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    Chapter 1 
 
    The sky over Aventoll was a bright blue like the color of a lapis lazuli. Not as deep as sapphire, but not the robin’s egg blue of a typical summer back on Earth. Perfect white clouds scudded along the gemstone canvas as if they were painted there by some giant wielding a heavenly paintbrush, and the ocean I was floating in was the perfect temperature and was calm as far as the eye could see. 
 
    It was enchanting, and I pulled myself stroke by stroke through the glittering waters of the Ocean Mercedes. 
 
    The water itself was crystalline and tasted just as sweet as I remembered it tasting as it ran down my face and over my lips. I felt more buoyant than I normally did, and when I kicked my legs harder, it was almost as if I was skimming along the surface of the gently swelling waters. 
 
    Then a black and green fin rose out of the water on my left like a sail that glittered with thousands of diamond droplets. 
 
    I held my breath, streamlined my body, and dared myself to open my eyes under the clear water. 
 
    Just like before, a pair of large chrome-colored eyes gazed up at me from below, and the monstrous koi-like fish kept pace with me while we raced toward the horizon. Now that I knew what the behemoth was, I wasn’t afraid it was going to eat me or anything like that. In fact, I wasn’t even sure what Mercedes’ Sacred Fish ate, but as long as it wasn’t people, me and Bubba down there would be just fine. 
 
    “Come on!” I shouted and windmilled my arms faster. 
 
    The fish below me seemed to grin, and it sped up until we were no longer swimming in tandem, but now trying to outpace each other. 
 
    Stroke after stroke, I willed myself to swim harder until I suddenly lost sight of the Sacred Fish. 
 
    “Hey…” I said as I stopped and turned myself in a circle in search of my swimming companion, but the green and black koi vanished into the inky depths of the ocean. 
 
    I bobbed up and down on the ocean’s surface as I searched for any signs of… anything, come to think of it. What was I swimming toward again? 
 
    Every direction was rolling blue ocean for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Where was Nata Isle? 
 
    Or any of the other isles of Aventoll, for that matter? 
 
    The waves started to swell higher, and the clouds darkened overhead. The water, which was once clear like crystal, was now a deep ultramarine so dark I couldn’t see my feet in the near blackness. 
 
    A mighty wind began to whip and churn the seas, and I had to work my arms and legs overtime just to keep afloat as the heavy waves threatened to collapse on top of me over and over again. 
 
    “Argh!” I yelled as I was hammered down just as I clawed my way to the surface. 
 
    It seemed like the harder I tried to breach the relentless waves, the more I was dragged down as if by some invisible force until I didn’t know which way was up. 
 
    A droning howl echoed through the depths, but unlike the howl that preceded the demon scourge, a second sound rose above the first. 
 
    Singing. 
 
    At first, it reminded me of the ethereal way Shay sounded whenever she sang, but the longer I listened, the more I could tell I had never heard this voice before despite the fact it sounded so familiar. 
 
    I forgot about breathing and trying to struggle my way to the surface, and instead I propelled my way down where the voice was coming from. 
 
    The singing was getting louder, and I kicked my legs harder even though the darkness was all-encompassing. 
 
    My fingers strained, and I could sense I was almost… almost… 
 
    “Alex?” a flicker of a voice brightened the darkness, but it wasn’t the voice I was searching for. 
 
    Bit by bit, my surroundings surfaced again, and I registered that I wasn’t swimming in the ocean but meditating on top of the small terrace over Ithaca’s stone garden. 
 
    Or, trying to meditate, at least. 
 
    “Alex?” Rylan asked again, and I peeked one eye open so I could glance at him as he stood on the top rungs of the ladder. A small tray with a small steaming pot and cup were on the terrace landing. “Oh, I’m sorry! You’re meditating, I can come back later.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine,” I chuckled and waved for my precocious stable-boy, and now foster-son, to join me on the terrace. “What’s on your mind, kiddo?” 
 
    “Arvid wanted me to find you because there was some leftover dried kolee, and I-- I mean, we all thought you might like the last of it,” Rylan said as he settled cross-legged on the wooden slats next to me and pulled the tray closer. 
 
    “Thanks, bud,” I said and ruffled his unruly mop of sand-colored hair. “I can’t believe there’s any left.” 
 
    “Just enough for one more cupful,” he chirruped in his eager voice and then poured the fragrant brew from the tiny pot into the clay mug for me. 
 
    “Yessss,” I couldn’t help but hiss as I brought the kolee up and inhaled a big lungful of that bold and energizing scent that was a little more smokey-sweet than the coffee I was used to. Lately, I found my taste buds craving things more Aventollian, and kolee fast replaced my need for my beloved caffeine. When I finally took a sip of the chicory-like tea, I groaned in satisfaction. “Great Goddess, that’s good.” 
 
    “Is it really that good?” Rylan giggled at my dramatics as I rolled my eyes, groaned again, and quaffed nearly half in three gulps. 
 
    “Why don’t you try for yourself?” I asked and then handed him the last few sips in the mug. 
 
    “Really?” He took the kolee reverently between his palms as if I was letting him do something cool like sit at the Adults’ Christmas Table so he could have a sip of my wine. 
 
    “Careful, it’s hot,” I chuckled again, and then I watched as he grinned and took a gulp of the drink. 
 
    Immediately, Rylan’s eyebrows puckered, and his smile wobbled as his expression fought with itself. On one hand, it was obvious he didn’t like the flavor of the kolee tea, but on the other, he was trying to force himself to believe it was good so he wouldn’t disappoint me. 
 
    “So, do you like it?” I asked innocently even though I could see his bulged-out cheeks because he refused to swallow. 
 
    “Mmhmpf.” He nodded as his eyes watered. 
 
    “Rylan,” I said and placed my hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to like it, it’s okay.” 
 
    The boy nodded in relief and spat the large mouthful of kolee… back into the mug. 
 
    “Thank you, that did not taste as good as it smells,” he said and wiped his mouth as he handed me the cup. 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled and then set the kolee now flavored with Rylan’s backwash to the side.  
 
    “So, you come up here to meditate?” the kid asked a moment later as we sat side by side and watched the early morning sun climb higher into the sky. 
 
    Shay was flying laps with Victory, her white canterfly with the gray-glass wings, over the pastures, and her bright red hair was like a flame that made her stand out against the backdrop of the dewy gray morning. 
 
    “It’s the most peaceful place on the estate,” I said and leaned back on my palms. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed as he mirrored my posture, and we both watched Shay. “Peaceful. And it helps?” 
 
    “What, meditation?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said as he kept his eyes trained on the butterfly-pegasus. “What does it feel like?” 
 
    “To meditate?” I glanced at him, but he was still staring over the grounds as if he was being careful not to make eye contact with me. “Well, it’s quiet mostly, and hard to get right. That’s why I need to do it often, so I can get better at it.” 
 
    “But it helps with your dreams, right?” Rylan finally turned to look at me with a calculating expression on his young face. 
 
    Well, it did if the dreams would make fucking sense already. I’d been having that particular dream for days now, and meditation wasn’t giving me any new answers. 
 
    I frowned as I scrutinized him, and I wondered what he was getting at. Something was definitely up with him, but before I could pry deeper, a pair of fluffy koala ears poked up from the terrace as Jenner, my trusty butler-slash-house manager, appeared on the ladder. 
 
    “Terribly sorry to disturb you, Mr. Alex, but I believe we have a few matters to discuss,” the older man said as he tweaked his ever-present monocle, brushed off his tattered and patchy jacket, and took a seat in front of us. “Oh, Rylan, lad. Do me a favor and bring the poracks into the barn before it rains.” 
 
    “You think it’ll rain?” I asked as I looked at the golden shafts of sunlight quickly devouring the remains of the morning mist. 
 
    “I don’t, but Madam Midgen and her ‘wonky wing’ are never wrong, apparently,” Jenner chuckled fondly as his large ears trembled.  
 
    I came to understand that was the koala-man’s version of blushing, and Rylan and I exchanged amused glances. It was Ithaca’s worst-kept, well-known secret our resident butler held a flame for the bat-woman who lived in a witchy cottage just north of the estate. 
 
    She did us a major favor by offering her healing expertise when over half of us were down for the count, and then again when I nearly “bought the farm” after breaking the curse Archus Doler snared me with. If it wasn’t for Horus and his fast thinking with the herald amulet we forged, and then Midgen’s herbal tinctures and concoctions, I probably wouldn’t be alive and out of bed like I was now. 
 
    “Better do as he says,” I said to Rylan as I decided to trust their judgment. 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed but got up and headed toward the ladder anyway. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for the kolee, by the way,” I told him, and his smile perked up once more as he jaunted down the rungs and ran off toward the pasture. Then I put Rylan’s weirdness out of my mind for now and turned my attention to the koala-man. “What can I do for you, Mr. Jenner?” 
 
    “I have some updates for you, sir,” he said. 
 
    “Horus? Tovish?” My spine straightened, and I grabbed the robe I shed earlier so I could slip it over my shoulders. 
 
    “Tovish is still looking for any leads on what Gella Vane might be up to,” Jenner said as he removed his monocle in order to polish it on a clean part of his worn jacket. “I sent Roofus back with his cuff as you requested.” 
 
    I nodded as I rubbed the circular scar left over from Doler’s curse. The old archivist looked like a more senior version of Jenner with a wooden leg to boot, and he’d lent me his enchanted cuff so the pain in my arm was numb enough for me to focus on the Duel with Doler. 
 
    “Thanks for sending it back.” I flexed the fingers in my right hand and inwardly winced at the zinging tingle that shot up to the back of my elbow as if I’d stuck a fork into a wall socket. 
 
    “How is your arm feeling?” Jenner asked shrewdly as he looked me over from head to toe. 
 
    “Fine,” I lied and forced a smile onto my face. “Never better.” 
 
    “Because it wouldn’t be unheard of if you had some lingering effects,” the wise koala-man said to me. “After all, Horus’ arrow destroyed Archus’ enchanted hand well after you took your shot. Horus nearly vaporized that herald core just trying to shield you from the implosion of the curse.” 
 
    The old man gestured to the amulet I still wore around my neck right next to my Duelist Stone and the wooden figure of a canterfly Rylan carved for me. The red gem was cracked right down the center and had gone from a bright ruby red to a dull maroon. I also could no longer feel the faint hum of power within it, which told me it was little more than a trinket now. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I insisted and tucked my collection of pendants beneath my robe. “It doesn’t bother me like it used to. And besides, I promised I would make sure it got back to him.” 
 
    “We’ll keep searching for a remedy, lad,” Jenner said as he patted my leg, and I smiled at the kindness shining in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure if anyone can, it’s you,” I said and climbed to my feet. “Now, tell me about Horus.” 
 
    I helped the koala-man to his feet as well, and we both climbed down from the terrace and headed back toward the courtyard, and to where I hoped something was cooking for breakfast in Arvid’s kitchen. 
 
    “Our Horus is still unaccounted for, I’m afraid, so my news is actually from the Asher Council,” Jenner said as he cut to the chase and erased any false hopes.  
 
    In a way, I appreciated his matter-of-fact attitude in these situations because it forced me to set aside emotion and deal with the present obstacle. I was a Rank Four Duelist with three successful Duels under my belt, and as my cat-wife, Zoie, liked to remind me, my status usually came with a lot of people gunning for me. 
 
    It wasn’t until recently that I realized the full responsibility I had on my shoulders. 
 
    Until it almost cost me the makeshift family I had accrued on Nata Isle. 
 
    I needed to start prioritizing based on things other than my base instinct to rush in first, ask questions later, and fuck the details. 
 
    That meant playing by the Asher Council’s pedantic rules. 
 
    “What’s the Council got to say now?” I asked as I pushed open the outer doors to the courtyard. 
 
    “They have again explained the property once belonging to Archus Doler is being held in stasis due to technical complications during the Duel,” Jenner recited as he followed me toward the kitchen. “They claim because they cannot be sure which weapon actually killed the man, your claim to his property and assets is null and void. Also, Horus is still outlawed, and the Council wanted to give us a friendly reminder that if we are caught harboring him, we are just as at fault and will be dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    “Kind of them,” I said sarcastically. “Then we’ll just have to work harder on finding a way to clear Horus’ name. That way they’ll release the property to me, and we can check out the library. I honestly don’t want anything else from that place.” 
 
    “Doler’s estate is just mainly land for the canterfly breeding enterprise he let go to the wayside when he became more and more involved in the arcane practices,” Jenner continued. “Your second estate, Icarian, is what Shay wished her father’s estate was and more. It seems the only good thing he did for that vibrant young girl was give her the love for the sky and all creatures big and small.” 
 
    We both stopped in the center of the courtyard and watched Shay and Victory gallop overhead. The both of them looked so graceful and majestic as if they were one fluid machine built for the sky, and I couldn’t help but agree with the diminutive koala-man. 
 
    Shay was beautiful all the time, but she looked stunning when she was in the air doing what she did best. 
 
    “Actually, sir, I think I may have a solution that might give everyone what they want,” the clever koala-man said as he rocked up on the balls of his feet. 
 
    “I am all ears, my friend,” I said and finally tore my eyes away from Shay’s idle loops and elegant barrel rolls. 
 
    “Since you really have no desire for the property itself, save the books in the library, we might be able to interest the Council to let us in to record what we want and leave them the rest,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” I perked up and tilted my head. “How would that work?” 
 
    “I have a feeling they are making this situation more difficult than it needs to be simply because they have the most to gain if your claim is overturned,” he explained and tweaked his monocle. “If a Duel is not considered legit, then it is absorbed into the Council.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying if we give them everything they want anyway with only one small concession, they’ll just drop the case against Horus’ interference during the Duel?” I clarified. 
 
    “Exactly so!” he said with a wink. “We just need permission from the Council to enter the library, and that’s all we need. Shall I draft up an official letter with this request?” 
 
    “Let’s hold off for now, but keep that in our back pocket for later,” I said. “If it comes to it, we’ll try anything to get Horus off the hook.” 
 
    A sudden flurry of flapping grabbed our attention, and the eccentric bat-woman healer landed in front of us. Then she swiveled her long satellite ears atop her frizzy head and glared at Jenner. 
 
    “I trust you are not tiring my patient, Cornelius?” the woman huffed, and she marched up to the koala-man with her odd bone necklace tinkling as she wagged her finger. 
 
    “Cornelius?” I asked and eyed an embarrassed Jenner up and down with a smirk. 
 
    “Ahem, yes, I mean-- no, I am not tiring your patient, Madam, I promise,” he spluttered and busied himself with cleaning the monocle he’d already cleaned. 
 
    “I be the authority on that,” she said with a three-fingered hand poised on her hip. Then the batty voodoo-like priestess marched toward me, yanked my right arm forward, and moved my sleeve out of the way so she could examine my scar. 
 
    It really was much better. The last time I saw it before I passed out after defeating the giant of a man, Doler, the skin where his enchanted marble hand clasped around my forearm was blackened and oozing pus. When I woke up back home, it had calmed down to an angry pink, and now it was all but faded into a white band that somehow took on the shape of a snake devouring its own tail. 
 
    “What’s the prognosis, Doc?” I asked the bat-lady as she completed a slow circle around me. 
 
    “I suppose you may resume all of your normal activities,” she grunted and blinked at me through her coke-bottle spectacles. “Come, Cornelius, I must make it back to my cottage before mid-epoch, or else I will miss my chance to harvest more purple toadstools.” 
 
    “Of course, Madam,” he said and offered his arm. “I shall escort Midgen, and then I will draft that response to the Council for you, Mr. Alex.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jenner,” I said and shook his furry paw. “And thanks as always for patching me up, Madam Midgen.” 
 
    “Stay out of trouble,” she tutted, and I waved at them as they exited the courtyard. 
 
    I shook my head as I could hear the sound of their fond bickering drift away, but it was nice to get a clean bill of health from the healer, especially when she specifically said I could return to all of my normal activities. 
 
    Suddenly, it wasn’t hunger that my appetites were eager to get back to, and I glanced first to my right where the kitchen was and then to my left toward the door leading back into the manor, upstairs, and back under the covers where my cat-wife was likely still lounging around like some lazy lovely lounge-about-thing. 
 
    Left it was. 
 
    When I got back to the third floor and the suite of rooms I shared with my two beautiful wives, I made sure to quietly push open the door so I wouldn’t wake up the sleeping beauty inside. 
 
    It turned out all my silent ninja ways were for nothing, though, because Zoie was already awake and curled up on the windowsill with a book in her hands. 
 
    “Hey,” I said when I sauntered closer and leaned against the wall next to her.  
 
    “Hello, husband,” she greeted me. She was dressed in the soft nightie that made her look open and vulnerable. She looked so cozy curled up among the cushions just as a light rain started to patter against the window, and my heart did a funny flip-flop in my chest. 
 
    It was awesome she could still make my pulse skip a beat. 
 
    “What are you reading?” I asked. 
 
    “I cannot yet understand the written words, but the pictures are even more fascinating, and they tell the same story according to what I remember,” Zoie said without looking up from the pages. 
 
    “Tell me about it as best as you can,” I said as a fun, but kinda naughty idea popped into my head, and I knelt down on the floor in front of her. 
 
    “Well, the story is about a woman who looks like she is made of fire,” she said with that wonder-tinged voice that meant she was enthralled.  
 
    I grinned and twirled my finger around her shiny black tail, and it idly curled around my wrist in a playfully adorable way that was made all the more adorable because it didn’t appear as if she was consciously aware of what her own tail was doing. 
 
    “Fire, huh?” I asked just to keep her talking as I pulled one of her feet out of its folded position and gave it a little rub. 
 
    “Yes, gales of flames pouring from every fiber,” Zoie continued and automatically offered me her other foot, and I inwardly thrilled at how her body was already responding to my ministrations. 
 
    “I see,” I said and then nibbled the arch of her right foot. 
 
    Her reaction was priceless. 
 
    “Hey!” Zoie suddenly gasped out a string of her high chiming giggles that contrasted with her naturally smoky voice and drove me absolutely crazy with desire. Then she tucked both legs up to her chest and fixed me with her wide eyes. 
 
    It was almost as if her expression couldn’t decide if she was mad at me for tickling her, or more curious to see where I would take it next. 
 
    I stared into her beautiful ocean-storm eyes and knee-walked closer to her as I let my robe drop to the floor. 
 
    “Would you like to see the pictures?” she purred as she brought the book closer. She then unfolded her legs so I could lay my head on her lap as she flipped the multi-colored pages. 
 
    I nuzzled into her belly for a second before I situated myself between her knees and smoothed my palms up her silky legs, and her sheer nightgown came with until it was rucked up around her waist. 
 
    “I want you to tell me the story,” I ordered and massaged circles into her hip bones with my thumbs.  
 
    Zoie’s breathing kicked up, and she worried her lower lip between her teeth as I placed a kiss on her knee.  
 
    “I’m listening,” I muttered. “I promise.” 
 
    “Long ago,” she began as she opened her legs wider. “The bird-women of Nata Isle were all born with wings.” 
 
    “Oh?” I murmured and squeezed her thighs as I sank lower. 
 
    “They all had wings because it was their sacred duty to protect the people from the sky in the form of fierce warriors,” she continued, even though her breath caught in her throat a few times, especially when I started licking a trail up her inner thigh. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “After the Demon Tide, oh,” she gasped as I licked higher, and then she bit her lip to try and stay focused. “There was less of a need for the Daughters of Nata, so the warrior women shed their wings in order to settle and have families. Eventually, Nata women born with the power of flight became fewer and fewer.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I hummed and slid Zoie’s hips forward on the window seat bench. Then I rucked her nightgown up higher so I could admire the thatch of dark curly hair and the tender pink of her pussy lips resting between those sinful legs. 
 
    “Alex,” she whispered and threaded her long fingers through my tangled hair. 
 
    “Keep talking,” I said and then threw both of her legs over my shoulders so I could set to work. 
 
    “Oh, hhn, okay,” she said in a shuddery voice as I licked up the line of her delicate slit. “Well, the legends talk about a woman who is, uhn, called the Incarnate.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked just to keep her going, and I pulled her even further off the bench so she had to lean back on her elbows to remain upright. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess,” Zoie groaned when I pulled the lips of her pussy apart with my thumbs in order to lap where her sweet, musky odor smelled the strongest. 
 
    “And then what happened?” I asked after a second or two of teasing licks. 
 
    It seemed as if she was having trouble focusing, because the book fell to the floor a moment later, and she twined both hands in my hair so she could direct me where she most wanted. 
 
    “Aleeeex,” she whined in a high-pitched tone of voice when I opened her wider and used every trick in my arsenal to make her see stars. 
 
    With my tongue, I swirled and lathed around that soft pearl of her pleasure until it was throbbing in time with her pulse, and a gush of her sweetness trickled down her thighs. Then, and only then, did I slip two fingers into the satiny chasm of her pussy. 
 
    “Ohhhh, my love, yessss,” she hissed and rocked her hips against my face. Her head thunked back against the window, and she thrashed her head from side to side. “I need-- I need--” 
 
    “What do you need, baby?” I asked and added a third finger. 
 
    “Ohhh, so full, your hands, Alex,” she rambled and rocked harder. “I love your hands, they’re so strong, yet gentle, ah, there, my love, there!” 
 
    “There?” I purred as I stroked the pads of my fingers against that special spot of hers. Like before, her inner walls squeezed around my digits like a vise. 
 
    “Yes, oh, Mercedes!” she said, and her orgasm crashed over her almost without warning. 
 
    “Fuck, Zoie,” I groaned, and she clenched around my fingers as she trembled and arched her back through her pleasure. 
 
    My dick throbbed in sympathy with every contraction, but I couldn’t do anything about it unless I wanted both of us to fall ungracefully to the floor. 
 
    Just before I was about to suggest we move to the bed, the familiar scent of ginger-lilies was my only warning before a gloriously naked Shay was plastered to my back, her slightly damp and chilled skin contrasting deliciously with how overheated I was beginning to feel. 
 
    “You started without me?” Shay chuckled, and her hands flowed down my shoulders and along Zoie’s legs. Together, we helped lower the still-trembling cat-woman down to straddle my lap. 
 
    “We thought you were out exercising the canterflies,” Zoie murmured and carded her hand through Shay’s damp crimson locks. “We were just getting warmed up for you.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining, mind you,” Shay said as she pressed herself closer. “It seems as if I have perfect timing.” 
 
    “Oh, Shay,” I groaned as my second wife reached around my waist and dipped her hot hand beneath the waistband of the cotton pants I was still wearing. She wrapped her fingers around my turgid shaft and gave me one long glorious stroke that caused white to flare in the corners of my vision, it was so divine. “Fuck.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, hopefully,” she chuckled sinfully, pulled me out of my pants, and held me tightly at the base. “Zoie, get on our husband’s throbbing erection, please.” 
 
    Zoie didn’t need to be told twice, and she shucked off her nightie and tossed it to the side before she lifted herself up and sank slowly down on my titanium-hard cock. 
 
    “Aleeex,” Zoie whined again as her hands flew to my shoulders for purchase. 
 
    “Yes, he’s big, isn’t he, dear one?” Shay murmured and brushed the dark hair out of Zoie’s face. “Rest until you are used to the stretch of his cock deep inside of you.” 
 
    “I like the ache,” the cat-woman moaned as she arched her head back and closed her eyes. “I like it when Alex spreads me open.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said and smoothed my hands up to cup her full breasts. 
 
    “Move now, Zoie,” Shay urged, and she guided my cat-wife by the hips to gyrate in a slow circle that caused me to throw my own head back at the intense sensation. 
 
    I was right on the edge, but I didn’t feel worried about falling over because Shay was there driving our pace. It was achingly slow and sensual, but neither Zoie nor I wanted to do anything but follow Shay’s lead, and the resulting orgasm that began to build smoldered with no signs of dying down. 
 
    At some point, I was hovering on the edge of my climax for so long it felt as if my spirit almost left my body. The three of us were connected in a way that almost transcended our physical forms, and when my orgasm finally crested, I could almost feel an echo of pleasure from the other two as we all hovered on the brink. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess, Alex, yes, yes, yes,” Zoie chanted as Shay drove the pace forward relentlessly. 
 
    “Harder, Alex,” my phoenix-wife said in my ear, and I could feel how her own hand was busy with her own pleasure as we both brought Zoie to hers. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m coming,” I warned through my gritted teeth as I drove up into Zoie’s grasping channel even harder. 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Shay gasped. “Fill her with your seed! She needs your child so desperately!” 
 
    “Make yourself feel good, baby,” I told her as one of my arms flew up, and I tangled my fingers in Shay’s crimson waves. 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie cried out as her second climax hit her like a tsunami and took me with her. 
 
    “Shit!” I said as my balls contracted, and I began to shoot my pent-up load deep inside her hungry pussy. 
 
    “Yes, my loves, ah!” Shay said, and the three of us rocked together as our pleasure rebounded three-fold. 
 
    When the tempest of our lovemaking finally wound down, and I could actually form a coherent thought, I turned to kiss Shay on her heart-shaped mouth, and then the two of us cuddled around our cat-wife as she purred happily in her afterglow. 
 
    “Is it still raining outside?” I asked with my eyes closed as both my wives cuddled with their heads on my chest. 
 
    “Mmm, yes,” Shay murmured on my right. “Whatever shall we do to pass the time?” 
 
    “I can think of a few things,” I said and cracked open an eye. 
 
    “Bed, now,” Zoie ordered, and Shay and I both laughed as we followed her shiny black tail as it disappeared behind the bed drapes. 
 
    The rest of the rainy morning was fueled with two more rounds of glorious lazy-morning sex interspersed between bites of food we kept ordering from Arvid’s kitchen in between rounds. 
 
    It was a perfect morning, and I never wanted it to end, but of course, living as a Duelist in Aventoll always came with its surprises and untimely interruptions, and today was no different. 
 
    So, of course, when the three of us were about to settle down for a much-deserved nap, Shay’s top maidservant, Nevra, popped her head in with a concerned look on her badger-like face. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Alex, but you have company in the form of the Asher Lord,” she said and wrung her hands as the three of us peeped at her from over the blankets. 
 
    Gavlain? 
 
    What did he want? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “I don’t know why I should bother,” I grumbled, but I let Shay adjust the shiny bronze and brown leather pauldrons strapped across my chest. “It’s just Gavlain.” 
 
    “I know you and the Asher Lord are best friends, but when such esteemed company arrives, I’ll not have us looking like slobs,” my phoenix-wife said primly as she continued to fuss over me.  
 
    If there was such a thing as neckties in Aventollian fashion, I had no doubt she would be the type of capable wife who would know just how to tie a Windsor and probably every variation in between. 
 
    With her delicate hands, she smoothed the rich fabric of the midnight-purple tunic down my torso, and I smiled when she caressed my abs. 
 
    “Like what you feel, love?” I teased. Then I spun her around and gathered her against me so we were both looking at each other in the mirror. 
 
    “It is true your arms and chest have gotten stronger,” she hummed as she trailed her fingers over my forearms I had crossed over her. When she lingered over my scar, I stiffened subconsciously and then awkwardly broke our embrace. 
 
    I didn’t think the brand around my arm made me self-conscious, but apparently I was more uncomfortable with it than I realized. 
 
    Before I could do anything to backpedal or try to laugh it off, Shay turned around and cupped my face between her soft palms. 
 
    “If anyone knows about scars, it is I,” she whispered, and her beautiful emerald eyes burned into mine like gas lamps as they pierced through thick London fog. “You do not have to say anything. I understand.” 
 
    My mouth fell open in a small ‘o’ of profound realization. 
 
    “I just--” I struggled and flexed my tingling fingers. It felt like there was a traffic jam right at the intersection of my heart and my head, and it was causing my tongue to be gridlocked as I tried to articulate what was conflicting me. 
 
    Shay, perfect and knowing, leaned forward and kissed me gently on the lips, and with one kiss, she eased the roiling in my head and the clenching in my gut. 
 
    Her ginger-lily scent filled my nose, and I brought my hands, both of them, up to tangle in her gorgeous crimson waves. I was careful when I got to the long gold and champagne-colored feathers sprouting from her crest, and I gently threaded them through two of my fingers the way she taught me. This act, I knew, was a very intimate gesture between her people because these feathers were the most sensitive. 
 
    Even though we all just had a rather steamy morning, I watched with simmering interest as her eyes dilated and her breath caught. 
 
    “H-Help me tie my dress,” she said in a husky voice as she cast an intense look at me from over her shoulder. She then swept the heavy fall of her gold and red hair over one shoulder and exposed the vulnerable expanse of her creamy back. 
 
    The dress she was wearing was an ivory gown with a thigh slit all the way to her hip and bell sleeves that reached the floor. Her ensemble echoed mine with small flairs of deep purple like the sashes around her hourglass waist and across the crests of her shoulders. 
 
    And there, between those delicate shoulder blades, was the half-moon shape of her own scar, and as she kept eye contact with me in the mirror, I understood she really did know how I felt. 
 
    As if she could read my mind, she smiled even though her eyes dewed with tears. 
 
    “I know,” she said aloud and nodded her head. “Now, tie my dress, husband of mine.” 
 
    “As you wish, my wife,” I said, and if my own voice was a little tight, neither of us mentioned the fact as I did what she asked. 
 
    “Are you sure I am wearing this correctly?” Rylan’s slightly whiny voice made us both turn as Zoie ushered the stable-boy into our suite. 
 
    The cat-woman kept trying to tame his unruly hair by licking her fingers and trying to smooth down the flyaway strands just like a mama cat would, and I grinned at the comparison. 
 
    Zoie, however, looked anything but motherly in the armored black corset and flowing skirt made out of a fabric that couldn’t decide if it wanted to be sapphire-blue or sunset-purple based on the way it moved. Even though she wore a rapier and scabbard around her waist, it was clearly just for show due to the jewel-encrusted handle. 
 
    “Don’t mess with it, that’s exactly how it’s supposed to go,” Zoie giggled as she untwisted the strap under Rylan’s left arm so the decorative pauldron on his right shoulder sat straight. 
 
    “Where did we get all these clothes anyway?” I asked as I brushed some lint off Rylan’s nice silver tunic. 
 
    “When the Asher Lord bequeathed you with his favor after you saved his little daughter, there were several bolts of fine fabrics included in his payment,” Shay said and brought a little stool over so she could stand behind Zoie and drag a jade comb through her ebony briar of hair. “I had some brought to Icarian, and Nevra got to work.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Nevra was a seamstress,” Zoie perked up and then purred when Shay’s lithe fingers quickly started braiding her hair. 
 
    “She really did do a fantastic job,” I said when I pictured the helpful badger-woman who ran Icarian Estates with a firm hand, and I grinned even broader when I looked at all of us. “We all look like a million bucks!” 
 
    “What is amelon-pucks?” Rylan said. “Is it food? Because I’m starving.” 
 
    “No, it’s just a phrase that means we look really nice and stylish.” I winked at Zoie after Shay tied off the tail of her braid, and then I reeled my cat-wife in so I could nose my way along the side of her exposed neck. “Mmm. You smell nice, too.” 
 
    “Geez, you do know I’m in the room, right, Dad?” Rylan groaned, and before any of us could really react to the fact he dropped the ‘D’ word for only the second time ever, he chuckled, rolled his eyes, and then shook his head as he walked out the door. 
 
    “Did he just--?” I jerked my thumb in the direction the mischievous kid went off in. 
 
    “He’s quite strategic, our Rylan,” Zoie chuckled and looped her arm through mine. 
 
    “Yes, it seems he knows just how to stop you in your tracks, doesn’t it?” Shay giggled as she looped her other arm through mine. 
 
    “He called me ‘Dad’ again,” I said in a daze as my two beautiful wives ushered me into the corridor. 
 
    “Let’s go see what our company wants, hmm?” Zoie suggested and nudged my chin upward until my mouth was closed again. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a grin and led the way down to the ground floor where Rylan was waiting for us outside of the parlor along with Nevra. 
 
    “Oh, fabulous!” the badger-woman gushed as she sized us up from head to toe. “You all look splendid, if I do say so myself. Go on inside. Mec, his wife Dawn, and wee little Meera are all taking refreshment.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nevra,” I said and pushed open the door to the comfortable parlor where Nata Isle’s royal family were all sitting on the sofa in front of the fireplace that had been stoked to keep the chill of the rainy morning at bay. 
 
    “Alex!” Mec’s little doe-daughter with the tawny face, fuzzy baby antlers, and white Bambi freckles slid off the lap of her deer-mother, Dawn, and barreled toward me. 
 
    “Hey, Meers!” I said as I swung her up into my arms. “Are you staying out of trouble?” 
 
    “Yes,” she giggled as she traced her little fingers over the buckles across my chest. 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Mec rumbled, and then he plucked his small child out of my arms so he could hold her high above his horned head with one hand until she laughed and squealed. “I should offer you up to the sun. Maybe the Goddess will want you and all your trouble.” 
 
    “Daddy, no!” Meera squirmed around in her father’s one-handed grip until she became too squirrely for Mec to hold onto. So, he tossed her up, caught her by the back of her little dress, and then lowered her until she was just a few inches off the ground like Tom Cruise in Mission Impossible. 
 
    “Then maybe the demons below the ground will want you,” he thundered and lowered Meera even more. 
 
    “No-o-o!” she laughed. “Save me!” 
 
    “Now, Husband,” Dawn said as she rose regally from her seated position. Her platinum hair shimmered under the light of the glow stones, and it shifted around her bare shoulders like a flowing waterfall. She laughed as she rescued her giggling daughter from the ram-lord and perched her on her hip. 
 
    “Momma,” Meera said and cuddled up in her mother’s arms. 
 
    “Your daughter is such a cute little thing!” Shay cooed as she wiggled her fingers in the little deer-girl’s direction.  
 
    Meera blushed and buried her face into Dawn’s neck. 
 
    “It is a blessing and a curse,” Mec said as he ruffled the little girl’s hair. 
 
    “What brings you and your family here, Gavlain?” I asked as I sat in one of the armchairs while Shay and Zoie perched on either arm, and Rylan sat on the floor by my feet along with Meera. 
 
    “Before we get straight to business, I’ve come first and foremost to see how you are faring,” the ram-lord said with a sincere look. “Tell me: are you well, Alex? Truly?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m well, no need to worry,” I said. “I have an excellent doctor.” 
 
    “I heard that old Midgen finally came out of her hermitage, but I never would have guessed it was due to you,” the ram-lord commented. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Her kind tends to be the most isolated and suspicious of the foreign,” he said. “So much so, no one quite knows which isle they hail from.” 
 
    “She’s definitely a little out there,” I agreed. 
 
    “I think you have my brother to thank for that,” Shay said with a fond smile. “They haven’t said, but I’m pretty sure the Madam patched him up a time or two when he was doing the bidding of the Mercenary Clans.” 
 
    “They did seem quite familiar when he was here recovering from his injury,” I said. 
 
    “Speaking of Horus,” the ram-lord sighed, “I have been looking into the matter of the case the Council has built against him. The entire Battle Hall saw him fire a second arrow into Archus Doler’s face, so there is not much I can do on my end even though I am the Asher Lord. The Council takes the Duelist rules very seriously, and interference automatically carries the punishment of death.” 
 
    “That’s not an option,” I said and clutched Shay’s hand when she inhaled sharply at Mec’s words. “What else have you got for me, Gavlain?” 
 
    “I knew I liked you, Alex, my friend,” the ram-lord chuckled and shook his brown shaggy head. “You have a tenacity few are born with, and those who do usually take a lifetime to master it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I think.” I rubbed the back of my neck as a puzzled grin lifted the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, well, I knew you wouldn’t take that for an answer, so I looked up the laws, and as long as we can prove your bolt was the one that killed him, it doesn’t matter if Horus interfered,” Mec said. 
 
    “Let’s make that plan Number One,” I said aloud and mentally moved Jenner’s idea about forfeiting Doler’s estate to the Council to the back burner. 
 
    Because fu-u-ck those guys. 
 
    Why should we have to kowtow to a board of Vaguely Menacing Government Entities? It didn’t even matter that I didn’t want Doler’s estate. 
 
    It was the principle. 
 
    “While you were recovering, I sent word to Alem’s Capital for a pair of mages who will be able to prove Horus’ innocence,” Mec said, and he pulled a folded packet of official-looking papers out of his crimson and gold robes. “Those basically state in a very boring way how my request to have a mage review your claim was approved, and the Council is stalled indefinitely until the mage makes their report.” 
 
    “You said ‘mages’ earlier,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Ah,” the horned-man chuckled again. “Well, it just so happens I have two sisters who are in the Alemic Order, and they both work as a single unit, so it is them I have called upon.” 
 
    “How?” Zoie asked as her ears perked forward, and her beautiful blue eyes sparkled with that curiosity I loved. 
 
    “They can prove Horus only killed Doler magically and not physically, especially since it’s been confirmed Archus’ hand was made from enchanted Omite marble,” he explained. “The Duelist laws don’t specify if the death is magical or physical. So, even if Horus’ arrow did break the core where his magical spirit resided, it was your bolt that pierced him first and probably your bolt that killed him.” 
 
    “Oh, wow, Gavlain, you didn’t have to go through all the trouble,” I said as I realized just how far his good opinion of me went. 
 
    “It was no trouble,” he said and waved away my concern with one large hand. “I have been wanting to see my little sisters for quite some time, and it will be good to have them in for the Tithing Ceremony.” 
 
    “Which brings us to the other reason why we are here,” Dawn said as she got elegantly to her feet. Then she went over to one of the windows and pulled open the drapes, and a shaft of golden afternoon sunlight poured in. “It has stopped raining, and mid-epoch is almost upon us.” 
 
    “Indeed, Wife,” the ram-lord said. “The Tithing Ceremony is in five days, and there is much you must prepare for.” 
 
    “I almost forgot about the Ceremony,” I admitted. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “The body must be prepared in order to withstand the trials required of it,” the deer-woman said as she tipped her head. A chiming sounded as the crystals strung between her antlers moved with her head motion, and her luminous eyes flashed like the silver moon as she pulled a crystal crescent pendant out from the keyhole in her haltered dress. 
 
    “Could I die?” I arched my eyebrows. 
 
    “From blood loss and exhaustion, yes,” Dawn says and nodded her ornamented head. “That is, of course, if you don’t boil to death in the waters of the Pool first.” 
 
    “Say what, now?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Dawnnie, don’t scare the lad,” Mec rumbled out another laugh. “The getting him to ‘not boil to death’ is the easy part!” 
 
    “Yeeeahhh, you might think this is encouraging, but literally no sentence with the words boil-to-death included is comforting,” I said. 
 
    “Forgive me, not all are used to Alemic humor,” Dawn said with a dip of her regal head. “My husband is correct. The easiest part of the whole event is the Blessing, which is best performed five days before an Asher’s first Tithing Ceremony so the skin has a chance to recover.” 
 
    “Seriously, what is going to happen to me?” I asked. 
 
    “Darling, you are doing it again,” Mec said. 
 
    “Forgive me, Alex, you are too fun to tease.” The deer-woman smiled and came over so she could fondly pat me on the cheek. “No more jokes, I promise. Let me explain: the Sacred Pools are acidic and can only be tolerated if an Asher has been blessed by an Alemic Acolyte. That is the reason for my presence and the request for your whole family to be present. The Blessing Day is usually one of celebration, and the protections become stronger the more people there are to surround you. There is a natural spring located nearby I can Bless that will work for our purposes, but we must head there now before the sun passes its midpoint.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just use the pools we have in the garden?” Rylan piped up in his Super Helpful Voice, and all at once, the room became dead silent as all of the adults present realized what he’d just said. 
 
    Tithe pools used to be on every Ashers property in the sun chapel usually located somewhere on a large estate, but according to some stupid reason by the Vaguely Menacing Government Entities, all of the pools were removed so the Council could tighten their control over the people of Aventoll. 
 
    Apparently, each individual Duelist used to provide and distribute the crucial gray pebbles that made the briny and bitter water of the land potable enough to drink, but then the Council stepped in, and it became illegal to own them. 
 
    Like, super illegal. 
 
    Illegal enough that ugly-ass vulture-fuck, Gordos, was actively blackmailing the dude who owned this place before I killed him. 
 
    “Are you saying there are original tithe pools located on this estate?” Dawn’s clear voice cut through the thick silence like a shard of glass through a silk sheet. 
 
    “Yeah, just in the stone garden by the pretty murals with Mercedes and the stone fish,” Rylan continued obliviously as he focused on rolling a sparkly blue ball back and forth with Meera. He was too preoccupied with entertaining the little girl and doing an excellent job of keeping her out of trouble, so I wasn’t even mad he had let the cat out of the bag like that. 
 
    “Um, hey, Gavlain… so, there is something I’ve been meaning to tell you, and I really hope you’re cool with it,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Hah!” The ram-lord threw his shaggy head back and barked out a laugh. 
 
    “Was… was I not supposed to say that?” Rylan asked as he looked around the room at the laughing lord and all of our stunned faces. 
 
    “Well…” Zoie started. 
 
    “You see, darling…” Shay said with a wince. 
 
    “No, no, lad,” Mec said once he caught his breath. “Never be ashamed of your honesty. As for the rest of you, relax. I’ve known about the tithe pools on this estate. Who do you think helped Old Kel move them from the chapel in the first place?” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. “Why did you move them again?” 
 
    “Kel’s late wife, the Lady Gerra, loved them so much, he had them set up in her own private garden for her to admire any time she liked,” he said with a dreamy sigh. 
 
    “And you just couldn’t help but to give the crazy old man his wish,” the deer-woman said with a smirk at her husband. 
 
    “He loved her so much,” the formidable badass of the island cooed as he pressed a palm to one cheek. “So tragic.” 
 
    “You’re a big fat romantic, you know that, right?” I snorted. 
 
    “So, we’re not in trouble?” Rylan asked in a voice that cracked with anxiety. 
 
    “No, lad,” Mec said and came over so he could pat him on the shoulder and take a sleepy Meera from where she had crawled into Rylan’s lap. “It’s not like you had a choice in keeping the pools, so why should you be responsible? As far as I’m concerned, the Council removed the pools from the sun chapel just like all the rest twenty-five seasons ago.” 
 
    “Oh, excellent,” Dawn said as she helped me to my feet. “The natural pools, if they are intact, will imbue your blood with even more power to withstand the ceremony.” 
 
    “This ceremony sounds like it’s really challenging,” Rylan said and stood up next to me as well. 
 
    “It is more of an exercise in mental fortitude,” Mec explained. “When all of the Duelists stand inside the pool, the waters become harmless, but the Ashers must maintain their focused state. This is not as easy as it seems mostly due to the fact that Alex will be required to hold a stone shield over his head for the duration.” 
 
    “Not to mention, you will be losing a continuous stream of blood in order to make the tithes,” Dawn said and retrieved a handful of some type of herb from the leather pouch slung low on her waist. She then sprinkled some of the herbs into a teacup, picked up the teapot sitting on the small glass table, and poured the rest of the steaming liquid over the cup’s contents. “I will leave this for you, but you must drink this every day so your blood becomes stronger and you will not collapse from the loss when the time comes.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took the cup from her and sipped at tea that tasted a little like peppermint. 
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets his tea every day,” Zoie said and tucked the packet of herbs Dawn handed her into her corset for safe keeping. 
 
    “Why do I have to hold the shield thing?” I asked as I finished my tea. “I understand the focus part because having everyone die when they just wanna go swimming is not my idea of a good pool party.” 
 
    “The shield is an ancient tradition that started back from The First Tithing,” the deer-woman said. “Come, let us all walk and talk. My husband will tell us of the tale, as only he can.” 
 
    Everyone stood then and followed Mec’s wife as she led our entourage through the manor as if she knew where she was going. Which, considering her eyes were still faintly glowing silver, maybe she did. 
 
    “Long ago, after the Demon Tide was over, the Ashers tried to begin anew, and the Goddess gave her final blessing in the form of a test.” Mec’s voice rumbled low like distant thunder, and his cadence took on a storytelling quality to it. 
 
    His daughter, Meera, cuddled against her father’s chest as if this was a routine of theirs, which it probably was since I was pretty sure he was the type to tuck her into bed at night. 
 
    She was definitely a lucky little girl because Mec’s entrancing Voice thrummed through the air and held his audience completely captive. 
 
    “The people needed a way to live inland so they could take refuge in the mountains and valleys of Aventoll while the Seas recovered from the Scourge,” the ram-lord continued as we all headed for the back stairs that led up to the garden in the northern courtyard. “They knew the streams and rivers were a reminder of how Mercedes sacrificed her heart to provide the lands with our glorious Sun, but they needed a way to live off her waters. So, one night, the Goddess appeared to her Asher Children in the form of a Sacred Fish and led them to their destiny.” 
 
    “Tell them about the perilous journey, Papa!” Meera perked up. 
 
    “Yes, of course, Daughter,” Mec chuckled. “Every quest to prove your worth involves a daring and perilous journey. The first obstacle was avoiding the eye of the Jealous Moon. So, the Goddess fashioned shields made out of stone for them to hold above their heads at night. The shields made them invisible, and even when the Moon turned red, he could not see a threat and therefore did not send the Scourge after our heroes.” 
 
    “That is why you must hold the stone shield above you as a symbol of your determination,” Dawn added as we approached the humble stone garden overgrown with ivy. On either side of the garden were two murals, and next to each mural were matching pools about six feet across with the statue of a fish frozen mid-leap as it jumped out of the water. 
 
    “I see,” I said as we all gathered around the eastern pool. “So, because of the shields, the Ashers made it unharmed to the Sacred Spring, right?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Zoie piped up, and I smiled fondly at the sight of her perked ears and swishing tail. “The heroes were captured, weren’t they?” 
 
    “That is correct, milady,” Mec said. “They were hidden from the Moon by the Goddess’ shields, but they were not hidden from the Moon’s First Children.” 
 
    “Who were they?” I asked. 
 
    “Monsters that used to live on this land before the Moon created the Demon Scourge,” Shay said in a solemn tone. 
 
    “Indeed.” The ram-lord nodded his horned head and then set his daughter down on the ground so he could take off her little leather shoes. “The Monsters captured the Ashers because the shields did not block their scent, and they were hunted. Their ankles were bound with iron cuffs that cut into their flesh, and they were forced to march through the Wandering Forests of West Alem to the twisting caves underground.” 
 
    “How did they get out?” Rylan asked in an awestruck voice, and I was glad I wasn’t the only one who was apparently hearing this story for the first time because I was eating it up just as much as he was. 
 
    “They beseeched the Goddess once more for a miracle, and she asked them if they were still willing to do what was necessary to provide for their people,” Mec went on and then started taking off his wife’s gladiator-like sandals and set them next to Meera’s. “She asked them if they would be brave enough to sacrifice their blood when the time came, and then she opened a gateway of fire that only the people with her blood could pass through.” 
 
    “Right under the Monsters’ noses, right, Papa?” Meera’s sweet voice chirruped. 
 
    “Indeed, little sprite!” he said and swung the little girl up to sit on his shoulders. “The brave Ashers found their way out of the darkness and finally made their way to the spring where the Goddess gave one the power to Bless the waters of the spring…” 
 
    Mec gestured with his large hand at Dawn, who lifted her silver gaze to the sky. 
 
    “Because the Spring was full of water that hurted if you touched it, and so the one hero who was like Momma had to make it okay,” the small girl said as we all watched the deer-woman step into the pool of knee-deep water. Her russet-colored dress floated out around her legs like a lily pad, and her hands were folded against her heart as if in prayer. 
 
    The surface of the pool flashed like a bright silver coin, and a small trickle of water suddenly spouted from the lips of the Sacred Fish statue. 
 
    “Yay!” Meera clapped her hands and dipped her toes into the water as a dense mist rose out of the pool like dry ice and began to creep along the ground. 
 
    Dawn then walked out of the pool as if she was still in a trance of some sort and headed for the other pool on the other side of the stone path that ran down the center of the garden. 
 
    “After the ancient Spring was prepared, the Goddess told the Ashers the time had come to prove their worth,” Lord Mec continued on with his tale when we joined Dawn over by the other pool. “She explained the blood they spilled would be transformed due to their sacrifice, and from that point on, Asher blood could be used to make the pebbles we use to purify our waters.” 
 
    “But there was one final test, which was a test of the mind,” Dawn said as she ushered Meera away to go play, and Rylan took that as his cue as well and went off to help entertain the mischievous deer-girl. “Alex, come into the water.” 
 
    I kicked off my boots and waded out into the pool as she requested. 
 
    “Just like the Ashers who came before, you will be asked to give all you are for the goodness of the people who rely on your protection,” Mec said, and he must have been using his Voice because the very air felt supercharged when he spoke. “Do you accept this edict?” 
 
    “I do,” I said solemnly as Dawn’s hands came down to rest on my shoulders. 
 
    “Good,” the ram-lord said and took off his own boots so he could wade into the water with us. “Remember the conviction you feel when you are asked this question again. If you do not feel as strongly as you do now by looking at the faces of your loved ones, you run the risk of dying, or going mad as some of the Ashers did when they stood in the ancient Spring.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, and I glanced at each of my radiant wives standing on the edge of the pool as Dawn’s ethereal light enveloped me. I felt a warming sensation spread all the way down to my toes, and I smiled lightly at the effervescent tingles at the base of my spine. 
 
    “You are now primed for the ceremony, my son!” the ram-lord declared and clapped me on the back with his baseball mitt of a hand. “I have already taken the liberty of leaving your ceremonial shield with one of your farmhands for you to practice in the coming days.” 
 
    “Oh, good, it’s probably in the barn, thank you,” I said as the three of us walked out of the water that was now no longer smoking in that mysterious dry ice way. 
 
    “You must practice every day along with your meditation,” he said and shook his feet free of water one foot at a time. “I hope by now you have realized the necessity of meditation and are diligent in your discipline, thus.” 
 
    “Yeah, I definitely found out the hard way why meditation is important,” I said as I briefly recalled the weird fevers and freaky shadow world I accidentally fell into while dreaming one time. “I’ve been better at it, I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” Mec rumbled, and I felt a spike of pride at the look on his face. 
 
    Before we could discuss the coming events even further, Meera came running around the corner with tears in her big doe-eyes. 
 
    “H-Help!” she wailed and threw herself into her father’s arms. “It’s Rylan! A monster has him!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “It’s not a monster,” Rylan’s disgruntled voice said a moment before he appeared from around the mural. “It’s just the monger.” 
 
    An ugly, black-feathered bird that looked like a cross between a crane and a praying-mantis was balancing on Rylan’s head as the miffed stable-boy marched toward us, and it cocked its molting head and blinked its creepy yellow eyes. The pinpricks of its pupils darted around at all the people starting, and in its slobbery pincered mouth there was an envelope. 
 
    “Igoric, you nasty thing!” Shay exclaimed and hurried over to the stable-boy. 
 
    “He won’t get off,” Rylan grumbled, and when he tried to wave the creature away, it merely hung on with its talons even harder. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Bad monster!” Meera cried and flailed her arm in the direction of the crane-mantis. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted at the ugly creature, and it cocked its head a full one-eighty in my direction. Then I pulled the cracked amulet off my neck and held it up so it would sparkle in the sunlight. 
 
    The monger hissed and dropped the letter it had in its pincers. 
 
    “That’s right, you like shiny things, don’t you?” I said and then tossed the object to the side. “Go get it!” 
 
    “Bucaw!” Igoric hollered and launched off Rylan’s head after his prize. 
 
    “Stupid bird!” Rylan said as he brushed a few of Igoric’s feathers off his tunic. 
 
    “How’s your head, kiddo?” I asked and patted his ruffled hair that was now sticking up all over. 
 
    “Fine, but that dumb monger better watch it!” he snarled, and the crane-mantis hissed at him from where it was trying to bury the amulet in the dirt. 
 
    “Okay, tough guy, but I think you need to go show Meera you’re alright,” I chucked and nudged Rylan in the direction of where the little deer-girl was still clinging to her father with tears dripping off her chin. 
 
    “Hey, Meerie!” he said and waved a hand. “Don’t worry, I’m okay.” 
 
    When she continued to stare at him with uncertainty, Rylan walked over to prove to her he was alright, and he even did a dorky little jig until she was giggling once more. 
 
    “Glad you’re okay, lad,” Lord Mec rumbled and patted the stable-boy on the head. “I’m afraid we have taken up most of your morning and ought to let you go about your afternoon.” 
 
    “Hey, Gavlain, will you ever explain to me why you really need me to do this ceremony?” I asked as I finished putting on my boots along with everyone else. “Now that I have these pools up and running, I could just add any extra tithe stones you need for the island, or whatever.” 
 
    “It would be unwise to put you in that position,” Mec said as he set his little daughter on the ground. “And I understand I still haven’t fully revealed your importance, but just know the favor you are doing for me will be repaid hopefully tenfold.” 
 
    “I’ll help you get your carriage, Lord Mec!” Rylan said, and he led the way with Meera’s hand in his. 
 
    “Such a good lad,” Mec said as he watched his wife follow after the kids. “It seems like he has found his way living here. He always seemed to struggle with his place, but you have been a good influence on him.” 
 
    “He’s truly one of a kind,” I chuckled and shook my head. 
 
    “I also wanted to give this back to you.” The ram-lord reached into his cloak and pulled out a silver medallion about the size of a fifty-cent piece. 
 
    The medallion was taken off Gordos and his lackey Gutter, who’d tried to lead us into a trap. Apparently, the little trinket may or may not be responsible for acting like a Demon nest tracking device or something. 
 
    “Did you find out how it works or where it came from?” I asked as I tucked it in my pocket. 
 
    “I’m afraid I lack any more resources on my end, but I will say I wouldn’t mind taking a look at Archus’ Library myself, so here’s to hoping we can sort out the Council, the pack of greedy vipers.” Mec frowned. 
 
    “We’re working on a back-up plan, too, don’t worry,” I said, and my wives and I escorted the Asher Lord down through the courtyard and to the carriage house. 
 
    Then, with another round of goodbyes, the royal family trundled off in a carriage drawn by a set of oversized creatures called manapillars. They trilled as they trotted away, and the feathery antennae on their large shaggy heads rippled and swayed until they were out of sight. 
 
    “The shield is in the barn for you, Mr. Alex,” one of my hardworking farmhands, Mel, said in his roughened voice as he finished tidying the carriage house by sweeping any remaining straw and dirt away from the entryway. 
 
    “Thanks, Mel,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Bodin will be about in a moment, sir,” the short raccoon-man added. “He has something to show you all.” 
 
    “Hey, what was in that letter from that old turkey anyway?” Rylan asked as we all headed back toward the kitchen that was fast becoming a sort of meeting place when things needed to be discussed. 
 
    We all amassed around the large oak table, and Arvid the giant sloth-man was already there providing us with plates and platters of fresh fruit, crusty rustic bread, and roasted meat freshly sliced. 
 
    “It’s a letter from Horus,” Shay said when we were all seated and noshing on some Arvid approved snacks. She unfolded the envelope and smoothed it out on the table. “He has informed us he is safe for the time being, and he especially wanted to assure me he is not back with the Mercenary clans.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” Zoie asked as she poured us all small glasses of wine. “The Mercenary clans didn’t treat him very well.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good…” Shay trailed off, but her expression looked haunted by something. 
 
    “Hey, Uncle Horus’ letter also said he tried to break into Archus Doler’s estate,” Rylan said as he peered over Shay’s shoulder and down at the letter still spread out on the table. 
 
    “Crazy bastard,” I muttered as I shook my head and took the letter so I could skim it, too. “I bet he was trying to get something from that library.” 
 
    I glanced over it, and sure enough he’d tried to break in for some specific book or something but only managed to walk away with Igoric. 
 
