get very far. There was a giant spider. Satyra stood in front of me, her toy sword brandished high. It killed her quickly. I froze, like a deer staring down the head of an arrow, and I–”

Her words broke off, and the thick emotion in her voice made all the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

“I couldn’t do anything as she screamed, and then I ran, and I ran, and I kept running, and for as long as I live, I shall never forget how awful it felt, as the wind brushed against me, knowing that I was running away from that, from her.” Rosadina finished. “And so I know what you walk into each day. As humbled and grateful as I am by your gift, I would ask you but one thing.”

“Go on,” I said.

Rosadina locked eyes with me. “Would all the gold bars in the world be worth your life? For the smile of some… rich girl… or the approval of some fancy lord? Does your life not matter more than trinkets and magical birds? And if the answer is no, then you are mad indeed.”

“You were both children,” I said. “You know it wasn’t your fault right?”

I sensed the heart of the issue in the melancholic glimmer of her eyes. She did not look convinced by my statement.

“I should have had more sense,” Rosadina stated. “If my father sends you off on some other quest for my next birthday, tell him I’d sooner receive an orphanage built in her name or a charity erected in mine.”

She’d seemed so thrilled at the gift, and perhaps she was, but she was also a young woman deeply motivated by her empathy. If an adventurer had died for her, it would have been another agony to be carried within her soul.

She was so different from who I’d expected her to be.

“The difference between me and Satyra is that I’m an adult,” I said. “I know what I’m walking into. I know I could die. I’ve got proper equipment, and I train a lot for this. I’ve seen enough dead adventurers on my way to know the stakes. You were just kids, you couldn’t have known, but I do know, and I choose this life.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Rosadina played with her bracelet. “Maybe a calculated risk is acceptable to the right sort of person. I tried to go back to the cave a few years ago. I couldn’t find it. Nor could any of Daddy’s men in the immediate aftermath. The forest is a maze at the best of times, but to a young child, it’s unfathomable. Would that I could have simply returned her bones to her mother, or at least the little rose necklace she always used to wear…”

“Maybe you’ll come across it again someday,” I said. “The Fablewild jungles have a way of holding onto things.”

“You are not as mad as it turns out, Colton,” she said, and she wiped a stray tear from her eye. “Just special.”

I rooted around in my pockets, looking for a handkerchief. My token for the fortune teller spilled out.

Rosadina leaned to pick it up, and she turned it around effortlessly between her fingers. Suddenly, the mood grew lighter, and she let out a chuckle.

“Someone hasn’t been to the fortune teller yet,” she giggled. It was pretty surprising to me how quickly she could flit between emotions. “As it happens, neither have I. Oh, he does this every year. He just feels sorry for Cassie! She’s a beggar who claims she has a third eye. She’s little more than a spectacle of storytelling.”

Rosadina jumped to her feet and tugged me through the crowd, and I jogged to keep up. She was running mighty fast for a woman in high heels.

“Come on,” Rosadina said with a hint of glee in her eyes.

We came upon a purple tent. There were some holes in the shabby fabric as if it had been eaten by moths over the years. There was a small curtain over the entranceway that was tied up with beaded ropes. There wasn’t a line, which told me it wasn’t as hot a location as the bar or the banquet table.

Rosadina flitted toward it with effortless grace.

I slipped inside behind her. It was warmly lit, with a hundred little candles scattered around haphazardly. There were skulls on makeshift shelves and little trinket dishes with strange-looking gems.

At the center of the tent, there was a table where strange-looking tarot cards were splayed out.

To my horror, there were dead black birds, too, stacked unceremoniously on top of each other. They didn’t smell, so they must have been fresh.

Rosalind shot me a look that said “I told you so.”

Oh, here we go. I hope you enjoy this. Tala was sounding awful smug in my head.

Then I jolted because what I’d thought was an old fur coat suddenly moved, and a ruin of an old lady turned to face me. She was doubled over so far that her spine was basically horizontal. She had hairs on her chin and a maddened look in her empty white eyes.

“Cassie. It’s me,” Rosadina said and winced with her next words. “Your little Rosy-Posy, who is destined to… oh, what was it? Live in a village of ash.”

My eyebrows crept so far up my head that they seemed destined to join my hairline. A village of ash? Like Asheville.

No fucking way. I told myself it had to be a coincidence and shoved the thoughts away.

“With a view of mountains, ridged with blue. Need I repeat it again child?” Cassie asked in a weak voice.

She groggily pulled herself to sit at the table and nudged over a deck of grimy-looking tarot cards.

“No,” Rosadina said determinedly. “You might be surprised to hear, I’ve had quite enough of it. Yet he hasn’t. I’ve brought you new blood, go ahead and scry.”

Rosadina nudged me forward like an offering.

“I’m nearly blind as a bat, man-flesh,” Cassie said plainly. “You’ll need to come closer so I can get a good sniff. Oh, yes… sandalwood, musk, some wine. I must have your token first before I delve into–”

“The deepest pit of your soul,” Rosadina mimicked with wiggling fingers. “Wooo.”

I handed the crone my small metal token, and she ran her dirty claws all over it as if trying to confirm its legitimacy before she began.

She waddled back over to the far end of her table where all the dead birds were stacked, and Rosadina came to stand with me.

“Ornithomancy,” Rosadina said plainly.

I watched as Cassie retrieved one particularly fat green bird. She took a small paring knife and cut a hole in the bird’s middle. I’d never heard of Ornithomancy before, but Rosadina seemed to sense my confusion.

“Traditionally,” Rosadina explained in a whisper. “Ornithomancy is a form of foretelling conducted by watching birds in flight, if they move one way you’re dying, if they move another you’re having a baby. Cassie seems to think it works better with the dead birds she finds… or rather kills herself… I honestly have no idea where she gets them all.”

Oh, I can’t watch! Poor birds! Neoma said, and her discomfort washed through me. Poor little chicklings!

It’s okay, they can’t feel anything now, Tala said in a comforting tone.

The old woman began to pull out the bird’s innards, and she set what looked to be the heart on a set of rusted copper scales.

“We should start a charity for the dead birds,” I whispered to Rosadina.

She laughed bleakly.

“Ah. Long life,” The woman said all of a sudden.

I withheld a chuckle.

“See.” I smothered a chuckle as I turned to Rosafina. “Told you I was good at this adventuring thing.”

“Yet, there is something missing,” Cassie said. “Wolves need scimitars. Owls need daggers. Panthers, well, they need breastplates. All shall come, with time, and perseverance.”

My eyebrows crushed together in confusion.

She’d just identified all of my eidolons. As bonkers as she seemed, could those be the weapons and pieces of armor connected to my eidolons?

Every eidolon had a weapon that worked in concert with them. I had the Mist Hare’s crossbow already. If I could find the others, I’d be even more powerful than before.

This is crazy, what if the old crone is right? My scimitar! Tala sounded excited.

A wave of amusement at her change of heart in regard to the fortune teller flowed from me to Tala, and she grumbled in response.

“See, she’s completely mad,” Rosadina whispered.

She was pretty damn on the nose. If she was right about the weapons, could she be right about Rosadina living in Asheville?

How come that’s got you more excited than having our weapons? Neoma laughed, but there was no jealousy in her tone, just mild teasing.

“There is something else…” Cassie went on. “A darkness on the periphery. A war of ancient evil stirring, in the west, in the south, north, and east, wherever there are weary voices to listen. Lost sons set to wander, driven to darkness.”

Then she looked at me, and it was like she wasn’t blind at all. Her white eyes widened to shocked, empty pits.

She spoke with sudden urgency. “A warrior of valor to lead the charge. You must gather as many as you can and save them from his scourge. Only you!”

“Alright. Enough with the scary stuff.” Rosadina brushed the old crone off. “Tell him something nice, Cassie, like how many children he’ll have, or what a nice house he’s going to live in, or how many presents Father Fable is going to leave under his Fable tree. Positivity, it’s like I’m always saying, that’s why no one is lining up outside your tent. People don’t want to hear about their awful deaths or looming damnation.”

“Well, what use is all that?” Cassie grunted.

She seemed highly aggrieved all of a sudden as if I’d just asked her to move her car out of my parking space.

“Some kids.” She nodded with an irritated frown. “Sure. Big house. No presents, for it’s Christmas he celebrates. See? Happy now? Does that help you? I don’t think so. People need to be warned about bad things, it’s the good things that ought to be surprises!”

Holy fuck. Did she know about Christmas? How could she have known that? I didn’t think people had Christmas in Fablewild.

Big fat nope on Christmas, Neoma confirmed.

This old crone was on the money. I’d have a big house? Shit. I was getting a little excited. I was less excited about the coming doom, however.

“I think that’s quite enough.” Rosadina clapped her hands together just as Cassie lazily tipped the dead bird into a small wooden basket filled with about twenty others.

I wanted to hear more, but the old crone seemed to have closed up shop. She idly began to flick through her tarot cards as Rosadina gently led me out of the tent. Being back in fresh air again felt damn good, but my head was buzzing with all the prospective revelations about my future that Cassie had told me.

“Well. That was something,” I said in a measured tone.

Rosadina let out a thin thread of laughter, and she was silent for a while as if she were considering something.

The music swelled, and across the courtyard, Ruhirg was beckoning his daughter over. He had a small crowd of dignitaries and wealthy-looking people assembled. They’d want to talk to the birthday girl of course, and I’d most unexpectedly been granted a great deal of time with her already.

“I should go and mingle,” she said with a smile. Her cheeks were flushed red, and her eyes were wide open, like a book I’d only just begun to read. “Maybe I’ll see you later before the party ends. I would like to say goodbye properly. I’ve had such a nice time with you.”

She kissed me once on each cheek, and my brain nearly short-circuited. Her hips swayed back and forth as she left, and her skirts swirled around her like a wisp.

She seemed to change as she walked away, and with every bouncy step, she seemed to grow in confidence.

I briefly pondered why she felt like she had to hide her endearing nature. Then I wondered why she’d felt that I alone was worthy of seeing it.

Her candor left me in awe. I’d only met a handful of people like her who could make me smile and feel sad all at once.

Unsure of what to do next, I headed back toward the bar. I decided some ale or whiskey would help me unravel what I’d heard from Cassie.

I hadn’t even made it to the counter when a hand came upon my shoulder.

“Colton Davis,” a familiar voice said.

I’d heard the refined, soft-spoken voice before.

“Gylbart Brightglade. Nice to see you again.” I offered my hand, and Gylbart shook it in a dignified manner.

The last time I’d met Gylbart he’d looked put together. He’d been as impeccably groomed as his horse. He didn’t look like that anymore. His blond hair was messy, it hadn’t been cut, and it had lost its shine. His honey-brown eyes were closer to black pits with the shadow that loomed in their depths.

“I apologize for my… lack of grooming,” he said in a tired voice. “I will admit to having had a rough few months.”

He took me to his table which was littered in empty tankards and glasses. He’d definitely been hitting the booze a little too heavily, and as I sat down, I made a decisive effort not to touch the table because it looked all sticky.

“We have made no progress on finding Elyias,” he said with heavy woe. “In truth, sleeping is a luxury I no longer allow myself, not while my brother is lost to the world and very possibly suffering. It is beginning to feel altogether hopeless. We have sunk considerable gold into contractors, forest rangers, sorcerers, even a rather unscrupulous-looking bounty hunter… All to no effect.”

“I’m really sorry. It can’t be easy,” I said.

I could only imagine how I would have felt if it was Owen who’d gone missing.

I decided not knowing was worse than knowing when it came to missing family members.

A young noble had gone missing. There had been no signs of a fight, and supposedly no reasons for him to run away from home. It was hard not to picture some sort of grizzly fate.

I’d seen monsters in Fablewild that could have killed a man and left no trace afterward. I’d seen environments so hostile, they necessitated a great deal of survival knowledge. One wrong turn in the wrong forest, one slip-up at the wrong time, and Elyias could have easily been toast.

“I’d like to help you find him, but I’m not sure where to even start to be quite honest.” I went on.

I found Gylbart’s silence oddly unnerving. Last time we’d met he’d been talkative as all hell. Now it seemed as though he was hollowed out.

“Maybe you can. It is an old adage, that too many cooks spoil a stew.” Gylbart leaned across the table and grabbed my wrist. “Yet perhaps, on this issue alone, I would have as many hands stirring the pot as possible. You have already done the impossible. You faced a Grand Temple and survived to tell the tale. You secured an eterna. You have a habit of defying what is expected. Help me find my brother. Meet with my father. Come to Tramezia and examine the site from where he went missing. There would be unfathomable riches made available to you if you were to aid my kinsfolk on this issue of no small importance.”

He set something heavy down on the table. My heart thudded in an irregular rhythm. I thought of what the old crone had said about wandering sons driven to darkness.

Driven to darkness didn’t sound very good.

“This anchor will take you directly to Tramezia,” Gylbart said. “If you show this at the gate of my family’s estate, the guards will permit you entry. It will also allow you into various establishments around the city usually reserved for the nobility. If any Tramezian sees you with this on your belt, they will know you are there on my kin’s business. There will be no inn nor merchant who will not aid you in all you need.”

“I’ll meet with your father,” I said and took a deep breath. “I’ll do my best to find your brother, Gylbart, but I can’t make any promises.”

“It is a boon to know that you are trying. It is hope in a dark night, and I shall cling to it.” Gylbart shook my hand again eagerly.
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Chapter 3

The moon bathed everything in tranquil blue light. The stars danced against the water fountains, and the soft trickle of moving water had become audible as the chatter petered out.

The party was winding down.

The banquet table had been raided, and only crumbs remained to mark the feast as having ever existed at all.

It had been quite an eventful night. I’d brushed shoulders with archdukes and high chieftains. I’d encountered a tangled spy network with the Blundering Baron.

Most excitingly, I’d met Rosadina and had an uncanny encounter with a bizarre, and potentially genuine, seer. I wasn’t quite sure what else the night had in store for me, but I was looking forward to it.

I pondered what Gylbart had asked of me. I turned the anchor around in my pocket. It was a hefty chunk of bronzed metal. With it in my possession, I could get to Tramezia easily. It’d also grant me access to Brightglade Palace.

It sounds like we’re going to Tramezia, Tala noted.

It was hard not to feel a little excited at the prospect of visiting a new region. Tramezia would be a great deal bigger than any of the other cities I’d visited before.

Tramezia is a giant city, Nyxi said.

I hadn’t heard much about it, but a giant Fablewild city got my attention instantly. I wondered what it would look like, and I doubted there would be any skyscrapers or tenement buildings.

If Gylbart had been in higher spirits, or at least not so drunk, I might have stuck around to ask him about it.

I cast him a small glance and found that his head was still buried in his cups.

It’s a hug he needs, not a drink, Neoma sighed in my head.

I’d given him a handshake and a promise to help. If he was anything like me, that meant more than a hug ever could.

I slowly navigated the courtyard with my drink in hand.

In the far corner of the open space, a large metal cage sat nestled between the acrobats and the firebreathers. Ruhirg had clearly hired some sort of circus for the event.

“Wyvern! Wyvern!” An oddly dressed man in checkered pants shouted at the top of his lungs. “Living breathing wyvern, all the way from the distant shores of Zihao!”

There was a small crowd gathered around the cage, and they all looked tentative yet excited.

I slowly navigated my way to the front of the assemblage, and my jaw fell to the ground for the second time that night.

I’d read enough fantasy novels to have had some idea of what a wyvern was. They were a little like dragons, except they perched on their back legs and traditionally their wings were not as big as a dragon’s.

Fablewild wyverns were nothing like that.

This thing was huge and feathered like a shoebill. It was a bright scarlet red and had a little fringe of yellow feathers around its neck. It looked like fire made into flesh.

Its teeth reminded me of a shark and it bared them monstrously against the bars of its confinement.

It didn’t look too happy about being stuffed in a cage and looked even less enthralled by its audience. It snapped wildly at me and flailed its long body around in circular motions.

In spite of its violent motions, it was an impressive beast to behold. I definitely wouldn’t want to face one in a temple.

So sad, Nyxi murmured in a bleak tone. Look at it all stuffed in there. That’s not its natural habitat. Wyverns are said to roam the desert plains of Zihao. They’re extremely rare. They were very nearly hunted to complete extinction. They’re solitary animals.

“If the beast was free, it would savage every man, woman, and child within reach.” The oddly dressed ringmaster walked up and down the length of the cage. “Yet they are ignoble beasts, as beautiful as they are startling.”

They’re highly intelligent and empathetic creatures, and not at all violent if left alone, Nyxi corrected.

The Ringmaster didn’t appear to know what he was talking about. Either that or he was willfully lying.

Can we go now? It’s breaking my heart, Nyxi continued.

But I couldn’t leave just yet. I hadn’t said goodbye to Ruhirg or Rosadina, so I slowly moved away from the wyvern cage and tried to find either one of them in the Courtyard.

Ruhirg was deep in conversation with the archduke, and I debated whether I could leave without thanking my host. The Archduke of Albiore hadn’t been the most pleasant of company, and I had no desire to be sucked back into conversation with him.

“Lost?” A slippery voice caught me.

I turned to face its owner.

He was quite short, colorfully dressed, and had a mop of obnoxious yellow hair.

“I’m Dougan, a representative of the Enclave of Bards,” he introduced himself. “You look like an adventurer. We’re always looking for adventurers. Would you care to join?”

Bards? I didn’t think I looked much like a bard.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he went on. He spoke like he was singing a song. “Bards sing and play lutes. You need not say it, I can hear the question already on the tip of your tongue. Do I look like a bard? I would remind you keenly, that a bard is an adventurer before he is any of those things. A bard is before all, a living record of glory, splendor, and beauty. Travel is an essential requirement of the post. Were it not for bards, who would cast histories into myths? Have you ever told a story to another?”

“I suppose,” I began, and he smiled brightly.

He sure liked to talk. I expected that was a requirement for the job.

“Add a few rhymes and a bard you will be.” He had a glint in his eye.

“I don’t think I’m particularly poetic,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, and I appreciate your craft, yet I am called to other things.”

“Ah. I see.” He looked disappointed. “There aren’t very many of us left, but we are as crucial to the land as any other calling. I ask you only to think about it.”

I didn’t need to think about it. I loved adventuring, but I didn’t want the complication of having to sing about it as I went around temples.

A lilting, pleasant voice came from behind me.

“O’ fleeting muse,” Rosadina said in a wispy tone. “Thy voice we long to hear, to lift spirits from this plight of silence, in Fablewild, where shadows endure, restore our songs that once trickled through lands unseen.”

“In perfect iambic pentameter!” The bard squealed with delight, and he drifted off as Rosadina grabbed me by the arm.

“Has Dougan been nagging you to join the Enclave of Bards?” Rosadina sighed. “Oh, the poor soul, can’t get any new recruits these days. It’s a noble art, so frequently neglected, fewer and fewer are called to beauty these days.”

“Have you ever thought about it? Being a bard?” I asked her. The idea had struck me rather suddenly. Rosadina had a strange look on her face, as though I’d said something worth pondering. “Are you telling me that your exorbitantly wealthy father never paid for a piano instructor?”

“It’s the harp I play actually,” she said delicately. “For the record, it is not such a terrible idea. However, following on from our earlier discussion, you may recall my previous brush with adventure. While I hunger for more than these walls, it seems to me that I am not cut from the same cloth as you, so I will strum my harp in my oppressive solitude. Bards are the first to die on the open road, that’s why Dougan has such trouble filling his vacancies.”

“Well, maybe if you were a bard,” I began. “And you were surrounded by… well… more combat-inclined adventurers, you may find that the path is less treacherous.”

She let out a soft little flurry of laughter.

“I’d never manage to keep my hair looking like this when I’m sleeping by campfires,” she said. “No, I fear I enjoy the boons of being a wealthy heiress a little too much. I will admit to it being a rather enchanting prospect, however, adventuring with a strapping young man, spinning tales together with words and strings, each day offering something new.”

“It’s a pretty exciting life. I won’t lie to you,” I told her.

“And you’re eager to get back to it, I would wager.” She glanced down at her feet. “I assume you’re leaving soon.”

“Caught me there.” I held my hands up. “It’s getting pretty late. I’ve just spoken to Gylbart Brightglade, it seems I’m bound for Tramezia. I think I’m going to head home for a day or two, get ready, and then head south.”

“I assume you’re going to help him find his brother?” Rosadina asked. “Rotten business. I knew Elyias. It’s very strange. Isn’t it? Just vanishing like that… One wonders if there are strange things afoot. To hear the baron tell of it, there’s an evil sorcerer corrupting the land with foul magic.”

“Cassie seems to think doom’s afoot, too,” I added.

“Cassie has been predicting eternal damnation for as long as I can remember,” Rosadina said. “Frankly, I would be more concerned if she began to promise fruitful harvests and an absence of pestilence. Well, if it all gets tangled in a spider’s nest, at least Dougan will get to write a very moving ballad about it all. I may eventually even strum my harp as the land falls to shadow and ruin.”

“I’d like to see that, well… not the shadow and ruin… but the harp.” I offered lightly.

It seemed appropriate to interrupt her pessimism.

Across the courtyard, the wyvern let out a great cry. Nyxi’s restless impatience wafted through our connection and into my body.

“Oh, wait a minute. I’ve had it with that crying. Before you go, we’re doing something about it.” Rosadina pointed across to the cage.

I cocked an eyebrow and decided the noise must have really been grating on her, either that or she shared Nyxi’s empathy for suffering animals. The latter seemed more likely.

“If you can draw the ringmaster to my father, that will surely distract him.” Rosadina had the look of a puppy who’d spotted a juicy bone. “Then you can grab the key while my father’s droning on about sun-racers. That should give us enough time to open the cage and usher the poor thing out of the back exit. They’re not violent beasts, incredibly rare and gentle, a bit like the eterna. What do you say? I’m afraid it would be rude of me to ask for something else when you’ve already gifted me an eterna...”

“I’ve been thinking it looks pretty miserable in there, too,” I mused. “I might suggest you do the distracting, and I do the key-grabbing. You’re a lot more, well…”

Distracting? Tala teased. Certainly. Well, at least for you.

I certainly couldn’t deny that. I nodded my head slowly, and with sly grins, we both set off.

The crowd by the wyvern had not decreased, and it struck me in that moment that the ringmaster wasn’t so much the problem, but rather the small audience who would surely alert him to our plot.

The wyvern was attempting to sleep, and Rosadina winced as the ringmaster kicked the bars to wake it up again.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” the ringmaster lowered his voice to a hush. “Please if you can, the wyvern is an endangered animal, donate a coin or two, silver or gold. Through my efforts alone, this species is preserved.”

“I don’t think this will work,” I said.

She pushed her bottom lip out in a pout, but I wasn’t about to give up. The plan just required a bit more nuance.

“I’ll tell you a better way.” I grinned. “We get the Ringmaster to put the wyvern away through the back. Tell him the party is over, which it very nearly is anyhow, then we’ll get the keys from him back there, sneakily I’d suggest, but I’m perfectly happy to punch the geezer if required. Then we can free the wyvern without as many onlookers.”

Rosadina nodded her head slowly.

I could see the details of my plan turning in her head, too, and we set to work in careful concert with each other.

She wore her confident persona once more and flitted off toward the ringmaster.

My job was simple, let her do her thing, wait until the ringmaster was distracted, then grab the key.

His keychain was jingling on his brown leather belt, and I eyed it carefully.

“The party is nearing its end, dear friend,” Rosadina said in a delicate tone. “I fear the presence of the wyvern must come to an end, it’s time for the night to wind down. Come, I’ll help you to the storehouse. I’m certain the beast may benefit from some quiet, if not you…”

“I need no help from you Lady Rosadina. I’ve got it all well-managed,” the ringmaster said gruffly.

He seemed disappointed, but the wyvern had earned him a fat casket of gold. The ringmaster motioned for his performers to help move the wyvern away. As he did so, onlookers still threw coins in the cask.

It struck me that Nyxi would have been a lot better at the stealthy business.

“I’ll give you a hand.” I offered.

The Ringmaster looked a little taken aback but motioned me to help regardless.

It took about twenty of us in total to push the cage. Even though it was on wheels it was still damn hard to push. If it weren’t for all my rock-climbing it struck me that I wouldn’t have had the strength in my arms to lift such a heavy thing. The wyvern howled and shrieked as we went.

Rosadina walked ahead of us. She looked nervous as she led us down a path to a storehouse.

The wheels were stiff and were in need of an oiling. It took a great heave to get the cage over a small lip in the door. By the time we were finished, all of us were exhausted and dripping with sweat.

The oddly-garbed circus leader bent over and took a deep breath, and I clapped him hard on the back.

“You’re getting too old for this I’d wager,” I said in a lighthearted tone.

My hand slipped down his back, and I effortlessly unclipped the keychain from his belt without him noticing. I winked at Rosadina as I curled my fingers around the keys to silence them.

The first job was done. Now it was time for the second part.

“Very well. All done,” he said in a disgruntled voice. “I do hope your father intends on paying me extra. The wyvern would have been just fine in the courtyard for a night. All this extra moving around business, well, such things come with extra costs.”

I scowled at his money-grubbing ideas. There was no reason for him to get extra payment, the wyvern would have needed to be moved regardless of when it happened.

“You may make your own arrangements with him,” Rosadina said in a tart voice.

He was a real piece of work.

“So wait a minute.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “You got paid upfront by Lord Amberstone? But you’ve also been mooching off his guests for donations. You’ve been emphasizing to everyone that this is an endangered animal, that you’re doing this all out of some altruistic gesture to preserve the species, but it’s just a profit-making scheme for you, isn’t it?”

The ringmaster had the decency to look a little guilty.

“Well,” I breathed. “Maybe the lord of the house would like to know how you’re willfully taking money from his guests, perhaps your donors would, too, for that matter. They might even want their gold and silver back.”

“Oh, you–” The ringmaster’s voice broke off, and he stifled a grunt in his throat. “Ah, very well. Good tidings to you all.”

I had a distinct feeling the ringmaster did not wish me anything resembling good tidings as he stomped out of the storeroom. The moment he was gone, Rosadina burst into laughter. I joined her, and together the noise of our shared humor echoed through the dim room.

I held up the keys and jingled them.

“Let’s get this done,” I said confidently.

The wyvern wasn’t howling anymore, instead, it was lying curled in a pitifully small ball at the bottom of its cage.

They’re intelligent creatures, Nyxi said. They can sense friends from foes. He knows you’re not going to hurt him.

“I think you’ve earned the honor,” Rosadina smiled and gestured toward the cage.

I perched down with a grin.

The lock fell away with a metallic click, and the cage door opened. Inside, the feathered wyvern stirred, and its rich red plumage began to puff out like an inflated balloon.

I stepped back, and my heart raced. It could have attacked us if it wanted to, but something told me it wouldn’t.

Rosadina stood behind me, like she was afraid it was going to lash out.

But with a single glance, I knew it wasn’t going to hurt us. I could see in its eyes that it was grateful for what we’d done.

I couldn’t speak wyvern, but as Nyxi said, it was a smart beast. Its eyes were ancient and wise, and they brimmed with budding sentience.

It groggily moved out of the cage and stared out toward the moonlight illuminating the open door. The wyvern’s wings unfurled gracefully, it was as if it hadn’t been able to stretch them fully in some time.

The wyvern raised its giant feathered head and our eyes locked again.

Then, with a powerful thrash of its magnificent wings, the wyvern leaped into the air. Its glorious feathers glittered as the moonlight licked them.

The ground shook slightly, and a gust of wind swept over me so fiercely that it nearly knocked Rosadina and me off our feet.

As the wyvern flew upward, it paused mid-air where it hung floating against the backdrop of twinkling stars.

A single tear fell from its eye. The tear fell down as though it was not affected by gravity.

I reached out instinctively, and the tear landed with a small pitter in my outstretched palm. It was warm and held its shape. Water would have spilled out and slipped through my fingers, but the tear stayed in a little metallic bead. It reminded me of mercury in a thermometer.

The wyvern gave us one final look, and then it soared higher until it was in the clouds. Its wings flapped up and down jubilantly. The sky embraced it, and its silhouette vanished amid the dark canvas of the sky.

“A wyvern tear!” Rosadina squealed in delight. “Oh! Those are so rare. It was like it was saying thank you, wasn’t it? Oh… this might be even better than the eterna. To see a wyvern fly free after so long in captivity! I shall never forget this night, Colton. Not for as long as I live.”

I shook the little bead in my hand. I was unsure of where to keep the thing, but it didn’t look like it would soak through a pocket.

It’s said a wyvern tear can heal even fatal wounds. Nyxi informed me. It can right a thousand wrongs, and it can even give life back to those who sleep in death. I’d keep a hold of that if I were you. You could get a lot of gold for it in Fablewild, but some things are priceless for a reason.

Rosadina came toward me, peered wistfully into my hand at the tear, and jabbed it with her index finger.

“Kindness pays out, doesn’t it?” she asked softly, and the moonlight caught her pale milky skin and made it glow. “It’s just as well you keep it. Should you ever sustain a mortal wound, a wyvern tear is better than any balm or poultice. They contain magic of unknowable power. Most scholars can’t get their hands on them to ever properly study the effects.”

“This has been… quite a night,” I said with a ghost of a smile on my lips.

Quite a night was an understatement of the highest order. I’d come to the party thinking I’d walk away with a couple of leads on bounties. Instead, I’d come away with an anchor that would take me to Tramezia, a wyvern tear, and a new friend in Rosadina.

A thousand stampeding rhinos couldn’t have pulled the grin from my face.

“And now…” Rosadina said. “I don’t need to worry that our goodbye this evening will be forever. As you walk off into danger, grand temples, and who knows what else, you will have this beautiful little tear in your pocket to see you through.”

She smiled at me with adoration in her gray eyes, and I could have stayed there for hours just looking at her.

“Come, I’ll walk you out.” Her smile faded a little.

We left the storeroom, and she walked me back to the gate I’d entered through. It was quiet and almost serene, and neither of us seemed to feel the need to talk to fill the silence.

I’d very rarely felt so comfortable with a person.

My eidolons were humming happily. Even Nyxi, who’d been less than enthusiastic about coming to the party, was exuding a feeling of warm contentment. The presence of her pendant was soothing on my chest.

Rosadina paused at the gate as the guards nudged them open, and her lips parted and then closed.

“I’ll see you again soon.” She smiled, and once more, she kissed me on both cheeks. “Spend your tear wisely.”

“I always spend them wisely. It’s been a real pleasure, Rosadina.” I nodded my head with a slight curve to my lips.

“Until next time.” Rosadina bowed.

I walked a few feet ahead, then I turned my back. She was still standing there looking beautiful and wistful all at once. I realized there was one big thing I’d forgotten to do.

“Oh, and happy birthday!” I called out.

In the end, our goodbye was bright laughter.

I trudged to a small secluded spot by the lake and pulled the portal box out of my pack. I’d had a great time, but I was looking forward to going home and relaxing for a bit with my eidolons. We had a lot to talk about and even more to do.

We’d need to plan our trip to Tramezia. There was still Adam to worry about as well. We’d need to keep an eye on him and work out a plan to separate him from his eidolon, but those were problems for another day.

I emerged from the whirlwind of magical energy from the portal, and I landed upright on my feet.

I was barely back on Earth a minute before I began to plan what I’d do with the rest of the night. Kicking my feet up on the couch and hanging out with my eidolons sounded like a solid plan.

In a swirl of bright-colored light, I let them out of their jewelry.

Nyxi instantly entwined me in her arms, and her warm scent of earth and fresh flowers enveloped me.

“You saved the wyvern!” she said with a giant smile on her face. “That was so…”

It seemed as though she was struggling to find the words. Out of all of my eidolons, Nyxi was the quietest, and the least prone to outpourings of physical affection.

Granted, she was also the newest to join me in my life, but I didn’t think she’d ever lose that bit of reserve she had.

“Gallant,” Neoma supplied.

“Touching,” Tala added.

“It was just the right thing to do,” I said.

Neoma rolled her eyes starkly and popped her hip out.

“Underplaying it as usual,” Nyxi said. “That poor wyvern had been in that cage for fable-knows how long, and you set it free. Just think of it. It’s out there now, flying on its wings, completely as it should be, and it’s all thanks to you.”

She fluttered ahead and guided us down the mountain.

“And Rosadina,” Tala added with a cocked eyebrow. “She was so grateful to Colton. I bet you were blushing.”

“To-may-toe,” Neoma giggled.

“Well, I think she was a delightful surprise,” Nyxi mused. “I was expecting a real prissy princess. She’s got layers, like an onion.”

“Onion isn’t the word I would use,” Neoma snorted. “But I suppose the metaphor works. On the subject of onions, we’ve got a real stinker of a quest. How on Earth are we going to find Elyias when bounty hunters, sorcerers, and rangers have failed?”

I honestly had no idea.

“We can only do our best,” I said as we slowly navigated our way to the bottom of the mountain. “I haven’t promised Gylbart any miracles.”

Our apartment was a welcome sight.

Tala had a habit of cleaning the place until it looked like a showroom. She couldn’t sit still for a moment, that one.

Our apartment was looking better than ever, but I still couldn’t suppress my daydreaming about a bigger place.

There were more of us now, and it would be good if each of my eidolons could have their own room. We were living on top of each other as it was, and it had only been amplified since Nyxi joined us. She liked her solitude more than the others.

I imagined in a bigger place they could each have their own personal refuge that suited them. Assuming they wanted such a thing in the first place, but even if they wanted to keep sleeping in my bedroom, more space wasn’t exactly a problem.

If Tala had a private bedroom to decorate, I figured it would be pretty neat and tidy.

Neoma would have projectors all over her place and would probably turn her room into a mini-observatory.

I could see Nyxi making a jungle space filled with giant monstera plants.

Tala began to wipe down the kitchen counters, and Neoma perched herself on the back of the couch. Nyxi didn’t look like she knew what to do with herself, and she prowled the edges of the room.

“Are you alright, Nyx?” Neoma asked her in a careful tone with her eyebrows arched.

“No… I, well… yes,” she said in a voice that reassured none of us.

I gave her a glance to remind her we were a team, and teams needed to be honest with each other.

“Oh, alright,” Nyxi sighed deeply. “It’s just a lot for me. I was alone for so long, and now I’m never alone. I’m surprised by how much I enjoy having company, but sometimes, after a day like this, I just want to be alone for a little bit. Is that a bad thing? I feel awful for even thinking like this.”

“It’s not awful at all and completely understandable.” I moved toward her and put my hand on her shoulder reassuringly.

She peered up at me from behind her thick long lashes.

“I was alone for a while, too,” I said. “Not totally alone of course, but after a long day, I’d come back to an empty apartment. I was free to decompress in silence. It’s hard learning to live with people, but you’ll get used to it, and any time you need a breather for yourself, just say it. You should go back to your room and chill out. Forget we exist.”

“Well, I’d rather not forget you exist, Colton.” Nyxi smiled. “Thank you for everything.”

She closed the door behind her softly. Tala set the couch up with pillows and blankets. Neoma began to raid my DVD collection in pursuit of a movie to watch, and in the end, we opted for Lord of the Rings.

As it turned out, Lord of the Rings had been an incredibly poor choice. Tala had adjusted really quickly to human and earth things, but Neoma, on the other hand, was still mystified with the TV as though it were new to her.

“Can we go to The Shire?” She squeezed herself into my side on the couch, and the heat of her body spread through me. “Just a day trip. I don’t need us to book a hotel or anything, just to see it, just once!”

“It’s not real,” I said plainly.

She pushed herself even closer to me, and her lips caught the side of my neck. It was as if she thought enough flirting might change my mind about taking her to a non-existent place.

“When we put a DVD on…” I swallowed hard against the desire rising in my veins. “The places the television shows us aren’t real. The Shire is a made-up place. They designed a set and filmed some scenes there.”

“Oh…” Neoma paused her lips on my neck. “But the other day that boring show was on, and it told us the weather, and that turned out real.”

“You mean the weather forecast?” Tala snorted.

She’d retrieved some maraschino cherries from the pantry and was rather seductively popping them into her mouth one by one.

“Oh, never mind…” Neoma said.

I found it adorable, and I eagerly wound my arm around her. I grinned when I felt her hand slip down my thigh.

I was beginning to get ideas, and I wasn’t at all convinced the two women flanking me on the couch hadn’t placed themselves very strategically to ensure how our night would progress.

Tala’s hand moved down until it was on my left thigh, and Neoma held dominion over my right.

“We haven’t even left Rivendell yet,” I chuckled and turned to Neoma first.

She giggled a little as my hand came down to the heat between her thighs, and she let out a small moan.

“Mhmm,” I hummed. “Maybe I’ll fuck you first. Would you like that?”

Neoma nodded as her lips fell open in a little sigh of pleasure.

“You’re in for a rough ride,” I teased. “I’ve been waiting on this all night.”
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Chapter 4

She mewled with desire as my mouth came down upon hers, and her lips were hot and felt so very right. Her tongue eagerly mingled with mine, and I brought my hand to her cheek and pulled her closer.

Tala took a fistful of my hair and tugged me toward her instead. I grinned wildly as she moved to straddle my lap, like she was marking her territory.

Neoma was too gentle a spirit to match Tala’s ferocity, but she began to slowly undo the buttons of my shirt and kissed her way down my chest.

“You’re both so fucking hot,” I said between frantic kisses.

I was rock hard already, and the length of my erection was straining against the fabric of my pants. All the blood in my body pooled downward as I consumed Tala’s mouth with my own. I gently nipped at her lip as she pulled away, but as soon as her full pink lips left mine, Neoma’s were there to replace them.

Tala slipped off the couch and got down onto her knees. Her back was arched deliciously, and her provocative posture made her perfectly round ass easy to appreciate.

Neoma was kissing me playfully, her tongue was doing a little dance with mine, and breaths were becoming a struggle to fit in between mouthfuls of impassioned kisses.

Tala began to fidget with the buttons on my pants, and a small moan escaped my lips.

Tala’s hands brushed over my bulge with infuriating slowness, and Neoma giggled into my mouth.

It was past time for the teasing to end, and Tala seemed to agree as she slowly began to pull down my pants and boxers.

“I want you to suck on it,” I instructed her.

Tala mewled a little and slowly brought her hot mouth down on my hard shaft, and she licked her way from the base all the way to the tip of my cock.

“Aaaahhh,” I moaned with pleasure and brought my lips down on Neoma’s neck.

I sucked little bruises there to mark her as mine.

Tala’s mouth began to move faster, licking up and down the shaft. Occasionally she would take it deep inside her mouth and my tip would touch the back of her hot, slick throat. If she kept going at the rate she was, there’d be no time for any of the other ideas I was formulating in my head.

My hungry eyes found Neoma. “Help Tala out of her clothes.”

Neoma did as she was told with a wicked grin on her lips.

Tala continued to attempt to swallow my cock whole as Neoma helped her out of her leggings to reveal a small black thong that left every inch of Tala’s perfect ass exposed.

There was so much I could do to them and with them. I made a silent commitment to continue giving them the sort of pleasure that was unimaginable until it had been experienced, just like they always gave me.

“Lick her pussy, get her nice and wet for me,” I told Neoma.

Tala let out a cascade of rolling sighs as Neoma set to work. I could hear the lapping sounds of Neoma’s tongue teasing at Tala’s clit. With every ounce of torturous pleasure that Neoma gave to Tala, my wolf sucked and lapped at my cock even more eagerly. She muffled her moans in the base of my cock, and her hands desperately reached down to squeeze my thigh.

My beautiful wolf began to lose concentration on the task at hand as Neoma pleasured her, and her tongue stuttered erratically on my cock.

I couldn’t wait to feel the slick heat of her pussy.

Tala’s moans became hot and heavy. Neoma crouched down to get a better angle at my wolf’s pussy. My owl’s back was curved and arched, and her knees were buckling from the strain of sustained crouching.

My hands reached forward and squeezed at Tala’s perky tits, and she sang her desperate moans into my cock. It was the most beautiful song I’d ever heard.

Tala’s moans told me she was getting close to her end, but it was way too soon for that, and they both still had too much clothing on for what I had in mind.

With great urgency, we detached ourselves from each other so that I could reach both my eidolons more easily. Tala slinked up onto the couch by my side, and I pulled Neoma up onto the couch beside me, too.

I teasingly flipped her over so I could get a good look at her tits and pulled down her flowy top. Her tits were a perfect handful each, and she moaned as I squeezed them in my hands. Neoma pressed her lips together like she wanted to suppress the sounds of her arousal.

“That’s my good girl,” I said as I brought my mouth down upon them. I sucked on her nipples until they were pointed and red. “Make all the noise you want. I love it when you get loud.”

I wanted to make her feel even better than she already did.

Tala let out a low purr, slipped up the couch, and covered Neoma’s mouth with her own.

I imagined she still tasted like my cock, and I took great pleasure in that as I slowly hiked Neoma’s skirt up to her hips.

Her panties were already soaked through, and I pushed the sheer white fabric aside. I found her clit with my fingers and circled it quickly.

She began to writhe on the couch, and I slowly spread her pink pussy lips open with one finger, then two.

“Oh… Colton!” she screamed.

Tala slowly brought her mouth down to Neoma’s still-red nipples.

“Is Colton making you feel nice?” Tala purred seductively.

“Oh, it feels so good!” Neoma whined.

“Just wait ‘til you see what I’ve got for you later,” I said in a low voice.

If she thought my fingers were so good, she’d be in for a real treat with my cock.

Tala moved her hands over my shaft again and stroked me in a slow, teasing rhythm.

“I’m not forgetting about you,” I pulled my fingers out of Neoma’s wet tunnel and turned to Tala.

My wolf-woman bit her lip at the prospect.

