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    Chapter 1 

    Tick. Tick. Tick. 

    The clock was going so slow today. All of them were. People often asked me if it was annoying working in a clock-repair shop, and the simple answer was a big fat yes. I even heard the ticking bastards when I tried to fall asleep at night. I didn’t even own a clock. Who does these days anyway?  

    I pulled out my phone to check the time. Maybe the clocks were all somehow slow?  

    Tick. Tick. Tick. 

    Fuck. There was still ten minutes left.  

    I eyed the security camera in the corner. I knew old man Leary who owned the place would probably kill me if I flipped the “open” sign to “closed” before six o’clock exactly. Actually, he would definitely kill me. And then fire me. And getting fired was something I really couldn’t afford right now, not if I wanted to eat more than ramen noodles in the foreseeable future. Let’s just say I’d had “aggression issues” in the past that made me a less-than-ideal employee. 

    But it was fine now that I was able to channel said aggression into MMA. 

    About a year ago, I met a guy at the local gym, kind of a meat-headed asshole who picked a fight with me for accidentally kicking his water bottle. Anyone would have looked at a dweeby nobody with glasses against Mr. Mega Roid Rage and would have come to the logical conclusion I was toast.  

    But the haters would be fucking wrong because I am proud to say I held my own until he got me with a double-leg takedown. 

    Apparently, I’d surprised him more than I’d angered him. He helped me to my feet, said his name was Ricardo, and then offered to teach me a few things. We developed a standing Friday appointment so we could spar together ever since. An appointment I would really love to keep this week. 

    And now this fucking clock was fucking with me. I swear I saw the big grandfather clock behind the door tick backward. Dick clock. 

    I grabbed the broom and began sweeping the floors in the back workshop. 

    Tick. Tick. Tick. 

    Seven minutes left, and I almost dropped my broom when the shop bell clattered and jangled. 

    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I said out loud to the broken Felix the Cat clock on the workbench. Actually, her name was Felicity the Cat due to a factory error where they painted a bow on its head instead of around its neck. And thus, Felicity was born. Leary swore up and down he was going to fix the old antique and sell it for a mint, but that would probably be the day pigs fly. It had been sitting in the shop ever since I was hired, probably longer. Honestly, I didn’t want Leary to fix it. The stupid clock was way better company than the old man any day. And that was saying something. 

    I crouched down so the customer couldn’t see me through the small window. Maybe they would just go away. 

    The service bell on the front counter rang twice, so I groaned and stood up.  

    “Who does that, Felicity?” I asked. “Who comes in right before closing on a Friday? A sadist, that’s who.” 

    Felicity just grinned her coy cartoon grin as if to say, “You’re on your own, buddy.” 

    “Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side,” I said to Felicity and walked out to the front. 

    I was preparing the typical speech I used for rude assholes in these situations. Something along the lines of the credit card system is down et cetera come back Monday like a decent human being, yada yada. 

    “Sorry for the inconvenience, but--” I started and then stopped dead in my tracks. 

    A beautiful woman--no, goddess. A goddess walked up to the counter, with something clutched tightly against her perfectly round breasts. The posture made her cleavage even more pronounced, but I didn’t want to be rude so I looked up to her face. 

    “I know you are about to close, but I was wondering if you could help me,” she said. Her stunning blue eyes shimmered with hope, and her perfect teeth bit into her lush bottom lip. Her mouth looked like a peach I wanted to suckle, and I kind of spaced out for a second. 

    “Guh, what? Sorry?” I said and tore my eyes back up to hers. 

    “I said, I know you are closing, but could you make an exception?” the gorgeous woman asked. She shook out the fall of her shiny blonde hair and tugged her skin-tight black mini-dress down over her toned thighs. The motion caused her cleavage to dip lower, and my heart skipped a beat, or two, or thirty. 

    “Sure, I can make an erection--err, exception!” I blurted out. Screw Friday night sparring, I decided as I walked out from behind the counter to appear more friendly. 

    “Are you sure?” she asked coyly. “Maybe I should make an appointment…” 

    Before I could respond, all of the clocks in the shop hit six o’clock, and a loud cacophony of chiming, bonging, and general clock noises resounded around us. The beautiful woman jumped sky-high and clutched my shirt instinctively, and I wrapped my arms around her before I could think if this was proper. She smelled like honey and roses, and her chest was just as soft as I imagined when she pressed her body against mine. 

    Oh. My. Fucking. God. Best day ever. 

    “Goodness!” she said with a wiggle against my body, and I angled my hips away from her so she wouldn’t feel my growing hard-on. 

    “Heh, yeah, it can be quite… alarming,” I said with a cheeky wink. 

    The woman took a step back, smiled, and then brushed a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “Do you normally use clock puns to pick up women?” 

    “Well, that depends on if it’s working,” I said and waggled my eyebrows. “Is it working?”  

    She did that maddening thing with her lip again and then batted her blue eyes. “Maybe. My name’s Alicia, by the way.” 

    “Nice to meet you, Alicia,” I said. “How can I help you today?” 

    “Oh! Yes, I have this old family heirloom here,” she said and showed me the item in her hand. It was a beautiful antique timepiece. A tarnished silver pocket watch with an amethyst embedded in the center. There was also something etched around its circumference. Runes, or some type of cuneiform, maybe?  

    “It belonged to my father and is now being passed along to my brother,” she said. “My dad wants me to get it fixed in time for his homecoming. My brother is a marine.” 

    “When is he coming home?” I asked. 

    “Monday?” she said and blushed prettily. “I’m a procrastinator.” 

    I smiled at her and took the timepiece. “I think I might be able to do something.” 

    “My hero,” she sighed and leaned in close to me again. 

    I chuckled and then realized my mistake. The truth was I wasn’t a master clock-repair man, and Leary only hired me to do simple tasks like battery replacements between when I cleaned the shop and helped balance the books.  

    But how could I say no to this beautiful creature?  

    “Let’s see what we’re working with,” I said as I examined the watch. 

    “It won’t even open.” She pressed closer. 

    “It looks like there’s rust or something sealing it shut,” I said after I pressed the button on the top that normally released the catch and nothing happened. “Is this genuine silver?”  

    “Yes,” Alicia said as she took a step back, and I suddenly felt the cold air where her body heat used to be. “You should try harder. Really work to open it.” 

    “Man, it’s really… Stuck.” I frowned and tried to jam my thumbnail into the seam. 

    “Come on,” Alicia urged, and her fingernails dug into my forearm. “Open it! You can do it, Alex! I need you to open it!” 

    I looked up at her, and I saw her expression was no longer gentle. Instead, a fierce gleam entered her eyes, and her nails were like claws in my skin. 

    “Wait…” I tilted my head to the side like a confused puppy. “I didn’t tell you my name--” 

    Suddenly, the watch opened with a click. 

    “Ahhh!” I shouted as a bright flash of light erupted from the watch and blinded me, and I fell back until I hit the wooden floor, hard. The ticking noises from the shop clocks amplified ten-fold, but louder than that was the ticking of the now-open pocket watch. Every tick felt like a thud against my chest until it became indistinguishable from my own heartbeat. 

    Tick. Tick… Tick. 

    And everything went black. 

    Who knew how much longer it was until I woke up, but when I did, I was in a lot of fucking pain. My head felt like it would burst open at any second like that one guy from the movie Scanners. I rolled over on my side in a ball and bit my lip until I tasted blood. The ticking noise was now my hammering pulse inside my ears, and I clamped my fists against my temples as if I could hold my splitting skull together. After a few moments where I honestly thought I was dying, the drumbeat in my head started to fade into a gentle throb. 

    I hesitated before I opened my eyes. I could tell I was outside from the hot sun on my face, so I took a moment to do some mental inventory. Aside from the lingering headache, all my parts seemed to be accounted for and uninjured. Now the question was what the fuck had just happened? Did that hot chick Alicia hit me over the head with something? Was the clock store robbed? But then why was I outside?  

    This was pointless. I couldn’t stall anymore, and I needed answers, so I sat up and peeled open my eyelids. 

    My eyes boggled out of my head when I took in where I was. 

    I was somehow dumped and left to fry on a rocky beach in the middle of bum fuck nowhere. A vast, glittering ocean stretched out before me under a crisp blue sky absent of any clouds or birds, and there wasn’t even a breeze, just the sound of the waves hitting the shore. Nothing else was around except the brutal sun, the sea, and an ominous thatch of dense forest at my back.  

    I scrambled to my feet, and my chest became tight with anxiety. What fresh hell was this? Some kind of joke? I turned around to get my bearings and almost tripped over a narrow marble stone that was standing upright like an obelisk. In fact, when I stepped back a few paces, I noticed there were several of these stones. They were identical and were all balanced upright in a circle centered around me. It looked like… an altar of some kind.  

    Did that mean I was the sacrifice? 

    I leapt out of the circle with a not-so-manly yelp. The moment I did, the stones instantly faded from their marble white to a pitch-black obsidian, and when I got a closer look, I saw the stones had patterns on them. It was a familiar looking script that was mostly eroded now by the wind and the salty air. I remembered the engravings on Alicia’s pocket watch looked similar, so I stretched out my hand toward the nearest standing stone to see if I could brush away some of the sand and dirt, but before I could touch it, I received the shock of my life. 

    The whole fucking island began to rotate around like the fancy revolving restaurant I used to work at before Leary’s. The dining room at that place slowly spun around so the customers could take in the view of the city lights while they stuffed their pompous faces with filet mignon, shrimp cocktails, and top-shelf port wine. It was like that only without the drunk, entitled customers.  

    Actually, no. It wasn’t like that at all. The fact the island revolved was where the similarities ended. 

    For starters, I fell flat on my ass as the ground bucked and heaved like the Titans themselves were exercising their grudge from the bottom of the ocean. The earth literally rolled underneath me in some sort of violent quake that you only hear about on the news in places like Japan and California.  

    But what was odd was neither the trees in the forest nor the waves against the shore moved or changed at all. Not even a whisper. 

    In fact, when the event was finally over and the island had revolved a full hundred and eighty degrees, it was as if nothing happened at all. No cracks or gaping fissures in the shore. No fallen tree trunks. No flocks of birds taking to the sky in panic. Even the creepy standing stones remained in their balanced and upright positions. The only thing that indicated anything was different was the fact that now, instead of endless ocean, I was staring at the distant shore of another island.  

    I sat there in stunned silence. 

    “Okay,” I said slowly. “I get it. This is a dream, right? Maybe you went to the gym after all, and Ricardo caught you in the head with his wicked overhand. Yeah. It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve had some fucked up concussion dream. It’s time to wake up now, Alex.” 

    I stood on shaky legs and squinted at the other island, but my fading headache reminded me not to push my luck. The island looked smaller than what I first thought, though. Instead of a large landmass off in the distance, it appeared to be smaller and only about a mile away. I could even make out some far-off structure that just had to be man-made. Maybe it was a city? I could almost see what looked like a wall or something. I rubbed my eyes when they began to ache, and that was when I noticed my glasses were missing despite my perfect eagle-eye vision.  

    Now, I knew it was a dream. There’s no way my shit vision was magically cured by a whack to the head. 

    “Wake up, Alex!” I growled at myself.  

    I clutched my hair and scrubbed my scalp in agitation. As cool as it was to discover I was in a dream, there were more interesting places my brain could have conjured.  

    For example, an island with sexy naked babes would be at the top of my list.  

    I considered my options. The bigger island was definitely only a mile out, two tops. I could swim there easily, but I glanced back at the solemn forest behind me. I could explore there for… well, I didn’t know what, but it might be more interesting than just standing here on the shore, and probably a lot easier than a thirty-minute swim. Would there be sharks and shit in my dream fantasy world?  

    Fuck that. Forest it was. 

    I stepped over a few boulders and pieces of scattered driftwood and made my way up the slope to the tree-line. Then I stopped at the edge of the forest and craned my neck back. 

    Up close, the trees seemed even more foreboding, and the bark of their tall, skinny trunks was pale like an aspen’s. However, they lacked the iconic black divots and marks common for those types of trees, and the leaves were also strange. Instead of round, green, and coin-like, they were long and feathery, like a willow’s. They also came in a variety of colors: rich rubies, pale violets, and deep emeralds. They were beautiful, but something about them prevented me from going farther. 

    It was the feeling I got the longer I stared into the dimness. There was no sound of life, no creatures snapping twigs, no buzzing insect wings. The leaves didn’t even rustle or fall in the breeze. Things were still, as if time had just… stopped. Or maybe instead of stopped, it just completely ceased to exist. It was unnatural and wrong, so I backed up away from the trees. 

    I guess I was going swimming, then, so I marched down to the shore with renewed determination.  

    I might as well let my delusional concussed brain play out this weird acid trip. 

    I stood on the edge of the water and shielded my eyes from the sun. I could absolutely swim that distance in an hour at most. I used to have low stamina, but the martial arts training I did three times a week was doing me favors these days. Especially when old man Leary ordered me to reorganize his storage basement three different times this month. Crazy bastard. 

    I waded out into the cold turquoise sea, and a chill raced through me as the fresh-smelling water soaked into my jeans and filled my steel-toed boots. I stopped and looked down as the waves lapped around my knees. I would sink like a rock if I tried to swim in the heavy foot-wear, so they had to go. Good thing this was a dream, or I would be pissed my two-hundred-dollar Iron Rangers were now going to be fish food. I shucked them off and watched them sink to the sandy sea floor. Such a shame.  

    Now, about six pounds lighter, I dived into the crystal water. 

    “Woah!” I exclaimed when I surfaced. I licked my lips, but instead of salt like I was expecting, the water was fresh, clean, and a little sweet. I dunked my head back under and took a huge mouthful, and it was fucking glorious. 

    When I had my fill, I slicked my hair back and thought for a moment. Maybe my brain was creating some sort of survival-based scenario due to the hours of Subnautica I played. I just really hoped my brain wasn’t that fucked up to invent deep sea leviathans that wanted to eat my ass.  

    What would a shrink have to say about that? 

    The water was the perfect temperature, and it felt wonderful. I was very buoyant and free, and there was no current I had to fight against. It was oddly energizing, and I picked up my speed. It wasn’t long until the ocean floor below me disappeared into its own inky blue depths, but when I lost sight of the bottom completely, I paused.  

    The shore looked closer. Like, really close.  

    Then I looked behind me, and the small island with the eerie forest was gone.  

    “Okay.” I swallowed as I pulled myself through the water and tried to shake off the nagging sense of dread. “I’m committed now.”  

    As interesting as all this realism was, it wasn’t really what I was used to. Half the time when I slept it was just blackness, and that was even if I slept at all these days. This technicolor Alice in Wonderland shit was… well. I was either a genius, drugged, in a coma, or, and here was a thought I didn’t want to consider: this was really happening. 

    Before I could think about this horrifying thought any longer, a large swell had me bobbing up and down like I was a harbor buoy, and I turned around to see what was happening. About five-hundred yards away, I caught a glimpse of a massive dorsal fin before it ducked back under the water, and another swell raced at me like a steam engine. 

    “Shit!” I yelled and swam like my life depended on it.  

    Dream or not, I didn’t want to find out what would happen if I stuck around to test the Inception theory. 

    A huge shadow passed under me, and no matter how hard I pushed myself, I couldn’t out swim it. I pictured that token underwater scene in every shark movie ever made. The one where the poor bastard swimming in open water like an idiot gets his torso chomped in half. I was definitely fish bait right now and utterly helpless about the fact. If Jaws down there decided he was hungry, I would make a perfect snack, so I put my head down and pumped my legs despite the fact they ached and my lungs burned. Then, because the ocean wasn’t salty, I found I could open my eyes and see clearly underwater.  

    The leviathan was huge. It was probably the size of a standard high school track field with metallic scales and broad stripes of black and deep green. It reminded me of the koi fish I saw when my foster family took me to an aquarium when I was ten. A koi could keep growing in size as long as their environment supported it. 

    This behemoth sure had enough space in this endless ocean, that was for certain. 

    For a moment, I thought I was gaining a little edge and pulling ahead since I wasn’t swimming over its spiny dorsal fin anymore. Now, I was keeping stride with it more toward its massive head.  

    Its eyes were the size of two Volkswagen Beetles, and they swiveled upward to gaze at me. Each pupil was a thin sliver of black like a reptile’s, but the eyes themselves were the color of highly polished chrome. The sun was reflecting off them, and every so often, I would be blinded by a flash. 

    I was getting tired, and the island didn’t seem to be getting any closer. The leviathan’s pupils dilated.  

    Suddenly, a sound that reminded me of the call of a humpback whale shook my bones and made my teeth ache, and directly after this sonic-like boom, the leviathan torpedoed ahead by a full quarter mile before it exploded out of the water in front of me. 

    “Holy fuck!” I screamed as it flipped its body over my head in a fantastic breach. It kept its silver eyes on me the whole time it arced backward through the air, and water and long tangles of purple seaweed fell down on me from above. There was no way I could outrun what came next, so I just braced myself to ride the tidal wave that hit me. 

    I barely managed to gulp in a breath before I tumbled ass-over-elbow through the surf, and I hoped I wouldn’t hit my head on a rock or some sort of coral reef.  

    That would really fuck up my plan of not dying. 

    My lungs were screaming at me for air, but I was so disoriented I didn’t know which way to kick to the surface. I tried to open my eyes, but the waves sent me spinning in different directions. Over and over I tumbled until I slammed into the seabed, and the remains of my precious oxygen escaped my mouth in a flurry of bubbles.  

    At least now I knew which way was up.  

    I dug my heels into the sand and pushed as hard as I could. Then I kept my eyes on the glimmering sun and tried to ignore the blackness that crept into the edges of my vision. I kicked in time with my heartbeat and clawed my way to the surface. The ocean that had seemed so free and easy before was now working against me. It was like there was a force wrapped around my legs that wanted to pull me under and keep me there, and I struggled harder against it.  

    My head pounded. Shit. I wasn’t going to make it. I was going to pass out… 

    Abruptly, my head broke the surface, and I gasped for air. I coughed, spluttered, and wiped the water out of my face. Then I looked around wildly for the monster fish, but there was no sign of it. Just miles of blue ocean in all directions except one. The silver lining of all this nearly drowning and being eaten alive was the giant wave created by the koi pushed me closer to the island. In fact, I was practically right on top of the shore, and this was lucky for me because I was exhausted. Especially from trying to force down the panicked “ohmygodthisisreal” stuck on a loop-track inside my head. 

    My arms and legs felt like boiled noodles, but I made my way stroke by tired stroke. Soon, my feet could touch the bottom again, and I crawled the rest of the way to the beach and collapsed onto my back. Then I just laid there tangled in the smelly purple seaweed and took deep breaths.  

    “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! What the fuck!” I rambled and clapped my hands over my eyes. “What the flaming fucking hell was that?” 

    I might have been freaking out just a little. 

    I spent a few more seconds internally falling apart before I abruptly sat up and clutched my hair again. I needed to snap out of it. No matter the hows or the whys, it seemed as if I was actually here. 

    Wherever here was.  

    This was reality, or close enough to one where my brain registered my surroundings as being undeniably physical and undeniably deadly. 

    There was nothing I could do about it, though, so I better nut the fuck up. 

    “Right,” I said and dragged myself to my feet. “I need a plan.” 

    The surf tugged at my ankles as I trudged farther up the beach toward the sheer cliffs. It was like the ocean was almost sad to let me go, but that was crazy because it was just a body of water, and it couldn’t be sad, could it? 

    “Maybe I need to stop pretending this is Earth?” I asked myself as I shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand and looked toward the distant cliffs.  

    The rocky walls were high, and they ran exactly half the length of the beach. In front of me, the cliffs tapered off suddenly, and the man-made structure I spotted earlier began filling in for where nature stopped. Whoever, or whatever, built that wall obviously wanted to use the island’s natural defenses to fortify their fortress, but what were they trying to defend themselves from? I didn’t have any answers, but I could take a wild guess. As beautiful as this place was, it was hostile as well, and I knew my chances of survival were better if I could make my way to their settlement. 

    First things first, though. I needed to do something about my shoe-less state. Those bluffs looked like they had sharp rocks, and I would be going nowhere fast if the bottoms of my feet were all sliced up.  

    “What can I find?” I looked around the beach for any pieces of driftwood. Maybe I could fashion myself a pair of sandals I could strap to my feet with strips of that seaweed, so I grabbed some of the purple stuff from where it was stuck to my shoulder. The seaweed smelled like old tuna cans left out in the garbage for too long, but the purple tendrils were slightly elastic like silicone and almost impossible to tear with my hands.  

    Armed with a plan, I set out to find two similarly sized pieces of wood. There was plenty littered on the beach, but I noticed none of them resembled those aspen-willow trees I’d encountered earlier. Every now and then, I would glance out over the horizon to see if that strange island had reappeared, but there was no trace of it. Just more blue, crystalline sea. 

    After about twenty minutes of searching through the various pieces of driftwood this island had to offer, I finally found two similar in size and shape to my feet. The wood was a dandelion yellow and had a texture similar to that of tire tread. Its hardness reminded me of oak, but it was also really thin and flexible. It would provide the traction I needed to hike up the jagged slopes, and it would do well to protect my feet in the process. 

    After I gathered more seaweed of various lengths, I took the first piece of wood and secured it against the sole of my foot like an ace bandage. I tried a few different styles depending on comfort and practicality before I settled on a prototype of a gladiator sandal. I wrapped the weed halfway up my knee for added ankle support and made sure to crisscross it firmly but not too tightly. If it wasn’t Barney-the-dinosaur purple, it would actually look pretty cool. When I was satisfied, I did up the other one and tested them by walking around. 

    The open design of the sandals enabled the breeze to flow over my toes, which was a bonus because it was really getting hot out, and I could tell my feet were going to start sweating. That was one of the things I’d never liked about my Iron Rangers. They were always hot as hell, and I figured these new makeshift sandals were going to be a good enough replacement for the boots I’d left back in the ocean. 

    I figured it would take me a bit over an hour to walk to the stone wall I saw in the cliffs, but the sun hovered directly overhead like a blazing cauldron of boiling magma, and I wished I had something to carry water in. Once I started uphill, there would be no chance for me to run back and get some from the ocean, so I filled up on more of the strange saltless seawater, stripped off my AC/DC t-shirt, and tied it around my head do-rag style.  

    “Nut up, buttercup,” I muttered to myself and began my trip. 

    Shortly into it, I noticed I wasn’t breathing as hard as I thought I would. I was just getting into an area where the hills finally made way to rubble and fallen boulders at the cliff’s ascending base, but I circumvented most of them and stuck to the soft slopes even though there was a risk of sliding back down. My improvised gladiator kicks did their job, so that was one less thing to worry about. Still, even though I’d somehow gotten a second wind, I was starting to feel the bite of thirst. The sun was almost unbearable, and I was sweating a lot. If I didn’t replenish what I was losing soon, I would be up shit creek without a paddle. 

    I continued on. 

    Eventually, my muscles began to protest, so I took a seat on a boulder for a moment and massaged away a fierce charlie horse in my leg. My sandals were passable, but they were shit for arch support. I dug my knuckle in harder as the pain twisted deeper, and I breathed hard and looked around to survey my progress. It seemed like I’d been hiking forever, but I wasn’t getting any farther.  

    I was about halfway up so far, and I could see where the natural cliff began to transform into a sloping valley. From there, the wall stretched to the east parallel to the rest of the shoreline, and the closer I got, the more I could tell it was an impressive feat of technology by this wild world’s standards. 

    For one, the wall was truly massive. Like a combination of the gates of Mordor and the wall of Ba Sing Se. The stone was a smooth sand color, but all along the top were deadly looking spikes. Every thousand yards or so down the battlement there would be a square archer’s tower complete with rectangular crenels, and it gave me hope that whoever had built it was a sophisticated species. 

    A breeze drifted through the stagnant air, and with it came a sound that made me sit up straight. Maybe I was just hearing things, but no. There it was again.  

    The unmistakable sound of flowing water. 

    I forgot the pain in my leg, jumped to my feet, and followed the sound down into the valley until I found the source. A small natural stream flowed from a lake shrouded by the pine-looking trees all around. I hurried to the bank and crouched down to bring a palmful of water up to my dry mouth. 

    “Blech!” I spat out the water at the shock of salt I received on my taste buds.  

    Ugh, that was nasty. Why was everything backwards on this world? Fresh water oceans and salty lakes and streams? God, I just wanted to go home already. Sure, I had a shitty studio apartment in a part of town that wasn’t really the best, but at least everything made sense there.  

    “Quit whining, you sissy la la,” I scolded myself. 

    Something caught my eye when I leaned back on my heels. Against the naturalness of the landscape, a series of rusty iron pipes stuck out from the lake like a sore thumb. I rose to my feet and traced the pipes with my gaze. There were dozens of them snaking their way across the ground up toward the wall, and it looked like an irrigation system. If I followed it, there was a good chance it would lead me to the city. Or at least to some drinkable water source.  

    “Now, we are getting somewhere,” I said as I pressed on.  

    This was it. The wall loomed closer and closer until I was in its shadow, and I kept glancing up through the canopy to look at it. I started to hear more sounds as I trudged on. My back and thighs were sore, but I didn’t care. I could make out the roar of voices now. And some music even. Whatever was going on behind the wall sounded festive, and as crazy as my situation was, I admitted to myself I was a little excited, too. The theory I got abducted by aliens hadn’t been ruled out after all. Maybe I was about to witness some cool alien culture. It was all very Star Trek, and I couldn’t help but be curious. 

    The music and festivities were getting louder, so I followed the pipes up one last hill and stopped when I got to the top. Now that I was on the other side of the valley, I could see the cliffs were actually a remnant to a giant crater, and where the crater faltered, the wall took over. I wouldn’t be surprised if the wall wrapped around more than three quarters of the whole island. At the top of the crest, the pipes branched off and crawled like vines along the ground until they attached themselves to the wall and disappeared somewhere inside.  

    I made my way to the wall so I could examine the pipes up close. 

    The wall looked older like it had been made centuries ago, but the pipes looked like a new addition, since they were haphazardly stuck into the wall like they were an invasive weed digging its roots in.  

    This didn’t look like the end where the entrance was. In fact, when I looked down the length of the wall, there didn’t seem to be any break in the stonework that suggested any sort of gate. I could try to walk the circumference of the wall to try and find it, but that would take time I couldn’t afford. 

    I looked back at the piece of wall in front of me. Around the area where the pipes were built in, a type of mortar acted as a seal, so I used my fingernail and chipped a little off from one of the bigger pipes to see what it was made of. The material crumbled away fairly easy, so I used a bigger rock to scrape and chip harder until dirt and other debris came tumbling out, and I broke through the outer part of the wall. 

    Behind the outer layer of the wall, there was a filling that was traditional for medieval fortresses. If I could shift enough of it around the pipe, I could find my way in. 

    The wall was thick, so this took me the better part of an hour, and it was becoming more difficult the farther into the wall I dug. The more of the inner filling I moved, the more of it fell to fill in the space.  

    At one point, I thought I was going to be buried alive, and I panicked a little. Then I heard a deep rumble above me and dug faster. A rock smacked my shoulder, and that plus the darkness was driving me a little crazy. 

    “Come on!” I screamed. “I do not want to die in a wall like some stupid Edgar Allen Poe character!” 

    The mortar on the other side broke open, and I fell out of the wall head first. I somersaulted a few times and finally stopped at the bottom of a steep slope. Then I gasped to catch my breath and blinked up at the sun.  

    Oh, how I had missed the sun. 

    “Fuck you, wall, fuck you, Poe, and fuck you, Ms. Rogers’ ninth grade literature class.” I brushed some of the dirt off me with the shirt I was wearing on my head. I was a mess, but at least I was now on the other side of the wall. Then I put my shirt back on and looked around. “Woah.”  

    The valley the crater left behind was gargantuan.  

    Vast sweeps of farm lands and forests stretched out in front of me, and in the center of the crater another stronghold existed that might have been a palace. A small distance from that was a rustic looking village… and the source of the merry celebration I heard before. 

    “Treyvn!” a small voice rang out from my left, and I sunk back into the shadow of the trees behind me.  

    A moment later, a normal looking little boy came from the farmhouse near where I fell out of the wall. He waved for someone to come closer before another child, a girl, walked up to him and grabbed his hand. She was human looking for the most part, but unlike the boy, a plumage of brown feathers sprouted from her head. That plus the small wings on her back made her look like a little sparrow.  

    What. 

    The. 

    Fuck. 

    The boy looked at her and said something, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

    Suddenly, my vision doubled, and a low droning noise filled my head. My hearing tunneled out, and it made everything sound as if my head was in a metal wash bucket. I jammed my fingers into my ears and wiggled.  

    “Dou vu lo ta?” the boy spoke again. 

     I shook my head again to get my hearing to work properly. 

    “Vera! Vera! Da te Vakos really have a magic cow, Treyvn?” the little girl asked, and I blinked in surprise. 

    “I don’t know, Misha,” he said. “But if we hurry I bet Vako will give us some of his famous Sun Day rolls.” 

    “Yay!” the girl squealed in delight. She skipped along with presumably her brother past my hiding spot, and I watched the two of them make their way to the square. 

    I stepped out and walked to the main road, and I wiggled my jaw a bit to get my ears to pop. It kind of felt like being on a plane at high altitude. Well, whatever the hell that was about at least I could understand the locals now.  

    Invisible translation technology? Check. Definitely Star Trek material. 

    “When in Rome,” I said to no one and followed the path toward the excitement. 

    Hundreds of banners, pennants, and posters, all with a golden spiral sun logo on them, led the way to the festive celebration, and my head was on a constant swivel as I tried to take everything in.  

    People of all sorts milled from stall to stall and crowded the streets. Some looked human, but most were a combination of human and animal. There were people with feline characteristics that had pointed ears on their heads and long swishing tails. Some were strikingly tall and had reptile features like deadly looking claws and horned-spikes sprouting from their backs. And some even had beautiful antlers decorated with flowers and jewelry on their heads. There were even some species I didn’t have a name for, but by far, most of the people in the village had bird-like qualities about them, so I assumed they were the natives based on how many there were. 

     Something knocked into me from behind, and I moved out of the way of two satyr-children chasing each other around various vendor stalls selling all kinds of crafts and wares. Minstrels that looked like rabbits and foxes played odd instruments and danced along the cobble stones. Various smells of cooking meats and spicy-sweet aromas wafted in the air, and my stomach cramped from the lack of food. The last thing I remembered eating was three dollar-menu tacos and a flat Mountain Dew for lunch. That seemed like days ago, but I tried to keep from drooling like an idiot as I stumbled along through this alien bazaar. 

    “Happy Sun Day, sir,” a woman said from behind me, and I whipped around and was met with a pair of bright golden eyes.  

    Like the little girl I spied from the woods, this woman also had avian-like features.  

    “Sir? Can I help you?” the bird woman asked me with concern, and my eyes cataloged her like the rest of the strange people my brain was struggling to wrap around.  

    What I could wrap my head around, though, was the fact this woman was stunning. 

    Instead of a sparrow like the little farm girl, this woman had pure white plumage like a cockatoo that rose up on her crest to signal her interest. She was older, but no less beautiful for it, and her shapely mature breasts were barely held at bay from the tight corset cinching her narrow waist. Her curvaceous thighs and ass were clad in skin tight leather, and her arms and shoulders were sheathed in red silk that trailed down to end in a flowing bell-like sleeve. The style reminded me of a traditional Japanese kimono combined with a standard bar wench costume at every Renaissance fair. The scarlet ribbon that kept her bosom from spilling out looked like it just needed one strong tug to release the doves, and my testosterone fueled brain shorted out for a second. 

    God damn. I was in sexy monster-girl heaven. 

    “Ummmm,” I said and brought my eyes up to her face again. “Yeahhhh.” 

    Her crest ruffled a little, and she gave me an amused grin. 

    “Happy Sun Day. Do you see anything from my stall you like?” she asked and walked closer to me. Almost too close. I could smell her natural earthy musk under her smoky perfume, and my mouth watered for a different reason. 

    “That depends,” I couldn’t help but flirt. “What do you have to show me?” 

    “You look to be in need of foot-wear,” she said and gestured to my purple monstrosities. “We have genuine porack leather boots crafted with the finest marite soles. Only fourteen tithes.” 

    “Hm,” I stalled. I had no idea what the frick-frack she just said even though I was positive my translator doohickey was still working. “Tempting. But actually, do you think I could trouble you for some water?” 

    She stopped in her tracks and snorted a laugh. “You obviously aren’t from around here, stranger.” 

    “Um, no.” My voice cracked, so I cleared it. “I’m not.” 

    Before she could respond, a huge roar erupted from somewhere, and the echo ricocheted off the buildings. 

    “How dare you make a fool of me!” 

    A door exploded off its hinges from an inn across the street. A beefy man dressed as DC Comic’s Bane with two katana-looking curved swords strapped to his back stormed out dragging a cat-woman by her hair, and he threw her into the center of the town square.  

    The music and chattering stopped, and I followed the gathering crowd closer to see what was happening. Then I tracked the cockatoo-woman’s head crest until I was at the front of the ring of spectators. 

    The cat-woman was pushed again to the ground when she tried to stand up, and she fell to her knees and then lithely flipped around in a defensive pose. She looked mostly human, but she was poised elegantly on cat-like feet and clawed hands. The leather of her thigh-high black boots drew my sight up her milky legs, and I couldn’t help but follow the angle of her hip in toward the curve of her waist. She wore a black leather bikini with a halter top and collar combo that exposed her toned belly and perfect breasts. A shiny black tail swished back and forth, alert but not aggressive, and her pointed ears were perked and twitching like she was trying to catalog every sound. 

    “This is the thanks I get?” the Bane knock-off roared again. “This is how you repay my kindness? By humiliation?” 

    “Tsk,” the cockatoo-woman tutted to my right. “It looks like Asher Dagmar needs to teach his Prospect a lesson.” 

    “Prospect?” I asked. 

    “Well, she’s only just come in from the Varthan Traders three days ago,” she gossiped as if this all made sense. “Oh, I forgot, you aren’t from here. Asher Dagmar still has two days left before he decides if he wants to consummate with his prospective wife.” 

    “Answer me!” Asher Dagmar roared. Then he reared back and smacked the woman across her beautiful face. 

    Hard. 

    “Hey!” I shouted, but my protest got lost among the collective gasp of the audience. I tried to move forward, but the cockatoo-woman stopped me. 

    “What are you doing?” she gasped. 

    “You told me to shut my mouth,” the cat-woman spoke back to Dagmar, and her voice was stoic and wickedly sultry in a way that wasn’t trying to be. Her expression wasn’t defiant, but it wasn’t necessarily obedient, either, and there was an intelligent gleam behind her storm blue eyes that suggested disdain.  

    Asher Dagmar seemed to think so, too, because he grabbed a fist full of her hair, and she yelped as her long braid came loose in the struggle. 

    That was it. I couldn’t just stand there and watch this. Why was nobody stepping in? I shook off the bird-woman’s grasp and broke out of the circle. 

    “Hey, asswipe!” I yelled. “Put her down!”  

    Silence reverberated around the square. Asher Dagmar’s wild glare snapped to mine, and he dropped the woman and stalked closer. 

    “Who are you to challenge me?” he rumbled. 

    The square was deadly quiet, and I could feel the laser intensity of hundreds of eyes digging into me. It made me shift on my feet, and I gulped when the man loomed his full height of about seven feet over me. 

    “I said, who are you?” Dagmar said again. His teeth were yellow and jagged, and his breath stank. 

    “No one,” I replied, and I looked past him at the beautiful cat-woman still on the ground.  

    Her head was tilted in confusion, but her blue eyes pierced into me.  

    Dagmar followed my line of sight and then turned back to me with a knowing smile. 

    “Do you invoke the rite of challenge? You wish for my lifeblood?” 

    “What? No! I didn’t mean--” I said and held up my hands. 

    “No?” Dagmar growled as the crowd broke out into shocked murmurs, and Dagmar looked embarrassed for a second until he pulled himself together. “Then it is I, Asher Lii Dagmar, that invokes it. I do not see a Duelist Stone around your neck, but it is no matter. All here have seen you insult my honor, and now you must be destroyed.” 

    “Wait a minute, invoke what? Destroy?” I looked around at the bloodlust gleaming in the eyes of all the townspeople as my stomach dropped. 

    Ashy Dagmar-what’s-his-fuck grinned a feral grin. 

    “You have been challenged and you must heed the law,” the large man said and ramped up the audience into a roar. “Choose your weapon, we fight to the death!” 

    The crowd exploded into a frenzy of cheers and chants, and I looked around in confusion as ice flowed through my veins. 

    Did he say to the death? 

    Fuck. 

    








 

    Chapter 2 

    The roar traveled around the crowd at a volume that nearly knocked me off my feet. They were all shouting one word over and over, and I struggled to understand what it was. I shook my head again and thought it was a weird glitch like I heard when those little farm children spoke, but nothing changed with my hearing, and after another second, I could make out what was being chanted. 

    “Duel! Duel! Duel!” the crowd screamed as one.  

    Dagmar opened his arms wide and gloried in the cheering.  

    I looked around for some ally, or some type of friendly face that didn’t want to see me splattered all over the cobbles for sport, but countless faces, human and animalian alike, were jeering at me with a bright look of violence in their eyes. Even the cockatoo-woman from earlier only shook her head at me and melted back into the crowd. 

    I was clearly on my own. 

    “Make way for the Lord Asher Mec!” someone called from the crowd. 

    The circle of people parted across from me, and a tall man with horns that curled around each ear like a ram walked into the ring. On his right arm he had a beautiful woman with soft green feathers on her head that swept back like a parakeet. Her voluptuous curves gave her a perfect petite hourglass figure, and she was draped in the finest gold silk that matched the sun symbol on all the banners. She was just as gorgeous as all of the other women I’d observed so far, and she was just one of a string of women following the ram-man and his entourage. 

    The man was obviously important because the moment he raised his arms, the crowd went quiet. Finally, my luck was about to turn around. Surely, it was clear I was not from around here, and it would be crazy for me to participate in this death-fight custom.  

    Right? 

    “I happened to be in the marketplace,” the horned man stated as he fixed his eyes on me. “This human appears to be unranked?” 

    “He insulted me publicly,” Dagmar growled. “Therefore, it is within my rights to challenge him.” 

    “Then let us proceed.” The horned-man nodded to Dagmar. “It’s the one-hundredth annual Sun Day, so what better way for you to honor her but with a blood sacrifice?” 

    “That’s also what I was thinking,” Dagmar grunted as he returned the horned-man’s nod. 

    “Duel!” the ram-man bellowed and riled the gatherers up into another frenzy. 

    “Hey, wait a minute!” I cried out, but my voice was lost in all the noise. Then I looked everywhere for any type of break in the crowd so I might be able to slip away.  

    That task was made impossible as the group seemed to close in even more. Some spectators even threw things and jeered at me to try to get me to react. 

    The ram-man raised another self-important hand, and the people silenced once more so he could address them. 

    “My fellow Natavians!” the ram-lord said to his subjects. “Let us enjoy this duel! Dagmar will spill the No-Rank’s blood across the sand, so all shall be reminded of the power of the Duelist’s Order and the Goddess Mercedes!” 

    Oh, for the love of fuck. 

    Weird death-fights were one thing, but when people started to bring up religious sacrifices, that was usually a bit trickier. So, my choices were to observe this bizarre custom and fight, or forfeit and probably die anyway by voluntary sacrifice? Great town so far. What was that expression again? 

    Straight out from the frying pan and into the fire. 

    The ram-lord gestured, and one of his attending goat-men brought him a comfy looking chair for him to sit in. When he was settled, he nodded deeply to Dagmar. 

    Dagmar seemed to glow with pride, and he pulled out a long cord from a loop on his belt. He glared at me with malice and smacked the cord whip-like against his palm. 

    “The challenged must pick the weapon,” Dagmar said. 

    It took me a moment to realize he was addressing me specifically. 

    Shit. 

    Fighting with weapons was definitely not in my wheel-house. This guy seemed pretty confident he could kill me even with a butter-knife, but maybe those were his only skills. I needed to level the playing field somehow. 

    Royce Gracie style. 

    “No weapons,” I said and tried to summon my courage. “I choose hand-to-hand combat.” 

    “No weapon?” Dagmar asked, and the crowd gasped and whispered among themselves. “That’s unheard of.” 

    “That’s my choice. Take it or leave it.” I brushed an invisible piece of lint off my ripped shirt as if I had all the time in the world. 

    “The challenged has chosen hand-to-hand!” the ram-lord shouted. 

    The cat-woman still knelt on the hard ground where Bald and Beefy had left her, and he gave me a frustrated grunt as he marched over to her, bent down, and began to move the cord toward her neck. I could now see the cord he was holding was actually some sort of leash, and he fastened it to the metal ring dangling from the cat-woman’s collar. Then he yanked her up from the ground and dragged her over to where the ram-lord was sitting on his makeshift throne.  

    “Watch my Prospective Wife.” Dagmar handed over the leash to one of the ram-lord’s many attendants as if he was transferring her over like an item of property. Not even a valuable item, if his treatment of her indicated anything about his character. 

    Seeing this beautiful being jerked around by the neck by this arrogant asshole three times her size lit a fire in my belly, and I was reminded of why I got myself into this mess to begin with. 

    “The temporary transfer of assets has been met,” the ram-lord said as the cat-woman was forced to kneel at his feet with all the other women in his harem. Then the lord lifted a chalice from one of many offered serving trays and raised it high. “Let the Duel begin!” 

    The crowd went crazy as Dagmar took his place back in the ring, and their gleeful lust for violence reminded me of the unofficial cage matches I used to participate in, only way more intense. It was finally becoming real to me that I wouldn’t be able to escape or talk my way out of this. These people wanted blood-shed in the name of entertainment, and they were going to get it by any means necessary. 

    On an island without wifi, I guess I could see the appeal. 

    Dagmar chuckled darkly as he removed the katana-looking swords from the crossed sheathes on his back. He tossed them to the side, and a taunting grin stretched wide to reveal his pointed yellow teeth as he looked at me. 

    This duel was going to happen whether I liked it or not, and given Dagmar’s sheer size, I could tell my greatest advantage would be my speed. I needed to be light on my toes, so I unwound the seaweed from around my feet and legs. 

    I kicked away the remnants of my gladiator sandals, bent down, grabbed a few strips of the spongy seaweed, and quickly wrapped them around my knuckles. They were a far cry from my sparring gloves back home, but they would at least add some protection. I had a feeling landing a punch to Dagmar’s jaw would feel like hitting a concrete wall, and I would be completely toast if my hands were broken. 

    After my fists were wrapped, I planted my feet and brought my hands up close to my face. 

    “Oh, now he wants to fight! You wouldn’t be the first person I’ve killed who had their eyes on what is mine. And you certainly won’t be the last!” Dagmar’s tone was high and mocking, and the crowd laughed along with him. 

    “Fuck you,” I said. 

    Dagmar came charging toward me, and I jumped out of his way. He swung around and kicked at me, but I danced back a few defensive steps out of his reach. As soon as he put his kicking foot down on the stone, he lunged forward with a growl, and I had to duck and dive out of the way as he made wide ham-fisted swings toward my head. The huge man may have been slower than me, but it was clear he’d been in more than enough fights. The haymakers he was throwing at me would probably do some serious damage, and my only hope was he’d get tired soon, or I could spot an opportunity to take him down and use my Brazilian jiu jitsu on him. 

    Dagmar missed another hook to my face, and then I rolled my upper body down and to the left as I dodged another incoming jab. The position left his left side open for a second, so I gave him a leg-kick for good measure, but it was like kicking fucking steel, and I felt the impact all the way in my hip. 

    He tried to grab me, but I evaded him again. 

    “Quit running away, little rabbit!” Dagmar growled.  

    The man wasn’t even breaking a sweat yet, so I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to try and wear him out by avoiding him. I would probably tire out before him, so I needed to drop him to the ground sooner rather than later and put him into a submission hold. 

    On his next pass, Dagmar tried to lunge for me again, but I leaned into my left back foot and delivered a side-kick to his solar plexus with my right. Before he could react, I followed with another side-kick to the side of his knee, but instead of going down like a sack of bricks like I was expecting, Dagmar merely bared his teeth. 

    It kinda felt like I’d kicked a concrete wall twice in a row, and my heart sank. The fact that he looked like he was just getting warmed up was not a good sign.  

    New plan. 

    “Excellent!” Dagmar roared. “You had better make this a good show or else I will be punishing Zoie extra hard tonight.”  

    He saw my eyes widen, and he laughed again. 

    “You’re sick,” I spat. 

    “Does that bother you, or are you just jealous you won’t be doing the punishing,” he said and leered over to where the cat-woman, Zoie, was watching with large blue eyes.  

    Her face betrayed nothing, but her tail gave an anxious twitch. 

    Then, for just a second, her expression broke, and she looked afraid. It was wrong for that fear to be there on her face, and I felt this strongly from the bottom of my soul. 

    This Dagmar fucker was going down. 

    The guy was apparently too thick-muscled for my kicks to work, so I needed to get him on the ground another way. He was so tall, so my best bet was to disrupt his center of gravity and take him down, but first I needed to rile him up so I could catch him off guard. 

    “I’m going to beat you,” I said. 

    “Oh, really, No-Rank?” he scoffed. 

    “Yep,” I said and bounced on the balls of my feet, “And when I win, I won’t be doing any punishing, only pleasuring. Which is something I’m guessing you fail at due to the small size of your penis.” 

    Tittering hoots and laughter ruptured through the crowd, and Dagmar’s face turned an interesting purple color. His mocking grin was gone now, and in its place was an expression of pure fury. He charged at me like an enraged bull, and I didn’t move fast enough out of the way to avoid the shove to my shoulder. One, two, he jabbed and crossed, and it was all I could do to dodge and parry his strikes while I tried to maintain control of the space. 

    I caught a rogue kick to the chest, and the breath whooshed out of me. Then he aimed another side-kick at me, and I was barely able to bring my leg and arm in a check before he nailed me with another kick. I went sprawling to the ground, but I sprung up like an angry mole barely a second later and distracted him by double jabbing at his face, side-stepping, and sending kicks to his dominant right leg where I could. 

    “Is that all you’ve got?” I egged him on as I buzzed around him like an irritating fly.  

    “I’ll crush you!” he roared and came at me again. 

    Instead of shuffling back a step like I had been, I planted my feet and angled my body as if I was preparing to get him with a left hook to the ribs. 

    Dagmar picked up on my movements just like I was hoping for, and when he leaned in to block, I struck a jab to his ear and then ducked under his counter strike to grab him around the waist. My intent was to use my lower center of gravity to knock him up and off his feet. 

    That, unfortunately, was not what happened. 

    The momentum I’d built up literally died when I collided with Dagmar’s solid mass. Like a fucking redwood tree, the man refused to budge as if he was rooted right there into the ground. No matter how hard I tried, there was no way I could shift him to off-set his balance. 

    Dagmar laughed a throaty laugh as he pried me off by the scruff of my neck and threw me to the ground. Then he landed a leaden kick to my stomach and then three more in quick succession that each made my spine tingle like I’d fallen down skateboarding.  

    I rolled away as fast as I could and coughed on the ground as the spectators cheered. I could taste blood in my mouth, and my ribs ached like I was a pinata for the 1990’s Oakland Athletics. The pain made me dizzy, but being on the ground was as good as being dead, so I tried to stand up on my feet. 

    “Get up, pig,” Dagmar said and lifted me the rest of the way up by my throat with one of his large hands. Then he threw me again, and I landed on my hands and knees right in front of the ram-lord. 

    Those thick fingers wove into my hair as Dagmar wrenched my head back, and his putrid breath against my ear made me shudder when he spoke. 

    “Look at her!” he hissed. “It will be the last time you are able to do so.” 

    I lifted my eyes up to Zoie as Dagmar’s arm squeezed around my neck from behind. If I was going to die, I wanted to at least try and convey to the beautiful woman how much I was sorry I couldn’t help her. 

    Her blue eyes glimmered when we stared at each other, and it felt like a world of understanding passed between us.  

    It might have been the lack of blood flow messing with my perception, but time seemed to slow along with the beating of my heart. The thumping noise reminded me of the ticking of that god-forsaken watch that landed me here in the first place, and I wheezed and struggled as Dagmar’s arm constricted tighter.  

    Then he stood and dragged me off my knees toward the center of the arena. I banged my heels uselessly against the ground, and my fingers clawed at his elbow. 

    “Greet your death, No-Rank,” Dagmar sneered. 

    As darkness slipped into my vision, my beating heart faded, only to be replaced by the ticking. 

    Tick… tick… tick… 

    Six seconds. That’s how long I probably had left before I fell unconscious. I could feel the time I had left like drops in a bucket as the spaces between my last seconds dragged on. 

    This must be what they said dying is like: a whole eternity in a handful of moments. 

    Tick… Tick… 

    My eyes focused for the last time on the beautiful cat-woman’s face as Dagmar continued to drag me away. She said something to me, but I couldn’t quite make it out. Then she mouthed it again and again, and her lips slowed bit by bit until I could finally read them. 

    It was one simple word over and over again, one word that changed everything. 

    Fight. She was telling me to fight. 

    And she was right. I couldn’t give up. This was my life and, oh, how I wanted to keep living it. Failure was Not. An. Option. 

    A huge surge of adrenaline flowed through my veins, and everything snapped into sharp focus. Like a passing police siren, the screaming of the crowd tunneled out, and it was suddenly like someone hit the slo-mo button.  

    Maybe it was from being so close to death, but whatever the case, my mind seemed like it was accelerating faster than my surroundings in some extreme flight-or-fight response. 

    It was powerful, and I let the raw instinct inside me take over as my senses sharpened to new primal heights. 

    Everything was clear. 

    Tick, my heart beat. 

    I could feel each step Dagmar took at half-speed. Each time he stepped down, the world seemed to turn slower and slower on its axis. 

    Tick. 

    The next time he stepped on his right, there was a tell-tale wobble, a weakness in the foundation thanks to my kicks. 

    Next step.  

    Tick.  

    The sound was beginning to return.  

    Another step.  

    Tick.  

    My heart started beating harder. 

    Another step and… 

    There. 

    I waited for his knee to wobble again, just as time resumed its normal speed.  

    In one fluid burst of motion, I planted my feet, pivoted into his body, and slipped out of the hole through his arm. 

    Dagmar, the stupid oaf, stumbled and then spun around to face me in confusion. 

    The audience in the arena exploded with furious cheers, and I gave Dagmar a teasing wave that sparked an inferno of hatred in his eyes. 

    “Vile worm!” he yelled and barreled toward me like a freight train gone off its tracks. 

    “Let’s do this,” I said after I dove out of the way and popped up on the balls of my feet. 

    From there it was a lot simpler.  

    Dagmar was tiring, and it was clear he wasn’t used to fighting this long without a weapon, so I just had to keep my hands up, dodge, and counter strike. I specifically focused my attention on alternating between distracting jabs to his face and low rear-kicks to his weak leg. 

    If Dagmar was a tree, even a redwood could be chopped down with enough swings of an axe. 

    Cross, lead hook, post out, side-step, kick. 

    I saw Dagmar’s thigh muscle ripple in slow-motion when my kick landed. My next series of punches felt like I was throwing them through molasses, but they were still deadly. 

    Jab. Block. Uppercut. Side-step.  

    Kick. 

    Boom. Another slow ripple, but bigger this time. I registered Dagmar yelling out in pain, but I didn’t break focus. 

    I pressed in harder instead, and I zeroed in for the kill just as time snapped back into its normal pace for the last time. 

    Like a mongoose facing a cobra, I faked a step so I could follow through with a powerful Superman punch to the ugly fucker’s face.  

    His head snapped back, and he wavered on his feet. 

    Just a little more now. 

    I brought my leg back, took a step, and followed through with a deep, low-cut kick to his leg. 

    Crack. 

    Dagmar’s knee finally caved as I spun rapidly out of the kick, and he went down like a telephone pole rammed by a front-end loader.  

    I unleashed my fury like a honey badger as I kicked him in the fucking gut, and then I flopped on top of him in mount so I could deliver some tasty elbow-strikes to his bloody face. 

    “Argh!” Dagmar yelled and tried to avoid my elbows, but it was useless. The big asshole obviously didn’t know anything about grappling, so when he tried to pull me into a hug, I just slipped behind him for the rear naked choke. 

    We fell back together as one, and I clamped my legs around his trunk in a rear-mount and knocked his right hand away as he tried to block my choke. Then I squeezed hard with my over-under grip until he was just on the edge of unconsciousness. 

    “Finish it,” the ram-lord said in a deep, resonant voice.  

    During the battle for my life, I’d almost forgotten he was there, and my eyes snapped up to his.  

    There was a heaviness in the order, and his expression suggested if I didn’t end this event in the way that was expected, he would.  

    Somehow, I got the feeling it wouldn’t end well if he had to step in. 

    The blood pounded through my veins as I tucked my other hand behind Dagmar’s neck for more leverage. He spluttered and gasped, and his sweaty fingers struggled in vain to remove my hold. 

    For one brief moment, the reality of what I was about to do made me pause. Did I really want to kill a person? I had no problem with violence when it was necessary, but this was cold-blooded murder. 

    I looked around, and my eyes landed on Zoie again. Her fingers were clenched tightly in her lap, and I followed where her degrading leash rested in the ram-lord’s hand. 

    No. This wasn’t murder. This was self-defense in its purest form, and if I didn’t win, not only would I die, but who knew what Zoie’s fate would become as well? 

    With a savage yell, I arched the both of us back so I could put the maximum amount of pressure against Dagmar’s carotid.  

    I felt the fine bones in his trachea crush and pop, but I didn’t let go until the twitching in his limbs stopped. 

    When it was over, I dumped his body to the side and slowly sat up. 

    There was a beat of absolute stillness from everyone in the square.  

    I gathered myself to my feet and hunched over with my hands on my knees so I could catch my breath.  

    The ram-lord rose from his throne and walked toward me. He still had the leash in his hand, and because of this, Zoie came with him. He stopped and looked down at me, then at Dagmar’s corpse. He extended his free hand to me, and I paused for a moment before I stood up to my full height. I accepted his offered hand, and the ram-lord gripped my fingers in a strong grasp. 

    “Duel!” he shouted and raised our joined hands up into the air. 

    “Duel!” the townspeople screamed as one. 

    “As Lord Asher of Nata Isle, I, Gavlain Mec, recognize the Duelist Laws,” the lord said, and he placed the leash attached to Zoie into my hand. “I have never heard of a No-Rank successfully killing a third-rank in hand-to-hand, but that just adds to the excitement of our ruling class! May you adopt the ancient Asher Power and uphold your level three status better than Dagmar did, and may you protect all you gain through Mercedes’ blessings. I deem this prospective union pleasing to our gracious Goddess. Now, go to your estate, and may you be blessed with many powerful heirs.” 

    Gavlain Mec put one hand on my shoulder and then his other on Zoie’s. 

    The square burst into jubilant applause, and I stared around dumbfounded.  

    These people previously hungry for gore and violence were now waving and smiling, and some were even throwing flowers and bits of colored confetti. Stringed instruments began to play, and suddenly, the ram-lord’s words finally sank in. 

    Union? Heirs? Estate? 

    I looked back at Zoie, who was staring at me with an open yet stoic expression. Then she reached out and cupped her soft hands around mine where I was still numbly holding on to her leash. 

    What. 

    Did I… 

    I think I just got married. 

    








 

    Chapter 3 

    “Someone get the new Asher a carriage!” Gavlain Mec summoned.  

    This must have been the signal for everyone gathered around the square to go back to the festivities, because business resumed as usual as if a man didn’t just die right there in the street. 

    The attendant who brought out the improvised throne for the horned man earlier jumped to attention and ran off to find a carriage.  

    “What is your name, stranger?” the ram-lord asked as he turned to me. 

    “I’m Alex,” I said as I stared down at where Zoie’s hands were still curled around mine. “I’m sorry, but did you just marry us?” 

    It was probably a really dumb question, but I was also crashing from an incredible amount of adrenaline and really wanted a hot meal and about a gallon of water. To say I wasn’t thinking clearly would be an understatement. 

    Gavlain laughed a low laugh like thunder before he clapped a hand down onto my shoulder that jarred my sore body.  

    “You must be one of the nomads from West Alem,” the horned man said. “It has been many years since I’ve been to my home isle. From one country-man to another, heed my advice: try not to draw too much attention to yourself, hm? The other Ashers on this island will be trying to determine your weaknesses so they can duel you.” 

    Before I could question what exactly the title of “Asher” actually meant, Gavlain crouched down to Dagmar’s fallen form and pulled something off from around his neck. 

     It was a clear crystal stone with a black leather cord through one end, and on its shiny surface I could see an engraving of three fish circling what looked like a shield. 

    At that moment, a carriage pulled by two insect creatures with six beady eyes, spotted brown shells like a beetle, and a set of horns on their watermelon sized heads came to a stop in front of us. A man with the features of a golden eagle handed the reins over to the second driver on top of the carriage, and then he jumped down from the driver’s seat and gave a pat to one of the ox/cockroach beasts. 

    “The new Duelist can use my carriage today,” the golden-eagle dude said. 

    “Thank you for the use of your personal transport, Bala,” Gavlain Mec said to the eagle-man. He then handed me the crystal pendant, and I had to let go of Zoie’s hands to take it.  

    When my skin touched the smooth stone, there was a flash, and the fish swam once in a circle around the shield symbol before they stopped. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but I got the feeling some sort of important initiation had just taken place. 

    “What is this?” I asked him. 

    “You must be tired,” Gavlain chuckled as he ushered me toward the carriage. “Your new wife will show you to your estate.” 

    “Wait--” I tried again, but Gavlain put another hand onto my shoulder and squeezed gently in warning. 

    “Go explore your new estate, Alex,” he said and then tied the Duelist Stone around my neck.  

    “Yeahhh… okay…” I nodded my understanding despite all the questions swirling around in my head.  

    “Enjoy your triumph tonight.” Gavlain’s smile returned. “Blue Night is almost upon us, and I would like to welcome you in advance to my annual gala as my guest of honor. Your presence has definitely generated interest, and you will require rest, so be on the lookout for my courier to summon you.” 

    I nodded my heavy head again and followed my new wife into the carriage. When we were both settled across from one another, Gavlain Mec thumped the side of the carriage, and with a lurch, we set off.  

    To where, however, I had no idea. 

    The cat-woman across from me sat as still as a statue, with her arms wrapped low around her ribs in a posture that looked comfortable and gave me a great view of her breasts in her tight bikini halter. She stared at me, and her blue eyes turned all the different shades of the ocean as the light flickered in through the window of the carriage. 

    “Um, I, uh…” I stuttered. It was awkward, and my mushed brain almost didn’t know where to begin. “Your name is Zoie?” 

    “Yes,” she said and hugged herself tighter. 

    “Hey, are you okay?” I asked. 

    “Yes, of course,” she said and frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

    “Well, I did just kill your last husband right in front of you,” I said. 

    “He was only my prospective husband,” she replied with a shrug. “Actually, I think he was going to sell me back to the traders.” 

    “Why would any husband do that?” I asked. 

    “Because I beat him in a fencing match and humiliated his honor,” she scoffed. “He bought me to show me off, and I made him look bad instead. Dagmar still had two days left to decide whether or not he wanted to consummate our union.” 

    “Like a try-before-you-buy situation?” I asked. 

    “In so many words,” she confirmed. “When a prospective wife is bought or traded, the Asher has five days to decide if his purchase was worth it.” 

    “And us?” I asked. Zoie was sexy, and for all intents and purposes, she was my wife now by some crazy blood law, and I would be lying if I said sleeping with her didn’t interest me. But one thing I was beginning to understand was this world I found myself mixed up into had some very particular laws, so I needed to tread lightly. “Would our consummation be… prospective?” 

    “You really aren’t from here, are you?” Zoie said, and a new light of understanding entered her deep blue eyes. “The nomads from Alem don’t really observe the new laws, but they do know of the old ones.” 

    “I’m not-- ” I started. 

    “Shh!” Zoie shushed me, and then she indicated by pointing to the roof where the driver was still guiding the carriage just outside.  

    The message was clear: we were not alone to talk freely. 

    With cat-like grace, Zoie flowed over to the bench next to me and draped one leg across my lap, and I had no choice but to grab the back of her silky thigh so we both wouldn’t suddenly slide to the floor.  

    It was a surprise, but a very welcome one. She smelled like fresh clover flowers, and she was warm and soft in all the right places. One of her long arms draped across my shoulders behind me as she drew herself closer like she was going to tell me a secret, and it felt natural to wrap my other arm around her waist, so I did it with ease. 

    It was nice. More than nice. When she leaned close with her face next to mine, I really struggled not to seek further physical comfort by kissing her smooth rose petal lips. 

    She saw me glance down at her mouth, and she locked me with her kaleidoscope gaze. 

    There was an instant electricity between us that was almost tangible, and I’d sensed it from the first moment I laid my eyes on her. 

    Zoie stared back at me with equal intensity, and I could see from this distance her pupils contracted like a typical cat’s eye. However, I’d never seen such an intriguing shade of mysterious blue, and I wondered if she experienced the same thrill as I did, the same gut-drop sensation like trying to take a step off a staircase that was no longer there. 

    Then she looked away, and the spell was broken. 

    “I know what you are,” Zoie whispered and glanced again at the roof as a reminder. 

    “You do?” I replied in a low voice that matched her own. 

    Zoie nodded as she took one of my hands into both of hers, and she began to unravel the fighting gloves I crafted out of the purple seaweed. “When I was a young kit living on the island of Vartha, I would sometimes hear talk about people coming from over the sea. People not from the Aventoll Archipelagos.” 

    “Where do they come from?” I asked as she massaged my aching left hand. The way her thumbs kneaded into the meat of my palm felt sinfully good. 

    “Just from over the sea.” She shrugged and brought my right hand up to start unwrapping it, too. “It’s not talked about much, but every so often, someone like you shows up. We call people like you Travelers. Most of the folk who remember the old days get jumpy around Travelers, though, so it’s not something that should be advertised.” 

    “Do you know if any Travelers ever leave once they get to Aventoll?” I asked while she massaged my other hand. I tried to focus through the pleasure spreading through me, and I only realized my eyes were drooping when her massaging stopped. 

    “I don’t know for certain,” she said, and then she pulled out the Duelist Stone tucked under my shirt and tapped the fish engraving with her fingernail. “But the Goddess has recognized you as one of her own, now. With it comes responsibilities. And rewards.” 

    “Are you one of those rewards?” My eyes scanned her luscious body where it was pressed snugly along my side, and her eyes darted away from mine for just a second. 

    “Yes,” she answered after a brief hesitation. “It is law that if an Asher is killed in a Duel, the victor inherits his estate along with any other properties or assets. So, when an Asher kills another in a Duel, he inherits the other man’s possessions, holdings, and slaves. In this case, since you killed Dagmar outright, the Prospect rule no longer applies. Instead, I am treated like his grieving widow and set to observe the Mourning Rite. After a period of three days, I can consummate the bond with my new husband.” 

    “Sooo…” I cleared my throat. “When I killed Dagmar, I got all his stuff?” 

    “Yes.” She nodded. 

    “Including you?” I asked. 

    “Yes.” She nodded again. “Ashers can only have as many wives as they are ranked, and since they are possessions, they are transferred to the winning Duelist. Dagmar actually did not have any wives besides me, even though he could have had three. So, now I am yours.” 

    “Is that your choice?” I asked. 

    “It is law.” She shrugged as if choice didn’t even have a say in the matter. 

    Maybe it didn’t in the world of Aventoll. 

    “Tell me more about how the Ashers work, please.” 

    “Every person and piece of property is either owned by a Duelist, or is in holding with the Asher Organization and waiting to be assigned to a new Rank One Asher,” she started to explain. “Ashers build their holdings by killing other Duelists, or by buying the assets from their colleagues.” 

    “And if they want to gain a new level, do they just get more holdings?” I asked. 

    “No,” she said. “If an Asher wants to go up a Duelist rank, they must Duel and kill an Asher of a higher rank. Then they get their Stone and increase in power. It is a very easy to understand system.” 

    “Rightttttt…” I sighed.  

    The more Zoie explained, the more I was beginning to see how this world was run. These “Ashers” or “Duelists” as they were called, acted as feudal landowners and lords over the common people. They were elevated, respected, and even feared, but what I didn’t understand was why. 

    “Zoie,” I asked after mulling this over for a bit. “What do the Ashers do that is so important?” 

    “I don’t understand.” She tilted her head as if my question was strange.  

    “I mean,” I started and gently removed her from my lap so I could talk to her face-to-face. “Why are the Duelists allowed to rule? Dagmar was a dick-wad, and he hurt you.” 

    “I’m fine,” Zoie said and ducked away from where I was trying to examine the light bruising against her cheek. “It’s true he was not a nice man, but he was blessed by the Goddess, as all Ashers are. They are given the power by Mercedes herself to keep our world safe.” 

    “Safe from what?” I asked. 

    Just then, the carriage rolled to a stop, and the driver gave two thumps of his foot to signal we’d arrived. 

    “No more questions now, Alex,” Zoie whispered and put the leash she was still wearing into my hands. Then she gestured to the carriage door, and I took the hint and led us out. 

    “Give Asher Ren our thanks for the use of his transport,” Zoie said to the driver in a regal tone, and even with a leash around her neck, she had a commanding presence that couldn’t be ignored. 

    The driver bowed his head in acknowledgment and knickered to the strange ox-roaches pulling the carriage. The beasts lifted their big heads from their grazing and began to set off. 

    “Welcome to your estate, my husband,” Zoie said as the carriage moved aside and revealed the sight before me. 

    My mouth hung open as my eyes took in what all I was seeing. 

    In front of me was a short stone bridge over a small babbling stream, and at the end of the bridge there looked to be a modest water mill that could use a patch job. Just past the mill were rolling green hills of pasture dotted with more of those ox-roach creatures as they ate their fill of the sweet-smelling grass, and next to the pasture was a patch of dusty farm land bordered by an orchard with gnarly overgrown trees. Farther up a mossy incline, a handful of shack-like houses with thatched roofs sat in disrepair, and from where I was standing, I could even see something that might even be a workshop or a barn. 

    But by far the most impressive thing that stood out was the manor house at the very top of the hill. 

    The manor wasn’t the biggest I’d ever seen, but it wasn’t small by any means. A stone wall around the house itself reminded me of the one around Nata Isle, only this one had a gate. Like the rest of the estate, the manor looked unkempt with overgrown vines that crawled up the towers and over the walls. The whole place could do with a little TLC and some elbow grease. 

    A tug to my hand made me snap out of my stupor. 

    “Are you coming?” Zoie asked as she walked backward, and the leash still in my hand pulled me toward her. 

    “Yes, but hold on,” I said and walked up to her so I could unfasten the leash from the ring in her collar. “This needs to go.” 

    “What?” Zoie blinked at me. 

    I walked to the middle of the bridge and waited until she followed me. “I know we’re married because of some law I had no idea about, but let me make one thing clear: I am not Dagmar.”  

    I threw the leash over the side of the bridge and didn’t even watch it hit the water. 

    Zoie peered into my face for a few moments, and then she stepped close enough to press the full length of her body into me. Before I could say anything, or even think about stepping away, her hand came up to cup my face. 

    “You are a kind man, Alex the Traveler,” she said and kissed me gently on the lips. It was a brief kiss, and before I could turn it into something else, she pulled away and left me aching for more of her sweetness. Then she smiled and grasped my hand. “Or… I should call you Asher Alex, now. Come with me, husband. You are weary and need food and drink to refresh you.” 

    I let her lead me, which was totally fine, because I was unable to pay attention to much of the path because of the sway of her full hips and the swish of her tail going to and fro. I knew she wasn’t purposefully trying to be seductive, but that small kiss and those long legs made me a bit toasty under the collar.                

    How long did she say the mourning thing was? Three whole days? I groaned inwardly. I guess I would just have to satisfy my other appetites for now. 

    Speaking of other appetites, my stomach let loose a mighty growl as I followed Zoie past the orchard trees on our way up to the manor house. She glanced at me, walked over to one of the trees with heavy red fruit still hanging from its branches, and plucked one. 

    “What’s this?” I asked as I caught the fruit when she tossed it to me. The fruit was about the size and shape of an apple, but it had small seeds on the outside like a strawberry. 

    “It’s a woot fruit,” Zoie said. “Try it, it will refresh you.” 

    “Okay,” I replied and bit into the firm flesh of the fruit. “Hey, there’s water in here!” 

    “Yes,” she said in an amused tone. “It is very useful because hydration is hard to come across on the desert islands.” 

    “So, the stream we passed is salty, too?” I looked down where fresh water pooled up like a little well from the bite I just took out of the woot fruit. 

    “All the streams, rivers, and lakes are undrinkable,” Zoie said and continued making her way up to the house. “Is it not so where you are from?” 

    “No,” I said as I fell into step beside her. “Actually, it’s the reverse. Where I come from, most of the rivers and streams are fresh, and the ocean is salty. That was one of the first things I noticed about this place that made me think I wasn’t home anymore. Why don’t your people use those pipes I saw to pump water from the sea?” 

    What I thought was an innocent question made Zoie stop dead in her tracks as she looked at me with a pale face. 

    “Because taking from the Ocean Mercedes is a sin,” she said. “Alex, did you drink from the ocean?” 

    “Uhhhh, yes?” I replied as I gulped the rest of the water out of the fruit, but when Zoie’s eyes flew open wide, I shifted on my feet like a guilty schoolboy. “Was I not supposed to?” 

    “How are you not dead?” she blurted out, and her tail fluffed up a little as she scanned me from head to toe. 

    “Umm…” I said. 

    “It is known only the worthy may drink of the Ocean Mercedes and gain the blessings and wisdom she provides,” Zoie said in a rapid burst. “If a person drinks and they are found wanting, most of them die instantly.” 

    “Most of them,” I deadpanned. “What happens to the rest?” 

    “The knowledge of the universe becomes too much for them, and they go mad,” she stated. “The lucky ones end their lives swiftly in one matter or another.” 

    “Well, that seems bleak as fuck,” I said, and Zoie cocked her head in puzzlement. “It seems bad.”  

    “Yes.” She nodded. 

    “So, what about me, then?” I asked and held my arms out. “I’m neither dead nor crazy. I guess I’m worthy?” 

    “Alex,” Zoie said in a grave voice, “you don’t understand. Not even the high religious priests dare to drink the sea. If anyone on Aventoll were worthier, I can’t think of who. The priests dedicate their whole lives to the pursuit of Mercedes’ wisdom and try their best to spread her blessings.” 

    “Oh.” I looked down at the woot fruit still in my hand. 

    “This is not something you should tell others,” she said in the same hushed voice she used in the carriage. “Now that you are an Asher, you have an automatic price on your head. The more people think you have, the more the other Ashers will want to gain it for themselves. If any other Asher knew about this--Mercedes’ blessing of the sea--it might inspire them to challenge you to a duel sooner. Then they will take your life and all your possessions.” 

    “Hey,” I said, and I frowned at the high notes of worry in her voice. “I’m not going to let anyone take you from me.”  

    “I… Thank… you.” Zoie looked into my eyes for a second before she released a deep sigh. Then she lowered her head, and I did the same until our foreheads met.  

    That warm sensation of comfort flowed through me at the feeling of her back in my arms, and for a moment, we just stood there breathing until Zoie finally pulled away. 

    She seemed calmer, but I noticed the storm clouds had gathered again in her eyes. 

    “Come,” she said and continued her way up to the manor house. 

    The rest of the way was made in silence, and I couldn’t shake the unease I suddenly felt. From the moment I got here, I felt wildly out of place, but this was the first time I felt truly alien.  

    I just hoped it didn’t change the way Zoie saw me. 

    The last thing I ever wanted to see was that look of fear on her face Dagmar seemed to inspire, but more than anything, I especially never wanted to see it directed at me. 

    When we finally reached the big wooden doors that acted as a gate into the manor, I noticed something odd. 

    “Zoie,” I said as I helped her heave open the heavy gate, “where are all the people?” 

    “What do you mean?” she huffed and then brushed off her hands. 

    “An estate this size should at least have a house staff,” I pointed out. 

    “Yes, you are correct,” Zoie said. “The level three Duelist Dagmar killed a few months ago used to keep this place fully staffed, but since he took ownership, Dagmar sold everything of value he could get his hands on so he could use the gold in various games of chance. There are farmhouses for the field workers and inside there is a servant’s quarters, but now there is only Arvid the cook, and old Jenner who keeps house and takes care of the poracks in the pasture.” 

    It was no wonder the estate looked so neglected, then. This was something I definitely needed to get to the bottom of if this was going to be my home for the foreseeable future. 

    However, all of that thinking was put aside when a hearty aroma of meat and spices smacked me in the face.  

    “What is that amazing smell?” I asked as we passed a few empty stables on our way to the manor entrance. God, I’d forgotten how ravenous I was. 

    Zoie glanced at me over her shoulder with a coy smile. “Arvid’s stew. You have never tasted something so good until you’ve had it.” 

    “I can’t wait,” I said and picked up my pace. 

    The doors to the manor house weren’t as big as the gate entrance, but they were still a solid wood that was difficult to move, so I had to help Zoie swing them open again. 

    When we stumbled into the entrance hall, the scent of the stew intensified, and my complaining stomach echoed off the high ceilings, which made Zoie give me another look. At this point, I was feeling a bit delirious, especially with the promise of food and rest so close, and I blurted out a string of giggles before I could stop myself. 

    My laughter bounced off the barren walls of the hall just like my protesting stomach. I was sure if there had been artworks and draperies like some of the dusty outlines on the walls implied, my laugh wouldn’t have sounded quite so loud in the emptiness, but I clapped a hand over my mouth. 

    “Sorry,” I said. 

    Zoie just stared at me for a second before the corners of her mouth twitched upward. 

    From there, it was all downhill. I didn’t know which one of us did it, but someone snorted and set us both off into peals of side-busting laughter. God, the release of tension felt good, but what was even better was the sound of Zoie’s angel-like laughter. 

    Where her natural speaking voice was low and velvety, her laughter was bright and melodious like crystal bells. When she laughed, her whole face lit up with jubilation, and her tail came up behind her in a playful swish-swash from side to side as she clutched one hand to her chest. It was really fucking adorable, and I almost couldn’t keep myself from pulling her in and kissing her breathless. 

    Just when I was about to see for myself what her laughter tasted like, a screeching racket interrupted us. 

    “What is all that blasted noise?” A small man about four feet tall with a gray head and big fluffy ears like a koala came to a stop with one hand on his hip and something that looked like a riding crop in the other. He had a monocle he tweaked and adjusted so he could glare at us better. “Ms. Zoie. Who is this? Where is Asher Dagmar?” 

    “Oh, Jenner,” Zoie said. “Asher Dagmar is dead by the Rite of the Duel. This is his challenger.” 

    The man named Jenner adjusted his monocle again and sized me up with a sharp eye. Then he took slow measured steps until he was standing right in front of me. “Am I really to believe this scrawny whelp defeated Dagmar?” 

    “Hey!” I objected and glanced down at myself. It was true I did look a little worse for wear with my ripped t-shirt, ratty jeans, and no shoes, but I wasn’t scrawny. Well, compared to Dagmar, maybe. 

    “Jenner, be nice,” Zoie said. “Alex, show him your Duelist Stone.” 

    I did as she asked so I wouldn’t get whacked by that crop in Jenner’s hand. He reminded me of a stern old-timey grade school professor who wouldn’t think twice about smacking some knuckles for stepping out of line.  

    I barely had the crystal pendant out before the man grabbed it and pulled it down to get a closer look, and unfortunately for my sore back, I went with the necklace. 

    “A little warning would have been nice,” I grumbled half-bent over as he used his monocle like a magnifying glass to examine the Stone. 

    “Well, well, I stand corrected.” Jenner replaced the monocle back onto his face, and his tone of voice was still curt but no longer judgmental as he studied the Stone. “You can never be too sure of people these days, and Dagmar was a skilled swordsman. It’s been a long time since these old bones were impressed. It appears we have a new master. What is your name, Asher?” 

    “Alex,” I said as I pulled back. 

    “Alex… ” He let the pendant slip from his fingers while his bushy white eyebrows furrowed in thought. “Family name?” 

    “Well, the name on my birth certificate says Brightwood,” I told him. 

    “Birth what?” he questioned. “Do you mean life record?”  

    “Yeah, a birth certificate is just a record,” I said. 

    “Hmm,” he hummed again and scratched his scruffy chin. “Brightwood. What is it your family does? Are they craftsmen? Carpenters? I’ve never heard of them.” 

    “That makes two of us,” I said. “I’ve never known my family.” 

    “Alex is a nomad from West Alem,” Zoie said as she came to my rescue. Then she turned to me and put a hand on my arm. “You’ll have to forgive Jenner. Family histories are one of his many hobbies.” 

    “Not much is known about the Wanderers of the West,” Jenner said and backed down from his inquisition. “Ms. Zoie is correct. Family histories are my passion. I apologize if I’ve offended you, Asher Brightwood.” 

    “No offense taken,” I assured him. “But please, if this is my home now, call me Alex.” 

    The koala-man regarded me with a strange look before a thin smile bloomed on his little gray face. That small smile transformed his severe expression into a much more genial one, and I could tell by the kindness in his brown eyes he would be a welcome asset in this wild world. 

    “Right!” Jenner said and clapped his hands together as he seemed to come to a decision. Then he turned smartly on his heels and began to lead the way out of the entrance hall. “I bet you both are famished. Arvid finally finished the stew, just in time before the Night Fast. Not a moment too soon, too, the slow blundering porack.”  

    Zoie and I followed him as we exchanged amused glances. 

    “Why didn’t you warn me about him?” I whispered to her as Jenner kept muttering darkly to himself.  

    “You’re not afraid of wee little Jenner, are you?” Zoie teased, and some of the good humor from earlier was still dancing on her blushing lips. “You are his master now, so he’ll do whatever you say.” 

    “Has he ever whacked you with that riding crop thing?” I poked her in her exposed side. 

    “No, of course not! Jenner is harmless.” Zoie danced away from my questing fingers, and I was delighted to discover she might be ticklish. “In fact, he is one of the few people I’ve met since I got to Nata Isle who has shown me the most kindness.” 

    “Well, hopefully I can change that,” I said, and I couldn’t resist poking her one more time. 

    She hissed and swiped at my hand, and suddenly, we were play-fighting like children until Jenner’s voice snapped us out of it. 

    “Mr. Alex, and Ms. Zoie, the kitchen is this way,” he said with a flat expression on his stern face. 

    It was so at odds with his cute stature and big fluffy ears that I had to stifle another round of juvenile laughter. I saw Zoie bite her lip to hide her own small grin, and I cleared my throat.  

    Jenner eyed us both like a disappointed parent would do to their squabbling children in the supermarket. 

    “Sorry, Jenner,” I said once I had myself under control and grabbed Zoie’s hand. “We’re ready, lead on.” 

    “Ahem, yes,” Zoie said as she instantly composed herself way better than I just did. “Lead on, Jenner.” 

    Jenner narrowed his gaze and wouldn’t look away from us even when we started all walking again, and I counted at least ten weird backward steps before he finally faced forward again. 

    “He’s gonna take a bit of getting used to,” I whispered to Zoie. 

    My new wife smiled gently, but then something seemed to dawn on her as she slowed to a stop. 

    “I’m sorry about your family, Alex,” she said and squeezed my hand. 

    “That’s okay,” I told her and squeezed back. “There aren’t any memories to miss them by.” 

    “Still,” she said as we started walking again, “I only knew my parents for a short time, and even though most of the memories have faded, there is still an empty space inside that I wished was filled sometimes.” 

    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I murmured and let her words settle over me. 

    We followed Jenner the rest of the way in contented silence after that. 

    I’d admit, the exhaustion was really getting to me at this point, and I was glad to have a couple of guides. The corridor walls were all barren and looked the same, and there really weren’t any statues, antique vases, or furniture to mark the passages. There might have been a staircase or three, but I wasn’t really paying close attention. I was mainly focused on placing one foot in front of the other until we passed through a courtyard and into the kitchen at last. 

    “Arvid!” Jenner called out as he burst through the swinging doors. “Dish us all up some stew while most of us are still young.” 

    A tall man with a shaggy brown pelt shot through with streaks of white blinked awake from where he was sleeping. He was hunched over with his arms folded and his head down on the simple wooden table in the center of the kitchen. Given the grooves in the surface where his big sloth-like claws rested, this must have been his favorite napping place.  

    “Ohhh?” the sloth-man said as he rose slowly and scratched his head, and he stretched each vowel to the max. “Whooo--” 

    “Yes, yes, we have a new Asher,” Jenner said and set about filling four goblets full of wine from a clay pitcher on the work counter. He needed a step stool to reach, and I had to fight another grin. “Let’s save all that for another time, hm, Arvi?” 

    Arvid gave another slow blink and nodded before he shuffled to a big fireplace where a large pot hung over the crackling flames. Then he stirred the contents a few times before making his slow way over to where the bowls were kept near the sink. 

    “Sit, Alex,” Zoie said and guided me to sit on one of the bench seats at the table with her. 

    I did so and groaned as my aching feet were finally relieved from the stress they’d been under. They throbbed along with my pulse, especially the foot I used to hack down Dagmar, and they were sore to the point where I considered just chopping them both off with that mean looking cleaver hanging on the wall.  

    Man, I would kill for an ibuprofen right about now. 

    Instead, I made due with a large swallow of the wine Jenner put down in front of me. It tasted like straight vinegar, but at the same time it was heaven. 

    The stew, when Arvid finally got around to serving all of us, was even better. 

    Big chunks of tender meat swam in a rich gravy seasoned with something that reminded me of garlic and rosemary. I looked above us at the bundles of herbs hung upside down from the ceiling in various stages of drying, but none of them looked familiar. 

    “What is this?” I asked after my fifth or sixth spoonful. 

    “Porack stew with verna berries and ash-root,” Jenner said and slurped something that looked like a potato into his mouth. 

    “It’s delicious,” I directed to Arvid as I sopped up the rest of the gravy with a hunk of bread. “My compliments to the chef.” 

    “I did tell you,” Zoie said as she brought her own spoon elegantly up to her lips. 

    “You did,” I replied and licked my thumb. “I’m gonna need about two more bowls of that.” 

    Arvid only smiled a slow smile and got up to get more stew. 

    When I finished my last bowl of food, it was like the whole of today’s events came crashing down on me. Was it really only this morning that I woke up on the deserted island? Or, wait. Last night? Leary’s felt like years ago, now. 

    It wasn’t until I sensed cool fingers brushing away the hair from my brow that I realized I’d pulled an Arvid and dozed off at the table. 

    “Alex,” Zoie beckoned me awake with her serene voice. 

    “Timeissit?” I slurred. 

    “Time for rest,” she said and helped me up to my feet, but I hissed in pain when I had to stand on my bruised soles once more, so Zoie maneuvered my arm over her shoulders. “Here. Lean on me.” 

    “That helps, thanks,” I said and leaned into her side. Then I looked around the kitchen and noticed we were alone. “Where are Jenner and Arvid?” 

    “Jenner went to prepare your rooms, and Arvid went to bring the poracks in for the night,” she explained. 

    “Night?” I looked out the window in confusion. The sun was still high in the sky the same as it had been since I got here. 

    “It’s Sun Day,” she said. “This is the longest day of the year, and the sun won’t set for a few more hours. I’ll explain more to you later.” 

    “Okay,” I mumbled and shuffled along with her out of the kitchen and back through the courtyard. 

    Somehow, Zoie managed to get me up two flights of stairs and into a room that must have been in one of the towers due to its circular design. Just like the rest of the manor, it was underwhelming in decoration, but it was more than fine because the only thing I required was a bed and some heavy drapes to block the light, and this room had both, so I was set. 

    “There are clean linens and a few clothes in the wardrobe,” Zoie said as she helped me sit on the side of the large four-poster bed. Then she indicated a curtained archway next to a large fireplace. “And there is a bathing room just through there.”  

    “Thank you,” I said as I gazed up at her. 

    “You’re welcome,” she replied. “Sleep well.” 

    “Wait, don’t go,” I protested and grabbed her hand. “Stay.”  

    Zoie stiffened, and her hand went wooden in my grasp. “I don’t--”  

    “Just to sleep!” I hurried to add. “I know you have your mourning thing.” 

    “Mourning Rite,” she corrected. 

    “Yeah, that,” I said. 