    “It says here Igoric only eats bloody liver, and we’d better feed him or he’ll be even more impossible than he already is,” I said and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Well, I, for one, am relieved our Horus is okay,” Zoie said as she nibbled on some cheese. 
 
    “Yeah… for now,” Shay murmured and stared down at her still-full plate. 
 
    No one seemed to notice how quiet she had become, so I reached under the table and squeezed her thigh reassuringly. 
 
    She looked up with her troubled emerald eyes and smiled at me even though I could tell something was worrying her. Before I could ask anything, however, she perked up, folded up Horus’ letter, and cleared her throat. 
 
    “We have a few things on the agenda,” the phoenix-woman said. “Namely, the Trader’s Auction for this evening.” 
 
    “So, we’re still rescuing Vel-Rala, then?” I asked my two wives. 
 
    Vel-Rala, the cruel socialite, widow to the vulture-man, Asher Gordos, had caused us more than enough trouble. The cockatoo-woman was manipulative and status hungry, and she’d managed to bad-mouth Zoie and sic her stupid husband on my foster-son all in one evening, so because of all that, I really wanted nothing to do with her. 
 
    But shortly after Gordos idiotically got himself killed when his plan to lure me into a Duel backfired, Vel-Rala found herself without a husband. Because of her nasty reputation, she found herself isolated from anyone willing to help her, or remarry her, or whatever it took to keep her from being sent back to the Traders. So, she came to us for help as her last resort. 
 
    The only reason we all were considering taking her in was because the Traders were a fate that was apparently worse than death, if I was reading the implications correctly. 
 
    Zoie had been sent back to the Traders numerous times, and she wouldn’t really talk about what went on while she was with them, but the mere thought of even someone so foul as Vel-Rala being sent there caused her to have a change in heart. 
 
    Even now, when the subject arose once more, Zoie unconsciously hunched her shoulders, and her ears drooped a little. 
 
    “As unpleasant as the woman can be, she might as well be here where she can add some sort of value,” my cat-wife said, but I knew she was really more sympathetic to Vel-Rala’s plight than she let on. “She is quite a skilled saleswoman, I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Tis true, Vel-Rala had a lot of success turning a fair profit for her wares,” Shay added as she discreetly leaned into the other woman’s side for comfort, and I was grateful the phoenix-woman had picked up on Zoie’s hidden anxiety as much as I did. “It really is such a waste for a smart and capable person to end up in the Trade.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll go to the Trader’s Auction tonight.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon,” the voice of my second trusty farmhand and on-site carpenter, Bodin, sounded as the raccoon-man came into the kitchen. “I thought you all might want to know the greenhouse is built, and the soil is ready for planting our kolee seeds.” 
 
    “Really?” Rylan gasped, and he wiggled in his seat a little like he did when he was trying his hardest to contain his boundless enthusiasm. “Can we go see it?” 
 
    “I was actually hoping you’d all like to help me plant,” Mel said with a small grin when he entered the kitchen behind his brother a moment later. 
 
    “Let’s all go,” I said as a plan began to form in my mind. 
 
    We all followed the raccoon-brothers to the upper east field, but I lagged behind with a quiet Shay as the others pulled ahead. 
 
    “Are you alright, sweetheart?” I asked her once we were far enough away that it felt like we had a little privacy. 
 
    “I’m…” Shay started in her usual cheerful voice, but then she faltered when I reached over and laced her fingers with mine. “Oh, Alex, I’m worried about my brother.” 
 
    “But he says he’s not with the Mercenaries anymore,” I said as I helped her traverse a part of the path that was a bit treacherous with tree roots. “Do you think he’s lying?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he is lying about not being back with the Clans,” Shay sighed as she stopped for a moment to get a pebble out of her shoe. When she straightened up, I tugged her toward me and offered her my back. 
 
    “Hop on, babe,” I said over my shoulder, and I was rewarded with a bright grin and the feeling of her strong thighs gripping me on either side of my waist as she jumped up for a piggy-back ride. 
 
    “How kind of you, good sir, to carry me, thus,” she purred against my ear. 
 
    “Anything for you, toots,” I said and tossed her a playful wink just to make her laugh that low bell-like laugh I loved so much. 
 
    “I will never get tired of your charming turns of phrase despite the fact I’m not sure what you mean at times,” she said and snuggled her face into the curve of my neck to stifle her giggles. 
 
    As we approached the top of the ridge where the upper field was, a dazzling burst of light caught the sun and almost blinded me because it was so brilliant, and I briefly found myself in a predicament. I wanted to shield my eyes, but I was also holding onto the backs of Shay’s knees at the same time. Luckily, I only had to take a few steps in complete blindness before the angle of the light fractured into a thousand flickering rainbow lights like confetti. 
 
    My mouth fell open in awe. 
 
    “Is that the greenhouse?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, my, Bodin must have ordered Omite sun-glass,” Shay said with a similar tone of wonder. “It’s fairly inexpensive since it’s mostly used as plate and table settings for outdoor garden parties because of the way it catches the light.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, and I marveled at all of the twinkling lights dancing around the field as if they were transparent fluffs of falling summer cotton. 
 
    “It was clever of him, because the glass uses the sun to retain heat in order to keep the plates warm and the drinks hot, especially in the cold weather,” she elaborated. 
 
    “That’s the perfect material for greenhouses,” I agreed and let her back down on the ground so we could both hurry to catch up with the others. 
 
    “Bodin, you and your brother are magnificent!” Shay enthused when we were all inside the modest structure with the dazzling edifice. If there weren’t strategically placed windows and skylights that circulated the breeze, the greenhouse would be stifling with the radiant heat. 
 
    “I agree, this is truly a feat,” Zoie added as she spun in a small circle to get a panoramic view of the place. 
 
    “I’m afraid it was all Bodin’s work,” Mel grunted modestly. “I’m just good with plants.” 
 
    “Only in design,” the taller raccoon-brother said, and he sheepishly took off his painter’s cap so he could fiddle with it. “Anyway, this was the easy part. Getting the kolee to grow when it is not their time will be the real challenge, which is where Mel’s expertise comes in.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Rylan piped up as he slung a small satchel of what appeared to be seeds around himself so it rested against his hip.  
 
    “Ahem.” Mel was next to the boy with more satchels gripped in his paw-like hands for us to all take, and he cleared his throat and shifted on his feet as if he wasn’t used to having such a big audience. “If you look, you will see I’ve already tilled the ground. So, um, a-all you do is sprinkle the seeds in the rows.” 
 
    He pointed to the many freshly tilled tracks of loamy dirt and then shrugged. 
 
    “Since there are forty-eight rows, I propose we split up into pairs and tackle two rows at a time,” Bodin said as he adjusted his own satchel around his waist. 
 
    We all paired up based on who was standing closest to who, which meant Shay and I were together again and a little bit away from the rest of the group. 
 
    The two of us worked at scattering the seeds in companionable silence, but there was a heaviness to it, and I knew I only had to wait long enough for Shay to finish wrestling with whatever was still weighing on her mind. 
 
    Sure enough, when we were about halfway through our rows, Shay slowed and turned to me. 
 
    “Remember when you asked me if I thought Horus was lying about being back with the Mercenaries?” she asked. 
 
    “So, you do think he’s in with that crowd again,” I said and slowed to a stop as well. 
 
    “Yes, and no,” she said as she fiddled with the strap across her chest. “I don’t think he is back with the Clans, per se. But I do wonder just what company he is keeping.” 
 
    “You sound like you have a theory,” I said. 
 
    Shay frowned and resumed scattering her seeds. “There is another ‘crowd,’ as you say, that might have interest enough in my brother to want to harbor him much like the Clans. Do you know of the Wolfmen Tribes?” 
 
    “Zoie and I may have run into them when we raided the ancient Ruins of Crater Ridge.” I shuddered when I remembered how we were pursued by a pack of werewolf-like creatures. “That was the same night we ran into you via our little boat.” 
 
    “It is a night I shall never forget.” The beautiful phoenix-woman smiled a sad smile as she threw another handful of seeds along the tilled row. “You remember what I told you when I found you? How I was told a fortune when I turned sixteen and how it eventually preceded his exile?” 
 
    “I remember,” I said. “Your father disinherited Horus because he wouldn’t use his Alchemy for his own gains. Not gonna lie, I’m glad your father is dead.” 
 
    “Me, too, even though that is terrible to say of your own father,” she sighed. “Well, shortly after that, I went to have my wings removed. But, as you know, the procedure was botched. An infection set in, and I got very, very sick.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that part,” I said and slowed to a stop again. “I’m glad you pulled through.” 
 
    “I almost didn’t,” she admitted, and the next handful of seeds she reached for shook ever so slightly. “At the time, Horus was doing anything to survive. Aventoll is cruel and has no room for those who are exiled or disinherited. I don’t know much about that time because every time I ask, Horus goes quiet, but I do know when my illness was at its worst, suddenly he was there providing me with a medicine I’d never encountered before. I was cured the next morning, and when I asked him about it, he implied he had curried some sort of favor with the Wolfmen and their Shaman but was not supposed to say anything else because of how they guard their Tribe secrets.” 
 
    “And you think he’s with these people now?” I asked and continued to scatter my own seeds. 
 
    “I don’t know who else would gain from taking him in,” Shay said. 
 
    “Could they be forcing Horus to track the demons like the Mercenaries were?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said with a shrug of her delicate shoulders. “But I do know the Mercenaries and the Wolfmen have both pitted themselves against the Duelists and their society for different reasons. The Clans hate Ashers because they feel it is unfair to leave something as important as power and land ownership to something random like the Goddess’ Divine Blessing. Meanwhile, it is said the Wolfmen believe themselves to be the true and rightful heirs of the land because they call themselves the Moon’s First Children. They ruled before the Goddess saved the people, and they claim the Duelists ran them underground.” 
 
    “Are the Mercenaries and the Wolfmen allies?” I scattered the last of my seeds and took the satchel off from around my neck. 
 
    “Gracious, no, they hate each other more than they hate the Duelists,” she giggled. “It’s rather silly, really. Horus told me that apparently many seasons ago, the Tribes and Clans got together in order to come to some sort of compromise or agreement. The Wolfmen thought dividing the land after overthrowing the Ashers would be fair, but the Mercenaries proved too bitter to accept help from a species other than man and too greedy to not take back all the land for themselves. They didn’t want to split the land, and so instead a feud has been raging ever since.” 
 
    “What a shame,” I said. “Their combined forces would probably be formidable if only they could learn to work together.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Shay said and then touched my shoulder to get me to look in the same direction as her. “Speaking of working together.” 
 
    She indicated the far end of the greenhouse where Zoie and Rylan had come up with a clever way to scatter their seeds by tying their satchels on either end of a rake. The satchels’ seams had been loosened so when either Zoie or Rylan draped the rake across their shoulders, the leaking satchels on each end distributed the seeds equally in one even pass. 
 
    It looked like they were coming to the end of their rows now, and when Rylan finally dropped the rake, Zoie marched over, stopped in front of him with her arms crossed as if she was about to grade him, and then smiled and nuzzled the side of his face. 
 
    Entranced, Shay and I grasped hands as we watched Zoie say something to Rylan, and my breath caught in my throat when I made out the word ‘proud’ on her lips. 
 
    “Oh,” Shay murmured as she witnessed the same thing I did.  
 
    Then, when the messy-haired ragamuffin threw his arms around the cat-woman and caused her to laugh and hug him back, I could see Shay’s sorrowful emerald eyes gloss over with a faint sheen of tears. 
 
    “Shay?” I squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Our Zoie is s-such a wonderful mother already,” the phoenix-woman said with a broken, yet joyful smile. “I will b-be honored to watch your future children grow and flourish.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” I whispered and drew her close so I could hold her while she shook with that old scabbed over grief. 
 
    Even though her botched wing job didn’t end up taking her life, it still managed to rob her of the chance to create it by leaving her barren. A fact that apparently devalued her as an ‘asset’ and therefore caused her to be sold off to the only person willing to put up with a wife who couldn’t bear any heirs. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Shay mumbled against my shoulder, but I could feel the wetness of her tears seeping through my tunic, so I held her tighter. “I have you and Zoie, and watching you bring your heir into the world together is enough for me.” 
 
    Suddenly, a sharp flash of a memory hit me upside the head, and I pulled out of the embrace so I could hold Shay away from me at arm’s length and scan her from head to toe. 
 
    The jagged, stained-glass edge of a dream fragment rattled through my head, and my vision almost doubled as the image of Shay appeared in my mind’s eye. 
 
    In the dream-memory, Shay and I were standing on Ithaca’s terrace looking out over a sunrise. I embraced her from behind, and together, the two of us cradled her pregnant belly. The dream was so vivid I could even feel the softness of her stomach against my palms as the life within her nudged me, and I could even still feel the impression of her beautiful, kaleidoscopic wings as they pressed firmly into my chest… 
 
    Wait. The wings were new. 
 
    “Alex?” Shay asked in concern. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Hm?” I blinked a few times as the present came back to me. “Nothing. Nothing is wrong, I was just… thinking.” 
 
    I was pretty sure Shay didn’t buy that lame excuse, and I was sure I looked as dazed as I felt, but before she had a chance to interrogate me further, Jenner burst into the greenhouse. 
 
    “Mr. Alex, everyone, come quick!” the koala-man panted as if he ran the whole way to the upper field. “Come to the barn! You’ll never believe what’s just come!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    All of us who were gathered in Bodin’s magnificent greenhouse followed the excited koala-man down to the barn, and there was a carriage being pulled by two ox-roach poracks along with two men waiting up top in the coach seat. 
 
    “Delivery, Asher Brightwood,” the coach driver said as he jumped down. “I have three parcels for you, sir. Where should I put them?” 
 
    “Just on the ground right here will be fine,” Shay said as she hurried to the first crate, where another delivery person was prying open the lid with a crowbar like device. “I hope you don’t mind, husband, but your wives have taken the liberty of purchasing some odds and ends from the market.” 
 
    “Seeing as how we have more gold than I know what to do with, that’s fine by me,” I chuckled and ventured closer in curiosity. 
 
    Her verdant green eyes sparkled as the last crate was popped open, and she softly clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Have a good day, milord,” the coach driver said with a tip of his brown hat. Then he jumped back up on top of the carriage and guided the poracks down the path. 
 
    “What’s all in there?” Rylan asked as he stood up on his tiptoes to try to peer inside the first deep crate. 
 
    “Presents,” Zoie said with a grin as she shook out a cobalt-blue long-coat that looked like it was made from a fine velvet and just the right size for our resident koala-butler. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Jenner said as his fluffy gray ears twitched. “Is that--?” 
 
    “Your old coat is much too tattered, and I thought of you when I saw it,” the cat-woman said and held it out to him. 
 
    Jenner took the garment reverently in his furred hands as if it was the Shroud of Turin. Although, instead of the impression of a deity’s face, the back of the coat had a beautifully embroidered tree stitched in silver thread. 
 
    “It’s the symbol of the Knowledge Tree in Engian Lore,” he breathed as he traced the fine thread with one of his clawed fingers. “My dear Zoie. My dear child.” 
 
    He then whipped off his old patchwork piece, tossed it aside, and slipped on the deep-blue velvet work of art. With each hand, he smoothed his sleeves down to free them of any wrinkles, and then he finally tugged the hem so it fitted the way he liked. 
 
    “Ahem.” He cleared his throat and removed his monocle from his suspiciously wet eye as he busied himself with cleaning it. “Thank you, Zoie. This is quite honestly the nicest thing anyone has ever given me. I will treasure it like I treasure our friendship.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Jenner,” Zoie said and crouched down to hug the koala-man like some perfect goddam Disney Princess or something. 
 
    He spluttered a little in surprise, but then he returned the hug just as tightly. 
 
    “And Rylan, I purchased you something I hope you will like,” Shay said a little shyly as she went to the second crate and pulled out a beautiful mahogany leather saddle. It was soft and buttery-looking, and the brass buckles were polished to a high shine. 
 
    “Miss… um… Shay, this is just, I mean, wow!” Rylan rambled as he held the saddle in his arms. 
 
    “It seems as if Prosper and Victory will become proud parents to a baby manapillar soon, and I wanted to know if you would like to help me rear it when it’s born,” Shay continued as she placed an arm around his skinny shoulders. “If you can help me rear the young one, you may have it as your own.” 
 
    “Can you help me change it into a canterfly when it gets older?” Rylan asked as his eyes widened in excitement. 
 
    “If that is your wish, we will help urge its metamorphosis in the future,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you!” he practically shouted and hugged the saddle close to his chest. “I’m going to go oil it and hang it up!” 
 
    And then he was off like a shot like a kid who wanted to try out his brand-new Christmas present before he even had a chance to change out of his pajamas. 
 
    “Did you get him anything else?” I asked and peered into the crates one at a time. It looked like there was everything in them from fine linens, books, silverware, to new cookery for Arvid, and more quills and ink for Jenner. 
 
    And of course clothes. A lot of clothes. 
 
    “Nothing he would find more interesting than the tack I got him,” Shay chuckled as she pulled out a bundle of what looked to be socks and undergarments. 
 
    “You ladies thought of everything,” I marveled as I pulled out a little wooden box of what were apparently hand-cut toothpicks. 
 
    “We took inventory of what was necessary, and after we purchased the essentials, we used the rest for a few creature comforts,” Shay said, and she pulled out a little canvas sack and removed a purple jawbreaker-like candy. “Right, Zoie?” 
 
    “You ordered pappa sweets?” the cat-woman asked as her ears perked high, and her tail swished back and forth. 
 
    “A little bumblebird whispered in my ear that these are your favorite,” she said and held the sweet out to her. 
 
    And then an amazing thing happened. 
 
    Zoie wriggled her nose as she sniffed the sweet, and then she took the candy from Shay’s fingers. 
 
    With her lips. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zoie purred as she licked some of the purple coloring off Shay’s thumb. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the phoenix-woman said and brushed some of Zoie’s hair out of her face before the shorter woman leaned up on her tiptoes and nuzzled her cheek against Zoie’s. 
 
    “Yeah… thank you,” I murmured as I watched my two beautiful wives rub themselves affectionately against each other, and I felt a low flame of arousal lick at the base of my spine. 
 
    Jenner discreetly nudged me with a knowing chuckle, and I cleared my throat and straightened up. 
 
    “I’d ask if you got Mr. Alex anything in there, but I’m not sure there’s anything more interesting than the beautiful picture you two make,” Mel gruffed out with a smirk. 
 
    “We definitely got Alex many things,” Shay said as she handed the bag of candies over to Zoie, who happily took them and skipped over to my side so she could put one of the sweets on my tongue. 
 
    “We also got some stuff for you and your brother, too, Mr. Mel,” my cat-wife said as she tried not to laugh at my reaction to the crazy sour taste of the pappa sweet.  
 
    My eyes watered, and I quickly crunched my way through the acrid outer shell to get to the sudden whiplash of dark cocoa mixed with the clove-like candy center. 
 
    “Oh…” the shorter raccoon-brother mumbled a little bashfully as if it hadn’t even occurred to him that he and Bodin were included. “You didn’t have to, milady.” 
 
    “We most certainly did, Mr. Mel!” Shay exclaimed. “You and your brother have added so much to Ithaca. The greenhouse alone is a work of art and will provide a harvest we can sell at the Mid-Crescent Festival later in the season. That alone is tremendous.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I chimed in after I swallowed my treat. “You both are indispensable.” 
 
    “So, the last crate is for the two of you,” Shay explained and patted the top of said crate. “In there you will hopefully find things that will make your stay in the farmhouses more comfortable. There wasn’t a big variety in the Palace Square that catered to Leenian folk, but based on what they did have, Zoie and I managed to choose a fair selection of wares and food items.” 
 
    “You found macca nuts!” Bodin enthused and popped something similar to a black-and-white striped chestnut into his mouth. “Mel! Macca nuts!” 
 
    “This is quite a bounty indeed, milady,” Mel said with a large grin on his masked face. 
 
    “Go,” I said to the brothers with a matching smile of my own. I was just so proud of my two wives for how they came together and were managing the details of my estates and making sure everyone was provided for. “Go and unpack your stuff, we got the rest of this.” 
 
    “Are you sure you do not need help in bringing things back to the manor?” Bodin asked even though he was already replacing the lid on the crate while his brother somehow materialized a wheelbarrow out of thin air. 
 
    “Quite sure, go on and settle in, you two.” I shooed them away and laughed as they all but ran down the hill toward the series of farmhouses just past the woot tree orchard with their prize. 
 
    “And I will take it upon myself to bring Arvid these splendid kitchen and pantry items,” Jenner said as he climbed out of the first crate and took care to brush his new coat free of any dust or debris. “Although, I could use a hand carrying this parcel.” 
 
    “I think our quick-thinking stable-boy might have you covered,” I said as I spotted Rylan coming back from the barn with another wheelbarrow in tow. 
 
    “Good show, lad!” the koala-man cheered. “Now, help us load it, there’s a good boy.” 
 
    “What about the last one?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said as I hefted the remaining crate up. It was about eighty pounds, and it took me a moment to heave the unwieldy thing high above my head. “I need to start practicing with that heavy shield anyways, so I might as well get started. Lead on, my wives!” 
 
    Shay and Zoie giggled at my antics as they trotted past us arm-in-arm. 
 
    “Okay, Ry, go with Jenner and help him and Arvid with the stuff, and I’ll bring this upstairs,” I said and continued on toward the main staircase. 
 
    “But do come upstairs after you’ve finished,” Shay told the stable-boy. “There are a few clothes of yours we have in this box.” 
 
    “Clothes?” I huffed as my arms already started to feel weary from holding the crate over my head. “Is that all that’s in here?” 
 
    “Most of it, yes,” Shay said as she led the way while Zoie made sure I wouldn’t mark up the walls whenever I turned a corner. “After all, you are a Fourth-Ranked Duelist who will be obligated to attend all manner of social events with his two wives. Starting with this evening’s gala.” 
 
    “What’s wrong… with what we’re wearing now?” I grunted as I cheated the last two corridors by resting the crate on my head. “If our current outfits were good for the Lord of the Island, then they should be more than fine enough for this auction thing.” 
 
    “If it were any other gala event, I would agree with you, husband,” the phoenix-woman sing-songed. “But the Trader’s Auctions are elaborate events where everyone dresses up as much as they can, often wearing masks or makeup to disguise themselves.” 
 
    “Why would they want to disguise themselves?” I asked as I pushed my way into our shared suite. “Isn’t acquiring wives and concubines an improvement in status somehow? You’d think they’d want everybody to know.” 
 
    “Not too long ago it was considered very taboo to acquire… assets such as these through gold instead of through the honor of a Duel, but now it’s just for show,” Zoie intoned as she brought over a small sturdy table for me to set my burden on. 
 
    Thank the Goddess. 
 
    I was no weakling, but holding that shield was going to take some crazy stamina to make it through a whole day and night. 
 
    Stamina I hoped I could build up enough in only five days. 
 
    “Show me what you got!” I said in an overly eager voice so I could get my mind thinking about less stressful topics. 
 
    “Oh, there is simply so much to choose from!” Shay said as a playful smile caused the corners of her mouth to twitch. “Don’t you think, my dear Zoie?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” my cat-wife wheedled. “We must see our options presented to us one at a time, wouldn’t you agree, darling Shay?” 
 
    “You two are doing that thing again where you’re in on something together, and I’m not,” I said with my hands on my hips as if I was offended. 
 
    In reality, I loved when they kinda ganged up on me like that. Their combined flirtatious teasing drove me crazy in all the right ways. 
 
    “It’s nothing nefarious, husband,” my phoenix-wife giggled. “We were just thinking, we might need to see you try everything on before we decide what to wear ourselves. After all, we are a matched set.” 
 
    “Um, wait, what?” I asked as my smile faded. “You want me to put on a fashion show?” 
 
    When they both just looked at me with their excited jeweled eyes, I knew I was in trouble. 
 
    Sure enough, about three hours and eighty-six different outfits later, I was finally standing back in front of the mirror staring at someone I hardly recognized as myself. 
 
    For starters, part of the reason that damn box was so fucking heavy was because Zoie took it upon herself to buy me some new silver armor complete with matching pauldrons, a chest plate, vambraces, and leg greaves all polished to an outstanding shine. Under that was a lightweight chainmail vest all over a fine indigo tunic and leather breeches. A heavy black mantel with a white-and-black spotted furred collar clipped to the armor’s pauldrons and hung down to my ankles and concealed my Roman-like sword attached to a flashy armored belt, and the whole thing was finished off with a decorative crossbow slung across my back that Zoie told me was ancient and only for show. 
 
    That was all well and good, but what altered my appearance above all else were the filigreed swirls and patterns Zoie was currently inking onto my face. 
 
    “Don’t squirm so much,” she chastised me for the tenth time as she leaned close and drew more tree branch-like designs around my right eye. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not one for makeup,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Zoie held my chin between her thumb and forefinger so I wouldn’t move, and I watched as her sapphire eyes honed in and focused on her task. At this distance, I could see the cat’s-eye of her pupil expand and contract in its peculiar diamond way. 
 
    It was hypnotizing enough to keep me from fidgeting, and before I knew it, she was putting down the small ink brush. 
 
    “There,” she said and leaned back so she could inspect her work. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked as I tried not to scratch at the drying ink. 
 
    “You look mysterious, which is the objective,” Zoie purred, leaned close, and then booped the tip of her nose with mine so a dot of black ink appeared on hers. “Would you like to see yourself?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed as I brought her in closer by the waist. “I don’t know, I like the view just fine.” 
 
    “Now, now, you must take a look at yourself,” she said and then pulled her head away before I could kiss her. “How else will you compliment me on my masterpiece?” 
 
    Zoie grinned and then moved out of the way so I could finally see all of myself in the vanity mirror again. 
 
    “Woah,” I said and stood up from the cushioned stool to get a better look at the details. 
 
    Zoie had painted a mask over my eyes that reminded me a little of Zorro. But instead of just a flat swath of solid black, she had painstakingly drawn each detail as if the mask was woven out of actual willow branches. Also, because of the metallic sheen to the ink, the whole effect made the mask look three dimensional under the light. 
 
    I looked rather badass. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked shyly. 
 
    “Zoie,” I said with a poleaxed expression even the awesomeness of the mask couldn’t hide. “How did you learn how to do something like this?” 
 
    “I, um,” she stuttered, and her ears flattened a quarter of the way and swiveled back as if she was flustered. “Often I would distract myself during training by drawing designs in the desert sands. It became one of those bad habits I never could break.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand what I mean, kitten,” I said and turned around to face her. “People kill for this type of talent back where I’m from. You could have your pick of top art schools on this talent alone, or even do something down to earth like become a tattoo artist… although the tattoo artists I knew weren’t really down to earth a lot of the time--” 
 
    “Women can become tattooists where you’re from?” Zoie asked as her ears perked up again. 
 
    “Anyone with skill can, and babe, you got it,” I summed up and tugged her in so I could put a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Who has what?” Shay’s melodious voice sang, and the two of us turned as one toward the sound. 
 
    My jaw nearly hit the floor at the sight of her. 
 
    The gown she wore faded from an emerald-green at the hem up into an azure-blue throughout the sleek bodice and made her look delicate yet strong, but the way her hair was styled was the real show stopper. 
 
    Apparently, when her hair was gathered from underneath like that, the golden layers of her glorious mane could be seen more prominently than the red. When combined with her gown, the way her hair was pinned made her look like the setting sun over a pastoral meadow. 
 
    “Don’t you look like a gorgeous pair? Look at Alex’s face! Oh, Zoie, did you do that?” Shay floated closer, and the bottom of her gown rippled like tall leaves of grass. 
 
    “Yes, It’s-I--” Zoie’s ears swiveled back again as a blush stained her cheeks. “Do you want me to do yours, too?” 
 
    “Oh, would you, darling?” the resplendent phoenix-woman asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking gold paint for you and then silver for me,” Zoie mused, and I watched my wives carry on with a lot more fascination than I thought I would be capable of given they were just putting on makeup. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Rylan asked as he finally poked his head into the suite just as they bustled into the bathroom. 
 
    “They are finishing up,” I said and then patted the small leather sofa I was sitting on for him to join me. “Everything squared away?” 
 
    “Yep!” he said as he flopped down on the cushion next to me. “Arvid says ‘thaaaank yooooou,’ and I also took some fresh liver to Igoric. The stupid monger is in the barn attic sleeping now, but look, I managed to get this back from him!” 
 
    He held up the cracked amulet for me to see, and I grinned. 
 
    “Why don’t you keep it?” I suggested. 
 
    “Really?” His eyes grew wide, and he clutched it close to his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, even though the stone is cracked now, it’s still pretty lucky,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Alex!” he said as he slipped it over his head. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Very handsome,” Zoie said when she and Shay walked back into the main room. 
 
    Zoie had changed into the dark-blue two-piece she wore for the Blue Gala not too long ago complete with the skirt that was more like a long loin-cloth due to the miles of her gorgeous legs I could see on either side, a halter top exposing her toned midriff, and her delicate feet left bare as was tradition for her people. 
 
    The only non-traditionally Varthan thing was the royal blue headscarf spangled with stars braided through her midnight hair, and it wasn’t until Zoie and Shay were side-by-side that I realized their game. 
 
    Shay wasn’t the setting sun, she was the rising sun, and the shimmering gold ink of her own mask reflected that beautifully as if the sun’s rays were actually sprouting from her emerald irises. 
 
    That meant, if Shale-Lea was the dawning day, then by contrast, Zoie was the deep and mysterious night with her blue eyes highlighted by the silver she inked around them 
 
    “Hey, you already had your outfits planned the whole time, didn’t you!” I accused them with a mock glare at both of them, even though their matching grins made my heart skip a few beats at how striking they both were. 
 
    “Our game is up, my darling Zoie!” Shay giggled behind her hand. 
 
    “I knew once he saw us together he would know something was going on,” Zoie said with a proud smile as I sauntered toward them. She then held up the small herald trumpet I received from Mec before draping the long leather strap over one of my shoulders so the ceremonial object rested against my other hip. “He is quite a clever one, our Alex.” 
 
    “So, if you are Morning, and you’re Night, what am I supposed to be?” I asked as I wrapped an arm around each of them. 
 
    “You are the twilight in between that holds the Day and the Night in his hands,” Shay said, and there went my heart again. 
 
    “Mrs. Zoie?” Rylan spoke up as he blinked his large brown eyes. “Can you teach me how to draw like that?” 
 
    We all laughed. 
 
    After the three of us finally had on the proper attire to mingle with the highest of society, it was only a short carriage ride to the Village Square and back to the large Battle Hall where the Trader’s Auction was being held. 
 
    “Let us take your carriage, sir and ladies,” a weasel-like footman said with a mask made of black feathers. We disembarked like royalty, and I admit I felt a bit like a badass waltzing in looking like we did. 
 
    However, the closer we came to the large arena-slash-Viking mead hall, the more Zoie slowed her pace until she stopped completely and caused her arm to slip out of mine. 
 
    “Zoie?” I glanced at her with a worried frown. 
 
    When she remained staring up at the Battle Hall with her pointed ears lying flat against the top of her head, Shay and I came up and tugged her out of the way so the people behind us didn’t have to part around her like a river stone. 
 
    “Darling?” Shay asked as she put a hand against the cat-woman’s suddenly pale cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zoie said and seemed to snap herself out of her brief trance even though her ears were still lowered. “I admit my memories are a bit dark due to the last time I was here at the Auctions. I will try harder to put it out of my mind.” 
 
    I draped my arm around her and tucked her in close. 
 
    “We don’t even have to do this, kitten,” I reminded her. “It shouldn’t be our responsibility to save Vel-Rala from her choices.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, but then her ears finally rose, and a look of determination came over her face. “But no one deserves the fate that awaits them from the Traders.” 
 
    With her cryptically grave utterance, I was reminded that although we were all dressed up for a party that could probably put all of the Roaring Twenties to shame, this would not be like the other galas or events I’d participated in simply due to the fact the emcees hosting the Auction sounded like the scum of Aventoll. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the phoenix-woman asked as she fussed with the scarf braided through Zoie’s hair. 
 
    “I have you two,” she said with a smile, and the last of the storm clouds in her ocean eyes evaporated. 
 
    Then Zoie looped her arms through both of ours and led us into the large hall like the brave woman she was. 
 
    Not much had changed from when I was in the Battle Hall just a few days ago. 
 
    There was already some type of entertainment beginning to take place on the hard-packed dirt of the arena, but this time the entertainment wasn’t me for once, and I was escorted to the spectator stands for a change with Zoie on my right and Shay on my left. 
 
    There were already flagons of that violet-colored vernaberry wine and platters filled with the typical Nata Isle fare I was getting used to eating, like roasted purple ash-roots, fresh bread, and porack meat slow-cooked in cauldrons of fragrant stew kept warm over large hot-plate glow stones. 
 
    Down in the ring, something similar to a gladiator fight was taking place between a wasp-like man with four arms and two swords, and a toad creature with no arms and two giant back legs. It kept trying to lash the wasp-man with its long-barbed tongue, but each time it got close to striking the man with the sticky green appendage, the wasp-man would slice clean through the muscle only for it to respawn a few minutes later. 
 
    It was a mixture of weirdly fascinating and really gross, and I couldn’t make up my mind on if it put me off my appetite or not. 
 
    “This is… quite barbaric,” Shay said, and I felt her shiver next to me, so I took off my mantle and draped it around her bare shoulders. “Will they get to the Auctions soon?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I murmured as we both glanced to my right at Zoie. 
 
    “The Fights come some time during the Second Act, which means we have already surpassed the first third of the evening’s spectacle,” she said in a dead voice. “We missed the Flesh Parade. I’ve always hated that part…” 
 
    The cat-woman trailed off, and I frowned when I could see her knuckles fade to white from how hard she was clasping her hands together. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered as I forced one of my hands between hers so she would have something more to hold onto. “I’m here.” 
 
    As if she was snapping out of a flashback, she shook her head and blinked a little. Then she gasped when she glanced around as if noticing for the first time she had willingly walked herself into a lion’s den and was just now regretting that decision. 
 
    “Hey,” I said again and gripped her chin so she would look only at me. “I’m still right here, Zoie. I’m your husband, and nothing is going to happen to you.” 
 
    She breathed out long and slow as she closed her eyes. Like raindrops, a few tears trekked down her cheeks and caused the silver ink of her painted mask to weep just like the willow branches her tattooed design suggested. 
 
    It was as heartbreaking as it was beautiful, and I was half-convinced this was all a big mistake when Zoie opened those beautiful orbs once more, and she smiled like the sun. 
 
    “I know.” She squeezed my hand one more time, took a steady sip of wine, and then rested her head against my shoulder for a while. 
 
    I didn’t quite know what conclusions she came to behind that mysterious mask, but I figured I didn’t really need to know as long as she kept smiling like that. 
 
    “Is Zoie well?” Shay asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I think so,” I murmured back as I kept rubbing my hand up and down her arm as she continued to rest against me. 
 
    Maybe it was her cat-like characteristics, but there were times the only thing Zoie needed was to just be touched. 
 
    Shay picked up on this early on, especially since her species was big on grooming one another as an act to strengthen bonds or for just plain comfort. So, it was no surprise when she asked me to switch seats with her a moment later so she could fiddle with the cat-woman’s hair. 
 
    I chuckled and let her sit in the middle even though it was awkward to shuffle around her, especially since she was apparently taking my large fur-collared cloak with her. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said when I accidentally bumped into the spectator now on my left. 
 
    “No harm done,” a weathered voice creaked out from under a large lion-like headpiece that only left the lower part of his stubbled face visible. Then he reached out with a gloved hand for a shake. 
 
    The phantom pain of the scar around my forearm throbbed, and the thought of shaking his hand made my guts squirm, but Zoie had the forethought to get vambraces that encompassed my entire forearm instead of just the upper part like most designs. They were also made of a metal that reminded me of what Beskar iron would look like if the Mandalorian was a real thing, so not only were they awesome as well as functional, they were also formed perfectly to my arms and lined with a soft leather. 
 
    Even so, I still dodged the stranger’s handshake by saluting with my fist over my heart like I had seen many of the natives do, and I hoped it would pass. 
 
    The lion-masked spectator grunted, saluted me back, and went back to his wine. 
 
    “Reeeeeerrrrrccchhhh!” the toad-like creature squealed as the wasp-gladiator man finally ran his blade through the miserable beast, and the crowd went wild as its bloated insides spilled out with a hiss of black blood and steam. 
 
    Yeah. Definitely wasn’t hungry anymore. 
 
    When the cheering died down, a low humming din could be heard as more wasp-men flew into the arena to clear away the carnage while others wheeled in a large stone dais they placed in the very center like a stage. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Zoie as the lights in the large lit braziers dimmed. 
 
    “The Third Act,” she said as Shay finished unbraiding her hair so she could tie the scarf around the cat-woman’s shoulders. “The Auctions are about to start, so have your herald trumpet ready. That is what you will raise to place your bid.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and took it off from around me. 
 
    More buzzing sounded as a fly-person with a massive bloated head and two bulbous maroon eyes hovered his stunted body over to the dais. In his four hands he carried a wooden podium that he set up in the middle. 
 
    “Noble Ashers!” the fly-man buzzed. “Let the Auction begin!” 
 
    Cheers roared through the crowd again as a string of mostly women were paraded into the arena wearing skimpy black leather outfits that left little to the imagination. They looked familiar, and it wasn’t until I saw the people being dragged around by ropes tied to the loops in their collars when it hit me Zoie was wearing something similar when I first met her. 
 
    “Lot Number One!” the fly-auctioneer bellowed to the jeering crowd, and a wasp-man led a vixen-looking woman with large hips and a russet-colored bottle brush tail. “Starting at ten-thousand!” 
 
    Several metallic herald trumpets glinted and shone under the dim lights, and the fly-man kept track of them all with his multifaceted eyes. He was babbling a mile a minute until the price of eighty-thousand was reached, and then the auctioneer yelled out a tremendous, “SOLD!” 
 
    It continued this way, person after person sold and traded like cattle to the highest bidder, until the auctioneer called up Lot Twenty-Three, and a wasp-man dragged up a familiar cockatoo-woman with a white-feathered crest. 
 
    She wore the black leather thong-bikini like all the rest of the ‘lots’ being auctioned, and her white hair was fluffed up in alarm as she gazed around the hall with her wide coal-like eyes. 
 
    Many spectators jeered and booed, and some even threw things toward the arena. 
 
    “Not a popular one, I see,” the auctioneer chortled through his puckered mouth spout. “We’ll start the bidding at five-hundred coins.” 
 
    There was some awkward muttering among the crowd, but no one moved to raise their horn. 
 
    “No one?” the auctioneer said. “How about four-hundred?” 
 
    Scattered snickering could be heard in the stands, but still no one made an offer. 
 
    “Do you think you’ve let her squirm enough, husband?” Shay asked me with a small smirk. 
 
    “Oh, I suppose,” I said with a mock-bored eye roll, and I flashed my herald trumpet at the fly-man. “Four-hundred!” 
 
    “We have four-hundred, do I hear four-fifty?” The auctioneer swiveled his bloated head around the silent arena. “If there are no other bids, Lot Twenty-Three goes to--” 
 
    “Fifty-thousand for the Lot,” a voice like old leather said, and the entire hall crashed into silence. 
 
    Who. 
 
    The. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Why were these things never simple? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Fifty-thousand from the man wearing the elaborate head ensemble!” the fly-man bellowed, and the crowd hooted and hollered as if their favorite soap opera just dropped a major plot twist. 
 
    I, for one, just glared at the man next to me in the weird lion-like headpiece and watched his lower mouth as it stretched wide into a toothy grin. 
 
    “Fifty-five,” I said and raised my horn. 
 
    “Fifty-five, do I hear sixty?” the auctioneer rattled off. 
 
    “Sixty,” the man grunted. 
 
    “Sixty-five,” I said. 
 
    “Eighty,” my opponent said casually. 
 
    “Alex,” Shay murmured as she tugged my arm. “Are you sure Vel-Rala is worth it?” 
 
    I glanced at the dejected cockatoo-woman who stood hunched and diminished on the dais. 
 
    She really was quite pitiful, and part of me did feel sorry for her, but I was also a firm believer in reaping what you sow, and according to a lot of people, she had been needing some well-deserved karma. 
 
    However, all of the veiled comments and allusions of how terrible the Traders were played in my head, especially when I glanced at Zoie.  
 
    No one deserved that fate, she had said. 
 
    But I could foresee how this bidding thing was soon going to get out of hand due to the mystery bidder who apparently only existed to Fuck With Alex. 
 
    It was time to squash this, and I knew just how to fuck this guy back. 
 
    When I was resting up from my injuries after the Duel with Doler, Jenner dropped off a stack of books about Aventoll to help me pass the time. One of them had an illuminating chapter on Trader Auctions, and if I played my cards right, I just might be able to walk away with a full hand. 
 
    Oh, this was devious, and I had to work hard not to outwardly grin with glee. 
 
    “One-hundred-thousand,” I said, and the already riled crowd ratcheted up their drunken hollering. 
 
    “A mighty bid from the Asher in the painted mask!” the fly-auctioneer said and held up three of his four arms while the other maintained its grip on the podium. 
 
    “Two-hundred,” the mysterious bidder said, and the crowd lost their minds. 
 
    “Alex…” Shay said again, but when I glanced at Zoie, her expression told me she was with me no matter what, and it gave me the courage to do what came next. 
 
    “You’re just going to have to trust me, sweetheart,” I told my phoenix-wife and kissed her on the head. Then I stood up and raised my horn high. “I put my estate up for auction in place of Lot Twenty-Three.” 
 
    “The Asher in the painted mask has offered up the considerable parcel of his property in place of a bid,” the fly-man buzzed through his crooked mouth-nozzle as he stroked his chin. “Something that hasn’t been done for quite a long time, but I will allow it. What say you, challenger?” 
 
    The man in the headdress considered this as he rose to his feet as well. 
 
    “Since I am the only other bidder, I will accept the replacement of this Asher’s estate for two-hundred thousand, and relinquish my bid on Lot Twenty-Three,” the man said, and I struggled not to grin outwardly at the trap I successfully laid. 
 
    Maybe I did have a penchant for mental chess after all, and if this worked out the way I hoped, I would have to tell Jenner all about it. 
 
    “Sold in exchange!” the fly-auctioneer shouted and with that, the bidding war was over. 
 
    I then turned to the man next to me to at least settle up with the guy who seemed to just want to out-bid me for the hell of it, but he had already made his exit, apparently, because he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “He must have had other things he needed to try and steal from people,” I idly joked, but then my grin fell when I noticed the wide-eyed expressions on both my wives’ faces. “What?” 
 
    “Alex, you… you exchanged one of our estates for Vel-Rala,” Shay said with a slightly crestfallen slope to her shoulders. 
 
    “I did,” I said and dotted her nose. “But I didn’t specify which one. The way I figure it, if we can do what Jenner said and just bring him and Tovish in to check out your father’s library, that jerk can have the place. And look, we didn’t even need to spend any gold. Everyone wins.” 
 
    “Oh, Alex, you are a clever one!” Shay said with a delighted gasp. “This plays well in our favor because in the event the Council does rule your victory was invalid, we still walk away with a full hand.” 
 
    “This also gives us a tactical advantage,” Zoie weighed in. “Property is public record, so eventually we will be able to know who it was who wanted Vel-Rala so badly. That way, we will know a potential enemy before he greets us in the dark.” 
 
    “How did you know the exchange would work?” my phoenix-wife asked me. 
 
    “You didn’t expect me to spend all that time on bed-rest doing nothing, did you?” I asked. “I read up on how these Trader Auctions worked.” 
 
    “You were only on bed rest for a day,” she said. 
 
    “It was a very long and boring day,” I said with a grin, and Shay burst out into her delighted laughter. I then leaned forward a little to catch Zoie’s eye. “Do you really think that man is our enemy?” 
 
    “He was not interested in bidding until you bid on Vel-Rala,” Zoie pointed out. “You saw how unpopular she was until you bid on her. Why would he go for her when it was clear she was nobody’s first choice but yours?” 
 
    “No one would take a bid from four-hundred up to two-hundred-thousand unless they were making a point,” Shay added as she tapped a finger against her chin. 
 
    “So, I’ve got another potential target on my back,” I chuckled. “Business as usual, but I got to kick him in the balls first, so I’ll fucking take it.” 
 
    “Your outrageous reputation is about to increase,” Shay laughed as she looped an arm through both of ours, and the three of us watched the rest of the auctions as we nibbled on the remaining food and wine. 
 
    Finally, the last lot, who sadly went without a bidder, was returned to where the rest were being held, and those whose bids were successful were ordered to settle up with the auctioneer. 
 
    “I’ll meet you outside with Vel-Rala, and then we can go,” I told Shay and Zoie. 
 
    “We’ll be ready with the carriage,” Zoie affirmed, and then we went our separate ways, the girls back through the massive double doors, and me down to the arena where the other Duelists were waiting patiently in a line based on the number of their winning lots. 
 
    “Have your horns ready!” the fly-auctioneer barked. 
 
    This must have been another section of the auction stuff I skipped, but by watching the others in line, it seemed pretty basic. 
 
    The fly-man started out by applying a liberal coat of slimy black mucus from his gross mouth thing all over one of its two-fingered hands, and in his other hand, the auctioneer held something like a ledger. When he approached a Duelist, he offered his spit-covered hand like an ink pad for the Duelist to press the curve of their horn against. When the horn was ‘inked,’ the Duelist would then stamp an impression of the unique carvings of their personal herald trumpet like a signature. 
 
    Simple enough. 
 
    “Ah, lot Twenty-Three,” the auctioneer said as he hovered closer. The odor of the fly-man was as much as could be expected, and I fought to control my gag reflex as the smell of Literal Ass Crack wafted over me. “You’re the one with the Exchange! Now don’t worry about the horn, just ink the seal of the estate you wish to part with right here.” 
 
    What’s all this now? 
 
    Shitfuck. 
 
    I vaguely recalled something about how not only did I need to think up names for the estates I owned, but I also needed to design some seals. Maybe I could get Zoie to draw some up now that she had shown her hidden talent, but that would have to be for later. For now, I would just have to wing it and do something basic. 
 
    “Right, you gotta pen?” I asked. 
 
    “A what-now?” the auctioneer buzzed and glared at me with his multi-directional eyes. 
 
    “Never mind,” I grumbled and basically high-fived the guy with my thumb right on his slimy palm. Then I pressed my thumb three times into the blank space next to the words ‘Lot Twenty-Three’ until I made a sort of greasy shamrock shape. “There.” 
 
    “Hmm, quite plain,” the auctioneer said as he swiveled his bulbous eyes. “Seems fake.” 
 
    Double shitfuck. 
 
    Technically, I didn’t actually own Doler’s ex-estate yet because of all the Council red-tape, so nothing about this was actually official, which was kind of the point. However, before I could try to think of something on the fly, the auctioneer just grunted and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Eh, the one who took your exchange already settled on his way out, so it be no bother,” he buzzed. “Besides, you’ll be doing me a favor by taking the bitch off me hands. Impossible, she is.” 
 
    Oh, goodie. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said. “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    “Collect your lot at the door on your way out,” he said before he dug around in the pouch around his bloated waist and handed me a wooden chip with a symbol on it. 
 
    I was happy to leave, especially for the chance to take a deep breath of fresh air that didn’t smell like soggy crotch cakes or something equally vomitous. 
 
    At that moment, I was supremely glad for every housefly I’d ever swatted because Christ-on-a-crutch that was foul. 
 
    Just outside the doors of the arena was a wasp-man towing a disgruntled Vel-Rala by the leash hooked to the collar around her neck. 
 
    “C’mon, Twenty-Three,” the man barked out and yanked her toward me.  
 
    I gave him my wooden chip, and in exchange, he handed me the leather cord. 
 
    The once-proud bird-woman now shuffled a half-step behind me as I led us out into the cool air to wait for our carriage. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to show,” she finally murmured. 
 
    “I almost didn’t,” I said plainly, which caused her to slow until I was forced to stop altogether if I didn’t want to yank her. “Does that actually surprise you?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted. “Well, not at first, but I was a little surprised you paid so much for me when another gentleman could have claimed me from the Traders. After all, my only request was to not have to return to their Colonies. You didn’t have to give up so much.” 
 
    “Trust me, I didn’t,” I said and unclipped the stupid leash so I could throw it away. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t own you. You could run off right now, and I wouldn’t even stop you. But if you want to stay with me and mine, you’ll earn your way, and at least respect everyone who works for me if you can’t learn to like them. If you can do those things, then you can stay. If not, well, I hope you have a backup plan, but since I’m here in the first place, I’m thinking not.” 
 
    The cockatoo-woman hung her head but nodded in the end. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, and my eyebrows actually flew upward at the genuine humility I heard in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t thank me, just be better starting now,” I said as the familiar sight of Prosper pulling our carriage came into view. 
 
    “Any trouble?” Zoie asked and jumped down from the driver’s seat. She eyed the cockatoo-woman up and down with a frown. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “Everything’s golden, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said as she untied the shawl-like scarf from around her shoulders and held it out to Vel-Rala. “Put this on, it is getting cooler these days. I’m sure we have something that will fit you when we get back to Ithaca Estates.” 
 
    “Speaking of estate stuff, I realized almost too late that I need to come up with seals for Ithaca and Icarian,” I said as I opened the door for the cockatoo-woman. 
 
    “Zoie should design them!” Shay gasped as she poked her head out of the carriage window. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said as I helped my blushing cat-wife up to the coach seat again and then climbed up after her so I could drive. I nickered to my pal, Prosper, and sent him the image of Ithaca’s barn and of the pretty little white and gray canterfilly waiting for him. “Home, boy.” 
 
    The majestic butterfly-pegasus stretched his stunning black and orange monarch wings before he tucked them in again, gave a whistle through his coiled muzzle, and set off to the north. 
 
    “That was a nice thing you did back there for Vel-Rala,” I said to Zoie a bit later. “But what about you? I’m sure I could steal back my cape from Shay for you if you’re cold.” 
 
    “Do not bother,” Zoie said. “Vartha has a harsh climate, so I don’t mind a little chill, besides, I do not believe Shay will part with it so willingly.” 
 
    “She does seem a little attached,” I chuckled as I guided the carriage along the forest path. 
 
    “Besides, if I get cold, I’ll just steal your body heat,” she purred playfully and sidled closer. 
 
    “That’s allowed,” I conceded and wrapped an arm around her. “I was serious about the sigil thing, by the way. I know you think we’re teasing, but you’re amazing.” 
 
    “I’ll give it some thought,” she said and snuggled closer. 
 
    We were about halfway home when the world around us suddenly grew deathly quiet, and the familiar forest road that usually seemed so provincial and friendly took on an ominous feeling even Prosper picked up on. 
 
    The canterfly’s steps became hunted and timid, and his horse-ears swiveled around as his antennae quivered and trembled. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” I asked when he came to a standstill. 
 
    “Something has him spooked,” Zoie said as she sat up straight, and from a concealed holster somewhere up her skirt, she pulled out a long, curved dagger. 
 
    I followed suit and drew my own blade. 
 
    “Maybe there is something up ahead,” I said as I climbed down. 
 
    “Everything alright?” Shay asked as her and Vel-Rala’s faces appeared in the window. 
 
    “We are scouting up ahead,” Zoie said as she flipped her dagger around so she was holding it inverted. The motion made Vel-Rala squeak out a surprised noise, which was immediately hushed by Zoie with a hiss. 
 
    “Stay with the carriage, Zo,” I said, and she nodded her understanding. 
 
    Then I tossed my sword to my left hand so I could shake out my right, flexed my fingers a few times to dispel the dull pins and needles, and marched forward to investigate. 
 
    “Hee-oo,” Prosper whistled and skittishly stamped three of his six hooves. 
 
    “What’s wrong, fella?” I asked as I patted his flank. The canterfly’s eyes darted around the clearing, and I tried to peer into the darkness even harder, but nothing stirred. If it weren’t for the hair standing up on the back of my neck, I would have claimed Prosper was just being a big chicken. 
 
    I took about two steps before a deep droning howl vibrated up from the very ground as if I was standing on top of the San Andreas fault line, and the moon suddenly turned a sickening red. 
 
    The Demon Scourge. 
 
    I spun around as another subterranean bellow shook the earth, and my eyes locked with Zoie’s. 
 
    “Get on board!” I hollered and sheathed my blade so I could clamber up into the driver’s seat as well. “Prosper, go!” 
 
    The canterfly whinnied and thrashed his front two legs before he took off at a gallop down the road. 
 
    Distantly, the sound of a trumpet rang out in the muted red air, but I didn’t have time to wonder about the odd sound when growling and slavering could also be heard tearing through the trees beside us. 
 
    “Faster, Props!” I yelled as we rounded a corner. 
 
    “Alex, demons!” Zoie shouted and threw one of her shuriken blades into the darkness. 
 
    A growling shriek sounded from the brush as she hit her target, and for a few moments the sound of our pursuers fell back. 
 
    “Good shot, Zoie!” I cheered, but then I had to grip the reins again as the carriage thumped over a fallen tree trunk. “Shit!” 
 
    The carriage came down with an almighty crack, and I knew we were in trouble when the whole thing listed to the side and forced us to stop. 
 
    “Broken axle!” Zoie leaped off the carriage so she could be ready to defend us from any of the nightmares that might catch up with us while I tended to a spooked Prosper. 
 
    “Woah, steady, boy!” I said with both hands palms up to try and calm him down. A panicked image of being trapped in his bridle flashed in my mind, and I understood what he needed. 
 
    Since one of the carriage’s axles was snapped in half, there was no point in keeping him strapped in, so I undid his harness. 
 
    “How is everybody?” I asked as I jogged back to the cabin. 
 
    “The-the-the Moon!” Vel-Rala screeched. 
 
    “Quiet, you!” Shay said as she climbed out of the cab and pulled out her rock sling. 
 
    “Shelter!” the cockatoo-woman squawked again. “I have to get inside!” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, we all have to get inside,” I growled as I pulled my sword again. 
 
    That ringing trumpeting ripped through the stagnant air again, and I looked down at the brass horn against my hip when I finally recognized what was making that sound. 
 
    “It’s the Herald Hunt,” I said as I looked up at the red half-moon. “Someone must have blown their horn where a herald demon was nearby.” 
 
    “Alex, what are you waiting for, we’ve got to go, the carriage is no good,” Zoie said. “I do not think it is wise for us to be here out in the open.” 
 
    I agreed with Zoie wholeheartedly. 
 
    However, the call of the Hunt rang out again, and I couldn’t help but grip my trumpet. 
 
    “Zoie…” I started. 
 
    “You can’t,” she said with her eyes blown wide. 
 
    Another howl exploded through the night, and Vel-Rala, who Shay had finally managed to coax out of the carriage, screamed as if she was being murdered. 
 
    “Let me back in!” The hysterical cockatoo-woman tried to claw her way back into the cab. 
 
    “Stop, you foolish swat!” Shay said as she tried to push the panicking woman off her. 
 
    “It’s not ideal, I know, but if you think you can handle leading Shay and Vel-Rala back, it would be helpful,” I said. 
 
    “You really want to join the Hunt?” Zoie asked as she cocked her head. 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “But I need you to trust me and keep everyone safe.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, Alex Brightwood, but I will do as you say,” she said as she firmed her jaw. 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll explain later. Prosper!” I whistled for my trusty mount, swung myself up into his saddle, and sheathed my sword. 
 
    “Come home safely, husband,” Zoie said as she stepped up on the carriage’s broken wheel so she could give me a kiss. 
 