The urge to be inside one of my beautiful eidolons was overwhelming, so I guided Tala down to the floor. I wanted to fuck her from behind where I’d have a better look at her perfect ass.

Neoma tugged her skirt completely off and slipped down onto the floor to kiss Tala.

It was so fucking hot to watch them kiss and go down on each other at my instruction.

Neoma danced her fingers over my wolf eidolon’s breasts and nipples as we explored both pairs of Tala’s lips at the same time. My owl’s tongue poked out to trace the line of Tala’s mouth while I stroked my fingers through her dripping entrance.

Then, without warning, I plunged my cock into Tala’s wet pussy.

“Fuck!” She let out a sharp squeal as her inner walls stretched to accommodate my girth.

After a moment’s pause, I moved in and out slowly for a moment as her reward for teasing me earlier.

Then my pace got quicker until my thighs were smacking against the plump globes of her ass with satisfying slaps.

“Oh, you’re such a good girl, aren’t you?” I groaned.

She could barely formulate a word of reply as I rammed into her quivering pussy, and her moans inched toward a fevered pitch she only reached upon orgasm.

That’s when I decided it was Neoma’s turn, and I pulled out of Tala without warning.

“Coltooooon,” Tala whined with need.

Neoma gasped in surprise as I bent her over the side of the armrest, and I positioned myself behind her. My cock struggled to fit at first, so I spread her legs further apart, and that seemed to do the trick.

I set a steady rhythm with my hips, fisted one hand in her hair, and reached around to fondle her tits with the other.

“Do you want me to cum inside you?” I asked.

“Yeah… oh, please. I want–” She tried to speak, but her voice caught in her throat.

“Shit,” I groaned and gave her ass a sharp slap.

Tala moved over to kiss me, and our tongues danced together with animalistic intensity. Tala’s hair was a wild tangled mess from my frantic hands pulling and tugging it.

Neoma’s body tensed up, and she was breathing so rapidly that I knew she was going to cum soon.

“Oh, Colton!” she screamed, and her body trembled.

I slapped her ass again as long sighs of ecstasy came pouring from her mouth.

“Now it’s your turn to make me cum, sweet girl,” I said to her sternly.

I scooped Neoma into my arms and shifted us until I was lying on the couch with her straddling my hips.

“You’re so fucking big!” Neoma moaned as she rode my cock with her hand firmly pressed onto my chest for balance.

“You get over here, too.” I looked at Tala. “I want to taste your pussy. I want to make you both cum at the same time”

She chewed her bottom lip again, and her hand came on her breast as if she was aroused by the mere prospect of what awaited her. She slowly brought her thighs up to my chest, and I felt the heat of her pussy fall atop my eager lips.

Her salty-sweet pussy was like tasting heaven, and I teased her sensitive little bud and flicked it with my tongue.

Tala was writhing on top of me and pressing herself harder against my mouth.

Neoma bounced wildly with desire, and her pace increased.

My hips thrust my cock up, and her body took every last inch of me.

A familiar tension was building within me, and little jolts of electricity washed through every nerve in my body. For the smallest of flickers, everything was bright and white.

The ecstasy curled in the base of my spine like strings of lightning. The bliss laced between the notches of my spine and electrified every atom of my being until I thought I might explode into a billion shattered stars.

“Oooohh!” Neoma screamed again.

“Fuuuuck, yeeessss,” Tala moaned above me.

Their pussies began to quiver in near-perfect unison, and Tala’s delicious juices coated my tongue as Neoma’s pussy dripped with her impending orgasm.

Neoma crashed into bliss first, and the rapid fluttering of her inner walls combined with the moans of desire from both my lovers nearly demolished my self-control.

“Yeeesss!” Tala cried. “I’m gonna cuuuuum!”

And her words were my undoing.

The lightning coiled through my spine exploded and sent fire blazing along every nerve ending. The pleasure crashed over me in waves, and it flooded my system like the most potent drug known to man as I poured my seed into Neoma’s greedy pussy.

“Uuuuuhhh,” I groaned into Tala’s pussy.

“Fuck!” She trembled from the vibrations.

I coaxed all three of us through the relentless waves of our shared pleasure until our bodies finally stopped vibrating and we floated back down to Earth.

Neoma rolled off me. “I came twice…”

Her voice was tired and distant, and her limbs were loose and relaxed.

“I’ll go for three next time,” I suggested with an untameable grin on my face.

We slowly unfurled on the couch and were still reeling from the bliss of our lovemaking.

Neoma stumbled onto her legs and seemed to be, finally, coming down from her euphoria as Tala rubbed at her eyes.

It had been a busy day, and I’d used up the last of my energy. I wanted to go to sleep and enjoy some tired cuddling with my eidolons.

“Bedtime,” Tala said in a tired voice.

She held her hand out and pulled me up from the couch.

We all headed through the bedroom door and crowded onto the bed. It was big enough for three, yet with all of us curled together it struck me that it could have fit more people. Maybe Nyxi would join us next time.

Neoma slept with her head on my chest, and Tala was curled up against my side.

In the cool abyss of lulling sleep, I dreamed for the first time in a while.

I didn’t often have dreams, but when I did, they usually felt real.

That night was different.

It was like I knew I was dreaming, but I was powerless to rip myself from it.

I was in what looked to be a throne room, and the walls were made of oily black stone.

There were sculptures, or gargoyles to be more exact, and their faces were monstrous and twisted. They lined the room in pairs like soldiers on a battlefield. The windows were blacked out, like there was no light beyond them. Ice-cold dread pooled in my gut.

I walked a few feet forward to where the large throne sat empty. It was black and formidable with large intricate legs. It seemed to be made of the same oily black stone as the building.

Somewhere, in the distance, a scream echoed off the black stone walls, and all the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

Tala’s scream was filled with agony and terror, and the sound set my heart thundering in my chest.

Panic flooded into my veins, and suddenly I jolted awake in my bed.

The bright morning sun was spilling through the curtains. Neoma’s leg was brushing up against my morning wood, but she was still fast asleep.

My hands were shaking, my heart was racing, and a shiver raced down my spine.

Tala was already awake, and she peered down at me with concern in her eyes.

“Bad dream?” She kissed the tip of my nose.

I nodded my head slowly. I briefly considered telling her about the really bizarre dream I’d just had, but I thought better of it.

It was just a dream.

“Well, even the best of us have a nightmare or two.” She kissed my neck, and the dread pooling within me was replaced by contentment. “But I hope you’ve woken up to a blissful reality.”

She kissed me square on the mouth.

Neoma hummed as she woke up on my chest, and she nuzzled her face into me.

“Want. More. Sleep.” Neoma clipped each word short.

Tala’s hand trailed down my thigh, but before I could get any ideas about more sex, the bedroom door swung open and Nyxi strode through.

Unlike me, Tala, and Neoma, she looked well-rested. The thick coiled strands of her hair intersected like grapevines. She was wearing one of my old shirts, and it barely reached her mid-thigh.

I’d bought her plenty of pajamas, and I wondered briefly if it was comfier for her.

“If you don’t like your pajamas, Nyxi, we can pick you up something different,” I suggested idly as I slipped some sweatpants over my boxers.

Nyxi looked almost mischievous for a second. She very slowly surveyed my bare chest, but she looked away quickly, as if I were a bit of prey that had just caught her prowling. I flashed her a teasing smile.

“It’s not… I like them,” Nyxi said as she fidgeted with the edge of my shirt.

It was adorable to watch her battle with her inner reservations as her affection rolled in waves over our connection.

“I like the smell of your shirts, too,” Neoma whispered to me.

Her hot breath tickled my neck and sent a shiver up my spine. She kissed my shoulder lovingly as she folded her arms around my neck.

Nyxi was deriving intimate pleasure from the mere smell of me. I thought back to the first night we’d laid with each other. We were getting a lot closer. I briefly pondered if there would be enough room in the bed for all four of us.

“Well,” Tala announced as she moved with efficient haste toward the kitchen. “I think it’s well past time for breakfast.” I wasn’t sure what we had in the fridge, but I was reasonably certain there were at least some eggs.

Tala liked ham, bacon was a no-go, and we were certainly out of that because we were going through obscene amounts of meat.

In the end, Neoma took charge of cooking and decided to make us some poached eggs on sourdough toast with sliced avocado. She cut the avocado and twisted it around to look like a mushy green rose.

After a bit of sniffing and poking, Nyxi removed the avocado from her toast and nudged it disdainfully to the edge of her plate.

“I appreciate the gesture, Neoma,” Nyxi began. “But this green thing is disgusting. The texture makes my skin crawl. It’s like eating wet mulch.”

“It’s very good for you,” Neoma encouraged. “It’s got lots of healthy fats in it. That’s what that lady from the cooking show says.”

Neoma was getting a little too absorbed with the television. Between wanting to visit the Shire and treating Rachael Ray as some form of gospel, I was starting to consider that my world was as infectiously interesting to my eidolons as Fablewild was to me. I found Neoma’s willingness to adapt to my world pretty damn adorable, and the avocado toast didn’t hurt, either.

“So today…” I began. It felt almost like I was delivering a briefing to a football team, only this football team had hot and powerful women. “Tramezia is an exciting prospect, but I think we should take a day in Asheville to sort out some of the mess we’ve got going on here.”

I wouldn’t feel good about going to help Gylbart before I knew more about the Mist Hare’s situation with Adam.

“We need to think of a way to separate this awful master from his eidolon,” Tala nodded her head in agreement. “We’ve seen how he’s treating her. His camper hasn’t moved for the past week. How do we even know he’s still living out there? Maybe we should just camp out there, too, and corner him if he ever does slink back.”

“Not everything ought to be faced head-on,” Nyxi rebutted. “Sometimes stealth allows the element of surprise. It also gives us time to properly assess how best to deal with Adam.”

On the subject of Adam, I quickly realized that I hadn’t checked the geocaching forums lately.

My journey to Fablewild had begun on those forums. It was a longshot, but maybe he’d posted something on there that could give us a few answers. He’d also had a habit of leaving me messages on occasion. I opened it up on my phone, and irritation rose in my chest. He had indeed sent me a few messages.

“He sent two messages,” I said, and then I read them aloud for my eidolons. “‘Making yourself at home, are you?’ and ‘Stay out of my camper if you know what’s good for you.’”

“How did he know we were even in his camper?” Nyxi asked.

“It must be the Mist Hare,” I said. “I bet she can smell another eidolon. You guys are always sensing each other.”

After a minute of quiet contemplation, my eidolons all nodded at me.

“Nyxi’s right.” I gave her a proud look. “We need to approach this with stealth. We thought about cameras, so let’s do it. I want to set them up near his camper. Then we can keep an eye on him and maybe get a feel for his routine.”

Nyxi smiled at me, Neoma nodded her head, and even Tala seemed to have come around to my way of thinking.

“So…” I began. “Today we’ll head into town to pick up some cameras. A few more guns won’t hurt, either. We can catch lunch, too, if you want. Then we go to his camper and set the cams up.”

A primal urge coursed through me whenever I thought of Adam.

I had to keep my eidolons safe. They were my top priority.

In Fablewild they were powerful spirit warriors. In their human forms, they were still pretty impressive, but they were more vulnerable here.

I had to defend my women, and guns were the best way to do that in this world.

A Glock 19 Gen5 would probably be my best choice. It was reliable, easy to use in a pinch, and packed a pretty hefty punch.

A shotgun was also an option, and I briefly considered the Mossberg 590M.

While an AK-47 had appeal, it wasn’t exactly easy to conceal, and I didn’t want to draw extra attention to ourselves.

Tala and Neoma said they were going to get dressed and headed into the bedroom, but Nyxi hovered at the table and looked like she had something to say.

“Go on,” I said with a small smile. “Spit it out.”

Then she broke like a dam.

“Do you like me as much as Neoma and Tala?” she asked in an uncharacteristically self-conscious way.

Her shoulders were hunched, and she could barely bring her eyes up to meet my gaze.

“Of course I like you as much,” I said. “I think the reason this works, this team we’re building, is that we all offer something different. Tala’s a straight talker. She tells me things how they are and doesn’t mince her words. Neoma is this… bundle of positive energy. And you’re… I guess you’re like my calm spot. When I’m with you, I just feel really at ease.”

She blushed pink, then slowly moved herself closer to me. She smiled at me in a way I’d never seen before, and there was a bright light of affection in her eyes.

“I feel the same way about you,” she said tentatively.

Her hand moved toward my shoulder and rubbed it affectionately.

I placed my hand over hers, and she took another step closer.

“I’ve never been so moved before. When I saw you free that wyvern, it reminded me of when you freed me. It made me realize I feel the same way when I’m with you, Neoma, and Tala. It’s like the world below me doesn’t matter. Like I’m hovering in the clouds.”

“Are you going to give me a tear, too?” I asked in a soft voice.

I brought my hand up to her cheek and cupped it gently.

“Not a tear,” she murmured.

Then she was standing on her tiptoes, and my hand snaked around to hold the small of her back. Her lips grazed mine and then pulled away.

“I think I’ll need a bit more than that.” I grinned at her in sheer delight.

I tugged her back to me, and she let out a sharp squeal.

My mouth came down upon hers, and I swallowed her hesitancy in an all-devouring kiss. Her lips were hot and soft, like little pillows for mine.

“Much better,” she admitted when we split apart for air.

“I could kiss you all day, but we really need to get ready.” I smiled.

She nodded with a deep blush on her cheeks.

I hurried to get dressed. We didn’t have too much planned for the day so I slipped on a T-shirt and some clean shorts.

Tala emerged in similar humble attire. She was wearing a small cropped top with a pair of tight-fitting bike shorts.

Neoma hadn’t caught the same memo that we had. She wore a yellow dress with polka-dots and a pair of white high heels.

Nyxi usually dressed simply, but today she decided on a pair of leather leggings and a wrap-top that plunged pretty low. Her ample cleavage was on full display.

We headed downtown to where the most stores were grouped together. I decided it would be best if we got what we needed first before we made any detours, so we headed to the electronics store. I grabbed a basket and moved to the surveillance and security aisle. There were about thirty different models to choose from.

If there was one surprising luxury about wealth, it was how my priorities for purchasing had shifted.

Before I’d had money, I’d spend hours scouring the internet for cheap devices with good specs. Now I had enough money that I could just buy the best model without worrying about the price tag.

“These ones have night vision,” I said.

I filled my basket with about ten of them.

The price of all the cameras would have once been eye-watering, but I didn’t worry about money anymore.

The gun store was the next stop on the list.

Nyxi had her eye on a sniper rifle, but I didn’t see the point in such a purchase. They weren’t the right tool for the job.

“If we find Adam, I could sit up on a tree with this thing,” Nyxi said simply. “Then poof. Problem solved.”

I laughed at her optimism.

“You’ve never shot a gun before,” I pointed out.

“I’m a quick learner,” she insisted, and she ran her hand over the display case. “Maybe you could show me how.”

Now I was thinking of date ideas. It wasn’t a conventional choice for a date, but I had a feeling Nyxi would have liked a trip to a shooting range.

Maybe I could teach all my eidolons how to shoot. It wouldn’t do us any good in Fablewild, but at least they’d be better able to defend themselves while on Earth.

I ended up buying the Glock and the Mossberg. I figured it was better to have too many guns than too few.

We caught lunch at an expensive grill downtown. I’d been wanting to try the place for a while, but the menu without prices had always turned me off before.

We hit the shops again after. Tala wanted to go to the sports store to get some new gear for rock climbing. She needed new spikes and some new bungee cord. Currently, she was using a lot of my old gear that I’d retired for higher-quality options. We spent another eye-watering sum of cash there.

“I can’t wait to use all this stuff next time we have a date.” She knocked into my shoulder.

I grinned at her broadly.

Before I’d met my eidolons, I’d spent a great deal of time out rock climbing. It was one of my favorite things to do. The rush of adrenaline when I’d get to the top of a jagged mountain was one of the best feelings ever.

In my experience, it was only beaten by conquering a temple. It was even better now that I had company. Tala was athletic and swift, but I could still beat her to the top.

“Maybe with this new gear. I’ll give you a run for your money.” She smirked at me with a glint of challenge in her icy eyes.

“Hmph. You wish.” I snorted.

Her eyes narrowed, and I knew I’d be in for it next time we went on our weekly date-climb.

“Can I get the Twilight box set?” Neoma made a beeline for an entertainment store.

“Sure thing,” I chuckled. “I’ll even watch it with you.”

“Yay!” Neoma chirped.

I realized, with my arms full of bags, that I really enjoyed days like this. The bad dream I’d had that morning felt so very far away. I loved traveling through Fablewild, and I was sure as all hell excited to see Tramezia, but there was something so satisfying about days spent in domestic bliss with my eidolons.

It was exactly like I’d said to Nyxi, earlier. Each of my eidolons offered me something I’d never had before.

I was walking on cloud nine as I left the shopping center.

“Wait,” Tala said sharply.

She stopped walking and froze like a statue.

My happiness was siphoned out of me only to be replaced by a wash of adrenaline and readiness.

She was looking across the street to a swanky hotel. I immediately spotted what she’d seen.

Adam was striding through the entrance and into the hotel with his eidolon in tow.
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Chapter 5

I pressed my back against the cold brick of the alley, and my heart thudded in my chest like a pounding drum.

Through the narrow opening, I watched Adam glide into the swanky hotel, his tailored suit was nearly as nice as the one I’d worn to Rosadina’s party, and the slick patent on his shoes caught the gleam of the sun.

I’d been having such a good day with my eidolons. It seemed so cosmically unlikely that I’d bump into Adam after a blissful day of shopping.

I pushed Neoma and Tala behind me because I couldn’t risk Adam seeing them. We were pretty well-concealed in the alleyway, but I felt it was better to be safe than sorry.

Nyxi was standing up straight, and the curve of her spine had straightened out like a metal girder. She was ready to pounce, and her eyes were laser-focused.

The Mist Hare walked three paces behind Adam. She was wearing a tight white dress and a pair of red-bottomed heels. Her pale blonde hair curled up in soft, gold twists.

She was beautiful like all the eidolons I’d met so far were beautiful. She was taller than Tala, most likely on account of her choice of footwear.

But she had the posture of someone miserable, and it interrupted her startling beauty. Her shoulders were hunched and her brow furrowed, and I was reminded of my desire to set her free. Despite her low mood, she appeared to be healthy and unharmed, which was a relief.

Despite the Mist Hare being alive and well, Adam was still a problem that needed to be squashed.

He didn’t treat his eidolon with respect, and it was clear she was nothing but a tool to him. I took a deep breath, slid into the shadows, and tried to steady my racing pulse.

I had to wait and make sure Adam was safely inside and his guard was down before I made any moves.

“Come on!” Adam hissed at his eidolon. “Hurry up. I’ve been on my feet all day, and I want to drink everything in our mini bar and get some fucking sleep.”

His eidolon didn’t reply, but she followed him into the lobby.

A rush of adrenaline made my fingers twitch, and I kept my eyes fixed on the entrance. I knew better than to let my emotions get the better of me. Patience was as effective a weapon as guns or crossbows in certain circumstances.

I chewed my cheek as the pair slipped into the building and fell out of view.

Adam knew what Nyxi and I looked like, but he’d never seen Tala or Neoma before. I briefly pondered whether it would be wise to send one, or both of them, to spy on him.

But then, I’d risk losing my element of surprise. Adam thought I had only one eidolon when, in fact, I had three. I couldn’t risk him learning my advantage, and I wouldn’t risk sending them off into danger alone.

From Nyxi’s and my trip to his camper, we’d learned he had a fuckload of weapons at his disposal. We also had no idea what the Mist Hare’s powers were.

“I think we can risk going a little closer now,” I said slowly to my eidolons after some time, and they nodded their heads.

Very tentatively, we made our way out of the alley.

It was just after rush hour, so the roads were quiet, but there were still plenty of shoppers on the street. We navigated through the bustle as inconspicuously as we could.

“What do you think he’s up to?” Nyxi’s brows furrowed together. “He was living in a camper, now he’s living in a swanky hotel?”

It was a good question, but one I didn’t have the answers to yet. I considered it was likely he’d caught wind of our presence and decided it wasn’t safe to sleep out there anymore. It was likely he was still visiting the camper periodically, which made the cameras in the bags feel like an even better purchase.

The way he wore the Mist Hare’s company like a designer watch told me he was someone who liked to throw his weight around for all to see. He wouldn’t completely abandon the camper, for that would be admitting defeat.

People like that always made my skin crawl. The kind of people who would step on whoever got in their way on their climb up the ladder of success.

But true power didn’t hide behind glittering gold or fancy words. Someone who tried to present themselves as a threat was rarely as dangerous as the quiet, reserved ones.

“I really dislike the way he parades her around,” Tala put my thoughts into words. “It’s awful. It’s like she’s some prize to him. I wonder if she even likes wearing those dresses, and those completely impractical shoes.”

“I quite like the shoes,” Neoma admitted, and her cheeks flushed. “I think I’d like to wear shoes that high. It would be like I’m flying. I could look down on things again.”

“You’d still be looking up at me, even in those.” I cocked an eyebrow. “I think we should go inside the hotel. All of us. See if we can’t work out what he’s up to in there.”

“But he–” Nyxi began.

“Will be in his room by now,” I cut her off. “Hotels are busy places, we won’t be spotted. We’re not going anywhere near his room. Besides, we heard him say that he wants to get back to his room to have a drink.”

The time for patience was over. We’d been waiting outside the hotel for twenty minutes, and we couldn’t see anything from the street.

A little risk could pay off. Maybe one of the hotel workers had something to say about Adam that could give us some insight.

“If it comes to a fight, there’s four of us and two of them,” Tala said shortly.

Her math was sound, but there were other things to consider.

“It’s not going to come to a fight,” I said carefully. “We can’t risk getting the police involved. We go in, scope the place, then get back out. Adam’s not dumb. No one hangs around in hotel lobbies for longer than they need to.”

We made our way toward the hotel entrance. All of my eidolons walked beside me, and I was confident I could handle whatever was on the other side of the revolving brass door with them by my side.

Outside the entrance, a valet driver was gazing forlornly at a car with his head tilted to the side, like a dog pondering the bottom of its food bowl.

He struck me as quite odd, but I knew the feeling of working a boring job. I’d probably looked the same behind the register at the outdoor store on occasion. Customer service jobs could make time feel like it was going backward.

We made our way toward the revolving doors of the hotel.

“What kind of door is this?” Nyxi looked very confused. “It’s moving.”

“Try to look like you’ve seen a revolving door before.” I put my arm on the small of her back and decided I’d guide her through it. “We’re trying to blend in, you know.”

“Oh… yeah,” Nyxi said.

She was clearly still very confused as to why the door kept spinning around, but with my help, she got through it in one piece.

Neoma enjoyed it so much, she went around twice.

Once we were all inside, a burst of chilled air from the air conditioner greeted me. The lobby was a vision of luxury with marble floors, intricate chandeliers, and rich velvet couches. It was decently busy with a few people scattered around, resting in the armchairs and tugging suitcases after them.

That was convenient, and it would make it easier for us to blend in with the crowd.

At the reception desk, a young woman stood behind the counter staring ahead at a computer screen. Her uniform was without wrinkles, her fawn-colored hair was perfectly styled, and her glasses sat primly on her nose. She didn’t seem at all bothered by my entrance, and she was probably well used to people coming and going.

The entire place looked in perfect order. It was a distinct upgrade to the camper, and I began to wonder if Adam was someone attracted to the finer things in life.

A housekeeper was polishing a railing and another was sweeping the floor dutifully. Adam seemed to like his environment neat and tidy, so it made sense why he’d picked such a clean and well-tended hotel.

“We should scope out some of the exits and the staircases. In case we ever need to come back,” I suggested to my eidolons.

“I can smell the Mist Hare all over this place,” Nyxi sighed. “They’re here often.”

She stopped and sniffed again.

“They must have completely moved from the camper to the hotel now,” she said. “This is a nice place, too. It has a bar, a restaurant, and a spa.”

“Maybe once Adam’s cleared out, we can all book a room here for a night,” I said.

Our apartment was beautiful, but there was something exciting about the prospect of a hot and steamy night in a hotel room, especially one as nice as this.

The restaurant had a Michelin star, and I’d heard their steak was incredible. I imagined when all of this Adam shit was over, it might be nice to have a special date night to celebrate.

I scoped out a few of the staircases and noticed there was a really secluded fire exit just past the elevators. It was blocked from the receptionist’s line of sight, and it struck me that it would be a good way to sneak up to the rooms without being seen.

“I’d be able to smell where they are,” Tala said confidently. “My senses are without parallel. I can smell eidolons.”

“Me, too,” Nyxi said.

“Can you smell Adam, too?” I asked.

“Yes, his smell is just as present as the Mist Hare’s,” Tala said.

“Possibly more so,” Nyxi added. “It’s hard… but… There are remnants of his scent from as many as four weeks ago if my nose is to be trusted. And I can smell the freshness of his most recent walk-through.”

It wasn’t much, but it was more information than we’d had before.

There was little else we could do in the hotel in broad daylight, so I guided my eidolons out of the lobby and back onto the street.

From there, we headed home, and we all walked together in quiet harmony.

It was a short distance from the shops to our apartment, and we covered it quickly on foot.

Once we were inside the security of our home, I realized it was time for a debrief to make sure all of my eidolons were up to speed with my plan.

“We should set the cameras up outside his camper,” I said. “It’s still parked there, and I bet there’s a lot of his stuff still there, which means he’s likely to go back at some point. We can’t risk a confrontation at the hotel. Honestly, I don’t want to confront him at all on Earth. It’s too messy, but definitely not in the middle of the city.”

“He’s probably looking for us in the mountains still,” Tala suggested. “It’s likely he’d also stop by his camper when he’s in the area.”

“So, we set the cameras up,” I went on. “I can connect them to my phone. We’ll have constant surveillance on the place, and If we’re patient and a little lucky we could catch him off guard.”

“What about Gylbart?” Neoma questioned me lightly. “Are we still going to go to Tramezia?”

I felt like I was playing one of my RPG games. My quest log was getting stacked high, and I wanted the satisfaction of whittling it down.

“Yeah, I think we should,” I told them. “All we can do is set up the cameras and wait but that doesn’t mean we’re ignoring Adam. When we are in Tramezia we can keep a lookout for some potions or other items that could help us in a fight with Adam.

“Two owls, one worm.” Neoma grinned.

“Two birds, one stone,” I corrected with a soft smile.

She grinned up at me.

I felt a little bit better now that I’d formulated a sensible plan.

“First.” I turned to Nyxi. “We need to set these cameras up. I don’t want to risk Adam spotting Neoma and Tala.”

Adam already knew about Nyxi, so we wouldn’t lose any surprise on that, and she was stealthy enough to go unnoticed if danger reared its head.

“So…” I went on. “Nyxi and I will head out to the camper to set the cams up. Tala and Neoma, you both can chill out here for a bit.”

“I’ll make dinner so it’s ready for when you both get back.” Neoma pushed to her feet.

She wrapped Nyxi in a tight hug, and then yanked me into one, too. I gave her a fleeting kiss on her lips, and Tala fluttered over to offer me one, too.

Tala’s kiss was deeper and far more intense, and she bit at my lip as I pulled away.

I gave her a wicked smile.

“Be safe. Both of you!” Tala said to us as we headed for the door.

I made sure to grab my Glock and some ammo before we left. I slid the pistol into its holster inside my jacket. Everything else got shoved into my magical bottomless bag with the cameras.

I was exhausted.

It had been a busy day, full of enjoyment and discomfort in equal measure, but it wasn’t over yet. There was one more thing we had to do.

Nyxi walked at my side, and I found my arm winding around her waist. It wasn’t all bad, though, far from it. I had someone to lean on, and in that moment, and just like that, the yawn died in my throat.

“It’s sort of beautiful, isn’t it? This time of night.” Nyxi stared up at the stars as we walked toward the mountain range.

It was getting late, and the moon was a crescent that cut a small white tear in the sky. It was sharp and pointed, almost like a curved knife. It was beautiful, but I also found it eerie.

“It makes you realize,” Nyxi said. “Just what we’re fighting for. Us. This. Our… family.”

I’d never thought of them as my family before. I’d thought of them as lovers, soulmates, a team of like-minded spirits who loved each other fiercely and intensely, but I’d never put a precise label on it.

Nyxi’s worked. We were a family.

I pulled her closer to my side.

There was a battle up ahead. I didn’t know when or even with what weapons I’d be fighting it, but in that moment, I was content. Despite it all, my life was pretty fucking amazing.

“I’m so glad I met you,” I told her gently.

She grinned up at me, and the whites of her teeth were like shimmering diamonds.

“I’m going to have to steal a kiss before we start the hike.” I leaned closer.

“And I’m going to have to let you.” Nyxi smiled.

I pulled her around to face me, and the backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains framed her face like a Renaissance painting. Her lips were full and warm as they collided with mine, and I tasted the honey on her sweet breath.

Her lips molded to the shape of mine, and all of my worries drifted away into a pleasant refuge of contentment.

I twined my hand in her wavy hair and trapped her face against mine.

“Everything feels better outside.” Nyxi pulled her lips away from mine just far enough to speak. “Under the stars and the swaying trees. Wouldn’t it be nice to spend a night out here together? With not even the ceiling of a tent above us? Just our bodies, on the earthy ground, crashing together, just as nature intended.”

I laughed against her lips. “That sounds like you’re suggesting something a little… exposed.”

“Not tonight, obviously.” She leaned up to kiss the end of my nose. “We’ve got too much to do tonight.”

“But another night,” I said, and I gave her one more fleeting kiss before we split apart. “You know how much I love the outdoors.”

She laughed brightly, and then her hand folded around mine.

We began the slow trek up the mountain together. We were silent for most of the way, but it was a comforting sort of quiet. When Nyxi finally opened her lips to speak, it was with a bright smile on her face.

“I’m only one hundred,” she said slowly. “I’m a lot younger than Neoma and Tala. I’m not sure how eidolon years convert into human ones, but of those hundred short years, I have lived more in these past few months with you than I have lived in the entirety of them.”

“Even with Cleope?” I asked.

“She was a good master and a good friend,” Nyxi responded slowly.

She traversed the mountain with great ease, and I found myself pushing to keep up.

“We were together for a few of my years,” Nyxi said. “And it’s true that I felt content and happy by her side, but nothing, not even the gentle concern of a friend, compares to your touch. I feel as though I could do anything at your side, that I could weather even the fiercest of storms.”

That was a good thing, and it struck me that the storms ahead were certainly going to be fierce.

She slipped her warm fingers through mine, and I was enveloped in her calming warmth.

“It makes me want to save the Mist Hare even more,” Nyxi said, like she wanted to fill the silence. “All eidolons deserve to have a master like you. It makes me feel sick to think I might have ended up with–”

That made me feel sick, too.

“You never will. I’m never going to let you go, none of you,” I told her, and determination hardened in my chest. “You said it, not me. We’re family, all four of us.”

“And it’s all because of you that we’re even together,” she smiled.

Then she pouted her lips and looked at me intensely.

She was making it really hard not to bend her over right there on the hills. She was all pent-up and hungry, like Neoma and Tala had been before we’d made love.

I imagined what I could do with all of them at once and how much pleasure we could derive from each other’s bodies.

Cameras, I reminded myself.

We reached the top of a small hill. It had a view over to where Adam’s camper was parked.

Nothing much had changed, the small RV was still parked in the exact same place. There hadn’t been any rain for a while so the ground was too dry to have marked any footprints from Adam or his eidolon.

“We should put one up here,” Nyxi suggested and she pointed at a large tree. “If we put the camera up high, we’ll have a better view over everything. That’s why Neoma is so useful. An aerial advantage is without parallel.”

“Good idea,” I said. “And the higher up it is, the less likely he is to spot it.”

Nyxi nodded. “I wish I could fly. Climbing trees is helpful, but if there are no trees, I’m stuck on the ground.”

I nodded, took a moment to show her how to attach and work the camera, and then I took a step back to watch.

Nyxi began to climb the tree, and she moved with such deft elegance that I briefly pondered how well she’d climb up a rock face. I wondered if Tala and I would be able to keep up with her, and I got a good look at her perfect round ass as she swung herself up onto the highest branch.

It took her a few minutes, but she set the camera up and slipped back down the trunk.

When I jumped down from such a height, the ground shook beneath me, but Nyxi barely made even a patter as she landed.

“You made that look easy,” I chuckled.

“It wasn’t so hard,” she said innocently.

We couldn’t risk going back inside the camper, or even getting too close to the thing, so we set up most of the cameras at a distance. Then Nyxi located their scent trail leading from the road to the camper, and we set up two more focused on those spots. We also learned they’d been here within the last four or five days.

“Good job,” I said.

Nyxi was putting the last camera into place, and she piled some rocks over it to keep it well hidden.

“We should head back now and get some rest.” I heaved a deep breath to fight the oncoming yawn.

Tomorrow we’d be heading out to Tramezia at first light. While we were there, I’d finally get an opportunity to make good on my promise to Gylbart. It was certain to be exciting, and I needed some good sleep before that.

My fingers were tingling with excitement. I was already a little closer to making some progress on those quests that were cluttering up my head. I was calm and collected, and my eidolons were as ready as me.

With them at my side, I could face this storm, just like I’d faced so many others in Fablewild.

Unified by shared purpose, Nyxi and I descended the mountain together. Her hand slipped into mine, and I was reminded that I would never have to face any of it alone.

As we were walking back I triple-checked they were all connected to my phone.

“I believe in you,” Nyxi said shortly.

I felt like I could do anything so long as I had her belief in me.

The apartment was a welcome sight, and the smell of whatever Neoma had cooked was even more welcome. Tala was curled up on the couch, and my owl was still in the kitchen.

Both of them leaped to their feet as we entered, and broad smiles erupted on their faces. I could tell they’d been worrying, Tala even had a crease between both brows.

“Oh… oh, I was starting to get worried,” Neoma sighed.

“We weren’t gone too long,” Nyxi defended.

Neoma began to plate up our food. She’d made some sort of pasta dish. There were olives, chicken, and tomatoes all swirled together in a pesto sauce.

My stomach growled at the prospect.

I was really touched that Neoma and Tala had waited to eat until we got back. It really cemented what my panther and I had been speaking about earlier. We were a family now, and families ate together.

We flicked on the television as we ate, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off the anchor. It was sitting on my console table. A jolt of excitement zipped through me at the prospect of using it to travel to Tramezia. I wondered what sort of adventure waited there and what Gylbart’s palace looked like.

Tomorrow I’d find out, but tonight would be spent with my eidolons enjoying what we’d built together. I had a beautiful family of soulmates who worked in careful harmony with each other, and I felt like the luckiest man alive.

Danger had spread from Fablewild to my own doorstep, but I’d weathered it all so far. I was ready for whatever awaited us.

In the morning, I reached out and picked up the anchor, and a wicked grin covered my face.

“Here we come, Tramezia,” I said.
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Chapter 6

The sloping paths of the mountain trail felt like a small challenge compared to what laid ahead. Between Adam and Gylbart’s missing brother, I had a lot on my to-do list.

A bluish haze bathed the tops of the mountains in the distance, and the morning sunlight scattered through it in the most beautiful way.

I lived somewhere truly incredible, but I belonged to two places now, Asheville and Fablewild.

I could barely contain my excitement at the prospect of finally visiting Tramezia. Shimmermire was a decent-sized city, but everything I’d heard of Gylbart’s home suggested it was more extensive and even more incredible.

“Tramezia is the heart of the Wild Tropics,” Tala told me as we reached a small clearing on top of some jagged rocks. “I’ve been there before. The city is huge. The Walled Sanctuary sits on top of it all, it’s a rich district and everything there is either marble or gold. Lowtown is a little more down to earth, and its people are humble and kind. It’s amazing, but daunting.”

Neoma climbed up and perched herself on a large boulder to get a better look over the mountains. She jumped down with her arms outstretched like wings as she landed.

“Dense jungle surrounds the city,” Tala added. “There’s some rare fauna there, so it attracts a lot of poaching. Diamondback curikins are nearly extinct, but I think there’s still a colony there. Their ground-up tusks are used as an aphrodisiac.”

I was ready to see this place for myself. I nodded to my eidolons, and with grins on their faces, I hid them away in their jewelry.

After a moment’s pause, I pulled out the anchor from my backpack. With it secure in my grasp, I opened the portal box and was sucked up into the tornado. The whirlwind flung me around for what felt like twice as long as normal, and by the time it spit me out on the other side, I was dizzy and a little nauseous.

After a few deep breaths, my head was clear, and when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in North Carolina anymore, I was in Fablewild.

I’d emerged from the portal on top of a small rugged hill that overlooked Tramezia. It gave me a good view of the capital city. My heart raced as my eyes rushed to take in the scene before me.

It was fucking amazing.

As Tala had said, the sight before me was amazing but daunting. On top of everything, a giant ringed city loomed, and far beneath it a small town sat in its shadow. The buildings there conflicted with each other, as if they had all been built at different periods. Some were carved from stone, and others were built of wooden beams.

Beyond the defensive wall that separated the city’s inhabitants from the dangers of the jungle, little buildings were crammed together in a tight formation, and narrow alleyways formed a confusing maze of shadowy passages between them all. The wall around the outer perimeter of the city was dwarfed by the giant white walls that divided the upper city from the lower one.

The air around me was thick with earthy scents, but I could smell underneath it the distinct scent of a foreign city. It smelled like a mix of wet wood and odd-smelling food.

The architecture beyond the inner wall was grand, and it reminded me of Rome. Spiraling columns and marble-clad buildings dotted the upper part of the city. Sunlight glinted off the smooth surfaces and made them almost iridescent.

I realized starkly that Tramezia wasn’t just one city, it was two. It boasted two completely contrasting districts. Lowtown and the Walled Sanctuary were heavily divided from each other.

The Walled Sanctuary is where all the fancy folk live, Tala told me. Lowtown is for the nobodies. I happen to quite like it there, much friendlier, and the markets are second to none.

It’s a good thing you’ve got the anchor, Nyxi said. I bet that’s our way in through those big walls.

The sights of the capital city intrigued me as I walked further toward the outer barrier, and two guards barely looked at me as they waved for me to enter through the wide stone gates.

I suspected there were hours when the gates were open for people to come and go, and they’d probably be shut at sundown.

I imagined Gylbart and his father lived in the Sanctuary, but on the way, I decided I would stop at the markets. It seemed like it would be the place to find a stall selling decent potions, rare defensive artifacts, and maybe even some maps.

I’d heard of new places that weren’t on the map I currently had. As my horizons broadened in Fablewild I realized I needed more detailed knowledge. I had no idea where Caledon or Albiore were in relation to Tramezia or Shimmermire.

It struck me that I wouldn’t be able to avoid Lowtown anyway. It seemed to act as a funnel toward the white city looming above it.

So it was off the markets.

At the center of the shadowy district, giant white staircases led up to The Walled Sanctuary. It was almost like it sat on top of Lowtown crushing it under its weight.

Keep your guard up. There’s pickpockets all over Lowtown, Tala told me gently.

As I walked into a tunnel-like alleyway, I realized the likelihood of Tala’s warning.

Lowtown was eclectically diverse, and in between the stone buildings, there were little disordered wooden houses that looked more like shacks than comfortable homes.

This was a city of inequality, and with poverty came desperate people looking to make a quick buck. I kept my senses tuned for anyone coming close enough to try and snatch something, and I gave other people a wide berth.

I walked through a narrow alleyway where two lines of chaotic buildings crammed everyone into a small pebbled walkway. There were trading carts selling spiced meats, and the scent of the rich meat hung in the air. Little stray beasts that looked similar to dogs scurried between ankles and they seemed to seek out dark spots to hide in.

“Flabgrub! Get your flabgrub here!” one lady shouted above the racket of the crowd.

She was selling what appeared to be fat grubs, they were dark green and oozed a deep purple slime. She had fried some in a huge black pot, and the cooked ones had turned brown at the edges, somehow they looked even less appetizing than the living ones.

My stomach was not growling.

There’s a bit of a line for that. Those flabgrubs must taste better than they look, Nyxi offered me hopefully.

I was still resolved to never find out.

The market took up most of the main alleyway. There were so many stalls, and there was no way I could have looked at them all.

I kept my eyes peeled for someone selling artifacts or anything other than grubs and other food.

As I navigated the streets, I began to feel a set of eyes following me. After a few trips to Fablewild I’d become used to the feeling of being watched.

When traveling through a jungle, there were always countless monsters and beasts on the prowl. They’d wait and study a person and would attempt to distinguish them as predator or prey.

More often than not, I figured the weapons in my arsenal made me look like a predator.

The sound of scurrying feet came from behind me, and I glanced around to see whom they belonged to. At first, I saw no one, but then my eyes were pulled downward.

It was a little boy, barely eight by the looks of him.

He had cherub-like cheeks and a mop of greasy black hair. His tunic sat unusually high on his neckline. His satchel was full to bursting, and his clothes were threadbare. If his clothes had been colorful once, the sun had long since tanned them brown. His skin was unusually pale, and he practically glowed white like a sheet of fresh snow.

“What are you following me for, kid?” I asked him.

He flinched at my voice and tried to scurry away, but I yanked him gently by the neckline of his tunic. I let him go instantly, and he seemed to give up the urge to flee.

By the look of his attire and his cleanliness it was instantly obvious to me that this kid didn’t have a lot. I was reminded of how on Earth beggar children would often steal out of desperation. I figured Fablewild had the same problem.

He must have seen my pack and the crossbow on my belt and thought I had stuff worth stealing.

“I’m not. I was just walking the same way,” he said in a defensive tone.

He reminded me a little of Owen in the bashful way he spoke.

Owen had been a little menace when he was that age. He was sly as a fox, but lovable for it.