    “I…” Zoie said and then trailed off. She looked uncomfortable, so I took my hand back. 

    “That’s okay,” I said and rubbed my sweaty palm against my thigh. “You don’t have to ever explain with me.” 

    “Alex…” she murmured and bit her lip. 

    “No, really,” I said and stood up one more time so I could level with her.  

    Zoie had her face down, however, and there was that little furrow in between her eyebrows.  

    I was starting to recognize this look of hers as being unique to when she was grappling with something she didn’t know how to put into words, so I tilted her chin up with my finger so she could see the sincerity written on my face. 

    Her eyes shifted away from mine, and she pulled back.  

    I tried not to let the rejection sting too much, but I understood the situation from her perspective. 

    It wasn’t even about the sex, not really. 

    Yes, I would love to take her to bed right now, no questions asked. I would love to spread her out on the sheets and remove each article of her skimpy clothing piece by piece until every inch of her satiny skin was revealed to me… 

    But more than all that, there was something so comforting about just holding her soft body against me and smelling the warm scent of her. She made everything feel more like home than home ever was, and for a moment, that empty space she was talking about? Well, for a moment it didn’t feel so empty when she was around. 

    “I should wait for the Lord Asher’s summons,” Zoie said and put more distance between us. 

    “Oh, right,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “That party thing?” 

    “Yes,” she muttered. 

    “Okay, then.” I sat back down on the side of the bed. “Goodnight, I guess.” 

    “Goodnight,” Zoie said. She hovered by the door, and for a moment I thought she was going to say something else, but she didn’t. Instead, she let the door close softly behind her. 

    I sighed and looked around the empty room. What I really needed was to put this day behind me and to get some sleep, so I shucked off my dirty shirt and let it crumple to the floor as I laid back against the comfortable mattress. 

    The second my head hit the pillow, I was out. 

    Dreams came and went in a blur of kaleidoscope color and sound, and it only seemed like seconds before I was being roughly shaken back to consciousness. 

    “Mr. Alex!” Jenner’s voice pierced through the fog. 

    “Wha?” I said and bolted upright in the bed, but the little koala-man continued to pull at my wrist and practically dragged me to the floor. “I’m up, what’s going on?” 

    Before he could answer, a deafening rumble tore through the air and made the manor house shake. Mortar dust rained down on us from above, and I could feel the ground roll under my feet. It was a similar sensation to what I felt on that rotating island, and I held on to one of the bed’s four posts so I wouldn’t fall. 

    As soon as it started, everything stopped, and an eerie stillness permeated the air. The hair stood right up on the back of my neck, and Jenner’s ears trembled and twitched. He turned to me with all of the color washed out of his face and then ran over to the window on the far wall of the room. 

    I followed close behind as he tore open the drapes, and my jaw dropped. 

    Night had finally come to Nata Isle, but with it came a blood-red moon that turned the once-idyllic grounds of the estate into something hostile and terrifying. 

    From somewhere not too far off in the distance, a low howl rose over the trees. 

    “They’re back!” Jenner gasped. “Nooooo!” 

    And before I could ask what he meant, a bolt of lightning exploded on the grounds somewhere near where the pasture was, and all hell broke loose. 

    








 

    Chapter 4 

    The lightning strike immediately sparked a fire in the pasture, and both Jenner and I stumbled back from the window. 

    “Oh, Mercedes be!” Jenner yelled and snapped back into action. 

    “Jenner, what the fuck is going on?” I shouted as the koala-man grabbed my wrist again with his surprisingly strong grip. 

    “The moon is red, Asher Brightwood,” he barked over his shoulder as he dragged me through the dimly lit corridors. “It’s time to show you deserve that pretty rock around your neck.” 

    I looked down at the Duelist Stone bouncing against my bare chest as I followed Jenner down a long staircase. 

    In the darkness, the Stone glowed with soft white light, and all along the passage the wall mounted sconces glowed with the same light as I passed by. Once we got to the bottom of the stairs, light from more of those stone fixtures on the walls flooded the space to reveal a weapons cache stacked to the gills with fine swords, melee weapons, and anything else a person could think of that could kill, maim, or cause serious damage. It was impressive. 

    “Wait, I thought you were taking me to Zoie,” I said as I spun around and looked everywhere for her familiar form. “Where is Zoie, Jenner? Tell me what’s going on!” 

    Jenner stopped in the middle of gathering random pieces of clothing, armor, and whatever weapons were left in the depleted cache, and he dropped a double-sided axe almost bigger than he was and stared at me. 

    I was beginning to recognize this type of look. It was the look I usually got when I did or said something that basically advertised with a neon sign that I was Not From Here. 

    Before Jenner could answer, another low rumble roiled under our feet, and the howling rang out even louder now that we were underground. 

    “There’s no time!” Jenner said and leapt back into his frenzy as he started pulling things over my head at a breakneck pace. Things like a scratchy tunic-type shirt followed by a bulky chest plate. 

    “Jenner,” I tried again, but he cut me off.  

    “Zoie should be making her usual rounds surveying your estate,” the small gray whirlwind continued as he slammed a helmet onto my head. “By now, she will probably be by the eastern field. Put these on.” 

    Jenner dropped a sturdy pair of leather boots in front of me. 

    Halle-fucking-lujah. 

    I wasted no time pulling them on. The boots were a little big and looked like they hadn’t been worn in a while, but the leather was broken in, and the soles were flexible. 

    Jenner then picked up a sword from the dusty ground and shoved it into my hands. He frowned a moment later and adjusted my awkward grip. When he seemed satisfied enough, he dragged me yet again to the back of the chamber where another set of stairs led up and out to the north side of the manor. 

    Even though the sun blazed so hot and dry during the day, the night had a chill in the air that reminded me of the cold damp common for late autumn. I shuddered in my ill-fitting armor, and my breath ghosted out in front of my face. 

    “Take the path through the gardens and follow it to the right,” Jenner said as he jogged ahead of me. “Go down the hill and past the chapel. The bridge to the east fields will be on your left.” 

    “Okay, but what about you?” I asked as he adjusted my grip on the sword again. 

    “I have to go help Arvid with the poracks and try to put out that fire before it spreads,” he said and pushed me from behind. “Hurry, now. And, Mr. Alex?” 

    “What?” I asked. 

    “If you see a demon, kill it, or at least try not to die,” he deadpanned. 

    “Wait, kill it?” I gasped. “With what?” 

    Jenner just gave me a flat look and gestured to the sword.  

    “Yeah…” I grimaced and shrugged. 

    It was probably a bad time to tell him I had no fucking idea what I was doing. 

    “Go, Alex! You are an Asher!” He gave me another shove, and I stumbled toward the steps that led down into a stone garden. Then he was off running back through the manor to get to the southern pasture as quickly as he could. 

    It wasn’t until I was running down the path when I remembered I never asked what a demon looked like. 

    “I’m guessing if it looks like a monster, kill it,” I muttered to myself, and I ran down the hill with my eyes peeled wide. 

    The red light from the moon cast angular shadows that played tricks on my eyes, and the world was silent in an unnatural way. As I ran along the stream, I noticed even the rushing water was muted as if it, too, was trying to be quiet. 

    The noises that were present were deep and distant, and they sounded like explosions similar to when the lightning struck the pasture. 

    I glanced up for any gathering clouds in case there was more lightning, but the sky was clear. 

    The blood moon was suspended dead in a sea of black without any stars behind it, as if someone had just stuck it up there with Scotch tape. It looked fake and sickly, and I couldn’t bring myself to stare at it for very long. 

    Then another howl rang out from somewhere behind me. It sounded close. 

    Too close. 

    I kept my head down and ran faster. 

    Eventually, I flew past the modest chapel Jenner told me about, and I picked up my speed even more. I wanted to call out for Zoie, but just like the stream, I figured it would be better to make as little noise as possible. 

    I almost didn’t see the stone bridge on the left, and if it wasn’t for the sharp yowling cry that echoed ahead of me, I would have completely blown by where the bridge was hidden by overgrown weeds. 

    I skidded, banked left, and ran across the bridge to the east fields. 

    “Argh!” came the sound of her voice again, and my blood turned icy with fear. 

    “Zoie,” I said breathlessly.  

    She was in trouble, and I needed to get to her, so I pushed myself harder. 

    Suddenly, the path I was on forked in two different directions, and a sign post pointed the way to two different fields. The path labeled “Upper” snaked uphill to the left in a series of switchbacks, and the one marked “Lower” traveled down and to the right. 

    Zoie screamed, but the way her voice ricocheted made it impossible for me to pinpoint her location for certain. 

    I had to make a decision. 

    “Eenie-meenie-miney--” There was a crunching groaning noise from the right that sounded like something with large teeth just tore apart its prey, and I immediately high-tailed it in the opposite direction. “Uphill it is!” 

    I sprinted as fast as I could despite the clunky armor weighing me down. 

    The helmet was the worst. It kept slipping down to cover my eyes, so I figured I was better off without it and chucked it aside like a hockey player about to rumble. Part of me wanted to chuck the sword as well because it felt foreign and unnatural in my hands, but I didn’t because something that was named a “demon” probably couldn’t be subdued by a rear naked choke and a bunch of elbow strikes. 

    The sounds of carnage increased in volume, and I breathed out a sigh of relief, if only because at least I’d picked the correct path. 

    “I’m coming, Zoie,” I said and dug my boots hard into the ground to round the sharp corner of the last switchback. 

    Zoie screeched and yowled with violence, and my heart lurched behind my chest plate. 

    I was just a few dozen yards away, so I ignored the sharp pain in my side and sprinted with all my might up the final incline. 

    When I finally hopped the fence into the upper field, I stopped dead and almost had to scoop my jaw off the ground at the sight. 

    My first glimpse of what Jenner referred to as a demon pretty much matched what came to mind when I thought of unholy hell spawn. The creatures of nightmare looked like the sick love child of Predator and Cthulhu, and a number of their bodies were scattered in the fallow field. Steam rose from the black pools of their blood and released a smell like burning rancid meat into the air, and when I looked closer, I saw their bipedal corpses had four multi-jointed arms like a spider, bifurcated snapping jaws, and grotesque writhing tentacles sprouting from their spines. 

    Even more awful than their appearance, though, was the sound the demons emitted from their guttural throats. The horrific noise was a combination of a roaring tiger and a squealing pig, and it set my teeth on edge. 

    In short, the demons were every fucking nightmare rolled into one scary abomination, but they weren’t the reason why I stood there in dumbfounded shock. 

    No, what struck me speechless was Zoie in all her violent glory as she faced off against three remaining demons. 

    And my god, was she sexy as hell. 

    Instead of the black bikini number she’d been wearing when I met her, Zoie was now dressed in an outfit that looked more like her badass warrior self. An armored black corset cinched her waist with a half-dozen metal buckles that did wonders for her gorgeous breasts, and a set of pauldrons protected her shoulders and crisscrossed over her cleavage to hook on either side of the corset. Her sinful legs were now covered in a more functional black leather, which was a bit of a shame, but it was made better by the fact those pants were so tight they seemed to be painted on. 

    The whole ensemble was finished with knee-high boots and leg greaves, an awesome armored utility belt, and bronze arm bracers that reminded me of Wonder Woman’s Diana from Themyscira. 

    Only with cat ears and a tail. 

    The three demons circled her like sharks, and she danced away from every attack with skill worthy of an Olympic gymnast. It was impressive how she dodged the creatures every time even when they coordinated their attacks and ganged up against her. 

    “Die, scourge!” Zoie bellowed and came at a demon in front of her with an awesome flying leap. She brought the sword she was wielding straight down and sliced clean through one of its spider-like appendages. 

    The demon squealed in pain and lashed out at her with its many tentacles, and she did a series of three back-flips to get away from it. 

    I immediately saw what the problem was as the demons closed ranks around her. 

    Zoie was constantly trying to dodge, so she never had a chance to attack. At this rate, the demons would wear her down before she could make any headway. All they needed was one good opening to strike, and the rest would be gruesome history. 

    The next time the demon forced her into another back-flip, another demon on her right saw its opportunity and rushed at her before she could really prepare for the next assault. 

    “Zoie!” I yelled as I finally snapped out of my shock and ran toward the fight. 

    The demon with the missing arm turned at the sound of my voice and broke off from the pack as it shifted its target to me. It thundered toward me on its remaining five limbs and squealed like a furious boar. 

    “Oh, shit!” I yelped and dove out of the way. 

    The gimpy demon circled around and screeched with its maw open wide. Then it charged at me with its snake-like tentacles all aimed forward like a nest of cobras ready to strike all at once. 

    “Argh!” I swung the sword and whapped the demon against the side of its ugly head with the flat of my blade, but the impact juddered up my forearms as if I’d just banged a steel girder with a metal pipe, and my hands went numb. 

    The demon went flying with a shriek, and when it got back onto its feet, I could see its jaw hung at an odd angle like the busted silverware drawer in my shitty apartment.  

    I ignored the tingling in my arms and ran straight at the demon with the sword like I was in a jousting tournament. 

    Frankenstein’s reject snarled at me with its drooling broken jaw and sprinted at me full tilt. 

    “Come at me, bitch!” I growled. 

    Just before I could run it through with the long-sword, the demon launched itself over my head and then rocketed off toward the tree line that bordered the upper field. 

    “You better run!” I called after the demon as it disappeared into the shadows. 

    I whipped around at the stuck-pig sound of a demon being skewered, and I spotted Zoie as she kicked one demon off her blade, did a handless cartwheel, and then lobbed the head off the other demon trying to sneak up behind her. 

    The demon she just stabbed quickly got back to its feet and raced at her like its only purpose in life was to rip her apart. 

    Zoie was ready for this, though, and she rolled to the ground under its legs and popped up on its other side. She then returned her sword to the scabbard across her back and bolted for the trees. 

    The demon shrieked to the sky and galloped after her, pissed as fuck. 

    “Zoie!” I yelled again and ran after her and the demon. I raised the sword above my head to maybe throw it at the creature, but before I could, Zoie reached the line of trees and barreled straight for a sturdy looking trunk. 

    Instead of weaving around, Zoie hit the tree at mach speed and ran straight up in one, two, three steps before launching herself backward over the demon. While in the air, she pulled out her sword and then landed in a low crouch in a move that might have gotten me a little hard if the circumstances were different. 

    Zoie then jumped up and brought her sword down along the demon’s back with both hands before the demon even knew what hit it. 

    “Raarrwwr!” Zoie yowled her battle cry, and her ears flattened against her head as she was sprayed with the demon’s hot blood. 

    The demon hissed and wailed as it spun around, and Zoie didn’t even give it a chance to attack before she ran her blade through its gut and pinned it to the tree that just acted as her launching pad. She held the demon there until it stopped moving and then tried to pull her sword free with the help of her heeled boot, but the sword was stuck fast into the trunk and wouldn’t budge. 

    When Zoie went to pull harder, the gimpy broke-jaw demon suddenly burst out of the trees and tackled her. 

    “No!” I shouted, and it was like my heels had sprouted wings as my feet flew over the ground in order to get to her. 

    The demon tried to chomp down, and despite its fucked up face, its mouth was still full of lethal fangs oozing a dark liquid that sizzled when it hit the dirt. Zoie struggled to keep it away from her throat, but the demon was getting closer and closer. 

    “Hey, Ugly!” I yelled as I got right next to him. 

    When the demon looked up, I swung my sword like a nine-iron golf club as hard as I could. The blow connected with its busted face again, and it was flung off Zoie and onto its back. Before it could get up, I pounced and brought the point of the blade down through its chest. 

    Instead of sticky black blood spray like I was expecting, a plume of ash puffed up from the fatal wound in the demon’s chest.  

    “What the fuck?” I scrunched up my nose as the ash tickled like a cloud of pepper, and I struggled not to cough or sneeze.  

    The demon gurgled out a sound similar to a broken garbage disposal, and then it finally went still. 

    “Good kill,” Zoie said as she walked up behind me. “Now, help me destroy this one.” 

    “The one shish-kebabbed to the tree?” I asked as she walked over to the demon still pinned to the trunk. “I’m pretty sure you got that guy.” 

    “I may have stunned it, but if the killing blow doesn’t come from a Duelist, then it will never die,” she said as she finally yanked her sword free, and the demon crumpled to the ground in a heap. “Ash the demon by running it through the heart.” 

    I shrugged, kicked the demon over onto its back, and then brought my sword down clean through its chest. 

    More streams of ash seeped up around the blade, and when I pulled it out, gray clumps of the stuff fell to the ground. 

    “So, that’s why the Duelists are called Ashers,” I said as I watched the demon start to smolder. 

    “Yes, now do this one,” Zoie instructed, and I followed her over to the demon she’d decapitated earlier. 

    “Really?” I asked and kicked the head with the toe of my boot. “Even this guy?” 

    “Yes.” Zoie nodded, and her serious expression had the grin dropping from my face. 

    “Through the heart?” I asked, and she only nodded again. “Alrighty, then.” 

    I ran my blade through the last demon, and its flesh sizzled as I pulled the sword free. Then we both stared down at the corpse in fascination as its chest cavity caved in like there was an internal fire burning through the branches of its ribcage. 

    “Where did you learn to fight like that?” I turned to Zoie. 

    “I was trained from a young age on Vartha,” she said as if it was No Big Deal to be a born and bred badass. “Thank you for helping me, husband.” 

    “Yeah,” I panted. “That’s what a man is supposed to do for his wom--” 

    A terrified scream echoed down the hill back toward the north, and Zoie’s ears snapped up to attention as we both turned toward the screech. 

    “There’s someone over by the chapel who needs help!” Zoie said and jogged over to the path leading back toward the stream. 

    “Is it Jenner and Arvid?” I asked as I kept stride with her. 

    “I don’t think so,” she said as we raced down the switchbacks. “Have you ever fought with a sword before?” 

    “No. Is it obvious?” I asked. 

    “Yes,” she said bluntly but not unkindly. 

    “How can you tell?” I asked. 

    “It’s your hands,” she said. 

    “Can you give me a crash course?” I hurdled over a fallen log while she zipped nimbly around a small boulder. 

    “A what?” Zoie questioned as we turned right on the path toward the bridge. 

    “I mean, do you have any advice on how to use this thing?” I gestured to the sword for emphasis. 

    “Make sure your dominant hand is on top of your other,” she said as our feet pounded on the stones of the bridge. “Have your other hand close to the pommel and use it to leverage and control the blade. When you strike, keep your arms loose, not locked.” 

    “Got it,” I said with much more confidence than I actually felt. 

    Another scream ripped through the air as Zoie and I burst back onto the main path and headed in the direction of the chapel, and the blood curdling growls of the demons up ahead grew so loud it was almost deafening. 

    My heart beat a heavy tempo inside my chest, and my senses sharpened with each footfall. 

    The chapel grounds finally came into view, and Zoie and I slammed on the brakes at the sight of at least ten demons swarming all over with their snapping jaws and terrifying screeching snarls. 

    “This must be where the portal opened,” Zoie said. “We have to find the herald demon and kill it so the portal will close.” 

    “What’s a herald demon?” I asked. 

    “According to legend, in every wave there is one demon that commands the scourge,” Zoie explained. “Once that demon is killed, it prevents more of the creatures from spawning.” 

    “Okay, what does it look like?” I scanned the chaos for any demon that was extra terrifying, but they all looked equally disturbing. 

    “It’s usually big,” she said. “I’ve never actually seen one before.” 

    I was about to ask her another question, but another violent rumbling under our feet reminded me there were more pressing matters at hand. 

    “Help me, Goddess!” a person’s voice cried out in the blood-red night. 

    The distress call snapped Zoie and me back to the present, and we ran toward the sound. 

    A young man of about fifteen or sixteen was standing in the chapel cemetery when Zoie and I approached, and he was swinging a large branch back and forth in an attempt to keep the demons at bay. It wasn’t working very well, though, seeing as how the pack of demons was only closing in tighter around him. 

    “Wait!” Zoie called out just as he took his next swing. 

    It was clearly a mistake. 

    The demon snatched the branch out of the kid’s hands and broke it straight in half with its jaws. Then one of the demon’s thick back tentacles whipped out and flung the kid aside. He landed hard, struck his head on a gravestone, and then was still. 

    Zoie yowled again and dove into the fray. 

    “Alex, I’ll distract it!” she yelled as she hacked down a smaller demon that tried to jump on her. “Try to run your sword through their hearts if you can!” 

    “Pointy end goes into the monsters, got it!” I said and squared up with her so we were back to back where the man had fallen. 

    I whacked a demon away like I was swinging a baseball bat, and Zoie spared the time to give me a disapproving glance. 

    “Watch your hands, Alex,” she reminded me and disemboweled a demon with a single swing of her blade. 

    The fight became a little bit like clockwork after that, and Zoie and I fell into a sort of harmony as we took out demon after demon. Well, Zoie took down most of them as I mainly tried to keep them from sneaking up on her and ashing them when they were down. 

     I was even able to stab a few that got too close on occasion, and I relished in the way they fell on my sword with a hissing screech. 

    “Yes!” I cheered when Zoie thrust her weapon into the heart of the last demon. We were both covered in stinking black blood and ichor, but I couldn’t help but feel elated, and Zoie must have felt the same way because she turned around and gave me a grin. 

    Our relief was short lived, though, because a moment later the ground shook, and that unsettling howl droned through the crisp night air once more. 

    A demon over six-feet tall suddenly grew out of the earth as if being sculpted out of magic clay from the ground up. It took less than five seconds for the demon’s solid form to manifest, and when it did, it immediately flung Zoie aside. 

    “Zoie!” I yelled as she slammed into the ground and didn’t get up. 

    I wanted to go to her side, but the demon lunged at me and forced me to back up. Then I held my sword out from my body while I reminded myself about my grip. 

    The demon snarled, and its jaw cracked open in the middle like a scene out of Blade. Half of its throat was exposed when it did this, and my stomach gave a nauseated roll. It hissed at me, and I shuffled forward to try and get close enough to stab it. In the process, I realized way too late that I made the same mistake as the kid and maybe got a little too close to the monster.  

    I yelped when one of the demon’s long tentacles whipped out and knocked my weapon to the side. 

    The demon then looked at me with slavering jaws like I was its favorite meal, and it stalked toward me on all six appendages. 

    Oh, I was in so much trouble. 

    The demon leapt, and it was too quick for me to dive out of the way. It tackled me to the ground and there was a tense moment when I thought those snapping teeth would take my face off, but I managed to post out both my arms to keep it back. 

    I knew I couldn’t hold it for long, though. The demon was a lot heavier than me and also had two extra arms that I didn’t. I struggled and squirmed, but no matter what I did, its face got closer and closer to mine, and its hot, rancid breath made my stomach churn. 

    My heart thudded against my breastbone, and the blood roared in my ears. 

    Beat. Beat. Beat. 

    The demon growled, and my elbows began to bend and cave. I was slowly losing this battle of wills, and soon I would be this fucker’s lunch. 

    Beat… Beat… 

    Tick. 

    The adrenaline surged through my blood, and everything seemed to slow down like when I dueled Dagmar. That overwhelming instinct took over, and I listened to what it was telling me. 

    The demon was built with supernatural strength, but I could detect the tension points in its body that I might be able to exploit with enough accuracy and pressure. 

    Tick. 

    The demon’s secondary left arm came up to dig its claws around my neck in slow motion. 

    Tick. 

    I waited until it shifted its weight in just the right position, and then… 

    Boom. 

    I gripped its wrist just as its elongated clammy fingers reached my throat, and like lightning, I grabbed its elbow with my other hand, wrapped my left leg on the outside one of the demon’s, and twisted my hips up and over. The demon was bucked and launched off me in one smooth motion, which freed me to jump up to my feet and run after my fallen sword. 

    The demon recovered quickly, and I could hear it galloping toward me with a frustrated wail. 

    I just managed to grip my weapon and turn around when the demon tackled me again. 

    “Argh!” I yelled as I hit the ground on my back. 

    The sword sank into the demon’s midsection, but it didn’t stop the creature from still trying to snap at my throat. It slid farther down my upturned blade, even more enraged, and I had the horrifying thought that I’d miscalculated big time. 

    Suddenly, a white light pierced through the sickly red atmosphere and startled the demon out of its pursuit of tearing me apart. It shrieked in fear and scrambled off me with my sword still stuck through its middle, but it didn’t seem to care as it tried its hardest to run from the shaft of pure white. 

    I gasped when I realized the Duelist Stone around my neck was the sole cause of the phenomenon. Somehow, it must have come untucked from under my chest plate, but unlike when it had dimly glowed in the weapons cache with Jenner, the light that came from the Stone now was almost blinding. 

    I got to my feet and held the Stone out in front of me, and when I did, I discovered I could direct the beam of light, so I pointed it right at the demon. 

    It gave a squealing roar and tried in vain to scooch away as fast as it could, but it was almost as if something was holding it in place. Then, a second later, the six-foot demon exploded into ashes. 

    “Woah!” I shouted and flung an arm over my face to prevent the ashes from getting into my mouth and eyes, but I coughed a few times when I was a bit unsuccessful about the not-getting-it-in-my-mouth part. “That’s nasty.” 

    “Who are you?” came an awe-filled voice from behind me. 

    I turned and saw the young man who was tossed aside from earlier. He was sitting up in his spot where the demon had thrown him, and he stared at me with wide eyes and a slack jaw. 

    “He is Asher Alex Brightwood,” came Zoie’s proud voice as she stood up from her previously fallen position, and she sheathed her sword and walked closer. “He is one of Mercedes’ blessed warriors.” 

    “Yep,” I said. I was a little self-conscious, but I was relieved Zoie was okay, and I smiled at her. “That’s me.” 

    “Oh,” the man said, and after a beat, he fainted dead away. 

    “Ah, shit,” I said and walked over to him. I knelt to see if he was okay, and Zoie did as well. “Where did this kid come from?” 

    “He came from the palace,” Zoie replied and brushed his sandy hair back to examine the cut on his forehead. She then pulled an official looking envelope out of the kid’s satchel. “He’s the Lord Asher’s courier.” 

    I took the envelope from her and tucked it inside my jeans pocket for later. 

    The blood-red moon in the sky suddenly faded into a more natural white like the moon on Earth, which caused Zoie and me to look up. 

    The stars that were previously missing now sparkled and gleamed in the midnight blue sky. Sounds of life returned, the cold had lifted, and the very air even felt more natural to breathe. 

    I was startled to realize how fucking grateful I was for the normalcy of it all. 

    The scattered demon corpses I didn’t get around to ashing suddenly melted back into mounds of earth and clay as if they had never existed, and even the tacky blood all over Zoie and me evaporated under the light of the moon. 

    “What the fuck was that?” I finally had the coherence to blurt out. “Demons? Really?” 

    “How did you even do that?” Zoie asked as her katana hung in her limp grasp. She stared at me with a star-struck expression, and then she looked between me and the remains of the six-foot demon. 

    “Um, well,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “I just ashed it like you said?” 

    Suddenly, a glowing red light illuminated the ash pile where I’d killed the six-foot demon. 

    We both jumped to our feet with our swords held at the ready, but when no imminent threat was apparent, we lowered our weapons. 

    “Oh!” Zoie exclaimed as if something had just occurred to her, and she sheathed her katana as she jogged over to the ash pile. 

    “What’s going on?” I asked when I walked up behind her. 

    “The stories all say that when a herald demon is killed, it drops a core,” she said as she sifted through the ashes with the toe of her boot, and the dust swirled away until a gemstone the size of a marble was revealed in the center of the pile.  

    It pulsed a glowing red like a beacon. 

    “That’s a demon core?” I asked. 

    “Take it,” Zoie encouraged as she gave me a small scooch forward. “Only the Asher who made the kill can harvest the core. It is your reward for closing the portal, and it can be used to modify and enhance weapons.” 

    “Okay.” I shrugged and scooped up the glowing gem. The second my hand touched it, the light died, and it turned into an unremarkable ruby. 

    Zoie looked down at the gem in my palm and poked it with her finger. It didn’t do anything, so I tucked it away inside my pocket for safekeeping. 

    “I’ve never seen a demon before, much less a demon core,” she said and then gazed up into my face with a star-struck expression. “You are able to take on foes twice your size, your instincts are sound, and you ashed a herald demon without a blade. How is it you can do the things you do, Alex?” 

    “But I’m just me, I don’t--” I argued, but Zoie placed her fingers against my lips. 

    “Shh.” She shook her head and gestured toward the courier who was beginning to stir from his unconscious state again.  

    We both came back over to the poor guy and crouched back down to check on him. He still looked like he was out cold, but I figured there was still the chance he could wake up at any time. 

    I had to keep reminding myself I was supposed to be maintaining a low profile, and I needed to stop hollering about anything and everything that gave me alien culture-shock. 

    “Sorry,” I said. “I know you’ll explain more later.” 

    “Yes,” Zoie murmured as her eyes scanned our surroundings. 

    “Hey,” I said, and she looked at me when I moved a tangled strand of her black hair out of her face. “Are you alright?” 

    “I am fine,” she replied with a small smile. “That’s the second time you’ve asked about my well-being since we met.” 

    “Well, I’m starting to care about you,” I admitted with a shrug. “Quite a lot, actually.” 

    “You are a strange one, Alex.” Zoie’s smile faded, and she held my gaze as a current of electric tension passed between us. 

    We were still crouched over the courier with our faces drawing closer and closer until our breath mingled in the air before us, and I could swear I could hear our hearts beating together as one. 

    Zoie’s hand came up to cup my jaw, and we both moved in at the same time. 

    Her lips were just as soft and sweet as I remembered. 

    The first time she kissed me, I was caught unaware, but this time, I was prepared, so I brought my hands up to cradle her beautiful face and to deepen the kiss at the same time. 

    Zoie melted into my mouth and tilted her head to get a better angle, and I cupped the back of her neck and teased the seam of her lips with my tongue. I was rewarded for this with a little sexy gasp, and that was all the leeway I needed before I began kissing her in earnest. 

    “Urgh,” the unconscious courier groaned. 

    Zoie and I were abruptly reminded of where we were, and our lips broke apart with a smack. 

    “Ohhhh,” she breathed as she brought her fingertips up to her rosy lips. A pretty blush painted her cheekbones like a perfectly applied rouge, and I couldn’t help but feel a little proud at the dazed expression on her face. 

    If there was one thing I was deservedly cocky about, it was the fact I was a damn good kisser. 

    “Come on,” I said as I stood up. Then I lifted the courier up and slung him over my back so I could carry the poor guy fireman style. “Let’s get him back to the manor.” 

    “Yes, Alex,” Zoie said and returned to her stoic business-as-usual composure. “You go back to the manor with him, and I will try to find Jenner and Arvid.” 

    “Jenner told me he was going to try to put out the fire that started in the south pasture,” I said as I looked at the sky. “I don’t see any more smoke, but be careful.” 

    Zoie gave me another one of her shy smiles that caused my heart to skip. “The Red Moon is gone. I will be fine.” 

    “I know,” I said and grinned as she drew her wickedly sharp blade. 

    She nodded once more before she took off like a lithe inky shadow. 

    “Come on, pal,” I said to the unconscious guy drooling on my shoulder, and I hefted him higher up on my back. “Let’s go.” 

    When all of us reconvened a little later, we were all sitting back around the wooden table in the kitchen. 

    I was relieved Jenner and Arvid were okay even if they seemed a little smoked out. The tops of Jenner’s ears were covered in soot, and he kept trying to clean his monocle on any part of his tunic that wasn’t dirty. He wasn’t very successful, and in the end he gave up and let it drop to hang on the small gold chain clipped to the lapel of his jacket. 

    Arvid was the same as usual with his typical placid expression on his droopy sloth-like face. He was being tended to by Zoie, who was wrapping a bandage around his thick forearm from where he’d gotten burned. 

    The pale courier sat in front of me as I tended to him likewise. 

    “What’s your name, kid?” I asked as I helped him wrap a bandage around his own head. 

    “Rylan Daal, Lord Asher,” he said as he ogled at me with that same stunned expression he had right before he passed out.  

    I thought he was going to say more, but his mouth only gaped open a few times like a guppy, and it made him look younger than I first thought. 

    “How old are you, Rylan Daal?” I asked and pushed a cup of wine into his hands. 

    “The Goddess has blessed me with fourteen seasons,” he said and then chugged his wine like a champ. 

    “Woah, slow down, buddy,” I laughed, but a part of my brain filed away the fact that the people on this world used the word “seasons” for years. 

    He wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and it was just the thing to snap him out of his shock because he began chattering a mile a minute. 

    “Lord Asher Mec sent me to grant you a summons for his gala, but the sky turned red like in all the stories! The ground was shaking, and I think I lost my balance because I fell down a hill and got turned around and--my satchel! Where’s my satchel?” The cascade of words stopped, and Rylan patted his body down as he looked all over for his messenger bag. 

    “Relax, lad,” Jenner spoke up, and he pointed to said satchel hanging on a hook by the door. He then set a bowl of Arvid’s fragrant stew on the table in front of Rylan with a thunk. “You did your job well. Now, eat.” 

    Rylan sighed in relief and pulled the steaming bowl closer, and he was just about to lift a spoonful to his mouth when he paused. “But Night Fast--” 

    “This is no ordinary Night Fast,” Jenner said in that blunt but kind way of his. “You’ve just received a terrible shock, and you need your strength.” 

    “It was terrible.” The spoon in Rylan’s hand was forgotten as he looked off into the distance. “There was an awful noise, and then I was being chased by… by them. Demons! I’d never seen one before, and I don’t ever want to see one again.” 

    “Hey, you and me both, amigo,” I said. Poor kid looked like his whole world had just been flipped upside down. I felt sorry for him, so I bro-punched him a little in the shoulder to snap him out of it. 

    He focused back on me, and his face brightened instantly when I gave him an encouraging smile. 

    “But then you were there!” he continued with that awe-filled voice again. “I woke up, and you were fighting this huge demon, and you Ashed him so hard he exploded! Is it supposed to happen like that? That’s not how they describe it in the legends.” 

    “Errr,” I started and didn’t know how to finish. My gaze darted between Jenner and Zoie for help, and Jenner stared back at me with an unreadable expression. 

    “Only the most powerful Ashers can channel Mercedes’ blessing and cause that to happen to a herald demon,” he began and put his monocle back into its rightful place. 

    “A herald demon!” the kid exclaimed as he was amped up even more. 

    Zoie’s ears went back as her head whipped toward Jenner. She hissed quietly under her breath, but Jenner pretended not to hear her. 

    “You best remember that, boy,” Jenner went on and leaned back in his seat. “You owe your very life to Asher Brightwood.” 

    Jenner’s speech did nothing for this kid’s blooming hero-worship of me because Rylan immediately jumped up and bowed deeply at the waist. 

    “Thank you, Asher Brightwood,” he near-shouted, “if not for you, I would not have my life!” 

    “Uh, sure,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “Don’t mention it.” 

    “Sit down and eat your stew, you silly boy,” Jenner grumbled. 

    Rylan went to do just that, but then Jenner interrupted him. 

    “But say nothing!” he said and stood up from the bench with both hands on the table, and the sudden action made Rylan drop his spoon with a clatter. “Only tell your Lord what you have witnessed here today. Understood?” 

    “Yes, sir,” Rylan replied in a grave tone. 

    “Good,” Jenner huffed and sat back down. “Don’t forget the bread, there’s a lad.” 

    Rylan nodded and tucked into the stew with gusto. Every so often, he would stop and stare at me when he thought I wasn’t looking, and every time I caught him, he would just grin around his bulging cheeks before returning to his task of trying to shovel as much food into his mouth as quickly as possible. 

    It was awkward but kind of endearing at the same time, like being followed around by a puppy, and by the end of Rylan’s second helping, I was rather glad the kid didn’t get killed after all. 

    After he was full, Zoie, Jenner, and I walked Rylan out to the main path back to the road. 

    “Thanks again, Asher Brightwood,” the courier said and looped his messenger bag over his shoulder. “It was an honor to have met you.” 

    “It’s all good, bud,” I said and patted him on the back. 

    “I will name my first-born son after you, and I hope he becomes an Asher so he can defend us with Mercedes’ blessing just like you,” he rattled off with enthusiasm. 

    “Um--” I said. 

    “Run along, boy,” Jenner broke in, “and make sure you speak of this only to your Lord.” 

    “I promise,” Rylan said, and with a gawky wave, he took off at a run. 

    “You really don’t expect him to keep what he saw a secret, do you?” Zoie asked Jenner after the eager courier disappeared from sight. 

    “Of course not,” Jenner chuckled. “Mercedes willing, he’ll tell every single person he runs into.” 

    “Do you realize what you’ve done?” the cat-woman hissed. “You’ve just put a target onto Alex’s back!” 

    “Oh, please,” Jenner said as he swatted away her concern like a bothersome fly. “If anything, I will have made those who want to kill him think twice before they try.” 

    “Or the opposite!” Zoie argued. 

    “It was a risk I was willing to take,” Jenner said in a tone that signaled the discussion was closed. He cleaned his monocle again and started walking back to the manor, but then he stopped with his back to Zoie and me. “The gala is tomorrow, and you and Mr. Alex need to rest. I am assuming there will be a lot to talk about with everyone there.” 

    “You made sure of that,” Zoie muttered under her breath, but by the way Jenner’s big ears twitched, I had a feeling he heard what she’d said anyway. 

    He didn’t respond, though, and continued walking. 

    “Maybe Rylan will keep his mouth shut,” I said as Zoie and I watched Jenner go inside. 

    “Not likely,” Zoie grumbled and released an exasperated huff. “Jenner knew exactly what he was doing. By tomorrow, everyone will know what you have done, you’ll see. You’ll be the talk of the whole city, and every single Asher will be trying to figure out how powerful you are. They’ll want to know if you are going to be an ally or someone they can duel to get your new possessions.” 

    Well, shit. 

    So much for flying under the radar. 

    I sighed and followed Zoie back up to the manor. 

    








 

    Chapter 5 

    Zoie showed me how to get to my room again because being dragged the two whole times when I was delirious with exhaustion did not help my memory in the slightest. 

    When we parted, it was on polite terms, but the atmosphere felt a little stilted between us. I could tell she was still angry with Jenner even though I didn’t understand the full reasons for why. Also, I figured she must have been just as exhausted as I was, if not more so. 

    In fact, it was all I could do to take off my boots and breastplate before I collapsed face first onto the bed as sleep swallowed me whole. 

    My dreams were treacherous that night. Instead of the multicolored flashes I had before Jenner ripped me out of bed to fight the Demon Apocalypse, my dreams this time consisted of only darkness. 

    Well, not just darkness. There was also the ever-present sensation of being rocked and set adrift on a fathomless ocean. 

    “Alex,” a voice the color of storm blue called to me from across the deep sea. “Alex.” 

    “Mmmm?” I mumbled and turned my head farther into the soothing hand I felt combing through my hair. 

    “Wake up, my husband,” Zoie’s voice floated through my consciousness, and I swam to the surface. 

    I opened my eyes, and the room was dark except for the soft glow of a lantern held high in Zoie’s hand. 

    The lantern itself reminded me of a cordless rock salt lamp with a crude rope that acted as the handle. The soft pinkish light pulsed and flickered almost like torchlight, and it seemed to cast a glowing halo down on Zoie’s head from above. 

    She looked like an angel sitting there on the side of my bed. 

    Her ebony hair was brushed through and loose, and it cascaded down from her fluffy cat ears in a waterfall over one of her shoulders. The simple white sleep dress she was wearing was thin and gauzy, and the garment clung to her curves just right. I could even see the small peaks of her pert nipples as they brushed against the soft material. It made her look open and vulnerable in a way that contradicted how fierce and capable I knew her to be. There was something so alluring and mystifying about her, and I looked forward to peeling back more of her many layers. 

    On the one hand, Zoie was drop dead sexy, and the second I saw her, I was sure she came straight from every one of my wildest comic book fantasies. 

    At first, I thought she needed me only to rush in and protect her from dangerous men and beasts alike. It was true I was useful and needed when she was being dragged through the streets, or swarmed by demons, but the more time I spent around her, I realized she also needed protecting in other ways. 

    This world’s social structure seemed very oppressive for someone like Zoie. Actually, I gathered so far this world was oppressive to pretty much everyone who wasn’t a part of “Club Asher.” 

    In any feudal caste system, basic necessities for living were usually controlled and provided by the higher powers that be. If the lords and landowners were gracious, everybody usually got by just fine. If they were power hungry and tyrannical, however, it made for a hard life filled with cruelty. 

    I didn’t have any knowledge about the other isles that made up Aventoll, and the impression I got from the ram-lord Duelist of Nata Isle was too short for me to really form an opinion. But from the brief snatches I managed to piece together through our conversations, I got the picture Zoie at least had been shown very little compassion in her life, if any at all. 

    And if I was very lucky and played my cards just right, she might let me be the person to change all that. Who knew how long I would be stuck here anyway? It wasn’t like I had a whole lot going on for me back home. At least here, I had more of a purpose than replacing watch batteries. 

    At least here, in this beautiful, bizarre, and sometimes terrifying world, someone actually needed me. 

    Zoie gave me one of those shy half-smiles as she drew her hand back from where it was still lightly carding through my hair. 

    “Hello,” I said to this ethereal beauty, and I tried not to make it obvious how short of breath she made me at every multifaceted turn. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” 

    “Why are your eyes sore?” she puzzled and tilted her head in that little endearing way she did. 

    “Never mind,” I chuckled as I sat up in the bed so I could face her properly. “What time is it?” 

    “It is midday,” she answered. 

    “Really?” I asked and looked out the window. The drapes were still drawn aside from earlier, and I could see that same velvet sky spangled with the silver moon and bright stars. 

    “Yesterday, you experienced Aventoll’s longest day,” Zoie said with a little mysterious smile, “and today you will get to experience the longest night. Come, I want to show you something.” 

    “Okay,” I said and let her lead me out of the room by the hand. The day and night thing really threw my internal clock off, but I didn’t really have time to think about that as I was being led along by this beautiful creature. 

    We were silent as we traversed the corridors, but there was a low buzz of excitement in the air between us. It was almost like we were children sneaking around when we shouldn’t be, and I turned it into a sort of game when I heard Jenner’s short tell-tale footsteps. 

    “Quick!” I whispered and pulled Zoie behind a dusty tapestry. 

    We pressed close together trying to keep our snickering laughter from giving away our positions, and we layered our hands-on top of the lantern to try to smother the light. For a second, the footsteps stopped in the hall right in front of our secret alcove, and we both held our breaths. I could feel her heart pounding just as hard as mine, and I brought my finger up to my lips with a playful grin. 

    Finally, Jenner continued on down the hall, and we both breathed out in relief. 

    “Why were we hiding from Jenner?” Zoie whispered now that the footsteps were far enough away, but she didn’t seem in a hurry to leave our nice little cuddle.  

    Neither was I, really. 

    “Because it’s fun,” I chuckled. 

    “Fun,” she repeated as if the idea was completely foreign to her. 

    “Yeah,” I said. “Didn’t you ever play any games when you were younger? Like Hide and Seek?” 

    “We were trained in stealth tactics, and all of us were required to participate in field exercises regularly,” she replied matter-of-factly. 

    “I--wait, wow, really?” I asked, and I was momentarily distracted by how disheartening that sounded. “No, I meant, did you ever play any games when you were a child? Like with other children, just because you could.” 

    Zoie thought for a moment as she tapped her fingers against the lantern still cradled in both of our palms. 

    “When I was very small,” she began, “I would play Catch and Chase with the other kits in the village. Is that what you mean?” 

    “Yeah, exactly,” I said. “How do you play Catch and Chase?” 

    Zoie then gave me a mischievous smirk that was dead sexy, and I suddenly felt the temperature behind the tapestry heat up a notch. 

    “One person initiates the chase,” she said in her low smoky voice as she pressed even closer to me, “and the other tries to catch them.” 

    “How do you initiate the chase?” I rasped. I could feel all the blood in my head flowing south when I saw her pupils dilate, and my heart increased its tempo like a snare drum on a roll. 

    “Like this,” she said and brought my head down toward hers. Just when I thought she was going to kiss me, she instead leaned up and gently nibbled at my earlobe with her teeth. 

    I was rock hard in seconds. 

    “Dammmnnmn, girl.” I exhaled shakily, and one of Zoie’s sharp canines nipped at the soft skin of my ear again. It was pleasurable in the way that it was just on the knife’s edge of being painful. If there wasn’t a wall behind me, I probably would have folded to the ground like an ironing board. 

    Just when I was on the verge of forgetting my own name, Zoie pulled back, and the rush of cold air where her body had been was like being doused by an icy bucket of water. 

    That maddening smirk was back on her face, and it only grew wider due to the fact I was probably gaping at her like an idiot. 

    “Catch me,” she taunted, and before I had a chance to even react, she twirled out of the tapestry. 

    “Wow. She’s amazing.” I coughed from all the dust that shook loose from the ancient fabric, but I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. 

    I managed to untangle myself from the fucking death curtain just as I saw the light of Zoie’s lantern disappear around a corner, so like the name of the game implied, I gave chase.  

    And boy, did she lead me on a merry chase indeed. 

    Zoie seemed to take me all over the manor, and as fun as it was, I soon caught on there was a method to her madness. She was teaching me the layout of the manor as we played tag like middle schoolers, and it was like she was teasing me for having to be escorted back to my room last night like some wilting maiden. 

    “Do you need a map?” Her voice confirmed my suspicions as I chased her down the main staircase that seemed to be the heart of the manor. 

    “You’re in so much trouble when I catch you!” I called out and then jumped the last three steps onto the ground floor. 

    Her only reply was a low laugh as she led me down the passage to the weapons cache, but my Duelist Stone glowed under my shirt, and the sconces lit the way as I closed the distance between us bit by bit. 

    Actually, I had a feeling she was letting me gain on her, and if she really wanted to give me the slip, she would have done so ages ago. Her footfalls were nearly silent, whereas my big-ass flippers made loud slapping noises as I ran down each stair. In fact, the only reason I was able to follow her for this long was because she kept hold of the lantern. Without its guiding light, I had no doubt she would have soundlessly disappeared into the shadows, and I would probably still be up on the third floor chasing my tail instead of hers. 

    I reminded myself to ask her for stealth pointers later. 

    The door at the far end of the cache had just closed when I burst outside into the north courtyard with the stone garden. 

    “Where are you, kitty cat?” I said to myself as I looked around for my prey. 

    The garden was a simple design of hedgerow and decorative standing stones that reminded me of the altar-like thing when I woke up on the smaller island. When I ran through the garden the first time, on my way to the east fields, I didn’t really notice anything special about it other than it was overgrown like the rest of the estate.  

    Now, though, I could see what the artist intended by it. 

    For one, it was pleasantly symmetrical. Everything on the left side of the white-stoned path complimented the right side. If the left side had peach rose-looking hedges, then the right side had blue ones. Two matching pools of water were surrounded by eight obelisk structures exactly, and each stone had those strange-yet-familiar etchings. Identical marble walls with crawling ivy bracketed the garden on either side like book ends, and I could see there was some sort of mural depicted on each one. 

    I spotted Zoie as she raised the lantern to look at the mural on the left wall. There was something sobering about her expression that called for seriousness, and I approached quietly to preserve the atmosphere. 

    We both observed the mural in silence. 

    From what I understood, the mural showed an artist’s concept of Aventoll. The main backdrop was a blue ocean, and in the center a chain of eight green shapes were arranged in a near-perfect circle. 

    Above the archipelago was an image of a beautiful woman with locks of golden hair swirling around her. She held a golden sun clasped in both hands over her heart, and as she hovered above Aventoll, a continuous stream of tears flowed from her closed eyes. 

    “Long ago,” Zoie began in her low timbre, “this world was a sunless wasteland full of violent creatures. Desperate and dying, the people cried out for salvation, and the Goddess heard them. With her tears, Mercedes poured out the ocean and drowned the scourge that hunted her people. And then, with her own heart, she gave us a sun so life could flourish out of the darkness.” 

    I didn’t feel like she was done, so I kept my mouth shut as I studied the somber cat-woman.  

    Zoie’s hand came up to touch the gold sun, and then she trailed her fingertips down the Goddess’ tears. “The last of her tears were the most bitter, and she cried them down upon the isles and turned the rivers and streams salty with the reminder of her sacrifice.” 

    She glanced at me to make sure I was following along, and then she took my hand and led me back to the center in between the two gardens. 

    A simple post was mounted in the middle of the white-stoned path, and Zoie hung the rock lantern on the hook at the top. 

    “But then the Moon became jealous,” she continued, and we both watched the orangey-pink light sway in the light breeze. “The denizens of Aventoll had parties and celebrations for the Goddess and her Sun and forgot all about the time when He was their only light. So, He created a new scourge to terrorize Aventoll’s people.” 

    “The demons,” I said, and Zoie nodded her head. 

    “Over one hundred seasons ago, the Moon turned red with rage after the people celebrated their Longest Day of Sun,” she said. “Deep in the earth, at the bottom of the ocean, He brought the Demon Tide. They came every night the Moon glowed red, and no matter how hard the people fought, the demons proved to be indestructible. Even if they were cut down, they simply absorbed back into the earth only to be reborn again the next time.” 

    My wife took my hand again and brought me over to the right side of the garden. 

    The mural on this wall was nearly identical to the left one, with only small differences. This time, Aventoll was painted at night instead of during the day. The ocean was a dark purple studded with stars, and the Goddess Mercedes had her sky-blue eyes open. In her hands, she replaced the golden sun with a silver one and held it high above her head. She was still crying, but this time her teardrops took on the shape of fish as they swam around Aventoll. 

    “Mercedes saw her people were suffering yet again, and she sent her children to feed off the scourge that came from the sea,” Zoie said as she pointed to the fish. “But the people needed a way to defend themselves from the scourge on land, and so the Goddess sent her final shield called Bhraya.” 

    As if the very heavens were waiting for her cue, a light appeared in the sky and added a gentle blue radiance to the atmosphere. 

    “What is that?” I asked. At first, it looked like a star, but then it pulsed distantly like a blue gas flame, and I suddenly knew what it was. “It’s a comet.” 

    “Bhraya came to us on the Day of the Longest Night,” Zoie said as she nodded her head. “When it passed overhead, it rained down upon Aventoll the power to vanquish the scourge. Those who were blessed were able to channel her power with the light from Bhraya. These men became the first Ashers appointed with the sacred task of purging the demons from Aventoll.” 

    Zoie touched the Stone that rested against my heart, and I looked down and saw it was glowing a gentle blue kind of like when it lit up in the weapons cache. Only, instead of the muted white of the cache, this light was icier to match the comet in the sky. 

    “How often does the moon turn red?” I asked and examined the sky again. The moon looked a little sinister now that Zoie filled me in on the history of Aventoll. I was just waiting for it to change into the eerie blood-red color, but it just hung in the sky like any other moon. 

    “Last night was the first time in over seventy-five seasons,” Zoie said. Her voice was steady like always, but I could see a trace of worry in the tightness around her mouth and jaw. 

    “Oh,” I said. 

    “Now, do you understand why I am worried?” she asked and peered into my face. 

    “Yeah, seventy plus years is kind of a big deal,” I answered. 

    “Not just that,” she said and brought the Stone up to examine it again. “What you did with Dagmar gave you a Duelist Title, but when you killed the herald demon, you became an Asher by right.” 

    “And now because I possess a demon’s core, there might be people who are angry about it, or might want to challenge me,” I theorized. 

    “Exactly so.” She nodded. “Not only are you one of Mercedes’ children, but you have been recognized as one of her most blessed in the way your Stone glows brighter as the Bhraya approaches.” 

    I studied the Stone against my chest. The shield thing etched onto its face made a little more sense after Zoie’s explanation, and the three fish that circled it actually looked like they were swimming due to the soft bluish light from within. 

    “You know, it’s funny,” I said with a little laugh, “but I think I met one of Mercedes’ sacred fish-children the first time I got here.” 

    “What do you mean?” Zoie asked as she tilted her head. 

    “Well, when I ‘traveled’ here, I had to swim to this island,” I explained. “Then one of those giant fish in the ocean started fucking with me.” 

    Zoie’s face turned even more pale under the light of the moon, and I knew I did that saying-too-much thing again.  

    She brought a hand up to her mouth. “You saw a Sacred Fish?” 

    “Let me guess,” I snorted. “No one’s ever been blessed or special enough to see one, right?” 

    Zoie blinked at me with her hand still pressed against her lips. A high rosy color flushed her cheeks as her eyes filled up with moisture, but before I had a chance to think I seriously upset her, she blurted out a string of those chiming giggles and butted her head into my chest. 

    “What?” I asked with a slow smile. I had a feeling I was being left out of the joke, but I didn’t really care because it was nice to see her truly laugh. 

    “You are something I do not have words for, Alex Brightwood,” Zoie said when she settled down. 

    I pulled her closer into my arms so I could admire the feel of her warm strong body and the way the heavenly comet glittered in her indigo eyes. 

    “Seriously, though,” I said and brushed some of her hair behind her ear. “I know this has been a lot for you, too. We barely know each other, and I’m not sure what exactly any of this means, or what my part in everything is yet. I just don’t ever want you to be afraid of me. No matter what, I will always just be Alex.” 

    “That is why I could never fear you,” she murmured, and then she pulled me down into a sweet kiss. “And thank you.” 

    “For what?” I asked. 

    “Dagmar,” she said simply. 

    “I’d do it again in a heartbeat,” I replied, and I meant it down to my core. 

    “Ahem,” a voice shattered our private little bubble and made both Zoie and me jump apart. 

    Jenner was standing above the garden in the courtyard with his arms folded across his chest and one eyebrow arched, and I couldn’t get over how much his stern attitude intimidated me even though he looked like a cuddly teddy bear. 

    Arvid was also standing next to him with his usual slow blinks and vague smile, and in his big shaggy arms was a bunch of blue fabric. 

    “Sorry to interrupt,” Jenner said, not sounding sorry at all, “but Blue Night is wearing on, and we have much to prepare. Ms. Zoie, I believe Arvid has something of interest to you.” 

    “Zoooiee,” Arvid agreed, and then he raised the bundle up a little higher in his arms. 

    Zoie gasped a little and walked up the steps to join them. “Is that my dress?” 

    “Zoooiee,” Arvid confirmed. 

    “I thought Dagmar sold it,” she said, and the fragile hope in her voice made me wish I could kill the bastard all over again. 

    “I took the liberty of, ah, setting it aside when you came to stay with us,” Jenner said. 

    “Thank you,” Zoie breathed and closed her eyes for a brief moment. “It was my mother’s.” 

    “I thought it would be nice to have on hand, is all,” Jenner said and waved away her gratitude as if what he did for her was nothing. “Now, go on, child. The Bhraya’s eclipse will be upon us in a few hours.” 

    With one last glance at me, Zoie took Arvid’s arm and walked with him back to the manor. I watched her steps bounce a little in her excitement, and I put my hands into my pockets as a feeling of contentment washed over me at the sight. 

    “Did Zoie explain the particulars of the garden to you, Mr. Alex?” Jenner asked as he rocked up on the balls of his feet. 

    “She did, yeah.” I was a little suspicious of Jenner’s conversational tone because he didn’t strike me as the type for small talk, and I raised an eyebrow. “It’s beautiful.” 

    “It is,” Jenner agreed. “How did you like Arvid’s stew, by the way? Was it enough to hold you for this season’s Night Fast?” 

    “Yeah--er, yes,” I stumbled over my words at the abrupt change in subject, but also because I was still trying to get the hang of the new vocabulary for this world. “This Night Fast was made much less, er, ‘fast-y’ with Arvid’s stew. I’m still full from yesterday, actually.” 

    “Mhm, yes, you had quite a lot of it didn’t you,” Jenner mused. “But answer me this: since when do the West Alemic nomads ascribe to the practice of eating meat?” 

    “Ah,” I said as I realized the trap I’d just fallen into. Only Zoie knew I wasn’t actually from Aventoll, and now apparently Jenner did, too. 

    “I almost didn’t catch it,” Jenner went on, “but in hindsight there are a lot of strange behaviors of yours that stick out, Traveler.” 

    “I can explain,” I started. 

    “Can you?” Jenner asked as he adjusted his monocle. 

    “Well, no, but…” I trailed off. 

    “But what?”  

    “I get the feeling talking with you is like playing chess, and no matter which way the conversation goes, you are going to get me to reveal things to your advantage anyway,” I said and ascended the stairs into the courtyard. “So, why don’t we both just save our breath, and you ask me what you want to know.” 

    Jenner looked up at me as I crossed my arms over my chest, and that razor-thin smile broke out on his face. 

    “What is chess?” he asked instead. 

    “That’s what you want to know?” I snorted, but Jenner just waited expectantly, and I huffed. “Where I’m from, chess is a two-person game that requires strategy, logic, and execution to get the desired result from your opponent in order to win.” 

    “I see,” Jenner said. “And are you any good at this chess?” 

    “No, I was terrible at it,” I laughed. 

    “Well, that’s where I come in.” Jenner nodded and turned sharply on his heels. “Come along, Master, there is much we must go over before you make your shining debut. It’s my job to take care of you.” 

    I felt a little whiplashed as Jenner changed course yet again, and I figured it was just something I would have to get used to when dealing with the infuriating man. I jogged to catch up to him before he got to the manor so I wouldn’t be left trying to hunt him down. 

    I had the suspicion he had no patience for people who didn’t use their brains, but something about the way he smirked at me over one shoulder made me feel like I’d passed a test of some sort. 

    Whatever the case, I’d never seen Jenner so lively before as he fast-walked through the corridors. 

    “How much did Ms. Zoie explain to you?” Jenner asked as he led me into what appeared to be a small torch-lit library with naked shelves lining the walls. 

    “She told me about the Goddess and about the Moon, and how the Ashers were created to defend against the demons,” I said as if this was a history summary pop quiz. 

    “Oh, Ms. Zoie,” Jenner tutted as he shuffled through a stack of yellowing papers and maps on a large desk, “such a romantic at heart behind that tough exterior. But I’m assuming the story you heard was the story book version told to all Aventoll children. The political history, however, is something altogether different and vastly more bloody. Ah, here we are!” 

    Jenner found what he was looking for in the shape of an ancient tome as thick as my thigh. He placed it in the middle of the desk chair and climbed up on his makeshift step-stool so he could reach for another book at the top of a shelf. 

    “By now, you have realized being a Duelist is no small thing,” Jenner said and then blew a layer of dust off the cover of a book so thin it looked more like a large brochure. 

    “Yeah,” I said as I took a seat in one of the armchairs across from the desk. “Duelists are like the lords who own everything, right?” 

    “Indeed,” Jenner hummed as he flipped through the thin book. “How much do you know about becoming an Asher?” 

    “Well, I know I became one when I killed Dagmar, but Zoie also mentioned killing the herald demon had something to do with it, too.” I shrugged. 

    “Hm, yes, the demon that got our little friend Rylan so excited,” Jenner said as he jumped down from the chair, paused, and then looked up at me. “You really don’t do anything by halves, do you?” 

    “Is what you said true about the way I killed it?” I asked. “Rylan said it was unusual for them to… explode like that.” 

    “It takes a tremendous amount of conviction to channel so much damage into a demon at once,” he explained. “The Stones are said to originate from Bhraya itself, and they get stronger the closer Bhraya approaches. Tonight was probably a one off, so don’t expect it to be like that next time.” 

    Jenner finally found what he was looking for in his book, and he turned it around for me on the desk so I could see. 

    On the page the book was opened to, there was a drawing of a Duelist Stone almost identical to the one around my neck. Both my Stone and the one in the diagram each were about half an inch thick, had an etching of a shield in the center, and a koi-looking fish that swam around the shield. The only difference was my Stone was a little rougher around the edges, and the one in the picture was a perfect circle. 

    The diagram was also helpfully labeled like something out of an anatomy textbook. One label pointed to the etching of the shield, and the other was pointed at one of the swimming Sacred Fish. They both read “pre-Duelist” and “post-Duelist” respectively, with a scribble of numbers that must have represented dates according to this world’s calendar system. 

    “Aren’t Ashers the same thing as Duelists?” I asked and looked back up at him. 

    “Now, yes,” he said as he cleaned his monocle on a handkerchief. “In the past when the Ashers were first imbued with Bhraya’s power, they were all of equal rank and united by a single cause. Over time, some Ashers became too powerful by hunting the herald demons and crafting weapons of unlimited power, and the sacred task of protecting the people fell to the wayside when they demanded to be treated like gods among men.” 

    “What dicks,” I muttered.  

    Jenner flipped to another page in the book, and a long passage with really tiny cursive writing filled the parchment type paper. I glanced up at the title which read: “History of Duelist Uprising” and figured it was like a textbook civics lesson I had no interest in reading whatsoever. 

     “The fortune and blessing Mercedes gave to the Ashers was never meant to be used against the people, it was meant to be distributed fairly by those she deemed worthy and then maintained by their blood descendants for seasons to come,” Jenner explained. “After the Duelist Uprisings, however, if an Asher Lord was cruel to his people, Mercedes might bless those of No-Rank blood if their conviction was strong enough, and they begged her for her divine blessing. I won’t bore you with the historical details of how it came to be, but in short, Dueling for Asher rights became a way to establish more of a balance of power.” 

    “So, now anyone has a chance to be an Asher, not just by some bloodline thing,” I said, and I started to get the picture.  

    “Correct,” he confirmed and pulled out a long pointer stick. “The challenger just has to kill the other Duelist, and then he takes over the dead man’s rank and possessions until over time the rite of the Duel became less about equalizing power and more about gaining individual status. The Asher Lords in recent history have added amendments to the ancient laws which means political corruption run rampant now more than ever, and Ashers who are bent on keeping their titles have ways of manipulating the unsuspecting into a Duel if you do not understand the social mores.” 

    Jenner scooped up that riding crop thing from where it was leaning against the desk and turned to a map stuck on the wall over the desk. The title on the top of the map said “Nata Isle,” and below it was the outline of a landmass that reminded me of a rugby ball. 

    The furry koala-man then tapped the center of Nata Isle with the crop, and the loud smacking noise made me startle a bit in my seat like a Catholic schoolboy nodding off in the middle of a lecture. 

    I opened my eyes wide so I could focus better just in case my theory about Jenner and that crop was true. If there was another “pop quiz” like the vegetarian thing he pulled about West Alemic nomad culture, I wanted to be ready for my knuckles’ sake. 

    I took a mental note of the island and of where the crop was pointing to, which was an icon labeled “palace.” 

    “Every island in Aventoll is governed by a Lord Asher,” the gray-eared man continued. “He is the one with the highest status either from being born into an Asher lineage, or from the power transfer of a Duel.” 

    “Power transfer,” I murmured as I touched the amulet-like Stone around my neck. “Dagmar was a level three, Asher Mec said. Does it really mean I’m a level three, or just a level one because I’ve only Dueled one person?” 

    “Excellent question!” Jenner thrilled and tapped the open book page with the crop. He was definitely in his scholarly element, and his fuzzy ears trembled with excitement. “Observe the fish: there are three because Dagmar defeated Kel when he was a first-rank, he then gained Kel’s status of three. Therefore, because you were a lower rank than him, you gained his status when you defeated him and so on.” 

    “What would have happened if Dagmar killed me?” I looked up from the book page with a curious frown. “Would he have gained another fish?” 

    “No, a higher-ranking Duelist cannot gain status from killing someone lower than him,” Jenner said and flipped to another page in the book for me to see. It was very detailed with tiny cramped writing and a handful of diagrams with symbols and pictures. “But he does obtain his wealth and possessions.” 

    “Including his wives?” I asked the obvious question, since I knew Zoie was now mine. 

    “Correct.” He nodded. “All of the dead Asher’s business, estate holdings, servants, slaves, wives, and concubines. Including any children or fetuses in the womb.” 

    “Fuckkkk…” I whispered as I was again reminded of how brutal this world was. 

    “Well, yes,” Jenner said. “The wives and concubines would be yours to do as you pleased with them. You could fuck them all, or sell them, or kill them. Whatever you decide. They are your property as long as your rank supports it. When your rank goes up by one, so does the limit of women you may call your wife. Any other assets are considered concubines and so forth.” 

    “Okay… So… if a Duelist can only gain more fish from defeating Duelists with a higher status than him, then why was Dagmar able to challenge a No-Rank like me?” I asked as I gave up trying to make sense of the esoteric book in front of me. 

    “Because,” Jenner said curtly, “an amendment made to the law in recent decades has made an exception to this rule. If you disgrace an Asher’s honor, especially publicly, then you are open game, regardless of if you are an Asher or not.” 

    I furrowed my eyebrows in a very unimpressed way. “Their egos are really that fragile?” 

    “Indeed, the only thing Ashers like Dagmar gain from challenging No-Ranks is the satisfaction of maintaining their pride,” Jenner said, and his tone took on a weighted quality to it. “However, since one can only be a Duelist by killing another, the ranks are an accumulation of power, not a tally of successes like some people think.” 

    “Huh,” I mused as I mulled all this over.  

    “Some of the ancient texts, the ones that survived the Uprisings at least, suggest the Ashers will face judgment before they get to move on to the Next Life,” Jenner went on. “If their cause was righteous enough to strike down one of Mercedes’ children, then their ledger is eased. But if they slay her children with only selfishness in mind, well. Hopefully, their punishment is swift.” 

    The warning was a clear and effective one: choose your battles wisely. I didn’t even want to know what particular punishment an awesome deity like Mercedes was capable of handing out. 

    “Great power comes with great responsibility situation, got it,” I summed up. “How many ranks are there in total? Can a Duelist just keep gaining power forever?” 

    “It might have been included in the ancient texts at one point,” Jenner said in a mournful tone as he picked up the thin book so he could show me the jagged ridge of pages ripped from the spine, “but so far it is known an Asher can theoretically reach the sixty-fourth rank. This was the original number of Sacred Fish, and of Asher Lords who first rose to power. There were supposed to be eight Lords to oversee the eight islands, but after the Uprisings, the history gets a little muddy, so it might be possible to reach higher levels, especially now that the Red Moon is back and there is a good chance Mercedes will bless us with a new generation of her children.” 

    “Asher Mec is the top Duelist here, so I should probably know his rank,” I stated more than asked as I kept all this in mind to sort through later. “I’m pretty sure everyone who’s anyone knows all of these stats so they can size one another up to see where everyone falls in the social hierarchy, right?” 

    “You are starting to catch on, young Alex,” Jenner said with a smirk and a twinkle in his wizened eyes. “Lord Mec is a rank-six and currently the strongest Duelist on Nata Isle. Under him is a fifth-rank, Ambassador Sskern from Terr--his species is reptilian and very distinctive--then Bala Ren and Gella Vane from Gatetown, who are both fourth-rank. Then there is you, a third-rank, and a smattering of single-ranked Ashers who don’t really mingle in the higher social circles, not like the third-ranks and above who are interested in forming alliances with the powerful and won’t hesitate to start a duel over the slightest perceived public insult.” 

    “Okay, I’ll be sure not to insult anyone,” I said. 

    “Easier said than done,” Jenner replied as his lips drew into another one of those intelligent smirks he had. “It becomes fairly obvious to anyone who really interacts with you that you are a Traveler and don’t know much about Aventollian ways.” 

    “Okay, but like why is being a Traveler a bad thing?” I groaned and pushed the book back toward Jenner with a frustrated shove. 

    “Some folk think Travelers are a bad omen,” Jenner said as he put the book away. “Whenever Aventoll has been in crisis, there are historic records of Travelers appearing just days before. A lot of what was written about these accounts were destroyed like the ancient texts, but people still hold on to superstitions.” 

    “So, what,” I said and got to my feet when Jenner gestured for me to follow. “Do I need to come up with a secret identity? Tell me more about those nomad guys, I know they don’t eat meat now, which is a bummer, but I could be a vegetarian--” 

    “Not to be insulting,” Jenner cut in as he led me up to the second floor, “but you are an appalling liar, my lord. I’m positive you are incapable of blending in with the common folk.” 

    “I was always shit at poker,” I chuckled. 

    “Prime example, I have no idea what most of what you say even means,” Jenner deadpanned and pulled out an old iron key out of his pocket. Then he stopped at an unassuming door at the end of the hallway and unlocked it. 

    The door opened and revealed a large armory that lit up with the same automatic wall sconces everywhere else in the manor. Mounted upright on the ground were a few antique-looking suits of armor, but unlike the secret weapons cache that was stacked with dozens of weapons, this armory was nearly empty and picked over besides a few odd helmets, unmatched gauntlets, and greaves that looked half rusted. 

    I gave a low whistle when I took in the sad state of it. 

    “Dagmar really cleaned you guys out, huh?” I asked. 

    “He owed a lot of gambling debts to various people,” Jenner grumbled and then knelt down on the floor. “Help me with this, lad.” 

    I joined him as he tried to lift a stone out of the floor, and I dug my fingers around one of the corners in order to add some leverage. Finally, the heavy slab was lifted out of the way and set aside, and underneath, there was a small space where a long wooden box was hidden. 

    Jenner pulled it out and coughed as he wiped away the thick layer of dust. Then he undid the brass latches on the sides and opened the lid to reveal something that looked like ceremonial battle attire. 

    A set of mahogany leather pauldrons affixed with gold armored plates matched a wide armored belt, and matching leather and gold leg greaves and arm bracers were neatly bundled up with a pair of black breeches, black boots, and a deep blue tunic that reminded me of super soft cotton. I could already tell it was a huge improvement to the scratchy potato sack I was currently wearing. No wonder Jenner hid all this. 

    “Well, put it on,” Jenner ordered after I just sat there staring at the finery. 

    “Whose was this?” I asked. 

    Jenner politely turned his back to give me some privacy before answering, “The original lord of this manor, the man who Dagmar killed in the duel. Now hurry up, sir, we are behind schedule, and I still have more to tell you.” 

    Great, more lectures. I didn’t know if my brain could take any more information, and I inwardly sighed as I started stripping off my clothes, but when I got to my jeans, something occurred to me. 

    “Hey, what should I do about the ruby I got from the herald demon?” I asked as I pulled the blood-red gemstone out of the pocket of my Levi’s. 

    “You’ve kept it on you this whole time?” the koala-man asked, and I could see his gray ears as they perked up in interest. 

    “I didn’t know where else to keep it,” I said with a shrug. 

    “That’s good,” he replied. “There is no safer place than on your person.” 

    I nodded to myself and took extra care to tuck the ruby into the new pair of soft leather pants. When I was done, I signaled that Jenner could turn back around. 

    “How do I look?” I fiddled with the pauldron buckles over my chest, and Jenner climbed up onto a little stool so he could help me with one of the twisted straps. 

    “Like a true Asher,” he commented as he adjusted the belt around my waist to fit properly.  

    “How is this going to help me blend in, though?” I asked, and I looked down at the belt and brushed my fingers over the shield logo worked into the fine leather. 

    “Another good question,” he said with another thin smile. “Simply put, we aren’t trying to get you to blend in. Instead, we are going to take the aggressive approach outwardly, while being strategic inwardly. Do you understand?” 

    “I think so,” I mused. “In chess, there’s a move called the Queen’s Raid that allows you to win in four moves. It’s bold, but it distracts your opponent from the fact you are setting up for the kill before the game has barely started. I know the theory behind it, but again, I suck at chess.” 

    “You might have to teach me this game sometime,” Jenner said and hopped off the stool. “Our strategy is similar. We aren’t going to hide the fact you are a Traveler, or downplay your deserved Asher status. Be bold, but don’t reveal anything that can possibly be used against you. Be confident but not arrogant. Listen more than you speak, remember what you hear, and when in doubt, just let Ms. Zoie speak for you. As long as you don’t insult anyone or act like a fool, you should be fine, but be on your guard. There are ways a Duelist can manipulate you into a Duel. They will try to get you to ‘offend’ them by making off-color comments toward you. Be as calm as the sea, and they will fear you more. And if they fear you, they won’t issue a challenge.” 

    “Okay,” I muttered and tried not to think about all the ways I could fuck this up tonight as I followed Jenner back down to the entrance hall. 

    “Oh, one more thing,” he said as he faced me, and he grabbed my arm bracers to make sure he had my attention. “Be sure to keep your glowing Duelist Stone out of sight until the eclipse. It’s considered a slight on the Lord Asher’s honor for anyone to display their stone other than the Lord Asher before Bhraya passes.” 

    “Check,” I said and stuffed the Stone under my tunic. 

    “Jeeenner,” Arvid rumbled. “Ryylaan--” 

    “Hi, Asher Brightwood!” Rylan said as he popped out from behind Arvid’s big frame. “I get to be your driver tonight, isn’t that amazing?” 

    “Hey, Rylan,” I greeted and smiled at his excitement. “Arvid, where is Zoie?” 

    Arvid only raised his big clawed hand and pointed. 

    I followed his line of sight to the main staircase behind me, and I felt my heart stutter inside my chest. 

    Zoie descended the steps wearing a sapphire blue dress that complimented her beautiful eyes and the colors of my own ensemble. Her skirt was slit on both ends all the way from hip to ankle and revealed miles of those legs that drove me wild. Her muscular midriff was exposed and decorated with silver patterns that reminded me of tribal tattoos, and the tattoos continued up under the top half of the dress in an intriguing way that made me want to follow the marks and see where they led. 

    Preferably with my tongue. 

    The silver ink was decorative enough, especially when it swirled over the tops of her breasts and down her exposed shoulders, so she didn’t need much jewelry. The only accessories she wore were a simple silver circlet on her head, a matching silver belt, and silver cuffs on her ankles that showed off her delicate bare feet. 

    “Hi,” I whispered when she was in front of me. “You look amazing.” 

    “Thank you,” Zoie said with the slightest of pleased smiles. “You do as well.” 

    “What’s that for?” I asked when I finally noticed she held a short sword and scabbard in her hands. 

    “For you,” she replied and expertly affixed it to my armored belt. “Just in case.” 

    “What about you?” I wondered and rested my hand comfortably on the pommel. This felt a lot better than that other sword. 

    “I’m already armed,” Zoie said. 

    “Wha--where?” I asked and scanned the form fitting dress.  

    She just arched an eyebrow. 

    “Now, now, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said as he ushered us toward the door. “How boring would it be if we had the answers to all of life’s mysteries, hm?” 

    Rylan ran ahead of us and opened the door to the carriage waiting out front. Instead of the ox-roach poracks, this carriage was pulled by a pair of giant silver caterpillar creatures with six legs and feathery antennae, and they would have been really creepy if they didn’t have four big teddy bear eyes and fluffy fur that made them look oddly cuddly. 

    I helped Zoie up into the cab with a hand and looked back at Jenner. 

    “Thank you for all of your help,” I said and held out my hand. 

    “Stay sharp,” Jenner cautioned as he and I gripped forearms. “Remember the Raid of Queens.” 

    “Queen’s Raid, got it,” I said and climbed up into the cab along with Zoie. 

    The ride up to the palace was quiet as I tried to process everything I’d learned from Zoie and Jenner. My head felt like I’d spent the day at cram school studying for finals, and I could feel an ache beginning to form around my eyes. 

    “You’re thinking too hard,” Zoie murmured, and her skillful fingers came up to massage the back of my neck.  

    “I just don’t want to fuck anything up,” I admitted as the headache eased almost immediately. 

    “You will be fine,” Zoie said. “And I will be there to help if you up-fuck anything.” 

    I couldn’t help but smile at her misuse of “fuck.” It was crazy endearing, so I didn’t have the heart to correct her. 

    Instead, I breathed a sigh of relief and laced her fingers with mine. 

    The carriage eventually slowed down, and I poked my head out of the window to see where we were. Then my eyes bulged out of my head as the gorgeous palace loomed above us, every bit as fairy tale-like as Disney’s Magical Kingdom. 

    There was a line of other carriages in front of ours, and they each wound their way up to the palace steps. Crowds of people lined the stairs, and they waited for the VIPs to arrive like some weird medieval red-carpet event. 

    What made it even more intimidating was I could see the ram-lord, Gavlain Mec, standing at the top. 

    The Asher Lord’s Stone was out and on display around his neck, and it glowed with Bhraya’s cool blue light. The lords and ladies all bowed deeply to him in respect before entering, and he received every subject with a nod and a smile. 

    Our carriage finally pulled up, and Rylan jumped down from the driver’s seat so he could open the door. 

    “Presenting: Asher Alex Brightwood, and Lady Zoie of Vartha!” Rylan announced, and I stepped out to the cheers of the crowd with Zoie on my arm. 

    I nodded at Rylan and walked with Zoie up the steps, but right before we got to the top, Zoie suddenly hissed in pain as she turned her ankle. She lost her footing, and on reflex, I grabbed her so she wouldn’t fall. 

    The action caused us to skid down a couple steps as I tried to catch our balance. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked Zoie and held her away from me to check her over. 

    Zoie gasped and looked down at my chest, and I followed her eye-line. 

    My Duelist Stone had popped out from under my shirt and was glowing a merry pulsing blue. 

    Just as vibrant as Asher Mec’s. 

    Oh, yeah, didn’t Jenner say something Majorly Important about Not Doing Exactly That? 

    Shit. 

    








 

    Chapter 6 

    The gathered crowd burst out into hushed whispers as I clutched my Stone and tried to smother its light. 

    Asher Mec walked closer to the steps, and the sound of his polished armored suit was the only thing that could be heard. The excited chatter died down as he stopped a few paces away with an unreadable expression on his noble face. 

    There was a tension in the air as everyone seemed to be waiting to see what I would do next, and I could feel my neck heating up as numerous eyes crawled all over me. 

    My knee-jerk reaction was to stuff it back under my tunic so I wouldn’t offend the ram-lord any further, but then Jenner’s advice played in my head. 

    Queen’s Raid. Confidence, not arrogance. 

    I removed my hand and let the Stone shine. 

    More gasps and titters rippled through the spectators, and I tried my best to ignore them as I held my arm out for Zoie to take. She gazed at me with a slightly wild look in her eyes, but she didn’t say anything as she looped her arm through mine. 

    “Trust me,” I whispered and helped her up the last few steps. 

    I faced the ram-lord, and Zoie and I bowed to him at the waist. 

    “Thank you for your invitation, Lord Asher,” I said and ignored the Stone hanging around my neck. “I’m honored as well as humbled.” 

    Asher Mec’s bronze-colored eyes seemed to sparkle with mirth even though his expression was as regal as ever. 

    “Is your woman alright?” he inquired. 

    “I am well, Lord Asher,” Zoie responded with a gracious dip of her head. “Just a slight misstep.” 

    “Please,” Asher Mec said and gestured with his hand toward the entrance. “Enjoy some verna berry wine out on the terrace. When the feast starts, I would like to offer you and your wife a seat at my table.” 

    “It would be my pleasure, Lord Asher,” I said as I bowed again. 

    “Asher Brightwood.” The ram-lord nodded, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

    Then Zoie and I followed the procession into the palace before anything else could go wrong. 

    “I am sorry, Alex,” Zoie whispered to me as we were all ushered through the grand entrance hall by palace escorts wearing black and silver tunics. 

    When we made it out onto a sprawling garden balcony, I pulled Zoie over by a giant urn overflowing with fragrant white flowers. 

    “Don’t apologize,” I said when we finally had a little more privacy. “What happened?” 

    “I stepped on something on the stairs,” she explained. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked. 

    “I’m fine,” she said, but I noticed how she stood in a way that seemed like she was favoring her right foot. 

    I didn’t get a chance to call her out on it, though, because a moment later a man who had a brown crest of feathers, a brown ponytail, and sharp eagle eyes, sauntered up to me with a striking woman on his arm. 

    Something about the man was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place from where. 

    “That was quite an entrance,” the eagle-man said as he glanced pointedly down at my Duelist Stone. He then tapped his chest where a small lump was hidden under his fine silver robes and raised his eyebrows. 

    I made a show of looking down at my Stone and then around at the other party goers as if it was just now occurring to me I was doing something wrong. 

    “You must forgive me if I stepped out of line.” I tucked the Stone back under my tunic and then extended my hand. “Alex Brightwood.” 

    “We’ve met before,” the eagle-man said as he gripped my forearm. “I lent you the use of my carriage, but we were never properly introduced. I’m Asher Bala Ren, and this is my wife Shale-Lea.” 

    The woman at Asher Ren’s side was one of the most beautiful of the bird-natives I’d seen on Nata Isle so far, with long champagne colored feathers that sprouted along her crest and around her emerald green eyes. Her long scarlet hair flowed down to her waist and was shot through with streaks of gold, and the whole effect reminded me of a gorgeous phoenix. 

    Like the rest of the aristocrats present, she was dressed in her finest blue gown that showed off her hourglass waist and pushed her bust up to its full and luscious potential. She was also ornately decorated with a combination of precious silver and swirling ink tattoos on any visible skin.  

    But the most impressive thing of her ensemble by far was the large sapphire that rested in a circlet at the center of her forehead. 

    “Asher Brightwood, Lady Zoie,” Shale-Lea greeted in a harp-like voice and dipped her head. 

    “Lady Shale-Lea,” Zoie returned, and I copied the slight bow she gave to the phoenix-woman. 

    A waiter-type person passed with a silver tray of goblets, and Asher Ren stopped him. 

    “Have you been to Nata Isle before?” Ren asked as he handed out a goblet to each of us and then shooed away the waiter. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around.” 

    I took a sip of the sweet wine and considered how to answer. Jenner’s voice in my head reminded me how much of a shit liar I was, so I didn’t think it was wise to pretend. 

    “I’m not from Aventoll,” I decided on, and I didn’t give Ren any more or less than that. 

    I could tell my answer frustrated him because the bridge of his nose wrinkled as if he smelled something unpleasant in the air despite being surrounded by flowers. 

    “Interesting,” Ren mused and pinned me with his sharp copper eyes. “It’s been many seasons since someone like you has appeared on Aventoll.” 

    “Has it?” I asked with an innocent expression, and Ren smiled a serrated smile. 

    “Well, since you are new here, let me offer you some advice.” Ren leaned in closer so he could dispense his pearls of wisdom. “There is a pecking order you would be wise to follow. Even if a person greets you with a smile, they are waiting around the next corner ready to stick a knife into your back.” 

    Before I could answer, Rylan came out of nowhere and interrupted our conversation with a deep bow. 

    “Begging your pardon, Ashers, Ladies,” he murmured respectively, “but I think you lost your ring on the stairs, Asher Ren.” 

    Rylan fumbled with a gold signet ring he pulled out of his pocket, but before he could hand it to Asher Ren, he accidentally dropped it in his nervousness. 

    The ring hit the ground, and a metallic click sounded as a hidden spike suddenly jutted up through the ring’s face. The innocent signet now looked like a very short but lethal dagger, and I frowned as my eyes met Ren’s. 

    “I’m sorry, sir!” Rylan bent and scooped up the dagger-ring. “I didn’t--” 

    Asher Ren snatched the ring back, slipped it onto his middle finger, and twisted the face like a dial so the spike was hidden once more. 

    “My, my, how clumsy of me,” he said, and his eyes were flat and cold like a shark’s as he stared first at me and then at Zoie. “It would be a shame if someone had the misfortune to step on this unaware.” 

    I looked to where Zoie was still letting her left leg take most of her weight, and my head shot back up to glare at Ren. 

    Zoie squeezed my bicep, and her fingernails dug in just a little in warning. 

    “Bala,” Shale-Lea intervened as she placed a delicate hand on her husband’s wrist, “I think I see Ambassador Sskern of Terr over by the fountain. Didn’t you have something you wanted to discuss with him?” 

    “Ah, yes,” Asher Ren said as the courteous smile returned to his face. “Enjoy the evening’s events. I’m sure we will run into one another before the Blue Night is out.” 

    I narrowed my eyes but gave another respectful nod. “I’m sure we will.” 

    “Come along, Shale-Lea,” Ren said, and Zoie and I watched them float through the crowd toward the grand fountain in the center of the terrace. 

    “Asher Brightwood,” Rylan said. 

    “Rylan?” I answered as I turned to him. 

    “I have to tell you something,” he whispered with a worried expression and shifted on his feet.  

    I could tell it was important, but he was fearful to share it, so I led us all over to a somewhat secluded spot behind a statue of a Sacred Fish. Then I lowered Zoie onto the small stone bench placed against the palace wall. 

    “What is it, Rylan?” I asked as I knelt down and tried to examine Zoie’s foot. 

    Her long gown hid her bare feet for the most part, but when I moved the fabric back from her toes, I saw just how much the dress concealed. 

    “Zoie,” I gasped when I saw the dried blood all over the top of her foot. 

    “I’m fine,” she said and tried to cover up again with her gown, but the damage was already done. 