    “What would I do without you?” I asked as relief washed through me at her understanding. If there was even a chance Horus was being manipulated by a group just as bad as the Mercenaries, then he would most definitely be out there, and I had to try and find him. However, if I came back unsuccessful, Shay, in particular, would be disappointed all over again. 
 
    No, it was best to keep this one close to my chest for now, and if anyone could get them back to the manor, my Varthan Warrior wife could. 
 
    “Take care of them. Prosper, Fly!” I shouted, and the butterfly-pegasus leaped into the air with a mighty beat of his black and orange wings. 
 
    Another herald horn sliced through the thick air, and this one sounded like it was the closest one yet. 
 
    A human roar, not demon, punched through the canopy of trees just west of me, and as one, Prosper and I flew toward the sound. 
 
    “Die, you Scourge!” A man with long brown ears like a jackrabbit tied back with a leather strap was in the middle of a ring of lesser demons all with their poisonous barbs poised at him like a pack of scorpions. 
 
    I recognized him as Asher Redburn, the guy I met after winning the annual Icarian Races. He was currently fighting three brave scourge-mites with dual blades similar to a pair of scimitars, and he was quite impressive at keeping the scourge-mites off his back. However, there were simply too many of them as they crawled out of the surrounding trees, and more and more of them were starting to get brave and snapped at the Duelist with their bifurcated jaws dripping with greenish-black saliva. 
 
    And there was still an actual herald demon lurking around somewhere because Redburn’s trumpet wouldn’t have sounded otherwise. 
 
    “Prosper, down!” I commanded, and then I projected the image of him doing a flyover so I could drop down in the center of the herding scourge-mites tightening around Redburn. “Then fly to safety, boy!” 
 
    The canterfly whistled his understanding, and in one coordinated move, I hung off the side of the saddle while Prosper flew low enough for me to jump, roll, and pop up next to the jackrabbit man with my sword drawn. 
 
    Not a moment too soon, because I was in the perfect spot to stab a demon in mid-flight as it went for Redburn while he had his back turned. 
 
    The scourge-mite wailed and scratched at my blade shish-kebabbing it through its creepy mouth, and I kicked it off with my booted foot and then brought the sword down through its wiry chest in order to ash it. 
 
    With one last shriek, the demon’s body began to crumble into clumps of soot and ash as I withdrew my weapon. 
 
    “Asher Brightwood, is that you?” the jackrabbit-man asked. 
 
    “Yep, don’t let the costume makeup fool you,” I said and stomped on a tentacle that was getting a little too curious. The demon it belonged to hissed and leaped away, and its barb hung crookedly as if it was broken. 
 
    “Thank you for answering, Asher,” Redburn said as we formed ranks back-to-back. He swung his blades around and bisected a scourge-mite right down the middle of its ugly snarling face, which caused it to spray us with hot sticky ichor. 
 
    “No problem,” I grunted as I blocked a barb aimed for my head with one of my awesome new vambraces. 
 
    The sharp point pinged off my left arm guard, and with my right, I slashed across the demon’s torso. 
 
    “Blow your horn,” Redburn ordered as he fought off two scourge-mites at a time by hacking through the writhing tentacles on their backs that kept trying to snatch and grab us. “Maybe the herald has moved on!” 
 
    It was a good idea. If Large-And-In-Charge wasn’t going to show his ugly mug, then there was no sense in waiting around, so I brought the small trumpet around to the front of my body, raised it to my lips, and blew. 
 
    A high sharp blast poured from my horn and caused the scourge-mites to leap back several feet, but they were only deterred for a moment before they started encroaching on us once more. 
 
    “The herald is definitely still around somewhere,” I said to Redburn as my eyes darted around for any break in the ranks for us to slip through. 
 
    There was none. 
 
    “Then where in the hellish dark is the bastard?” the jackrabbit-man yelled as he sliced through a tentacle that had wrapped around his ankle. 
 
    A loud shrieking wail similar to a wild boar pierced the thick and oppressive air, and the sea of scourge-mites parted like the Red Sea to make way for a two-legged, seven-foot nightmare with four arms, a thick nest of tentacles thrashing around on its back, and a less-than-sunny disposition. 
 
    It cracked its neck from side to side and then roared at us again as globs of spittle flew from its bear-trap mouth. 
 
    “I think you found him,” I commented, and as one, the hoard of lesser-demons abruptly snapped their black gazes in our direction. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Redburn said. 
 
    The herald demon made some sort of high-pitched guttural sound, and the army of scourge-mites rushed toward us. 
 
    “Argh!” I screamed as we were forced back-to-back again, and I almost couldn’t bring my sword up fast enough. “They’re on all sides!” 
 
    “Brightwood, left flank!” Redburn shouted, and I blocked a pointed barb that almost embedded itself in my side. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked my jackrabbit-man comrade as I sliced off half of a scourge-mite’s bifurcated mandible when it tried to take a bite out of Redburn’s shoulder. 
 
    “Pray for a miracle?” the man said with grim amusement. 
 
    “Or, how about a helping hand?” a booming voice thundered through the fray, and the familiar scaly face of Ambassador Sskern from Terr appeared following the almighty crack of his wicked whip. 
 
    “We are glad to see you, old fellow!” the jackrabbit-man cheered and set about dismembering demons with a lot more enthusiasm. 
 
    It seemed like after the lizard-man appeared, the dam broke, and a flood of Ashers barreled into the clearing where the battle was taking place. 
 
    Tentacles were flying, and ash and soot were swirling in the air as the demons were ashed left and right. 
 
    I was too busy fighting off the few in my corner of the clearing that I almost didn’t see what was taking place on the hill near the forest edge. 
 
    The seven-foot herald demon roared to the red skies as three Ashers came at it in a synchronized attack that managed to lop off one of the bastard’s arms and razed more of its thrashing tentacles. 
 
    Asher Sskern was on the herald’s left, and he cracked his bladed whip a few times, which caused the herald to wince and shriek as if the sound was like a dog-whistle that hurt the creature’s ear-less head. Another Asher with a half-mask similar to mine was at the herald’s rear and was attempting to beat back the tentacles trying to lash out at Redburn, since he was the one who took it upon himself to face the pissed off herald head-on. 
 
    From where I was standing, I was just able to see a scourge-mite sneak up behind the other masked Asher without his knowledge. 
 
    I took off at a sprint. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled, but it was too late. The demon’s nasty-looking barb stabbed the Asher right in the back and wrapped three of its six limbs around the man in order to drag him to the ground. 
 
    I leaped over a log and was able to reach the masked Asher just as he collapsed to his knees. 
 
    “Get off him!” I growled and bashed the large round sphere of my sword’s pommel right between the scourge-mite’s eyes, which caused it to snarl and break its hold enough for me to kick it off and away from the guy 
 
    “Reeeeerrrrrrrcccchhh!” 
 
    A blood-curdling wail erupted from the herald demon, and I looked over just in time to see Redburn slice off its remaining two arms with his dual blades. 
 
    “Die, you cancerous disease upon this land, die!” Then the jackrabbit-man maimed the herald’s leg with one blade so it was forced down on one knee, and with the other, Redburn sliced clean through the demon’s neck. 
 
    The herald’s headless body then fell backward in a heap of ash, and since that night where the Bhraya Comet was at its brightest and it gave me the miraculous power to vaporize my first herald, I had never seen anything close to that kind of demon disintegration until now. 
 
    According to what I’d learned from Jenner at the time, it took an extraordinary amount of righteous conviction, or the presence of that supernatural comet, to wreak as much damage as Redburn just had. 
 
    The man may resemble a bunny, but he was a fucking beast in reality, and I made a mental note to always have him on my side in any future battles or Hunts. “That’s right, run away, you stinking pestilence!” Ambassador Sskern bellowed at the retreating horde of scourge-mites. Now that their demon general was dead, they scattered like roaches under a spotlight. 
 
    Then a really awesome thing happened. 
 
    All of the Duelists gathered in the clearing cheered, and there was a lot of laughing, back-slapping, and overall shared jubilation at having survived this skirmish. When it became clear to everyone present just who kicked the herald’s ass, Redburn was lifted up on the shoulders of his fellow Ashers. 
 
    “See here!” Sskern bellowed again. “Our comrade, Dreadful Redburn, has wiped the Herald Scourge from our precious lands.” 
 
    The Duelists holding the jackrabbit-man aloft finally set him down. 
 
    “Harvest the core, and let Mercedes’ will be your own,” the lizard-man said and motioned toward the ash-heap of what was left of the herald. A dull orange glow emitted from the pile, and the gathered Ashers made a path so the jackrabbit-man could collect the pulsing gem. 
 
    When he touched it, the small gem stopped glowing and turned into a regular, if not pretty, orange crystal, which he held above his head. One by one, the Ashers present gripped their Duelists Stones hanging around their necks and held them up as well in a show of solidarity. 
 
    Not one to be left out, I fumbled for my own Stone tied around my neck and followed suit. 
 
    “Mercedes be!” he shouted. 
 
    “Mercedes be!” was the collective answer. 
 
    “Let us remember our fallen,” Sskern then said as he came up on Redburn’s right with his Stone still in his hand. After these solemn words, the lizard-man’s Stone glowed with the faintest of white lights. 
 
    All around me, the Stones began to glow like fireflies, and when I glanced over at the motionless shape of the masked Asher I tried to save, my own Stone began to pulse along to the same beat of remorse I could feel at the sight of so many good men lying dead. 
 
    This display of arms and then the camaraderie after the victory was unlike any I had ever experienced, and I suddenly understood what the Hunts were supposed to be about. It wasn’t designed to be a power-hungry race or competition to get the herald core first, but instead, it was supposed to be about fighting for the common good as one. 
 
    When Redburn ashed the herald, instead of jealousy or bitterness like I was inclined to assume these days, there was pride and a sense of shared victory in his success. 
 
    And dare I say it, if this is what the Hunts were all about, then I could definitely see the appeal. 
 
    Suddenly, another droning howl tore through the earth and made all of us drop our Stones back against our chests in alarm. 
 
    The Duelists in the clearing began forming ranks to watch each other’s backs, and I found myself in a cluster along with Sskern and Redburn again. 
 
    A herald trumpet sounded over the trees, followed by another one not too far away from the first. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    A third trumpet sounded, and if it weren’t for the difference in sound between all three horns, I would have mistaken all three for being one in the same. 
 
    “It might just be me, but don’t all of those sound like they’re right on top of each other?” I asked the lizard-man to my left. “Aren’t they supposed to be a little more spread out?” 
 
    “You are correct, it is odd for three heralds to be so close together,” Redburn answered. 
 
    “What--” I started, but before I could finish, another horn trumpeted. And then another. 
 
    “It’s coming from the Palace Square!” an unfamiliar Duelist with foxlike ears called out. 
 
    Another trumpet blast preceded another terrifying howl, and sounds of screaming and violence could be heard floating on the air like a thick fog. 
 
    The reptile-ambassador whipped around to face the direction of the noise, and it was the first time I’d seen Sskern look anything less than confident. 
 
    From his scaly lips he gasped only one phrase that sent an appropriate chill straight down my spine: 
 
    “It’s a Herald Frenzy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    At Ambassador Sskern’s proclamation of a Herald Frenzy, the Duelists who were gathered quickly disbanded in order to follow the trumpeting nearby. 
 
    “Wait, what’s a Herald Frenzy?” I asked, but the lizard-man was already running toward the road that led to the Palace Square. 
 
    “Brightwood,” Redburn said and stopped me by the shoulder. “Do you have a mount?” 
 
    “A canterfly, you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the jackrabbit-man said. “I know you have already done much for me, but might I implore you for one more favor?” 
 
    “What can I do?” I wiped the stinking ichor off my Roman-like sword as best as I could on my leather pants and then sheathed it back in its ceremonial scabbard. 
 
    “I need to check on my estate just west of here,” he explained while he returned his dual scimitar blades to the scabbards across his back. “I left my head farmhand in charge, and though noble and wise, he is no warrior. Please, call your mount, and if you could, will you take me there?” 
 
    “You have the farm closest to the western part of the wall, don’t you?” I asked as I recalled the modest estate I literally stumbled across when I first got here. 
 
    “That’s right!” the jackrabbit-man said as I whistled through my teeth for Prosper with the mental projection of where we were like a GPS pin-drop. “I am humbled an Asher of such high repute knows of my modest estate.” 
 
    “Me? Nah.” I waved his admiration away and jogged over to where my trusty mount was circling in for a landing. “What rank are you, if you don’t mind me asking, Redburn?” 
 
    “Please, call me Dreadful,” the jackrabbit-man said as he jogged with me over to Prosper.  
 
    I jumped up, and because Dreadful Redburn was only about five feet max, I lent him my hand so he could swing up into the saddle in front of me. 
 
    “Alex,” I responded and then sent the mental projection of what I remembered from the man’s estate to Prosper. “Fly, Props!” 
 
    The majestic mount stretched his monarch wings, reared back on his back two legs, and then leaped into the red sky. 
 
    “My gratitude to you, Alex,” Redburn said over the roar of the wind as we raced through the air. 
 
    “Of course,” I called back. “By the way, I hope it’s not rude of me to ask what rank you are.” 
 
    “Not rude at all, Traveler,” the jackrabbit-man chuckled. “I am a proud single-ranked Asher. My father and his fathers who preceded him have passed down the Asher Way to their sons since the first of the Blessed walked the lands.” 
 
    Redburn then pulled out a medallion carved from what looked like petrified wood with a silver inlaid design of the silver Bhraya Comet I had seen plastered all over the Palace during Blue Night. 
 
    “You are a fierce fighter,” I said. “It seems as if your father taught you well.” 
 
    Prosper soon landed on the edge of the field, and it was a relief that the farther away from the Palace Square the less activity there seemed to be demon-wise. 
 
    “Again you have my gratitude,” Redburn said when he dismounted and saluted me with his fist over his heart, which I returned. Then he reached in his belt and pulled out the orange herald core. “Please, will you take this in payment for saving my life? If you hadn’t come when you did, I would have been overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could take your herald core,” I said and held up my hands. “You killed the bastard fair and square.” 
 
    “I have no need for it,” he said. “It would honor me if you take it and do something good with it. Do you think you can?” 
 
    My initial reaction was to refuse the overly kind gesture, but his question caught me off guard. 
 
    Could I do good with that herald core? 
 
    Hell, yes, I could, especially once I had my resident alchemist back. 
 
    Horus promised we would both look into the science of combining two herald cores to enhance one weapon, hopefully without blowing ourselves up in the process, so we actually needed all the herald cores we could get our hands on depending on how many times our ‘experiment’ failed. 
 
    “I will make sure this doesn’t go to waste,” I told him seriously and then tucked the orange gem into the hidden pocket on the inside of my armored belt for safekeeping. 
 
    Another burst of trumpeting sounded near the Palace followed by the deep juddering howl that signaled more of the scourge had piped up from the earth somewhere, and I returned my gaze to the crimson sky. 
 
    “I am honored,” Redburn said. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be alright here?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a decent armory, I will be fine,” he said and saluted me again. “Fight well.” 
 
    And with that, Prosper and I took to the sky once more. 
 
    “Follow the sound of the trumpets, Props,” I said as I patted the side of the canterfly’s neck before I urged us forward. 
 
    More and more bursts of herald trumpets rang out as we flew closer, and when we eventually passed over the palace square, I found out what Ambassador Sskern probably meant when he said ‘Herald Frenzy.’ 
 
    Ashers of all sorts were broken up into clusters as several bipedal demons over six-feet tall fought off three men at a time. 
 
    I’d never seen so many heralds before, and my eyes rapidly scanned for any signs of Horus. Surely, if the falcon-man was being manipulated into gaining herald cores for an adversary similar to the Merc Clans, he would have been led straight here by his weird ‘spidey-sense.’ However, there was too much chaos on the ground for me to discern anyone with accuracy. 
 
    I needed to get closer. 
 
    “Prosper, find us someplace to land,” I said. 
 
    The butterfly-pegasus whistled through his coiled snout and began to circle around for a landing. 
 
    We were so focused on looking at the ground that my mount and I almost missed the giant monstrosity that flew directly over us. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” I screamed, and Prosper swerved to the side with a distressed huff. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    A bloated demon the shape and size of one of those car lot sales balloons was flying on two wings that didn’t even look capable of sustaining the creature’s flight given how moth-eaten they looked. Instead of the usual Predator-esque bifurcated mandible and tentacles on its back, this ugly motherfucker’s mass of writhing appendages made up the lower part of its face. 
 
    “Brightwood!” Lord Mec called from the ground, and I wildly looked for the owner of that familiar voice. 
 
    The ram-lord was located in the upper quadrant of the Square and was waving at me with both hands, sword and all. 
 
    “Gavlain!” I shouted back. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to the Sun Temple!” he shouted and then pointed to the majestic temple the bloated beast was flying toward. “It will poison the Sacred Pools!” 
 
    I nodded, and Prosper seemed to pick up on our destination because he sprinted after the flying demon as I reached for the crossbow strapped to my back. 
 
    Zoie did say it was a very old weapon, and when she had me add it to my ensemble, she specifically told me it was just for show because of its ornate and antiquated design. 
 
    The heft of it in my hands felt foreign compared to the crossbow I used to defeat Archus Doler, but apparently, when I passed out from the remnants of his bogus curse, I dropped the weapon and busted it. 
 
    Just my luck, but there was no use in griping about it now when the Goodyear Blimp’s aborted cousin was starting to slobber its toxic-looking gunk down on the people below. 
 
    “Make way!” I warned them as I snapped off one of two tarnished silver bolts clipped to the side of the stock and held it between my teeth so I could have both hands free. Then I put the toe of my boot through the cocking stirrup on the end, pulled back the string until it latched, and notched the bolt in its proper place despite the fact it was missing one of its decorative feathers. 
 
    The minute I took aim, and every minute where I tried afterward, the creature either shot straight up, or sank rapidly like a stone as if it sensed what I was up to. 
 
    When I squeezed the trigger on my first attempt, I could already tell my aim was off mostly due to the poor calibration of the weapon itself. However, now that I had the feel for it, I loaded the second bolt with more confidence. 
 
    I took aim once more and timed it right, but when the trigger was pulled, the ancient string snapped, which caused my last bolt to fly sharply to the left. 
 
    The breath left me in a rush as the overwhelming despair of how much my failure to take the demon down probably just cost all of Aventoll. This beast was going to literally ‘poison the watering hole,’ and that bolt was the last chance. 
 
    Maybe it was the sudden impact of these thoughts racing through my head in under a second, but I had somehow managed to slip directly into a time-trance where almost everything but Prosper and I were frozen. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not a time-trance. I actually managed the rarer time-stop. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as Prosper hovered confusedly in mid-air for a moment. “I’ve only done this one other time, boy, so we have to be quick because I don’t know how long I can hold it. Get us to that bolt!” 
 
    The canterfly whistled in acknowledgment and streaked through the stagnant atmosphere where the silver glint of the bolt with white straggly feathers could be seen heading off into the horizon. 
 
    I telegraphed to my mount how I wanted him to get me as close to the bolt as possible, and he complied by hovering alongside the frozen projectile. 
 
    It was eerie seeing it vibrate from containing its energy, and when I reached out with my left hand to try and nudge it back toward my intended target, I yanked my arm back at the sharp zing that ran up to my elbow. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said and shook out my hand. 
 
    One of the barbed wire fences at the ranch I was seasonally employed at was wired with electricity one year to keep away the coyotes. I accidentally grabbed onto it for a millisecond and was lucky to have someone standing there to immediately shut the power off. But the shock that hit me was enough for me to never forget about the damn fence ever again. 
 
    Trying to grab the bolt was a little like that. 
 
    I flexed my wrists and fingers, cracked my neck from side to side, and then gripped the thing with both of my bare hands. 
 
    Instantly, the sensation of a thousand fire ants on ice skates raced up and down the nerve tracks in both of my arms. 
 
    Part of me wanted to scream, especially when the scar around my forearm throbbed so fiercely under my vambrace I feared it would just fall off. 
 
    But little by little, the stubborn bolt began to inch over, and by the time it was where I wanted it, sweat was pouring in rivulets down my face and back, and I was gasping for air. 
 
    Time snapped back, and I watched a little dazed as the bolt found its home right where the demon’s right wing was connected to its spherical body. 
 
    The beast screeched as it tumbled out of the sky, and instead of reaching the Sacred Tithe Pools up above, it crashed into the front where the statue of the Goddess Mercedes guarded the entrance. 
 
    “Down!” I commanded, and Prosper and I came in for a landing at the bottom of the Temple’s steps. 
 
    At the top where the demon’s stinking body laid, Duelists were already in the process of killing it, and I was too wiped to make myself climb up there and help. 
 
    Then the oppressive redness of the Demon Moon abruptly vanished, and with it, any of the Scourge that didn’t die by an Asher’s hand. 
 
    I noticed most of the lesser-demons had been absorbed back into the earth like clay figures, which meant it was safe to assume the piles of ash were all the herald demons during the Frenzy. 
 
    A huge cheer swept through the people gathered in front of the Temple, and more than a few people surrounded Prosper and me with congratulations and hearty back-slapping. At that moment, it was more than a little overwhelming. 
 
    “Give him some air!” the thundering voice of Lord Mec finally sliced through the rabble, and the Duelists spread out so the tall man could make his way closer to me with a proud smile. “Alex, my friend. You have managed to save us all from a most devastating tragedy. If that demon would have dumped its bile in the Sacred Pool, it would have ruined the pure waters.” 
 
    “What’s the damage like?” a concerned voice piped up from somewhere in the crowd. “Is the Temple sound?” 
 
    “The beast took out the Sacred Stair,” another man with the horns of an oryx said as he jogged down the Temple steps. 
 
    A lot of gasping and dismayed noise could be heard throughout the group at the news about the spiral staircase. Without it, no one could reach the Temple’s tithe pool. 
 
    “We tried to retract the Stair back into the floor before it hit, so it’s the top half that got caught in the fray,” the oryx-man continued to explain. 
 
    “Wait, but the Tithing Ceremony is in a few short days!” another Duelist said as he stepped forward. “How will we ascend to her sacred waters?” 
 
    “The Omites will surely help us repair the Stair,” the oryx-man said optimistically. 
 
    “They will not be able to finish in time,” a craggy voice argued above the chattering, and the crowd instantly silenced as a tall owl-like man with large yellow eyes and strands of greasy gray hair ascended the Temple’s steps so he could address everyone. “Our most sacred of days is almost upon us, but the Evil of Evils has once again arisen to rob us of our Light.” 
 
    A solemn hush spread through the crowd, and I could tell the familiar owl-man held his entire audience captive. 
 
    “But we are the Noblest of the Noble, and we shall not be beaten, am I right?” he roared, and the Duelists all roared back. “That is right, friends! Comrades! We will not be beaten.” 
 
    “But what about the Ceremony, Magistrate Vane?” the oryx-man asked. “We need our tithes for the coming Dry Season.” 
 
    “Very true, our situation is most dire,” Vane said as he stroked his stubbled chin with a finger gnarled with arthritis. “I humbly propose the use of my own personal fountain at my estate. It is of ample space and filled with only the purest water, however, it needs the Blessing to make it a tithe pool.” 
 
    “What you propose has never been done,” Ambassador Sskern said as he threw his two cents into the mix. 
 
    “You’re right, Ambassador,” Vane addressed. “It is unprecedented, but I think you can agree with me when I say we are living in unprecedented times, and needs must be met. Wouldn’t you agree, Lord Mec?” 
 
    The ram-lord had been silent as he watched the owl-man like a hawk while the man blathered on and on. He briefly narrowed his gaze but replied back in a mild voice. 
 
    “You are correct, Gella, we are living in strange times.” He folded his arms across his chest and cocked his head. “Your offer is most generous. I do know how you value your privacy.” 
 
    “It is but a small hardship, milord,” he said and bowed low. “Although, if you and the Council allow it, I will be needing the services of your wife to bless the waters.” 
 
    Mec took another beat to eye the owl-man from head to toe. 
 
    I could tell he was suspicious of the man, but he was in a tough position to appease his people. 
 
    They all depended on getting their tithes so they could do things like drink and water their crops with clean water, and for the first time, I really understood the burden the Asher Lord carried around with him. 
 
    “What Magistrate Vane proposes is noble,” the ram-lord said out over his gathered people. “We shall have the Ceremony in Gatetown.” 
 
    Another rowdy cheer rippled through the crowd at Mec’s proclamation and set off a chain-reaction of merry-making that was quickly going to turn into a rager I did not want to be caught in the middle of. 
 
    Before I could try and extract myself from the mosh pit, Mec gripped my shoulder. 
 
    “Alex, are you well?” he asked. “I saw you move the bolt, or rather, saw you move too fast to the naked eye. You expended a great deal of energy.” 
 
    I felt a little weary, and my right arm was sore, but other than that, I was still standing. 
 
    “I’m good, Gav,” I said with a tired smile and bro-punched him in the shoulder. “But if I never see another one of those things again, I will die a happy man.” 
 
    “I share your sentiment,” the ram-lord chuckled. 
 
    “Beg pardon, Ashers,” Ambassador Sskern said as he walked up to us. “But there is something I need you to see, Gavlain. Brightwood, too.” 
 
    “What is it, Sskern?” Mec asked with a tilt of his shaggy head. 
 
    Instead of answering, the lizard-man skirted the edge of the crowd so he could lead us around to the back of the Sun Temple. 
 
    “Sorry for the detour, milords, but I don’t want us to be noticed by going through the front,” Sskern shot over his shoulder as he led us toward a side door where there was thankfully a hitch and trough full of water for Prosper. 
 
    The ram-lord and I exchanged concerned looks and simultaneously picked up our pace. 
 
    When we entered the main lower chamber of the Sun Temple, the ash and debris from the destruction of the revolving stone staircase were a devastating sight to the once beautiful sanctuary. 
 
    “Good Goddess, what a mess,” Mec said as he kicked a rock away with his boot. “Why all the secrecy, Sskern?” 
 
    “According to Cleric Golan, the Temple’s Keeper, some kind of explosion took place when he was in the middle of operating the mechanism that retracts the Stair into the floor,” the lizard-man began to explain. 
 
    “That’s right, masters!” A man about Jenner’s height with the portly features of a hedgehog suddenly scurried out from behind what was left of the spiraling stone staircase. “I ran from my humble parsonage when I saw the flying scourge head for the Temple, and I had just started lowering the Stair when the mechanism stalled. It’s never done that before in all the times I’ve been here, so I walked out to investigate when that beast crashed through the front door.” 
 
    “What are you getting at, Golan?” Mec urged but not unkindly. 
 
    “Milord, it might have seemed like the beast is to blame for the destruction, but you must believe me when I say the demon wasn’t even close to the Stair before it exploded!” the hedgehog-man exclaimed as he waved his arms so rapidly the sleeves of his long brown tunic fell over his hands. “Look at the dust!” 
 
    With one sleeve, Golan pointed to the ash pile where the flying demon had disintegrated after it was ashed by the Duelists, and sure enough, the line stopped short of the actual staircase by at least two meters. 
 
    “Did the mechanism fail?” Mec asked with a thunderous scowl. 
 
    “It is of the most sophisticated Omite craftsmanship,” Golan said, and his incredulous tone broadcasted his obvious opinion on the matter. 
 
    “What then, sabotage?” I chimed in. 
 
    “Exactly!” Golan said as he jabbed a sleeve-covered finger in my direction. 
 
    “This is most distressing, indeed,” Mec rumbled as his scowl deepened. “Can I leave it to you, Golan, to investigate this matter for me? If you find anything that supports this, come straight to the Palace. I’ll make sure to let my advisers know to let you in day or night.” 
 
    “Come on, Gavlain,” Sskern hissed with his forked tongue. “You know who is likely to be responsible. I don’t believe that old bird would have offered all of Aventoll the use of his personal fountain unless he had something more to gain.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Gella Vane,” I said. 
 
    “You also suspect him of less than pure intentions, Brightwood?” Sskern asked. 
 
    “I just know his involvement seems to crop up a lot when things go sour lately,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Thank you both for bringing this to my attention,” the ram-lord said to both the ambassador and the keeper. “From this point forward, the three of us will be the only ones who are investigating this matter. Breathe not a word of this to anyone outside these walls. If Gella is behind this somehow, he has many spies spread throughout the isle, and we will lose our only advantage over him if he knows we suspect him. For my part, I’ll be sure to assuage the Council in regards to going along with Gella’s plan to host the Ceremony in Gatetown.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “You need to keep working on meditation and practicing with your shield,” he said as he squeezed my shoulder again. “I have a feeling I’m going to need you in top mental and physical shape in the coming days, my friend.” 
 
    “By the way, excellent shot, lad,” the lizard-man said with a toothy grin stretching his scaly lips. 
 
    “That was you who felled the beast?” little Golan squeaked and rushed up to me so he could shake my hand with both of his cloth-covered ones. “The Goddess and I thank you for protecting the Sacred Waters!” 
 
    “Um, sure,” I chuckled at the hedgehog-man’s enthusiasm as my arm was nearly rattled out of its socket. “No problem.” 
 
    “Come, let us leave before someone notices our absence,” the Asher Lord said. “Golan, thank you for your devotion to the Sun Temple, and keep your eyes peeled.” 
 
    “Milord,” he said and saluted with his fist over his heart. 
 
    The ram-lord returned the gesture and then led Sskern and me back the way we came to the side alley where I left Prosper. 
 
    “I must go, but I will meet with you later, Gavlain,” the lizard-man said when we were all outside. 
 
    “Later, my friend,” Mec said as the two of them gripped forearms. 
 
    “Brightwood, a rousing fight as always,” Sskern added as he saluted me with respect. 
 
    “Good seeing you, Ambassador,” I said and thumped my fist against my own heart. 
 
    Then the lizard-man was off slinking away through the alleys like a svelte shadow. 
 
    “One more thing, Alex,” Mec said as I mounted Prosper. “My sisters will be here to make their assessment the eve of the Ceremony, so you must get word to Horus to meet us at the Battle Hall after the tithing is done.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to send him a message,” I said. 
 
    “Good.” He nodded and rummaged around in his cloak for something. “You made me proud today, Alex. A little bumblebird told me you are attempting to experiment with herald cores, and I managed to find something that may be of interest to you whenever you begin that process.” 
 
    From one of his inner pockets, the ram-lord pulled out a cloth-wrapped package. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I took the object from him, but before I could open it, Mec placed one of his large hands over mine. 
 
    “Not here, wait until you are someplace with privacy behind Ithaca’s walls,” he said cryptically. 
 
    “Will do,” I said and stashed the rectangular package in the back of my armored belt for safekeeping, and then I adjusted Prosper’s reins to prepare for takeoff. 
 
    “And one more thing, Alex,” the ram-lord said with a broad smile. “Good work tonight.” 
 
    He then reached into his vest pocket for something too small for me to see, gazed down at it for a moment, and tossed it to me with a flick of his thumb. 
 
    I caught it and gasped when I realized what it was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The bottle-green gem glinted under the firelight, and I stared down at the herald core resting in the center of my palm. 
 
    The rain lashed against Ithaca’s library window, and it dawned on me I might still be recovering from the shock of the ram-lord’s unexpected gift. 
 
    When I’d urged him to take it back, he shook his head with a fond smile and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “Alex, I would stake my Sixth-Rank status on the fact you probably spent the entire Hunt helping other people,” the Asher Lord had said. “You probably weren’t even thinking about reaping the spoils of victory. Am I right?” 
 
    “Welllll…” I’d rubbed the back of my neck, but Mec wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 
    Now, I had two herald cores. 
 
    And one of them was green. 
 
    I sat up from the comfortable oversized chair, pulled the orange herald core Redburn also gifted me from my pocket, and set both gems side-by-side on the low table in front of me. 
 
    Then I pulled out the mysterious package still wrapped in its tattered cloth cover and placed it next to the glittering gemstones so I could contemplate the items again like I had been for the last hour since I’d arrived home. 
 
    “There you are,” Zoie purred from the library entrance, and she strolled across the plush royal-blue rug on her bare kitten feet. She was freshly bathed so her complexion was rosy with a pleasing flush, and her ocean eyes were half-lidded in relaxation. “When did you get back, my love?” 
 
    I leaned back in the armchair to make room so Zoie could cuddle up on my lap. 
 
    “Not too long ago,” I said as I pulled her close and buried my nose in her damp hair that smelled of violets. “Jenner told me you all needed to scrub up.” 
 
    “We had to stop and hide a lot, and we even had to take a detour across the stream on foot,” Zoie explained as her ears went back in irritation. “Vel-Rala did not make it easy, and at one point she lost her footing, so I had to dive in after her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said as I slipped the silky jade robe she was wearing off one shoulder so I could swirl idle patterns into her skin, and I hid a fond smile into her hair when I realized the robe she was wearing was actually Shay’s. “Thank you for trusting me. I knew you would get everyone home safely.” 
 
    “We are a team. The burden of protecting them does not lie with you alone.” She butted her head under my chin, and I cupped her thigh with one hand so we could cuddle even closer for a moment. Finally, she lifted her head again and gestured to the small table. “Tell me: how did you get two herald cores?” 
 
    “Gavlain gave me the green core, and Asher Redburn gave me the orange one,” I said. 
 
    “No doubt because instead of trying to improve your status, you were probably running around and trying to help everyone around you,” she said. 
 
    “That’s basically what Gavlain said,” I snorted. “I’m starting to think that means I’m doing this Asher thing all wrong.” 
 
    “Actually, I think you are doing ‘this Asher thing’ right for once,” she murmured, nosed behind my ear, and then took a big sniff. 
 
    “That tickles,” I giggled as she then buried her face in my neck. “What are you doing, kitten?” 
 
    “I’m scenting you,” she said, and I shivered at the feeling of her tongue laving lightly over my clavicle. “Your natural aroma is most pleasing to me, and I want to smell like you before you wash it all off.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just fine,” I croaked as arousal simmered low in my belly. 
 
    “Mmm,” she hummed and kneaded my shoulders with both hands. “Your smell changed just now. Thinking pleasurable thoughts?” 
 
    “Thinking about how beautiful you are,” I said and kissed her gently on the lips. 
 
    “Are you two up to it again without me?” Shay’s teasing musical voice interrupted, which caused both Zoie and I to break apart with a guilty chuckle. 
 
    “There’s room for you, too, sweetheart,” I said and patted my right leg. 
 
    “Isn’t this nice?” she cooed and joined our cuddle puddle. 
 
    “Very nice,” I agreed as I combed my hand through her crimson hair now that it was returned to its normal down state.  
 
    Shay was dressed in her night clothes, a pair of satiny pants, and a flowy blouse that looked as comfortable as it was sheer. In her hand, she held a small glass vial, which she uncorked with her teeth. 
 
    “What were we all discussing?” my phoenix-wife asked as she draped my right arm over her lap, poured out some sort of oil from the vial that smelled like sandalwood, and began to massage it into my scar. 
 
    “We were waiting for you before we got… got too deep into… into… gahhh,” I groaned as my eyes rolled back in bliss, and I lost my train of thought. 
 
    Ever since I grabbed that bolt with my bare hands, a tight ache had started up right where the curse burned me and caused my fingers to tremble with fatigue, but the feeling of Shay’s massaging, along with the warming tingle of the oil, turned my brain into mush in seconds. 
 
    I thudded my head back against the cushioned chair-back. “Zoie. Help. Words…” 
 
    “I think what our husband is trying to say is we’d only just started debriefing each other before you walked in.” Zoie took pity on me and completed what I was trying to say. “You didn’t miss much. I was telling him about Vel-Rala.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, she did not handle things well, did she?” Shay commented absently as she continued to work her sharp little fingers into the meat of my tense arm. 
 
    It was heaven. 
 
    “How is she settling in?” I asked as I managed to pull together some coherent thoughts. “Is she inside the walls?” 
 
    “For now, I have set her up on the second floor next to Horus’ room, but when she feels more settled, she expressed interest in moving to one of the farmhouses,” Zoie said. 
 
    “Vel-Rala suggested she herself live in one of the farmhouses?” Shay eyed Zoie with an arched eyebrow. “Doesn’t seem like her. What with her ‘high standards,’ and all.” 
 
    “That does seem odd,” I remarked as I wiggled my fingers. The tremors had disappeared, and I squeezed Shay’s hand in silent thanks. “Maybe she’s turned around.” 
 
    “The threat of returning to the Traders might have been enough…” the cat-woman murmured, and her eyes took on that far-away look again. 
 
    “None of that, darling,” Shay cooed and reached across so she could lace her fingers with Zoie’s. “Stay here with us.” 
 
    The cat-woman blinked a few times and then gripped Shay’s hand followed by mine as she smiled. 
 
    “I, for one, am glad we all made it back safe and sound,” I said and kissed both my wives on their temples. 
 
    “Husband, you were just explaining to me about how you were gifted not one, but two herald cores,” Zoie said. 
 
    “He was gifted both of them?” Shay gasped and glanced at the gems still sitting on the table. “Even the green one? Aren’t the green ones supposed to be more powerful than the common red and orange ones? At least, that’s what I remember Horus saying.” 
 
    “Why exactly did Lord Mec give you the green one, by the way?” Zoie suddenly turned to me. 
 
    “Oh, um, I might have saved the Sacred Waters from being poisoned, or something like that,” I said with an offhanded shrug. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Shay practically squawked. “The Ancient Tithe Pool was attacked?” 
 
    “There was this really gross fat demon with wings that wanted to drool into the water, and Mec told me to take it out, so I did,” I explained. “But don’t worry, the Pool is fine. However, the Ceremony has been moved to Gella Vane’s estate in Gatetown.” 
 
    “Why there?” Zoie asked. 
 
    “There was some damage done to the revolving staircase.” I left my answer deliberately vague seeing as how Mec requested silence about the possible sabotage of the Sacred Stair. “Vane was the one who suggested the Ceremony be relocated, but I’m not sure why he insisted on having it at his estate. Isn’t there another place like a lake or something that Dawn could bless?” 
 
    “The only lake big enough is the one in Gatetown, but it is tainted simply because of the people who fish from the waters,” Shay said. “Even if the entire Alemic Order came to do the honors, it wouldn’t be enough to make it pure. Vane’s estate is the second largest aside from the Asher Lord’s Palace and wholly untouched.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    Oh, yeah. That guy definitely had something up his sleeves. 
 
    “How did you fell the beast?” Zoie asked. 
 
    “The crossbow,” I answered. 
 
    “How did you ever get that ancient thing to fire properly?” Her blue eyes widened. 
 
    “I almost didn’t,” I said, and then because I had both of their captive attention, I jumped into recounting my daring battle on the back of my trusty steed while I took down the beast. 
 
    When I got to the part where I was forced to course-correct the last bolt after the crossbow broke, I had them eating out of the palm of my hand. 
 
    “You managed a time-stop,” Zoie breathed in awe when I was finished, and I grinned as a proud smile unfurled on her face. 
 
    “Yeah.” I squeezed her thigh. 
 
    “It is quite impressive, husband, but forgive me,” Shay started and wiggled a little in my lap. “I just may die of curiosity if you don’t tell me what’s in that package.” 
 
    I barked out a laugh and rubbed my nose against hers. “Me, too! Mec gave it to me, but he told me to wait to open it until I was in private. The anticipation is killing me. but I wanted to wait for you two.” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Shay said and leaned over so she could grab the package and handed it to me. “Open!” 
 
    “Okay!” I wiggled my fingers into her ribs, and she shoved at me while giggling madly. 
 
    “Alright, do it already, I’m dying to know,” my phoenix-wife said breathlessly, and I conceded only because I was just as eager. 
 
    “It’s a book,” Zoie remarked when I removed the cloth. “Or half of one, anyway.” 
 
    She was right. Mec had gifted me with an ancient tome with only the front half of the book intact. The cover was weathered and cracked at the corners, and the image of the sun and the moon on the spine was faded. 
 
    In the center of the cover was an odd shape that looked like an upside-down omega symbol with a dot in the middle, and when I flipped the book open, I saw the whole thing was written in the same style. 
 
    And totally unreadable. 
 
    “This is an Alchemical Text,” Shay said after we all spent a moment flipping through the pages. There were a few pictures drawn on some of the pages that looked interesting, but without a way to understand the language it was written in, they were mysteries. 
 
    “Can you read what it says?” Zoie asked her. 
 
    “No, only an Alchemist can read the Runes,” the phoenix-woman replied as she traced one finger along the encrypted words. “Oh, Brother, how I wish you were here right now. Why did the Asher Lord give you this?” 
 
    “He said he knew I wanted to experiment with herald cores and thought this might help,” I explained and wrapped the book back up in its cloth for a modicum of protection. “Now, all we need is our Alchemist back.” 
 
    “However long that will be,” Shay sighed. 
 
    “Not too much longer, remember?” I reminded her. “Mec’s sisters will be arriving shortly, and according to him, they’ll help us sort everything out. You’ll see, we’ll have Horus back in no time.” 
 
    “Yes, but until then, you must get prepared to pass the trials of the Ceremony,” Zoie said with an expression that meant she was going to take it upon herself to be my personal trainer for the next several days. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” I smiled. “But take pity on me tonight and stay with me a little longer.” 
 
    The next few days panned out pretty much the way I thought they would. 
 
    I would wake up early before the sun thanks to my taskmaster wives who alternated depending on need. 
 
    Shay would help me wake up because she was one of those freaks of nature who automatically woke up before the sun every day, and then I would climb up to the terrace in the north courtyard so I could get some meditation in. 
 
    Of course, there was no change there. 
 
    In my subconscious mind, my dreams always took me to the same scene: Miles and miles of endless ocean stretched out in front of me, a race against a behemoth fish with chrome-colored eyes, a tempest, and it always ended with me following a voice down into the inky depths… 
 
    It was frustrating, but I kept my nose to the grindstone and kept meditating even with that heavy shield above my head. 
 
    After that was over, Zoie would then take over by forcing me to eat a quick but filling breakfast while she dragged me toward the ballroom-turned-home-gym she decorated for me for this express purpose. 
 
    She set a rigorous but measured pace that strengthened my muscles but didn’t exhaust me, and every time I felt my stamina pushed to the limit, she backed off and let me catch my breath. 
 
    I’d never had such an intuitive trainer, and I could feel myself improving bit by bit. 
 
    When we’d both worked up an appetite, we would break for lunch where Rylan inevitably talked my ear off about all the awesome things the raccoon-brothers were teaching him as we sat around the kitchen table. 
 
    Then I would do some chores if there were any, check up on our new resident Vel-Rala who was apparently suffering from a cold, practice with that heavy shield yet again, have dinner, and then collapse face first and let my gorgeous wives massage my aching body before I made love to both of them. 
 
    It was a comfortable routine we’d all fallen into, and even though the very real and very daunting task of the Tithing Ceremony was bearing down on me, I had Ithaca as my True North, and my wives as my steadfast anchors. 
 
    This particular afternoon, Rylan convinced me to go with him after lunch because he wanted to show me something in the green house. 
 
    “Is that heavy?” Rylan asked as he led us to the upper field by walking backwards. 
 
    I blew a stream of air up my face so my hair wouldn’t be in my eyes, and I hefted the shield higher. 
 
    “What do you think?” I grumbled as my muscles strained. Since the ceremony was two days away, I’d taken to carrying the shield with me everywhere. 
 
    “I couldn’t do it,” the stable-boy said as he deftly stepped over a tree root without looking. 
 
    “I couldn’t do what you’re doing, make sure you don’t trip over something, kid,” I snorted as he basically cartwheeled backwards over a smattering of boulders. 
 
    Rylan laughed and twirled around to face forward. 
 
    When we finally approached the humble yet elaborate doors to the greenhouse, I let myself take a break from the shield and set it against the wall of the structure. 
 
    “Okay, are you ready?” Rylan asked as he tried to contain his thousand-watt enthusiasm. 
 
    “Lead on, my good sir,” I commanded, and he giggled at the weird voice I was using. 
 
    Then Rylan tugged my wrist as he opened the doors, and my jaw nearly hit the ground at what I saw inside. 
 
    “See?” he enthused and gestured to the rows of green sprouts pushing through the dark earth. “They’re growing.” 
 
    “Those are the kolee seeds we planted?” I gasped as I crouched down to get a better look. Each sprout was a feathery green thing that reminded me of a bromeliad, each with the smallest white forget-me-not type blossom at the very top. “But we just planted them!” 
 
    “The kolee is a fast-growing plant,” Mel said from above us where he was hanging the last of the hand-woven hives all of us made out of ash-root vines. “The blossoms are at the perfect stage to start pollinating.” 
 
    “Good thing we have our beautiful bumblebirds,” Shay said as she breezed into the greenhouse with a cylindrical cage covered with a cloth. When she removed it, the creatures inside the metal cage looked like a combination of a hummingbird and an oversized fuzzy moth with four dragonfly wings, and when they flapped them, a chiming hum could be heard as if their wings were actually made of crystal. “They have been eager to move in to their new home ever since they adopted their new queen, Lula.” 
 
    “Can I see the queen?” Rylan asked as his boundless curiosity shone through his brown eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Shay said as she came closer so she could set the cage on the ground. “In fact, I was hoping you would do the honors of carrying her up to her nest in the middle up there.” 
 
    The phoenix-woman pointed upward at the hive hanging down from the middle rafter. 
 
    “What do I do?” he asked eagerly as Shay and I exchanged fond looks over his head. 
 
    Shay then knelt down on one knee, opened the cage, and gently gathered the largest of the bumblebirds into the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Come here,” she murmured to the stable-boy and gestured for him to hold out one of his own hands. “Now, you must hold Lula securely but gently. She is missing three of her four wings.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Rylan asked with a devastated expression on his young face. 
 
    “Some people who collect bumblebirds just for the aesthetic value like to remove all their wings except one,” she explained and placed the bumblebird in the center of Rylan’s hand.  
 
    Lula wiggled her tiny body, looked up at the stable-boy with her big magenta eyes, and batted her long lashes. 
 
    “Why would anyone ever do that?” he gasped in a horrified tone as he carefully clutched the queen bumblebird closer to his chest. 
 
    “I guess some people find the noise they make annoying,” Shay said with a sneer. 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Rylan choked out in a suspiciously wet voice, and he petted the pretty little creature on the top of its arrow-shaped head. 
 
    “But now she has found a home and people to take care of her,” Shay said and helped Rylan up just as Mel brought over his ladder. “People like you. Go ahead and put her up there.” 
 
    “Okay.” The tender-hearted stable-boy carefully climbed up the ladder like a hero returning a princess to her castle. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured to Shay as I tangled our fingers together. 
 
    “I thought he might enjoy this,” she murmured back. “He’s been quite underfoot lately, and Zoie and I keep trying to find things to keep him occupied while you’ve been training.” 
 
    “He has?” I asked as I watched Rylan whisper to the queen up in her nest. “I haven’t noticed, so whatever it is you and Zoie are doing must be working. But, if he’s been so underfoot, maybe that’s a sign I need to spend a little more time with him.” 
 
    “He understands you’re busy with important things,” she said and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “I know, but I basically adopted him as my son, not as a live-in chore-boy or a novelty piece of furniture, and I just hope he knows that,” I said with a frown. “I’ve felt that way in the past, and it’s a rotten thing, to feel like you’re being ignored.” 
 
    “I don’t know how anybody could have ignored you,” my phoenix-wife sighed and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I know I couldn’t when I first laid eyes on you.” 
 
    I kissed her on the head and hid a smile in her crimson hair. 
 
    “Ew, Daaaad,” Rylan whined as he hopped off the last rung of the ladder. 
 
    “I’m on to you, you know,” I said and sauntered over to him so I could snare him in a headlock. 
 
    “Hey!” he laughed and tried to squirm away. 
 
    “You can’t just say that to try and shock me out of being all mushy with my wife,” I said as I gave him a noogie. “One of these days you’ll keep saying it, and the shock will wear off.” 
 
    “So…you’re saying I should say it more often?” he ventured, and the odd tone in his voice made me let him go so I could look at his face. 
 
    “Only if you want to,” I told him as I placed both hands on his shoulders so the remainder of his suddenly uncertain expression would disappear, and I smiled and turned back to Shay. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Next, we release the hive!” the phoenix-woman said. 
 
    “The bumblebirds?” Zoie’s voice entered the greenhouse a moment later, and Shay laughed her sultry laugh. “I haven’t missed it, have I? 
 
    “You are perfectly on time,” the phoenix-woman said and ran over to pull Zoie closer by the wrist. “Would you like to do the honors, darling?” 
 
    “Show me how,” the cat-woman said just as eagerly, if not more so, than Rylan had. 
 
    “Stand here,” Shay instructed Zoie to stand right under the hive Lula was in as Mel moved the ladder away. “Now, hold the cage in one hand, and with the other, open the door. Lula will do the rest.” 
 
    Zoie did what she was told, and when she opened the small cage door, I watched as the queen bumblebird poked her magenta head out of the hive and gave a long musical trill. 
 
    The bumblebirds in the cage responded one at a time with their own trills as if they were doing a sort of roll-call. Then, one by one, they started up their crystalline wings and filed out of the cage single-file. 
 
    All of us gathered watched in awe as the majestic little creatures started up a song and dance. They swirled up to the hive in a display of what looked like dozens of soap bubbles on parade because of the way their diamond wings caught the light and formed little iridescent halos around each and every one. 
 
    It was quite a sight. 
 
    But it paled in comparison to the adoring looks on my family’s faces as they took this simple moment to enjoy the beauty of the bumblebird symphony. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Zoie sighed and looped her arm through Shay’s. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I echoed, but I wasn’t talking about the display. 
 
    “Dad,” Rylan hissed at me and nudged my side. “You got that mushy look again.” 
 
    “One day, you’re going to meet a nice girl, and I’ll be making fun of your mushy look,” I snickered as I leaned my arm on top of his head. 
 
    “Never,” he said and crossed his arms with a humpf. 
 
    “Suuuure,” I needled until he shoved me off his head. 
 
    “Darling?” Shay called over to where Rylan and I had started roughhousing. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” I asked as I straight-armed the scrappy kid right in the center of his forehead so he couldn’t hit me with his twiggy fists. 
 
    “Zoie and I are going to talk to Vel-Rala,” she continued and tried not to grin. “She will soon be well enough to start her duties as housekeeping staff.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come with?” I asked, and I switched hands on Rylan’s head as if I was bored. 
 
    “No, no, it’s just estate management stuff that your wives have well in-hand,” she giggled. “You two enjoy your time.” 
 
    “Maybe you can teach Rylan to spar,” Zoie suggested with a cheeky wink, and then the two of the mischievous minxes waltzed out the door. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Rylan asked when he finally stopped the futile effort to land a jab. 
 
    “To do girl duties,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said casually and scuffed his shoe against the ground. “So… did you want to spar, or…?” 
 
    I swallowed a laugh at how he tried to play it cool despite the fact it was clear he really wanted to. 
 
    “Did you get all your chores done?” I asked and then inwardly groaned at how ‘dad-like’ that sounded. 
 
    “Yes!” His shoulders straightened but then drooped a moment later. “Well, technically no, but yes for now.” 
 
    “What?” I raised my eyebrows to make it clear I didn’t follow a word of that train wreck. 
 
    “The only thing left is to put the poracks in the barn, but that’s not until evening,” he said and scratched his head. 
 
    “Alright, then let’s spar in the barn until we have to go get Ben and Jerry,” I suggested. 
 
    “Really?” he asked with a bright puppyish grin. “Race you!” 
 
    And then my precocious foster-son took off out of the greenhouse before I could blink. 
 
    “No fair!” I hollered through a delighted laugh as he one-upped me at my own game, and then I raced after him. 
 
    I could tell he had also been working on his stamina because he kept up his breakneck speed longer than usual, but I eventually outpaced him, and I chuckled when he barreled into me with another cry of, “Hey!” 
 
    “You’re getting stronger,” I said and pinched his skinny arm between two of my fingers. “Keep it up, and you might win one day.” 
 
    “One day, always one day,” he grumbled as he flexed his scrawny bicep. 
 
    “I had the same build as you as a kid,” I said as I led us into the large Dutch-style barn. “Don’t worry, you’ll fill out. Now, c’mon. Throw your best jab right here, into my palm.” 
 
    I readied my stance and held my right hand up for him. 
 
    “Okay!” He then swung a haymaker at me that would have made Donkey Kong jealous, missed my hand by a mile, and almost knocked himself off his own feet if I hadn’t caught him. 
 
    “Whoa, there, Bruce Lee, take it easy,” I chuckled and steadied him back on his feet. “Not bad for your first shot, kiddo. But you don’t have to expend that much energy to be just as effective. Start by planting your feet shoulder-width apart. Pretend your feet are rooted to the ground, so you don’t fall over when I do this.” 
 
    I pushed his already gawky frame off-center so he would fall on his butt. 
 
    “Dad!” he exclaimed with a pout, and I just grinned wider when he called me that for the third time. 
 
    The shock of hearing it really was starting to wear off, especially whenever I could see flashes of myself in him. It was odd, and made even odder by the fact we weren’t actually related by blood, but I actually understood the appeal in having kids for once. 
 
    I used to think anyone desperate to have children must be harboring some narcissistic tendencies to want to add their squalling spawn to the over-populated cesspool of the world, but now that I was in the position of Father Figure, it was different from anything I’d ever imagined. 
 
    Seeing myself in this ragamuffin didn’t give me any sort of fawning pride over myself like some fat-headed douche. 
 
    No, instead, it made me want to protect him from people who didn’t understand or disapproved of his quirks, and it made me want to elevate the parts of his character that were far better than mine. 
 
    If that’s what it was like to earn the title of ‘Dad,’ then I would strive my hardest to keep hearing Rylan call me that. 
 
    “On your feet, soldier, hips above your feet,” I said and helped the pouting kid back to standing. “Dig your heels in. Hands up to protect your chin, elbows in, head down. You don’t want to leave your head or neck open and vulnerable.” 
 
    “Like this?” Rylan adjusted his stance with my guidance and waited for further instructions. 
 
    “Very good,” I said and tried to push him over again, but he’d grounded his center of gravity fairly well. “Bend your knees more and stagger your feet for extra stability. There you go. Now, when you throw a jab, keep your hands loose, and rotate your body on the follow through. Watch.” 
 
    I stood parallel to him and demonstrated a left jab in slow-motion, but when he tried it, he still put a little too much power into his punch and stumbled forward a step. 
 
    “Don’t launch yourself forward,” I corrected and then kicked his legs further apart. “Your power comes from your core, not your arm.” 
 
    I maneuvered around to stand in front of him again and brought my palm up again for him to hit. 
 
    This time, when he jabbed, he had a lot more control. 
 
    “Hey!” he said in surprise after his fist connected with my hand with a satisfying smack. 
 
    “See?” I grinned at him. “Now, this time, extend your striking arm straight out while rotating your fist and make sure to keep your chin tucked against your shoulder.” 
 
    We continued like this for a while until Rylan had a pretty good handle on the jab, and we moved onto the right cross and various combinations thereof. 
 
    Finally, Rylan threw me a one-two that had me taking a step back in surprise at how fast and accurate his strikes were compared to the start. 
 
    “Damn, kid,” I said and shook out my hands as if they ached. “Good job.” 
 
    “Thanks, but can we take a break?” he panted. “My arms feel like jelly. I’ve never been really strong. I don’t know how you can swim so far sometimes, even though you’re not actually--” 
 
    I frowned at his particular wording and saw the moment he realized what he just said, too, because he snapped his mouth shut and hunched his shoulders like a guilty puppy that just peed on the rug. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked him carefully. “Rylan, when have you seen me swim?” 
 
    “I, u-um,” he stuttered. “I haven’t. Not really. Well. I mean…” 
 
    “Rylan.” I stopped him before he could go on a rambling tirade. I had a sinking suspicion I knew what he was going to say next, but I wanted to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth. 
 