“Sure thing,” I said. “And there’s no stars in the sky, either. Oh, and the sun only comes out at night.”

“Alright. Fine.” The boy finally crumbled. He thumped his feet on the ground and went pink in the cheeks. “I just wanted to look at your sword alright? I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“And steal some coins from my pocket while you’re at it?” I arched an eyebrow.

The boy looked down at his feet with a guilty expression.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“I don’t really have one,” he said. “You ain’t supposed to name kids ‘til they hit eight in Lowtown. Ma never got the chance. So many don’t make it ‘til then, but I’m a sticker. I ain’t going anywhere. Corsidine calls me Nimble because my fingers are really delicate.”

I wondered briefly if Corsidine was a member of some gang who had groomed Nimble to rob unsuspecting travelers, but I decided not to push for answers.

I felt the urge to help him, or at least find out some more about his life in Tramezia. A kid like that, raised on the streets, would also know secrets about the city that I wouldn’t ever be able to glean from a quick tour of its streets.

“When’s the last time you ate?” I asked.

“Two… no… three days ago. I haven’t had anythin’ for Corsidine in a while.” He kicked a loose pebble over with his foot.

So he didn’t eat if he didn’t steal. That meant he hadn’t eaten for three days which told me the poor kid must have been starving. As I glanced at his dirty face I decided. I couldn’t walk away from this kid and rest easy.

“Right. Well, I’m pretty hungry,” I said. “How about we go find something at a stall? I’m new to the city, so I could use a guide. To be honest, you’ll be doing me a favor, I have no idea what’s good to eat around here.”

He was a changed kid after that.

He started bouncing up and down on his feet. He even grabbed my hand and started tugging me after him.

“I thought you was gonna eat me,” he said. “Knowin’ that I was out stealin, you know, lots of people get knives out for less. It used to be better a bit ago, when the Lord of the Walls still cared, but it’s chaos these days. Folks starving, getting into fights, robbin’. The guards barely ever leave the big walls these days, and half the rest are out lookin’ for the heir.”

It was all making sense now. The city had fallen into disorder since Elyias had gone missing. The missing heir had affected more than Gylbart and his father, the situation was having repercussions for everyone in the city.

“Where are your parents?” I asked.

“Well, Ma got dancing sickness when I was six,” Nimble said. “Never knew my Da. Ma always said he was a sailor.”

Nimble’s father wouldn’t have been the first sailor to father children without knowing it.

He began to lead me down an even smaller alleyway than the one I’d entered through. It was dark and shady, and shop signs and tattered awnings blanketed the sun from ever touching the wet stone ground.

For a small moment, I began to get worried that Nimble was leading me somewhere to get mugged, and I kept my hand on the hilt of my sword just in case.

“It’s just up here. Leta’s Bowls!” He grinned up at me. “She gives good portions, and she gets all the ingredients fresh. I’m not sure what the meat is exactly, but it tastes really nice. Lots of little bones in the broth, but Leta always says they’re good for picking your teeth with.”

Mysterious meaty stew wouldn’t have been my first choice, but if that’s what he wanted, it’s what I’d get him.

Can we take Nimble home please? He’s adorable. Neoma’s voice was a wisp of light around me.

Nimble needed a home alright. He needed somewhere warm with people who didn’t leave to go off adventuring every day.

Leta’s Bowls fell into view and filled me with a sense of relief. The kid wasn’t trying to fool me after all. The sign was hanging off its hinges and half the lettering had fallen off which meant the establishment was actually called, “ta’s owls.”

Oh, I hope the meat isn’t owl meat, Neoma sighed.

It was a little wooden structure, and steam poured out of the open door. It didn’t look like the door was ever closed because the wedge that kept it open had little weeds growing around it.

It reminded me of my grandparents’ house. There was always a pot on the stove there and the door was always open.

It made sense to me why Nimble had wanted to come here. His life was chaos, and Leta’s Bowls was a home to him.

“Just in here. Leta’ll sort us out good and proper.” Nimble grinned. “She’s always giving me an extra spoonful, says I’m looking too skinny.”

He certainly could have used a little more meat on him. His clothes hung off him as if he’d once been a healthier weight.

After a moment’s pause, I followed Nimble into the restaurant. The place was half full. All the customers looked as gaunt as Nimble, and their clothes were all similarly threadbare. The deprivation was clear to see, but in spite of it, Leta’s Bowls had a cheerful atmosphere.

It reminded me a little of a soup kitchen I’d volunteered at when I was in high school. Even in the depths of poverty, communities could form out of solidarity and shared suffering.

“That’s a bowl an’ a half for you. No coins, keep them for your board.” A happy voice filled the cluttered room.

Behind the counter, a rather pretty young woman was filling brown bowls full of a creamy white soup.

She was tall and pretty. Her bright red hair sat in a curly mop on the top of her head. She had so many freckles she looked tan, and her green eyes were piercing emeralds that reflected the light. Like Nimble, the neckline of her dress sat high on her neck, and I wondered if it was the fashion in Tramezia.

“Nimble!” Her gaze landed on my new little friend. “I haven’t seen you in weeks! Get over here, and I’ll fill you a bowl.”

“Leta. Leta! Two bowls please!” Nimble bounced up and down.

“I’ll pay for his,” I said. “He’s helping me out.”

She looked me over with an almost harsh gaze, and her lips pursed together with suspicion.

“Is he?” She cocked an eyebrow.

She passed Nimble the bowl, and he went bounding over to a free table.

Leta stared at me intently.

“What’s he helping you with? Stealing?” Leta crossed her arms over her chest. “I know your sort. Money-hungry. You pick a poor kid up off the street and get him to do your dirty work for you. Well, I told him, he can have his bowls for free, but still he steals for that ruddy old fool, and now he’s stealing for you as well! Stealing ain’t good for folks like us. We’ll get our fins cut off!”

“Fins?” My eyebrows bent.

“Fingers,” she said, but a blush spread up her cheeks. “I said fingers.”.

“Well, if you must know.” I stared at her indignantly. “He tried to steal from me. I felt sorry for him, and I thought I’d treat him to some food to fill his belly so he wouldn’t need to steal off the next fool who passed by.”

Her anger dissipated like mountain fog under the morning sun’s heat. We both glanced over at Nimble who was nearly inhaling his bowl.

“I see,” Leta said slowly, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Well. You both can have your bowls free.”

“I’d like to pay,” I insisted.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Leta argued. “Look. We have our dignity, us housewives and scoundrels, a kindness or two makes us feel better. That kid over there doesn’t like taking bowls for free. As backward as it sounds, in his head stealing’s got more dignity than living off my charity. Well, you’ve both got my charity, and that’s your curse.”

“It makes a little sense I suppose.” I leaned on the counter as she poured my bowl of meaty stew. “Here I was, considering asking you how much gold it’d take for that kid to eat here free for a lifetime, but it turns out it cost nothing all along.”

“Your sort don’t come around here that often,” Leta said simply.

She wiped her hands off on her apron. It was cinched tightly around her narrow waist. There was something odd about her figure, and her hips were exceptionally wide.

“My sort?” I asked.

“Aye. Kindly sort,” she said.

“That’s quite a compliment from a woman whose entire business model is giving away things for free,” I retorted. “That kid needs help. His mother’s dead, his father’s a sailor who probably doesn’t know he even exists–”

“Is that what he told you? That his old man’s a sailor?” Leta laughed. “Of course he did. That’s what we all say. Now, eat your stew before it gets cold, and if I see so much as a dulled copper on that table, I’ll bar you for life.”

It seemed like a backward sort of business model, but I’d never run a restaurant before.

There’s something fishy afoot. Is Nimble’s father not actually a sailor? Why are Leta’s hips so… wide? Tala asked.

Her hips were a large mystery.

I took my bowl to the table where Nimble was still devouring his food.

I took a few spoonfuls of the soup. It tasted pretty good. It reminded me of a chicken pot pie, but it was liquidy and brothy.

“You gonna tell me who this Corsidine is?” I asked Nimble.

“He’s an old tinkerer,” Nimble said. “Older than the mountains I reckon. He runs a trinket shop right at the top of Lowtown, just next to The Walled Sanctuary. He knows everything about everything. He gives me coppers anytime I find something old and magical looking. He says… the older, the better. Lots of adventurers have old magical things, and he makes new, better things from them, that’s why I was following you.”

Corsidine was sending a little kid out onto the streets to steal things for him, and giving Nimble next to nothing as payment. In spite of his reputation, Corsidine sounded like the sort of man who might have some insanely powerful gear and maybe even some maps.

I’d need to be really careful in dealing with him, but maybe he’d have something that could give me an edge in Fablewild.

“He’s not so bad. There’s worse folks to work for.” Nimble shrugged. He’d resorted to licking the bowl now. “He doesn’t even care that I’m– oh, never mind.”

“Here. You have the rest, I lost my appetite,” I told him and scooted the bowl across to him.

Leta was watching us from behind her curtain of wild curly hair. Nimble grinned as he descended into his second bowl of stew.

“Stealing could get you into trouble,” I warned him.

“Loads of things could get me into trouble.” Nimble rolled his eyes.

I wished there was more I could do for the kid, but a full belly and maybe a little advice I could manage.

Leta came over with two plentiful portions of a frothing yellow liquid.

“Here. Some nectar. On the house. I’ve got too much of it, and it’ll only go bad,” she said.

Nimble sucked it down, and I took a small sip to test the flavor. It tasted like orange juice, but it was a lot less sweet. It left an oddly pleasant bitter taste in my mouth, and I happily drank the glass.

Just as I sucked the last dribble of liquid out of the cup, two guards entered the eatery.

They were dressed in bronze armor and wore capes of shimmering white satin.

I turned to face Leta, and she looked alarmed and almost frightened. Nimble got halfway out of his chair, but I grabbed him by the scruff and pulled him back down. Running would only draw the guards’ attention.

“What are they doing here? They hardly ever come down from the fancy parts no more,” Nimble whispered to me urgently. “I gotta get outta here–”

“You run, they’ll chase,” I told him.

His too-thin body was still wracked by tension, but he didn’t make another move to run.

“We have reason to suspect a deep-folk is visiting this establishment,” one of the guards said to Leta.

Leta had looked frightened when they’d first entered, but she’d since donned a mask of calm. She put her hand on one hip and stared directly at the guards.

“Well, you ain’t gonna find a deep-folk here. This is an upright establishment,” Leta said.

One of the guards looked around the restaurant and seemed to disagree. A few of the other customers looked nervous as well with weary frowns on their faces.

Deep-folk! Neoma’s voice burst through my head. They’re like a subspecies of human, adapted to living underwater. They’ve got fins, gills, and webbed toes! They’re from the Sandy Shores, it’s a small neighboring province. I’ve never been before, but I’ve heard the entire town used to be under the sea, then the water pulled back and laid it bare.

I thought back to what Leta had said about getting her fins chopped off, and my mouth opened slightly.

I turned back around to face Nimble and noticed his hands were visibly shaking. He was frightened and so unnaturally pale.

And it was then it struck me.

Leta and Nimble were deep-folk. I glanced around the room at all the high necklines and pale, almost bluish skin.

I’d seen mermaids before, and they’d been monstrous, but these weren’t mermaids, they were just people, if a little odd looking. I wondered if I pulled back their necklines If I’d see gills or fins. They were all so pale, as if they were unused to the sun.

The difference in appearance was just enough that it was easy to overlook, and it was all that was currently protecting them from the guards.

Were deep-folk not allowed in Tramezia?

“That’s him there.” One of the guardsmen pointed across the room.

For a single heartbeat, I was worried he’d pointed at Nimble, but then, as quick as a flash, an older man jumped to his feet.

He was disheveled and terrified, and as he broke out into a run, his collar slipped down from his neck. A set of two gills fluttered on his neck, like two butterfly wings spreading apart. They were slightly blue at the edges.

The guards spurred into action.

He fled out of the shop, and the guards broke out in a full-on chase. Leta flurried out after them, and I found myself chasing after her. Nimble was hot on my heels, along with the rest of the customers.

“This isn’t good,” Leta said when I caught up to her.

We watched from the doorway. The man was unusually fast, and he vanished down a darkened alleyway with the guardsmen hot on his heels.

“Gortash might be old, but he’s fast. They’ll never catch him,” Leta sighed.

She began to slowly walk back into her store.

I followed her, and Nimble tugged at my hand.

“Gortash isn’t human,” I said plainly.

Leta flinched a little, and Nimble let go of my hand quickly.

My heartbeat quickened, and dread pooled in my gut.

“Gortash might have a set of gills on his neck and a couple of fins lining his legs, but he has a heart and a head just like you,” Leta said with irritation. “We ain’t so different. Some of our folk cut the webbing of their hands just to fit in better but it makes no difference.”

I glanced down at her fingers, all carefully separated from each other. She looked burdened and grief-stricken, and hid her normal-looking hands in the pockets of her dress as if she were ashamed.

“We?” I cocked an eyebrow.

“Don’t act like you hadn’t suspected it.” She rolled her eyes. She slowly tugged the dress down from her neck, where two perfect sets of gills fluttered below her ears. “My folk hail from the Sandy Shores, but there’s no money there, not anymore. We came to Tramezia for a better life. Now we ain’t welcome, the Lord of the Walls sees a set of gills, and he tells us we need a permit to live here. Well, tell me where are we to go? Back home to the receding shores to starve in squalor? Or into the wilds to wait for death? We eat the same food as you and have all the same wants.”

“Didn’t find no good life here,” Nimble added with a deep sadness in his youthful eyes. “Ma said in Tramezia everything was made of gold, but there’s no gold in Lowtown.”

They weren’t mermaids, or monsters, they were just people whose bodies had adapted to a life underwater.

“Now that the Lord of the Walls has got it in his head that a deep-folk is behind his son’s disappearance…” Leta went on. “My people’s lot has worsened.”

“He thinks one of your people is involved in Elyias’ disappearance?” My eyebrows twisted.

Gylbart hadn’t mentioned that to me, could it be that he didn’t agree with his father’s assessment?

“Aye,” Leta sighed. “He searches for problems within his own walls, he ignores anything that would bring him discomfort, that his son went missing in the wilds and was likely killed by some monster. Blaming us distracts him. It is a refuge for his grief. The deep-folk have long lived alongside the Tramezians, ever since the waters of our home receded. Our bodies are adapted to the water, true enough, but our blood still runs red.”

If I could find out what happened to Elyias, I could help Leta and her people. If Lord Jaspar knew what truly happened to his son, maybe he would stop blaming the deep-folk.

“Your people are lucky to have you,” I said to Leta gently.

She blushed a little, then cradled Nimble’s head against her chest.

“It is all I can do to feed them,” she said.

“Maybe I’ll stop over for a bowl of soup again.” I smiled at Leta and Nimble.

“It’s on the house.” Leta smiled. “The best sort of currency is kindness, in my opinion. Which is why, Nimble! You must stop working for Corsidine and start allowing me to help you.”

The little boy did not look convinced, and I suspected he wanted to earn his way in life

“Maybe he could help you clean the kitchens,” I suggested. “You could do that, couldn’t you, Nimble? That way you’d be earning your food.”

He grinned and bobbed his head eagerly.

Leta let out a breath of relief and mouthed words of gratitude to me.

She watched me with curious eyes as I reached into my backpack.

“Well, this is my kindness, and I have too many of them.” I handed her a gold bar authoritatively. “They’ll go bad.”

She rolled her eyes at my words, but a smile caught her lips and turned them up at the edges.

“Use it to pay your rent,” I said. “Use it to help people, use it to keep going just as you are. Use it for hope that better days are coming.”

I ruffled Nimble’s hair, and he hugged me around the waist.

I walked away quickly before Leta could try to argue about accepting the gold from me.

“Thank you!” Nimble shouted at the top of his lungs.

I’d expected to find a wonderful bustling city, instead I’d found one divided right down the middle.

I glanced up at the daunting silhouette of The Walled Sanctuary where the Brightglade’s giant palace was sure to be.
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Chapter 7

I began the climb up to The Walled Sanctuary. The further I went across Lowtown, the nicer the buildings got and the better people dressed.

There were small flower pots lining the walls of the narrowing district and little fountains with coins at the bottom and overflowing with water.

With every step I made toward the giant white walls, I was filled with a sense of wonder.

For all its faults, Tramezia was a place of excitement and awe.

“Cast a coin in the Font? All your wishes will come true.” One rotund woman winked at me as I passed.

I didn’t have many coins, but I had plenty of gold bars. I wondered briefly what sort of splash a bar would make on the water.

I glanced behind me to the dimly lit silhouette of Lowtown, then I cast my eyes forward to the giant twisting staircase that would lead me up into The Walled Sanctuary. I wondered what could be done, if anything, to fix the poverty that had ruined the lives of so many.

With Gylbart’s father so distracted about Elyias, I decided nothing would ever be done to improve Tramezia. Elyias and the mystery he contained held the city in a stasis.

I finally reached the giant white walls. There were small lookouts that were well-manned and a large iron gate with intricate carvings in the stone. I slipped my hand around the anchor, I figured I’d need it to get behind the blockades, and I approached a set of guards.

They flanked each side of the gate and wielded curved golden swords and giant shields with spokes.

“What’s your business in the Sanctuary?” one of the guards asked.

I flashed him the anchor, like it were a badge, and the question died on his lips. The other slowly parted the gate.

“Ah! You must be Colton Davis. We’ve been told to expect you with an anchor.” The guard nodded his head. “Proceed at your earliest convenience toward Brightglade Palace, there, our lord awaits you. It isn’t too hard to find. It’s the biggest building and is marked by a statue of a griffin.”

As nice as it would have been to explore the wondrous city I’d found myself in, I decided it was sensible to speak to Gylbart’s father right away. I didn’t want to give the impression that he was low-priority.

I walked through the gate, and my eyes widened in wonder. It was beautiful, like nothing I’d ever seen, and even in my wildest dreams I could never have pictured anything so awe-inducing.

All the buildings were white and traced with gold detailings. There were what felt like a thousand steps, and they all led up to a large palace.

If there was one thing I was quickly learning about Tramezia, it was that it was overly fond of staircases.

The palace itself was something out of a Disney movie. It was littered with verandas, and it featured large towers that spiraled up to greet the sky. To the right of it was a complex series of hedges.

A hedge maze! Neoma squealed.

When I was a kid, my parents had taken me to a corn maze, and I decided that this probably wasn’t too different in theory. It was cheap for them, and it had kept my brother and me occupied all afternoon.

It was really no wonder I’d become an adventurer. Fablewild was a million times more exciting than a corn maze, and it came with the added satisfaction of being able to bring people joy on occasion.

I was reminded of Rosadina’s smile when she received the eterna.

Some people worked all of their lives and never felt the satisfaction of making someone smile like that.

I passed a couple of workers on the bridge. They had giant boxes full of supplies on their backs and the stairs seemed to be a great challenge for them.

Thanks to Neoma finding the magical bag, I didn’t have the same problem, and with an eager grin on my face, I jogged up the steps.

The closer I drew to the palace, the more evidence I began to see of Lord Brightglade’s heightened paranoia. There were more guards by the palace doors than I’d seen in the entirety of Tramezia so far. They were lined up dutifully, with weapons drawn and shields bared.

The doors themselves would have required exceptionally large battering rams to breach. They were ten feet tall and made of a dark-colored wood. The handles were shaped like lions and had been cast out of shimmering bronze.

Just in front of the doors, a giant marble statue of a griffin had been carefully carved. Its wings were spread apart, and its face was one of fury.

At least I knew I was in the right place, not that I’d had any doubts.

I saw a griffin once, Tala noted. Ferocious creatures, but I don’t think they’re quite as big as that statue.

The statue was three times the size of me.

If I met a griffin in Fablewild I would have preferred it to be a little smaller than the statue.

I flashed the anchor again, and the large mahogany doors were opened for me. The sight before me was just as breathtaking as the rest of the upper parts of the city.

I walked into the entrance, and my breath slipped away from me.

A giant marble staircase swooped down the center of the room and took up half the space. There were baroque-looking paintings on all the walls. There were portraits, landscapes, and even some intricate battle scenes, and I resisted the urge to pause and admire them.

There were trophy cases full of rare artifacts. I saw a set of boots and underneath them a little placard read “Boots of the Swift-Runner.”

Every wall featured taxidermied and mounted heads of strange-looking beasts. There was one of a stag with giant red antlers that were decorated with moss and flowers. Another was of some boar-like creature, but its tusks turned inward toward the coal-black marbles where its eyes had once been.

I decided I must have looked like a real newbie, and I could barely keep myself focused on the task at hand.

Every inch of the place was covered in things to look at. Odd little vases sat precariously on shelves and golden chalices, cups, and plates littered every small corner. It was grand and eclectic all at the same time.

The Brightglades seemed to be avid collectors, even more so than the Amberstones, and that was saying something.

If I ever managed to gather so many things, I’d have looked at all of my belongings and seen memories, not investments.

The Brightglades couldn’t have possibly found all these things themselves. They’d probably paid bounty hunters for them, like all the rich families did in Fablewild.

Then I heard the stomping of feet on marble tiles, and I tore my gaze from the trophy-lined walls.

“Ah. Another one,” an oddly tall man grunted. He was skinny like a rake, with a little golden monocle over his right eye. “You must be… Davis. Yes… or Donoghue?”

“Colton Davis,” I said.

The man looked me over and didn’t appear to be impressed by his findings. I wondered if it was because of my lack of a monocle.

“You’ll forgive me,” he said in a ridiculously aloof voice like he felt he was above me and the very room we stood in. “We’ve been hiring so very many… ruffians… these days that I find myself in a constant state of confusion. I am Cicerio, Advisor to Lord Jaspar Brightglade, I am, amongst other things, Chief Treasurer for the City, Head of the Conclave of Elders, and Lord of Sunscrew Crossing. Pleasure… to meet you.”

With a list of titles like that, I decided I had no choice but to accept his handshake. He had an air about him, of sliminess, and he hadn’t made a good first impression on me.

“I shall take you to the lord at once,” Cicerio said snippily. “Please do not touch anything. It is quite an undertaking to ensure this palace is kept gleeming and dusted, and fingerprints only increase the burden on our staff.”

“I wasn’t touching anything,” I said shortly.

“Oh, let me rephrase that, continue as you are, and quickly, too,” he continued. “As you might expect, as the Chief Treasurer, Head of the Conclave and a reigning lord of a significant crossing, I have little time to play at tour guide.”

“Significant crossing?” A familiar voice came from a staircase. “I hardly think so. It’s why you’re here, dear friend, for your lands are so very humble. It is but an honorary title, from antiquity. Don’t let him fool you, Colton, Cicerio is but an efficient moneygrubber with a grandiose sense of self-importance.”

Gylbart hurried down the steps to greet me.

“And if you would like to touch anything,” Gylbart went on. “Please, feel free. If you are successful in finding my brother, I would wager my father would allow you any choice of these boons as a reward.”

Cicerio took a sharp inhale of breath and looked utterly dismayed.

I flashed the moneygrubber a brief smirk, which seemed to aggravate him further.

“This is quite the impressive home you have here,” I said to Gylbart as he led me into a small drawing room.

“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Gylbart smiled. “Elyias is an avid hunter, all of the animals we have on display are from his conquests. As for the artifacts, my father has long felt it better to invest gold into such trinkets, than keep a stocked treasury. It is a good way of consolidating wealth. Gold decreases in value with time, but such rare things hold value very well.”

The idea got stuck in my head. On Earth, gold held its value, but in Fablewild it seemed to be decreasing, at least it was decreasing in the current economy. I wondered if I could manipulate the fact to make sure I was always making the best of my own investments.

I wondered about other materials and minerals and if they were more valuable in Fablewild than they were on Earth.

“Some may argue that an overfull vault is better than fancy crockery,” Cicerio noted bitterly.

Cicerio’s tone reeked of jealousy, but Gylbart ignored him and led me over to a large tiger-like animal.

“A tigren, my brother’s proudest achievement,” Gylbart pointed toward the taxidermied cat. “Ferocious. Exquisite. This one was causing some of our farmers some trouble, and it had made a sport of killing cattle. Father was dismayed at Elyias for attempting to hunt such dangerous prey.”

So Elyias was something of a trophy-hunter.

It didn’t seem unlikely at all that his luck had run out, and he’d lost his life to a beast like a tigren.

I admired the cat for a moment.

It was large with black stripes and golden fur, and its white teeth were bared like a row of pointed daggers.

Gylbart had a wistful look on his face.

“Your brother’s folly, that is what we look at, not an achievement,” Cicerio said. “Once, twice, three times, however long it takes, the cat always finds its prey in the end. Like the flow of an hourglass, your brother lived, and finally the sand emptied, and we are all of us the poorer for it.”

“My brother does not make mistakes while hunting.” Gylbart put a hand over his heart. “If he were dead, I would feel it. You may try to convince my father, Cicerio, that Elyias is not worth the gold to find, but if your precious treasury is to be emptied for the closure of a body to bury or the smile of my brother again, then I would sink this palace into bankruptcy.”

“And now you see the insanity I’m forced to advise.” Cicerio took a sharp inhale of breath.

He glanced at me, as if he expected me to agree with him.

But I would have done the same as Gylbart and his father if Owen were missing. I’d have spent every penny I had and borrowed more.

“Family is worth more than gold,” I said slowly.

“I’m glad you do not think us crazy.” Gylbart smiled half-heartedly. “I cannot tell you enough, Colton, how glad I am to see you. Hope is something we have so very little of at the moment, but the sight of you here has filled me with so very much of it.”

Gylbart had hired lots of people to help find Elyias, but he seemed to be placing most of his hope on me.

I straightened out my spine and committed myself to doing my best.

“My father is just through here,” Gylbart said calmly.

Cicerio followed us into a large sunroom. The ceiling was entirely formed of glass and held up only by small golden beams. Rich vegetation grew out of pots, and taxidermied animals hid in a leafy jumble. Some living birds chirped around us, and it seemed to me less of a sunroom and more of an aviary.

The Amberstones’ fortune teller, Cassie, would’ve had a field day here.

“My father likes to sit here during the day,” Gylbart whispered to me as he led me through the complicated room.

The plants had grown so tall it was impossible to see past them. A bright blue bird landed on a small purple flower, and all of the petals split off and fluttered away like butterflies.

“I feel the sun is good for him,” Gylbart said. “And this room catches the sun better than any other in the estate. Elyias designed it, he wanted it to be a living exhibit of the jungle that surrounds our lands.”

I wondered if it was the sun that Gylbart’s father liked so much or the memories the room held for him of his lost child.

We came upon a small marble pagoda. Vines climbed up the columns that held the weight of the thatched roof. There was a small marble table inside and a set of four chairs haphazardly strewn around.

At first, I thought the man sitting there was a statue. His long white beard was stiff, and his eyes were hollowed tar pits. His skin bore a wrinkle for every seemingly long year of his life. He looked weary and absent-minded.

“This is my father, Jaspar Brightglade, Protector of Tramezia.” Gylbart made the introductions. The old man stiffly tilted his head up to look at me. “Father, this is Colton Davis, the excellent young adventurer I was telling you about–”

“The one who conquered the Grand Temple?” the old man asked in a weak voice, and he cocked a heavy eyebrow as he gestured for me to sit. “Excellent. Gylbart speaks very highly of you. Might we fetch him some nectar–”

“We are running out of nectar, my lord,” Cicerio said in a snippy tone, and he sat down brashly next to the Protector and crossed his thin arms. “I should think such a rugged adventurer might prefer something a little less complex. Some water perhaps, or… ale?”

“I like nectar,” I said simply.

“Perhaps you might fetch it, Cicerio,” Gylbart said. “Three glasses, and one for yourself if you intend on joining us.”

He stumbled off dutifully but looked particularly aggrieved at being turned into a manservant.

“Cicerio oversteps his bounds, Father,” Gylbart said.

“Cicerio has his uses,” Lord Jaspar said simply. “He tends the estate, allowing us to pursue a higher goal– finding Elyias.”

Cicerio wasn’t running the estate and the province very well. What I’d seen in Lowtown had painted a very poor picture of the management. I remembered what Nimble had said about the Lord of the Walls not caring.

It became obvious to me then. Jaspar the Just had given the keys to his city to Cicerio because he couldn’t do it by himself.

“I am old,” the Protector said. “Weak, wrinkled, and weary of this world. Before Elyias went missing, I had every intention of abdicating my title and allowing him to come into his inheritance. Now he is gone, and I am left with a younger son who craves no responsibility and Lord Cicerio, whom in spite of his many abilities, craves all too much power. Now my city suffers. Crime flourishes, all those… duplicitous creatures from the Sandy Shores flood like roaches to my city. My time is passing, like a flowing tide, I am in recession. Is it my fate to watch my homeland wither alongside me?”

“The deep-folk. They’re coming here for a better life, aren’t they?” My eyebrows knitted together. “Sandy Shores is in a bit of a… difficult time?”

It seemed to me that all the trade had dried up in Sandy Shores and the deep-folk had fled to the capital of the Wild Tropics for a better life.

“A pauper’s town of misfits!” Jaspar contested. “Their town is ruined by all their own foul arts and treacheries, must I allow them here to pollute my city as they have polluted their own? It is strange, don’t you think, that when I enact a law requiring any deep-folk to have a permit to live in Tramezia, my son goes missing.”

I wondered briefly what Jaspar meant by foul arts and treacheries, but I decided not to question him further. The possibilities were interesting to consider.

Jaspar the Just’s paranoia seemed to have a much larger impact on things than anyone wanted to admit. Could Elyias’ disappearance be explained by an angry reaction to his father’s politics?

I thought of Leta. While I was certain of her kindness, I could not be certain it was shared among the rest of her community. Angry and scared people do whatever they can to transform the world into one that is survivable.

“My father believes some of the deep-folk have kidnapped Elyias,” Gylbart added. “If so, they would have taken my brother to the Sandy Shores. It’s a large province. Once it was underwater, but the ocean has since receded and their watery city is now laid bare to the sun. They used to trade in fish and whale meat, but the fisheries have all dried up.”

Cicerio returned with the glasses of nectar. He thumped mine down in front of me and some of the yellow juice splashed out onto the table.

“If the deep-folk was holding Elyias ransom, they would have sent demands,” Cicerio said in aggravation.

“It is not a fact by which to preclude the possibility! Perhaps the terms are not but writ,” Jaspar grunted. “My son was traveling with a sizable entourage. They say he went ahead on his horse after hearing something. Too swift he was, that none of his companions could keep up with him. When finally they caught up, his horse was there, but my darling son was gone. Answer me this; does a beast eat a man and leave neither bones nor tracks?”

“I’ll check out the area he went missing in,” I said. “Maybe there’s a clue there that others have missed.”

I wasn’t sure where else to start.

I wasn’t entirely convinced the deep-folk were involved. It seemed to me that there were countless other dangers lurking in Tramezia, like tigrens.

As much as I disliked Cicerio, he was right. If Elyias had been stolen for political or monetary advantage, terms would have been sent very quickly, or at the very least, a demand for ransom.

It seemed to me that the Protector was so taken by the idea of a political kidnapping because it contained the possibility that Elyias was alive. What parent or brother wouldn’t prefer to believe their loved one was alive and not eaten by some awful beast?

“Truth is a liberating thing,” Jaspar reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Perhaps I am right, perhaps I am wrong. I would like to know for certain. If he is dead I would have a body to bury. If he lives, I would wish to know where he is, so I could free him from his bonds.”

“I’ll get started today,” I said.

The Protector outstretched his hand, and I shook it firmly.

“May the light of my city smile upon you and your efforts,” Jaspar said with a bowed head.

Gylbart slowly stood to guide me out of the aviary.

“The provinces around Tramezia are complicated,” Gylbart said in a quiet voice. “I have no doubts the deep-folk are just like us gill-less folk. They are as complex and prone to acts of desperation as we are.”

I thought of little Nimble and Leta.

“Our province is one of the largest in the entirety of Fablewild,” Gylbart said. “But my brother had a heart for all. He would’ve brought in a period of renewal and growth during his rule. He did not agree with my father’s reforms. This… confusion serves no one, and if it is true that he has been taken by the people of Sandy Shores, then they have only harmed their own cause. He spoke of helping the deep-folk, of ushering in an age of collaboration and trade and living as friends once more. In the past, the Tramezians and the deep-folk stood unified, and none could have beaten us together.”

It seemed to me that Elyias was born to rule Tramezia and his father was eager to lay down his title. If there was a chance Elyias was alive, then finding him alive and returning him home would be the quickest way of healing the province.

“What if Elyias was taken by those who prefer the status quo?” I suggested. “What if he was deliberately taken to cause this division? Maybe someone is scared of what will happen if you both stand together again.”

“It is an idea,” Gylbart sighed. “I meant what I said earlier, were my brother dead, I would feel it in my soul, but I do not. I believe he lives, and that same instinct tells me you may be the one to find him. I’ve made a small map of the jungle. If you follow it, it will take you to the clearing where my brother’s horse was found. I hope you see something that I failed to.”

I accepted the tattered map.

“I’ve got a brother, too,” I said.

I didn’t want to give Gylbart false hope, but what he’d said rang true, if Owen were dead, I was sure I’d be able to feel it in my soul.

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” I said. “But I’d do exactly what you’re doing, I wouldn’t stop until I found out what happened to him.”

“It pleases my heart to know that others would act the same,” Gylbart said. “Often I feel as though I have lost all reason.”

Gylbart offered me one final handshake before I departed from Brightglade Palace.

To get to the jungle, I had to pass through Lowtown again.

The mystery deepens, Tala said.

“Mmm,” I hummed in agreement.

The further I dug into the issue, the more complicated it became. Maybe I was right, maybe the answer wasn’t the deep-folk or a ravenous beast, but rather a third party who’d gain a lot from a promising young heir going missing.

I left the city and came to the hill I’d arrived on, and behind it was a sprawling lush jungle. As weighted with newfound responsibility as I felt, I couldn’t wait to get back to what had made me fall in love with Fablewild in the first place. While I loved Fablewild’s cities, there was something truly remarkable about its wild forests and jungles.

I explored its green depths with eager enthusiasm.

Odd birds chirped strange songs in the trees above, and in the dark canopy, the bright whites of preening eyes studied me. Jungles were alive, they were themselves, giant cities of trees with thousands of inhabitants.

The whole place smelled like rich, damp soil and growing things.

Odd little beasts with green scales peered out from behind stones as if searching for prey. There were giant toads in small puddles of dirty water, they were the size of dogs and spat their tongues out to grasp at passing giant dragonflies.

I came to the clearing marked on the map. It was unremarkable at first. A small halo of trees surrounded the place and put everything in the shade. There were no footprints, no abandoned armor or weapons, and at first, absolutely nothing interesting to see.

A beaten path led to a small pond and there were a few of those giant toads there. They croaked at me as I passed them. As big as they were, I doubted the toads could have been responsible for Elyias going missing.

It struck me, however, that if there was some giant predator around here, the toads likely would have picked somewhere else to congregate.

If you let me out of my pendant, I could have a sniff around, Nyxi suggested.

I grinned at the sound of her voice.

I decided it was well past time to let my eidolons out of their jewelry. Neoma soared out first, and her white-tipped wings cut streamlines in the sky. Tala and Nyxi came next, and they prowled the clearing with their noses buried in the dirt.

I don’t smell any tigrens or curikins, Tala said. I don’t think there have been any big predators here recently,

I smell a man. I can smell the leather of his boots. Nyxi said. He walked to the water’s edge, but back again. The scent doesn’t go into the river. It goes that way, toward that large camphor tree.

I had no idea what a camphor tree was, but my eyes landed on a large conifer with scaly red leaves, and I decided that was probably what Nyxi had been gesturing to.

I slowly walked across to it, and all of my eidolons followed me.

What’s that? Tala brought her nose to a small score mark in the bark.

I ran my fingers across the deep groove in the trunk. It looked like it had been formed from a sword hitting it.

Could there have been a fight here? Could Elyias have drawn his sword to defend himself? But against what? Or who?

I had so many questions and nothing else around the tree seemed to have the answers.

There was a fight here, Nyxi went on. I can smell the blood. The rain has long since washed most of it away, but I can smell traces.

The hairs on my arms pricked up. Suddenly the white-rimmed eyes staring out at me from the jungle felt ominous. I studied the sounds of the birds. If they scattered, I’d know something big was near, so I kept my guard up and wrapped my hand around the hilt of my sword.

The presence of two of my eidolons prowling at my side was reassuring, and I took another few steps forward.

My owl was soaring above me, and I could see her studying the land beneath her. If there was anything big ahead, she would warn me.

Then, all of a sudden, Neoma battered her wings together excitedly and dove down from the sky. She didn’t seem frightened, but excited.

I pulled my sword from its sheath as Nyxi and Tala stalked ahead with graceful and subtle movements.

I was half-expecting a griffin or a tigren, but instead, I found Neoma perched rather delicately on an ancient stone archway. Beyond it was a large stone door that had been carved into a greasy black rockface. A grin crawled across my face.

It wasn’t a fight my eidolon had found.

It was a temple.
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Chapter 8

A giant door had been carved into the black rock face. Ivy and moss had grown all over it, and it was so overgrown I almost couldn’t see it. My eyes narrowed to take it in.

A burst of electricity coursed through me just imagining what the temple had inside.

Well, we can’t ignore a temple, Tala said in a playful tone.

We certainly couldn’t, but we had more than one reason to explore this one. It was close to where Elyias had gone missing.

There was a chance that Elyias had rushed into the temple to flee whatever had tried to hurt or kidnap him, but there was also a chance he’d encountered a well-armed adventurer and gotten himself killed. He wouldn’t have been the first to end up in such a bad situation.

I put the possibilities out of my mind, and I pushed open the stiff doors to the temple.

I tightened the straps on my backpack, steeled my resolve, and stepped inside.

It didn’t seem half as large as the Grand Temple, but I still had to keep my wits about me. No matter how many temples I defeated, I had to remind myself to never get complacent.

The best way to survive Fablewild was to stay humble. Anything could kill me at any time, even though I’d beaten a Grand Temple, and if I let my guard down, I’d be making myself vulnerable.

The main room of the temple was infected by the same vines that spread throughout the jungle. They hung down from the ceiling, and several hung close enough to reach a door at the far right of the room.

The floor I was walking on was thick with moss and dirt. If there was a tiled surface beneath it, I couldn’t tell. Carvings had been etched into the walls, and I examined them for hints about what I’d face in the temple.

There was a small carving of a sphinx-like statue, and there were some hieroglyphic-like symbols of wind, fire, and ice.

I chewed my cheek.

I decided I wasn’t going to get much more from the carvings. Neoma fluttered above me and landed on the small ledge. My ground-based eidolons and I had a harder task. We had to climb the vines to get to the door.

They were hard and spiked. If I didn’t have my gloves I would’ve cut my hands to pieces. I easily lifted my body weight up the vines and swung myself forward toward the ledge.

I grabbed it and lifted my body up beside Neoma. Nyxi delicately scaled the wall and used her sharp paws to grasp the stone, while Tala opted for a running jump. I pushed the door open, and a draft of cold air washed through me.

I entered the next room, and it looked like a puzzle was my first challenge.

Puzzles always seemed unsolvable at first, and this one was no different.

Four pillars sat in the center of the room, and a small door was enshrined in thick vines toward the back.

There was no point in trying to cut the vines away. Temples were never that simple. The key to getting through the temple was probably to interact with the pillars in some way.

I looked around for the timing system of the temple, and I found a flaming torch burning in the corner.

I moved quickly toward the pillars, and they each seemed to resemble an element.

One pillar was fire-red and had been carved to resemble flickering flames.

The second was made of smooth stone and covered in thick, soft moss.

The third was carved from translucent blue crystals, and it was carved in gentle wave designs.

The fourth was hovering in defiance of gravity, and on the snow-white stone, little clouds and wisps of wind had been carved.

Fire, earth, water, and air. All four elements.

Look, there’s a small chest here, Tala pointed me toward a wooden chest.

I moved across to it curiously.

It had to be something to do with the puzzle. There was a small placard next to it that read, “Submission and dominance. Our world is borne from the chaotic union of these two states.”

That didn’t give much away on its own, and I fumbled around in the chest. There was a small warm stone that was covered in moss, a hot glowing gemstone of fire-red, a little translucent blue pebble that looked like a droplet of water, and a small feather that reminded me of Neoma’s.

I had pillars for each element, and now I had little tokens.

But submission and dominance? What did that mean?

“Everything is made of these elements, and everything works because of how they interact with each other,” I began to rationalize out loud.

Tala and Nyxi stared up at me expectantly as Neoma fluttered to the pillars. She sat herself on top of the fire one, but it seemed too hot to linger on so she batted her wings to get away.

“Submission and dominance,” I continued to question out loud. “Water extinguishes fire.”

That was too damn easy.

I moved across and set the blue pebble onto the fire pillar. It let out a small fizz of energy and faded to cool stone. It was real simple, if this temple kept up like this I’d be out in an hour.

I had one down, and it was time for the next.

“Air. What’s air dominant over?” I went on. Water extinguishing fire was too easy, but the others were a little bit more challenging. “Air can move the oceans and create storms.”

I slipped the feather onto the hovering pillar that resembled water. It too let out a small jolt of blue energy and transformed into a simple stone pillar.

Fire scorches the earth, Tala said.

She was right. Of course she was, so I slipped the fire token onto the earth pillar, and hey presto, I only had one left to solve.

“Earth controls air,” I said confidently to my eidolons. “The wind has to move through mountains, they don’t bend or crumble. Simple.”

Across the room, the giant vines covering the door pulled back as though they were intelligent lifeforms. The door clicked open and odd, golden light filtered through it.

The first puzzle had been an easy one. I was convinced that whatever lay behind the door would prove more difficult. It couldn’t be that easy, otherwise, everyone and their mother would have beaten this temple.