    “That’s not fine,” I insisted as I inspected the cut that sliced up from her inner arch and over the top of her foot in an angry red semi-circle. 

    Zoie clenched her hand into a fist and thumped her knee in frustration. “I’m sorry, Alex.” 

    “Asher Brightwood?” Rylan said again, and for a moment I’d almost forgotten he was there. 

    “Call me Alex, Rylan,” I sighed as I pulled Zoie’s foot into my lap, and even though I was trying to be careful, she still hissed in pain. 

    “I think Asher Ren left his signet ring on the stairs on purpose,” Rylan whispered all in one breath, and then he looked around with big eyes in case he could be overheard. 

    “How do you know?” I asked him as I stopped my task and pinned Rylan with a stare. I already had my suspicions about the prissy asshole, but I wanted proof. 

    “Asher Ren and the Lady Shale-Lea arrived in the carriage before us, and I saw him drop something on his way up, and I thought it was just his ordinary ring that he always seals his envelopes with, but it’s not, Asher Alex, it’s not!” Rylan machine-gun fired all of this as patches of scarlet anxiety flushed his cheeks. 

    “Calm down and take a breath, Ry,” I ordered, and the sandy-haired boy gasped as he visibly tried to calm himself down. “Alright, continue.” 

    “Asher Ren’s signet ring is actually a family ring,” he said in a much more measured pace. “Family rings like that are common heirlooms passed down to the firstborn heir, so in case they were kidnapped or something, they were always armed.” 

    “Go on,” I urged him.  

    “The rings are special because they can never be removed by force or accident,” Rylan said and lowered his voice even more. “They can only be removed at will by the wearer, so it couldn’t have fallen off unless he purposefully dropped it for Zoie to step on.” 

    “You think it was meant specifically for Zoie?” I asked as I looked between the two of them. “Why?” 

    “I don’t know why he would want to, but everyone comes to the Blue Night Gala wearing something traditional,” Rylan puzzled, and his forehead pinched in the middle as if trying to work out a complex equation. “He must have known the Lady Zoie would come barefoot, as is Varthan custom for ceremonial wear.” 

    “I’ll kill him,” I growled and jumped to my feet. 

    “Alex, no,” Zoie gasped and gripped my wrist to prevent me from finding the fucker who hurt my wife. 

    “Why not?” I demanded as I scanned the crowd for his stupid flippy ponytail. “Jenner told me someone of a lower rank can challenge someone who is higher, so--” 

    Zoie pulled me back so I was back at her eye level. 

    “Asher Ren would love nothing more than to goad you into a fight,” she said and then gripped my chin so I wouldn’t look away. “He makes a sport out of getting No-Ranks and lower Ashers to challenge him. He may look like he doesn’t do any heavy lifting, but he is very deadly with a broadsword. If you challenge him, he’ll have the upper hand.” 

    “But he hurt you,” I said even though the fire in my heart was doused under her cool water gaze. 

    “I’m f--” she started. 

    “Don’t say you’re fine,” I interjected and pulled back so I could examine her cut foot again. 

    “I can help the Lady Zoie,” Rylan piped up. “I’ve been taking lessons on field aid, and I am getting good at wrapping bandages.” 

    “Thank you, Rylan,” Zoie said with a fond smile as we both helped her back to standing. “Alex, I will be alright in Rylan’s capable hands. You need to stay here.” 

    “Why?” I asked, and my pulse drummed up at the thought of being left alone with these vultures.  

    Actual, literal looking vultures in some cases. A hunched bald man with black feathered eyebrows cackled over by a lit brazier as he smoked a long skinny pipe. 

    “You will draw more attention to yourself if you go missing before Bhraya’s eclipse,” she said as Rylan and I walked her back toward the long entrance hall where we came in. 

    “Will you make it back before it happens?” I asked. 

    “I’ll make sure of it!” Rylan jumped in with an eager grin at the chance to be more helpful. “I’m really fast at it, Asher Brightwood!” 

    “Alex, Rylan, just Alex,” I reminded him. “Take good care of her. I’m trusting you.” 

    I didn’t think it was possible, but Rylan’s eyes got even bigger, and he made a small choking noise as if he’d swallowed his own tongue. 

    “You can definitely count on me Asher--I mean, Mr. Bright--I mean, Brasher--I mean Ash--lex.” He stopped as he stumbled over his words, and he shook his head a bit as his mind did a little reboot right in front of us. “You can count on me, sir.” 

    “We’ll work on the name thing later,” I chuckled and patted him on the shoulder.  

    Rylan shot me a crooked grin, and if he had a tail, I was sure it would be wagging up a storm.  

    I turned to Zoie. “Will you be okay?” 

    “I’ll be fine,” Zoie assured me as she tucked an arm through Rylan’s. 

    “You know, I’m starting to really hate that word,” I grumbled, but I kissed the back of her knuckles to show her I wasn’t really mad. 

    “I know.” She smiled and ducked her head as a light pink color stained her cheeks. “But I really will be okay. I have the best palace escort by my side.” 

    “I know this place inside out,” Rylan said with a puffed-out chest, “I will take good care of Lady Zoie.” 

    Zoie and I exchange an amused glance at how seriously he took his quest. 

    “Hurry back,” I whispered to her before she let Rylan lead her back to the terrace archway. She waved at me and disappeared through the gauzy lilac curtains, and then I was left alone. 

    I took a deep breath and faced the rest of the party. 

    “Okay, Alex,” I said as I cracked my neck from side to side and shook out my shoulders. “Try to think of this as another stupid high school dance and find the spiked punch bowl. You’ll be fine.” 

    I didn’t see a punch bowl, of course, but I did spy another server with more of those goblets of wine.  

    Just what I needed. 

    I grabbed a cup from one of the stoic servers and took a large gulp of the fruity wine. Even though it was sweet, it had a spice to it that reminded me of cinnamon, and it sizzled as it went down my throat. 

    “Why, hello, stranger,” a voice said from behind me, which made me almost choke on my mouthful of Fireball Fruity Pebbles. 

    I turned around as I tried to blink the moisture out of my eyes from the burning alcohol, and I was faced with a familiar and unamused expression. 

    The cockatoo-woman I’d met when I first got to Aventoll was smirking at me with one hand on her hip and a long skinny cigarette thing in the other. She blew out a plume of musky smoke, and I choked and coughed once more. 

    “Hello again,” I said as I waved away the cloud of smog. 

    “Where’s your wife, Asher?” she asked and slinked so far into my space that if I looked down I would be staring at the silvery ink tattoos straight down her navy colored sheath dress. 

    “She had a quick matter to attend to,” I responded and took a step back. 

    “It’s a pity, you know,” the woman sighed as she brought the cigarette up to her red painted lips. 

    “What is?” I asked. 

    “Oh, just that you’re at a bit of a disadvantage with her, that’s all,” she replied and took another drag. 

    “Who, Zoie?” I cocked my head. “In what way am I at a disadvantage?” 

    The cockatoo woman shrugged and brushed a small piece of ash off her skin-tight dress. “It’s true. At least with Dagmar, he wasn’t locked into a union with her and could still decide if he wanted to trade up or not.”  

    “She’s a person,” I said and put a little more distance between us. “Not property.” 

    “Please,” she scoffed, and her white crest fluffed up a little. “If you’re an Asher, everything is property. The rest of us can only do what we can to make ourselves tempting enough to own. I doubted Dagmar would have kept her, honestly.” 

    “Is that your deal, then?” I asked outright. “You’re trying to tempt me into ownership?”  

    I was tired of the verbal sparring and was done with dancing around all the subtext. 

    “Mercedes, no!” she laughed with a fake grin plastered on her face. “I already have a husband.”  

    She nodded her head in the direction of that vulture-man I saw earlier, and I watched him as he blew his beaky nose into a handkerchief. 

    “He seems… charming,” I said after the man hacked up a bit of phlegm and spat it in the open flame of the brazier he was still standing by. 

    “Gordo is hideous and uncouth,” she responded. “But he’s an Asher, and he allows me to run my own business. Probably because he loves gold more than life.” 

    “How kind of him,” I muttered for lack of anything better to say. 

    “It could be worse,” she said with a double edge to her words. “At least I’m not from Vartha, like your wife.” 

    “Vel-Rala!” the vulture-man barked from across the terrace. “Come!” 

    Before I could even find out what the woman meant, she twirled around and glided away to her creepy bald husband. 

    What did the cockatoo-woman even mean about Zoie? 

    I didn’t know much, but the tone of her voice indicated being Varthan was something less-than or trashy. In fact, I didn’t know if the whole conversation was more culture-shock or just subtext, but I had a hunch she liked to stir up trouble just for trouble’s sake. In any case, I decided to watch out for this Vel-Rala in the future. 

    Suddenly, a trumpeting fanfare sounded around the terrace, and the fluttering archway curtains parted for Lord Asher Mec and his entourage. 

    “My fellow Natavians!” Mec thundered, and the chatter and movement stilled. “My astronomers have informed me Bhraya’s eclipse is almost upon us.” 

    The crowd turned as one to look up at the sky, and everyone oohed and ahhed as the tails of the comet cast off radiant beams of icy blue light. All of the flames in the braziers suddenly flared a deep indigo, and the various silvery ink tattoos favored by some of the women glowed under the comet’s light. By now, the comet was about half the size of the moon, and it was getting closer and closer as if picking up speed. 

    As impressive and wondrous as the light show was, I looked around for Zoie instead. After how the beautiful cat-woman was maliciously targeted first by Asher Ren, and then all but condemned by Vel-Rala, I was worried maybe something had happened to prevent her from finding her way back to the terrace. 

    I was just about to go and find out when I spotted Zoie as she rounded another one of those massive flower urns. 

    “Sorry!” she said as she accidentally bumped into someone, and then she began searching the crowd like I was just doing a moment ago. 

    I went to her and lightly touched the inside of her elbow. 

    My wife startled but recovered quickly when she saw it was me, and she gave me a relieved smile that I knew matched my own. 

    “How’s your foot?” I asked her as I held her hand in mine. 

    “Better. Rylan is very talented.” She squeezed my hand and turned to observe the comet’s rays. Another soft smile drew her bow lips up into a serene expression, and I didn’t know what sparkled more, the stars in the sky or the reflection of Bhraya in Zoie’s endless blue eyes. 

    The atmospheric light intensified, and the people gasped and chattered with excitement as the heavenly comet began to eclipse the moon. 

    The Lord Asher made his way to the center of the terrace as the spectators parted for him like the Dead Sea. He stopped in the middle where the fountain was, and when he did, the jets of water died down to a trickle. Then a small series of steps was revealed up the back of the large Sacred Fish set as the fountain’s centerpiece. 

    “People of Nata,” Asher Mec’s booming voice echoed out as he made his way up the back of the fish statue, and he raised his arms over the crowd when he got to the top. “Bhraya is here!” 

    Cheers rose up into the blue night air as the Lord Asher held up his glowing Duelist Stone. 

    “The Lord Asher’s Stone glows under Bhraya’s light because his Stone comes from a long line of successful herald hunts,” Zoie explained, and I was grateful for the extra commentary. “It is this strong will that made your own Stone glow when you ashed your first herald, and we bowed to Mec earlier out of respect for his status. That’s why it is considered rude to show off any glowing stones before the eclipse.” 

    Oh. That made a ton of sense now. It was like upstaging the Queen of England in her own palace with an identical set of crown jewels. No wonder people were shocked by my stunt on the stairs, and now I wondered if my boldness was a good idea after all. 

    “Now is the time, my fellow Natavians!” Mec cried out right at the apex of the eclipse as he raised his Stone higher. “Let us all see if any Ashers among us are worthy to heed the Goddess’ call!” 

    All around Ashers of various species took this as their cue to finally pull out their own Duelist Stones. Some of the Stones remained dark, while a few here and there already glowed like Mec’s. Cheers and congratulatory shouts could be heard all around the terrace as some people’s dark stones now suddenly burst into life for the first time, and I pulled out my Duelist stone and watched it pulse blue like it had ever since I first killed that demon laser-beam style. 

    “This is the one night a year when an Asher might be blessed with the Goddess’ conviction without having to ash a demon first,” Zoie continued into my ear. “Just like it happened the first time Bhraya came to Aventoll, the light fell on the people, and they were given the power.” 

    “Welcome, my new brothers!” Mec bellowed and laughed his rolling thunder laugh. “We are now united as Mercedes’ children!” 

    The eclipse was half over and now making its way across the moon. The vivid icy blue light faded into something less intense, and people began to conceal their Duelist Stones once more. I looked around for that ponytailed prick and was a little thrilled to see Ren’s Stone was still its regular clear crystal. A spike of glee went through me as I watched him throw a fit like a jealous toddler and cram the Stone back under his froofy robes. 

    Suddenly, Ren looked up as if he could feel my laser beams of Fuck You. It didn’t take him long to find me in the crowd, and when we made eye contact, I held up my glowing Stone as I gave an exaggerated shrug. 

    The look of outrage on his pointy face was worth it. 

    Poor Asher Ren. Always a bridesmaid, and never a bride, it seemed. Better luck next year, bitch. 

    “Come. Let us break the Night’s Fast in the great hall.” The Asher Lord descended the fountain statue, and the crowd parted for him again. 

    Bit by bit, people trickled after him until we were all following the procession back through the curtained terrace arch. 

    A hand clamped down onto my arm just before Zoie and I entered the banquet hall, and I was roughly spun around to face Asher Ren’s feral expression. 

    “You dare insult me, and try to mock my honor?” he growled, and I smelled the spice on his breath from the verna berry wine. “That is grounds for a Duel as is within my rights as a Duelist.” 

    Oh, fuck. This was like Dagmar all over again. I kept forgetting how much wounding an Asher’s pride was a big deal, and how they probably just murder people for even looking at them wrong. 

    Before I could try to figure my way out of this clusterfuck of a situation, Zoie intervened with a simple question. 

    “Was there a witness to your claimed insult?” she asked. “I was standing beside my husband and saw no such action against your honor.” 

    Ren’s copper eagle eyes spiked her in place as a thunderous scowl transformed his features, but he didn’t have an answer for that one. 

    “Because according to custom, a Duel can only be engaged if the offense was witnessed by the public,” Zoie stated flatly. 

    “Don’t quote the laws at me, Varthan,” Ren spat, and then he directed his ire at me. “Mark my words, Asher Brightwood: I am not Dagmar, and I will not make the same mistakes.” 

    Zoie and I watched Asher Ren as he stalked through the crowd. He passed by his wife Shale-Lea on the way out, and he manhandled her to his side as they walked into the great hall. 

    I blew out a heavy breath. The gala had barely even started, and I’d serious doubts on whether or not I would even survive. 

    Zoie squeezed my arm and snapped me out of my impending doom. 

    “Thank you,” I said to her and tried to give her a grin, but my heart wasn’t really in it. 

    She noticed, of course, and leaned up to kiss me briefly on the lips. “Try not to let Asher Ren trouble you. He is full of bluster, but he is also lazy and entitled, and his words are usually just words.” 

    “Yeah,” I muttered, but I had a growing feeling in the pit of my stomach that this wouldn’t be the last time I ran into Bala Ren. 

    I hoped just this once my hunch would be proven wrong, and I wondered what was in store for me as I led us into the great hall. 

    








 

    Chapter 7 

    After another palace escort announced us to the crowd, Zoie and I entered the great hall arm in arm and followed Rylan to our appointed seats. 

    We passed the rest of the party goers who were all seated at tables decorated with the blue and silver theme of the evening. The tables were arranged in one big circle which left a big open space on the floor in the middle, and in the center of the space, a statue of the Goddess Mercedes stood tall and proud as she raised a silver star above her head. 

    For some light dinner entertainment, there was a band of musicians who were playing a variety of instruments at the statue’s feet. They strummed guitar-like things, piped into pan flutes, and drummed on drums made of unknown animal skin. A few pretty bird-women even twirled around in skimpy clothes as they waved silky scarves around in the air for the guests’ enjoyment. 

    Many people were already eating food from various platters that kept being brought into the hall by a constant stream of servers, and the aromas that filled the air reminded me the last time I ate was Arvid’s stew a thousand years ago. 

    I thought we were going to be led to one of the regular seats everyone seemed to occupy, but when Rylan kept aiming for the elevated and Very Important Person table at the far end of the hall, I remembered Asher Mec invited us to eat with him. 

    Oh, fuck. I hoped this went well. The last thing I needed was the head dude gunning for me.  

    Speaking of said head dude, the Lord Asher was holding court in the middle of the table with his green parakeet-wife on his left, and a lizard-man who looked like the combination of a Komodo dragon mixed with a Sleestak sat on his right. Next to Land of the Lost guy, there was that dick, Ren, and his beautiful phoenix-wife Shale-Lea. With Zoie and I, it made a total of seven of us at the table altogether. 

    “Asher Brightwood and the Lady Zoie, milord,” Rylan announced us. 

    “Ah, yes, Asher Brightwood,” the horned lord greeted me and then set a giant leg of meat back onto his plate. His shaggy sandy hair was now loosened from its leather cord, his cheeks were a merry red from the alcohol, and his open grin all made me feel a little more relaxed in his presence. 

    “Sit across from Bala.” He gestured to the seats on the other side of the head table. “I believe you both have met, yes?” 

    “Yes, we’ve already had the pleasure,” Ren grumbled like a spoiled child, and my eyes snapped to him. The brown pony-tailed man was slouched so low in his seat it was as if his Christmas had just gotten canceled. 

    What an asshole. 

    I recognized this was one of those occasions where saying something was probably not wise, so I simply bowed my head in mock respect to Ren. 

    “Thank you for your hospitality, Asher Mec,” I said with a genuine bow this time.  

    Mec saluted me with his jewel encrusted chalice, and Zoie and I both took our seats. 

    “How did you like your first eclipse, Asher Brightwood?” Mec asked when the formalities were said and done, and he paused with his chalice half-way up to his mouth. “Or, if the rumors are true, should I say… Traveler Brightwood?” 

    The people at the table pretended to focus on their food, but I could feel the sudden interest from everyone present after Mec asked his question.  

    I had a feeling a lot hinged on where I took the conversation from here. 

    Shit. I hated being put on the spot. I took a millisecond to compose myself and tried to refresh my memory on all the things Jenner told me before I got here, but at some point, I just had to go with my instincts. 

    “It was the most impressive thing I’ve ever seen,” I said honestly, and I must have said it in a way that confirmed everyone’s suspicions given how some side whispers erupted around the head table. 

    “You have nothing like the Bhraya where you come from, Traveler?” The lizard-man on the ram-lord’s right stabbed his forked tongue into his goblet so he could noisily lap up more wine. 

    I remembered from Jenner’s crash politics course that this guy was an ambassador with a fifth-rank status. I tried to recall what his name was. Sk-something. 

    “I’ve seen an eclipse before, but nothing like that,” I said and then tried not to gag as the lizard ambassador then distended his jaw and swallowed a whole rack of ribs right in front of me. The way the lump slid down his gullet made me a little nauseated, so I reached for my goblet of water. 

    “Wait, Alex,” Zoie said as she grabbed my wrist before I could take a sip. “It is not drinkable until we use the tithe stones.” 

    “Tithe stones?” I asked and then cautiously took a sniff of what I thought was harmless water. It was faint, but I could smell a briny scent with something that smelled a little like sulfur underneath. I had no doubt if I took a swig before Zoie stopped me, I would be choking on a mouthful of salt. 

    “So, the rumors were true,” Shale-Lea said with a flash of interest in her emerald colored eyes. “Everyone knows to purify the water first before drinking.” 

    Asher Mec chuckled good-naturedly and pushed a silver bowl of dull gray stones in my direction. 

     I looked to Zoie for help, and she demonstrated by dropping one of the plain stones into my water goblet. The water fizzed and popped almost like a crisp 7-Up, and when it was done, she held it up to me. 

    Everyone at the table leaned in as I brought the goblet back to my mouth, and they watched me with earnest faces like I was some bizarre little zoo animal. I peeked inside the cup, but then I realized the tithe stone had dissolved, so I took a sip, and this time the water was fresh and clean. 

    “I guess it’s pretty obvious how much I still need to learn about Aventoll,” I chuckled and reached for something that looked like a turkey leg from the platter in front of me.  

    The condescending aristocrats around the table laughed, and Lord Mec’s parakeet-wife even gave me a belittling round of applause, but at least I was more amusing than offensive, so I called it a win. 

    “I remember when I was old enough to witness my first Bhraya,” Mec’s wife said as she leaned forward with wide dark eyes framed by more of those decorative silver ink tattoos. “My vision was spotted for days afterwards. Was your eclipse where you come from just as bright?” 

    “Actually, where I’m from, it’s the moon that eclipses the sun, so it makes things darker instead of brighter,” I said. 

    “Darker… what a chilling thought,” Shale-Lea mused as she shook out her beautiful flaming red hair and delicately cut up her own smaller portion of meat. 

    God damn, how’d a beautiful woman like her end up married to such an asshole?  

    I guessed she didn’t have much choice in the matter. In this world, women were practically just property. 

    “You know what’s chilling?” the lizard-man interjected. “The Demon Tide.” 

    “Oh, Asher Sskern,” Mec sighed and shook his head at the man on his right, and then he clapped the man on his shoulder and shoved another leg of beast in his direction. “Can we give it a rest? It’s a holiday, after all, you uptight snake.”  

    The lizard ambassador suddenly stabbed a ceremonial looking dagger through the carcass in front of him. 

    “Over seventy years, Gavlain!” Sskern boomed, and the table grew quiet. “The Moon has not turned bloody in over seventy years. My armories are at full capacity, and I am in negotiations with the Varthan Lord about mobilizing. We need to take precautions in case there is another scourge from the sea.” 

    “Enough, already,” Asher Ren finally joined in with a bored look in his copper eagle-eyes as he took another liberal swallow of wine. Then he set the goblet down with a pointed clink. “There will not be another Demon Tide. Everyone needs to calm down and stop shedding doom and gloom. A few demons is not a Tide.” 

    “But what happens when there is a Tide?” Sskern pressed. 

    “Then we will draft the No-Ranks to fight them while the rest of us lead the herald hunt,” Ren said as he tossed his stupid pony-tail with a shrug of his head. 

    “Wait, No-Ranks?” I asked with a frown. “To my knowledge, it is the Duelists’ responsibility to fight the demons. Why do you need No-Ranks?” 

    “So we don’t die fighting meaningless scourge-mites when there is a herald to kill that will close the portal, of course,” Ren spat. “Anyone who has Aventollian blood knows this.”  

    “The Duelists are given divine dominion so they can provide for the people of Aventoll,” the Lord Asher said as he topped off my goblet. “Surely, you have something like this where you are from, Traveler. Do you let your lords fight in your infantries?” 

    “Fair point,” I said when I couldn’t imagine the president of the United States fighting in a war, and I took a small sip of wine. “But where I’m from, we don’t have demons, and to my knowledge, nobody is given a supernatural ability from a Goddess to destroy monsters.” 

    “And yet, you have been blessed by our Mercedes,” the parakeet-woman chirped and changed the subject. “That must mean something, right, Gavlain?” 

    “I should think so, Breeta, my sweet,” the horned-man said and kissed a silver-inked swirl on the back of her pale green hand. 

    “What’s more, I have never heard accounts of a Traveler receiving the Bhraya blessing,” the scaly bald ambassador jumped in, and he leaned forward so he could eyeball me with his green reptilian eyes. “Is it true that when you ashed the herald demon it exploded?” 

    “It’s true,” Zoie said before I could answer, and she sat up straight and proud like a true aristocrat. “He saved my life as well as the Lord Asher’s messenger boy.” 

    “Forgive me, Lady Zoie,” Ren said as his brown feathers twitched, and the bridge of his nose wrinkled when he used her respected title. “I find it hard to believe a seasoned Varthan warrior such as yourself needed to be saved, especially by someone so inept and foreign to our ways.” 

    “I speak the truth,” Zoie insisted in her usual calm voice, but I could tell there was a little edge behind her words that gave away how angry she was on my behalf. “If you don’t believe me, then you may hear the eye-witness account from Rylan Daal.” 

    “Oh, yes, I’m sure the messenger boy didn’t exaggerate at all,” the sarcastic eagle-man said with a flippant wave of his hand. “This is the same boy who also claims he saw a Sacred Fish in the lake only three days ago. What nonsense!” 

    The table broke out into chuckles and patronizing murmurs. 

    “It’s true, the boy is taken with the old stories and flights of fancy,” the ram-lord’s wife, Breeta, said as she preened the green feathers on her cheeks. 

    “Well, if it’s a question of credibility, perhaps Alex should show the core he harvested from the herald demon,” Zoie said above the light chatter. 

    The entire table plummeted into silence. 

    My wife looked steadily at Ren, arched a defiant eyebrow, and then tipped her head to Mec. “Only if it pleases milord, of course.” 

    “Don’t you think you’ve insulted the Asher Lord enough for one evening? Now, you want to flaunt--” The eagle-man started before he was cut off by Lord Mec’s raised palm. 

    “No harm done by it, Bala,” he rumbled in his deep baritone. “I admit, I, too, have given in to the rumors like the rest of the island. At first, I was just as shocked as all of you at seeing Asher Brightwood’s Stone. Such an aggressive display made me curious enough to invite him to dine with us. That bold conviction is probably what made it possible for him to vaporize the herald, and it is what makes a good Asher. So, go on, Alex Brightwood, give us a show and set the record straight!” 

    “Hear, hear, I, too, would like to see the herald core,” the lizard-man said and took a large bite of meat from the carcass still impaled on his shiny dagger. 

    “Oh, yes, me, too!” Breeta warbled in her songbird voice and clapped her hands. 

    I stared a little wide-eyed at the people around the table and then at Zoie. 

    She must be on board with Jenner’s idea of me not pulling any punches, or trying to hide the nature of my unexplained power. Her blue eyes were cool and steady as I realized just then how much I trusted her, so without any more hesitation, I pulled the ruby red demon core out from my pocket and rolled with it. 

    Everyone except for Ren gasped in awe and delight, and I held the gem up so they could all admire its crimson sheen. 

    “Forgive me, Asher Brightwood, but might I see your Duelist Stone up close?” Sskern asked as both eyebrows rose up his scaly bald head. 

    I looked around the table once more for any sign that this might be less than kosher, but again, everyone including the Asher Lord was waiting expectantly, so I returned the herald core to my pocket and pulled out the Stone around my neck. 

    Just like Asher Mec’s, the light was growing dimmer the farther the comet traveled away from this world. 

    “Which Duelist possessed this Stone prior to you, Asher Brightwood?” the lizard-man asked as he reached for my Stone and held it up between the claws of his thumb and forefinger. 

    “Asher Dagmar,” I said. 

    Sskern dropped the Duelist Stone, and it fell back against my chest. “Dagmar was a third-rank? That is very impressive for a No-Rank Traveler to defeat a Duelist three ranks ahead during his first Duel. In fact, I don’t recall ever hearing of such a thing. You must be a mighty warrior where you are from.” 

    “Dagmar was hardly a third-rank,” Ren scoffed, and his words sounded a little slurred together as he refilled his goblet yet again. “Everyone on Nata Isle knows Dagmar overpowered Old Asher Kel just to gain the title. Before he killed Old Kel, Dagmar was just a rank one with a gambling problem.” 

    I looked down at the three fish and the shield on my Stone’s face, and then I sneaked a peek at Asher Mec’s. He only had one fish, and it seemed strange that I would be higher than him when I already knew he was a rank six. There must be more to this system than Jenner had time to explain. 

    “Sorry if this is rude, but may I ask what rank you are, Milord?” I asked Mec as if I didn’t know. “It’s probably safe to say you are a bit higher than a rank three like me, but you only have one fish on your Duelist Stone.” 

    “You would be correct to assume that, Brightwood!” Mec barked out another loud laugh, and the rest of the table followed along with their own chuckling. He then removed his own Stone from around his neck and held it up for me to see. “I have one fish, but look at the symbol in the middle of my amulet.” 

    “It’s a star instead of a shield,” I said when I noticed the subtle difference between our two amulets. 

    “Correct,” the Asher Lord said as he put the Duelist Stone back around his thick shaggy neck. “For every five Duels you win, the symbol on the Stone will change its shape. The shield is the first shape for ranks one through five, and then a star for ranks six through ten, and so on. I can’t remember all the shapes just now, but it’s elementary learning all, well, most, Aventollians are taught.” 

    “And the fish keep count by a value of one,” I completed, and the ram-lord nodded. 

    “The star represents five successful Duels plus the one, which gives me the noble rank of six.” Asher Mec tapped his Stone with pride and popped a piece of fruit that looked like a grape into his mouth with a grin. “This Stone also comes from a long and proud legacy of Mecs, and I’ve been called to uphold the sixth-rank as is my family’s Blood Rite.” 

    “If a Duelist can only be by either Mercedes blessing, or by inheriting the status in a Duel, how does bloodline work when you can only inherit a Stone by killing an Asher?” I asked. 

    “How do you think?” the ram-lord returned with a dark grin. “It is considered the Asher way to voluntarily sacrifice himself in a Duel in order to pass along his status to his heirs when he becomes too old. I fought my father just like he fought his before me, and my first-born son will challenge me when my time comes.” 

    “Wow,” I breathed as my mind buzzed with the new information. I wanted to ask him more about this interesting hierarchy within the Duelists, but before I could, the lit braziers around the banquet hall dimmed dramatically, and all sounds hushed. 

    Then the musicians began to play a low tune full of anticipation and mystery like the soundtrack of Final Fantasy VII. Several palace servants ran out into the center of the hall and wheeled away the statue of the Goddess, and then Lord Asher Mec rose to his feet. 

    “My people!” the ram-lord thundered, and the crowd clapped and whistled. “This year I’ve chosen twenty-four beautiful Ladies for Blue Night’s ceremonial Fish Dance! May they all please the Goddess with their worshipful display, and deliver us a prosperous year to come.” 

    The people around the hall pounded their feet against the stones like a marching band drum-roll, and several Ladies in blue dresses with silver ink drawings rose from their seats. 

    All of the Ladies at the VIP table were among the ones standing, Zoie included. 

    “What’s going on?” I managed to ask her over the noise of rumbling feet. 

    Zoie didn’t say anything, but she held my gaze with a mischievous glimmer. Her indigo eyes sparkled similar to the way they did just before we played tag through the manor, and I had a feeling she was keeping a little secret from me that was about to pay off. 

    “At first, there was darkness,” Asher Mec intoned, and the music and lights died at the same time. The moonlight through the windows was the only thing that illuminated the space, and I could see Mec stretch his arms out to the sides. “And then there was light!” 

    He brought his hands together in a single thunderclap of sound that ignited a frenzy of activity. 

    All at once, the braziers flared that same icy blue as the comet and threw eerie shadows all over the hall. 

    With their flowing sapphire gowns and vivid silver tattoos, the Ladies flooded out into the middle of the floor, and the minstrels began playing their instruments at a fast and exciting tempo. 

    My mouth hung open in amazement as the women danced around in a massive coordinated effort of awesome athletic acrobatics and smoking hot seduction. Some of them twirled batons lit on fire, while others gyrated against each other in twos and threes. Some did fantastic displays with various weapons and even faced off in brief choreographed battles. Others used silken ropes that dropped from the ceiling to fly through the air, and they would occasionally catch each other mid-flight like a flying trapeze act.  

    Basically, the banquet hall turned into fucking Cirque du Solei right before me. 

    I tried to spot Zoie in the crowd, but the whole thing was a feast for the eyes, and I almost didn’t know where to look. 

    A beautiful operatic singing suddenly rang out through the hall, and I recognized Asher Ren’s wife, Shale-Lea, as the owner of the angelic voice. She was lifted up onto the shoulders of four other women as she poured her heart out in a mournful song. She wore a magnificent silver headpiece that reminded me of a weeping willow, and her blue sapphire stone blazed brightly. 

    I couldn’t understand what Shale-Lea was saying, but her singing was haunting and beautiful the way stained glass and old cathedrals are. 

    When the instruments finally picked up their pace, I spotted Zoie as she did a handless cartwheel and rolled to the ground. Then she rose to her hands and knees, and her eyes locked with mine. She slow-crawled across the floor with her back arched prettily and her tail curved up behind her, and I was frozen in place by the sudden heat in her eyes. She slinked toward me, swayed her full hips, and then rolled over onto her back and leapt up to her feet like a badass cat-girl version of Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft. 

    When she was back on her feet, she suddenly had what looked like a small silver pair of sai in each hand. She twirled and juggled them, and she kept eye contact with me the entire time until I felt every blood cell in my body smolder with desire. I tried to discreetly adjust myself in my leather pants, but the smirk on Zoie’s face told me I wasn’t discreet enough before she back-flipped away. 

    Finally, Shale-Lea’s singing revved up into an exciting finale, and all the women in the center linked hands and danced in a circle around her. 

    I lost sight of Zoie again, but the theatrics distracted me from how close I was to running out there and throwing her over my shoulder like some deranged caveman, so maybe that was a good thing. 

    With one last crescendo, Shale-Lea’s voice soared up to the rafters, and the musicians played their last epic chord. 

    “To the Goddess’ mercy!” the Lord Asher shouted when the music ended, and everyone jumped to their feet in a standing ovation. 

    I beat my palms together and cheered just as enthusiastically as everyone else, and the blood was roaring in my ears and making me hot in all the wrong places. Or maybe they were all the right ones. 

    When the lights turned up to their normal golden brightness, Zoie replaced her mini sai to wherever they’d magically came from, and my wife made a bee-line for me as the minstrels started up with their previously festive music.  

    “Come, my husband.” She grabbed my hands and pulled me out onto the impromptu dance floor along with all the other lords and ladies who were doing the same. 

    Just when the tempo of the music really started to pick up, Zoie dragged me to the center and placed my hands on her hips while she threaded her fingers through the hair at the back of my neck. Our bodies moved as one to the beat of flutes and tambourines, and I pulled Zoie into me so we were flush up against one another from shoulder to hip. 

    Her skin was glowing with a light sheen of sweat, and her natural musk reminded me of a fresh summer meadow. Underneath the warm bright scent was something darker and baser like the smell of a storm just before the rain. It was a scent that spoke to the most primal parts of me and sent an electric current running through my veins. 

    I could tell Zoie was just as turned on as I was because I felt her nipples stiffen where she was plastered to my front. I couldn’t resist kissing and licking the side of her long creamy neck, and she responded with a moan that sounded like a sexy half-purr. 

    That noise nearly killed me, and I grasped her hips with an urgency to bring us even closer together. 

    Dancing with Zoie was like having a conversation without words, but with our bodies instead. It was raw and hot, and I didn’t know how long we danced because my whole universe shrank down to the little inhaling gasps she made as I nipped her collarbone. 

    Eventually, the whirlwind of heaving and grinding bodies wound down as the music tapered off into something slow and sensual. We swayed together in a type of slow dance as couples began to break off one by one and go back to their seats. 

    “My fellow Natavians,” Asher Mec said over by the entrance of the great hall. He stood with his wife, Breeta, and raised a regal hand. “Thank you for a magnificent Blue Night. May the Goddess greet you in the morning.” 

    There was a round of applause as the Lord of Nata Isle bade his subjects a good evening. Some people continued to dance softly around us, but I cupped Zoie’s face and pressed my lips to the shell of her ear. 

    “Hey, do you wanna get out of here?” I whispered, and I felt her nod her head against mine. “Me, too, let’s go.” 

    “Rylan was very adamant about being the one to drive us back to the manor,” Zoie said and laced her fingers through mine. 

    “I figured he would be,” I chuckled. That kid was so joyful and eager to please I had to admit he’d kind of grew on me. “Where did he get to?” 

    “He said he would be by the stables preparing our carriage after the Dance,” Zoie said as she led me through the great hall and outside a side door. 

    The air was cool and crisp and felt wonderful on my sweaty skin, especially after all that dancing. Maybe it was the verna berry wine, but I felt a little punch drunk and high on life, so I guided Zoie to a dark little spot and kissed her full lips for all that I was worth against the palace wall. 

    She melted into my embrace and hiked her leg up around my hip. I had no choice but to grab the back of her silky thigh so we wouldn’t lose our balance, and she gave me one of those little half-purrs in approval. 

    Her lips were like those succulent woot fruits, and I felt like a man dying of thirst because I couldn’t stop taking sips from her fragrant red mouth. Her sharp teeth nibbled my lower lip, and I growled as I pushed my erection into the cradle of her hips when she undulated her body against mine. 

    Suddenly, a loud commotion erupted from the stables just a few feet away from us, and Zoie and I were snapped out of our heated moment. 

    “You dare dishonor my wife, you little scourge-mite!” thundered an angry voice. 

    “Please, Asher Gordos!” Rylan’s voice yelled out, followed by the sound of an almighty crack, and then muffled sobbing. 

    Zoie and I gave each other a look, and then we ran up the hill. 

    “You worthless scat slinger!” the vulture-man bellowed just as Zoie and I burst through the stables. 

    Rylan was curled up into a ball on the packed dirt ground as Asher Gordos kicked the living shit out of him in a rage. Vel-Rala stood to the side with her white feathered crest fluffed high, and she wore a vicious expression of glee on her face. 

    “Hey, what’s going on?” I shouted, and I pulled Rylan off the floor and away from the vulture-man’s next kick.  

    The vulture-man tried to come after Rylan again, but I halted him with a firm hand on his chest.  

    “What the hell are you doing to my servant?” I demanded.  

    “Your… servant?” he asked as the color drained from his already pasty face so his bald head looked like a shiny sweaty pool cue. Then his beetle-black eyes darted over to the cockatoo woman. “I thought he was the Asher Lord’s servant.” 

    “For tonight, he was given to me, so that makes him mine,” I growled as I tried to dial up the intimidation factor. Jenner never mentioned a Gordos when he gave me the rundown of the island’s MVPs, so I automatically assumed the vulture-man was a single-ranked Asher, which put me above him socially. 

    “The little whelp spilled wine all over my Vel-Rala and ruined her ceremonial dress.” Gordos backed up several feet so he could hover around his wife. “She was finally chosen this year by the Lord Asher to Dance, and this little brat destroyed her chance to bring honor to my house! He must pay with his death in a Duel.” 

    “Woah, hang on, I’m pretty sure Rylan didn’t mean to ruin your dress, Vel-Rala,” I said to the cockatoo-woman. 

    She scoffed and smoothed her hands down her skimpy damp sheath dress, and I noticed most of her inky tattoos were smeared as well. 

    “I was just minding my business and making merry with the other guests when this little reprobate threw a goblet of wine right down the front of my dress,” she said in a victimized tone of voice that was obviously faked for dramatic effect. 

    “She called Ms. Zoie a Varthan whore!” Rylan blurted out. 

    “I absolutely did not!” Vel-Rala gasped and put her hand over her wounded heart. 

    “Yes, she did!” Rylan spat, and he wiped some of the blood off his face from where his lip was busted. 

    “You dare call my wife a liar?” Gordos roared and lunged after Rylan again. 

    “Everyone stop for a second!” I commanded and easily blocked the ham-fisted swing Gordos was about to throw. 

    “Who are you to order me?” Gordos challenged as he got into my face with his boozy breath, but before I could answer back, Zoie stepped in. 

    “He is a third-ranked Asher, and your superior, Gordos.” My wife pulled Rylan farther away from where Gordos and I were facing off, and she gave me a look that kind of said “play along.” 

    I straightened my spine, rested one hand on the pommel of my sword, and tried to adopt the same douchey entitlement as all the other Duelists I’d met so far. 

    “That’s right, Asher Gordos,” I intoned and then looked down at his Duelist Stone. There was a shield in the middle the same as mine, but there was only one fish, which confirmed my theory of him being a single-ranked Duelist. “It’s been a long night, and currently your issue with my driver is preventing me from going home. That means now you have a bigger issue, and that issue is with me.” 

    “You remember Dagmar, right?” Zoie purred with an icy edge to her voice. “If Alex could kill a third-rank when he had no status, imagine what he could do to you now that he is two ranks above you.” 

    Gordos’ scraggly black eyebrows inched their way up his bald head, and beads of sweat rolled down toward his pointy chin. 

    “N-No, I have no quarrel with you, Asher,” Gordos said in a voice that cracked somewhat and made him sound even more vulture-like. 

    “But the boy shamed me, Gordos,” Vel-Rala butted in with a pout. She looked like a spoiled child who was told she couldn’t have her dessert, and I figured my suspicions were right about her all along: she was just a spiteful troublemaker. 

    “Dear--” Gordos tried. 

    “Are you going to let your beautiful wife become a mockery?” she cut off her ugly vulture husband. “What will the other wives say about me in the market? What will the other Ashers say about you?” 

    Gordos frowned, and his shoulders hunched up toward his ears, which made him look even more like his species implied. 

    “Clearly, as a respected Asher yourself, you can see the situation,” Gordos said as he turned back to me. “My wife deserves recompense for the boy’s insolence.” 

    “And what about my wife?” I asked and took another step into the greasy man’s space. “I really don’t take it lightly that there might be a chance your wife has been spreading gossip.” 

    Gordos slithered his eyes over to his wife, and she squawked as her white crest ruffled even higher, if that was possible. 

    “I keep telling you I did nothing of the sort!” she exclaimed as she shot dagger-like glares at all of us. “If I said anything, then it was simply me stating the facts.” 

    “Facts about what?” I asked calmly and then massaged my thumb into the meat of my right palm. 

    “It’s common knowledge your Varthan wife is little more than an uneducated barbarian only good for warming beds,” the cockatoo-woman sniffed as she crossed her arms in disdain. “If I repeated a basic fact, it’s not gossip, is it?” 

    The cockatoo-woman eyed Zoie up and down as if she was dog shit on the sidewalk, and I watched as Zoie’s usual stoic expression broke just a fraction. She was trying so hard not to let this nasty woman’s words affect her, but I caught how her indigo eyes dimmed, and she glanced down at her form as if she could find out what made her so flawed. 

    “Perhaps our husbands should duel,” Zoie growled at Vel-Rala. “Then, once mine wins, you’ll be his wife to do with as he pleases. He is, after all, more powerful than your husband, and it’s obvious to all here we’ve been publicly insulted.” 

    Vel-Rala’s mouth opened when she realized Zoie spoke the truth, and now she was just two bad moves away from being my property, along with everything else her husband owed. 

    Well, if I could beat the guy in a duel, but they both didn’t know I was still a fish out of water here.  

    Zoie’s poker game was wayyyy better than mine. 

    “I think we need to come to an arrangement that honors us both without a duel.” The vulture man cleared his throat. “I mean no disrespect to you, Asher Brightwood, so if we can resolve this without violen--” 

    “Apologize,” I said, and then I jabbed Gordos square in his big beaky nose. 

    “Whhhaaa!” Blood gushed down the vulture-man’s face as the momentum of my strike propelled him backward into a bale of hay. 

    “You definitely now have a problem with me,” I growled as I marched over to the worm and dragged him up by his collar. “And you have about ten seconds to convince me and my wife that you and I shouldn’t duel. You better hurry.” 

    “Please, Asher Brightwood,” Gordos tried to backpedal as he grinned through his bloody teeth. “I’m sure we can make other arrangements that could appease all of us. I can provide inside information on the upcoming canterfly races. You can use your higher Duelist status to cast a bigger lot, and then maybe we can split the gold.” 

    “I’m not interested,” I said and then shoved him against one of the support beams in the stable. “Try harder.” 

    “Come on, Dagmar and I did it all the time,” he cajoled with a waggle of his scraggly eyebrows. “We developed a harmonious partnership, then, and there is no reason why we can’t just pick that up where Dagmar left off.”  

    “Dagmar didn’t just leave off, I killed him, remember?” I asked as I swung around and threw him to the middle of the stable. 

    Man, I hated people like Gordos and his wife. They were the type of people who would try to weasel their slippery way into any situation as long as it made them look good. Then they would use up and trample on the weak at the first opportunity. 

    I stalked up to him and prepared to give him a kick to the ribs, but then Vel-Rala jumped in between me and my goal. 

    “Wait!” she cried out, and a few of her white puffy feathers molted off her head in stress. “Can I propose a trade that will satisfy us both?” 

    “What trade?” I growled out as Zoie came up beside me and gripped my forearm. “I’m pretty sure you have nothing we want.” 

    “In the case where one Asher’s wife offends the other’s honor, a peaceful negotiation can be met through the exchange of heirlooms or other precious items,” Vel-Rala said as she removed a tarnished silver bracelet with what looked like black pearls spaced all around the band.  

    “Go on,” I ordered, and then Vel-Rala handed the junky looking thing out to Zoie. 

    “This has been in my family for many generations, may it now bring value to your household,” the bird-woman said still with a poor attitude, but Zoie took the bracelet from the cockatoo-woman with perfect grace and put it around her wrist. 

    “Thank you, my husband’s honor has been satisfied,” she said as she dipped her head in respect for the ritual that had just taken place. 

    Once the exchange was completed, Gordos scrambled to his feet and almost literally hid behind his wife’s skirts. 

    Coward. 

    “Great,” I said and glared at the pair. “Rylan, please get our carriage ready so we can finally go home.” 

    “Not so fast!” Vel-Rala screeched, and she snatched Rylan’s arm with her sharp taloned hand as he tried to slip around her. “Our differences have been settled, but the boy still needs to pay for his atrocious behavior. You and your wife will have to get another carriage home because this little urchin will answer to the Asher Lord!” 

    “Is this really wise of you, Vel-Rala?” Zoie intervened smoothly as if she was a born and bred diplomat. “Don’t forget why we are all in this place to begin with. I think a little wine on your dress is a small price to pay when the alternative is my husband killing yours. Just because we came to an agreement doesn’t mean I have forgotten your words, and neither has Alex. If he fights Gordos in a Duel, do you honestly think he will keep you around as his wife? He’ll take his fun, and then where would you be?” 

    “Oh, my…” Vel-Rala gasped and blushed as she looked at me. 

    “One more thing.” Zoie’s sharp eyes pinned the bird-bitch in place like she was an interesting specimen ready for her to dissect slowly and painfully. “If you are going to gossip, make sure you get your facts straight and do your research. It’s common knowledge I killed my last husband’s wife.”  

    “Fine!” The bird woman trembled as more white feathers molted off her. “I am appeased!” 

    “Fine,” I said as I also crossed my arms. Then I took a step forward and addressed the bald man once more. “But if I ever catch you or Vel-Rala slandering or spreading lies about my wife again, you and I will finish what we started, Gordos.” 

    “Is that a threat?” Gordos sneered. 

    “It’s a fucking promise.” I pinned Vel-Rala with my stare. “From this point on, you both will stay away from us, including Rylan. Is that clear?” 

    “Tch.” Vel-Rala clicked her teeth, but she nodded anyway. “Come on, husband.”  

    Gordos shot me another scowl, but he followed his wife out of the stables without another word. 

    “Rylan, is our carriage ready?” I asked. 

    Rylan sniffled a little, and then he wiped his nose again on the back of his hand. “Yes, Asher Brightwood.” 

    “Hey,” I said and put a hand onto his shoulder so he would stop looking like a kicked puppy. “Alex, remember?” 

    “Thank you… Alex,” Rylan said with the smallest of smiles. He wasn’t as depressed as before, but he never quite regained his earlier pep. 

    “It will be better tomorrow, Rylan,” Zoie said, and she gently lifted the boy’s chin so she could examine his bruised face. He pulled away a moment later like a skittish animal, and Zoie sighed as she dropped her hand. 

    “Why don’t you pull the carriage out for us, and we will wait for you out front?” I suggested.  

    “Okay,” Rylan said and ducked away from Zoie’s probing gaze. 

    Zoie and I let him have a moment of privacy and walked back outside. 

    “You did a kind thing for Rylan back there,” I said and turned Zoie to face me. “You’ve had a target on your back all night, and you still stepped in even though it might have cost you.” 

    “I did because the cost was worth it.” She shrugged, and her lack of hesitation to do whatever it took to help someone in need was just another reason why I was madly falling for this woman. 

    “I feel lucky to know you, and it’s times like these where I don’t even miss home.” I held both of her hands in mine and brought her close so I could touch our foreheads together.  

    “I know what you mean,” Zoie whispered and pulled back a little so she could give me a sweet kiss. “And I think I am the lucky one. I’m so used to people looking down on my heritage, and everyone who is not an Asher is just… property, so being the subject of your compassion constantly takes me by surprise.” 

    “Why does everyone look down on you, anyway?” I asked her and rubbed soothing circles into the back of her hands with my thumbs. “Is it really just because you’re Varthan?” 

    “The population of Vartha is three females for every one male,” she explained. “That means there are not a lot of Duelists, and the ones Asher Sskern mentioned are all focused on training warriors, not nobles, to build up their armies in case another Demon Tide occurs. The other Duelists on Vartha, however, are in the business of trading desirable Varthan women to those for the right price. It’s no wonder Vel-Rala’s ilk think I’m only good for warming beds in an Asher’s harem.” 

    “That’s how you ended up with Dagmar,” I said as another piece of the Zoie puzzle fell into place. I wanted to ask her more questions about this, but before I could, Rylan came around the corner with the carriage and those creepy/cute caterpillar creatures. 

    Rylan jumped down from the driver’s seat and opened the carriage doors. His eyes were puffy from crying, but Zoie and I ignored it as we took our seats. The poor kid was trying so hard to be useful, and we both didn’t want to embarrass him any further. 

    The ride back to the manor was fueled with tension. The fiery passion had cooled between Zoie and me, but it was by no means gone. Instead, I felt a slow burning simmer between us that could still be ignited into a roiling boil at any minute. 

    Zoie curled herself up in my lap similar to the way she did when we first shared a carriage, and we spent the ride in silence just holding each other. I was beginning to realize Zoie was the type of person who thrived on physical contact, and I didn’t know if it was because she was part feline or not, but I wanted to be the one to satisfy her hunger for intimate touch. In fact, maybe I was a little touch starved, too, because I couldn’t stop myself from caressing every inch of her exposed skin. 

    I trailed my fingertips over the crests of her pale shoulders, smoothed my palms up and down her long gorgeous legs, and traced along the valley of her toned back. She shivered and tucked her head under my chin so we were pressed together as much as possible. Her ears and hair were feathery soft against my skin, and the smell of summer storms tickled my nose. I eventually lost the battle of self-control and burrowed my face into the dark cave of her neck. Then I teased her flesh with my tongue so I could have a taste of where her fresh scent was the strongest. 

    “Alex,” she panted as she brought my hand up to squeeze one of her full breasts.  

    I swiped my thumb over her peaking nipple and gently bit down on the soft skin where her shoulder met her neck. She mewled, and the sound went straight to my groin. 

    Which of course was the moment when the carriage finally rolled to a stop in front of the manor house, and Rylan jumped down from the driver’s seat. 

    We just managed to spring apart and fix our rumpled appearances a second before the door opened. 

    “Ah, thanks, Rylan.” I cleared my throat and hopped out of the carriage. 

    I offered my hand to Zoie, and she floated down from the cab as cool as a cucumber. I, on the other hand, struggled to stand comfortably with an erection that could probably hammer nails. 

    Thank the Goddess for long tunics. 

    “Why don’t you stay the evening, Rylan,” Zoie suggested when the boy refused to lift his eyes from the ground. 

    “I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” Rylan murmured with a sad shrug. He twirled his foot in the dirt, but he didn’t protest further. 

    “We have plenty of rooms, a carriage house, and even stables for the manapillars,” Zoie said in a casual tone as she caressed the soft white fur of one of the horse caterpillars. It waved its fuzzy antennae with a musical trill, and Rylan couldn’t help but smile as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue carrot thing for the beast to eat. 

    “But what about Asher Gordos and Vel-Rala?” Rylan asked as his smile faded. 

    “Don’t worry about them,” I said and patted his back. “If you don’t want to stay, that’s your choice, but at least come in for a moment and rest. You probably didn’t get a chance to eat, and I’m sure Arvid has something cooking in his kitchen.” 

    Rylan thought for a moment as the manapillar continued to crunch on its snack, and when it was done, the boy brushed his hands off and bowed deeply to the both of us. 

    “Thank you, Lady Zoie, for what you did, I will try my best to repay you what it cost to make up for my mistake,” he said, and then he straightened back up. “And thank you, Asher Brightwood, for saving my life yet again.” 

    “Rylan, you gotta stop calling me that, buddy,” I said and chucked him lightly on the chin with my fist.  

    He laughed out a little sob and suddenly wrapped his arms around my waist in a quick hug. 

    “Thank you for being so nice to me, Alex,” he sniffled and pulled back before I had a chance to react. 

    “Any time,” I chuckled as I ruffled his brown hair. 

    “I’ll put the manapillars up for the night,” he said as his usual bright smile returned to his face. Then he jumped back up to the driver’s seat and waved his hand. 

    Zoie and I watched him ride down to the carriage house next to the gates. 

    “I swear that kid is a walking magnet for trouble,” I muttered and turned to Zoie with a tired grin. 

    Zoie’s ocean storm eyes locked onto mine with a sudden intensity that had the smile fading from my face, and she held my gaze for a heartbeat before she practically jumped into my arms. 

    I caught her around her narrow waist as she twined her fingers through my hair and kissed the life out of me. 

    “Alex,” she said between kisses. 

    “Wha?” I managed to grunt. I could feel my higher thought processes evaporate like smoke under the hot-blooded desire in my veins. My pulse thundered, and I struggled not to take this gorgeous creature immediately on the first hard surface that presented itself. 

    “Alex,” she repeated through a moan as I licked a stripe up the side of her swan-like neck. “I am still under the Mourning Rite for one more day.” 

    “Oh.” I paused as her words parted the fog of lust in my brain. The reality was like an icy shock, and I placed her feet back on the ground. I went to pull away, but she held me fast in her embrace. 

    “No, what I’m trying to say is, I don’t want to wait any longer for you,” she said and twisted the hair at the back of my neck. “I don’t care about observing the Rite anymore because… because I…” 

    “I know, me, too,” I said and brought her in for another heated kiss. “I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you, Zoie.” 

    My wife let out a trembling breath, and she ducked her eyes away from mine. 

    “You s-s-still have a chance to send me b-b-back,” she stuttered to a nervous stop and clutched my shoulders. “I’m trying to please you… I… I want you to be my husband. I will honor you, I will bear you strong children, and I will work tirelessly to grow this humble estate to one you can be proud of.” 

    “I want you to be my wife, too,” I said and pressed another kiss to her forehead. “I think I fell in love with you the moment I saw you, but my feelings have only gotten stronger since learning how wise and loyal you are.” 

    “Then follow me, and I will pleasure your body,” Zoie said in a breathy voice and led me to the manor by my hand. 

    Zoie took me around the side where a potted urn concealed a hidden entrance to the second floor. It quickly became clear she was taking me this way in order to avoid running into anyone else in the manor, and I was grateful for the fact because the urgency to finally be with her took up all of my remaining brain power. 

    When we finally reached my room on the third floor, I couldn’t help myself from slamming the door and kissing her furiously up against the hard wood. 

    She gasped in surprise as I lifted her up, and her legs wrapped around my waist. It was the perfect leverage for me to grind against, and I growled low in my throat as arousal sizzled through my blood. 

    I’d never felt this turned on before in my life, and at this rate I wouldn’t even last before the main event, so I twirled us around and walked us over to the big four-poster bed. 

    I laid Zoie down onto the moonlight drenched sheets, and I took a moment to survey her as she stretched out before me like an offering. 

    She gazed up at me with her pupils blown wide, and she worried her bottom lip between her teeth. The silvery light through the window wove through her midnight locks, and alabaster painted the hills and valleys of her body like some priceless work of art. The silver inky swirls on her skin shimmered, and I realized the designs were supposed to represent the scales of a fish. 

    “You are so beautiful,” I murmured as I undid my armored belt and dropped it onto the floor along with the sword and shoulder armor. 

    Zoie smiled at me and sat up. Then she slowly reached behind her and divested herself of the mini concealed sais and scabbards from the small of her back. She stowed the ceremonial weapons on the side table for safekeeping, reached behind herself again, and undid the top of her dress. 

    The blue fabric fell away like rose petals and revealed the swell of her perfect breasts and pale pink nipples. With a smirk, she tossed the top to the side and beckoned me closer with one finger curling toward her in a sexy “come hither” fashion. 

    I made sure to put my Duelist Stone and herald core safely on the other table, shucked off my tunic, and then knee-walked toward my prize on the bed. 

    Zoie hooked the waistband of my pants with one finger to draw me closer, and then she undid the lacing that tied the front. With her eyes smoldering into mine like coals, she dipped her hand down the front of my breeches and explored my hard length with her soft fingers.  

    “Fuckkk,” I hissed as my eyes rolled back in pleasure, and I guided us both back against the pillows with my body sheltering hers from above. 

    From there, it was similar to the dancing we did earlier that night. There was hardly any communication with words between us because our bodies were so in tune with one another. 

    I could sense her excitement in the way her skin broke out in chills when I slowly drew the skirt down her legs. I asked her a question in the way I stroked my palms down her thighs, and I waited for her to adjust to her vulnerable and naked state. 

    After a moment, Zoie answered me by surging up and pulling me into a hungry kiss that made my head spin like the decadent wine from the gala. I traced my callused fingers down her soft belly, and then I dipped them between her silky pink lips and found her soaking wet. 

    “Alex, something… I feel…” Zoie tried to gasp and moan in between me circling my middle finger around the most sensitive area of her velvety tunnel. She thrashed her head from side to side, and I couldn’t help but claim her tempting neck with small nips of my teeth. 

    “Put your hands in my hair, baby, and let go,” I said as I encouraged her to twine her fingers through my curls. 

    And then, with hot open-mouthed kisses down her soft belly, I reached my destination and tasted the moist flesh of her pussy. Her nectar was delicate and musky at the same time, and I explored that small hidden entrance of her tunnel. 

    “Uhhh!” Zoie grunted and twisted both hands into my hair when I made my tongue do what my fingers did earlier, only this time I alternated between circling clockwise and counterclockwise across her clit. This put her even more on edge, and she kept lifting her pelvis up in a silent plea for more friction. 

    “That’s it.” I surfaced for a moment just to give her a second to catch her breath and come back down to earth. 

    But I was greedy, and it really was only a second before I dove back in for more. 

    “Ah! Oh, Goddess! Ohhhhh!” Zoie’s knees clamped on either side of my head like a vise as her first orgasm suddenly ripped through her. 

    I held her as she sobbed and quaked until her muscles lost their strength, and her legs fell to the sides like the petals of a lotus. While she caught her breath, I rested my cheek against her lower belly, and I stroked her hip with my thumb as she floated back down to her body. 

    “How do you feel?” I whispered after a few moments. 

    Instead of answering, Zoie tugged me up the length of her body so she could devour my mouth as she tried to shove my pants down at the same time. 

    I groaned and helped her remove the bothersome fabric until my pants were down far enough where I could free my cock. 

    “Please…” Zoie begged, and then she then hiked both of her legs up around my hips, and I gripped myself at the base so I could slowly sink into her velvety heat. 

    “Ohhh… fuckkkk…” I groaned as soon as her pink pussy lips sucked in my tip. She was so wet, but her tunnel was tighter than I could have ever believed, so I had to back out a bit and then slowly push in another half inch before pulling it out again. 

    Zoie whined each time my cock moved inside of her, and it was the most wonderful sound I’d ever heard. 

    When I was almost fully sheathed, I paused and hovered over her as the intensity of her walls around me almost pushed me over the edge. We panted together as we both adjusted to the feeling, and I took sipping kisses of her beautiful mouth to keep the flames banked but still crackling hot. 

    “How does it feel?” I whispered into her ear. 

    “Amazing,” she sighed as her body finally relaxed under me, and then she pulled my hips closer with her hands. “You can thrust into me… I think I can take it. I want it. Please, Alex. I want to be your wife. I want you to love me.” 

    I didn’t need any more encouragement than that, so I gave a few experimental thrusts. 

    “Ohhhhhh…” Zoie mewled, and I nearly went crazy with desire at the sound. 

    Her body was singing underneath mine, and we quickly found a natural rhythm where we bucked and writhed together in the sheets as my cock slid in and out of her grasping and hungry tunnel. My heart was pounding so hard inside my chest I thought it would explode, and my vision narrowed down to the sensations coursing through me and the delicious wet sounds our bodies were making. 

    It was wonderful, and it felt like we lasted for an hour struggling for our bodies to become one. 

    “Alex!” Zoie finally gasped, and I felt the incredible feeling of her tightening around my shaft. 

    “God, Zoie,” I moaned out as the approaching tide of my orgasm grew. “I’m going to…” 

    “Yes, inside me, Alex!” she chanted as she met me thrust for thrust. “I want you to fill my womb with your seed! Make me pregnant! I’m your wifeeeeeee…” 

    Zoie raked her nails down my back when she climaxed, and the exquisite feedback loop of pleasure and pain as well as her desperate words caused me to come so hard I saw stars and felt like the room was spinning. 

    And it was probably the best orgasm I’d ever had. 

    My balls and cock tightened as if they had just been kicked, and then my first release felt like I was pitching a fastball. 

    “Oh, Alex!” she shouted through her second orgasm as I buried myself deep inside her, and I felt my body spray a second, third, and fourth spasm of cream. 

    Zoie’s tunnel continued to squeeze and grasp at me while my sperm filled her up, and both of our gasps and shouts turned to growls as we bit each other’s shoulders while we came. Her body trembled as I cradled her close so we could both ride out the intensity of our shared climax. Then I rocked us together in short shallow bursts to savor the sensations, and this had the added benefit of sending Zoie through a series of pleasurable aftershocks that made her sob out my name on every gentle spasm. 

    After we both came down from our highs, I settled myself down on top of her with my head nestled between her soft breasts. My cock was still hard and deep inside of her, and her tunnel felt like a warm sauna of our mixed juices. It was delightful, it was wonderful, and it was the best part of my new life. 

    I was overwhelmed with the feelings I had for this beautiful cat-woman who was now my wife. 

    Zoie played with my hair in the contented silence as I drew idle patterns in the crease of her elbow. The silver ink was smeared from our combined sweat, yet I could see goosebumps rising on her porcelain skin every time I traced a sensitive area. 

    “Alex,” she finally whispered in a thoughtful voice. 

    “Hm?” I mumbled. 

    Her hand in my hair stilled. “Would you do something for me?” 

    “Of course, always,” I said and licked a little at the salty sweat drying on her tummy.  

    She squirmed and then brought my head up to kiss me playfully on the nose. The movement caused my cock to drag across the inside of her tunnel, and we both gasped with pleasure. 

    “I’m serious.” Zoie exhaled after her pleasure, and her eyes deepened into those troubling storm clouds. 

    “What is it?” I asked. 

    She cupped my face with both her hands, and her fathomless blue orbs poured into mine. 

    “Will you kill Asher Bala Ren for me?” 

    








 

    Chapter 8 

    “What?” I blinked at Zoie. 

    To be fair, I was exhausted from the insane party, and I was still pleasantly floating in the after-glow of a great orgasm, so I figured I had to have misheard her. 

    “Yes.” She nodded as she gave me a small smile. 

    “I’m sorry, but I thought you just asked me to kill that prick Asher Ren,” I said as I sat up so I could talk to her better. 

    Zoie gave me another solemn nod. “That is what I asked of you, yes.” 

    “I-- but--” I closed my gaping mouth and started again. “Okay. Why?” 

    Zoie sighed and sat up so she could face me as well, and I brought her legs up over mine and supported her with my palms at the small of her back. This way we could sit on the bed and talk eye-to-eye without breaking our intimate embrace. 

    “I told you earlier my being Varthan has its disadvantages, and you wanted to know why.” She gently stroked her hands up and down my sides as she thought about what to say next. “On Vartha, commoners are born into military camps and trained as warriors. Sometimes the valuable looking-ones are sold to the Traders and then auctioned off. My sire taught me to fight, but my mother raised me to speak well and have poise. That way I could catch the eyes of the Traders, and then I could maybe be sold to Duelists who decided they didn’t want any of the wives or concubines they inherited in a successful Duel.” 

    “Yeah… Jenner mentioned something like that, and you kinda told Vel-Rala I’d do… whatever to her after I killed Gordos? Can you explain it?” I could tell this wasn’t the easiest topic for her to discuss based on the little furrow that bunched up her brow, so I gathered her a little closer. 

    “It’s true a successful Duelist has the right to take whatever assets he deems worthy from a triumphant Duel,” Zoie said as she snuggled deeper in my embrace. “But they get to pick and choose because not all assets will improve their status. They don’t have to take everything.” 

    “And it would just be more mouths to feed in the long run if a Duelist just took everybody,” I added. 

    “You are correct.” Zoie nodded with a smile, but then her smile dimmed somewhat. “But the winning Duelist could also just sell them. He can do whatever he wants with the old one’s estate after he wins. The Asher who lived here before was named Old Kel. His wives all died, and he figured he would lose to Dagmar, so Old Kel sold all his concubines, which meant Dagmar had to go and buy a wife after he killed him.” 

    “And so he bought you,” I said. 

    “Yes, Dagmar had to settle for a Varthan brought in by the Traders because he couldn’t afford to purchase someone with a more… refined background,” Zoie explained as her lips thinned. 

    “You seem very refined to me,” I muttered. 

    “I was given basic training to survive in Asher society,” she explained, “but my expertise is in fencing and combat. That is where I will aid you, husband.” 

    “Well, lucky for me, then, because I need all the help I can get there.” I moved the heavy fall of her black hair away from the side of her neck so I could admire the marks I put there with my teeth. She should never feel inadequate, and I figured my actions would be better than words, so I leaned down and kissed them one by one from her collar bone, to the apple of her delicate throat, and up to the soft spot just under her jaw. 

    “I don’t want any of this to disappear,” Zoie admitted in a small voice, and I pulled back so I could look into her face. Her eyebrows were furrowed together, and her hands clutched and released my shoulders in what I realized was an anxious habit of hers. 

    “This?” I asked. 

    She stared off into the distance, and her dark blue eyes were hollow. “I don’t have any skills suited for estate management, Alex. This place was already run down during Kel’s time, Dagmar only made things worse, and Jenner and Arvid can only fix this place up so much. I know all about being a Varthan Warrior and what it takes to prepare you for battle, but you will need a wife who can read and write. One who can manage a business and an estate. One who was bred for this kind of life, and who will bring you more honor and status than I can.” 

    “Hey,” I said as I cupped her face between my palms, and my heart ached when her eyes misted with tears. “I don’t care about honor and status, it’ll be alright, I promise.” 

    “Please, I’ve thought a lot about this, Alex,” she said and clung on to my wrists as I stroked her cheek with one thumb. “When you were still unknown, we had a chance, but now the whole Isle knows about you. Everyone knows Dagmar left this place unguarded and in ruins, which makes you a desirable target not just to other Duelists, but especially to No-Ranks and mercenaries who want to join the Duelist elite. If you Duel Ren, you gain his estate, which is a lot more secure than this one.” 

    I wanted to wave off her concern once more with a cheesy remark about being blessed by the Goddess out the wazoo, but the fear that pulled taut on Zoie’s pale face made me rethink my flippant comments. 

    “Zoie, what would happen to you if I got killed and an Asher didn’t want to keep you for his wife?” I asked instead. 

    “I would be sent back to the Traders,” Zoie said with a haunted look in her eyes, but then she snapped out of her dark memories and gripped my wrists even stronger. “But, it’s more than that. I can’t watch you die, don’t you understand? I won’t be the reason for your death if there is something I can help you do to help you avoid it. You matter too much.” 

    I sat there stunned for a moment at her heartfelt words, and I wiped a tear away from under her eye where it managed to fall. 

    “You mean a lot to me, too,” I said and then brought her in for a soft kiss that tasted like the salt from her tears. The stoic warrior woman was more distressed than I’d ever seen her, so I untangled our legs and slid my cock out of her pussy. 

    “Ohhh…” she sighed when I left her empty, but then I tucked us both under the blanket and drew her back against my chest. 

    My arms came around her front, and she melted into me with a shuddering breath. 

    “You are my wife now, Zoie,” I whispered into her soft ear. “It’s my job to protect you no matter what. Even if that means killing Ren.” 

    Zoie turned around in my arms so she could see my face, and we breathed together for a second as we drank in the sight of each other. Then she raised her hand and traced my eyebrows, down the bridge of my nose, and finally over my lips with one delicate finger as if she was committing my face to memory. Eventually, her palm came to rest in the middle of my chest. 

    “I know your heart, Alex Brightwood,” she whispered in the dark. “You are kind even to people who don’t deserve it sometimes. You stand up against injustices, and you don’t like killing for killing’s sake. I know what I ask of you is a heavy burden.” 

    I clutched her hand and brought her fingers up to my lips. “I trust you with my life, and if you say this is the way, then I’m on board.” 

    Zoie sighed in relief and buried her face into the crook of my neck.  

    I held her as she continued to tremble with leftover stress, and I rubbed my hand along her spine to soothe and warm her chilled skin. 

    “Tell me your plan,” I said when she calmed down. 

    “Shale-Lea,” Zoie murmured, and her voice sounded just on the edge of sleep.  

    “Shale-Lea?” I asked after she didn’t speak for a few moments. 

    “You find her attractive, no?” Zoie muttered. 

    “Uhhh…” I cleared my throat. 

    “I saw you watching her,” Zoie chuckled. “She is very beautiful. Her body is exquisite, her movements elegant, and her hips and plumage indicate she will give you strong and handsome children. Also… she does not seem very happy with her husband. Asher wives are made to honor and obey their lords, so she would never betray him, but I sense a sadness from her. You give me love, you give me pleasure, and you give me kindness. She would be glad to be your wife and have you fill her each night like you just filled me. She would be glad to bear your children. I am.” 

    “Uhh… Yeah…”  

    “If you Duel Ren and win,” Zoie continued, “then you acquire her along with his property and assets. She was groomed from birth to be an Asher’s wife, and I can’t think of anyone better to run the estate. This will be good for her, and us.” 

    “And you know she’s good at running an estate?” I asked. 

    “Apparently, Ren’s estate was hemorrhaging gold due to the expensive exotic animals he is so fond of collecting,” Zoie explained as she laced both of our hands together and rested them in the center of her pillowed chest. “When he gained another level in Duelist status, he gained Shale-Lea, and that was the end of his money problems.” 

    “What rank is Ren?” I asked. “He’s four, right? Am I even allowed to Duel him without a public disgrace?” 

    “Yes, he is a rank four,” she said and tangled our legs together under the blankets. “A challenger can Duel an Asher any rank above him, but if the gap is wider than two, the higher ranked Asher normally doesn’t issue the challenge unless there is a public disgrace, but since you will be issuing the challenge, it will be fine.” 

    “He will pick swords if I challenge him,” I mused. 

    “It is a fact I am counting on,” Zoie murmured, and then she let out a massive yawn as she tried to finish speaking. “We shall begin your training right away.” 

    “Sleep, Zoie,” I said with a smile as her words came out all zombie-garbled, and then I kissed her head between her velvety ears. “Tomorrow we can discuss this in more detail.” 

    Zoie curled up even closer to me, so I reached up to unravel the cord and lower the draperies on the four-poster bed around us in case she was cold. 

    “Alex,” Zoie said a while later. 

    “Hm?” I mumbled as I teetered on the cusp of sleep. 

    “If you could go back to your world, would you want to?” she asked. 

    “Not for anything,” I said, and I meant every word. “I am happy here with you. Happier than I’ve ever been before.” 

    Zoie didn’t say anything else after that, and we both sank into sleep with our limbs so intertwined I didn’t know where I started and she began. 

    I slept hard without any dreams, and it was probably the most restful sleep I could ever remember having. 

    When I woke up, I could see the sun peeking through the gaps in the drapes, and I just stared at the motes of dust swirling around in the golden light as my brain slowly came awake. Apparently, the Longest Night on Aventoll was finally over, and I realized just how much I’d missed the daylight. 

    I looked down and was met with a riot of black hair and twitching cat ears as a gloriously naked Zoie continued to sleep on my chest. 

    I couldn’t help but grin to myself when I remembered the details of yesterday. Everything from the game of Catch and Chase, the gala, dancing, and then the amazing night of sex all felt like some crazy fun dream. It wasn’t even weird that Zoie and I did it all out of order by getting married first. We just clicked, and it was a comforting feeling. 

    Zoie arched against me in a languid stretch, and I ran my fingers through her silky obsidian hair. Her ears twitched again, and I tried to bite back my smile. I blew out a breath right on the fuzzy tip of one, and the ear flicked and practically swatted me in the nose. 

    “Zoie,” I called in a gentle voice. 

    She lifted her head and blinked at me as her cat’s eyes contracted and focused on my face. 

    “Good morning, beautiful,” I chuckled as she continued to stare blankly at me. Apparently, she was not a morning person, if the “buffering” symbol her expression was making was any indication. I wondered if Nata Isle had anything like coffee, because I would kill for a strong cup of joe on mornings like this. 

    “Hello,” Zoie finally said, and she clutched the sheets a little as if she was self-conscious, so I leaned in and kissed her lips. 

    Any uncertainty she felt seemed to slough off her, and she responded by falling into the kiss, moaning, and pushing her delicious tongue into my mouth. 

    I tucked a knee in between hers and flipped us so I was on top. That way I could kiss my way between her breasts and down her belly. 

    “Alex!” she gasped when I dipped my tongue into her belly button, and I smiled into her silky skin. 

    Before I could resume any further exploration, I heard the bedroom door bang open, and Jenner’s short footsteps announced his very unwelcome arrival. 

    “Mr. Alex!” he called out as Zoie and I scrambled to cover ourselves up with the blanket. Not a moment too soon, because the bed drapes were yanked up a second later. “Can’t sleep the day way, there is much to do around the--” 

    He broke off mid word as he did a double take between me and the top of Zoie’s head where it peeked out from the blanket’s hem. 

    “Oh, my,” Jenner George Takeied as he adjusted his monocle. 

    “Good morning, Jenner,” I snickered, and I really couldn’t find it in me to be embarrassed. I was too happy Zoie was in the bed with me. 

    “Good morning, Mr. Alex, Ms. Zoie,” Jenner said, and Zoie lowered her sheet-shield a bit so she could give him a sheepish smile. “I’m glad to see how splendid everyone is… getting along. Well, then. I will leave you both to it. Mr. Alex, when you are situated, there are a few matters I need to discuss with you.” 

    “Okay, sure thing,” I said and grinned at him like the cat that got the canary. Or maybe it was the cat that got the cat? Whatever. 

    “I will be in the southern pasture when you are ready,” Jenner said with a wink, and then he turned around and closed the door behind him. 

    “I am not used to feeling this type of embarrassment,” Zoie mumbled and pressed her scarlet face into my chest. 

    I laughed and hugged her to me. As much as I wanted to pick up right where we left off before we were interrupted, the day was going to be a busy one, and I was still unfamiliar with just how long the sun lasted on Aventoll. 

    “I should go talk with Jenner,” I said. “But please sleep some more if you want. Actually, I would really like it if you moved into my room permanently.” 

    “I would like that, too,” Zoie said with a slow smile, and then she rolled over onto her side to try and get a little more sleep. 

    I placed one more kiss onto the back of her bare shoulder and then made myself roll out of the warm bed. 

    After I found a fresh pair of clothes, I replaced the Duelist Stone around my neck and headed down. Instead of heading to the front entrance, I took a detour to the kitchen to see if there was anything I could grab for breakfast before I met up with Jenner in the pasture. 

    Arvid wasn’t around when I got down there, but there were fresh baked sweet rolls and something like butter and jam set out on the wooden table. I snatched one or three, slathered them with various jams, and ate them as I walked across the courtyard and through the manor house gates. 

    I spotted Jenner over by a fallen part of the fence next to a large patch of blackened earth. In fact, the closer I got, I realized just how much of a miracle it was that the whole pasture hadn’t burned up when the lightning struck. The grass was dry like straw, and it probably should have gone up like a book of matches at the first signs of a spark, but whatever Jenner and Arvid did to stop the flames made it so only about a fifth of the pasture was scorched. 

    When I approached the small koala-man, he was struggling with one of the rails of the fence. One end of the rail had rotted away and crumbled out of the rounded post, but the other end was stuck fast. Jenner tried to pull it out, but his four-foot stature was giving him trouble with finding the right leverage. 

    “Let me help,” I said, and I grabbed the fallen rail and pulled it out of the post hole with a thunk. 

    “Thank you, lad,” Jenner huffed and wiped the back of his neck with a handkerchief. “I’ll admit, having more hands around here will be a very welcome change.” 

    “Do you have any replacement wood to fix the rails?” I asked and shielded my eyes from the sun as I looked down the long line of fencing. Every dozen yards or so, there were more fallen or saggy rails that needed either reinforcement, or to just be switched out altogether with new wood. From my position, I couldn’t tell if the posts were sound, or if they needed replacing as well. 

    “Over on the wagon.” Jenner gestured to a wooden wheelbarrow device and then perched on a small boulder to rest and catch his breath. 

    I headed to the wheelbarrow and grabbed one of the long post rails laying on the flatbed. There was a small basket of woot fruits sitting on the ground as well, and I grabbed one of those, too. 

    “Here,” I said and handed Jenner the fruit. Poor dude looked like he could use it, and I was beginning to see what Zoie meant about how much the estate needed help. This fence alone was at least a three-person job. 

    I had a lot of work to do to fix this place up, but hey, this was my place, and I was going to make it totally badass. 

    I just needed to figure out how to get some money, hire some people, and do all that while training to fight with a sword. 

    “Thank you,” Jenner said and sunk his teeth into the fruit so he could slurp noisily at the water inside. 

    “Do you have a handsaw?” I asked him as I eyed the rail. One end was flat while the other was tapered into a point to make it easier to jam into the post hole, but I could tell it needed to be trimmed down to size by at least two inches. 

    “The tool box is sitting just on the other side of the post,” Jenner said. 

    I saw where he pointed and rummaged through the meager selection of hand tools. There was a mallet, an awl, some nails, and thankfully, a sharp handsaw that would definitely do the trick. 

    Handsaw in hand, I turned back to Jenner. “Do you have any sort of wood preservative you can put on the wood to slow it from rotting?” 

    “Back when this estate kept a stable full of manapillars, we would harvest their urine for that exact purpose,” Jenner said. 

    “Okayyyy,” I remarked and inserted the flat end of the rail into the bottom one of the two rail holes. From there, the tapered end poked past the opposite post about a good three inches. 

    “Definitely not a glamorous task.” Jenner smirked. “How do you know so much about fence repair? Did you live on a farm back where you are from?” 

    “No, I didn’t live on a farm, but I spent a few summers working on a ranch starting when I was seventeen,” I said and went over to the tool box to grab the awl. I didn’t have a pencil, so I used the sharp metal point to mark the rail where I needed to cut. “The place I worked on had a massive split rail fence that had to remain wooden because the ‘rustic quality’ raised the value of the property, or something. The point is, it was a pain in the ass, and I probably spent my first summer there just fixing fences.” 

    “Well, I am glad for your help now,” Jenner said as he hopped off his boulder. Then he walked up to me so he could observe my progress as I removed the rail and began to saw off the marked end. 

    Jenner helped by holding the other end of the long rail as I cut, and between the two of us, we managed to fit the new rail snugly between the two posts. 

    Fitting the top rail went pretty much the same way, and in no time the fallen portion of fence was up and fixed. 

    “How much of this fence do you think needs total replacing?” I asked Jenner. 

    “About six posts are rotten and need to be dug out, and about eight other sections where only the rails need to be switched,” Jenner calculated and tossed me a woot fruit. 

    It must have only been mid-morning, but I forgot how hot the sun on this world was, and I was already sweating up a storm. I took a grateful bite of the fruit and let the cool water run down my throat. 

    “Is that all the lumber we have?” I asked and counted only two more rails sitting in the back of the wheelbarrow. 

    “Arvid is in the workshop making more, but I know for a fact we only have enough material to fix two sections of rail and one post.” Jenner walked to the next post down the line, and it wobbled to the side when he pushed on it with both palms. “We also don’t have any more material to make mortar to fix the posts into place.” 

    “Fucking Dagmar,” I grumbled. “He really let this place go to shit.” 

    Jenner sighed as he nodded in agreement. “That’s one of the things I need to talk to you about, Mr. Alex.” 

    “Zoie mentioned how the estate needs securing from any potential No-Ranks who might want to storm the place and Highlander my ass,” I said as I grabbed another rail from the wheelbarrow and walked to the next sagging section of the fence. “Is that where this conversation is headed?” 

    “Indeed,” Jenner confirmed as he followed behind me with an old wooden toolbox. “That was the mistake Old Asher Kel made by letting this place lapse in basic care and maintenance.” 

    “How did Dagmar manage to overthrow a level-three Duelist, by the way?” I asked as I dropped the new rail onto the ground. The rails in this section were so weak with rot that when I brought my booted heel down on the bottom one, it crumbled away in pieces. 

    “A Duelist’s estate is imbued with natural protections from the Goddess’ blessing, but it is the responsibility of that Duelist to pay homage to Mercedes,” Jenner said as he cleared the splinters out of the hole in the post so I could insert the new rail. “Old Kel basically gave up on living after his favorite wife died, and he let the Goddess’ altar fall to neglect just like the rest of the place.” 

    “So, Old Kel didn’t worship the Goddess enough, or something, and the protection charms on the estate failed?” I asked as I marked the tapered end of the rail with the awl. 

    “That is somewhat correct.” Jenner nodded his fuzzy head. “I’m sure you saw the pools of water in the north courtyard with the murals, yes?” 

    “Yeah, I remember.” I narrowed one eye and glanced down the rail to make sure it was solid and straight. 

    “Well, all Duelists give ‘tithes,’ or drops of their blood to the sacred pools,” the koala-man said in his Excited About History Voice. “When the blood hits the holy water, it sinks to the bottom as it is transformed into the purifying stones you probably observed at the banquet.” 

    “Yeahhhh, there was something like that there.” I grimaced when I remembered Zoie dropping a gray rock into my salty water goblet. 

    “On estates such as this, tithing pools are normally kept in the chapel so all the workers who lived there could collect their ration of purifying water pebbles,” he said as he brought over the handsaw again. “But Old Kel moved them to the garden he had built for the Lady Gerra because she loved the story of Aventoll so much. When she died, Kel cursed Mercedes and was then cursed in return to wither away. It was no surprise Dagmar killed him. It was only a surprise it took so long for someone to finally try.” 

    “Okay, so these tithe stones are like money, then?” I asked, and I set the rail down for a second as I suddenly remembered something. It was during the festival when I first got here, where Vel-Rala tried to sell me boots in exchange for fourteen tithe stones. 

    “No, actually, exchanging tithes for goods is highly illegal, even though everyone does it under the table, so to speak.” The koala-man’s ears wiggled twice in a row, and he smirked at me like a sly fox. “Twenty-five seasons ago, when The Asher Council was first formed, they had all tithe pools removed from all chapels in Aventoll except for the Asher Lord’s. Can you think of why?” 

    “It’s all about control in the end, and it’s always the same,” I answered with a disheartened shrug. “The people who control the basic necessities of life are the ones with the most power. Since water is life, and these blood sacrifice pebbles make the only water on the island drinkable, then that means the Asher Lord owns you if he’s the only one with the pebbles.” 

    “You are an excellent pupil, Mr. Alex!” he said with a bark of a laugh. “Your Aventollian politics are really coming along!” 

    “But how can Mec give his blood to everyone on the island?” I asked as I picked up the rail again. “He’s only one man with a fancy title, but to my knowledge he is just a mortal--oh, wait. He has other Ashers working for him who get mega privileges for doing what he says, I bet.” 

    “Correct again, my learned student,” Jenner said. “Mec has various higher-level Duelists help him with the tithes like Ambassador Sskern, Gella Vane of Gatetown, and even Bala Ren. They all come to the palace in Valley City to give their tithes every sixty days where a gala is hosted in their honor.” 

    “And, of course, by elevating his favorites, he can also control his status so the other guys won’t want to kill his ass,” I said as a little more was revealed behind the wallpaper of this world’s caste system, and boy did it paint an ugly picture. 

    “I couldn’t have said a more proper summation if I tried.” The koala-man nodded with a pleased tremor of his furry gray ears. 

    “But I met Gavlain Mec, and he honestly seemed like he was cool,” I said as I remembered how jolly the ram-lord was when he hosted his Blue Night Gala. “Why would he do a shitty thing like support removing the pools where the drinking stones are kept? Aren’t Ashers supposed to protect their people? What about the Noble Duelist Ways and shit like that he was going on about the first day I got here?” 