    The stable-boy took a deep breath and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “I’ve seen you swim,” he admitted. “Nearly every night in your dreams.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “You… wait… what?” I said as I tried to process what Rylan was telling me. “How can you see my dreams?” 
 
    “Forget I said anything!” Rylan nearly shouted and rushed toward the door. “It’s getting late, I think the poracks need to come in.” 
 
    “Ry--” I started, but before I could demand an answer to my question, he slipped around me, raced across the barn, and fled through the side door. “Rylan, stop!” 
 
    I ran after him, but as I closed the distance between us, I could hear him muttering one word under his breath between suppressed sobs. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” 
 
    “Rylan!” I yelled again, but he was too wrapped up in his head to listen to me properly, and he tried to hurdle over the fence that enclosed the estate’s south-western pasture. 
 
    Tried, was the key word, but he failed to clear the fence when the toe of his boot scrapped the top-most beam and sent him sprawling. 
 
    “Argh!” he screamed and tumbled ass-over-elbow until he landed with a painful sounding ‘oof!’ When he finally came to a stop, he immediately drew his knees up and folded himself over his clasped arms. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” He thumped his head against the brace of his forearms as he chastised himself again. Then he gave a wet sniff and went silent. 
 
    When it seemed like no other outbursts were apparent, and he was at least done running for now, I approached and sat on the grassy hill next to him. 
 
    “I’m just going to keep you company,” I said, and I draped my own forearms over my tented knees as I watched the two ox-roach creatures Big Ben and his brother Jerry graze on the sweet-smelling grass. 
 
    The sun was already getting low in the sky, and I mused at how the days seemed to be getting shorter. I was dimly reminded that the world I was on now was vastly different from my own, and I had to consider that time might go a little faster than I was used to. 
 
    Eventually, after sitting in silence just observing the poracks in the ever-approaching dusk, Rylan tipped over rigidly where he sat and leaned against my side. 
 
    “Please don’t be mad,” he mumbled through his arms in a small voice. 
 
    “I’m not mad,” I said and leaned back into his balled-up frame. “Confused, maybe, and a little concerned about you, but not mad.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t do it anymore,” he whispered. 
 
    “Look at me, please,” I instructed and patiently waited for him to raise his tear-streaked face. “Can we start by you telling me exactly what it is you’ve been doing? Just tell me as best as you can.” 
 
    The stable-boy took several calming breaths as if he was gearing himself up to reveal some life-altering secret, and I placed a solid hand on his back to try and get him to calm down and not be so freaked out. 
 
    “Ever since I was little…” Rylan started in a rough voice that started and stopped like an old car. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Ever since I was little, I’ve had this ability to visit people’s dreams.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked in a calm voice even though the revelation was a huge and unexpected one. 
 
    “I’m not originally from Nata Isle,” he went on to say as he unconsciously snuggled closer. “I was born in a small Wandering Village in West Alem. Before I was conceived, my Village was visited by a Traveler. He seemed nice at first, and he showed the Village many useful things, like how to start fires instantly with a little device, and other things, but he wasn’t very nice for long. I didn’t find this out until much later, but apparently this Traveler was my father.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked gently. 
 
    “He wanted my mother for himself, but she was already betrothed to the Village Leader, so he convinced her she loved him by entering her dreams and manipulating them,” he said as his expression grew dark. “Somehow, her betrothed found out about his nefarious plot, but by then it was too late. He left before he could be caught, but not without leaving something behind. Me.” 
 
    Rylan paused and tightened his hold around himself as if he was cold.  
 
    I gave him the moment he needed, but I squeezed the back of his neck to remind him not to get lost in his memories.  
 
    He took another deep breath and continued. 
 
    “My mother was never the same after that, and the Leader broke off their union, which added to her turmoil,” he said. “And then I only made it worse as I continued to get older. I guess I started looking more and more like the man who tricked her, and my face started to drive her mad until the sight of me would make her scream and try to hit me. I was sent to live with my grandparents for a while, and as long as I didn’t cause trouble, I was allowed to stay. But that didn’t last long.” 
 
    He stopped again as his hands crept up to tangle in the thicket of his sandy hair, and he yanked and pulled as if he could physically remove the painful memory from his head. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of it at first, but I started slipping into people’s dreams while they slept,” he continued as if he was determined to finish the tale no matter what. “No one told me anything about my father at the time, so I thought I was helping people whenever it happened.” 
 
    “What do you mean, helping people?” I prodded. 
 
    “I can’t really explain it,” he said with a frown as he stared off into the distance. “The best I can describe is that it’s like a bell tolling somewhere far away, and for some reason, the bell sounds louder if a person needs help, as if they are calling out. When I was younger, I couldn’t resist the call if it was a strong one.” 
 
    “What’s a ‘strong call?’” I asked. “Like if a person is having a nightmare?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s more than a nightmare,” he answered with a scowl. “It’s really hard to explain, but the best I’ve come to understand is that most dreams are ultimately meant to help us, especially if there are lessons we need to learn.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you helped.” I grinned and draped my arm around his shrinking shoulders. 
 
    “When people dream, they don’t understand they are dreaming and can’t see things for what they are sometimes,” he said with a shrug. “I just… nudged them in the right direction sometimes, or provided a piece of vital information so they would stop wrestling with whatever it was that was troubling them. At first, it was only my grandmother who knew what I was doing, and she told me to keep it quiet. The woman never nurtured me like I had hoped, but she was always honest and taught me about my mother, my Traveler father, and the dangerous power I inherited from him. She warned me that if our Village Leader ever found out, I would be exiled. She was right.” 
 
    He choked back a sob and buried his head back in his arms. 
 
    “Hey, bud,” I said and chafed his arm where I could feel a shocking chill start to creep into his skin. “Let’s take a quick break and put Ben and Jerry up, and then I don’t know about you, but I could use some hot chocolate.” 
 
    “What’s chock-hotlet?” he asked as he peeped his head out of his nest again in curiosity. 
 
    I couldn’t quite manage to hold back my smile at the sight. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I said and got to my feet. “C’mon.” 
 
    The two of us saw to the menial task of bringing the poracks into the barn for the night just to have a bit of a breather from such a heavy topic. 
 
    I wanted more than anything to know more about his life and basically who I needed to kill for this exile bullshit he mentioned, but I could tell the subject was too overwhelming to get through in one solid sitting. 
 
    And I was serious about that hot chocolate, or ‘chock-hotlet,’ as Rylan called it. 
 
    If we were going to have this heart-to-heart, we both needed to be equipped with some chocolaty goodness. 
 
    “Can you stoke up the fire, bud?” I asked him when we entered the empty kitchen. 
 
    “Okay,” he said in a monotone voice that made me frown as I walked behind Arvid’s workstation. 
 
    We needed hot chocolate stat. 
 
    “What do we have here?” I rubbed my hands together and looked around at the cabinets and pantry items scattered about. “Aha!” 
 
    One of those small canvas sacks Zoie’s favorite pappa sweets came in caught my eye, and I grabbed it, a small ceramic bowl, and something that reminded me of cheesecloth. 
 
    Then I poured the round purple candies into the center of the cloth and balled them up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rylan asked as he came over and sat on one of the stools at the counter. 
 
    “The center of these candies might work for our purposes,” I said and lightly crushed the makeshift cloth sack of sweets with the bottom of the bowl. I didn’t want to completely mash them, but I wanted to break off the sour outer candy shell. 
 
    When I had crushed them enough for the shells to fall away, I plucked out the dark maroon centers that reminded me of spiced chocolate truffles and threw them into the bowl. They had a texture similar to chocolate, and I just hoped they melted the same way. 
 
    After all of the naked pappa sweets were in the bowl, I bustled over to the small larder that was kept chilly with Omite cold stones and added some milk to the whole thing. Then I snatched up a wooden spoon out of the utensil jar Arvid kept on the work top, jaunted over to the hearth, and scooted the bowl as close to the flames as I could. 
 
    “Grab some mugs, and join me, would you?” I asked. 
 
    Rylan eagerly did what he was told as I worked on trying to incorporate the melting candy into the milk. Instead of a brown, it turned into a red-velvet color that smelled pretty close to what I remembered, and when all the lumps had been smoothed out, I poured an equal potion into both mugs. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said after I took a sip. It kind of tasted like Mexican hot-chocolate this way. 
 
    “This is soooo good!” Rylan gasped as he stared into the mug with a red-velvet mustache across his upper lip and then took another deep gulp. 
 
    “Don’t drink it too fast,” I warned. “You might get a stomachache.” 
 
    Rylan smiled sheepishly and lowered his mug as he tried to lick the remnants off his lips. 
 
    “Thanks,” he murmured while he stared into the flames. “I feel a little better.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and also cast my gaze to the crackling logs so he would feel more comfortable to continue his story whenever he felt ready. 
 
    Sure enough, Rylan mustered his courage just like he always did in the face of something daunting, and he took a breath. 
 
    “Someone in my Village was having a recurring dream that grew louder and louder every night until the tolling was so loud, I couldn’t ignore it anymore,” he continued. “I’ll never forget the dream. In it, the dreamer was running as fast as they could through the forests of the Western Rise until they found a river where they could wash the blood from their hands.” 
 
    “Blood?” I interjected as I set my now-empty mug down on the hearth. 
 
    “I was scared when I realized that’s what it was, and I ran away the first night,” Rylan admitted. “But the next night it called me again. And I was also curious to find out who the dreamer was because I didn’t get a good look the first time.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said and ruffled his hair. “Nosy.” 
 
    He grinned like he wasn’t even ashamed of the fact, but then a moment later he sobered. 
 
    “So, I followed the call of the bells back into the dreamer’s dream,” he went on as he clutched the mug harder in his white-knuckled grip. “There he was again with his back to me as he crouched by the river to scrub his hands, but when I moved around him so I could see his face, I was surprised to find it was the Village Leader.” 
 
    “Which made you even more curious, I bet,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “Well, yeah!” he scoffed as he rolled his eyes. “The Village Leader never really liked me, and I thought if I could actually help him with his ‘dream-problem’ then maybe he would see there was nothing to fear about my ability. So, I did the stupidest thing and tried to look deeper to see if I could understand what was troubling him. I guess I revealed myself to him, because he threw me out of his dream and then stormed my former home looking for me. Only, he didn’t know I was living with my grandparents. It gave my grandfather just enough time to sneak me down to the Southern Harbor and onto a man’s ship. I’ll never forget how my grandfather handed over more than half his tithe stones for my safe passage to Nata. And I’ve been here ever since.” 
 
    Somewhere during Rylan’s story, my mouth had taken to hanging open in astonishment, but I closed it and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Rylan, how old were you when you were forced to leave?” I asked. 
 
    “I had just passed my eighth season,” he said. 
 
    Eight? The kid was eight when he basically had to fend for himself? 
 
    Color me impressed. 
 
    “And you’ve been alone this whole time?” I couldn’t help but pry. 
 
    “Since I arrived on Nata,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Bud,” I deadpanned. “Do you realize how resourceful you are to have survived for as long as you have? You’re thirteen?” 
 
    “Fourteen.” He shrugged and glanced away as if he was embarrassed by the praise. 
 
    “Don’t let anyone make you feel inferior ever again, you got that?” I told him seriously. “But still let them underestimate you. That way, they’ll never see you coming.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    “So, explain something to me,” I said as I peered at him. “How can you sleep when you’re prancing through other people’s dreams?” 
 
    “Oh, um, actually…” He squirmed and shot me a furtive look. “If I go into people’s dreams, it’s like I can’t sleep at the same time even though my body is asleep.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I poked the dark circles under his eyes. “I figured. But you need your rest, Ry. You can’t keep popping into mine no matter how much you want to help me.” 
 
    “But what if you fall into the Dark Realm again?” he asked me with a haunted look. 
 
    “The ‘Dark Realm?’” I frowned. “What is that?”  
 
    “It’s what I call the realm underneath dreaming,” he said and then scowled at himself. “I’m not describing it right, but it’s deeper than regular dreaming. Only Travelers or those with Traveler blood ever dream in this realm for some reason.” 
 
    “Is it a place with a glowing blue forest where clothing is optional, by chance?” I asked as I suddenly remembered the weird-ass dream when I had to fight a shadow-version of myself. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately,” Rylan snorted. “But I was able to practice enough that now whenever I’m in the Dark Realm, my spirit self becomes a canterfly, and I don’t have to walk around without my clothes.” 
 
    “You!” I gasped when I remembered the blond butterfly-pegasus who came to my rescue. “You were the canterfly that flew me out of there.” 
 
    “You have to be careful down there, it’s not like normal dreaming,” he said, and his brown eyes opened wide again. “If you get hurt in the Dark Realm, you get hurt in the physical world, too. I found this out the hard way, see?” 
 
    He then rolled his shirtsleeve up over his shoulder so he could show me a jagged scar along the back of his arm. 
 
    “What happened there?” I leaned forward so I could examine it better. 
 
    “I fell out of a tree and landed on a sharp rock, and when I woke up, I was still in pain.” He grimaced but then smirked. “Grandmother was so furious I got blood on her sheets, I couldn’t sit for a long time after she got done whipping me.” 
 
    “I know you said she wasn’t maternal, but your grandma sounds harsh,” I remarked dryly to cover up how sad that kind of made me. 
 
    “Her methods may have been cold, but she taught me a little how to control my ability,” Rylan said with a shrug. “I still miss her.” 
 
    “Maybe there will be a chance for us to find her in the future,” I said. 
 
    “The Wandering Villages don’t stay in one place for very long,” he sighed. “And because I am no longer welcome among the people, I can never find it again.” 
 
    “Rylan, buddy, I had no idea,” I said and put my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay because I’m here now with you and Zoie and Shay,” he assured me as if I was the one needing comfort. Maybe I did if my face was making the expression I thought it was. “Really, Dad. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever get over hearing that,” I said with a fond smile at my foster-son. 
 
    Rylan smiled back and reached up to grip my wrist where I still had my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    In that moment, I honestly felt honored this clever kind-hearted kid chose to call me his Dad. 
 
    Truly. 
 
    Then the stable-boy’s eyes glazed over briefly as he let out a huge yawn, and I remembered the matter at hand. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” I chided. “You don’t need to check up on my dreams every night. You need to be getting your rest.” 
 
    “What if you need my help again?” he asked. 
 
    “Hm,” I mused. “Maybe we can come up with a code word I can think about really hard for you to hear like an alarm.” 
 
    “That could work…” he said as he mulled the thought over. “That way I would only need to be ‘awake’ if you needed me.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and patted him on the shoulder before I leaned back. “Sound good?” 
 
    “Yeah!” he said and gave one of those puppy-dog wiggles. “What should our word be?” 
 
    “Make sure it’s something you know you wouldn’t hear in your own dreams,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, how about ‘green sprout?’” he suggested. “I hate them a lot, but my grandmother made me eat them. I’m not likely to dream about green sprouts, yech!” 
 
    “It’s like me and broccoli,” I chuckled. “I hate broccoli.” 
 
    “Broccoli?” He giggled through the word like the oddness of it tickled him. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a vegetable that’s green, looks like a tiny tree, and it tastes like death,” I stated. 
 
    “Let’s make the secret word ‘broccoli’ then!” Rylan gasped with an excited grin. 
 
    “Broccoli, it is,” I said and ruffled his bangs. “Hey, Rylan… do you know why Travelers can reach the Dark Realm?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but every time I go there it’s either on my own, or with someone with Traveler heritage,” he mused as he finished off the remains of his chocolate drink. “When I worked at the palace, Lord Mec would frequently dream of the Dark Realm, but I never dared go in with him for fear he would treat me like the Village Leader if he knew my secret.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, but you don’t ever have to worry about Lord Mec,” I said with a surety I knew was true. “I’m pretty sure if Mec knew what the Village Leader put you through, he would be quite angry on your behalf.” 
 
    “Angry for me?” he asked as if he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the fact. “Why?” 
 
    “Because, kiddo,” I said as I stood and helped him to his feet so we could both put Arvid’s kitchen back to rights. “You were eight and didn’t deserve to be banished because of an ability you were born with.” 
 
    “The Leader was afraid of what I could do,” he muttered. 
 
    “Your leader was supposed to protect you, not fear you.” I let him think this over as I washed out the mugs while he made sure to sweep up any of the hard candy shells of the pappa sweets that may have fallen on the floor. 
 
    “Oh, there you two are!” Shale-Lea said as she breezed into the kitchen. Her hair was tied up and off her neck with little strands attempting to escape their confinement, and she had a faint smudge of dirt on her cheek, but she looked radiant as ever and excited about something. “Rylan, honey, I hope you won’t mind me stealing Alex away, but I have a small surprise for him.” 
 
    “A surprise!” Rylan grinned. 
 
    “It’s more mushy stuff.” The phoenix-woman winked and booped the stable-boy on the end of his nose. 
 
    “Ew, okay, Dad, you’re on your own,” he scoffed and put the broom back in its spot by the hearth. 
 
    “Hah!” I laughed and roughly brought him in for a hug. “That means you need to get to bed. And actually sleep, okay? No broccoli.” 
 
    “No broccoli,” he repeated with a grin as he looked up at me. Then he gave me one more squeeze before he let go. “Night, Shay!” 
 
    “Goodnight, darling,” she said with a puzzled smile as the kid skipped out of the kitchen. “What is ‘bracklee?’” 
 
    “An evil vegetable sent to terrorize mankind,” I deadpanned. I thought I was over my hatred of the vile veggie, but some things ran deep. 
 
    “Now I’m even more confused,” she giggled and then sauntered into my space so she could wrap her arms around my neck. “But that’s alright. I’ll let you boys have your little secrets.” 
 
    “How generous of you,” I said as I bracketed her petite waist with my broad hands. I always marveled at how doll-like she felt in my arms as if she was made of delicate porcelain, and it tended to short circuit my Man-Brain to where I actively had to tamp down the urge to throw her over my shoulder like some Cro-Magnon for some rowdy cave-sex. “Did I hear something about a surprise?” 
 
    “Maybeee,” she sang and backed me up against the table so I was forced to sit on one of the benches. Then she slowly hiked up her flowing silver gown so she could kneel on the bench between my knees and straddle one of my legs. “I hope you’re thirsty.” 
 
    “Parched,” I rasped out, and I let my legs fall open wider as my hands roamed up to lightly squeeze her perfect bottom. 
 
    My gorgeous phoenix-wife leaned forward in a heady cloud of her jasmine-scented perfume, and I could feel my cock thicken in my pants. 
 
    Just before I thought she was going to close the distance between our mouths, she instead reached around me for a bottle of wine sitting in the center of the table. 
 
    Then she leaned back to perch on my thigh and uncorked the bottle with her teeth, and I felt the sound of the bottle releasing its pop of air as if it was connected directly to my heart. 
 
    With the cork still poised between her heart-shaped lips, she tipped the bottle up to my mouth, and I took a drink of that fruity-slash-spicy wine I was growing quite a taste for. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” she asked in an intimate timbre that sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    “Forever,” I said, and I watched with growing arousal as she untied the silky scarf and undid the pretty jade comb holding her hair up. 
 
    Her scarlet and gold locks tumbled down like a waterfall, and I couldn’t help but run my hand through the long feathers at her temples. 
 
    “Ohh,” she breathed as her own shiver rocked through her, and she undulated in my lap. 
 
    Then the tempting phoenix-woman dragged the silk scarf up the V of my tunic so I could feel the satiny texture across my throat and then over my lips. 
 
    “Shay,” I groaned as I flexed my fingers around her waist. 
 
    “Trust me,” she whispered before she kissed me and then tied the scarf over my eyes. 
 
    A thrill ran through me and caused my blood to sing. 
 
    “Lead on,” I said with bated breath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I laughed for the tenth time as Shay led me with only the sound of her singing under her breath. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she answered like she did the last nine times, and I heard her take another sip from the wine bottle she brought with us. “Just follow the sound of my voice. I know you’re good at this. Zoie told me so.” 
 
    “She did, did she?” I listened to the melodious cascade of her voice as I took extra care to blindly place my feet on the somewhat rocky trail she led us on. “What else did she tell you?” 
 
    “She also told me about how you and her had something called a ‘date’ and it reminded me about our money-hoon,” she giggled, and I followed the sound as it mingled with another familiar noise: rushing water. 
 
    “Our honeymoon?” I asked as the scent of the forest began to change, and I knew we were getting closer to the water’s source. 
 
    “Oh, I knew I was saying it wrong,” she giggled again, and the enchanting sound was so entrancing, I almost lost my focus and my footing. “Zoie and I have been watching how hard you’ve been working these past few days, husband, and we thought you could use a break.” 
 
    I heard her come to a stop, and I did so as well when she grabbed my hand. 
 
    “Shay?” I questioned when I felt her walk around me and gently rest her hands on my shoulder blades. 
 
    “Okay, darling,” she said and untied the scarf from around my eyes. 
 
    I blinked them a few times in the pale moonlight and gawked at the picturesque sight. 
 
    “Baby…” I said, but then I lost the rest of what I was going to say at the romantic picnic scene that greeted me. 
 
    Like a goddamn Bob Ross painting, a massive bonsai-looking tree with a curved trunk and feathery branches shrouded a small waterfall. On the mossy bank tucked up right next to the gnarled tree, Shay had arranged a lounge area complete with comfortable-looking cushions, quilts, and a picnic basket emitting the heavenly aroma of roasted meat. 
 
    My stomach growled, and I placed a palm over my flat belly. 
 
    “You did all this?” I asked as she led me closer by the hand so we could nestle into the comfortable cushions, and my mouth gaped open when I saw how she had even hung some type of lantern-lit canopy made of silk from the tree branches. It made the little nest feel intimate and secluded, and my heart twinged at the knowledge of how much though she must have put into every detail. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and curled up into my side as she pulled the basket closer. “Zoie nudged me in the right direction, but she said it was my turn to have a little time alone with you as well.” 
 
    “You’ve been working just as hard,” I said and tucked some of her hair behind her ear. “Ithaca is starting to feel so homey, and I know that’s mostly due to your touches.” 
 
    “It’s getting there,” she sighed as she held up a green fruit that looked like an under-ripe strawberry and let me take a bite.  
 
    “Mmmm.” The tart juice burst over my tongue and refreshed me, and my lips tingled when Shay circled the berry over them.  
 
    “There is more that needs to be done,” my phoenix-wife went on, “but in the meantime a few comforts and decorations don’t go amiss.” 
 
    She then smirked and ate the other half of the berry with a crisp crunch. 
 
    “Do you like it here?” I asked her as I reached across her for the wine bottle she set aside. “I know we spend a lot of time here, but if you wanted, we could spend more time at Icarian.” 
 
    “Oh, that drafty place,” Shay said with a silly eye-roll and reached for the wine bottle. 
 
    I teased her by moving it out of her grasp. 
 
    “No, really,” I insisted as I poured a small trickle into Shay’s mouth. “I want you to feel comfortable.” 
 
    My carefree phoenix-wife swallowed her mouthful of wine with a giddy giggle. 
 
    “Ithaca is like a dream…” she admitted, and her voice was full of wonder. “Although Icarian has been purged of Bala’s cruelty, I still feel the scars of his presence there. Like scorched earth…” 
 
    Her hand came across her body and clutched her right shoulder in a move I knew meant the scar on her back was bothering her. 
 
    “What do you want to do with it?” I asked as I took her hand in mine. 
 
    “With what?” She blinked at me as if snapping out of a memory. 
 
    “Icarian Estate,” I said. “We don’t have to keep it.” 
 
    “But it’s quite a valuable property,” she said as if the idea of getting rid of it was ridiculous. 
 
    “If it causes you pain, then I don’t care how valuable it is,” I stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “It doesn’t cause me pain any longer,” she said and cupped my jaw. “I promise. You and our darling Zoie have gone a long way in helping my heart heal from the wounds Bala inflicted. To answer your question, Ithaca is my home, but Icarian is a good place for us to have if we want to expand our enterprises. I’m not sure I want to continue on with the business my father taught me for too much longer. I think rearing Victory’s foal will be my last, but the estate itself has a lot of potential.” 
 
    “As long as you’re sure,” I said and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “I am,” she murmured and then trailed a few kisses down my throat. 
 
    Just as I was getting into her ministrations, the phoenix-woman gasped, popped up like a daisy, and rummaged around in the picnic basket. 
 
    “Wait, you simply must try this first!” she said and unwrapped a lumpy parcel. 
 
    The cheesecloth fell away and revealed thick-cut slices of roasted meat, melty cheese, and what I recognized to be pickled ash-root slices all between two unevenly sliced pieces of bread. 
 
    “You made sandwiches!” I laughed and took the parcel from her so I could take a heaping bite. 
 
    “Kitchen Sink Specials,” she said as her crest of feathers ruffled proudly, and she pulled out her own sandwich. 
 
    “You’ve really thought of everything,” I said as I polished off my meal lickity-split. 
 
    “Hm,” she hummed and set aside the remains of her sandwich for later. “I thought of other things, too.” 
 
    “You did?” I grinned as she slinked up my body on all fours until she was sitting comfortably in my lap. 
 
    “There are a great many things I have prepared for you, Alex Brightwood,” she purred as she loosened the belt around my waist so she could slip the tunic I was wearing over my head. 
 
    “Best surprise ever,” I commented just before she engulfed my mouth in a burning kiss that made my head spin and my heart hammer against my ribcage as if John Henry was going for an Olympic gold with his sledgehammers. 
 
    Shay’s hot fingers sparked trails of heat down my pecs and abs as she let her hands roam all over me, and I panted as the temperature ratcheted up all the way. 
 
    I groaned into her mouth and tangled our tongues together in order to deepen the kiss, but she broke away again. When I tried to follow, she stopped me with a hand on my chest, and she swigged some wine out of the bottle she managed to sneak away from me. 
 
    Then she handed me the bottle, lowered the straps of her flowing cropped blouse one at a time, and shucked the top of her dress off and to the side. 
 
    I took my own liberal gulp of the wine which effectively killed off the bottle, and I watched with a different kind of thirst as my gorgeous phoenix-wife ran her hands up her own body and massaged her full breasts. 
 
    Shay then rose elegantly to her feet the way only a dancer could, and she turned so her back was to me. 
 
    Then she batted those sparkling emerald eyes at me from over her shoulder, hooked both thumbs into her silvery skirt, and let the silky material fall to the ground. 
 
    “Join me?” she whispered and swayed those heart-shaped hips as she sauntered toward the waterfall. 
 
    I was up like a jack-in-the-box and already unlacing the front of my pants as I followed Shay’s example and removed the rest of my clothing. 
 
    A moonlit dip sounded like just the thing to refresh me and cool my burning arousal down to a fine simmer. Shay probably thought she was just being cute, but regardless, her antics were turning me on big time. I realized I really was pent up, and I didn’t want to spoil the main event by being too eager. 
 
    “It’s warm,” I said aloud as I waded into the shallow pool. 
 
    “It’s a natural hot spring,” Shay explained as she swam closer toward where the falls were thundering down and swirling the steamy mist. 
 
    I submerged my body up to my neck, and the feeling of the hot spring water unlocking all my aching muscles and groaning joints nearly had me weeping with relief. 
 
    “How did you find this place?” I asked with my eyes closed as I bobbed along until my feet could no longer touch the bottom. When I didn’t hear an answer, I peeked open one eye. “Shay?” 
 
    The phoenix-woman still didn’t respond, and I treaded water in a circle as I looked for her. 
 
    “Sh--” I went to call out to her again, but before I could complete my sentence, something wrapped around my ankles and jerked me under the water. It only dragged me down for a second before it let me go, and I kicked to the surface with a spluttering gasp. 
 
    “Hah!” Shay giggled as she wrapped her arms around me from behind. 
 
    “You!” I hollered and spun around so I could lift her and dunk her like the sneaky minx deserved. 
 
    Her high-pitched squeal wasn’t quite drowned out by the falls, and I relished in the mighty splash both our bodies made as I took us under the hot water. 
 
    This basically started an all-out splash fight between us that lasted until it became impossible for us to dunk each other without slipping under the surface because of how deep the water got and because of how much we were laughing. 
 
    Instead of wrestling, we ended up just bobbing around in each other’s arms, and our roughhousing tapered down as a new type of tension rose between us. 
 
    “Goddess, you’re beautiful,” I whispered to her as we floated around in the hot spring. I kept us afloat while her legs wrapped around my waist, and the softness of her mound against my lower belly felt unbearably intimate. 
 
    Diamond-like dew drops from the mist of the falls stuck in her dark ruby hair, and her lips and cheeks were flushed from the heat of the water. 
 
    Those enchanting green eyes were blown wide with arousal, and I could feel the nudge of her nipples as they hardened against my chest. Every square inch of my skin felt sensitized, and I pressed her closer as a different kind of heat surged through my groin. 
 
    Shay tangled her fingers in my wet hair and practically devoured my mouth with a sizzling kiss that nearly turned my spine into a pretzel. 
 
    “Baby,” I groaned and bit at her full lower lip. 
 
    “A-Alex,” she stuttered in that breathless way that meant she was starting to unravel, and her hips flexed against my torso as if she couldn’t help but try to grind her pelvis in search of more friction. “The h-heat is m-making me dizzy.” 
 
    “Hold on to me,” I said, and she rested her head in the curve of my shoulder as I swam us back to the mossy shore. 
 
    My arms came around her and cupped her perfect backside as I walked us back to our cozy area under the lantern-lit canopy. 
 
    Then I laid her down as if she was something breakable, and I moved some of the ribbons of wet crimson hair out of her face so I could gaze at how beautiful she was. This close, I could see the gradient of gold to crimson in her long lashes and the flecks of amber in her green irises. 
 
    “Are you warm enough?” I murmured as I kissed the hollow of her throat. 
 
    “I’m burning for you, Aleeex,” she moaned as my mouth sought out one of her peaked nipples and licked the tip of that sensitive nub. “Oooh, your touch--!” 
 
    Shay arched her back beautifully and circled her hips as she thrashed her head to one side. 
 
    I pulled off her left nipple with a sucking pop and then moved on to the right one. This must have been the more sensitive of the two because she mewled prettily when I latched on, and then she flexed her hips more rapidly when I swirled and sucked. 
 
    With my other hand, I inched my way down her soft belly until I could caress the moist slit of her pussy lips. The crimson curls between her legs twined almost lovingly around my fingers, and her legs fell open like a blooming lotus the closer I got to her slick center of pleasure. 
 
    Since Shay was so sensitive, I was careful not to overstimulate her clit in case it became too overwhelming for her, but I wasn’t in any rush. 
 
    Initially, she hissed as my callused fingers started a little too rough, but I let her guide me with her own hand until I figured out what rhythm made her buck and arch. 
 
    “Oooohh, darling, yes!” My phoenix-wife trembled as I used two of my fingers to stimulate that little kernel on either side of her hood. The indirect contact seemed to be just the thing to really drive her wild, because before I could even react, she sat up, pushed me flat on my back, and smothered me with her hot naked body. 
 
    I’d mostly been ignoring my throbbing erection as I focused first on Shay’s pleasure, but I was immediately aware of just how dire my arousal was when I felt the slick slide of her pussy lips on either side of my rigid shaft. Then, when she slowly ground our pelvises together, I nearly hit the ceiling of the canopy. 
 
    “Fuck, baby, fuck!” I cursed and thumped my head back sharply against the cushion beneath me. 
 
    “A-Alex!” she said sharply and picked up her pace. 
 
    “Make yourself come, beautiful,” I ordered while I encouraged her to hump against me faster with my bruising grip around her narrow waist. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” she vocalized as she rapidly flicked her hips back and forth along my cock. 
 
    Every now and then, the head would catch on the rim of her hot hole, and it caused my lower belly to clench with the need to thrust upward and bury myself to the hilt in one go. 
 
    But I was sure if I did that, it would all be over, so I held myself back while she took what she wanted from my willing body. 
 
    “Come, honey, come,” I urged through gritted teeth as a gush of her slickness coated my balls and inner thighs. 
 
    “N-No.” Shay shuddered to a stop and folded over so her head was resting against my hammering heart. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked and tried to see into her face. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, but I d-don’t want to climax yet until I have you deep inside me,” she admitted in a rough voice, and she trembled from the delayed release of what was probably going to be an intense orgasm. 
 
    “I’ll make you come as many times as you want, you know,” I murmured against her damp temple as we both came down from the precipice. “You don’t have to deny yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she said, and she fixed me with a sinfully seductive look that caused my dick to twitch strongly when I realized she seemed to enjoy the intense feel of backing away from the edge of climax. 
 
    It was fucking hot. 
 
    Like, supernova hot, and I wondered if it was possible to die of being Way Too Turned On. 
 
    If so, what a way to go. 
 
    “In that case…” I said with a wicked smirk before I urged her up to her knees and then maneuvered her onto her front so her upper body was on the cushions while her ass was raised to the perfect height for me to lick her glistening pussy. 
 
    “Ah!” she yelped and gripped one of the soft blankets in her balled-up fists. “A-Alex!” 
 
    “Relax,” I told her while caressing the small of her back.  
 
    She sighed and actively tried to release the tension running through her, and I saw the moment she was successful when the half-moon scar on her right shoulder blade smoothed out from its twisted tense shape.  
 
    “There you are.” I massaged her lower back and watched in wonder as she settled lower into the cradle of her hips and went almost boneless. 
 
    My massage then moved on to either side of her hips and around to her satiny inner thighs. 
 
    Shay rolled her spine, and the way she was splayed out in front of me made my mouth water. 
 
    “Aleeeex,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Don’t come yet,” I rasped out, spread her lips with both of my thumbs, and then began to eat her out with gusto. 
 
    “Uhhnnnf!” She buried her face into one of the throw pillows scattered around our love nest and let out another long groan. 
 
    The tremors in her belly and thighs turned into miniature earthquakes as a long-awaited orgasm began to swell within her like the tide. 
 
    Her knees trembled, and her spine bowed, but right before her pleasure crested, I pulled my face back and steadied her when she almost collapsed. 
 
    “Please,” she panted as a single tear rolled across the bridge of her nose and down the cheek smushed into the cushion. “P-Pleeease, husband! I can’t take it a-anymore. Claim me!” 
 
    “Goddess, yes,” I said, and I gripped my throbbing, near-purple erection so tightly it was almost painful. 
 
    I stroked the slick velvet steel of my member a few times, and I nearly bucked into my own hand with abandon. 
 
    Oh, dear. This might not last as long as I would like it to. 
 
    “Alex, w-wait,” Shay croaked, and her hand wandered across the quilt toward the now-capsized picnic basket. She rummaged inside for only a moment before she pulled out something in her hand and handed it back to me. “I th-thought we might try something…” 
 
    I took the thing from her, and her one green eye smoldered into me to where I almost couldn’t look away, but my curiosity for the small flexible object in my hand finally had me tearing my gaze away. 
 
    In my palm was a simple looking black leather strap with a smooth circular clasp, and I immediately realized the purpose. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. 
 
    “There is a ‘special’ vendor’s cart that travels from market to market…” Shay purred. “They sell… exotic wares. Don’t worry, it will adjust automatically to fit you.” 
 
    I gaped at what was essentially the Aventoll version of a cock ring made out of black leather and clasped with a silver snap button. It looked dubious at first, but I put my trust in what Shay said and clasped the soft leather device around myself in a way that was most comfortable. Automatically, the leather seemed to shrink down to just enough to take the edge off. 
 
    “Fuuucck,” I hissed as my dick throbbed so hard I could see the tip of my curved erection actually jerk to the beat of my heart. 
 
    “Darling,” my phoenix-wife sighed and spread her knees wider. “Make love to me.” 
 
    I needed no more encouragement than that, and I knee walked up to her as I stroked my shaft so I could coat my dick with my own pre-cum. 
 
    Her pussy lips parted beautifully, and I shivered as the head of my cock was enveloped by her fierce tight heat. 
 
    Shay gasped and turned her face into the pillow as I relentlessly slid home inch by scorching inch so the both of us could adjust to the intensity. 
 
    “You feel so good,” I praised when I finally bottomed out. 
 
    The phoenix-woman merely mewled as she writhed around my cock. 
 
    I could tell it was taking all of her concentration not to come on the spot, and even though I was tempted to just thrust into her until she sobbed my name, I waited until she gained back some of her self-control. 
 
    “Move,” Shay ordered in a husky voice that brooked no argument, and I pulled out slightly before pushing tightly back in. “Ahh! Oh, Mercedes!” 
 
    “God--” I choked, and the last of my own self-control suddenly snapped. 
 
    I nearly roared as an animalistic lust suddenly inflamed my blood, and I scooped my wife up so I could thrust into her with her back against my front. 
 
    With one arm, I held her tightly across her chest, and with the other, my fingers dipped down and swirled around her engorged clitoris. 
 
    “P-Pour your seed in me, husband!” Shay gasped, and her back suddenly arched sharply as her climax crashed through her. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, baby,” I said, and I continued to pump my hips as her orgasm rolled on and on. 
 
    “Ahhooh, Goddess!” she sobbed, and her hand shook as she reached between her legs to where we were connected. 
 
    Before I could really register what she was doing, the clasp on the cock ring came undone, and so did I. 
 
    I probably shouted something, but my hearing briefly tunneled out as I had one of the strongest orgasms I’ve ever experienced. Electricity raced down my spine like I’d been struck by a lightning storm, and bright flashes of color burst to life behind my closed eyelids. I shuddered violently as gush after gush of my cum shot from the ultra-sensitized tip of my cock to drench her inner walls, and I could barely hear my phoenix-wife over the roaring in my ears. 
 
    “A-Alex, oh, my love,” she moaned, clutched the back of my head with one hand, and gyrated against me as the aftershocks of our tsunami-like pleasure continued to ripple through us. 
 
    “Shit, shit, fuuuck,” I huffed, and I couldn’t help but continue to kick my hips through the last few strong spurts. I couldn’t remember the last time I ever came so long or so hard, and it was almost a relief when I was finally spent. 
 
    Somehow, I had gathered us both up after the storm swept through us, and I kept us both connected as I held a quaking Shay in the shelter of my arms. 
 
    “Baby, baby…” I cooed against the shell of her ear. “God, you’re so amazing. You’re beautiful.” 
 
    She still didn’t quite have full control of her voice yet, so instead she just squeezed my arms around herself even tighter until her shaking subsided. 
 
    “I love you,” she breathed in a shuddery voice, and we both tried not to wince when my softened member slipped out of her. 
 
    “I love you, too, sweetheart,” I murmured into the nape of her neck. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” she said in a shy tone and tangled our legs together. “K-Keep holding me, okay?” 
 
    “For as long as you need,” I said and drew one of the quilts over us so she wouldn’t catch a chill. 
 
    We spent a few long moments just bathing in the afterglow of such intense lovemaking until Shay dozed off with light snores whuffing through her elfin nose. 
 
    My brain was still trying to piece itself back together, but for some reason, I wasn’t tired. The muscles of my thighs and back twinged a little, but in a primal and satisfying way, and I felt loose and limber as if a pressure valve had just been released. 
 
    Leave it to my two wives to arrange this and know exactly what I needed. 
 
    “Oh…” Shay sighed as she sensually stretched herself awake from her short nap. 
 
    “Hello, Sleeping Beauty,” I said and nuzzled the side of her face. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” she mumbled and turned around in my arms, and her low-lidded eyes roamed over my face as if she was committing every line to memory. “Or, maybe I’m still dreaming.” 
 
    I brushed her tangled hair out of her eyes and kissed her softly for a few moments on her flushed lips. 
 
    “Let me take care of you?” I cupped and held her dear face and kissed her in between her thin eyebrows. 
 
    She nodded hazily, and I got us both sitting while I dragged the discarded picnic basket closer to see what else was in there. 
 
    Shay had managed to have the forethought to include a few woot fruits, some nuts, and a little bread, which would make a perfect “After-Romp” snack. Along with the food, she also packed some cloth napkins and her double-ended comb, and I smiled as a little plan for Tender Lovin’ Aftercare took shape. 
 
    The first thing I did was make sure Shay was taking care to drink the water out of the center of the ruby peach-like fruit before I noshed on my own snack, and then I began tidying up the Love Nest. 
 
    I chuckled inwardly at the evidence of our… enthusiasm, and I went about arranging the various pillows and throw blankets back into some semblance of order. 
 
    Shay watched me with a serene expression as she nibbled on a piece of bread, and I grabbed the softest blanket out of the pile so I could wrap it around her narrow shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said and pecked her nose. 
 
    Then I grabbed the cloth napkins from the amazingly useful Mary Poppins Picnic Basket and walked back to the natural hot spring so I could clean up a bit and wipe off any excess evidence of our lovemaking. When I was clean enough, I took the remaining clean cloth, got it damp, and hurried back to Shay before it could cool too much. 
 
    I locked eyes with her, and an achingly intimate moment passed between us as I wiped her perfect skin free of anything soiling it. 
 
    Then I got to the space between her legs, and I watched with a faint throb of lingering arousal as her pupils blew wide while I cleaned her most intimate place with the heated cloth. 
 
    Shay sighed like a dove and luxuriously stretched and flexed her muscles, and the sight of her was so indulgent I felt like I was feasting on the richest of desserts like crème brulee, or Belgian chocolate ganache. 
 
    It was satisfying to see my woman so sated, and I couldn’t help but crawl up her soft body when I was done so I could taste the fluttering pulse against her throat. 
 
    “I th-thought this was su-supposed to be about you?” she asked in that halting breathless way that always made my heart flutter with how endearing it was. 
 
    “You are wonderful for doing all this for me,” I told her as we cuddled again under the blanket. “And it gives me pleasure to show my appreciation by taking care of you.” 
 
    “No one’s ever--” she faltered, and I tried to soothe the sudden chill out of her skin by rubbing my broad palm up her arm. 
 
    “I’m here now,” I stated simply, and we continued to embrace under the canopy and watch the stars. 
 
    It would have been perfect if it weren’t for the familiar black streak of the disagreeable crane-mantis as it flew overhead with an obnoxious: “Bucaw!” 
 
    Igoric. 
 
    The monger, Horus’ messenger bird, was back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Was that--?” Shay sat up from where she was almost completely relaxed against my side, and she scrambled out of the Love Nest to try to get a glance at the monger that just flew over us. 
 
    “Babe, wait,” I said and rushed after her so I could at least wrap the blanket around her still-naked form. 
 
    “Alex, I think my brother has sent some correspondence,” she breathed as she clutched the fabric around herself and eagerly watched the feathered monstrosity glide toward the manor. 
 
    “Where are we, by the way?” I asked as I finally looked around and established my bearings. 
 
    “We are just west of the manor,” she said and hurried back to the lounge area in search of her clothes. “Where is my top?” 
 
    I followed her and shimmied on my pants while Shay kept trying to find her missing garment clad only in her silvery skirt. 
 
    “Here,” I said with a chuckle as I slipped my tunic over her head and untucked her long hair from the collar so it could splay comfortably around her. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    We skipped arm-in-arm through the little glen where the secluded hot springs was located just on the edge of Ithaca estate, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t known about the little treasure until now. 
 
    But leave it to Shay to uncover this little gem and make it truly shine. 
 
    We agreed as we jaunted back to the manor that we would both have to bring Zoie back to the Love Nest as soon as the occasion called for it. 
 
    “Although, I don’t think she likes being submerged in water for too long, and I’m not even sure if she can swim,” I said and swung our clasped hands as we walked past the barn. 
 
    “I’m sure our Zoie would much prefer a long nap in the sun,” Shay giggled. 
 
    “You noticed she does that, too?” I laughed. 
 
    Before the phoenix-woman could respond, a high-pitched scream startled us both and had us crashing back to earth from Cloud Nine. 
 
    “Heeeeeelp!” The scream tore through the air again, and the barn doors banged open as the raccoon brothers nearly ran into us. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Bodin asked, and he scooped up his iconic painter’s cap that had fallen off his head. 
 
    “I don’t know, we just got here,” I said as the four of us started off toward the manor at a run. 
 
    “We were just tidying up for the night when we heard it, too,” Mel graveled out in his rough voice. 
 
    “Heeeeeeelp! Get it away!” the victim shrieked again as if they were being tortured. 
 
    I almost thought the worst, but when we all piled into the entrance hall, I huffed out an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “Demon!” Vel-Rala wailed from where she was crouched under the sideboard by the door. 
 
    “It’s not a demon, you swat,” Zoie grumbled as she watched the monger fly around with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “It’s evil!” the cockatoo-woman screamed again. 
 
    “Not evil, madam, just incorrigible,” Jenner growled as he waved a butterfly-net type thing that was proving completely ineffective. 
 
    “What does that mean, Mr. Jenner?” Rylan asked as he tried to sneak up on the pest with a wooden crate. 
 
    “It means fiercely, obnoxiously, annoying!” The koala-man tried to lunge at the black crane-mantis creature, but Igoric flapped his wings and perched on one of the arched rafters. 
 
    “Bucaw!” the disagreeable beast said and cocked its head a near one-eighty. 
 
    “Let me get my throwing knives,” Zoie said with a dark scowl. 
 
    “Now, now, there’s no need for that,” Shay sang and marched to the center of the room with the picnic basket still in the crook of her arm. Then she rummaged around in the basket for what looked like a strip of roasted meat from the sandwiches she’d prepared for our ‘date.’ 
 
    “Hello, husband,” Zoie purred as I maneuvered my way to her side while my phoenix-wife strode determinedly to the center of the hall and pushed up the sleeves of my tunic. “Are you chilled?” 
 
    “Wha--?” I asked as I struggled to tear my eyes away from the sexy image of Shay in my oversized clothes. Then I remembered that because my tunic was on Shay, I was, in fact, shirtless. “Oh, heh. No, I’m good.” 
 
    “Mm, it seems as if you both are.” She grinned like the cat that got the canary, even though I was the one who just got their world rocked by our nightingale’s fiery passion. 
 
    “Impossible monger!” Shay exasperated and shook her finger at the stubborn bird-thing. “Get down here right now!” 
 
    “Bu-bucaw!” Igoric squawked, puffed up his greasy feathers, and landed with a solid thunk on top of Vela-Rala’s hiding place. 
 
    “Aaaaaaahhhhh!” she screamed, and a few of her white feathers from her crest floated to the ground in her agitation. 
 
    “Back, you cur!” Bodin said and brandished a broom he got from somewhere. 
 
    “Raaaawk!” Igoric said as he hopped off the sideboard and right into Shay’s arms. 
 
    “Hush, you!” she chastised and tried to retrieve the scroll fastened to the struggling creature’s leg. The moment she took the scroll, the feathered nightmare reached down and nipped at her finger. “Ow!” 
 
    Before I could do something like throw the fucking thing through the window, for example, Rylan beat me to it. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled with a fierce scowl on his young face. “Not the lady, you bastard!” 
 
    Then he snatched the monger by its scrawny neck, threw it in the crate, and sat on top of it so it couldn’t escape. 
 
    “Hooray!” Shay cheered as I went over to her so I could check her now bleeding finger. “My hero!” 
 
    “Good job, Ry,” I said as I examined the wound that ran the length of her finger. “Can you get some bloody liver from Arvid in the kitchen? Maybe that’ll make it calm down.” 
 
    “I’ll take it from here,” Jenner said as he came over and stood on the crate so Rylan could run off to get the irritating thing something to eat that wasn’t my wife’s fingers. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Bodin asked as he peered at Vel-Rala still cowering under the table. “He’s put away, now, there’s nothing to fear.” 
 
    Then the taller of the raccoon brothers extended his hand like a proper gentleman and helped the agitated cockatoo-woman to her feet so she could smooth the wrinkles out of her plain yellow dress and apron. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said curtly and then eyed both of the brothers. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Mel, madam,” the shorter brother said with a tip of his head. 
 
    “And I am Bodin, milady,” Bodin said and bowed so deeply at the waist his hat actually fell off, and he scrambled to put it back on. “I heard there was a new maidservant who came to live with us, but I did not know she would be so beautiful.” 
 
    “Hm,” the cockatoo-woman sniffed and turned her nose up at first, but then she glanced askance at the masked-man as if she was intrigued. “You have manners on you, farmhand, that don’t go unacknowledged.” 
 
    Bodin looked like that little bit of tepid praise could send him to the moon, and I exchanged amused glances with both of my wives. 
 
    Then the koala-butler cleared his throat and pulled a clean handkerchief out of his blue velvet jacket. “Yes, anyway. For your finger, Shay.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Shay said as she took the cloth from Jenner, but she was much too distracted with Horus’ letter to really tend to her finger, so I took it upon myself to try and stanch the bleeding while she read the letter. 
 
    “Don’t squirm,” I chuckled as Zoie helped the one-handed Shay with the rolled-up message. 
 
    “Horus sends his regards!” my phoenix-wife informed us and then began to relay the important parts of his letter for all of us to hear. “He is still safe, but still refuses to tell me who he is with-- the frustrating thing-- also says he will meet us at the Battle Hall after the Tithing Ceremony the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said as I had an existential moment of dread. “The Ceremony is tomorrow. Why does time go so much faster in Aventoll?” 
 
    “Do not fret, husband,” Zoie’s cool water voice said, and like it always did, her soothing timbre set me back on solid ground. “You have been preparing for the trials of tomorrow night, and you will do wonderfully.” 
 
    “Well said!” Jenner patted the cat-woman on the arm and then made a shooing motion to the three of us. “And in light of tomorrow’s events, I propose we all get a good night’s rest so we can journey to Gatetown. We must leave early so we can get to the Magistrate’s before mid-epoch.” 
 
    “Who all is going with us?” I asked. 
 
    “All of us, naturally,” Jenner said with a grin. “The Tithing Ceremony is Nata Isle’s proudest event. Ambassadors from all of the other Isles come to shed their blood for their people.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like it would be enough to provide every island with tithes for the whole year-- er, I mean season,” I mused. 
 
    “No, you are correct,” the koala-man said and looked like a proper professor as he stood on the crate adjusting his monocle. “The top Ashers of each island must replenish tithes at the pools on their own islands at least three times a season. But the first of these is the great Tithing Ceremony, which is held at Aventoll’s first and oldest Tithe Pool. The one you saved from poisoning, my boy.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said as my knowledge of Aventoll culture increased with this little tidbit. “So, this ceremony is kind of like a New Year’s celebration.” 
 
    “What is this ‘new ear’ you speak of?” Jenner asked. 
 
    “People all over the world I come from celebrate the start of the new season,” I explained. “We call ‘seasons’ years.” 
 
    “Splendid!” the koala-man said and rocked up on the balls of his feet. “I do so enjoy learning about your Traveler culture, Mr. Alex. One of these days you must permit me to document some things.” 
 
    “Any time, Mr. Jenner.” I grinned but then slowly frowned when a logistical concern suddenly occurred to me. “How are we all going to get to Gatetown, by the way? Did we ever retrieve our busted carriage from the trail where it broke?” 
 
    “Not to worry, Mr. Alex,” Mel said and shifted on his feet. “Bodin and I went back to where Miss Shay instructed us and retrieved the carriage. We just finished repairs on ‘er this evening.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, I guess I really have been distracted,” I said and sheepishly rubbed the back of my neck. “Thank you all for taking care of all of the details.” 
 
    “We even made a little buggy for Arvid so he won’t fall behind!” Rylan butted into the conversation as he came back from the kitchen with a bloody hunk of meat between his fingers for the hangry monger. 
 
    “You are in good hands, sir,” Bodin said as he tugged the brim of his cap. 
 
    “Quite,” Jenner added and then clapped his hands a few times to hurry us along. “Now, trust us to finish up, Mr. Alex. Off to bed with you, pip pip!” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” I shook my head and held up both hands as I let my wives escort me up and away to bed. 
 
    The next morning arrived with as much chaos as one could imagine when packing up the entire family for a camping trip. 
 
    I didn’t even attempt to meditate like usual because all of us had our separate duties to attend to, and it ended up being easier to just rendezvous at the carriage house for our last-minute powwow. 
 
    “I think we need to set up a patrol this time,” Zoie said as she studied a map of our route to Gatetown in the pre-dawn dimness. “There will be a lot of foot-traffic on our way, and the potential for bandits or Mercenaries is high.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said as I loaded the heavy-ass shield into the back of the carriage and took one of the straps from Mel so we could fasten it to the back. “Mel, would you and your brother mind being a part of the patrols?” 
 
    “Patrols?” Bodin asked as he popped up from checking something under the carriage. “Count us in!” 
 
    I scrutinized the eager raccoon-carpenter with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    He was fooling no one with the way he kept glancing over at Vel-Rala as if looking for her approval, but the cockatoo-woman was currently ignoring him as she inspected her nails with a bored expression. 
 
    “That’s great, Bodin,” I said and tried not to wince in sympathy. For his part, Bodin seemed wholly unfazed by the snub and tugged the brim of his cap like usual, so I turned back to Zoie. “What did you have in mind, kitten?” 
 
    “We should start by having two at the front and two at the rear until it’s light enough outside,” my cat-wife said, and seeing her get all tactical was hella sexy. “Then, after the darkness is no longer a hindrance, we go from two pairs to just one on a rotating basis so there’s at least one armed person at the front and back at all times. Bodin, Mel, what types of weaponry do you feel confident enough to wield?” 
 
    “My brother and I are quite practiced with a staff, milady,” Mel answered. 
 
    “I’m afraid staff weaponry is out of my set of skills and resources,” she said and tapped her lips with one finger. 
 
    “Not to worry, milady.” Mel half-bowed to Zoie and then reached for two shovels attached to the cart hitched to the back of the carriage. 
 
    “I’d wonder, but I’ve seen the damage you and Bodin can cause with those things, so well done,” I said as I rested my hand on the large pommel of my sword. “You guys take the front then, and Zoie and I will take the back.” 
 
    “What about me?” Shay asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what about us?” Rylan piped up. “We can patrol, too.” 
 
    “Um, first of all, I’m not sure how well you can use your sling with your injured hand, Shay,” I said with my arms crossed over my chest. 
 
    “Oh, blast that creature,” Shay said and scowled down at her bandaged hand. “I sent him back to Horus already. Good riddance.” 
 
    “And Rylan, we talked about you catching up on your rest,” I added. “I was kind of hoping you would take this opportunity to sleep on our way there. You’re going to have to be the man when I’m occupied with the Trials.” 
 
    “But I’m not tired,” the stable-boy said and then contradicted himself by letting loose a huge yawn. “Okay, maybe a little.” 
 
    “How’s this, once the sun comes up and we aren’t so blind, then you can join the rotations,” I bargained. 
 
    “And me,” Shay insisted. 
 
    “Yes, you, too,” I conceded, and I felt thiiiiiiis close to pulling the ol’ Don’t Make Me Turn This Carriage Around even though we hadn’t even left yet. “Okay, are we all properly assigned and present and accounted for?” 
 
    “Yes, it appears-- oh, wait, where is Arvid? Arvi!” The koala-butler tried to stand up on the cart, but since he was so short, it didn’t really help him see over the carriage. 
 
    “Heeeeeerrrrrreeeee,” the large sloth-man rumbled and loped his way toward us with his trusty hearth cauldron in his shaggy brown arms. 
 
    We all then proceeded to watch Ithaca’s slow-moving resident chef walk his cauldron to the cart, slide it to the corner with a drawn-out scrape, and then seat himself on the back. 
 
    All at the speed of cold molasses. 
 
    “How ya doing, Arvi?” I asked, and the only response I got from the gentle giant was a sleepy blink before he flopped back like a falling redwood and immediately began to snore. “Looks like I’m not the only person who’s not a fan of early mornings.” 
 
    “Let’s go, already!” Rylan hollered. 
 
    “What about the manor?” I asked as we began to roll out. “Will the walls be enough to keep everything protected?” 
 