Flanked by my eidolons, jolts of electricity washed through me.

The third room was smaller than the first two. It was oddly empty aside from a large sphinx-like statue that barred a small archway. It was a titan of a thing, and it had the body and fur-tipped tail of a lion. It rested on its giant paws. Two giant wings that were carved from marble spread out across its back.

After a moment’s pause, I moved toward it. I wasn’t sure what sort of puzzle the sphinx had in store for me, but what it did was not on the list of things I thought possible.

It spoke, and its stony lips moved and slowly crept apart.

“Answer these five riddles correctly, and you may pass,” the statue droned. “Answer incorrectly and you shall be devoured.”

Neoma fluttered down to land on my shoulder, while Nyxi and Tala prowled defensively at my feet. I calmed my wolf and my panther with a soft touch to their tense foreheads.

I liked puzzles, and riddles were just puzzles with words. I wasn’t about to get defeated by a statue and words.

“Gimme the first one,” I said to the sphinx.

“I give birth to my sister, and she to me,” the sphinx began. “I am heralded by weariness. When men die they come to me, and when they live, they flee from me. Dear traveler, what name do I go by?”

I thought for a moment. If I got it wrong, something would try to kill me, probably the sphinx itself, and I had no idea how powerful the statue would be.

Puzzlement and confusion washed over my connections with my eidolons in waves.

I’ve never seen anything like this before, Tala said.

Anxiety trickled through our connection, and it spread into my mind and chest.

I was standing in the presence of something unnerving, and even by Fablewild’s standards, really damn rare.

I had to get this right.

It came to me in a hot flash. It gave birth to its sister, and its sister gave birth to it. The answer was obvious.

“You’re night,” I said as a slow grin spread across my face. “Night, that’s your name.”

The sphinx nodded its head. My eidolons and I let out a collective breath of relief.

One down, four to go. I could do this.

“I do not have a mouth, but I have a thousand voices,” the sphinx began slowly. “I hear even though I have no ears. I neither think nor feel, but emotion is carved into my drafty soul.”

My brows knitted together. This riddle was harder than the last one. The use of the word drafty stood out. The word felt too out of place to lack significance.

No ears, no mouth, but it could speak and hear. The neural pathways in my brain were firing off at a rapid pace with effort.

Drafty. That was the key.

The lightbulb went off above my head. “An echo!”

I’d spoken it as quickly as it came to me and for a small bleak moment, I considered that I was wrong, but the sphinx nodded its head. Then a wave of cool air brushed over me.

“My life you measure in hours,” the sphinx droned on. “I die quicker when I’m thin, and live longer when I’m fat, but I die all the same at the kiss of a mouth.”

A candle, a candle, a candle! Neoma erupted with glee. I heard this one in a tavern once. I bet that adventurer had met this sphinx.

I grinned up at Neoma.

“You’re a candle,” I said.

The sphinx nodded again.

Now it was time for another riddle.

“You see a pagoda filled with people,” the sphinx said. “But when you look again, there is not a single person there. Why?”

Neoma was bouncing up and down on her feet, and she seemed to have forgotten the threat of death the sphinx presented. She was taking as much enjoyment from the riddles as me.

It was the hardest one so far, and there were so many possible answers.

Oh, maybe a magician vanished them all, Neoma chirped.

As endearing as Neoma’s enthusiasm was, I knew she was wrong. Riddles always had mundane answers. That’s what made them so infuriatingly annoying. The answers were always so obvious in hindsight, like a crossword puzzle.

I’d found that a good way of working them out was searching the language for an odd word that stood out, like drafty had in the previous riddle.

In this riddle, the key word seemed to be “single.” It would have been more natural to say that everyone was gone, but the sphinx had decisively noted that not a “single” person was there.

I glanced around at my eidolons, and I grinned because I had the answer.

“There’s not a single person in the pagoda because they’re all married,” I said with confidence.

The sphinx clicked into life, and I was onto my final riddle.

That was boring. It would have been better if it was a sorcerer, Neoma said.

You’re doing so well, Colton, Nyxi said.

“I am that which belongs only to you,” the sphinx continued. “But I am condemned to be used by everyone else, and never you.”

I chewed my lip thoughtfully.

Something that belonged to me, but everyone else used it.

A wicked grin touched my face as the answer came to me in a hot flash.

I’d fucking done it, I’d beaten the sphinx, and five times over to boot.

“My name,” I said.

After a moment’s pause, the sphinx nodded its head. It seemed almost aggravated at being defeated so easily by me.

Its stone paws were swallowed up by the ground, and it started to sink down. It pulled its wings nearer to its body as it was funneled down into a small hole in the ground.

Once it was out of view, a giant stone archway was revealed. So far, the temple had been a walk in the park, but I was bound to come up against something more challenging soon.

Tala and Nyxi moved ahead to prowl through the new room. It was huge. It contained a jungle of its own, though it was all in miniature. It reminded me a little of what I’d seen in the Brightglades’ Palace, like a small snapshot of the jungles of Fablewild.

Odd blueish light came down from the ceiling, and the soft croaking of little insects filled my ears.

Nyxi seemed at home as she wove her way through the thick vegetation.

Whatever challenge the new room presented was probably going to need a more forceful hand than the previous ones, so I kept my hand on my sword.

“You cannot find me but I am here,” a deep, male voice echoed around me in a weary tone. “You cannot strike me until you see me, and only when you strike me shall the path ahead lay itself open. I am at one with this place, and it is my sanctuary to protect from all who venture here.”

That was cool. It seemed like the challenge would be a puzzle that involved striking with my sword, too.

Tala and Nyxi returned to my side. Neoma continued to scope out the room from above, and she circled the room like a wrathful cyclone.

“Always with the puzzles,” I said. “He said I can’t find him, not that I can’t see him.”

My brows knitted together.

He’s hiding in plain sight, that’s why, Tala said.

I ran my hand through the fur on Nyxi’s head to soothe her.

There was a threat, and my hairs were standing on end, but I was ready for the challenge.

This thing was hiding in plain sight, just like the sphinx, he’d given me a hint with his pointed words.

I studied the sloping hills and the twisting vines of my environment. There were some trees, but only one was large enough to command any sort of attention. It was gnarly and twisted, and its bark had knotted together in the middle.

I stared hard at the center of the knot, and in the maze of looping grooves, it began to look like a face.

Don’t move! Nyxi said suddenly.

Her tail whipped up behind her. I put my hand on Tala and beckoned Neoma over with a small hand gesture.

I’ve seen one of these before. It’s a leshi, Nyxi said. They’re spirits of the jungle. Cleope and I had to flee from one once in the wilds of Groverg. They’re savage, ruthless, and utterly dangerous. They take the form of a tree and can blend in effortlessly with their surroundings. They feed off flesh for the power it grants them. It’s said they can see ahead of time and peer into minds.

I had to kill this thing, but how could I kill something that could see ahead of time? Something that would be able to anticipate my attacks before I made them.

I knew the damn temple would throw a wrench at me at some point.

“Leshi,” I whispered to Neoma and Tala.

They stood alert, and I took a long breath and pondered what course of action to take.

If it could see the future, I was in for a real fight.

But what if I could trick it?

The more I planned a course of action in my head, the more I realized that planning was my enemy.

If I attacked unpredictably, the creature wouldn’t be able to predict my movements, if the future was constantly changing, it wouldn’t be able to keep up.

I cast a glance at my waiting eidolons.

“We hit this thing hard,” I whispered to them. “We hit it quickly. You attack from one direction and then move to the other. Change your mind over and over, be as unpredictable as possible. We can only beat this fucker if we confuse it.”

It was the only plan we had, and one that went against every rule of temple-raiding I’d ever set for myself.

We had to act rashly to beat this room. It was the only idea that had any sort of promise.

Nyxi looked tense and nervous. The leshi she’d encountered last time had clearly terrified her.

“Keep close to me,” I told her, and she rubbed her muzzle across my shin.

Unease gnawed at my center. One of my ancient, powerful eidolons was terrified of this thing, and that told me it was really dangerous.

I focused on the odd face in the tree. Once I hit it, there would be no going back, I’d be in for the fight of my life with an ancient spirit of the forest.

But I could do this.

All I had to do was act rashly and unpredictably. If I thought too much this thing would creep inside of my head and beat me using my own tactics.

I took my crossbow out, and at the very last minute, I pulled out a throwing knife from my backpack and threw it squarely into the face on the tree.

The entire room shook as if an earthquake had erupted beneath our feet, and Tala rushed forward like a gust of wind had pushed her.

The tree pulled itself up, its roots broke free of the ground, and rocks came tumbling down from the ceiling.

I had to duck to evade all the falling debris.

In a series of jerking movements, its roots turned into giant pointed branches that were littered with thorns, and its branch-like arms twisted out of its trunk-like torso.

This thing had to be over twenty feet tall. Its head was a canopy of leaves, and a great cavernous mouth split apart from the bark of its trunk which revealed a set of pointed yellow teeth.

Neoma burst out in flight, she created large bursts of wind with her wings that crashed toward the leshi like a tiny hurricane. As the gale-force winds hit it, a thousand of its leaves flew off in every direction.

My panther gave me a short glance. She could turn invisible, it was one of the abilities Nyxi had learned while with Cleope.

She looked to me for guidance, then I winked, and she disappeared from sight.

I didn’t think too hard. I released a bolt from my crossbow and threw another knife, but both weapons seemed to have little effect on the leshi.

I needed a fucking axe.

What would be better to cut a tree down with?

I gripped my sword and decided that would do.

The leshi stumbled around the room. Its arms flailed and attempted to knock Neoma out of the sky.

She was far too quick for its slow movements.

I rushed forward and brought my sword down on one of its roots.

“Hilt of wood, papyrus in your pocket!” the leshi yelled in a furious, inhuman roar. “How many trees have you maimed!”

It turned its gaze upon me.

All of a sudden, as another furious roar erupted in the room, all of the insects swarmed together in one revolting mass. They hurtled toward Neoma, but she swooped and dove to evade them.

I was now the sole focus of the leshi.

I used my sword to tear another of its roots from its body. Tala came behind it, and her teeth scraped loudly against its bark, like nails down a chalkboard.

Out of all of us, Nyxi had the biggest advantage. Her invisibility seemed to hinder the leshi’s ability to predict her movements. She charged bravely toward the leshi.

I was reminded of how well she’d climbed the tree when we were planting the cameras around Adam’s camper. In her panther form, she was even better. She used her feet to propel herself up the trunk of the beast and used her tail to help balance herself on the branches.

Then she began to rip her way through the delicate branches on its head.

The beast roared and growled, but couldn’t reach its hands up to attack her.

Now that the beast was distracted, it was prime time for Tala and me to get chopping.

What’s a tree without its roots? Nothing.

The fewer roots the creature had, the less powerful it would be.

Tala seemed to have the same idea, and she used her teeth to yank out some of the smaller ones beneath its knotted bottom.

Neoma was still fighting above us in the cloud of insects. She used her wings to defend herself and sent the giant dragonflies and locusts hurtling to the ground.

I used my sword as an axe and chopped away like a lumberjack.

Nyxi was doing a good job distracting the tree creature.

For whatever reason, the branches on its head seemed more tender, and it flailed around desperately to try and throw my nimble panther out of its leaves.

“Slayers of trees and intruders!” it yelled. “See now, the force of nature!”

The ground rumbled again, and a great gust of wind nearly knocked me from my feet.

Neoma soared down, but just before she hit the ground, she battered the air with her wings and swooped away from the ground.

The fight was intense, and despite many of its roots being cut, the leshi remained sturdy and upright.

My body was bursting with adrenaline. Every part of me blazed with energy, and my nerve endings tingled.

I dodged as a giant root came bounding toward me, and it slammed on the ground so hard, the whole room vibrated and more debris fell from the ceiling.

An idea suddenly sparked in my mind, and I shoved it away before the leshi could sense it.

I shielded myself behind a rock and reached into my backpack.

It was time to take the fight to the next level.

The leshi battered its oaken fists into the ground. Tala was growling and ripping, Nyxi was prancing around its hairline and ripping out leaves while Neoma, who’d disrupted the clouds of insects, was yanking out beakfuls of leaves from its canopy.

I pulled a set of matches from my backpack and rapidly fumbled to light one.

Everything was dry and primed to be caught by fire. What scorched the very earth that the leshi sank its roots into?

Fire.

I lit a roll of bandages, they caught the flickering flame, and I launched it rapidly at the leshi before thinking too much about my aim.

The fireball landed in the canopy of its leaves, and flames spread quickly until all of its foliage glowed in an amber blaze.

“You men of short stature!” the leshi yelled, and its voice erupted into a terrifying, apocalyptic sound. “Burn all with your fiery torches! No more!”

But it was working. As the flames caught its leaves, their fiery tendrils moved downward through its branches, and I was buzzing with ecstasy.

The scent of burning wood was a delight to me. Neoma swirled down and away from the thick smog that had built up in the air.

Nyxi came hurtling down the trunk and began to set to work like Tala. Together, they ripped and chewed at the leshi’s roots.

“Enough! Enough!” the leshi shouted, as I brought my sword down upon its trunk. “You have beaten me. Offer me respite, and I shall let you pass this room.”

The tension unwound in the room, like a diffused bomb.

It wasn’t flailing anymore, and Nyxi and Tala stopped chewing at its roots.

“Leave me be. You cannot kill nature,” it said in a slow, almost lazy manner. “Has this temple not taught you so? Does an echo not speak a thousand words, does water not birth life and the fire renew it? Were I to linger as cinder, I would only be reborn as a sapling. I should not like to grow again. It takes a thousand years to grow this big.”

I studied it. The grooves of its face were moving oddly as it spoke, it looked like stop motion animation.

“What’s to stop you attacking me when my back is turned?” I asked.

“What is to stop the sphinx from claiming lives with ill-answered riddles?” it chuckled. “What stops night from falling? And weary old men from passing? Nothing. Yet my words hold meaning, and a tree is little without promises.”

I wondered what to do about the still-burning leaves and branches of the leshi’s head, but it didn’t seem to notice the flames.

“And you have beaten nature, as so very many fail to do,” it continued. “I respect that.”

It delicately sunk itself back into the earth, and the flames on its branches slowly faded to nothing like a snuffed-out candle. My only guess on the logic of that was temple magic. It was always doing weird-ass things.

The leshi folded the earth around its wounded roots as if the rocks and earth were a blanket of soft cotton.

“Now. You must leave. This old spirit needs sleep,” the leshi sighed.

I slipped my sword back into my belt. I watched as the leshi turned stiff again, and very slowly, by some ancient magic, it once again took the form of an old gnarly tree.

My eidolons gathered around me. Tala’s tail was wagging enthusiastically, and Neoma was flapping her wings up and down like an overly excited chick. Nyxi let out a steady breath of relief.

You did it. I’m so proud of you, Nyxi said.

“We should all be damn proud of ourselves,” I corrected. “I couldn’t have done it without all of you. This was a team effort.”

The temple had more waiting for me. Up ahead there was another door, and it was carefully guarded by two trees.

I hoped those ones weren’t alive. I’d had just about as much leshi as I could take.

But if the old grumpy tree was to be believed I would now be free to cross into the next room without any trouble.

I wondered if there were any more puzzles or fights ahead of me. I decided it wasn’t too likely. The fight with the leshi had felt like too big a challenge not to be the last one.

However, Temples didn’t always follow that sort of logic. Or any logic.

We began to walk together toward the door.

Then I heard a pained whimper, and my head turned around.

My stomach dipped into my feet for half a second.

Laying in a bloodied mess in a jumble of foliage was a wounded adventurer.

His eyebrows were knitted together in pain. His hair was a dull, gray-streaked brown that sat shaggy on his shoulders. A spear had been abandoned by his side, and he was clutching at a deep wound in his chest.

Someone else had faced the leshi, but unlike me, he hadn’t been successful.

I realized in stark horror, that he’d seen all three of my eidolons.

If I were a different man, I might have left him there to take my secret to his cold, painful, grave.

But I wasn’t the sort of person who could just let someone die.

“Please…” He winced. “Help. Quick end. Give me a quick end. That awful tree gored me. Gods, just make it quick! I’ve been lying here for half a day, just slowly bleeding out.”

He looked too old to be traveling in perilous temples. If he was an adventurer he really should have retired by now.

I crouched down beside him, and for a small moment, I considered giving him the quick end he so desired with my sword. A kind end was better than a long one.

But then I remembered, I had something in my backpack that could save him.



[image: A black background with a black border  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]



Chapter 9

During one of my last trips to Fablewild, I’d bought a healing potion from a sorcerer. I’d bought it for myself but it was clear that the man before me would die without any help.

For a moment, I considered the wyvern tear, but I didn’t want to waste it when I had something easier to replace that could serve the same purpose.

“I have a healing potion,” I said. “Do you think you can drink it?”

He nodded his head gruffly. He winced as he removed one hand, and hot red blood poured from the wound as he accepted the healing potion.

He glugged it down.

He groaned to life, and some color filtered back to his waxy skin. His eyes turned from black pits to honey-brown. His jowls quivered a little as he moved his hand from his wounded chest to have a look.

“I feel…” he began slowly, as if unable to believe his sudden return to wellness. “I feel better. Not perfect, no, still a little groggy, but I feel less light-headed, and the sting is out of my chest now. Man! I can’t thank you enough. I thought for certain I was flabgrubbed!”

It was an odd turn of phrase, but I liked it.

Flabgrubbed, for when things seemed without hope.

He peered curiously at my jewelry as he moved up onto his knees. My hand instinctively moved to cover Nyxi’s pendant, which was the most eye-catching of my eidolon jewelry.

My eidolons prowled around me. Zorban attempted to pet Nyxi on the nose yet she flinched away from him.

“I saw you beat that old grumpy tree. Don’t worry, boy, your secrets are safe with me.” He winked at me. “Name’s Zorban. I’d say well met, but that would be too callous, I could kiss ya! Don’t reckon you’d want that, though, I haven’t shaved in two turns of the moon.”

He did have a rather prickly chin, and I was glad he refrained from kissing me. Tala rubbed her muzzle on my shin.

Zorban was wearing some beaten gear, some rusted bronze armor that had seen better days, and a shoulder guard that was hanging down. He had a scythe on him, but the handle was splintered apart. He clearly hadn’t fared well against the leshi.

Poor bastard.

The gnarly fucking tree hadn’t even bothered to finish him off and had just left him to die in the thicket. It was downright cruel. I kept a tight grip on my sword.

“Do you want any help out of the temple?” I asked.

Zorban used me as support as he stood up on his shaking legs. He shook his head gruffly and instead fell to sit on a small upturned log.

“Nah. I’ll rest up here a bit,” he began to say. “Wouldn’t say no to some water if you’ve got any. Rotten old trunk ripped my water skin in half.”

I reached into my back and handed him a small water bottle. He seemed curious about the metal structure.

“This is a lot better than a skin. Where’d you get this?” he asked, and he greedily lapped up the liquid.

“Walmart,” I admitted dryly.

“Ah. Must be somewhere in Albiore. Everything there’s all fancily named. Never been myself,” Zorban said. “Daughter moved out there, got married to some fancy little jewel trader. Skinny arms, that boy. If you’re ever out that way, tell her you saved her old man, Zettles is her name, and she’ll give you a good rate if you collect any gems on your travels.”

“I’ll keep her in mind,” I chuckled.

Zorban had a cool demeanor, and he put me instantly at ease.

He handed me back the water bottle.

“I bet there’s another room through there. Only the gods know what horrors lurk there,” Zorban pointed ahead, to a small door that had emerged after the leshi was defeated. “I’d bet that cruddy old timbercock was just the warm-up. I fucking hate leshis, they think they’re all superior because of their immortality, fucking shrubbery, that’s what I call ‘em.”

Neoma fluttered across the door and inspected it dubiously with her beak.

“Do you want some trial mix?” I chuckled. He nodded his head quickly.

He clearly didn’t have a clue what trail mix was but he ate it all the same. He tipped the plastic sleeve of nuts, raisins, and M&M’s into his mouth. I hoped it would give him the energy he needed to get out of the temple and back to Tramezia.

“I’ve been adventuring since I was a teen. It’s a family sport. My old man did it before me,” Zorban continued. “I think this has given me the fright I needed, it’s time for retirement, might head out to Albiore. Zettles is always pestering me. Come meet your grandchildren, well, thanks to you they still got a grandpa.”

That brought a smile to my face.

“If there’s anything I can do to help you, it goes without saying,” Zorban said. “I meant what I said, what I saw with your… let’s call ‘em helpers, goes no further, not past these lips. No one would believe me anyway! You’ve got three of those beauties. Oh, you’ll be an adventurer like no other.”

A flash of pride swept over me from all three of my eidolons at his praise.

“I came out this way looking for Lord Elyias from Tramezia,” I explained. “When I saw the temple, I couldn’t pass it up. You didn’t see anything odd, did you? On your way in?”

“I don’t know anything about lords,” Zorban said in a gruff tone. “Not from around these parts you see. I’ve been camping out in this jungle for some months, scouring the place for a temple. Couple o’ weeks back I did see something odd, though.”

Something odd? Could it be a clue as to what had happened to Elyias?

The hairs on my arms stood on end, I leaned closer, and my jaw clenched. I needed a lead because all I had was a cut in the tree and some vague rumor that the deep-folk were behind a kidnapping.

“Some shadowy figures, dressed in black, well-armed, which put my guard up,” Zorban began. “They had staffs, so I figured they were sorcerers. I have no business with conjuring twats, always quick to cross you, so I kept concealed. Then I heard some clashing steel and a horse neighing, and I saw a man, finely dressed he was, maybe the lordling you’re looking for… They were dragging him somewhere, east I think, toward the Sandy Shores.”

Sorcerers with staffs, that didn’t sound like deep-folk, but if Zorban was to be believed, the well-dressed lordling was being taken in that direction, to the homeland of all deep-folk.

If I told Jaspar what Zorban had seen I wondered how hard he would clamp down on people like Leta and Nimble as a reaction.

I had to find out more before I took my findings to the Brightglades. I had to work out who these mysterious sorcerers were and how they were connected to the Sandy Shores.

Finally, I had a solid-enough lead to follow. If they’d taken Elyias alive, there was a good chance they needed him alive. Maybe he was still alive.

This is sort of good news, right? Neoma asked.

It was good news on one hand, but on the other hand, it sounded far more dangerous than a simple beast attack.

However, there was hope that he was still alive. They’d had the chance to kill him but didn’t.

“That helps me a lot, Zorban,” I said.

The old adventurer looked quite happy to have been useful.

“Are you sure you don’t want to follow us?” I asked. “It might be safer for you to come with us. That leshi could come back to bite you.”

“Nah. I’ll wait here a bit.” He shook his head. “Leshi are lazy things, and you’ve given him a good fight, he’ll be asleep for a thousand years now. I’ll gather some strength then head out. Then I’ll head to an inn, rest up, then it’s off to retirement for me. Gods! It’ll be boring.”

“Hey, it might not be so bad.” I concealed a laugh.

I thought of my own retirement. I tried to picture it. In sixty years, in a nice big estate, with all my eidolons around me. I imagined it would be hard to say goodbye to adventuring, though.

My eidolons must have sensed my train of thought through our emotional connections because a flood of adoration came pouring across from the three of them.

We’ll still love you when you’re old and gray, Tala murmured.

I grinned at the thought. I wondered what my life would look like. I didn’t know if eidolons could have kids, so I wondered if I’d get to do any of the usual domestic stuff like babies, school runs, and saving for college funds.

I realized quickly there was still a lot I didn’t know about eidolons, and still a great deal that my eidolons didn’t know about themselves. I recalled how surprised they had been by their human forms.

Maybe there was more to their biology that would surprise us.

“You’re not going to the Sandy Shores, by any chance?” Zorban caught my arm as I turned to leave. “It’s just… I don’t reckon you should. I’ve heard… that it’s, well… Dark things are afoot there, if you catch my meaning. It’s why half the deep-folk fled. I used to run a stall there, you know, selling what I’d found in temples.”

“I’m listening,” I said patiently.

“The fish, well, they left first. That dried up the trade and the money,” Zorban continued. “It’s a quiet little place at the best of times, but entire sections of it emptied, and more seedy sorts started to gather, all men, and I got a bad feeling, deep down in the pit of my stomach, instinctual dread, like I had with that fucking old tree. People started turning up dead, twisted, awful… and now, with all of those sorcerers heading there…”

“It seems like something is going on,” I summarized. “You don’t think it’s the deep-folk?”

“Some of them got mighty angry at the lack of help from the Tramezians,” Zorban continued. “That a few of them might have turned to dark things out of desperation isn’t ridiculous, but those sorcerers I saw ‘napping that lordling had no gills or fins, and I ain’t no blind bat that I can’t spot a fish from a lion. Look, I have less than zero clue what’s going on, I’d just stay away if I were you.”

“Thank you for telling me,” I said with a smile.

If I was going to keep searching for Elyias, Sandy Shores was where I needed to go.

A problem for another day, Tala said to me soothingly. We’ve got a temple to finish!

We’d found no artifacts yet.

My dread slowly slipped away into budding excitement.

I stared at the door ahead and pondered what was behind it. I hoped it wasn’t another leshi. I was of the same opinion as Zorban, I’d had enough angry, sentient trees to last a lifetime.

“Keep the water bottle.” I tossed the bottle at Zorban as I moved to leave.

The last thing I heard from Zorban was a hearty chuckle.

My body was brimming with apprehension as I pushed open the large door.

It creaked and shuddered, and as I pushed it harder it upset some long-settled earth. Particles of dust floated around me like little fairies. There was a large crack in the ceiling, and sunlight filtered through and gave the entire room an ethereal glow.

I stood back to take in the scene before me. Unlike the last room, which had been like a miniature jungle, the new one didn’t have any foliage or buzzing insects. It was bare aside from a small altar in the center of the room.

A torch burned away on the wall, which was my reminder that I had a time limit in this room.

I didn’t want to get trapped in the room when it burned out, so I quickly made my way to the altar. I had to get this temple done fast.

On top of the stone, a little bronze placard had been set.

“What does it say?” I asked.

Sacrifice that which you hold dear, and a path shall open, Tala said. The greater the sacrifice, the greater the prize.

Dread budded within me like a toxic flower. I studied the altar and stared hard at where dark blood stained the top.

Someone sacrificed something, or someone here, Tala said in a heavy voice.

A small surge of unease flowed through me, and it fizzled from me to them. Nyxi crouched into a ready position, and Neoma’s wings weren’t beating so excitedly anymore.

I understood the discomfort that had fallen over my eidolons. Many of their former masters, aside from Cleope, would have readily sacrificed an eidolon in hopes of getting a more amazing artifact.

Of course, my eidolons didn’t have to worry about that with me but the knowledge that something awful had happened here had a giant black cloud looming over our heads anyway.

I set my backpack on the ground. I had lots of things I held dear for different reasons.

Some things were useful, so I was hesitant to part with them, but I wasn’t necessarily emotionally attached to them.

I thought of the wyvern tear and how special it had been when I’d received it. That might be a good offering.

Then my hand found a small carabiner in my backpack. It was rusted, and the yellow paint on it had long peeled off.

It had belonged to my grandpa, and it wasn’t safe for climbing anymore. I held onto it because it was one of the only things I had left of him.

It had been my grandpa who taught me to climb.

When I was eight and had too much energy, he’d taken me out to Stone Mountain. He’d put me in a harness, given me that yellow carabiner, and showed me how it was done.

I hadn’t managed to get to the top the first time.

It had been my first real taste of the outdoors. My parents had never much approved of it as anything more than a hobby. Like Owen, they’d pushed me toward business school, but my grandpa had told me to do something I loved.

Those had been his last words to me before he died. I’d only been about ten at the time, but his words had never left me. Even when my grandpa had faded into a distant memory of childhood that I rarely thought about anymore.

I set the carabiner onto the altar with a soft thunk. I was reluctant to part with it, but if my Grandpa could’ve seen me, I thought he would have been proud and happy I’d carried the rusted old thing on so many adventures.

The splintered sunlight shone on it, and a blue glow filled the room. I marveled for a moment at what the carabiner had created.

There was a tear in my eye, but I swiped it away before it left my eye.

Crying is alright, you know, Tala said softly. During one of our rock climbs I’d told her all about my grandpa and that rusted yellow clip. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Your care sets you apart.

If she were in her human form, I would have loved a hug from her, but the comforting press of her warm body against my side was pretty amazing, too.

I love how much you care, Neoma said.

The path ahead opened itself. A marvelous oak door erupted from a spot in the floor in the center of the room, and it swung open.

I could have walked all the way around it and still been in the same room, but through the archway, an entirely new space had been opened to me.

And it was all because of my grandpa’s rusted old clip.

All of the fools who’d passed through the temple before and sacrificed living things at an altar in pursuit of artifacts had really missed the point. Even the smallest of things could take on meaning and worth.

I stepped over the threshold into the next room, and bold confidence from my earlier success filled me. A cold waft of air hit me, and I wondered if I was nearing the end of the temple.

I thought back to the leshi, Zorban, and all of the puzzles I’d solved. This temple hadn’t been as tricky as the Grand Temple by a long shot, but it had challenged me in other ways.

I also had a new promising lead on Elyias.

All in all, it couldn’t have gone much better.

I glanced ahead of me. I was in a tight alleyway, and I rushed forward. My feet beat against the ground as I jogged, and about halfway through the corridor, I realized the tight tunnel was growing narrower as I went.

The walls are closing in! Tala yelled. Run!

Then we were all running as fast as our feet, paws, and wings could take us. Nyxi darted ahead, and Neoma flew like a storm of fury. I sprinted ahead, hooked my backpack over my shoulders, and kept a steady eye on the exit ahead.

There were bones under my feet, and they were all smashed and turned to powdery shards of glass-like white. I ran faster, and the walls pushed nearer.

I didn’t like the idea of still being between them when they finally touched.

An exhilarating rush flowed through me, and I did my best Usain Bolt impersonation as I pushed my legs to run harder and faster.

By the time I skidded out from between the slowly closing walls, my heart was thudding so hard in my chest that I was surprised it hadn’t come bursting out of my ribcage.

Behind me, the walls smashed closed, and a puff of the powdery bones rose like the most macabre display of celebratory confetti.

“Fuck, that was close!” I shouted breathlessly.

The temple had taken me from one extreme to another, but I hadn’t failed once, and whatever else laid in store for me, I was ready for it.

I kept moving. If I stopped I’d only lose momentum.

The next challenge was another show of physical prowess. Whatever the artifact was, it was really making me work for it.

The next room had no floor.

I was standing on the ledge of the doorway, and below my feet was an abyss of pure black. I dreaded to think what lay at the bottom.

Ahead of me were stone columns. They were just close enough to each other that it would be possible to jump across them.

Well, this is easy for me, Neoma giggled, and she flapped her wings eagerly.

Tala and Nyxi looked less enthused.

I could use the pillars as stepping stones to get across the cavern. Neoma could fly, but Tala and Nyxi would have to go into their jewelry. The stone columns were really narrow. They’d fit two feet but not four paws.

At the far edge of the room, there was another torch, and it was already fading fast.

I had to get moving.

My cheeks puffed out as I studied the task before me. I’d have to be really careful with this. If I undershot or overshot any jump I’d fall to my death.

There would be nothing my eidolons could do for me.

I was on my own.

The realization fell like a shadow over me.

“Nyxi, Tala, into your jewelry,” I said and quickly flicked my wrist and spun the pendant.

The flickering torch was my reminder that I needed to hurry up.

Oh, please be safe, Nyxi said.

Her anxiety filled me with purpose. I had to do this, not only for me but for them, too. If I fell with their jewelry on, I’d be bringing them down with me.

I took a long breath, steadied my ragged breathing, and assessed the distance.

Neoma flapped above me as I gathered my composure, and I took a few steps back, tempered my terror, and leaped.

I landed with a thud on the pillar. I wobbled to the side and threw out my arms to balance myself.

I’d done it, now for the rest.

Thankfully, the next one was closer, and I carefully jumped across to it and landed expertly in the center of the stone.

My heart was thudding hard now, and I was so full of adrenaline that I thought I might have been able to fly.

Then I jumped again, and, like the first two times, I landed it perfectly.

I had to keep the momentum I’d built. The longer I stood on the podium, the more unbalanced I felt.

I only had one more to go. I steeled my resolve, took a short breath, then leaped, flew through the air, and my hands gripped a small stone ledge.

I pulled my body weight up and took a giant puff of relief as I rose to my feet.

“Fuck, yes!” I yelled out.

I’d done it.

I let Nyxi and Tala back out of their jewelry as Neoma circled me excitedly.

Now it was time to finish this temple before the torches burned down.

Together, we made our way through to the next room.

The room was shaped like a circle. The stone walls were the same greasy black as they’d been at the entrance. I must have been near the end as I could hear the chirping of birds.

And then, as if on command, a large chest burst through a gap in the tiles as if it had been pushed by something.

“That’s it! We’ve done it!” I grinned.

In that chest would be an artifact, and I hoped for a really damn good one. After all, I’d accomplished and literally sacrificed, I thought I’d earned an impressive prize.

I eagerly unclasped the lid of the chest and opened it.

There were some good high-quality chunks of turquoise and rubies right on top. Specimens that perfect were getting hard to find, and the jewelry shop would pay out good for them. I shoved the semi-precious and precious stones into my backpack.

Underneath all the turquoise and the rubies, was a beautiful necklace.

The silvery metal chain was delicate and almost warm to the touch.

“Fuck that’s weird,” I said. “The metal’s warm.”

It glowed as if imbued with starlight, and it was heavy with a large array of startling gemstones.

That chain is made from etherstone, Neoma said with excitement. That’s a seriously expensive necklace. I’ll bet it’s warm to the touch, it holds whatever heat it’s ever touched and never lets go of it.

I’d heard of etherstone before. Ruhirg had told me about it before he’d introduced me to the high chieftain. Apparently, it was abundant in Caledon, but even so, it was still exceptionally rare.

The gems were ones I recognized. There was a star sapphire right in the center of the setting. It looked almost as if a little star had exploded in the center of the gem.

The jeweler in Asheville would go crazy for the necklace. It was damn-near priceless. I noticed there were brilliant rubies on either side of the sapphire as well.

But, after everything I’d done to get it, it wasn’t something I was going to sell. It would go on display as a memento of my adventures alongside my very first temple prize.

Rosadina’s smiling face suddenly popped into my mind, and I imagined the necklace resting on her delicate collarbones under the warm pink hue of her hair.

The necklace would look damn good on her.

Maybe it would be a nice gift for her. She’d probably love to hear about all the puzzles and the leshi. Of course, she’d be concerned about how much danger I’d gone through to get it, but it would look much better on her than it would on my shelves.

A large sigh of relief escaped my lungs as the exit opened itself for me.

With a grin on my face, I wrapped the necklace up in some cloth to protect it, slipped it into my bottomless backpack, and cast my gaze on the exit of the temple. Exhilarated and buzzing with energy, I all but bounced out of the temple.

I decided to keep my eidolons out as I exited into the jungle. Night had begun to fall, and the moon hung low on the horizon. All types of creatures and predators roamed the jungle at night, and the orange sky was a warning to me.

I had to get behind some walls.
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Chapter 10

Even though I had three eidolons I wasn’t immune from getting swarmed by a horde of diamondback curikins. I wasn’t sure what a curikin actually was, but I figured the diamondback nametag suggested it was something hard to destroy.

The sooner I got out of the jungle, the better.

We should go back to Tramezia, Neoma suggested. We still have some shopping to do right? You wanted some new defensive items? And maps?

“Yeah, I have some energy for that.” I nodded.

The night markets are the best, Tala said with a smile in her voice. Big cities don’t sleep.

A smile turned the edges of my lips upward. I was more than a little hungry, and I had enough energy to wander about the markets a little. I could grab some food and still do some exploring before we headed back home.

I briefly wondered if the turquoise and rubies I’d gathered were as valuable in Fablewild as they were on Earth. It made sense to compare the rates. I imagined gemstones and minerals that were common on Earth might have been rarer in Fablewild, and vice-versa. I remembered what Gylbart had said about gold decreasing in value.

That was still such an insane idea to me, but Earth and Fablewild weren’t the most similar of places.

There was still so much for me to learn about the weird, magical world.

The jungle sounded different at sunset. The chirping birds were gone, odd bugs croaked, and strange owls hooted sad songs instead. It was almost eerie. The wind gently ruffled the leaves, and even my shadow was like a stalking cat.

I pushed myself to walk faster.

Nyxi kept to my back, and Neoma fluttered from branch to branch, like a wisp of wind. Tala led us, and her nimble paws crunched on the fallen branches. I kept a hand on my sword and decided to keep alert just in case.

If we’re quick enough we could get back to Tramezia before the sun sets, Nyxi said.

While we walked, I thought about all I’d learned from Zorban about the sorcerers and the dangers of the Sandy Shores.

I wasn’t stupid enough to go charging into some place I knew nothing about. As urgent as finding Elyias was, I wanted to learn more about what I might face in the Sandy Shores before I went barging in there.

Unlike with the leshi, the cautious approach was what this situation called for. I wouldn’t do Elyias, Jaspar, or Gylbart any favors by getting myself killed. I could only help from a position of strength and information.

The distant sounds of the city started to cut through the foliage, and I paused to pull my three lovers back into their jewelry. The last bit of jungle disappeared as the sky turned a deeper shade of orange. The blackened silhouette of Tramezia fell into view.

My body slumped with relief, and I let out a long breath as I passed through the gates just before the guards closed them for the night.

It was just as Tala said, Tramezia showed no signs of slowing down.

Little torches lined the walkways, and the smell of burning charcoal stung my nostrils.

The people who wandered the streets were stranger than those who had populated it during the day. They wore black cloaks, and their hoods were pulled over their heads. It was like I’d entered into a gritty underworld, and for all I knew I had.

After all, Lowtown was a hub of petty crime.

As Nimble had pointed out, the guards were too busy defending the Sanctuary and looking for Elyias, and because of this, the shadowy part of the city was neglected.

Every door along the rows of wooden houses was closed, and the verandas had been emptied, as if even the tables and chairs were at risk of theft. Across the city, I figured Leta’s door was still open, and I wondered if a pot of her creamy meat soup was still simmering over a fire.

Some stalls were closed but others were still open, and there were more that hadn’t been there before.

A shadowy sorcerer with greasy black hair peddled potions and little odd bundles of black and red herbs. His stall was decorated with small floating lights that looked almost neon to me.

Everything was almost glowing. Even as the sun hid behind the jungle, the warm hazy lights still basked the city in rich colors.

I realized quickly that I preferred the night markets to any shopping center I’d ever been in.

I walked along the alley and started browsing for stalls that might have a more detailed map of Fablewild. The capital of the province seemed like my best chance to find one.

“Can I interest you in an elixir of rejuvenation?” the sorcerer with greasy black hair asked. “To an adventurer like you, isn’t sleep such a waste of time? Half a draught and you’ll be able to forgo a night of rest.”

It sounded useful.

But many sorcerers and herbalists peddled fake draughts to adventurers. While the sorcerer’s stall looked like the real thing, I couldn’t be sure what I was planning to buy wasn’t just counterfeit potions and draughts.

“Sure. I could use something like that,” I said. “But some herbs disagree with me, can you tell me what’s in it?”

Oh, smart! Neoma said. It’ll need to have cribbonseed to be truly effective.

“Well I use the finest cribbonseed of course,” he replied. “Then I add groogin and a splash of leenie juice for flavor… there are a few others in there, but I can’t give away all my trade secrets, now can I?”

“Certainly not,” I chuckled.

Leenie juice has wakeful properties, too, Nyxi said.

“May I have a small sample?” I asked.

He smiled, reached under his stall, pulled out a little spoon, and popped the cork on one of the draughts.

“Here.” The sorcerer handed me a half-full spoon. “A small dribble and you shall feel your weariness subside.”

It tasted a little like cinnamon-flavored milk. The liquid was goopy and stuck to the roof of my mouth, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

A second after swallowing it, my fingertips tingled, and a sense of energy trickled slowly into my veins.

This dude was the real deal.

“Two gold bars,” the sorcerer said. “A small price for such a delicate brew.”

“Two bars?” I gave him a disbelieving look and gestured at the small bottle. “That’s a bit steep for only this much.”

“Well, in the interest of ensuring you come back to me in the future…” the sorcerer began. “I can offer you this for one bar, or a second bottle?”

Now, that was a better deal.

I shook his hand, told him I’d like one, and swapped my gold for his draught before I slipped my purchase into my bag.

I was eager to explore the rest of the markets so I navigated through the crowds of oddly dressed shoppers.

I came upon a stall selling food. It smelled nice, and my stomach rumbled. Long sticks of odd fruits shimmered under some crisp sugary coating. There were small taco-like things filled with ground meat and purple peppers.

“Two for one, adventurer,” the lady behind the stall said.

I paid her and took my food.

The taco-like things were really juicy. I wasn’t certain what the meat was, but I decided I’d probably enjoy it more if I didn’t think about it too much. The sugar-coated fruit was the best. It had a nice crunch, and the citrus inside had almost melted into a jam-like consistency.

My stomach stopped grumbling after that, and my eager feet carried me forward. I wanted to explore some more stalls.

I’d spotted one that was selling weapons.

The owner seemed to be a blacksmith. His shoulders were broad, and a scent of sharp metal hung around him. As interesting as it was looking at all the weaponry, none of it compared to all the gear I already had.

I’d reached a point in Fablewild where only the stuff I was finding in temples was comparable. None of these weapons had any magical enchantments. While the blades were sharp, they didn’t hold any comparison to a magical weapon.