    “Mec might be at the mercy of the Asher Council,” Jenner said with a shrug. “There are politics at play here that a simple man like me can only guess at.” 

    “It’s still an evil thing to do,” I muttered with a scowl, and I shook my head. 

    “The Ashers aren’t necessarily good or evil, Alex,” Jenner said, and I looked at him with a questioning frown. “They are tasked to protect us, yes, but they must remain in power to do so. I know you are new to this world, but you have to remember the Ashers haven’t been tasked to fight the scourge for over seventy years. Duelists like Mec have had to focus on keeping their status so someone worse doesn’t come in to fill their places.” 

    I mulled over what I’d just learned as the saw teeth cut through the wooden rail, and then I frowned when something occurred to me. 

    “Mec doesn’t know Old Kel moved his tithe pools before the Asher Council could take them, right?” I asked. 

    “This is true,” Jenner said after we fitted the bottom rail into place.  

    Only one to go, and then it would be finished. 

    “So, if I get busted for owning them, then Mec could probably Duel me for dishonoring him, right?” I said more than asked. 

    “Oh, yes, almost definitely,” the little man confirmed. “Dagmar took great care to conceal the fact they existed when he inherited the pools.” 

    “Why didn’t he just use the tithe pools for himself?” I asked as I returned to the wheelbarrow for the last rail. 

    “Only someone from Alem can bless the water of the sacred pools,” Jenner said and mopped his brow on his smudgy handkerchief. “If he could have afforded an Alemic wife, then he could have blessed the pools for his own gain.” 

    “Does anyone know about Old Kel’s tithe pools other than Dagmar?” I asked as I brought the rail back over. 

    “Only one: Asher Gordos,” he said. 

    I froze in my tracks. “Fuck. That guy? I had a bad run in with him.” 

    “I know, you did,” Jenner deadpanned. “Your little friend Rylan told me all about the altercation that took place between you last night.” 

    “I almost forgot about Rylan,” I said and felt a little guilty about how single minded I was on getting my beautiful wife to bed last night. “How is he? Is he still here? I didn’t mean to let him fall to the wayside like that, or to dump him on you.” 

    Jenner gave me a sly smile. “No harm done. I know you were… preoccupied last night with other matters.” 

    “Yeah,” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. 

    “To answer your question, the boy is fine,” Jenner said and patted my elbow. “I sent him back to the palace with a letter to Asher Mec informing him about the situation.” 

    “Rylan won’t get into trouble, will he?” I asked. 

    “He will,” Jenner said, and a small stone of worry dropped into the pit of my stomach, but Jenner must have seen this on my face because he patted my elbow again. “But I trust the Lord Asher is a man with good sense. Everyone on Nata Isle knows how awful Asher Gordos and his wife can be.” 

    “Yeah, they are both pieces of work,” I snorted. “And I don’t think Gordos will put it past himself to blackmail me when he gets a chance.” 

    “They only care about status and gold,” Jenner said. “Dagmar would often cut Gordos in on the high-stakes chance games he favored, and in return Gordos would cover his taxes somehow. Probably by wringing more from other low-rank estate owners. Gordos would keep quiet about the tithe pools.” 

    “I have a feeling he won’t be so kind in my case,” I said. 

    “After last night, I should think not,” he scoffed. “You sure know how to leave a first impression, Mr. Alex.” 

    “So they tell me,” I snarked, and then I went to grab the last rail so we could finish up this section of the fence. 

    Jenner and I worked on the fence in companionable silence until the last rail finally fit it into place between the posts. The rest of the fence definitely needed help, but for now, at least the pasture was enclosed. 

    “Will this keep the poracks in?” I asked. 

    “It should do for now, but we will have to consider a long-term solution in the near future,” Jenner said with a frown and brushed his hands off on his trousers. “There is one last matter I would like to speak with you about, Mr. Alex.” 

    “What’s up, J?” I asked and leaned against the sturdy post behind me. 

    “I’m not sure how much you know,” Jenner started with a slight grimace as if he was talking about something that made his stomach cramp. “But the Lady Zoie’s cultural background is a bit obscure…” 

    “Jenner, you really gotta stop talking to me in riddles,” I said and walked toward him so I could put a hand on his shoulder. “That Queen’s Raid stuff really almost backfired on me. Death by chess is not a noble death, trust me.” 

    Then Jenner completely surprised me by throwing back his big-eared head and laughing a hearty laugh. 

    “Oh, Mr. Alex!” he wheezed and removed the monocle from his eye to wipe away a tear. “I have not laughed like that in ages. Well done, by the way. Not many people can handle a social situation like the Asher Lord’s Blue Night Gala and land on your feet as well as you have done. How is it you are already a legend on Nata Isle?” 

    “Geez,” I said and rubbed the back of my sweaty neck again. “I guess word really gets around?” 

    “And I suppose I rather stoked the flames on the gossip pyre,” Jenner said and walked back to the wheelbarrow with the toolbox. “For that, I wanted to apologize.” 

    “Don’t worry about it, Jenner.” I kept pace with him and reached for the handles of the wheelbarrow. “Hop on.” 

    Jenner set the toolbox into the back and climbed in. Then he stood toward the front with his hands on my shoulders as I pulled the wheelbarrow behind me. 

    “What were you trying to tell me about Zoie?” I asked as we made our trek up to the barn. 

    “Yes, I will attempt to be less obtuse,” Jenner said and cleared his throat a little. “Zoie’s value as a Duelist’s wife on Aventoll is low. She sounds and acts upper crust, but her people are known to be skilled warriors, but otherwise… Well… She knows very little about business or management, and I’m afraid our financial situation is rather dire.” 

    “Jenner, dude.” I looked at him over my shoulder and raised my eyebrows. “I know where you’re going with this, and Zoie and I talked. She was really upset last night thinking she was going to shame my honor or get me killed just because she can’t read and balance a checkbook.” 

    “I don’t know what a checkbook is, but I am assuming you mean keep a ledger of accounts,” Jenner said. 

    “Yeah,” I replied and hiked the wheelbarrow over the bumpy dirt path. “She was telling me about being returned to the Traders if I get killed by a guy who doesn’t want her.” 

    “She is an asset, therefore she must be owned,” Jenner said. 

    “But what about you and Arvid?” I asked. 

    “Arvi and I are considered property.” He tweaked his monocle and then removed it so he could give it a buff on the back of my tunic. “We are tied to this estate and the Asher who owns the estate. If you can no longer maintain your property, it will be reassigned, but if you cannot maintain your assets, they will be repossessed.” 

    “But Zoie is a person,” I said and shook my head in defeat. “So are you guys.” 

    “That she is, and that we are.” Jenner nodded and replaced his eye piece. “But regardless, it is the way of Aventoll.” 

    I mulled this over in silence for a few moments. The more I learned about this world’s social structure, the more I understood Zoie’s anxiety. 

    “Jenner, what are the conditions like with the Traders?” I asked him as something started to dawn on me. 

    “No one really talks about the Varthan Traders, but enough has been implied by Ms. Zoie that paints a dark picture,” Jenner said in a grave voice. “To my limited knowledge, they are horrible.” 

    “Well, she’s never going back to them for as long as I fucking breathe, that’s for damn sure,” I said through gritted teeth. 

    “I’m glad,” Jenner said as he jumped off the wheelbarrow so he could open the tool shed next to the big drafty barn. Then he stopped in the doorway and turned to me. “Thank you for your care of her. Arvid and I only had Old Kel before Dagmar, so Zoie’s presence has been a welcome one. I’ve grown to look on her as a daughter of sorts. I’m too old to have any children of my own, you see.” 

    “She told me you and Arvid were pretty much the only people who have treated her with kindness, so my thanks as well,” I said and stowed the wheelbarrow inside the small storage space. 

    “We need to get this estate generating income for her sake,” Jenner added and closed up the tool shed. 

    “Zoie and I might have a long-term plan that involves getting Shale-Lea to manage the estate,” I said. 

    “Shale-Lea… as in Bala Ren’s wife?” Jenner mused and stroked his scruffy white chin. “Through a Duel inheritance?” 

    “Exactly,” I said as I jabbed my finger in his direction. “But I wanted to ask you about the short term. What are ways for people to make money on Nata Isle? We have so much potential we could invest into the estate, but planting crops and breeding livestock takes time and labor we can’t afford.” 

    “There are a few ways to generate revenue,” Jenner said in his familiar scholarly tone, and I knew I was in for another lecture so I knocked over a wooden box and made myself comfortable by taking a seat. 

    Jenner began to pace as he entered Wikipedia Mode. “The first way, of course, is by agriculture and sales of goods and wares. Many of the larger estates supply the isle with food. The smaller estates like this one can sell their agriculture, of course, but where they really make money is if they can supply the market with a local delicacy.” 

    “A delicacy? Like what?” I asked and dragged another bushel of woot fruits sitting on the ground toward me. 

    “Well, in the times when Lady Gerra was with us, this estate was known for its bumblebird honey,” Jenner said with a nostalgic smile as he rocked up on the balls of his feet. “I’m proud to say, I was the primary honey cultivator for many years, and the profits from the season kept us all well-fed through the winter.” 

    I was about to take a bite of fruit when I stopped as the gears in my head started formulating. 

    “Can you do that again, harvest honey?” I asked. 

    “Well, I suppose I could if I had the resources,” Jenner said with a spark in his eyes I’d never seen before, but the spark suddenly died as his fluffy ears wilted a little. “But bumblebirds are quite expensive these days in the market. Not many of them exist anymore.” 

    “Okay, we’ll put a pin in that one,” I said and finally chomped into the refreshing fruit. “What’s another way we can earn some gold?” 

    “Other ways include providing a service such as blacksmithing, tailoring, or jewelry forging,” Jenner listed off, and then he tapped his chin. “And of course, there are more unconventional ways like high stakes chance games, and raiding the Ruins, but those kinds of things are not things I would recommend.” 

    “What are the Ruins?” I asked as I latched on to the “raiding” part of the Things Not Recommended. To me, it sounded like some sort of D&D campaign to tear up monsters and loot some dungeons. 

    “Legend claims there are many rewards down in the ancient cliff city,” Jenner said as if he was weaving a scary bedtime story, “but the Ruins are also rumored to harbor nests of monsters.” 

    “But there is gold down there, right?” I interjected. 

    “Yes, gold and riches, but also cursed artifacts and booby traps. The risks of returning alive from a place such as that is unheard of these days.”  

    “Right, that does sound risky,” I said and tossed the spent husk of the woot fruit to the side. “But jewelry forging might be something. Where I come from, I worked in a shop that repairs jewelry. My boss was teaching me a few things before I ended up here, and I kind of hoped it would turn into an apprenticeship soon.” 

    “I don’t have much knowledge about the metallic arts, but we might be able to find someone you can continue to apprentice under,” Jenner said, and I could tell the gears in his furry head were turning just as much as mine were. “I’m sure we could convert the old workshop into a metal working area, but then we will need to hire someone with the correct skills, or someone who can be trained.” 

    “After I Duel that tightwad, Ren, our best bet would probably be tracking down your bumblebirds,” I said as I got back to my feet. “Then we can expand from there onto our long-term plans so we can afford multiple estates.” 

    “Mr. Alex, might I ask you a question?” Jenner cleared his throat and fidgeted with the cuff of his jacket. “One I hope you won’t be offended by?” 

    “Fire away, Mr. J,” I said. 

    “What is your plan when it comes to defeating Asher Ren?” he asked. 

    “Zoie is going to train me.” I grinned as my wife in question rounded the corner and made her way up the path toward us. 

    “No better teacher than a Varthan warrior,” Jenner said with a smile. 

    “Yeah,” I agreed and waved my hand.  

    Zoie paused to adjust the rolled canvas bag on her shoulder and then waved back. 

    “I will leave you to your training,” the koala-man said and turned to go back up the hill to the manor. 

    “Hey, Jenner,” I called out, and he stopped and turned back to me. “Thanks for your advice.” 

    “Thank you, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said with a slight bow. “This place has been my home for many years, and I have been waiting a long time for a Duelist worthy enough to restore her to her former glory. Do not hesitate to ask me for answers on anything you seek.” 

    “I won’t,” I said and nodded back to him in respect. 

    With one last dip of his gray head, Jenner continued on his way. 

    “What were you and Jenner talking about?” Zoie asked as she walked up next to me. 

    “We were talking about the things we could try to get this place up and running like it’s supposed to be,” I told her. 

    “If anyone can figure out what this place needs, it’s Jenner,” Zoie said with a smile. “He’s the best.” 

    “I know, it’s like he knows everything,” I chuckled. “But now, I want to learn some stuff from you. Ready?” 

    “Are you really ready to train with me, Alex Brightwood?” she asked with a sexy smirk, and she dropped the rolled canvas onto the ground. Then she stepped over the bag and waltzed into my space with a simmering look in her azure eyes. 

    “Is this training… physical?” I drew her in by the waist, and she brushed her nose against mine. I didn’t know where this bold and playful Zoie was coming from, but it drove me crazy in a good way. 

    “Very,” she said and nipped my lower lip. 

    I ducked down and captured her mouth in a forceful kiss with just a hint of teeth, and she responded by kissing me back just as hard. When my brain was about to short circuit from the fierceness of it, Zoie abruptly broke away and left me staring after her lush swaying hips and swishing tail. 

    “Daylight is waning,” she sang coyly over one shoulder, and then she slowly bent over and scooped up the canvas bag, which gave me a good view of her backside and tail in those hot black warrior pants. “Are you coming?” 

    “Well…” I trailed off as I glanced down at myself and then shook my head to try and clear away the fog of arousal. When things were less hazy with my lustful fantasies, I jogged to catch up with Zoie just as she disappeared into the old barn. 

    When I opened the barn door, Zoie was in the center of the big open space, and she unrolled the heavy-duty canvas bag in the middle of the floor. Inside were several weapons of various lengths and sizes. Some I recognized through movies and pop culture, like katanas, short swords, and throwing stars, but others looked like a fusion of weapons I was only vaguely familiar with. One of them even looked like the combination of a leather whip with a morning star as its handle, and I admitted I didn’t even have the first clue about that one. 

    “Are you going to train me on all of these?” I asked as I walked up next to her so I could survey the polished weaponry. 

    “My goal is to assess your natural talents and let the weapon pick you,” Zoie said and pulled out a short sword similar to the one I wore to the gala. This one looked less ritzy and more functional, although it still felt foreign in my hands when I hefted it. 

    Zoie walked behind me and removed my left hand from the sword, and then she adjusted the fingers of my right. 

    “If you hold the hilt too strongly, your movements will be messy and uncoordinated,” she said from over my shoulder, and her warm breath tickled my ear as she loosened my grip all except for my thumb and forefinger. “Relax your wrist, and keep it in line with your forearm.” 

    She lifted my elbow just a tad and then extended my arm until I could feel the weight of the sword in my shoulder and triceps. 

    “Feel that?” Zoie whispered into my ear again as she massaged the muscles in my arm where I felt the balance of the blade. 

    “Yeah,” I whispered back, and then she maneuvered my sword arm in a downward slashing motion while guiding me to take a step forward. 

    “You’ll want to use small movements from either your shoulder or your wrist to shift the sword’s center of gravity,” she said and wrapped her hand around mine so she could demonstrate the proper technique once more. “That way, your arm won’t tire, but your blows are powerful and accurate at the same time.” 

    “Loose, not locked,” I said as I remembered her first piece of advice when we fought the demon scourge together. 

    “Exactly.” She smiled and then raised the sword so it was blocking my head. “And now for your guards.” 

    Zoie then walked me through the eight ways I could use the blade to block incoming attacks. She started above my head, then taught me all the guards on my left, followed by all the guards on my right. 

    After we ran through all of the positions a few times, Zoie then paced in a circle around me as she called out which block to demonstrate. 

    “Head, left shoulder, left leg!” Zoie barked.  

    I moved the blade from above my head, across my left shoulder, and then down to protect my left leg, but it was a little cumbersome at first as I tried to balance the sword and correctly block at the same time. 

    “Wait,” she said when she noticed my problem, and she switched out the heavy short sword with a backward curving blade that reminded me of a saber. It was lighter in my hand, and I sensed a greater flexibility in my wrist when I held it. 

    “Okay, again,” Zoie said and resumed her circling. “Right shoulder, left shoulder, head!” 

    Each guard I did flowed more fluidly after that, and Zoie nodded as we went through the drills over and over in this weird game of Simon Says With Swords. 

    “Good, let’s see what you’ve learned,” she said a bit later when she was eventually satisfied with my progress. 

    Zoie then walked across the barn and grabbed another basket of woot fruits that seemed to be laying around everywhere. She brought it toward the center of the space, dropped the basket at her feet, and held up one of the ruby colored fruits. Then she tossed it up, caught it, and gave me a smirk as she fired the fruit directly at my face. 

    “Ow!” I said as the fruit bounced off my forehead like a water balloon. “I wasn’t ready!” 

    Zoie giggled in her bell-like voice, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I rubbed my head.  

    “Rule one: you must always be ready,” she said, and she lobbed another one with just as much speed and accuracy. 

    On instinct, I brought the sword up to guard my head, but I was a second too late, and it bounced off my shoulder. 

    “Focus!” Zoie shouted, and then she began throwing fruits left and right with both hands because of course she was an ambidextrous badass. 

    I stopped trying to think about the guard positions so much and let my muscle memory take over until I was blocking eight fruits for every ten. It was really fun once I got my rhythm, and I relished every time the saber’s blade managed to slice clean through one of them. 

    Eventually, there came a point when Zoie ran out of fruit, so she reached behind her back for something else to throw at me. I raised my sword and blocked the attack, but was shocked when I realized I just deflected a lethal looking throwing knife. 

    “What happened to the fruit!” I yelled when she lobbed another knife at my head. I blocked it, and the knife rang off my blade as it spun away. 

    “When you are in a Duel, there will not be fruit,” Zoie said, and she flicked another knife in my direction that forced me to dive out of the way. When I got back to my feet, I saw Zoie had managed to climb up the wooden ladder and was now standing on the hay loft with her forearms crossed in front of her like an X. Interspersed between each of her fingers was a wickedly sharp throwing star, and both my eyebrows shot up toward my hairline. 

    “Uhhh, those look like they hurt, Zoie,” I laughed nervously. 

    She readied her stance and shrugged one of her shoulders. “Don’t get hit.” 

    “Oh, shit,” I gasped as two of those little wheels of death whizzed past my head. I dodged out of the way and rolled behind a barrel just as one of the stars sank into the soft wood. 

    “Block me, Alex!” Zoie commanded, and a throwing star landed in the dirt right in front of me.  

    I looked up and saw her poised on a rafter beam like a high-wire artist. 

    “No fair!” I hissed, and I leapt to my feet as she tried to hit me with more stars.  

    How many did she have on her anyway? And where did she put them all, was the better question. 

    I brought the saber up and flung away another throwing star, and Zoie dropped down to the ground in front of me in a lithe crouch. She then sprung up, held up her last weapon, and flung it at me with deadly accuracy. 

    Her actions were so quick and fluid she completely caught me off guard. I had the sudden fear I wouldn’t move out of the way in time to avoid a new hole being added to my body, and an electric shock of adrenaline coursed through my blood. 

    Tick, went the beat of my heart, and my hearing tunneled out. 

    The throwing star twirled through the air, and on every revolution, it seemed to get slower and slower as if it was a bullet traveling through ballistics gel. 

    Tick. 

    I stepped to the side and watched as the star sailed past me at half-speed… 

    Tick. 

    My heart ramped up until it was galloping against my rib cage as time returned to its normal speed. The air rushed past me, and I watched as the throwing star embedded itself into the support beam directly behind where I was just standing. 

    That was a close one. 

    I walked over to the metal star and pulled it out of the wood, and then I turned around to give it back to Zoie, but I froze when I took in the sight of her. 

    She was standing with her hand over her mouth, and her eyes were wide and wild as if she just saw a ghost. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I dropped the star and walked up to her so I could put my hands onto her shoulders. 

    “I thought it got you,” Zoie breathed and patted down my chest and abdomen as if searching for any mortal wounds. “I’m sorry!” 

    “Nope, I’m fine,” I said with a crooked smile. 

    “But, how?” she asked as her eyebrows pinched together. “I…” 

    “Uhh, I guess I’m just light on my feet.” I shrugged. 

    “Nobody is that quick, Alex,” Zoie insisted. “I miscalculated and didn’t give you enough time to get out of the way. It would have hit you in the heart--no, it should have hit you in the heart.” 

    “I… oh,” I faltered. I really didn’t have an explanation, so I scruffed a hand through my hair and tried my best to put what I had felt into words. “Sometimes this thing happens where my mind focuses down to just the basics of my surroundings.” 

    “What do you mean by that?” she pressed, and her ears pricked forward with interest. 

    I frowned as I tried my hardest to recall all the times I’d had this slow-motion Matrix effect in my head. 

    “Well, the first time it happened was when I was fighting Dagmar,” I said as Zoie began to pace the floor while she listened. “I thought for sure I was going to die. My heart was pounding in my chest, and suddenly everything got all slow, and it was like I could see every move he made almost before he made it.” 

    “That was the only other time it happened?” Zoie asked. 

    “Yeah… no, wait,” I said as I remembered the night of the Blood Moon. “It did it again when I was fighting the herald demon. It had me pinned, and you and Rylan needed me, so I let that instinct take over, and suddenly I was free. It was strange, but I just thought it was some sort of stress response.” 

    “Alex…” she said and peered into my face like she did whenever I said or did something freaky. “That’s not normal. I didn’t even see how you moved out of the way because you did it so quickly.” 

    “Let me guess, this is another one of those things I should try not to do, or something,” I said and lowered the saber. 

    “No!” Zoie shouted, and I reared back from her reaction. Then she grabbed my face and kissed me hard before she pulled back. “This is incredible! We have to know how to use this to our advantage. Come, we must talk to Jenner to see if he knows anything about this.” 

    Zoie took me by the hand that wasn’t still holding the saber and dragged me out of the barn. 

    I smiled and let her lead me up to the manor as she continued to chatter excitedly about expanding my future training. 

    “This might be the key in helping us to defeat Asher Ren. It might be the key in much more than that. If you… if you can move this fast, and we can cultivate the ability, then no Duelist will be able to beat you.” She stopped so she could look at me. Her face was jubilant and hopeful, and it was a much better sight than the distress I’d witnessed the night before. She looked like someone had given her a priceless gift, and I squeezed her hand tightly because I knew what it felt like to live in fear that at any moment everything could be ripped away. 

    Her joyous grin faded as she gazed at me. That charged spark in her ocean eyes drew me in like a tractor beam, and without words, we both came together in a slow and reverent kiss. 

    “I’m happy,” Zoie whispered when our lips parted. “For the first time, I feel like I will be allowed to keep you. I feel like there is an abundance of hope, instead of just a sliver.” 

    “Zoie,” I gasped as her timid words dug into my heart, and I cupped her face and gazed into those fathomless depths of blue. There was so much I wanted to say to her. I wanted to tell her I felt the same, and that no one ever made me feel the way she did, and that I was maybe, possibly, falling fast and hard for her with no chance of ever returning. 

    Before I could say any of this, however, the golden sun suddenly bled a violent red, and a familiar, deep, earth-shaking howl pierced the air. The ground rumbled, and Zoie and I grabbed onto each other for balance. Then a clamor of roars, growls, and thundering feet echoed all around us, and the atmosphere grew silent and stagnant. 

    Zoie and I exchanged a terrified glance when we realized what was happening. 

    Demons.  

    In the daylight. 

    








 

    Chapter 9 

    The sky blazed red, and the eerie howl droned on and on in the stagnant air. 

    Just like before, a hush fell over the land as if even the insects in the dirt were too afraid to do anything other than tiptoe. Demons were coming, even though there was no Blood Moon to announce their arrival. 

    Zoie and I were still clutching each other’s arms as our heads both swiveled around for any signs of a threat. 

    Then a loud roar came from the vicinity of the manor, and Zoie and I snapped out of our daze. 

    “That’s Arvid!” Zoie gasped, and she started in the direction of Arvid’s distressed yell, but I grabbed her wrist. 

    “Wait, you don’t have a weapon,” I said and dragged her back a little. “Let me go to Arvid.” 

    “Right.” Zoie nodded. “There are weapons back in the barn, I will meet up with you once I’ve armed myself.” 

    A huge crash that sounded like a bulldozer cracked through the air, and Zoie and I both whipped our heads in the direction of the barn. 

    A demon raced toward us on its six double-jointed legs with a shrieking yowl. 

    “Too late!” I yelled and dragged Zoie up the hill. 

    We ran like hell itself was after us, which was a good description when the literal spawn of the earth was molding up from the ground at our feet like some fucked up claymation nightmare. 

    “Zoie!” I shouted and slashed my saber through the arm of a smaller demon that sprouted up on her left. The impact jarred my wrist and elbow, and I remembered what Zoie told me about my grip. 

    The demon wailed like a pissed off moose and collapsed onto the ground. 

    Without a second thought, I jumped over it and sprinted right behind Zoie as she raced toward the manor house gate. She got to the manor wall first, and she struggled as she tried to pull the heavy gate closed.  

    I spun around to guard her with the saber held out in front of me as the screams of the demons got closer. 

    The demon that busted through the barn leapt at my head, and I blocked like Zoie showed me with my weapon held high. Then I side-kicked the demon’s fugly ass away, and it tumbled back down the hill a bit. 

    It shook its head, righted itself, and then charged at me as the tentacles on its back sprung out toward me like a fleet of arrows. 

    “Fuck off!” I growled as I guarded my left shoulder from the whipping tentacles. A few wrapped around my sword hand, but I just used the leverage to pull the demon into my left hook, and it yipped and went tumbling to the side. 

    A howling bellow reverberated through the air just as three more demons materialized out of the earth. 

    “Alex!” Zoie yelled, and I turned and ran through the gate so I could help her pull the heavy thing closed. 

    When it was in place, Zoie and I locked the gate tight as we slid the pair of iron ground pegs down into the holes bored into the manor’s stone foundation. A moment later, the demons shrieked as they slammed into the other side with a bang, and we both backed up as it snarled out one of those gut twisting squeals. 

    “How long do you think it’ll be before it learns how to climb?” I asked. 

    “Not long,” Zoie panted. “I’ll go to the garden and through the underground weapons cache, and you get to the courtyard and help Arvid. I’ll come and find you.” 

    “Be careful,” I said, and then I drew her in for a quick kiss. 

    “You, too,” she said as she gave me a confident smile. Then she nodded at me and bolted up around the right side of the manor to get to the north garden. 

    The demons, more of them now, pounded on the gate as they screeched their rage to the red skies in a way that made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. 

    I didn’t need to be told twice, so I sprinted into the entrance of the manor, slammed the large wooden door closed behind me, and secured another set of floor pegs for good measure. 

    “Arrrrrggghhh!” Arvid’s deep voice boomed from nearby. 

    “I’m coming, buddy!” I yelled out as I raced down the corridor, shouldered open the side door, and burst out into the inner courtyard splashed with red sunlight. 

    Arvid was in the middle trying to fend off two demons at once, and his usual relaxed and dopey expression was now transformed into a fierce snarl complete with three-inch canines on his upper jaw. Arvid bellowed, swung his tree trunk arms, and whacked a demon to the ground when it tried to lunge for his throat. 

    “Hey!” I roared as the second demon went to attack Arvid when his back was turned. I stepped on one of the demon’s tentacles just as it jumped, and the fucker slammed back into the stone courtyard with a squeal. 

    It spun around and targeted me just like I was hoping, and I held my saber lithe and loose in my right hand as I brought my left up close to guard my face. 

    “Come at me,” I challenged as I bared my teeth at the demon, and my heart pounded inside my chest. 

    The demon cocked its head a full one-eighty like some possessed owl, and its snap-trap jaws flared open in an aggressive hiss. It dawned on me the extent of my swordsmanship only recently included slicing fruit just before the Frankenstein Reject barreled at me like a bat out of hell. 

    “Oh, shi--” 

    Tick, went my pulse, and for the first time I felt how the air seemed to thicken as time slowed down just a fraction… 

    The demon lunged, and every muscle was articulated in high definition so I could almost predict exactly where it would land. I stepped to the side, kicked one of the demon’s back-bending knee joints, and then brought my blade up. 

    Tick. 

    Time resumed just as the demon’s leg collapsed, and its tentacles lashed down on the blade protecting my head. I shoved the demon away, and then I slashed my saber across its torso. 

    It cried out like a squealing boar, and I noticed that instead of black ichor dripping from its wounds, the demon was dripping clumps of ash instead. I almost forgot I had the Goddess’ blessing now, which gave me the ability to mortally wound the demons if my conviction was strong enough. 

    I didn’t know exactly what made some of my attacks more powerful than others, but I could think of no stronger feeling of conviction than defending someone I considered a friend. 

    “Aleeex!” Arvid shouted as he snatched the wounded demon up in his three clawed grip just before it tried to jump at me again. With a bellow, Arvid slammed the demon against the stones over and over like a jackhammer breaking ground until the demon stopped making noise. 

    I looked around for the other demon but noticed it had also been smashed into a messy pulp a little ways behind Arvid. 

    Damn. Who knew the gentle giant had it in him? 

    Suddenly, a sense of urgency tingled up my spine like ants marching along my nerve fibers. The feeling that I’d forgotten something important consumed my mind, and I let everything else fade as some deep-set instinct took over me. 

    Operating almost on auto-pilot, I ran over to each of the demon corpses and plunged my saber through both their hearts. The ashes clung to the blade when I removed it, and the urgency I felt disappeared when I knew they would be left to smolder instead of being allowed to respawn next time. 

    “You alright, Arvi?” I asked the sloth-man as I wiped the sweat off my forehead.  

    He gave me a slow smile and a tiny nod. 

    “Heearrrrrowwwl!” came a sound I would recognize anywhere as Zoie’s Princess Xena battle cry. 

    A demon suddenly came crashing through one of the manor’s upper windows and landed right between Arvid and me with a sick splat. Before it could even groan out a death rattle, I stabbed it clean through the heart and gripped the saber with both hands as it struggled in vain to get away. It seemed like my saber was cooking the demon from the inside, and I felt the handle of the sword heat up a fraction under my palm. 

    I looked up in the direction of where the demon came from and narrowed my gaze. If I remembered correctly, the broken window was one of the ones in the library on the third floor. If Zoie was in the library, then she must have been up there helping Jenner. 

    Sure enough, Jenner’s fuzzy ears popped up just before his gray face peered through the broken window. Zoie’s face also leaned out over the top of him, and she shielded her eyes from the red glare as she looked to the sky. 

    I tried to follow her eye line and squinted upward until I spotted a black shape flying against the purple sky. It looked like a person on the back of a majestic pegasus, and my awesome eagle-eye vision was able to see it was actually Rylan astride the winged creature. 

    Rylan circled once overhead, and then he landed something that had six horse shaped legs, four bulbous eyes like the manapillars, and beautiful orange and black wings sprouting from its back that reminded me of a monarch butterfly. 

    I didn’t know when the shock of seeing these overgrown insect animals would wear off, but I would admit this world’s beasts of burden seemed to come straight out of the high fantasy novels I used to adore as a kid. 

    Way cool. 

    “Asher Alex!” Rylan cried out as he hopped off the back of the butterfly pegasus. 

    “What are you doing here, Rylan?” I asked just as Zoie and Jenner entered the courtyard, each armed with a katana and a small dagger respectively. 

    “The Lord Asher has sent me with his fastest canterfly, to summon you and Lady Zoie to the Village,” Rylan rattled off like machine gun fire. “The demons came with the red sun, and chaos has broken out. The demons are going to destroy the city, and Gavlain Mec needs any who are willing and able to help fight against the scourge.” 

    Zoie and I exchanged glances, and I knew we were on the exact same page without uttering a single word. 

    “Let’s go,” I said. 

    “Take the Lord Asher’s canterfly,” Rylan said as he pulled the butterfly pegasus closer so I could mount the beast’s saddle. “Prosper will get you there the quickest. Just follow the smoke into the town square.” 

    “Good work, Rylan,” I said as I offered my hand so Zoie could swing up and sit snugly behind me. 

    “Use the reins to steer, and the commands are up, down, forward, and back,” he instructed.  

    I opened my mouth to ask some follow up questions, but Rylan smacked the backside of the creature. 

    “Fly!” Rylan shouted, and Prosper the canterfly took off in a short gallop before leaping into the air with two strong beats of his black and orange wings. 

    “Ahhh!” I yelled, and Zoie clutched me tighter around the waist with a gasp. 

    I still had the saber in my right hand, and it made gripping the reins a bit of a juggle. I could have asked Zoie to take my weapon, but I didn’t want to risk her grip around me slipping for even a second. I really needed to ask about one of those nifty back scabbards that Zoie favored when I wasn’t busy trying not to fall out of the sky. 

    Poor Prosper hovered directionless in the air for a moment until I managed to get a good hold of the reins in my left hand. 

    “Woah, boy!” I said and steered us around so we were facing the village. 

    A plume of black smoke billowed up like a beacon, and I heard Zoie gasp again from behind me. 

    “Prosper, forward!” I commanded with a flick of the reins. 

    Prosper galloped through the air at a breakneck pace, and I wondered just how strong Rylan had to be under that weedy exterior to keep control of such a powerful beast. Already, my left forearm was aching with the strain it took to hold the canterfly back from surging through the air at speeds too fast for Zoie and I to maintain our grips. 

    The sounds of monstrous bellows, desperate screams, and fierce battle cries rose up around us as we got closer to the fray, and I tried to hone my sharp vision for a place for us to land. 

    About two streets away from the main action going on in the square, I spied an alley clear of any street debris. It would make a great runway in a pinch, so I pointed to it with my saber. 

    “Prosper, down!” I ordered. 

    The canterfly unrolled his butterfly-like muzzle and whistled as he tossed his silky black mane. There was a pair of feathery antennae on his head in between his two horse’s ears, and they trembled a moment before he began to descend in the direction I indicated. 

    “Good boy,” I said as he came in for a landing. I patted the side of his neck, and he extended his muzzle back from its tight coil so he could lick my wrist with his long skinny tongue. 

    “Ew.” I grimaced and wiped the slime off on my pants, and then I hopped down when Prosper trotted to a stop. I helped Zoie down and then patted Prosper on his flank. “Fly home, boy!” 

    Prosper whistled again, reared back on two of his six legs, and then launched himself into the air. 

    Sharp screams floated above the buildings, and Zoie and I took off in the direction where the sounds of carnage seemed to be getting louder. 

    We turned another corner, and suddenly Zoie and I burst into the square and straight into utter chaos. 

    Many of the stalls and shops lining the central hub of the village were either smashed up or in flames. Among the smoldering demon corpses, several of the bodies that dotted the ground belonged to the Natavians. Their throats were ripped out as they gazed blankly at the red sky, and their red blood looked black under the sick sunlight as it stained the street. 

    In the very center of the square was where the battle was frothing in all its violent fury. Many Duelists fought back-to-back in twos, and I noticed a Duelist with a shining Stone was typically matched up with a Duelist with a dark Stone. That way, the Duelist with Mercedes’ shining blessing could ash any fallen demons they managed to cut down together as they all sliced through the scourge. It was a clever strategy, and I grabbed Zoie’s wrist as I led us to the center of the action. 

    “Guard my back!” I ordered Zoie, and then I spun around with my saber held out at the ready.  

    “Yes, husband!” Zoie unsheathed her katana from her scabbard, and then I felt her back bump against mine. 

    It was perfect timing because a demon grew out of the ground right behind me, and I sensed more than saw Zoie gut it with her blade. 

    “Thanks!” I shouted, and as one we switched positions so I could finish the demon off with my saber through its chest. Ashy fissures branched out from my blade like a fast-acting poison, and they crackled through the demon’s body. 

    I kicked it off my saber, and it fell to the ground as it smoked and writhed with a shrieking groan. 

    Suddenly, a large figure leapt over Zoie and me and decapitated the demon clean through with one swing of a double-headed axe. 

    The impressive figure then stood to his full height, and I could see it was the ram-lord by his shaggy mane and the way his horns curled around each ear. Gavlain Mec nodded at me over his shoulder and then raced off to help Asher Sskern. 

    The lizard-man was challenging six demons at once with something that looked like a barbed bloodvenom whip from D&D. The whip tore chunks of flesh from the demons unlucky enough to come into contact with Sskern’s deadly aim, but it didn’t deter the rest of the abominations from coming closer. 

    Sskern was doing a decent job keeping the demons at bay, but it was clear he was tiring. It seemed as if the second he would cut down a demon, another one would be there to take its place. 

    “Die, Moon-spawn!” Sskern howled and thrashed his whip above his head. 

    “Ambassador, behind you!” Mec shouted, and he threw a dagger at a demon in mid lunge for the lizard-man’s back. The dagger landed right in the demon’s disgusting exposed throat as it snapped its jaws unproductively and fell onto its back. Mec and Sskern then teamed up and guarded each other’s rear in a practiced dance of strike and counter-strike.  

    Zoie and I decided to come to Sskern’s aid along with Asher Mec, and we both roared out a battle cry of our own. 

    Two smaller demons broke away from trying to gang up on the fearsome upper-level Duelists, and they charged Zoie and me at full tilt as they shifted their targets to us. One of the demons squared off against me while the other tried to attack both of us from the side. 

    Zoie and I had no choice but to separate from our back-to-back formation so we could defend against the onslaught of flailing medusa tentacles. 

    I saw Zoie do a back handspring as the second demon tried to lash out at her with its front limbs, but then I lost sight of her as my own opponent rushed at me with a squealing roar. I was forced to leap back and guard my right flank as an extra-long tentacle zipped toward me with a sharp looking barb dripping a thick black ooze. The pointed tip pinged off the flat of my blade like a dart, and I shuffled back even farther out of the tentacle’s reach. 

    “Shit!” I gasped as my brain tried to remind me that, just a few days ago, I’d been a normal minimum wage college graduate from Earth, and I wasn’t really supposed to be a Vampire Hunter D killing machine.  

    When the demon struck again, I was ready for it, and I slashed through the fleshy rope just before that wicked point could stab me in the heart. The end of the tentacle arced through the air and left droplets of steaming black blood spraying in its wake. Some of the blood sizzled as it hit my exposed face and arms, but I didn’t have a chance to wipe it away when the demon suddenly reared at me like a raging bronco. 

    I blocked my head with the saber, but the blow from one of its strong spider-limbs unbalanced me, and I fell back onto my ass in a move that had each joint in my spine zinging with pain. 

    The demon pounced on top of me, and I barred it with the flat of the saber as it pushed me down on my back. Its fucked up split jaws dripped down on my face, and the smell of rancid flesh burned my nostrils each time it breathed. My stomach churned, and my arms shook with the effort of keeping its mouth full of razor-sharp fangs away from my jugular. 

    “Argh!” I growled through clenched teeth and pushed up as hard as I could as if I was bench pressing the demon away from me. The saber’s sharp edge was cutting into my left palm, but I ignored the blood as it rolled down toward my elbow, raised the demon high enough to get a leg underneath, and kicked it off me. 

    My saber clattered away from me when the demon went flying, and I hurried to my feet in order to get it. 

    The demon recovered just as quickly as I did, however, and squared off against me with its spider-legs tensed low as it got ready to pounce. Its tooth-filled maw dripped with putrid saliva, and my heart banged against my ribs when I visualized in HD just how quickly my throat could be ripped out. 

    Tick, went the beat in my chest. 

    Time slowed as the demon sprung from its predatory crouch. 

    Tick. 

    I sprinted at it dead-on in one, two, three steps… 

    Tick. 

    Now that Zoie called my attention to my time-trance power, it was getting a little easier to recognize when it would manifest. I was now able to be conscious in the earlier stages of my fight/flight response. There were still a few kinks to work out, though. 

    For example, time resumed about two seconds too early and threw off my pacing when I tried to dive under the demon’s jump. One of the writhing tentacles lashed me against my side, and the lethal tip of its toxic barb tore a hole in my shirt. 

    “Shit, shit, shit!” I hissed as I crawled toward my sword only a few feet from me. I heard the shrieking roar of the pissed off demon just as I gripped the hilt of the saber and jumped up to the balls of my feet. 

    When the demon came to attack me again, I took a step and slashed it twice with my blade just like I practiced on the woot fruits. 

    One slash was across its throat where the demon sprayed me with more hot ichor, and the second was across its abdomen where its innards spilled out and on to the ground. When its guts hit the cobblestones, they crumbled into dust bit by bit like spent coals, and the demon staggered back with what seemed to be shock on its ugly face. 

    It opened its mouth and snarled, but before it could pounce on me again, Asher Sskern’s barbed whip wrapped around half its bifurcated mandible and ripped off the demon’s jaw. It gurgled and curled in on itself as its whole head started to smolder, and then it was still. 

    I nodded my appreciation to Sskern, and he grinned a toothy gator-like grin. 

    “I knew you were a fierce warrior, Brightwood!” Sskern said in a jolly booming voice as if this were all just a fun holiday, and then he twirled around and cracked his whip as more demons rushed the middle of the square. 

    “Duelists!” Asher Mec’s voice roared above the cacophony. “Form ranks and push the scourge back into the alleyways!” 

    In a massive coordinated effort, all of the Duelists formed a circle in the middle of the square. Then, bit by bit, we all expanded the fight outward so the demons were bottle-necked back into the narrow streets surrounding the village hub. 

    I lost track of Zoie in the chaos, but I didn’t have a chance to really dwell on the fact when I was busy guarding other Duelists and taking out any demons that managed to struggle out of the alleys. 

    One tiny demon about three feet in height managed to slip through the legs of a tall moose-like Duelist. The demon extended its long-barbed tentacle, but before it could take the Duelist out, I swung my saber and sliced through the lethal tip. 

    The demon yowled like a cat that got too close to a rocking chair, and then it scuttled around so it was facing me. It tensed as if preparing to leap on me, but at the last second it spied something over my shoulder and jumped over my head instead. 

    I spun around just in time to see a little boy with curly brown hair and antlers zip around a corner, and then the demon as it chased after him. 

    Not on my watch. 

    I tore off after the demon through a maze of streets and narrow passages until I came to a fork in the road. There was a signpost in the crux of the fork with a helpful arrow pointing down each path. The right arrow had the image of what looked to be the palace on it, and the left arrow had the symbol of the spiral sun I learned to associate with the Goddess Mercedes. 

    Now, the only question was which side to pick. 

    A high-pitched scream from my left solved that mystery, and I followed more and more signs with the sun logo until I ran into a large temple-looking structure. 

    The temple was painted gold and turquoise, and at the top of a marble white staircase was that famous statue of Mercedes holding up a silver star. There were probably dozens of brilliant stained-glass windows, but the only thing that remained of them now were rainbow colored shards left jagged in the open frames. 

    I ran up the stairs, past the statue, and heaved open the heavy silver door with my left hand. 

    When I entered the temple, I noticed the demon skittering up the spiral staircase that sprouted from the center of the giant mosque-like chamber. 

    “Help!” the little boy shouted as he tried to run up the stairs as fast as his little legs could carry him, and the demon hissed as it scaled the outer spiraling banister. 

    “Hey, asshole!” I hollered up at the demon as I took the stairs by twos and threes. The demon ignored me, the little shit, so I pushed harder until I stumbled out onto a catwalk structure that branched out all around in eight directions. The little boy and the demon raced down the scaffolding directly in front of me, and I tried not to look down as I ran across the narrow wooden beams. 

    The dubious foot path led to a corridor that wrapped all the way around the circular temple, and in front of me was an archway that led to a small dressing room complete with a modest mirror, a cushioned bench, and a large ornately carved wardrobe against the far wall. The demon was scratching and snapping at something under the wardrobe, and I could hear muffled sobs coming from the small dark space the demon was so hell-bent on getting to. 

    “Over here, ugly!” I yelled and sliced through one of the demon’s back limbs right at its double-jointed knee.  

    It screeched, and spittle flew from its frothing mouth as it whirled around like an ill-tempered rottweiler. It came at me lightning fast, and I shuffled back as I blocked blows meant for my head, my left shoulder, my left flank, and then my head again. 

    “Fuck!” I bellowed and jumped back several steps as I tried to avoid its next volley of rapid strikes. I blocked another blow to my head and then lunged forward with a slash of my saber. I kind of felt like Luke Skywalker swinging my weapon around like a baseball bat, but then I managed to slice off another limb and two more tentacles from its left side. 

    Whatever I was doing was working.  

    The demon screamed and slammed back against the wardrobe. I lunged forward again and ran my blade through its gut, and then I leapt back as it swung at me with another deadly pointed tentacle barb. 

    “How many of those do you have?” I raged at the demon, and it wheezed out a plume of ash as it staggered toward me.  

    The monster’s spear-like tentacle was poised in the air like a scorpion tail ready to sting, and I took two steps and sliced upward with my saber. The barbed tentacle fell to the floor and squirmed like a headless snake, so I kicked it to the side and out of my way. 

    This little demon was starting to seriously piss me off. The big ones were terrifying because of their sheer strength, but the little ones seemed to be more strategic and came equipped with those toxic barbs. 

    I realized the smaller ones were also stubborn as hell because the snarling little fuck lurched at me one more time. I met it head on with the point of my sword, and then rammed it back against the wardrobe until it was pinned to the solid wood. 

    The demon wailed like a skinned cat and struggled weakly on my blade until it finally went still. 

    “It’s okay, you can come out now,” I said to the kid under the wardrobe and then tried to yank my saber out of the dense wood. It wouldn’t budge at first so I frowned and tugged harder. 

    Suddenly, the sound of a ringing blade made me duck just before a sharp looking cutlass swished through the air above my head. The blade made contact with my stuck saber instead of my skull and shattered the hilt off in one blow. 

    From my defensive crouch, I dove to the side and attempted to jump up in front of my attacker, but I was kicked in the side of the leg when I stood up. The blow felt like being hit by a solid two-by-four, and I landed on one knee. A taloned hand wrenched my head back by my hair, and I was forced to look up at a hooded figure with a shadowed face. The edge of the man’s sword cut a fine scratch into the skin at my throat, and I was almost afraid to breathe seeing as how I could already feel blood trickle down from my stinging neck. 

    The sound of a loud horn trumpeted through the air, and it was just enough of a distraction for me to duck under the blade and tackle the hooded man around his waist. Even though it cost me a hunk of my hair, it was worth it to hear the guttural yell as I caught him by surprise. 

    My foe recovered from the shock quicker than I had hoped, and when we hit the ground, he used my momentum against me and launched me up and over. I hit the stone floor like a bag of bricks and tumbled into the wall next to the window, and I panted for breath as I tried to drag myself up to my feet with one hand on the window sill. 

    “Ack!” I choked as a hand like an iron clamped around my throat, and I was slammed against the hard wall. In the struggle, my attacker’s hood fell down, and I squinted through watery eyes into the manic grin of Asher Bala Ren. 

    The eagle-man’s copper eyes snapped at me with hatred, and he bared a set of straight teeth with one elongated canine that only added to his crazed expression. 

    “You are a glory hound, a rabble rouser, and a bad omen, Traveler!” Ren seethed through his clenched jaw, and I wrestled with his vise-like grip around my neck. “I will kill you now to satisfy my honor!” 

    “What… about… the Duel?” I croaked out. 

    “As far as I’m concerned, you are unnatural: no better than the scourge itself,” Ren mocked in a patronizing voice, and then he slammed me back with an iron palm against my sternum, and I could feel my ribs creak and groan under the immense pressure. “You don’t deserve to die honorably in a Duel.” 

    “Don’t,” I coughed out and pounded my fist against his elbow as dark spots crowded my vision. 

    “I don’t intend on following the laws,” Ren continued as if he wasn’t even fazed by my attempts to free myself, and he simply smiled another psychotic grin. “In fact, I don’t even plan on killing you directly.” 

    My eyes widened as Ren held up his other hand and gripped the amputated tentacle I’d sliced away from the smaller demon. He aimed the deadly point under my chin, and it oozed a viscous black fluid that stung like acid when it came into contact with my flesh. 

    “Fitting, don’t you think--a demon dying by another demon’s sting!” Ren cackled like a psychotic hyena at his own deranged joke. 

    I clenched my eyes shut as I searched for my heartbeat, and then I searched even deeper for that ticking down inside that saved me so many times in the past. 

    My heart beat heavy and slow, and for the first time I could hear the distant sound of the ticking as it grew in volume. 

    Tick… 

    The muscles in Ren’s face contorted in slow motion as he dug the stinging point of the barb deeper just on the threshold of breaking my skin… 

    The earth suddenly quaked and snapped me out of my time-trance. Everything resumed its normal speed, and Ren’s crazy laughter was cut off as a hair-raising howl pierced the air. We both looked around as the blood red light pouring in through the window faded back into the natural gold of the late afternoon sun. 

    The barb in Ren’s clenched fist disintegrated into a pile of ash that fell through his fingers in useless clumps. 

    Ren gasped and blinked down at his empty hand in shock, and I used the distraction by whacking the crease of his arm one more time. The force behind my last-ditch effort was enough this time, and I was able to break Ren’s hold where he was drilling painfully into my chest.  

    “Fuck off!” I choked as I planted my feet and shoved Ren away from me as hard as I could. 

    He stumbled back a step, and I advanced forward with a right hook and then a left upper-cut that sent him sprawling backward. 

    Ren finally lost his balance and landed on his ass. He wheezed as the wind was knocked out of him, and he tried to scramble backward for the fallen cutlass in the center of the room.  

    I rolled my eyes, took two steps toward him, and then aimed a perfect snap kick to his jaw. 

    The bastard was out cold before he even hit the ground. 

    It looked like none of these guys bothered to train in barehanded boxing or grappling.  

    “Fucking asshole,” I panted through gritted teeth, and my blood boiled as my adrenaline transformed into furious anger. 

    My vision went red just like the sun, and I stepped over Ren’s unconscious body and snatched up his sword. 

    I was so tired of everyone trying to fucking kill me on this world, and for a second, I said fuck the laws, fuck doing the “honorable” thing, and especially fuck this waste of space at my feet. 

    I raised the sword above my head with nothing but murder hammering through my veins. Yeah, I wouldn’t get to claim his sexy wife or his estate if I killed him like this, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about him anymore.  

    “Is it over?” came a small voice from behind me. 

    








 

    Chapter 10 

    The sweet voice that sounded behind me stopped me from bringing Bala Ren’s own sword down onto his unsuspecting head. My fingers trembled, and I wanted nothing more than to kill the bastard for jumping me, but one glance over my shoulder at the wide innocent eyes of a child, and the red mist that clouded my vision vanished. 

    What was I doing? Zoie and I had a plan to build my power, and killing Ren now without invoking the Duelist’s rite would definitely throw a wrench into the works, so I tossed the cutlass to the ground by Ren’s unconscious form.  

    The fucker didn’t know how close he almost came to never waking up again. 

    “Are the monsters gone?” the little voice piped up again, and I turned my attention to the poor scared kid pressed against the far wall. 

    At first, I thought the little deer child was a boy, but on second glance I could see she was a little girl dressed in more boyish clothing that reminded me of overalls. She had short fuzzy antlers poking through her curly brown hair and white freckles like a baby doe on her tawny cheeks. She stood by the window and twisted her fingers together as she looked between Ren passed out on the floor and the ash pile of what used to be the demon over by the wardrobe. 

    I took a few steps closer and then crouched down so I was at the little deer-girl’s eye level. 

    “Yes, the monsters are gone now,” I said and gave her my best smile. “I promise I won’t hurt you. What is your name?” 

    “I’m Meera,” she murmured and twirled her foot in a little pattern on the stone floor. “What is yours?” 

    “You can call me Alex,” I told her and held out my hand for her to shake.  

    Instead of shaking it, Meera came toward me and tucked her face against my chest. 

    “I was so scared!” she sobbed and gripped onto the front of my tunic. 

    “Um, it’s okay now,” I said and wrapped one arm around her small back in a hug. “The monsters won’t get you now.” 

    Just then, the brass horn that sounded earlier rang out through the air, and it caused both of us to jump. 

    “Those are for me!” Meera chirped with a sunny smile as the trumpets continued to play. 

    “They are?” I asked. 

    “Yes, they mean I am lost, and Daddy wants me to listen really good for them so I can do this!” she said and pulled out a little silver ball on the end of a chain from under her shirt. She then blew into the ball, and it made a high-pitched whistling sound that lasted for a few seconds. 

    “What was that for?” I asked the little girl, but she only smiled and pointed to the window.  

    A moment later, loud flapping could be heard, and a familiar canterfly whistled and tossed his black mane as he hovered by the open window. 

    “Prosper!” Meera cried out as she ran to the butterfly pegasus, and then she giggled when he uncurled his coiled muzzle and licked her cheeks. 

    “Prosper is your father’s canterfly,” I deadpanned. “Meera, is your daddy Asher Mec?” 

    “My daddy is the bestest and most strongest Duelist on the island!” She nodded and clapped her hands. 

    “Of course, he is,” I muttered, and I shook my head as I got back to my feet. Then I joined Meera by the window so I could scratch Prosper behind one soft ear. “Good to see you, buddy.” 

    “Alex, can you take me to my daddy now?” Meera asked me with her big brown eyes. 

    “Of course, I can,” I said, and then I kicked the remaining shards out of the window frame so I could straddle the sill. “Come here, Meera.” 

    The little deer-girl came over with raised arms, and I helped her sit next to me with her feet dangling over the edge. Then I kept a strong grip on her shoulder as I gestured for Prosper to hover closer until I could grab his reins. 

    “Okay, Meera,” I said as I carefully brought my feet up and balanced on the sill in a crouch. “I’m going to get onto Prosper first, and then I will get you, okay?” 

    “Alright, Alex,” she said and kicked her feet in the breeze as if we weren’t up over twelve stories high. 

    “Okay.” I nodded before I jumped onto the back of the canterfly and landed neatly in the saddle. I breathed out a sigh of relief that I didn’t miss and then steered Prosper closer so I could gather Meera to sit in my lap. 

    “Let’s go, Prosper!” Meera said and kicked her legs again. “Find Daddy!” 

    Prosper whistled, tossed his head, and beat his wings until he caught an updraft that allowed him to glide gently back to the town square. 

    The canterfly trotted to a stop amidst the ash piles and dead bodies strewn around the main hub of the village. People were crying and tending their wounds in the street, and others ran around trying to put out the fires that still billowed black pillars of smoke up into the air. I tapped Prosper’s flanks with my heels and urged him through the crowd of agitated and distressed people shouting over one another as they called out for the missing. 

    I never stopped scanning the clusters of people for the sight of familiar black cat-ears, and I hoped I wouldn’t spot them among the bodies of the dead. 

    “Meera!” a woman cried out, and I pulled Prosper’s reins until he stopped again with an impatient stamp of his hoof. “Meera!” 

    “Mama!” the little girl sobbed. Then she reached out both hands toward a stunning doe-woman with small nubs of white antlers poking out through her curtain of long platinum hair. She wore a tasseled bikini top beaded with the finest pearls, and around her waist was a sheer loin-cloth skirt number that extended down to fine-boned ankles and exposed her tanned legs all the way up to her hip. 

    “Mama!” Meera cried again, and I helped the missing girl down and into the waiting arms of her mother as they both poured out joyful tears. 

    “Has my missing Meera been found?” thundered an authoritative voice, and the people gathered around parted for the Lord Asher. He marched up to the mother and daughter, checked them both over at arms-length, and then swept them up into his broad arms. 

    I dismounted Prosper and just calmly held onto his reins as the family took their time reuniting with one another. A hand against my back startled me, but when I saw it was Zoie, I couldn’t help but pull her into my own relieved embrace. 

    “Are you alright?” I whispered to her as I looked her over. She seemed a little bruised up and singed, but otherwise okay. 

    “I am well, are you?” she asked, and I nodded and kissed her with a tired smile. 

    “Where did you run off to, my bright child?” Asher Mec finally addressed the little deer-girl when he pulled back. 

    “I got bored waiting for Mama at the dress shop and wanted to play outside,” Meera said as her lower lip trembled. “Then the sky got all red and icky, and I got lost, and then a mean monster started chasing me.” 

    “How did you ever get away, my darling?” the doe-woman asked as she brushed the girl’s curly locks out of her eyes. 

    “I ran to the Sun Temple, and then my new friend Alex fought the monsters until the sky turned back to normal,” she explained, and both the Asher Lord and his doe-wife eyed me from head to toe. 

    “Asher Brightwood,” Gavlain Mec said and thumped his fist against his heart. “It seems as if I owe you a debt of gratitude for protecting my little one.” 

    “No need, Asher Mec,” I said and bowed slightly in decorum. “It’s our job to protect people, right? I’m just glad Meera is okay.” 

    “At least let me repay your heroic kindness in some way,” Mec said and stroked a hand over his square chin in thought. “As I understand it, the estate that was transferred to you has been in disrepair for some time.” 

    “That’s mostly true, milord,” I said. 

    “I have farmhands to spare who will be sent to you,” the Asher Lord decided. “I also know my messenger boy owes you a life debt as well, so please accept him and my prized canterfly, Prosper, to aid you in your future.” 

    “You are too generous, milord,” I said and gave him another bow. 

    “Please, we are friends now, Alex Brightwood.” The ram-lord smiled and clapped me on the shoulder with one of his baseball mitt hands. “Do me the honor and call me Gavlain.” 

    “Only if you call me Alex,” I said as Meera clapped her little hands and danced in her mother’s arms. 

    “Thank you for saving me, Alex!” the little deer-girl giggled, and I couldn’t help but smile at how adorable she was. 

    “You’re welcome,” I said as I twined my fingers with Zoie’s and squeezed her hand in mine. “You are a very brave girl, Meera.” 

    Meera’s tawny face flushed with color that made her white freckles stand out on her chubby cheeks. She lowered her eyes bashfully to the ground and then hid her face in her mother’s shoulder. 

    “Again, my wife Dawn and I thank you for returning our treasure safe and sound,” Gavlain said, and I nodded as I mounted Prosper once more. 

    The ram-lord then helped Zoie up to sit side-saddle in front of me this time, and I wrapped my arms securely around her to hold the canterfly’s reins. 

    “Prosper, fly!” I shouted, and the butterfly pegasus reared back on two legs before he launched himself into the air on his strong monarch wings. 

    Zoie wrapped her arms around my waist, and I pulled her closer as Prosper loped through the early evening air. There were a thousand questions buzzing through my head at once, along with the realization I’d almost blown Zoie’s plan by killing Ren early. 

    For now, though, I was focused on taking my wife back home to our estate so I could really make sure she was okay. Preferably by taking her to bed and exploring every inch of her until I was satisfied she was truly unharmed. Maybe it was the newness of everything between us, but I felt a need to keep Zoie close, and losing track of her like that during the battle made me more on edge than I’d realized. 

    When the estate came into view, I tugged on Prosper’s reins and steered him around for a landing. 

    “Prosper, down!” I said and pointed to the inner courtyard where he landed earlier.  

    The smart canterfly whistled in confirmation and began his descent. 

    We landed with a hop and a trot, and I let Zoie down before I dismounted from the nice leather saddle. 

    “Asher Alex!” Rylan shouted as he burst out into the courtyard, followed by Jenner and Arvid. “Lady Zoie! And Prosper! How was the battle? Did you ash all the demons?” 

    “Settle down, boy,” Jenner said as he tweaked his ever-present monocle, but he smiled warmly at Zoie and me. “Although, I must confess I am quite relieved to see you both back here safe and sound.” 

    “It’s good to be back,” I said and patted Prosper’s flank. “Were there any more problems after we left?” 

    “Only two demons made it over the manor walls, but Arvid took care of them until the red sun lifted,” Jenner reported with a deep crease between the white tufts of his eyebrows. 

    “I thought you told me the demon scourge only came with the light of the Red Moon?” I asked Jenner. 

    “Yes, that is why this day’s events are deeply concerning,” Jenner said as he scratched his stubbly chin. “The sun is the life the Goddess bestowed on us. There is nothing written about a demon sun in any of the ancient texts. All of Aventoll will be crying out for answers in the coming days.” 

    “So, the way I see it, the demons can come at any time, not just during the night,” I said. 

    “That is a likely prediction, yes.” Jenner nodded gravely. 

    “Is there any way we can reinforce the manor?” I asked. 

    “Laaantern,” Arvid pitched in with a slow nod, and he raised a log-like arm so he could point in an upward direction as if this meant something. 

    “Ah, yes, the lanterns,” Jenner said. “Well done, Arvi.” 

    “What about lanterns?” I asked as my gaze bobbed between them. 

    “I’m sure you noticed there are glow stones all around the estate similar to the light of your Duelist Stone,” Jenner explained and tucked his thumbs into his waistband. “These glow stones were harvested from the quarries on Om, which is where Arvid’s people are from.” 

    “Ohhmm,” Arvid confirmed with another glacial nod. 

    “The glow stones of Om have unique properties, and if they are arranged around the perimeter just right, then they act as a barrier to keep demons from spawning inside,” Jenner said as his lecture mode was in full swing. “Arvid and I discovered the lantern stone on the western wall is cracked in half, so a few of the demons actually spawned up through the small herb garden next to the kitchen.” 

    “Is that how one of them ended up in the upper library?” I arched an eyebrow and looked up at the broken window on the third floor. 

    “Indeed.” Jenner pulled out a baseball-sized stone from his jacket pocket. “When I heard them cross the barrier, I ran inside to retrieve one of the last replacement lantern stones I’d stashed away for safekeeping. One of them must have thought I was easy pickings and followed me inside, but lucky for me, Zoie was there to give the scourge a what for!” 

    “I’m glad you are okay, Jenner,” Zoie said and patted him in between his fluffy ears. 

    If the gray koala-man could blush, I was sure he would do it now under Zoie’s Disney Princess smile. 

    “Yes, well,” Jenner mumbled and then cleared his throat as his ears twitched. 

    “We should fix the lantern before the sun goes down,” I said and glared at the innocent gold orb in the sky as if it would suddenly betray all of us again and turn that awful red. 

    “I agree,” Jenner said and handed me the lantern stone so I could examine it up close. “I would hate for us to be caught outside the next time the sky bleeds.” 

    “You think it’ll happen again?” Rylan asked as he fed Prosper little pellet things he pulled out of his trouser pockets, and the canterfly tooted happily and slurped each one up with his long skinny tongue. 

    “I think what we just witnessed is proof enough that anything is possible,” I said, and then I tossed the glow stone back to Jenner. “What will it take to get the perimeter secured, Mr. J?” 

    “I’ll need a few assistants to remove the old stone, and then you, Mr. Alex, will do the honors by setting the new one,” Jenner said and then clapped his hands once as the plan came together. 

    “Laaaadder,” Arvid said and turned toward the courtyard exit, probably to retrieve the ladder in question. 

    “Yes, and can you also retrieve the hammer and chisel from the work shed, Arvid?” Jenner delegated, and the sloth-man nodded his confirmation as he shuffled off to gather the items we needed to fix the lantern. 

    “I suppose I should be returning the Lord’s canterfly to the palace,” Rylan sighed reluctantly as he fiddled with Prosper’s reins. 

    “Well, about that,” I said in a teasing tone as I walked up to the butterfly pegasus so I could scratch him under his weird coiled muzzle. “It seems as if I saved Asher Mec’s daughter from a demon, and with that comes some pretty awesome perks. For one, Prosper is now where he belongs, but I need a stable boy who can take care of him. Do you know anyone who might be up for the task?” 

    Rylan’s shoulders slumped, and he hung his head dejectedly. “Darby is a good stable boy even though he has a limp and doesn’t speak very good. And then there is Elwyn, but he makes the canterflies nervous because he’s from the Isle of Terr like Ambassador Sskern.” 

    “Rylan, buddy, I’m joking,” I said and put my hand on his shoulder. “You’re the only stable boy I would trust to tend to Prosper. Besides, that was kind of the deal. I saved Mec’s kid, and I got a cool horse-butterfly animal and a reliable caretaker for my trouble.” 

    It took a second for my words to sink in, but when they did, Rylan grinned so wide I thought his face would crack in half. 

    “You mean I can stay?” Rylan asked as he looked at all of us with his big hopeful brown eyes. 

    “I don’t think you have a choice now,” I laughed and ruffled his hair. “I think you’re stuck with us.” 

    “That is correct,” Jenner added with a twinkle in his eyes. “You have been bequeathed, Rylan and Prosper, as a gift from the Asher Lord. There is no higher honor.” 

    “There you go,” I said back to Rylan. “Totally stuck with us.” 

    “I will be the absolute best stable boy you have ever had, Asher Alex,” Rylan said in his Serious Duty voice as he clutched Prosper’s reins to his chest. He acted like I’d just offered him the keys to the kingdom instead of the opportunity to muck out stables, and I tried not to laugh. 

    “I don’t doubt it, pal.” I nodded and gently nudged him in the direction of the stables near the carriage house. “Why don’t you go ahead and get Prosper settled into his new home, and then you can come back and pick out your room in the manor.” 

    “You mean I can sleep inside the house?” Rylan gasped with his Christmas Came Early expression. 

    “This place has like thirty-eight rooms, so of course you can sleep inside,” I snorted. 

    “Yes, sir, thank you, sir!” Rylan said and hurried Prosper down the hill before I even got a chance to correct him on the title thing. 

    “I’m never going to get him to call me just ‘Alex,’ am I?” I sighed. 

    “He looks up to you,” Zoie said as she came up behind me so she could rest her chin on my shoulder. “As he should, seeing as how you make a habit out of being a hero.” 

    I peeked at her and couldn’t help but grin at the sultry look in her indigo eyes. My gaze traveled down and locked onto her petal-soft lips, and I leaned in a little closer. Just before I could capture her sweet mouth, Zoie rubbed her cheek and chin against the side of my neck in a seductive feline nuzzle. Then she pulled away a moment later and innocently flicked her tail from side to side as if she wasn’t a Giant Tease, and I just stared at her with a dry mouth. 

    “Did the Asher Lord decide to bequeath you with any other gifts, Mr. Alex?” Jenner asked, and I snapped back to the present.  

    Jenner’s Old English Professor Voice effectively derailed my train of thoughts featuring my seductive minx of a wife with way less clothing, but it was similar to being dunked into an icy lake of water. 

    “Uhhh, yes…” I said as my man-brain did a quick reboot. “Something about more help around the estate. I guess he’s sending me more farmhands.” 

    “Oh, excellent,” Jenner said and rocked up onto his feet with a pleased expression. “More hands means this place will be tip-top in no time!” 

    At that moment, Arvid walked back into the courtyard with a wooden toolbox in one hand and a sleepy smile on his brown furry face. 

    “Let’s fix the lantern before the sun goes down,” Zoie suggested and followed Arvid as he ducked through the kitchen. 

    I brought up the rear as I trailed them all through the kitchen’s back door, past Arvid’s trampled herb garden, and to the wall that wrapped around the manor house. A sturdy looking ladder was propped up against the ivy-covered wall right underneath what looked like an archer’s tower. As I scanned the top of the wall’s perimeter, I noticed there were similar towers spaced every ten feet apart, and at the top of each one, I could see glow stones mounted high into the yellowish brick. 

    From my place on the ground, I could also see where the problem was. The glow stone on the tower in front of us had a giant crack clean through the middle, and it looked like it would crumble out of the wall at the first sign of a strong breeze. 

    “Zoie, would you mind removing the stone?” Jenner asked as he rummaged in the toolbox and pulled out a wooden mallet and a small iron chisel. “You have small hands and great dexterity for this task. We want to try to preserve as much of the stone’s wholeness as possible. There is a chance we can sell the pieces to people in the market for a nice price. Sometimes people even make jewelry out of them.” 

    “I will be careful,” Zoie said and took the tools in one hand as she climbed up the ladder. 

    Arvid and I shuffled over to brace the ladder as she got to the top. She perched herself up there with her typical cat-like grace, and then she carefully began to chisel the halves of the glow stone out of their setting. 

    “Drop it down here, I’ll catch it,” I called up to her when she had the first half removed. She tossed it to me, and I caught it with both hands, even though I could tell Jenner was worried for a second by the way he lunged toward it on reflex. I smirked and then tossed the stone half to him just to see him scramble for it, and I laughed a little at his frazzled face. 

    “Asher Alex, honestly!” Jenner chuckled as he polished the glow stone with his handkerchief. 

    “Here’s the second one!” Zoie called out and dropped the other half into my hands. 

    “Are you sure our replacement stone is big enough?” I asked as I realized one half of the busted stone was the same size as the one Jenner got from the library. 

    Jenner held up the replacement stone, and the jagged half of the broken one side by side. “This one is smaller, but it’s also newer, so it should do at least for now. Like the rest of the estate, this is another thing that should be properly updated in the future.” 

    I nodded along with Jenner and hoped the extra help Gavlain Mec was sending would be the start of making this place truly livable. 

    “What’s next?” I asked as Zoie climbed back down the ladder and landed next to me. 

    “Now, it’s your turn, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said as he put the new glow stone into my hand and bustled me toward the ladder. “When you get up there, you’ll want to set the glow stone into place, and then you dedicate its function with your own Duelist Stone.” 

    “What do you mean by dedicating the function?” I asked with a puzzled frown. 

    “Well… I’m not really sure, actually,” Jenner said and tapped his chin. “All I know is the last time this happened, Old Kel took care of it. But that was ages ago. I think all you have to do is just… will it to protect the manor.” 

    “Right, well, that’s clear as mud,” I scoffed and started climbing up the ladder. I guess I would just have to figure it out when I got up there. 

    When I finally managed to balance myself at the top of the ladder, which was not as easy as Zoie made it look, I brushed out some of the dry clumps of clay until the setting was clear of any debris. 

    “Are you sure I don’t need any mortar?” I called down to Jenner. 

    “No mortar needed!” Jenner called back, so I shrugged and held the replacement glow stone up to the center of the setting. 

    Then, with my other hand, I tugged the Duelist Stone out from under my tunic and sat there stumped. What was I supposed to even do? To me, it looked like this plan was missing a few steps like the South Park Underpants Gnomes. I didn’t know what it meant to “will” the orb into place, and without some sort of grout-like substance, I was pretty sure it would just fall out and probably crack like the other one. 

    “How is it going, Asher Alex?” Jenner asked. 

    “Fine, just give me a sec,” I grumbled down at him as I tried pressing my Stone against the orb in its loose setting. 

    Nothing happened. 

    “Maybe it would help if you visualized what you wanted in your mind?” Zoie’s voice floated up to me from below. 

    It was worth a shot, so I let the Stone fall back against my chest and held the lantern stone against the setting with two hands. Because falling from fifteen feet in the air would really suck, I braced my forearms against the wall until I was confident enough to close my eyes and do what Zoie suggested. 

    I thought about the wall and how the lanterns in all of the towers were lined up like an electrical circuit, and then I thought about how it only needed this missing piece to close the connection. 

    Suddenly, the glow stone vibrated and then stuck against the setting as if attracted by a high-powered magnet. 

    “Hey, it’s in!” I hollered, and then I had to grab the sides of the ladder as a brief wave of vertigo washed over me. Man, I was higher up than I’d first thought, and the ground seemed to spin when I looked down. 

    “Good, is it glowing?” Jenner shouted through his cupped hands. 

    I shook my head to get the weird blur out of my vision and then squinted at the glow stone. 

    “No, it’s still dark!” I called out and then polished the orb with my shirt sleeve as if that would actually make a difference. 

    “Will it to protect us!” Jenner said again, and I rolled my eyes because that was just as helpful as the first time he said it, which was Not Very Helpful At All. 

    I huffed, balanced my weight on top of the precarious ladder, and then closed my eyes again. 

    I visualized the manor house and all of its floors and rooms. I visualized the stone garden with the beautiful murals, the stables with the carriage house, and the courtyards. In my mind’s eye, I pictured the light from the Bhraya comet falling down on the estate like a shroud, and with it all the protection from the Goddess. I pictured all of the people I wanted to keep safe, Zoie, Jenner, Arvid, Rylan, and even Prosper the canterfly, and I willed their safety whenever they were behind the walls of the manor. 

    I visualized so hard I didn’t realize there was a problem until it was too late. 

    “Alex!” Zoie cried my name, and I opened my eyes in the face of blinding white. The entire wall seemed to be glowing all the way around, and the Stone around my neck was blazing, too. 

    I gasped and gripped onto the ladder as the energy suddenly rushed out of me. I swayed as I was hit by another wave of vertigo, but this time it ran me over like a double-decker bus, and I wobbled harder. 

    “Alex!” I heard Zoie scream again, but my vision darkened, and my sweaty hands slipped off from the ladder. My hearing went a little screwy then because the next thing I thought I heard was the sound of the ocean roaring in my ears… 

    “Arvid, catch him!” Jenner yelled. 

    The air rushed past me as I fell off the ladder, and I vaguely had enough brainpower to understand this was potentially a very bad thing. 

    And then there was nothing but blackness. 

    When I came to again, it was to the sensation of a cool damp cloth being dabbed against my forehead, my neck, and then down on my bare chest. It was so soothing I hummed low in my throat, and then I turned my face into the warm palm against my cheek. 

    “Will he be alright, Jenner?” Zoie’s anxious voice trembled from beside me. 

    “He’s a strong lad, my dear,” Jenner whispered. “I think he just overdid it on the protecting us aspect.” 

    I tried to open my eyes, but they felt heavy and gummed over. I was a little confused at what was going on, but then I felt Zoie’s comforting fingers in my hair, and my concern faded as I fell back under the black waves of unconsciousness. 

    The second time I surfaced, I was a little clearer, and I was actually able to open my eyes. I looked around the dark room as I tried to piece together how exactly I got there, and why I wasn’t in my own bed. I thought I was fixing the fence at the Carter’s Ranch, right? Did I sleep over? No, wait… I wasn’t on Earth anymore. 

    If I needed another reminder about my current location, the silhouette of a gorgeous cat-woman as she stared out the window was all the proof I needed. 

    Zoie looked like an angel in the silver moonlight as she sat and looked out over the grounds of the estate. She wore that sheer nightgown I saw her in the night she woke me up and told me the magical origin story of Aventoll, and she was so beautiful that for a brief second I feared she was actually a dream. 

    But then she seemed to sense my gaze on her, and as she turned to me with her soulful blue eyes, I knew I could never dream up someone so perfect. 

    Zoie smiled and flowed over to my bedside as I tried to raise myself up on the pillows. 

    “Hey,” I said as she tucked herself into my side, and I wrapped my arm around her so I could bring her warm body flush against mine. 

    “How do you feel?” Zoie asked in a hushed voice as she drew patterns on my bare chest with her fingernail. 

    “I feel like I was hit by a dump truck,” I remarked as I rubbed my palm up her arm. 

    “What is a dump truck?” Zoie asked with a cute tilt of her head 

    “It’s like a big carriage that hauls away garbage,” I explained, and her puzzled expression only grew. “Never mind. What happened?” 

    “Jenner said you went overboard when you imbued your will into the glow stone,” she said as she looked up at my face. “You should regain your full strength after a night’s rest.” 

    “So, I take it the lanterns are working, then?” I asked. 

    “Yes, the gate is secure, thanks to you,” Zoie said with a smile in her voice. “But don’t do that to me again.” 

    “Yes, dear,” I joked and planted a kiss on one of her pointed ears, and she flicked the appendage rapidly until it smacked my chin. 

    “I’m serious,” she said, but her tone wasn’t all that serious when she sighed as I kissed her other ear. 

    “I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said, and then something dawned on me, so I lifted the blanket and looked down. “Did you undress me, or…” 

    “What kind of wife would I be if I couldn’t tend to my husband?” she asked and tickled her fingertips along the ridge of my collarbone. 

    “I cannot tell you how immensely relieved I am that at least it wasn’t Jenner who stripped off my pants,” I laughed, and she giggled again to my delight. 

    “I have something prepared for you,” Zoie said and stood up next to my bed so she could lay the back of her hand against my brow. 

    “What is it?” I murmured and closed my eyes as her cool fingers soothed my hot skin. 

    “Come and see, my love,” she said in a voice like gently falling snow, and then she tugged me up by my hands to sit on the side of the bed. 

    She let me take my time as I sat there for a second to try and get the room to stop spinning. Glow stones I’d never noticed before flickered like firelight from where they were mounted high on the walls, but as beautiful as the ambiance was, the shadows being thrown around the circular room clashed with my vision and made me a little dizzy. 

    “So, I guess I fixed the electricity in this place, huh?” I asked as Zoie massaged the back of my neck.  

    She paused and hummed a puzzled little hum. “Hm?” 

    “I mean, I guess the glow stones in the manor are working more than they were.” 

    “You’ve made this place brighter, it’s true,” Zoie said, and then she helped me stand by drawing my right arm across her strong shoulders. The sheets fell off my naked form, and I shivered a bit as the night air chilled my fevered skin. 

    “Where are we going?” I asked, but I honestly didn’t care as long as I had this beautiful creature beside me. 

    “Let me take care of you, my husband,” she said as she led me to the archway across from the bed. 

    I stopped as something tugged at the back of my brain, and I looked down into her face. 

    “You called me that a few times, but the way you said it now was different from when you said it before--er, the first time,” I said and then frowned as I repeated my words back to myself. Ugh, I felt like I was just now recovering from the flu, and I tended to ramble a bit when I had a temperature. 

    Lucky for me, Zoie and I were tapped into each other in a way that never needed words. 

    “Just come.” She sighed like a dove as she resumed our pace to the bathing room.  

    My eyes opened wide at the sight of a steaming stone bathtub big enough for three people. The moon shone through the window, and more glow stones painted the walls with intimate gold tones like candlelight. 

    “You did this for me?” I whispered. My body ached all over, and soaking in a bath sounded amazing. 

    Zoie nodded and settled me into the warm water scented with something that reminded me of peppermints. I groaned almost embarrassingly loud when I sank in up to my chin, and I felt all my muscles begin to relax.  

    “When I first called you my husband, it was because it was a fact,” Zoie said in her rainstorm voice as she knelt down and rubbed some kind of oil into my blistered palms. The oil smelled like tea and oranges but tingled like menthol, and my eyes nearly rolled back into my head as sparks of pleasure skimmed along my tired muscles. 

    “And now?” I asked as I feasted my eyes on her body under that thin nightgown. A little water from the edge of the large tub dampened the front of the sheer fabric, and I could see the dark rosebuds of her breasts rise up in the cool air. 

    “Now…” Zoie said, and she slowly lifted the nightgown over her head. She then let the fabric drop to the floor, kicked it away, and stood up. “Now, you are my husband because you are mine, and I want everything from you, Alex.” 

    I inhaled sharply when she slowly bent down and kissed my forehead, my nose, and then my lips as her jasmine smelling hair curtained us from the jealous moon. Zoie then dipped lower and bit down on the juncture where my jawline met my neck, and a jolt of arousal shot straight to my groin. 

    “I want you, too,” I rasped out in a rough voice and then held my hand out for her. “Come here.” 

    Zoie grasped my fingers as she carefully stepped into the stone basin, and her angelic body glowed like the stars in the sky as they beamed down on us in through the high window. She then straddled my lap where I was ready and waiting for her, and she slowly sank down to envelop me in the kiss of her silky heat. 

    I groaned as my hips rolled upward in a slow grind, and Zoie gasped as her fingers found their way into my hair and on the back of my left shoulder. 

    Our lovemaking this time was of the slow-burn variety. It was just as intense and new as the first time, but now there was an unhurried quality about the way we moved together. It was as if we had all the time in the world, and we both took our time exploring each other to our hearts’ content. 

    “Fuck,” I hissed every time Zoie circled her hips just the right way that left me teetering on the razor’s edge. I was glad for the odd heated stone the tub was made out of because I was sure I could float in this heady bliss for hours. I’d been waiting for my chance to catalog each and every reaction I could pull from her responsive body, and I was not going to rush it one bit. 

    For example, I discovered that when I mouthed at the soft skin between her pert breasts, Zoie’s tummy fluttered as she gasped out her pleasure. And when I blew on one of her blushing nipples, she groaned and cupped her breast close. But my favorite was when I licked at the hollow of her swan-like throat, and she mewled prettily in a way that never failed to make my dick pulse hard inside of her. 

    Zoie picked up on a few tricks of her own as we took our time in the steaming bath. She found out how crazy it drove me when she brought one of my fingers up to her mouth and sucked. 

    “Shittttt,” I groaned and tangled my unoccupied hand into her ebony hair as my hips gave an urgent buck.  

    Man, the floor was going to be covered in water at this rate. 

    “Your hands are so sensitive,” Zoie purred as she nipped the tip of my index finger. 

    I responded by untangling my fingers from her silky strands and then pressed her even closer to me by the base of her spine. This had the benefit of changing the tilt of her gyrating hips to just the right angle, and I almost came on the spot when she tightened around me. 

    “Oh!” Zoie cried out and arched her back as she ground down against me even harder. 

    “That’s it, baby,” I encouraged and cradled her back with my large hands as she took her pleasure from my body. 

    “Alex!” she gasped and shook, and then she pulled herself flush against my chest with her fingernails digging into my back. 

    “I got you,” I said into the side of her tender neck, and Zoie circled her hips faster. “Let go, kitten. Come for me.” 

    “Yesssss…” Zoie practically sobbed as her orgasm tore through her, and I held her shaking body tight against mine as her tunnel slowly tightened around my cock like a vise.  

    “Holy fuck, you are so tight,” I hissed as Zoie’s pussy frantically spasmed around me, and then her mouth met mine and she moaned into my mouth as she kissed me. 

    “Fill me up, husband,” she whined as she tore her lips away. “Give me your sperm. Give me all of it. I’m begging you.” 

    That was all it took.  

    “Fuckkkkk…” My climax hit me like a Mack truck and made my spine tingle all the way up to my skull. My hips went numb, and then the numbness passed through my thighs and calves until my toes pointed. 

    My first spray of cum shot up into her like a rocket taking off, and then I gasped as my balls spasmed eight more times. Each tremble sent another shot of my cream straight up into Zoie’s spasming tunnel, and she rotated her hips while her pussy eagerly accepted every last drop of cum from me. 

    It was amazing, and our climaxes seemed to last for a solid minute or two. 

    “Alex,” she whispered, out of breath, and I kissed her damp temple as my own heart rate came down from the stratosphere. “Oh, Alex.” 

    I nuzzled under her jaw and stroked my hands up and down her sides as we rode the last few aftershocks together, and I finally felt her tunnel begin to relax the Kung-fu grip it had on my shaft.  

    Finally, when the storm passed and our bodies were languid in the afterglow, I pulled her to sit with her back against my chest. 

    I was feeling tired, but more clear-headed than I had been since I woke up, and as the day’s events slowly came back to me, I frowned as I remembered what I almost did to Bala Ren. 

    “I have something to tell you,” I said as I trickled some warm water over Zoie’s bare shoulder so I could watch it pool in the dip of her collarbone. 

    “Mmmmm?” she purred as she reclined against me. 

    “I was ambushed by Ren while I was trying to save Asher Mec’s daughter,” I said. 

    “Did you kill him?” Zoie asked in a calm voice. 

    “I almost did, but then I snapped out of it,” I said as I shook my head. “I almost ruined our plan, I’m so fucking sorry.” 

    “Never apologize for defending your own life,” Zoie said and leaned up to kiss my chin. “You are too important.” 

    “What is that guy’s deal, anyway?” I grumbled. 

    “You arrived on Nata Isle, and in the span of one day, you have achieved more notoriety than Ren has ever earned even at his level four Duelist status,” Zoie explained with a smug little grin. “Your existence threatens him. It’s probably crossed his mind that if you wanted to gain another Duelist’s status, he would be the prime choice for you to challenge.” 

    “But why is he even scared of me?” I huffed as I rolled my eyes. “You said so yourself--he’s really skilled with a sword, and I’m some foreign Traveler who doesn’t even know what’s up or down half the time.” 

    “And yet you are still here,” Zoie said with even more pride shining in her voice. She turned in my arms so she was kneeling in front of me, and then she placed her hand over my heart. “You have survived this long not because of luck, but because you are smart and resourceful. You might think it’s Mercedes’ blessing, but it’s so much more than that. You act without a second thought for yourself, almost to your own detriment, and you have unparalleled instincts when it comes to battle.” 

    “They might seem like instincts, but I’ve never been able to do things like slow time down back at home,” I said as I remembered summoning the time-trance power before the red-sun faded. 

    “Did this power manifest when you were fighting Ren?” Zoie asked with that interested gleam in her eyes as if she was figuring out an intriguing mystery. 