    “Fair question,” Jenner said as he climbed up to the driver’s seat and adjusted Prosper’s reins. “When you fixed the lanterns, you used some of Mercedes’ Blessing inside you to fuel the protections, and thus, anything malignant or with intent to harm those who fall under your protection cannot pass the barrier.” 
 
    “I’d love it if the wall could extend around the entire estate,” I said after I closed up the carriage house. 
 
    “If only, my boy,” Jenner sighed. “You witnessed first-hand the effect of over-expending your will. There is a limit to the lanterns’ power. For some reason, the broader the perimeter, the weaker the protection.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said and fell back with a slight frown. 
 
    Being told I couldn’t expand the wall didn’t sit well with me, and I wondered if this could be a potential herald core situation that a little research and not taking ‘no’ for an answer could fix. 
 
    It turns out it was a good thing Zoie suggested the patrols because the forest was always creepier when it was dark. My cat-wife’s ears kept twitching like mad at every little sound, and eventually I started to hear the telltale sound of another carriage trundling behind us. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I asked and drew my sword for good measure. 
 
    “Yes,” Zoie said and armed herself with a handful of throwing knives. “They keep trying to catch up with us.” 
 
    Before either one of us could do anything, a familiar voice called out in the dark followed by the sparkling lamplight from another carriage. 
 
    “Brightwood!” Asher Redburn called out and waved a hand from where he was on top of his own manapillar-drawn vehicle. “I had hoped you would be on this road.” 
 
    “Hello, Dreadful!” I said and waved a hand. “Would you like to caravan with us to Gatetown?” 
 
    “I would be much obliged, sir,” the jackrabbit-man said. 
 
    Traveling seemed to be a lot less ominous now that we had our little troupe who watched each other’s backs, and when the sun finally rose, I was even allotted sometime in the cab to meditate here and there. 
 
    All in all, it was a pretty smooth road trip all the way to Gatetown, which was more than I could say for the last time we took a carriage ride together. Even Vel-Rala helped a little by helping steer the carriage so Jenner could take a break every so often. 
 
    The city itself looked the same from what I remembered of it the last time Zoie and I passed through this place on the way to the Ruins. 
 
    As far as general architecture went, Gatetown was a combination of a sea shanty-slash-trading port and a booming steampunkian metropolis. The name was also apt for the town given it was literally the town by the massive gate that let ships in and out of the island during the day and remained closed during the night. 
 
    However, the main thing that stood out was how packed with people towing their own carriages and anchoring their ships in Gatetown’s large lake harbors. 
 
    “Goddess, it’s packed,” I commented from my place in the driver’s seat along with Bodin and Jenner. 
 
    “Usually, there are designated campgrounds for the event, but since the venue changed at the last moment, I’m not sure where the magistrate plans to host us all,” Jenner said. 
 
    “What about up there?” Bodin asked and gestured to the large hill in the distance where everyone was directing their caravans to. 
 
    “Do you know where we go?” Asher Redburn rode up next to us on a manapillar separate from his carriage. 
 
    “I think we ought to just follow the crowd,” I said as I pointed to the grandiose estate perched on the top of the impressive hill. 
 
    From our position, it looked like there was only one winding road up to the palatial manor, and it appeared as if people were parking along the switchbacks and setting up their camps just on the side of the road. 
 
    “I guess we just find any old place,” Shay said with her head poking through the little window behind the driver’s seat. 
 
    “We might as well join the line,” I said as I scowled at one of the worst traffic jams I’d ever seen. 
 
    I certainly didn’t miss that from Earth. 
 
    But like all horrible traffic jams, it eventually eased along until we came upon a relatively people-less bend in the road that had an amazing view. 
 
    “Let’s set up camp here,” I suggested mostly because my ass was starting to go numb from sitting in the hard seat. “I know it’s not closer to the top, but this is good, right, gang? Hey, Dreadful, wanna combine camps?” 
 
    “Good idea,” the jackrabbit-man said and directed his carriage to park next to ours. “Then you and I must be heading up to Asher Vane’s estate for the Preparations.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and hopped down so I could stretch my legs for a moment before joining the bustle of unloading, and I walked toward the edge of the switchback so I could admire the vista. 
 
    Multi-colored pennants and flags flapped in the mild morning breeze, and bits of confetti swirled in the air and sparkled like glitter. Music and laughter could be heard as caravan after caravan continued to snake up the winding roads of the Magistrate’s private mountain, and a small smile spread across my face. 
 
    Because we banded together, we took up enough space to where we had the ledge all to ourselves which was really nice, and I took a huge lungful of fresh air and stretched out my back. 
 
    It was a perfect day. 
 
    But I was restless. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this place,” someone said next to me and popped my little bubble of serenity. 
 
    “Somehow, I get the impression you mostly have a ‘bad feeling’ about pretty much everything,” I snapped at Vel-Rala who, as usual, had taken herself away from the group to avoid work. 
 
    The cockatoo-woman arched a thin eyebrow and exhaled a stream of pungent smoke from her lips. 
 
    “You feel it, too, then,” she said instead of being offended by my waspish attitude, and then she tapped the ash off the end of her reed-like cigarette. 
 
    “You shouldn’t smoke that, you know,” I said instead so I wouldn’t have to respond to her oddly perceptive comment. 
 
    “It’s my last one, anyway,” she said and dropped the long cigarette on the ground so she could crush it with her heel, and then she turned to walk away. 
 
    “Vel,” I said and felt a little chagrined in the face of her empty sorrow. “Hey, just because we might not get along, you do realize you’re a part of this group now, don’t you?” 
 
    The blank expression the cockatoo-woman had mostly been wearing since she came to live with us finally fractured some, and she looked at me with her coal-like eyes. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what that means,” she confessed and hugged herself as she looked out over the lake. “I-I see how you all interact, and it doesn’t make sense to me. I don’t know how to be ‘a part’ of your group.” 
 
    “Well, the good news is, you don’t really have to try, you just are,” I said. “I know you’re unused to experiencing anything but cruelty, but all I can do is show you otherwise. I am good on my word because that’s all I came to Aventoll with, so you can trust when I say I will never hurt you or shut you out unless you do something that warrants that. But we already had that discussion.” 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured and seemed to mentally chew over my words. 
 
    “You could make more of an effort, though,” I said but then nudged her a little to take any sting out of my words. I didn’t particularly like her, but I didn’t want to be a dick, either. 
 
    It wasn’t her fault I was feeling more and more on edge the closer to noon, or mid-epoch, it got. 
 
    “I hardly know where to start,” she said and then turned to look at the organized chaos now increased two-fold by Redburn’s brood. 
 
    Dreadful and Jenner were chatting about some old book the jackrabbit-man was holding in his hand, while Rylan and the two familiar-looking farm children set up troughs of water for Prosper and Redburn’s manapillars. 
 
    Arvid, it seemed, had also ‘jumped’ into action and was already cooking something over a fire one of Redburn’s young maidservants was feeding logs to, and the rambunctious raccoon-brothers were continuing to unload while Zoie took inventory and gave instructions like a proper first wife. 
 
    “You just gotta jump in,” I chuckled and then led by example by waltzing up to the revelry and clapped my hands once. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Husband, I demand your help with this frustrating tent!” Shay immediately commandeered my services as she popped up from a tangle of canvas and cords. 
 
    I laughed and went over to my aggravated phoenix-wife and observed how much of a mess she had made of the poor tent. 
 
    “What did the tent ever do to you?” I teased and helped her with the guy-lines she was trying to unknot with her gimpy bandaged fingers. 
 
    “It’s this stupid hand,” she growled and huffed when she finally gave up the task. “It’s making things difficult. Once Horus has no need for the disagreeable creature, I rather think we should let Arvid cook Igoric in a stew!” 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed with rage, and her crest looked a little fuller due to the heavy feathers on her head that wanted to puff up, but even though she was furious, the whole effect made me think of a pissed-off baby chick that fell into a rain puddle. 
 
    It was kind of adorable. 
 
    “Let me see,” I said, and between the two of us we were able to split the work where she organized the parts of the large three person tents, and I popped them up one by one. 
 
    “I didn’t know we had these,” I said as I finished erecting the last tent. 
 
    Each one of the colorful three person tents had three rooms separated by additional panels of cloth, and I could tell based on the other campsites around us that our tents were of a far greater quality. 
 
    “They came from Icarian,” Shay explained. “Bala always hated staying anywhere that didn’t have an Inn, but when the occasion called for it, he insisted on the best money could buy, the arrogant man.” 
 
    “Well, here’s to our benefit, then,” I said, and I tugged her into the tent after me and then undid one of the straps holding up the flap for the doorway. It furled down just in time for me to dip my phoenix-wife and plant a large kiss on her lips as if I was some sort of Casanova. 
 
    “Daaaaad,” I heard a long whine, and I straightened up and glanced behind me where the tent’s ‘backdoor’ was still open. Rylan was glaring inside with a teasing grimace on his face. “Ewwwwww.” 
 
    Brat. 
 
    “Don’t you ‘ew’ me, or I’ll throw you off this mountain,” I said and rushed at my unruly trouble-maker so I could sling him over my shoulders and spin him around to the sound of his startled shrieks of delight. 
 
    “Don’t! I don’t wanna dieeee!” he hollered through his belly laughter as I marched closer to the ledge. 
 
    Suddenly, a loud fanfare of trumpets made everyone on the mountain freeze. 
 
    I set Rylan down and glanced at the top where the sound came from. 
 
    “Come, Alex Brightwood,” Redburn said as he turned to me. “We must commence with the Preparations.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Maybe I should have suggested a campsite closer to the top,” I huffed to Redburn as we both trekked up the hill with our shields held high above our heads. 
 
    “Maybe,” he panted and then shot me a good-natured grin. “But that’s the purpose. Consider that from this point forward, the Trials have already begun.” 
 
    “But what about… the Preparation?” I asked as I adjusted my sweaty grip on the shield. 
 
    “If you think of everything as the Trials, then what better Preparation is there?” he said in his optimistic roundabout logic. 
 
    I appreciated his outlook, and for some reason, it made the shield over my head feel a tad lighter. 
 
    “How many times have you done this ceremony?” I asked him as we rounded another curve. 
 
    “I have been partaking in the Ceremony since my seventeenth season after I took over my father’s Asher Legacy,” he said with what sounded like a mixture of honor and sadness. 
 
    I recalled from a conversation I had with Mec about how this so-called ‘Legacy’ was passed down from the Duelists to their children. Because of the way the Duelist Stones worked, you were either divinely Blessed by the Goddess on the night of the supernatural comet, Bhraya, or you had to inherit it through killing another. No exceptions for blood relations, so that meant Redburn had to have killed his father when the time came in order to become the Asher of his estate. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said on reflex. 
 
    “What for?” came the puzzled reply. 
 
    “Well, it’s just, where I’m from, er, children of ‘lords and ladies’ don’t have to have to kill their parents to inherit their blood status,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” the jackrabbit-man chuckled. “Usually, when fathers and sons enact the Passing Rite, it is at a moment in the father’s life when he is ready and willing to greet death. My father, Fearsome Redburn, was plagued with a bone sickness that robbed him of his swiftness of movement and his eyesight. For these reasons, he determined to die with honor at the hand of his beloved son instead of wasting away without his dignity.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I guess I can see the appeal,” I said and blinked through the sting of sweat falling in my eyes. “Any signs of the Magistrate’s place, or what?” 
 
    The jackrabbit-man laughed. “I think it’s around the next bend.” 
 
    We saved our breath to make the last push up the mountain along with dozens of other Duelists doing the same with their own shields above their heads. 
 
    It looked like everyone was congregating in the large plaza outside of the imposing manor that was actually carved into the side of the mountain like fucking Gondor or something. The magnificent Lord of the Mountain Hall, Gella Vane, was standing in the front of the steps with his own imposing black shield raised high. 
 
    “Fellow Ashers!” the owl-like man boomed out, and the ram-lord broke away from the crowd so he could walk up next to Vane with his own burnished copper shield. “Welcome to Gatetown, and to Monger Estate!” 
 
    A cheer rang out from all and sundry, and all the gathered Duelists lifted their shields toward the sky three times in rapid succession. 
 
    “Gratitude to you, Gella,” Mec thundered. “Now, let the Preparations begin!” 
 
    Another loud blast of the fanfare blared out as several beautiful women in sheer flowing gowns poured down the steps, and I startled and almost dropped my shield completely. 
 
    Before I could make that disaster of a mistake, one of the women whisked my shield away. 
 
    “Just go with it.” Redburn nudged me and gave me a genial smile as another gorgeous woman carted off his shield as well. 
 
    Maybe there should have been a preparation on the Preparation, because I felt like a fish out of water just like during Blue Night. 
 
    I really needed to talk to Mec about informing me of all the details, especially since I was doing him a favor. 
 
    For reasons. 
 
    I still. 
 
    Didn’t. 
 
    Know. 
 
    Oh, yeah. Me and the big guy were definitely going to have a little chat. For now, I was glad I made such an ally in my pal Dreadful to take my social cues from. 
 
    “Do not fret, my friend,” Redburn said with his hand on my shoulder as we followed the flood of other Ashers into the Magistrate’s castle-like manor. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me for not studying up, but can you tell me what’s happening next?” I asked the jackrabbit-man as we traversed the set of steep stairs up to the entrance. “I know a little from when Jenner tried to prep me leading up to this, but other than some sweat-lodge thing where we all sit around and drink a lot of tea, I’m pretty much in the dark.” 
 
    “Not to worry!” he laughed. “My father left me in the dark as well, and as much as I learned to understand his ‘trial-by-fire’ teaching method, I didn’t always appreciate the fact. So, I am happy to be your guide!” 
 
    “Thanks, Dread.” I clapped him on the back. 
 
    “First, we gather for the sharing of kebbar and purified water,” Redburn explained as we were all ushered to stand in a circle while Mec and Vane walked to the center. “I’m afraid I’ll have to leave your side for this part, but I shall be back momentarily.” 
 
    Before I could ask where he was going, my guide slipped away to join Mec and Vane. 
 
    Oh, yeah. That’s right. 
 
    It was easy to overlook the fact the mild-mannered Redburn was actually the governor of Mec Valley. 
 
    “My noble governors, Redburn and Vane, will do the honors of passing around the kebbar bark the Ashers of Old used to sustain themselves with when they felt the weariness of their burden.” The ram-lord gestured with his hand, and maidservants with silver-domed trays lined up in front of them while more dancing concubines removed the lids. 
 
    Then the three Lords of Nata each took a large platter piled with flat square pieces that looked like pita bread and went around the room so the other Ashers could take a sample. 
 
    It reminded me a little of a church communion thing I went to one time with foster family number-whatever. When I took a piece of the bread, I lightly sniffed it, but it didn’t really smell like anything, which I was thankful for because my stomach seemed to be doing somersaults. The other Ashers waited until all of the pieces of kebbar bark were distributed before holding them up like the ram-lord was doing. 
 
    I followed the crowd and held mine up as well. 
 
    “Mercedes be!” Mec toasted with his bark piece before he folded it up and ate the kebbar in one mouthful. 
 
    “Mercedes be!” I added my cry to the group and shoved the piece into my mouth. 
 
    Aside from being dry, the bread-like bark kind of tasted like a stale tortilla combined with seaweed, and I crunched through it hurriedly. 
 
    “Now, please, drink the water offered from my own fountain.” Gella Vane gestured to the pretty serving women who now had bronze trays laden with chalices filled with crisp water.  
 
    Redburn joined me again as he finished his own kebbar, and we both followed the mass of people as they started to stream out of the soaring entrance hall and down a set of stairs. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” I asked as I nearly levitated off the balls of my feet with nervous energy. Maybe it was in the bark, but I felt like I just downed three Monsters and a whole pot of black coffee. “What was in that kebbar, Dread?” 
 
    “Haha, yes, you must be feeling the effects quite strongly,” Redburn said as we jaunted down the stone steps and entered a series of descending staircases that reminded me of freaking Hogwarts. “I remember my first time trying kebbar. I had the energy of six men. I pleased my First Wife eight times that night.” 
 
    “Ohhhkay,” I said and tried to hold in the inappropriate laughter that threatened to bubble to the surface. 
 
    “My baths aren’t as decadent as the Asher Lord’s.” The craggy voice of Gella Vane floated up the endless staircase corridor as the multitude of Duelists marched ever downward. “But I do hope you glean from them as much pleasure as you can.” 
 
    Shortly after this declaration, it seemed as if we hit the steam barrier, and the lower we went, the thicker the atmosphere began to feel. 
 
    Something sharp and pungent assaulted my olfactory senses. It reminded me of the sharpness of citrus combined with the smoky undertone of frankincense, and my skin tingled wherever it was in contact with the steam. 
 
    When we all finally made it to the large chamber at the bottom of the stairs, the servant women congregated around us three to a man. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed, but they are going to redress you in the ceremonial garb,” Redburn warned as he was being tended to by his own entourage. 
 
    “R-Right,” I said and reluctantly let these women undo my armored belt. 
 
    I tried not to feel awkward as they undressed me down to just the Duelist Stone around my neck and helped me into a thin pair of cotton-like shorts. 
 
    A low crystal chime sounded from somewhere, and more servants came in with steaming cups of the tea I’d read about. 
 
    “This is the Time of Solace,” Redburn intoned as he plucked two cups of tea off a passing tray. He then placed a hand on my shoulder and ushered me over to one of the large coal braziers set up around the large chamber. 
 
    Ashers of all shapes and sizes were congregating around them with hot towels draped over their heads as they sipped their tea. Every so often, a maidservant would pour a ladle of water over the hot coals in order to add more steam to the air. 
 
    If the Ashers weren’t bathing in the steam, they were actually bathing in the sunken pools dotted around the chamber as the pretty women tended to their every whim. 
 
    “I’m sure there are back rooms if you wish to partake in one of Vane’s concubines,” Redburn said as he followed my line of sight. 
 
    “Wha-- no!” I sputtered. “I’m married!” 
 
    “That is not something that matters in situations like these,” the jackrabbit-man said with an odd look on his face. 
 
    “Well… it matters to me, so I’m good for now,” I muttered and took a big gulp of tea. 
 
    Which was a mistake because it tasted like the inside of my Nikes after a hard run. 
 
    “Ha!” Redburn said and clapped me on the back. “You are devoted to your wives, I can tell. Not to worry, the Time of Solace is for you to use as you please. Most like to rest or meditate, but be sure you drink two more cups of tea at the very least.” 
 
    “What does this stuff do, by the way?” I asked and took a much smaller sip this time. 
 
    It still tasted like feet. 
 
    “The tea invigorates your blood so you will not become weak from the blood loss,” Redburn said and moved over to one of the wooden benches so he could sit with his eyes closed. 
 
    I took this as my cue to let the guy do his own ‘Solace’ thing and found my own low wooden bench next to one of the braziers. 
 
    A maidservant refilled my teacup, and I downed my second and third cups in a row before she could leave again. Even though the vile substance made me want to gag, it was better to get it out of the way now kind of like ripping off a band-aid. 
 
    If this was similar to the tea Madam Midgen forced on Horus, then I would never tease him about being bested by tepid leaf-water ever again. 
 
    Nasty. 
 
    Now that it was over, I could follow the jackrabbit-man’s example, and I crisscrossed my legs in order to enter my own meditative trance. 
 
    Slipping into that deep restive state had been getting easier, although I hadn’t tried it wired to the gills on super bark, so this time was a little tricky. Once I managed it, though, I was able to float along in between dreaming and full-consciousness as if I was traveling along a warm lazy river. 
 
    Images would occasionally swim to the surface, but they never stayed for long, and I didn’t feel any pressure to examine them for any significance. 
 
    When the fanfare of trumpets could eventually be heard again from the top of the manor, I was startled out of my light trance and almost fell off my bench. 
 
    “Take care, Alex, my friend,” Mec said and gripped me by the wrist so I wouldn’t complete my trajectory to the ground. “The floors are slick.” 
 
    “There’s a lot about this little favor you forgot to tell me about, Gavlain,” I said as we were all corralled back toward the Harry Potter stairs. 
 
    “Builds character,” the big guy said with an askance grin on his bearded face. “Besides, my first impression of you was when you were thrown into a life-or-death situation, and you were way more unprepared than this. And look at you now. You turned out just fine!” 
 
    “Suuuurreee,” I said with an eye-roll worthy of Rylan-status. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll like what comes next, I promise,” the ram-lord laughed. “Keep up!” 
 
    I grinned back at the challenge and semi-raced the Asher Lord up the stairs. 
 
    That bark really was doing the trick because I took to those bad boys like it was cake. 
 
    The next stop on this Magical Mystery Tour was a large parlor-like room with huge sweeping ceilings and a dank-smelling smoke wafting in the air. 
 
    More of Vane’s concubines were there to slip white tunics over our heads before the Ashers were then escorted down another dim winding hall and finally outside in a burst of dazzling late afternoon sun and spectator cheers. 
 
    “How-- how long were we doing the ‘Solace’ thing?” I asked Mec as I blinked through my streaming eyes. 
 
    “Are you shocked you meditated for so long?” the ram-lord asked with an amused tone to his voice. 
 
    “No, just that it was so easy,” I replied. 
 
    “It is the fellowship of being united with so many Ashers over a single cause,” he explained. “You might have experienced the same sensation of camaraderie during the Herald Hunts.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was cool,” I said, and Mec laughed in his rolling thunder way that made me grin even wider. 
 
    “Cool, huh?” he repeated, and he placed a hand on my shoulder so we could both walk out into the knee-deep water of Gella Vane’s massive diamond-shaped fountain. “I admit, I have missed hearing those little Traveler-isms. I haven’t heard many since my grandfather’s passing many years ago.” 
 
    “Feel free to steal from my weird lexicon anytime, Gav,” I said as I punched the big guy in the arm. “What’s next, by the way? You said I would like it.” 
 
    “Oh, you definitely will, my friend,” he said and pointed over to the far end of the pool. 
 
    More beautiful women dressed in a cavalcade of rainbow colors began to file in with our previously absent shields held high over their heads. 
 
    A wide smile stretched across my face when I almost instantly spotted Zoie and Shay frolicking toward me through the crystal-clear water. They were barefoot and clad in almost toga-like dresses of blue and red respectively, and they were absolutely the most beautiful sight to my sore eyes. 
 
    “What are you two doing here?” I asked as I took the heavy-ass shield and set it down on the fountain’s ledge behind me. “I thought you were coming later. Not that I’m complaining.” 
 
    “We are here to help with the Burdening,” Shay explained as she pulled out a pair of shackles. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said as I recalled the story Mec and his wife told me about the symbolic ankle cuffs that also somehow cut me just enough to let out my blood for the tithes. “Will they hurt much?” 
 
    “No, the tea and the kebbar act to numb the surface of the skin,” Mec spoke up as he gathered his own cuffs from his bird-wife, Breeta. “Watch, give me your hand.” 
 
    I let the ram-lord take my finger and run it around the sharp cuff, and I marveled at the blood beading to the surface of my skin without any signs of pain. 
 
    “Neat,” I said. 
 
    “Necessary,” Dawn, Mec’s antler-bedecked wife, corrected from behind us. 
 
    She was stunningly dressed to the nines in a ceremonial-looking priestess robe that was pure white with the golden symbol of the sun emblazoned on the front. Pearls and diamonds dripped from the small rack of antlers poking up through her platinum hair, and she looked as brilliant as a goddess when she smiled. 
 
    “Hello, Lady Dawn,” I said and watched the corner of her usually stoic mouth twitch upwards ever so briefly. Her expression reminded me that she had a pretty morbid sense of humor, and I smirked. “I notice how we are all not boiling to death yet. How am I doing, so far?” 
 
    “Quite well  considering I haven’t even Blessed the waters of Gella’s fountain, yet.” Her lips twitched again before they stretched into another one of those blinding smiles. “You are a fast study on Alemic humor, Traveler Brightwood! Gavvy, you were right about this one.” 
 
    “Right about what?” the green parakeet-woman asked with a bit of a vapid look on her round face. 
 
    “Nothing, Breeta, my sweet,” Mec said with a doting smile and hugged her. 
 
    “Gavvy?” I mouthed at him, and he mock-glared at me over the top of his Second Wife’s head. 
 
    “Now, sit on the ledge, husband,” Zoie then instructed. “Let us adorn you with the Burdens of Mercedes’ Blessing.” 
 
    I did as she asked and observed how all of the other Ashers had their own wives or concubines tending to their feet. Some were dancing and gyrating around in an erotic display that looked just as gauche as it was uncomfortable to watch, so I fixed my eyes on my own wives, which was not a hardship in the slightest. 
 
    Zoie came out of the water and knelt on the ledge behind me. In her hand, she held her ink brush as well as a small pot of rich bronze ink, and my eyes grew wide in realization when I felt the first brushstrokes drying in the mild breeze. 
 
    “More tattoos?” I asked as I tried to watch her every mark. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and turned my head to face the front. “No peeking.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I grumbled as if I was put out, but really, the sight of my phoenix-wife kneeling in the water between my knees had me beyond delighted. 
 
    Shay’s right leg came up, and she patted the top of her thigh peeking through the wet red fabric. “Foot, please.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and rested my right heel on her leg. 
 
    Her green eyes locked with mine, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away even if I tried. 
 
    Shay clasped one of the cuffs of the shackles around my ankle with a snap, and then she lowered that foot back into the water while she maneuvered my left foot up to her leg so she could repeat the process. 
 
    “Nothing hurts?” she murmured as she began to massage my calves and shins. 
 
    “My feet feel like they just recovered from falling asleep, but other than that, no pain,” I said, and my eyes fluttered closed when she continued her in-depth massage up my knees and onto my thighs. “Mm, that feels nice.” 
 
    “Okay, done,” Zoie announced from behind me, and I heard her stow the ink bottle and brush away to wherever it was she also stashed her weapons, probably. 
 
    “I want to see!” Shay said and climbed out of the pool in an enthusiastic spray of water. “Oh, dearheart, you have outdone yourself.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Here, husband,” she said and pulled out a set of mirrors that looked like little magnifying glasses from a chain around her neck. She adjusted them so I was able to see the design spanning from shoulder to shoulder and halfway down the backs of my arms. 
 
    “Holy fuck, Zoie.” I whistled as I observed the image of a bronze-colored bird-of-prey stretching its wings across my back. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “According to legend, after the Ashers came home, they were restored by one of the first Priestesses,” Zoie explained. “The men regained their vigor and the strength of their will. I have painted her symbol on you so you may have some of that strength now.” 
 
    “Thank you both,” I said. Their combined presence and encouragement did wonders for my nerves, and any lingering jitters I was having finally ebbed away to be replaced with a swell of determination. 
 
    Another chorus of trumpets rang out, and any people other than the Duelists still in the fountain hurried out and onto the ledge. 
 
    Mec’s wife then practically floated across the water until she was in the center and raised her regal head. 
 
    Just like she did with the pools in my back garden, she lifted her face to the sky, and even though she was kind of far away, the silver flash of her irises could still be seen. 
 
    The spectators gasped when Dawn lowered her head with a snap and stared out over the water with her chrome-colored gaze. 
 
    “Ashers!” the deer-woman’s voice resonated deeply, and I had no doubt she was channeling some supernatural force for it to sound like it was coming from my marrow. “Take up your shields! Show the Goddess you are worthy of her sacrifice!” 
 
    As if we were all tuned in on the same wave-length, every Duelist there raised their shields above their heads and let out a battle cry. 
 
    “Rahhhhhrr!” I added my voice to the almighty din and planted my shackled feet as I pushed the heavy shield to the sky. 
 
    This next part I was the most prepared for as it was the most crucial. 
 
    When Lady Mec initiated the first blessing, she explained how when the water is transformed into that of the Tithe Waters, it becomes highly acidic, and only the combined concentration of the Ashers can make the water just alkaline enough to withstand skin contact. 
 
    So it made it incredibly important the men found the concentration and willpower in order to tap into the synergy around them enough to keep the water mild. 
 
    This was the first step in the ritual, and from this point forward, there was no turning back. 
 
    Because the pools in Ithaca’s garden were small, it took barely any focus for me to transform them, but since Vane’s fountain was easily eighty times the size, the water didn’t change all at once. 
 
    Buzzing energy could be felt in the air above us as if there was an invisible ocean current rushing by, and if my hands weren’t full with the shield, I would have reached up to run my fingers through the streams tugging at me. 
 
    I lifted my shield higher and bared down on my focus, and I called up the tried-and-true seed-pod imagery I was so fond of whenever I was training my time-trance abilities. 
 
    The curious stream reached down and enveloped me in a swath of invisible energy that made the hair on my arms stand straight up. 
 
    It was an incredibly energizing feeling, like I was being all charged up as if I actually ran on batteries. The weight of the shield lessened somehow, and I saw the surface of the water begin to smoke. 
 
    At the same time, I felt the sensation of something dropping on my feet from under the water, and when I looked down, I could already see a small pile of gray pebbles as the drops of my blood were being converted into tithes. 
 
    Once the steam started to roll off the water in earnest, an explosion of horns, drums, and string-type instruments broadcasted the fact the water was now free to wade into. 
 
    A heartfelt cry circulated around the fountain as the spectators jumped and splashed into the water baring pitchers, clay jars, and anything they could use to scoop up the purifying stones. 
 
    My feet throbbed, and the stones started to flow faster until my toes were almost completely buried. 
 
    At first, the growing puddle of tithes freaked me out into thinking that was the amount of blood I was losing, but then I remembered it only takes one drop of blood to create one stone, so I relaxed. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, the water feels so wonderful,” Shay said as she followed the example of everyone around and submerged herself up to the neck as best as she could in the shallow water. “Zoie, come in!” 
 
    “I am content where I am,” my cat-wife said where she sat on the ledge and simply swirled her feet through the water. 
 
    “What does it feel like?” I asked Shay, who was now patting some of the water into her face with her bandaged hand as if it was the fountain of youth. 
 
    “There’s a cooling feeling long after the water has evaporated,” she answered and preened the golden feathers at her temples with a contented little sigh. “It is wonderful.” 
 
    “Dad!” Rylan called. 
 
    I turned as best as I could with the shield and watched my foster-son lead the rest of Team Ithaca toward me, and they were all laden with vases and jars of their own. 
 
    “Hey, bud,” I managed to say without breaking my concentration. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner told me you need to focus, so I won’t talk for long,” he babbled, and I smiled at him good-naturedly for him to continue. “I just wanted to tell you I have everything under control back at the campsite so you don’t have to worry about anything, and even Redburn’s camp is under control, too. I should probably go tell him that, but I don’t want to bother him.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Jenner said as he took a seat next to Zoie and began taking off his shoes. “Now, lad.” 
 
    “Oops, I’m talking too much, I’m sorry.” He smiled sheepishly. “I’ll just gather some stones, but I just wanted to tell you that. Oh, and also I’m proud of you, Dad.” 
 
    I smiled at my foster-son when he hugged me quickly around the waist, and I was able to hold the shield extra high because of it. 
 
    The rest of the waning afternoon passed by in some idyllic dream where I watched with a full heart as the members of my rag-tag family enjoyed themselves in the fountain like everyone else seemed to be doing. 
 
    Rylan, Arvid, and the raccoon-brothers made several trips back and forth to refill the pitchers with the tithes that would hopefully last until the Duelists were once again called upon to give their blood to the people.  
 
    The best part, though, was that Shay and Zoie stayed with me the whole time and helped me maintain my focus especially when my arms began to twinge with the beginnings of fatigue. 
 
    However, the night was soon approaching, and eventually, the spectators were made to leave the pool’s waters at the booming sound of Gatetown’s evening cannon. 
 
    The cannon was the signal that Nata Isle’s large gate was to be closed for the night, which effectively sealed the inhabitants inside the island’s walls. 
 
    “Hang in there, Asher Alex,” Mec intoned from beside me in a faraway voice. “When the sun officially sets, the Trials will begin.” 
 
    The odd enveloping energy suddenly added a weight to the burden above my head, and I breathed deep through my nose as my muscles trembled. It was almost as if there was a riptide threatening to drag me along the invisible rapids swirling around me. 
 
    I dug my throbbing heels in harder and attempted to focus on my task. 
 
    The feeling of cool hands danced on the backs of my heated shoulders. Two familiar voices spoke to me, but I was too deep within my pseudo-trance to really make out what they were saying. Still, I registered the voices had to have belonged to my wives based on the kisses I could feel bestowed on my face and lips. 
 
    I wanted to return the gesture, but an unnamed force began to grip me in its throes, and I was unable to even form words. 
 
    The shield grew heavier the darker the sky got, and I started to feel the ache in my forearms that was always the start of my troubles. 
 
    Whenever I practiced with the heavy-ass disc, I was only ever able to make it about three hours before the pain and exhaustion forced me to stop. I had already surpassed that point thanks to all the bark and tea I was jacked up on, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    Sure enough, when the moon finally began to rise and the heaviness of the shield began to increase, it became a struggle to keep my breathing calm. 
 
    It was as if the oppressiveness of the moonlight was wearing each of us down just as relentlessly as the erosion of the sea, and my legs shook as my shield dipped. 
 
    Then, when I thought I was at my limit, the added weight bearing down on me suddenly vanished. 
 
    However, I found myself feeling less relieved than I thought I would be when the surface of the water burst into flames all around me not even a second later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    What. 
 
    The. 
 
    Fresh. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Hell. 
 
    A roaring inferno devoured the water in front of me, but despite my best efforts, I could not unglue the soles of my feet from the bottom of the fountain in order to jump back. 
 
    When I lifted my head so I could look around for help, I noticed I was suddenly transported to a different time and place. 
 
    Instead of standing in the flaming fountain at Gella Vane’s estate, I was suddenly standing naked in a very familiar clearing surrounded by an eerie blue glowing forest. 
 
    What did Rylan call this place again? The Dead Zone? The Dark Space? 
 
    Realm. 
 
    The Dark Realm. 
 
    Somehow, I had managed to fall into that liminal space between waking and dreaming my foster-son was so worried about. 
 
    I pressed my thumbnail into the cut Mec had made into my finger earlier when he was demonstrating the numbing effects of the kebbar. 
 
    “Ow!” I hissed and watched as a trickle of blood traced down to my knuckle. 
 
    I guess the Super Bark wouldn’t work in the Dark Realm, and I reminded myself to be careful. 
 
    Even though Rylan and I came up with our vegetable-based code word in case I landed myself here again, I didn’t tell him I never planned on using it. If this place was dangerous to my physical body, it was no doubt just as dangerous to Rylan’s, and taking that chance was just not an option. 
 
    But I also remembered this was the place where Aventoll spoke loudest to its Travelers, so I readied my stance and peered into the dimness. 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked, and my voice fractured and split as if I was shouting inside a fishbowl. 
 
    Nothing answered, but I felt like I had the attention of whatever presence occupied the realm. 
 
    A sudden blast of heated air nearly knocked me off my feet, and I stumbled back a few steps to catch my balance. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, the forest around me was engulfed in flames. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” I exclaimed and jumped back to the center of the clearing. The inferno roared and hissed as it consumed the tree line and drew closer. 
 
    The heat was incredible, and my skin felt like paper set too close to the fireplace, all tight and hot. I spun in a circle frantically and looked for a break in the ring of flames that I might break through and try to outrun the conflagration. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I chanted as no solution presented itself, and my circle of uncharred earth shrank even more. 
 
    A searing pain ignited around my right forearm, and I clutched the scar the cruel Archus Doler gave me as his final parting gift when he died. The pain caused my stomach to clench, and my eyes were streaming with tears as the heat from the flames practically licked at my face. 
 
    I slammed my eyes closed and held my breath because I was sure the fire was a hair’s breadth from swallowing me whole. 
 
    A beat went by. And then another, until I finally realized I wasn’t being cooked alive. 
 
    The out-of-control inferno stopped just short of burning my face off, and I glared at the fire like I was offended it decided to go off script from what I was expecting to happen. 
 
    “Really?” I scoffed. “What gives?” 
 
    The wall of fire loomed an inch closer. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait, that’s okay, stop!” I said and backed up the little I could in my ever-shrinking circle of dirt. 
 
    The flames still roared and hissed, but they stopped short again as if they were waiting for me to catch on to something. 
 
    Now that I wasn’t panicking about being barbeque, I once again reminded myself these terrifying experiences were designed to help me in some way. 
 
    At least I didn’t have to fight my Shadow-self again in a weird symbolic drama about being my own downfall, or something. Even though said ‘lesson’ primed me against the fight I had with Doler. In that Duel, if I had relied on my own time-trance powers in order to defeat him, the curse he put on me would have drained my life-force every time I tried to tap into it. 
 
    So, if that was the case, what was the reason for this wall of fire? 
 
    I definitely couldn’t go around it, or under it, but staying here was slowly becoming Not An Option as I nearly stood on my tiptoes trying to stay away from the encroaching flames. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I yelled at the fire. 
 
    Because it was fire, it didn’t answer, of course, and part of me really just wanted to punch my way through. 
 
    Through. 
 
    What if…? 
 
    No, that was crazy. I couldn’t just walk through Dante’s Shower Curtain of Hell. But what choice did I have? 
 
    “You better be right,” I scolded my gut since it was nagging me to do something totally off the cuff and potentially deadly. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and ran through the wall of fire. 
 
    Instead of being waylaid by the feeling of my flesh burning off, I ended up stumbling forward and crashing down to my hands and knees in front of the Ancient Tithe Pool back at the Sun Temple. 
 
    I blinked around at the serene space and glanced at the shining surface of the mirror-like water. I remembered what happened the last time I just looked into the Pool’s surface willy-nilly, and I rubbed absently at the scar around my arm that looked like a snake eating its own tail. 
 
    But the answer I sought was just there glimmering within my reach, so I crept forward and chose to look down at my fate. 
 
    A long winding corridor filled my sight, and it reminded me a little of the underground weapons cache under Ithaca. The walls of this corridor were a bare white stone almost like marble, and there seemed to be no end in sight. 
 
    But, finally, a shape began to materialize in the distance, and I hurried toward it faster and faster. 
 
    As I got closer, the shape revealed itself to be two identical black doors, and the longer I stared at the doors, the more my instincts got a feel for what they were. 
 
    The right door was easy because it radiated a feeling I was beginning to relate solely with Ithaca and the belonging that comes with all things home, but the left door was a little more obscure. 
 
    It seemed familiar but remote at the same time, like coming home to a vacant apartment after being gone for so long. The stuff was still there, but the warmth of being lived in was wholly absent. 
 
    The more I pondered the second door, the more it started to dawn on me what it was. 
 
    What they both were. 
 
    The left door represented Earth and my old life, and I knew for certain if I chose to go through it, I would be returned safe and sound to everything I was familiar with, Blue Pill, Matrix-style. 
 
    But the right door felt like Ithaca because it represented that warm lived-in place I had grown to associate with Aventoll. 
 
    Almost without my permission, my hand reached for a door… 
 
    “Alex!” a deep and compelling Voice caused me to rush to the surface of my subconscious as if my waking mind was attached to a buoy. 
 
    I gasped and opened my eyes, which was a mistake because the dawning of a new day on Nata Isle just about blinded me. The strength drained out of my arms and legs, and I collapsed. 
 
    “Woah, lad, steady,” the Asher Lord said as he caught my arms and prevented me from crashing down to my knees. Then, before I could even adjust to being back in the waking world, Mec stood me next to him and raised my fist in the air. “Behold! Our brother Asher Brightwood has succeeded in the Trials and has outlasted us all!” 
 
    The Duelists and the spectators who were all gathered offered up a hearty round of applause. 
 
    “W-Wait, it’ssss morning?” I slurred as I tried to lift my shield up again, but it was proving impossible when my muscles felt like rubber noodles. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the shield, son, you have passed the Trials with ‘flying colors’ as my grandfather used to say,” the jovial ram-lord said as he took the heavy object from my stiff fingers and helped me out of the fountain. “I knew you would take to the ceremony, but you have surprised me yet again with your fortitude.” 
 
    The things he was excitedly babbling about did little to penetrate my exhausted brain, and the only thing I could think of saying was: “Great, another ‘morning person.’” 
 
    “Oh, Alex!”  
 
    I suddenly had my arms full of a vibrant Shay who was nearly in tears as she smothered me with kisses. 
 
    “Oh, husband!” she gasped. “When the sunrise came and you didn’t drop your shield, I didn’t know what to think, but Lord Mec snapped you out of your trance. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and tried to shake the cobwebs out of my head. Other than being a little tired, my strength was returning almost tenfold. “Yeah, actually, I feel great. What was all that about? Do I win some sort of prize for being the one who held his shield up longest?” 
 
    “You gain the pride and accolades that come from being the strongest one to outlast,” she said and hugged me again. 
 
    “Oh, more accolades, good,” I mumbled sarcastically but pulled my phoenix-wife closer while Vane’s concubines relieved me of my shackles. I looked down at my ankles and expected to see them rubbed raw from the unforgiving metal digging into my flesh, but I was surprised to see my skin was just as pristine as usual. 
 
    “Isn’t it grand?” Shay asked as she stepped back and then unwrapped the bandage from around her finger. “Look, mine is all healed, too!” 
 
    She held up her hand for me to inspect, but before I could examine her unmarred fingers, a bone-white hand seized her wrist and made her gasp. 
 
    “Look at that,” Gella Vane said as he turned my wife’s hand this way and that before releasing it too quickly for me to have the opportunity to break his fingers. 
 
    I saw red for a moment, and it took all of my willpower not to drag his skinny skeletal ass over to his own fountain so I could hold his head underwater for a minute. 
 
    Or twelve. 
 
    “Asher Vane,” I said again through gritted teeth and moved my wife slightly behind me. 
 
    “Brightwood,” the owl-like man greeted as his jaundiced eyes pierced mine. “Impressive display of fortitude. That is a trait that will serve you well. Come, I would like to offer you a bit of extended hospitality to you and your… wives.” 
 
    “How generous, but I am afraid I have business with Brightwood back in the Valley,” Mec interjected in a sorry-not-sorry way as he smiled a cold smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You should rest, Gella. You’re looking pale.” 
 
    “What I am is none of your business, Gavlain!” the owl-man suddenly snapped, and the harsh lines and wrinkles in his ashen face were made all the harsher by his ugly sneer. 
 
    “Regardless, thank you for hosting the Ceremony,” the ram-lord said placidly, which only seemed to add fuel to the other man’s rage. 
 
    Vane honestly looked like a volcano ready to go Mt. St. Helen’s, but at the last moment, he derailed his impending explosion and replaced his indignation with a benign grin. 
 
    “Good day to you both,” the Magistrate of Gatetown said with a falsely polite bow as a disgusting smile crawled across his face. “Milady.” 
 
    “What a creep,” I growled the moment he was gone. 
 
    “Yes, Gella has been a thorn in my side for quite some time now,” the ram-lord agreed and then turned to Shay. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, and she sounded more annoyed than anything. “He didn’t hurt me, he was just appallingly rude.” 
 
    “Well, he needs to keep his oily hands off you,” I said and scowled after the owl-man as he disappeared into the milling crowd. 
 
    “Are you ready to go back to our campsite?” Shay asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but where are Zoie and Rylan?” I wondered as I finally noticed their absence. “Didn’t they want to come?” 
 
    “More than anything, my darling, but I’m afraid our Rylan developed a sickness during the night, and Zoie decided to stay with him,” she said. 
 
    “Rylan’s not feeling well?” I asked with a concerned expression. “But he was fine yesterday!” 
 
    “Ah, not to worry, lad,” Mec said and clapped me on the shoulder with sympathy. “As much as it pains us to see our children suffer, they are stronger than we think.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded, but something about Rylan’s mysterious and sudden illness didn’t sit well with me, even if it was just a typical head cold. I would have to just check him out for myself in order to assuage that annoying little niggle in my gut. 
 
    Speaking of my gut. 
 
    A loud rumble tore out of me as if my stomach was actually trying to do an Aliens on me and chew its way out of my abdomen. 
 
    “By the way, is there, like, a ‘grab-n-go’ breakfast situation to look forward to, or…?” I asked, and the big man threw back his head and laughed. 
 
    “You must be ravenous,” Mec said as he led us from the fountain, and he traversed the long corridors of Vane’s castle-like estate as if he had a map. “Typically, there is a large feasting celebration held all over the island, but I’m afraid we do not have time to partake. We must make it to the Battle Hall before the day gets too long.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said as Shay and I jogged down the entrance steps after the ram-lord. “Let me just collect my crew, and we can meet you there.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Asher,” he chuckled and raised his hand as if he was hailing a taxi. A carriage immediately drove up, and two servants hopped down to open the doors. “I’ve arranged for all of us to travel in style.” 
 
    When Mec meant style, he meant a full palace escort that left our humble caravan wedged in between Mec’s family’s carriage ahead and a plethora of guards at the front and the rear. 
 
    Another bonus to the royal treatment was Mec had loaded us up with a host of amazing food that could feed an army. There were warm sweet rolls that were in the shape of clouds, a bright green soup that tasted of citrus wheatgrass and was surprisingly refreshing, trays of fruits dipped in some type of sticky sugary stuff, strips of meat and dried fish, cheese, and a number of other delicious items I ran out of room in my stomach before I could try. 
 
    It was a little awkward to balance everything inside our carriage without a proper table or surface, but between all of us working together, we managed to get everyone fed Meals on Wheels style as we trundled along. 
 
    Well, almost everyone. 
 
    “Rylan, why don’t you try some of this fragrant broth?” Shay cajoled, but the pale stable-boy simply closed his eyes and rolled over to bury his face back in Zoie’s dress. 
 
    Zoie frowned and trailed her fingers through his sandy hair as he continued to rest with his head in her lap, and she finally looked up at me with a worried frown. 
 
    When I had gotten back to the rest of the crew, Zoie filled me in on his status. Just like Shay said, he’d somehow come down with a sickness in the middle of the night that caused him to shake with fatigue as well as made him feel nauseated. 
 
    Speaking of which, going off Rylan’s sudden flush that reddened the tips of his ears, I gathered he might be losing the battle with his touchy stomach. 
 
    Sure enough, not even three seconds later, the stable-boy sat bolt upright with a panicked look on his sweaty face aimed right at me. 
 
    “Bodin! Stop the carriage!” I banged a few times on the roof, and the carriage slowed just in time for me to get the poor kid out of the cab before he hurled up what little he had left in his stomach. 
 
    He made it a total of three strides before bracing himself against a tree and letting it rip. 
 
    “There you go,” I encouraged and patted his back even though I was a bit mad at him when I realized what exactly was bothering me about him being sick. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Alex?” Mec asked as he poked his head out of his carriage window. 
 
    “Fine, Gavlain,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Just give us a few moments.” 
 
    The ram-lord nodded his understanding and slipped back inside. 
 
    When Rylan had seemingly puked his last, I had him sit down on a fallen log and take slow sips of water from a wineskin. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said with one hand over his stomach while he handed the water jug back to me. 
 
    “Now, do you want to tell me what this is all about?” I asked and folded my arms in front of my chest. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as he blinked up at me innocently, but I wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Rylan, I thought we talked about using your ability too much,” I said and knew I was on the right track when his shoulders hunched up toward his ears. “That’s why we have a code word! And I don’t remember using it, so if that’s the case, you were just deliberately disobeying me.” 
 
    “No, Dad, I-I’m sorry--” he stammered as great big tears filled his eyes. 
 
    “Having a powerful ability is not something to play around with,” I chastised with my most Disappointed Dad Glare. “I’ve pushed myself to the state you’re in and farther, and let me tell you, it’s not fun!” 
 
    “Yes, I know, A-Alex, but--” he started again and angrily wiped away his fallen tears. 
 
    “No, you don’t know,” I snapped, and he winced as if I’d slapped him. I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Didn’t you learn your lesson the first time?” 
 
    If my first words slapped him, then these words kicked his dog because his face immediately crumpled, and he clutched himself around the middle. 
 
    At the sight of him, I instantly regretted my words, and I realized dragging his painful past out just to make my point was overkill, especially now that I could see my point was pretty much made the second I raised my voice. 
 
    “Y-Y-You’re right, A-Alex,” he said as he tried to hold back his tears, and his face was becoming paler by the minute. “You should be rid of me.” 
 
    “No,” I said and closed my eyes when I realized we were back to ‘Alex’ again instead of Dad. Well, maybe I needed to act more like a Dad and less like judge and jury if I wanted the title so badly, starting now. 
 
    Unfortunately, Rylan’s self-flagellation was already picking up steam, and because he was feeling shitty on top of everything, he apparently couldn’t cope with it anymore, and so he bolted. 
 
    Right into the forest. 
 
    “Rylan!” I hollered and sprinted after him. 
 
    Of course, he managed to slip through one of the thickest brambles known to man, and I actually had to pull my sword in order to hack through the obstacles in my way. 
 
    “Rylan!” I yelled again and cursed when I almost tripped over a thick gnarled tree root. “Shit. Broccoli! Broccoliiiiii. Broccoli, broccoli, broccoli. Fuck--!” 
 
    The toe of my boot caught on another fucking tree root, which caused me to stumble to another stop. 
 
    The thick trees were claustrophobic and dark, and I felt briefly turned around in the thicket of thorns and branches. 
 
    If it weren’t for the sound of retching nearby, I wasn’t sure if I would have been able to catch up with him at all. 
 
    As it was, the poor stable-boy was forced to come to a stop so he could get sick again in the bushes. 
 
    “Rylan…” I sighed and walked over to where he was still crouched on all fours as silent tears dripped off his dirt-streaked face. 
 
    I approached him cautiously at first in case he got it in him to run off again, but as I got closer, I could see he wasn’t really in the state to be running in the first place. 
 
    His stubbornness caused me to roll my eyes fondly at the ragamuffin, and with gentle hands, I lifted him to his feet so he was no longer kneeling in his own sick. 
 
    “Hey, champ,” I said when I had relocated us to a set of boulders next to a small creek. “You alright?” 
 
    “I’m f-fine,” he said. “It’s just that when you were shouting ‘broccoli,’ it reminded me of green sprouts, and then I couldn’t help but--” 
 
    “Yikes,” I said as he dry-heaved miserably again, so I tore off a strip of my tunic and soaked it in the cold water at our feet. “I won’t mention broccoli anymore.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” he said with a greenish tinge to his cheeks, and I couldn’t help but chuckle a little as I wrung out the cloth, folded it, and then placed it on the back of his neck. 
 
    We sat there in tense silence for a few moments until I sighed and placed a finger on his knobby knee so he would look at me. 
 
    “Look, I need to apologize to you,” I said and held my hand up before he could interject. “Let me finish. I reacted the way I did because, to be honest, it worries me that you can become so affected by your ability just as much as I can when I don’t even know what all that entails. That’s why I drew the boundary for you to only Dream Walk if you hear--” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t say it,” he whimpered and covered his eyes with one hand. 
 
    “--the code word,” I finished mercifully. “Until I know more about what you can do, we need to play it safe.” 
 
    “I understand that  Alex, I really do,” he said earnestly, but my heart still cramped at his use of my first name again. “But I wasn’t deliberately trying to disobey you. Last night was my first night coming to a Tithing Ceremony. After I laid down for bed, I tried to get my mind to quiet down, but it was like everything was up too loud to ignore.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked patiently while I turned the rag over to the cool side. 
 
    “I don’t know, it was like all of the Duelists were having such intense nightmares one after another, it became impossible to keep all of it out,” he finished his explanation with a small pout. “I couldn’t help it, and all night I kept falling into the Dark Realm.” 
 
    I frowned even deeper at this. 
 
    Rylan was in the Dark Realm? 
 
    “You couldn’t help but get sucked in?” I clarified as my alarm grew again. “You weren’t hurt there, were you?” 
 
    “No, other than the fact I felt like I could sleep for a thousand seasons when I woke up at dawn.” The stable-boy shrugged, and I watched in curious fascination as Rylan’s hand rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize for not knowing how to control your ability,” I sighed again and ruffled his hair. “The responsibility lies with me to help you. I just don’t know where to start quite yet. Maybe meditation? But really, I’m the one who needs to apologize for being too harsh and for being too hasty.” 
 
    “You didn’t even let me talk,” he muttered, and I threw my arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “I will work on that in the future. Hey, maybe we can come up with another code word you could say if you ever feel like I’m running over you.” 
 
    “Just don’t say the ‘b’ word again,” he said and flushed a new shade of green. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t,” I promised. “But can I ask you to do me two things in the future?” 
 
    “Sure?” He gazed at me with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “First,” I said as I held up one finger. “No more running off.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed easily, but I gripped his chin so he could see how serious my face was. 
 
    “I mean it, Ry. I almost thought I lost you in here.” I poked him in the shoulder. 
 
    “I promise,” Rylan said with a dutiful expression and then frowned. “What’s the other thing you wanted me to do?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said and helped the poor woozy kid to his feet so we could start making our way back. “As long as you’re comfortable with it, I would really like to be called ‘dad’ again.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Rylan just launched himself into my arms and squeezed me tight. 
 
    I laughed again and patted him on the back, content to let him take as much time as he needed. 
 
    “Come on,” I said a little while later and steered us back the way we came. “We should be heading back. I bet they’re all worried about us.” 
 
    “Well, of course everyone’s worried,” a third and very unfamiliar voice butted in, and my gaze snapped around in search of the interloper. 
 
    Then, from the trees above our little clearing, a hooded figure dropped down in front of us.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Stay where you are and don’t move.” I leveled my blade at the person in the brown hooded cloak while I moved Rylan behind me. 
 
    The person flared their arms out on either side as they kept their head down toward the ground. 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” came a voice that reminded me of the breeze through the willow branches. “I only meant to gather these.” 
 
    One of the person’s hands opened, and in their palm were a couple of weird acorn-looking things. 
 
    I frowned and used the tip of my sword to remove the figure’s hood. 
 
    A pair of smallish horns greeted me first as they poked through a shaggy blonde mop of hair that only came down past the stranger’s fawn-like ears. 
 
    Finally, the person-- a young woman-- raised her head and fixed me with a gaze so silvery-gray, I couldn’t help but think of rain. 
 
    Her face was a pale oval with a smattering of charming freckles, and she had a unique tan square marking right over the bridge of her nose. These characteristics combined with her silvery horns, which curved back ever so slightly, all made her look like some sort of oryx. 
 
    “See?” the oryx-woman said and took a step forward to show me the acorns, and I lowered my sword slightly. 
 
    “Isn’t there a better place to go foraging for… um, whatever those things are?” I asked, and I figured she was harmless, especially since it didn’t seem like she was armed. 
 
    I still kept my blade out, though, because if Zoie had taught me anything, it was that looks could be deceiving, and to rule out the possibility this girl was dangerous would be plain stupid. 
 
    Even if she was kinda cute. 
 
    “There are several places to forage for the goba nuts,” she said and broke the cap off the yellowish acorn so she could hold the round part up between her thumb and finger. “But these are the ones I was meant to pick.” 
 
    “Oh… um… ” I faltered, not really sure what to say to that weirdness. “That seems a bit inconvenient.” 
 
    “For me, perhaps,” she said as she looked up at the blue sky. “But not for him.” 
 
    She then pointed her finger at Rylan, and I could see more tan markings on the back of her hand. 
 
    My sword came up again in warning, and I moved Rylan and I back a step. 
 
    “What do--?” I started, but she interrupted me by holding up a palm. 
 
    Maybe it was the light, but her eyes shimmered an opaque silver for just a flash, and when they turned back to their normal rain-like color, she smiled as if she recognized me. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed and then walked closer even though my sword was raised. 
 
    “Hey--” I said, but before I could act, she moved the blade aside and cupped my face with her hand not holding the acorns. 
 