It was a similar story at the armor stall. The Amberstones had given me some seriously impressive gear, and I wasn’t certain anything here would be able to outperform it. I picked up a small repair kit, however, to maintain my gear in top condition.

Red kites fluttered above my head, and I took a moment to watch them fly around.

I was getting close to the stairs that led to The Walled Sanctuary, and all of the stalls had begun to sell more expensive wares.

“Twenty-year-aged wine, all the way from Groverg!” one trader shouted above the bustle of the markets.

I didn’t need any wine, and I hadn’t seen any stalls selling maps or rare magical items, just draughts and trinkets.

Just by the marbled steps, an odd-looking building sat in the shadows. It was almost like a tower, but each floor was mismatched and jutted out, it looked a little like a Jenga tower with half its pieces pulled out.

Its roof was caved in, but a shroud of ivy filled in the gaps. A few of the windows were cracked, but they’d been boarded up with hardwood slats. The door was slightly ajar, and giant rustic letters hung unevenly above the doorway.

It read, “Corsidine’s Rare Goods and Assorted Oddities.”

It was an odd name for a store, and it was a bit too long to be catchy, but I knew the name. Corsidine was the old tinkerer who’d employed little Nimble to steal from unsuspecting travelers.

He sounded like an unpleasant man, but it struck me that he might have what I was looking for. I’d have to be really careful in dealing with him. Someone like that was guaranteed to have rare magical items so it was worth having a look around.

A little bell chimed as I pushed the door open, and the entranceway was small and cluttered.

Every inch of the walls was covered in odd trinkets.

There was an hourglass with sand flowing the wrong way, a small coffee table cluttered with books, and a wide variety of items hung on the wall behind a counter.

I read some of the book spines and decided it might be a good idea to buy a few.

I had a stocked bookcase at home, and I didn’t think it would hurt to have a few Fablewild books in my collection.

I grabbed one called History of Tramezia; An Expansive Guide to Major Events. I held it under my arm as I made my way into the main room of the store.

The store was cluttered beyond belief. I barely had space to walk between piles of every kind of item I could think of. Nimble couldn’t have stolen all of this if his life had depended on it. Whoever Corsidine was, he must have had an entire network of thieves working for him.

There was a crystal ball that turned dark and black when I leaned in for a closer look. A face emerged in its center, twisted and shadowy, and I recoiled back.

In the far right of the room, a brightly-colored bird hooted on its perch. It looked a little like a parrot, except its beak was longer and had a sharp point at the end. It wore a funny-looking pair of welder’s goggles nestled on the colorful feathers of its forehead.

“Visitor! Visitor!” the bird sang out like a doorbell, but whoever it was shouting to didn’t seem to hear. “Customer!”

Oh, it’s a Pashkii, Neoma said in a curious tone. They’re very talkative.

I’d never known a parrot that shouted so loudly. Pashkiis seemed to be extremely vocal birds.

“Oh, a customer, as if!” an old, whimsical voice boomed. “You better not be messing with me you old feathermuck!”

Then, all of a sudden, there was rattling in another room.

A series of loud clatters and crashes sounded as what I guessed was a pile of clutter tumbled to the ground, and a small, mad-looking man with a frazzled expression in his eyes emerged.

I cocked an eyebrow.

His wild hair was white and stuck out in three points. His chin was pointed, and a large knotted beard hung from it with little flecks of his breakfast stuck to the strands. His eyes were comically enlarged by a pair of goggles that made his irises appear to swell out like an inflated balloon.

He had more wrinkles than the jungle had trees, and he tilted his old head to the side as he surveyed me, as if he’d never seen a customer before.

Nimble had been working for this nutjob?

“Oh… you were right.” The man I assumed was Corsidine glanced apologetically at the colorful bird, and then he grinned at me broadly with his cheeks puffed out. “Welcome to my mercantile!”

The pashkii squawked happily and flew down from its perch to land on Corsidine’s shoulder.

“I’m a friend of Nimble’s,” I said. “He told me about this place of yours.”

Corsidine smiled in an oblivious kind of way.

“I know of no Nimbles, such a silly name, Nimble.” Corsidine shook his head all too quickly. “Nope. Never been a Nimble here. Is there anything you wish to buy? Or are you simply browsing?”

“I’m taking this book for starters,” I said and held up the history book.

I made my way to the small counter. There was barely any of it left free of things, so I set it on top of a pile of papyrus, and Corsidine smiled broadly.

“I know you’ve got that kid out stealing for you, so you can cut the innocent act,” I said in a firm tone. “I bet half of this stuff is stolen. I shouldn’t be paying you at all. I should be stealing it all back from you.”

Corsidine’s smile died on his lips as his face turned red with irritation.

“It’s not all stolen,” Corsidine burst out. “Only about… fifty percent!”

Is he being serious? Tala asked.

Unfortunately, it seemed he was completely serious.

“These artifacts…” Corsidine flailed around the room. “They are quite precious and wasted most entirely upon adventurers and greedy merchants! Not to mention all of those fancy lords who would decorate houses with them! Oh, the horror of it! The wasted potential!”

I watched with wide eyes as he crossed the room surprisingly quickly.

“This,” Corsidine announced with excitement. He pulled a small ring out of a chaotic glass cabinet of jewelry. “Is no mere ring. It is a ward of protection! It can summon fireballs of apocalyptic proportions!”

“It seems like you’re using it as decoration,” I droned. “If you’re concerned about all of these magical items being used properly, feel free to donate them to me.”

“It is not decoration, it is waiting for its ascension!” Corsidine squealed with excitement, and his pashkii flapped its wings. “A little tinkering and I can make the fireballs bigger!”

Please keep him away from us, Nyxi sighed. He’ll fuse us all together into a giant flesh ball.

“So let me get this straight,” I chuckled. “You’re tinkering with this rare stuff to make them better?”

“And failing,” his bird sang.

“Not failing,” Corsidine insisted. “Stumbling closer to excellence with every experiment. Rusty has a very poor handle on reality, simple-minded, she is.”

The bird squawked angrily.

She didn’t seem too simple to me.

“Well. The kid’s not working for you anymore,” I said. “And if he comes back here asking for work, you let him help you clean this clutter and pay him in gold, not food.”

“Or what? The sharp end of your sword?” Corsidine rolled his eyes.

“No, decreased revenue,” I said slowly.

Corsidine started to twitch nervously like an over-anxious chihuahua.

“You’ve got a lot of magical items. I collect them, too,” I said. “I’m bound to pick up a few I don’t need, and you’re bound to have a few I want. Unfortunately, I’d be requiring payment when you don’t have something I want to trade for.”

“Gold. Lots. Vault!” Rusty chirped.

“Oh, you blasted old–” Corsidine clipped his sentence and seemed to realize his game was up. “And, erm, may I ask, what sort of items?”

“I conquered a Grand Temple and secured an eterna not that long ago,” I offered.

His eyes lit up and nearly popped through his goggles.

“And do you have this… eterna on your person?” Corsidine stumbled toward me.

“No, it’s been bought and paid for already.” I put my hand out in front of me to stop him from treading closer.

“Hmm. It seems you are suggesting a partnership.” The old tinkerer ran his long-nailed fingers through his beard.

“Not a partnership,” I said. “I find things. You buy them. It’s just business.”

The concept seemed entirely lost on Corsidine, and I wondered how the old idiot had managed to fill a vault with gold.

“Very well,” Corsidine relented. “And erm… do you have any business to offer?”

“I don’t have anything that I’m willing to part with at the moment,” I replied. “But I do have things I need, and you seem to have a lot of things.”

“Understatement,” Rusty squawked.

“I need a map. A big one, that covers all of Fablewild,” I told him. “I have the gold to pay, I would expect fair prices given my promise of future deals.”

“Yes, well, all my maps are in the workshop. Come! Come!” Corsidine urged me forward.

He ushered me into the room he’d come from. This room was another cluttered mess. There was a giant, black forge and a small wooden bench covered in hammers and archaic-looking screwdrivers.

Corsidine seemed like a man who was ahead of his time, even if only by a little.

On a giant bookshelf, little rolls of paper had been stuffed. He pulled a few out and pressed a little button in his goggles. The glass lenses telescoped outward.

“This one.” Corsidine handed me a map. “By the most esteemed cartographer, Benzia. She walked the entire periphery of the known world, can you imagine?”

She must have had good hiking boots.

I glanced at the map. The edges were torn and cracked, but the ink was clear.

Fablewild was a lot bigger than I’d previously known.

I ran my hand along from The Wild Tropics all the way out to the far east, where Zihao was scribed on a small boot-shaped mass. It was an island. Caledon and Albiore were east, too, but nowhere near as far as Zihao. They were indeed neighbors and enjoyed, or suffered, a zig-zagged border.

“This’ll do nicely.” I rolled it back up.

I decided to peruse it later when Corsidine wasn’t hovering over my shoulder.

“Anything else?” Corsidine continued. He pulled a small circlet out of a pile of junk. “Oh, how about this? This little trinket will make your hair grow three inches every day! I improved it, now it also works on armpit hair!”

“I’ll pass,” I said.

Corsidine seemed like the sort of idiot who could have been sitting on something exceptionally powerful but ignored it in favor of something that turned his lips blue.

I glanced at a small mirror on his workbench. It was rimmed with silver metal and glinted even beneath all the dust that covered it.

It felt like I’d seen something like it before.

Then it hit me like a train.

I’d seen a mirror in Adam’s camper just like it.

“What about this?” I asked Corsidine.

I lifted up the mirror and glanced at my reflection.

“Oh, they’re a gold bar a dozen,” Corsidine blew me off. He pulled out a little trinket box. “You want something like this! You can put a stone in here, and it will turn to coal. How fabulous. You just shut it and then–”

“What does the mirror do?” I interrupted. “I’ve seen one like it before.”

“Oh, it…” Corsidine sighed. “Well, it’s very trivial…So, if you say a magical word, like, for instance, snarglepuff! It’ll recite back to you everything it’s heard for a short while.”

“Why won’t it work, Rusty?” an oddly distorted version of Corsidine’s voice shouted from the mirror. “Oh, this stupid sword. Why is it only summoning acid rain? Blastermuffins! I wanted regular rain.”

That’s how Adam had known we’d been in his camper. It all clicked satisfyingly together in my head, like the very last piece of a jigsaw puzzle.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

“If you give me another few weeks with it I’ll have it singing ‘The Sorcerer and his Hat!’ whenever you ask,” Corsidine offered in a desperate tone.

“I’m fine with the mirror exactly how it is,” I said. “How does two gold bars sound?”

“Sufficient!” Rusty chirped.

“You should let that bird run your business.” I grinned at the pashkii.

“And I reckon you pesky adventurers should see the merit of reinvention!” Corsidine squeaked. “But very well, my wife has spoken.”

His wife? Oh, let’s get out of here, Neoma mumbled.

“Your… your wife?” My jaw hit the floor.

“Well, once upon a time,” Corsidine sighed.

“Idiot!” Rusty let out an angry squawk.

“Well, she wasn’t always so feathery,” Corsidine said. “I may have been experimenting with a very rare item, an amulet of transformation, and well, I thought it would be ever so interesting if the transformation turned hair into feathers. I used a pashkii feather and tried to infuse it with the metal. Tricky work, and well, my dear Rusty may or may not have suffered as a result of my… virtuosity. Quite accidentally.”

I glanced at the bird apologetically. The poor woman, first she’d wound up married to Corsidine, then he’d gotten her turned into some bizarre-looking parrot.

“I am working on a way of returning her to her usual form,” Corsidine admitted. “Then she’ll be back to nagging me in sentences, not single words… Well, if that’s all, I’ll accept… payment… yes, that’s how it works. Three gold bars for everything?”

That was reasonable to me, so I stuffed the mirror, the map, and the book into my backpack and offered Corsidine three gold bars as payment.

I glanced at Rusty and thought of Nimble. Corsidine was an old fool, but he seemed a little naive.

“I’ve got one more thing,” I said. “I have something that could fix your wife, and if I give you it, I’ll need about thirty gold bars for it, but you’re not going to give them to me.”

“Then who shall I be giving them to? Father Fable?” Corsidine sighed.

“No, you’re going to go down to Leta’s Bowls. There, you’ll find Nimble,” I said, and my tone left no room for argument. “And you’ll pay him for his work, and tell him he will not be working for you again, you buy artifacts now.”

“And this thing… that might fix my wife?” Corsidine chewed his cheek.

Grudgingly, I removed the wyvern tear from my pocket.

Oh, that’s smart. A wyvern tear can fix a thousand wrongs! Nyxi repeated what she’d said at the party.

Corsidine’s eyes widened. I’d just killed two birds with one stone, or as Neoma would have put it, two worms, one bird.

“Thanks!” Rusty chirped in a cheerful tone.

“And if I hear you haven’t paid him…” I said.

“He will,” Rusty said. “Or. Suffer.”

I believed her.

Then I left, with three good purchases, a boy lifted out of poverty, and a woman-turned-bird filled with hope once more.

The day had just kept getting better and more exciting.

I left behind Corsidine’s shop, and I planned to return one day, just to make sure the old tinkerer had made good on his promises.

It feels nice to help people, doesn’t it? Tala murmured.

It sure did.

I decided it was finally time to head home, and I started back through the markets toward the main exit of the city.

I walked for a while until something caught my attention.

It was a stone building with two wide oak doors. Its chimney puffed out smoke, and the windows glowed yellow with the candles burning inside, but what had caught my attention was a sign shaped like a deep cup overflowing with what looked like wine.

It had been a pretty successful day, and I decided to enjoy a little drink before we went back home.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and walked up to the open-air porch where several people were clumped together in pairs or groups of three. I took the only open seat at the last open table and ordered a cold drink.

The map in my bag called to me, and I was about to take it out to have a proper look at it when a pair of twins sat opposite me.

“I’m Bertie,” one said in a rush.

“I’m Boswald,” the other said. “You just got here? When did you arrive? Are you raiding a temple?”

My eyes flicked between the brothers in surprise.

“Ugh, what–” I started to ask.

“You were in the ledger!” Boswald squeaked as if that explained everything.

What the fuck was that?

“Um… the what?” I asked.

A barmaid arrived with my drink, and I took a long sip of my wine as I surveyed them. They were entirely identical and both sported ridiculous bowl cuts.

I narrowed my eyes as I waited for an answer.

“The ledger!” Bertie grinned. “You know… the board… that changes once a day!”

I had no idea what they were talking about.

“‘Adventurer shocks party by revealing rare eterna secured from Grand Temple!” Boswald said it like he was reciting something from a newspaper headline. “Colton Davis. We are big fans.”

The Ledger must have been some kind of news board, and they must have reported on my presence at Rosadina’s party.

“Followers of your work,” Bertie chimed in. “Are you here to find the missing heir? Or is there a Grand Temple nearby! If you give us the scoop we can update the ledger!”

“No!” I said it a little too quickly.

But I didn’t want my whereabouts broadcasted to the entire city, and who knew how much further. It would only bring the glory hunters down on me.

“I’m trying to keep a low profile,” I said with an exaggeratedly inconspicuous tone. “How does this ledger work exactly?”

“Well, there’s a ledger in every major city,” Boswald said. “They’re magical. Surely you’ve heard of them? Giant notice boards? No?”

I shook my head, and they both gaped at me for a second before continuing on.

“You can ask the clerk to write on them,” Boswald said. “Mostly it’s ads, seamstress for hire, lumberjacks needed in Groverg, that sort of crap. But when something exciting happens, like a Grand Temple getting conquered, that gets mentioned, and you were on it!”

“There was a little drawing of you, someone at the party must have done it,” Bertie said. “You’re much more intimidating in person, but you’ve got very nice eyes. Oh, we’re your biggest fans now!”

“Not everyone bothers with ledgers,” Boswald sighed. “And they update so quickly it’s easy to miss things.”

That was good. It seemed only a select few people knew of me and most of the Tramezians hadn’t seemed to recognize me at all. Fame was chasing me, but I hoped I could stay ahead of it enough to pursue finding Elyias. Having my face be easily recognizable would make that quest harder.

“But we don’t miss a thing!” Bertie boasted.

It seemed I could count on that.

I wondered if the ledger would be a good way to find work in the future, not that I was running out of things to do.

“Nope, never,” Boswald finished.

I took a long sip of my wine and stared reproachfully at my small, but passionate, fanbase. I hoped Boswald and Bertie didn’t want to be my groupies.

“Can we–” Bertie began.

“Get an autograph?” Boswald finished.

“Ugh… yeah. Sure,” I chuckled.

Unsurprisingly they had some torn slips of papyrus and little charcoal nubs conveniently placed in their pockets. I’d never signed an autograph before, but I looped my signature across quickly as they bounced in their seats.

Someone’s got fans, Tala teased me.

Don’t let it get to your head, Neoma laughed.

“So have you two always… lived in Tramezia?” I decided I could get some information out of this pair.

“Oh, yes,” Bertie said. “We have hopes of being adventurers like you one day.”

They looked close to thirty, and I wondered what they were waiting for because it certainly wasn’t an issue of age.

“Bertie always chickens out,” Boswald said.

“No, you do!” The other twin slapped his brother on the shoulder. “We live in the nice part of Lowtown. We run the greengrocers. Bertie and Boswald’s. If you ever need vegetables, they’re on the house!”

“Business has been slow since the heir went missing. No one’s got any money,” Boswald said with a grunt. “And we’ve got thieves robbing us aplenty, stealing zarrots and heads of shrubbag! Not to mention all the trade with the Sandy Shores has stopped. That’s the only place to get coraleaf.”

It sounded like many people across Tramezia had been affected by Elyias going missing.

Whether someone had kidnapped him, or he’d been killed in the jungle or a temple, his disappearance had caused so much misery in the city.

I reached the end of my cup of wine and stared at Bertie and Boswald.

Just as they parted their lips to speak again, a woman exited the tavern and scanned the porch. She was wearing armor nearly as nice as mine, and on her back, she wore an intricate bow and a full quiver.

Her hair was ice-white, and small wrinkles lined the corners of her mouth. Despite her age, she looked fit. Her arms were rounded with well-earned muscle, and she filled out her armor well. There were a few prickly hairs on her chin.

“Felsi!” Bertie squeaked.

“You gonna leave this poor man alone?” Felsi cocked an eyebrow.

“Oh, fine,” Boswald sighed, and both twins quickly vacated their seats.

Felsi sat down opposite me, and I figured she was a fellow adventurer. She had a backpack that looked suspiciously like mine, and I wondered if it was bottomless, too. She set a cup of wine down on the table and gave me an assessing look.

“You’ve been out at that temple in the jungle haven’t you?” she asked with a half-smile. “The Temple of the Camphor.”

I’d never heard its name before.

“I’ve done that one three times. Still haven’t gone all the routes yet, which one did you take?” She took a long sip of her wine.

“Well, that’s for me to know,” I chuckled.

Felsi smiled and offered me a wink.

“I’m Colton,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

I made a conscious effort not to show her my hands where Tala’s and Neoma’s rings were, and under the table, I slipped the one from my right hand to my left.

An old woman like Felsi couldn’t have survived so long adventuring without being pretty handy in combat situations, and if she caught sight of my eidolons there was no telling what she might do to try and get them.

I’d heard too much about glory hunters and backstabbing fellow travelers to risk my eidolons with anyone. Zorban had only found out accidently but thankfully, he was completely indebted to me and seemed trustworthy enough.

I couldn’t be sure about Felsi, at least, not yet.

“These are dark days,” she said. “Missing men all over these parts. Many are out searching for the heir, but it’s not just him who’s gone missing. You should be careful out there. Men up and down the Tropics are vanishing, from the lowest dregs, and now with Elyias, to the highest peaks.”

“You mean there are more?” My brows crushed together.

“Never been more thankful for my wide hips,” Felsi laughed in a way that boomed.

The mystery was deepening even more. More than just Elyias had gone missing? I wanted to question her more, but then I saw something glittering on her wrist.

A bracelet embedded with gems.

That’s an eidolon artifact! Tala gasped.

I glanced up at Felsi, and she gave me a knowing glance before she pointed her gaze at my pendant.

I was sitting with another eidolon master.
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Chapter 11

The bracelet on Felsi’s wrist was more like a cuff with several little rubies set into the gold band.

Be careful, Colton, Nyxi said.

Felsi had spotted my pendant, and my guard was up, but thankfully, she hadn’t seemed to notice my rings.

Her brows creased together, and she took another long chug of her mead.

“Another eidolon master,” Felsi said in an unreadable tone. “How long have you had yours? I’ve had mine for twenty years.”

The inn was buzzing with chatter that was loud enough for our conversation to go unheard.

Twenty years was a lot longer than I’d had my eidolons, and I wondered what sort of knowledge she’d picked up during two decades of having one of the ancient spirit warriors on her side.

I could learn a lot from her if I was careful, but I had to be careful until I knew more about her.

“Not long, less than a year,” I said.

“Ah, a newbie,” Felsi chuckled, and her eyes sparked with a nostalgic light.

Newbie! Tala snorted in my mind. Sure, but look at everything Colton has done.

“Oh, to go back and do it all again. Best year of my life, when I first got her. Everything was new. Adventuring is such a lonely thing on your own, but an eidolon is constant companionship. Another set of ears, another set of eyes. Some see them as only a tool or weapon to wield, but I found a friend. Besides, they serve you better when they like you, that’s my first piece of advice for you.”

Waves of deep affection, respect, and adoration washed through me from my three spirit warrior women.

“She likes me.” I took a sip of my drink.

That’s an understatement, Nyxi said in a playful tone.

It seemed like Felsi was treating her eidolon well, unlike most of the adventurers I’d met or heard about, and it made me feel a little more comfortable about speaking with her.

Like the high chieftain I’d met at the Amberstones’ party, Felsi seemed to respect the ancient being bound to the cuff on her wrist.

“The Lioness of Orange Sunset,” Felsi said in an affectionate tone, and she ran her hand over her bracelet. “She’s a fearsome thing. When I found her, she was distant and had her guard up. She wouldn’t let me in and did what was required of her but no more.”

That reminded me a little of how each of my eidolons had been in the beginning.

“I gained her trust slowly,” Felsi said. “And now, twenty years later, she’s as fierce and loyal a friend as I could ask for. The closer we grew, the more powers she unlocked within herself.”

That tracked with my experiences, too, and I couldn’t wait to learn what other untapped strengths Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi would discover as our bonds grew stronger.

The relationship between an eidolon and her master was unlike any other relationship, but trust, respect, and kindness were crucial to the strength of our connections.

“Lots of adventurers…” Felsi leaned closer. “They get it in their head that the eidolon belongs to them and are bound completely to their will. But it isn’t true. They can do things without you asking if they choose… They have their own will. I’ve been in this business long enough. I’ve seen what happens to those who don’t respect the ancient power of eidolons.”

It seemed like such an obvious, natural thing to me. Respecting an intelligent being to earn their respect in return just made sense in my mind, and it was the most logical foundation for building a relationship with someone I was going to go into the most deadly situations with.

Felsi stared at me carefully, as if she was still trying to figure out if I was a threat to her. For all she knew, I was another glory-seeking adventurer who wouldn’t think twice about killing her for her eidolon.

“I found another adventurer in the temple just outside Tramezia,” I said. “He was bleeding to death, so I helped him out and sent him on his way, but he said bad things are happening in the Sandy Shores.”

I wanted to find out more, and Felsi seemed like the sort who might know a few things.

There were scars up and down her forearms and one that split her right eyebrow in two. She held herself with the confidence of someone who’d faced death more than once and come out alive each time.

She’d known something about young men going missing, maybe she knew something about the rumors of sorcerers, too, and why they were going to the Sandy Shores.

I had too many questions, and the details were adding up to be more than a simple coincidence of timing.

Either way, there was some dark shit going on in Fablewild.

“Bad things are happening wherever you look these days,” Felsi said in a gruff voice. “All these boys going missing, they ain’t from anything, just peasant boys, easily dismissed. Many think they wandered into the jungles and just died out there, come up against a beast or some shit like that, but even poor folk have more sense than to go wandering into the jungle unprepared.”

The jungle wasn’t somewhere I would’ve gone unarmed, and it seemed really odd that there would be a sudden uptick in idiots willing to walk into danger.

“Did you hear about Elyias?” I leaned across the table.

“I did,” Felsi whispered. “He’s no peasant man who would be easily forgotten or ignored. Maybe… whatever is taking these men is getting more… bold. It doesn’t care anymore if it gets found out. Or maybe, it doesn’t think we could ever catch it.”

“And are you trying to catch it?” I asked.

Felsi went pale under her tan, and a dark shadow filled her eyes.

That must have struck a chord with her, and I watched Felsi as she took a long swig of her mead.

“My boy.” She set the empty cup down on the table. “I see the same thirst for adventure in your eyes that he had… I tell you this only to warn you.”

She glanced down at my rucksack and back up to my face, and a flash of motherly affection crossed her features.

“He went missing ten years ago,” she said in a faraway voice. “We didn’t always get along. He wanted to be an adventurer, and I told him no, that it was too dangerous. I knew firsthand how bad it could be, and I didn’t want him exposed to that sort of risk. I wanted him safe at home.”

“I guess it’s not the sort of life that many parents would want for a child,” I said.

I encountered dangers every single day adventuring, and I couldn’t imagine a universe where I would have encouraged my child to go off into that kind of life.

“I found him,” Felsi continued. “He wasn’t in a temple like I’d expected. My eidolon sniffed him out. He was in an alleyway in Lowtown, without any of his belongings on him. He was all cut up, and his eyes were–”

Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard before she was able to finish.

“Gone,” she grimaced.

How horrible, Tala said, and her sympathy coursed through me.

“They said a beast had killed him,” Felsi scoffed. “One that had managed to sneak past the guards and walls and into Tramezia from the jungle, but I didn’t believe it then, and I don’t believe it now. My lioness could smell nothing to support that theory. I think someone tried to take him, but my poor sweet boy wouldn’t go, so they killed him.”

I took a moment to take in what I’d heard. Whoever was taking these men had been doing it for at least a decade and was capable of doing really awful shit.

“So, yes,” Felsi interrupted my thinking. “I’m looking for whatever or whoever is taking these men, and the Sandy Shores might be a good place to go next. I’ve heard certain rumblings of odd things going on there.”

“You should be careful,” I said. “You don’t know what you’re going to face there.”

“And I don’t know what I’m facing every time I walk into a temple,” Felsi pointed out. “But we do it anyway, don’t we, us sort? We do whatever it takes.”

I couldn’t argue with that. If it was someone I loved, I would’ve walked into Hell and back to avenge them, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Felsi.

“I’m trying to find Elyias,” I began. “I’ll keep your son in mind, too. Maybe this is all connected, maybe not, but it’s–”

“A possibility that becomes hard to ignore,” Felsi finished for me.

She rubbed her eidolon’s cuff, and she seemed to find great comfort in its closeness.

I could relate to that, the waves of sympathy and kindness washing through me from my three eidolons brought me near-constant comfort.

“I’m so sorry about your son,” I said.

She offered me a half-smile, raised her empty cup, and clinked it against mine.

“His name was Corbairn,” she said. “And he was the light of my life.”

Now that light was gone, but as Felsi stroked her cuff, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking how her eidolon was the light in her life now.

“My lioness loved him like he was her master, too,” Felsi said with conviction in her face and voice. “Our eidolons share our spirit, our loves, our passions. They take into themselves our pain, and when I meet whoever hurt my son, my fury shall be hers, too. If you value that ancient spirit around your neck and care for her, she won’t ever fail you.”

None of my eidolons had failed me yet, and I didn’t think they were going to start any time soon.

It was good to speak to Felsi, and if only one thing came from my time with her, it was confirmation of how powerful a master-eidolon relationship could be.

Our souls were tied together by a thousand golden strands of unbreakable thread. Eidolons weren’t just weapons to kill with, to me, they were soulmates. Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi had become my partners, not only in temples, but in my life, and I couldn’t imagine a world without them by my side.

We love you, Neoma murmured as her love filled me.

More warm adoration bloomed in me like a field of buttercups as Tala and Nyxi’s emotions flooded over our connections.

“Keep her happy, and you’ll be happier for it,” Felsi said.

“I’m glad I met you.” I held out my hand for her to shake. “It was good talking with another eidolon master who respects them. And who knows, maybe we’ll meet again sometime.”

It sure sounded like we would end up in the same place.

I’d had an eventful night. I’d amassed a small fanbase, met a bonkers tinkerer, and I’d made acquaintances with a fellow eidolon master.

Felsi headed off down a side street, and I walked back along the main road and out of the city.

I feel bad for Felsi, Tala said.

I felt bad for her, too. I tried to imagine finding someone I loved in such a state, but the image made my stomach turn, and I shoved it away.

Why had they taken his eyes?

One of the guards at the gate arched a single skeptical eyebrow at me when I asked to leave the city, but they didn’t stop me, and once I was out of sight of the outer barrier, I pulled out the portal box.

The swirling tornado whipped me into the air away from Fablewild, and I landed within a few feet of the spot where we’d left from before.

“Ah, hello Earth,” I sighed.

With a quick spin of my pendant, Nyxi emerged in a burst of light, and I went to release Tala without realizing both rings were still on one hand, and Tala and Neoma both emerged at the same time.

“Hey, you,” Tala said as she leaned in to kiss me.

“Hey,” I said and kissed her back.

“Me, too,” Neoma giggled as she hopped over for a kiss.

“Well, now I feel left out,” Nyxi said in a playful tone.

“Then come here,” I chuckled and kissed her next. “Now let’s go home.”

We were quiet on the walk back to our apartment, and we wandered into the bedroom all together to put away my equipment.

My women went into the kitchen to eat while I enjoyed a hot shower, and soon we climbed into bed together. My aching muscles sank into the mattress, and I was asleep in no time.

Morning light woke me, and a familiar voice pulled me the rest of the way out of sleep a moment later.

“Colton,” Tala murmured in my ear. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” I mumbled as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

“We made breakfast,” Neoma said.

The scents of crispy bacon and ham, fried eggs, and fresh coffee floated in from the kitchen, and I threw the blankets back to climb out of bed.

“I’ll be right there,” I said.

After a quick trip to the bathroom, I walked out to the kitchen.

Neoma was perched on the counter as usual, Tala was stretching in the open area of the living room, and Nyxi was gazing out the windows at the mountains beyond our balcony.

“Well,” Neoma said. “Last night was eventful. I had trouble getting to sleep.”

“Me, too,” Tala sighed. “I wonder what’s going on in the Sandy Shores. Not to mention all of those missing men. If Felsi is to be believed this has been going on for at least a decade.”

“Do we have a plan?” Neoma asked. “We’re going to the Sandy Shores, right?”

“No matter where we go,” Nyxi said. “We’ll go together.”

My panther eidolon’s conviction sent a flood of pride through me, and I nodded affectionately to my lovers.

We spent some time lounging around the apartment and discussing everything we’d learned so far, but it seemed like none of us were ready to make any decision just yet.

Nyxi lingered close by my side the entire time, and the sly looks Tala kept giving me told me she’d noticed it, too, so I wasn’t surprised when my wolf lover closed the fridge with a decided thunk.

“We need a grocery run,” Tala declared. “Neoma, will you come with me?”

“Yeah, sure.” Neoma grinned.

They quickly threw together a shopping list, and both of them couldn’t hide all their giggles as they prepared to leave Nyxi and me alone in the apartment.

Nyxi sat on the edge of the couch, and her long, toned legs were crossed over each other as she slowly traced her index finger suggestively up her thigh.

I watched as she traced the line between the supple skin of her thighs where they were pressed together.

My eyes raked up over her abdomen, over her breasts, and to her mouth, and her lips parted in a soft sigh.

The black waves of her hair hung loose over her shoulders like a curtain of ink, and she raked one hand through the long locks.

She was so damn hot.

Her body was long, lean, and strong like a ballerina’s, and she uncrossed her legs in the most inviting gesture I could imagine.

“Got any interesting plans?” I teased.

“Maybe one or two,” Nyxi laughed, and some of her usual restraint melted away.

She was still wearing one of my old t-shirts she liked sleeping in, and her dark fingers danced under the hem toward her lacy black panties.

Heat flashed over my skin, my blood descended, and my dick pressed insistently against the inside of my shorts. My desire pounded through my veins and urged me to go to her, wrap her in my arms, and plunge balls deep into her sweet pussy.

But I took a breath and steadied my raging arousal.

“Let’s have a little fun, then,” I said. “Come here.”

She did as she was asked and slipped into my waiting arms. Nyxi straddled my lap and leaned against my chest.

I slipped one hand into the heavy mass of her ebony waves, and my lips claimed hers in a searing kiss.

Little moans came spiraling from her mouth, and I breathed in each one like it was the last dregs of air keeping me alive. She pressed her lithe body flush against mine and rocked her hips over the ridge in my shorts.

“I need you,” Nyxi purred.

I kissed along the strong line of her jaw and nipped the delicate skin below her ear where her heart was thundering like war drums. My hands skimmed along the warmth of her thighs, and Nyxi shivered under my touch.

“Don’t worry,” I hummed. “I’ll give you everything you need.”

“Aaahhh,” Nyxi moaned in response.

My lips found hers again, and I kissed her deeply as I worked to shove my basketball shorts down.

My beautiful panther-woman giggled against my lips, lifted herself just an inch off my lap, and helped me yank my shorts down. Then she sank down on the length of my cock with only the wet material of her panties between us, and she ground herself against my hardness.

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned.

I pulled the hem of my old t-shirt up and broke our kiss only long enough to finish pulling it off her luscious body. It landed somewhere behind the couch in a soft whoosh, but I could barely hear it over the thudding of my pulse in my ears.

“Colton,” Nyxi pleaded. “I want you inside me…”

“What’s the rush, baby?” I asked with a grin on my lips.

“It’s like I’m on fire…” Nyxi whined. “I need–”

Before she could finish, I found the heat of her pussy with the middle two fingers of my right hand. It was tight between my pelvis and hers, but I managed to stroke her teasingly through the soaked fabric of her underwear.

“Fuck!” Nyxi hissed as I stroked her clit.

“Tell me what you like…” I stroked her twice more.

“I like thaaaat…” Nyxi leaned her head against my shoulder and moaned into my ear. “But I want you to fill me.”

“Like this?” I asked, and I slipped my fingers around the lacy edge of her panties and into the slick heat of her pussy.

“Aaaahhhh, yeeessss!” Nyxi moaned deep in her throat.

I licked and nibbled the sensitive skin across Nyxi’s collarbone and the curve where her neck shifted into her shoulder while I pressed my fingers deeper into her tight tunnel and stroked her clit with my thumb.

“Colton, that feels so good…” Nyxi writhed in my lap.

She angled her hips from side to side like she was chasing the sensation of my thumb on her clit, and I couldn’t help but give her exactly what she wanted.

“Are you gonna cum for me, Nyxi?” I asked in a voice rough with desire.

“Yeeees,” Nyxi gasped.

Then she crashed into blissful oblivion.

Nyxi cried out as her inner walls rippled in ecstasy around my fingers.

I coaxed her through the crashing waves of her orgasm, but before the last aftershocks had completely dissipated, I guided my cock to her soaked entrance.

“What–” Nyxi started to ask.

But I’d already slipped the head of my dick past her pussy lips, grabbed her hips in both of my hands, and pulled her down into my lap in one hard thrust.

“Aaaaahh!” Nyxi cried out.

“Fuuuuck,” I groaned. “You’re so tight.”

“You’re so big,” Nyxi countered in a mewling whine.

I lifted her gently off my lap and let her sink down again at her own speed.

Nyxi picked up on my guidance in an instant, and she started to bounce in slow, languid movements on my lap.

I brought my mouth down to her breast and sucked her dark nipple between my teeth. My tongue flicked over the tight bud as she picked up her pace a little.

Nyxi had taken control of our movements, so I slid one hand back between us, shoved the bunched fabric of her panties further to the side, and stroked her clit with the pad of my thumb.

“You’re so fucking hot,” I said.

Our moans mingled together as she rode me harder and faster, and the forceful slapping of our bodies bounced around the room.

I would have happily fucked her all damn day, but even ancient spirit warriors had their limits, and it wasn’t long before Nyxi’s bouncing became erratic and unsteady.

“Oooohhh!” Nyxi whined in ecstasy.

Her entire body started to tremble like the last leaf clinging to a tree in the final days of autumn, and I circled her clit to send her flying into pleasure.

Her powerful thighs gripped my sides and held me in place as she fell apart in my arms.

White-hot bliss rippled through me, and I couldn’t stave off my release for another second. The golden, electric bliss raced along every nerve ending I had, and they burst with overwhelming pleasure.

The pleasure coursed through my body, and a billion bright lights flashed before my eyes as I poured my seed deep inside Nyxi’s waiting pussy.

Nyxi collapsed against my chest, and we stayed there for several contented minutes as we slowly floated back down to Earth together.

“That was everything,” she hummed.

We remained in each other’s arms for a while longer before thirst finally dragged us off the couch and into the kitchen.

Neoma and Tala returned a short time later and hauled in a few bags of groceries with them. We all worked together to unload the food and make lunch for ourselves.

And just as we were sitting down to eat, my phone buzzed in a series of notifications.
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Chapter 12

I looked back down at my phone.

“It isn’t Adam, is it?” Nyxi’s brows furrowed together.

“No.” I grinned. “It’s Owen. Give me a minute.”

My ladies nodded, and I stepped out onto the balcony to text my brother back.

I wondered what he’d think of my new living situation. He’d have a lot of questions if we ever managed to arrange for him to come stay for a few days.

But when I opened my texts, I discovered Owen had taken it upon himself to plan something.

“‘I’m coming to visit,’” I read the first text out loud to myself.

I continued reading the series of five texts my brother had sent. Basically, he was sick of us saying we’d arrange a visit soon, and he’d taken it upon himself to arrange to come see me for a day.

He would arrive in a few hours, he was only staying one night, and he’d made plans with a friend who was also in the area for the next day.

“Well, shit, dude,” I chuckled as I read his last text.

I turned around to go back inside and caught the beautiful sight of my three eidolon lovers sitting at the table together with the early afternoon sunlight streaming past me through the windows.

The apartment was beautiful, but we’d managed to quickly start to outgrow it. Money wasn’t an issue at all these days, and I was considering investing in some bigger property sooner rather than later.

I thought of the large estate in the Blue Ridge Mountains that I’d seen on the listing site, and I thought about everything we could do with the extra space.

I remembered Jaspar’s palace and how all of his artifacts were stored. It would be nice to have an entire trophy room where I could dedicate space to display everything I’d earned in Fablewild.

A game room, a library, a full home gym, and a swimming pool wouldn’t hurt, either.

I grinned at the thought, went back inside, and watched as Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi finished eating.

“My brother is coming to visit,” I said.

“Oh! Really?” Neoma chirped, and her eyes widened in excitement.

“We finally get to meet Owen?” Tala asked.

“Yep,” I said. “It should be an interesting night.”

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi shared a long look, and I guessed they were all wondering how much I planned to tell my brother about my life these days.

We’d talked about how much they were comfortable sharing with Owen, and they’d basically agreed to leave the final decision up to me. But they’d assured me they didn’t mind if he knew about the extent of our relationship or not.

Love poured through me and bounced back over the connections I shared with the three sexy warrior women. Suddenly, I wanted to tell my brother as much as I could without putting him in danger by having too much knowledge.

I probably couldn’t tell him about Fablewild, not with Adam still out there.

I had no idea the lengths that asshole would go to, or how much he knew about my personal life, and I would not put Owen in danger to share my exciting, adventuring lifestyle.

But the truth of the love my eidolons and I shared was something I could let him in on.

“What have you decided?” Tala asked with a knowing spark in her icy-blue eyes.

“I’m going to tell Owen the truth about us,” I said.

“About Fablewild?” Nyxi asked with her old, guarded tone.

“No.” I shook my head firmly. “Not that. It’s not safe, and it wouldn’t do him any good. But I want to tell him about us. About our relationship… about how much I love you three.”

Neoma blushed and giggled, Tala gave me a wide, smug grin, and the tension released from Nyxi’s shoulders as she nodded.

“We got cookie dough at the store,” Tala said. “We should make them for after dinner.”

“I think that’s a great idea.” I smiled. “What kind?”

“Chocolate chip.” Neoma bounced into the kitchen.

“We’ll make them now.” My wolf-woman clapped her hands together.

The kitchen was quickly transformed into a bakery. Nyxi went to have a shower, and I stepped in to help Neoma and Tala bake the cookies.

They had a little trouble with the directions because they still were barely able to sound words out in the English alphabet, but we got there eventually.

Once the dough was all separated and rolled out on the cookie sheet, I turned to Neoma for the next step.

“Preheat the oven to three hundred and fifty degrees, please,” I said.

“Sure!” Neoma said and quickly made it happen.

“Thanks,” I said.

Nyxi came back out from the bathroom dressed in sleek black leggings and a sexy athleisure wear halter top with little stars embroidered along the straps in silvery thread.

“I’m going to tidy up a little,” my panther-woman said. “Is that alright?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Of course. Actually, it would be really helpful. This place is a little messy, and I want to run out to the jeweler to have him check out the turquoise chunks we got.”

The oven beeped to alert us it was preheated, then I popped the cookie sheet into the oven and set the timer.

“Can you take these out when the timer goes off, please?” I asked.

“Of course,” Tala said.

“And don’t forget–” I started.

“The oven mitts,” Tala finished for me with an affectionate smile. “I know.”

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi started to divvy up chores and decide what they wanted to clean, and I kissed them each, grabbed my things, and headed out the door.

I was excited to see Owen, and I decided I’d spend some of my profits from the jewelers to buy him a new PlayStation 5 as an early birthday present. He’d been after one for a while, but being a poor college student, it just wasn’t in the cards for him.