    “Yeah, or well, it tried before we were interrupted by the changing sunlight,” I said and unplugged the stone tub to let the cooling water drain. It was kind of indulgent that of all the medieval-like universes I could have been zapped to, I landed on the one that had at least figured out indoor plumbing. 

    “What is it like when your time power starts?” Zoie asked as she stood up and stepped out of the basin, and I was momentarily distracted by the sparkling diamond water droplets that dappled her skin and hair like stars. 

    I slowly drew my gaze up her stunning naked body. “What?” 

    “Are you feeling feverish again?” Zoie asked with a concerned frown as she pressed the back of her hand against my forehead.  

    “No, I’m fine thanks to your tender love and care. I am getting cold, though, and might need my wife to warm me up.” I grasped her hand and then kissed her fingertips. 

    “Oh, really?” Zoie smirked with a raised eyebrow, and then she helped me to my feet as the rest of the water swirled around my ankles. 

    There were still a few swimmy bright patches at the corners of my vision, but overall I was mostly just exhausted and wrung out from the fantastic sex. As frisky as I wanted to be with her for a possible round two in the sheets, my body ached for sleep, so I took advantage of Zoie’s supporting shoulder as we made our way back to our bed. 

    When we were finally cocooned behind the draperies and intertwined under the warm blankets, Zoie turned her head on the pillow so she could peer at me through the darkness. 

    “I’ve been thinking,” Zoie said, and I couldn’t help but tuck a riotous lock of hair behind her ear so it wasn’t in her eyes. “If we can really understand how to harness your time ability, then it can be something you can call upon without first being in extreme danger.” 

    “That would be nice,” I said, and my jaw cracked as I yawned. “You’ll help me figure it out, right?” 

    “I will make sure you are prepared when you challenge him,” Zoie reassured me, but I was still a little shaky about her absolute confidence in me. 

    I was definitely getting more familiar with a sword, but I knew I needed much more practice to advance my skills, and I got the feeling after today Ren wouldn’t waste the next chance he got to try and kill me, publicly or not. 

    I felt as if today was a turning point, and the crossroads I was at all led to danger and would be risky no matter which direction I took. I had to think things through before I acted, which was not something that came naturally to me because I was more of an act first and think later kind of guy. 

    Risk had always been something I’d never cared about. It was something I would engage in whenever I needed an adrenaline rush, and before I got into BJJ and the cage matches I would do here and there, I would do stupid shit like skateboard down the log tracks at the abandoned sawmill just to get my kicks. The bigger the risk, the bigger the rush. 

    But now that I had Zoie, or more like it was Zoie that had me, she depended on me not taking risks that would lead to my stupid, pointless, and probably avoidable death. 

    Each risk from here on out had to be mega worth it in the long run, which made me even more confident in the plan forming in my mind. 

    “I’ve been thinking, too,” I said as I turned over a few of the facts I’d learned lately. “Jenner mentioned something about a way to get gold fast so I can afford a metallurgist who can enhance my sword with the herald core. If I can equip myself with a better sword, then the chances of me winning the Duel go up, right?” 

    Zoie abruptly propped herself up on one elbow and looked at me with wide saucer-like eyes and a face devoid of all color. 

    “You want to raid the Ruins?” 

    








 

    Chapter 11 

    After Zoie’s initial shock wore off and she stopped looking at me like I’d just grown a second head, she laid back down with a thoughtful expression on her face. 

    “What you suggest is an uncommon strategy,” Zoie said as she stared up at the dark canopy over our bed. “Mercenaries and treasure seekers usually don’t come back from the Ruins. There are all kinds of dangers like curses, supernatural beings, and monsters with the strength of ten men.” 

    “You seem to know a lot about these Ruins,” I mused, “but aren’t you relatively new to this island?”  

    “Yes,” Zoie replied with an elegant shrug of her shoulders, “but the Traders made me study some of the history of Nata Isle before I was sold to Dagmar. They wanted to make sure I impressed my new husband so I wouldn’t be returned. I am obviously not as educated as most Prospective Wives, but I knew enough to warrant my purchase.” 

    “Well, you’ve definitely impressed me, and I’m grateful to have you by my side.” I winked at the cat-woman, and she blushed.  

    “Thank you, husband,” she murmured. 

    “Anyway, Jenner said the Ruins weren’t the friendliest place, but I figured we don’t have the luxury of getting gold another way,” I said and sat up slightly so I could see her face a little better. “Ren doesn’t seem like the guy to let a grudge go.” 

    “It’s not usually done,” Zoie said again and surprised me as she rolled herself on top of me. “Especially by a Duelist of your rank. Maybe No-Ranks would risk such a thing for fame and riches, but most don’t.” 

    “You already indicated it was going to be hard,” I chuckled as she gazed down at me from above. “But if it could give me an extra edge over Ren, then I think it’s worth it.” 

    “You amaze me with your bravery, Alex Brightwood,” Zoie purred, and her ocean eyes sparkled like two refined sapphires. 

    “I just… I want to make sure I’m around for as long as possible,” I confessed. 

    “I think this may be a good idea, especially with your time-trance power,” Zoie said as the gears in her head visibly turned behind her intelligent gaze. “Although, we would be gone for a few days.” 

    “That’s probably for the best,” I said and then ran my hand through her midnight hair. “After I knocked Ren out, I just kinda left him there in the Sun Temple. I’m pretty sure the next time I run into the bastard he won’t even hide behind the decorum of a Duel before he attacks me outright.” 

    “It would be best to be fully equipped the next time you meet him,” Zoie agreed and settled down on top of me with a contented stretch. 

    “Anyway, we never did get a honeymoon,” I joked and rubbed my hand up and down Zoie’s spine from neck to tail. “Going on a trip will be fun.” 

    “What is a honeymoon?” she asked with a tired mumble. 

    “It’s like a holiday newly married people take in order to be alone with each other before they start their new lives together,” I explained, and she hummed against my chest. “It’ll be like that, except more combat training and monsters.” 

    “I like that,” Zoie murmured, and she sounded like she was already half-way asleep. 

    “What, monsters?” I asked as my eyes began to droop closed, too. 

    “No,” she said and nuzzled closer. “The starting a new life part. With you… Alex.” 

    With a final sigh, Zoie dropped off to sleep. Her limbs were pliant and warm, and her heavy head rested in the middle of my chest, which added a pleasing weight to the blankets. I kissed the crown of her head and held her as if she was a precious spun glass figurine even though I knew she could be as tough as nails if the occasion called for it. 

    Zoie was a complex contradiction sometimes, and I loved everything about that fact. 

    Her last words played over in my head, and I smiled as a deep sense of peace carried me away to a carousel of dreams. 

    Bright flashes of sound and color blurred past me almost too quickly for my mind to register. Some flashes were of Jenner and Arvid as we stood out over a healthy verdant pasture, and they waved and smiled as big ox-roach poracks ate the lush grass. 

    Some visions were of Rylan as he was now, and some were of him a little older with longer hair as he rode on the back of Prosper. He laughed and sometimes cried in the flashes, especially in the one where he wept on the floor of the barn with a broken leg. 

    Jenner and Arvid grew older, too, and other figures I didn’t recognize drifted in and out of my dreams in a vortex of images that seldom made any sense. 

    But among all of them, there was always one fixed point: Zoie. 

    Always Zoie who swam into my vision more times than not, and I was struck with images of her beautiful form in various stages of life as her face aged and her hair threaded with silver. It was these images I tried to grasp onto the hardest, but as I rose to the surface of consciousness, they slipped through my fingers like darting silver fish. 

    “Mr. Alex,” someone whispered next to my head, and I shot awake in a brief panic. “It’s only me, lad.” 

    “Geez, Jenner,” I groaned as my heart rate came down from the roof. I looked over my shoulder where Zoie was curled up against me from behind, and I turned back to squint at Jenner through the glowing rock lantern he held above me. 

    “What’s up?” I asked and squinted through slitted eyelids. 

    “I’m sorry to disturb you so early, Mr. Alex, but there is a matter I need you to attend to,” Jenner said with an anxious twitch of his fluffy gray ears. 

    “Okay, don’t worry about it,” I mumbled with a sleepy huff. “Give me a moment.” 

    “I will meet you down in the entrance hall,” he said and then exited the room as quietly as he could. 

    I sighed and gently stroked the arm draped over my waist. Then, as carefully as I could, I tucked Zoie’s arm back under the warm blankets and tried to ninja my way off the bed without waking her. 

    She mumbled, rolled over on her other side, and took all of the blankets with her like an epic blanket hog, and I couldn’t help but laugh quietly to myself as I closed the draperies against the early morning sunlight. 

    I ran over to the wardrobe and quickly threw on a freshly washed pair of black breeches and another “fashionable” black tunic with a wide leather belt. I looked around the wardrobe and noticed it was fuller than it was with just my things, and I grinned when I saw how Zoie had already added some of her own clothes and accessories. My grin only grew wider when I saw she even lined my boots up neatly next to her smaller ones at the bottom. 

    What even was my life these days? 

    I tugged on my boots and left my sleeping wife to go find Jenner. 

    When I hopped down the last three steps into the entrance hall, I spotted Jenner pacing back and forth with a worried furrow on his face. 

    “What’s going on, Jenner?” I asked, and he motioned for me to hurry along as he opened the large door. 

    “The Asher Lord has paid homage to you in the form of four carriages worth of goods, two farmhands, and eight pouches of purifying tithe stones as thanks for saving his offspring,” Jenner rattled off like a secretary, and my half-awake brain was reminded of how much I really, really missed coffee. 

    “You’re gonna have to slow down a tick, Mr. J,” I said as I helped the little man with the solid door. “Did you say three carriages?” 

    “Four carriages,” he corrected me, and my eyebrows nearly shot off my forehead. 

    “Filled with what?” I asked. 

    “That’s what I’ve been waiting on you for, Mr. Alex,” the koala-man said. 

    I shrugged and followed him down the hill where four manapillar-guided carriages were parked on the path in front of the manor gates. 

    In front of each carriage were four pairs of plain looking men who wore the familiar black and silver tunics of the palace. The attendant nearest to me stepped forward and bowed low at the waist. 

    “The Lord Asher Gavlain Mec of Nata Isle would like to bequeath these assets to you in a debt of gratitude for saving his daughter,” the man said and then handed me what appeared to be an itemized list. “Would the barn be a suitable place to unburden our carriages? I believe your new farmhands have already taken it upon themselves to repair the previous damage done to the structure.” 

    I stood on my toes and tried to see the barn, but it was too far away, so I dropped back down to my heels. 

    “Umm, yeah-- yes. Yes, the barn would be ideal, thank you,” I said as I straightened my posture. 

    “As you wish, Asher Brightwood,” the man replied and bowed again. He then whistled with his fingers, and the other attendants all climbed back up onto the carriages and pulled out down the hill. “We will unload quickly so we don’t inconvenience you any further.” 

    Then, without another word, he jumped up into the driver’s seat of the last carriage and followed the other three down to the barn. 

    To apparently unload gifts and supplies from the King of the Island. 

    Again. What was my life? 

    “Mr. Alex, if I may?” Jenner said in the middle of my stunned silence. 

    “What is it?” I asked. 

    “I thought you said all we were getting were a few farmhands as well as Rylan and Prosper,” Jenner said. 

    “I honestly thought that’s all it was,” I replied and rubbed at the back of my neck. 

    “Which daughter did you save?” Jenner asked as he cocked his head at me. 

    “Her name was Meera,” I said and frowned down at him. “Why?” 

    Now, it was Jenner’s turn to look surprised, and his white tufty eyebrows both popped up like corks in a bathtub. 

    “Did she look like she was from the Isle of Alem?” he questioned. 

    “I don’t know what that means, dude,” I grumbled at the same time as my stomach. I wondered when the last time I ate was, and that was probably why I was getting a little grumpy just then.  

    “I apologize for forgetting your heritage, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said with a grin, and then he took off his ever-present monocle so he could buff it on his handkerchief. “I think--if I have my family lineages correct--the offspring in question is the daughter of Gavlain Mec and his first wife, Dawn of West Alem.” 

    “Meera’s mother’s name was Dawn,” I said when I remembered our brief interaction. “And I thought his first wife was that green feathered woman, Breeta. The one he always seems to have on his arm wherever he goes.” 

    “Oh, yes, Breeta is his second wife and a Natavian by noble birth, but I won’t bore you with all the family lineages,” Jenner chuckled, but I could tell he was tickled about being asked about his hobby. He was so weird sometimes, and I figured this was what it was like to have an offbeat eccentric uncle. 

    “But this Dawn woman is his first wife?” I asked as I tried to fill in some blanks. 

    “It is the union of his first wife that brought the West and the East of Alem Isle together in peace, so naturally having heirs is quite important,” Jenner lectured and tweaked his monocle back into place. “Gavlain Mec has many wives and concubines, and therefore many children. However, Meera is not simply one descendant of many, but the only descendant of the union with his first wife. You basically ensured the Mec line remains in power for decades to come by saving little Meera.” 

    “So, really, really important then, why didn’t you just say so,” I deadpanned as I raked my hand through my hair with a resigned huff. 

    Jenner then threw back his head and barked out one of his loud Japanese Anime Style Old Man Laughs as he gripped his sides. 

    “Oh, Mr. Alex, you remind me so much of a good friend of mine,” he said and let his monocle hang from the tarnished chain clipped to his worn jacket. “I think I can take it from here now that the palace couriers have your approval. I’m sure you would like to… catch up on more sleep.” 

    “Jenner, if I don’t thank you enough, I would like to make up for all of that now,” I said as I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a good dude. Also, do you know if Arvid has cooked anything for breakfast yet?” 

    My stomach rumbled again, and the koala-butler chuckled once more.  

    “I believe he has rustled up some porridge this morning.” 

    “Aw, porridge?” I asked as my shoulders slumped a little. 

    “I know what you’re thinking, and I will only tell you that you will be pleasantly surprised.” Jenner’s eyes twinkled, and the corners of his mouth twitched upward as if he knew something I didn’t. “I promise.” 

    “Well, then,” I said through a laugh, and I gave him a mock salute. “I guess I will go experience this magical porridge, then.” 

    “I will finish up with the Lord Asher’s homage.” Jenner nodded. 

    “Tell me all about it later, Mr. J,” I said and handed him the itemized list of goods. 

    And then I let the capable little man take care of the finer details while I continued on relearning basic functions at ass-crack o’clock. 

    Food. Then maybe some lazy morning sex with my warrior cat-girl wife, and then if I was really lucky, a nap. 

    And then lots more sex.  

    I glared up at the bluish dawn and wondered yet again what time it was compared to Earth. It seemed early enough to accomplish all of my hopes and dreams for the day, so I jogged all the way to Arvid’s kitchen with a spring in my step. Once I got the chore of feeding myself out of the way, I looked forward to what came next. 

    “Mooorning,” Arvid said when I walked inside from the breezy courtyard. 

    “Hey, Arvid,” I greeted and settled myself at the wooden table. “Jenner said I should check out your awesome porridge, so hit me up, amigo.” 

    Arvid’s docile smile suddenly grew wide, and his cheeks slowly bunched up as a slight blush darkened the tips of his light brown ears. He didn’t say anything, but he did dish me up a small portion of something that looked like Quaker quick oats mixed with bright Captain Crunchberries cereal. 

    “This is great, but I’m kinda hungry, pal,” I said as I eyed the teacup-sized serving. “Can I get another spoonful?” 

    Arvid smiled even wider and snickered through his sloth-like snout, but he dished me up a second helping. 

    “Thanks, man,” I said and brought a big spoonful up to my mouth. I expected something fruity or sweet when I first took a bite of the hot porridge, but instead I got a mouthful of savory and spicy. 

    The flavors were rich despite its simple appearance, and they were layered in a way that reminded me of Indian curry. The round pink and blue balls I mistook for Crunchberries actually resembled the taste and texture of paneer cheese, so Indian was a fair comparison. 

    Beads of sweat broke out on my face as I continued to eat more of the spicy and satisfying porridge. I sniffled as my sinuses were cleared out by the simmering peppery heat, and my pulse hammered so strongly I could feel each thump in my carotid. 

    Finally, the spice cranked up another notch, and my lips and eyes were tingling, which caused me to blink away tears at one point. 

    “Arvid,” I said and coughed as a sweet heat like cinnamon burned the back of my throat. Then I reached for the clay jug of water and took a swig straight from the source. “Dude, I love spice, but I think you actually managed to hit my threshold, there.” 

    “Foor faaamliy recipeee,” Arvid droned with a rolling bob of his shaggy head. 

    “Hey, thanks for sharing your family’s recipe,” I said and took another long drink from the water jug. Then I stood up, wiped my mouth off on the back of my wrist, and yawned a jaw-cracking yawn that hit me like a train out of nowhere. “Woah.” 

    “Siit,” Arvid said as he gripped my elbow with gentle claws, and I let him maneuver me back down onto the wooden bench I just stood up from. 

    “Why’m I so tired?” I slurred as my eyes drooped, and my head found itself suddenly pillowed on my forearms as if it was magnetized. 

    I was out like a light before I even knew it… 

    And then, less than three heartbeats later, I was up on my feet again with a clear mind and a heart galloping in my chest like a thoroughbred. 

    “Holy shit!” I laughed with a near-manic grin. I felt like my mood shot through the roof, and energy zinged through my blood tenfold. “What was in that porridge?” 

    “Fooor faaamily,” Arvid said, and then he made that weird snickering noise again as he raised his clawed hand up to his lips. 

    “Fine, don’t tell me,” I chuckled as I swiped my finger through the remnants at the bottom of the bowl. I licked the last of the spicy sweet porridge off my fingertip and then placed my dish in the empty sink. 

    “Thanks, Arvi,” I said as my mind and my body raced toward my previous train of thought that included a sexy wildcat hopefully still asleep in my bed. 

    When I got back up to my room, the sun was pouring in through the large windows, but the drapes were still drawn and quiet around the bed. 

    As quietly as I could, I stripped off everything, put my clothes on a small cushioned footstool, and then silently peeled back one corner of the hanging drapes. 

    Zoie was laid out on the tangled sheets like a vision, or something that deserved to be painted in oil and hung on a museum wall. 

    She was on her back with the sheet wrapped around her like some artistic creeping vine. It draped over her hips, twisted across her torso, and left one of her perfect orb breasts and delicious pink nipples exposed. Her left arm was flung artlessly over her head and rested against the mossy blanket of her black hair, and her face was turned toward me as she slumbered on. 

    I crawled on the bed and settled myself next to her on my side so I could continue to watch her sleep. Her mouth was slightly open, and I could hear little whuffing noises every time she exhaled that sounded like the cooing of a dove. 

    She was so tempting like this, and I couldn’t help but reach out and touch this perfect creature by brushing my thumb against her full lower lip. 

    Zoie hummed as her subconscious registered my presence next to her, and then she nestled closer to me. I smiled and feathered my fingertips over the dip of her collar bone, down the delicate hollow of her throat, and then down over her heart as I dragged the blanket away. She sighed, and her breasts rose and fell with each breath. 

    I grinned and drew the blanket back up to cover Zoie while I carefully ducked under the other end and kissed my way up the inside of her long smooth leg. 

    “Aleeexxx,” Zoie moaned as she finally came awake with a gasp. She reached for me under the covers, and her fingers clawed at my skull when I nuzzled her lower belly. “What are you-- oh!” 

    Fire ignited my blood and made me feel more turned on than I’d ever felt before in my life, so I tasked myself with seeing how fast I could bring Zoie to orgasm with just my mouth. 

    “Oh, Goddess!” Zoie keened as she clutched her own tangled hair with one hand.  

    I used every trick in my arsenal until her thighs trembled, and I could taste her flood of pleasure when she climaxed against my mouth.  

    “Fuck, you’re hot,” I said, and I crawled up her sexy body as she recovered from her high. 

    “You are, too,” Zoie panted as she threaded a hand through my damp hair. 

    “Thanks, baby,” I said and then dove into the curve of her neck so I could suck more bruising kisses into her pale skin. 

    “No, Alex, you’re actually hot,” Zoie said and brought my head up so she could look into my face for more signs of the fever that gripped me last night. Or, at least she tried to, but I ducked and captured her mouth in a steamy kiss that made my head spin. 

    When we broke for air, I breathed hard as I looked down at her. 

    Zoie’s eyes were blown even wider with arousal, and she licked her kiss-swollen lips. 

    “Please, Alex,” she said in a smoky voice. “Take me.” 

    From that point on, I made it my mission to bring her pleasure as many times as I could like it was my only goal in life. 

    We started on the bed, and her fingernails probably left permanent marks in my shoulder blades from where she held on as her body roiled through her second orgasm around my cock. 

    “Alex! Alex!” she chanted as my hips continued to piston into hers without slowing. 

    “Come on, one more, baby,” I urged as the edge of my own climax coiled tight like a spring. 

    “Yes, yesssss,” Zoie whined and arched up from the mattress as her inner walls clenched around me. “With me, Alex, deep inside! Fill meeee…” 

    We both hit our peaks at the same time, and my vision whited out for a brief second as my orgasm bowled me over while I filled her with my cum. Just like the night before, our shared climax lasted a good minute, and my head spun as it felt like I pumped a gallon of my cream deep into her womb.  

    Then we slowly descended our peaks together, and I collapsed next to her as we both caught our breaths. 

    “You are feeling well, then, my husband?” Zoie asked a short while later as she lifted her head from my chest. 

    “Yeah, I don’t know what came over me,” I said with a bashful chuckle. “One minute, I was still dead on my feet, and then I thought of you up here all alone and probably cold without me, and I was wide awake.” 

    “I’m certainly not cold now,” Zoie said with a mostly straight expression, but I grinned when I caught the bow of her kiss-red lips twitch a fraction. 

    “Oh, really?” I asked and played along as she flipped our positions. 

    “Really.” The gorgeous feline goddess cocked her head as she swirled idle designs onto my right pec. “In fact, I think I need to bathe because of how unexpectedly heated I became.” 

    She slowly slid down the length of my body and trailed open-mouthed kisses that were hotter than melted wax all along my treasure trail. She then licked the ridge of my pelvic line, and I was fully hard again within seconds. 

    Zoie giggled a little in a breathless way as she stroked me from root to tip, and I groaned as my thighs gave an involuntary flex. 

    “Would you care to join me?” she purred. 

    “Yes,” I hissed, and I knotted my fingers in her hair so I could give her a scorching kiss. 

    I tried to pull her on top of me, but she suddenly slinked out of the draperies with a disappearing flick of her tail. 

    “Come and catch me,” she teased. 

    I gaped after her for half a second before I tore out of the bed with single-minded purpose. 

    Needless to say, we didn’t even make it to the bathing room before I caught her, pinned her to the wall next to the wardrobe, and took her from behind until she was shaking and moaning. 

    And then again as I let her ride me on the hard, stone floor until she begged for me to impregnate her. 

    “Please, Alex!” she moaned as she kneaded her own breast with her left hand. With her right, she supported herself back on my thighs as she sought the right angle. 

    “Fuck, Zoie,” I rasped. I was right on the edge of my second orgasm, but I needed something to push me over the top, so I flipped her over and pushed her legs all the way up to her chest before I sank back in. 

    “Oh, th-there!” Zoie shouted as I thrust into her hot chamber. “Come with me, Alex. Give me your kits. I want more of your seed inside of me, oh!” 

    I roared as my soul practically left my body, and even when I became oversensitive, I continued to pump my hips so Zoie could ride her crest for as long as possible. 

    When I was finally spent, I fell bonelessly on top of her and hoped I wasn’t crushing her. My fears were unfounded, however, as she wrapped her limbs around me and held me so tightly against her I could feel our hearts thumping in a balanced tempo. 

    “I hope you have as much stamina when I enter my season,” Zoie said as she walked her fingers up and down my spine. 

    “Your season?” I asked as I raised my head to look at her. 

    “If our exercises during the last day are not fruitful, I will soon enter a period of fertility,” she explained as I looked down at her, and she reached up to brush my hair back from my brow. “My body will demand I bear kits, so breeding instincts will take over. I will need you by my side until the mating urge is satisfied.” 

    “How long does that usually take?” I shifted a hand under her head so she had something more comfortable to rest her head on than the stone floor. 

    “It can take anywhere from three to five days for the fires of passion to fully dwindle,” she said with a high blush in her cheeks as she ducked her eyes away from mine. “It is a time of intense coupling that overwhelms the senses, or so I’ve heard… this will be my first time.” 

    Three to five days of hot, barely contained sex was an intriguing thought that made my dick give a twitch of interest even though I was more than tapped out. 

    “Well, I’ll be by your side when that happens,” I said and kissed the tip of her nose. “So, kits, huh?” 

    “Um, yes,” she muttered with another attractive blush that swept down her throat and dappled her chest. “I want the privilege of giving you heirs. I admit I find the idea of you impregnating me arousing, but I do truly desire to bear your future children.” 

    I considered her words as I pulled her up from the floor. 

    Kits. Heirs. Babies. 

    This was truly long-term stuff we were talking about now. For a while, I’d been coming to terms with the fact I might never return to Earth, and overall I had mixed feelings about the whole thing. 

    On the one hand, everything and everyone I knew were all back home, but did that word really apply to Earth anymore? 

    What was so special about Earth that I called it home anyways? Maybe the reason was everything there was familiar, but now the world of Aventoll was beginning to feel that way the longer I stayed. 

    Actually, the more time I spent here, and the more people I seemed to collect along the way, the more I realized how uninspiring my life was before the mysterious woman at Leary’s handed me a magic pocket watch. 

    I pulled a folded blanket off the loungey sofa thing in front of the windows, wrapped the soft fabric around Zoie’s shoulders, and then settled her down on the comfortable looking cushions. 

    “Let me draw you a bath,” I said, but Zoie caught my wrist so I sat back down and let her envelop us both with the blanket. 

    “You are my future, Alex, and for the first time I can actually hope for one,” she said as she curled up against me. “You talked about starting our life, and I want to know more about this moon’s honey before we embark on our journey.” 

    “You mean honeymoon?” I chuckled. 

    “Yes, honeymoon,” she said as she rolled the unfamiliar word around in her mouth. “Is this a traditional custom your people engage in?” 

    “Yeah, when people get married, they usually leave town for a while, visit exotic locations, and have lots of great sex,” I said with a waggle of my eyebrows. 

    “Then I suppose our honey’s moon is going well so far,” Zoie said, and I almost laughed at how serious her expression was. 

    “It’s not really a checklist or anything,” I said with a grin, but she just looked at me with a slight frown. 

    “I just want you to feel as if there is still something of your world for you to hold onto,” she said as she curled her soft fingers around the back of my neck, and she pulled me in to rest my forehead against hers. “I don’t want you to feel like you’ve given up everything.” 

    “I gave up a low-paying job, a shitty apartment, and a life where my only friend was some dude I would occasionally spar with at the gym on Fridays,” I said and then lifted her chin so she could look at me. “Trust me when I say I’ve gained a lot more in being here.” 

    My words must have worked because the storm clouds in her sapphire eyes cleared away, and she gave me a beautiful smile like the sun after the rain. 

    “I think I’m ready for that bath now,” she said and then giggled as she raked her nails back through my hair so it stuck up like a rooster. “Join me?” 

    After Zoie and I got clean in a bath, where we only bathed this time, we then left our suite together to go check in with Jenner down at the barn. 

    “Good morn!” Jenner smirked and tweaked his monocle as we entered the barn together hand-in-hand. “Or, rather midday.” 

    “How have things been since I left, Jenner?” I asked as I surveyed the various crates and parcels currently being organized under the hayloft by Arvid. 

    “Things are splendid!” the koala-man said as he consulted the sheaf of papers that had the itemized list on it. “I’ve made an accurate tally and description of the Lord Asher’s generosity. Among them are seeds, tools, food, and a variety of the finest clothing from formal wear to functional battle attire.” 

    “That’s really amazing, actually,” I commented. 

    “Indeed.” Jenner winked and then went over to a small box and pulled out a tiny canvas sack. “Zoie, I believe this might interest you.” 

    Zoie’s ears pricked forward as she held out her hand so Jenner could shake something into her palm. A purple ball the size of a marble rolled out from the sack, and Zoie’s whole face transformed into an expression of wonder. 

    “A pappa sweet?” she said with reverence as she examined the gumball-looking candy. 

    I watched as she first touched the tip of her tongue to the candy’s shiny exterior, and then I almost drooled a little myself when that tongue curled around the little ball as she drew it into her mouth. 

    “How is it, my dear?” Jenner asked with an indulgent smile on his face. He reminded me of an old grandpa with boiled sweets always in his pockets for spoiling his grandchildren. 

    Zoie’s eyes rolled up into her head, and she swirled the sweet around to her other cheek before answering. “It’s wonderful.” 

    “Good,” Jenner said and gave her the little bag of candy. 

    “Try one,” Zoie urged and held one up to my lips.  

    I gave her a playful grin and sucked the candy from her fingers. 

    And then coughed as a flavor more sour than sucking on a lemon hit me right in the back of the throat. 

    “Ugh, ahem, woah,” I spluttered as I tried to keep the candy in my mouth. 

    “Give it a few seconds,” Zoie giggled as my eyes watered and my tongue burned as if I’d just licked an electric fence. 

    “Oh,” I said as the intense sour flavor mellowed into something sweet like one of those Warhead candies I would eat by the bag full as a kid. The taste reminded me of strawberries, and I crunched down on the hard shell. 

    Like everything in Aventoll, even the candy came with unexpected surprises, and I licked my lips as something that reminded me of rich dark chocolate coated my tongue. 

    “See?” Zoie said with a pleased swish of her tail. 

    “Mr. Jenner, Mel and Bodin want to let you know they’ve finished the western fence--oh, hi, Asher Alex!” Rylan said with all of his whirling dervish energy. 

    “Hey, Ry,” I greeted and took another sweet from Zoie. “How are you settling in?” 

    “Great!” Rylan grinned and wiggled a little where he stood. “I got the biggest room in the servants’ quarters that looks out over the whole estate, and I have two whole blankets along with an actual bed!” 

    “That’s good, buddy,” I said and tossed him the purple candy. 

    “Oh, thank you, sir!” Rylan gasped as if I’d just handed him a rare priceless diamond. He tucked it into the pocket of his trousers for safekeeping, and I made a mental note to myself to make sure no one on my estate would ever lack for the basics like food or beds. 

    “Rylan,” Jenner interjected. “Tell Mel and Bodin that if they are finished with the pasture, they can get started on the fences in the eastern fields. Arvid will meet them there with more wood.” 

    “Yes, sir!” Rylan said and ran back out of the barn. 

    “Who are Mel and Bodin?” Zoie asked. 

    “They are the farmhands Lord Mec sent us to help around the estate, but you’ll meet them later,” Jenner said as he tucked his thumbs into his waistband. “Now, what can I do for you both?” 

    “We’re thinking of taking a trip,” I said and wrapped my arm around Zoie’s shoulders. 

    “Oh?” Jenner blinked, and his gray face creased in a frown. “But there is so much we need to prepare for, are you sure, Mr. Alex?” 

    “Jenner, Alex and I need a map to the Ruins,” Zoie said, and Jenner’s expression fell in shock. 

    His mouth moved soundlessly for a moment and then just hung open at a loss. 

    “Whatever for?” he finally asked. 

    “We need to raid the Ruins for gold so I can afford someone to enhance my weapon for when I fight Ren,” I explained rapid-fire with a not so convincing “trust-me-it’s-fine” grin. 

    The koala-man looked back and forth between Zoie and I with a flabbergasted look on his furry face. 

    “Well, I suppose we need to consult my study for a map,” he said. 

    Zoie and I followed him back to the manor where he took us to a small cramped room that looked like it used to be a broom cupboard. Papers, inkpots, and just about every book Jenner had managed to get his hands on seemed to be crammed in there and stacked up to the ceiling. A rickety looking desk with taper candles burnt all the way down to their waxy puddles lined the top edge, and a wooden chair with another thick tome on the seat sat in front. It was clear he spent a lot of time in here, if the dusty pallet bed on the far wall had anything to say about it. 

    We both stood in the least unoccupied corner of the study as Jenner rifled through stacks of papers he’d stuffed between book pages and in the drawers of the desk. 

    “Aha!” the gray-eared man exclaimed as he plucked a yellowing scroll from a collection of them arranged in a copper vase like a bouquet of roses. “I believe this is the one you want.” 

    All of us clustered around the tiny desk as Jenner stepped up onto the chair and unrolled the scroll. Then he took off his monocle and used it as a magnifying glass as he hovered over a symbol that looked like a fortress. 

    “We are here in Mec Valley, and the Ruins of Crater Ridge are here,” he said, and I tracked his monocle as it traveled north to magnify a dark and ominous series of cliffs just on the outside of Nata Isle’s massive wall. “It should take you four days to get there and back. I’m assuming you will be going on foot?” 

    “Yes, Prosper is too recognizable to take,” Zoie said with a nod. 

    “Okay, I will have Rylan pack a pair of traveling rucksacks for you both,” the little man said. 

    “Are my weapons still in the barn?” Zoie asked. 

    “Yes, my dear, I would not do something so foolish as to move your weapons,” Jenner chuckled and patted her elbow. “I’m not likely to make that mistake twice.” 

    “I will go gather what we might need,” she said, and once she was armed with a task, she whirled out of the study with a few scraps of paper flying in her wake. 

    “She’s eager,” I laughed. “By the way, what happened the last time you moved her weapons?” 

    “The Lady Zoie did not take kindly when she thought her collection was sold along with the rest of her belongings,” he said and arched a single eyebrow. “She let me know how much my ‘help’ was wanted when I found this place completely rearranged and all my charts and notes organized.” 

    “And organizing your study was a bad thing?” I glanced around this pack-rat’s wet dream and then back to the koala-man as he squinted back at the map. 

    “She messed up my highly esoteric system, and I couldn’t find anything for days,” he said and then tapped another area on the map with his monocle. “For the night, I suggest you stop in Gatetown since the pair of you… slept in so late.” 

    “Right,” I said, and I could feel my ears warming as I took the rolled map from Jenner. “I guess I wasn’t so tired after all this morning.” 

    “Ah, yes.” He rocked up and down on his feet and smirked at me. “I’m sure after two helpings of Omite wedding porridge, you were off to the races.” 

    “What is Omite wedding porridge?” I asked. 

    “It’s a potent traditional dish popular with Arvid’s people,” he said, and his smirk bloomed into a full wily grin typical for any old coot. “How do you think they get around to making little Arvids?” 

    “It might take a while, yeah,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Can’t really procreate if you fall asleep before the main event.” 

    Jenner then threw back his gray-eared head and gave one of his anime barking schnauzer laughs as he clapped me on the shoulder. 

    “Right you are, lad!” he huffed, and then he hopped down from the chair as he wiped the tears from his eyes. “I apologize that I didn’t warn you better, but it’s Arvid’s way of saying welcome to the family.” 

    I smiled again and ducked away from Jenner’s knowing gaze. I really didn’t have words to describe the odd feeling blooming inside me when Jenner mentioned the word family. Maybe that was why I didn’t really miss Earth because even though this world has tried to kill me at every turn, I somehow still managed to fall into this ragtag family unit with a big estate that needed some love and care.  

    My whole life, I’d always operated as a lone wolf, but being a part of this band of misfits was… nice. 

    “Thanks again, Mr. J,” I said and tucked the map away into the wide waistband of my leather belt. “For everything, not just the map.” 

    “Of course, my boy,” he said as he picked up a few of the papers scattered on the floor and began shoving them into the overflowing bookshelves in an order that apparently made sense only to him. 

    Finally, he turned to me and cleared his throat. 

    “I know why you are going to the Ruins, even though I don’t like it. I do hope you and Ms. Zoie take care on your travels.” He then extended his furry paw-like hand for me to shake. 

    “I’ll take care of her, don’t you worry,” I said as I shook his hand and then headed for the door. 

    “Please bring yourself back unharmed as well, Alex,” Jenner called out with his hands inside his pockets. “It’s been a long while since I’ve been proud to serve a master here at the manor.” 

    I was hit with another round of speechlessness at this declaration, so I simply nodded once and went to go see if Zoie needed any help. 

    The next few hours blurred by as Zoie and I prepared for our journey, and my gut felt like a washing machine on spin cycle as my excitement grew. 

    I wasn’t going to lie, a tiny bit of fear was threaded through the excitement. We were on our way to raid a demon’s nest after all. 

    But this was an actual quest like in Zelda or D&D, and the fifteen-year-old inside of me was kind of stoked to be doing an actual dungeon dive.  

    A little while later, we all met up behind the barn in the late afternoon sun as Rylan and Jenner saw to our final preparations. 

    “I suggest cutting up through the forest instead of heading down hill toward the road,” Jenner said as he struggled with handing me my heavy leather pack. “It will save you an hour, and has the added benefit of keeping you out of sight.” 

    “Word travels fast around this island, so that will be best if we can move around without a fanfare,” Zoie said and side-eyed Rylan when he handed her a pack that matched mine. 

    “What about our new farmhands?” I asked Jenner. 

    “They’ve been very eager to earn their keep and have already fixed the fences around the pasture and the east fields with the help of Asher Mec’s resources, but you will meet them when you come back,” he reported, and then he tied a small velvet pouch to my belt. “There are over sixty tithe stones in there. Tovish the innkeeper of The Gate’s Inn is from the Isle Eng, so he looks like me. Mention me by name, and he will let you pay for a room with tithes instead of gold.” 

    “Excellent. I trust you can handle the place, Mr. J.” I patted the small pouch and adjusted my new traveling cloak to hide the valuable parcel. “And Rylan, help our new farmhands and take care of Prosper for me.” 

    “Absolutely, Asher Alex!” Rylan grinned. 

    “Everything will be fine, just take care of yourselves and come back as soon as you can,” Jenner said. 

    “Will do,” I vowed, and then, with a series of goodbye waves, Zoie and I made our way off the estate and through the bowers of the green belt that circled most of the grounds. 

    Zoie and I walked side by side in companionable silence for most of the two-hour hike uphill. 

    The sun cast golden shafts of light through the boughs of the forest. They looked like pine trees in size and shape, but when the sun hit the needle-like leaves, flashes of silver and gold glinted like Christmas tinsel as if every one in ten of the leaves was dipped in precious metal. 

    Even the things on the ground were fascinating in the way the toadstools were pointed like arrowheads where they pierced up through the loamy earth, and how every so often a variety of jewel-like insects would scatter like a broken strand of Mardi Gras beads whenever I disturbed the forest detritus. 

    Occasionally, an unfamiliar bird call, or the bark of something that sounded like a fox, would drift above the canopy. It would give me an eerie sensation that felt like cold fingers exploring my spine, and it was like my head was on a constant swivel. 

    Even though the forest was beautiful in a classic enchanted storybook way, the alien-ness reminded me my surroundings were even more unknown and unpredictable to me. 

    “Hey, Zoie,” I said as an important little detail dawned on me while I watched the shadows lengthen around us bit by bit. 

    “Hm?” she questioned. 

    “Do you think there will be any demon attacks while we are traveling?” I asked as I glanced up at the sky. 

    “Oh, I think demons are the least of your worries,” said a sudden menacing voice from the dim forest growth. 

    Zoie and I immediately squared up back-to-back to better face our unseen foe. 

    A man with a large hooded cloak that hid his face stepped out from the dark trees with a bow and arrow strung taut. 

    And aimed right at my head. 

    








 

    Chapter 12 

    The hooded man laughed as he kept his arrow trained on my face, and Zoie’s back muscles tensed against mine as three more men came out of the forest with similar arrows all pointed at both our heads and hearts. 

    We were surrounded, and now was the absolute worst time to realize I haven’t trained enough with the current blade attached to my belt ever since I fought Ren in the Sun Temple. 

    “Planning a trip, are we?” the man in front of us asked as he walked forward a few steps.  

    The other men followed suit, and the circle around us tightened. 

    “Let us pass, and no one will end up hurt or dead,” I told him in a measured tone with my hands visibly held up in the Universal Sign for Don’t Shoot. 

    “I think not,” the man said and then gestured to the ground with the point of his nocked arrow. “Now, toss the packs right there.” 

    Zoie’s shoulders shifted, and I could read in her body language that she was preparing some sort of Warrior Princess maneuver, but with me unarmed, there was no way I was about to take that chance.  

    I needed to engineer another situation where I held all the cards. 

    I grabbed Zoie’s unarmed hand with mine from behind, and she made an abortive jerk as I derailed her attack. She shot me a quizzical look, so I squeezed her wrist twice in a way that hopefully telegraphed “trust me.” 

    She backed down but kept her stance coiled and at the ready just like the seasoned warrior she was.  

    I decided to treat this as part of my training and played copy-cat as I expanded my senses like her so I could be primed for any surprises. If I could control or level the playing field, then we could both walk away unharmed with all of our stuff intact. 

    I straightened up and puffed out my chest a little when I made up my mind. Then I made sure to look each goon in the hooded face before I turned my attention back to Robin Dick. 

    “We’re not going to give you anything,” I said as I placed my hand over my heart. “In fact, if you’re smart about this, we all might get what we want.” 

    And then, with a fluid sleight-of-hand motion, I pulled my Duelist Stone out from under my green travel cloak. The motion was too subtle for most of them to notice, but I did hear the guy on my left gasp. I decided to call him Merry Man Reject Number One, or just Number One, for short. 

    The figure in front of us laughed a nasally laugh that made me think of a hyena’s cackle. He then raised his bow higher so it was a dead shot right at my heart. 

    “How about this… if you are a good boy an’ wait patiently for me an’ my woodland gang to rob you, I will kill the girl quickly,” he said with a sick smile in his voice. “After I fuck her in front of you.” 

    “Oh, you fucking cunt, you are going to really regret saying those words,” I growled as a sharp rage flashed through me like a molten spike of iron. Then I swung off my pack and handed it to Zoie as the mercenary threw back his hooded head and laughed.  

    “Um, boss?” Number One finally piped up, and Anti Robin Hood stopped his evil guy laughter. “Look at the rock around this one’s neck.” 

    The mercenary stared at me from under his dark hood, and I could practically feel his eyes crawl down to the amulet on display around my neck. 

    “What’s this?” Anti-Hood lowered his bow and walked toward me. “What I thought was a simple highway robbery just got ten times more interesting. How much do you think a pretty thing like that will fetch in the underground market?” 

    “You know killing an Asher is against our clan ways,” MMR Number Three finally chipped in. 

    “Yes, but if I challenge this pissant to a proper Duel, I won’t need to follow the clan ways anymore, and as a rank-three, I will finally be able to rejoin society,” the mercenary leader said and loomed forward. 

    Tension cinched the air like a valve sucking the air out of the atmosphere, and I watched the MMRs lower their bows and exchange awkward glances beneath their shadowed hoods. 

    “You know challenging for Duelist rights is strictly forbidden,” Number Three said in a blank voice. “We will have no part of this.” 

    “Do what you must after, but for now I am still clan-blood, and you will recognize my command,” the leader said in an impatient voice and snapped his fingers. “You will all do as I say!” 

    The remaining bowmen raised their arrows at us again even though it was more reluctant than before. 

    Now that the matter seemed to be settled, the leader stalked up to me and scanned me from head to toe, and he lingered the longest on the amulet around my neck. 

    I glanced down at the Stone as if I didn’t realize it had been out, and then I locked my eyes back on the mercenary. He was close enough now, and I could see his narrowed green irises as he puzzled something together.  

    “I know you,” the hooded man said, and I could see his sharp teeth as his lips pulled back in a snarl. “You’re the new Asher everyone has been going on about.” 

    “The one who killed Dagmar?” MMR Number Two gasped, and the arrow he held on Zoie lowered a fraction. 

    “I heard he killed a third-rank without a weapon,” Number One blurted out as if he couldn’t help it, and his voice had the slightest edge of whine-like doubt to it, which was just enough to gain a foothold.  

    A strategy started to take shape, and hopefully I could widen that crack of worry with a little nudge in the right direction.  

    If my reputation was really as formidable as everyone seemed to think, I could potentially bank on the fact people would either fear me, or underestimate me. Goading my opponent seemed to work in the past, maybe it would work in this situation as well, so I might as well give it a shot. The guy didn’t seem very smart, if these idiots were the only people he could convince to follow him. 

    “That’s right, I defeated Dagmar hand-to-hand as a No-Rank,” I said with a cocky smirk. “And I barely even broke a sweat.” 

    “You are an arrogant worm, aren’t you?” the mercenary leader scoffed. “It’ll make claiming your Duelist status for my own that much sweeter.” 

    “You wish to challenge me?” I shot back at him with a bark of laughter. “I’m not sure you wanna do that.” 

    “Oh, really?” the man sneered. “Why is that? Do you have special magical powers?” 

    “He’s been blessed by Mercedes in ways you can only imagine!” Zoie growled from her place by my side. 

    Number Three, who had been mostly silent up to that point, hissed at her and took a step forward in warning. 

    “I heard he ashed a demon so hard it vaporized into dust,” Number One continued, and I tried my hardest not to snort at the way his voice cracked. Whether it was from his young age or just fear, I didn’t know, but the sound made me think the image I was painting of myself was working. 

    “I might have heard that, too,” Number Two muttered. 

    “Shut up, all of you!” Anti-Hood yelled, and his less-than-impressive henchmen silenced. “You know what? Enough.” 

    “Are you challenging me, then?” I asked and flicked an invisible piece of lint off my shoulder as if this was all just a mild inconvenience. “Or do you need me to turn my back so you can try to ambush me again like a dishonorable coward?” 

    “I am no coward!” he raged and then ripped his hood off in a dramatic show. He was a normal looking man for the most part, but he was sporting a shock of bright orange hair that spiked up like some ridiculous tough bad guy in every anime ever. 

    He marched up and got in my face with a huff of his nasty onion smelling breath. 

    “I, Gul of Nata Isle, challenge you for your Duelist right, an’ to prove to you I am no coward, I am prepared to fight in your preferred way: hand-to-hand,” he said and then tossed the bow and matching quiver of arrows at my feet. “Go on, I’ve made it easy on you. Choose, if you think your skills are so good.” 

    “Bold,” I said like a spider to a fly, and I shook out my hands to loosen them up. I’d read about reverse psychology, but I never met someone stupid enough for fall for it, and I grinned. “I wouldn’t want to disappoint you, so I guess my choice of weapon is hand-to-hand.” 

    “Gul, take a moment to think about the consequences,” Number Two said with his arrow still aimed at Zoie. 

    “Not now, Horus!” the mercenary leader, Gul, snapped. 

    The orange-haired man cracked his knuckles and then raised an eyebrow at me as if saying “your turn.” 

    I cracked my neck from side to side. Gul was only a few inches taller than me, and I could tell he would be lighter on his feet than goliaths like Dagmar and Ren, so I needed to be as agile as possible. I removed my traveling cloak, the wide utility belt around my waist, and the sheathed sword and gave them all to Zoie to keep along with my pack.  

    “You are making a mistake,” I told him as I bounced in place. 

    “We shall see about that.” He rolled his shoulders and raised his fists, and Zoie and the MMRs swept off to the side to give us room on the narrow path. 

    We circled one another as we sized each other up from head to toe. Unlike Dagmar, Gul preferred to stay on the defensive, and he shuffled back each time I tried to get close enough to strike. 

    I jabbed at his sneering face, and he stepped back, so I advanced forward again with a cross, which he blocked easily. He was making me initiate the offensive, and it was frustrating as hell. 

    I struck out and landed a kick against his leg, and then I tried to follow through with a right hook. 

    Gul suddenly exploded into a fury of motion as he ducked under my swing, rammed me low in the gut, and slammed me against a tree. 

    “Argh!” I yelled as the orange-haired devil then tried to get a grip around my right knee so he could get me in a takedown. I roared and pounded at his arm to get him to release me, but he twined around my leg like a freaking octopus, and it was hard to pry him off. 

    He struggled to lift me off my feet, so I slammed him harder and harder with my right fist to try and at least weaken his python-like hold. I knew if he got me down I would probably be dead, so I braced my back even harder against the tree like it was the wall of a cage fight. 

    I roared and pounded even harder despite the bruising I could feel along the side of my fist. My hand was starting to go numb by it, but I pushed the sensation to the back of my mind. 

    After about three more good whacks, I could tell my sledgehammer efforts were beginning to work as his arm started to weaken. When there was enough of a gap between us, I hooked my left arm under his, twisted my hips, and broke his hold around my waist with a shove. 

    He spun away from me like a cue ball bouncing off the side of a pool table, and without missing a beat, I followed through with a powerful overhand to the side of Gul’s head. 

    Or, at least, I tried to, but the bastard was a lot faster than I was anticipating because he ducked, spun low, and then tried to nail me with a backhand when he jumped back to his feet. 

    There was a lot of power behind the strike, and if I hadn’t stepped back at the last second, I was sure he would have knocked my block off. 

    But I did step back, and Gul spun so hard he overbalanced when his powerful punch never made contact. He yelped as he whirled himself out of orbit and landed hard on his side. 

    I kicked him in the ribs, and he rolled toward the center of the path where all of our belongings were still sitting. 

    “Come here, bitch,” I said as I grabbed onto the back of his cloak. 

    “Argh!” Gul roared and flung a handful of dirt and rocks straight into my eyes. 

    “Alex!” I heard Zoie cry out as I stumbled back in pain. 

    The grit blurred my vision and stung like shards of broken glass, and I fell on the ground as I tried to wipe the dirt off my face. 

    A punch landed on the side of my head that felt like a battering ram. It sent me flying, and I rolled across the ground until I ended up on my back. 

    The tears streaming down my face worked to clear one of my eyes somewhat so I was able to see Gul’s incoming curb-stomp before it was too late. I tumbled out of the way so my face wouldn’t become pounded hamburger meat, and then I tried to get up as fast as I could. 

    “Oof!” I grunted as my feet became twisted up in Gul’s fucking bow and arrows, and I tripped in my half-blind state. 

    “Hah!” Gul shouted and side-kicked me so I would topple over once more. 

    The moment I was on my back again, he jumped on me like a rabid spider monkey. 

    “He has a dagger!” Zoie shouted right as Gul tried to drive said dagger into my chest. 

    I grabbed his forearms to stop the dagger from skewering me, and I heard how Zoie struggled on the sidelines as the Three Stooges held her back from interfering. 

    “You can’t do that!” she raged with a snarl. “The challenged picked hand-to-hand, you’re cheating!” 

    “I’m a vagabond thief, sweetheart.” A mad rictus stretched Gul’s scarred lips, which had the effect of making him look even more deranged. “Cheating is kind of the name of the game.” 

    He bore down harder, and my arm muscles trembled as the dagger came closer. I was in real trouble here, and if I didn’t think of something soon, I would be no better than a stuck pig. 

    I slammed my eyes closed and dug down deep for my time-trance power. It was just under the surface, I could feel it, but trying to keep the orange-haired bastard from stabbing me was sapping the majority of my focus. 

    I trained my inner ears onto the rapid beating of my heart and willed the rest of my mind silent. 

    “Die!” Gul growled, but his voice was far away as I let the ticking rise up from the depths of my subconscious. 

    Tick. 

    Time slowed, and Zoie screamed my name as the dagger in Gul’s hand got closer to piercing my heart. 

    Tick. 

    The points of his knees on either side of my hips stopped me from gaining any leverage to shove him off, and because my legs were still tangled, I was prevented from moving even an inch. 

    Tick. 

    My arms were getting fatigued trying to hold Gul back from plunging the sharp blade into my chest, and even though time was slowing down, it wasn’t really helping me out right now. 

    What I really needed was for time to just… 

    Ti-- 

    All movement stopped just as I felt the tip of the dagger break the skin over my heart, and I gasped as my arms finally collapsed from their strain. 

    Gul didn’t move a muscle, and I stared at the odd sight of him hovering frozen in place while I used my hands to rip away the bow and quiver strap constricting my legs. 

    Once my feet and legs were free, I grabbed Gul’s wrists and pushed as hard as I could with a mighty roar. 

    The weird time-freeze shattered like a baseball through stained glass, and I launched the orange-haired bastard off me. 

    The dagger in his hand went flying as he landed on his back with a surprised yelp, and I wasted no time in snatching it up and then barreled toward the orange-haired piece of shit. 

    Without debating the morals and ethics of taking a person’s life like I did with Dagmar, this time I flipped the dagger around, jumped onto the fallen man, and plunged the dagger deep into his heart with both hands. 

    “Fuck you,” I growled as his life drained out of his chest like wine pouring from a bottle.  

    Gul gasped as scarlet blood bubbled up from his mouth, and he raised his hands so he could try to claw at me one last time before the light darkened in his manic eyes. 

    When I was sure he was good and dead, I stood up and whipped around to the other three mercs who were staring silently at me through their deep hooded cloaks. 

    “Well?” I yelled. “Anybody else?” 

    They didn’t make a move to answer me, so I took a step forward with a fierce scowl on my face. I still had the dagger in my hand, and I wouldn’t hesitate to spill more blood in any way possible if they decided to continue what their boss had started. 

    “We don’t want any more trouble, Asher,” the figure on the far right said. 

    “Then let go of my wife,” I snarled like a pitbull at the end of my chain and patience. 

    The guy on the right nodded, and the other two released Zoie as if she was a hot potato, and she sprinted away from them the second they were no longer in her way. 

    I dropped Gul’s bloody dagger in the dirt and opened my arms as she crashed into me, and then I wrapped her up in a relieved embrace as I buried my head into the curtain of her jasmine scented hair. 

    We broke apart but kept hold of one another as the remaining three mercs approached us once more. I took a step back and pulled Zoie behind me, but the one who spoke to me earlier stopped, and the other two fell behind in a non-threatening way. 

    “You fight with honor, and it pains me that one of our clan fought you in the coward’s way,” the new boss of this merry band of thieves said and then extended his gloved hand. 

    “Yeah, well,” I grunted and shook the offered hand even though I had a chip on my shoulder the size of Texas. “I suggest the rest of you fuck off back where you came from, and if we ever cross paths again, I won’t be so merciful.” 

    “Let us hope if we ever meet again, it will be as allies,” the hooded man replied. 

    “Horus,” one of the others said to him as he stepped forward. “He can never be an ally to us because it is known he is of Traveler blood. Do not make bonds with your words that you can never hope to keep.” 

    “We are in strange times, Tok,” the merc named Horus mused. “One should never say the word never.” 

    “There is a scent of another mercenary clan nearby,” the third hooded figure suddenly spoke up. “We must go.” 

    “Head east to the river, and you both should avoid any more trouble,” Horus advised. Then he motioned with his fist, and the three men vanished soundlessly into the forest. 

    Zoie and I stood there frozen for a moment to make sure the threat was truly gone. When nothing else jumped out to try and kill us, I released a breath. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked Zoie. 

    “Are you?” she said back as she cupped my face and brushed her thumb under my swollen right eye that was still stinging from the dirt. 

    “I’m fine,” I said and tried to grin it off like I usually do, but now that the danger was over, I felt like a wrung-out sponge. 

    “You’re right,” Zoie said as her eyes narrowed. “The word ‘fine’ is a vague, inaccurate, and unsatisfactory answer.” 

    I laughed as she pouted cutely, and I embraced her once more just to feel the comfort of her warm strong body against mine. 

    “We should get going before the sun goes down, or something else tries to kill us,” I said and then went to gather my things. 

    “I agree, but before we go, let me do something first,” Zoie said. Then she rooted around in her fallen pack for a sword shorter and broader than the one basically just on my waist for show. 

    “Hey, cool, new sword,” I said when she handed it to me. I pulled it out of its scabbard and held it up to feel the weight and balance. The design reminded me of a Roman sword like a gladius with its big round pommel, and it felt comfortable and secure when I gripped it.  

    “I wanted to give it to you when we made it to The Gate’s Inn,” she said as she swapped out the blades and secured the roman one to my belt. “It was my mother’s.” 

    “You really want me to have this?” I asked as I grabbed her hand to prevent her from moving too far away. 

    “I really do.” Zoie flashed me a small smile I just had to have a taste of, so I leaned in and tried to show her how much I appreciated her gift with a deep kiss. 

    “Let’s go,” I said with a smile when we broke apart, and then we hiked off the path toward the east like Horus advised us. 

    The rest of the journey through the forest was uneventful. Zoie and I took a break once we reached the river, and Zoie helped me use the purifying tithe stones so I could wash my face and soothe my eyes that were still irritated from dirt and grime. 

    “Keep them open,” Zoie instructed as she stood between my knees as I sat on a boulder. I tilted my head back, and she then wrung out a rag full of clean water onto my upturned face. 

    “Ugh,” I groaned as they still burned. 

    “Okay, now close,” she said as she folded the cloth and rested it over my poor eyelids. 

    “That feels wonderful,” I sighed and blindly reached out for her so I could rest my hands on her hips. “You really do take good care of me.” 

    “That’s what a wife does for her husband,” she said, and I could hear the little smirk in her voice. 

    “Man, I guess I would be completely lost without you,” I chuckled. 

    “No, you wouldn’t because you are the one with the map,” Zoie said flatly. 

    “Are you really teasing me right now when I’m poor and blind?” I asked her in mock outrage. 

    “Another thing wives do to their husbands,” Zoie laughed and plucked the rag off my face so she could check my eyes. 

    “How’s it look?” I asked as she peered into my face with all the seriousness of a doctor. “Will I live?” 

    “For now,” she said and cupped my jaw as she frowned. “It really was close, though. I keep seeing Gul and his dagger every time I close my eyes. I thought he stabbed you in the heart. How did you get away?” 

    “I used my time-trance thing,” I said but then furrowed my brow. “Only this time it was different.” 

    “What do you mean?” she asked. 

    “Usually, when it happens, I am able to make time slow down, but this time I actually made time stop,” I said as I recalled back to how much I willed for just one split second of time. 

    “What was it like?” Zoie’s deep blue eyes laser beamed into mine as if she was willing herself to see my memory so she could dissect it like a schematic. 

    “At first, the time-trance did its usual thing, but I knew I needed to do something else, so I concentrated harder,” I explained as I tried to put words to the strange ability I gained since being zapped here. “But I didn’t think I could actually make it stop completely.” 

    “Thank the Goddess you did,” Zoie said. 

    “I’m thinking there might be more levels to this skill than I realized,” I told her as the gears started to turn inside my head. “I think you were right about figuring out how to really understand the basics of the time-trance so I can summon it sooner, and I really want to master that before I attempt the time-stop thing again.” 

    “Like any skill gained, it is only strong if you master the basic form as your foundation,” Zoie said with a stoic nod. 

    “I love when you do your whole Mr. Miyagi warrior advice thing,” I snickered as I stood up and butted my nose against hers. “It’s hot.” 

    “And I find it endearing when you reference things I have no understanding of,” she said so matter-of-fact I didn’t know if she was teasing me again or if she was being serious. 

    She was so mysterious and intelligent, and it drove me crazy in the absolute best way. Like a Rubik’s Cube with missing center pieces, there was just enough challenge about her that kept me trying to figure her out. 

    “You know exactly what you’re doing to me, don’t you?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes at my wife. 

    “I have no idea what you mean,” she said and spun around so her tail would tickle me in the face. “Ready to go?” 

    “You are a minx,” I said as I itched my nose, and then I followed that sexy tail as we continued on our way. 

    We broke through the tree line just as the sun was starting to set, and Zoie and I took a moment to gaze out at the village in the distance. The street lanterns started to come on one by one, and they cast their golden reflections in the river that flowed through the heart of the village. It was romantic and otherworldly and looked like it could be on a postcard from Venice. 

    Even though I was seeing it from inside this time, the massive wall that circled most of the island looked just as formidable as before, and it loomed over the river village like a watchful giant. I squinted as I followed the gleaming ribbon of river to where it intersected the wall, and I noticed there was a rectangular gap missing as if someone removed a slat in their picket fence. 

    “Is that the gate?” I asked. 

    “Yes, and we are just in time to see them close it,” Zoie said as she followed my line of sight. “Nata Isle has the most impressive fortress structure of all the Isles.” 

    “In what way?” I asked. 

    “Come, let us get closer,” Zoie said as she tugged my wrist like a kid waiting for Disney Land to open. Her excitement rubbed off on me big time and gave me the energy I needed to keep up with her. 

    We ran through the streets of the village, and I felt like I would get whiplash from how often my head was turning this way and that to try and take everything in. 

    The village in Mec Valley was more rustic in a Middle Earth Tolkien way, but Gatetown was like the combination of a fishing village and a booming steampunk metropolis fantasy. 

    The buildings were tall, maybe not New York City tall, but they were taller than the simple stone and log structures I was used to seeing so far. Carriages were still being pulled by manapillars and poracks, but there were also rusty iron pipes connected to various pump houses stationed up and down the river side. 

    I followed Zoie as she ran across a network of stone bridges, crisscrossed her way through a few streets, and then up a set of stone steps until we both popped up into a large circular plaza. 

    “Look!” Zoie pointed to the sight of the giant gate and ran toward the end of the plaza. 

    I caught up with her just as the sun finally set behind the big wall, and when I leaned against the stone ledge that looked out over the river, I sighed at how lovely the soft orange glow of the rock lanterns illuminated her wondrous expression. 

    “Isn’t it breathtaking?” she whispered. 

    “Yes,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. Gatetown was atmospheric and beautiful in an alien sort of way, but Zoie’s smile as she took in the sights was more attractive than the exotic scenic view, and I couldn’t get myself to turn away. 

    A series of three booming drum beats suddenly echoed out, and a loud mechanical whirring sound could be heard. At the head of the river where the gap in the wall stood, a rectangular structure began to emerge from the dark water, and the sound of large stone slabs grinding together made the marrow of my bones rattle. 

    This deep vibrating noise lasted about three minutes, and when it was over, the gate filled the gap in the wall like nothing had ever been missing. 

    “Wasn’t that exciting?” Zoie turned to me, and the street lanterns sparkled in her midnight blue eyes like fireflies. 

    “Do they close the gate every night?” I asked. 

    “Yes, and then they open it every dawn,” she said and did a little excited wiggle where she stood. “What do you think they use to make it rise from the water like that?” 

    “I’m not sure,” I said with a slow blooming grin. If Zoie was on Earth, I figured she might be an engineer because of the way she always wanted to know the mechanics of everything. 

    One more thing I loved about my new wife.  

    “Why are you smiling at me like that?” she asked as she cocked her head. 

    “No reason.” I shook my head. “Why don’t we go find The Gate’s Inn and see if there’s any food we can afford? It’ll probably be a while before we have a guaranteed hot meal that isn’t dried woot fruit and porack jerky.” 

    Zoie pulled the map out of my pack and unrolled it on the stone ledge. 

    “Jenner marked the Inn for us,” she said as she pointed to a small inked star next to a giant water wheel on the river. 

    “It looks like it’s close, look,” I said as I gestured toward the unmistakable structure of said water wheel churning away on the river’s surface. “Let’s go.” 

    Zoie and I made our way back through the zig-zagging streets and down the chaotic alleyways that made absolutely no sense. Jenner’s map was great on a large scale, but locally it wasn’t very descriptive, and we were lucky we at least had the water wheel to go by. It was such a prominent structure we were able to see it pretty much anywhere we had a clear view of the river. 

    It wasn’t all that bad, though, because it seemed as if Gatetown was a city with a vibrant nightlife. As Zoie and I walked through the streets, the village seemed to come alive as the night began to settle in. 

    A mix of all kinds of people crowded the streets selling interesting metal crafted wares and gadgets that had purposes I wasn’t familiar with. Most of them had distinct bird-like features, but a good portion of the people seemed to be a mix of some type of marsupial like Jenner. 

    There were a lot of kangaroo-type people stalking around on large back-bending legs and feet, rotund wombat people with stubby ears and big noses, and many white-faced opossum people with sharp teeth and naked worm-like tails. 

    The more the night went on, the more it seemed as if the village came alive with a variety of sounds and smells, and Zoie and I eventually found ourselves on a main thoroughfare where some sort of night market was being set up along the river. 

    Vendors popped open their stalls and called out their goods to any interested passersby, and Zoie seemed to want to stop at every single one. 

    I smiled as I observed the wondrous expression on her face while she ogled everything like a kid in her first candy store. From what I already knew about her, I gathered life on Vartha wasn’t all that leisurely, and there was probably no such thing as vacations or window shopping. 

    “Would you like to buy your lady a beautiful headscarf, sir?” someone inquired to my left, and I reluctantly tore my gaze away from where Zoie was admiring a vendor’s flowers from the other side of the thoroughfare. 

    “Sorry, what?” I asked the stall owner, who looked like a grizzled billy goat. 

    “Your lady,” the man said as he nodded his horned head in Zoie’s direction. “She has the most stunning shade of eyes that any one of my fine scarves would complement.” 

    “Oh, I don’t actually have any gold…” I trailed off and then rested my hand over the pouch of tithe stones hidden under my cloak. 

    “You are a Duelist?” The goat-man’s sharp beady eyes darted down to my hand and back up to my face. 

    “Yep,” I said.  

    “I think we might be able to work out a deal, my lord,” the shrewd man replied as he twirled the little white beard on his chin. 

    “What kind of a deal?” I asked. 

    “Three tithes,” the scarf vendor whispered as he leaned in. 

    “Two,” I told him, and I pulled a pair of the gray rocks out of my pouch. 

    “Splendid!” the goat-man said as we shook hands so I could palm him the illegal currency like some back-alley drug deal. 

    Once the transaction was through and he stashed the pebbles out of sight, he then trotted over to a rack overflowing with brightly colored fabrics and began pulling out several in various shades of blue. When he gathered about half a dozen samples, he came back over to me and spread them out on a little display table on top of even more scarfs arranged for people to peruse. 

    “See anything you like?” he asked with a proud smile. 

    I looked all of them over, and each one was a work of art in itself with their intricate embroidered designs and silky soft textures. But it was the royal blue one with a silver galaxy of stars expertly woven through the fabric that my eye was immediately drawn to, and I picked it up so I could run the silky texture through my fingers. 

    “E-E-Excellent choice, sir!” The man bleated in the back of his throat like an actual goat. “It really is the perfect shade of blue.” 

    “I agree,” I said. 

    I put the scarf inside my pack as I turned to look for Zoie, but she wasn’t over by the flower stand anymore, so I frowned. 

    “Pleasure doing business with you, my lord!” the scarf vendor called out. 

    “Yeah,” I mumbled as I stood up on my tip toes to try and find her, and I spotted a pair of familiar cat ears as they bobbed over by an alleyway before disappearing around the corner. “Thanks again.” 

    “Come back any time,” he said, but I was already walking through the crowd in pursuit of my wife. 

    Which was easier said than done because the thoroughfare was densely packed and only getting busier as the night wore on. 

    “Zoie!” I called out as I wove in and out of street performers, skirted around vendor stalls, and dodged at least three different rickshaw-like crafts as they hauled passengers along the riverside. The whole chaotic and cultural experience was overwhelming in the way I figured Brazil’s Carnival was naturally like, so when I finally reached the alley where I spotted Zoie, it was a relief to say the least. 

    “Zoie?” I called out again up the narrow gap between stone buildings, and then I assessed my surroundings with another frown. I swore I saw her distinctive cat ears travel this way, but maybe I was mistaken. 

    Just as I was about to throw in the towel and head back out to the main street, a familiar eagle-man with a feathery brown ponytail suddenly rounded the corner, and I threw the hood of my cloak up so my face was obscured. 

    Luckily, Ren was preoccupied with the paper he held in his hand, and he didn’t even look up when I casually strolled past him. 

    I kept walking as if I was on my way to somewhere important until I rounded a metal domed pump house and pressed my back against it. Once I knew I was out of sight, I peeked around the structure so I could spy on the arrogant eagle-man. 

    Ren stopped in front of a door and looked up at a hanging wooden sign with the image of an arrow carved onto the sign’s face. He looked back down at his paper, folded it up, and then glanced up and down the alley.  

    My heart lurched up to my throat, and I ducked back behind the pump house so he wouldn’t spot me. 

    I waited a few beats before I peeked around the corner again just in time to see the tails of his poncy robes disappear through the stooped doorway. 

    I squinted down the dim alley as my mind raced. I wondered what Ren was doing all the way in Gatetown. It wasn’t like it was odd for people to travel, but the ponytailed douche was acting awfully shifty for someone simply on vacation. 

    For one, he was alone without his beautiful phoenix wife, and for two, he was in this creepy place that screamed of black-market dealings or something equally shady and criminal. 

    Whatever he was doing here wasn’t good, and I had to find out what it was. 

    “Let’s see what you are up to, asshole.” I walked out from behind the metal pump thing intent on following the golden-eagle-man into the dreary dive bar, but before I could, a hand clutched onto my shoulder. 

    








 

    Chapter 13 

    “Shh, it’s just me,” Zoie said into my ear from behind, and I instantly stopped struggling against her hold. 

    “What are you doing here?” I asked when she released me. 

    “I saw Ren and decided to follow him,” she said. “What are you doing here?” 

    “I was trying to follow you, and then I decided to follow Ren.” I shrugged. “It’s weird he’s here, right?” 

    “Yes, it is very odd for him to be so far from home especially when the canterfly races are five days from now,” Zoie said as she made sure the coast was clear, and then she tugged me down the alleyway. “Ren’s estate breeds the top canterflies for the palace’s annual event.” 

    She led us past the main entrance and around the back of the building where a ladder was riveted to the wall. 

    “Let’s go in this way,” Zoie said as she started climbing the ladder. 

    “Wait, we have these awesome hoods so no one can see our faces,” I said, and she stopped and looked down at myself and the good quality traveling cloak I wore. “Why can’t we just go through the front?” 

    “If Ren is here on some nefarious business, he is twice as likely to detect us because he will be paying extra attention to the front door,” she explained. 

    “Good point,” I said as I grabbed onto the ladder and started to climb. “I already passed the guy once in the alley, no need to test him on his memory.” 

    When we got to the top of the ladder, there was a small balcony for us to scale up and then a window I had to jimmy open with a strip of metal I found lying on the ground. It unlocked after only a few tries, and I extended my hand when I swung it open. 

    “Ladies first,” I said as I discarded the improvised lock-pick. 

    “That was really resourceful of you,” Zoie praised on her way inside, and her tail did that thing where it tickled me on the tip of my nose. 

    I scrunched my nose up and followed her into a cramped attic that looked like it was the main storage for the place. There were wooden crates stacked up to the ceiling and large canvas sacks piled one on top of another filled with flour. 

    “Wait,” I said and tugged Zoie’s cloak before she could make her way to the door. “Take this off and turn it inside out just in case.” 

    I also shucked off my cloak and turned it inside out to hide the dark green. Zoie did the same with her blue one, and when we were both clad in matching black, we raised our hoods and left the attic space one at a time. 

    It turned out the establishment we broke into was actually a tavern complete with an upper floor for boarders and a lower floor that acted as the dining room. 

    I walked over to the railing of the mezzanine and casually leaned my forearms against it so I could look out over the ground floor where the action was taking place. 

    Below, there was a large wooded bar that stretched across the far end of the room and was stocked with various bottles on mounted shelves and large wooden barrels stacked on top of one another like a small pyramid. Currently, the top barrel was being tapped by the lizard-like barkeep who looked like Asher Sskern. Several wooden tables were scattered around and packed with vagrants who seemed to be straight out of the Pirates of the Caribbean. 

    Fragrant tobacco smoke from wooden pipes fogged the air that smelled like pine needles and orange citrus, and there was stringed pub music being played from somewhere that a few of the patrons were dancing to. Barmaids clad in revealing clothing that accentuated their voluptuous breasts and full hips roamed around with tankards of whatever was being offered behind the bar. 

    Then I spotted that stupid brown ponytail of Ren’s next to the bar as he brought two of the tankards over to a shadowy table in the corner where his hooded companion sat. 

    I poked Zoie’s elbow next to me and gestured to where Ren was sitting with the mysterious figure. Every now and then, his copper eagle-eyes would dart over to the entrance any time someone new came into the tavern. 

    Zoie’s instincts were right. Ren was jumpy as fuck and definitely up to no good. 

    “Let’s try to get closer,” I said and then led us down the mezzanine steps and toward the bar. 

    I picked a pair of stools closest to Ren and his shady companion and made sure to keep my back to them and my hood up. 

    “What’ll ya have?” the lizard barkeep asked through a crooked grin full of chipped and missing teeth. 

    I knew trading tithe stones for goods was illegal, but I felt pretty confident this particular place wasn’t really concerned with such things, so I pulled two stones out of my pouch and slid them over as if I owned the place. 

    My douchey entitled act seemed to work nine times out of ten, so why change a working system? 

    “Two of whatever that guy is having,” I said as I gestured to the drunk dude next to me who was drooling on the bar with his hand still clutched around the handle of his tankard. 

    “Right away, sir.” The barkeep swiped up the gray rocks, licked his left eyeball with his long, forked tongue, and bustled off to get Zoie and me two pints of what appeared to be some sort of ale. 

    I took a small sip of the golden frothy alcohol. Even though it was strong, it tasted a little like honey as it went down and warmed my belly, so I took another sip as I strained my ears to the conversation taking place behind me. 

    “Are you sure this will work?” Ren’s nasally voice asked through the din of the pub. 

    “The poison is pure,” came a second voice that sounded like it had been dragged over rough gravel. “But it is not instant, so you will need to put on a good show.” 

    I felt Zoie stiffen beside me, and I paused with the tankard up to my mouth. As discreetly as I could, I peeked over my shoulder to see if I could catch a glimpse of the guy, but from what I could tell, he had a cloth mask covering the lower portion of his face. That, along with the hood, meant the only identifying feature he possessed was the jagged scar through his right eyebrow. 

    “I thought you said this was the most potent poison gold could buy? Why isn’t it instant?” Ren’s sharp eyes snapped to the tavern door as another patron waltzed in, and I turned back to the bar when those copper irises roved closer to where we were sitting. 

    “You want it to be believable, don’t you?” the figure snapped. “If the Asher Lord falls over dead the second you pierce his skin, then it will be pretty obvious foul play was involved. You don’t want anyone to question your status once you take it from Mec, do you?” 

    “Of course not,” he huffed. “But I also don’t want to leave anything to chance.” 

    “That’s a risk you are just going to have to take,” the masked man rumbled in his gravelly voice. 

    “Fine,” Ren said, and I heard the sound of a heavy cloth sack filled with coins being placed on the table. “Anything to knock Mec off his pretty tower.” 

    Zoie clutched my wrist at this, and I risked another peek over my shoulder when I heard the sound of a sword being removed from its scabbard. 

    Ren laid his cutlass on the table, and the mysterious figure pulled out a crystal vial no bigger than a thimble. With his sharp nailed fingers, he removed the cap and poured out a single neon green drop of liquid. It hit the cutlass’ metal with a small hiss, and the whole blade shimmered for a moment before it returned to its dull state. 

    I looked around to see if anybody else was paying attention to the Very Illicit Things going on for anyone to see, but then I noticed something shady was taking place pretty much everywhere.  

    Two patrons were gambling with tithes and little vials of pink powder, and I was almost positive another dude was having sex with one of the barmaids in the back corner, so it was on par for the course. 

    “The poison takes a full day to set into your blade,” the masked man said as he put away the poison. “Once it’s exposed to the air, it begins to weaken and will fade fully after seven days.” 

    “And you’re sure I can use the poison on more than one person?” Ren asked. 

    “That blade will kill anything as long as you use it within the time limit,” the man said. 

    “If this works, you will be paid the second half when I am the Asher Lord of the island,” the eagle-douche promised. 

    “Remember,” the mercenary said as he squirreled the sack of gold away. “Try to go for a blow that will give the poison a chance to course through the blood. I find the bigger the wound, the faster the poison works. Make it look convincing, and don’t forget: seven days.” 

    “Oh, don’t worry,” Ren said with a bitter bark of laughter and sheathed his weapon. “I’ll only need five to get rid of both of my problems.” 

    Zoie’s nails dug even more into my wrist, and she signaled toward the door with a small tilt of her head.  

    I nodded my agreement that it was more than time for us to leave, and we both stood up from our stools, wove around various tavern patrons and barmaids, and went out through the doors into the cool night air. 

    “Fucking asshol--” I started, but Zoie shushed me by putting her finger up to her lips. I nodded again, and we both jogged down the alley so we could better talk privately among the noisy and crowded thoroughfare. 

    When we’d wound our way between food stalls and rickshaws, and the water wheel was only about one hundred feet away, Zoie and I slowed to a walk and dropped our hoods. 

    We both panted as we caught our breaths, and then we stopped and glanced at each other as we burst out into relieved laughter. 

    Even though what Zoie and I overheard was deeply concerning, especially since I seemed to be referred to as Ren’s second target if I was reading between the lines correctly, I’d never felt so exhilarated before as I did on our wild flight through Gatetown’s streets. 

    Sneaking into that seedy tavern, disguising ourselves as a couple of wandering roustabouts, eavesdropping, and then running away into the night like spies was all very Mission Impossible, and I couldn’t help but grin ear to ear. 

    “What did we even do?” I asked through more laughter, and Zoie’s high giggles chimed off the narrow buildings. 

    “We were doing reconnaissance,” she said as she tried to tame her gleeful smile. The apples of her cheeks were rosy with exertion and good humor, and the lamplight almost cast a halo behind her riot of ebony hair. 

    “Yeah, about that,” I sighed and leaned back against the low wall overlooking the river. “Did we just overhear an assassination plot to kill Lord Mec?” 

    “More than Mec,” Zoie said as she leaned her hips likewise against the wall next to me. “I think Ren wants to use his poisoned blade to try and kill you, too. All on the same day.” 

    “What did you say was five days from now?” I asked her. 

    “The royal Icarian races that are held annually at the palace,” she said as she looked up at the giant water wheel. “If he plans to enter the race like he does every year, he might have rigged the race in his favor in order to win.” 

    “How does winning help him assassinate Asher Mec?” I looked at her with a frown. 

    “The winner of the race gets an audience with the Asher Lord as well as the prize purse of tithes and gold,” she explained. “If Ren was going to challenge the Lord of the Island to a Duel, then I can think of no better stage than the races.” 

    “Is this another holiday festival thing like Blue Night?” I cocked my hip so I could turn to face her as I sat on the low wall. 

    “It is a day to honor the legendary Duelist Icar who started the Uprisings that balanced the Ashers’ unlimited power,” she said and pulled my hand into her lap so she could idly trace the lines of my palm while she talked. “The story says Icar raced to all eight islands of Aventoll on the back of a canterfly and lit the first beacons. After months of covert organization and planning, the rebel faction only needed the signal to start the war and rise up against their tyrannical leaders.” 

    “This Icar guy sounds similar to Paul Revere,” I remarked as I tried to remember my American History. 

    “Who is this Revere?” Zoie asked with her ears perked up and her tail swept up into a question mark. 

    “He was this guy who rode on horseback--something similar to a canterfly without wings--and warned his people the enemy troops were coming,” I roughly explained from my limited memory. “I think he even had a lantern, kind of like a beacon. Anyway, he was a key character in helping my country win the Revolutionary War.” 

    “Yes, it is similar. Without Icar, the Duelists would have never been able to come together at the same time and earn their place as Mercedes’ children.” Zoie hopped off the wall and turned around so she could lean on her forearms and look out onto the sparkling river. “It’s one of my favorite stories about Aventoll.” 

    “You like stories, don’t you?” I tucked a long strand of her black hair behind her ear. 

    “I like the stories where the brave fight and the heroes deliver justice,” Zoie said with a guilty-looking smile. “There were no storybooks on Vartha that I could read, so I listened wherever stories were being told.” 

    “Hey, that reminds me, I got you something,” I said and twisted my pack around so I could retrieve the scarf I bought from the goat-vendor. 

    The silky blue fabric flowed out of my pack and billowed gently in the cool breeze coming off the water. 

    Zoie caught it in her hands and held it out so she could see the design, and I watched her face as her luminous gaze wandered over the rich embroidery. I saw the moment when she realized what she was looking at, and I smiled at the delighted expression that bloomed on her face like a rose. 

    “This is the story of Bhraya!” she gasped. 

    “I thought the color was a good match for your eyes, and I remembered the way you told me about Aventoll’s creation that day in the garden,” I said as I slid off the wall so I could help her adjust the scarf over her head. “That was kind of like our first date, actually, and I wanted to give you something to commemorate it.” 

    “What is a date?” Zoie asked as she finished wrapping the lustrous fabric around her head and neck. 

    “It’s where two people who like each other romantically have fun and spend time with one another,” I said as I twirled my finger around a stray silky ribbon of her hair that refused to be covered by the scarf. 

    “I thought that was the honey’s moon?” she asked as she looked down at her present around her neck. 

    “Well, kind of,” I said as I took her hand so we could finally make our way to the inn behind the water wheel. “Where I’m from, people usually go on lots of dates before they get married, and then a honeymoon is like a really long extra special date.” 

    “Your customs are very interesting,” Zoie mused as we passed a small fountain where little orange and green gecko children were tossing in coins. “I, too, remember that date fondly. Thank you for the gift, I have never had anything so beautiful just for myself.” 

    I stopped her before she could continue toward the water wheel and drew her in for a quick peck on her cheek. 

    “Neither have I,” I said with a corny waggle of my eyebrows, but then I pulled her in for a proper kiss to show her I meant it. 

    After we broke apart, my wife smiled and ducked her head as a soft blush warmed her cool complexion.  

    I grinned as I squeezed her hand, and I could tell she understood what I meant because we always communicated better without words anyway. 

    We definitely had more to go over, but for now, we were at the entrance to the quite literal “hole-in-the-wall” tavern that had an oval door and a wooden sign above it. When I squinted, I could read through the remnants of flaked paint the words: The Gate’s Inn. 

    “How are we going to sleep here?” I near-shouted over the deafening sound of the water wheel as it churned the water below. At least with this place, conversations were guaranteed to be kept private from eavesdroppers. 

    “Knock hard.” Zoie shrugged and then looked up at the structure as if she was debating on how to scale it.  

    Ladders were one thing, but I personally didn’t have any agile cat-like reflexes or warrior parkour training like she did, so it was gonna have to be the door. 

    I banged on the solid oak a total of eight times like Jenner said, and I hoped I was heard over the deep grinding noise because my wrist came away slightly sore. 

    We both waited for a beat where I considered knocking again, but I didn’t have to because a little round window opened up in the center of the door, and a furry face glared out through the hole. 

    “What is it? Who’s there?” barked a craggy old voice that sounded more toad-like than anything. 

    “We want to stay here at the inn,” I told him as I ducked down to his eye-level. 

    The scruffy white eyebrows lowered into a scowl. “I’m not open for business!” 

    The peep-hole window slammed shut, and Zoie and I exchanged glances. I frowned and pounded harder, probably more than eight times, but dammit, I was tired and hungry, and I just wanted to end this crazy day before anything else happened. 

    “Hey, open up!” I yelled and banged the door a third time. “Jenner said to mention you knew him and that we could come to some sort of arrangem--” 

    The door flew open, and a wrinkled old koala-man opened the door. He looked similar to Jenner in species and stature, but he had more white shot through his scruffy face and ears, and he hobbled with a wooden peg for his leg. 

    “How do you know Jenner?” he asked as he crossed his arms over his chest. 

    “Please, Mr. Tovish,” Zoie said as she lowered her headscarf. “Jenner told us he was friends with you.” 

    Tovish’s stern wrinkled face melted into one of shock and recognition. His head darted back and forth to see if anyone else was around, and then quicker than I figured for a peg-legged teddy bear, he grabbed us both by the wrists and dragged us inside. 

    “I haven’t heard the name Tovish for many seasons,” the koala-elder said as he stroked the long, twirly beard on his chin. Even his long mustache was braided right into the beard, which only added to his crotchety appearance. 

    “Um,” I fumbled as I tried to adjust to the bright light that flooded my vision as it contrasted with the dark alleyway I was just in. 

    The place looked like it could be a hotel straight out of 1890s London complete with an oaken reception counter, a little brass bell, and a pegboard with half a dozen numbered copper keys hanging on the wall.  

    I blinked and turned back to Tovish. “Well, he spoke about you as if you both go way back. He trusted you would help us.” 

    “He still resides in Mec Valley, yes?” Tovish asked. 

    “Yes, he has been at the Kel estate since immigrating to Nata Isle,” Zoie said as she filled in for my lack of knowledge. “I didn’t know he knew anyone from here who was also from his homeland. How do you know him?” 

    “He was my apprentice archivist at the Great Hall of Records before the Engite Asher Lord was defeated and the new one decided to put the Hall out of commission,” the short furry man said. He tried to pull his twirling finger away from his beard, but his finger got stuck, and he winced. 