    A feeling of incredible warmth and safety flooded through me, and I lowered my sword back to my side. It felt like this mysterious woman gazed into my soul, and for some reason, I knew deep down she wasn’t dangerous. 
 
    “You are Alex Brightwood,” she stated and then stepped back. 
 
    “I am, yes.” I sheathed my sword but still crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “You do not need to fear me, but I know why you are wary,” she said and twirled a finger around one of her ash-blonde curls. “You care for your son. And for those you are traveling with.” 
 
    “D-Dad,” Rylan interrupted, and that was the only warning I had before he gagged again and ran over to go dry heave in the shrubs. 
 
    “Oh, bud,” I said with a concerned frown, and I went over to kneel on the ground with him until his unproductive vomiting stopped. 
 
    “His spirit is depleted,” the oryx-woman said and crouched down in front of him. 
 
    “You know what this is?” I asked, and I rubbed Rylan’s back as my worry grew. He was even more washed out than before, and he leaned heavily against me as if he would fall asleep any second. “Will he be okay?’ 
 
    “He is young and full of vigor yet,” the oryx-girl said and winked at me as she held up one of those weird yellow acorn things. “Have him suck on this. It will help soothe his stomach and let him rest.” 
 
    Rylan glanced at me as if it was okay, and I hesitated for a moment before I took the acorn myself and popped it in my own mouth just in case. 
 
    If the oryx-woman was offended, she didn’t show it. She simply smiled that dreamy way of hers and rested her chin on the knee she had folded up toward her chest. 
 
    After a few minutes of sucking on the mostly flavorless nut with no adverse effects, I spat it out and nodded at Rylan. He then took the second acorn the woman offered and put it in his own mouth. 
 
    Almost instantly, the color started returning to his cheeks, and he looked at me with an amazed expression. 
 
    “Hey, I feel a little better already,” he stated and smiled at the woman. 
 
    “The magic of the goba nut,” she said, and she smiled back as she touched him on the forehead with one pale-white finger and ran it down the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “Mmm,” Rylan mumbled as his eyes drooped immediately, and then he quite literally crashed. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as he collapsed into me with a snore, and I caught him before he could face-plant into the dirt. 
 
    “Rylan is resilient, and his heart is stout.” The oryx-woman gently tugged open his mouth and let the acorn drop to the dirt. “I know why you love him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but who exactly are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Alex!” a voice through the trees called out, and I turned to the sight of my warrior cat-wife blazing a trail into the clearing with her katana-like weapon that I knew meant Serious Business. 
 
    “Zoie! It’s alright, we’re okay!” I held up a hand to stop her from slashing first and asking questions later. 
 
    “Who is this?” she barked as she stalked closer, and her eyes flew open wide at the sight of Rylan leaning heavily against my shoulder. “Rylan?” 
 
    “He’s okay,” I hurried to assure her just to get that look of sick fear off her face. 
 
    “You are a Varthan warrior,” the oryx-woman said, and she stood from her crouch with fluid grace. 
 
    “Yes,” Zoie said with her sword still drawn but no longer poised to kill. “Who are you?” 
 
    I tried to shake Rylan awake as I kept an eye on the women’s interaction, and when his eyes snapped open, I gestured for him to be quiet. 
 
    There was something serenely odd about the mysterious interloper, and I couldn’t help but want to see Zoie’s reaction to her. 
 
    “Can you stand up?” I murmured to Rylan as I watched the oryx-woman push right past Zoie’s defenses and cup her cheek just like she did to me. 
 
    “Mmhm.” The kid gave a weary nod, and I helped him stand. 
 
    “Zoie of Vartha, I know you,” the woman said in her breezy voice. 
 
    “I…” Zoie blinked, and her sword finally went lax in her grip. She had the same stunned look on her face I probably had when the woman did the same thing to me. 
 
    “There they are!” a voice called out, and the thundering of canterfly hooves could be felt through the ground. 
 
    “What’s that?” Rylan asked as he leaned so heavily into me I was basically holding him up. 
 
    “It sounds like Lord Mec probably sent a search party for us,” I said as the sound of crashing and hacking noises assaulted the brambles that surrounded the dim clearing, and I decided I might as well let the royal guards bulldoze a path for us. “We’re over here, and we’re fine!” 
 
    “They sent the guards after me?” Rylan’s voice cracked, and his face drained of what little color he’d managed to regain. 
 
    “Yes, you’re totally going to jail, I bet,” I said and nodded my permission when the oryx-woman offered up another nut-thing. 
 
    “Open up, sprout,” she sang, and all at once Rylan turned green at the hated word just as she popped the nut into the mouth he opened with a gag. 
 
    “Mpf!” He sucked on the acorn, shuddered a moment later, and actually fell asleep against me standing up. 
 
    “There,” she said and toggled his chin again so the nut would fall to the ground. 
 
    “Thanks, Amaya,” I said to the oryx-woman, but then I frowned. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    “I see introductions have already gone around,” Lord Mec said as he dismounted from his obsidian canterfly, Lightning. 
 
    “If they have, then I don’t remember,” I said as I scrutinized the oryx-woman I apparently… knew? 
 
    I darted a look at Zoie, and her expression confirmed she was probably experiencing the weird familiarity as I was, and it was likely freaking her out just as much. 
 
    “Hang on, did she ‘Inception’ us or something, because I definitely don’t remember her introducing herself,” I said with an arched eyebrow. “Or us introducing ourselves for that matter.” 
 
    “Ah, that would be my littlest sister’s special talent.” The ram-lord grinned and crossed his arms over his chest like a Proper Big Bro. “Amaya, I thought you were meeting us at the Battle Hall with your sister?” 
 
    “But I was needed here,” she said while she looked off into the distance as if something more interesting caught her attention. 
 
    Mec winked at me and nodded in Amaya’s direction as if he was saying “watch this.” 
 
    “Amaya, how do you Know this?” he asked in his Voice with emphasis on the Know. 
 
    Her eyes snapped back to the ram-lord, and they had a faint opalescent sheen to them. 
 
    “How do the sun-blooms know when to lift their faces to the sun?” she said with a cryptic air. If her face wasn’t crumpled into one of innocent confusion, I would have thought she was being belittling. 
 
    Especially when she patted Mec twice on the forearm and then floated away in the direction that had her so transfixed a moment earlier. 
 
    Zoie apparently couldn’t read the oryx-woman’s face as well as I could, because she snorted and then put a hand over her mouth as her ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “Okay, what did that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “She means she was only acting out of her nature and can’t help herself from doing what she was born to,” Mec answered and shook his head fondly. “But as to your earlier question: Amaya’s gift lies in her ability to understand things through her touch alone. She can also transfer the knowledge she intuitively possesses to others through skin-to-skin contact.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said as I watched Amaya size up another tree like she wanted to climb up it. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mec intoned. “She will be instrumental in clearing your friend. One touch from her, and she will be able to verify Horus’ intent was only to save your life, not to blaspheme the Rite of the Duel.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, and my lips twitched when the slightly eccentric oryx-woman disappeared up one of the multi-colored jem trees. 
 
    “Come, we must not linger too long in the Forest of Uul. The stag-beetles are out of their rut, but they can be quite territorial.” Mec gestured toward the line of guardsmen who accompanied the Asher Lord on his recon mission. 
 
    Two of the men clad in metal armor galloped over and led a pair of riderless canterflies by the reins. 
 
    “For you, the lad, and the lady, Asher Brightwood,” he said and handed me the reins of a pretty mahogany canterfly as the other guy handed the reins of a peach-colored filly over to my cat-wife. 
 
    “What about your sister?” I asked the ram-lord as I handed Rylan over to Zoie so I could mount the steed. 
 
    “She will most likely find her way back to the caravan before us, though I have yet to figure out how she does things like that,” Mec said with a scowl, and I chuckled as Zoie helped a groggy Rylan up into the saddle so he could sit in front of me. 
 
    “Don’t fall asleep, Ry,” I said and jostled him slightly with the arm I secured across his chest. “You can rest all you want when we get back to the carriage, okay?” 
 
    “Kay,” he mumbled and reached up to hold onto my wrist. 
 
    “Move out!” Mec ordered, and we all followed him and Lightning back to where the carriages were parked. 
 
    “Alex!” Shay rushed up with open arms to receive Rylan and help him stand so I could dismount. “Oh, you poor thing, you really aren’t feeling well, are you?” 
 
    “No,” he said pitifully. 
 
    “Well, I just might have something to make you feel a little better,” she said and hugged him. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I think you mean, ‘who’ is it,” a familiar and very much missed voice said right before its owner waltzed out from where a serene-looking Arvid was sitting on his cart. 
 
    “Uncle Horus!” Rylan gasped with a weary grin. “You’re back.” 
 
    “A little twitterbug told me you were feeling bad,” he said as he ruffled the boy’s hair. “I bet if you ask Miss Shale-Lea real nice-like, she’ll sing you the lullaby she used to sing to me when I was sick.” 
 
    “Oh…” Rylan said with an expression like he was fighting with wanting something so juvenile, but in the end, he gave in and nodded bashfully. 
 
    “Come, darling,” Shay said and led him to the carriage. She paused to send a glance over her shoulder that told me she had everything well in hand, and I smiled back at her gratefully. 
 
    I then turned my attention to the roguish falcon-man and extended my right hand to give him a solid shake. 
 
    “How’s it going, Horus?” I asked him as we clasped forearms, and the crawling discomfort I usually experienced due to the reminder of Doler’s curse was tamped down at the sheer relief I felt at seeing my best friend unharmed. 
 
    “Never better, Chief, never better-- although I think you’ve all spoiled me on the ‘high-life’ because sleeping outdoors is definitely worse than I remember,” he said and clapped me on the shoulder with his free hand. Then he released me and bowed low to my cat-wife. “Zoie, dearest, how are you?” 
 
    “I am well, Horus,” she answered. “But I believe I owe you a sparring session for your egregious absence.” 
 
    Then she sauntered past the stunned falcon-man, and her tail flicked him on the nose before she entered the carriage. 
 
    “Did she just--?” Horus started. 
 
    “Yeah, she basically threatened to kick your ass, dude.” I shook my head and crossed my arms. “It’s okay, though. It means she cares.” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” he asked. 
 
    “Very,” I volleyed. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” he George Takei’ed with a hand against his cheek. 
 
    “Come on, we’ll drive to give Mel and Bodin a break,” I laughed. “Glad to have you back, H.” 
 
    “Everything alright, Mr. Alex?” Jenner asked through the window. 
 
    “All good, Mr. Jenner, just a changing of the guard,” I said and then climbed up the side of the carriage so I could sit in the driver’s seat. “Hey, guys, take a break and eat something. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Mr. Alex,” Mel graveled out as he finished tending to one of Prosper’s iron shoes. “I think I’ll keep Arvid a bit of company.” 
 
    Then the shorter raccoon-brother winked at the taller and scurried off to the cart hitched on the back. 
 
    “Yes, well…” Bodin said as he fiddled with his cap. “I suppose I will take some refreshment. Ahem.” 
 
    If Bodin could actually blush under his fur and mask, I was sure his face would be on fire. Instead, his embarrassment was telegraphed in the way he was intent on wringing the life out of his painter’s cap, and he gave one last smile at us both before he scurried off to the cab. 
 
    “That was weird,” Horus commented. “What have I missed?” 
 
    “I think Bodin caught some Feelings for our newest addition, Vel-Rala,” I said and then flicked Prosper’s reins as the caravan finally started moving again. 
 
    “So, you did go to the Auctions,” he said and shook his black-feathered head. “I heard that night the Scourge was insatiable. I had hoped you all decided to stay behind Ithaca’s walls that night, but I am grateful nothing became of it.” 
 
    “It was close,” I admitted. “Zoie and Shay kept everything under control, though, while I joined the Hunt in search of you.” 
 
    “Aw, you shouldn’t have,” he cooed as he placed his hand over his heart and batted his eyes. 
 
    “Eh, you’re moderately useful to me,” I conceded with a shrug. 
 
    “Moderately?” he screeched. “I’m a gem!” 
 
    “Ehhhh,” I said again and teetered one hand back and forth. 
 
    “Seriously, Chief,” he said after he smacked my hand away. “You really shouldn’t have put yourself at such risk on my behalf. I told you all I was perfectly fine.” 
 
    “You sister had other theories,” I said, but I held up my palm before he could interrogate me. “You will have to ask her about all that, but basically, if there was a chance I could have eased her mind by finding your ass, you bet I jumped at the opportunity. And like I said: you’re moderately useful to me. But you really need to talk with Shay.” 
 
    “I must speak with her, it’s true,” he said and rubbed his forehead with his fingers. 
 
    “And you still can’t tell anybody where you’ve been?” I asked. 
 
    “It would be the utmost betrayal to those who harbored me, unfortunately,” he sighed. 
 
    “Then you definitely have your work cut out for you,” I chuckled and patted his arm in sympathy. 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” he deadpanned, and then he knocked his shoulder into mine as he took the reins from me. “So, Vel-Rala, huh? Are you taking her as a concubine? A wife?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I snorted. “Our agreement was I would save her from the Traders as long as she contributed to the estate as a worker.” 
 
    “Oh, how the top tumble to the bottom,” he tsked through his teeth. “You know, most Duelists would have added her as a concubine just for the status boost.” 
 
    “If you think I’m concerned about status, then you obviously don’t know me,” I joked. 
 
    “No, I know you perfectly well, Alex Brightwood.” Horus’ tone suddenly took a sharp turn into serious waters, and I gave him a puzzled frown. “You are a man of character, loyalty, and righteousness, and I am glad to have called you a friend and brother.” 
 
    “You’re talking like you’re going somewhere,” I said as my frown turned into a scowl. 
 
    “Alex, if the Council should find me guilty, they will put me to death. And I wanted to take a moment to ask you to take care to keep your own fool-self alive because you’re all my Shaylee has left.” His hands twisted the leather straps of the reins until they creaked. 
 
    “Horus, they’re not going to find you guilty.” I cleared my throat and took the reins back. 
 
    “But who knows what these ‘auditors’ will be able to do,” he argued. “I don’t trust anyone appointed by the Council.” 
 
    “Even Lord Mec?” I asked. 
 
    “Mec is a part of the Council?” The falcon-man arched a dark eyebrow. 
 
    “The ‘Lesser’ one, I guess,” I said as I tried to remember the Aventollian Civics lesson from a while back. “Something about blood status. Usually, Lesser Council members don’t really have much sway, but Mec was able to pull some strings.” 
 
    “Why is he pulling at strings?” Horus asked as he was derailed from the point. 
 
    “It means he was able to… geez, how could I put this in a way you would understand?” I muttered this last part mostly to myself but just loud enough to ruffle the feathers of his English Boarding School Ways, and then I cleared my throat. “The Asher Lord was able to curry favor with the upper echelons of the Council decision makers.” 
 
    “That is not how I sound,” the falcon-man squawked as his black crest fluffed up in indignation. 
 
    “Bro, you definitely use too many words,” I snickered and shook my head. 
 
    “Yes, alright,” he said and snatched the reins back. “You were saying about the Asher Lord’s strings?” 
 
    “We’ll work on it,” I laughed at Horus as he mangled the idiom. “Yes, strings-- two of them in fact.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked with a puzzled smile. 
 
    “I think you mean, ‘who.’” I smirked. “Mec has two little sisters who are something called ‘augur-mages’ that will be able to clear your name, no problem.” 
 
    “What…” he trailed off. 
 
    “Honestly, H, you have nothing to worry about,” I said as I searched under the bench seat for one of Mel’s hand-crafted wineskins I began seeing all over the manor as of late. Hopefully, there was more than water in the one I managed to find. “Trust me, I met one of the sisters, and she’s definitely legit-- yes! Do you want some… Horus?” 
 
    The falcon-man’s face was pale with shock, and his mouth gawked open. 
 
    “You… wait. The-- the people who will be deciding my case are the half-sisters of Lord Mec?” he asked as all his good humor drained out of him. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered and looked down at the skein in my hands. 
 
    “And you… met… one of them?” he clarified. 
 
    “Y-e-s,” I drew out the word and toyed with the idea of offering Horus the wine again because I had a feeling he was about to hit the roof about something. “Her name was Amaya.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess,” the falcon-man groaned and doubled over, and poor Prosper jerked sharply to the left. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as I grabbed the leather reins back once and for all and steered us on the correct course once more. With one hand, I shoved the falcon-man upright and then put the wineskin into his hands. “Make yourself useful and take a drink for Mercedes’ sake.” 
 
    Prosper snorted and tossed his black-maned head as if agreeing with me. 
 
    “I just--” Horus popped the cork on the skein and then took a liberal swallow. “Oh, darkest of Darkhells.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Do you know the Mec sisters?” 
 
    “You could say that…” he said and took another fortifying sip. “Has Shay ever explained about the debut of her sixteenth season?” 
 
    “She said something about how you brought a fortune teller to her party who kind of killed the mood with her really depressing prophecies,” I said as I remembered that heartbreaking conversation between Shay and me. 
 
    “I brought two, actually,” he said. “And the one who ‘killed the mood,’ as you say, was Amaya.” 
 
    “Who-- wait, Mec’s little sister was…?” I whipped my head in his direction. “I need you to explain because Shay obviously doesn’t know Mec’s sister is the same one who ruined her birthday, or she would have mentioned that little fact when Mec brought it up before the Tithing Ceremony.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know of the connection, that’s true,” Horus said with a distressed look on his face. “But in order to explain about Amaya, I must first tell you about her sister, Anwaar. She and Amaya were inducted into the Alemic Temple Order when they were girls, and the amount of pressure on them was enormous due to their talents.” 
 
    “And the Order is some religious thing, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, under the Goddess’ Edict, there is a Temple Order on each isle,” Horus explained. “There are three branches in the order. Clerics, like Golan, the keeper of Nata’s Sun Temple, are usually the academics and the Keepers of the Edicts and Sacred Architecture. Then there are acolytes who follow the High Priestess. Mec’s wife, Dawn, is a Deaconess and is an ambassador in place of the High Priestess who resides on Alem.” 
 
    “And finally augur-mages are branch number three,” I concluded. 
 
    “Exactly,” Horus said and jiggled his leg up and down. “Augur-mages are special because they are touched by the Goddess. They strike the balance between the Law and the Light and always come in pairs: the ‘mage’ side and the ‘augur’ side. The way Anwaar talked about her role as an augur-mage, she painted a picture that was void of any freedom. She talked about the Oath in particular with the most disdain.” 
 
    He stopped here to take another morose sip of wine, but I decided he’d had enough and took the skein away from him. 
 
    “What is the Oath?” I asked. 
 
    “After young augur-mages pass the acolyte phase, they study over the span of eight seasons until they are either ‘spiritually moved’ or forced to take the Oath.” Horus heaved a sigh as if his heart was leaden with cinder blocks sinking into the ocean. “Once an augur-mage takes the Oath, they’re hearts belong to the Goddess, and they can never be with anyone, even if they l-love another.” 
 
    “Horus,” I said with a pang as I realized where this was going. “Were you in love with Anwaar?” 
 
    “No, Alex,” he said and stared out into the distance like a love-sick zombie. “I’m still in love with Anwaar.” 
 
    “But, that’s great because you’ll be able to see her at least, and maybe you can work out whatever it was that broke you two apart,” I said as I tried to take a page out of Redburn’s book of Endless Optimism. “Which you still have yet to tell me, by the way. So far, all I can tell is the events that went on at Shay’s Sweet Sixteen led to a lot of shit with you guys and your father.” 
 
    “Ani and I met at the Academy where acolytes and young alchemists go to study,” he reminisced. “We fell in love and both decided to elope to Leen and disappear together, but she didn’t want to abandon her sister, and I also wanted to see Shay one last time. So, I talked Anwaar into bringing Amaya with us in disguise as fortune tellers in attendance for Shay’s party. 
 
    “On top of Amaya upsetting the assembled guests-- not to mention my sister-- when my father found out I had planned on eloping with Ani… well you can imagine how well he took it. The fallout also led to the hastening of Shay’s wing-shearing, which might have contributed to the botched quality of it. Archus feared Shay’s prospective suitors would quickly lose interest in his fledgling daughter after such a public display of what sounded like incredibly bad fortune, so he jumped at the first Asher to offer marriage.” 
 
    “Bala,” I growled. 
 
    “Yeah, that scat-kicker,” Horus said with a dark scowl. “Shaylee was the most beautiful Fledgling on Nata, and I had no doubt she would be given the chance to pick the one her heart desired most, so it never crossed my mind that she would be anything but fine in light of my plans. It was selfish of me, and I still blame myself for the fact she spent nearly six seasons with the bastard.” 
 
    “What happened with you and the sisters going to Leen?” I asked. 
 
    “Amaya and Anwaar both abandoned the course designed for them since birth, not to mention their sacred acolyte duties, and when the Order found out about the elopement, they got the Council involved,” the falcon-man continued and ran a hand through his black-feathered crest. “So, you can imagine why I’m nervous about the Council. I’ve been in trouble with them before. They charged me with kidnapping, I was then kicked out of the Academy, and my father had to pay a lot of gold to deal with it so his reputation wouldn’t be completely ruined.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you fight the charges?” I glanced at my friend and frowned at his curled shoulders. 
 
    “If I didn’t say the sisters were kidnapped, they would have been kicked out of the Order and their whole family disgraced,” he finished. “I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    We sat there in silence before I decided we could both use another swallow of wine, and I uncorked the skein again. 
 
    “Dude, that’s rough,” I said and took a swig before handing it over. 
 
    “Yes, that’s an apt description,” he sighed as the large shape of the Battle Hall loomed through the trees. “And now Shay is about to confront this pain again, and it’s all because of me.” 
 
    Horus finally fell silent and brooded more and more the closer we got, and I for one couldn’t help but feel just as apprehensive for this “reunion” to take place. 
 
    I just hoped if there was any fallout, I would know how to handle it. As we got the carriage situated, we then waited in the mostly empty arena where I fought Archus Doler under the influence of a deadly curse, and I wracked my brain on what to do. 
 
    For example: 
 
    What to do when your wife with the painful past came face-to-face with the odd oryx-woman who upended her young life? 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to come up with an answer.  
 
    “You…” Shay breathed when the Mecs walked in moments later. 
 
    All of them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Shay?” I asked my suddenly pale phoenix-wife as she watched the augur-mage sisters walk into the Battle Hall arena like she was in a different time and place. 
 
    Maybe she was, and I suddenly wished Zoie was next to me for added support even though I knew she needed to be with a still sickly Rylan. 
 
    For now, I was on my own, and I watched Shay’s emerald eyes light first on the oryx-woman and then on the slightly taller woman with an impressive pair of backward curving ibex horns parting the auburn fall of her straight waist-length hair. 
 
    The ibex-woman must have been the famous Anwaar, and when I snuck a glance at Horus hovering on Shay’s left, I saw that same tortured look on his face he was wearing when he related his star-crossed lover’s tale. 
 
    Amaya stopped just a step short like a deer caught in the headlights when her rain-colored eyes landed on the phoenix-woman staring at her. 
 
    The tension was thick, but it only lasted a second because the charged moment was interrupted as the Asher Lord and another giant of a man approached our cluster. 
 
    “Horus Doler.” The man with the striking white and brown crest and the monarch orange eyes of an osprey scrutinized the falcon-man with a severe glare. “I had hoped to never see you in this position again after last time.” 
 
    “Councilman Sha-Kane.” Horus bowed at the waist in an almost perfect ninety-degree angle. “You honor me with your audience.” 
 
    The Councilman’s sharp vivid eyes observed Horus. 
 
    The falcon-man held the difficult posture as he stared at his boots with a rigid spine, and although it was clearly uncomfortable, Horus didn’t give any indication. 
 
    Sha-Kane took a few steps forward, scrutinized Horus again for one more beat, and then rested two fingers on the crown of his black-feathered crest. 
 
    “Raise your head, my son,” the Councilman intoned in a slightly warmer voice. “You have not been found guilty, yet.” 
 
    “Yes, milord,” Horus said and straightened, but I could tell he was nervous inside because he looked just past the intimidating osprey-man’s shoulder. 
 
    I’d never known my friend to avoid direct eye-contact before, and that alone told me what I needed to know about the VIP. 
 
    Even Lord Mec had an air of deference about him, so when the Councilman’s burning gaze landed on me, I automatically bowed my head slightly in respect. 
 
    “So, this is Alex Brightwood,” Sha-Kane said and swept toward me in his floor-length black robe. 
 
    The heavy medallion clasped to his cape clinked as he leaned down, and I noticed a shape stamped in the gold face. It was simple and appeared to be a combination of two shapes actually. The top of the symbol looked like a backward “C” with a dot in the center, and that shape was then balanced on the tip of an upward pointed caret. 
 
    It obviously was a symbol of office, and probably Uber Important, but what caught my attention were the two sapphire gems inlaid on either side that sparkled just like the one on my herald blade. My hand itched to grip the spherical pommel, but I refrained in case it was seen as a gesture of belligerence. 
 
    Something shifted in the air as he seemed to track every micro-expression on my face, and I got the impression nothing slipped past his razor-sharp gaze. 
 
    “Interesting,” he murmured in his low voice like crushed velvet. “I can see why the stories of you have spread so quickly.” 
 
    “Um.” I went to rub the back of my neck in my typical nervous habit, but I caught myself and squared my shoulders with an air of confidence I only half-felt. “Ahem, thank you for taking the time to sort this out, Councilman.” 
 
    “Hm.” The osprey-man smirked in a way that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Yes, I would be lying if I didn’t say I personally volunteered for the chance to see the Traveler who is causing so many tidehauls on my home isle. Let us discuss the matter at hand, shall we?” 
 
    “I would like to put all of this behind us as soon as we can,” I agreed. “What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “We will start with Lord Mec’s testimony seeing as how he was of the highest status of the witnesses gathered,” Sha-Kane said in a stiffly formal way that was probably procedural, and then he pulled out something that looked like a glass paperweight shaped like an oversized dew drop. 
 
    Mec seemed to know exactly what to do with the obscure object, and he gripped it in his fist and thumped it over his heart just like the typical Aventollian salute I was used to seeing. 
 
    “Lord Asher Gavlain Mec,” the Councilman said. “Do you so swear that what you Attest is of your own convicted will and true to your heart?” 
 
    “I Attest,” the ram-lord recited. 
 
    Then he raised the glass bead, pressed the flat side to the center of his forehead, and closed his bronze-colored eyes. 
 
    A dull throb of light made the paperweight thing glow at the pace of a steady heartbeat, and even when Mec opened his eyes and handed the glass bead back, it continued to retain its pulse. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Asher,” the osprey-man said as the glow finally died down, and then he turned toward my phoenix-wife. “Is there any kin of the accused who would like to Attest on his behalf?” 
 
    “I would do so, milord,” Shay said as if she was following her cues in some sort of script I was unaware of. 
 
    “And who are you to have the authority to speak for Horus Doler?” the osprey-man asked. 
 
    “Shale-Lea of Nata, the beloved sister of the accused,” she responded. 
 
    The Councilman smiled just barely, and this time the expression melted some of the frosty aura he was emitting as he dropped the same glass bead into her delicate palms. 
 
    Shay followed the same motions as Mec had, and by the time Sha-Kane fixed his sharp gaze on me, I knew what was coming next and took the object from my wife. 
 
    “And finally, the Testimony of the Dishonored,” he said, and it was a struggle not to roll my eyes. 
 
    The Duelists were so dramatic sometimes. 
 
    “I, Alex Brightwood, do so swear that what I Attest to is of my own convicted will and true to my heart,” I said and tried to curb the sarcasm, but I could tell the keen osprey-man picked up on my minor irritation. 
 
    Man, nothing got past that guy. So much so that it was almost like he could read my every thought right on my face. 
 
    He smirked again, and my eyes widened. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Uncanny. 
 
    “Very well,” the Councilman said, and I could almost hear something akin to amusement in his stoic tone. “I assume you know what comes next, Asher.” 
 
    “Er, yeah, heh.” I brought the glass bead up, but before I put it to my forehead, I figured I would clarify just for grins. “I just concentrate on the memory, right?” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, and I swear I saw his lip twitch. 
 
    “Right,” I breathed and closed my eyes so I could find that still well of focus inside me… 
 
    Tick. 
 
    My hearing slowed to the heavy thump of my heart, and I was almost startled out of my concentration. 
 
    Especially when the acid razor-wire sensation of the curse-brand stole my breath away. 
 
    “Alex.” Mec was suddenly there in front of me with a strong grip on the back of my neck as if he had been trying to get my attention for a while now. “Breathe, son.” 
 
    I gasped and lowered the glass bead that suddenly felt like it weighed fifty pounds. My arm trembled with remembered aftershocks of dull pain, and I white-knuckled the hard surface of the glass to prevent myself from reacting. 
 
    “W-What happened?” I rasped out as I rapidly blinked away the stinging sensation in my eyes. 
 
    “Dark take me, I’m sorry, Alex, I forgot,” the ram-lord muttered and moved the hand on the back of my neck down to my shoulder. He gave it a squeeze before he turned to Sha-Kane. “His memory is intertwined with the trauma of the curse that waylaid him after the Duel.” 
 
    The osprey-man’s all-seeing eyes flickered down to my scar and then up again. 
 
    “I apologize, but the Testimony of the Dishonored is non-negotiable,” he said. 
 
    “Kane, surely my Testament along with Anwaar and Amaya--” Mec began to argue, but the Councilman slashed up his long-fingered hand. 
 
    “That is precisely why I need every angle of this documented, Gavlain,” he said. “The fact the mage-augur is your kin will already cast a shadow over this claim.” 
 
    The ram-lord growled in the back of his throat, and I was once again reminded of how good it was to be the inspiration of this formidable man’s protection instead of the target. 
 
    “It’s alright, Gavlain,” I said and nodded at him when he gave me a dubious look. “I think now that I know what to expect, I’ll be okay this time. I just wasn’t used to how… fresh the memory still feels.” 
 
    “I should have prepared you better,” he said and shook his head almost angrily at himself. “The record stone causes the person using it to relive the memory they are focusing on to the last detail. Try to set yourself aside from the memory as best as you can.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and brought the record stone up to my forehead so I could try again. 
 
    “Breathe,” Mec rumbled, and I could also feel Shay’s hand in mine as a grounding presence. 
 
    I closed my eyes once more and conjured that fateful Duel in my mind’s eye. 
 
    The dank smell of the musty Battle Hall, the sweat in my eyes, Doler across the hall as he took deadly aim at me with a crossbow… 
 
    Tick… 
 
    My adrenaline spiked, and I let the tide of the time-trance sweep me up in its current like I usually did whenever my fight-or-flight response kicked in. 
 
    Only this time something was very wrong-- 
 
    Burning. 
 
    My right arm was on fire, and I staggered to the left. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    I felt a bolt fly inches from my ear. 
 
    Doler’s mocking voice grated on my nerves, and I shook my head in order to clear it as the grotesque image of an ouroboros invaded my vision. 
 
    My turn in the sick game of Russian Roulette and William Tell. 
 
    I cocked the crossbow, but the pain in my arm made my aim go off course. 
 
    Doler’s next. 
 
    A flash. 
 
    A snake as it ate its own tail. 
 
    Tick… 
 
    No, wait, don’t let the time-trance-- 
 
    Burning, burning, burning. 
 
    Stop, Goddess, make it stop. 
 
    My turn again. 
 
    I remembered the sweat stinging my eyes as it poured down my face and how my fingers felt rheumatic and as stiff as tree roots. 
 
    My second shot was no good. I only had one shot left, and that was if I could stay alive after Doler took his last turn. 
 
    But the burning. Could I survive it again if the time-trance--? 
 
    “Alex… ” A Voice like a stabilizing ballast entered my mind, and I rallied my strength. 
 
    No time-trance, miracle of miracles, and Doler’s last shot went wide. 
 
    My turn to finally end this, and my mind was just clear enough to line up my shot with his creepy glass eye. 
 
    But what was that in the rafters? 
 
    It was Horus trying to get my attention as he frantically gestured to one of his hands. What did that mean? 
 
    Inspiration struck as my brand throbbed at the memory of the Goliath’s handshake. That hand was corpse cold and hard as steel before it burned the permanent fucking scar into my flesh. 
 
    That fucking hand was the enchanted artifact, not the eye. Shooting him just in the hand might break the curse, but it wouldn’t put him down and prevent him from coming after everyone I loved. 
 
    The eye it was, let the curse take me… 
 
    I fired my shot, and the man’s hand reached up to paw at the bolt embedded in his skull. 
 
    Everything hurt, and I swayed just as dangerously as Doler did, but before either he or I could hit the ground, one of Horus’ long feathered arrows found its home as it pinned the Goliath’s hand to his face… 
 
    “Husband!” Shay’s wire-taut voice had me gasping to the surface of the present, and I sagged against her like poor Sandra after she was barfed up on the shore at the end of Gravity. 
 
    “Good job, Alex,” the ram-lord rumbled in his chest as he helped Shay and took the brunt of my weight. 
 
    “D-Do you need anything else?” I asked hoarsely as Horus gently pried the record stone out of my stiff claw-like fingers, and Shay began to massage the contracted muscles in my forearm to get them to loosen. “Gahhh, why am I like this?” 
 
    “Your spirit still remembers the violation committed against it,” a voice as playful as the wind winding through the reeds spoke up, and suddenly, something round and vaguely familiar was popped into my mouth. 
 
    I opened eyes I didn’t realize I had closed and stared at the grinning oryx-woman as my tongue worked around one of those round acorn things. Only, instead of tasting like nothing, the little thing suddenly packed a huge flavor that was savory like a prime rib slathered in horseradish, and I actually groaned at the taste. 
 
    “Woah,” I said and marveled at the surprising little nut. 
 
    “They only taste that way when their properties are needed.” A smile like a blooming daisy unfurled on Amaya’s open face. “But take care not to eat too many.” 
 
    “What do you mean-- oh, wait.” The corners of my vision took on a pleasant shiny hazy blue color like cotton candy, and because I was thinking in too many adjectives, I knew I was feeling like I just got stoned on some choice edibles. “I know why now.” 
 
    Nice. 
 
    “Are you well, Asher Brightwood?” Big Bird with the rock-n-roll haircut said, and I winked at him. 
 
    “S-u-per,” I drawled. “Carry on, my Wayward Son.” 
 
    “What did you give him?” Horus asked. “He’s not making any sense. And also: can I have one?” 
 
    “Move,” Shay intoned as she bodily shoved her brother out of the way, which I was glad for because as much as I liked Horus, Shay was much, much, much prettier to look at. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I gazed down at her pretty, pretty face. “You are much prettier than your brother.” 
 
    “Oh, darling,” she sighed and pressed the back of her hand against my forehead. 
 
    “I’m not even offended by that because I’m going to give you so much sodden shit for this,” the falcon-man said with a large grin on his roguish face. 
 
    “Muuuuch,” I said with a glare and rolled the nut to the other side of my cheek. 
 
    “As entertaining as this might be, we really must be pressing on,” the osprey-man said with his stoic face and eyes and… face. 
 
    But I was on to him and spotted another flicker of a lip twitch. 
 
    Ha. 
 
    “Will the mage please conduct her reading?” the Councilman asked and gestured for the ibex-woman to step forward. 
 
    She bowed her auburn head, and her hair caught the dim torchlight like autumn leaves. 
 
    When she looked up again, her previously brown eyes shimmered like a kaleidoscope, and she fixed them directly on Horus. 
 
    “Your arrow,” she said in a voice that sounded a little deeper than her sister’s. 
 
    Heh. 
 
    I bet Horus would like to give her his arrow. 
 
    Amaya gestured something to Shay that had to do with her mouth, and I wondered if the oryx-woman had a toothache until my phoenix-wife jiggled my chin. 
 
    The goba nut fell to the ground. 
 
    “Hey,” I said quietly as if she just smacked my ice cream out of my hand. Although, now that the flavor was starting to fade from my mouth, a little of the buzzy feeling started to disappear as well. 
 
    Those little things were powerful. No wonder Rylan zonked out within ten seconds. 
 
    A flash caught my sight, and I returned my attention back to what was going on. 
 
    Anwaar now had one of Horus’ arrows held in her glowing palms, and she was staring up at him as if he hung the moon. 
 
    Horus looked down at her with an equally besotted expression on his face even though it was tinged a little with sadness. 
 
    Yeesh. 
 
    If that was the way they always looked at each other, it was no wonder Doler found out about their illicit elopement. 
 
    If I was still more-than-slightly impaired from the goba nut, I probably would have yelled, “get a room!” 
 
    “This arrow was not the weapon that took Archus Doler’s mortal life,” Anwaar finally pronounced and handed the falcon-man his arrow. 
 
    Then the ibex-woman turned her long-horned head in my direction. 
 
    “And where is the bolt that struck first?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I reached for the small case at the small of my back and pulled out the bolt Mec had the foresight to recover after the Duel. Thank Goddess yet again for Jenner having prepared me for this little detail way ahead of time. 
 
    I handed over the bolt that was half-broken due to having shattered when it hit Doler’s glass eye. 
 
    Anwaar’s hands glowed faintly again, and her multi-colored irises swirled like an oil stain on the concrete. 
 
    After a moment of intense staring, the ibex-woman’s eyes returned to normal, and she handed me the broken bolt as she stepped back. 
 
    “This is the weapon that pierced first and thereby killed Archus Doler’s mortal body,” she said. “Finally, where is a piece of the artifact in question?” 
 
    “I have it,” Mec said as he rummaged around and produced something that looked like the size and shape of a ring box made out of obsidian stone. He was careful about opening the lid and not touching the bleached-white rod resting inside as he offered the whole thing to the mage-woman. 
 
    My stomach squirmed when she plucked out the small white rod because I recognized it was an index finger. 
 
    Doler’s index finger from his enchanted hand. 
 
    Nasty. 
 
    Anwaar then approached her sister, and in a magenta-colored orb that reminded me of the bumblebirds, she made the finger float up between them with her mind. 
 
    Amaya cupped her hands around the finger floating in the forcefield of magic as if she was warming her palms around a small flame. As she concentrated, her eyes began to glow such a vivid white it almost made me wish for sunglasses. 
 
    Then, in a voice that was almost like ten voices, the oryx-woman made her proclamation. 
 
    “Augh!” she gasped. “The Light sees Archus Doler on the edge of the Darkness. His heart was consumed long ago.” 
 
    She dropped her hands, slowly walked over to the far end of the arena, and stopped right in the place I remember the giant of a man standing. 
 
    “Such hateful motivation,” Amaya continued in her harsh chorus voice as her hand clutched at the brown cloak she still wore like it was uncomfortable. “Such rage to kill and maim the person who all blame and failure and humiliation can be laid upon-- you!” 
 
    The crescendo of Amaya’s suddenly frenzied pronouncement clashed as she flung an accusing finger out at me. 
 
    “You, the enemy of my enemy’s enemy.” The oryx-woman’s multi-octave voice dropped down into a low unearthly register that shouldn’t have been possible coming from a body so small and lithe. “You have upstaged my honor in harboring my son who is not my son! Whom I should have drowned at birth like the pitiful whelp he is-- and you, dark interloper, have stolen my pride and livelihood in the form of my daughter, will suffer-- augh!” 
 
    She cut herself off with a violent cry and dropped to the ground to her knees like a stone. 
 
    A pang tore through me like shrapnel at the sight of the oryx-woman’s tortured shaking, and based on the glances Shay kept exchanging between me and Amaya, I could tell she was feeling the same. 
 
    There was just something inherently and wholly… good about the augurwoman, and I didn’t need her magic Knowing Touch to know how pure her soul was. 
 
    To see her so affected by such an evil-minded and homicidal psycho made me want to kill the fucker all over again just for leaving his slimy energy behind like a stinking tar pit. 
 
    Amaya blinked her unseeing eyes open again and gazed at the rafters. When she spoke next, her voice had changed, and I was surprised to hear it sounded a little like Horus was among the voices she was channeling. 
 
    “No, he’s my friend.” The oryx-woman stood up slowly on her knees. “I can’t let you. Not again. You take everything. Everything! You will not take this! Not. My. Friend!” 
 
    She gasped and lifted herself up to her feet, and the arena suddenly plunged into silence as the ethereal augurwoman walked back toward the center and directly toward me. 
 
    “Better me than them,” she said in a voice that sounded like an amalgamation of my own and several others. “Better me than them.” 
 
    My heart thudded heavily in my chest when I heard the deepest conviction I felt at the time echoed back to me. 
 
    The oryx-woman stopped just inches away from me, and I could feel her radiant body heat as if she was made of sunlight itself. 
 
    “They are everything to me…” Her hand came up and hovered over my heart, and I had to remind myself to breathe. “Better me than them.” 
 
    The moment stretched out between us, and as I looked into her fading silver eyes, the connection seemed like it spanned eons across the universe and yet vanished like the popping of a soap bubble. 
 
    “You have a good heart, Alex Brightwood,” Amaya murmured before she collapsed backward in her sister’s waiting arms. 
 
    “I-Is she okay?” I asked as I rubbed my knuckles over my breast bone. 
 
    “She will be fine,” the ibex-woman said as she first peered up at me with her almond-shaped eyes before she then turned to the silent osprey-man. “Will you be needing any further assessment, Councilman, or will this suffice?” 
 
    “This will do, child,” Sha-Kane said as he held the record stone up to his forehead, and the stone glowed even though he didn’t close his burning orange gaze. 
 
    I bet he was a champ at staring contests and sleeping with his eyes open, and when I caught his lip twitch for real this time, I reminded myself to stop leaving my face so open to his scrutiny. 
 
    “Kane,” Lord Mec said after the Councilman returned the large glass bead back to the soft pouch it came from. The two men clasped forearms and gave each other a solid shake. “Thank you for arranging all of this. You have been instrumental.” 
 
    “Any time, Gavlain,” he intoned and then turned his attention onto the humble-looking Horus. “And I am hoping this is the last time I will be seeing you under these circumstances, my son.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, milord Councilman, thank you.” Horus bowed ninety-degrees again with his fist over his heart. 
 
    “Horus, look at me,” the observant osprey-man said in his suede voice, and he waited patiently until Horus straightened. “I alone cannot make the call, but from what I’ve seen here today, you have only demonstrated the desire to keep your friend from harm. I am confident the evidence gathered will only further prove you only acted in countermeasure due to Archus’ conniving plot.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Shay asked and gripped my hand even harder. “My brother is a free man?” 
 
    “Not until I take my findings back to Alem, but suffice it to say, you all have nothing to worry about.” The last bit was delivered directly to me, and I dipped my head in respect. “Come, Gavlain, walk me out. There is more we must discuss.” 
 
    “Do not leave just yet,” the ram-lord said to me, and then he walked the Councilman out of the Battle Hall. 
 
    Shay, Horus, and I all looked at each other for a beat before we all broke out into relieved giggling. 
 
    Then the avian-siblings hugged each other strongly, and it was one of those blissful Kodak moments until Shay shoved the falcon-man away. 
 
    “Horus!” she raged. “Where have-- I mean, how could-- do you have any idea-- argh!” 
 
    The frustrated phoenix-woman then hid her face in her hands for a tense moment while the rest of us stood by, but when she lifted her red and gold head again, she was as composed and as regal as ever. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Kloe and Kleera,” Shay said with every bit of upper-crust decorum she was raised with. “Or should I say Anwaar and Amaya. Thank you deeply for the services you have provided to my husband’s reputation. The favor done for my brother was an added bonus and wholly unnecessary.” 
 
    “Shaylee…” Horus said as she glared at him. 
 
    “But to show you our gratitude, I would love for you both to stay the night with us at Ithaca, as long as it’s alright with you, of course,” my wife said, and suddenly that intense emerald stare was directed at me full blast. Then she lifted an impatient eyebrow as if daring me to refuse. 
 
    Which I was Not About to Do. 
 
    “Yes, please, let us feed you at least,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Anwaar cast her warm brown eyes around to all of us as she held her younger sister under the shelter of her arm. 
 
    “We will be on Nata for a while yet and have some time to spare,” she said and tipped her head graciously. “My sister could also use some time to rest.” 
 
    “Ana,” the oryx-woman said but was ignored. 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” Shay said in an overly bright tone, and then she turned sharply on her heels and glided out of the arena. 
 
    “Wha-- Shay? Shay!” Horus was startled by her hasty exit and ran after her when she refused to slow. “Please, talk to me, Shaylee.” 
 
    “It seems like they have some catching up to do,” I said and then gestured toward the exit. “Shall we?” 
 
    When we all rallied around our carriage again, it appeared as if Shay was still not speaking with Horus because he was obviously banished to the driver’s seat again like a kicked puppy. 
 
    “Alex,” Mec’s voice resonated from behind me where the ram-lord had just poked his head out of the Battle Hall’s carriage house. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, and then we can all go,” I said to Horus, and the falcon-man nodded at me even though his head was resting against his propped-up fist. 
 
    What a sad sack. 
 
    I shook my head with a chuckle and tried to rub some of the lingering tension out of my neck as I went to go see what Mec wanted. 
 
    Hopefully, it would be something quick like a pat on the back, or a ‘hey, let’s get the fams together for a barbecue.’ 
 
    However, when I saw the Councilman was still in the carriage house with that austere expression on his face, I knew it was going to be anything but. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked with a crawling sense of dread worming its way up my spine. 
 
    “Keeper Golan has been murdered,” Mec said with an ashen face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Asher Lord’s pronouncement made my shoulders deflate like a hot air balloon. 
 
    “The guy who watched over the Sun Temple is dead?” I asked as a cold feeling spread throughout my gut. “How?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you are not asking the right questions, Alex Brightwood,” the Councilman said as he strode forward with his arms folded behind his back. “The most pertinent one being, ‘why?’ Why was Keeper Golan killed?” 
 
    I glanced furtively at the ram-lord and tried to keep my face from telegraphing the fact that the last time Mec and I both saw the keeper, he’d just inducted me and the little hedgehog friar into some Super Secret Club tasked with finding out more about the Temple sabotage. 
 
    “Don’t worry, lad, Gavlain has long filled me in on his suspicions,” the osprey-man said in that uncanny way he had of plucking the thoughts right off my face. He then offered up his palm and revealed a small silver disc no bigger than a fifty-cent piece. 
 
    At first, it took me a moment to remember where I had seen the object, but when I did, I glanced at Mec to be sure. 
 
    “This was the medallion Horus plucked off Gordos and his lackey when they tried to ambush me, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “The very same,” Mec said with a scowl. “Shortly after you gave it to me, I passed it over to Kane. There are laboratories on Alem that are better equipped than the academies here on Nata.” 
 
    “A very intriguing item your friend Horus managed to find,” the osprey-man said and held the object up between two fingers. 
 
    “Did you manage to find out where it is from?” Mec asked as he took the medallion from him. 
 
    “It is Terran in origin,” Sha-Kane said and pulled out a twisted metal shard. “This is also Terran and made from the same material. It was retrieved from the wreckage of the Temple.” 
 
    “But Ambassador Sskern told me he’d never seen anything of such a quality as this anywhere on Terr,” the ram-lord argued. “Not even their hottest forges can craft this type of metal.” 
 
    “The High Priestess herself has assessed the worldly components of both and has deemed it so,” the Councilman said. “Which is more likely the mystery I think our cleric friend died for.” 
 
    “So, if we can figure out how or, more importantly, who forged this steel, then we might be closer to some answers,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed.” The osprey-man nodded and handed me the shard. “I hear you are acquainted with the old Archivist Tovish. He will be a good resource to have, especially once Doler’s old estate is finally released under your status. See if you can contact him. A parameter of hearing your case is that you allow the Council full disposal of every tome on the estate at any time, indefinitely.” 
 
    “You guys want access to Doler’s old library?” I asked as if I didn’t know. 
 
    Jenner first cast suspicion on the Council’s true motivation for making us go through the trial rigmarole. He mentioned if they could possibly overturn my legitimacy of my victory, then everything Doler had would just be absorbed by them. The shrewd koala-man was leery the Council wanted something specific, and it seemed as if they had their sights set on the library just as much as we did. 
 
    Surprise, surprise. 
 
    Whatever was in there must be huge, and it was at that moment I was glad I told Jenner to wait on negotiating with the Council. 
 
    I was slowly learning to keep my cards as close to my chest as I could when dealing with Duelist matters, and I worked really hard to school my face into an expression of innocence. 
 
    The Councilman’s sharp gaze lingered on me for a half-beat before he continued. 
 
    “It has been suspected for quite some time that Archus’ collection superseded all previous public knowledge. He began collecting arcane tomes and artifacts, and as his collection grew, so did his need for secrecy,” the man said and handed the medallion to Mec before striding to one of the stables in the carriage house, and the general air of authority radiating off him in waves made it clear Mec and I were to follow. “It would be of great value to the Council, and to the preservation of the Asher ways, if the collection’s contents could be made available.” 
 
    “Like a public library,” I said as we all reached the far end of the carriage house. 
 
    “In a sense,” the osprey-man agreed and gathered the reins of a handsome burgundy manapillar that reminded me of a Clydesdale. 
 
    “So, are you asking me for permission, or is this where you start to list those ‘parameters’ you mentioned?” I crossed my arms over my chest and carefully made my face as deadpan as possible to see what the osprey-man would do next. 
 
    For the first time, Sha-Kane’s solid mask of stoicism fractured just barely, and if I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have missed the minute tightening of his square jaw. 
 
    Mec picked up on it, too, because his eyes got wide for a moment as if he couldn’t believe how belligerent I was being. 
 
    All of these little things told me what I needed to know, and before the Councilman could form any more of an opinion, I seamlessly changed my tune. 
 
    “Because I’ll be honest, I don’t even want the place.” I shrugged and kept my tone noncommittal. “Maybe once everything gets sorted on the Council’s end, they can just transfer it over, neat and tidy.” 
 
    Sha-Kane’s thin mahogany eyebrows arched upward a millimeter. “That could be arranged. Look for the officiate in a matter of days.” 
 
    I sure hoped Horus remembered the way to break in because that meant we only had a small window to get in, get what we needed, and forget the rest. 
 
    Totally doable. 
 
    “Councilman Kane,” Mec said again and clasped hands with the osprey-man. “Much obliged.” 
 
    “We’ll be in touch, Gavlain,” Sha-Kane said and mounted his steed, but when he looked down at the ram-lord again, his eyes were hard. “And remember what we talked about.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mec said mildly, but his usual smile was stiff and wooden. 
 
    “Brightwood,” the Councilman murmured, and I nodded my respect before he galloped away on his burgundy mount. 
 
    “Something about that guy seems off,” I stated when it was just Mec and me once more. 
 
    “And you have apparently gone crazy to toe the line like that with one of the most powerful men in Aventoll,” he said with an almost weary smile and then took a seat on a stack of grain sacks. 
 
    “Gavlain?” I questioned as the big man rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “What were you thinking, Alex?” he asked me. “Transferring your estate to the Council?” 
 
    “Technically, that estate isn’t mine either way once the Council approves it because I put it up for auction in order to get Vel-Rala from the Traders,” I said. 
 
    “The Traders are sacrosanct from any laws that govern the land.” He stared at me. “Once an exchange is met, there is nothing anyone can do.” 
 
    “Heh, yeah,” I said and gripped the back of my neck. “I’ve been told I’m pretty productive on bed rest if you give me something to study. Jenner gave me a book on how the Trader Auctions worked, and it mentioned gray areas like that. I don’t know what the protocol is from here, but let them figure it out. By the time they untangle themselves, we’ll have gotten what we needed anyway.” 
 
    “You…” Gavlain kept staring at me like a cod fish gasping for air. “But that-- how--” 
 
    “Take it easy, big guy,” I chuckled. “I don’t want you having a stroke on me.” 
 
    Then the ram-lord threw his head back and laughed so loud I heard the startled flapping of birds as they fled from their roosts in the carriage house eaves. 
 
    “Alex!” he thundered as he launched up from the grain sacks and clapped me on both shoulders. “I knew you were clever, but I never thought how clever! For as long as I’ve lived, I’ve never known anyone to fool Sha-Kane. He misses nothing.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I snorted. 
 
    “Kane is one to look out for in the future,” the ram-lord said and gestured for us to walk side by side. “He is not a man to be trifled with and does not suffer those who sleight his honor.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for the future,” I said. “Gavlain, are you going to tell me more about why… all this?” 
 
    “I know you might be discouraged about me being less than forthcoming with information, but just trust me a little longer, my friend,” he said. “The timing of such things is a delicate one.” 
 
    “I trust you,” I said. “But is there anything you can tell me at least?” 
 
    “Have you glanced at that book I gave you after the Hunts?” he asked. 
 
    “Half-book, you mean?” I scoffed. “Yeah, I glanced at it, but I can’t understand a single word.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” Mec chuckled. “Neither can most people. But the point is not to read it, but to keep it safe from those who can.” 
 
    “Then where’s the second half?” I asked as we left the carriage house. From where I was standing, I could see Horus was on top of the carriage and looking in our direction. 
 
    “Take a guess,” he sighed. 
 
    “Doler’s estate,” I concluded. “You want me to find it, don’t you?” 
 
    “It must be found,” he said. 
 
    “What even is it?” I asked, but by the way Mec pursed his lips regretfully, I knew what the answer was going to be. “You can’t tell me, can you? Ugh, more secrets.” 
 
    “I understand it is frustrating, my friend, but I am only trying to protect you,” the ram-lord said, and the weary worry I glimpsed earlier shone through the crack of his facade. 
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded my head. “I understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alex,” he said as a little of the ease returned to his frame, and his smile was no longer strained. “You continue to help me more than you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I snarked and shoved him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Take care of yourself.” He suddenly turned serious and placed another baseball mitt of a hand back on my shoulder. “If someone is trying to eliminate those with the knowledge of the metal, you are a target just for knowing that shard exists.” 
 
    I glanced down at the twisted metal piece Sha-Kane gave me. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I said and stored the five-inch piece of metal in a nifty leather pouch strapped to the inside of my armored belt. 
 
    Mec and I finally parted ways, and I decided to do the rounds and see if everyone was ready to go. After waving at Arvid and Mel kicking it in the hitched cart, I decided to poke my head into the carriage mostly to see if everyone was still intact and getting along with our two guests. 
 
    When I opened the door, however, I immediately noticed over half of the people inside were fast asleep. 
 
    Shay and Rylan were both curled up and leaning against one of Zoie’s shoulders while the cat-woman held them close. Across from them, Jenner had leaned back against the carriage wall and was snoring lightly, and Vel-Rala had rested her head on a grinning Bodin’s shoulder. 
 
    “How is everything?” I whispered to Zoie, who was keeping watch. 
 
    “All is well,” she intoned and kept up the motion of her hand through Rylan’s hair. 
 
    “Where are the sisters?” I asked as I glanced worriedly at Shay. 
 
    “I believe they have their own mode of transport they have elected to use on our way back to Ithaca,” my cat-wife said. 
 
    “Did Shay tell you what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I have a feeling she is leaving out some information,” Zoie sighed as her ears drooped. “I just can’t put my tail on it.” 
 
    “Remember her tragic fortune she told us about?” I cocked an eyebrow, and Zoie nodded. “Mec’s sisters were there.” 
 
    The cat-woman’s mouth fell open in a tiny “o” of realization, and she looked down at Shay as if seeing her for the first time. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Zoie mouthed at me. 
 
    “She’s the one who invited them over, so I really don’t know,” I murmured and reached over to run my fingers through the feathers at Shay’s temple. She looked like she was resting peacefully, but the faint pinch between her eyebrows told me a different story. “I have more to tell you, but we should get everyone back.” 
 
    “Husband,” Zoie said and caught my hand before I could leave. “You’ve done well by all of us, and yet I can still see there is a burden on you. Don’t forget you have us to help you carry it.” 
 