I’d been seriously considering going on a temple raid with the specific intention of using the profits to pay off a big part of Owen’s tuition for his final two years in college. He had a decent scholarship, but it didn’t cover everything, and I had the means to help him get a solid start in life.

One of the perks of having more money was being able to spoil the people I loved. I’d already decided to send our parents on a cruise next summer, but I had to delay those plans a bit to make it seem reasonable that I could have saved up for it.

The jewelry shop doorbell jingled cheerfully as I entered, and Edgar smiled at me in greeting.

“Colton!” he said. “How are you today?”

“Good.” I smiled. “I’ve got something cool for you today.”

I dug around in my rucksack, pulled out the chunks of turquoise, and set them down on the glass counter.

“Wow,” Edgar breathed, and his eyes lit up with interest.

Good, that was exactly the reaction I liked to see from him.

“What do you think?” I asked anyway.

“Well…” Edgar chuckled and reached for his jeweler’s loupe and a velvet-lined box. “Let’s have a look.”

He took a few minutes to inspect each jawbreaker-sized chunk of semiprecious stone, and I took the time to scan the jewelry he had on display in the cases.

I spotted a piece of sapphire I’d sold him previously and smiled to myself.

There was also a pair of beautiful square-cut aquamarine studs that would have looked amazing with Tala’s eyes.

“Well, Colton,” Edgar said and drew my attention away from the earrings. “I’d be happy to offer you three thousand for the lot.”

That was more than I’d expected for the opaque stones, and I stuffed my excitement down.

“Hmmm…” I let my eyes wander back to the earrings in the case. “Would you be up for a trade today?”

Edgar’s eyes danced with interest. “I’m listening.”

I allowed the tiniest smile to escape my control and walked back to the case.

“These aquamarine earrings…” I pointed at them. “What’s the price on those?”

“Oh, those are quite nice,” Edgar said. “They’re on sale right now for two-fifty.”

“Mmhmm.” I nodded and pointed at a citrine-encrusted tennis bracelet and a delicate silver chain with a feather pendant that had a single green emerald embedded in it. “What about these?”

“The necklace is two-thirty,” Edgar said after he checked the tags. “And the bracelet is two-forty.”

I nodded thoughtfully like I was weighing my options.

“I’d be happy to do partial trade, partial cash,” Edgar said.

“So…” I waved my hand vaguely. “The three pieces of jewelry and…”

Edgar whipped out a calculator, punched several numbers, and gave me his offer.

“Twenty-two hundred dollars,” he finished.

I let his offer stand for a few seconds before I smiled and nodded.

“Shall I gift wrap the jewelry for you?” Edgar grinned.

“No need,” I said.

We finished up the rest of the deal, thanked each other for the business, and I left the shop to head to my next destination.

I went to the electronics store and picked up Owen’s early birthday gift. I bought him a few games the clerk recommended and an extra controller.

Then, I headed back to the apartment, and when I stepped inside, I was amazed to see how tidy and fresh the place looked and smelled.

Tala was wiping down the kitchen counters, Neoma was folding some laundry from the last time I’d been able to get a load all the way through both machines, and Nyxi was wrestling the vacuum under the couch.

The balcony doors were wide open to let the afternoon breeze from the mountain flow through the apartment.

The whole place smelled like fresh-baked cookies and clean, mountain air, and contentment washed through me from my eidolons.

It was a scene of domestic bliss.

“Owen should be here soon,” I said as I set my shopping bag down on the kitchen counter. “Are you three ready to meet him?”

“I’m very curious to see if he’s like you,” Neoma said.

“I’m a little nervous,” Nyxi said. “Is he kind like you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s younger than me, but he’s a good kid.”

“‘Kid?’” Nyxi asked with surprise. “Is he a child?”

“Oh, no,” I laughed. “He’s almost nineteen, legally an adult… and physically one, but since he’s eight years younger than me, I’ll always think of him as my kid brother.”

Nyxi nodded, but the look in her eyes told me she didn’t quite understand.

Tala hadn’t said anything, and she stood a few feet away from me in the kitchen with her fingers clenched tight around the washcloth in her hands.

“What is it?” I asked in a soft voice.

“What if he doesn’t like me?” Tala chewed nervously on her bottom lip.

“Why wouldn’t he like you?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Tala sighed. “But he’s important to you, and I want him to like me. I’m not used to meeting new people, and I’m not the best at first impressions…”

“I don’t know,” I chuckled as I thought back to the first time I’d met Tala in her human form. “You made a pretty amazing impression on me.”

Tala smiled, and a wave of affection danced over our connection.

“Just be yourself,” I said. “And he’ll love you like I do.”

Tala’s smile turned into a huge grin at that.

“Well, not the exact same way I love you,” I said and pulled her in for a kiss.

I hopped right in to help my ladies finish tidying the place up and setting the table for dinner. Then we went to get dressed. I had to reassure my women twice that they didn’t need to go super fancy with their clothes, and it wasn’t until they saw my dark wash jeans and simple Henley that they put their little black dresses back in the closet.

Tala settled on a pair of black denim shorts and a blue shirt with a scooped neckline that really brought out her eyes. Neoma still ended up in a dress, but instead of full cocktail attire, it was a flowy knee-length sundress with tiny purple flowers all over it. Nyxi stayed in the clothes she’d put on earlier, but she twisted her long black waves into a braid that hung over her shoulder.

It was around four-thirty when the buzzer rang through the apartment. A quick check in the camera confirmed it was my brother, and I hit the button to let him up.

I opened the door for Owen, and Neoma burst past me and grabbed him by the shoulders as she peered up into his face.

“Hello!” Neoma chirped. “It’s so nice to meet you!”

“Umm…” Owen looked at me with wide eyes over the top of Neoma’s head. “Hi?”

“Hey, Owen,” I grinned. “That’s Neoma…”

“Hi!” my owl-woman said as she looped her arm through Owen’s and pulled him inside. “This is Tala, and Nyxi. We made cookies for you!”

“Oh, cool,” Owen said as he looked between my three lovers like he’d been thrust in front of an execution squad. “I like cookies…”

“Neoma,” I murmured and gestured for her to release him.

“Oh,” Neoma gasped softly and let go. “Sorry.”

“Uh, it’s okay.” Owen smiled at my ladies. “Are you Colton’s… roommates?”

“They live here,” I said without really answering his more subtle question.

Revealing the truth of my living situation could wait for more than sixty seconds of seeing my brother for the first time in so long.

“Come on in,” I said. “I have something for you, actually.”

Owen whistled as he looked around the apartment. “Wow, dude. This place is nice.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I gave Owen the five-cent tour of the apartment, and the arching of one eyebrow when he looked into the not-really-functional second bedroom was the only indication that he’d started to unravel the truth about my relationships with the women.

We agreed to order some pizzas for dinner since Owen wasn’t up for going out after being on the Greyhound bus most of the day, and everyone plopped down on the couch while I made the call.

When I was done, I headed over to join my lovers and my brother on the couch.

“So…” Owen glanced between Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi. “Do you guys like hiking, too?”

That launched us into a vibrant conversation about our shared love of hiking, rock climbing, and the outdoors in general. The pizza came before we’d exhausted the topic, and we were two slices deep before we moved on to a new area of conversation.

“I’m just glad you’re happy, bro,” Owen grinned. “You’re doing really well for yourself. Your apartment is sick. I wish I had a place like this and a gi-”

A girlfriend.

Owen had never had much luck in that department. He’d been socially awkward in high school, and for most of his life, he’d been more concerned with his skateboard than girls.

But college was looking good on him. He’d cleaned up a little and looked generally more confident in himself, and I was proud of my little brother.

“I think,” Neoma began. “That you’re adorable, like a little chickling.”

Owen’s cheeks went pink at that.

Before long, Twilight got stuck in the DVD player, and it was turning out to be a pretty chill time.

“Werewolves or vampires?” Owen asked Tala.

“Werewolf,” she said quickly.

“Logistically speaking…” Owen started. “Wolves are superior to vampires, they have four legs, not two, dense fur is an armor of its own, and Bella should really consider the advantages of Jacob, he’s warm, human, and able to actually be with her without crushing her to death.”

“I don’t like any of them,” Nyxi admitted. “I’m team outdoor-store worker.”

It was somewhat funny to me that one of the boys pining for Kristen Stewart’s character in Twilight was some kid who worked in an outdoor store.

That had been me once upon a time, and I grinned at Nyxi.

The pizza was devoured before the first movie was done, and my women decided to pop the second one in without checking with me or my brother. He tried to hide it under a polite smile, but I could see he was over it, so I suggested we go for a walk so I could show him the neighborhood.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” Owen said with a sigh of relief.

“Come on,” I chuckled.

“Do you want us to wait?” Neoma asked with a touch of disappointment in her eyes.

“No,” I said. “We’ve seen it, go ahead and keep watching.”

Neoma’s whole face lit up as she turned back to the television, and my three eidolons cuddled closer on the couch to enjoy the movie.

I led Owen outside, and we started wandering down the street.

My brother was quiet, and there was a tension in his shoulders that just wouldn’t go away. Something was bothering him.

I was sure of it.

“Gonna tell me what’s up with you?” I asked.

“Ugh,” Owen groaned deep in his chest. “I hate it. Business school. I mean do I look like someone who’s going to work in a bank or for some big corporation?”

He certainly didn’t. He kicked a loose stone over with his foot.

“So switch majors,” I suggested. “You’re still minoring in Music, right? And you have time to figure out your major. Focus on your gen ed classes for now. Figure out what you love, and you’ll be happier for it like I am.”

“What is it you’re actually doing?” Owen asked, and he stared at me with those same puppy eyes I’d never been able to resist when we were little. “You’ve got all this money, a nice apartment, three girlfriends– we’re going to come back to that, by the way– but I don’t believe for a minute you’re still working at the outdoor store. How are you affording all of this?”

“If you want the truth…” I hesitated until he nodded emphatically. “Geocaching paid off. Big time. I got lucky and found a… really good drop. I’m talking gemstones, gold, and a fat wad of cash. God knows why anyone left all that in the cache, but they did, and here I am. I’ve used the extra money to cover some more adventures… and I’ve gotten a few more good ones.”

It wasn’t exactly a lie, hell, it was hardly a lie. It just wasn’t all the details, but while Adam was still out there, I couldn’t risk Owen knowing information that would only put him in danger.

Owen chewed his cheek.

“I’m happy for you, really, I am,” he said. “I guess I just wish I got a bit of good luck once.”

“There’s not some limit on luck, you know,” I said. “And I’d bet college isn’t all bad.”

A spark of interest grew in Owen’s eyes, and I smiled and shoved him in a brotherly way.

“See?” I said. “I knew it. What is it?”

“A girl.” Owen’s cheeks turned red again, and he avoided looking me in the eyes. “She’s the drummer in my band. She’s great. A killer drummer, super funny and chill, but she’s… Jasmine is a ten outta ten, and I’m just some skinny guitarist on a skateboard.”

“You have so much more to offer than your guitar skills,” I reminded him. “Which are also killer, by the way. You’re smart and funny, and you’re actually a kind-hearted guy. She could do a lot worse, and you’ll never know until you ask her out.”

“But if she says no,” Owen sighed. “That’ll make the band all awkward.”

“Nothing worth having comes without the risk of trying,” I said.

The words were wiser than I would have expected I was capable of, but as I took a second to reflect on them, they rang true deep in my heart.

Adventuring was a risk every single step of the way, but it brought all the most wonderful things into my life. If I’d never taken the chance, I’d still be working that mind-numbing, soul-sucking retail job, and I probably would have died still doing it.

“You gotta do what you love,” I said. “It’s cliché as shit, but it’s true. When you love what you do, your confidence skyrockets, and then everything else falls into place. And you’ll always have me to fall back on, so switch your major, ask the girl out, and if it all goes to hell, you can learn from the experience.”

Owen was quiet for a moment, and his eyes became distant as he seemed to absorb the advice I’d given him.

“I mean you could always ask Jasmine to come over to see your new PS5…” I said. “That’ll break the ice.”

“I don’t have a–” Owen’s voice broke off. “Wait! You can’t be serious!”

I laughed as we turned back to my apartment. We headed up, and once we were inside, I handed him the GameStop bag.

“That’s too fucking much!” Owen exclaimed. “Colton!”

“Yeah, yeah, just don’t waste your life on it, alright?” I smirked.

“What is a station of play?” Nyxi’s brows bent together.

Owen surveyed her curiously, and his brows knitted together.

My eidolons’ lack of familiarity with Earth and modern technology sometimes made them stick out like sore thumbs, thankfully Owen didn’t poke at the oddity, and I quickly explained it was for playing games.

That was enough explanation for Nyxi, and she turned back to the movie.

Owen’s gaze fell upon a small potted plant, and I smiled at the memory of when he’d given it to me on his last trip to visit.

That had been before I’d found the portal box or gone to Fablewild for the first time.

I’d been failing to take care of it on my own, but my eidolons had helped me learn about the peace lily, and now it was thriving.

“You kept it alive,” Owen chuckled. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“Neither did I,” I laughed and nodded at my lovers. “They’re keeping it alive most of the time.”

With the love and support of my ancient spirit warriors, even keeping houseplants alive wasn’t above my abilities anymore.

Owen and I slid back onto the couch to finish the movie.

We enjoyed the cookies as we finished New Moon, and by then, we were all fighting yawns.

“Your bus leaves in the morning?” I asked.

“Yeah, at nine,” Owen said. “If you’re up early enough, we could do breakfast before I have to leave.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” I said.

Tala helped me fix up the couch for him with some extra blankets and pillows, and then we all said goodnight.

My ladies were appropriately respectful of my little brother’s presence in the apartment, and we all cuddled together in bed and went to sleep.

In the morning, I made a massive pile of loaded scrambled eggs packed with chopped sausage, diced onions, and red and green peppers. I topped it with a handful of shredded Mexican cheese, and we all gathered around the table to eat.

Owen opened up to my lovers about the drummer in his band, and my ladies gave him a few helpful bits of advice.

“Make sure you smell good when you ask her on a date,” Nyxi said.

“And have a plan ready of what you can do,” Tala suggested.

“At least two options,” Neoma added. “That way, she has some input.”

“That’s really good advice,” Owen murmured. “Thank you.”

He gave each of my eidolons a careful hug, then thrust himself forcefully into my arms. I slapped his shoulder a few times and reminded him to focus on his general education requirements while he stewed on the idea of what he wanted to do for the rest of his life, then I handed him his PS5 and led him to the door.

“I’m going to ask her out and see my advisor about switching my major,” he said.

“Good.” I grinned. “And if Mom and Dad give you shit for it, just remind Dad that he majored in Social Anthropology.”

Owen let out a great boom of a laugh, and then he was gone.

Neoma slowly closed the door after him.

“He’s so sweet,” Tala said.

“Do you think he liked us?” Neoma wondered out loud.

“I’m sure he did.” I grinned at her.

I went into the kitchen and started cleaning up my mess from breakfast.

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi had migrated back to the couch and popped the third Twilight movie into the DVD player.

“Colton, where is Forks?” Neoma asked. “Can we go there?”

“It’s in Washington,” I said. “On the other side of the country, it would take a pla–”

My words died as a lightbulb went inside my head.

The map.

“Colton?” Neoma asked. “What are you doing?”

“I remembered the map…” I said as I walked across the room to my rucksack and pulled out the map I’d bought from Corsidine.

I unrolled it on the coffee table and gazed at it intently.

It was more of Fablewild than I’d ever expected to get to see laid out on a map, and I wondered how big it was in comparison to the United States.

I scanned the names on the map and did some mental math based on how long it typically took me to cross the jungles of The Wild Tropics.

If I wanted to get somewhere like Zihao, it would probably take several weeks, if not months, to get there.

Based on my understanding of sea travel from the same eras of technology that Fablewild seemed to have, it would take months to travel by boat. I wondered if Fablewild had some fantastical method of long-distance traveling that I hadn’t heard about.

“How long does it take to get from the Wild Tropics to Caledon?” I asked Tala.

“I don’t know,” Tala said.

“Neither do I.” Neoma frowned.

“I’ve never been across the oceans,” Nyxi said.

“Hmm,” I hummed.

I studied the locations we’d traveled to and from around the central sections of The Wild Tropics. Over the weeks of our training in preparation for the Grand Temple, my eidolons and I had explored a wide area of the jungle.

And I had to thank Past Colton because I’d marked all the places we’d popped out in Fablewild to the best of my ability. But that wasn’t all I’d done.

I’d also been keeping track of our exit locations in the Blue Ridge Mountains. With Adam still on the loose, it had seemed like a good idea to keep our portal box launch points random and different to make it harder for him to track us.

Then it hit me.

Every time we left Earth from a different spot, we landed in a different spot in Fablewild, but there seemed to be some cohesion to it all.

I needed to see for myself if the maps lined up the way I suddenly expected them to.

I rose to my feet again, grabbed the North Carolina Atlas I’d been marking our spots on, and ripped the page out.

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi had been caught up in my excitement, and they gathered around the balcony windows as I pressed the Earth map against the window where the afternoon sun was bright.

“What are you doing?” Tala asked.

“Can you hold this here?” I asked as I gestured to the Earth map.

“Sure.” Tala pinned the paper with her fingers.

“Colton,” Nyxi said, and there was a note of concern in her voice. “What–”

“Hang on,” I said as I grabbed the Fablewild map. “Let me just…”

The sunlight let the maps turn transparent enough for me to see all the exit and entrance points of our portal points, and I rotated the Fablewild map until the points lined up.

“Colton, what are you doing?” Tala demanded in a baffled tone.

“Holy shit…” I breathed as I double-checked my notes.

I’d kept track of the dates for our jumps to make sure we didn’t repeat any locations too frequently, and that gave me all the data I needed to perfectly line up the two maps.

“It lines up!” Neoma chirped.

“They’re connected in some way,” I said as my disbelief continued to rage through me. “The United States and Fablewild, they line up… Fablewild is sort of opposite from the standard north and south of Earth… but look at it.”

Travel between the two worlds wasn’t random like I’d originally thought. There was consistency, and I could track it.

Holy fucking shit.
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Chapter 13

This was a game-changing revelation.

The Sandy Shores lined up pretty close with the northern chunk of the Tri-Cities area in Tennessee. I could drive to Bristol a lot easier than we could hike through the jungles to The Sandy Shores, and if my theory was correct, we could open the portal box and pop out right where we needed to be.

“That’s crazy!” Tala laughed. “All this time, we’ve been choosing where we emerge, we just haven’t known it.”

“So if we want to go to The Sandy Shores–” Neoma began.

“It’s less than a two-hour drive to Bristol!” I finished for her as my excitement overflowed. “This is nuts! I wonder what would happen if we flew to the other side of the world and tried to open the portal box from there… Is this all of Fablewild?”

“I don’t know,” Nyxi answered first.

“It’s what I’m familiar with,” Neoma said.

“I’ve heard legends of land beyond the seas,” Tala said in a hesitant tone. “But they were only legends.”

I stared hard at the map again.

“This is big,” Nyxi said.

All I could do was nod in agreement.

The thrill and implications of our discovery continued to race through my thoughts, and I fought the urge to rush out and confirm it.

But after a moment of thought, I figured there was no reason not to confirm the theory now.

“We should test the theory out,” I said. “If this is really how the worlds line up, then it will be amazing for us. But we need to confirm it to be sure. What do you say?”

Together, we identified potential launch points from Earth and zeroed in on what we’d want to gain from this journey beyond confirming my theory about the worlds lining up.

It was no surprise that we wanted to add a temple run to the mix, so we studied the map and all the temples we’d raided so far. We ended up picking one that was nearby a good launch point I was familiar with from my years hiking the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was a bit out of the way from our apartment, but it was far enough outside our usual haunting grounds to be more useful than a place we’d already gone.

“When should we go?” Tala asked. “It’s only one in the afternoon, we could go today.”

“Let’s go tomorrow,” I said. “I want to check in on the cameras we set up around Adam’s place, and I want to watch them a little today. And this spot will take us at least two hours to hike to before we even leave for Fablewild, so we’ll want to be well-rested and get an early start.”

Neoma let out a squeal of delight and pushed herself into my arms.

“Let’s rest and fuel up for tomorrow,” I said. “Then, once we know if this whole worlds-lining-up thing is true, we can plan our trip to Bristol to go to The Sandy Shores in search of Elyias.”

Carefully, I rolled both maps up, and I stowed them away in my rucksack. There was still some pizza left over from the day before, so I set it up on the coffee table as Neoma popped the third Twilight movie into the player.

I chuckled and set myself up on the couch to check on the video cameras we’d posted all around Adam’s camper.

While Kristen Stewart chewed her bottom lip into nothing, I scrolled through the footage from all the cameras.

A herd of deer wandered through more than once, a dozen or so cars drove by down the road in the distance from one camera angle, and there were more than a few birds, squirrels, and chipmunks who came close to the cameras to investigate the devices.

The cameras had motion settings, so anything that set off those detectors was logged in the software as a notable event of movement. I was sure it would be super handy for something like home surveillance, but for trying to catch Adam and the Mist Hare on camera, it was less than ideal.

Unfortunately, the tech just didn’t have an option to only report on humans and ancient spirit warriors, so I continued scrolling through the footage until the movie was done, and my lovers decided to raid the collection of board games and puzzles we’d collected over the months.

Tala had suggested the puzzles are a good pastime to keep our minds sharp and ready for temple-raiding, and Nyxi simply enjoyed playing board games like Monopoly, Life, and even some kids’ games like Guess Who.

I wanted to introduce them to Scrabble, but they really needed to be able to read English first.

With my help to write and read the clues, my ladies played a rousing game of charades while I scanned through the last of the footage.

“Anything?” Neoma asked.

“No,” I answered Neoma’s question. “Adam hasn’t been to the camper since we put the cameras up.”

Meanwhile, Tala waved her arms around in the air in an attempt to mimic the clue of “building a sandcastle.” She really wasn’t getting it across, and Nyxi was staring at her with utter confusion all over her face.

“Digging a hole?” Nyxi guessed with zero certainty in her voice.

“And… time!” Neoma laughed.

“Aaaw,” Tala sighed and laughed as she relaxed back to a normal position.

“What was it?” Nyxi asked.

“Building a sandcastle,” Tala revealed.

“What!” Nyxi burst into laughter. “Why would anyone make a castle of sand? What a terrible building material.”

Tala’s eyebrows scrunched together, and she laughed. “I don’t know!”

“It’s not supposed to be a real castle,” I chuckled. “You build sandcastles at the beach… for fun.”

All three of my eidolons looked at me in growing confusion, and I vowed to take them on a beach vacation someday.

“How about another game?” I chuckled as Tala settled on the couch. “We could play Twister. It’s pretty damn fun, and we’ll get a good stretch out of it.”

“It involves stretching?” Tala asked.

“You’ll see,” I laughed. “It’s the one with the big red, blue, green, and yellow circles on the front.”

Tala stood up and went over to the closet. She scanned the boxes for a moment before she showed me the right one, and I nodded to confirm.

We’d tried to play Monopoly when we’d first gotten it, and I’d done my best to explain all the rules, but it was a game that required a lot of reading. We’d agreed to stick to more illiterate-friendly games until the women had a chance to practice their reading skills a little more.

“This will be fun!” Neoma chirped as she stretched her shoulders.

I opened the box, took out the play mat while Nyxi and Tala scooted our coffee table out of the way, and flapped the big plastic sheet out on the floor.

After a quick explanation of the rules, we all hurried to take off our socks and picked a side of the board to begin.

I spun first and got left hand on green, and I ended up stretched across the playing field from my start position on the red side.

Tala went next and spun right hand on yellow, so she filled in the spot beside me.

By the time Nyxi and Neoma completed their first spin, we were already tangled around each other.

After a few more spins, we were a tangled mess of limbs and giggles.

“Right hand…” Neoma grunted as she reached for the closest open blue circle. “Bluuuue!”

She barely managed to reach the colored circle with the very tips of her fingers, and she gasped in victory when she made it.

“Shit,” I laughed as I reached for the spinner.

Despite the rules stating one player was supposed to control the spinner, we’d agreed it would be more fun if we all played at the same time, and trying to reach the spinner had already almost taken out Tala.

“Uuugh,” I groaned as I stretched and flicked the plastic black needle.

It landed on “left hand green,” and I snorted.

“Uh-oh,” Tala giggled.

“There’s no way you’re going to make that happen,” Nyxi laughed from her beautifully arched position diagonally across the board.

“The only open green is waaay other there,” Neoma teased as she pressed her bare thigh closer to me where it was trapped between my legs.

“Easy,” I chided her playfully.

Then I adjusted my weight to my right hand and tried to snake my limb over Neoma, between Nyxi’s legs, and across Tala’s chest without knocking us all the floor.

“Almost…” Tala breathed.

But then she moaned softly, and all my concentration evaporated like rain over a volcano. My right hand slipped, my knee buckled, and we all went down in a fit of breathless laughter.

Outside it had started to rain, and the drops slid down the windows rapidly as we enjoyed a moment tangled together on the floor.

“That was fun,” my wolf sighed.

“It was so fun!” Neoma corrected. “Can we play again?”

“I’d love that.” I grinned.

We played three more rounds of Twister before we switched it up and pulled a puzzle out of the closet instead.

We pulled the coffee table back into place and started sorting through the thousand-piece puzzle in search of all the edges, and I found my mind wandering back to our plans for tomorrow.

I wanted to be up and out early in the morning so we could get a good breakfast in our bellies before we headed out to our chosen spot. Then I had an idea.

“Why don’t we go out for breakfast in the morning?” I suggested. “We can go to my friend’s diner.”

“Oh, that food was so good,” Tala said.

“Okay,” Nyxi agreed.

“How long will the hike take?” Neoma asked as she folded up the Twister mat.

“About two hours,” I said after a pause. “We could do it faster than that, but I don’t want to push ourselves too much too early in case we do find a temple to raid.”

“Do you think it will be easy for us to find one?” Nyxi wondered.

“I think so,” I said. “And that’s just a bonus for our trip anyway.”

“Good point,” Nyxi said.

Then she yawned so hard, I wondered if she’d unhinged her jaw by accident.

It was time to sleep.

“Come on,” I said as my own tiredness started to weigh on me. “Let’s go to bed and get a good night’s sleep so we can wake up early.”

The bond I’d built with my eidolons was more than anything I’d experienced before. It made my body yearn for them when they were absent, and I craved their touch, even if it was just a soothing caress from their fingers.

I wondered if Adam felt anything close to that with the Mist Hare. Then I wondered what the Mist Hare thought about Adam.

After all the stories I’d heard from my eidolons and other eidolon masters, my best guess was that the Mist Hare endured Adam’s possession of her. She’d probably had less-than-ideal masters in the past, and she’d looked healthy enough when we’d seen her outside the hotel.

I reassured myself with that thought as my ladies drifted off to sleep beside me.

I closed my eyes, and with Nyxi humming on my chest, I fell asleep. My mind was filled with listless wanderings that barely managed to count as dreams, and I woke up feeling just a little foggy in the head.

“Uuugh,” I groaned as Tala nudged me.

“Morning,” she murmured.

“Coffee,” I muttered.

“I’m on it!” Neoma chirped as she shot out of bed.

“Are you okay?” Tala asked.

Nyxi rolled over and looked at me with concern in her vivid green eyes.

“Bad dreams?” my panther asked.

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Nothing I can remember at least. It was like… like one of those nights when my mind wants to dream but doesn’t quite have the oomph to make it happen. Does that make sense?”

“No,” Nyxi said.

“I don’t dream very often,” Tala said.

“It’s a good thing we’re going to Reggie’s for breakfast,” Neoma announced as she returned from the kitchen. “We’re out of eggs.”

“I used the last of them yesterday morning,” I said. “Breakfast at the diner is so fucking good. We’ll get all the energy we need for this hike. It’s going to be the longest one we’ve done so far. Besides, it’ll be good to show him my face and let him know I’m still alive.”

“Was he expecting you to die?” Nyxi asked with alarm.

“No,” I laughed. “But I used to stop in there for breakfast a lot more often… most days on the way to my old job, actually. I haven’t been into the diner in a while, and he might be worried that he hasn’t seen me.”

“He was nice,” Tala said.

By the time all of my eidolons were up and ready, I’d had my first coffee and was aching with hunger. We decided to come back to pick up our hiking gear and my magical rucksack after we’d eaten, and we headed out to the diner for breakfast.

Excitement bubbled inside me, and a matching energy flowed across the connections I had with my eidolons. All of us seemed to feed off the loop of eagerness, and by the time we reached the diner, I felt like I was hovering an inch off the ground.

It was already shaping up to be a hot and humid morning, and the sun had barely cleared away all the early morning dew. I suspected it would be a day when the air started to feel like soup by noon, and I was hopeful we’d be in Fablewild by that point.

Reggie’s diner appeared before us, and the smells of pancakes, waffles, and bacon flooded out onto the street. It was by far my favorite diner in Asheville because the staff kept the booths clean, the food was top-notch, and the service was always quick, even when the place was packed.

Thankfully, the place wasn’t packed that morning, and we walked past the fixed neon sign at the door and up to the diner counter.

Reggie’s was eclectic, and it was one of those rare places that despite being decorated so oddly, still managed to pull it off.

Over the many occasions I’d gotten breakfast at the diner, I’d befriended Greg. He was the assistant manager, but he still liked to serve tables on the slow days. It had to be said, however, that his boss had some very bizarre ideas about restaurant decor.

Neoma pointed and giggled at all the little gnomes lined up across the bar. She’d found them humorous the first time we’d been here, and the funny factor hadn’t worn off, apparently.

“Hey, Col!” Greg greeted me with a cheerful smile. “I was getting worried about you. It’s been weeks…”

He smiled at Tala and Neoma, but his words died in his throat when he spotted Nyxi. His eyes went wide for a split second before he got a hold of himself and smiled back at me.

“How are things?” he asked.

“Good.” I grinned despite myself and gave him a little shrug at his reaction to a third hot woman in my presence. “We’re going on a long hike this morning, so we need some fuel.”

“Sure thing,” he said. “I’ll take your drink orders here, and then you can sit in that booth.”

He pointed to one of the free ones by the front windows.

“Thanks,” Tala said.

Then she, Neoma, and Nyxi walked over and slid into the booth.

Greg’s mouth hung open a little as he watched my beautiful eidolons walk away.

“What?” I chuckled.

“Another one?” he whispered under his breath, and he was looking straight at Nyxi as she and my other eidolons looked over the menus on the table.

“Nyxi,” I said with a half-smile. “Can we get four lattes, please, one with extra sugar for Tala? And one with two creams.”

“Yeah, of course,” Greg said and snapped back into work mode. “So where have you been? You look good, you’ve bulked up a little.”

Now that he’d mentioned it, I was feeling a little more broad than usual. My shirt sleeves were getting snug around my biceps, and I ran a hand through my messy hair and cocked an eyebrow.

“Been busy,” I said. “I’m barely home these days, that’s why I haven’t been around here as much.”

“Well, what can I say, I miss ya,” Greg sighed as he pulled out four mismatched mugs and started making our coffees. “Reggie misses your cash, too. Go on, take a seat, I’ll come and grab your orders when the coffees are done.”

I moved to sit with my eidolons. The morning sun was shining in through the window, and it cast them in its cheerful light.

Tala’s icy-blue eyes were vivid like a clear summer sky, Neoma’s glossy hair shone like the finest silk, and Nyxi’s freckles stood out against her shoulders and upper arms.

Nyxi was buried deep in her menu, but Tala and Neoma’s menus were folded up on the table, and it looked like they’d already decided.

“The waffles are pretty damn good,” I suggested to Nyxi as I joined them at the table.

She chewed her cheek and shrugged her shoulders.

“I want something fruity,” Nyxi hummed. “Maybe I could get the strawberry waffle, but that would be too sweet on its own. Do you think that I could have bacon with it?”

“You can sure as hell ask,” I said. “I definitely think we should get some protein in since we’ve got such a hike in front of us. Waffles will fill you up, but they won’t sustain your energy.”

That statement brought up the topic of proteins versus carbohydrates and the different ways the human body digested and used energy. I spent a few minutes advising my lovers of the various protein options on the menu and suggesting a side of fruit or some toast to hit that sweet spot.

Greg came over to take our orders, and Tala chose a three-egg omelet with sausage, green peppers, and cheese and a side of toast. Neoma opted for a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich on a croissant, and Nyxi went with four breakfast sausage links, one scrambled egg, and two slices of toast. I also chose an omelet with sides of sausage, and I ordered a small fruit salad for all of us to share.

The coffee was strong, and I remembered why I’d started coming to the diner in the first place. Greg was a pro at making my coffee just how I liked it.

The caffeine buzzed in my veins, and I couldn’t wait to start the hike up the mountains.

“It’s all so delicious,” Nyxi said. “I want to keep eating, but I think I would regret it.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “I know what you mean, but you should listen to your body. Hiking when you’re too full is pretty miserable.”

“So, if we find out your theory is right,” Tala said. “Are we going to use it to our advantage?”

“Yeah, eventually,” I said. “We still need to sort out the Adam stuff and follow through on our agreement to help Gylbart and his family.”

Once we attempted to confirm my theory about the landscapes lining up, the Sandy Shores was next on the list. After everything we’d learned from Gylbart, Jaspar, and Felsi, The Sandy Shores was our next best option for uncovering further threads to follow.

“Do any of you know much about the Sandy Shores?” I asked. “I know none of you have been there, but have you heard anything about it before? Everyone keeps going on about the fish going away, was there some environmental disaster?”

“I don’t know.” Tala shrugged. “They say, a thousand years ago it was completely underwater, but then the sea receded. It’s always been a pretty poor province, and it was never really something my former masters were interested in.”

“Cleope used to take long routes just to avoid it,” Nyxi added. “She said it smelled bad, like dying fish. I think it must have been beautiful once, even if it’s not anymore.”

“I wonder about its name.” Neoma’s eyebrows furrowed. “The shore is where land meets the ocean, so how did it get named Sandy Shores if it used to be entirely under the water?”

“Maybe it wasn’t always named that,” Tala suggested.

“I doubt anyone alive remembers what it looked like before the sea pulled back,” Nyxi said.

I nodded thoughtfully.

The more I thought about it, the more questions I had about the place and its history. I wondered what it looked like, and I decided it probably had a lot of smooth stone from centuries of ocean erosion.

No one had said the sea had disappeared quickly, so if it had receded at glacier paces, it would have smoothed everything down on its way out.

Greg started to walk back to our booth, and we all dropped the conversation. He dried his hands on his apron, sighed heavily, and leaned against the back of the booth behind Nyxi.

“I’m sick of this job,” Greg grunted.

“Then why do you do it?” Nyxi asked as she looked up and back at him.

“For the paycheck,” he snorted.

Tala and Neoma had been on Earth with me long enough to understand that most people worked a job to maintain their lifestyles, and I realized I hadn’t really had the occasion to explain it to Nyxi yet.

Once upon a time, I’d worked a shitty job for a measly paycheck, too, and I remembered all those days spent bored out of my mind in the store.

Now I was free, but Greg was not. Reggie’s wasn’t a bad place to work, but dealing with the general public could drain even the best of workers.

“Maybe you’re ready for a change,” I suggested. “You could always open that food truck you’ve always dreamed of. Your tacos are the bomb.”

“That’s the dream,” Greg scoffed. “I’m worried Reggie’s going to close the place. He’s been having trouble keeping staff, so I’m working a shit-ton of overtime. It’s good for the wallet, and the food truck dream, but, man, I’m drained. How’s your geocaching going?”

“Pretty well.” I tried not to brag too much. “I hit a few big ones.”

“Hey, that’s awesome,” Greg said with a genuine, if small, smile for me. “I’m glad to hear that. I know how much you love being out on the mountains.”

“It’s my favorite place in the world,” I said.

“I’m more a city boy myself,” Greg chuckled, and then he ducked slightly to look out the window at the mountains in the distance. “Looks like a good day to be out there.”

I glanced outside, and the morning sun shone down on the Blue Ridge Mountains and basked the world in a crisp golden light.

“We should head out,” I said. “We’ve got a big hike planned for today.”

“Another geocache to find?” Greg asked with a grin.

“No,” I laughed. “Not today.”

“Come back soon,” Greg said. “Maybe next time you can come by for lunch and try the burger finally.”

“I know!” I laughed at his teasing.

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi all shot me puzzled expressions, and Greg and I shared a laugh.

“I always came for breakfast,” I said. “I’ve never actually tried anything on the lunch menu even though I’ve been saying I will for–”

“For way too damn long!” Greg chortled and slapped me on the shoulder. “Now get out of here. The day’s wastin’. Go geo some caches. Or is it ‘cache some geos?’”

“I honestly have no idea,” I chuckled as my eidolons followed me out of the diner.

We headed back to the apartment, made sure we were ready, grabbed our gear, and jumped on the bus to the far end of town.

Normally we hiked into the woods a lot closer to home, but we were going a lot further than usual this time, and we’d agreed there was little point in walking through the city more than we had to.

It took us about twenty-five minutes to reach our stop at the other end of town, and once the bus was out of sight, Nyxi cleared her throat.

“I’ve been thinking…” Nyxi said as we walked to the trailhead. “Should we put some cameras up at the inn?”

“What?” I asked, and then understanding struck. “Oh, you mean the hotel where Adam is staying?”

Nyxi nodded.

“No.” I shook my head. “The hotel is private property, I don’t know the specifics, but I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to do that… We could probably put them outside, but I don’t really see much use in that.”

“Hmm,” Nyxi hummed and nodded.

“We don’t want to catch him at the hotel anyway,” I went on. “We can’t risk getting into a fight with Adam in Asheville. I don’t even want to fight him out here in the woods.”

Tala grunted in approval.

“We have to be patient,” Neoma said.

“Exactly,” I said. “Until we have a plan to lure him out to the mountains under our own circumstances, we won’t confront him directly unless we absolutely have to.”

“Why can’t we confront him in the mountains?” Nyxi asked. “We could camp out here and wait for him to find us. Then, we could…”

Nyxi glanced around in search of eavesdropping ears, and then she drew a line across her throat.

“And then bring…” Tala grinned like the devil. “What’s left to Fablewild?”

“A few problems with that,” I said, and I counted them off on my fingers as we walked along the trail. “One: any evidence of a fight will be left behind. Two: I have no idea if I would be able to transport… what’s left through the portal. And three: having the fight in Fablewild would give us a huge advantage because you could be in your strongest forms. Oh, and that would give us the extra advantage of silent communication.”

“What about the Mist Hare?” Tala asked.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “She’d have the same advantages, but we still have the upper hand with numbers. And there’s no fucking way I’m risking the police getting involved.”

We walked silently for a few moments.

“What if you put the…” Neoma glanced around, too. “The pieces into the rucksack to bring them through the portal?”

I grimaced. “I guess that could work, but let’s keep it as a last resort. I don’t really want to deal with that kind of mess if I don’t have to.”

We walked a while longer, and the ground started to shift upward in elevation. The trail got a little narrower and significantly rockier.

“You know,” Tala interrupted the morning air. “I almost feel sorry for him…”

“Why?” I asked.

Most of the time, I tried not to let the dark shadow of Adam darken my doorstep, but when I did think about him, it only brought up a strong desire for justice for the Mist Hare and a general sense of aggravation and concern at his dickishness.

“He doesn’t have this.” She gestured to us all. “He doesn’t understand how great it can be, adventuring together as a team, beating temples, solving puzzles, and helping people. He has this stone heart, and his eidolon doesn’t love him. He’s alone, we’ve never seen any sign of him being with someone else, or having anyone who cares about him. His camper had one bed that’s not even big enough for two.”

“He has an eidolon,” I said. “If he’d treated her better, he might have had what we have, too. He had his chance at this, and he blew it.”

Inside my rucksack, the Mist Hare’s crossbow was stored alongside our other gear. When we freed her from Adam, I’d give her the choice: she could join me, Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi, or I would help her find an honorable adventurer she thought was worthy of her.

I’d keep the crossbow, however. Well, unless the worthy adventure we found was willing to make some kind of trade. Depending on what they offered, I might be open to a deal.

I remembered what Felsi had said about eidolons’ free will and how that could have an impact on the eidolon-master relationship.

Maybe the reason I could handle three eidolons at the same time was because I’d approached the situation with respect and kindness from the start. My relationship with Tala had been built on mutual respect and understanding, and by the time Neoma entered our lives, we were already bonded in a way that had never happened before.

Could that be what set me apart from even the most respectful eidolon masters? Love?

Could such a simple thing make me so powerful?

I didn’t know the Mist Hare, let alone love her, and my concern for her came from the empathy I had for all living beings. Regardless of what her choice would be, I would do what I could to help her.

Tala had mentioned that her crossbow had a white-mana aura. That meant she was likely prideful with a sprinkling of arrogance.

I didn’t know if that would mesh well with Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi, who didn’t have an ounce of smugness between them. They were confident, proud, and strong, but they had such kindness in their hearts that it all balanced beautifully.

Regardless of what the Mist Hare was like on a personal level, I wasn’t about to leave her in Adam’s hands. He’d proven himself to be enough of a problem, I couldn’t just live and let live.

Even if we managed to find a way to let him live, he was not going to keep his eidolon. No fucking way.

We reached a small fork in the path, and I followed Tala’s lead.

The path forked about ten feet ahead, and my wolf lover headed to the right like we’d planned. We’d follow the trail for a while longer before we’d reach the right spot.

“I like it when it’s just us alone in the wilderness,” Nyxi said.

The path was rocky, narrow, and uneven, but the brush on either side of us was fairly short and mercifully free of thorns. Up ahead, there was a valley with a small hill. We were getting closer to our destination.