    “Jenner told us you might consider extending your hospitality just for one night before we head on our way,” Zoie said as she untied her cloak and pulled it off to drape over one arm. 

    “Oh, wait,” Tovish said as he pointed at her. “I know of you from the last letter he wrote when he explained Kel’s estate had changed hands. He wrote of a young Varthan wife purchased by some Dagmar fellow. Is that you?” 

    He directed this last question at me, and I shook my head.  

    “No, my name is Alex,” I said as I extended my hand for him to shake. 

    “Alex defeated Dagmar, and is now the owner of Old Kel’s estate,” Zoie explained as Tovish and I grasped forearms. 

    “Another Duelist, pah!” Tovish said as he took back his hand with a sour expression on his face. “Let me guess, you’re here to try and Duel the Asher of Gatetown for his four-rank status and glory and all that--well, if you think just because Jenner and I know each other that you can board here for free, then you have another thing coming! You Ashers always think you can just take what you want, but--” 

    “Woah, relax, we don’t intend to challenge any Ashers, and we weren’t going to take advantage of you,” I added as I pulled off my cloak as well to seem less menacing. “We don’t have any gold, though, but Jenner said you might consider tithe stones.” 

    I untied the hidden pouch from my belt and shook it so the pebbles inside would tumble around in a pleasingly full way. 

    Tovish’s beady eyes widened as they fastened onto the sack in my hand. He smacked his lips a little as if his mouth was really dry, and then he took out a handkerchief to dab at the beads of sweat on his face. 

    Suddenly, the caw of a crow sounded from overhead, and a pair of taloned feet snatched the pouch from my grasp. 

    “Hey!” I yelled and shook out my hand where the weird bird creature scratched me. 

    The thing that looked like a mix between a blonde magpie and a moth flew back up to the rafters on its scaly bird-feet while it turned the pouch over in its four fuzzy moth-paws. It examined the bag of rocks with its large red eyes and pecked at the drawstring with its tiny black beak. 

    “Now, don’t mind Roofus,” Tovish said with a chuckle. “He’s a gold-seeker moth, and once he realizes there’s nothing but pebbles in there, he’ll lose interest.” 

    “Kaw!” Roofus the crow-moth thing squawked, and then he dropped the sack of tithe stones on the floor where it landed with a bang and caused some of the stones to fall out. 

    “Thanks,” I grumbled up at the moth, and it fluffed its dusty neck ruff and tilted its head a full one-eighty degrees so it could train those bulbous scarlet eyes on me. 

    It was creepy as fuck but also kind of cute in the way that it gripped its four fuzzy fists together and wiggled its long antennae. 

    When I finished scooping the fallen rocks back into the velvet pouch, I stood back up and startled when Roofus fluttered down and perched on my shoulder. 

    “Oh, how interesting,” Tovish mused and started twirling his tuft of beard again. “Roo usually doesn’t trust strangers.” 

    “As I was saying,” I said as I tried to ignore the creature staring at me with unblinking red eyes. “I would like to compensate you for what it would cost for a room and a meal, and then we will be on our way in the morning. Just name your price.” 

    The bearded innkeeper narrowed his glare as he thought about it, and then he scanned me up and down and crossed his arms before he barked out his answer. 

    “For an Asher: Twenty-eight tithes.” 

    “That’s robbery!” Zoie growled and scowled at the little innkeeper as if he took away her birthday. 

    “That’s my price for an Asher’s night’s board with one hot meal cooked by yours truly,” he said. “Would you like me to itemize my labor costs to you, madam?” 

    “Sooo… I take it you don’t like Ashers?” I raised my eyebrows. “I thought they were respected across this world.” 

    “Yeah,” the kola man scoffed. “If you want, you can drag me out of my home and butcher me in the street. You Duelists think you can get away with anything. The entire world is enslaved to you, so we can be ‘protected’ against monsters that haven’t been seen in hundreds of years.” 

    “No need to be rude. I’m not going to drag you into the street and kill you. I just want a place for my wife and I to stay for the night. We’re not here to take advantage of you, and because you are a friend of Jenner, I’ll gladly pay you a rate that is fair.” I began to count out the pebbles from the sack, and I put one more in because this guy seemed like he’d been taken advantage of one too many times.  

    I held out my fist with the tithes clutched inside, but the cantankerous koala-elder didn’t move from where his arms were still tightly crossed over his chest. 

    “You… aren’t mad?” He scrutinized me up and down with his shrewd eyes. 

    “Naw, man,” I sighed. “We are tired. Can we just have a room? Jenner said you were a nice person, so we want to stay here.” 

    “Ugh, the lady is right. I couldn’t charge that in fair conscience. The rate is only two tithes.” Tovish held out his hand, but before I could move, he snapped his fingers shut. “But I trust you would not insult me by giving me one tithe more than that, in light of fairness and all.”  

    I looked him in the eye a little boggled at how he might have guessed I was going to give him twenty-nine anyway, just because he knew my favorite koala-butler, but the proud expression on his wizened face told me he really meant to be fair and square. 

    “Of course,” I said and dropped four tithes into the cup of his palm. “Thanks for letting us stay at your fine establishment.” 

    The difficult innkeeper grumbled under his breath as he squirreled away the purifying pebbles, took a pair of number six room keys off the pegboard behind the reception counter, and then placed one of the large copper old fashioned keys into my palm. 

    “Just make yourselves at home, why don’t you?” Tovish grunted as he loaded up both of our packs and our cloaks on his shoulders as if he was a pack mule. “The parlor is to your left. Dinner will be ready shortly. Nothing fancy, mind, just leftover stew and some stale bread.” 

    “Thank you, Mr. Tovish. That should be fine.” I bowed my head a little with a grin, but my gaze was one of respect. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus the gold-seeker moth cried out and fanned his tail feathers as if he was pleased everyone was getting along. 

    The innkeeper scowled at the creature. “Shush.” 

    Roofus fluttered his dusty wings as he twisted his head about like an owl and then launched off my shoulder to roost somewhere. 

    Tovish huffed at him before he went up the creaking flight of wooden stairs that must have led to the rest of the rooms. 

    “He is certainly not as polite as Jenner,” Zoie said as we both listened to the thumps and curses the innkeeper made while he struggled up the staircase. 

    “I will never think of Jenner as difficult ever again,” I said and shook my head, and then I offered Zoie my arm. “Shall we go see the parlor, my wife?” 

    “Yes, let’s, my husband,” she said and tucked her arm into mine. 

    “I don’t think there are any other patrons in this place.” I looked down at the key for room number six in my hand as we passed the counter. Ours were the only keys missing from the pegboard, and I put my copy into the pocket of my pants next to the herald core I always kept on me. 

    “It looks like there haven’t been any patrons here for quite a while,” Zoie said when we entered a room that was supposedly a parlor, but it was covered in a fine layer of dust like it hadn’t seen people in a long time. 

    There was a lit fireplace at the far side of the room, and in front of the hearth was an arrangement of random but comfortable looking furniture like a quaint table, a worn armchair, and a lumpy looking sofa. On the sofa, there was a pillow and a blanket mussed and crumpled as if someone had been sleeping there for some time, and just going on the state of the place, it seemed as if what once was a nice inn was now a hermit’s dream. 

    Zoie and I took a seat at the only table that didn’t have stacks of books towering to the ceiling and took a moment to let our tired bodies rest. The fire cast a warm glow, and my mouth watered when the heady scent of food grew even stronger. 

    “Wow, I’m so hungry I could eat a canterfly,” I said as I looked longingly at the pot of stew bubbling away over the fire, and while it didn’t smell quite as delicious as Arvid’s, it would definitely do for my empty stomach. “When did Tovish say dinner was again?” 

    The door to the parlor banged open just then, and the grumpy koala-innkeeper stalked in on his peg-leg with two flagons in each hand, water and wine respectively, and a loaf of crusty bread under his right elbow. He set both crystal pitchers on the table with a thunk and then walked over to the fireplace and retrieved bowls, goblets, and spoons that were lined up along the mantel in a weird hodgepodge. 

    Zoie and I sat in silence while he went about serving us with an attitude of a spoiled child who was told to do his chores before he could go out to play. 

    “So, tell me,” Tovish finally said as he dished a helping of stew into my bowl with a slop. “You said you aren’t in Gatetown to try and Duel the top Asher, so what exactly are you here for that Jenner would reveal to you my humble abode?” 

    “We are just passing through on our way to the Ruins,” I said as I tucked into the piping hot food. It was salty and rich with spices, but I noticed it was mostly root vegetables and something that might have been a type of fish even though it didn’t taste like any fish I’d ever eaten. 

    “Why in the blazes would you ever want to go there?” he asked as he ladled out Zoie a portion of the hearty stew. “It really means almost certain death.” 

    “We have no choice,” I said as I tore off a hunk of bread. “I have an estate now, and I need to take care of it so I can defend myself from others who might be interested in a quick rise through the Duelist ranks at my expense.” 

    “Hmmm,” Tovish said, and then he poured himself a goblet of wine, but before he could take a sip, he cocked his head at me. “Where do you hail from, Asher?” 

    I finished chewing my bite to give myself a moment to consider how to answer him. If this guy was someone like a mentor to sharp old Jenner, then it was only a matter of time before he guessed my Traveler heritage. I wasn’t someone who fell for the same trap twice, so I took a sip of the sweet berry wine, set my goblet down like I had all the time in the world, and met his shrewd gaze head-on. 

    “You seem to be a man who appreciates directness, Mr. Tovish,” I said as I glanced at Zoie, and her eyebrows twitched upward as she swished her tail to the right, so I took this as a signal to keep going. “I respect that just like I respect your apprentice, Mr. Jenner, who is now under my estate. But more than that, Jenner is like my adviser and my friend, and he has proven to me I can trust his judgment, so this is why I think I can trust you. Was Jenner wrong about this?” 

    Through the course of my speech, the innkeeper’s wizened face took on a thoughtful expression, and when I finished, his eyebrows pinched together as he gauged my body language. 

    I just looked at him expectantly as I took another bite of warm salty stew. 

    “Jenner was not wrong,” Tovish finally said as he dragged a stool over to the table, “and I think I know what terrible secret you are about to tell me… Traveler.” 

    “So, you have heard the rumors, then.” Zoie paused from taking a sip of broth with the bowl hovering in front of her lips as she locked her indigo eyes onto the innkeeper. 

    “Look at this place,” Tovish grunted with a bitter smirk, and then he gestured around his hermit hovel. “Does it look like I go out enough to listen to the Valley gossip? No, I just took a logical leap--it’s not that hard when you put together the signs.” 

    “Jenner said something similar,” I said with a grin as the atmosphere seemed to ease between us and the ornery koala-elder. “I guess I stick out like a sore thumb.” 

    “Yes, your mannerisms can be obvious to anyone who knows where to look,” Tovish said, and his ears trembled a little. “Stick out like a sore thumb… what a delightful turn of phrase.” 

    “I have been told I have a certain way with words,” I said and then winked at Zoie because I could. 

    She brought her bowl up again to take another sip, but I was pretty sure she was just using it to hide her own small grin. 

    “So, why are you really going to the Ruins, then?” Tovish asked as he dished himself up a helping of stew and then refilled our wine goblets like a proper host. “I understand needing to secure your estate from vagrant No-Rank mercenaries, but there are other less suicidal ways for you to earn gold.” 

    “Yeah, but this way is the quickest,” I said as I wiped my mouth on a cloth napkin and then reached into my pocket for the herald core. “I will also need gold in order to pay a smith to fuse this with a sword so I can challenge another Asher, and I get the feeling there’s not a lot of time I’m working with before he tries to finish off both me and Lord Mec.” 

    “The Asher you want to challenge is planning to Duel for the seat of the Asher Lord?” the innkeeper asked as he brought his fuzzy fingers up to his beard again. “Maybe I should have been paying attention to the rumors. Sounds like you’ve got a berry pit in your glottal.” 

    “A what?” I frowned and looked at Zoie for help, but she was just as perplexed as I was based on her one raised eyebrow. 

    “It means you’ve got yourself a bit of trouble,” the strange little man said with a twinkle in his eyes similar to Jenner’s when he was up to mischief. “Tell me, Asher Alex, don’t you have another saying in your culture that means the same thing?” 

    “Well…” I said as I searched my brain for an idiom that was similar and would amuse him just as much as the first “delightful” turn of phrase. “I have two for you, actually.” 

    “Really!” Tovish gasped and rustled around in the pockets of his greatcoat for a battered leather notebook, a pair of tiny glasses, and what looked like a short ballpoint pen. Then he pinched the glasses to the bridge of his nose and twisted the pen. “Okay, go on, then, entertain an old man.” 

    “Okay, number one: you find yourself in a pickle if you are in a tough spot of trouble,” I said and couldn’t help but feel like I was Alex Trebek on Jeopardy! 

    “What is a pickle, Alex?” Tovish asked, and it was too perfect, so I grinned wide at my own private joke. 

    “It’s a vegetable stored in vinegar, but actually the saying comes from Shakespeare, I think,” I said as I frowned at what limited high school English knowledge remained in my brain over the years. 

    “Right, well, I believe that one is too esoteric to your culture for me to grasp, let’s hear the other one,” he said as if he was a fine diner sampling the house wine, but instead of wine, he was sampling words. 

    “The second one is this: you find yourself between a rock and a hard place if you are faced with a difficult decision,” I said and smiled when I saw his white ears twitch.  

    Yeah, I knew he’d like that one. 

    “Oh, yes, that paints quite the image, you are quite a word-smith, Asher Alex,” Tovish said as he scribbled away in his small notebook before clapping it shut. He returned it, the pen, and his teeny glasses to his coat pocket, and then he picked up his spoon again. “Have you found a metallurgist who can craft your weapon once you have your gold?” 

    “Uh, no, actually,” I admitted as I dropped one of my tithes into my water goblet. After it finished bubbling, I took a long drink to wash away the extra salt flavor still lingering from the stew. “We are just trying to get to the Ruins as quickly as possible and then go from there.” 

    The koala-elder sighed, and he finished chewing a bite of bread. “I am beginning to know why Jenner thrust me into your path. He was always too clever for his own good.” 

    “What do you mean?” I asked. 

    Instead of answering, the innkeeper brought his fingers up to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. 

    A flapping of wings sounded from above, and Roofus fluttered down to sit on the table on his two crow-like feet. He shook his little tail, and a yellow feather floated down to the floor. 

    “Roo,” Tovish said, and the little crow-moth sat up straight and focused his red eyes on the koala-elder. “Go get me the book, you know, the one with the shiny gold pages. Quickly now, and there’ll be some sugar for you!” 

    “Skra!” the gold-seeker moth said and then took off in a yellow puff of dust. 

    “Why did you suggest Jenner had another agenda for us to meet you instead of just the use of one of your rooms?” Zoie asked while we waited for the funny little crow-moth creature to come back. 

    “Because he knows I have a copy of the map that leads to the dungeon entrance hidden inside the Ruins,” Tovish said as he rolled his eyes slightly. “He must have known I’d like the pair of you just as much as him, and that I’d probably lend you my copy of said valuable map.” 

    “Was he right?” Zoie asked with a flutter of her pretty eyelashes in a move that was too perfect to be entirely innocent. 

    “I know what you’re up to, you clever girl,” Tovish said with a crooked smile complete with a silver cap on one canine. “And yes, he was correct in thinking I would at least find the pair of you amusing.” 

    “Kree!” Roofus called out as he swooped back into the parlor and dropped a book into Tovish’s waiting hands. 

    “Good boy,” he said as he flipped through the book for something specific while the creature pecked at his pockets for a well-deserved sugar cube. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus said when he found his treat, and then he hopped up to perch on my shoulder again. 

    “So strange he took a liking to you.” Tovish paused as he observed how the crow-moth started to preen strands of my hair. “That’s not what he normally does with strangers.” 

    “What does he normally do?” I asked as I scratched Roofus’ dusty neck ruff, which made the crow-moth trill out a purr. 

    “He tries to rip out their eyes,” the eccentric innkeeper said and then chuckled at the no doubt horrified expression my face was making. 

    “You are a creepy little guy, aren’t you?” I asked Roo, and he wagged his tail feathers like a dog. 

    “Ah!” Tovish exclaimed as he thumbed his way to the middle of the book where a folded piece of parchment was tucked into the crease. He then set the tome on the table and gently unfolded the yellowing paper to reveal a faded map. “This will save you an entire half-day if you can make your way to the falls by going up the cliff face instead of around the slope. It is a treacherous route, but it is the quickest. And I suppose you ought to take Roofus with you. He will make quick work of the dungeons and crypts because he will be drawn to the hoards of gold hidden in secret caches in the palace.” 

    “Thank you for lending them both to us,” I said as I took the map from his liver-spotted hands. 

    “Don’t thank me,” he grunted as he closed the book. “I’m protecting my investment. If you can manage to bring back a fair sum of gold, I know a possible metallurgist who would be willing to work with you when you get back to Mec Valley. I’ll only require a modest finder’s fee if you will.” 

    “If your map and Roofus can get us through the Ruins, then that is totally fair, Mr. Tovish,” I said as I carefully folded up the map. 

    “Any whom my old apprentice calls a friend is mine as well,” the koala-elder said as he jumped down from his stool with a thunk of his wooden leg and gathered the empty dishes. 

    Zoie and I stood up as well, and Roofus stayed right where he was with his head tucked under one wing as if he belonged there. 

    “Thanks again for all your help,” I said. 

    “Pah!” Tovish waved his hand as he ushered us out of the parlor and toward the stairs. “Off to bed with the both of you. The Ruins are brutal, and you will need your rest.” 

    With a last little shove to the back of my leg, Tovish saw us off for the evening, and Zoie and I climbed the stairs up to our room at the top floor. 

    “Come on, little guy,” I murmured as I urged the crow-moth off my shoulder and onto the footboard of the decent-sized bed. 

    “Kerr?” he said with a confused look before he nestled his head back under his wing and fell back asleep. 

    “I’ve always wanted a pet,” I chuckled as I was hit with a massive yawn. 

    “Don’t get too attached,” Zoie said as she stroked the gold-seeker’s downy coat until he started to purr. “We’ll have to give him back, unfortunately.” 

    “Yeah, now, come here,” I said as I took off my belt and shoes and crawled into bed. It had been an exhausting day, and all I wanted was to sleep in this comfortable bed with my wife before the treacherous days ahead. 

    Zoie smiled and dropped her armored belt, pauldrons, and boots so she could join me, and when we were both cocooned safe and warm together, we both fell instantly asleep. 

    Unfortunately, it seemed like only seconds before we were being roughly shaken awake by the frantic innkeeper. 

    “Quick!” Tovish snapped as Roofus flapped around the room like a mini dusty tornado. 

    “What?” I asked as Zoie and I scrambled to get out of bed. 

    “That Asher you mentioned who wants to kill you, he wouldn’t happen to go by the name of Bala Ren, would he?” the koala-elder asked. 

    “Yes, why?” I quickly donned my cloak, put my pack onto my shoulders, and then turned to him. 

    Tovish wrung his furry gray hands, and all of us jumped sky-high at the sound of a massive bang. 

    “Because he’s downstairs, and he brought friends.” 

    








 

    Chapter 14 

    “What do you mean, Asher Ren is downstairs?” I nearly exclaimed but then held back at the last second. 

    “Fourth floor, clear!” came a loud bellow, followed by another crash that reminded me of a door being kicked off its hinges. 

    “You must have been followed by spies,” Tovish said as he rushed to the window. He then slid it open, which caused a cool breeze from the river to waft in, and with it came the loud whirring sound of the water wheel. “He came to my door and barged in with his henchmen reprobates. When I wasn’t giving him the answers he wanted about your whereabouts, he ordered a search of all the rooms.” 

    “Is there another exit out of this place?” I asked as my eyes darted around. 

    “Yes, this,” Tovish said as he jerked his thumb in the direction of the open window. 

    “You’ve gotta be joking,” I muttered to myself as Zoie ran up to the window so she could get a good assessment. 

    “Not joking,” the furry man said as he thrust our travel gear at us. Once Zoie and I had scrambled to shove our arms through our cloaks and the straps of our travel packs, he then hauled us over to our only escape route by my wrist. 

    “Fifth floor, clear!” came another loud bark from directly below us. 

    “And you are officially out of time,” the innkeeper said and all but pushed me out the window just after Zoie’s tail disappeared through the frame. 

    “Just follow me, Alex,” Zoie whisper-shouted as she sat perched on the eaves of the roof.  

    Roofus cawed softly where he sat on the back of her pack as if he was saying it was totally not a big deal that we were over fifty feet up. 

    “What about you?” I asked Tovish. 

    “Don’t worry about me, just try to get to the caves located right next to the gate,” the furry white-faced man said. “They should provide adequate shelter until dawn. Now, go! I’ll distract them.” 

    “No, you should get out, too,” I insisted. “This guy is ruthless and really has a grudge against me.” 

    “This is my home, young Alex, and although I appreciate your concern, I’d rather be scourge-feed than let some entitled Asher take it from me.” Tovish’s wrinkled face took on a determined set, and he squared his shoulders. 

    “At least hide yourself if you won’t leave,” I said one last time even though I could hear the pounding of feet down the hall. 

    “Don’t worry about an old man past his prime,” the wizened koala-elder said with another one of those whip-smart twinkles in his beady eyes. “Take care of Roofus, he will treat you well. And don’t forget: bravery!” 

    Before I could say anything else, Tovish shoved me out and slammed the window closed behind me. 

    “Come on, Alex!” Zoie urged, and she was already up and running along the roof of the pump house toward the water wheel itself. 

    “Zoie, wait!” I hissed as I tried to find my balance on the slanted roof, and I marveled once again at the excellent quality of the boots on my feet as they gripped the shingles with a good amount of traction. 

    “Hey!” someone yelled, and I glanced down at the street below to see a figure looking up at us. “They’re on the roof!” 

    “Shit,” I cursed, and I wobbled as I tried to keep up with Zoie. 

    If there were ever any lingering doubts about Ren’s intentions to eliminate me regardless of following the Rite of the Duel, they evaporated in that moment. Apparently, Ren really didn’t care if he killed me illegally, as long as I was gone. To him, if he was planning on taking over as the Lord of the Isle, then I was small fish in comparison, and if he succeeded in eliminating Mec, then he could ostensibly get away with playing by his own rules anyway. 

    An arrow whistled past my head and cracked one of the ceramic shingles just as I was about to place my hand there so I could climb over the roof’s pitch, and I shouted as the entire row of shingles began to cascade off the roof and crashed down into the dark river. 

    “Come back here, Brightwood!” a familiar voice screeched from behind me, and I whipped my head over my shoulder to the sight of Ren nocking another arrow on his bow. 

    Of course, he would be an expert bowman along with Very Deadly With Swords. Man, this fuck was really starting to annoy me. 

    “Come on, Alex!” Zoie said as she threw one of those shuriken things in the eagle-man’s direction. 

    “Varthan bitch!” Ren shrieked as he dropped his next arrow due to her throwing star. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus screamed and attacked Ren’s brown feathered pony-tail when the man tried to climb out after us. 

    “Arrrrghhhh!” the eagle man bellowed and then crashed back through the window. 

    “Roofus!” I called, and the crow-moth flapped back out of the window and landed on my shoulder. “Good boy.” 

    Without looking back to see if Ren was following, I climbed the rest of the way to where Zoie was balanced near the top of the water wheel. 

    “Alex, look!” she said and pointed to a large ferry-type boat that was floating toward us on the river. It was going to pass the great water wheel in about two minutes, and by the way Zoie was looking between the boat and us, I had a sinking feeling I knew what she was going to do next. 

    “You’re not planning on jumping, are you?” I asked. 

    “Yes, unless you want to go back the other way?” She flicked her tail as she tilted her head back in the direction of the room. 

    “Nah,” I said as Ren roared again, and Zoie and I watched as he got tangled up in the curtains. “That guy’s a real bummer, I’d rather jump off this thing. Any advice?” 

    “On my mark, we will run across the top, and then while it is turning, we will ride the wheel down until we are close enough to jump onto the boat,” she said. 

    “Easy,” I said with a grimace, and Roo fluffed his neck fur as if he agreed with my sarcasm. 

    “Okay, mark!” Zoie said as she sprang into action, and I took off after her. 

    I was sure to take extra care in placing my feet where hers were as we ran across the boards of the wheel that were slick with algae and general river muck. 

    On the side of the wheel, there were iron pegs Zoie grabbed onto so she could attach herself to the wheel’s side like some kind of jumping spider.  

    I copied her position and really hoped I had my angles right. 

    “Ready?” Zoie yelled. 

    “As I’ll ever be!” I shouted back, and I mentally crossed my fingers as the boat was almost to us. 

    When the wheel was about three quarters of the way down, and the boat was half-way to passing us, Zoie leapt like an acrobat across the six-foot gap between the wheel and the boat’s roof. 

    I watched her sail through the air, and for a moment my blood froze when I thought she was going to fall short, but she hit the roof and rolled up into a ninja-like crouch. 

    “Jump, Alex!” she shouted as the boat continued down the river without stopping. 

    “Kaw! Kaw!” Roo flapped around in distressed figure eights. 

    “Here goes!” I yelled and pushed off the side of the wheel with all of my might. 

    I hit the metal roof with a bang almost before it was too late, and another arrow zinged off the water wheel as Ren managed to finally make it out onto the roof. A final ping as a third arrow missed, and I rolled over to rest on my back next to Zoie. 

    “See?” I panted and turned to look at her as she caught her breath. “Easy.” 

    I sat up as we traveled away from the water wheel, and I could just see the outline of Ren’s dumb flippy hair as he raged at me from the rooftop of the Gate’s Inn. 

    The captain of the boat poked his head out to see what the loud bang of my landing had been, but once Zoie mentioned I was an Asher, he quickly ducked back inside and chose to ignore us. Then Zoie and I took the slow-going ferry about five miles up the river toward the formidable wall. It loomed over us like a silent giant as we got closer, and it was a relief when the ferry docked for the evening and we could slip into the shadows. 

    We got off as discreetly as we could by climbing down one of the pile fenders and sneaking under the boardwalk along the river’s sandy bank. 

    Tovish made it sound like the caves were just a hop, skip, and a jump away, but it was actually another ten miles along the beach. A moon-lit walk on the beach sounded romantic, too, if it weren’t for the fact that we were being hunted by Ren’s spies. 

    Although, I did stop to kiss Zoie once or twice when the moonlight in her hair shimmered just the right way, or the heaving of her milky white breasts drove me to distraction.  

    The blush that dappled her cheeks every time was worth the extra minutes it took to traverse the rocky shore. 

    When we finally made it to the caves, it was all we could do to start a small fire before we collapsed in front of it. 

    The mad dash through Gatetown in the dead of night was hectic, and even though we managed to slip away, it was a close call. 

    “Can we sleep now?” I groaned as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Just a couple hours where nothing or no one tries to kill us, is that too much to ask for?” 

    “You should sleep, and I can take watch,” Zoie said even though she blinked heavily. 

    “No way, you’re just as tired as I am,” I argued and then thumbed the dark bruising of fatigue under one of her eyes. 

    “But--” she started but was interrupted by Roofus landing on her head. 

    “Ker-ker-ker?” Roofus said, and then he hopped off and flew to a little ledge near the cave entrance where he perched with a pointed huff. 

    “I think Roo is trying to tell us he’s got watch this time,” I said as Zoie and I tried to figure out how to speak crow-moth.  

    The gold-seeker gave me a look over his shoulder and then trilled like he was confirming what I was saying. 

    “It looks like you are right,” Zoie said and walked over to where he made his perch so she could scratch him under the chin. “What a helpful being you are.” 

    Roo purred again as he nuzzled into her palm, and with one last pat on the head, Zoie joined me again back by the fire. 

    I lifted my arm, and she crawled in beside me as we sat against the cave wall looking into the dying flames. 

    “What do you think the Ruins are like?” I asked after a bit. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, my body was tired, but my mind was still taking a while to completely calm down from its alert state. “Do the legends say anything?” 

    “Mhm,” Zoie hummed in a low voice. “There are stories about the creatures that overtook the Ruins back when it was an ancient city, and how they are still there deep underground with their hoards of gold.” 

    “Where did these creatures even come from?” I asked. “I figure they are separate from the demons because I hear the term monsters a lot.” 

    “People think the creatures that live in the fallen cities are from the time before the Sun,” Zoie said in her dreamy story-voice.  

    “Are these the creatures you referred to that existed before the demons came?” I asked as I pulled the blue headscarf from where it peeked out of Zoie’s pack and tucked it around her so she would stay a little warmer. 

    “Yes, these are the Moon’s first children,” she answered in her mystic lore way. 

    “What do they look like?” I asked like a kid staying up past bedtime at summer camp. The only thing missing was a flashlight. 

    “Pictures and paintings have shown the monsters in a variety of shapes,” she said as her words became farther apart, and her head got heavier where it was resting on my chest. “They are usually covered in fur with large ears and teeth, and they run and hunt on two legs. They are the most powerful when the moon is fullest.” 

    “They sound like werewolves,” I commented as my eyes grew heavy and the fire burned low. 

    “Hm?” Zoie murmured as she curled up closer into my arms. 

    “Never mind, kitten,” I whispered and kissed her between her dark eyebrows. “Get some sleep.” 

    I pulled the pair of travel cloaks around us so we would be warm through the night, and suddenly this cave floor was the most comfortable thing in existence because my eyelids closed on my next blink and refused to open again. 

    Unconsciousness was like falling into a sticky tar pit that clung to me and dragged me down. There was no dreaming, just the complete and total void of thought that was almost coma-like and hard to rouse from. 

    However, if I was ever worried about sleeping in before, I didn’t need to one bit because the earth-shaking grinding noise of the gate being lowered for the day sounded like a warhead from our proximity in the cave. 

    “Seriously need to find a replacement for the coffee situation,” I grumbled and put on my boots as a headache took up residence right at the back of my skull. 

    “What is keffkee?” Zoie asked as she strapped her katana across her back and then situated her pack over top of it. 

    “It’s a hot drink that makes waking up a lot easier,” I said as I dragged my fingers through my hair. 

    “I should like to find something like this for you, husband,” she decided, and she walked up behind me and kneaded my shoulders. 

    “You’re already an angel,” I moaned out as she attacked a stubborn knot in my neck. “If anyone can find me a replacement for coffee, I’m sure it will be you.” 

    “For now, suck on a pappa sweet,” she said and brought one of the purple jawbreaker things up to my mouth. 

    The sour shock definitely woke me up, and the crunchy dark-chocolate aftertaste was rich enough to trick my brain into getting my coffee fix, which gave me the will to get everything together for the tough trek ahead. 

    “Come on, Roo,” I said and then patted my shoulder. 

    The creepy crow-moth popped his golden head up from where he was stabbing the dirt of the cave, and then he blinked his bulbous red eyes. In his black beak was a wriggling nightcrawler that he swallowed whole when he threw back his ruffled head. 

    On second thought, coffee didn’t sound very good anymore. 

    “Skra!” Roofus said as he fluttered up from the ground and balanced on my shoulder. 

    “Good morning to you, too, Creep,” I snorted, and then Roo nuzzled the side of my face, and his golden dust made me sneeze as we left the cave. 

    The sun was just starting to crest the peaks of the east ridge, and streams of golden light poured through the jagged crater-looking rim. The fresh smell of the river combined with the brisk wind filled my lungs and made me feel like I could climb Mount Everest if the occasion called for it. Based on the map I was looking at in my hands, it might as well be Everest because our route was nearly vertical all the way up. The map marked the Ruins at the top of the west ridge, and below that was a label that read “Falls Keep,” which was marked with an ‘X’. 

    Suddenly, my vision was filled with the color blue as Zoie tied her scarf around my eyes from behind. 

    “What are you doing?” I asked with a slow smile as she came around in front of me and slipped the map out of my fingers. 

    “It’s early,” she said in a low voice that matched the quiet intimacy of the dawn. We hadn’t seen anyone since our mad dash from the river ferry, and here in the shadow of the wall, it felt like we were the only ones in the world. 

    Zoie then took my hands into hers and slowly started to spin us around in a circle. 

    “We have time for a training exercise,” she said, and I smiled wider at the sound of the playful grin in her voice. 

    “Oh, this is exciting,” I said and drew her closer as we continued to turn. I placed my hands on her hips, and she looped her arms around my neck. “I can already tell you are a fantastic teacher.” 

    “A teacher is only worth the measure of their student’s desire to learn,” Zoie said so close to my ear she tickled the little hairs there, which sent a zing down my back and out toward my fingers and toes. Goosebumps erupted all over my skin, and every fiber of my being became sensitized to her proximity with one seductive sentence. 

    “You’re like a sexy Yoda,” I rasped as she traced the hairline at the nape of my neck with one sharp fingernail. “I love when you do that.” 

    “I don’t know what a yodey is, but I, too, find you charming when you say the strangest things,” she said and then directed our music-less dance to spin in the opposite direction. 

    “Well, you can count on my desire being at an all-time high these days,” I said and snuggled us even closer so our legs were nearly intertwined and our hips were flush.  

    Zoie snorted a little bit, and I knew my grin was as big as it’s ever been.  

    “What?” I teased. “I meant my desire to learn. What did you think I meant?” 

    She lightly smacked my chest as she giggled, and I clamped my fingers around her waist so she couldn’t get away when I tried to find her mouth and kiss her. 

    After letting me struggle blindly for only a second, she closed the gap between us with an exasperated kiss that pretty much instantly melted into me. It was the type of kiss that was as unhurried as it was arousing, and the comfort of it was like coming home. 

    Our spinning slowed to a standstill as we continued to embrace and explore each other’s mouths. I could taste the bright sour flavor of a pappa sweet on her tongue, and the sound of her stuttering breath sounded loud in the early morning silence. 

    “Alright, my eager student,” Zoie said after we wound down our kissing. “By now, your other senses are becoming sharper because your vision has been taken from you. In some situations, like with Gul, you will not be able to rely on your eyesight, and must learn to hone your other senses in order to escape danger.” 

    “I understand,” I said as I heard the world in technicolor. 

    A bird that sounded like a loon warbled out its early morning song, and I could just hear how it bounced off the rim of the crater. By the direction of the ricochet, I knew it was located somewhere to my right. 

    “Dig deep inside for the core of your focus,” Zoie’s hypnotizing voice continued on as she circled around me and placed her hands on my shoulders. “Imagine the stone pit of a fruit. The brittle outer layer lets in just enough light through the cracks so the inner layer can seek out the sun and grow.” 

    In my mind’s eye, I pictured the pit of a peach with a shoot of green that peeked out through a crack in its shell. Then I imagined the cracks widened, and the shoot crawled up through the dirt until it broke the dark earth surface and reached for the sunlight. Using this image Zoie painted with her water-color words, I focused on the loon-call again as it soared above the trees. 

    My other senses channeled down to only my hearing, and the weird disconnected feeling reminded me of how it felt to call up a time-trance. 

    During a time-trance, however, I always felt stretched to my limit as if I was constantly trying to rein in a mustang with a dog-leash. With this, at least, I felt like I had full control and not just like I was at the mercy of a little-known power that was barely kept in check. 

    “Now, can you tell which way we need to go?” Zoie asked from over my shoulder, and the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up as her moist breath dampened my skin in the chilly morning. 

    The loon’s mournful wail ricocheted off the trees and the cliffs, but more importantly, I could hear the slight difference when the sound bounced off the towering wall. I grinned as my senses dialed back to normal, and I turned my body a quarter turn to my left so I was facing north again. 

    “This way,” I said with confidence and waited for my reward. And waited. “Zoie?” 

    I turned around on the spot and reached for the scarf that blindfolded me, but before I could pull it off, a pair of warm hands stopped me. 

    “Leave it on,” came Zoie’s lips right against the shell of my ear, and a pair of teeth nipped me right on the lobe. “Come and catch me, husband.” 

    A gap of cold air suddenly opened up along my side, and I could tell that had to be the direction my wily wife ran off in. 

    Apparently, her teaching methods were “baptism by fire” style, and I had a feeling she wouldn’t be taking it easy on me if I couldn’t keep up with her rigorous training structure. 

    “Roo?” I called out with a whistle, and his flapping wings gave me a point of reference. “Go find Zoie!” 

    “K-Kree!” Roofus cawed, and I followed the direction of my guide bird. 

    At first, it was nerve wracking when I had to run without seeing where my feet were going, but I pushed those thoughts aside and kept the cracks of my focus narrowed down to just the flutter and occasional cackle from Roo. 

    I jogged to a stop when the sounds changed, and I turned in a circle when the river’s rushing water branched off in too many directions for me to track with my hearing alone. 

    “Impressive,” Zoie said and then slipped the scarf off my head. 

    “Did I pass the test?” I asked as I blinked in the dazzling sunlight. 

    “See for yourself,” the playful minx said as she stashed away her blue scarf and then handed me the map. 

    I took the piece of yellowed parchment as I looked around at where Zoie led us. We were just past the gate’s entrance, and the outline of Gatetown could be seen south through the rectangular gap in the wall. The river that was constantly flowing in the same direction as us suddenly forked, and the frothing waters snaking in two directions was what confused my hearing. 

    The stream on the right loped gently downhill toward the ocean, and the pastoral scene looked like it was straight out of a Grimm’s fairytale. Buzzing insects that had jeweled wings like dragonflies flew in the dewy air, and wildflowers of pinks and reds lined the thinning forest on either side. 

    The stream branching off to the left, however, was less Sound of Music and more Bram Stoker’s Dracula given how the jagged peaks gouged up through the dark earth like sharp teeth. 

    “Too bad we can’t take the scenic route,” I said as I eyeballed the course the map suggested we take. The quickest way showed a red ink line twisting and turning in vicious switchbacks in the direction of the left-branching stream, and what made it even more bleak was the concentration of dark clouds steadily moving in from the west. 

    “We’d better start climbing,” Zoie said as she pulled out a cube of sugar and fed it to Roofus.  

    He chattered in glee and gulped it down with another dusty toss of his ruffled head.  

    Zoie patted him and then gathered him up onto her shoulder. “Where’s the trail head?” 

    “We need to take the path upstream, and somewhere there will be a white stone that marks the trail head up to Falls Keep,” I said and then double checked to see how accurate my memory was. I was trying to get into the habit of memorizing a bit more of the map every time I had to pull it out to consult which way to go. If anything happened to the map, I wanted to be prepared to backtrack by memory. 

    Thunder rumbled overhead like a slumbering grizzly bear, and I kept half an eye out for lightning as we followed the stream that kept flowing from the north-west. 

    The altitude began to change as we trudged up what started as a moderate incline but soon changed to a grade steep enough that I was using my hands as well as my feet to push and pull myself forward. My ears crackled and popped like Rice Krispies, and the top of my chest felt like it was being constricted by a belt because it was getting tougher to breathe through the thinning air. 

    Just before I suggested we stop for a second, the incline flattened out into a small plateau shaded by a tree that reminded me of a weeping willow. 

    “I think this is it,” I panted and gestured to the white marble-looking stone that stuck out from the stream. 

    It had a slightly odd shape to it, and if someone didn’t know exactly what to look for, then it would probably look like an interestingly hewn rock formed by natural erosion. But if you were looking for a secret trailhead marker, the white stone was shaped like an arrow laying on its side. It seemed to be pointing west toward the willow, and when I brushed the long, viney leaves aside, I could see a dimly lit forest glade with the start of a trailhead. 

    Roofus clicked his beak and dove into the forest glade, and Zoie and I exchanged glances. I checked the map one more time just to be sure and led us after the gold-seeker moth. 

    “Roofus?” I called out as my eyesight adjusted to the dim light filtering through the thick canopy. 

    “Krr,” the crow-moth purred and landed back on the top of my pack. 

    The path was narrow, and the trees of the forest were dense on all sides. It almost looked as if we were traveling through a tunnel of arching and entangled branches. 

    “Wait a moment,” Zoie said and dropped her pack to the ground so she could root through it for something.  

    I also took a moment to take my pack off so I could find the both of us something to snack on. I was able to find a wrapped parcel of dried jerky meat, and that plus two woot fruits, and it was the breakfast of champions, or as good as. 

    “What’s that?” I asked her as I placed Zoie’s breakfast at her knees where she was on the ground assembling a rod like device. 

    “These are torches,” she said and showed me how the three cylindrical wooden tubes fit together like a telescope. The wood reminded me of bamboo because it was hollow inside, and at the bigger end, Zoie stuffed some of this brown scrubby moss inside like she was packing a large tobacco pipe before she struck her flint against it. 

    The torch caught fire and illuminated the shadowy glade. Not a moment too soon, either, because the second the bright light filled our surroundings, it seemed to visibly chase away something just on the fringes of our bubble of protective light. 

    “Handy,” I remarked as I ignored the sounds of scurrying feet and took the remaining three pieces of wood so I could assemble the second torch. I fit each smaller end into the larger, and the naturally tapered ends helped to nest the pieces together like a set of Russian nesting dolls. 

    “Now, moss,” Zoie instructed, and I tore up the brown Brillo-pad moss at my feet so I could stuff it into the larger end of my bamboo-like torch. 

    I caught a whiff of something and brought the torch up slightly so I could try and figure out what the smell was. It smelled a little bit like the ammonia cleaning agent I used on Leary’s shop floors. Whatever was making the moss smell like that was strong, and it was no wonder the flint barely had to spark before it burst into flames. 

    “These will last us two hours, and if we keep our current pace, we should be able to reach the switchbacks by then,” Zoie said as she finished off her dried meat and bit through the skin of the tough fruit so she could drink the inside. 

    I nodded as I polished off my meager meal as well, and then I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth when I’d finished. I normally would have discarded the leathery husk of the woot fruit after I sucked out the insides because the skin was usually too bitter to eat, but maybe if I dried it, Roofus might like it, so I folded it up and put it into my pocket. 

    “It’s hard to believe it’s actually daylight,” I said as we walked through the eerie shrouded forest. 

    “This is a place where it is easy for the darkness to play tricks on our vision,” Zoie said in a hushed voice, and her ears were on a constant swivel for any creak or snapping twig. “Make sure we don’t become separated or turned around.” 

    “Do you have any more badass warrior tips for situations like this?” I asked in an equally low voice. A rustling noise had my head whipping over my shoulder, but there was nothing behind me. 

    “Try not to let the feeling of eyes watching you become a distraction,” she said, but there were no further words of wisdom, so I made sure to huddle close. 

    Even Roofus seemed afraid of leaving our little cocoon of light because he split his time between either mine or Zoie’s packs or shoulders. 

    I didn’t blame the crow-moth because even the trees in the forest were huge and menacing as they stared down at us like giant sentries the further we walked through the glade. Every so often, hoots and shrieks could be heard off in the distance from creatures I didn’t know the names of, and Zoie’s advice of not being distracted by the constant feeling of unseen eyeballs crawling all over me was easier said than done. 

    The sensation was starting to gain an intrusive hold on my focus the more the darkness encroached around us like a tiger waiting to spring. 

    I tried to stay as stoic as Zoie, but every now and then her own footsteps faltered and her breaths picked up just like mine did as the suffocating forest closed in around us. 

    Zoie slowed, and I immediately stopped as well. Her ears flickered and perked, and her wide saucer eyes peered into the dim trees with pupils so large only a rim of her blue iris remained. 

    “What do you hear?” I whispered with barely any breath and then visualized the seed pod that was my focus. I widened the cracks to let more of my hearing in, but it was difficult when my eyes kept darting to every flicking shadow. 

    “There is a pack hunting us,” Zoie said and raised her head to sniff the air. 

    “A pack of what?” I asked in a low voice. 

    “Something I’ve never scented before, but there are at least six of them,” she said, and then she turned her attention to me. “We need to go. Currently, we are upwind of them, but we need to find the falls entrance quickly.” 

    “We are almost at the switchbacks,” I said as I consulted the worn map. I cataloged thirteen of the sharp twists and turns and vowed to keep track once we hit them. “Let’s go.” 

    Breaking out of the claustrophobic forest was like coming up for a deep breath of air, and I didn’t realize I copped a chill until the sunlight warmed my skin. 

    “Now, for the hard part,” I said as I craned my head back to look up at the sheer cliffs in front of me. 

    “Keep up, won’t you?” Zoie teased with a cheeky smirk over her shoulder, and even though we had a pack of Somethings after us, and we were now trying to get into Mordor the Hard Way. 

    I didn’t think I’d ever been in love with anyone more in my life. 

    The realization hit me like a thunderbolt, but in a way I was utterly unsurprised by. It had been coming on for a long while, this grand emotion that always took me by storm whenever she’d catch me off guard by flirting with me even though she was new to expressing that side of herself. It was a privilege to see what was behind the regal mask she wore for the world, and I took it for the honor it was whenever she let me in. 

    So, I jogged up and tweaked her soft silky tail, which made her yip, blush, and mock-hiss at me in that order. 

    I crowded into her space and put my finger under her chin as if I was guiding her up to a kiss, but at the last moment, I went up and nibbled one of her suede-like ears. 

    “Race you,” I rumbled low right into that sensitive ear, and then I jumped back as she tried to swipe at me. 

    She stalked forward, and I walked backward just like a dance of actual cat-and-mouse, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

    “Keep up, won’t you?” I mocked with a wink. 

    “You will be sorry, if I catch you,” I heard the playful growl in her voice, so I smiled wider. “You can consider this a ‘course crash’ on evading an enemy because I have a feeling we will need to do this soon and often.” 

    “Yay, training part two,” I said as an excited thrill bubbled through my veins, and my heart pumped as if I’d just mainlined Red Bull. “You ready?” 

    Zoie’s sumptuous toned legs tensed as she crouched in the sexy skin-tight battle outfit she favored. It made her look like a sleek jaguar ready to pounce, and knowing I was this wild cat’s prey made a spike of arousal sizzle through my blood. 

    With one last wink, I turned tail and bolted up the steep incline that wrapped nearly a quarter mile around the peak before the first switchback came into sight. 

    “Try to use your other senses, Alex!” Zoie called out, and suddenly a rock bounced off the back of my booted heel. 

    “Hey!” I said and looked around. “What about the Somethings following us? Won’t they hear?” 

    “They caught our scent when the winds changed,” Zoie said, and another rock hit off the cliff face as I rounded the second switchback. 

    “More sink or swim, got it,” I grumbled under my breath. 

    “I heard that.” Zoie threw another rock, and it got me on the elbow. “Open your senses and dodge me without looking back!” 

    “That one is going to leave a mark, you know,” I said just to be difficult, even though the rock didn’t sting. 

    “Anywhere you bruise, I will make better,” she bantered, and her voice sounded like dusk and of Hot Things to Come, which made my heart pound harder. 

    “Is that a threat or a promise?” I fired back, and I wasn’t sure which one I wanted it to be. 

    Instead of answering, Zoie just chuckled, and I heard her scoop up a handful of rocks from the rocky trail. 

    “Right, focus,” I said to myself, and I tried to track her movements with my hearing as I ran up the next incline. 

    Instead of picturing the seed pod visually, I just imagined I could feel the creeping shoots of my focus as they sought out the information behind me, so I wouldn’t be too distracted and lose my footing on the narrow inclines. 

    I turned the third switchback, and I could hear the stones were in Zoie’s left hand, which meant her throwing hand was her right. 

    A stone whizzed by my ear just as I had the sudden urge to duck my head, and I realized I was starting to find my pace. Each step matched the tempo of my heart, and I was able to compartmentalize my attention to the beat like a metronome. 

    I swerved to the left and dodged another rock, and then I jumped over another one aimed at my feet. 

    My lungs pumped, and my leg muscles burned, but my mind grew sharp and clear. Again, it felt as if a part of me was able to observe outside of my present task, and I was able to avoid most of her incoming rock missiles. 

    When we passed the sixth switchback, I tried to see how much I could push my awareness, and I sectioned my focus even more until I could hear a very familiar ticking sound… 

    Tick. 

    While still being aware of my rambling path, I heard a distinctive sound added to the flurry of other information. Among the continuous noise of our pounding feet, Roo’s flapping, and the sound of rocks rolling around in Zoie’s hands, a high-pitched whistling rose on the breeze. 

    Tick. 

    “Zoie!” I yelled and then spun on my heels so I could grab her and pull us both against the rock wall as an arrow flew up from below. We peeked down the sheer cliffs and saw a handful of large dark shapes point up at us from the base of the switchbacks. 

    “We’ve got company,” I said just as the pack of broad-shouldered figures started running. 

    








 

    Chapter 15 

    Roofus cawed at us urgently as the pack of Somethings thundered up the inclines, and we both stood in frozen horror for a moment until Roofus screeched loud enough to snap us out of it. 

    “Run!” Zoie said, and we both sprinted up the incline in an attempt to reach the falls as quickly as possible. 

    I really hoped the entrance into the Ruins was self-explanatory because I had a feeling the Somethings chasing us weren’t going to wait around for us to find the door. 

    I looked up to try and catch a glimpse of the supposed ruined ancient palace/city, but the steep face of the mountain we were traversing was preventing me from seeing anything but its rocky and jagged shadow as it eclipsed us in shade. 

    A fierce stitch appeared in my side as we rounded the tenth switchback, and I willed my stamina to hold out just a little longer when I heard the sound of rushing water. 

    “The falls must be close!” I shouted to Zoie at my side, and we both leapt over a fallen tree in sync. 

    “I can smell them!” Zoie answered, and with one more concentrated burst of energy, we hauled ourselves to the top of the final incline. 

    Even though a terrifying pack of Somethings were tearing up the switchbacks on a quest for our blood, Zoie and I still stopped dead in our tracks at the sight of the magnificent ruined palace peeking down at us with its formidable crumbled spires and collapsing battlements. I couldn’t see the entire scope of the place, but there was something foreboding about how it stood like a dead sentinel at the top of the narrow waterfall which thundered down onto slick black rocks.  

    “How do we get inside?” I asked when I snapped out of the trance the ruins trapped me in. There was something oppressive to the atmosphere that demanded silence, and I almost felt guilty about having to shout over the waterfall. 

    Zoie startled slightly as if she, too, was in a daze and then shook her head a bit as if to clear the cobwebs as she withdrew her katana. “The entrance must be behind the waterfall. We must hurry, I can feel the ground vibrate with their approach.”  

    The roaring water made it impossible for me to hear the pounding feet of our pursuers, but I trusted that Zoie’s fine-tuned skills might pick up something before we were caught off guard. 

    “Let’s do this,” I said. 

    With no time to spare, we ran behind the powerful waterfall and searched the rock for any signs of a door. 

    Zoie took the time to relight another one of those expandable bamboo-like torches, which really were starting to come in handy because without the light we would have missed the ancient carvings on the rock wall. 

    “Alex, I can hear whatever is hunting us is getting closer,” Zoie said as she watched me examine the carvings. 

    “Just a second,” I panted as I squinted up at the carvings. 

    “They are advancing,” she urged, but I tried to focus on the weird riddle scrawled on the wall. 

    “I think I can read what’s written here,” I said as the weird translation thing that allowed me to communicate with the locals somehow made the words look like they were written in English. “‘Weapons are nothing without the bearer’s key.’” 

    “Alex…” Zoie warned, and through the drips of the waterfall we saw a dark shaggy creature breech the top of the ledge.  

    It was getting dark, but I could see it had some sort of tribal-looking paintings on its skin, and it was also wearing a loincloth and had a lethal quiver of arrows on its back. 

    “Shit,” I hissed under my breath and glared back at the wall. 

    Of course, there was a mysterious password in the form of a riddle. It wouldn’t be a proper dungeon crawl without it, even though the “getting chased by werewolves” timing could be way improved. 

    Zoie nudged me as more of the wolf-men appeared in the clearing where we were a moment ago. They raised their long muzzles and scented the air, and I knew our time was up. 

    “Weapons without what…” I murmured as I focused back on this hidden doorway riddle shit. I could not afford to be distracted. “Come on, what makes weapons useless?” 

    “They found us,” Zoie said as she held her sword at the ready. 

    I glanced through the falling water and saw one of the wolf-men fix his stare on our location. His eyes glowed, and then he gathered the others closer as he pointed toward the falls. 

    Leave it to Tovish to get us here and then not give us the answer of how to get in. Or wait… maybe he had, and I’d just forgotten. I seemed to remember him telling me specifically not to forget something just before he shoved me out onto that roof. 

    A wolf’s howl sounded, and the six terrifying beasts began running full tilt toward our position behind the falls. 

    “Alex!” Zoie whisper-shouted 

    “Don’t forget, don’t forget…” I chanted. “What was it Tovish said? Something map, something Roofus will help us, something--argh! Weapons without what? The absence of what makes weapons useless?” 

    “Skreet!” Roofus wailed as the snarling barking beasts charged toward us. 

    “Don’t forget: bravery!” I cried when the memory finally hit me full on.  

    Tovish did tell us the key, even though it was in a really twisty way. I should have expected that given how he seemed to have a fondness for playing with words. 

    The sound of a pneumatic hiss sounded almost like when a city bus stops on the side of the road. Then a large slab of stone popped out from the rock wall, and Zoie and I leapt on it so we could pry it open with our fingers and then squeeze through the narrow space. 

    “Close it, close it!” I yelled as a pair of snapping jaws tried to push their way through the gap behind us. 

    Zoie and I slammed our shoulders into the heavy stone door, and the wolf-man on the other side yelped before all sound was cut off. 

    We panted in the silence, and I pressed my forehead to the cold stone as I caught my breath. 

    “Weapons are nothing without the bearer’s key,” I chuckled to myself. “The key was bravery.” 

    Suddenly, Zoie sheathed her katana and grabbed the front of my cloak so she could slam me up against the wall. Before I could ask if everything was alright, she pressed her gorgeous body up against mine and kissed the breath out of me. 

    “What was that for?” I asked when she broke the kiss.  

    The torch Zoie had lit earlier was on the ground and still burning, and I could see the way she looked at me with hunger. 

    “You are one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever known, and your instincts are unparalleled,” Zoie said in a breathless voice, and I couldn’t help but bring her in for another scorching kiss. 

    “It helps that I have an excellent teacher,” I chuckled when I pulled away. “Where’s Roofus?” 

    “Ki-Ki!” came the sound of the gold-seeker moth, and I walked over to the fallen torch we dropped so I could lift it high and get a good look around the catacombs of the ruined palace. 

    It seemed as if we were in a crypt under the palace, given the fact there were at least five raised marble tombs standing in silent guard on either side of the chamber. 

    “Roofus?” Zoie called out, and even though her voice was as quiet as possible, it still bounced off the high arching walls of the crypt. 

    “Krr!” Roo cooed from somewhere nearby, and Zoie and I followed the sound past the tombs and through a broken and crumbling part of the wall that had been smashed through who knows how long ago. 

    “Watch your step,” I said as I walked over the crumbling bricks and into a small room probably meant to keep gold and riches for whoever was in those tombs. The place looked like it had been raided a long time ago because it was picked clean except for a few smashed crates and empty barrels, and it was behind one of these barrels that we found Roofus as he used his beak to peck at a pile of old cloth. 

    “Whatcha got there, buddy?” I asked as I crouched down with the torch to get a better look. 

    Roofus pecked at the dusty cloth again, and I almost flew backward when I saw the pile of cloth was actually the remains of a skeleton, and Roo was avidly trying to get something out of the poor dude’s front pocket. 

    “Roo, come on, let Bonely rest in peace,” I said as I tried to shoo the crow-moth away, but the determined creature wouldn’t be persuaded to give up his task. 

    Finally, with a triumphant caw, Roofus pulled a shining gold coin out of the dead man’s pants pocket. 

    “He’s a gold-seeker moth,” Zoie reminded me as she scratched Roofus under his chin, and then she took the coin and put it into her pack. “It’s incredible he was able to find this all the way back here. He will be useful for getting through this place quickly.” 

    “Now the question becomes how do we leave this crypt,” I said as I raised my torch along the walls and ceilings of the secret gold room. “Roo, find us more gold!” 

    The gold-seeker perked up his dusty head and wiggled his feathery antennae. 

    “Krt! Krt!” he clicked his beak, and he flapped over and gripped onto the wall with his feet. “Krt!” 

    Then Roofus tapped twice on the rock and turned his head almost all the way around so he could look at me. 

    “Twice for yes?” I wondered as I walked up to the wall. 

    The crow-moth fluffed his neck ruff and then tapped twice on the same stone in the wall. 

    Zoie and I exchanged looks, and then I shrugged and knocked in the same place Roo did. 

    “It can’t be that easy--” I scoffed and then ate my words a second later as the stone pushed inward on my fourth knock. My eyebrows went up, and I pushed the stone the rest of the way until it fell out with a thunk on the other side. 

    “A cornerstone,” Zoie said and then began shoving out the rest of the bricks that made up the back wall.  

    With my help, we plowed through the obstacle and broke out into an even larger main chamber. 

    “Woah,” I whispered, and even the subtle sound reverberated around the cavernous space and then seemed to get swallowed down the inky mouth of what looked to be a natural crevasse that bored deep into the depths of the mountain we were under. 

    Our combined torch light only stretched out so far, but from what I could see, there was a wooden bridge over the deep fissure that connected the two sides. 

    “Krt!” Roofus clicked and then launched off the back of Zoie’s pack straight for the bridge. 

    “We better make sure we don’t fall behind,” Zoie said and then sprang ahead so she could lead with her superior eyesight. “I know you are light on your feet, husband. Be that now as we run because I’m not sure if the structure can support us both.” 

    “Wait, what?” I did a double-take as we barreled toward the bridge. “Training part three, then?” 

    “On a pass or fail grading system,” Zoie said in that matter-of-fact way I now understood was her sense of humor. 

    “Yeah, no shit, Sherlock,” I said with the same deadpan tone, and I couldn’t help but be disturbed at how my voice seemed to disappear into the abyss we were just about to cross. 

    “Here comes the bridge!” Zoie called out. “Summon the feeling of the winds under the soles of your feet. You are light as an arrow racing just above the ground.” 

    I didn’t have time to respond before Zoie sprinted ahead and banked left over the bridge, but at the last second I panicked, and I screeched to a halt as I watched in awe as her bubble of torchlight floated over the wooden structure with barely any sound. 

    “Okay, no big deal, just a vertical plunge into certain death. Nut up, Alex.” I tried to pump myself up as I jogged backward a few paces so I could get a running start. 

    Then, I put all my faith into imagining myself as light as air, and I prayed to Mercedes, or whoever the fuck was listening, that these mentality exercises would be enough as my feet hit the bridge. 

    My stomach gave a sick lurch as the bridge bucked and swayed under my footsteps, but I kept my eye on the halo of Zoie’s torchlight at the end in order to ignore the terror welling up inside me as I thought every footfall would be my last. 

    From the angle I approached the bridge, it didn’t seem like it was very far across, but running over the gaping maw of the small canyon made five-hundred yards seem like five thousand. 

    I knew if I looked down, I would only see pitch blackness, so I kept my gaze on Zoie. 

    Before I knew it, I crossed the bridge, my feet skidded to a stop on the dirt ground as I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Then, I turned around and looked at the other side just to confirm to myself I made it. 

    “Pass,” Zoie said as she came up next to me and butted her hip gently against mine. 

    “Did we lose Roofus?” I panted through a wild grin. 

    “No, he’s waiting for us over by the portcullis,” she said and then pointed with the torch over to a vertical sliding gate with a heavy iron checkerboard pattern. “I think this used to be a dungeon.” 

    Sure enough, I could see the dim golden outline of the gold-seeker moth as he impatiently hovered in front of a massive latticed gate that looked like it could keep all the Greeks out of Troy. 

    “What did they keep down here? A Cerberus? A balrog, a--you know what? I don’t wanna know.” I shivered as a draft suddenly wafted out of the chasm with a slightly sulfuric smell as if Gandalf really did just plummet after the raging hell beast in the Mines of Moria. 

    “Krt!” the gold-hungry creature clicked for my attention. 

    “Okay, okay, I get it,” I said as Zoie and I jogged over to the portcullis. Then I handed Zoie my torch so I could have both hands free to turn the lever of the gate’s mechanism. “Must suck not to have thumbs.” 

    “Kaw!” Roofus said as if I’d offended his mother. 

    “Relax,” I muttered, and then the portcullis lifted an inch with a metallic growling noise as the rust cracked off the large chains.  

    Zoie stuck the torches into a crag between two rocks and then walked up to the gate so she could catch the gold-seeker with gentle hands. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus said again when Zoie clutched him close. 

    “Oh, hush,” she said as if he was a naughty child. “We can’t let you get too far away, now can we?” 

    A piercing wolf-like howl suddenly echoed somewhere behind us, but Zoie and I both glanced at each other with the same amount of dread. 

    “The monsters hunting us sound like they found another way in,” I said. 

    “Then we must hurry.” Zoie tucked the squirming Roofus under one arm like a stuffed chicken and then collected our torches with the other hand. 

    “Run underneath, and then I will follow you after I let the lever go,” I said as my arm muscles strained with holding up the portcullis. 

    Zoie nodded and ran under the gate, and I zipped after her just seconds behind. 

    With no one holding the heavy metal gate, it slid down with an almighty crash, which basically just telegraphed our location to the fearsome wolf-pack on our trails. 

    “I hope there is another way out, because this gate only has one working door lever,” I said as I kicked at the matching iron wheel that was slowly decaying in a rusty pile. 

    “There has to be,” she replied with such confidence I couldn’t help but believe her. “I also don’t think returning the way we came would be wise if you are right about the monsters.” 

    “Let’s go,” I said, and I led us down the stone steps and into a damp series of interconnecting chambers that looked like a proper medieval dungeon, complete with musty-smelling hay in cramped prisoner cells, and rooms with nightmarish looking torture devices I didn’t want to personally know the uses of. 

    Roofus then took the lead, and he took us through another series of rooms that had old sleeping pallets arranged in bunks, and I wondered if this must have been where the guards slept. It seemed like we were traveling north-east from where we came in, but I couldn’t be sure because the oppressive darkness of the underground Ruins played tricks with my sense of direction. 

    It was a good thing we had such a tenacious crow-moth hell-bent on finding any scrap of gold for our compass, because the underground of the Ruins was a little like a sprawling maze that I wish I had a map for. 

    Every now and then, Roofus would stop and unearth some golden chalice, or a handful of small coins hidden by layers of dust and cobwebs. It wasn’t much, but Zoie and I kept everything that met with the little crow-moth’s approval anyway. 

    Beggars couldn’t afford to be choosers, after all. Especially when the occasional sounds of howling would remind both Zoie and me that we were still being hunted. 

    We followed our dusty guide through the rest of the guards’ quarters, through another gate with a large wooden door rotting away on its hinges, and past another crypt. We then traveled up a staircase that must have been some sort of servants’ entrance because we ended up popping out into the vast entrance hall on the main floor of the abandoned palace. 

    Sunlight streamed in through the high windows that miraculously still had hand-blown glass fitted into some of their frames. The light was growing more golden, which meant the sun was in the latter half of the day, and I really hoped we could be out of these haunting Ruins before nightfall. 

    Roofus flapped around as if he couldn’t decide where to go while Zoie and I ashed the burnt moss out of our torches. Then we disassembled them so it was one less thing to worry about in our hands. 

    Finally, the crow-moth clicked his beak with a gleeful sounding squawk and flew off toward the giant stone staircase that towered up to the rest of the ruined palace. 

    Zoie and I took off after the gold-seeker as he led us up at least three more flights of crumbling stairs before he came to the end of the corridor and swerved left.  

    We both had to skid and catch our balance before we smashed into the damaged stone wall and added our own cracks to the once-fine marble. Roofus screeched again and balanced with his crow feet and furry moth-paws on the handle of the ornate metal doors at the end of the corridor. 

    He angled his fluffed yellow head back at me, and then he thumped his beak against the door twice. 

    “What’s in here, boy?” I asked and forced the rusty handles to turn. 

    With a loud crack, the doors to the mysterious chamber opened, and Roofus led us into a bedroom suite that was probably for the master of this kingdom. I wasn’t sure if Roofus was on the right track, though, because if this place had been raided several times over according to history, I bet the bedrooms were the first places the thieves and mercenaries took out. 

    This chamber seemed to be proving that theory already because it was stripped of anything valuable right down to the sheets on the bare mattress. 

    But the little crow-moth wasn’t slowed by the sad gold-less state of the room, and instead he flew over to the fireplace and landed on the mantel. 

    “Kaw!” he said as if he was showing us his report card. 

    “Roofus, there is nothing here,” Zoie said and tried to get him to land back on her back. 

    The gold-seeker stretched back his black and yellow wings and then stamped his crow’s feet. 

    “Krt!” Roofus clicked and then, before Zoie or I could get any closer, he darted up the chimney. 

    “Roofus!” I called out, and I ran over to the fireplace so I could try and look up into the dark flue. 

    “Ki-ki-ki!” the creature echoed back, and then there was a loud thumping sound just before the gold-seeker barreled out of the chimney and straight into my chest with a sooty cough. 

    A ringing rumbled through the walls on the heels of Roofus’ frantic exit from the flue, and a moment later, several sacks of jangling metal crashed to the floor of the fireplace. 

    Zoie and I leapt back in surprise at the downpour of treasure cascading out of the chimney, and we both stared slack-jawed until Roofus’ squirming became too much, and he escaped from my hold so he could roost on top of the pile when the downpour stopped. 

    “There must have been a hidden compartment,” Zoie breathed, and I could tell by the fascination coloring her tone that she wanted to explore the fireplace’s mechanics, but I knew time was of the essence. 

    “We better grab as much as we can,” I said and swung my pack around so I could start filling it with as many of the fist sized sacks of coins and jewels as I could. 

    With one last longing glance at the chimney above us, Zoie crouched down and started doing the same. 

    “These Ruins are much too quiet,” Zoie said when we finished stuffing as much into our packs as was practical. “I am waiting for a trap to spring, or perhaps some cursed gold.” 

    “Wait, some of the gold is cursed?” I asked as I put the backpack on my shoulders.  

    Roofus cocked his ruffled head and dropped a ruby ring from his beak. 

    “It’s just a legend,” Zoie said quickly. “More of a bedtime story about how the ancient Lords knew of the old magic and would protect their hoards from thieves. If a person takes even a single piece outside the palace walls, then they will be destroyed by a curse.” 

    “But it’s just a story, right?” I checked as the hairs on the back of my neck prickled. 

    “Of course.” She smiled and then placed a pretty silver bracelet around Roofus’ neck.  

    The gold-seeker puffed out his chest and then hopped up to the cat-woman’s shoulder while she stood up from her crouch. 

    Just then, an arrow whistled in through the gap in the doors and glanced off the stone chamber wall. 

    “Arroooooo!” a wolf-man howled, and Zoie and I shot each other a look when two other howls answered him. 

    “Block the door,” Zoie started, but I pulled my sword out instead. 

    “No, we have to go through this guy before his buddies show up,” I said as I bolted for the door. “We can’t let them trap us inside here.” 

    I burst out into the corridor just as the wolf-man nocked another large arrow so big it was almost spear-like. Given how the wolf-men were all about seven feet tall, it made sense they needed big arrows for their massive bows. 

    Just as the silver-haired wolf drew back his taut arrow, Zoie threw a knife at him that snipped his bowstring like a limp noodle. 

    The wolf-man snarled and snapped like a rabid Doberman, and then it barreled toward us like a rocket off its launch pad. 

    I rolled out of the way as he brought his backup sword down on the stone floor in a clash of sparks and iron. 

    “Riiiooowwwwl!” Zoie cried and then pounced onto the wolf-monster with her blade as well. 

    The creature barked and growled as he parried her attack, which sent her flipping backward. While he was distracted trying to get closer to Zoie, I side-kicked him, and he went crashing into the railing that separated the third floor from the main level below. 

    The next volley of attacks were coordinated effortlessly by Zoie and me like we’d been fighting together for years like a well-oiled machine. She threw a knife, I took a step to his flank, the monster blocked her weapon, and I delivered a roundhouse kick to its sternum. 

    The beast howled as it fell over the balcony, and Zoie and I spared a second to peek over the railing after we heard the tell-tale thud of a body. 

    On the main floor, a dark puddle expanded outward from the wolf-man’s still, twisted figure. 

    “Shit,” I hissed just as another one of the hunting pack appeared in the entrance hall and ran to its fallen pack-mate.  

    The second wolf sniffed the corpse of its companion, but I pulled us both back before it could raise its head and spot us. 

    As we turned and sprinted away from the scene of the crime, another angry howl ruptured through the palace, and three more answered the call from multiple directions. 

    “Why did I get the impression the monsters were just mindless violent beasts?” I asked as Zoie and I kept running up staircase after staircase. “They seem pretty organized, and they also have pretty sophisticated weapons.” 

    “I don’t know because I thought that as well,” Zoie said, and she sounded just as confused as I was, which was a little bit of a relief.  

    Two wolf creatures suddenly plowed out of the corridor wall right in front of us, and Zoie and I scrambled back. One jumped clean over the both of us on a pair of strong legs, and when it rolled up from its crouch, it had a dual set of hook swords that it brandished in an X. 

    Zoie sheathed her katana on her back and then pulled out a set of tri-bladed daggers from a hidden lower-back holster. 

    “I’ll protect your left side, Alex,” Zoie said before she launched herself at her dual-bladed opponent. 

    I whipped around and faced my own foe, who was spinning a staff with a wicked looking pike-headed blade on both ends. 

    The wolf-man’s yellow irises seemed to flash as gold as the late-afternoon sun, and his gray muzzle wrinkled as he bared his sharp teeth. He swung the Darth Maul staff at my head, but I parried it Ewan McGregor style. Then I tried to step forward, the wolf-man tried to use the back end of the double-headed pike to take out my legs. 

    Tick. 

    My pulse hammered in my ears, and I focused on the inkling of that trance feeling as my flight or fight response amped up and the adrenaline saturated my boiling blood. 

    Before I could let the time-trance overwhelm me with its power, I visualized I could slow the trickle of this power by narrowing the cracks in my seed-pod focus, so the faucet wasn’t on full-blast, so to speak. 

    Tick. 

    The world shimmered a moment after the wolf-monster’s double-headed halberd swept out toward my feet. Then I narrowed the sphere of my focus like closing the aperture of a camera lens, so only a little of the time-trance took over for the split second I needed in order to jump over the halberd, land in a crouch, and then spring up with my sword to cut his staff in two. 

    My opponent reared back in surprise, blinked down at the two halves of his staff, and then he began to twirl the dual half-pikes like they were batons. 

    I didn’t know if I made my situation worse or not by essentially granting him two weapons instead of the one, but I figured he would be equally lethal even if he had only a butter knife. 

    I shuffled back as the large mutated wolf-monster advanced on me, and every time I tried to strike, one of his spinning pikes would knock away my sword like it was an annoying gnat. 

    The spinning was too fast which meant I had to slow it down… 

    The cracks widened, the aperture opened, and I bent down to grab a piece of rubble the size of a baseball. 

    Tick. 

    My hearing tunneled out, but I brought it back and narrowed my focus so I wouldn’t lose track of what else was happening in the room. I was relieved to hear Zoie seemed to still have things under control, so I turned back to the wolf-man helicoptering closer. 

    Tick. 

    His whirling weapons slowed a fraction. 

    Tick. 

    They slowed even more, and I pictured actually reaching out and turning the dial down on a car stereo. 

    Ripples bent the air as the dual pikes revolved at half-speed, and I wound up my throwing arm like I was a starting pitcher at a home game and threw the giant piece of rubble right at the creature’s muzzle. 

    The wolf-man yelped and stumbled back as blood gushed from his nose and mouth.  

    I saw my opportunity, and I slashed with my sword and easily knocked one of the staff pieces out of his hand, due to the fact that my blade was wide and stalwart. 

    I slashed again and then blocked as the wolf-man tried to gut me with the remaining pike blade he had at his disposal. I side-stepped and then ducked as the wolf-man tried to take off my head, but then I slashed my blade across his torso, which caused him to grip the wound with one arm as he crashed back into the wall. 

    I pressed my advantage and blocked his feeble thrust, and as I knocked the pike aside, I followed through by running my blade through its heart. 

    The wolf-creature wailed like a dog on the highway, and then he was still. 

    “Riioooowwwlll!” Zoie cried out, and I yanked my sword free from the sucking wound in the dead wolf’s chest. 

    “Zoie!” I yelled as the monster she was fighting grabbed her around the throat and made her drop her katana. 

    I lunged forward and brought my sword down along the length of the sandy-wolf’s spine, and he howled as he dropped Zoie. 

    “Come on, fucker!” I challenged and bared my teeth at him in the universal language all savage beasts understood. 

    The sandy-colored wolf-creature snarled and snapped his slavering jaws at me so hard ropes of spittle flew off in all directions. 

    Well, if my goal was to distract him from Zoie, then I’d accomplished that tenfold because he charged at me like a locomotive from the flaming pits of hell. 

    The adrenaline ignited my blood like a barrel of gunpowder, and the shell of my honed focus shattered right when the beast lunged at me. 

    Tick. 

    The time-trance poured out and nearly swallowed me whole like the first few times it overwhelmed me right at the most critical height of danger, and I couldn’t help being pulled along with the immense power. 

    Tick. 

    The wolf-creature launched itself through the air and reached for me with its yellow-tipped claws so slowly I thought I’d managed a time-freeze again like I had with Gul. 

    I pushed myself through the thick feeling in the air as I brandished my weapon. 

    Tick. 

    I took a step, and time resumed with a snap as I met the wolf-creature head on with a powerful thrust of my sword. 

    It shrieked but didn’t make a move to withdraw itself from my blade, so I used my momentum to plow it backward until we were stopped by a study column. 

    The wolf-man continued to try and tear out my throat even as the light died in its eyes and it stopped moving. 

    I pulled my sword free as my knee buckled suddenly, and I had to rest with my back against the balcony railing. 

    “Alex!” Zoie said as she ran toward me and crouched down so she could look into my face. “Are you okay?” 

    “Yeah, just got a little dizzy all of a sudden,” I muttered as I shook my head. “I think I’m learning how to control the time-trance power.” 

    “Really?” she asked with a hopeful grin. “How have you managed this?” 

    “Mostly with your methods on visualizing,” I said and then wiped the blood off my blade. “I was able to combine the technique of when I was blindfolded with how the time-trance works, but I don’t think I can control it for long.” 

    I hauled myself up with the help of Zoie and stretched my shoulders as the brief spell of weariness faded. 

    “Maybe with more practice it will be less exhausting to control in the future,” she said and went over to where the gold-seeker moth was hiding under half of a broken shield. “Poor thing.” 

    “Kerr,” Roofus burred, and his right wing stuck out at an awkward angle. 

    “The beast batted him away when the little one tried to come to my rescue,” Zoie said with a concerned frown, and then she untucked her black tunic so she could rip off two strips of cloth from the bottom hem. She then gently set Roofus’ broken wing and wrapped it with the first strip, and with the second, she tied the wrapped wing to the crow-moth’s body as a kind of improvised sling. 

    “Poor little guy,” I said, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty that Tovish’s companion got hurt while he was helping us. 

    “Here,” Zoie said and then pulled out her scarf. With a few twists, she transformed the head cloth into a strap across her chest that allowed her to wrap Roofus securely against her front. “Okay, we’re ready.” 

    I cracked my neck back and forth and shook out my shoulders. 

    “Me, too,” I said and looked left and right. To my right there were more stairs leading up, but to my left were the stairs leading down. “Did we want to go back the way we came yet?” 

    “There’s still the fourth creature we saw below,” Zoie said and headed to the right. 

    “Up it is, then,” I replied as I gripped my sword just to feel its sure weight in my hand, and I really hoped upward led to a direct exit route out of this creepy place before more wolf-packs showed up. 

    Side-by-side we raced up another staircase that led to a winding tower with… 

    More stairs. 

    “Come on, Samwise.” I dug deep and mustered the remnants of my stamina as the heavy gold pack on my back bit into my shoulders. 

    “Samwise?” Zoie whispered.  

    “Famous hero from my world,” I explained. “Never let his pals down and climbed just a shitload of stairs and mountains.” 

    Then an outraged howl shattered the still air and made Zoie and I speed up. 

    “I think the fourth one found the rest of his friends,” I panted as we exited the tower and ran outside along the crumbling palace wall. 

    “Ah!” Zoie suddenly cried out, and I slammed to a halt when she stumbled and crashed into the side of the wall for balance. 

    “Zoie?” I said and ran over to where she stood clutching her heart. 

    “I-I’m okay, I just--oh!” She winced and nearly collapsed to the ground. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I grabbed her arms when she swayed. 

    “Skree!” Roofus said and struggled out of Zoie’s scarf. 

    “Alex… it hurts,” Zoie hissed as her chin trembled. 

    “Where, Zoie?” I frantically fumbled along her black clothed body for any signs of blood. “Did you get injured?” 

    “No, it’s not a flesh wound, it feels--” Zoie didn’t finish describing what it felt like because she gasped, and her legs finally went out on her.  

    If it wasn’t for my grip on her already, she would have fallen hard to the ground, but because I had her, I was able to lower her gently down to rest against the battlement wall. 

    “Skree! Skree! Skree!” Roofus flapped frantically with one wing as he tried to get my attention. 

    “Not now, Roo!” I snapped as I pulled open Zoie’s shirt a little and gasped when an infectious green stain bloomed outward from the center of her chest and crept up the veins in her neck like sickly vines. “What is this?” 

    “Kaw! K-ar-se!” Roofus squawked, and I turned my head to the gold-seeker as he pecked at Zoie’s pack. “K-ar-se!” 

    “Cu… rse,” Zoie rasped and then hissed in pain. 

    “What?” I asked again and then brushed her hair back so I could try and look into her clouded eyes. “Curse?” 

    “K-ar-se!” Roofus squawked and tore at Zoie’s pack. 

    “The gold is cursed,” I stated, and the fear in my heart felt like a glacier of ice lodged right in the center. 

    “I g-guess the stories were t-true,” Zoie said as her eyes welled with tears of pain even though she was trying to maintain her stoic composure. 

    “Skraw!” Roofus finally managed to rip a hole in the small pocket of Zoie’s pack, and a single coin fell out and landed on the stone with a circling ringing sound. “K-ar-se!” 

    I reached out and snatched the coin before it could roll away, and I brought it up so I could examine the sickly green sheen that matched the cancer growing in Zoie’s blood. 

    I checked the rest of the gold in the pack, but only the one Roofus found was glimmering like an enchanted poisoned apple. 

    “Why isn’t the rest cursed?” I asked. 

    “That’s the one from the c-crypt,” Zoie coughed. 

    “Why aren’t I affected, too?” I held the old coin up and then squinted at the river. 

    “I was the one who put it inside my pack,” she said and then moaned sharply in pain. 

    “That’s it, I’m throwing this over the wall,” I said and pulled back my arm so I could lob it over the battlement. 

    “W-wait,” Zoie said as she panted through another spike of pain. “It has to be returned from where it was taken to stop the curse from spreading.” 

    “You mean… all the way back inside the crypt?” I asked, and I could feel the color drain from my face as I contemplated having to run all the way back through the palace ruins, never mind the iron portcullis with the broken lever that was most definitely too heavy to lift with two people, let alone one. 

    Then another wolf-cry ripped through the air, and I knew returning the way we came was absolutely out of the question even more than it was ten minutes ago, and my brain whited out in panic for a split second. 

    “Alex,” Zoie said in a thready and weak voice. “T-training… use your senses. What do you smell?” 

    “You want to do a training exercise now?” I gasped out a surprised huff of laughter as a few tears trailed down my face. I cupped her ashen cheeks as if I could stop her warmth and vibrancy from fading with my hands, even though it was like trying to stop the sun from setting. 

    Impossible. 

    I wanted to break down just then, as if I was the one suffering from a fatal wound, or a strangling poison that robbed my breath and threatened my days with darkness. 

    Yet, I laughed because here she was, still trying to train me so I wouldn’t die. 

    “Which direction are the falls, Alex?” she asked and blinked her glassy eyes. “If we find the top of the falls, then we find the bottom where we came in.” 

    “Like a circle,” I said as my brain snapped out of its depressive feedback loop. I knew there had to be a river just on the other side of the battlement wall, but I couldn’t see up to the ten-foot crenels to see which way it was flowing. 

    A rough plan began to take shape, and my heart kick-started inside my chest at the thought all was not lost.  

    So, the falls. Right. I could do this. 

    I clutched her shivering body closer and closed my eyes in order to bring back as much concentration as I could despite the reality of Zoie dying in my arms. 

    The seed-pod image floated in my mind’s eye again, and I tipped my head back so I could scent the breeze coming from my right. Only one scent was identifiable when I inhaled, which was the smell of oncoming rain just before the storm. 

    I breathed again and tried to ignore everything around me so I could pick apart the very scent particles in the air. Part of me wondered if this was where I would hit a wall when it came to Varthan Warrior training. I was just a human no matter how skilled with instincts Zoie proclaimed me to be, and her mixed species probably had a leg-up on my average human senses. 

    But her teaching methods had never failed me yet, so with a renewed determination, I tried to “listen” to what my sense of smell was telling me. 

    If our goal was reaching the top of the falls where we came in, we might be able to hike or climb down so we could return the coin to the crypt. 

    So, water. I needed to find the scent of water, but not just that, I needed to sniff out the slight sulfuric scent that came from the chasm and bled through the cracks in the bricks. Wherever that scent was strongest should lead to the entrance of Falls Keep.  

    I really needed to not fuck this one up, because at this point, if I picked the wrong direction, I could be taking the wall the long way around, and I didn’t think Zoie had that kind of time left. 

    The air smelled moist everywhere due to the coming rain, but I concentrated harder even as Zoie’s head began to loll with weakness.  

    Finally, just on the wind, I could smell the faintest hint of rotten eggs coming from my left. 

    “Got you,” I said and dropped my pack of gold onto the ground. Zoie’s pack was just going to have to be gold enough because I couldn’t carry both packs along with her. 

    I secured the straps of the remaining pack across Zoie’s chest and then helped her stand so I could get her situated piggy-back style. 

    “Alex…” she said, and her breath was shallow and icy cold where it puffed against my neck 

    “Hang on, baby, hang on,” I murmured and hiked her farther up on my back with my grip around the backs of her knees. 

    Then I summoned a will I didn’t even know I possessed because I ran along the battlement wall as if the wind really was lifting my soles and I was flying over the ground. 

    “Arrrroooooo!” came another wolf-cry, and the terrifying noise caused the hairs to stand up on my arms, so I ran even faster. 

    “I can…” Zoie gasped, “hear falling water… ” 

    Off in the distance, a bridge connected the two halves of the ancient palace ruins by their battlement walls, and rushing underneath was the river that flowed toward the top of the falls. 

    The snarling and barking noises from behind me made my heart pound in fear as I ran across the bridge. Apparently, the last wolf-creature had joined up with more of his kind because when I chanced a glance over my shoulder, I could see there was a group at least twice the size of the one that had hunted us before. 

    “Come on!” I urged myself through gritted teeth as the pounding footsteps grew louder. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus said from his perch on Zoie’s shoulder, and I skidded on my heels as another pack of wolf-monsters appeared on the bridge across from us, stared at us with their wild eyes, and snapped their razor-sharp teeth. 

    I spun around and was met with the same sight charging at us from the other end of the bridge, which meant we were effectively trapped. 

    “Hopefully, these guys can’t swim,” I said and hoisted Zoie up on my back one more time to make sure I had a good grip on her.  

    She was fading fast, but still holding on to me with clinging fingers. 

    I walked up to the low wall on the side of the bridge and jumped up the crumbling stones that acted like steps until I was standing on the ledge and looking down at the river below me. 

    The howling and rabid barking increased as both packs sped up their approach from both directions. 

    “Hold on!” I yelled, and then I jumped off the side with the hopes the Goddess would hear my one and only prayer. 

    








 

    Chapter 16 

    I hit the water feet first but immediately lost hold of Zoie and Roofus when we made impact. 

    My head broke the surface of the river in a flurry of bubbles, and I turned around frantically in the water as the current carried us toward the falls. 

    “Zoie?” I called out, but I had yet to see her head break the surface. 

    Then it dawned on me she had the only pack, and that pack had at least twenty pounds of gold dragging her down. 

    I dove under the water and kicked as hard as I could. The river was murky, but when I opened my eyes, I could just see the outline of my wife’s blue cloak, and I reached my fingers out like claws so I could hook her toward me. When she was back in my arms, I pumped my legs toward the surface, and my lungs burned as the last four feet felt like four miles. 