    “Thanks, kitten.” I smiled, and a knot of tension I didn’t know I was carrying unlocked as if Zoie’s words were the magic key. 
 
    The short ride from the Battle Hall back to Ithaca was a good one even though Horus decided to be cagey as fuck and “patrol the caravan.” Which really just meant he wanted to avoid any more loaded conversations. 
 
    It was fine because I used the time as well to clear and settle my own mind. 
 
    A lot had happened the past day and a half, and the longer I mused over the details, the more my brain kept trying to tear everything apart in order to assemble it again. But, frustratingly enough, it didn’t matter which combination I ordered the details, I was still missing pieces of the bigger picture. 
 
    Why was the Council interested in Doler’s library? Was it really the one book Mec had given me? And where would I even begin to look? 
 
    And if I did find the book’s other half, then what? 
 
    And why was Sha-Kane so interested in the book? 
 
    And what exactly was it that could make the fearsome Asher Lord nervous enough to obfuscate the existence of the book? If Mec could be believed, trying to pull one over on the all-seeing osprey-man was quite risky and could spell his doom. 
 
    And finally, what did this have to do with my need to participate in the Tithing Ceremony, Gella Vane, and that one guy who tried to snake me at the auction? 
 
    Too many questions, and not enough information. 
 
    “Husband.” Zoie’s voice suddenly broke me out of the brooding I’d been doing for the past… quite a while if my surroundings were anything to go by. 
 
    “What?” I blinked at my damp face staring back at me in the foggy bathroom mirror. Apparently, I had switched to autopilot and skipped the whole disembarking process. 
 
    “You’ve been scowling at your reflection since we unloaded from the carriage,” she replied and hooked her chin over my shoulder. “Remember what we talked about? You do not need to weigh yourself down so much.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I said and brought one of her hands around so I could kiss her knuckles. “There’s just a lot I don’t understand yet, and I guess I need some processing time. I hope I wasn’t rude… what is it we’re doing again?” 
 
    Zoie laughed her full chiming laughter that was always such a refreshing contrast to her naturally deeper speaking voice. 
 
    “Good Goddess, you did get trapped in your head, didn’t you?” she purred and then turned me around to face her so she could groom and fix my hair. “Shay has requested us in the dining hall after we’ve all had time to refresh ourselves from the journey. Arvid is preparing an early evening meal along with Vel-Rala, Mel is off doing a favor for Shay, and Bodin is supposedly ‘helping’ in the kitchen, but I think he’s only there because Vel-Rala is.” 
 
    “You think she likes him back?” I grinned. 
 
    “I did spend a good time observing them in the carriage,” she said and smoothed a wrinkle out of my tunic. “Vel-Rala acts like she is either annoyed or confused in the face of Bodin’s attentions. But he is charming, and I’m sure it’ll only be a matter of time before she gives in.” 
 
    “And how is our son?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s back to being himself, but I told him he needs to be in bed for the rest of the evening,” she said and then smirked. “He was definitely a little annoyed at the fact, but I held firm.” 
 
    “You’re really good at this, by the way,” I said and nuzzled my nose against hers for a moment. 
 
    “Good at what?” she asked as she nuzzled back. 
 
    “Taking care of everyone,” I said. “Being kind of like a mother to Rylan.” 
 
    “I never thought I could grow to care for a kit who was not my blood,” Zoie admitted and tucked her head snugly under my chin. “It is not the Varthan way. But Rylan is different, and for some reason, I care more for him each day.” 
 
    “I understand the feeling,” I said and kissed the top of her head right between those soft ears I loved so much. “But you’re really good with him, and it’s really sexy.” 
 
    “Alex!” she giggled as I dipped my head down to nibble at her pulse point. “We must be joining our guests soon.” 
 
    “Mmmkay,” I murmured and then worried that same tag of delicate skin between my teeth before laving over the spot with my tongue. “Just need a snack first.” 
 
    “If only there were time,” she breathed and then caught my chin in her hand so she could place a scorching kiss on my mouth. She broke away after nipping my lower lip just enough to sting. “Ready?” 
 
    “Oh, fineee,” I groaned and tore myself away. With one hand, I brushed some of Zoie’s hair away from her neck so I could admire the rosy bloom I sucked into her pale flesh like the bruise of a peach. “We’ll continue this later. Shall we see what our wife has planned?” 
 
    We kissed one more time, threaded our fingers together, and then left the third floor in search of the dining hall. 
 
    And stopped dead at the sight. 
 
    The last time I passed through this room, it was a dingy circular space with moldy drapes, dull brown paint, and no table or chairs in sight. 
 
    Now, the drapes got upgraded to a shimmery satin blue and were opened to reveal the half-dozen floor to ceiling stained-glass windows bathed in the late afternoon glow. In the center of the room was a circular table almost as impressive as King Arthur’s, and it was surrounded by several comfortable-looking cushions and poufs. The whole ensemble was of course sunken into the stone floor in the way that was traditionally popular for Aventoll interior design, and my dumbfounded gaze tracked upward and marveled at the large crystalline chandelier that was dusted and polished to a high shine. When the sunlight sparkled through the dangling crystals, the light fractured just like it did in the greenhouse, and I wondered if the chandelier was made out of the same kind of glass. 
 
    “I didn’t even know this room looked like this!” I said as I looked around the opulent, yet tasteful, space. 
 
    “Me, either,” Zoie said as she walked up to the round table with a series of stemless champagne-type glasses that all had varying amounts of pale-yellow liquid inside and were arranged in some pattern as a decorative centerpiece. Some only had a little of the substance, and others were filled nearly to the brim, and when I got closer, I could smell a sweet aroma wafting from them. 
 
    “Careful, those are not for drinking,” Shay’s musical voice trilled as the resplendent phoenix-woman floated into the room in a pale-green dress with a tasseled rope-belt that showed off her hourglass waist. “Well, at least not yet.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said and went over so I could give her a hug. “This place looks amazing. How did you have time to do this?” 
 
    “I have my ways,” she said and threaded her fingers through the hair at the back of my head. 
 
    “How are you, really?” I asked her as I tried to see behind the mask of normality she was trying hard to maintain. 
 
    “Fine,” she said and pulled out of my embrace. 
 
    Which meant the total opposite, if I was learning how to speak “woman” correctly. Before I could question her further, however, the entrance of Arvid wheeling a large cart with multiple silver covered domes interrupted the moment. 
 
    Behind him was Vel-Rala holding two pitchers of water and wine respectively, and Bodin trailed after her with a tray of glasses and a small bowl of tithe stones. 
 
    Finally, the last to arrive were Horus and the two Mec sisters as he escorted them in on each arm. 
 
    Now that they’d shed their non-descript brown cloaks, the sisters were clad in matching white cotton dresses that were long-sleeved but left the tops of their shoulders bare. Other than a set of matching gold pendants that looked like a sun balanced on the peak of a mountain, they were unadorned of anything else. 
 
    “Welcome to Ithaca,” Shay said and folded her hands in front of herself like the perfect hostess. “I hope you enjoy the fare Arvid has prepared. It is one of Nata’s delicacies: a five-course meal of ashroot soups three ways, roasted valley squab, and cloud cake for dessert. Please sit wherever you are comfortable.” 
 
    At first, I worried things would be awkward, and I could tell Horus was likewise concerned by the way he kept glancing between the quiet Mec sisters and Shay as if she was a ticking time-bomb. 
 
    But my phoenix-wife was as gracious as ever, and she kept the conversation easy but low pressure. 
 
    “Do you think she’s mad?” Zoie whispered to me when we finished the three courses of soup. She leaned into me and reached for something to nibble on from my plate for some reason. “She doesn’t look mad.” 
 
    “Who, Shay?” I asked and then chased her questing fingers playfully with my fork. 
 
    “Mmhm,” she said as she successfully stole some meat from me, grinned, and then stuffed it in her mouth. “I’ve been watching.” 
 
    “You have, have you?” I asked as I eyed her up and down and took note of her rosy cheeks and low-lidded gaze. “What else have you been up to? Drinking a little wine?” 
 
    “No, nono wine,” she said and shook her head. “I don’t want to get drunk.” 
 
    Then my tipsy cat-wife lifted one of the stemless champagne glasses up to her lips and took a drink of that weird liquid Shay specifically told us not to drink. 
 
    “Okay, how about some water,” I said as I intercepted the glass and replaced it with mine. I took a sniff, but when all I could smell was a faint floral scent, I almost tried some just to see what the fuss was about. 
 
    “Shay’s been watching, too,” Zoie said before I could take my chances with the mysterious drink, and the way she listed to the side made me think twice once and for all. 
 
    “Here, Zoie, maybe have some bread,” I chuckled and ripped off a hunk of the crust loaf for her to nibble on. “Now, what about Shay?” 
 
    “Hm?” Zoie slowly blinked and swallowed her mouthful of bread. “Oh. I said Shay has been watching, too. Specifically the way her brother looks at the woman with the long hair. Who is she again?” 
 
    “Her name is Anwaar, and her sister’s name is Amaya,” I said. 
 
    “Amaya,” Zoie sighed as she put her head on my shoulder and idly swirled an odd pattern into the leftover juices on her plate. “That’s a lovely name.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to drink your water, kitten,” I said and tried my hardest not to laugh at her dopey state. 
 
    “Mkay,” she said and sat up straight so she could dutifully drink some water. 
 
    Just then, the doors to the dining hall opened, and in strode Ithaca’s missing resident, Mel, carrying in one of the hand-woven hives for the bumblebirds. 
 
    “It took a little coaxing, but I finally convinced Lula to put on a show for us like you requested, milady,” the raccoon-man said as he settled the hive on the far end of the table no one was sitting on. 
 
    “Mel, just in time!” Shay cheered. “We have your meal waiting for you under the warming lids.” 
 
    “Shaylee, what have you prepared for us?” Horus asked and then leaned in between the Mec sisters. “My sis, always such a good hostess, her galas are legendary, you should have seen the one she threw for me when I got into the Academy--” 
 
    “Oh, Rus-Rus?” Shay interrupted. “If you don’t be quiet, I will instead tell them about the gala mother threw for your twelfth season.” 
 
    “I would like to hear that story,” I piped up. 
 
    “No!” he shouted and then cleared his throat. “Ahem, nobody wants to hear that boring tale. We’re all much more interested in that thing there whatever it is you have planned.” 
 
    Shay gave her brother a deadpan look but then she smiled her usual sunny smile as she glanced at the rest of us. 
 
    “I’ve only ever read about this, and I hope I got my measurements correct,” she said with a nervous blush. “But I do hope you will enjoy it.” 
 
    Then the phoenix-woman whistled a tune, and the one-winged bumblebird queen peeped out of the top of the hive and then hopped on a twig. 
 
    The pretty creature cocked her small arrow-shaped head and then looked at the assembly of filled glasses. Then she twittered, and all of the bumblebirds swarmed in a large chiming mass, until the chaotic din began to smooth out almost like an orchestra tuning itself. 
 
    When the swarm was all congregating in the same counterclockwise fashion, Lula chimed, and like a mini-maestro, she began to conduct. 
 
    As if following some invisible sheet music, the bumblebirds would one by one drop down until their hovering bubble-like force fields were just on the inside of the glass. Because of the rapid vibration of their dragonfly wings, the glasses resonated similar to someone running their finger around the rim of true crystal, and I understood the reason for the different amounts of liquid poured into each glass. When all of the bumblebirds played their crystal glasses in concert, the whole effect was like watching a symphony combined with something out of Willy Wonka. 
 
    All of us were captivated as the hivemind of queen Lula took us on a musical adventure with all the highs and lows of an epic tale, and the music was so vivid I wondered if everyone else was experiencing the same ride. 
 
    Finally, the symphony rose up into a frenzied crescendo that lent itself to a victorious battle of some kind, and the music swelled to completion with a triumphant… 
 
    Tuba noise. 
 
    Sorta. 
 
    Everyone froze, even the bumblebirds, and then whipped their heads in the direction of the flat note. 
 
    Which just so happened to be the one sitting right in front of Zoie. 
 
    Three things happened, and each was more entertaining than the last. 
 
    First, the cat-woman’s ears flattened against her ebony head, her hand clapped over her mouth, and then she snorted a huge laugh through her nose. 
 
    This just made her shake harder until she finally lost the battle and giggled and snorted so endearingly I couldn’t help but start to chuckle along with her. 
 
    Shay’s eyes locked with mine, and she blinked those emerald orbs before she too started to giggle. 
 
    From there, the humor caught on like wildfire until the whole table was roaring with laughter. 
 
    Even the sisters were dabbing at their eyes as they leaned into each other for support through gales of laughter. 
 
    “Oh, look!” Zoie gasped as the bumblebirds began to groove in a figure eight pattern like they were laughing, too. 
 
    “So, um, it appears as if Zoie accidentally confused her drink with one of these,” I said and held up the one half-drained. “What the darkhell is even in these?” 
 
    “Oh!” Shay said and reached for a glass. “I almost forgot! The bumblebirds sprinkle their pollen over the woot brandy and make it less potent and more flavorful. Alone it tastes similar to water, but it is quite strong.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing she only had a few sips,” I said as Zoie continued to snicker against me with her head buried in my chest. 
 
    “This tastes so wonderful,” Amaya said as she looked down into one of the tall glasses. “It’s like tasting what the sun tastes like.” 
 
    At that, everyone grabbed their own glass and took a sip. 
 
    The woot brandy went from a pale yellow to a golden-wheat color that even had a frothy head of foam as if the pollen had caused some sort of chemical reaction, and when I took a sip, I was reminded of a nice fruity Hefeweizen. 
 
    “How fascinating!” Jenner enthused as he licked the foam from his upper lip. “What was that display you showed us?” 
 
    “It’s called a Bumblebird Concerto,” Shay explained. “An apiarist discovered how this little species relates its history. Based on the configuration of the glasses, this concerto is about the battle of the Two Queens.” 
 
    “You mean the little bug things have recorded history?” Vel-Rala said as she grasped her own glass. The cockatoo-woman’s normally cynical face had never looked so full of wonder before, and I smiled at the sight of her settled under Bodin’s arm. 
 
    “They are quite smart, the little sprites,” Anwaar said as she observed one perched on her finger. 
 
    “What a fantastic idea,” Horus said and nudged his sister. 
 
    Shay looked down at her hands for a moment before she smiled up at him with an expression that meant she probably forgave him. 
 
    “Mm.” Zoie’s head thudded against my shoulder again, and she released a heady sigh that meant she was probably on her way to slumberland. 
 
    “Oh, the poor darling,” Shay said when she caught sight of the sleepy cat-girl nuzzling into my chest. “I really should have taken better care.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s having a blast, don’t even worry,” I said and hugged her close. “She’s been taking care of everyone lately, and I bet she’s been needing a moment to relax. I’ll just take her to bed, though. Jenner, would you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all, Mr. Alex,” the koala-man said and stood up on the cushioned bench seat. “Come here, Zoie, there’s a lass.” 
 
    He then helped her uncling from my side so I could stand up from the sunken table. 
 
    “Alright, kitten,” I said and pulled her up so I could support her. “Let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    “M’kay,” she said again and slumped into me. “Shay, it was a beautiful party.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, dearheart,” the phoenix-woman said with a wave. 
 
    Zoie was out like a light the minute I got her upstairs, and her head hit the pillow like a ton of bricks. 
 
    “I hope you drank enough water,” I chuckled as I took off her shoes, tucked her in, and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    Then I exited into the corridor and jaunted down the stairs intent on returning to the party, but before I could get back to the dining hall, I was practically knocked flat on my ass when I rounded the next corner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” the oryx-woman with the moonlight eyes said as she smiled up at me from her position in my arms. “I didn’t time that correctly, and my hope was to avoid running into you.” 
 
    “Were you looking for something in particular?” I raised a suspicious eyebrow and stood her back on her own feet. 
 
    “Hm, your aura changed,” Amaya said as she regarded me from head to toe. “Oh, I see, now. You think I might be up to snooping. I apologize for that impression, but I am not interested in anything you have in this manor, even though Ithaca is a wonderful place. She feels happy to have love in her walls once more.” 
 
    “She?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Amaya said and walked over to place her hand on the wall. “I have known Ithaca the same way I have known you.” 
 
    “Hey, now,” I said and gently intercepted her hand when she tried to cup my cheek again. “Maybe you should tell me what you’re doing away from the party if you’re not snooping.” 
 
    “I wanted a moment to speak with you,” the pretty oryx-girl said as she plucked a long feather-like reed from a vase and twirled it around her finger like she couldn’t help but need something to fiddle with. 
 
    “Well, I am your captive audience, so go for it.” I smiled at her and tried not to chuckle at the vacant look on her pretty face. 
 
    “Oh, yes, well, you see, I had hoped you could help me run an errand,” she said in her woodwind voice. 
 
    “An… errand?” I puzzled. 
 
    “I need your help with something that could mean life or death,” she said, and her face grew dreamy and distant before she snapped herself out of it and rubbed her head. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked and held out a stabilizing hand just in case she needed it. “Life or death, huh? Kind of dramatic.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” The oryx-woman grinned slightly but indicated she was alright. “You can’t imagine how frustrating it is to know something dire but only have a vague impression of what it could mean.” 
 
    “But I thought ‘knowing’ things was kind of your job?” I asked. 
 
    “I can only know what is knowable unless there is additional knowledge for me to gain through my touch,” she explained. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound convenient,” I commented. 
 
    “It is not,” she said and then shuddered. “Will you help me, please?” 
 
    “What is it you need me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not sure yet, but please meet me in the stone garden when the night is at its zenith,” she said, and toward the end of her request, her irises shimmered that chromatic glow. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll help,” I said, even though this whole helping-people-without-all-the-info thing wasn’t my favorite. 
 
    “Thank you, Asher,” she said with a bow of her white-blonde head. 
 
    “Just Alex is fine,” I said and offered my arm to the oryx-woman. “Shall we go back to the dining hall?” 
 
    “We must,” she replied and tucked her hand into the crook of my elbow. “I think our presences are required.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked, but before she could answer me, a whole bevy of people streamed past us heading in the opposite direction. I snagged Jenner’s jacket sleeve to pull him aside as Arvid, Vel-Rala, Mel, and Bodin vamoosed on by. “Wait, Jenner, where is everyone going in such a hurry?” 
 
    “It seems as if Lady Shay and Mr. Horus need to work out a few of their differences, and we all thought it best to let them occupy the space in order to sort things out, as it were,” the koala-butler relayed as he nervously tweaked his monocle. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” I sighed. “I know they are long overdue for a chat, but is the place still standing at least?” 
 
    “If it is, it might not be for long,” he chuckled and patted my arm. “You better go and mediate.” 
 
    “Is my sister still there?” Amaya asked. 
 
    “She indicated she preferred to wait for you before retiring for the evening, my dear,” he said and patted the back of her hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Cornelius,” Amaya said with a dip of her head. Then she bobbed down the corridor and slipped inside the dining all. 
 
    When the door opened, a very spirited conversation could be heard for a fraction of a second before the door closed once more. 
 
    “Yikes,” I said and exchanged an amused looked with my trusty koala-butler. “You’re right, I’d better get in there. Thanks.” 
 
    “Good luck, lad,” he sighed as he shook his big-eared head, and then we both went our separate ways. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you think it’s a bad idea!” Shay said in a tone of voice that sounded as if she’d been saying this on repeat. “Especially since neither of you will let Amaya speak for herself on the matter.” 
 
    “Hey, all,” I said with a wave as I walked into a stand-off. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Shay, Horus, and the ibex-woman, Anwaar, were all engaged in a battle of wills with a slightly confused-looking Amaya in the middle. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, just the inability of my older brother to let me decide what I can and cannot handle,” Shay huffed as she inspected her nails. 
 
    “Shale-Lea, that’s not fair,” Horus said with a hurt frown. “This isn’t about coddling you, or keeping anything from you.” 
 
    “Then what is it about?” Shay snapped and rapidly blinked her eyes. “Ever since then, I’ve been tearing myself up inside wondering…” 
 
    The phoenix-woman wrapped her arms around herself, and I couldn’t just stand there when she looked like that, so I went over to place an arm around her. 
 
    “I hope I’m not intruding, but I would like to know what’s going on here,” I said as Shay tried to discreetly dab the tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, it’s silly,” Shay murmured, but the edge of barely healed-over hurt was still there in her voice. “I don’t even know why I still care because now I have you.” 
 
    “And I have you, and I’m here no matter what,” I said and squeezed her arms. “Now, tell me what’s going on in that silly brain.” 
 
    “I simply wondered if Amaya might be willing to complete the rest of the fortune she started but couldn’t complete before my father put an end to it,” she said, and I gawked at her. 
 
    “There’s more?” I asked and shifted my eyes over to the oryx-woman.  
 
    Her sister was busy murmuring something in her ear, but it was clear by Amaya’s face that she wasn’t paying attention because the blonde-haired augurwoman ignored her and started walking toward Shay and me. 
 
    “Maya!” Anwaar tried to get her sister’s attention again and then huffed when it was clear the other woman wasn’t listening. 
 
    The oryx-woman stopped in front of Shay, and I stood just a step back so I wouldn’t interfere with whatever was going on. 
 
    “I, too, know how frustrating it can be to have an older sibling who cares more for your well-being than their own,” Amaya said and then glanced over her shoulder at her sister. “They do what they must, do not fault them for wanting to protect your precious heart.” 
 
    Shay’s big green eyes were solemn and beading with tears as she absorbed the salient wisdom the oryx-woman just delivered. Then she made eye-contact with Horus and gave him a small watery smile that was returned three-fold by the falcon-man. 
 
    Then Amaya raised her palm as if she was going to do her Touch thing, but before she could cup Shay’s face, she placed her hand over the phoenix-woman’s heart instead. 
 
    “I know what you are asking of me, but I should have never revealed the Knowledge to you before your time like I did.” She bowed her silver-horned head in contrition. “The Knowledge is meant to help, or heal, or to find closure, but there is some Knowledge that must never be imparted. At the time, I was too young and inexperienced to know the difference, and it has caused me much pain whenever I remember how devastated my folly left you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Shay said as her tears flowed freely down her heart-shaped face. “Oh, Amaya…” 
 
    “And this is why…” the oryx-woman pushed through her speech as if she was afraid she was going to lose her nerve. “This is why I cannot give you what you seek.” 
 
    “Why?” Shay asked in the smallest hurt voice I’d ever heard, and I felt like I was just kicked in the heart. 
 
    “Because,” Amaya said and finally made contact with the phoenix-woman’s cheek. “Sometimes Knowing too much can tear you apart.” 
 
    Shay cupped the oryx-woman’s hand against her face and breathed out a shaky sigh. 
 
    “Is that how it is for you?” she asked in a low voice and raised those heavy eyes. “You are constantly threatened by the Knowledge tearing you apart?” 
 
    Amaya sucked in a quiet breath, and her serene expression fractured just enough to where it was clear what the answer to that question was. 
 
    Then Shay, because she was the most compassionate soul in the universe, seemed to drop the mantle of her own hurt and lack of closure, and my phoenix-wife enveloped the other woman in a strong hug. 
 
    “I had no idea that’s what it felt like for you,” Shay said when she leaned back from the embrace. “And I’m sorry if I overstepped any bounds by asking. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    This last point was said to Anwaar, and the ibex-woman nodded in acceptance and what seemed like gratitude. 
 
    “Shaylee?” Horus started walking a few steps before he paused as if unsure. “Are we okay?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said through a relieved laugh, and she closed the distance between them so she could throw her arms around the falcon-man. “You’re my brother, and above all, I am so, so glad you are alright.” 
 
    “And you’re my sister,” Horus said as if that’s all that mattered, and then he hugged the phoenix-woman back just as tightly. 
 
    “Oh, and in case I came off as disingenuous before, I just wanted to reiterate to the both of you just how grateful I am,” she said to the Mec sisters after the heartfelt embrace with her brother ended. “Without your shared testimony, Horus wouldn’t be here, and the fact that he is means… everything.” 
 
    “It is our duty and our privilege,” Anwaar said and smiled a small but genuine smile. 
 
    For my part, I couldn’t help but grin wide at this admittedly sappy Hallmark stuff, and I briefly wondered if I was becoming soft with all of this domesticity. 
 
    If that was the case, then I resigned myself to my fate because these moments I was lucky enough to witness were priceless. 
 
    “You guys are great.” I walked over and looped my arms around Shay and Horus. “Just, so great.” 
 
    With all metaphorical hatchets seemingly buried, the five of us decided to part ways and retire for the evening. 
 
    “Ladies,” the roguish falcon-man said and offered his arms to the augur-mage women, but because he had such pointy elbows, the effect reminded me of a skinny chicken. “If you will be so kind as to follow me, I will show you to your guest rooms.” 
 
    “The second floor should be all prepared for you,” Shay said as she looped her arm through mine. “Please, stay as long as you like. Ithaca will always be open to you for what you’ve done for my brother.” 
 
    Horus and the Mec sisters then left the dining hall, and I returned the look that Amaya sent me over her shoulder with a nod. 
 
    I still remembered the strange “errand” she needed my help with, and after witnessing the compassion she showed my phoenix-wife, I was now even more inclined to help this mysterious and beautiful woman. 
 
    So, after Zoie and Shay were long settled and asleep in bed, I untangled myself from their warm limbs, silently dressed back in the clothes I was wearing earlier, grabbed my sword, and headed to the stone garden in the northern courtyard. 
 
    The oryx-woman was already there kneeling by one of the pools, but she didn’t touch it or dip her bare feet in, which was good because even these small pools were corrosive unless an Asher was there. 
 
    Sure enough, the moment I stepped into the garden, a light mist rose from the pools to indicate the water was safe. 
 
    Amaya turned to me when I approached and smiled as she got to her feet. 
 
    “Hello,” she said and twirled a finger around one of her curly locks. 
 
    “Hi.” I grinned, and I felt a faint flutter from my heart as I took in the sight of the augurwoman. 
 
    She was more enchanting under the starlight as if she was actually made of the stuff, and it lined her in a silvery glow like an ethereal goddess who lived off the light of the moon. Her skin was so pale that if it weren’t for the light caramel markings on her snub nose, the backs of her hands, and across her neckline, I would have wondered if she had some sort of albinism. Her breasts were on the smaller side, but they fit her willowy frame similar to a gymnast or a swimmer, and I wondered if that meant she was athletic at all. 
 
    If my first impression of her climbing up trees was any indication, then the answer was probably a “Yes,” and I felt myself wanting to get to know more about this strange, enigmatic woman. 
 
    “I was not sure if you would come,” she said and walked even closer as if she really didn’t understand personal space. 
 
    “I thought you Knew?” I asked, and I tried not to breathe in her alluring violet scent like I was in a Febreze commercial in case that was seen as a little too creepy. 
 
    “I know what is Knowable,” she repeated and took up one of my hands so she could examine my palm. “For example, I can see your hands are broad and lightly callused, which tells me you are capable of a great many things. You are a fighter, but the line through the middle of your palm is nearly straight.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I breathed as she leaned closer and traced a thin finger along the crease in the center of my hand. 
 
    “It shows me you are fair and just, and when I touch you, I can feel those qualities inside of you,” she explained and pressed her other hand to my stubbled cheek. Then she smiled and closed her eyes with a little hum of pleasure. “I can feel these traits within you almost constantly at work. You fight every waking moment for what is just. But there are shadows behind your eyes sometimes when you think no one is looking.” 
 
    “Shadows?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “See, right there,” she whispered and then moved the hand against my face in order to trace lightly around the corners of my eyes. “You had to be hard in the past in order to survive because your feet are always poised and ready to jump into action, and your kind humor tells me you have known much heartache. And… the way you look at your friends and family. It’s as if you are worried your waking world is too good to be a reality. I have known your loneliness.” 
 
    With each pronouncement, she fluttered her butterfly-like fingertips down my nose, over my lips, and then back to rest against my jaw. 
 
    A warm and clear sensation rang through me just like when the bumblebirds performed their symphony. I felt as if there were a set of dowsing rods between us that resonated in perfect harmony, but before the feeling could crescendo, Amaya lowered her hand, and the connection was broken. 
 
    I breathed out and stepped back just a bit because my head was swimming. 
 
    And because being so close to Amaya felt so right in a way that scared me. I’d only just met the woman, and already my heart was stirring in that familiar way like it did first with Zoie, and then with Shay. 
 
    It was like flying or falling, and the exhilaration was terrifying mostly because I knew Amaya was already spoken for by the Order. So, even if I did have any pesky feelings for her, I probably wouldn’t be able to act on them. 
 
    “So, erm.” I gripped the pommel of my sword and cleared my throat. “What is this errand you need help with?” 
 
    Amaya looked down and away as she turned and started walking through the garden. Because her plain dress dramatically showed off her shoulders and hinted at her pert cleavage, I was able to see her curl sadly inward, and my gut clenched. 
 
    “There is a small glen bordering this place where a peculiar, unmarked grave lies,” Amaya said as she led us through Ithaca’s north gate and into the forest. “Have you ever seen it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid there is still a lot around here I haven’t explored yet,” I answered and sped up so we could at least walk side by side. 
 
    I didn’t want the chill of distance to creep in between us despite the drop in mood because I still considered her a friend for what she did for Horus. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” the oryx-woman said. “These woods like the company.” 
 
    “Have you done a lot of exploring around here, or--?” I cleared my throat again and inwardly rolled my eyes at myself. That was barely a step above the whole ‘you come around here often?’ line. 
 
    It was times like these where I was glad for the culture gaps between us because if Amaya thought it was lame, she didn’t show it. 
 
    “I would explore all over Nata whenever I would stay with my brother during the Mid-Crescent farthing,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, a farthing?” I queried and moved a branch up so the oryx-woman wouldn’t catch her beautiful scimitar-like horns as we entered a shrouded glen. 
 
    “Mhm.” She nodded. “Oh, I almost forgot you are a Traveler. A farthing is what you would call a… season, I think?” 
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I recalled what I felt from you,” she said and then frowned as she cutely wiggled her nose. “It is hard to explain, but when I Know someone, there are impressions that stay behind and become part of me. The associations you have when you compare this world to your own feel familiar to me. Intrinsically. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said as I mulled over what she said. “It’s like I left behind a trail of breadcrumbs.” 
 
    “That is a good way to put it,” Amaya said with a delighted smile. “You left behind little crumbs for the birds.” 
 
    “Are there four, uh, farthings on Aventoll like my world?” I asked and then scrambled up a large fallen tree trunk laying in the way. 
 
    “There are eight,” she said as she took my offered hand so I could help her up. 
 
    Then I jumped down and reached up so I could catch her by the waist as she slid off the trunk. 
 
    “You guys like the number eight, don’t you?” I murmured as I got lost in her almond-shaped eyes for a moment, but then I snapped myself out of it and set her back on her dancer-like feet. “Sorry.” 
 
    Amaya gazed up at me and fixated on my mouth as she bit her pouty lower lip. 
 
    It was mesmerizing, and I was captivated by the fact that her two straight front teeth were slightly bigger than the rest, and she had the tiniest cute overbite. 
 
    “It is true the number eight has significance to some,” the oryx-woman continued as we walked on. “There are eight islands, eight seasons in a cycle, and eight cycles in an age.” 
 
    “Eight Sacred Fish,” I added. 
 
    “You have been reading your history,” she said with a proud grin. “I do not have to Know you to relate to the labors of bed-rest.” 
 
    “You hate laying around, too, huh?” I asked and snatched up a pair of fallen woot-fruits on the side of the narrow path. 
 
    “When you spend the majority of your childhood sick in bed, sitting still is a fate worse than death,” Amaya said as she took the ruby-red fruit from me. 
 
    “Hah, if I couldn’t sympathize, I would say you were being dramatic, but that is an accurate description,” I laughed and bit into the waterlogged fruit so I could take a drink. “I’m sorry you were so sick as a kid. That’s not easy.” 
 
    “It is not,” she agreed. “Like you, it is hard to make friends if you are not around your peers on a semi-regular basis.” 
 
    My eyebrows went up, and I was once again stunned speechless by the oryx-woman’s incredible insight. 
 
    The connection I had with Zoie was like coming home to a solid partner who was ride-or-die no matter what. Maybe it had something to do with the fact we were both snatched from our world and thrust into a brand new one by landing on Nata island. 
 
    And Shay and I found an almost instant connection due to some sort of destiny. She always claimed it was fate, which I took with a grain of salt, but now that I met the woman responsible for passing along that lil’ Nugget of Wisdom, I was inclined to agree. 
 
    But Amaya was the first time I met someone who understood me from the top of my head and down completely to my toenails, and it was like being struck by lightning. 
 
    Somehow, I had a feeling… 
 
    I didn’t quite know. 
 
    But then again, I Knew. 
 
    This woman and I were connected somehow, and I wondered if maybe she’d left a few “breadcrumbs” behind herself. 
 
    “Amaya,” I started. “What you did for Shay, or what you didn’t do by not telling her something… I know you did it for her own good.” 
 
    The oryx-woman’s steps faltered just a tiny bit, and she cast her eyes to the ground. “Alex, please don’t ask me…” 
 
    “No, don’t misunderstand me,” I hurried to stop her so she wouldn’t feel uncomfortable with where the conversation was going. “Even though I want to know everything, especially if it has to do with my wife, I won’t try to understand the position you’re in, or what it’s like to have your ability. I just wanted to say thank you, because I know it wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “Would you like some well-meaning advice?” she asked me. 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged and tossed my woot-husk to the side. 
 
    “You have the ability to see things from an uncommon angle,” she said and then threw her own empty husk away. “Guard it well. Folly can be avoided when the light of truth can illuminate every path, not just the one you are on.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice,” I said as my brain chewed over her sage-like words. Maybe I was beginning to understand “Amaya-speak,” but her purple-prose way of talking was starting to make sense. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said with a cute smile, and I tried to tamp down my own thousand-watt grin when I observed a dribble of woot-juice trailing down her chin. 
 
    “Here,” I said and wiped it away with my finger. 
 
    “Oh.” The oryx-woman blushed just then, and even the tan square patch over the bridge of her nose grew a shade darker. “Thank you.” 
 
    It was charming as all get-out. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, and I couldn’t resist moving in closer as if pulled in by a magnet. “By the way, you never did tell me about your errand.” 
 
    “Errand?” she asked as she looked up at me with a dazed expression. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured and inched my face down toward hers. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed and swayed closer like a reed bending in the wind for a second, but then she blinked as if she was just now registering my earlier words. “Oh! Yes, the errand.” 
 
    I tried not to feel disappointed when she stepped back so we could continue on with our impromptu side-quest. 
 
    “You mentioned something about an unmarked grave earlier?” I asked and forced my mind to focus. 
 
    “Yes, something about this land is calling out to me,” Amaya said as she turned in a circle like a compass until she came to a stop facing north-west. 
 
    “What do you mean it calls out to you?” I asked, and I followed the oryx-woman off the beaten path. I didn’t think I would ever be not fascinated with what the augurwoman could do. 
 
    “Imagine a line of golden thread tied to your heart, and then like an angler, you cast that thread out into unknown waters and leave it there until something begins to tug,” she explained. 
 
    “And something just gave you a big ol’ tug?” I took a page out of Horus’ book and wiggled my eyebrows in a flirty way. 
 
    Amaya blushed once more, and the embarrassment made her nibble at her lower lip again. 
 
    I rubbed the back of my hot neck and tore my eyes away from the sight. 
 
    “Yes, something has tugged on my heart,” she said and walked toward a rock mound covered in tangled purple and green ivy. She then began to pull and tug on the vines, and I came to help her until a modest headstone was revealed. “There.” 
 
    “And you knew this was here?” I brushed off my hands and stood back up. 
 
    “I Knew of a grave without a name,” she said as her eyes flashed silver for a moment. “The owner of it has been crying out to me since I set foot on Ithaca.” 
 
    “Amaya?” I went to touch the oryx-woman’s shoulder, but she hunched sharply forward, and I pulled my hand back. 
 
    “She has been trying to… warn…” The oryx-woman gasped and lifted her sightless gaze to the sky. Then her voice dipped down into that unearthly octave that was and was not her own. “Darkness comes.” 
 
    “Woah!” I managed to kneel down again so I could catch her when she began to arc backward. 
 
    Her eyes flashed back to their normal light gray, and she held herself upright. 
 
    “The magic here has been dormant for a long time, but it has been waking,” she said, and she pulled a familiar brush with a fishtail handle out of the pocket of her dress. 
 
    “Hey, I thought you said you weren’t snooping?” I teased as I recognized Shay’s brush. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” she said with wide innocent eyes. “At that time. I started snooping after the fact.” 
 
    “Okay, pedantic,” I snorted and nudged her a little to let her know I was on to her. “How did you even get this? I think I would have remembered you sneaking into my bedroom no matter how good your ninja skills are.” 
 
    “A ninja?” she asked before her expression suddenly cleared of confusion. “Oh, right, I think I understand. The Warriors of Leen have a faction similar to your ‘ninjas.’ They call themselves Silents.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest, it’s a little weird to actually have someone understand my references for once,” I said once I got over the little bit of shock that usually came with Amaya’s uncanny insightfulness. 
 
    “It is the Impressions… ” She dipped her head and shrugged at the same time like she was a little self-conscious. 
 
    “I love it,” I blurted out because I really did, and I didn’t want her to hold herself back. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    My words had the desired effect because she smiled a slow blooming grin that reminded me of the flowers she smelled like. 
 
    “The deepest Impressions are usually the ‘breadcrumbs’ tied to the strongest emotions,” the oryx-woman explained. “And where I found this, there were a lot of, erm, strong emotions.” 
 
    I tried to think back on where it was I saw the double-ended comb last, and then I blushed when I remembered Amaya must have found it in the Love Nest where Shay and I recently gave each other some Strong Emotions. 
 
    “Ah,” I said for a lack of anything else to say and scratched the back of my head. 
 
    Amaya graciously moved on from the topic and held up the comb so she could examine one of the crimson hairs vined around the comb’s teeth. 
 
    “At the time, I did not know why this object called me to it, but I wonder…” She plucked the strand of hair from the comb and laid it gently on top of the headstone. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, and I turned to Amaya to ask a question, but before I could, the ground started to rumble. 
 
    “Back!” I grabbed her by the arm just as the ground under the grave marker began to collapse. 
 
    We both scrambled to our feet and leapt back to avoid being swallowed by the sudden sinkhole. It was a close one because an area about six-feet long by two-feet wide gaped open to reveal a long narrow stairwell into a dark crypt. 
 
    As the dust settled, Amaya and I stood in stunned silence for a moment before exchanging amazed glances. 
 
    It was then we both realized we were embracing quite intimately, and we broke apart with shy smiles. 
 
    “So,” I said and drew my sword. “Shall we?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    My Duelist Stone automatically lit up around my neck once we descended into the secret crypt. There was a sudden heaviness to the air that suggested reverence, so Amaya and I continued to traverse the winding staircase with only the sound of our footsteps for company. 
 
    The walls were damp and contributed to the dripping sounds all around, and I was careful to place my feet firmly. 
 
    “There’s a little bit of slimy stuff on the stairs, so watch it,” I said to the oryx-woman over my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s getting warmer, so it shouldn’t be a problem for too much longer,” she whispered back, and sure enough, the damp chill in the air began to ebb. 
 
    “Do you see that?” I pointed to a dull orange glow that began to illuminate from below. 
 
    “Firelight,” Amaya breathed, and she suddenly darted past me with reckless abandon. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted as I bolted after her, and I sheathed my sword in case I slipped and skewered myself. 
 
    The oryx-woman’s scimitar horns flashed as she hit the bottom of the seemingly endless stairs and took off around the corner where the glow was strongest. 
 
    I was about to call her name again, but when I actually rounded the corner, I came to a halt. 
 
    The corridor opened up into a cavern with a catacomb of soaring arches and dozens of statues lining the wall of the circular chamber. They all had moss and lichen-type plants growing all over them, which obscured their faces, but based on the obvious physique, they were all female. The statues stood guard around the tomb’s centerpiece, which was a roaring pyre situated on a raised dais. 
 
    Amaya was only a few paces away from the conflagration with her hand outstretched and caressing the ambient warmth. 
 
    “How long do you think this has been burning?” I asked as I sidled up next to her so I could warm my hands as well. 
 
    “A very long time,” she said as she wiggled her fingers. 
 
    “Magic fire, huh? Neat,” I commented. 
 
    “Yes, it is an impressive display of ancient magic,” the oryx-woman said and then frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just…” She turned in a circle as if she was looking for something in particular. “Usually, an ancient magic such as this is typically guarded by a powerful Guardian.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “Especially when there isn’t any wood to knock on.” 
 
    The flaming pyre suddenly flared a violent magenta, and a loud screech rent the air. 
 
    “Oh, there’s the Guardian,” Amaya said as if she was just pointing out something benign like, ‘oh, there’s a dog across the street,’ or ‘look at that strange-looking cloud,’ not holyfuckrunforyourlives like I almost was. 
 
    Because there, molding itself up from the flames of the inferno, was a vaguely humanoid shape about ten feet tall and completely wreathed in tongues of fire. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I yelled as I drew my sword while pushing us both back several feet. 
 
    The Thing stood erect on top of what now could be seen as a bier and looked exactly like if Sauron kept his body and combined it with the flaming eye thing.  
 
    Which was to say it was Terrifying As Fuck. 
 
    “We gotta get out of here,” I said and took Amaya’s hand in mine so we could get back to the stairs hasta-fucking-pronto. 
 
    “Too late,” Amaya said as the previously silent statues broke away from their spots in the wall. 
 
    Each of the moss-faced effigies raised the shields at their feet and started to tighten their circle around us in a modified phalanx formation. The idea was clear: create a barrier to keep us inside with Sauron’s Gay Revival. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as my eyes darted around for any sort of exit, but the statues were encroaching fast. 
 
    “We can’t leave until we have either proven ourselves to the Guardian, or we die,” she said. 
 
    “Correction,” I said and stashed my sword away one more time so I could pick Amaya up bridal style. “There is no ‘we.’” 
 
    And then I rushed at the line of statues like a linebacker playing Red Rover and slammed my shoulder between two of the closest shields. 
 
    The statues were caught off guard just enough to where the one on my left stumbled back a step. This gave me just enough clearance to dump Amaya outside the circle before I was soundly launched backward by an inhuman shove. 
 
    “Alex!” Amaya shouted as I flew back six feet. The oryx-woman tried to get to me, but the shieldmaidens kept her at bay. “You will be tested on your strength of will! Do not falter! Show the Flame Guardian you are bold!” 
 
    “Yeah, alright,” I groaned as I dragged myself to my feet. 
 
    Just in time, too, because the Flame Guardian transformed his arm into a sword and slashed at my head, which forced me to duck and roll to the side. 
 
    “Reeeeeooooorrrrr!” the Guardian shrieked again with a sound like twisting metal, and it came after me with two sword-arms now instead of one. 
 
    “Alex!” Amaya screamed, and I managed to deflect one blow meant for my head and then leapt backward to avoid the second meant for my gut. 
 
    The Guardian stumbled forward when the power behind its second swing caused it to overbalance and fall to one knee, and I took my chance and brought my blade across its faceless head. 
 
    My sword went right through my opponent like a poker through a campfire, and when the golem’s head reformed, it even added eyebrows so it could glare at me. 
 
    “Fuck.” I brought my blade up last second to guard my left flank, but it was sloppy, and with the added heat of the monster, I dropped my sword with a clatter as I was forced back. 
 
    Shitfuck. 
 
    Okay, regroup. 
 
    I was fighting a boss made mostly of magic, fiery plasma, and it could somehow phase in and out of existence. 
 
    No problem. 
 
    I just needed to rely on being faster than the cumbersome Guardian, and I would be fine. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    Even though Zoie wasn’t here, I took this opportunity to think of this as another training exercise and took a deep breath. 
 
    Instantly, my heart rate calmed like I’d been training it to do every morning with my meditation exercises. Still, it was a bit of a struggle to drop immediately into the headspace I needed in order to focus, especially since the Flame Guardian was now jabbing at me here and there as if it was testing me and learning my moves. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    Don’t forget to dodge, but focus… 
 
    Tick. 
 
    My heart pulsed a half a beat slower, and the Guardian glared at me as if it knew what I was up to. 
 
    Ti-- 
 
    The Guardian rushed at me a lot faster than I was anticipating, and I was shaken out of my trance so I could focus on dodging the onslaught of attacks by the golem’s dual blades. 
 
    Both swords swung at me high, and I had to lean back at a sharp angle in order to miss them as they slashed through the air one after another. The heat from the flaming blades nearly evaporated the sweat right off my face, and I fell flat on my back in order to avoid losing my eyebrows. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said, and I rolled over and over to avoid the Guardian’s next attack as it tried to slam its dual blades into my head. 
 
    “Alex!” Amaya’s voice cut through the air, and I jumped up to my feet. 
 
    The Flame Guardian looked around as best as it could without eyes, which gave me just enough time to try and center myself. 
 
    If I could focus, I could use my time-trance powers to get around the fat ass and get my weapon. 
 
    The scar around my arm tingled with phantom pain, but I breathed deep. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    My heart thudded slow and steady, and the world slowed like it was moving through molasses. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    I needed to act quickly because if my theory about the Guardian was correct, he was definitely clocking me for any weaknesses, and I still felt some discomfort in my arm that restricted how long I could hold the trance for, which would suck if the dude figured that one out. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The Guardian charged after me once more with both flaming blades, and right as they swung toward me, I made like I was sailing into Home by sliding under the behemoth’s legs. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Time resumed its normal pace, and I was able to snatch up my fallen blade. 
 
    “Reeeeerrrrrccchhhh!” The behemoth let out another sound like a train derailing and whipped around in search of me. 
 
    I brought my sword up to guard my head right as both of the Guardian’s blades came down in a shower of sparks. 
 
    “Arrrrgggghh!” I roared and shoved with all my might in order to throw the golem off me. 
 
    Which was easier said than done because it was like trying to move a parked bulldozer. 
 
    “Strength, Alex!” Amaya encouraged me from behind the phalanx of statues. 
 
    I dug my heels in and finally managed to make the Guardian falter back a step. Then, while it took a second to regain its balance, I swung my sword low to take out its legs. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    My blade flowed through its kneecaps like water, and the fat ass didn’t even blink. 
 
    “How do I kill this thing?” I growled and danced back as it started for me like an enraged bull. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to kill it, you’re supposed to prove you are worthy to take what it’s guarding!” Amaya shouted. “Remember, you are being tested on your fortitude and bravery.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure how to put those things in action more than I already am!” I leapt back and then ducked a moment after, and it seemed as if the Guardian was picking up steam. 
 
    “Try to visualize!” Amaya had run around the outside of the circle in order to be closer to me. 
 
    “Visualize what?” I yelled as I blocked two gut shots in a row, sidestepped, and then zipped around the golem. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Amaya yelled back and jogged to join me on the other end of the circle. “Think of a time where you were tested beyond the limit, that might help!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, uuummm…” I wracked my brain and decided to summon the time-trance again in order to buy time. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    The Guardian’s next footfall slowed, and I pictured all of my will being contained inside that seed-pod. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Some of the cracks in the seed-pod’s shell widened as I let the power leak out in a more controlled manner. 
 
    T-i-ck… 
 
    The Flame Guardian froze mid-step, and I abruptly felt a strong yank as if the power of the time-stop was a pit bull pulling at the end of a chain. 
 
    “Reeeeeeoooorrrrrrr.” The golem somehow fought the restraints I was trying to impose upon it, and the yanking sensation grew so violent a sharp sick-feeling clamped down on my gut. 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached deep for that still water well where the power could be released like a flood, but instead of water, the image of a wall of fire flashed through me. It startled me so much, I lost control of the time-stop, and time snapped back into place. 
 
    “Ahh!” I hissed as I crashed down to one knee and rubbed my suddenly sore breastbone. When time retracted so abruptly like that, it felt like being hit in the chest by a bungee cord. 
 
    The Guardian roared its shrieking metal roar and glared at me with its eyeless face. Its flames hissed and spat, and the golem suddenly grew into a giant column of fire that was slowly moving toward me. 
 
    The heat of the inferno was so immense, it almost hurt to keep my eyes open, and tears and sweat poured in rivulets down my face. I moved backward until my back was up against the phalanx, and Amaya reached her hand out to touch the back of my neck. 
 
    “Focus, Alex,” she whispered, and I somehow heard her over the roaring Pillar of Death. 
 
    The coolness of her fingertips reminded me of raindrops on glass and gave me a point to focus on that wasn’t just hellfire. 
 
    Something about the wall of flames struck me as familiar, but I couldn’t put a finger on it… 
 
    The conflagration crept closer, and the heat cracked my lips. 
 
    “You can face this trial, you only have to believe you can!” Amaya’s voice pierced through my growing panic, and something about her words triggered my memory. 
 
    Trial. 
 
    When I was in the midst of the Trials, the same wall of fire flashed in front of me when I was in the Dark Realm. 
 
    Suddenly, it clicked. 
 
    I understood what the Realm was trying to tell me. 
 
    “I have to prove myself, right?” I yelled at Amaya over my shoulder and pressed myself more firmly against the shields at my back. 
 
    “Yes!” she cried. 
 
    What better test of fortitude than walking through fire? 
 
    “Here goes nothing!” Before I could lose my nerve, I charged at the solid wall of angry flames like I did in the Dark Realm and prayed I didn’t just make a horrible mistake. 
 
    The minute I plunged through the inferno, the column of fire disappeared as quickly as flipping a switch. 
 
    “What the?” I whipped around with my sword still brandished, but the Flame Guardian was gone. 
 
    Well, not quite gone. 
 
    A dim blue flame no bigger than my fist pulsed and hovered in mid-air where the Guardian used to be. 
 
    “You did it,” Amaya breathed in the deafening silence, and I finally lowered my sword. “Go, see what it has for you.” 
 
    I nodded dumbly and stowed my weapon as I walked toward the ball of quietly flickering flame. 
 
    The Flame Guardian’s metamorphosis made it look more like the Zelda fairy now that it wasn’t so angry. The little ball of fire fluttered brightly in front of me for a moment before it flew over to the bier in the center with a sputter and a spit until it hovered over a cracked stone plaque at the base of the bier. 
 
    When I got closer, I could see something gold sparkling beneath the old stone, and I reached out two fingers like a pair of forceps to try and retrieve it as if I was playing Operation. 
 
    With only a little bit of struggle, I was able to free the object from where it was wedged, and when I was finally able to examine it, I noticed it looked like a jagged lava rock with veins of gold shot through it. 
 
    A loud stone grinding sounded, and I jumped up from my crouch and spun around with my hand already reaching for my sword again. 
 
    One by one, the stone statues lowered their shields back to rest at their feet while they returned to their spots in the wall. 
 
    I was still gripping the handle of my weapon just in case, but it looked as if the danger had passed. 
 
    Now that its task was complete, the Flame Guardian fluttered over to the stone bier and wreathed the place of rest once more with its pyre-like glow. 
 
    I breathed out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and locked eyes with the oryx-woman. 
 
    Amaya brought both hands up to clasp at her heart, and as one, we both ran for each other full-tilt. 
 
    “You were amazing!” she giggled as I twirled her around in an excited embrace. 
 
    “That thing was huge!” I exclaimed and set her back on her feet. “Thank you. You were a huge help.” 
 
    “Oh.” She blushed and twirled a curl around her finger, and my smile faded slightly as she blinked her rain-colored eyes. 
 
    Then the flames from the bier abruptly flared and broke us apart. 
 
    “Does this guy respawn, or…?” I asked as I backed us toward the corridor. 
 
    “The Elemental Guardians are said to be caught in an endless loop since they are only tasked with guarding the place or object they were created to protect,” she said. “You have the object, so by that logic, we should be safe.” 
 
    The Guardian roared again, and I didn’t want to stick around to find out if Amaya was right. 
 
    “I say we go!” I declared, and we both turned tail, raced down the corridor, and thundered up the stairs. 
 
    When we made it out into the crisp night air, it was almost like being reborn, and I couldn’t help but fall to my knees and breathe in great draughts of cleansing air. My eyes closed as I let the breeze mop my brow, and I just sat there glorying in being above ground and away from the heat. 
 
    “Here.” Amaya sat down in front of me with a couple of woot fruits, bit a chunk out of one, and handed it to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I rasped out and sucked the water greedily out of the woot husk. My scorched throat sang, and I didn’t even feel bad when the oryx-woman offered me hers as well. 
 
    “What was it the Guardian was protecting?” she asked me after I discarded the last husk, and from the ground next to her, she started pulling up a few greenish mushrooms and put them in her lap. 
 
    “This rock-thing,” I answered and pulled out the object I’d liberated. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    She let me drop it into her palms, and I watched as she brought it up to her face and scrutinized it with her flashing silver eyes. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” she said and lowered the lava rock. “But it feels familiar.” 
 
    “Familiar how?” I asked. 
 
    Instead of answering right away, the oryx-woman took my right hand in hers, bit the stem off a mushroom, and then squeezed a gel that reminded me of aloe into my palm. 
 
    “Ah,” I hissed and blinked down at the blisters on my hand. 
 
    “I know it stings at first, but give it a moment,” she said and then tenderly massaged the ointment into my throbbing skin as she continued. “When I was auguring at the Battle Hall, Archus Doler left behind a strong aura when he died, and I was able to glean much. There were several violent impressions about you, of course, and there were several particularly about his children.” 
 
    “Horus?” I flexed my fingers as a cooling sensation took the place of the sting. “I know the man didn’t care for his son, but it wasn’t until you channeled him that I realized just how much. That whole ‘should have drowned you at birth’ part is definitely what I would call violent.” 
 
    “Yes, Archus hated Horus with a passion, this is true,” Amaya said. “But he harbored even darker thoughts about his Fledgling daughter.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, but then a second later I wished I’d never had because going by the look on the oryx-woman’s face, ‘dark’ was an understatement. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure…” she said, and the space between her eyebrows puckered. “It’s like he knew something about her. Something even the Council has no precedent over.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing he’s dead, then,” I said with a scowl as I rubbed the scar around my arm. 
 
    “It is good his darkness cannot pollute this island anymore, this is true, but it remains to be seen just what kind of company he kept,” she said as her eyes shimmered under the moonlight. Then she held up the lava rock again. “May I keep this for the time being?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    The oryx-woman didn’t answer me, and instead a set look on her face formed as if she was searching her memory for something, but after a moment, her eyes stopped glowing, and she frowned. 
 
    “Amaya?” I nudged when her expression grew more and more distant. 
 
    “It’s like an itch…” She rubbed the center of her forehead where her ostensible ‘third-eye’ would be. “The familiar something. It’s just out of my reach. You must take me with you to Doler’s estate.” 
 
    “Um, what? Doler’s…” I faltered at the sudden whiplash. One minute, the oryx-woman was practically murmuring to herself in la-la land, and the next she was staring at me with her clear and intense gaze. “You want to go to Doler’s estate?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Council decides to act immediately once they’ve deliberated on the evidence of your case,” she said and then stood so she could help me up. “I Know you seek something within its walls and plan to go there soon before the estate is no longer viable. I would like to go with you and Horus, and I think it would also be best to take along my sister. There might be more she can sense especially because Archus dabbled a lot with enchantments.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I let her pull me to my feet by my left hand. “We can probably go there tomorrow. I think you’re right about the Council. They seem to be just as interested in Doler’s estate, but for what reason, I have no clue. The sooner we can go there, the better.” 
 
    “I know my brother has his suspicions, but he will not reveal them to me,” Amaya said with another frown that wrinkled the patch across the bridge of her nose in a really adorable way. “Gavlain is quite trying at times.” 
 