My eidolons knew our planned course as well as I did, and we all grew increasingly silent as we approached our intended launch point.

We’d selected the location not just because it was further out than we’d gone before, but also because, if my theory was correct, there would be a small city called Steelgate close by. Tala had recognized the city’s name when we’d studied the map from Corsidine, and she’d been certain she would be able to identify the city by sight.

My excitement grew as we trekked the last quarter mile to our spot, and when we arrived, I took one more look at my lovers before I recalled them into their jewelry.

Then, after a deep breath to prepare myself, I pulled the portal box from my bag and opened it.
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Chapter 14

The magical tornado whipped me off the ground and around until my brain felt a little concussed, and then it spat me out again in the jungles of Fablewild.

“Ooph,” I grunted. “I wonder if I’ll ever get used to that.”

Maybe someday, Tala said.

I wonder what it’s like, Neoma mused.

“You don’t feel it?” I asked.

No, all three eidolons answered at the same time.

“Good to know,” I chuckled as I scanned our surroundings.

Once I’d confirmed our immediate status was safe enough, I slung my bag off my shoulder, put on my armor, and strapped my weapons to my body.

The jungle was thick and dense all around, and the trees shimmered with a slight metallic sheen in deep shades of green, blue, and purple. They were shaped like huge teardrops that arched off the trees’ branches on thick stalks.

Some kind of red goo dripped from their tipped ends, and I backed away from them toward a more open section of the jungle.

“Anything look familiar?” I asked.

Mmm, Tala hummed in a thoughtful way. Yes, walk toward that series of boulders.

I followed my wolf’s directions, and a few steps further in, I came out to the top of a trail that led down into a valley and, situated at the bottom of the valley, was a small city bustling with life.

That’s it! Tala laughed with excitement. That’s Steelgate!

I could see where the city had gotten its name.

The entire perimeter of the city was lined with a tall iron fence that protected it from the dangers of the jungle beyond. Narrow stone watchtowers were dotted along the fencing, and there seemed to be only one gate in and out of the city. Two massive metal gates took up about twenty feet of fencing at the bottom of the trail ahead of us.

“That’s so fucking cool,” I chuckled as it all came over me.

My theory had been right, Earth and Fablewild lined up well enough that we could track and pinpoint exactly where we wanted to go.

“Holy fucking shit,” I breathed.

This is amazing news! Neoma hissed like she had to suppress her voice to keep from screaming in my mind.

“This is going to change so much for us,” I said as I gazed at the city.

You know, Tala said with a smile in her tone. I think there’s a temple nearby…

Oooh, yes, please! Neoma chirped.

“Nyxi?” I asked with a grin on my face. “Are you up for a temple?”

Nyxi was silent for a moment before she answered, but I could feel her humor and enthusiasm flowing over our connection.

Let’s do it! she said.

“Tala?” I turned away from Steelgate, we could explore the city another day. “Which way?”

A yearning sensation tugged on the connection between us, and I smiled as I flicked my wrist to release her in a burst of golden light.

“Shall we?” I gestured for my wolf to lead the way.

Tala bounded off through the jungle, and I laughed as I took off after her. She led me around a few gnarled trees growing up from a patch of ground littered with wide, crystal-clear puddles. She veered left and skidded to a halt a few yards down the break between the trees.

Here we are, Tala said.

The temple was incredible, made of huge tan stone blocks and covered in flowering vines. The flowers were massive, probably as big as Tala’s wolf head, and they were the most vivid shades of teal and blue I’d ever seen.

A series of a dozen wide steps led up to the temple’s entrance, and every other step boasted a gargoyle-like statue of different creatures.

What are they? Neoma asked.

Tala and I walked forward to get a better look at the statues, and my face shifted into a grimace at the horrible creatures.

They seemed to be suited for desert climates, with hard exoskeleton-looking bodies, small eyes, and large claws and pincers.

I’ve seen that one before, Nyxi said with surprise. The third one up on the right. It’s called a zemlor, they’re quite venomous.

I walked up to the statue of the zemlor to have a closer look.

Its body was long like a Dachshund, but instead of a pair of legs at the front and back, it had three pairs of three legs on each side, with a total of twelve legs. It had two long front teeth jutting down from its top jaw and beady little eyes on long eyestalks that protruded from the tops of its head.

I scanned the rest of the statues, and they were all equally insect or scorpion-like with way too many legs for my comfort and tiny eyes on thin stalks. Thankfully, none of them had wings, and I clung to that comfort as I climbed the rest of the steps to the door.

“Everybody ready?” I asked.

A rush of agreement and eagerness washed through me from my three eidolons, and my brain allowed the first trickle of adrenaline to drop as I stepped into the first room.

The instant I crossed the threshold, six torches blazed into life at the other end of the large stone room, and a wall suddenly crashed down behind me and locked us inside.

Tala growled at the new wall, and I gave her a soothing stroke behind her ear.

“Come on,” I said as I studied the room. “What’s the challenge here?”

But before there was even enough time for anyone’s neurons to fire off an idea, four trap doors opened in the middle of the walls.

My hand snapped to my sword, and I drew it as the first of the heinous creatures presented themselves.

“Ugh!” I groaned despite myself.

There were at least six of the zemlor creatures as well as a mix of around ten others I recognized from the statues outside.

They poured into the room, and Tala didn’t hesitate to start ripping into their hard outer shells.

A creature that looked like a disgusting mashup of a wolf spider and a cockroach came at me, and I swung my sword around at its many legs as it tried to bite me with three-inch-long fangs.

The thing was the size of a sheep, and its eyes shone with a disturbing milky whiteness.

I hacked off three of its legs before I managed to get a good strike in between the top and bottom layers of its beetle-like shell.

The creature screeched, and the other monsters let up a chittering chorus that made my eardrums itchy.

My jaw clenched as the sound assaulted my hearing, and I swung my sword clean through the creature’s body. Yellow-black goop oozed from the wounds, and I grimaced as I turned to the next monster.

Let me out, Nyxi said.

After my next slice through one insect creature’s too many legs, I flicked Nyxi’s pendant, and she burst into the temple room.

Me, too! Neoma chirped.

With a quick flick of my wrist, Neoma was flying across the room toward a particularly large zemlor.

I slashed out at another insect as it dove for my leg, and beyond my target, Neoma’s fierce talons latched onto the eyestalks of the large zemlor.

I kicked the monster at my feet and slammed my sword down between the ridges of its exoskeleton, and Neoma ripped the eyes right off her target.

The sounds of battle continued for another few moments, and the growls and roars of my wolf and panther mingled with the screeches of my owl and my own grunts to slowly overpower the chittering insects.

The screeching sounds finally died with one final scrape along my veins that felt like chewing on aluminum foil.

“Fuck,” I grunted as I pulled my sword from the carcass.

I scanned the room as my eidolons gathered around me.

The torches were burning low, but a door had appeared on the opposite side of the room.

“Come on!” I said and darted for the door.

Tala surpassed me in a heartbeat, Nyxi followed after a second later, and Neoma glided effortlessly through above my head.

As soon as we were all through, the stone door slammed back into place behind me, and I jumped reflexively away from it.

A new set of torches lit up the room, and I tried to pick my jaw up off the floor.

The room was massive, nearly as large as the room where we’d fought the kraken, but instead of water filling the huge space, it was sand.

“What the fuck,” I muttered.

Sand? Tala asked. Why sand?

I don’t know… Neoma said as she came to land on my shoulders. But I don’t like it.

Yeah, Nyxi agreed. Anything could be hiding in there…

The sandworms from Beetlejuice suddenly popped into my head, and it was a single easy step to the much fucking scarier ones in Dune.

“How do we get across?” I asked.

Maybe your first step will trigger something? Tala suggested.

It was as good a next step as any. Either I’d start making my way across the room to the exit or, more likely, I’d discover what the challenge of this room was.

“Well.” I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.”

A sense of excitement passed through me from each of my eidolons, and I took a deep breath. Then I sheathed my sword and stepped forward onto the sand on my right foot.

Slowly, I shifted my weight, and I prepared to hurl myself back if the floor suddenly collapsed.

But the sand only shifted like every beach I’d ever stepped foot on, and I took another cautious step forward.

“What is this?” I asked.

The last of my words was drowned out by the scraping sound of stone on rough stone, and I searched for a door opening to release more monsters or sand to fill the space.

But I couldn’t find anything.

Listen! Nyxi hissed, and her whiskers twitched as she tilted her head to the side.

I did as she ordered, and I strained to pick up on whatever she’d noticed. After a few seconds, I was able to identify the new sound, and it sent a chill down my spine.

It was the gentle rustle of millions of grains of sand falling.

“Is that…” I started.

Yes! Nyxi practically shouted in my mind. We have to get across!

Without another word, I started to dart across the gigantic sandpit, and before I’d made it four steps, the sand started to sink in several places all around me.

Tiny circular ditches began forming at random intervals, and my worry was confirmed. The scraping sound had been doors opening beneath us, and the sand was rapidly pouring out like a planet-size hourglass.

My feet sank into the sand with each step, and it slowed me down to an agonizing speed.

The torches were burning down, but I could see the exit on the opposite side now, and the sand level was already sinking away from the platform where the door was.

“Shit!” I hissed as I ran.

But with my next step, my foot hit hard against something instead of sinking into the sand. A platform. There was some kind of pillar hidden under the sand, and I jumped onto it to get a better look around.

Without asking for permission, I flicked my wrists and called Tala and Nyxi back into their jewelry.

“Neoma!” I called. “What do you see?”

There are other platforms and solid spots among the sand! Neoma said. You should be able to jump across even if the sand is all gone.

Yeah, Tala said. But it would be better not to find out what’s under the sand, right?

“Hell, yes,” I said, and I started running again.

I darted across the sand as fast as I could, but my feet kept sinking faster than they should have, and my quads started to burn from the strain.

Enough of the sand had disappeared from inside the temple room to reveal the tops of the tallest pillars and platforms. They were all less than a foot above the sand level at the moment, but that wasn’t going to last.

And that’s when the snakes appeared.

The first slithered across the churning sand and lunged for my left knee.

“Shit!” I screamed and threw myself to the right.

I’ve got you, Colton! Neoma said.

She swooped down and snatched the snake up with both talons as it flung itself through the air at me. Neoma zoomed off on her momentum and tore into the snake’s body with her beak.

More are coming, Colton, Tala said. Hurry.

I pushed myself back to my feet, dragged my sword from its sheath, and ran for the exit.

Another snake launched out of the sand like a chestburster Xenomorph, and I gasped as I swung my sword on pure muscle memory and instinct.

My blade swiped cleanly through the snake, and its head plopped into the sand as I raced on. My thighs started to burn from pushing through the loose sand, and my lungs chafed against the harshness of my breathing.

The sand was sinking faster, and in some spots in the distance, huge black pits had been revealed beneath the sand. I couldn’t see what was at the bottom or how deep the holes were, and I didn’t want to find out.

“Fuuuck!” I growled as I pulled myself up onto a pillar.

I clambered onto the two-foot-wide block of stone and took a moment to catch my breath as the ground disappeared beneath me.

I had no idea what had been holding all the sand in the first place, but it was completely gone now.

“Fucking temple magic,” I gasped.

It never made much sense. It was like the temples were somehow outside the laws of physics. That’s just what a world of magic was.

Now what? Neoma asked as she flew over and landed on another pillar nearby. I suppose you’ll have to jump.

“That’s the plan,” I said as I readied myself. “Lead the way, please?”

Of course, Neoma said with a smile in her tone.

You’ve done plenty of jumping challenges before, Tala reminded me. You’ve got this.

Definitely, Nyxi added.

“Thanks,” I breathed.

The torches were more than halfway burned out. I had to move fast, and I watched Neoma as she looped around once and then finally landed on a platform two away from me.

This way! Neoma chirped.

I nodded and studied the two platforms between me and my owl.

One was long and narrow like an airplane landing strip right in front of me, and the next was further down and was only a small square like the one I was on.

“Shiiiiit,” I groaned and threw myself across.

The long platform was steady under my feet, and I allowed myself the mercy of an extra step on my landing since I had the space to work with. But I didn’t waste another second before I leaned into my momentum, and I trusted my body to remember this.

Tala was right, I’d done so many challenges like this, I was basically an expert at them.

Steady, Tala murmured.

I nodded, took a steadying breath, and launched myself across to the small square. My toes curled tight inside my boots as if I could grip the stone directly, and I sank into my knees to steady myself.

When I found my balance, I breathed again and jumped the last stretch across to where Neoma was.

Yes! Nyxi hissed when I landed on the larger platform. That was amazing.

“Thanks,” I breathed.

Come on, Neoma said. It’s not far.

Neoma flew off to lead me through the strange maze of pillars. Many of them were so far apart that there was no way I would have been able to jump across them.

It would have been insanely more challenging without the literal bird’s-eye view Neoma offered me.

I jumped over six more gaps before I started to wonder what the catch was in the temple. The jumping alone was a physical challenge, but by itself, it wasn’t a whole lot.

“I won–” My words died in my throat at the massive crashing sound that ripped through the temple room.

Colton! Neoma screeched. The pillars are falling!

It’s like Dominos! Tala said with panic in her tone. Run!

But I already was. The second my brain had calculated the subsequent events that were already falling into place, my body had launched itself to the next pillar.

I moved across the gaps as fast as I could without plummeting to my death in the black abyss, but the crashing sound of stone pillars destroying one another like bowling pins smashed into my eardrums.

Adrenaline poured into my veins, my heart thrummed steadily in my ears, and my muscles sang with energy as I launched over the very last set of jumps.

The crashing sound of stones colliding was crawling up my spine as I threw myself onto the open platform at the far end of the room where the mercifully hard floor welcomed me.

Neoma soared over my head and landed on the stone floor beside me, and in the next instant, the stone door slammed down separating us from the sand room.

“Holy shit,” I gasped.

I took a moment to regain control over my body before stepping into the next room.

“Neoma, you okay?” I asked.

In answer, my owl hopped across the stone floor and nuzzled herself against my leg.

“Good,” I said. “Anybody else want to come out?”

Let’s see what the challenge is first, Nyxi suggested.

I agree, Tala said.

I nodded as I stepped through to the next room, and my mouth nearly hit the floor at what I saw.

A long staircase led down to a wide platform directly in front of me. It was a pretty standard set of stone steps, but at the platform below, six ladders led up to a literal, vertical maze of ladders covered in twisting vines.

The ladders led up to an exit about a hundred yards above the platform.

I hope you’re ready to climb, Tala said with a touch of amazement in her voice.

That’s insane, Nyxi said. I think I’ll stay in here.

Yeah, Tala agreed with humor in her voice. Me, too.

It’s worse than just a long climb, Neoma said as she flew up for a better look. The ladders don’t all go to the top. Some of them just end.

“Good thing I’ve got you,” I said. “Where should I start?”

Before Neoma could answer, the torches all around the towering room flickered once, so I started down the steps.

The second from the left, Neoma answered. It goes up for quite a while before you’ll need to divert to another path.

“Alright,” I said. “Thank you. Can you make sure you have the next step ready for me before I need it?”

Of course, Neoma chirped, and she flapped her wings to fly back up into the air.

I took a quick moment to stow some of my equipment away in my magical bag, and then I tightened the straps, made sure my boots were tied securely, and looked up at the task ahead.

It was shocking how much longer a hundred yards was when it was vertical above my head.

“Shit,” I breathed out. “Let’s do this.”

Without allowing myself another second of hesitation, I strode over to the ladder second from the left, gripped it with both hands, and started climbing.

It was easy enough at first, but by the time I was somewhere on the twentieth rung of the ladder, Neoma hooted in warning.

There’s something in the ivy! she announced.

In the next heartbeat, Neoma swooped down from above, slammed her taloned feet into the ivy a foot above my left ear, and came back out with a long yellow snake clutched in her feet.

“Shit!” I gasped.

Keep climbing, Neoma insisted as she ripped the snake into pieces with her beak and talons.

I didn’t bother wasting energy or breath on words, and I just kept pushing.

But then the sounds of slithering bodies and hissing started to come from the ivy, and my palms got sweaty with anxiety.

“Neoma…” I spoke from the corner of my mouth.

But Neoma was tearing apart a much larger snake than the first one, so I reached for my sword at my hip and drew it as quietly as I could.

The hissing grew louder as I brought my sword up to a defensive position in front of my body, and then a girthy, neon-green snake struck at me from within the ivy.

My teeth clamped together as I shifted my sword to the side, and I caught the snake right behind the end of its oblong skull. My blade sliced through the snake’s body without trouble, and the head dropped with a distant plopping sound.

A half second later, the rest of the body slipped out of its hiding spot and followed the head to the ground below.

I started to climb again, and I worked to keep my sword in my hand.

There were more snakes hiding in the ivy. Neoma was pulling them out, and I could hear more hissing and moving around, so I clamped my sword in the loop of my thumb and first finger, and I used my last three fingers to grip the ladder as I climbed.

It wasn’t the safest way to climb or the most efficient, but I wasn’t about to put my weapon away when the sound of hissing was only growing louder.

I hauled my body up the ladders one rung at a time until I was approaching the spot Neoma had mentioned earlier.

“Which way!” I shouted just as another snake burst out of the foliage.

I swung my sword and nearly missed the creature completely, but the edge of my blade snagged enough of the snake’s muscle to send it flying away. It sailed through the air like the worst version of a jet for two solid seconds before it slammed into the stone floor below like a water balloon.

The thickest part of the snake’s body burst open like a busted seam, and blood and guts sprayed out over the stone.

“Ugh,” I groaned.

This one, Colton, Neoma answered as she landed on a ladder above me and to the right. This one will take you most of the way to the top.

“Thank you.” I grinned at my beautiful owl.

There were two ladders between me and the one I needed to get to, and they weren’t exactly right next to each other, either. There was about a three-foot-wide gap between where I was and the next ladder.

“I need to put my sword away to get there,” I said. “Cover me.”

Don’t worry, Neoma assured me. I’ve got your back.

I sheathed my sword and reached across to the next ladder. It was barely within my reach, but I got across and took a breath.

Within a tenth of a second from my feet landing on the ladder rung, Neoma swooped in out of my blindspot and snatched another snake from the ivy.

Keep going! Tala urged.

She was right, I couldn’t linger. The torches were already halfway burned down, and I was only about halfway up the vertical climb.

Go! Neoma added. I’ll stay close to you, and I already know your next deviation from the path.

I nodded without speaking and focused solely on getting across to the ladder that would lead me most of the way up. The next gap was too wide for me to reach across with my hand, and my options were limited, so I did the only thing I could.

I gripped the ladder until my knuckles went wide, crouched into my knees, and stretched my right foot out as far as I could.

The toe of my boot hooked around the side rail, and I clung to it with everything I had. I’d never hung on by my feet before, and I was a little surprised at how well it worked.

Once my foot was anchored, I had the stability to stretch across with my arm. Then I let my body take over to find the tipping point, and I shifted my weight to my right foot and grabbed the ladder with my hand.

“Holy shit,” I breathed as I shifted my other hand and foot onto the new ladder.

I enjoyed the tiny surge of victory on the go, and in a matter of seconds, I was another ten feet closer to my goal.

Neoma came out of nowhere again and snatched two more snakes from the ivy right before I reached up to grab the rung beside them.

I didn’t even bother to pull my sword out again, and I practically threw myself up the ladder as fast as humanly possible.

The slithering was getting louder, and Neoma was narrowing her radius of protection around me. There were more snakes of every neon color than I’d ever seen, and she was pulling them out of the ivy as quickly as she could.

My leg muscles burned, my fingers ached, and sweat was dripping into my eyes and making it hard to see, but I could see the top of the ladder system.

You’re so close! Tala said with a grin in her voice. Keep going!

Oh, my god, Colton, Nyxi added. You’re amazing, you’re almost there!

I did my best to tune out the aggressive sounds of hissing snakes and focused on the praise and encouragement from my four-legged eidolons. The sounds of Neoma tearing scaled flesh into ribbons brought me a strange, macabre sort of comfort, too.

My lungs screamed for a break, and my right hand almost slipped off a rung, but months of temple raiding saved me. I clung to the ladder with a white-knuckled grip and pushed myself to cover the last ten feet of the ladder.

You’re almost there! Neoma urged me on.

In the next heartbeat, a rush of wind tugged at my pant legs, and I recognized the squelch of snake flesh in her talons.

I think that was the last snake, Tala said.

“Thank…” I panted as I pulled myself up onto the top ledge. “Fuck…”

I dropped onto the platform, but I didn’t let myself stop until I stumbled through the final exit on legs that felt like noodles.

Neoma soared over my head, and the door slammed down behind us.

“Holy shit…” I sat down in the final room of the temple.

There were no torches inside, but the room was illuminated by sunlight streaming in through the open arch that led back out into the jungles.

The light brought relief into my chest and muscles, but the pillar with my reward was far more intriguing.

What is it? Nyxi asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said as I pushed myself up onto shaky legs.

I crossed the short distance to the pillar to claim my prize.

It was a strange glass vial with some kind of clear, blue-tinted liquid inside, and I immediately thought of the gift Galadriel gave Sam in The Lord of the Rings. It had a shimmer to it like bioluminescence, and I wondered if it was some kind of super healing potion.

“Any insight?” I asked my three eidolons.

No idea, Neoma answered as she landed on my shoulders. But it’s very pretty.

It’s so shiny, Tala said. I wonder if it glows.

Go on, Colton, Nyxi said. Pick it up.

Take your prize! Neoma chirped and launched back into the air.

She flew in a narrow circle above my head, and I reached out to wrap my hand around the glass vial.

It appeared to shine slightly brighter as I reached for it, and when my skin touched the glass, a bright light shone from the vial.

“Holy shit!” I gasped and yanked my hand back.

Do it again, Tala murmured with awe in her voice.

I studied the light more closely this time, and the light definitely grew in intensity the closer I got, but it wasn’t until I made contact that the vial started to really shine like a light.

I closed my fingers around the glass vial and found it was smooth like satin and slightly cool against my skin. Upon closer inspection, the liquid inside was filled with tiny crystals the size of grains of salt, and the light was emanating from the crystals.

It’s so beautiful, Nyxi breathed.

“It’s incredible,” I murmured.

It’s probably very powerful, Tala said.

“I wonder…” I gripped the vial a little tighter.

As I increased the pressure of my grasp around the glass vial, it shone brighter and brighter. By the time I had a solid, iron-hard grip on it, it was shining so intensely that I started to squint against it.

How are you doing that? Nyxi asked.

“It seems to be pressure-sensitive,” I said. “The harder I squeeze, the brighter it shines.”

I released my grip with a laugh and found a secure spot in my magical rucksack for the vial.

“Come on,” I said. “We’ve had a really productive trip. Let’s go home.”

Neoma hooted cheerfully, and a longing wafted over our connection.

“Want to go back in your ring?” I asked.

Yes, please, Neoma replied.

With a flick of my wrist, my owl eidolon disappeared into her jewelry.

I made sure I had everything and my bag was secure, and then I headed back out into the jungle.

The sun was inching closer to the tops of the trees in the distance, but we had plenty of time to get back to our arrival point before it got dark. The walk back didn’t take very long, and I found a second wind from the victories of the day.

Not only had I defeated another temple and won a magical flashlight as bright as a tiny sun, but we’d also confirmed my theory about the worlds’ orientation to one another.

You’re feeling very confident, Nyxi purred.

“It’s been a super-successful day.” I grinned and reached into my bag for the portal box. “Ready to go home and celebrate?”

Yes, Tala answered.

Nyxi and Neoma’s agreement swiftly washed through me.

With a smile on my face, I shrugged my bag back onto my shoulders and opened the portal box.

The tornado whipped me up into the air, and I clutched it tightly to my chest until the ground rammed up under my feet as if from nowhere.

“Ugh!” I grunted upon impact and rubbed my forearm over my face.

In the exact same instant, screaming alarm bells came blaring over the connections between me and my three eidolons.

It was a panicked call for action, and I didn’t even have time to wonder before Adam’s enraged face was in front of me.

“Hey there, shit stain,” Adam growled as he grabbed me by the shoulders.

My brain dumped approximately ten gallons of adrenaline into my bloodstream, and everything seemed to crank down to super slow motion. In the next millisecond, my senses took in a lot of details all at once.

The Mist Hare stood just beyond Adam with a look of confusion, fear, and anger on her beautiful face.

There was no one else anywhere in sight, and the afternoon insects were still screeching their summer songs.

Adam’s eyes had a touch of insanity in their depths, he had dark shadows under his eyes, and they were slightly bloodshot like he hadn’t been sleeping well.

As time seemed to come back to normal speed, Adam’s eyes started to shift down toward my hands, and a brilliant idea sparked inside me.

Without hesitation, I threw the portal box open.
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Chapter 15

The insane look in Adam’s eyes shifted into one of utter shock for a split second as the tornado scooped us both up into the air. We swung through the whirlwind together, and Adam’s grip tightened on my shirt.

I clenched the portal box in my hands as I wondered what would happen to him if he was flung away from me.

Losing my grip on the portal box had always worried me because the most logical conclusion of that was being flung out in whatever parallel space existed between Earth and Fablewild.

It seemed Adam was just as uninterested in finding out.

But then I spotted the Mist Hare trailing behind Adam like she was bound by some invisible tether to him. Her golden hair whipped around her face, and there was a spark of hope in her startling pink eyes.

And then the ground slammed up from underneath us. Adam went tumbling away from me, and I lost track of the Mist Hare.

I took advantage of Adam’s tumble to slam the portal box back in my bag, and I pulled my sword from its sheath. My feet shifted hips’ width apart as if of their own free will, and I tried to send a silent question to my eidolons.

I had no idea if they could hear my thoughts the way I could hear theirs, but I knew for a fact they could feel my emotions.

Do you want to fight with me? I asked inside my head.

A surge of affirmation crashed over me from all three eidolons as Adam pushed himself back to his feet, and I brought all my women out to fight alongside me.

Adam pulled a shortsword from a sheath at his hip as he stalked toward me, and his eyes landed on Nyxi first. He glowered at her like she was some heinous creature far beneath him.

But when Tala stepped up beside my panther in her full wolf form, Adam’s eyes went wide with confusion. The expression only deepened as Neoma landed on my shoulders with an angry squawk in his direction.

“Your move,” I challenged.

And I was prepared for whatever he was going to throw at me. My muscles were coiled tight and ready to spring me into action. What I didn’t expect was for Adam to start laughing like he was at the best stand-up comedy act of the last century.

“Are you fucking shitting me!” Adam cackled. “What the fuck is this?”

Tala growled at him, Nyxi hissed, and Neoma’s feathers bristled against the back of my neck and ears.

I kept my focus on Adam, but from the corners of my eyes, I looked for the Mist Hare. She’d been in her human form in the whirlwind to Fablewild, and I needed to know what had become of her.

But before I could locate her, Adam lunged forward with his sword raised to strike.

“Aaaah!” he screamed.

I blocked the strike with my sword, and Tala swiped out at Adam with one paw. Her claws dragged across the cargo pants Adam was wearing as he threw himself to the side.

The sharp intake of breath between his teeth suggested Tala had landed the blow, and a second later, a dark red stain began to spread across Adam’s left thigh.

“No eidolons!” His eyes were filled with wild rage. “Fair fight, man to man. What do you say, shit stain?”

“My name is Colton, by the way,” I replied in a cool and casual tone.

Inside, my heart was thumping steadily, and my senses were on high alert for every movement, but I retained a collected mask. I figured it was going to push Adam deeper into his rage, and that would increase his chances of doing something really fucking stupid.

“Give me my portal box!” Adam yelled. “You stole it from me. It’s mine, and I demand you hand over these bitches to compensate me for all the fucking trouble you’ve caused!”

Adam’s voice grew louder with each word he screamed at me, and by the time he was done, spit was flying from his lips, and his face was the color of a perfectly ripe tomato.

“Holy hell.” I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled out of my mouth. “You’ve really lost it, haven’t you?”

“Give me my property.” Adam ground the words out through clenched teeth. “You stole it!”

“No.” I shook my head once. “I didn’t steal it. I found it through the geocaching clues you left.”

I paused to watch Adam’s reaction, and it was pretty much what I’d expected.

His lips twisted into a hideous grimace of annoyance like he’d never wanted to bury the portal box in the first place.

“Give it back!” He lunged again.

I blocked his next three attacks, and I evaded the fourth without much trouble. Despite the fact that I’d just completed a temple, Adam was the one who was off balance.

After I sidestepped his fourth strike, Adam went stumbling past me.

Nyxi crouched back like she was going to pounce on him, but I stopped her with a gesture.

“I want to know,” I told her.

Nyxi understood my vague comment and returned to a ready stance beside Tala.

“Know what?” Adam demanded. “Why I buried the box? Guess what! I didn’t fucking want to!”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

“Then why did you?” I asked.

“He fucking made me!” Adam screeched, and a flock of Fablewild birds launched into the air from a nearby tree.

Well, that was an interesting development.

“He recruited me,” Adam went on like he hadn’t heard me. “He gave me the box in the first place, and it was the best thing that ever happened to me!”

Back in his crazed anger, Adam started to pace wildly in front of me as he fell deeper into his rant.

We had him outnumbered, and I was interested to see what he could reveal to me about the portal box’s origins, so I sent a wave of emotion across to my eidolons and tried to communicate to let him speak. It must have worked because my eidolons remained where they were.

Then, inside my head, I spoke again.

Neoma, I put all my effort into the thought.

My owl made a small chittering sound like she’d heard me.

Do you see the Mist Hare? I asked silently.

No, she’s not here, Neoma answered.

Fuck. Where had she gone? I couldn’t know at the moment, and I clung to the hope that she’d been sucked back into her jewelry upon our arrival in Fablewild.

“He told me I was special!” Adam screamed again. “He said I was the best adventurer he’d ever recruited! Top tier, and I was going to lead one of his guilds!”

Adam’s ranting started to make a few things connect in my mind, and I was only a little surprised by what came out of his mouth next.

“The sorcerer said I was going to be one of his generals!” Adam screamed, and then he finally turned his focus back to me. “And you!”

Spit flew from Adam’s mouth as he lunged toward me again.

“You ruined it all!” he roared.

Adam attacked in a rapid succession of strikes on both sides, and I had to admit, I was a little impressed by his swordwork. But he was so off-kilter from his anger, and he was out of control.

I blocked each of his strikes and countered with two of my own. My sword clanged loudly against his on the first, but the second whizzed past his defenses.

The tip of my blade skewered into Adam’s right shoulder, and he screamed in pain instead of rage. Without giving him any time to react, I reared back with my right foot and kicked him square in the chest.

Adam went crashing onto his ass and skidded across the jungle floor, and I followed right behind him.

Before he’d stopped sliding across the thick layer of leaves beneath our feet, the tip of my blade was at the hollow under his throat.

“Tell me everything,” I ordered.

“Fuck you,” Adam spat the words, and some of his rage deflated out of him. “You ruined everything.”

“Who is the sorcerer?” I pressed my sword forward a fraction of an inch.

It wasn’t enough to make him bleed, but it was enough to get Adam to look into my eyes.

Fury burned there, and the muscles in Adam’s throat nudged against my sword as he swallowed hard.

“I don’t know,” he snarled.

“Fine.” I rotated my sword just enough to draw a single drop of blood from the tender flesh of his throat. “What does he look like then?”

“I don’t know.” Adam’s eyes flashed away.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I never met him,” Adam said. “An adventurer recruited me on behalf of the sorcerer.”

I didn’t believe that for a single second.

Adam’s eyes flinched away from my face as Tala and Nyxi prowled around us in a close circle. Neoma came back to sit on my shoulders, and Adam’s eyes flashed up to her as she spoke to me.

I can’t find the Mist Hare anywhere, Neoma said. I think she must have been sucked back into her jewelry.

Thank you, I replied silently.

“I had no idea what I’d been offered,” Adam said. “The guy just brought me to a temple, put a sword in my hand, and told me to prove myself worthy of the greatest treasures in the world. So I did.”

The muscles in his jaw worked as he clenched his teeth.

“I defeated that temple,” he growled. “And six more! And the sorcerer still wouldn’t meet with me or give me any of the treasure I was supposed to get!”

His anger was rising again.

“Then I found the eidolon,” Adam said in an almost wistful tone. “I was supposed to give everything I found and won to the guy who’d given me the box in the first place, but…”

“But you were pissed off,” I finished. “And you kept her for yourself.”

Adam’s eyes were full of hatred as he glared at me, and it was all the confirmation I needed.

“And stealing the Mist Hare got you in trouble didn’t it?” I asked.

“No,” Adam said. “He still doesn’t know I have an eidolon.”

Adam scoffed, and his eyes flashed to my three for a lingering moment.

“So I started keeping some items,” Adam said.

“And that’s when you got in trouble?”

“He demoted me!” Adam was back to screaming. “He never held up his end of the bargain, so yeah, I kept what was mine!”

“He told me to find him a replacement,” Adam said. “Someone worthy of the honor of being an adventurer. Fucking bullshit.”

“And that’s when you buried the box?” I asked.

“You weren’t supposed to find it.” Adam bared his teeth. “No one was supposed to find it, and when he came back to collect his new recruit, I was going to have the proof that no one was as good as me!”

Adam’s anger was controlling him, and he didn’t even seem to notice how he’d cut himself deeper on the tip of my sword from his yelling.

Finally, the pieces were starting to make sense.

Whoever this sorcerer was, he was trying to amass adventurers.

“You were really fucking wrong about that,” I said. “Weren’t you?”

“No shit,” Adam scoffed.

“So what?” I asked without lowering my blade. “You set up the box assuming no one would find it, and then what? What were you going to do when you didn’t have any recruits to send to this sorcerer?”

“It was to prove my worth, you dumb fuck!” Adam shouted. “He spelled the box so I couldn’t go back to Fablewild! He gave me two weeks to find someone and said he’d be back.”

Adam sighed heavily.

“It was going to be perfect,” he said as he closed his eyes, and an almost daydream-like expression came over his face. “He was going to see that he had to keep me, and I was going to have the bargaining chip to finally get the fucking pay I was owed!”

Adam’s eyes were burning with the fiery burning fury of a thousand suns as he looked back at my face like he could kill me if he thought it hard enough.

“And then you came and fucked it all up!” Adam roared.

Then he did something truly insane, and he clapped both of his hands around the flats of my blade and threw himself at me.

But I’d never let my guard down with him before, and today was no different.

My offhand flew to the hilt of my sword to strengthen the hold I had on my weapon. I rotated the sword in my grip and pulled until the edge cut into the soft tissue of Adam’s palms.

Blood started to trickle down Adam’s forearms, but he didn’t even seem to notice for another few seconds.

Finally, some strike of clarity made its way through the fog in Adam’s brain, and he released my sword, ducked, and threw himself to the side.

Tala and Nyxi both pounced on him, and my wolf landed with her front paws on the middle of Adam’s back while Nyxi pressed the whole of her weight on his legs.

“Let me go!” Adam roared. “What? You won’t fight me like a man? So scared that you have to hide behind your bitches?”

I’d been doing a decent job of keeping my temper under control against the onslaught of Adam’s vile hatred throughout the situation, but nobody talked about my eidolons like that.

I considered letting Tala chew right through his pathetic neck until he bled out all over the jungle floor, but I wanted to be the one to end his life, and I wanted to watch the light fade from his eyes.

“Let him up,” I said.

What? Tala asked, and her icy-blue eyes flew to my face. What are you doing, Colton?

I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Nyxi said with a little more hesitation.

We don’t know what he’s capable of, Neoma said.

“I know,” I said in a controlled voice. “But look at him…”

Adam’s eyes were bloodshot from the stress of his own rage, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. He was losing it, and despite our temple raid earlier in the day, I was totally in control of myself and much more balanced than he was.

Adam started muttering something under his breath, and spit flew from his lips as he seemed to argue with himself.

Colton’s right, Tala said as she stepped off Adam’s back. No one in this state of mind is at their best.

And we all know Colton is the best of the best, Neoma chirped.

Admiration and support flowed across my connections with my eidolons as Nyxi stepped off Adam’s legs.

“Get up,” I said.

Adam continued muttering like an insane person on the ground, but I didn’t trust him as far as I could have thrown the Grand Temple of the Deep. Which turned out to be the right choice as Adam whipped around and flung a handful of dirt and small pebbles at me.

But I’d been anticipating him to lash out, and I’d already pivoted on the ball of my foot to dodge out of the way.

“Aaaaahhh!” Adam screamed as he scrambled up from the ground and threw himself at me.

He darted forward bent at the waist with his arms out like he was going to tackle me in the fashion of a WWE superstar.

He’d either forgotten I had a sword or was so far gone he didn’t even care.

I sidestepped him easily, and Adam went hurtling past me into some kind of large, bushy plant life with yellow-green leaves. I turned to face him and waited for his next move.

“You’ll never be anything to the sorcerer,” Adam growled as he emerged from the bushy plant.

“Cool,” I said. “That’s fine with me.”

Adam started cackling at that, and actual tears started running down his face. He bent forward at the waist and clutched his sides as his deranged laughter continued.

Holy fuck. He’d descended into a new level of madness I didn’t even know was possible.

At least, that’s what I’d thought until he surged back to standing with a baseball-sized rock in his right hand.

My lungs sucked in a shocked breath as Adam lunged at me with the rock raised above his head like he would hammer me into the ground with it.

This time, I didn’t let him go.

In the blink of an eye, I shifted my sword, braced myself, and took a single step forward as I thrust my blade up into the soft tissue under Adam’s sternum. My sword met little resistance until it pierced through his innards and connected with the vertebrae in his spine, but I pushed through.

Adam’s eyes went wide with shock as my blade stuck out from the middle of his back, and blood started to pour out from the gut wound.

I grabbed the collar of his shirt with my left hand and slowly pulled him down on my blade until the hilt was pressed up against the bottom of his ribs.

Panic and terror flared in his eyes, and a sense of justice blossomed in my chest.

“Where is the Mist Hare?” I demanded.

The light flickered in his eyes as his body tried to cling to life, but there was no going back now.

Without releasing my grip on him or my sword, I searched his body for a piece of jewelry that looked like something out of Fablewild. He didn’t have any rings on his fingers, and his wrists were bare, so I yanked on the collar of his shirt.

Nothing there, either.

Confusion swam through me. Where was the Mist Hare’s jewelry?

Adam must have realized my train of thought because a weak laugh bubbled out of his chest.

“You don’t–” Adam coughed, and blood spewed from his lips. “You don’t know much about Fablewild, do you?”

“I know enough,” I said. “The Mist Hare will be safe from you now, and she’ll get to choose her path.”

Then I twisted my blade in Adam’s gut and yanked it slowly out at a different angle than I’d thrust it in. I dragged the bottom edge of my blade down along his lower abdomen until blood gushed from him like a gutted fish.

The light faded quickly from his eyes, and his jaw went slack as the last bit of air huffed uselessly from his lungs. I released his shirt as he sank to the jungle floor in a pile of his own entrails.

“Piece of shit,” I sighed.

You can say that again, Tala mumbled.

She, Nyxi, and Neoma had sat by and watched while I’d fought Adam, and now the three of them circled close around me. Tala pressed her warm body against my right side while Nyxi nuzzled against my left, and Neoma landed back on my shoulders again.

You were amazing, Colton, Neoma murmured.

A true hero of Fablewild, Nyxi added.

I couldn’t have said it better myself, Tala agreed. But where is the Mist Hare?

“I don’t know,” I said and looked down at Adam’s body. “He wasn’t wearing any rings, cuffs, or pendants.”

She was there when we left Earth, Tala pointed out.

And I saw her in the whirlwind! Neoma chirped. That was insane, where did she go after that?

“I assumed she was sucked back into her jewelry,” I said. “But where is her jewelry?”

You’ll have to search him, Nyxi said.

Good thinking, Tala said. Maybe there’s some kind of jewelry we haven’t encountered yet.

I crouched down and started checking the body for evidence of the Mist Hare’s jewelry. First, I double-checked Adam’s fingers, wrists, and neck for a ring, cuff, or pendant, but I came up with nothing. Then I started to dig into his pockets, and in the left thigh pocket of his cargo pants, I located a thick gold ring with a single pink gemstone in the middle surrounded by a dozen tiny diamonds.

Another ring? Tala giggled.

“Well,” I chuckled. “That will take some figuring out if she chooses to stay with us.”

You could always try to wear my ring on your toes, Neoma laughed. Then you could flick your foot out!

“Right,” I laughed. “We’ll figure it out later if she wants to stay. If she wants to choose her own adventurer, it won’t really matter.”

Good point, Nyxi said.

Will you try on her ring now? Tala asked.

A steady thrum of magic seemed to radiate from the ring, and I wondered when I’d developed the skill to sense magical items like that. It must have been a passive skill I’d gained from all my time in Fablewild.

Damn, that was something nuts to think about. What else had changed about me from my experiences in the magical world? What would continue to change as I spent more time there?

Colton? Nyxi murmured.

I turned the ring around in my fingers as I thought for a moment, and I decided I would wait until we were back in Asheville.

“Not here,” I said and put it safely away in my bag. “Let’s go home.”

What do you want to do with him? Nyxi asked.

“Nothing,” I said as I stared down at Adam.

He’d been both a looming threat over my head and the reason I’d discovered my new life of adventuring. Regardless of all the aggravation, threats, and assholery, it was still because of him that I’d been able to find Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi in the first place.

I took a moment to ponder that truth, and I allowed a spark of gratitude to enter the universe on my behalf.

But the moment didn’t last, and I turned away from the body.

“Let the jungle have him,” I said as I turned away. “Some animal will enjoy a good meal tonight thanks to us.”

Sounds like justice to me, Nyxi said.