    Finally, I managed to get both of our heads above the water, but Zoie was as still as the grave and losing more color by the second. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus cried out, and I spotted the drowned crow-moth as he limped up a muddy bank about fifty feet away. He flapped one wing as if trying to flag us down, and I struggled to swim toward the bank. 

    Combined howls of rage exploded from above as the hoard of wolf-monsters barked down at me from their places on the bridge. I swam harder, and the roar of the falls caused their grotesque and guttural barking to fade, which was nice, but if I didn’t make it to the bank quickly, we would be swept over to slam down on those unforgiving rocks. 

    “Kree!” Roo screeched, and I smashed into the bank with enough force to knock the air out of my lungs. 

    “Zoie,” I croaked as I pulled us farther up through the mud and sticks. Then I cupped her cold ashen face and shook her a little. “Zoie!” 

    “K-ar-se!” Roofus wailed and jumped up and down on my head at least three times, and the obnoxious gesture snapped me out of the sucking panic that almost swallowed me whole at the sight of Zoie’s still form. 

    I blinked away the icy fear in my blood and forced myself to focus. Zoie’s chest still rose and fell with her breaths even though they were very shallow and spaced too far apart to be normal.  

    But she was still breathing, and the falls were so close. 

    Clarity returned along with a surge of fortifying adrenaline, and I jumped into action. I took off Zoie’s pack so I could put it on my back, and then I lifted my wife up into my arms bridal style. 

    “Alex…” she whispered through her blue-tinged lips, but she didn’t open her eyes. 

    “I got you, kitten,” I said and cradled her closer as I marched my way toward a large boulder next to the top of the falls. It would be a good blocker from the wind that was starting to get stronger with the incoming storm. 

    I gently settled Zoie down in the soft grass against the rock and then searched through her pack for anything usable. It was all soaked, but there was a tarp I took a moment to unfold and drape over her body to try and protect her in case it rained. 

    “I’ll be right back,” I promised before I kissed her cold and clammy forehead. 

    Her eyes flickered under her eyelids, but she didn’t stir otherwise. 

    “Roofus, stand guard,” I ordered, and the poor wet crow-moth stopped preening his damp tail feathers and blinked up at me with his bulbous scarlet eyes. 

    “Ker-kaw!” he said and hopped over to settle down right on Zoie’s chest. 

    “Good boy,” I said and pulled a bundle of sturdy rope out of the pack before I stood up. “I won’t be gone long.” 

    I searched for the coin in my pocket to make sure it was still there and then headed over to where the sound of the falls blocked my hearing from all else. If Roofus and Zoie were in danger, I wouldn’t be able to hear them, and the thought made me uneasy. 

    I needed to move quickly. 

    I used my fingernails to pry apart the tie that kept the rope in its neat coil, and I brought it over to a tree growing out from the top of the falls. I then wrapped the rope around the trunk and dropped the line out over the edge. 

    From what I could see, the rope seemed long enough to at least get me down below the mists. If I had to guess, the falls were about sixty to seventy feet high from what I remembered when we first entered the crypt. 

    If I was lucky, I had at least one-hundred feet of rope here. 

    “Okay, boy scout,” I said to myself as I finished setting my anchor. “Let’s see how well you can put your book smarts to the test.” 

    For a short period, I was really into rock climbing as a way to build up my endurance and get my adrenaline fix at the same time. I’d only really climbed with a harness and belay devices, but I was always curious about how to rappel with just a rope like in the old mountaineering days. 

    I read it was possible to wrap the rope in such a way that allowed the rappeler to basically let physics take over as they controlled the speed of their descent. Reading it was one thing, but putting it into practice was another when I was faced with the reality that one slip of my foot, and I would plummet down to my death. 

    Zoie’s dear face floated into my mind, and the bolt of fierce love I felt for her shook me of any lingering doubts. There were no other options because living without her wasn’t an option, so this had to work. 

    “Here we go.” I faced my anchor and straddled both ropes as I tried to remember the steps to secure the manual harness that would let me slide down using only friction and gravity for brakes and acceleration. 

    If I remembered correctly, I had to hold both ropes tightly while I wrapped them around my hips, through my legs, and then over the back of my shoulders. This rope trailed down next to my dominant right hand so I could control the speed, and with my left hand, I gripped the ropes closest to my tree anchor and then leaned back into my makeshift harness. 

    A thrill twisted up my spine as I teetered for a second with my back to the void while I got used to the amount of blind faith I had to put into this simple twist of rope. When my heart finally resumed its normal place back inside my rib-cage where it belonged, I began to rappel down with small walking steps until I made it over the edge, which was always the hardest part. 

    The rock wall was slick with algae, and my foot slipped for a moment, which caused me to over balance and crash into the rock wall with my side. My hands slipped, and I zipped down a few feet before I strengthened my grip and stopped myself from falling out of the rope harness. 

    The flesh of my palms stung from the burning rope, but it was a small thing when the ground was still so far away and my brain was nowhere near it. 

    When I was able to regain control and stop the fall, I just dangled there for a second in order to recover my bearings and get the splitting pain in my forearms to go away. 

    “Fuck,” I groaned, and I could feel every throb of my heart in my hands as if they were nothing but seared slabs of raw meat. I looked up and saw the lip of the cliff’s edge where my rope disappeared, and I figured I’d made it down about twenty feet already. 

    “Let’s try this again,” I said to myself through clenched teeth and set my feet shoulder width apart. Then, with little bouncing motions, I kicked away from the wall while slackening the rope at the same time so I could rappel down in a controlled and efficient manner. 

    I hit my stride about three quarters of the way down, and by the time my feet hit the bottom, I felt like a certified expert in gearless rappelling. 

    “Hell, yeah, I own you, gravity!” I couldn’t help but cheer as I uncoiled the makeshift rope harness from around me. I tied a loose knot so the ends wouldn’t somehow slip from my anchor tree, and then I ran under the back of the falling water where the secret entrance of Falls Keep was. 

    “Bravery!” I yelled, and the stone slab released from its hidden seam. 

    I jammed my fingers inside the gap and pulled open the heavy door. My hands protested the motion, but I ignored it and kept pulling until there was a gap big enough for me to slip through. 

    “Here!” I shouted as I tore the cursed coin out of my pocket so I could hold it up to the quiet crypt. “I’m sorry we took it, please take this back and lift the curse.” 

    I placed the sickly green coin down onto the nearest raised tomb to my right and then stepped back. 

    The temperature of the crypt suddenly plummeted, and my breath fogged out in front of me. Then a hollow and cruel laugh echoed from multiple directions despite the fact that the voice was singular in origin. 

    “You thought you could take from me, the great King of the Western Ridge, without any consequences?” came that omnipresent voice, and I spun around in a circle as the feeling of eyes like spiders crawled up the back of my neck. 

    “Your Majesty, I meant no harm--” I began but nearly had my very skeleton jump out of my skin when a semi-transparent figure abruptly materialized in front of me. 

    “You don’t smell like you have the Thief’s Sickness,” the ghost king of this ruined palace said as his stringy long hair floated behind him like he was suspended in water. 

    I reared back my head as he moved his decomposing face next to mine so he could inhale deeply through his missing skeletal nose. 

    “It’s not me, it’s my wife,” I explained as I forced my feet from backing up just in case I offended this undead lord. “We didn’t know it was cursed.” 

    “Then you married foolishly, boy,” the king said as he glared at me with his pupil-less eyes. “Tell me, if it wasn’t cursed, would you have even bothered?” 

    I took a breath and considered my answer. I could grovel and plead, but if the skeleton we took the coin from was any indication, that probably wouldn’t appease this pissed off dead guy. After all, he was dead, and if he was still hanging around here as a ghost, then he probably didn’t have anything else to do besides curse foolish thieves. 

    “No, I wouldn’t have bothered, because to be honest, my intentions in taking it were good ones,” I said with confidence I barely felt. “As a king, I’m sure you understand honor.” 

    “Hah!” the ghost king barked and then vanished like mist even though I could still hear his voice ricocheting off the arched ceilings. “What is so honorable that you have to break into a sacred tomb and disturb my rest? Do you also dig up your cemeteries and disrupt your people’s eternal slumber?” 

    “No, you’re right, I don’t make it a habit to desecrate a peaceful resting place just for my own greed,” I said. “I came here to gather enough gold so I might be able to afford a weapon to fight an enemy.” 

    “You wish to defeat an opponent,” the ghostly voice whispered from over my shoulder, and I turned to my left in order to face it. “You mean to slay him for your own gain.” 

    “I mean to slay him before he slays me,” I said with a scowl when I thought of stupid Ren and his stupid face. 

    “What is so special about your life, then?” the king’s desert-dry voice crackled to my right, and I swiveled my head. “Are you a king?” 

    “No, I am not that special, Your Majesty,” I corrected. “But my goal is to preserve the life of my wife. If I cannot defeat my foe, then he will probably do unspeakable things to her once he gets me out of the way.” 

    “But if I don’t lift the curse, then that makes your need of my gold pointless because she will be dead anyway,” the voice said with a hiss at the end. Then the ghost-king abruptly appeared again like a TV flickering on, and he cocked his head and inhaled through what was left of his nose. “Unless…” 

    “Unless, what?” I asked and squared my shoulders. “I can leave without taking any gold if that’s what it takes.” 

    “You would abandon your quest for gold at the risk of forgoing your powerful weapon?” the ghost king sneered through his rotting teeth. 

    “I will find another way to kill my enemy, but the life of my wife is non-negotiable,” I said as I took a step forward into the ghost king’s face. 

    “Ahhhhh,” the king said as he inhaled once more through his creepy nose-holes. “That’s what woke me from my slumber-- the savory scent of a noble cause.” 

    “What do you mean?” I asked as he floated away from me and turned his back. I was suddenly put on my back foot as the menacing aura of the ghost king faded and left behind an oppressiveness more cold and bitter than aggressive, and it gave me a strange metallic aftertaste. 

    “You might think stealing my gold was what woke me, and yes, it is true I can feel the strands of your beloved being plucked away even now,” the king said as he moved his bare boned fingers as if playing an invisible harp, “but I was actually roused from my sleep the moment you stepped on my mountain. I could smell the virtuous cause that pumps through your blood, and it’s been an age since I could feast on any aromas so potent. Do you really hold so much righteousness, boy?” 

    I steeled my spine and planted my feet. “Like I said, I will kill my enemy either way, even without your fucking gold.” 

    The atmosphere changed again, and instead of anger and bitterness, a feeling of melancholy wrapped around me like a wet blanket and reminded me of winters without any heat. 

    “Tell me,” the ghost king said as he drifted away from me with his decayed hands clasped behind his back. “If I lift the curse on your wife and let you walk away with my descendants’ treasures, what will you give me in return?” 

    “I don’t have anything of value, Your Majesty, except…” I paused when I placed my hand over the small lump I always carried around in my pocket. 

    The herald core. 

    “Ah,” the king of the West Ridge sighed with his richly clad back still toward me, and he lifted his crowned head. “I smelled the spike of conviction just now. It has a very appetizing aroma, like the burnt ends of a roast. I could feast on that ambrosial smell for many eons.” 

    “But if I give you the core of the herald demon, then I won’t be able to make my weapon more powerful,” I sighed as I pulled the ruby gemstone out of my pocket. 

    “If you are so galvanized in your charge, then you will kill your foe either way, like you said, of this I am sure,” the sad king said as he extended his hand out toward one of the silent marble tombs. “I, too, once spilled blood for a great love, and none of the heavens above nor the hells below could stop me from my holy cause. What say you? Is she worth it?” 

    “She is worth one hundred of my lives,” I said and placed the herald core next to the cursed coin on top of the tomb. I didn’t even bat an eye because I knew what he said was true. Nothing would keep me from keeping Zoie safe, and I would find a way to kill Ren no matter what happened. 

    The ghost king drifted toward the two offerings and inhaled through his missing nose. Then he sighed and closed his weary clouded eyes. 

    “Leave me now and return to your beloved,” the sad ghost king said. “I have lifted the curse on her life, and may the gold you acquired from my descendants bless your worthy cause.” 

    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” I gave a respectful bow and then ran to the door. 

    “There are creatures chasing you, are there not?” the king asked just before I slipped out of the crypt. 

    “Yes,” I confirmed with a nod of my head. 

    “They will overwhelm you on the ground, especially with your wife in her weakened state,” he explained. “They detest water, so find the underground waterway this once noble city used to traverse under cover of darkness. It leads to the river juncture at the base of the mountain and will take you there quickly.” 

    “Where can I find the waterway?” I asked. 

    “Get you to the top of the falls and look for an old stone well that looks to be boarded up,” he said and vanished the coin and the red herald core with a wave of his gnarled hand. “Uncover it, and you will find a passage to the underground waterway.” 

    “Thanks again,” I said and slipped through the crack in the hidden door without a second look back. 

    My heart kicked inside my chest, and I bolted to where my rappel ropes were waiting for me. 

    It was times like this where I was proud of my upper body strength, because I made short work of climbing up the rope like it was a simple P.E. exercise instead of the sixty-foot climb without a net. 

    “Zoie!” I called out as I heaved myself over the edge just as it started to rain. Then I scrambled to my feet and ran around the shrubs and boulders to the small clearing where I left her. 

    Zoie was still laying on her back under the tarp I stretched out to keep her dry, but where before she appeared too still and corpse-like, now she looked like she was just sleeping with one arm thrown above her head in that careless way she had when she was dreaming soundly. 

    I dropped to my knees beside her, and I watched with relief as the cursed-green of her branching veins faded back into the natural color of her skin. Then the ashen gray of her complexion was replaced with a healthier flush, and her eyes began to shift behind her pale eyelids. 

    “Krr,” Roofus burred and then hopped off her chest so he could take his place next to her head. 

    “Thanks for watching over her, little buddy,” I said to the gold-seeker and scratched his dusty neck ruff. 

    “Mm?” the sleeping beauty sighed at the sound of my voice. She wrinkled her brow as the light rain continued to fall on us even though the late-afternoon sun was still trying to peek through the violent storm clouds, and the drops got stuck in her lustrous ebony hair like diamonds that glittered in the near twilight. 

    As if she was fragile porcelain, I rested the back of my knuckles against her cool cheek and then brushed the pad of my thumb across her rosy lips. 

    “Alex?” she murmured, and I felt my heart cramp inside my chest when her beloved ocean blue eyes opened for me once more. 

    “Zoie,” I said, and my breath shuddered out of me. 

    “I had a dream I was lost in the darkness, but then you were there, and you pulled me into the light,” she said with a smile like a blooming rose. 

    “You’re back,” I sighed, and I lowered my head as if the sight of her was too brilliant, like staring too long at the sun. 

    She lifted my chin and frowned slightly as she looked into my eyes. She then brushed my cheek, and her fingers came away damp. 

    “It’s okay, Alex,” she whispered. 

    “It almost wasn’t,” I rasped out and dried my other cheek with my shoulder because my hands were too busy clinging on to her as if she would vanish the second I looked away. “You almost died, and I never told you…” 

    Just then, Zoie surged up, threw her arms around my neck, and claimed my mouth with hers in a passionate kiss. 

    I enveloped her in my arms and dank deeply from her sweet honey-wine kisses, and the comfort of her scent, breath, and body helped soothe the sick feeling inside my gut at how close I came to losing all this. 

    Losing her. 

    When we broke for air, I held her gorgeous alive face between my shaking palms and tried to show her my soul just from my gaze alone. 

    “I love you, Zoie,” I said and brought our foreheads together. 

    “I love you, too, my husband,” she whispered and nuzzled our faces closer. 

    A savage wolf cry brought us back to the present, and Roofus clicked his beak in warning. 

    “You’re right, Roo,” I said and had him jump up onto my forearm so he could situate himself on my shoulder. Then I turned to Zoie and began rolling up the tarp so I could put it back inside our remaining travel pack, and when it was stored, I swung the pack over my back. “We are still being hunted. Time to Homer Simpson backwards through the bush outta here.” 

    “You say very strange things, my husband.” Zoie stood up with my help, but when she went to take a step her knees buckled, and I had to catch her before she could fall to the ground. 

    “Alex, I can’t run,” she said with a grimace as her face drained of what little color she’d managed to gain.  

    It was this that reminded me we weren’t out of the woods just yet. 

    “It’s okay, we hopefully won’t need to,” I said as I scooped her up bridal style and rushed into the small copse of trees. 

    I hoped my instincts were right about where an abandoned well might be located, because at this point I was just winging it. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus said and then pecked my head. 

    “Ow, what?” I grumbled and turned to the pest on my shoulder.  

    He flapped his good wing and then gestured through the trees to my left with one of his fuzzy moth-paws. 

    “Alex, look,” Zoie said and pointed to a washed-out path I would have missed completely if not for the both of them. 

    I stepped carefully over fallen logs with my bride held in my arms and made sure to place my feet squarely so we wouldn’t crash to the muddy ground. 

    The well was hidden by overgrowth and even half of a tree branch that looked like it had been struck by lightning. I looked up as thunder rumbled overhead, and I kept a wary eye out as I settled Zoie on the ground with Roofus in her lap. The rain was falling harder now, and I kicked it up into high gear as I tore away the fallen branches to reveal the heavy stone cover. Then I pushed the stone aside just enough so the three of us would be able to slip down into the secret passage. 

    When I returned to Zoie, I saw she’d assembled our remaining torch and finished lighting it with a strike of a flint. 

    “The monsters won’t chase us down there,” I said as I picked Zoie back up and walked over to the well so I could settle her on the stone edge. 

    “How do you know about this?” she asked, and she shone her torch light down the well’s throat to reveal a spiraling staircase. 

    “I heard it on good authority that there is a whole waterway system the people of the ancient city used so they could travel safely,” I said as I hopped in and helped her to lean against the wall real quick while I covered the well again. 

    “Whose authority?” she asked when I gathered her back up into my arms. 

    “Don’t worry about it,” I said as she tucked her head against my neck. I needed to tell her about how I traded the only demon core I had so the ghost king would lift his curse, but all that could wait. 

    After walking down seemingly endless stairs, the corridor finally opened up to reveal a massive central chamber, and there were several crumbling docks where boats used to be tied up in order to traverse the dark tubular passages. 

    “Hopefully, there’s one boat left,” I said as we walked toward the pier closest to us. 

    “There is,” Zoie said as she peered through the dim chamber. 

    Despite how decayed the rest of the harbor looked, with its rotting wood and fungal overgrowth, the dinghy Zoie was talking about floated proud and pristine as if it were only built yesterday.  

    “Huh, would you look at that,” I said and helped her get into the small row boat before I could climb into it after her. 

    “Wait, is this the second pack?” she asked as she suddenly and inexplicably held up the pack I left back on the battlement. “I thought it was lost.” 

    “Um, I guess it’s… back.” I shrugged and rubbed the back of my neck.  

    The ghost king really did make good on his barter. 

    I even wondered if the king’s magic was somehow guiding our small water craft because I barely had to push off before the boat began traveling down the dark stream by itself. 

    “You will have to tell me what happened while I was unconscious,” Zoie said as she put the torch into the hole on the boat’s bow designed for a lantern to hang. 

    “As soon as we get home,” I said and helped us both get settled at the bottom so Zoie would be more comfortable. “But try to get some rest for now. I’ll wake you up when we get down from the mountain. 

    Unlike the break-neck way we ascended the jagged peaks, coming down from them was a lot less hectic. The stream our little dinghy was automatically traveling down wound to and fro downhill like some extended lazy river, and for the first hour we floated along, I didn’t really think about much. 

    My brain felt like pulled taffy, stretched thin and wrung out, and I suspected some of it may have been from all the bullshit craziness I just went through. The only thing I really had energy for was holding Zoie as we were rocked by the boat. 

    Every so often, I would wrap my fingers around her wrist so I could feel her pulse. I just felt better when I confirmed to myself how strong it was even though she was still terribly pale and slept the sleep of the dead. 

    It was finally Roofus that lifted that numb paralyzing shroud off me when he pecked my elbow with his sharp beak. 

    “Ow!” I hissed and glowered at him. “What?” 

    “Ki-ki?” Roofus said and flattened his feathery antennae in remorse. 

    “I’m sorry, boy,” I sighed and rubbed my gritty eyes. “What’s wrong, Roo?” 

    The little gold-seeker moth clicked a few times and then opened his black beak with a small whimper. 

    “Are you hungry?” I asked him. 

    “Kaw!” he replied and then wiggled his tail feathers. 

    I reached into the pack and saw a lot of the stuff that was dumped into the water was ruined. It was a shame most of what I considered feeding the crow-moth was in Zoie’s pack, and not the second one that magically ended up aboard the mysterious watercraft. 

    “I’m sorry, I don’t think I have anyth-- oh, wait,” I said as I pulled out a flattened husk of woot fruit I was going to save specifically for the little bird-bug creature. Then I tossed it on the wooden floor of the boat and watched as Roofus pecked at it. 

    When he managed to stand on it and rip a little of the leathery husk away so he could swallow it, he paused and ruffled his neck feathers at me. 

    “You’re welcome.” I smirked and then grimaced as I watched him eat. The little dude really needed a lesson in table manners because it was not a pretty sight.  

    As he ate, I decided to consolidate what I could from the soaked pack all into one for something to pass the time and keep my mind occupied. But that task didn’t take too long, and before I knew it, I was back to listening to the water as it lapped against the boat and echoed off the rounded tunnel walls. 

    Half-way through the second or third hour, the gentle rocking of the boat started to make me drowsy. Zoie’s warm comforting weight as she slept with her head in my lap was not helping keep me alert in the dark waterway tunnels, and even Roofus had curled up with her and added his warm weight to the cuddle pile. The aches and pains of the day were finally being soothed as my adrenaline finally crashed, and my eyelids fluttered with exhaustion. 

    The loss of the demon core was a harsh one I would need to talk with Zoie about. I had a feeling she wouldn’t be pleased at the trade, but I would do it again every time if the matter was her life or death.  

    Still, there had to be another way to arm myself against Ren. The ghost king seemed to be sure of it, and even though he was some undead Witch King of an ancient unearthly civilization, I felt like we had some sort of understanding when he asked me about my motivations. 

    I tipped my head back against the lip of the boat and let my eyelids drift shut as I continued to think about the coming tasks and the predicament I landed myself in.  

    Somehow, I needed to try to stop Ren from his assassination plot against Lord Mec. 

    The royal races were set to start in four days… closer to three now if my internal clock was accurate. I was still figuring out time on this world, but so far everything seemed like it was a standard twenty-four-hour day give or take a couple hours. It could also be my perception, but some days felt like minutes, and some felt like months. Even today seemed like a week. 

    It wasn’t surprising when I finally lost the battle of sleep and surrendered myself to the rocking motion of the stream. 

    There were bright flashes of light in my vision when I dreamed. I couldn’t really remember the specifics, but I felt uneasy like I was running out of time. Every time I tried to travel down a path in front of me, I ended up getting turned around and lost through the white mist all around me. The only other thing that remained with me in the endless bright void was the steady ticking of a clock… 

    Tick, tick, tick. 

    I woke up with a start as someone tapped me on the metal clasp of my cloak with the tip of a sharp dagger. 

    “Hello, Asher,” a melodious voice said through the darkness of a red-wine hooded cape.  

    I tried to sit up a little, but the hooded figure pressed the dagger’s point into the skin over my jugular, so I froze. 

    I darted my eyes around, and from what I could see without moving my head, our little watercraft had run aground somewhere that looked to be a narrow outlet between two high bluffs where the river fed out into the sea. I must have fallen asleep and missed the river juncture, and instead of heading back to Gatetown, we’d somehow found our way to the ocean. 

    “Who are you, and what do you want?” I asked and clutched a still unconscious Zoie even closer. “You obviously don’t want to kill and rob us because you could have done that already while we slept.” 

    A chuckle that matched the twinkling of the stars now shining through the deep purple sky flowed out from under the hood. Then the gloved hand that wasn’t holding the blade to my throat reached back and pulled off the cloth obstructing the person’s face. 

    “You…” I breathed as my jaw dropped open. 

    “Yes, me,” Shale-Lea, the wife of Bala Ren, said as she shook out her red and gold feathered crest.  

    The sapphire gem embedded into the head circlet she favored flashed molten in the last rays of sunset, and the phoenix-woman pinned me with emerald eyes sharper than the dagger digging into my neck. 

    








 

    Chapter 17 

    “You would do well to come with me,” Shale-Lea said as she lowered the dagger. 

    “Why would I do anything like that?” I asked and remained where I was. 

    “Because the tide will be coming in shortly, and I’m pretty sure you would rather not be cast out to sea,” she replied in those polished tones that made her sound like she had some sort of upper-crust accent like in high British society or something.  

    I didn’t really notice it the first time I met her because, to be fair, there was a lot going on that day. 

    I did remember how beautiful she sounded when she sang during the ceremonial dance, though. 

    Roofus had woken from under my travel cloak at the sound of that summer sun voice, and he burrowed around like a weird mole until his head popped out of the fabric. 

    “Skra!” Roofus said as he untangled himself, hopped onto the lip of the boat, and then flew straight into Shale-Lea’s arms as if they were old friends. 

    “Hello to you, little demon,” Shale-Lea cooed at the gold-seeker and then tutted when she saw his splinted wing. “What kind of trouble have you been getting into, hm?” 

    “You… know Roofus?” I asked as I watched my sworn enemy’s wife tickle the crow-moth under his beak. 

    “I raised him as a hatchling from his silk spun cocoon,” Shale-Lea said with a genteel smile on her delicate lips. “I know you are new to the islands, but it is common knowledge my family is known for its animal husbandry.” 

    “I’ve heard that once or twice,” I murmured as I narrowed my eyes. 

    Roofus seemed to trust her, and I couldn’t tell if his usual judge of good character was off or not, but so far Shale-Lea seemed harmless, and more importantly, she was alone. 

    “Come, now,” the gorgeous phoenix-woman said as she stood from her crouch and sheathed the dagger. 

    “Why, so you can take us to your insane husband? No thanks.” I sat up on my haunches inside the boat and began gathering our things. 

    “My husband wishes to keep me on a leash, but alas, he cannot. Bala and I might be in close proximity, but I am here on a different matter that I’ve gone to great lengths to conceal.” Her voice was sharp in a way that caught me off guard, and it made me think she really wasn’t out to get us like her husband. 

    “Well, good luck with all that, but if it’s all the same to you, we’ll make our own way,” I said as I began to rouse Zoie from her deep sleep. 

    “You don’t trust me,” the bird-woman beauty sighed as she perched Roofus on her shoulder and then fed him some kind of mossy roots she pulled from a crystal vial inside her pocket.  

    He gobbled it up as if it was cotton candy. 

    “Not as far as I can throw you,” I answered but then had to soothe Zoie, who opened her glassy eyes in a panic. 

    “Your wife looks ill, Asher Brightwood,” Shale-Lea said and walked closer so she could look down at us. 

    “She’ll be okay,” I absently responded as I brushed the hair out of Zoie’s exhausted eyes.  

    She tried for a moment to focus her confused gaze, but she lost the battle, and her eyelids fell shut again, too tired to stay awake.  

    I didn’t blame her because her body probably needed to recover from the effects of the ghost king’s enchanted coin. 

    “It is like she has been cursed thus,” Shale-Lea said as if I hadn’t spoken, and she poked the travel pack with her red-gloved finger as if she knew exactly what was stashed inside. “Yet it is a miracle she lives. How is that, Asher Brightwood?” 

    I huffed a breath through my nostrils and tried to summon patience I didn’t feel. I couldn’t pin down what the phoenix-woman wanted, and I just wanted to take my wife somewhere she could rest after her ordeal. 

    So, I ignored Ren’s wife as I put the pack on my back and then stepped over the side of the boat. 

    “Come on, Zoie,” I said as I lifted her back up into my arms.  

    She moaned a little and huffed out a labored breath, but she clung weakly to my neck until she passed out again. 

    “Your wife needs a safe place to recover, Asher,” Shale-Lea said as she blocked my way when I tried to walk past her. “The path back toward Gatetown is far, and you are burdened with precious cargo that could be of interest to any rogues in the night.” 

    “I’ve got it,” I insisted and tried to move around her so I could follow the river back upstream from where we drifted. 

    “You are a stubborn one.” The phoenix-woman smirked and skipped back into my way. “Don’t you recognize help when it is being offered to you?” 

    “Not when I wake up with a blade pressed against my neck, no,” I said and shifted to the side, which she mirrored with another melodious chuckle.  

    Roofus, the traitor, chortled back in his throat as if he was her personal parrot.  

    “If you really want to help,” I finally huffed through gritted teeth, “you’ll make sure that feather-brain gets back to Mr. Tovish of the Gate’s Inn. I’m sure you are familiar with it-- it’s the place where your husband tried to kill me. Again.” 

    “Ah, yes, there have been whispers lately about my husband’s nefarious plots,” she said, but her expression didn’t look particularly bothered. 

    “This is more than just rich-people gossip, lady,” I scoffed as I marched around her in the direction of the river. “You are his woman. You know what he’s up to.” 

    I knew Zoie said she believed Shale-Lea was unhappy in her marriage to Ren, but since he was trying to outright kill me, and the bird-woman was currently still his wife, I couldn’t be too careful. 

    “I do not,” Shale-Lea said as she shook her head. “Well, I am finding out.” 

    “Oh?” I snorted. “The wife of a duelist is supposed to be compelled to serve him, right?” 

    “He…” the woman faltered before she cleared her throat. “He doesn’t tell me things. He just tells me to run the estate. It seems as though he doesn’t want me involved in his… pursuits, so--” 

    “So, you are trying to figure out what he’s up to?” I raised an eyebrow.  

    “My sources are sound, and I know he means to kill the Asher Lord,” she said as she raised her voice so it would carry over the sound of the ocean waves. 

    I stopped and turned around to face her. 

    I was about to say something biting about how if she was just here to play games with me then she could fuck off back to her bastard of a husband, but before I could, Zoie coughed and shivered violently in my arms. 

    “Zoie?” I asked as I lowered her to the sandy ground. Her skin felt warm to the touch even though she was still damp like I was, and there was a chill breeze in the air. 

    Suddenly, Shale-Lea was there kneeling down beside us in a wisp of cedar perfume, and she pulled off one of her scarlet gloves so she could rest her pale hand against Zoie’s burning forehead. 

    “I don’t understand, the curse was lifted,” I muttered as the familiar ringing panic twisted inside my gut like a writhing snake. 

    “She is over-exhausted and has been in these wet clothes for far too long,” Shale-Lea said and pulled out another vial from her red cape. This one was filled with a lilac-colored liquid and had a dropper on the top. “It’s not unusual for a sickness to set in when her vigors are already so taxed.” 

    “What are you doing?” I asked as the crimson-haired phoenix moved the loaded dropper toward Zoie’s lips. 

    “This will help fight her fever,” she said and continued with the liquid, but I snatched her wrist and halted her. 

    “Why should I trust you?” I asked with a glare. “What do you even want?” 

    Suddenly, Shale-Lea’s demeanor changed, and her wrist went limp in my grasp. Then her emerald green eyes lost some of their lustrous brightness as she looked off into the distance. 

    “Wanting,” she said in a solemn voice. “That is the true curse, isn’t it?” 

    She seemed a little broken just then, as if her proud and graceful exterior cracked just a bit and allowed me to see a diminished and gentle creature underneath. This brief peek under her noble mask threw me for a loop, and I was derailed from my aggression toward her. 

    “Why are you here?” I asked her in a low voice. 

    As if realizing where she was, Shale-Lea shook herself out of whatever haunting thoughts consumed her and met my concerned gaze. 

    “I am here because I think you are the one who might help me,” the beautiful phoenix-woman answered, and her verdant eyes filled with tears that dropped down her face like crystals on a chandelier. 

    I frowned and then released her wrist. 

    “I’m pretty sure your husband and I are going to duel,” I said.  

    “Yes,” she whispered as she glanced downward. 

    “He might kill me,” I said.  

    “He might,” she agreed.  

    “I might kill him,” I said. 

    “You might,” she agreed.  

    “How would you feel about that?” I asked. 

    “Feel about you killing him?” she whispered as she met my eyes. “I am but a woman. I am property of an Asher. I’m not allowed feelings.” 

    “If I killed him, you would be mine,” I said.  

    “Yes, I would.” Her eyes burned into mine like the hot part of a Bunsen burner. 

    “But you aren’t allowed to have any feelings about that?” I finally asked. 

    “If that came to pass, I would have many feelings,” she whispered. “Perhaps I could share them with you at that point.” 

    “I understand,” I said as I looked back down at Zoie’s flushed cheeks and dewy brow. “Help her if you can.” 

    Shale-Lea smiled and wiped the tears out of her eyes. She then took the glass dropper and administered a single bead of light purple liquid between Zoie’s red lips. 

    “Your wife should be mostly recovered by tomorrow,” Shale-Lea said as she returned the vial to her pocket. “She needs to rest, as you can clearly see. Will you trust me further, Asher, when I say my intentions are to lead you and the Lady Zoie to a safe place for the night? Let us keep my husband out of the discussion. This is between the two of us, and I want to help you.” 

    “And your intentions after that?” I asked, even though I was mostly convinced she was being honest. But still, she was married to the guy gunning for me and the king of the island, so I had to at least ask. “No offense, but you have the most to gain by betraying us to Ren the second I let you take us somewhere.” 

    “The only other intention I have is to talk with you, Asher,” she said and put her gloves back on. She then rose elegantly to her feet and walked a few paces before she stopped and addressed me over her shoulder. “Then, after that, you might come to understand.” 

    Without anything further, she lifted her red hood and started walking back in the direction of the towering bluffs. 

    I sighed and looked down at Zoie. The spots of scarlet on her cheeks were fading somewhat, and her brow no longer had that pained wrinkle in the middle. She looked peaceful, and I breathed a sigh of relief that at least I could rule out Shale-Lea plotting to poison us. 

    “Please wake up soon,” I whispered into her velvet ear before I chastely kissed her lips. Then I got to my feet with her cradled up in my arms once more. 

    “Alex,” she sighed in her dreams, and I steeled my resolve even though I still mistrusted the phoenix-woman. Despite my wariness, Zoie was the top priority, and it was clear she was at her limit. 

    “Kaw!” Roofus cawed at me from where Shale-Lea had stopped to wait with patient grace. 

    The gold-seeker moth seemed to have no doubts about her, and a universal constant I’d always counted on was the instinct of animals. 

    For a while, old Leary kept an old basset hound around for company that mostly lounged around and stunk up the back with his smelly farts. But the one time we almost got robbed, the loyal hound went from dead to sixty and tore after the fucker before he even had a chance to pull his gun. 

    Therefore, if Roofus trusted Shale-Lea, then that had to be a good sign. 

    Yeah. 

    I still frowned when I considered I was just trying to rationalize my anxiety away at the thought of this all being an elaborate trap. 

    “Are you and the Lady Zoie well?” the phoenix-woman asked and broke me out of my uneasy thoughts. 

    “Where are you taking us?” I shot back instead, and I watched her from the corner of my eye as we walked side-by-side. 

    Shale-Lea inhaled as she cast her gemstone eyes down to the ground, and I felt a small pang of regret for how harsh my tone was. I really had no choice but to trust her, and if she really was honest about trying to help me, then she was the one who actually had the most to lose if she was caught. 

    “I have my own sailing vessel waiting in a cove on the other side of this bluff,” she said and raised her gaze to the inky sky as night started to blanket the land. 

    “Your husband lets you have your own sailboat?” I asked. 

    “My husband’s approval is not needed if he has no knowledge of how I manage our funds,” she said with a regal smirk, and she raised her chin in pride. 

    “Does he suspect you’re here at all?” I raised an eyebrow. “Does he know you are following him?” 

    Shale-Lea glanced sideways at me like a sly fox with a secret, and I couldn’t help but admire her long eyelashes and those pale-pink lips as they curled up into a wicked grin. 

    “My husband does not,” she said and reached up toward her shoulder so she could stroke Roo’s fuzzy head. 

    I huffed, and we were both content to make the rest of the trek to the cove in companionable silence. 

    When I rounded the craggy walls of the bluff, I blinked in surprise at the sleek sailing vessel anchored in the narrow cove. It looked mostly like a medieval merchant ship with two sails for added speed, but there were two “castle” like structures on either end that were clearly fighting platforms, so that meant this ship was also built to defend itself. 

    “You have a beautiful vessel,” I said as we got closer. 

    “Thank you,” Shale-Lea replied as she dipped her head like a true Lady, and the sapphire on her forehead glinted in the starlight. “The Soaring Light is my pride and joy. She is the fastest vessel gold can buy on Nata.” 

    I smiled a bit and admired the ship as we got closer. I’d always wanted to learn how to sail, and this craft was really a work of art with all of its highly polished cherry wood finish and its crimson and gold sails. 

    “Lady off the port-side!” someone called out, and I halted in my steps and looked around. 

    “Relax,” the phoenix-woman said as she lowered her hood and waved up at someone on deck about fifteen feet above us. “The crew of this ship answer to me and me alone. They will not betray your presence.” 

    A man who had the features of a bird of prey similar to a black falcon lowered himself on a manual lift that was on a basic pulley and rope system. When he was close enough to the ground, he jumped off, splashed through the knee-high water, and ran for Shale-Lea. 

    “Sister!” the man said with a large grin on his face, and he gathered her up into a fierce hug and spun her around off her feet. 

    “Back from business so soon, Brother?” Shale-Lea giggled as the falcon-man set her back on the ground. 

    “A little bumblebird told me you were here conducting some illicit business of your own,” he said as he turned his sharp gold-green eyes on me, and then he smirked as he scanned me from head to toe. “Friends of yours, Sis?” 

    “Yes,” she said and then beckoned me and Zoie closer. “Will you operate the lift for us? I’m afraid our guests are in dire need of rest, and the Lady is ill.” 

    “I will make sure to relay to the crew that every comfort should be afforded to our esteemed guests,” Shale-Lea’s brother said as he bowed his dark feathered head. 

    I nodded and then followed the bird siblings into the water so I could step up onto the wooden plank. When all of us were on the lift, the falcon-man started to pull us up to the deck of the ship. 

    “Make way!” the man said and jumped over the side so he could help his sister clear the tall ledge, and then he approached me and offered his arms. “Here, let me take her so you may climb aboard.” 

    “Uhhh…” I looked down at Zoie. There was no way I could keep hold of her and climb onto the deck at the same time, so I had to let this stranger help. 

    “I understand what I ask of you is not an easy task.” He grinned at me in a way that seemed as if he was familiar with me. “But I am a man of honor, and I hope you might trust me when I say we are friends.” 

    Something about the way he said that niggled at the back of my mind, but before I could grasp it, the thought slipped through my muddled brain. Whatever the case, I was already in with this crowd, and there wasn’t really the option to turn back, so I handed over Zoie and then climbed over the barrier as quickly as possible. 

    “Thanks,” I grunted at the falcon-man as he gently placed her back into my arms. 

    “Let me show you to the guest quarters,” Shale-Lea said with a somewhat sad smile. “My brother might be able to find some food aboard as well. After you get the Lady settled, please dine with me in the salon.” 

    “Really, though,” I said and cleared my throat. “Thank you for your hospitality.” 

    “It is my pleasure, Asher,” the beautiful phoenix-woman replied and then clapped her gloved hands so two attendants could lead Zoie and me to the stern where the main quarters were located. 

    The room when we entered was already turned down for the night, and the big bed draped in maroon silk-like fabrics with a mound of fluffy white pillows looked like it was sent directly by angels. 

    I hurried to lay my wife down on the warm bed as the attendants helped me with our travel cloaks.  

    One of the attendants, a timid mouse-like girl, set a bowl of water and towels next to the table by the bed. 

    “Thank you,” I told the attendants as they bowed out of the room and left us alone. When the door closed, I sunk down to sit on the side of the bed next to Zoie, and I just watched her chest rise and fall as she slept the sleep of the truly restful. 

    I wanted to make her more comfortable, so I undid the buckles across her chest that strapped the leather pauldrons to her shoulders, and then I unlaced her belt and boots. When I took her right sock off, the healing line of where Bala Ren’s ring sliced her foot caught my attention. I stroked my thumb over the wound and reminded myself not to let my guard down completely. 

    When my cat-wife was finally settled into the bed, I pulled up a cushioned stool so I could sit beside her and try to dab the smudges of dirt off her pretty face. 

    “Alex?” she murmured as her eyelids fluttered open, and she gripped my wrist. “Where are we?” 

    “Shh,” I soothed her panic as I put the rag away and held her hand. “We are safe for now.” 

    “I remember a boat,” she said with a frown. 

    “Now, we’re on a bigger one,” I laughed. “How do you feel?” 

    “I feel tired, mostly,” Zoie said as she pushed herself up a bit so she could sit and talk to me. “Whose ship is this?” 

    “Shale-Lea’s,” I replied and chuckled when her jaw popped open. “I know, right? We veered off course by a lot, and somehow she found us because she anchored her ship nearby. I think she wants to help us.” 

    “Really?” Zoie asked with a skeptical look. “Does she know we are planning on killing her husband?” 

    “I kind of told her that we’d probably duel.” I shrugged. 

    “Then it doesn’t seem even remotely advantageous for her to offer us assistance,” she said. 

    “Yeah, I know, I told her that she actually had more to gain by turning us over to Ren, but she mentioned something…” I trailed off as the image of Shale-Lea’s crying face floated in my mind’s eye. “She said something about destiny, and she seemed really torn up about something. I asked her what she would think if I killed her husband and she became mine, and… it seemed as if she liked the idea.” 

    “Hmm…” Zoie muttered. “Asher wives are bound to their husbands. He must have really betrayed her for her to want another Duelist to be involved.” 

    “You’re probably right,” I said. “I think she’s the one who needs our help.” 

    “You don’t know yet?” Zoie asked. 

    “I’m about to go and talk to her,” I explained but then kissed the cat-woman’s knuckles. “But I had to make sure you were okay first.” 

    “Come here,” Zoie said and tugged on my hand.  

    I stretched out alongside my wife and wrapped my arm around her so I could lay my head against her chest. Her heart beat strong and steady, and it was heaven to my ears. 

    “I need to tell you something,” I said and breathed deeply as she ran her fingers through my tangled hair.  

    She hummed a little questioning noise in the back of her throat that urged me to continue, so I took another breath.  

    “In order to lift the curse,” I began, “I had to make a bargain with the ghost king of the Ruins, and man does that guy need to get out more.” 

    “You entered a parlay with an ancient king?” Zoie asked with a bewildered tone in her voice. 

    “Yeah, it was his coin we took from the crypt, and when I brought it back, he told me I needed to give him something else in return for your life,” I said. 

    “What did you give him?” she asked in a coaxing tone. 

    “I gave him the herald core, and he got us out, boat and all,” I replied, and Zoie’s hand in my hair stilled, so I looked up at her even though I was afraid I would see disappointment on her face. 

    Her eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them, and her face drained of what little color she managed to regain. 

    “Nooo…” Zoie gasped and brought a hand up to her mouth. “You already had the gold, husband. You should have taken it and the stone and left me.” 

    “Fuck the gold, Zoie, you’re my wife,” I said and sat up on the bedside. “Letting you die will never be an option. I will find another way to defeat Ren, so don’t you dare lose your faith in me--” 

    “Alex,” she said and then hushed me by placing her fingers against my lips. “My faith in you was never in question, but I… I can’t believe you chose me!” 

    “Of course, I did, that’s what I’ve been trying to-- ”  

    Zoie wouldn’t even let me finish my sentence and smothered my mouth with hers. 

    “Please, tell me again,” she whispered when she broke the kiss.  

    I didn’t have to ask her what she meant, so I just smiled and bumped her nose with mine. 

    “I love you, Zoie,” I said, and she purred as she closed her eyes. 

    “Then all will be well, husband,” she said and cupped my jaw with her delicate but strong hand. 

    A knock sounded from the door of our cabin, and with one last kiss to Zoie’s palm, I stood up. 

    “I’d better go talk to Shale-Lea,” I said and tucked the blankets up to her chin. “The sooner I go, the sooner I can come back.” 

    “Tell me everything when you do return,” Zoie murmured as she curled up on her side. Her eyes were already at half-mast, though, and I could tell she would probably be dead asleep by the time I came back. 

    “I will when you wake up. Rest, now.” I blew out the lantern on the bedside table and then walked over to the door. 

    “Is the Lady Brightwood resting soundly?” Shale-Lea asked when I made it out into the corridor. 

    She’d changed out of her floor-length crimson cape and gloves and was now dressed in a flowing robe that reminded me of the color of candlelight as it off-set the long champagne colored feathers streaking through the rich thicket of her red hair. 

    The sleeves of the gown were like some Grecian design and were only clasped at the shoulders and wrists, which showed off the pale peekaboo of her arms when she moved, and the neckline draped artfully under her defined collarbones and showed the dusky valley of her enticing cleavage. 

    She was alluring and vulnerable, but her expression was much too innocent to be believed, so I stopped short and stared at her. 

    “How much did you hear?” I asked. 

    “Enough to know how your wife survived an ancient gold-curse,” the bird-woman said over her shoulder as she led me up a level to a nice dining-living area. 

    The room was just large enough to hold about ten people, and it had a lounge area sunk into the floor with squashy looking cushions and pillows circled around a low table. The ceiling was draped with fine scarlet and dark purple scarves that caused the light of the room to be cast in golden-red, and against the back wall were floor to ceiling windows that showed the moonlit beach the sailboat was moored next to. 

    “Sit and refresh yourself, Asher Brightwood,” Shale-Lea said as she led me down the three steps to the low table.  

    Servers immediately rushed in and uncovered silver domes of roasted meat on platters, fruits, and what looked and smelled like some sort of cheese. 

    I made myself comfortable on a large lumpy floor cushion and hesitated to touch anything until my hostess served both of us with portions of everything from the delectable spread. 

    My stomach growled, but I was prevented from digging in when Shale-Lea raised her wine goblet. 

    “A toast, to new alliances,” she said and waited as I lifted my own goblet. 

    “Is that what this is?” I asked as she clinked the goblets together. “An alliance?” 

    “I am ardently hoping it can be,” the phoenix-woman replied and took a sip of her wine. 

    I did as well, and then the two of us spent a few moments eating our food in silence, which I really appreciated because the way my brain seemed to be currently functioning, I could only handle one thing at a time. 

    The salty meat was perfect with the soft cheese, and I made myself a sandwich with the slices of crusty bread. Subway had nothing on me, and all of it was perfect when washed down with wine that tasted like carbonated cranberries. 

    When I felt sated enough for clarity to return, I looked up to see Shale-Lea’s deep green eyes staring at me with interest. 

    “Sorry if I pigged out just then,” I said as the servers cleared the table of everything but the wine. “I promise I usually have better table manners than that.” 

    “I like seeing a man who is unashamed of his appetites.” She shrugged casually. “Some men feel shame, or they have none.” 

    I cleared my throat and took a sip of wine as she continued to look at me like she was starving despite the banquet in front of her. 

    I’d seen that look on women before, the lowered bedroom eyes blown wide with arousal and the unconscious ticks like how a woman bites her lips or plays with her hair. Shale-Lea was showing all the classic signs of attraction, and I couldn’t help but perk up at her interest. 

    I had a sudden guilty shock bolt through me at the fact I was a married man, but then I had to readjust because my actual wife already handpicked this beautiful woman in front of me so I would kill her husband, take her as my own, and put my babies inside her. It was an odd conflict that caused a brief traffic jam right between my head, my heart, and my dick, but I didn’t get to dwell on it too long because Shale-Lea broke the silence. 

    “Tell me,” she said with a smile that showed off the single dimple in her left cheek, “how does a Varthan courtesan capture the heart of someone such as yourself?” 

    “Are you jealous of my wife?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “No… well…” Shale-Lea turned toward me so she could be more comfortable as she reclined against a nest of pillows at her back. Then she rested her elbow on one of the pillows and leaned her head against her hand. “My husband doesn’t bother himself with… with me… and yet you gave a demon core to a powerful magical spirit to save your wife’s life. I can’t help but compare myself to her.” 

    “Your husband seems like an idiot,” I said as my gaze tracked how the moonlight graced her high cheekbones like a blessing. “If I could paint you, I would.” 

    Shale-Lea fluttered her long eyelashes in confusion, and she lifted her head from her hand so she could scan my face with her emerald eyes. 

    “I’ve heard rumors that you have a way with words, but now I witness first-hand what they mean.” She took a nervous sip of wine. 

    “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” I said. 

    “You do not, Asher.”  

    “Maybe you should call me Alex,” I sighed. “And I think we got off on the wrong foot. If I’m reading things correctly, I think you are trying to ask me for my help.” 

    “My, you are direct, aren’t you?” she asked, and she lowered her gaze as the regal front dropped away from her like a mantle and the sad diminished creature I saw earlier came to the surface. She looked so hopeless as she stared out at the stars through the window and visibly searched for what to say next. 

    I hesitated at first, but then I took her hand in mine and saved her from the sea of words she seemed to be drowning in. 

    “I think if you start from the beginning, you might discover our goals align with each other’s,” I said in a low voice that was coaxing but no less straightforward in my demand for answers. 

    Shale-Lea stared down at our clasped hands, and then she slowly closed her eyes as if she was in pain. Another one of those perfect crystal tears left a silver track down her heart-shaped face before it splashed down on the back of my fingers. 

    “I should think it easiest to work backward so we can start with what we both know,” she whispered and then softly stroked my knuckles with her thumb. 

    “And what do we both know?” I asked. 

    “That if my husband succeeds in his plans to kill the Asher Mec, then it will most likely be bad for the whole of Nata Isle if he takes over as Duelist Lord,” she replied and lifted her gaze back to mine. 

    As I looked back into those Celtic green irises, I wondered briefly if Shale-Lea would even see me as a trade up if I revealed the plan Zoie and I had to gain her as an asset. She might have been inclined to remain loyal to Ren just so she could be the Asher Lord’s wife, but now I was starting to think she had more important things she valued that went beyond power. 

    But I had to be sure. 

    “What’s it matter to you?” I asked as I tilted my head. “You’ll be the most powerful woman on the island if Ren succeeds.” 

    Shale-Lea snatched back her hand with an offended expression on her face. 

    “Affluence that comes at the cost of lives is a wickedness that is abhorrent to me, sir,” she hissed, and her crest raised slightly in outrage. “The Duelists are supposed to protect the lesser men and women of this world.” 

    “Woah, okay,” I said and raised a hand to try to placate this fire-bird. “I just need to be sure your heart is in the right place.” 

    She cocked her head and looked just like a curious little quail as she glanced down at her chest and then back up. 

    “My heart is still in my breast, Asher,” she said with narrowed eyes. “What games are you playing?” 

    “No games, my lady, I promise,” I laughed. “It means I want to know if the reasons you are helping me are for a good cause. And don’t forget, you’re supposed to call me Alex.” 

    “Then you must do the same and call me… Shay.” She smiled as her crest lowered, and a faint blush stained her cheeks. 

    “Okay, Shay,” I said and offered up my palm again with no pressure. “Will you please go on?” 

    Shay considered my open hand for only a moment before she placed hers back into mine, and it seemed to be soothing to her to have this little bit of physical comfort when it was clear she was deeply conflicted. 

    “I would ask you a favor, Alex,” she said and gripped my fingers. “My father, the Asher who sponsors the races, is working to fix the races this year so Bala will win. He’s paid off all of this year’s riders to throw the race. That way, when Lord Mec bequeaths him in front of the most influential Ashers on the island, Ren may issue his Duelist challenge and fight Mec with a poisoned weapon.” 

    “Why does your father want Ren to win?” I asked. 

    “There are clans of exiles my father would see Ren annihilate down to the last man,” she said, and her face washed pale. “And if Ren inherits all of Mec’s resources, he will not hesitate to do just that.” 

    “And… there is a reason why you don’t want this to happen?” I prompted.  

    “Yes,” she said, but I could tell she either didn’t want to or couldn’t say much more about it, so I dog-eared the topic for later. 

    “Okay, but why does Ren need to challenge Mec after winning the race when any public setting would work?” I changed the subject and squeezed her hand in encouragement. 

    “If you haven’t learned by now, in time you will see the illusion of being all-powerful is just as good,” Shay explained. “No one has challenged a Mec Lord in over twenty seasons for a reason. His legacy is strong, and the other Ashers follow him because he has the most powerful augmented weapons. Bala means to cause the biggest spectacle he can so his victory inspires fear and his power remains unquestioned.” 

    “So, what do you need me for?” I asked. 

    “I need you to enter the races and win against him so Bala’s opportunity is taken away from him, and his plan fails,” she said in one breath and then bit her pale bottom lip until it turned white. 

    “And if I win the race, and his plan is ruined, what about the next time he goes after Mec?” I prodded. 

    “When that time comes, I am sure I will have prepared myself better by then and will not have need to bother you,” she sighed and tried to take her hand back, but I held it fast. 

    “What if…” I said as I looked into her troubled face. “What if I told you I can do you one better?” 

    








 

    Chapter 18 

    The gorgeous phoenix-woman stared at me, and her clover green eyes shone with a raw but hopeful vulnerability. That look made me want to tuck her close and shelter her under my arm for some reason. 

    No, not some reason. I knew she was telling the truth now, and she seemed to be in a desperate situation too complicated for me to understand right this second. 

    But that was okay. I just hoped what I was about to tell her next would help make her feel like there might be a way out. 

    My heart twisted when I realized she reminded me of a beautiful nightingale trapped inside a gilded cage. She was surrounded by the coldness of fine things and good social status, but she lacked the warmth of love and joy. 

    Of freedom. 

    Shay glanced up at the ceiling as if everything overwhelmed her for a second, and then she took a deep breath to center herself. 

    “Please, sir,” she said as her crystal voice trembled, “speak plainly so my foolish head has no room to make up silly fantasies.” 

    “Winning the race will not be enough,” I explained as clearly as I could. “I mentioned this earlier to you, but if I challenge Ren after I beat him in the race, then the problem is gone for good.” 

    “You… are not jesting?” Shay’s face went paler than I’d seen it until I was sure she might actually pass out. 

    “And I would keep you as my second wife,” I added. 

    Shay’s mouth opened soundlessly a couple of times in astonishment before her shocked expression crumbled. 

    “I never stopped wondering, but I had almost…” She choked back a sob and lowered her head so the red and gold curtain of her hair would hide her face. 

    “Woah, hey,” I said, and I tucked her heavy hair back over her shoulder so I could see her. “Can you tell me why you are so upset? If you love him or something maybe--” 

    “Me, love Bala!” She barked a bitter laugh as the dam of her tears finally broke and poured in rivers down her heart-shaped face. “What a ridiculous thought! Especially because I know that if he succeeds in inheriting Mec’s status, he will not hesitate to have me killed as is his right.” 

    “Wait. What? Why would he kill…” I started but trailed off when she shook her head and reached for my empty wine goblet. 

    “We have now come to the end of my tale, which actually starts at the beginning,” Shay said as she swirled the goblet around and gazed into the bottom. “I was just entering into my sixteenth season, and my brother gifted me with a fortune teller for the celebration. Everyone thought she was just an act, some parlor trick to entertain a young noblewoman on her birthday, but she read my future in my wine glass, and my life was forever changed.” 

    “What did she see?” I asked as I leaned in closer to her so I could try and see as well. 

    “She saw three things,” the bird-woman murmured and pressed close to my side. “One was a great tragedy of death and abandonment, which eventually came to pass a year later with the death of my mother and the exile of my brother.” 

    “And the second?” I asked. 

    “The second, she told me, was a great sorrow,” Shale-Lea continued and ran her finger around the crystal rim. “She told me my soul would be weighed down with the golden chains of a loveless marriage. This is my current reality.” 

    “And the third?” I asked, and she tipped the goblet so I could see the running lines of red wine as the last dregs rolled around in the bottom. 

    “The third, I believe, has most recently come to pass,” she whispered and then looked up at me, and this was when I noticed our faces were really close together. “The fortune teller told me I would be saved from this sorrow by a great and strange lover delivered to me in a boat on a river of Mercedes’ tears.” 

    “I am so sorry you have been in so much pain,” I said as my heart thudded inside my chest, and I wiped at the tears dripping off her pointed chin. “If I knew how much of a bastard Ren was, we would have found a way to challenge him sooner.” 

    “We?” Shay asked and gripped both of my hands in hers. 

    “Zoie’s idea actually,” I said and pulled her a little closer so she was against my side.  

    Then, as if she was testing the boundaries between us, she slowly lowered her head onto my shoulder, and I put my arm around her.  

    “I have a confession,” I said after a moment of silence. “The reason why we were raiding the Ruins was because I needed enough gold to enhance a weapon so I could have more of an advantage when I Duel Ren.” 

    “With your herald core,” she breathed, and her eyes were wide when she lifted her head. “But you told Zoie you traded it to the Ancient King in exchange for her life.” 

    “I did.” I nodded and squeezed her hands. “But I’ll figure something out.” 

    “You love her,” Shay sighed and then raised her hand to the sapphire gem that was always present on her brow. “That is a beautiful thing, and if my part in this is to aid in destiny, then you must take this.” 

    She released a hidden catch on the headpiece, and the heavy blue stone fell out into her palm. 

    “What is that?” I asked. 

    “Simply, I wish to replace the herald core you selflessly gave up for your love with mine, here,” she said and brushed her thumb over the precious surface of the gem. 

    “But--” I tried to say, but Shay cut me off and gestured for the mousy attendant girl from earlier. 

    “Noona, please fetch my brother, Horus,” Shay said and the round-eared girl bowed. 

    “Yes, milady,” she said and scurried away. 

    “Your brother’s name is Horus?” I asked as the name hooked my brain like a trout tugging on the end of a fishing line. 

    Before I had a chance to ask anything further, the black falcon-man who helped us all aboard came into the parlor. 

    “Are you well, Sister?” Horus asked and came down the few steps so he could sit next to Shay. 

    “Yes, my dear brother,” she said and accepted his kiss on her cheek. “I wanted to ask if you still know the owner of Gatetown’s foundry?” 

    “I do,” her brother said as he smirked sharply. “He still owes me a favor, in fact. Why?” 

    “I need your skills as a metallurgist, I’m afraid,” she said and bit her bottom lip. “I know it is a risk.” 

    “No risk is too great,” he replied, but then he looked between us and down at her discarded headpiece on the table. “What is this about, Shay? Where is Mother’s stone?” 

    Shay revealed the large sapphire in her hand, and then she grabbed my hand as well with the other. 

    “Horus, the Goddess doesn’t lie,” she said with a truly joyful smile for the first time since I’d met her. “She has delivered us salvation in the form of Alex the Asher.” 

    Horus looked at me with his gold-green eyes, and a knowing smile bloomed on his face. 

    “I knew we would be friends in the future, Brightwood,” he said, and suddenly the missing pieces fell into place. 

    “I know you!” I gasped and leveled a glare at him. “You ambushed us back in Mec Valley.” 

    “Ah, yes, for that I deeply regret.” The falcon-man flattened his black feathered crest as if ashamed. “I tried my best to prevent as much damage to you and your Lady when I recognized you, but there was no swaying Gul.” 

    “Yeah, well…” I grumbled as I held out my hand to show it was mostly water under the bridge. “I seem to remember you were the least douchey of Anti-Robin Hood’s Merry Men Rejects.” 

    “Hah! You have a way, Duelist, that is most particular,” Horus said and clasped my forearm. “Now, what is this about my sister’s claims? Are you the one her fortune teller predicted?” 

    “I… um,” I stammered and then stopped for a moment to sort out my thoughts. “All I know is I am not here by accident. I don’t really know what that means, but for now I know what I have to do to survive and protect those I care about.” 

    “And do you?” Horus asked, and his crest hackled upward as his eyebrows drew down into a serious frown. “Care about my Shale-Lea?” 

    “I can tell you are a good brother, Horus,” I said with a smile and patted him on the shoulder. 

    Then I looked at Shale-Lea, the wife of my sworn enemy, Bala Ren, and I couldn’t deny the connection that sizzled between us. It felt similar to when I first saw Zoie, and my instincts hadn’t steered me wrong yet. 

    “And to answer your question, yes,” I continued when I turned back to the falcon-man. “I am already starting to care for your sister quite a bit. If I can kill her husband, I will marry her and make her happy.” 

    “Then you have my blessing, and of course my forger’s tools,” the falcon-man said with a sincere expression.  

    It hit me just then I probably really had made a friend for life just now, and I figured loyalty was something sacred to a man who decided to live among mercenaries and exiles. 

    “So, what sacred weapon will our mother’s heirloom be enhancing?” Horus asked as he rubbed his long-fingered hands together like he was warming them up from being out in the snow. 

    I untied the Roman-like sword from my belt and set it on the table, scabbard and all, and Horus picked it up and examined it for a moment before he set it back down.  

    “Excellent balance, pure Terran steel, it will serve you well… Sister, get ready,” Horus instructed as he chaffed his hands together even harder until an orange glow began to form from underneath his skin. 

    My eyes boggled at this weird form of magic, and I leaned in closer to witness the ritual. 

    Shay handed over the golf-ball sized gemstone into Horus’ cupped hands that now shined like molten iron. The sapphire hissed a little when it hit his skin, and the display even raised the temperature of the immediate vicinity by a few degrees from what I could feel. 

    “Brightwood, unsheathe your blade,” Horus said next, and an eerie golden light entered inside his dilated eyes. 

    I hurried to do what he said given he looked like he was in some sort of trance, and after I pulled the sword out of its scabbard, I made sure to remove it so even the leather sheath was out of the way. 

    The black feathered man then placed the glowing sapphire right where the blade met the hilt. The gemstone snapped to the metal as if it was magnetized, and then, with a deep breath, Horus pressed with all his might until the gem was flush with the blade and a searing snap sounded as the entire blade turned a shiny blue chrome instead of silver. 

    “Woah,” I breathed when the whole thing was over, and the falcon man’s eyes faded back to their usual gold-green. “What just happened?” 

    “Horus is an alchemical metallurgist, which means he can enhance weapons with elemental cores, but not just any smith can do this,” Shay said with a proud smile.  

    Meanwhile, Horus busied himself as he poured a goblet of water, threw a tithe stone inside, and chugged down the liquid once the tithe stone dissolved. 

    “Interesting, I’ve always wanted to know more about the attributes of Mother’s heirloom,” Horus mused as he wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist. 

    “What do you mean by attributes?” I asked the metallurgist. 

    “I can sense certain attributes in enhanced metals,” he said as he poured and purified another goblet of water. “I always knew Mother’s was rare just given the color, but this core is a bit of a mystery.” 

    “In what way?” Shay asked and sat forward. 

    “There are six known types of herald cores that follow the spectrum,” Horus said and tapped the sunken sapphire on the blade of my weapon. “Red and orange cores are common and usually give weapons standard attributes like unbreakable strength and swiftness. Yellow and green cores are uncommon and have attributes like stealth and duplication. But blue and purple cores are considered rare, and their attributes only reveal themselves when they want to.” 

    “You talk like the cores are still aware or sentient or something,” I said. 

    “Usually, the herald demons with rare cores are those that used to command armies during the Demon Tide from the sea,” Horus explained and then poured himself some wine. “There is little known about rare cores.” 

    “But surely the mighty Horus, alchemist extraordinaire, can hear what the metal whispers,” Shay teased and shoved her brother in the chest like she was a typical kid sister interrupting his scary story. 

    “It is a delicate art, but I can give it one more try if it pleases the Lady,” Horus said like a proper gentleman, even though he tweaked her elfin nose. 

    “It pleases me thus.” Shay nodded as if this was a familiar banter they typically engaged in. 

    “Okay,” he said and picked up the sword. He held it by the hilt with his left hand, and then with his right he lightly cut his palm. His eyes flashed gold for a second that was reminiscent of his melding-trance thing. 

    “What does it say, Brother?” Shay asked when Horus shook his spiky feathered head as if he was clearing his vision. 

    “The Runes say either ‘Righteous Anger’ or ‘Righteous Judgment,’ I’m not sure which,” he said and pinched the bridge of his long nose. “Whatever the case, I imagine the rune only has two or three great battles in it, so choose them wisely.” 

    “Is there a limit on how many times I can use the sword?” I asked and looked down at its blue mirrored surface. 

    “Common red and orange cores are limitless in their enhancement attributes, but uncommon and rare cores usually burn out after exhausting their power so many times,” the falcon-man explained as his sister tended to the cut across his hand with a clean cloth napkin. “It has something to do with how it binds to the metal, but I skipped out on the tutors Father always had prepared for me, so I’m not the best on the alchemical theory behind it all.” 

    “Yeah, I cut a few chemistry classes, too,” I commented as I took another napkin from the table and polished away the smudge of blood left on the edge. “Can you add multiple cores to one weapon? You know, build up the power.”  

    Horus blinked at me for a moment. “I-I’m not sure. Cores and weapons have always just had a one-to-one ratio. I’ve never heard of someone trying to add more.” 

    “Well, maybe not right now, but soon I’d like to figure out if that’s possible.” I grinned. “If I could add two or more cores to my weapon, I could increase my Asher rank without breaking a sweat.” 

    “I like you, Asher Brightwood,” Horus laughed with a twinkle in his eyes. “You are the right amount of crazy.” 

    “Thanks,” I snorted before I looked back at my sword. “Will it always be blue, by the way?” 

    “Not after I fire it in a forge,” Horus said and flexed his fingers after Shay was done with her first aid. “Then it will fade back to silver. This is to the bearer’s advantage, trust me. You don’t want your opponent to know what cards you hold right from the start, correct?” 

    “It’s strategic,” I agreed with a nod. “Especially if you are the only one who knows the sword’s attributes.” 

    “People pay my brother from all over to appraise their weapons of their statistics,” Shay said with pride shining in her voice, and I looked between the two bird siblings. 

    I finally understood what Shay had to lose if the siblings’ father succeeded in wiping out the exiles and mercenaries with Ren. I wasn’t sure what kind of Jerry Springer Family Drama was going on there, but all I really needed to see was how they took care of each other like they were the only two they could rely on against the world. 

    In a way, I always kind of envied that type of natural closeness between siblings. 

    “Well, Horus, I’m glad this meeting between us went a little better than the last time.” I sheathed the blue Roman-like sword and handed it over to the falcon-man. “How much do I owe you in gold?” 

    “Do not worry about the gold, Brightwood,” Horus said and clasped my shoulder. “As I am still my sister’s elder brother, consider these services as a type of dowry on her behalf.” 

    “A dowry?” I repeated with a frown. “Like a payment for marriage?” 

    “If you are using this weapon for what I think you are, then you would do well to protect the only family I have left and cut down the bastard as he lives and breathes,” he said, and his dark eyebrows lowered so severely it hooded his gold-green eyes and made him look wild even though he was perfectly composed on the outside. 

    “It’s a promise I made already, you can count on it,” I vowed and stuck out my hand again for him to clasp. 

    “I should make my way quickly to Gatetown tonight because it will take at least a day for the sword to be ready,” he said and then got up from the lounge area.  

    I did as well and helped Shay to her feet. 

    “If you happen to pass by the Gate’s Inn, could you check to see if the innkeeper, Tovish, is okay?” I requested. 

    “Count on it, Asher Brightwood.” Horus nodded. 

    “Call me Alex,” I said with a grateful smile. 

    “And where might I deliver the weapon once it is ready?” he asked as he tucked the sword under his arm. 

    “You must bring it to the palace arena for the races in three days hence,” Shay said and held his hand in both of her smaller ones. “We cannot wait for you because we must cast off tonight in order to make it back to Bala’s estate. It will already take us a full day to sail there, and I have to prepare Alex as much as I can before Bala gets home on the eve of the races. Is it doable for you?” 

    “It will be cutting it close, but I believe I can make it,” Horus said and kissed the back of her knuckles. “I will go. Good luck, Alex, and may the Goddess be the wind under your wings.” 

    “Same to you, Horus,” I said, and with one last kiss to his sister’s cheek, he ran up the steps and out of the parlor. 

    “Roofus!” Shay then called, and a familiar flapping of wings barreled through the door when one of the attendants opened it. 

    The dusty gold-seeker moth plowed right into my chest with a happy squawk, and I laughed as he tried to nuzzle under my chin. 

    “Hey, it looks like your wing is all better!” I said, and I scruffed his head with one hand as he stood on the back of my other. 

    “The moss I carry on hand has really quick healing properties for any avian mixed species,” Shay said as she pulled a small scroll out of her cleavage, which made me stare just a little too long at her full chest. “Roofus’ injury was only a small fracture.” 

    “You really know your stuff,” I remarked as I watched her tie the scroll around one of Roofus’ crow feet. “What’s that for?” 

    “This is being sent to your current estate manager, I think his name is Mr. Jenner, is that correct?” Shay asked, and I nodded my confirmation. “I am requesting he send your newly bequeathed canterfly, along with his groom.” 

    “You mean Prosper and Rylan?” I perked up a little. 

    “The only requirements to enter the race are thus: you have to be of Asher status, pay your entrance fee, and fly your own steed,” she said and coaxed Roofus onto her forearm. “Because we are leaving for Valley City tonight, we should be arriving at the same time as your groom. Join me?” 

    Shay looked up at me through her lowered eyelashes and then gestured to the door with a tip of her radiant red-haired head, so I extended my arm for her to take, and she looped the one not occupied by the yellow crow-moth through the crook of my elbow. 

    “Lead on,” I said, and she took me back out onto the upper deck. 

    The stars and moon shone brightly overhead, and the sweet sea air smelled fresh and inviting. It was the perfect night, and my companion looked just as celestial as those heavenly bodies above. 

    Shay’s hips were a bit wider than Zoie’s, but her waist was twice as narrow, so she had the perfect Jessica Rabbit body shape. She walked in a graceful, yet seductive, roll that somehow perfectly synced up with my own natural stride. It felt like we were already matching each other’s wave lengths, and there was a palpable energy suspended between us as Shay led me to the stern of the ship and up to the quarter deck. 

    A racoon-looking man in a tri-corner hat was looking at a map and awaiting further instructions when we got there, and he glanced up at Shay and me once before returning to his task. 

    “Fly strong, Roofus!” the phoenix-woman said and double checked the scroll on the crow-moth’s scaly leg before she launched him off her forearm.  

    The gold-seeker took to the wind as if he never even had a broken wing, and he zipped toward the horizon so fast, his figure disappeared in the inky backdrop almost instantly. 

    “Captain Nemis,” Shay then said to the dark-eyed man, and he stopped looking over the map. “Has my brother disembarked the Soaring Light?” 

    “Aye, milady,” Captain Nemis said. 

    “Then weigh the anchor, and take us home, Captain,” Shay instructed, and he saluted her by thumping his right fist over his heart. 

    “Aye, milady, we shall be at the harbor by tomorrow,” he said and then instantly began barking orders to the handful of crew scattered about. 

    “I must stay here and talk to the captain about a few more things, but for now you must return to your loyal wife,” Shay said and bowed her head respectfully. “Although, I would ask if… never mind.” 

    “What?” I pressed, and I had a feeling I knew what she wanted to ask, so I placed my palm against her smaller one to give her a chance to work up the courage. 

    If I was reading things right, I could tell the phoenix-woman wanted to kiss me, and I really wanted to show Shay even just a small amount of affection, given the fact that we basically just got betrothed with her brother’s blessing. But I wasn’t sure of the boundaries, especially since I was already married, so I waited for her to take the lead. 

    Instead of asking anything, she lifted my chin with one thin finger and pressed a kiss lighter and sweeter than spun sugar on my lips. 

    “I am very glad you exist outside of my hopes and dreams,” she whispered and then pulled back in a cloud of heady scented perfume. 

    “Everything will work out,” I promised and brought her back toward me so I could wrap my arms around her. 

    She went willingly and tucked her head right in the center of my chest where she could probably hear how powerful my heart beat was banging against my ribs. 

    My head was spinning, and that conflicted traffic jam snarled up my thoughts again since part of me still wanted to feel guilty for holding another woman while my sick wife slept below deck. 

    I just had to keep reminding myself this wasn’t the world I was used to, and it was my own indoctrinated belief in monogamy that was getting in the way. 

    Because the reality was, I could feel my heart expanding with every beat, and there was something about Shay that pulled me into orbit and ignited my blood. No other woman had made me feel so strongly in such a short amount of time. 

    Zoie came close, but we’d at least had a little time to feel each other out and let our feelings develop naturally and easily. 

    Falling so quickly for Shale-Lea was like jumping out of a plane without a parachute. It was as terrifying as it was thrilling. 

    As I stood there letting her ginger-lily scent fill my nose, I felt just as exhilarated as if the ground was rushing up toward me, but I didn’t even care because the free-fall was like actual flying. 

    “You must get some rest, now,” Shay whispered as she looked up into my face with her petal-like lips parted ever so slightly on an exhale. 

    “Yeah,” I said, and yet neither one of us made a move to break our embrace. Instead, I lowered my head so I could press a kiss of my own to her pale pink mouth. 

    And just like that, any remaining qualms about what my old society said about fidelity and cheating evaporated at the rightness of her soft breasts pressing against my hard body. 

    Shay trembled and whimpered in the back of her throat, and that little sound was dangerous, so I pulled back before I could lose my mind completely and make a spectacle on the quarter deck. 

    As it was, I’d somehow already crowded her against the wooden bulkhead much to the embarrassment of the raccoon-captain, who darted his masked Zorro eyes away when I glanced around. 

    Shay sank back down to her heels from where she had to stand on tip-toe to kiss me, and the height difference between us was so endearing I almost said ‘fuck it’ and threw my self-control to the wind just so I could get my hands around her narrow waist again and lift her up with my sheer strength. 

    “Ahem,” the phoenix-woman cleared her throat as a pretty patina of rose-colored blush bled into her pale cheekbones. 

    She was a contradiction sometimes because one minute she could blaze brighter than a fiery bonfire, and then the next she could flicker as fragile as a candle in the wind.  

    I wanted to both shelter her and stand back and let her shine. 

    For now, I settled for taking a step back so the cool night air could clear both of our heads. 

    “My Lady,” I said and bowed like a cordial gentleman. 

    “Rest well, Asher,” Shay breathed and curtsied formally, but she somehow couldn’t regain the regal coolness of her expression. Her emerald eyes suddenly smoldered with seduction, and her petal-lips fluttered up into a smirk. “You will need it because your training begins when we make it back to my estate, and I will ride you hard.” 

    “Um, what?” I blurted out as some of the blood flow to my brain was diverted south. 

    “I have to properly teach you how to win in the canterfly races,” Shay said and raised a thin red eyebrow. “Unless you are familiar with riding winged steeds back where you come from?” 

    “Ah, no,” I said and shook my head at myself. “This will be a first.” 

    “Well, then,” Shay said with a cheeky nod and left it at that. 

    There was that spicy-sweet whiplash that spun me around in an exciting way. I never saw the obsession with fire some of the burnouts used to have, but if bantering with Shay was anything like playing with fire, I would gladly become a pyromaniac. 

    “Looking forward to it,” I said, and I let my eyes rake over her pleasing hourglass form that teased me from under the flowing gold gown she wore. 

    I bowed again before I jaunted down the steps to the main deck and then down the stairs to where my cabin was. 

    Hopefully, Zoie was still resting peacefully, but just in case, I tried to open the door as soundlessly as I could. 

    When I turned around to face the dark room after closing the door, I just stood in the silence for a bit and watched Zoie slumber in the moonbeams pouring inside through the window. 

    The sight of her was like a cool drink of water for my parched eyes, and I didn’t realize how much I’d been burning until I saw her. 

    Where Shale-Lea was all fire and scarlet-gold warmth, Zoie was cool and steady blue like the ocean. Her complexion mirrored the starlight in radiance, and her tangled ebony locks cascaded like rivers across the stark white pillows, over her shoulders, and between her perfect breasts. They swelled as she took a deep breath, and in that moment, I felt the need to be close to her like I needed water in the desert. 

    I dropped my armor and gear, kicked off my boots, and crawled under the blankets so I could lay on my side propped up on my elbow. 

    With my other hand, I moved the hair away from where it was obstructing my view of her swan-like neck. Then, with my fingertips, I tickled my way down to the hollow of her throat and watched her slowly come awake. 

    My wife’s midnight blue eyes fluttered open, and she gave me a smile that could chase away every last shadow. 

    “Hello,” I murmured, and she reached out a hand so she could grab my shirt and tug me forward. 

    I took the hint and cuddled up next to her so her head was pillowed on my arm under her neck while we wove our legs together. 

    “Are we moving?” Zoie asked with a sleepy blink. 

    I lifted my head so I could see through the window and noticed the sailing vessel was pulling out of the cove. 

    “Shay is taking us back to her estate before Ren is finished with his business in Gatetown,” I said as I settled back down so I could look at her. “How do you feel?” 

    “Still very tired,” Zoie said and then yawned for good measure. “You can tell me the plan tomorrow, but I trust you are happy?” 

    “Very,” I said and cupped her face. “Our plan is going to work, Zoie.” 

    “Well, of course, it is, because it’s you,” Zoie said and put her hand over my breastbone like she did whenever we embraced this way. “But I wanted to know if Shale-Lea makes you happy.” 

    “What?” I asked. 

    “I can smell her perfume on your skin,” Zoie said, and my knee-jerk reaction was to still ask her if it was okay, but she soon put my last lingering doubts to rest when she nuzzled under my chin with a sexy purr. “I remember the scent from the party. It’s very nice.” 

    “I kissed her tonight,” I admitted, but not in a guilty way. 

    “Good,” she said and rubbed her face against mine. “I wanted her for you because I also thought she would be pleasing to you.” 

    “You were right, she’s beautiful,” I said and smoothed my palm along the valley of her waist. “But she’s also warmhearted and compassionate, just like you.” 

    “Being Varthan did not afford me many teachers who could show me how to be anything other than strong or dutiful, so if I have these traits, I have learned them from you,” Zoie said and then lifted her hand so she could bring my face in for an achingly sweet kiss. “Now, if you would, please hold me.” 

    “Of course,” I said, and I wrapped us both up with the luxurious blankets and held my wife until the rocking of the ship swayed us both to sleep. 

    Our hostess greeted us in the morning when her mouse-girl attendant summoned us for a nice breakfast of fresh exotic fruits, and more of that soft cheese and crusty bread. There were even soft-boiled eggs sitting in little gold egg cups that came from a creature that was definitely not a chicken due to the bright pink yolk. It tasted just like what I was used to, though, even if it was under salted, and I tucked in with enthusiasm, but I noticed Zoie was picking at the food on her plate instead of eating it. 

    She looked a little pale, too, and the dark circles under her eyes were still present despite the fact she’d slept deeply all night. 

    “I trust you slept well, Lady Zoie?” Shay spoke up after we all settled into our meals. 

    “Yes, thank you, milady,” Zoie said as regally as always. “My gratitude for your aid. I was told you are the one I owe my current health to.” 

    “Please, if it does not bother you, may we forgo with the formalities?” Shay asked and set down the silver egg spoon she was using. “I should like to think that in time you might like to view me as a friend.” 

    “Then you must call me Zoie,” my wife said with a small smile. “And hopefully I can call you more than a friend soon.” 

    “And you must call me Shay,” the phoenix-woman replied with an answering grin on her delicate lips. 

    “Since I was recovering below deck, I’m afraid I do not know what our current strategy is,” Zoie said and set down the piece of bread she was nibbling on. “Why is it that we are going to your estate, Shay?” 

    “Because, sister of my heart,” Shay said and shook out her hip-length crimson hair. “We must prepare our Alex for the races.” 

    “You are in luck because he is an admirable student with a hard… resolve,” Zoie said, and her voice came out in a purr, which made me snap my head in her direction. “He is quite dedicated and won’t stop until he reaches the desired result.” 

    “Excellent,” Shay trilled in a sinful tone that echoed the heat in Zoie’s, and my gazed whipped to her playful green eyes. “I’m known to be a taskmaster who can be hard to satisfy.” 

    I looked back and forth between these two beautiful women, each so different in contrasting yet complimentary ways. One was fiery passion, and one was cool and deeply rooted. They were not so much as polar opposites as they were resonating in harmony at different frequencies. 

    So, it was no wonder it was so easy to love them both without restraint… even though I knew they would be the death of me multiple times over. 

    But if I had to die, what a way to go. 

    








 

    Chapter 19 

    The sun was just starting to dip in the sky like a ripe low-hanging fruit when Shay’s sailing vessel, the Soaring Light, reached its port-of-call. The worthy sea craft approached a man-made canal cut through the eastern ridge of the island, and then we flowed into a part of Mec Valley I hadn’t really seen before. 

    It was too bad Zoie and I had to stay in the parlor below deck as we traveled through the locks of the canal, but Shay explained it was too risky to be up top in case Ren’s spies were on the lookout. 

    At least I could look at the city through the hand-blown windows in the parlor, and from what I did see, I was impressed. 

    This area was definitely more metropolitan than the rustic village where I spent most of my time. Mec Valley City was a modern feat of industry and agriculture with marble columns, shining white terraces, and lily-padded irrigation tables that reminded me of a combination of ancient Greece and rural China. 

    Now that I was approaching the city in the daylight, I could see the Lord Asher’s palace as it towered over the valley right before a very familiar-looking forest started. 

    Despite how fascinating the Valley City was, my gaze couldn’t help but be drawn to the patch of trees where I knew my ivy-covered manor house, and everyone in it, was waiting for Zoie and me to return. 

    Home. 

    Ever since I’d arrived here, I’d always talked about home as if it was a place back on Earth. But that was just the thing. It was only a place, and I realized I’d lived my whole life up until now moving from place to place without really understanding the concept. 

    But the estate with Jenner, Arvid, Rylan, and the rest was my home. 

    Zoie in our bed for the first time, sweaty and sated and glowing from pleasure, was my home. 

    And the way Shale-Lea fit perfectly into my arms and fell straight into my heart was also my home. 

    “We will be arriving shortly,” the resplendent phoenix-woman said as she entered the parlor. She wore jade-colored robes that had large sweeping bell sleeves and a large gold belt that showed off her petite waist and full hips. She looked every bit the young noblewoman she was, but she appeared a little naked without her head circlet. 

    “Won’t it tip off Ren if he sees you without your rare herald core?” I asked her and then gestured to her unadorned head. 

    “He will not miss it,” she said and clasped her hands in front of her. “If a wife is obtained through an alliance or a trade, the heirlooms she brings to the Prospective marriage are not listed or appraised as an asset, so my husband thinks it was just a pretty trinket I was fond of.” 

    “You were married through an alliance?” Zoie asked. 

    “My father married me to Ren for societal reasons. He is only a second-ranked Asher, and he figured an alliance to Ren through marriage would be ideal considering--” Shay abruptly cut herself off as if she was about to say something she wasn’t supposed to. 

    Zoie took a breath and stepped toward her, but Shay turned her back on us. 

    “Shay?” I asked, but before I could approach her, that crimson curtain of hair shook from side-to-side, and she turned around once more as if nothing was wrong. 

    “Please,” she said with a graceful smile, and she was once more perfectly composed. “Join me up on the upper deck.” 

    Without saying anything further, Shay headed up the stairs and didn’t wait to see if we were following or not. 

    Zoie and I exchanged concerned glances, but I didn’t have a chance to try and sort out that weird glitch in our conversation or why Shay closed down so fast. 

    I figured all would be revealed in due time and put the flash of pain I saw in her verdant eyes out of my mind for now. 

    “Shall we?” I asked Zoie and offered my arm. 

    “Lead on, husband,” she replied and tucked her hand into the crease of my elbow. 

    We both then climbed the stairs to the upper deck just as the Soaring Light was pulling in next to a stone pier, where a bevy of servants were already lined up and waiting for instructions. 

    Commands were being shouted by the raccoon-like captain as a wooden ramp was lowered from the bulkhead of the ship. When the ramp was set, the servants ran up the wood plank so they could load their arms with various parcels, suitcases, and paper-wrapped paintings. 

    “Can I take your pack, sir?” a stout older woman with the face markings of a badger asked when we all followed Shay off the vessel. 

    “No, thank you, ma’am,” I said with a polite smile. 

    “But you are milady’s guests, I really do insist,” she pressed as she clasped her paw-like hands in front of her. 

    “It is alright,” Shay said with a melodious chuckle and then turned to Zoie and me. “You’ll have to forgive her, she is my most loyal attendant, but sometimes she can be a little hen-peckish.” 

    “Oh, you,” the badger-woman said with a fond roll of her eyes. “Everyone needs a little mothering now and again.” 

    “As you wish.” Shay smiled. 

    “Where will the guests be staying, milady?” the badger-woman asked. 

    “Please turn down the room in the boathouse. We will be at the stables if you have further need of us.” Shay dismissed her portly maidservant and then led us to a large circular courtyard covered by a jade dome supported with marble columns. 

    The courtyard looked like a giant stone lily pad as it sat in the center of the clearest water I’d ever seen, and pale pink and lilac lotuses the size of beach balls floated around on top of the water, along with flickering rock lanterns in wooden bowls. 

    The mansion the courtyard was attached to was a multi-terraced architectural achievement with at least five balconies and more of those jade stone domes, and exotic ferns and cascading blossoms in every color of the rainbow overflowed from giant ceramic pots. 

    If my estate was similar to a sleepy Scottish homestead, then Shale-Lea’s was a Grecian palace. 

    “This is your estate?” I breathed as we walked past the mirrored water surface. 

    “Technically, it’s Bala’s, but all the staff answer to me, so don’t worry,” Shay said as she led us through a large breezeway embellished with gauzy sheer drapes, more of those decorative planter pots, and a smattering of cushioned lounges for sitting. “Wait until you see the rest.” 

    As we all stepped out into the late afternoon sun, I had to stop and scoop my jaw off the ground at just how much The Rest actually was. 

    There were at least two hundred acres of land occupying a quiet valley between two small peaks. 

    The main hub of Shay’s estate was hard to miss because it was mostly composed of endless pastures, circular riding tracks, and a large structure that had to be the main facility where the canterflies were boarded and groomed. 

    Beyond the sprawling white stables, there was an all-glass structure in the distance that reminded me of the Sydney Opera House with its winged design. I didn’t know what the purpose of it was, but the stained glass as the sun hit it was a work of art, and the gardens leading up to it were straight out of Buckingham Palace. 

    “You have been blessed,” Zoie said with eyes as wide as mine. 

    “The estate is beautiful, isn’t it?” Shay sighed as a shadow of that pained expression from earlier came back, but just like fog evaporating with the sun, her expression brightened. “Zoie, I believe your groom Mr. Daal arrived a while ago and is in the stables. Will you go ahead and see to him? I heard from my groundskeeper the boy has been most anxious for your return. We will be along shortly after I get Alex some proper riding attire from the carriage house. I believe my last trainer left something behind that will be suitable.” 

    “Give me the pack. I will go check on Rylan.” Zoie took the pack from me and put it on her shoulders. 

    “Tell Rylan hello for me,” I requested, and then my wife nodded, turned her back, and tickled me in the nose with her tail. 

    “She seems to be feeling better.” Shay smiled fondly as she watched Zoie’s antics while the cat-woman flounced away. 

    “I have you to thank for that, and I really, truly can’t even explain to you how grateful I am,” I said. 

    “You don’t have to. I can see why she is easy for you to love.” The bird-woman tucked her hand into the crook of my elbow, and we continued to the carriage house arm-in-arm. 

    After she showed me the riding uniform I was expected to wear, she told me to meet her by the stables when I was done, and then she left me to get dressed. 

    I wrinkled my nose as I surveyed the starchy white shirt, collared vest, and tight high-water pants, and I imagined it would be really uncomfortable. 

    I was right. 

    When I’d finished putting on the riding gear, I went to find Zoie and Shay in the stables. 

    Shay’s bright red hair stood out like a flickering flame right in front of the stable doors, and I made a bee-line for it. Hopefully, the sooner I could end these lessons, the sooner I could get out of this monkey suit. 

    Shay herself was now dressed in something similar to my own riding gear, but the tight brown pants and shiny heeled knee-high boots looked way better on her than they did on me. In her hand, she was holding the reins of a familiar black and orange butterfly pegasus. 

    “Prosper!” I grinned as I approached the proud canterfly, and I scratched his neck as he whistled and trotted happily. 

    Then the doors of the stables opened, and a familiar sandy-haired stable boy came out holding a shiny new leather saddle. 

    “Asher Alex!” Rylan yelled as he dropped the saddle onto the ground and then wrapped his wiry arms around my waist in a giant hug. 

    “Hey there, Rylan,” I laughed and patted the kid on his messy mop. 

    “I am so glad you and Lady Zoie are back from the Ruins, sir,” the boy said as he pulled back with a faint blush. “Mr. Jenner and I were very relieved to get Lady Shale-Lea’s correspondence.” 

    “Thanks for taking care of the estate, Ry,” I said, and the boy grinned from ear-to-ear. 

    Zoie tried to open the door to come out next but was prevented by the saddle Rylan dropped in his haste. 

    “Rylan, is that where that goes?” she asked him like a mother would her son for leaving his shoes in the hallway. 

    “No, miss, sorry, miss,” he said as he scooped it back up and began fixing it to Prosper’s back. 

    “We must treat the Lady’s tack with care,” Zoie admonished in a gentle voice as she opened the stable door all the way. Through it, she led out a second canterfly by the reins that was a little smaller than Prosper and pure white with gray-glass wings. 

    “Wow, this one’s gorgeous,” I said as the white butterfly pegasus nickered when Shay fed it some pink sugar from her palm. 

    “Her name is Victory, and she’s one of my most loyal,” the bird-woman said and stroked the creature’s coiled muzzle as it nibbled the treat out of her hand. “She’s also the only one that boards here that’s mine and mine alone. The majority of the estate is for boarding and training many of the Ashers’ magnificent beasts and exotic pets, but I wanted Victory all for my own.” 

    Victory whistled as she tossed her snow-white head and then bowed her neck until she nudged Shay lightly in the side. 

    “Finished with Prosper, milady!” Rylan announced as he did up the final buckle on Prosper’s saddle. 

    “Good work, Mr. Daal,” Shay said to the stable boy as she batted her long red eyelashes. “Might I trust the young sir to do me one last favor thus?” 

    Rylan stammered unintelligibly as if his poor teenage brain couldn’t handle being blasted with the wattage of a woman on full Charm Mode. 

    Although, as I watched the poised phoenix-woman wind her thick fall of scarlet waves around a hairpin and then stab it into a heavy bun as if it was the heart of her enemies, I couldn’t help but relate to the kid. 

    She was knock-out gorgeous and also knew how to kick ass in her own way, what wasn’t there to be flustered by? 

    Shay swung herself up into Victory’s saddle, untied a pair of gloves from one of the saddle’s loops, and took her time tugging them on over her slim fingers. 

    “Mr. Daal?” she queried in her songbird voice. 

    “Wha?” Rylan said as he started up at her as if she was the sun. 

    “Can you run a very important errand for me?” Shay asked with a fond smile on her petal lips. 

    “Y-Yes, w-whatever you need, milady, consider it yours!” Rylan stammered as he clasped his chest like he was swearing his undying loyalty. 

    Which, knowing him, he probably was. 

    “Oh, wonderful!” Shay clapped her red gloves together and laughed her harp-like giggle. “Go inside and find my head maidservant, Vera. She has the applications for Alex’s entry into the race that need to be registered today. Do you think this is a good task for you?” 

    “Oh, yes, milady!” Rylan said in his puppy-dog voice. “I know every street and alley and all the best shortcuts, so I promise I won’t let you down.” 

    “I knew I picked the perfect person for the job,” Shay said and reached down so she could ruffle his hair. “Quickly, now!” 

    The boy snapped to attention and then took off in the direction of the Greek-like palace without even a goodbye.  

    I shook my head at his eager antics, and I admitted privately to myself I’d missed the gawky kid. 

    “Mount your steed, Asher Alex,” Shay said and walked her own mount around in a loose circle. 

    I hopped up into Prosper’s saddle, slid my heeled boots into the stirrups, and then clutched the reins. 

    “Let’s discuss form, and Zoie will take notes and correct you when I’m done,” Shay suggested as she stopped her mount in front of mine. “Doesn’t that sound like good fun, Zoie?” 

    “Why yes, Shay, it does,” Zoie said and swished her tail back and forth, and then my wife followed us as we led the way to the training paddock behind the massive barn. 

    “Are you two ganging up on me?” I asked in a fake-wounded tone. Actually, I was kind of thrilled they were getting along so well and didn’t mind one bit. 

    “Only to further your progression,” Shay said sweetly and then extended and patted her own leg. “Form dictates you must sit with good posture-- knees under hips, and hips squared with shoulders. And make sure you keep your heels down and eyes up.” 

    I looked down at my posture and made any adjustments I could see as we approached the paddock. 

    Zoie swung open the gate for us so we could enter, and then after she closed it, she took a seat on the top of the fence. 

    I waved at her, and she smiled back at me. 

    “Now, I am assuming you know a little about the verbal commands seeing as how you have ridden Prosper before, so for your first test, capture me that flag,” Shay said and pointed to the top of a metal pole mounted in the center of the training arena.  

    A large silk flag billowed in the slight wind from where it was clipped to the top of the pole by a metal ring. 

    “Pop quiz already?” I snickered and braced myself for the surge of sheer power I knew would explode under me when I issued the command. “Prosper, fly!” 

    The butterfly pegasus reared back on two legs and launched himself into the air with an excited whistle. 

    He immediately wanted to just go off and fly wherever he wanted, but I wrestled with his reins and barked the “down” command so I could hover next to the flag and tear it off its loop. 

    “Down, Prosper!” I said until we landed on the ground again, and I was able to hand my prize over to Shay. 

    “Wonderful,” Shay chirped and clipped the flag to the back of her saddle. “Now, follow me as I take you through the paces. Use the verbal commands for now, but if you focus, you will find the rhythm you and Prosper connect on. Then you won’t even need to say a word.” 

    To demonstrate, Shay and Victory reared back and then sprang into the air in a flash of silvery-white as if they were one being that shared the same mind. They circled around in the sky above my head and then skimmed low to the ground. 

    “Follow me!” Shay shouted as she whooshed past me, and the flag on her saddle teased me as it flapped in the breeze. 

    I was going to catch that flag. And then, hopefully, I’d catch myself a bird. 

    “Up!” I shouted as my blood ignited with competition. 

    Prosper launched himself so hard I panic-grabbed his reins with a sharp backward jerk, and he whinnied in surprise as he flap/galloped in jerky motions that came close to unseating me from the saddle. 

    “Don’t focus on the goal, focus on your mount!” Shay called out as she flew circles around Prosper and me as we tried to stabilize. 

    “Up-- no, forward-- argh, Prosper!” I said as the stubborn beast tried to wrestle me for control again. 

    “Don’t think of Prosper as your vehicle, think of him as your partner!” the glorious phoenix-woman advised me as she did another drive-by that was half barrel-roll. 

    Sexy show-off. 

    “Alright, buddy,” I gritted out to the frustrating canterfly. “Maybe we can make a deal. If we catch Shay and Victory, I’ll give you one of those purple carrot things you like.” 

    Prosper snorted and tossed his head, but the jerky movements were starting to smooth out into something more fluid. 

    “Watch your form, Alex!” Shay said, and she brought Victory to hover near us as Prosper and I worked out the kinks in our harmony. “Back straight, head level, and make sure your knees have a little give.” 

    I nodded my understanding as I applied the tips to my posture. Once I did this, most of my weight was supported on the balls of my feet in the stirrups, and I was able to hover over the seat so Prosper wouldn’t have to keep pushing me up in the saddle with every powerful flap of his wings. 

    That redistribution of weight was just what was needed between the butterfly pegasus and me because the awkwardness faded and we were able to complete a full soaring circle without issue. 

    “Good boy, Prosper,” I said and then patted the beast’s neck. “What do you say we open up the throttle some, hm? Forward!” 

    The powerful monster under me gave an excited whistle and flattened himself as he cut through the wind, and I did the same by trying to keep my head lowered along the profile of Prosper’s sleek body so we would be as aerodynamic as possible. 

    “Very good, Alex! Now, try and get the flag!” Shay and Victory dropped down from above and then took off in a taunting streak of white. 

    “Ready, boy?” I asked, and my mount gave an eager toot. “Let’s go get ‘em!” 

    This time, when Prosper and I chased after our prey, we were a coordinated pair instead of two disjointed halves of a whole. 

    Shay’s words about understanding my mount as a partner instead of just a workhorse were starting to make sense because the longer we flew together, the more I discovered. 

    For example, I didn’t know how I came to know this, but Prosper somehow telegraphed flickers of his personality for me to pick up on. I could sense how proud and loyal he was even if he was obstinate and more than a little mischievous. I could also sense how he had a tendency to compensate for his left wing, and I wasn’t sure if it was from an old injury or not, but whatever the case, I tried not to lean too far into any left turns. 

    Also, I somehow had a strange image of those purple aforementioned carrot things pop into my head. They were tied in a picture-perfect bundle and rested on top of a pile of similar bundled vegetables and fruits. 

    “How about this, if we can catch that flag,” I said and visualized myself snatching the flowing flag with my fist, “then I will give you a whole bunch of them.” 

    Like pressing a button, Prosper tooted and tore off toward the sparkling white mount and her fiery-haired rider, and within a matter of seconds, I was able to tear the flag out of the loop on Shay’s saddle. 

    She laughed her sing-song laugh and then waved us both down for a landing. 

    “I ripped your flag,” I said to her as I dismounted. 

    “Nothing Noona can’t fix with her expert needle and thread,” Shay said and jumped down, too, so she could lead us to where Zoie was sitting by the water trough. “Good riding for your first time. I can tell you and Prosper already have a bond.” 

    “Thanks,” I said as I watched the canterflies each lap up water through their coiled ant-eater muzzles. They still struck me as a little freaky, but in a weirdly fascinating way. “Do they always communicate through pictures and images, or does a person need to be riding a canterfly first?” 

    “Pictures…” Shay trailed off with a frown. “How did-- wait. Did Prosper actually speak to you?” 

    “Yeah, when we were up there flying I was thinking about what you said, and then it was cool because I started getting flashes in my head that didn’t come from me,” I said and rubbed Prosper’s back as he slurped noisily like a water buffalo. 

    “How do you know these flashes were not from you?” Shay asked carefully as she tied the canterflies to the iron ring attached to the fence. 

    “Well, I don’t think I like those purple root vegetables as much as him, for one,” I said with a roll of my eyes. 

    Shay wasn’t in a joking mood, though. No, instead she stared at me with that all too familiar look I was used to seeing on Zoie’s face, and I knew something freaky happened with me again, so I waited for the verdict. 

    Right on cue, the phoenix-woman bit her lip as if she was staring at a puzzle that just happened to solve itself with no rhyme or reason. 

    “Alex… it usually takes many seasons before a rider and his mount are able to communicate with images such as you describe,” she said, and her clover-green irises shimmered in awe. 

    “Here we go again,” I grumbled under my breath at the same time as Zoie cracked up with her chiming laughter. 

    “What is going on?” Shay asked and darted her confused gaze between the two of us. 

    “My dear Shay,” Zoie said when she finally caught her breath. “You will soon come to realize our Alex is full of surprises.” 

    “I’m not sure I understand, but I would really like to,” Shay said as she looked at Zoie’s grinning face. 

    “Would you be up for a quick demonstration, husband?” The sly cat-woman shot me a saucy wink. 

    “Carry on, my wife,” I said with a playful grin. 

    Zoie hopped off the fence she was sitting on, raced toward the stables, and then ran back out with our travel pack slung on one shoulder. 

    “Are you going to throw knives at me again?” I asked when she tossed me a dull short sword, and I pulled it free of its scabbard. 

    “Knives?” Shay echoed, and her wide green eyes bobbed between Zoie and me. “Is that safe?” 

    “No,” Zoie said. 

    “Definitely not,” I parroted, and then I took Shay’s hand so I could help her sit up on the fence where Zoie was sitting a moment ago. “But that’s kind of the point. Trust us, it will make sense, and I promise I will be okay.” 

    “Okay,” the bird-woman said and then clasped her hands in her lap as if preparing to watch a show. 

    I stood across from Zoie, who stood with her eight shuriken-like death wheels interspersed between each finger, and then I squared my feet and held my sword at the ready. 

    “I’m going to be aiming at your heart on purpose this time,” Zoie said in her low sultry voice. 

    “I sure hope so,” I teased back, but I could hear the serious warning under the flirty banter. 

    I took it for what it was as an order to focus, and I inhaled so I could clear my thoughts. The seed-pod image that was my go-to popped up in my mind, and I narrowed down my senses so my hearing and my vision were open wide like a camera’s aperture. 

    “Ready?” Zoie whispered, but I heard her as if she was standing five feet away instead of twenty-five. 

    I felt in tune with the very earth under my feet, and I gave her the barest of nods. 

    We both exploded into a fury of motion, and I dodged and parried the throwing stars as I sank into a drumbeat rhythm. After the eighth shuriken glanced off my blade with a vibrating ring, I didn’t even have time to pause before Zoie started on a handful of daggers that jarred my wrist every time I swatted one away. 

    “Faster!” Zoie said and threw two blades at me like firing two bullets from a gun, and I deflected one with a right shoulder guard, but the second one grazed my exposed left shoulder. 

    The burning pain cracked open that inner sanctum where the time-trance power was stored under the shell of my focus. 

    Tick. 

    I slipped into the time stream and felt it rush around me as if I was standing still in the middle of a river with strong currents tugging at me from all sides. I’d entered the trance stream several times now, but this time was different because I felt clearer on how to actually call it forth. It was still hard to try and modulate the sheer power and keep it from just taking over, but it was clear the combination of Zoie’s visualization techniques and focus exercises helped me understand the time-trance a little better.  

    Tick. 

    Zoie was stuck in the stream, and I saw each finger let go of the dagger one at a time as she released the weapon at half-speed. I stepped to the side, and the dagger passed harmlessly by me, but Zoie was preparing to throw another one. 

    Tick. 

    The cracks opened wider, and the time current tried to pull me back harder, but I forced through and focused on what I wanted to accomplish. 

    Tick. 

    Just as Zoie let fly her second dagger, I took a flying leap, rolled under the weapon aimed at my heart, and popped up into a sprint right as time snapped back and the current released me. 

    Before Zoie could reset and reach for another dagger, I was already positioned with the point of my blade aimed right at her swan-like neck. 

    “Gotcha,” I said with a wink, and she held up her hands so the dagger fell to the ground. 

    “You did indeed,” she purred around a sassy smirk and then nodded in the direction we left Shay. “You should see your audience.” 

    I turned and saw how Shay was still perched on top of the fence with both delicate hands up to her mouth as she stared with her emerald orbs opened wide with astonishment. 

    When I approached her, she was still gazing at me like I was a complex math equation that just told her two and two is five, and she was trying to rationalize how. It was cute, and I continued to grin as I offered my hand for her to get down. 

    “What…” she trailed off, and she peered up at me when her feet were back on the ground. “How did you move so fast?” 

    “Alex calls it a time-trance, and when he brings this power to the surface, he is able to react quicker than a seasoned warrior,” Zoie said as she walked up to us after she finished collecting all of the weapons she threw at me. 

    “What is a time-trance?” Shay asked, and I imagined I could hear the processors whirring inside her calculating brain. 

    “It’s…well…” I rubbed the back of my neck as I recalled the recent exercise with Zoie, and I started again. “I always thought it was a supernatural power I suddenly got when I came to Aventoll, but I’m beginning to think that’s not really the case.” 

    “In what way?” Zoie asked, and she tilted her head and flicked one ear. 

    “This time, it didn’t feel like an alien power, it actually felt like it was always there inside sleeping, but now that I’m in Aventoll, it’s finally awake,” I described to the best of my ability. 

    There was still so much about this mysterious ability I didn’t understand, especially because every time I tried to master it, more and more seemed to be uncovered. 

    “That is truly amazing,” Shay breathed. 

    “Our Alex has truly been blessed by the Goddess, Shay,” Zoie said and reached for Shay’s hand so she could give it a squeeze. 

    Then the two women exchanged a weighty and knowing glance as if sharing some deep understanding I couldn’t hope to grasp. 

    I was still pretty new to the way this world operated, and I couldn’t imagine the kinds of things these strong women had to do in order to survive. 

    Hopefully, their lives of merely surviving were at an end, and the three of us could begin to truly live. 

    But I had a few things to do first before that could happen. 

    “Come on,” I said with a smile at these two beautiful creatures, and despite the Herculean task I had to face in less than a day, I felt like the luckiest person alive. “Let’s race again.” 

    Shay and I spent the next few hours racing each other for the flag until the sun dipped too low behind the mountains and we were forced to land. I tried to take Zoie up a few times, but she expressed very clearly she preferred the ground. 

    “You are afraid of heights, brave warrior?” Shay asked with a little teasing edge to her voice as she poked at the cat-woman with a thin finger. 

    Zoie hissed, but I could see she was trying to keep a smile off her own stoic face. 

    “Fear can be a valuable tool when honed with the whetstone of logic,” Zoie said primly and even raised her nose up into the air. 

    Shay laughed a full blooming sunflower laugh and then practically jumped into Zoie’s arms as if she’d never before heard something so amusing. 

    I could relate. 

    “You are delightful, sister of my heart!” she sang out, and Zoie blushed and pushed her away when Shay’s questing fingers tried to poke her sides again. 

    I watched the two of them play with each other, and I had to bite my lip from bursting out into ecstatic laughter. The feeling was almost like winning the lotto on Christmas, which also happened to be my birthday thankyouverymuch, and then finding out someone nominated you for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

    And all I had to do was kill Shay’s husband to make her mine. 

    The idea was feeling less… weird and deviant every minute I spent in her presence.  

    “And tell me, dear heart, is our Alex honed with logic?” Shay asked through her bubbly champagne giggles. 

    “Sometimes. Therefore, he has us to help him thus.” Zoie looped her arm through Shay’s and gave me a taunting smirk. 

    “Hey!” I exclaimed as if I was offended, and then I jumped into the fray so I could tickle and tease the pair of them wherever I could. 

    Then the three of us took turns rough-housing and chasing each other for a while until Shay and I conceded to Zoie’s pouncing prowess, and when we were all good and worn out with laughter, we called it a day. 

    Just as we were tidying up the tack from the two canterflies, Shay’s badger-like housekeeper rushed into the stables with her yellow dinner plate eyes. 

    “Milady! The Master is home early, and he is on the warpath something fierce.” Vera wrung her hands together. 

    “Bala is home?” Shay gasped, and it was like all the color drained out of her to puddle on the floor. 

    “What do we do?” Zoie asked, and I could tell by her clenching and unclenching fists that she wished she had a weapon at her disposal. 

    “I’m sorry! He wasn’t supposed to be home until tomorrow, I don’t--” Shay’s voice cut out when Ren’s booming yell sounded from somewhere outside as he called for his wife. 

    “Shay, look at me. Calm down and take a breath.” I grasped her shoulders so she would feel anchored down in the midst of her swirling panic. 

    The phoenix-woman inhaled deeply before letting it out in a large gust. 

    “Okay, follow me,” she said once she composed herself, and she led Zoie and I to the farthest stall where Prosper was housed right next to Victory. “Stay here. I will get him to go away, and then we can sneak you out the back. Just promise me you will not move or make a sound no matter what you see or hear, do I have your word?’ 

    “But--” I said. 

    “Do I have your word?” she insisted as her green eyes burned into me. 

    “Yes,” I promised and reached out to squeeze her hand. 

    “Shale-Lea!” Ren barked as the door to the stable banged open, and the cause of the commotion came storming into the space with sharp angry strides. 

    “Shh,” Shay said to us one last time and then climbed up the wall separating the stalls so she could slip into Victory’s. 

    “Shale-Lea!” Ren screamed again, and he sounded like he was getting closer. 

    “You don’t have to be a beast, Bala, I’m right here,” Shay said as cool as a cucumber as she walked out of Victory’s stall, and from the angle Zoie and I were pressed into the far shadowy corner, we could see the line of Shay’s back. 

    “Where have you been?” Ren growled, and I could see the shadow his pointy face cast on the wall next to Shay. 

    “Tending to my creatures and estate, where else?” Shay said. “I could ask the same of you, husband. You’ve been gone many days, and the races are the day after tomorrow.” 

    “I am well aware,” the man snapped and took another step closer into her space. “I am also aware there is a lot of talk I’ve heard about you recently.” 

    “What kind of gossip are they spreading about me this time?” she sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. 

    “That my little wife has been seen in Gatetown keeping strange company,” Ren hissed. 

    For a second, my heart plummeted to the floor at the implication Ren knew what was going on and would spring on us any minute, but before I could truly panic, the eagle-man continued. 

    “You know what will happen if I tell your father dearest about your meetups with Horus. He will disown you, and then you effectively become a blemish on my status.” He stepped in again, and his hand struck out and clamped around Shay’s throat. “Then you’ll be useless to me…” 

    My vision flashed red at the sight of him bearing down on her much smaller and petite frame until she was gasping. 

    “No, you do not have a witness,” Zoie hissed as she stopped me from blowing our cover. “If you kill him without the Duelist Rite, she could be sent back to her father.” 

    “You can be my witness,” I gritted out. 

    “I cannot,” she said as she cupped my face so she could whisper into my ear. “I am your first wife, and therefore my testimony is automatically biased.” 

    I clenched my fist and pounded my thigh in frustration. She was right. If I killed him without legitimate witnesses, Shay could be returned to the Asher who owned her previously, just like Zoie could be returned to the Traders. 

    Timing was everything, but mother-fucking-hell did it kill me to sit there and do nothing. 

    “You… know you need me… I manage… your…” Shay spat out in strangled breaths and then dropped to her knees when Ren let her go. 

    “I can find another who can keep my business investments running just as well, if not better,” Ren said as he loomed over her. “After all, Mec is bound to have plenty of wives to choose from, so I’d start behaving if I were you. You might be lucky enough to be kept around as a concubine, since you are useless where it really counts in giving me heirs.” 

    Shay gasped in pain as if the verbal blow was ten times worse than anything he could have inflicted on her physically. 

    “Tch,” Ren said, and I could see his cruel copper eyes as he sneered down at the beautiful creature at his feet. “Clean yourself up, you silly girl. You have a dress fitting tomorrow that you will go to this time because I refuse to be seen with anything less than the best at the races.” 

    And with that, he stormed out of the stables as if he’d just got done taking out the garbage instead of addressing his wife. 

    The moment the doors closed, Zoie and I were running to Shay, who was still weeping silently where she’d fallen. 

    “Shay…” I gently touched her shoulder as I knelt on the ground next to her. 

    She immediately turned her face into my chest, and I held her against me as she shook with sorrow. 

    “I’m going to fucking kill him,” I vowed, and a high-pitched ringing sounded in my ears like a tea kettle as my blood boiled. 

    This marked the second time that fucker has hurt someone I cared about, and the races could not come fast enough. 

    Vengeance could not come fast enough. 

    “You both need to leave,” Shay said after her trembling subsided, and she pulled away from my hold and looked up at me with her tear-streaked face. “If Bala discovers your presence, it will ruin everything.” 

    “But surely we can’t leave you here,” Zoie said, and she tucked a wavy strand of Shay’s crimson hair back over her shoulder where it had come undone from when Ren had strangled her. 

    “You must, dear heart,” Shay said and stood on shaky legs with my and Zoie’s help. 

    “Mistress?” the mousy maidservant with the big brown ears asked as she slipped in through the back door. “Ms. Noona said to bring you these.” 

    She raised our travel cloaks in her hands, and Zoie rushed over to get them from her. 

    I held fast to Shay’s hand when she tried to pull away. 

    “I hate leaving you,” I said through my clenched jaw. 

    “Alex,” Shay said in a voice that sounded like a misty dawn, and she reached up and cupped my face in her soft hands. “The stage is set, and we all must play our parts, myself included.” 

    “But--” I said as a sick feeling clenched down on my esophagus. 

    The anger and adrenaline had built up with nowhere to go, and my body was left shaking as every fiber of my being was primed to rain down righteous destruction. I felt like I was about to go nuclear, but the target of my fury was out of my reach, and it was taking all of my willpower to stop myself from tearing out of the stables and finishing the fucker off once and for all. 

    Magical sword or not. 

    But then Zoie was there flowing up behind me like cool water as she pressed her body along the length of my back. Her chin hooked over my shoulder as one of her hands combed through the hair at the back of my neck, and just like that, the pounding tension drained out of me as I stood between these two women who were my future. 

    “I still hate it,” I grumbled and leaned down to press a kiss against Shay’s temple. 

    “I do, too,” Shay said as she gazed up at both Zoie and me with her shimmering forest eyes. “I have been surrounded by the finest things all my life, but I have never hoped for a treasure such as the two of you.” 

    Zoie reached out and took Shay’s hand when she offered it, and the three of us embraced for as long as we could, but time was pressing onward, and we didn’t want Ren to be suspicious if Shay was absent for too long. 

    She was already taking a risk by walking us to the edge of the property to the back road. 

    “I will keep Prosper and Rylan out of Bala’s sight, and I will send them to you tomorrow,” Shay said as she unhooked the wooden gate through the pasture behind the stables. “Look for Roofus. He will be delivering your registration papers that will also include your stay at the Rider’s Inn located in the Palace Square. Wait until the last moment to check into the Inn in case Bala’s spies are watching.” 

    “Will you really be okay?” I asked as I lightly touched the faint ring of dark smudges that were in the early stages of bruising her delicate throat. 

    “I will,” Shay assured me, and even though she was disheveled, battered, and tear-stained, she smiled a glorious smile like the first rays melting the snow at the end of a long winter. “For once, I will be.” 

    “Your soul has been forged with the strongest steel,” Zoie said, and then the two women hugged fiercely. 

    “Take care of yourself, Shay,” I said, and then it was my turn to hold her petite frame against my much larger one. She felt as fragile as a bird, but I knew now what she seemed was not at all what she was. 

    “I will,” she promised and stood on tip-toe so she could give me a series of butterfly kisses with silken lips that fluttered sweetly over mine and made me ache for more. “Now, go, the both of you, before I do something foolish.” 

    The way she looked as she hugged herself when Zoie and I walked away was one of the worst sights imaginable, and I kept a hold of Zoie’s hand like a lifeline because I knew if I let go, I would find a way to talk myself into running back.  

    As it was, every step that carried us farther away from Shale-Lea felt like a hot poker to my gut. 

    But once Ren was dead, she would be mine forever. 

    








 

    Chapter 20 

    “It is dark now,” Zoie said and tugged me to a stop. 

    “What?” I asked as I snapped out of my stormy thoughts. “How long have we been walking?” 

    I didn’t know how long we’d been walking, but the sun had truly set some time ago, and if it wasn’t for the light of the moon that never seemed to be anything but full, we would have been forced to stop a while ago. 

    “Long enough,” she said and pulled me in so our foreheads touched, and I was forced to close my eyes and breathe in sync with her. “Let’s find a place to camp for the night.” 

    “Okay,” I sighed and leaned into her stoic pragmatism that always kept me grounded and focused. 

    “There is a Wandering Tree just over there,” my wife said and gestured across a small clearing where a large tree with upward arching branches swayed in the breeze. Each branch had a thick draping curtain of something that looked like Spanish moss, and they were long enough to brush the ground. 

    “What is a Wandering Tree?” I asked as I followed her toward the squat tree that could have come out of a Dr. Seuss book. 

    “These trees are said to appear when Wanderers have need of shelter,” she said, and as she moved aside a mossy branch with her arm and led me through the bowers with a wondrous smile on her face, I could tell she was getting ready to tell me another one of her favorite tales. 

    “Do the trees actually move around?” I asked and ducked under another curtain as we tried to get closer to the trunk. 

    “No one has seen one move, but many have sworn whenever they try to return to a particular tree, it is no longer there,” Zoie replied and faced me with her sapphire eyes wide and twinkling. “This is the first time I’ve seen one.” 

    “It’s the perfect tree to pitch a tent in,” I mused when we finally made it through the thicket of hanging branches. 

    A small radius close to the tree’s trunk opened up just enough for us to stand to our full height, set up our triangular canvas tent, and maybe even have a small fire. 

    “I will gather wood for the fire,” Zoie said as if she’d pulled the thought straight out of my head. 

    “I’ll do the tent,” I said, and I was grateful for the way she was just there, like she was always a part of me. My heart was sore like hers probably was after leaving Shay, but we didn’t necessarily need to say anything, and that was a relief. 

    I slung off the pack and set to work removing the rolled and compact bundle of our tent. 

    It was a simple design, with two upright poles supporting a ridge across the top that made up the tent’s roof, and the wooden supports were made out of the cool telescoping bamboo material the torches were made out of. They just needed a strong flick of the wrist to make them extend like a pair of plastic play Lightsabers. 

    After I assembled the three main poles, I set them aside and unrolled the animal skin tarp. I laid it flat on the ground and then went around and lightly hammered small iron pegs into each stitched eyelet with a small wooden mallet. 

    When the tarp was down, I shook out the tent, and I was glad it happened to be in the travel pack I tried to leave behind at the Ruins since it didn’t get wet from the river.  

    Also, kudos again to the ghost king who magicked it to us intact. 

    The first thing was to lay down the ground cloth, and because I left the pegs halfway out of the ground, they were easy to slip through the matching grommets on top of the tarp and then finish off with the mallet. After that was all set, I arranged the awkwardly cut roof piece that also had the sidewalls attached around the hem. 

    When I laid it flat as best as I could, I inserted the longest pole through the sleeve stitched along the top of the roof, and then I loosely tied the two shorter poles to either end. That way, when I stood it up, I could maneuver the support poles where I wanted them so the tent wouldn’t be crooked. Once I was satisfied, I tightened the knots and then fastened down the guylines so the little tent would be secure from any weather. 

    Not like we would even be affected under the sturdy protection of the Wandering Tree, but it was nice to let my mind go blank and focus on a menial task, even if it meant tying down every guyline as if we were expecting a hurricane. 

    When the tent was secure and ready, I threw down our bedrolls and then tied up the door flap as I left. 

    Zoie was sitting quietly by a small campfire with her cloak spread out underneath her. She had her armored pieces in a neat pile next to her and was stripped down to just her pants and shirt, and she looked so soft and vulnerable with her knees up and her chin on her forearms as she stared into the flames. 

    She seemed… sad, and that just would not do, so I sat down behind her, pulled her back against my body, and caged my arms and legs around her. 

    She fit into me like a puzzle piece and grabbed my wrists so she could wrap me tighter around her chest and waist like I was her own personal seat belt custom-built to keep her safe from the damages of the world. 

    I knew this because she was the same for me, and if I knew her like I thought I did, she was just as upset about leaving Shay as I was. 

    “Thank you for keeping me centered. My head was a mess there for a second.” I stroked my thumb against her collarbone and then breathed in the scent of her as she exposed her neck a bit. 

    “We will get her out of there,” she said in her low ember voice. 

    “Yes, we will,” I said, and I felt this down to my marrow. 

    I glanced up at the ethereal branches of the Wandering Tree and watched as the smoke got caught in the moss and dispersed before it made it above the treetops. That way, if any highwaymen nearby were scanning the area for unsuspecting travelers, they couldn’t follow any smoke trails to lead them back to the campsite. 

    No wonder this tree was a wanderer’s best friend. 

    “Look,” Zoie whispered in awe and pointed up. 

    I followed her finger and spotted a glowing speck as it floated down from the hanging moss. At first, I thought it was a firefly, but when it got closer I could see it was just a bit of spiky fluff similar to a dandelion seed.  

    But a dandelion seed that glowed in the velvet blue backdrop of the dark branches. 

    Suddenly, multiple glowing specks began falling down on us like snow, and I watched their reflections sparkle in Zoie’s eyes like starlight on a calm sea. 

    “Beautiful,” I said and pressed my nose along her upturned jawline so I could inhale her fresh clover scent where it was strongest. 

    She moaned softly and leaned her head back into my shoulder as I rubbed my hands over her chest and across her flat belly. With one callused thumb, I flicked circles around her left nipple until it stiffened through her tight shirt. 

    “Ohhhh,” Zoie sighed and arched against me in a sensual body roll. 

    I flexed my hips as my blood was directed south, and slow-burning arousal started to build in my groin. 

    Goddess, it had seemed like an age since Zoie and I were able to connect like this, and that icy gut-drop feeling I got whenever I remembered how close I came to losing her caused an urgency to roar up inside of me, and I suddenly just needed to reaffirm our bond. 

    So, in a burst of nearly frantic energy, I lifted her up and flipped us over in one fluid motion. 

    “Alex!” she gasped in surprise as she clutched my shoulders and bit into her dark pink lip until it bled white. 

    “Fuck, Zoie,” I groaned at the delectable sight of that mouth and swooped down to devour her like a man after a long famine. 

    She breathed harshly through her nose and threw a leg around my hip so I could grind my erection against her soft mound. 

    These clothes were going to be a major fucking problem, and I broke away so I could untie the laces of her pants with shaking fingers. 

    She stopped me, though, and my eyes shot up to hers. 

    “I’m right here, my love, remember?” Zoie cupped my face, and I was struck by how bare she made me feel whenever she looked straight into my soul like that. “I’m right here, and I will not leave your side for as long as the Goddess is willing.” 

    “Zoie,” I breathed out and felt shattered when she hit the nail right on the head. 

    “Let me show you, my love,” she said, and I nodded as I let her take the reins. 

    My heart pounded inside my chest like a bass drum as Zoie had me lay back against the soft cloak under us. Then she massaged my chest and raked her fingernails down my abs that I was happy to discover were becoming more defined due to all the physical exertion I’d been doing lately. 

    Zoie seemed pleased as well because she tugged the riding vest open even more so she could untuck the starched white shirt from my pants. 

    “Do you mind if I--” Zoie then tore the shirt open in a spray of buttons, and my blood singed with how hot that was. “Strong…” 

    I hissed as those sharp nails dragged down my chest, and my hips bucked up when she cupped me through the cropped riding pants. 

    “You’re going to kill me,” I said when she started to untie the laces on my waistband. 

    With her teeth. 

    She chuckled and then crawled up my body so she could bite at my mouth with fierce kisses while her fingers quested downward. 

    “Yes,” I moaned when her satiny hand wrapped around my hard shaft, and she stroked upward a few times and then pulled me out of my pants so she could get a firmer grip. 

    “I want to do something for you, my love,” she purred and then licked my ear. 

    “Please,” I said as I shivered with pleasure. 

    Zoie kissed my lips and then dotted more of them down my chest and stomach until she could pull my pants and boots the rest of the way off. 

    When she came back up, she hovered in front of my cock for a moment as if unsure how to begin. 

    My blood thrilled, and my erection twitched sharply for a moment when I realized what she was about to do. 

    The inexperience was as endearing as it was hot, and I groaned when she finally took me by the base and licked the sensitive tip of my cock. 

    She pulled back as if examining the flavor of my essence on her tongue, and I guess she found it pleasing because she then dove in for more a moment later. 

    “Oh, godddd,” I ground out in a gravelly voice as she tried to immediately swallow me down as far as she could. 

    My hand flew up and tangled into her dark briar of hair, and I tried with all my might not to choke her when the coil in my hips made me want to thrust into the wet channel constricting around the spongy head of my cock. 

    I noticed my hand tightened viciously in those locks when she swallowed to try and adjust to the sensation, and I went to remove my hand from her hair in case I was hurting her. 

    Before I could untangle my fingers, however, she stopped me by laying her hand over mine and squeezing. 

    Then, with the glowing seed pods drifting down on us, and her blue-flame eyes burning into mine like a brand, she pulled back in one long pull before engulfing me again. 

    “Fuck,” I said and couldn’t help but grip her with my other hand as she continued to bob her hot mouth up and down on my cock. 

    She soon found her rhythm by concentrating that wicked tongue on the underside of my head, and with her hand, she stroked where her mouth didn’t reach. 

    Bright shocks of pleasure made me jerk every time she tongued my weeping slit, and at this rate, it would all be over before the main act, so after one last twirl of that sinful appendage, I untangled my hands and pulled her up so I could feast on the pale skin of her neck. 

    “Put your strong hands on me, Alex,” Zoie panted, and I drew my large hands up her sides before I flipped us over. 

    “You are wearing entirely too many clothes,” I whispered as I peeled off her shirt and pants so I could admire the expanse of her perfect body. 

    I sat there for a second and stroked her silky thighs as she arched and stretched against the soft travel cloak. Her pale nipples were stiff and peaked from arousal, and her toned stomach fluttered when I cradled her tender hips. 

    “Your hands are so rough,” Zoie rasped as she brought one of said hands up to her mouth and suckled on my fingers. She then moved my wet hand down to her pussy lips, and I let her guide me to where she wanted me most. 

    “How’s that?” I breathed into her mouth as I gently circled my callused fingertips around the rosebud of her arousal. 

    “Ohhhhh, Alex, yes!” she said and jolted every time I stroked my middle finger directly over her kernel of pleasure. “Yes!” 

    I closed my mouth over one of her erect nipples and lightly bit down with my teeth the moment Zoie started to climax, and she nearly shouted as she pressed my head closer to her breast until she came down from her high. 

    “Don’t make me wait any longer, husband,” Zoie moaned and then pushed me away so she could turn herself over onto her stomach. 

    She then raised her hips, and her shiny black tail drooped to the side as she presented her aroused sex glistening with her pussy juices. My dick twitched again as her musky pheromones hit my nose, and I felt every pulse of my heart in my throbbing erection. 

    Zoie reached under her and pulled open her lips slightly with two fingers. Her eyes burned into me from where she was staring at me over her shoulder, and my balls ached to be buried deep inside her. 

    “Please, fill me up and remind me that I am yours,” she purred. 

    Without waiting any further, I dragged those luscious hips toward me and slammed my cock to the hilt inside of her. 

    “Aleeeex!” Zoie squealed as she came for the second time around my iron shaft, and the intense contractions of her silken walls were almost my undoing as they tried to milk me for all I was worth. 

    It was almost painful how sexy it was how she climaxed from just one thrust, and I had to work extra hard to beat back my own orgasm that had been chomping at the bit since she went down on me. 

    Even though she came twice, I wanted to see if I could lavish her with as much pleasure as I could, especially considering I didn’t know exactly how the next two days would turn out. 

    “Now you, my love,” Zoie said through a breathless gasp as she rose up on her hands and knees and gyrated her hips against mine in a way that caused goosebumps to erupt all over my naked flesh. She ground back, and I lifted us both up so I was kneeling and she was straddling me as I supported her on my thighs. 

    “Fuckkkk… you are so tight… and wet…” I slowly rolled my hips in a deep grind that had us connected as close as we could get. 

    “Goddess, you’re so deep inside of me, my love,” Zoie breathed through her teeth as I delivered another unhurried grind. 

    I brought one hand around to fondle her right breast, while the other dipped down to part the folds of her pussy once more so I could massage her sensitive rosebud. 

    “I need you to come for me again,” I said into her velvety pointed ear, and I guided her to circle her hips in the way she liked. “Can you, Zoie? Come for me just one more time, sweetheart.” 

    “Ohhhh, I want to, my love,” she chanted and then spasmed violently when I used two fingers to massage her on either side of her most sensitive part. “I want your seed in me filled to bursting. Please, Alex! Come deep inside my womb!” 

    “Yesss…” I rasped out and then unsheathed myself just long enough so I could turn her onto her back, hook my elbows under her knees, and then plunge back into her hot grasping channel. 

    “Yes!” my wife hissed as her eyes rolled back into her head.  

    “I’m going to come, Zoie,” I grunted as I pistoned my hips like I was going for gold. 

    “Fill me up with your essence, Alex-- I want to feel your love inside me!” she shouted and clutched my broad back with weak fingers. 

    I pushed her knees wider apart and angled my thrusts in a way that had her clamping and spasming around me like crazy. 

    “Is that it, baby?” I ground out, and she thrashed her head back and forth in ecstasy. “Is that the spot?” 

    “Th-there!” was the only thing she was able to call out right before her third orgasm crashed over her in a violent wave. 

    Zoie whimpered, and the lustful little noise was the straw that broke the camel’s back on my own climax, and I came with a roar I tried to bury in her shoulder as I filled her pussy with ropes and ropes of my hot sperm. 

    “Yes,” she moaned, and she pulled me in even deeper with her hands on my ass as I continued to pump into her with shallow thrusts. 

    Finally, we both descended from the heights of our pleasure, and I gently lowered her legs to rest on either side of my hips as I remained buried inside her. I didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable, but I also didn’t want to break our intimate connection by pulling out yet. 

    I could tell she didn’t want to, either, because she wrapped her ankles around mine and kept me close until I softened inside her. 

    “I love you,” Zoie whispered, and I looked up at her from where I was laying with my face next to hers. 

    “I love you, too,” I said and kissed her gently. “Let me take you to bed?” 

    “Yes, please,” she said almost shyly even though I still had my member still inside her. 

    I pulled out slowly, but even then we both winced a little from hypersensitivity. 

    When I helped Zoie up to her feet, I also shook out the cloak and tucked it around her bare shoulders. 

    “The tent is all set up. Go ahead while I bank the fire.” I kissed her fingers when she nodded, and I watched her disappear behind the door flap before I began cleaning up for the night. 

    After the fire was put to rest, and I had gathered our scattered clothing, I wearily dragged myself to the tent. 

    “Come to me, husband,” Zoie said in the darkness, and I dropped all of the gear into the corner as exhaustion hit me like a ton of bricks. 

    I barely had the coherency to tie the door shut before I crawled under the bedroll and spooned up behind my wife. 

    “What if--” I started to say, but she stopped me by squeezing my wrist where it rested over her chest. 

    “Don’t,” she said and then turned around so she was facing me. “I have trained you, and you have the power to slow your time and heart. You’ll win. You have to win.” 

    Even though we couldn’t really see each other, I felt her hand rest over my heart, and the comfort of her familiar presence lulled me out of my sudden doubt. 

    I sighed and enveloped her in my arms where she belonged, and she tucked her head under my chin. 

    I’d never been carried off to sleep so quickly in my life or woken up feeling so drained, even though I’d hardly moved all night. 

    In fact, both Zoie and I were still cloistered together under the blankets like a pair of parentheses just like when we fell asleep. If it wasn’t for the small ribbons of light trailing in through the seams of the canvas tent, I might have questioned whether it was morning at all. 

    Zoie’s serene face filled my vision as my brain slowly booted up, and the sight of her parted lips, cute nose, and flushed cheeks made up for the usually sour mood I was in when I remembered there was never any coffee on mornings like these. 

    A scratching noise interrupted my study of the masterpiece in front of me, and I scowled when I recognized this was the sound that woke me up. The noise was persistent, and I knew there was no way I could fall back asleep. 

    I sighed as I gently removed Zoie’s arm draped limply over my waist and tucked the blankets around her after I crawled out of the warm nest. 

    The morning was chilly, and I hurried to pull on my preferred outfit of pants and tunic that I was beginning to find more comfortable than my old jeans and t-shirt combo. 

    The scratching noise sounded again just outside our tent, and I grabbed the substitute short sword I was using until Horus could deliver me the forged herald sword. 

    It turned out I didn’t need a weapon because the second I untied the door flap, a familiar fluttering sounded, and Roofus barreled into the tent with a happy squawk. 

    “Roofus--ack!” I grunted when the energetic gold-seeker slammed into my chest in a puff of golden dust. 

    “Skra!” he said and nuzzled under my chin. 

    All the hard work in trying to be quiet so Zoie could catch a few more restful minutes was for nothing because he then attacked her next just like an excited Labrador. 

    “Oh!” Zoie giggled as the strange little crow-moth tried to burrow into her hair. “I missed you, too, Roofus.” 

    I looked around when I remembered something Shay had said. 

    “Roo, were you supposed to bring us anything?” I asked, and the little creature popped up and blinked at me with his big scarlet eyes. 

    “Kaw!” he said as if he just remembered something and then flapped out of the tent again like a whirling dervish. 

    I looked at Zoie as she sat up with her disaster hair and pillow lines on her face, and I was really disappointed I got dressed because she looked ravishing. 

    Of course, I could just take all the clothes off… 

    Before I could act on my baser instincts, the crow-moth barged back into the tent with a small envelope in his black beak. 

    “These must be the papers Shay was telling us about,” I said and crawled back across the bedroll so I could sit while Zoie got dressed. 

    I pulled out an official-looking document from the envelope that had my registration and race details, a map of Valley City, a ticket to the event which was probably for Zoie, and a voucher for one night at the Rider’s Inn in the Palace Square. 

    “We should probably stay out of sight until we are ready to go to the Inn,” Zoie said as she finished buckling her armored belt. 

    “What should we do for the rest of the day, then?” I asked and was startled when she threw the short sword at me. 

    “We spar,” she said with a broad grin. “The blade will always be another of your wives.” 

    “That’s a good way to think of it,” I said with an answering smile, and together we both packed up our campsite so we could hit the road. 

    We walked for a bit and shared a simple meal of what was left of our provisions until we ran across a grassy meadow Zoie proclaimed was perfect for sparring. I dropped our pack as she removed Roofus from her shoulder so she could take her place in the center of the meadow. 

    Then I followed her example and faced her with my sword held at the ready. 

    “Ren will use anything to his advantage in order to win, so you must maximize your surroundings.” Zoie looked up at the morning sun and shielded her eyes. “If you keep the sun in your opponent’s eyes, it will make it harder for him to see you, so look around for natural barriers that can protect your rear or flank and don’t stop moving.” 

    “Got it,” I said. 

    “Good.” Zoie nodded, and then she leapt at me with her katana raised high. 

    I blocked her with a clash of my blade, but I saw what she meant about the sun because the angle she got me at caused me to squint and see spots. I jumped back and dodged another one of her powerful strikes, and then I circled around her so she was forced to squint. 

    “Well done.” She smirked, and we circled each other in a steady constant dance. “Now, when you parry, try to turn it around into an attack. Try to strike me, and I will demonstrate.” 

    “Okay,” I said and then brought my sword down to try and strike her head. 

    In a series of moves I could barely keep track of, Zoie stepped into the strike, blocked me with the force of a sledgehammer, and pushed her blade against mine to effectively displace my sword’s momentum. Then I was the one on the back-foot as she rallied a double-fire strike that I struggled to block and was forced to leap away. 

    “You see how I went from defending to attacking?” she asked when we stopped for a moment to catch our breaths. 

    My heart was pounding with excitement, and I couldn’t stop the wild grin from stretching across my face. 

    I brought my sword up at the ready. “Show me that again.” 

    Zoie and I then proceeded to spend the whole day sparring around the meadow and in the surrounding glades. 

    By the time we were half-way through the day, I realized every sparring exercise was designed to build upon the fundamentals she’d been teaching me from the beginning. 

    We practiced awareness and focus techniques, and after I mastered a cool little combo, or caught her by surprise, she took me through the paces of trying to trigger the time-trance. Nine times out of ten, triggering it still required some sort of extreme adrenaline response, like a projectile flying at me without warning. 

    “I bet it’s the split second I think ‘oh, shit, I’m not going to make it out of the way in time’ that causes it,” I said as I took a bite of the small salty fish we just got done roasting over a small fire. 

    The handy little crow-moth was good for more than just finding gold, and I threw him the last charred piece of my lunch, which he gobbled down like a glutton. 

    “Are you saying I need to put you into even more danger?” Zoie teased with a coy little smirk. 

    “Maybe you do,” I said with one arched eyebrow, and then I stood up and offered my hand as if inviting her to a waltz. “Again?” 

    “Very well,” she said back and playfully dabbed at her lips with a cloth before taking my hand. 

    And with that, we were back to sparring hard until the sun went down, and it was time for us to head to the Rider’s Inn. 

    When we broke the tree line, Zoie and I just stopped and marveled at the sparkling city that was terraced up the low lush peaks. Stone lanterns similar to the ones in Gatetown bathed the white stone streets and illuminated the rectangular buildings carved into the hills, and where there weren’t any buildings, there were various fountains and gardens that blossomed with trees and flowers. 

    If Gatetown was something like a steampunkian Venice, then the main city of Mec Valley was what I imagined Atlantis was like before it sank. 

    The only time I passed through the Palace Square was in the carriage to the Asher Lord’s Blue Night Gala, and I was too nervous to really pay attention, but now Zoie and I were walking the metropolitan streets of the terraced city and taking in the sights of the people and nightlife. 

    I glanced down at the map, and it was pretty easy to navigate the wide streets until we were able to find the tavern. Once inside, we were able to use our handy voucher, and we were shown to our room by a young man who was insistent on carrying our bags. 

    The room was pretty quaint, but it had a stunning view of the city, and after we’d settled in, I perched myself on the sill and let my mind wander. 

    The night settled over the Palace Square, and still, there was no sign of Horus bearing my forged herald weapon, and I wondered when I should start worrying about this detail. A big part of me also hoped the guy was okay, given the fact he was an exile, and that apparently meant he was not allowed to mingle with the other citizens of Nata Isle. 

    “Will you put your mind at ease and join me?” Zoie’s voice brought me out of my worries and back into the present, and she patted the bed next to her 

    I smiled at her when I saw how she was laying on her side with the covers lifted in an invitation. She was right. I needed to focus on tomorrow because it would be a lot more difficult to carry through with the plan if I didn’t win the audience with Asher Mec. 

    Not impossible, just more difficult, but I already swore to myself that either way, Ren was going down, even if I had to wing it and kill him with a dessert spoon. 

    So, I listened to my wife and shut off my mind as I crawled into bed and let her wrap around me from behind. 

    It was nice to be the little spoon now and again, and it only took seconds after my head touched the pillow before I was out for the count. 

    Sleep was restful, for the most part, but I had to admit a full fanfare of brassy trumpeting instruments was not my idea of a room service wake up call first thing in the morning. 

    “Goddess above,” Zoie groaned in a tone that sounded just as irritated as I was at the jarring alarm. 

    Even Roofus seemed to glare when he stuck his head out from under his wing. 

    “What is that?” I grumbled as I tried to bury my head under the pillows. 

    “It is the call that signifies all Riders are in and people can start bidding on the racers,” she said and reluctantly sat up. “If Ren didn’t know about you participating in the races before, he definitely will now.” 

    Just then, a knock on the door sounded, and Zoie and I both froze. I put my finger in front of my lips and reached into the travel pack for one of the daggers Zoie saw fit to bring with us on our journey. 

    Then I pulled the short but lethal blade out of its scabbard and crept toward the door. 

    “Asher Alex?” piped a familiar voice through the door, and I rolled my eyes at myself before I put away the dagger. 

    “Rylan,” I said with a grin as I opened the door. 

    “Good to see you, sir!” the sandy-haired stable boy chirped with his usual sunny enthusiasm. “Prosper and I just got here, and I am supposed to inform you to meet me in stall number twenty-five at the Palace Arena.” 

    “Good job taking care of him, Ry.” I patted the affection-starved kid on the shoulder. 

    “It’s my pleasure, sir!” the boy said with a happy wiggle and then turned on his heels so he could run back to tending to Prosper. 

    When I closed the door again, I discovered Zoie was gathering our things and even tugging on her armored belt and shoulder guards. I followed her example and quickly got ready in my standard green tunic and gear. 

    “Ready?” I asked her as I finished tying my travel cloak. 

    She simply nodded and raised her deep hood, and with that, we were both exiting the Rider’s Inn and entering the busy square. 

    Even though it was still pretty early, even by Aventoll standards, the heart of this metropolitan city was already bustling with the excitement of the day’s events. 

    Vendors who weren’t there last night packed the perimeter of the square with their stalls selling various items like jewelry, wares, and clothing. People of high society milled around with their raised noses, and they were followed by escorts and entourages shading them from the sun with parasols and big wafting leaf fans. 

    “May I have the pack?” Zoie asked with an intelligent gleam in her eyes. 

    “What are you going to do?” I wondered even though I handed her the pack without hesitation. 

    “There is just one errand I have to run,” she said and then kissed me on the lips. “I will meet you at the stables.” 

    “Hurry back to me,” I said and tweaked her tail just to see her shoot that playful glare at me. 

    I grinned as I watched her slip through the crowd with Roofus in her wake, and then I made my way to the stables with the map I was ever grateful to Shay for having the foresight to include. 

    Of course, it was kind of hard to miss the massive Palace Arena where the stables were housed in, especially because it was surrounded by sky-scraping turreted stands that reminded me of a Quidditch Pitch out of Harry Potter. Each tall stand had a long streaming flag flapping in the breeze, and I counted eight of them all with different colors. 

    I entered the stables just as Rylan was leading Prosper out of his stall. 

    “Hello, sir!” Rylan greeted with his typical gawky wave. “I was just going to lead him on a run.” 

    “Excellent,” I said as I scrubbed Prosper’s flank, and he whistled as I pulled out one of those purple ash-roots I snagged from the open-aired market on the way over. Then he sucked it up like a shop-vac, and I laughed. “Pig.” 

    “Brightwood!” a nasally voice barked out, and I turned around with my hand on the hilt of my sword. 

    “Rylan, take Prosper outside and try to find Zoie,” I said as Asher Ren’s footsteps crunched closer over the gravel. 

    “Brightwood, I know you’re here!” he yelled out again as he rounded the corner. 

    “Ren,” I said with a level glare when he stopped in front of me. 

    “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but you are on dangerous ground,” the golden-eagle man growled, and I saw him clench his fist around his cutlass. 

    “What are you talking about?” I asked steadily as I kept my eye on his blade that I knew was poisoned. I knew he had this epic reveal planned when he was ready to exact his vengeance, but at the same time, he was a bit of a loose cannon, and he didn’t care about the Duelist Rite protocol when it came to me. 

    “You joined the races,” he hissed.  

    “Yes?” I raised my eyebrows. 

    “Why?” 

    “Because I felt like it,” I shrugged. “I have a new mount, and the idea seemed fun.” 

    “You honestly expect me to believe you just joined the races just because?” he spat. 

    “I’m not plotting something if that’s where you’re going with this,” I said and then crossed my arms over my chest in a show of nonchalance even though it made me twitchy to remove my hand from my sword. 

    “Please, you’ve been plotting ever since you arrived, Traveler,” Ren said and stepped into my space. 

    He was trying to be intimidating, but the gray floofy feather that suddenly landed on his head kind of ruined the effect. 

    My eyes darted upward, and I did a subtle double-take at the familiar figure of Horus as he balanced on the rafters like a ninja. 

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said to Ren and then flicked my eyes up again. 

    Horus tapped a finger against his lips with a mischievous grin. Under one arm he held a squirming pigeon-looking creature that was responsible for the gray feather, and when he noticed me, he aimed the pigeon creature’s butt over Ren’s head. 

    “Don’t lie, you snake,” Ren hissed. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but just know whatever plan you have is going to fail.” 

    A gloopy glop of bird shit landed right on his brown ponytail just then, and I couldn’t help but release an obnoxious guffaw. 

    “Brightwood!” The eagle-man’s snapping copper eyes stabbed at me like daggers as he reared back in offense to my laughter. 

    “You are ridiculous,” I said and was even more amused when his shitty feathered ponytail whipped back and forth as he looked around. 

    “Wha--” he started to screech.  

    “Looking for a witness so you can Duel me for insulting you?” I called him out and stepped into his space. “Or is slaughtering people in their beds or when their backs are turned more your style?” 

    “You try to speak to me about honor, and yet you have been rumored to be desecrating the ancient cliff ruins,” he growled. 

    “Say what you want.” I shrugged as if he was an insignificant bug under the sole of my shoe. “But when I beat you, I won’t have to result in dirty tricks or things like poison to Duel you.” 

    “Poison?” Ren said as his shifty eyes darted from side to side. “You don’t know of what you speak.” 

    “Maybe not,” I said, but then I glanced pointedly down at his sword. 

    “Watch your back,” the eagle-man sneered as he turned sharply on his heels. 

    I rolled my eyes and watched the white spot of shit bob on his ridiculous ponytail as he stalked out of the stables in his shiny knee-high boots. 

    Twat. 

    Horus released the poor pigeon creature and then jumped down from the rafters as if he was a trapeze artist. 

    “What a scat-kicker,” the falcon-man said as he offered me his arm to shake. “I can’t wait to watch you kill him.” 

    “Have you seen Shay?” I asked as I grasped his forearm. 

    “I saw her briefly this morning after she got done talking with the race coordinators,” Horus said, but his gold-green eyes were shadowed with a concerned expression. 

    “How was she?” I hesitated to ask. 

    “Weary and worn,” he sighed, but then he brightened up and clasped my shoulder. “But for the first time, I have seen her hope.” 

    Then Horus released my shoulder and reached behind him for the familiar shape of the Roman-like sword Zoie gave me. 

    “Horus, you’re the man,” I said as I unsheathed the gleaming sword. The blue tinge the blade used to have after melding with the herald core was gone, and if it wasn’t for the etching of a sapphire triangle right at the blade’s base, it wouldn’t have look changed at all. 

    “This is a powerful weapon and will bring you success only if your ambition is righteous,” the metallurgist said in a hollow voice that left his eyes glowing faintly. “Use it well and liberate my sister.” 

    “I will,” I said and returned the blade to the scabbard. “Are you going to stick around?” 

    “I really have other business to attend to, but I’m sure I’ll be around somewhere,” he said with a roguish grin. 

    “Take care.” I shook his hand again. “And thanks.” 

    “I have every faith in you, Brother,” he said as he raised his hood over his black-feathered head and then disappeared into the stable shadows without a sound. 

    I looked back at the sword in my hand and eagerly swapped it with the substitute sword. When I gripped the large pommel, it felt comforting and right in my hand, almost like it was an extension of my own arm. 

    The final pieces were coming together, and as a loud trumpet pierced the air, my blood began to race. 

    Shay was right. The stage was set, and I was ready to play my part.








 

    Chapter 21 

    After the second call of the trumpet, I sheathed my weapon and went to find Rylan and Prosper. 

    The kid was a frantic ball of energy as he basically shoved me up onto my mount and then dragged us past the warm-up area and toward the doors of the arena with all the other riders. 

    “Rylan, where’s Zoie?” I asked as I turned my head back and forth to try and spot her familiar black ears. 

    “She’s in the stands, sir,” Rylan said, but before I could ask any more questions, the gigantic doors opened, and the roar of the arena flooded over me like a tsunami. 

    The procession in front of me took to the sky one by one, and I had no choice but to follow suit. 

    There were about twenty other riders each on a majestic canterfly similar to Prosper, and all the steeds bore a set of kaleidoscope-jeweled wings that caught the morning sun like stained-glass. 

    My mount snuffed and shook out his silky black mane, and a flash of me on the back of one of the shining white steeds with resplendent wings popped up inside my mind with a spike of resentment. 

    “Hey, you’re the only one for me, Prosper, don’t be jealous,” I chuckled as we flew in a spiraling loop to the top of the eight-sided spire rising up in the center of the arena. The top of the spire had a pointed top that made the whole thing look like the Washington Monument in D.C. 

    Because my stall and rider number was twenty-five, it made it easy for me to find the gated ledge where we were supposed to perch and wait for the cannon that signified the start of the race. 

    I made another mental note to thank Shay for preparing me for the procession of things in the little packet she sent with Roofus, so I wasn’t just flailing around with no clue on what to do. 

    In fact, this was the part I read about that I was looking forward to the most. 

    After all the riders entered their narrow stalls, the whole floor of the arena rotated on some massive gear/turntable mechanism with a roaring rumble that matched the crowd. 

    All the gates slid shut as the spire elevated even higher so we were at eye-level with the eight spectator stands and their multiple balconies equally spaced around the arena like the stands at the Kentucky Derby. But instead of a dirt race track, there was about a one-hundred story drop straight down to the stone ground. 

    No big deal. 

    I patted Prosper, and he whistled in a tone that at least sounded confident. 

    “You’re my pal, Props,” I said and then reached for the stone torch thing on the hook next to me when it started to glow. 

    The glowing was the signal that meant the cannon was about to fire, so I took a deep breath. When the race officially began, the riders would jockey for position for eight laps to represent lighting the eight beacons on each isle. 

    Then, on the last lap, the pointed top of the spire would unfold each of its eight sides and rain down some sort of colored chalk that if you were caught in, you were disqualified from winning. 

    The person to escape being covered in chalk and to cross the finish line with their torch first was the winner. 

    Finally, the gates lowered with a clank at the same time as the cannon thundered, and Prosper and leapt out of the narrow stall and took to the sky. 

    “Up, buddy!” I cried out as our equilibrium wobbled before we found our stride. 

    Last time Shay and I practiced, I was able to get to the point where I didn’t need the verbal commands, but it had been a while since then, so I wanted to at least get us into the fray before we tried anything fancy. 

    As it was, Prosper and I had to dodge a gale of galloping hooves as the twenty-four other riders spiraled up to the main track. 

    A kick to the head was the last thing I needed right now, and Prosper cantered through the air at an awkward gait. 

    “Come on, focus!” I shouted at myself, but it seemed like my mount took the command seriously because his movements became more fluid. “Good boy, now, forward!” 

    And then we were back in the saddle again, no pun intended. 

    The wind rushed past me and whipped my hair back, and I noted how Prosper’s antennae fanned out on his head and provided me with a little windshield. It was such a tit-for-tat type of symbiosis, and it reminded me that the canterfly was my partner, not my vehicle. 

    “If we win, I will give you all the ash-roots you can eat-- right!” I screamed, and we dodged a rider with a yellow-winged canterfly that almost sideswiped us. 

    We course-corrected by diving down and streaking under the yellow-winged rider until we could pop up right in front of him and sprint forward. 

    “Yeah!” I whooped as Prosper trumpeted and went faster. “Get ready to eat your weight in purple carrots, my friend!” 

    Prosper steered us around the left side of a tan and black-winged rider and tossed his head. Then an image of a pretty white canterfly filly with gray-glass wings popped into my head. 

    “You want a girlfriend?” I chuckled and then flattened my body as my mount squeezed us between two dappled riders with scarlet and orange wings.  

    We wriggled through them right as the cannon signaled the second lap. 

    “If you win this for us, I will give you a whole stable of fillies,” I promised. 

    Prosper whistled like he’d just hit the jackpot and pushed us past three more riders. 

    Now, there were only about a dozen riders in front of us, and I could see that fucking brown feathered ponytail neck and neck for fourth place just as the cannon boomed and the third lap started. 

    It looked believable at first, but then I remembered what Shay said about how her father paid off all the riders to throw the race, which made it all an act. 

    He really was a conniving bitch, and I urged my mount to take us faster on the inside of the ring. 

    Just as the cannon boomed for the fourth lap, Prosper and I were rammed in the side by a chestnut canterfly with neon green wings. Then the rider on the back swerved closer and kicked me in the side. 

    I gasped as the wind got knocked out of me, and I glared at the rider with a blue crane’s crest and a sharp mean smile. 

    Ren, who was now in fourth place and gaining on third, glanced back at me over his shoulder. I could see his nasty smirk from here, and I realized the fucking cheater probably added his own lackeys to the mix and ordered them to take me out if they could. 

    Fat fucking chance of that. 

    The blue-crane rider came at Prosper and me for a second time. We rocketed upward at the last second, and I was able to kick the asshole in the shoulder so he had to regain his balance. 

    We left him in the dust as the cannon boomed again, and I flattened my body even lower over my mount so we could be as aerodynamic as possible. 

    It was already the fifth lap, and there were still nine people between me and first place. 

    “Let’s kick it up, buddy!” I said, and Prosper’s antennae fluttered as another image entered my mind. “Wait, you want to do what?” 

    The maneuver the butterfly pegasus suggested we do was insane, but at the same time, the fifth lap was halfway-over, and we needed to do something to shrink the gap. 

    Not to mention, if it worked it would put us in fifth place, two spots behind Ren. 

    “Alright, you crazy bastard, let’s do it,” I said to him and held on as he surged forward. 

    Prosper whistled and then wove like a bat out of hell from our position inside the pack to the outer edge. Before we could be scraped into one of the spectator stands by another one of Ren’s paid goons, the butterfly pegasus rocketed upward and then did a barrel roll that arced us over the middle of the pack and plunked us right down into fifth place. 

    “Holy shit, it worked!” I cackled just as the cannon signaled the sixth lap. “Let’s go for keeps, Prosper!” 

    There were only two laps left, and suddenly it was like we were playing a different game. 

    A dirty game rife with blatant cheating as the rider in second immediately conceded his place to Ren and then dropped back to gang up on me with the guy in fourth. 

    The pair of riders came at me from both directions, and Prosper’s instinct was to try and outrun them, but I tugged on his reins and tried to send him the idea I had. 

    I could somehow feel that the butterfly pegasus was skeptical, but we didn’t have many options, and we were about to be tenderized meat. 

    But my partner in crime gave in and trusted me, and just before the two riders made impact, my noble steed and I dropped like a stone, so Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum smashed into each other and spun away like croquet balls. 

    “Yes!” I cheered as we jetted through the start of the seventh and second to the last lap. 

    Ren had pulled ahead into first place, and there was just one other person between his stupid ponytail and me. 

    Prosper and I pulled up behind the rider in second place and were soundly blocked from trying to get around the mount with yellow wings. The rider, a mean-faced weasel man, pulled something out of his pocket and lobbed it at me. 

    “Hey!” I shouted at the rat bastard as a spiked iron ball whistled past my head. 

    Prosper’s antennae wavered, and I grinned when another image appeared inside my mind. 

    “I was thinking the same thing,” I said with a dark kind of glee, and then the two of us exploded into action. 

    The next time the little shit tried to throw something at me again, I used my stone torch as a baseball bat and knocked it back where it came from. 

    Then, when the weasel-man had to scramble to avoid the projectile, Prosper and I came right up next to him and his mount and slammed him the rest of the way off-kilter. 

    He screamed when he was unseated from his canterfly, and I didn’t even spare him a glance as we raced through the eighth and final cannon. 

    The grinding gear mechanism thundered through the air, and the first cloud of red chalk exploded over the racers as the first side of the eight-sided pyramid unfolded from the spire. 

    This was it. The last lap, and Ren was so close I could almost snatch that sprig of hair right off his head. 

    Prosper huffed as we slammed into Ren’s right flank, and then the two of us stayed glued together as the second side fell and a cloud of orange rose into the air to mingle with the red. 

    The crowd roared in excitement to almost deafening heights. 

    Ren tried to shove me off my saddle, and I kicked him away as much as I could. 

    Unseating me was one thing, but all it would take to win the race was just to get the stone torch to cross the line first, so I tried to focus on gaining the edge as the third side fell and yellow was added to the air. 

    “I will kill you, Brightwood!” Ren growled and slammed me twice with his large copper canterfly that looked like it was more bred for power and not speed. 

    The fourth side of the spire slammed down as it released a bright green plume of chalk, and Ren tried to reach for something tucked close to his side. 

    Slam went the fifth side, and then the sixth as my foe and I continued to jockey for first place. 

    Finally, Ren was able to pull whatever it was free from his belt, and I saw the flash of a dagger just in time to pull Prosper away before the arrogant eagle-man could slash at my mount’s orange and black wing. 

    This caused us to fall behind a little, but I could feel the determined energy vibrating between us on a feedback loop until I couldn’t tell who wanted to kick Ren’s ass more, me or Prosper. 

    So, when the seventh side of the spire’s pyramid unfolded and the sight of gold chalk glittered in the corner of my eye, I knew it was now or never. 

    The finish line was less than a quarter-mile away, so I gripped my stone torch, extended my arm as far as it would go, and urged my faithful canterfly forward. 

    I crashed into Ren and his mount so we were neck-and-neck again, and I extended my whole body so my torch was stretched as far as it would go. 

    The eagle-man shot a glance at me, and a look of concern finally scrunched up his sour face as if he was beginning to realize he could actually fail. He held his torch out, too, just as the last side of the spire’s pyramid slammed down in a plume of silver. 

    “Come on!” I gritted through clenched teeth and practically dislocated my shoulder from its socket. 

    With a sizzling flash, I soared past the finish line, and the torch in my hand went from its dull blue glow to something that went off like a giant Fourth of July sparkler. 

    Hell.  

    To.  

    The.  

    Yeah.  

    The crowd went insane with their cheers, and at first, I simply grinned at the lit torch in my hand. 

    “No!” Ren screamed and threw down his dead torch like a toddler having a tantrum. 

    I could tell the bastard wanted to duck out with his tail between his legs so he could lick his wounds, but the next part of the event prevented him from leaving. 

    A heralding series of horns and trumpets echoed around the arena, and all the surviving riders dusted and spattered with various colors started to fly toward the spire’s platform. One by one, they distributed themselves on the lowered sides of the eight-sided pyramid. 

    I took my cue as well and brought the sparkling torch to the opened-up pyramid and landed Prosper in the center, where a giant metal brazier was waiting for me to set it alight. 

    The ram-lord of Nata Isle glided down on a majestic canterfly of pure black just as I dismounted Prosper. 

    “Our Icarian Champion!” Mec thundered louder than the cannon, and the masses of people in the raised spectator stalls cheered. Then he jumped down from the black canterfly and strode toward me with a broad grin. “Will you light the Beacon for the Isle of Nata?” 

    “I shall, Lord Asher,” I said in the formal way Shay instructed me, and then I walked my torch up to the brazier so I could light it. 

    I dropped the sparkling thing inside, and the oil in the giant iron bowl structure immediately ignited into an inferno of blue flame. 

    “What will you have me bequeath you, Champion? Treasures? Land? Women…?” The shaggy-haired ram-lord clasped me on the shoulder and waggled his eyebrows good-naturedly. “Name what you will have, and it shall be yours.” 

    “Thank you for the honor, Lord Mec,” I said so the formalities could be taken care of. “The only thing I would like you to give me is an audience.” 

    “Of course, lad!” he said and then gestured to the arena at large. “You have all of our attention. What is it you wish to say? 

    I inhaled a deep cleansing breath as I felt for that seed-pod focus to ground me and clear my mind. 

    “I would like everyone present to witness Alex Brightwood challenge Asher Bala Ren for the rights of his fourth-ranked status, and all of his assets and property,” I called out in a loud voice that seemed to resonate deep inside my bones. 

    “What?” the golden-eagle man screeched from the right. 

    “In the true Duelist spirit,” Mec said in a serious voice as he nodded his big head. “It is very auspicious you have chosen to enact the Rite. What is the chosen weapon, challenger?” 

    Ren glared between the two of us as his jaw clenched and unclenched with speechless rage. 

    “You can’t be serious,” he finally sputtered out. 

    “I challenge you, Ren, how do you want to fight?” I asked with a sneer just to rile the dick-bag up. 

    “Tch.” He clicked his teeth and jumped down from his mount. Then he smiled at me in a way that was clear he thought he was smarter than me, and I checked that off my list as Big Fat Mistake Number One. 

    “What say you?” the horned-man said to Ren with an expectant look on his noble face. 

    “I choose swords,” Ren declared. 

    Big Fat Mistake Number Two. 

    “Then let the Duel begin!” Mec raised his fists up into the air as he swept back to the sidelines. 

    The spectators chanted their familiar one-word chant that had started everything from the moment I got here. 

    Duel. Duel. Duel. 

    Ren pulled out his poisoned sword with a serrated piranha’s grin, and I unsheathed my herald blade as I slowly circled the man. 

    The grip on the hilt molded against my palm more perfectly than I remembered, and I held it at the ready. 

    “You are a fool, and I will take great pleasure in breaking you just like I do my animals,” the eagle-man hissed, and his cruel copper eyes blazed just as brightly as the flaming beacon. 

    “I heard that’s not all you do with your animals,” I baited with a raised eyebrow, and I tried not to laugh at the way his face turned white with rage. 

    “Die, scourge-mite!” Ren screamed and lunged at me with his cutlass. 

    I knocked his blade away from where it was aimed at my right shoulder and danced back. Then I parried a second strike aimed for my head with that clever trick Zoie taught me yesterday. 

    Instead of simply blocking or dodging, I took a step toward him so I could displace the trajectory of his strike, and then I pushed him away. 

    The eagle-man came back and raised his sword again, but this time, when I tried to parry, he feinted and then kicked me in the gut. 

    I gasped for air as my back hit the ground, but I had no time to catch my breath when Ren tried to bring his sword down on me with two hands. 

    I rolled away as the poisoned cutlass sparked off the stone platform. 

    “You really think you can beat me?” He barked a harsh laugh. “And if you do, you think you will be satisfied with my wife? You obviously don’t know much, then, if you think Shale-Lea is a prize.” 

    Big Fucking Mistake Number Three. 

    I didn’t want to show the fucker how much his comment enraged me, so I threw my fury into the methodical dance of the Duel. 

    One thing about the golden-eagle man that was for certain was his stamina for sword fighting was a lot higher than the people I’d encountered so far. 

    He had patience in the way he could wait to wear me down over time, and I knew it would eventually become impossible to keep that poisoned edge away from me forever. 

    I forced myself to remember all the training Zoie crammed into my head during the past few days and tried to put every one of her tools to my advantage. 

    The brazier was the only thing on the octagonal platform, and I took any chance I could get to try and force him against it. 

    But he was a slimy bastard, and somehow he would end up slipping around me every time. 

    The frustration boiling up inside my chest tried to distract me from that steady focus I was trying to maintain, and the noise of the crowd wasn’t helping the more they sensed blood was on the horizon. 

    As if he sensed the moment my conviction wavered, Ren opened up with a rapid-fire sequence of blows that surprised me. 

    I was forced to hop back two steps and then roll to the left when he tried to take out my right leg. 

    He must have goaded me into doing this because before I could fully get to my feet, Ren was above me with his sword cleaving down toward my head. 

    Crack. 

    Our blades clashed with such a furious thunderclap of power, and the bones jolted in my arms as if I’d stuck the sword into a rock tumbler. The force was so strong, it made me crash down to one knee. 

    It was so powerful I almost couldn’t keep my hold on my weapon and keep Ren at bay at the same time. The kneeling position I was in was going to be my undoing the second my muscles lost the battle of wills. The seasoned swordsman was also a lot larger than me, so it was only a matter of time before he overpowered me with sheer strength. 

    My heart pounded a bruising tattoo against my breastbone. 

    Tick… I heard deep within that well of me where the time-trance slept. 

    Everything slowed in the way it usually did, but this time I could see the metal of my blade glowing that same blue it did when it was first melded with Shay’s stone. 

    A deep resonant vibration shook me deep inside like a pack of wild mustangs, and an overwhelming feeling of Righteous Anger washed through me. 

    My heart beat strong and solid and became inseparable from the constant ticking. 

    Ren’s momentum froze for just a fraction, and it was just long enough for me to see how twisted and ugly his face was when he fixed that expression of hatred on his target. 

    In this instance, I was the target of his utter loathing, but what struck me was how often I’d seen this loathing directed at people like Zoie, Mec, and especially Shay. Until now, I felt like I was only seeing a small part of the man’s true colors, but with the exposing blue light of my herald blade, I could see the state of his soul as it rotted away from him in festering clumps. 

    I sensed a tugging inside my gut, and somehow I knew on an instinctual level the sword was asking me to make a Judgement. There was an undercurrent of excitement to the suggestion as if the forged magical steel couldn’t wait to spill some well-deserved blood, but above that was a sense of solidarity behind any decision I made regardless. 

    I didn’t know how a piece of equipment could be respectful, but it was just another one of those things about Aventoll I’d accepted as the norm. 

    Tick. 

    The beating inside my head was fading, and I knew I was almost at my limit with the time-trance. 

    Tick. 

    With all of the injustices he’d done against the people I love, as well as countless innocents most likely, my decision wasn’t a hard one. 

    Boom. 

    Time snapped back into its rightful place at the same time as a burst of energy built up and exploded from my herald blade. 

    Ren screamed at his cutlass shattered like glass, and he was propelled backward in a shower of raining metal shards. A green smog rose from the debris and left behind the smell of something like hot sewage, which caused several of the onlooking riders to gag with the stench. 

    “Bala Ren’s blade was enchanted?” someone murmured from nearby, and it set off a cascade of whispers through the riders. 

    I only paid attention with half an ear, however, because I was on the fucking warpath like some avenging archangel with a mission to spread wrath, and I stalked toward the sniveling brown-crested parasite. 

    “You!” Ren screeched as he scrambled backward on the stone platform until he had nowhere left to go except over the edge. “How did you get a herald sword with such power? You are nothing but a foreigner, a low-life, and I am a rank-four Duelist!” 

    “Because, Bala, I have more conviction in what is righteous and just in my little toe than you do in your whole fucking body,” I said, and without further ado, I swung my blade and sliced clean through his neck. 

    I didn’t even spare him and his stupid ponytail a second glance as his head hit the paving stones, and I turned around as I wiped off my weapon. 

    The blue triangular etching on the base of my blade morphed into a circle for some reason, but it still looked as blue as could be. The sword hummed and sang in my grip, and I sheathed it with a grateful pat on its pommel. 

    “Our Champion has staked his claim of Duelist Rite, and he has proved victorious!” Mec bellowed as he raised my arm to the sky. 

    Suddenly, as if waiting for her cue, Shay’s canterfly Victory soared at us on top of the platform, and on the steed’s back were two of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen in my life. 

    “Alex!” Shay called out as she brought Victory to land, and I saw Zoie clutch the other woman’s waist as the canterfly jerked at the rough landing. 

    Then they both slid off Victory’s back at the same time, and we all met in the middle in a passionate embrace. 

    “As Asher Lord of Nata Isle, it is my pleasure to recognize this union as viable, if it so pleases you, and now proclaim you as a fourth-rank Duelist,” the ram-lord said in his rolling thunder voice, and I whipped my head around to him. “You now own your dead opponent’s assets, including: property, businesses, slaves, and wives. May your blessed fortune ever increase.” 

    “Thank you, Asher Mec,” I said. I’d almost forgotten the horned-man was there for a second. The overwhelming sensation of relief consumed me, and the only thoughts in my head were of somewhere safe and private with a nice bed and a bath, hopefully with all three of us involved in some way. 

    “Remember, call me Gavlain,” the Asher Lord said and smiled down at all three of us. “I know you are weary, but it is a tradition for the Champion of the Icarian Races to stay in the palace as honored guests. I wish to hold a feast in celebration.” 

    “That is very kind, and of course the three of us will totally accept your invitation,” I said as I wrapped my arms even tighter around both of my wives. 

    “Excellent!” the Asher Lord boomed jovially. Then he raised his hand, and the floor plate the giant brazier was on slid aside like a man-hole cover and revealed a series of steps that led to a door. “Please take the spire lift. It will take you directly to the natural hot springs under the palace. Rest assured that everything will be taken care of for you.” 

    He clapped me one more time on the back and ushered me to the lift where servants were ready to open and close the doors for us. 

    When the three of us were alone and the lift was moving us ever downward, I suddenly felt the energy drain out of me like water through a sieve, and I sagged between the two women until we were all forced to sit entangled on the elevator floor together. 

    “It’s over,” Shay said in a wondrous voice as she brushed the sweaty bangs out of my eyes. 

    Zoie curled up next to me and breathed into the side of my neck. 

    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there before the race,” she said and then drew back so she could look at me. 

    “Where were you?” I asked dreamily and lowered my cheek to rest on the top of Shay’s crimson head. 

    “She came and found me so I wouldn’t be alone,” Shay said and linked her fingers with Zoie’s across my lap. 

    “Yes, but I also went somewhere before that,” the cat-woman added, and her tone was partially guilty even though her smile was excited. 

    “Where?” Shay asked. 

    “I placed a bet on Alex to win with the gold we got from the Ruins.” The cat-woman smirked coyly. 

    “How much of the gold did you put in?” I cocked my head at her as a slow but exhausted smile spread over my face. 

    “All of it, of course,” she said with a nonchalant sniff. 

    “But what if I didn’t win?” I said in a flabbergasted voice. I had a feeling she’d gone all in, but the reality of it was still kind of shocking. 

    “Was there really any question?” Shay answered and then softly kissed my lips. 

    I chuckled, but my bones felt weary. I’d just violently decapitated a man using a supernatural force I barely had any idea about, and of course, I was stranded in an alien world surrounded by Machiavellian political plots and demon creatures and wolf-monsters, and yet… 

    There was nowhere I would rather be than right here. With these two gorgeous women who were now both my wives.  

    “So… ” I grinned. “Now that I own all of Bala Ren’s stuff, and Zoie just doubled our gold… How rich are we?” 

    “Rich enough to start investing in some businesses,” Zoie purred as she traced her fingers down my chest. “And rich enough in rank for two more wives. We will have to start scouting for a pair that will increase your status.” 

    “But…” Shay whispered as she leaned in to lick my earlobe. “I shall need to have my womb claimed by your seed first. Then we can talk about all our business and expansion plans.” 

    “Well, then…” I groaned as her tongue against my ear caused a shiver to go all the way down to my toes. “I’m eager to get started on that part.” 

    “So am I,” Shay moaned into my ear. 

      

    End of Book 1 

    








 

    End Notes 

    Thank you for reading The Duelist! I’ll start writing The Duelist 2 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 

    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 

    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 

      

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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