A rush of agreement came from Tala and Neoma as I reached into my bag to grab the portal box again.

I chuckled and shook my head as I pulled my three lovers back into their jewelry, and I opened the box one more time to bring us all home.

The whirlwind wasn’t so unpleasant this time, and something about the rushing, spinning wind brought me a sense of peace.

Adam was dead. Finally.

He couldn’t hurt anyone ever again, but what he’d said about the sorcerer clawed at the edges of my mind.

It seemed like too big of a coincidence that there would be two dangerous sorcerers out in Fablewild causing trouble. I would have bet a large part of my fortune the events that led to Adam having the portal box were somehow related to Elyias’ disappearance and the goings-on in the Sandy Shores.

The hard landing on Earth jolted through my body and mind with an anxious sense of urgency.

“We need to go to the Sandy Shores as soon as we can,” I said as I released my lovers from their jewelry. “It’s way too likely the sorcerer Adam talked about is involved with Elyias’ disappearance.”

“We can go tomorrow,” Tala said with fierce determination. “Now that we know how the maps work–”

“Slow down,” I chuckled. “We need to welcome the Mist Hare and tell her what’s going on.”

“Yes, we do,” Tala said in a soft voice, and her fierceness eased into patience. “We have duties here first. But then!”

“Then,” Neoma interrupted. “We go give that sorcerer a piece of our brains!”

“Minds,” I laughed. “Piece of our minds.”

“Right.” Neoma grinned. “And we need sleep, too, Tala.”

“Yes, please,” Nyxi yawned.

“Alright,” Tala giggled. “But then tomorrow morning, we start planning.”

I nodded. “And we’ll leave for Sandy Shores as soon as we can.”

“Good.” Tala nodded.

“Can we go home now?” Neoma asked.

“I’d really like a shower,” Nyxi said with a bashful grin. “I’ve come to love them very much.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Come on, let’s get walking.”

We started down the path, and I scanned the grass for any items Adam might have left behind, but there was nothing but a dirty sock that looked like it had been there for quite some time.

My ladies chatted about what they thought the Mist Hare would be like as we hiked back down to where we could catch the bus back across town.

When I considered the question, all I could think about was the spark of hope that had flared in the Mist Hare’s fascinating pink eyes. It was the closest look at her I’d gotten so far, and she was stunning. They were like the pink sapphires the jewelry store had shown me.

I hadn’t even known sapphires could be pink, but now they were all I could think about.

“Colton?” Neoma asked.

“Yeah?” I shook myself. “Sorry, what?”

“What do you think she’ll be like?” Tala asked.

“Oh,” I said. “I don’t know…”

I really considered the question.

“I think she’ll probably be scared,” I said. “I expect we’ll have to earn her trust, and I think you three will be able to do that better than I could.”

“I don’t know about that.” Tala smiled lovingly at me. “You won me over pretty fast.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I guess I did.”

“We’ll show her how amazing you are,” Neoma said. “It’s easy, all she’ll have to do is look at us and see how happy and content we are.”

“We’re thriving in your care,” Nyxi said in a soft voice.

Love bloomed through me like a million wildflowers, and I leaned in and kissed Nyxi.

“I love you,” I said and looked at each of my lovers in turn.

“We love you, too,” they said in near-perfect unison.

We continued home, and by the time I turned the key in the door to my apartment, my feet were aching and my legs were like overcooked noodles.

“Ugh,” I groaned and hung my keys on the hook.

“Hello, home,” Neoma said in a dreamy voice.

We spread out to shift into relaxation mode, and Tala went right for the shower while Nyxi went for a change of clothes, and Neoma went for snacks. Meanwhile, I changed into a fresh shirt and gym shorts and plopped down on the couch with the Mist Hare’s ring in my hand.

I turned it over in my hand and studied the gemstone in the gold ring. Now that I had some space to think, I realized it was probably a pink sapphire.

“Are you going to bring her out now?” Neoma asked as she finished her raspberry Toaster Strudel.

“I’ll wait until Nyxi and Tala are back,” I said.

“Don’t wait then,” Tala said as she came out from the bedroom in a fresh pajama set with little pink stars on a white background. “I’m here.”

“Me, too,” Nyxi said.

She’d slipped into a black satin nightdress with delicate lacework at the edges. It did little to conceal the valleys and curves of her body, and I swallowed hard at the fiery look she gave me.

“Ahem,” I cleared my throat and slipped the new ring onto my left hand. “Here we go.”

I flicked my hand.



[image: A black background with a black border  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]



Chapter 16

In a burst of golden light, the Mist Hare reappeared in all her long-legged, golden-blonde glory.

She started and stepped back as she looked around with rapid flashes of her pink eyes.

“It’s okay,” I said and raised my hands in a calming gesture. “You’re safe here. We’re not going to hurt you.”

“I’m back in that other place,” the pink-eyed woman said. “The Not Fablewild.”

“Yes,” I said in a soft tone. “I’m Colton, and this place is called Earth… Adam didn’t tell you that?”

“Who is Adam?” she asked. “My last master?”

“He didn’t tell you his name?” I asked in utter shock.

The Mist Hare shook her head, and that’s when she glanced at my eidolons on the couch beside me.

“How do you have three eidolons?” the Mist Hare asked. “That’s impossible… and now you’ve summoned me. You have four eidolons…”

She shook her head again, harder this time, like she couldn’t even begin to put the pieces together in a way that made sense.

“I know it’s a lot,” I said. “I’m not really sure how I can…”

With Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi’s help, I explained to the Mist Hare about everything that had happened since the day I’d pulled Adam’s portal box out of the ground. I told her about finding my first temple and finding Tala. I explained about Neoma joining us, then us rescuing Nyxi from the graveyard, and our long, meandering quest to free her from Adam’s clutches.

“And now we’re here,” I concluded. “You’re welcome to stay with us for as long as you need. You can stay with us forever if you want, or I can help you find an adventurer to give your ring to.”

“What?” the Mist Hare asked, and her eyebrows scrunched together in confusion. “You’d send me away?”

“No,” I said, and I let her see the truth of my words in my eyes. “If you want to stay, you can, if you want to go somewhere else, I’ll help you do that. It’s your choice.”

“But…” she mumbled. “Why?”

“Because Colton has a huge heart,” Tala said.

“He’s an honorable man,” Neoma added.

“And he’s a very good master,” Nyxi said. “You would have a good life with us.”

I blinked three times as I stared at Nyxi. She’d come so far since we’d traded for her pendant in the graveyard, and I was overwhelmed with the deep love that flowed over our connection.

“I–” The Mist Hare twisted the strands of her long golden hair between her fingers. “I don’t know what I want.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “You can stay here as long as you need to figure it out. And we’ll help you however we can.”

“You…” she hesitated. “You killed Master… Adam? He’s dead?”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“He can’t hurt anyone now,” the Mist Hare mumbled.

“No, he can’t,” I assured her. “What’s your name?”

She was silent for a moment. “Caeda.”

“Hello, Caeda,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Will you sit with us?” Tala asked and gestured invitingly at the open spot on the couch.

“Okay,” Caeda said, and she moved to sit down. “I get the impression you would like to ask me questions.”

“I know you’ve probably been through a lot,” I said. “But, yes, if there’s anything you can tell us about Adam, the sorcerer, their plans…”

I let my words trail off and studied Caeda’s beautiful face.

“I don’t know much…” Caeda said. “Master didn’t keep me informed.”

“I understand,” I said.

Her use of the word “master” as not just a title, but as a name scraped in my soul wrong, and it made me want to wash out the inside of my skull.

I was dying to know what Adam had done to her, but I wasn’t about to push Caeda. She’d probably been through some pretty traumatic experiences at Adam’s hands, and who knew what she’d endured before that?

In my experience, eidolons rarely had a good relationship with their masters, and I saw no reason to expect Caeda’s past to be an exception to that rule.

“Where did he find your ring?” I asked instead.

“In a temple,” she said. “My master before him succumbed to the temple. His body was still warm when Master– Adam found me.”

“Was…” Nyxi started. “Was he a good master? The one before Adam?”

“I suppose.” Caeda shrugged. “He was less violent than Adam was. But he controlled every move I made.”

“Have you ever had a master who treated you well?” Tala asked.

“My first master,” Caeda said. “He occasionally fed me from his table. Steamed greens, they were quite delicious.”

I waited to hear what other good things her first master had done to treat her well, but when she remained silent, I realized that had been it.

“Have you had worse masters than Adam?” Nyxi asked.

“No,” Caeda said in a hard tone. “I have only had three. I lack experience for an eidolon… or so I’ve been told.”

“I’m confused…” I said. “Was your ring in the graveyard for a long time or something? Were you lost in the jungle?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Caeda said. “I was with my first master, Crane was his name, for many years before he died and I was picked up Hendrien. He only had my ring for a few months before I fell into Adam’s hands.”

My eyebrows scrunched together in confusion, and I started to wonder about the origin of eidolons and their jewelry. How and where were eidolon jewelry pieces made? How was an eidolon spirit bonded with the item? Could an eidolon be created by creating a piece of jewelry?

From what Caeda said, it sounded like her ring had been created in the last hundred years, maybe even more recently than that.

“Do any of you know how eidolon items are made?” I asked the room at large.

Tala and Neoma shook their heads.

“No,” Nyxi answered.

“Crane said the items were made in the heart of Fablewild,” Caeda said. “But he also told me it was only a legend.”

“Sounds like your standard, everyday creation myth,” I said more to myself than any of the eidolons.

Caeda stared at me for a long moment, and then she cleared her throat in a nervous way.

“May I ask you something?” her eyebrows drew together.

“Yes, of course,” I said. “What is it?”

“Do you have my crossbow in your possession?” Caeda asked.

I blinked in surprise.

“Yes,” I said. “Did Adam tell you that?”

“No.” Caeda shook her head. “I don’t believe he knew, but I can sense its presence.”

“Really?” Tala asked in surprise. “You can sense your weapon?”

“Yes,” Caeda said with confusion. “You can’t?”

“Colton doesn’t have any of our weapons,” Neoma said.

“He’s had your crossbow for quite some time, however,” Tala added.

“I don’t even know what my weapon is.” Nyxi frowned.

“Hey,” Neoma giggled. “Neither do I. Well, unless that fortune teller actually can tell the future…”

“So what happens now?” Caeda asked.

“How about we start with some food?” I suggested and stood from the couch. “Are you hungry, Caeda?”

She stared at me in silence for a moment.

“I’m hungry,” Neoma said.

“Yes,” Caeda nearly whispered. “I am sorry, I will return to my ring at once and–”

“What?” I gasped in shock. “Why would I send you back into your ring?”

Caeda’s blonde eyebrows knitted together into such a tight knot that I wondered if her forehead would ever be smooth again.

“Because I am a burden?” Caeda sounded very confused.

“Wow,” I breathed.

Even after his death, Adam was finding ways to completely astound me with his horrible behavior.

“No.” I finally shook my head. “You’re not a burden, and I don’t want you to ever feel like that.”

I took a tentative step toward Caeda, and while she physically shrank in on herself by curling her shoulders forward and lowering her chin to almost touch her chest, she didn’t step away.

It broke my heart to see her so nervous.

“You’re a welcome and honored guest in my home, Caeda,” I said, and I ducked to catch her gaze so she could see the sincerity in my eyes. “If you’re hungry, I’m going to feed you. If you’re tired, I’ll make sure you have enough blankets to sleep comfortably. If you want to stay with us, you’re welcome to, and if you want to go off with another adventurer, I’ll help you with that, too.”

“I– I don’t…” Caeda’s pink eyes searched my face and then shifted to look at my eidolons behind me. “I don’t understand…”

“Colton is different than any master you’ve known,” Tala said in a soft, sweet voice. “He cares about us and our wellbeing.”

“He takes amazing care of us,” Neoma added.

“I had a very traumatizing experience after my last master was killed,” Nyxi said, and she walked over to stand beside Caeda and me. “I was afraid to return to a temple, and Colton allowed me the time to be ready to return. He let me work at my own pace, and he has kept me safe ever since.”

“He made a worthy trade in the graveyard for Nyxi,” Tala pointed out.

“The nymphs gave their blessing and everything!” Neoma chirped. “It was incredible.”

Caeda’s confused expression had slowly shifted to one closer to amazement as my eidolons had spoken, and finally, she looked back at me with that same hope I’d seen in her pink eyes just before we’d all landed back in Fablewild with Adam.

“Yes, I would like some food, please,” Caeda said in a tiny, brave voice.

“Excellent,” I said. “What do you like?”

The growing smile fell from Caeda’s lips, and a look of hopelessness returned to her eyes.

“Or… do you not know?” I asked gently. “I guess Adam didn’t treat you to much Earth food?”

“He made sure I had enough to eat to stay strong,” Caeda said. “But it was always something he loathed to do, and he did not teach me anything about any of it…”

“Okay, we can work with this,” I said and walked into the kitchen. “We’ve got some take-out menus here, let’s have a look and see what you might like to try.”

I brought the menus over, and my eidolons quickly set to helping Caeda make a decision about what to have for dinner. Some of the menus had pictures, and Caeda pointed to a few things she recognized.

We soon learned that Adam had a penchant for Mexican food and that he’d never gotten any Chinese food for the Mist Hare.

“I love that General’s chicken,” Tala said with a look of longing on her face.

“General Tso,” I laughed. “Okay, I’ll put in the order, then we can discuss what our plans are so you know more of what you’d be signing up for if you chose to stay with us.”

“Alright,” Caeda said.

“Would you like to get cleaned up first?” Neoma offered. “I can show you the shower.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“Oh, yes.” Caeda nodded in understanding. “I know what a shower is. Adam insisted I look my best when he took me out.”

“Come on,” Neoma said. “I’ll help you find some clothes and everything.”

“Thank you,” Caeda said, and she turned back to look at me with a curious expression in her eyes. “Thank you, Colton.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “I’m glad we could help you.”

After that, I dialed my favorite Chinese food place, placed a hefty order, gave them my credit card info, and hung up. Then I went over to sit on the couch with Tala and Nyxi.

A few minutes later, Neoma returned from the bedroom with a proud smile on her face.

“She’ll be out in a few minutes,” she said.

“I like her,” Nyxi said without prompting.

“Me, too,” Neoma said. “She seems very scared still.”

“It sounds like she’s had the worst experience with masters out of all of us,” Tala said. “Adam didn’t even tell her his name for fuck’s sake.”

“We knew he was a piece of shit,” I sighed. “It seems like he was stowing her away like a power tool and only bringing her out when it suited him.”

I wasn’t sure which was worse: being neglected and barely cared for or being abused and violated on a daily basis. Neither was a good option, and for a second, I longed to resurrect Adam just so I could kill him again.

“Do you think she’ll stay?” Nyxi wondered out loud.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Before anyone could provide theories, Caeda walked back into the living room wearing one of Tala’s cotton pajama sets.

It was a button-down shirt and shorts combo in a soft shade of pink that matched Caeda’s eyes with tiny white stars all over it. She even had on a pair of bunny slippers, and the sight had laughter bubbling up in my gut.

I suppressed the urge and wondered again what the Mist Hare’s animal form looked like.

“These are very comfortable,” Caeda said as she looked at Tala. “Neoma said they belong to you. I am very grateful, and I promise to take the most precious care of your belongings.”

“That’s fine,” Tala said with a soft laugh. “They’re not valuable or anything.”

Caeda nodded as she came over to join us all on the couch.

“How about we tell you what our future plans entail,” I offered. “And you can ask us whatever questions you have before you start considering what you want to do.”

“Alright,” Caeda said.

I took a deep breath to sort through my thoughts, and then I went into explaining everything we’d learned from Gylbart, his father, and our own preliminary investigations through the jungles of the Wild Tropics.

“So our next stop is the Sandy Shores,” I said.

“That will take quite a long while to reach,” Caeda said with a touch of pessimism in her tone. “I did not recognize the area where you… where you fought Adam.”

“That’s okay,” I said, and a proud grin started to spread across my face. “We’ve discovered something incredible about this world and Fablewild…”

Tala, Neoma, and Nyxi’s faces lit up with bright smiles, and Caeda looked around at us all with confusion in her eyes.

The four of us nearly tripped over each other in our excited attempts to explain the way Earth and the eidolons’ homeworld connected together. Finally, I chuckled and gestured for Caeda to follow me into the kitchen. On the way, I grabbed my maps and flipped on the ceiling light.

“Look,” I said as I lined the maps up. “They’re connected.”

Caeda squinted as she stared up at the pages I held toward the bright ceiling light, and her gaze roamed over the maps for a long moment before she finally looked at me.

“Truly?” she whispered.

All I could do was nod.

“It’s going to be a lot easier to travel around Fablewild now,” Tala said.

“Yes,” Caeda agreed. “Do you have one of those car things like Adam had?”

“No,” I said and chuckled. “But I could buy one. Or we can rent one or use public transportation. Either way, we’re going to Bristol, Tennessee on Earth, and then we’ll use the portal box to go back to Fablewild.”

“And you will bypass the many dangers of the jungle in the process!” Caeda’s excitement grew with each word.

“Exactly.” I grinned.

“What will you do once you arrive?” Caeda asked.

“I’m not sure yet,” I admitted.

The doorbell buzzed at that moment and announced the arrival of our dinner. I hurried to let the delivery guy up, take the food, and pay him, and then I brought everything back to the living room for us.

One of my lovers had brought plates, glasses of water and wine, napkins, and utensils to the coffee table. While my ancient spirit warriors were graceful in most things, none of them had mastered the art of chopsticks yet.

We started to dig in, and Caeda loved the food. The egg rolls turned out to be her favorites, but she savored the Kung Pao chicken, too.

“Did Adam tell you anything about the sorcerer he spoke about?” I asked.

Caeda shook her head. “He did not confide in me.”

“Did you overhear anything about him?” Tala asked.

“Only that he was displeased with Adam’s thievery and deceit,” Caeda said. “It wasn’t until today I realized Adam had lied about having me in his possession.”

“Have you heard of the sorcerer before?” Neoma asked.

“No,” Caeda said. “I’m sorry, I wish I had more information that could be useful, but Adam punished me when he thought I was being nosy.”

I tamped down on the surge of anger that news brought out in me, and I arranged my face into a gentle expression.

“That’s okay,” I assured her as my heart ached. “I’m just glad we were able to help you get away from him.”

“Me, too…” Caeda’s voice was so small.

We finished eating our dinner in a silence that wasn’t quite uncomfortable, but it was a little awkward, and when all the food was gone, Tala started clearing away our dishes.

“I can help with that,” Caeda offered.

She scooped up the forks and knives from the table, followed Tala into the kitchen, and promptly dumped our stainless steel silverware into the trash can.

“Oh!” I gasped in shock before I could stop myself.

“What?” Caeda whipped her head around, and her eyes were wide like she was looking for an imminent threat of danger.

“Oh, no,” I said as I walked over. “Those don’t go in the trash.”

“Oh…” Caeda watched me with uncertainty all over her face. “They don’t?”

“No.” I gave her a soft smile. “We wash these and use them again.”

“Hmm…” Caeda went back to the table and picked up one of the Chinese take-out containers. “What about these?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Those are garbage, and they go in the trash.”

“Adam didn’t teach you these things, either?” Neoma asked in a kind voice.

“He did…” Caeda’s forehead furrowed in a deep frown of confusion. “He explained that all our dishes were to go in the trash… but they were like this.”

Caeda held up a cheap, flimsy, plastic fork the restaurant had included in our bag along with all the soy sauce packets.

“Oh, I see,” I said. “He never cooked for you, did he? Just take-out from restaurants like this, right?”

“Yes.” Caeda nodded. “I have seen dishes like yours before in restaurants. These ones that feel like pottery and metal, but we just left them on the tables when we were done. I assumed it was the workers’ job to dispose of them.”

I took a moment to explain the difference between disposable cutlery and the good ones we kept in our kitchen. Caeda was relieved to learn the people of Earth didn’t constantly throw away all of their cutlery and crockery, and I was pleased to find out how quickly she understood things.

We all worked together to clean up after our meal, and Caeda even insisted on digging our forks out of the trashcan for us.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Tala said with a grateful smile.

“It’s the least I can do,” Caeda replied.

The more time we spent with the Mist Hare, the more I came to realize she wasn’t the proud, standoffish personality I’d been expecting. The look of amazement Tala shot me told me she was surprised by the revelation, too.

By the time Nyxi finished wiping down the last bit of crumbs and sauce from the coffee table, Caeda was fighting against a series of intense yawns.

“My apologies,” she said through another yawn. “I did not realize I was so tired… if you will please recall me into my ring, I will–”

“What?” I interrupted her. “You don’t need to sleep in your ring.”

“I do not understand,” Caeda said. “Do you wish me to remain awake to guard your… home?”

“What?” I actually laughed that time. “No! Of course not. I just meant that if you’re ready to sleep, we can get you set up in the spare bedroom.”

“Spare bedroom?” Caeda repeated the words like I’d offered her an entire palace.

“You haven’t slept in a bed,” Tala said with deep compassion in her icy eyes. “Have you?”

Caeda pressed her plush lips into a thin line and gave a single, sad shake of her head.

“Well, that’s going to change tonight,” I said with determination.

“I’ll get the extra blankets!” Neoma called and disappeared into the hallway.

“I’ll go make sure the bed is clear,” Nyxi offered. “I think we left some shopping bags in there.”

“Thank you,” I said before I looked at Caeda. “Come on, I’ll show you where it is.”

Caeda followed behind me on silent feet, and she was so quiet, I had to turn back to make sure she was still there.

“You’re very quiet,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Caeda said so quickly it was like a reflex.

“You don’t need to be sorry for that,” I said.

We reached the second bedroom and found Nyxi situating the shopping in a corner of the room where it would be out of the way.

“Blankets!” Neoma called from behind me.

“Oh!” Caeda gasped and smiled as she hopped out of my owl lover’s way. “Thank you, Neoma.”

“You’re welcome!” Neoma grinned.

My shortest eidolon set to making the bed with all the extra blankets, and Tala came in with a pillow for the Mist Hare.

Once she was all set, we bid her goodnight with the promise of more delicious food in the morning, and then I ushered my lovers out of the room and closed the door behind us.

I silently gestured for us to return to the living room.

I’d expected Neoma to find something on the TV for us to watch, but she perched on the arm of the couch with one leg stretched out as long as it would go and the other draped over the arm. The position screamed of sex, and my heart started to pound a little harder.

Tala crawled onto the couch cushions and stretched her toned body out in an equally seductive pose, and then Nyxi slid her slender fingers up under the hem of my T-shirt.

“Oh?” I smiled over my shoulder at her. “What are you looking for in there?”

“Treasure,” Nyxi giggled.
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Chapter 17

Arousal flooded into my bloodstream, and everything turned a little hazy around the edges.

“What kind of treasure would my eidolon like?” I asked with a teasing grin.

Neoma giggled from her perch on the couch, and Tala threw her head back as a wide smile spread across her face.

Nyxi sauntered around my side until she stood in front of me, and she traced one elegant finger along the curve of my arm, over my collarbone, and up my throat to the corner of my jaw. Then she reached up and nipped at my earlobe.

“I want all of you,” Nyxi purred.

My jaw hit the floor and practically crashed through to our downstairs neighbors.

Nyxi giggled as she pulled away, and a deep flush crept up the sides of her neck and cheeks. My panther wasn’t usually so forward or so theatrical about expressing her wants.

This was new, and I liked it.

“How about we all enjoy a little…” I let my eyes roam over the toned bodies and strong limbs of my eidolons. “Treasure?”

Nyxi’s green eyes were hazy with desire as she stared up at me, and something hungry curled in the pit of my stomach.

I slid my fingers along the strong lines of her jaw and into the heavy mass of her ebony-black waves. My hands cupped the back of her head in a gentle but firm grasp, and Nyxi moaned softly as I pulled her mouth to mine.

Her soft lips opened to me immediately, and they molded under the pressure of my kisses. I let my tongue explore the inside of her mouth, and she tasted like fresh air and mountain rain.

It was intoxicating, and I barely registered the rustling sounds of movement on the couch nearby.

“Mmmm,” Nyxi moaned into my mouth.

I broke the kiss to move my lips along the line of her jaw, and Nyxi slid her hands up under my shirt again.

This time, she didn’t stop until she’d pushed my T-shirt up around the top of my chest. She attempted to remove the shirt while I still had my hands wrapped around her waist.

“Colton,” Nyxi whined.

“What?” I laughed as I slid my hands up and down her sides in slow strokes. “Having trouble?”

“Yes!” Nyxi pouted. “Will you lift your arms, please?”

I grinned so wide my cheeks hurt, but I lifted my arms and let Nyxi pull my shirt off and toss it away.

Now that my mouth wasn’t locked onto Nyxi’s neck, the rustling sounds from the couch drew my attention. I turned to see what Tala and Neoma were doing, and the sight I found sent another wave of heat through my body.

“Damn,” I sighed.

Neoma pivoted around on the arm of the couch, and Tala crawled across and kneeled in front of Neoma. My wolf lover’s hands were up in my hazel-eyed lover’s hair, and her mouth was locked around one of Neoma’s nipples.

When Tala spotted me watching her from the corner of her eye, her eyelids lowered, and she sucked in a shallow breath.

I could barely hear the soft moan that escaped from her lips around Neoma’s nipple.

“Oooh…” Nyxi’s breath fanned across my bare chest.

My eyes flew to her face, and I was graced with the gift of watching the desire blossom over her face before she turned to look at me with hunger in her gaze.

“I want that,” Nyxi said in a growly voice.

“To suck on Neoma’s nipples?” I teased. “Or my mouth on yours?”

“Your mouth,” Nyxi managed.

Then she sucked in a deep breath like she could hardly get enough oxygen.

“I want your mouth on me, Master,” Nyxi said, and her voice grew quiet with the last word, like she wasn’t quite confident in it.

I grinned at her bravery as the pleasure coiled in my gut.

“Whatever my eidolons want,” I said, and I slowly sank to my knees in front of her. “My eidolons get.”

Then I pressed my lips to the valley between her breasts and kissed my way up and down her sternum. My hands wandered up to cup her perfect ass, and I locked her in my grip so she didn’t drop to the floor when her knees gave out.

“Aaaahhh,” Nyxi moaned.

I lavished her breasts with attention from my lips, teeth, and tongue, and I let my hands explore all the delicious curves of her hips and ass, but I never let my touch come closer than a few inches to where she really wanted it.

“Colton,” Nyxi mewled as I bypassed her pussy again. “I want your mouth on me.”

Without any warning, I locked my arms around her waist, stood up, and scooped her off the floor. I brought Nyxi over to the couch and set her down beside Tala.

My wolf-woman instantly turned around to seek out Nyxi’s lips in a searing kiss, and Neoma scurried around the living room behind me to place herself on Nyxi’s other side.

Tala leaned back from Nyxi’s lips and looked at me.

“What are you thinking?” Tala asked in a slightly raspy voice.

“I’m thinking I want you both to help me give Nyxi what she’s looking for,” I said, and I slowly slid my hands up the smooth skin of her thighs. “I don’t have enough hands, so help me touch her all over and drive her crazy.”

“Ooooh,” Nyxi moaned and squirmed on the couch.

“We can do that,” Tala said before she stole a quick, hot kiss from me.

Then she was capturing Nyxi’s lips in another series of long, lazy kisses.

Meanwhile, Neoma had paused to strip naked, and now she shifted into a kneeling position beside Nyxi. She pulled her long chocolate-brown hair away from her face so I didn’t miss a thing, and she locked her eyes with mine as she leaned down and licked the tight bud of Nyxi’s nipple.

Nyxi moaned into Tala’s mouth, and I had to pry my eyes away from the erotic display to add my own form of torture to the mix.

I slid my hands higher up Nyxi’s smooth brown thighs and shoved her black satin nightgown up as high as it could go, and she lifted her hips enough that I was able to push it up around her waist.

To my eternal delight, I found she wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and the dark folds of her pussy seemed to beckon me forward.

“You’re so gorgeous,” I breathed as I traced the shape of her with the tips of my fingers.

“Isn’t she?” Tala murmured in agreement.

Neoma moaned softly around Nyxi’s breast, and then she switched to give the other some much-needed attention.

“You’re torturing me…” Nyxi’s voice was somewhere between desperation and satisfaction.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m going to give you what you want.”

Then I settled myself into a deeper crouch between her legs, braced my palms flat on the inside of her thighs, and leaned forward to breathe in the heady scent of her arousal.

Nyxi’s body tensed like she was holding herself back from shoving her pussy against my face, and I smiled at how intense her need was as I leaned forward.

I slid my tongue up through the swollen flesh of her pussy in one long stroke, and Nyxi groaned low in her throat.

“Fuck,” Tala gasped somewhere above me.

My fingers dug into Nyxi’s thighs slightly as I kept her legs wide, and I slid my tongue over and through her pussy lips without giving her clit any direct attention. I carried on like that for a minute until Nyxi started to whine with need.

Finally, I let my tongue circle up and around Nyxi’s engorged clit.

“Yeeessss,” Nyxi moaned. “Oh, please, more!”

I wasn’t about to deny my lovers what they wanted, not when I got so much pleasure out of drawing those moans and whines from them.

I worked Nyxi’s clit in slow luxurious circles, and I moved my right hand closer to the apex of her thighs at a glacial pace until I finally slid my middle finger slowly into her tight pussy.

“Ooooh, yeeeesss,” Nyxi sighed.

Once I had a steady rhythm going between my finger and tongue, I looked up to see what Tala and Neoma were doing.

Tala’s fingers were up in Nyxi’s hair while their mouths danced together in the hottest kiss I’d ever witnessed. Neoma was watching them with hungry eyes as she fondled Nyxi’s tits with both hands.

At some point, while I’d been distracted between Nyxi’s thighs, Tala had gotten completely naked, and someone had helped Nyxi remove her nightgown.

I was the only one with any scrap of clothing left, and there was something curiously delicious about the fact.

I returned my attention to Nyxi’s pleasure, and soon, she was quivering on the couch and gasping for air.

“Yes! Yes, Colton!” Nyxi cried. “I’m gonna–”

But she didn’t get to finish her sentence.

I pushed Nyxi into her orgasm with one last circle of my tongue around her clit, and she shattered into bliss.

Her pussy clamped and rippled around my fingers, and I coaxed her through the waves for a solid minute before I let her come back down to Earth.

“Oh, my god,” Nyxi sighed.

I grinned as I leaned back.

“That was so sexy,” Tala moaned. “Colton, I need you. It’s like I’m on fire inside.”

“I have just the remedy for that,” I said and patted the couch where Nyxi still lounged.

“No.” Tala shook her head. “I want to ride you… please?”

I swallowed hard against the tsunami of desire at her words, and all I could manage was a slow nod at first.

“Nyxi,” I said after a deep breath. “I want you to give Neoma what I just gave you.”

“Ooooh.” Neoma’s eyelids fluttered as she moaned.

“Exactly what you gave me?” Nyxi asked.

“I want you to eat her pussy and touch her all over,” I clarified. “But don’t let her cum yet.”

Nyxi gave me a smug grin, and we all shifted to new positions. I took the chance to remove the rest of my clothes, and I wound up sitting where Nyxi had been moments before.

Neoma leaned back against the arm of the couch with her legs spread wide. One was dangling over the backrest, and the other reached all the way to the floor.

Nyxi settled herself between Neoma’s thighs as Tala climbed over my hips and hovered above my lap.

Tala leaned into my right ear so she didn’t obstruct my view of Neoma’s pussy or Nyxi’s head lowering toward it.

“Keep your eyes on Neoma,” Tala whispered as she reached between us to take my cock in her hand. “Don’t you dare look away.”

I nodded and kept my eyes locked on Neoma’s petite body as Nyxi’s dark hands wandered everywhere. Pleasure surged through me as Tala stroked my cock three times.

It only got better when Tala started to lower herself, and she guided my cock between her pussy lips. She hovered there, right at the edge, for a few agonizing seconds before she slowly impaled herself on my shaft.

“Fuuuck,” Tala whined as she filled herself with me.

My first eidolon pressed herself down on my cock until I was buried completely inside her luscious body, and then she ground herself against my pelvis and moaned.

“Fuck,” I gasped at the need in Tala’s face. “You’re so hungry.”

“I love the way you fill me up,” she moaned.

Then she started to rise off my lap, and she stopped right before I slipped completely out before she dropped back down on my shaft again. She gripped my shoulders with both hands and set a steady, bouncing rhythm.

“Fuck,” I gasped.

My hands found their way to her ass, and I cupped the perfect globes and helped raise her up so she could drop down again.

“Ooooh!” Neoma cried.

The sharp need in her voice pulled my eyes and attention to her, and my mouth watered at what I found.

Nyxi was ravishing Neoma’s clit with her mouth, and her dark hands were caressing Neoma’s pale tits. Neoma arched off the couch as Nyxi pinched her nipples between her fingers, and my petite lover writhed in ecstasy.

“Yeees, that feels so good,” Neoma whined. “Don’t stop…”

“Remember what I said,” I growled through the pleasure of Tala’s pussy. “Don’t let her cum yet, Nyxi.”

A soft grunt from my panther-woman was all the response she offered, but the vibration dragged a deep guttural sound from Neoma’s lips.

“Colton,” Tala whined as she raised herself off my cock again.

“I love you,” I said.

“Aaah,” Tala moaned. “I love you, too. Now touch me. Play with me the way you do…”

“I am touching you,” I said with playful innocence, and I squeezed her ass to prove my point.

“Not therrrrre,” Tala whined. “I want– I want your fingers–”

Her words devolved into a groan of utter nonsense sounds as I slid my hand around her front and touched her throbbing clit with my thumb.

“Oh,” I teased. “You mean… here?”

“Yeeeessss!” Tala growled with pent-up need. “There. Right there.”

I stroked Tala’s swollen bud as she continued to ride my cock like it was what she was made for.

She bounced on my lap over and over, and I rubbed her clit just the way she liked as I let my eyes wander back to Neoma and Nyxi.

My owl was so close.

Her skin was flushed a pretty shade of pink, her eyes were scrunched tightly closed, and she had one hand into Nyxi’s dark waves while the other clung to the couch like it was anchoring her to her sanity.

“Don’t cum yet,” I commanded in a low voice. “You’re not allowed to cum yet, Neoma.”

“But, I neeeeeeed it,” Neoma whined. “Pleeeaaassse, let me– let– aaaahhhh.”

I didn’t know how she was clinging to her self-control, but I was entirely impressed. Her entire body was shuddering with the effort it took to stay away from the edge of bliss, and I decided she’d suffered enough.

“Cum,” I ordered. “Cum for all of us.”

“Fuuuuuck!” Neoma cried out as she crashed into ecstasy.

Her back arched off the couch, her fingers clutched the cushion until her knuckles were as white as printer paper, and her mouth went wide in a breathless scream of pleasure.

Nyxi kept working her fingers inside Neoma’s slick tunnel until she finally relaxed back onto the couch.

“Oh, fuuuuuck,” Tala groaned.

And that was my only warning I got that she was going to cum before her pussy clamped around me like a vise. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, and her entire body shuddered around me like the last leaf of autumn in the wind.

She pressed herself down on me as hard as she could, and I thrust up off the couch to give her everything she wanted. Her clit throbbed with her pulse as I gently eased her through the crashing waves.

Tala ground against me for another minute before she finally collapsed against my chest.

We all took a moment to collectively catch our breath, and I reined my desire back into my control. We weren’t even close to done yet.

My eidolons recovered faster than I’d expected, and almost as soon as Tala slid off my cock and lap, Neoma replaced her.

“Hi,” I said to my owl as she grabbed my dick. “Oh, hello…”

“Hiiii,” Neoma’s greeting turned into a long moan as she sank onto my cock. “Oooooooh.”

Tala lounged alongside Nyxi on the couch beside us, and they lazily stroked their hands over each other’s skin as they watched Neoma rock erratically in my lap.

Neoma was gasping with need, and she was struggling to maintain any kind of rhythm, so I wrapped my arms around her and stood up. Then I turned around and dropped her unceremoniously on the couch.

“On your hands and knees, baby,” I said. “Let me fuck you.”

“Ooooh,” Neoma moaned as she did as she was told.

In a flash, I grabbed her hips, locked her in place, and thrust my cock deep inside her pussy once more. Then I set a steady, demanding rhythm.

“Oooh, yesss!” Neoma clutched onto the back of the couch and rested her face on her hands.

I fucked her hard after that, so hard, in fact, that the couch started to scoot across the floor millimeter by millimeter, but I didn’t give a shit.

Neoma’s body was like sinking into heaven, and I plunged inside her over and over again until her body tensed all over.

“Fuck, Colton!” Neoma cried. “Don’t stop!”

“Never,” I growled under my breath.

I reached around her hips and found her aching clit with my fingers, and I stroked up and down the engorged bundle of nerves to send her crashing over the edge.

“Uuuuuuhhh!” Neoma groaned and pressed her ass back against me to take me even deeper.

Her pussy quivered around me, and I pressed completely inside her so she had plenty to grip onto as she rode out the pleasure of her orgasm. After several long, shuddering seconds, Neoma shifted to the side, and I let myself slip from her satiated body.

I stood tall, and so did my cock.

“Oh…” a soft coo of desire slipped from Nyxi’s lips.

I grinned as I turned to her, and my dick pointed straight at her like it had a say in the matter.

“I promised you everything, didn’t I?” I arched an eyebrow at my freckled lover. “How do you want it?”

“I don’t care,” Nyxi said. “As long as you cum inside me.”

“Shit,” I breathed through the surge of desire, and I curled one finger invitingly at her. “Get over here.”

Nyxi kept her gaze locked on me as she slowly stood to her full height. She was the tallest of my eidolons, and she came close to standing eye-to-eye with me.

That gave me an idea.

“Wanna try something new?” I asked.

“Okay.” Nyxi smiled.

“Come here,” I said.

Nyxi followed me over to a patch of blank wall near the balcony doors. Thankfully, the curtains were already drawn, so I didn’t have to worry about anyone getting a sneak peek at my women.

Nyxi stood there with confused excitement all over her face, and I instructed her to place her hands on the blank wall and lean against it for support.

“Oh!” she giggled in surprise as she pressed her breasts to the wall. “It’s cold.”

I grinned and set my hands on her waist as I leaned in to kiss her neck. It didn’t take very long to get her panting with renewed desire.

“I don’t understand…” Nyxi started to turn around to face me. “How will you–”

Her question was answered when I grabbed her by the hip with one hand, spread her ass, and guided my cock into her pussy from behind.

“Wha– Ooooooh!” Nyxi’s question morphed into a moan of pure bliss as I filled her.

“Didn’t know we could do it like this?” I asked as I pulled back and sank in again. “Did you?”

“Noooo!” Nyxi’s moan rippled through me like an electric shock. “But I liiiiike it.”

“Me, too,” I growled softly in her ear.

Then I started to fuck her slow and long. I figured ending the night with a long sprint was the perfect cherry on top of the day.

I turned my face to check on Tala and Neoma, and they were lounging together on the couch with their fingers on each other’s clits, and their eyes were locked on the place where my body joined with Nyxi’s in the most primal of ways.

The fact that they got so much pleasure from watching me fuck Nyxi sent a powerful wave of delight through my entire body, and I kicked my hips back and forth at a faster, harder pace.

Nyxi’s moaning bounced off the wall and filtered through my ears and straight to my dick.

“Fuck, you’re so hot,” I groaned.

“Colton!” Nyxi mewled. “I’m gonna–”

But she never got to finish her sentence because I finished her instead.

With another deep thrust and an open-mouthed kiss at the delicate spot where her shoulder met her neck, I pushed Nyxi into her release.

“Uuuuuuhhhh, yeeeessss,” she groaned and clawed at the drywall.

Her pussy rippled around me, and I let her milk me for everything I had.

Pleasure coursed through my veins as light flashed behind my eyes, and I pumped my hot seed deep into her waiting womb. Ecstasy spiked along my nerve endings, and I had no idea if I was even breathing anymore as I floated in the buoyancy of my orgasm.

“Fuck,” Nyxi gasped as the tension melted from her limbs, and she nearly dropped to the floor.

I tightened my hold on her and pinned her against the wall to keep her from falling.

“I gotcha,” I whispered and pressed a kiss to her neck.

“Fuck!” Tala’s sharp gasp drew my attention.

I looked back just in time to watch her and Neoma peak in their own final orgasms of the night, and they pressed their bodies to each other as they came.

“That’s hot,” Nyxi murmured.

“Yeah, it is,” I agreed.

Tala’s hazy eyes managed to stay open enough that I could tell she never stopped looking at me throughout her release.

Neoma teased Tala through the crashing waves, and finally, all of us gathered on the couch in a spent heap of exhausted limbs and satisfaction.

“That was…” Neoma breathed.

“Amazing?” Tala supplied.

“World-changing?” Nyxi giggled.

“Everything I’ve ever wanted from life?” I chuckled.

“Yes.” Neoma grinned and nodded. “All of the above.”

We laughed together and lounged on the couch for a little while longer until a desire for sleep finally pulled us out of the living room. We cleaned up quickly in the bathroom and then headed into the bedroom.

In less than a minute, we were all curled up together in my bed, and Tala’s breathing soon deepened with sleep. Neoma and Nyxi slipped into slumber soon after, but I was still pretty energized by the events of the day.

It was absolutely wild how much a person’s life could change in so few hours.

Finally, Adam had been dealt with, and we could really focus on a much more worthy cause.

Finding Gylbart’s brother was going to be a new kind of adventure and a challenge I’d never attempted before. But with my three eidolons at my side, I knew we’d come out victorious.

And hell, maybe the Mist Hare would choose to stay, too.

There was no telling what tomorrow would bring.
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