    “Isn’t he, though?” I snorted as we made our way back through the glen and back toward Ithaca. “He tells me nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, he has always been a master strategist and has always had a way of only revealing information when necessary,” she explained. “Although, his version of ‘when necessary’ is quite different from other people’s.” 
 
    “Very true,” I laughed and then frowned when Amaya veered left. “Hey, where are you going? Ithaca’s this way.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” she said in her windy voice. “I’m actually going back to the Battle Hall for a second look.” 
 
    “Now?” I glanced around the dark forest glen lit only by the moon and stars. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep much,” she said airily. 
 
    “Not what I meant,” I said and plucked a purple leaf out of her hair. “Will you be okay?” 
 
    “I will be fine,” she said as she took the leaf from me and twirled it between her thin fingers. 
 
    “But what about Mercenaries?” I asked and stepped closer as that resonate hum vibrated in harmony between us. 
 
    “I am part of the Order’s augur-mages,” she said and dangled the sun pendant up for me to see. “Punishment is harsh and swift for those who harass the Goddess’ Appointed Ones.” 
 
    “But what if there’s a Red Moon?” I murmured and unconsciously dipped my head toward hers. 
 
    “There won’t be,” she whispered and feathered the leaf down my nose and lips. 
 
    “What if…” I cut myself off, and I was stuck in a moment of indecision that paralyzed me right on the edge of something huge. Then I swallowed around the sudden tightness in my throat. “What if I don’t want you to go?” 
 
    Amaya let the leaf flutter to the ground and then cupped my face with her palm. 
 
    I closed my eyes and breathed out as the warm sensation that accompanied her Knowing Touch filled me with safety. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing,” I muttered and peeked open an eye. “You’re trying to make me feel okay with you traipsing around the dark forest all by yourself.” 
 
    “Is it working?” She smiled up at me and caressed my cheekbone with her thumb. 
 
    “No, because I really want you to stay, and it’s confusing because I’m also married, and yet I really want to kiss you,” I admitted but held her hand against my face. 
 
    Amaya’s shy smile suddenly fell, but before I could back-pedal and try to fix the situation, the mysterious oryx-woman crashed our mouths together in a clumsy but passionate kiss. 
 
    I’d had many first kisses before, but there was something about this one that rendered me almost helpless under the weight of Want singing through my veins. 
 
    There really were no words to describe what it was like to kiss this tender and compassionate creature, but my brain attempted to do so anyway. 
 
    And what it came up with was that kissing Amaya was like watching a meadow full of sunflowers all bloom at once. 
 
    But then… the reality of our situation cast its shadow over that golden meadow, and the salted-caramel taste of falling into a love that couldn’t be requited was like watching all of those sunflowers wilt and hang their heavy heads toward the fallow ground. 
 
    We parted with a melancholy sigh, but before I could step away, Amaya gripped me by the back of my neck, went up on her tiptoes, and pressed our foreheads together. 
 
    “If the sunblossoms hang their heads, it is only because they are ready to drop their seeds to make way for a new beginning,” the enigmatic oryx-woman murmured, and my throat cinched a little tighter. “Do not fret, Alex Brightwood. Our destinies are intertwined yet. We still have much more to do.” 
 
    “I feel that, too,” I said and brushed my hand through her soft feathery curls. “I feel a lot of things lately.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said and finally removed her hand from my jaw. “Sorry, I think it is what you would call… a loop-back feed?” 
 
    “A feedback loop?” I grinned. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over how cool that ‘breadcrumb’ thing is.” 
 
    “You seem to have left behind quite a bit,” the oryx-woman said and reluctantly stepped out of my arms. “Please do not fret. I promise you I will be okay.” 
 
    “I trust you,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll be back before you leave for Doler’s estate,” she promised and eyed the trees above as if she was looking for the best one to climb up. 
 
    “You better,” I said. 
 
    She turned, smiled, and then darted off the path to the east. 
 
    I huffed a laugh when I realized she was still barefoot and apparently totally unfazed by it, and then I turned to follow the path back to Ithaca with my mind whirling in a thousand directions. 
 
    Somehow, Archus Doler’s ghost had possibly come back to haunt us, and I found myself more than eager to check out just what his estate actually had. 
 
    I didn’t like the fact that there could be some nefarious plot in the works regarding Shay, and it made the urgency of getting Amaya in there to do her Touch thing ratchet up a few thousand notches. 
 
    Fuck with me, fine. I’ll deal with it. 
 
    Fuck with my wives, I don’t care if you are dead, I’ll find a way to kill you again. 
 
    That was just how I looked at it. 
 
    And if my mind wasn’t thinking about Machiavellian plots, then it was circling the drain over the fact Shay was my wife as well as Zoie. I knew Aventollian culture was generally more open about, well, open relationships, but I still felt weird about it. 
 
    Weird and conflicted, because on one hand I loved my wives dearly and nothing would change or diminish that. But on the other hand… 
 
    I had kissed Amaya. 
 
    Amaya had kissed me. 
 
    And I didn’t want it to stop. 
 
    I shook my head at myself as I entered the manor and started up the stairs. There was nothing for it. I would just have to talk to Shay and Zoie about it in the morning if I ever expected my conscience to let me sleep ever again. 
 
    However, it looked as if I wouldn’t get a chance to suffer through guilt-laden insomnia because when I pushed open the door, I was faced with the sight of my two wives cuddled together on the wide-cushioned window seat with matching worried expressions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “Husband?” Shay asked, and both my wives stood up and rushed to greet me. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to worry you,” I said to both of them and then eyed Zoie, who seemed to have worked off the effects of the alcohol. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “How am I feeling?” The cat-woman arched an eyebrow and then gently took my blistered right hand. “You look scorched and burned. What happened?” 
 
    “I needed to help Amaya with something,” I said and then hissed when Zoie prodded the tight scar tissue around my right arm. 
 
    Doing the time-trance seemed to cause my brand to act up, and it was beginning to get Way Fucking Old. 
 
    “Amaya needed help?” Shay asked as she went over to her vanity area where a bunch of glass bottles were arranged. She grabbed one vial I recognized as the sandalwood smelling one she used on me before and led both Zoie and me over to sit on the lounge sofa that was big enough for all three of us. 
 
    “She said something on the land was ‘crying out to her,’ and she needed my help,” I said as I took a seat between them. “Long story short, I fought against a Flame Guardian protecting this ancient unmarked crypt.” 
 
    “I do not know what a Flame Guardian is, but based on what you describe, I can tell it was a fierce opponent,” Zoie said and went to retrieve a cloth she wrung out from the wash basin next to Shay’s vanity. 
 
    When she came back, Shay was already working that heavenly oil into my aching brand, and my head was lolled back against the backrest. 
 
    “Mm, that feels nice,” I murmured when my cat-wife began to dab my face with the cold wet cloth. 
 
    “You look as if you have been toasted by the sun,” my phoenix-wife said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you at least take me as a backup, Husband?” Zoie asked as she continued to wipe my face free of any dirt and soot. 
 
    I peeked an eye open so I could observe her upside-down. “I’m not sure you were up for much at the time, kitten.” 
 
    Her ears swiveled back three quarters, and she clicked her teeth in an annoyed fashion. 
 
    “I really should have paid more attention to what I was drinking,” the cat-woman grumbled and folded the cloth so she could take it back to the basin for one more rinse. 
 
    “It was my fault for not warning you better, dearheart,” Shay giggled and then started to examine the blisters across my palm. “Did you get these fighting the Flame Guardian?” 
 
    “Yeah, its swords were made of fire, and fire plus metal isn’t a good combo,” I said. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve treated the worst of them already,” she said as she observed the ointment glistening under the light of the glow stones. 
 
    “That was Amaya,” I explained. “She used the goo out of some green mushroom thing.” 
 
    “Zoie, I think there is a roll of bandages under the basin left over from the last time our Alex needed some patching up,” Shay said. “Will you bring them to me?” 
 
    “Our Alex seems to need quite a bit of patching these days, doesn’t he?” the cat-woman purred when she came back with the roll of bandages. 
 
    “Which makes me so fortunate that I have you both,” I said as Shay set to work bandaging my hand. 
 
    My words started off light-hearted, but the weight of them suddenly hit me, and I bowed my head. 
 
    “Alex?” A hand went through my hair, and I looked up into two sets of gemstone eyes. 
 
    “I have to be honest with you both,” I said and tried to massage the tension out of my neck. “Amaya and I had a bit of a moment. I can’t explain it really, but when she touches me, I feel-- anyway, it’s no excuse…” 
 
    “What is it, darling? Please talk to us.” Shay cupped my face and lifted my head in order to stare into my eyes. 
 
    “Amaya and I kissed,” I admitted with a guilty wince. 
 
    Zoie and Shay both stared at me as if they were waiting for the punchline and then exchanged glances. 
 
    “Okay…” the cat-woman said with a puzzled frown. “What are you concerned about?” 
 
    “I kissed her,” I said again. 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” Shay glanced at Zoie for help. 
 
    “I kissed a woman I am not married to without telling you two first,” I elaborated. “Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Is this something unusual where you are from?” Zoie asked. “Something about how your old society found qualms with kissing those who aren’t your wives?” 
 
    “Qualms, yeah, you could say that,” I huffed. “Back where I’m from, it’s quite a qualm to kiss people you aren’t married to. I was in a relationship that ended in less than three days because the girl I was with at the time mistook me asking a nice girl for directions as me wanting to jump in bed with her. Psycho.” 
 
    “And you were married to this woman?” Shay asked. 
 
    “Not even close,” I snorted. 
 
    “Then where was her claim to you?” Zoie asked. 
 
    “There wasn’t any aside from the fact we had gone out to dinner a few times,” I replied. 
 
    “But you said you were not married.” The cat-woman frowned, and I could tell I was just confusing the both of them. 
 
    “It was implied that because we were ‘dating’ we should only be interested in each other, and interest in anyone else was seen very much as a ‘qualm.’” I pinched the bridge of my nose at how lame it all sounded. 
 
    “Your social customs are complicated,” Shay giggled. “Husband, it is your prerogative whom you spend your time with, and Amaya is pleasing to the eye. You are free at any time to take any lovers you wish. I’m not sure what the Edicts say about acolytes, but I’m sure no one will take you to task for kissing her, least of all us.” 
 
    “You…” I blue-screened as I stared at her and felt the familiar rearrangement of morals called a Paradigm Shift click and settle in place. 
 
    “You forget, my love,” Zoie said and curled up into my side. “Amaya used her Touch on both of us, too. If you felt anything similar to what I know Shay and I did, then it’s understandable for you to have strong feelings.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked and specifically gripped Shay’s hand. “Even with the painful history between the two of you?” 
 
    “Oh, darling.” The resplendent phoenix-woman smiled just as brilliant as the late-summer sun. “How can I hold anything against her for something she was almost a bystander of herself? For me to blame her for something she couldn’t help or control, well, that would be the worst kind of hypocrisy.” 
 
    Her left hand came up to grip her right shoulder like it always did when she thought about the scar that left her spirit maimed, and her womb barren. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I breathed and intercepted her hand so I could kiss her palm in an attempt to keep her in the present. “I guess I just worried that having those feelings for someone I literally just met would make either of you feel like you didn’t matter. You both are… everything to me.” 
 
    “And you are everything to us,” Zoie said as she nuzzled the side of my face. 
 
    “Didn’t you know?” Shay kissed me on the chin and giggled when I gave them both a relieved smile. 
 
    “Come, let us all rest,” my cat-wife suggested after we spent a pleasant few moments cuddling on the lounge in one big pile. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” I groaned and let my doting wives pull me to my aching feet. 
 
    When we were all snug in our awesomely comfortable bed, I wrapped my arms around both of them and held them close. 
 
    “I have a favor to ask both of you,” I started. “Tomorrow, I’m going to get Horus to show me how he broke into Archus’ estate. There are things in that library Horus and I need to find, and I am going to ask the Mec sisters to come and help us. Can you hold down the fort while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Consider all the forks held,” Shay murmured as she snuggled in and threw an arm across me. 
 
    “We will safeguard Ithaca and all of her inhabitants,” Zoie purred and reached across my chest so she could tangle her fingers with Shay’s 
 
    “What would I do without you two?” I sighed and then fell into a deep sleep devoid of any dreams. 
 
    Around mid-morning, after some breakfast and my usual meditation session, I found myself headed down to the barn for last-minute prep as per my trusty koala-butler’s request. 
 
    Before I entered the big Dutch-style barn where Jenner was waiting, I stopped and scanned the forest around for any signs of the woman with the white-blonde hair and silver horns. 
 
    “Mr. Alex?” The koala-man’s voice floated through the top window cut out from the upper loft. 
 
    “I’ll be right in, Mr. Jenner,” I said with a wave. 
 
    He nodded his big-eared head and then disappeared back inside, and with one last scan for the oryx-woman, I headed into the barn as well. 
 
    “Help me with this saddle, will you?” Jenner called out from up above, and I made my way to the ladder at the far end of the barn. 
 
    “You know Prosper and Victory both have saddles, right?” I asked. “The Mec sisters will be riding with Horus and me.” 
 
    “And me.” He grinned and then started handing down this cumbersome leather thing I could only assume was the saddle. 
 
    “Hang on, wait a minute,” I said as I dodged an incoming buckle aimed straight for my eye. “You are definitely not coming.” 
 
    “I definitely am coming,” he argued back good-naturedly as he helped with the saddle as best as he could. 
 
    Which was to say I was the one who was doing all the lifting because Jenner couldn’t reach due to his diminutive height. 
 
    “That’s what this saddle is for,” the koala-man continued as he climbed down the rest of the ladder on his stocky legs and landed on the floorboards. “Lay it here, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    I flopped the heavier-than-normal saddle down on the ground and noticed that it looked like there was a mini saddle attached to the back. 
 
    “This saddle has a child’s seat attached, and though I am not a child, it will do nicely for what is required,” Jenner said and nudged the extra seat with the toe of his shoe. 
 
    “You are still under the impression you’re coming,” I commented with my arms folded over my chest. “We aren’t going to just stroll up to the front door, you know. According to Horus, Archus lived in some really high cliffs, and he booby-trapped the shit out of the place with all of his enchantments.” 
 
    “Oh, bah,” Jenner said and made a gesture like he was swatting away some bothersome fly. “You’ll be needing your pair of Archivists, or have you forgotten?” 
 
    “Well, no, I didn’t forget, but Jenner, this just got a whole lot more dangerous,” I said. “Horus reminded me that Archus had a penchant for enchanting things, and he’s not sure how many booby traps are left to disarm. And now the Council seems especially eager to claim the estate for themselves as soon as possible.” 
 
    “All the more reason speed is required for this endeavor,” Jenner said as he rocked up on the balls of his feet. “Now, I’ll not take no for an answer, young lad. I’ve already sent word to Tovish. Doler’s estate resides in the Southern Ridge, which is close to Gatetown, so he is probably already on the way.” 
 
    “Alright, you win,” I chuckled and hefted the saddle over my shoulder. “Let’s go get Prosper all ready, and then we can hit it.” 
 
    “Hit what?” the koala-butler asked as we walked up to the carriage house, and I simply shook my head and laughed. 
 
    When we got to the carriage house, we were met with a whole stream of people, half of whom were just there to see us leave and say goodbye. By the looks on some of their faces, it was as if we were leaving for a month, not a day. 
 
    Zoie and Rylan in particular seemed to be having a harder time than the rest given their matching frowns. 
 
    Rylan of course was the more vocal of the two, and when he saw me enter the carriage house, he marched up to me with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “I don’t see why I have to stay behind,” he said as his pout deepened. “You’re bringing Uncle Horus!” 
 
    “Uncle Horus used to live there, so he’s kind of my map,” I pointed out while I gestured for him to take the saddle since he was such a hotshot, and then I tried not to laugh when he almost collapsed under the weight. 
 
    “Hey, this saddle has an extra seat!” He glared at me in betrayal. “Who else is going?” 
 
    “That would be me, lad, now excuse me, I must take inventory,” Jenner said as he maneuvered around the laden stable-boy. 
 
    “Aw!” Rylan said and gestured after Jenner’s fluffy ears as they disappeared back outside. “Why does he get to go?” 
 
    “He’s my book guy.” I shrugged and helped him with the awkward saddle as Bodin and Shay led Prosper and Victory out of their respective stalls. “You wouldn’t want to come anyway, Ry. We’re cataloging a library. Real boring stuff.” 
 
    “I know what you’re really saying,” he said with another angsty pout. 
 
    Teenagers. 
 
    “Okay, smarty-pants, what am I really saying?” I asked as we both hefted the saddle up to lay across the thick saddle pad already draped over Prosper’s back. 
 
    “That you don’t need me,” he said in a nonchalant way that was his attempt at hiding the hurt. 
 
    “Look at me, please,” I requested before he could duck out of sight and fiddle with the saddle’s cinches and buckles. 
 
    Rylan froze as if he was planning on doing just that. 
 
    “I need you more than ever,” I said with a serious expression devoid of any mockery. “I need you to stay here and help Zoie protect everyone.” 
 
    At this, I glanced at my stoic and still-silent cat-wife, and her frown smoothed a little. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, but his shoulders seemed to droop lower. 
 
    “Hey, do you think I could leave like I am if I wasn’t confident you had everything under control while I’m gone?” I asked, and he continued to give me that skeptical look. “I’m serious. I’m not going to lie to you and say I’m not relieved you’re going to be staying here. The thing Horus and I are going to do is definitely dangerous, and if you came, your safety would be my biggest distraction. However, another huge distraction for me would also be thinking about Ithaca. I think you’re old enough and smart enough for me to tell you I have serious enemies who put every single one of you at risk just by association.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying… you would be doubly worried if I went with you because that would leave this place extra vulnerable to our enemies?” he reiterated as he visibly turned my words over in his mind. 
 
    “Yes, because I am not sure what they are capable of, and that scares me,” I admitted, and my foster-son’s mouth popped open slightly as if he couldn’t believe it was possible for me to be afraid of things. 
 
    I shook my head, helped him cinch and buckle the saddle, and then walked around Prosper so I could talk to the kid face-to-face. “I may not know what our enemies can do, but I do know what you are capable of.” 
 
    “Me?” He looked up at me with a disbelieving expression. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Bud,” I said and clapped a heavy hand down on his shoulder. “Considering you’ve managed to survive alone since you were eight, I’m guessing quite a lot. Do you understand what I’m saying? You’re basically the man of the house when I’m gone, and if you go, who will be here to do what needs to be done?” 
 
    Finally, my words hit their mark, and Rylan’s wilted posture straightened as he puffed his chest out a little. 
 
    “You trust me that much?” he couldn’t help but add, even though he grinned a proud grin. 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening?” I mock-growled and hooked him into a headlock so I could tweak and pinch his ear. “Maybe you need to clean out your head-holes.” 
 
    And then I proceeded to give him a giant wet willy. 
 
    The shrieking was glorious. 
 
    “Hey-- nooooooo!” Rylan struggled, but he couldn’t get out of my hold. “Daaaad! Gross, let me go!” 
 
    “Wait, I gotta get the other one!” I said, but I let him twist out of my grasp. 
 
    “Ewwww!” he whined and attempted to dry his ear with his shirt collar. 
 
    “Your efforts are futile!” I laughed like an evil warlord and then got him in the other ear just because I could. 
 
    “Daaaad!” Rylan shoved me back and caused me to accidentally bump into Zoie. “Oh, sorry, Mo-- uh. Zoie. I’m, um…” 
 
    Zoie blinked her blue eyes in Rylan’s direction, but before she could get over her shock, the flustered stable-boy threw a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m gonna go get some ash-roots for the canterflies!” Then he bolted to the back of the carriage house where the ash-roots were most definitely not stored. 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong…” Zoie said. “Did he almost refer to me as ‘mother?’” 
 
    “Yep,” I said and then planted a smacking kiss on her cheek. “Less mad for staying?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, yes,” she said with an endearing smile directed toward where Rylan disappeared to. “But I admit, I am not thrilled at staying behind, either.” 
 
    “I know you aren’t, kitten, but thank you,” I said and kissed her again, but for real this time. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t want to leave you guys just as much as you don’t want me to go.” 
 
    “It does not,” she answered stoically and combed her fingers through my hair. “Just hurry back, my love.” 
 
    “Do not fret, Lady Zoie,” Amaya’s very welcome voice entered the carriage house and caused me to whip around. “We will be there to expedite the process.” 
 
    The oryx-woman looked as fresh as a daisy despite the fact she was probably out all night gallivanting through the forest playing Sherlock Holmes for clues. She smiled at the cat-woman and then at her sister, Anwaar, on her arm. 
 
    “Yes, you must not worry yourselves,” the ibex-woman said. “We are the highest performing augur-mage pair in the Alem Faction.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you both are highly skilled,” Shay suddenly interjected as she brought a tacked-up Victory over to stand next to Prosper. “But my father’s estate is riddled with traps both enchanted or otherwise.” 
 
    “Now, sis, you do remember it was I who snuck these two ladies in the first time.” Horus joined the party and came over so he could tie his pack to the back of Victory’s saddle. 
 
    “Yes, but you can bet Father did something about that,” the phoenix-woman said and walked around to my other side so she could loop her arm through mine. 
 
    “True, but I’m hoping he forgot about the cliff-face entrance,” the falcon-man said and waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Shay sighed, and Horus grinned as he mounted Victory. 
 
    “Of course,” he laughed and helped Anwaar up to sit on the saddle behind him. “My name is practically Careful. Cautious as a little bitty squeep, am I.” 
 
    “You are not, now stop!” Shay giggled at her brother’s antics. 
 
    “If it pleases the Lady,” he said with a charming tip of his head. 
 
    “It pleases me, thus,” she volleyed with her pert nose in the air. However, the snobby effect was curtailed by the smile she couldn’t quite keep off her face. 
 
    “What’s the status?” Jenner bustled into the carriage house a moment later with a small pack of his own slung over his back. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said and walked over to pat Prosper’s shiny black flank. “What do you say, boy? Ready for an adventure?” 
 
    The majestic butterfly-pegasus whistled while his girlfriend, Victory, trotted in place due to her own excitement. 
 
    “Alright!” I scrubbed Prosper’s side and then jumped up into the extended saddle. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Amaya took my offered hand and situated herself comfortably behind me on the main saddle while Jenner, on the other hand, mounted the extra backward-facing seat under his own steam with only the help of a step-stool, thankyouverymuch. 
 
    “Come back to us, husband,” Shay said when we were all out of the carriage house. 
 
    “We will be waiting,” Zoie added and tied the bundle of my travel cloak to my pack. 
 
    “We’ll be in and out, you’ll see,” I assured and winked at her. “Tell our weird kid I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said with a smile, and I couldn’t tell if the smile was just for me, or because of the words ‘our’ and ‘kid’ were in the same sentence. 
 
    “Asher?” a timid voice spoke up, and my eyebrows went up in surprise at the sight of the cockatoo-woman among the others. 
 
    Somehow, she didn’t strike me as the warm-and-fuzzy-bon-voyage type. 
 
    “What is it, Vel?” I asked and furtively glanced around for Bodin.  
 
    Going off the stunned look on his masked face, the raccoon-man didn’t have a clue what she was up to, either. 
 
    The cockatoo-woman’s white crest fluffed just a bit as if she was agitated with herself but didn’t know why. 
 
    “Here,” she said and handed me a cloth-wrapped package no wider than my finger and about three times as long. “It is for luck and fortune.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said and looked behind me for a place to stash… whatever it was. Eventually, I slipped it into the top of my pack attached to Prosper’s harness. “Thanks.” 
 
    Then, without further ado, she turned and walked back into the manor. 
 
    With everyone’s last round of blessings and well wishes, we were all ready, and our canterfly caravan took to the sky. 
 
    After spending so much time traveling by carriage, being able to soar through the air was a much-needed break. 
 
    Amaya seemed to be unfazed by the heights, whereas Shay and Zoie each had their own strong reactions to flight. 
 
    My phoenix-wife, for example, took to the skies as if that’s what she was born to do, whereas my cat-wife preferred to keep her feet on solid ground. 
 
    Amaya, however, was so serene as we passed the landscape by, I almost thought she’d fallen asleep, especially when her cheek settled against my upper back. 
 
    Soon, the lush multi-colored forests of the valley gave way to more rocky terrain the farther east we journeyed until large sheer cliffs began to rise up starkly in front of us. 
 
    Horus guided us south as the vista of the ocean grew closer and closer, and just when I thought we would be flying off Nata Isle completely, the falcon-man banked left toward a large outcropping of rock that seemed to sit on the rim of the island’s crater like a sentinel crow. Here, the river seemed to make its appearance again as a stream of water poured through what looked like the closed beak of the giant bird-shaped mountain. 
 
    As Horus guided us right up to one of the gaps between the “beak,” we suddenly found ourselves navigating through a narrow cave riddled with stalactites dripping down on us like rain. 
 
    Prosper’s flanks twitched as he snorted through his coiled muzzle, and I could tell through our semi-telepathic connection how claustrophobic he was feeling. 
 
    “Just a little further, boy,” I said as we started to fly downward like the crow-mountain was actually swallowing us whole. 
 
    I would have been worried about the suffocating darkness had it not been for the glowing sconces that lit the way as we passed. 
 
    Finally, the cave shaft bottomed out into the belly of the sentinel crow, and Horus guided us to land at the bottom next to a massive underground lake. 
 
    “Welcome to my ex-father’s humble abode,” Hours said when he dismounted along with the ibex-woman. “The Aerie.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    I looked around the giant chamber in the dim greenish light from the sconces as they reflected off the surface of the water. In the center of the lake was a raised platform, and on the platform was some sort of machine that looked as if the sword chair from Game of Thrones had an abomination of a lovechild with a Bowflex. 
 
    “Hey, H,” I said as I helped Amaya and Jenner down from Prosper’s saddle. “What is that for?” 
 
    I pointed to the odd contraption and watched as Amaya seemed to be immediately drawn in to get as close a look as she could of the machine. 
 
    “I don’t actually know, chief,” the falcon-man said as he swung his pack over his shoulders and patted Victory. “My father was obsessed with it at one point, but when he couldn’t get it to perform the way he wanted, he just abandoned it down here. Come on, we can leave the canterflies here.” 
 
    “Will the water be safe for them to drink?” Jenner asked as he eyed the dark surface of the underground lake. 
 
    “Back when this estate was mostly used for breeding canterflies, this place acted like a nursery, and the water was regularly purified, so Prosper and Victory will be just fine,” he said as he headed toward a set of doors that were at least twelve feet high and went to grab the handles. 
 
    “Stop!” Anwaar suddenly shouted, and she yanked Hours back before he could touch the circular metal. “There is a signature surrounding this door.” 
 
    “What?” The falcon-man squinted at the offending handle as if it shit on the bed. “You think it’s enchanted for the worst?” 
 
    “The signature is long faded but there all the same,” the ibex-woman said, and her opalescent eyes glittered with her mage-like abilities. 
 
    “Impossible!” Horus said. “Nothing happened to me last time I was here, and I broke in the same way.” 
 
    “When was it you broke in?” Anwaar asked. 
 
    “Middle of the night,” the falcon-man answered. 
 
    “That explains it,” she said and rubbed her hands together as if she was chafing them for warmth. “It is currently mid-epoch when the sun is highest in the sky and the magic is strongest. Even though these enchantments have begun to fade with the death of Archus, there are still remnants we must be wary of.” 
 
    Then the stoic ibex-woman’s hands started to glow faintly, and after a moment of concentration, she placed them on the handle. 
 
    A weak red flash illuminated the circular metal, and Anwaar sighed and dropped her hands. 
 
    “That should do it,” she said and motioned for Hours to go ahead. 
 
    The falcon-man shot her an askance look and carefully hooked his index finger through the handle in order to open it. 
 
    All of a sudden, Anwaar gasped sharply as if she forgot about something, and Horus yelped and snatched his hand back. 
 
    “What what what?” he chanted and hopped back a few paces as if waiting for a deadly laser beam to zap him off the face of the planet. 
 
    “Nothing.” The ibex-woman shrugged, opened the door herself, and tossed the smallest of smirks over her shoulder at the falcon-man. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that!” Horus said and took off after her shiny autumn fall of hair. 
 
    “Children,” Jenner scoffed as he entered the yawning corridor at a more sedate pace. 
 
    “Amaya?” I questioned when I saw the oryx-woman was still gazing out over the lake at the machine. She didn’t seem to hear me, so I came to stand next to her. “Amaya?” 
 
    “There’s something wrong about that machine…” she murmured in a distant voice, and I eyed the thing once more. 
 
    Its jagged edges and chains gave it a sinister aura, and I couldn’t help but agree with her. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s hurry up so we can get out of here,” I suggested and gently tugged her by the arm. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, and then as if she was breaking out of a trance, she blinked her rain-colored eyes, nodded, and followed me down the eerie corridor. 
 
    In a word, Archus Doler’s estate was absolutely huge. 
 
    For starters, it took us at least an hour to make our way from the belly of the crow, and most of that was spent walking up a gradual incline until we could see sunlight peering in through the cracks of the cave ceiling above. 
 
    “I feel a breeze,” Jenner said and hurried toward where the light was strongest. 
 
    “The cave mouth is just around this next bend,” Horus said, and true to his word, all of us were able to leave the darkness behind and walk out into the dazzling afternoon sun. 
 
    At first, it hurt to keep my eyes open, but when they finally adjusted, I was able to take a look around at the estate the Council seemed so interested in. 
 
    “Woah,” I remarked to myself when I took in the sight of just how much land there was. I thought Icarian was huge with its near two-hundred acres, but The Aerie was at least twice that. 
 
    I supposed it was only typical of a place that boasted some of the top animal husbandry on the island. However, if this place still had any of its former glory, it was well hidden under tracks of barren and dusty land, stables and training arenas all in various states of disrepair, and crooked dead trees where a forest used to line the pastures. 
 
    The manor itself was carved high up in the rock of the crater’s rim, similar to the conical shape of a swiftlet’s nest, and it gave new meaning to the estate’s name, The Aerie. 
 
    Below the Aerie was a drawbridge leading into the entrance, and as we got closer I could also see there was a dried-up moat under the stone bridge that had turned to dust some time ago. 
 
    “How do we get in?” I asked the falcon-man as we all walked toward the bridge’s end and gazed up at the drawbridge still in its fully retracted state. 
 
    “Well, last time I had to squeeze through the bars of the dungeon that used to drain into the moat,” Horus explained. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s going to quite work for my sister and me,” Anwaar pointed out, and she gestured to her large ibex-like horns that sprouted from the crown of her head and would definitely make things like squeezing through a set of bars mighty challenging. 
 
    “Horus and I can go and then let you all in once we make it around from the inside,” I suggested. 
 
    “Or, we can let this little one help us,” Amaya said in her dreamy voice, and she shielded her eyes from the sun so she could fix her eyes on the sky. 
 
    Or rather, on a familiar flapping creature in the sky. 
 
    “Skra!” 
 
    “Roofus!” I cheered when the dusty yellow crow-moth spiraled down from his excited flight and then barreled into my chest like a cuddly cannonball. 
 
    “Skra! Skra! Skra!” the gold-seeker cawed happily and nuzzled his dusty feathered head under my chin like a Labrador retriever. 
 
    “I missed you, too, buddy!” I laughed as I let the crow-moth perch on my head. “Is Tovish here?” 
 
    “Skra!” he said and launched off my head. 
 
    “I guess that means yes,” I chuckled and watched as he flew across the dusty moat, up the crumbling slope, and landed on the stone wall at the base of The Aerie’s manor. 
 
    “Maybe there is a hole in the wall somewhere,” Amaya suggested and jumped down from the bridge so she could head across the dry ground. 
 
    “As long as there’s no ‘squeezing’ involved,” Anwaar said and followed after her sister. 
 
    Horus, Jenner, and I all exchanged looks and then followed the ladies. 
 
    “Skra!” Roofus cawed when he saw us climbing up the rocky slope. “Kkrrt!” 
 
    “You’re right, Amaya, there must be a break in the wall,” I mentioned, and we all followed the crow-moth as he hopped along the ridge of the wall and clicked his beak like a little metal detector. 
 
    “Krt-- krt-- krt!” The gold-seeker clicked three times in a row, fluttered down from his perch, and pecked at a pile of rubble that had crumbled away from the top. 
 
    “It looks low enough for us to climb over if we work together,” I said as I eyed the damaged top section of the wall. 
 
    “But the question is, how ever did Tovish manage to get over by himself?” Horus asked. 
 
    “He didn’t,” came that familiar craggy voice in a tone as dry as the moat bed, and all of us turned simultaneously as a big pair of wizened koala-ears rounded the corner with a peg-legged thunk thunk. 
 
    “Tobias Tovish, is that you?” Jenner questioned with a grin. 
 
    “Ah, Cornelius, my studious pupil, it has been an age,” Tovish said and clasped Jenner on the shoulder. “And young Alex and Horus, it is good to see you both again.” 
 
    “Great to see you, too, Tovish,” I said and clasped the koala-elder’s outstretched hand. “How is Gatetown and Gella Vane treating you?” 
 
    “Curmudgeonly as always,” he grunted, and in his hand was a walking stick he stabbed into the ground. “Lately, he has been more deranged than usual, so it is good to be away.” 
 
    “Have you discovered anything else about Vane we should know?” I asked as I swung my pack around, and I pulled out some rope and a device that operated similarly to a grappling hook and tied them together. 
 
    “Only that he has been especially interested in crafting objects that can explode,” the elder sighed as he shook his white-eared head. “Aside from this new hobby, Vane has been more erratic and especially paranoid ever since the Tithing Ceremony. He’s started ridding himself of his staff, and has Traded all of his concubines. The only reason he hasn’t gotten rid of me yet is a mystery. I’ve already cataloged the old fool’s library, as pithy as it was. To be honest, I think he’s forgotten about me due to the fact something much bigger is on his mind.” 
 
    “Like what?” Horus echoed my own question as I tossed the hook over the wall and yanked the rope taut. 
 
    “This is the mystery I have been running in circles trying to figure out,” Tovish grunted. “All I know is whatever he’s been plotting will be coming to fruition if we don’t act soon.” 
 
    “Thanks again for risking yourself by coming, even if Vane is distracted with his plans for world domination,” I said and then made my way up the rope to the top of the wall. 
 
    “All the more reason haste is required,” Jenner added with a sage nod. 
 
    We all agreed with his pronouncement and hurried with trying to get ourselves inside already. 
 
    Maybe it was the bleak landscape or the evidence of the much-hated previous owner, but it was not hard to want to get in and get out when there were such strong vibes of creepiness emitting from the place. 
 
    When everyone was up and over the wall, we all found ourselves inside a courtyard that must have been similar to the one at the palace with the huge potted trees. 
 
    That courtyard was known for its healing properties due to the warm ambiance it exuded, and based on the rusted metal incense holders still dangling from the dead trees, it was safe to assume this courtyard was used for a similar purpose at one point. 
 
    Which made it even more of a shame to see all the evidence of rampant neglect. 
 
    “You know, my father started acting similarly to Vane when he fell further into his obsession with the arcane magicks,” Horus mused as we wound our way through the maze of potted trees. “As you can tell, he gave up maintaining his estate and all that went with it.” 
 
    “What was Archus so obsessed with?” Tovish asked with a sharp look. 
 
    “Oh, all sorts of things, really,” Horus said as he led us into a breezeway with a line of obsidian columns as tall as skyscrapers. They seemed to shoot up from the ground to support the underside of the strange manor stuck to the mountain’s edifice like a barnacle. “The short answer is anything that could increase his power.” 
 
    “And the long answer?” Jenner queried. 
 
    “The long answer you will find is in the library, my good sir,” the falcon-man said and was silent the rest of the long walk toward what was hopefully an entrance into this goddess-forsaken place. 
 
    At long last we came across another door, which would have been a cause to celebrate, but there was one vital thing missing about this door. 
 
    The knob. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked the resident expert and watched him scowl at the offending door with no handle. 
 
    “Paranoid bastard,” Horus grumbled and examined the space where a knob should have been. 
 
    In the center of the black door was something that looked like a hand-carved bullseye. 
 
    “What’s this?” Horus reached out to poke the center of the bullseye but was summarily stopped by four people, me included. 
 
    “That would not be wise, laddie,” Tovish growled in his old-leather voice. 
 
    “It was put there for a purpose, and I’m guessing it’s not for fun,” Jenner chipped in. 
 
    “The signature is stronger on this door than the other one,” Anwaar explained right after with her glittering irises. 
 
    “Can you break it?” Amaya asked her sister as she tilted her silver-horned head. 
 
    “I can try,” the mage-woman said, and she chafed her hands together again until they were glowing. 
 
    Then, without touching the door itself, the ibex-woman hovered her palms over the odd sigil. 
 
    “This requires more than magic to disarm,” she concluded after a few moments of concentration. “It requires a sacrifice of bone.” 
 
    “Yikes,” I said. 
 
    “You mean?” Horus held up the finger he was intent on poking into the finger-sized hole of the bullseye. 
 
    “If this is a lock,” Anwaar explained as she traced the carving with one finger before holding it up. “Then this is the key.” 
 
    “So, you put a finger in the lock, and then what happens to your finger?” I asked just to clarify what I thought she was saying. 
 
    “The sacrifice is of bone,” Amaya answered instead. “Archus wanted to make sure anyone willing to come in would also be willing to lose a finger.” 
 
    “We gotta find another way in,” I said. 
 
    “There is none,” Tovish sighed. “I looked all around this place for another entry three times.” 
 
    “We might have to do your plan, Horus, and get in from the moat,” I sighed and hefted my pack higher. 
 
    “But we’ve wasted so much time already!” the falcon-man said as his black-feathered crest ruffled in irritation. 
 
    “I’d rather waste time than have anyone lose a finger,” I said and felt green just at the prospect. “No offense, H, but your old man was sick.” 
 
    “Trust me, I share the sentiment,” the falcon-man grumbled with a hand flat over his stomach and a bitter twist to his lips. 
 
    Ever-observant Amaya saw his expression, and her forehead buckled in sympathy. She reached out a hand it seemed on reflex, but then as if she suddenly remembered herself, she stopped short and tucked her hand back by her side. 
 
    “You should know, your father wasn’t always that way,” she said with a familiar pearly sheen to her gaze. “It was the desperate need to never let himself be put in a position where he could lose his wife-- your mother-- his heart and soul again that led him to his obsession. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Horus sucked in a sharp breath and cast his gold-green eyes down and away from Amaya’s Knowing gaze. I knew the feeling, so I patted him on the shoulder. That ‘nail-on-the-head-thing’ the augur-woman tended to do took a little getting used to. 
 
    “Yes, well, they always told us in the Academy not to let the magicks consume you because they are potent indeed,” he finally recovered and adjusted the strap of his bow across his chest. “Well, shall we head back the way we came and go around?” 
 
    “Wait, Horus,” Anwaar said and put her hand on his wrist. “Do you also remember what else they taught us? The magicks must follow what is dictated, but as long as it isn’t specific, the fulfillment of an enchantment such as this one is open to interpretation.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” he said. 
 
    “Feel,” the ibex woman said instead and then took Horus’ hand so she could hover it over the carved bullseye. “Are there any parameters to what is required?” 
 
    I could see the struggle it was for the falcon-man to focus while the pretty ibex-woman held his hand, but he managed to pull it together in order to do what she asked. 
 
    The alchemist’s eyes flashed gold for a moment before he looked at Anwaar with a big smile. 
 
    “It just requires ‘bone,’ but it doesn’t specify where it needs to come from,” he said. “Tovish, Roofus is a seeker moth, right?” 
 
    “A gold-seeker, yes,” the koala-elder said. 
 
    “Do you think we could send him to go look for the bone of a small animal or something so we could try and unlock the door?” I asked as I caught on to what they were talking about. 
 
    “Hm, Roofus really only has a penchant for seeking gold, so I’m not sure how good he will be with your request, but we can find out.” Tovish then turned to look at the yellow gold-seeker. “What say you, Roo? Can you find us a bone?” 
 
    Roofus cocked his head back and forth and then turned his bulbous red eyes onto me. 
 
    “Bone, Roo!” I said just like I saw proud pet owners do with their dogs at the park. “Go get a bone!” 
 
    “Skra!” he said and then took off in a dusty flap. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he returned with a stone in his beak. 
 
    “No, Roofus,” Tovish said with a weary shake of his big-eared head. “B-O-N-E.” 
 
    The crow-moth zipped off for a second time and brought back a knotted and twisted twig. 
 
    “No, you ridiculous thing,” the old Archivist grumbled. “Bone. Bone!” 
 
    Roofus tilted his head this way and that and spat out the twig. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Jenner huffed. 
 
    “No, look,” Amaya said and pointed to Roofus as he waved his frilly antenna. “I think he’s picking something up.” 
 
    We all watched in fascination as the little crow-moth crawled on the ground as if he was scenting for something. The little creature then made a loop around each person’s legs before coming to mine when he stopped and looked up at me with his big red eyes. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” I asked. 
 
    Roofus cocked his head a full one-eighty and then proceeded to crawl up my body and onto my travel pack. 
 
    “Krt!” he clicked and tried to tug free something half-sticking out of the top of the pack. 
 
    “What do you got?” I reached over my shoulder in order to grab the object and saw it was the mysterious wrapped thing Vel-Rala gave me before we departed. 
 
    I’d totally forgotten about it, but even when I removed the cloth, I was confused as to what it was she gave me. 
 
    “What is it?” Horus asked as he stared down at the object that looked like an ivory chopstick. 
 
    “It’s a hairpin,” Anwaar said and brought her glowing palms closer so she could “read” the object in my hands. “And it appears to be made of bone, but not just any bone, it is bone of the La-folk.” 
 
    “La-folk?” Jenner asked as his gray-furred ears perked upward. “You mean like Madam Midgen’s ilk?” 
 
    “I have heard of this Madam Midgen before,” the ibex-woman said as her eyes and hand turned back to normal. “Most of the La-folk prefer privacy and don’t mingle with the rest of us Aventollians, but Midgen’s reputation precedes her. It makes me wonder how Vel-Rala came to own it.” 
 
    “Or how she sensed you would need it in the first place,” Amaya added. 
 
    “Will it work?” I brought the bone-hairpin up to get a closer look. 
 
    “Try it and see,” Anwaar said. 
 
    So, I did just that and stuck the bone hairpin into the middle of the hand-carved bullseye. 
 
    A metallic grinding could be heard, and a loud chink sounded before the hairpin dropped to the ground a few inches shorter than it started. 
 
    Finally, the door popped open with a hiss as if it hadn’t been opened in years, which maybe it hadn’t. 
 
    “Well done, lad!” Tovish cheered and scratched at Roofus’ head when he came to perch back on his shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll swing by the library first so Tovish and Jenner can get a head start on the books, but then there’s another thing I want to check out,” I said as we all went inside. 
 
    “What did you have in mind, chief?” Horus asked as he led us to a series of stairs that dumped out into the main antechamber of The Aerie’s manor. 
 
    This antechamber seemed like it connected to the rest of the manor where the stairs branched off in their many directions and went ever upward like the valves of a heart. 
 
    “We’ve got to make a stop at the weaponry,” I said with an excited it’s-almost-Christmas type of grin. “I need a new crossbow.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Horus said as he rubbed his hands together with a matching grin. “I say we drop off our Archivists and see what the old bag left behind.” 
 
    “Sounds fine by us,” Jenner said as he wiggled his fingers. “I cannot wait to see what’s in store.” 
 
    “If you do not mind, Horus, Amaya and I would like to explore as long as it’s okay with you,” Anwaar said with her arm looped through her sister’s. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” he said. “You won’t get lost, will you?” 
 
    “No,” Amaya said simply as her eyes flashed again like two pearls. 
 
    “Right, you Know the way,” he chuckled. 
 
    “But first, let us see if there are any enchantments that need to be broken on the library,” the ibex-woman suggested, and with a plan in hand, the five of us plus Roofus followed the falcon-man up one of the many staircases and down the many halls until we were all standing in front of an ornately-carved bronze door. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Anwaar said as her eyes glittered with their magic. “There doesn’t seem to be anything keeping us from simply turning the knob and walking in.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Horus said. “But very suspicious. I would have figured if anything needed some serious protection, it would be his coveted library. Keep your eyes peeled for anything unusual, gentlemen.” 
 
    “You do not have to worry about a couple of old codgers like us, lad, go on and do what you need to do,” Tovish said with a shooing motion, and I could tell he was just as excited as Jenner about getting his furred hands on some books, if not more so. 
 
    With that, the four of us broke away to go back down a flight of steps where apparently Archus’ weapons’ cache was located behind another set of bronze doors. 
 
    After breaking a mild enchantment that required the work of both mage and alchemist alike, the armory was open and ripe for the picking. 
 
    I hoped. 
 
    Since Archus was a bibliophile, there was a chance he liquidated anything he could in pursuit of his so-called coveted knowledge. 
 
    However, when I walked in to see what we were working with, it was clear my worry was for nothing. 
 
    “Score,” I said in stunned awe when the falcon-man and I entered the armory. 
 
    Case upon display case was organized and filled to the brim, and they lined the walls and took up almost all the floor-space. Narrow aisles stood in rows and made the whole place look like the fucking Tiffany’s of weapons. 
 
    “Where’re the crossbows?” I asked as I rubbed my hands together like it was my birthday. 
 
    “If I’m reading the method of his madness correctly, then I believe we should start over there,” he said and gestured to the far right. 
 
    Horus was right. 
 
    If it was long-ranged weaponry I was looking for, this was the section to go to. Archus probably had every form of bow or sling imaginable. There was even a bevy of leather whips coiled up under one of the glass cases, which caused my old Indiana Jones fantasies to come to the surface. 
 
    “Here, try this one, chief,” Horus said and snapped me out of my twelve-year-old daydream. 
 
    “Which?” I asked and then rounded a tall case to get to him. 
 
    “This,” he said with a grin and handed me a crossbow as shiny-black as patent leather with a case of wicked-looking bolts that bore barbs on the boltheads.  
 
    I knew if I shot anybody with those, removing the bolt on their own would be next to impossible. 
 
    When I put the stock against my shoulder, I found it fit comfortably and acted as an extra appendage like it was a part of me and not just some tool I was holding in my hands. 
 
    “This thing is a work of art,” I said to the falcon-man and adjusted the strap so I could sling it across my back. 
 
    “I’m glad someone will be putting it to use,” Horus remarked. 
 
    “Why this one?” I questioned. “If it’s yours or something, you can have it back, and I can always find me another one.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t mine, well, it is only in the sense that I actually made it,” the falcon-man placated. “But my preference will always be that of my trusty longbow.” 
 
    “That’s cool you made this,” I said while I continued to admire the quality craftsmanship put into this device. “I’d be honored to have it.” 
 
    “It’s yours!” Hours declared with an over-the-top bow. 
 
    Suddenly, a loud crash could be heard coming directly from the room above us, and we both stopped our chortling and looked at each other. 
 
    “What was above this room again, H?” I asked. 
 
    “The library,” he answered. 
 
    “Thought so,” I said as another huge boom thundered through the ceiling. 
 
    We exchanged one more horrified glance before we both bolted toward the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    In the time it took Horus and I to reach the library, I’d already gone through a dozen scenarios of what could be making all the crashing and booming sounds. My imagination ranged anywhere from enchanted suits of armor coming to life to the terrifying gelatinous cubes I always managed to get trapped in whenever I played D&D. 
 
    Fucking gelatinous cubes. 
 
    I would be so pissed if it ate my friends. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Another almighty crash sounded just as Horus and I barreled through the doors with our weapons drawn, me with my sword, and Horus with his ever-present longbow. 
 
    “Where’s the danger?” the falcon-man ordered as he aimed the point of his nocked arrow to every nook and shadowy corner of the massive library. 
 
    “There is no danger, other than Tovish’s appalling dance skills.” Jenner’s slightly slushy voice drifted from around a towering pile of dusty books. “Toby, you old fool, sit down before you end up with a second wooden leg.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know, I’m a great dancer!” The voice of the koala-elder sounded off somehow just like Jenner’s did, but before I could put my finger on it, a stack of thick tomes at least eight-feet high tipped over and crashed to the ground like a fallen tree. 
 
    “Hah! You’ve done it now!” Jenner cackled, and now that the tower of books was on its side, I could see the two Archivists leaning heavily into each other as they snorted and laughed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Anwaar asked as she and her sister also came to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “Nothing,” Horus growled as he returned his arrow back to its quiver and slung his bow over his chest. “Just a pair of kooky old men.” 
 
    “Are they-- Jenner, are you and Tovish drunk?” I asked when their behavior finally made sense. 
 
    “Of course, we are, lad!” Tovish thundered in a voice so loud I didn’t know how it could come from such a small dude. “How do you expect us to get through all this otherwise?” 
 
    “Now I’m confused,” I said but was no less entertained. 
 
    “That’s right,” Amaya said as she sidled up next to me. “You are probably unaccustomed to how the Eng-folk work as Archivists, but it’s usually better for them to imbibe high amounts of alcohol as they catalog.” 
 
    “Ooooh, are we giving Aventoll lessons to our Allie? It’s my favorite thing, let me do it.” Jenner perked up and shoved Tovish off him, which made the koala-elder fall over again with one of those squeaky old-man farts that just eek out at inopportune moments. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tovish grunted, tried to get up, and tooted again in his struggle. 
 
    I tried not to laugh my ass off. 
 
    Was. 
 
    Not. 
 
    Successful. 
 
    At all. 
 
    And of course Horus made everything worse just with his face, but as long as I didn’t make eye-contact with the bastard, it was fine. 
 
    “Allie, huh?” I snorted at the ridiculous nickname when I got myself under control. 
 
    Jenner stumbled up a small ladder so he could take his place on a stack of books like a miniature orator. 
 
    “Ahem.” My trusty koala-butler cleared his throat, tweaked his monocle, and rocked up on the balls of his feet. 
 
    The stack of books wavered alarmingly but didn’t topple, which was a plus. 
 
    “Here we go,” I murmured to myself and pinched the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “This ought to be good,” Horus said and sat crisscross-applesauce like it was circle story time in kindergarten. 
 
    The rest of us joined him on the floor because why the hell not, and I also figured it might put me in a better position to catch the ridiculous koala-man in case he did fall. 
 
    “Take it away, Mr. Jenner!” I said and draped my arm around Amaya when she sat next to me. 
 
    “Where am I taking what?” he asked with a confused look on his gray face that brightened a moment later. “Oh, yes, yes, the lesson!” 
 
    “I was right, this is going to be great,” Horus stage-whispered and bumped his shoulder against Anwaar. 
 
    “The Engish-folk pride themselves on their eidetic memories,” Jenner began in a metered way that sounded like something out of a Gilbert and Sullivan production. “We can categorize and organize faster than the wind and the seas.” 
 
    “Har, har!” Tovish cheered with his walking stick brandished to the ceiling. 
 
    “We are bobbin-tox, and can frix, and frox, and scribe until we’re blue,” he continued like a train picking up steam. “No better keeper of the words than Engish-folk, ‘tis true.” 
 
    “Har, har!” Another yell from Tovish was accompanied by Horus this time. 
 
    “We can memorize millions of words in swift and single passes,” Jenner recited and pulled out a small flask. “And don’t forget we do this all while drinking you off your asses!” 
 
    “Har, har!” All of us chorused as Jenner took a big swig and then tossed the flask to Tovish, who surprisingly caught it as if he wasn’t three sheets to the wind. 
 
    The koala-elder paused dramatically with the flask wielded high, and when he continued, he slowed the rhythm of the verse only to ramp it up to its driving conclusion. 
 
    “But surely all that knowledge sitting lonely in one’s head, would make you saaaad. And turn you maaaaaaaaaaad… so let us sit-and-swat, and lolly-gawk, and forget with liquid bread!” 
 
    Tovish finished to a full standing ovation and threw his head back for another hearty swallow of what must have been some pretty high-octane alcohol if it could make these normally serious men break out into this weird half-song chant thing I wasn’t sure what to make of only that it was E.A.F. 
 
    Entertaining. As. Fuck. 
 
    “What’s even in there anyway?” Horus asked and eyed the shiny flask with interest. “And also: can I have some-- oof!” 
 
    The pretty ibex-woman elbowed the falcon-man in the ribs, which I thought was a good call. 
 
    “Do you understand, now?” Amaya asked me through her giggles, and I was delighted by the pretty patina of palest pink flushing her cheeks, her chin, and the tip of her nose. 
 
    “I think so,” I chuckled as we both watched Jenner do a little jig on top of his Jenga tower while Tovish improvised a beat by stamping his wooden leg and walking stick. “Archivists like Jenner and Tovish have photographic memories that allow them to memorize and record massive amounts of text, but without a ‘reset’ button-- like getting rip-roaringly drunk-- they’ll go insane from too much information.” 
 
    “That’s exact-tilly right,” Tovish slurred. 
 
    “But what happens when you sober up?” I asked. “Can you scribe everything in time before the alcohol wears off and you forget?” 
 
    “Good question, my earnest pupil!” Jenner said and then fell off his step-ladder as he was trying to get down, which caused Tovish to laugh so hard he tooted again. “Oh, quiet, you old fool! Summon that bobbin-tox of yours.” 
 
    “Roofus!” Tovish called. “Wherever the frox you are, bring me the archive stones, you wee beast!” 
 
    “Kaw?” Roofus popped out of a pile of moldy papers inked with faded bronze lettering. He cocked his head to and fro a couple of times before diving back into his makeshift “gold” hoard and hopping out with two glass marble-looking devices in his beak. 
 
    “There’s my good Roofee,” Tovish gushed, and the effect was like finding out the crotchety old next-door-neighbor had a penchant for tea-cup poodles or something. “So helpful for daddy, now gimme.” 
 
    “Roofee?” Horus hissed at me. 
 
    “I know,” I snickered. “And to think I was going to leave these guys behind.” 
 
    “Perish the thought,” he bantered back. 
 
    “I’m sure you are familiar with record stones, yes?” Tovish asked and stumbled over so he could sit next to Jenner on the floor. 
 
    “Yeah, they make a record of someone’s memories,” I said. 
 
    “Archive stones are similar,” Jenner said and took a stone from the other Archivist. “However, whereas record stones have a limit to how much and how long they are able to keep a record of something, archive stones have no limit.” 
 
    “After the Uprisings, most of the archive stones were destroyed, but I managed to stash these beauties away,” Tovish added. “Tick-iply-- erm, typically, an Archivist will read a text and then transmit what they remember through the stone. But really, really good Archivists can record one book while simultaneously reading another. That leaves us free to scribe later.” 
 
    “How genius!” Anwaar said, and Amaya nodded her agreement. “How many have you guys done so far?” 
 
    Tovish glanced around groggily at the forest of stacked books and then nudged Jenner, who had dozed off for just a second. 
 
    “Hrm, wha?” he woke with a snort. 
 
    “How many books would you say this is, Cornelius?” the koala-elder asked as he scratched his head. “Seven-hundred? Eight-hundred?” 
 
    “Nine-hundred-and-sixteen to be exact,” Jenner said and breathed on his monocle so he could clean it on the sleeve of his blue-velvet coat. 
 
    “Holy shit, we weren’t even gone for that long!” I said as the two geezers cackled at my reaction. 
 
    “This was just a warm-up, lad,” Jenner said and climbed to his feet. 
 
    “Looks like you both read your way through the entire History section,” Horus said as he eyed the titles on the spines of books scattered all around. “Most of this you could have skipped, though.” 
 
    “Won’t be a bother!” Tovish reminded us before taking another swig out of the flask. 
 
    “Now that I’m here, I can show you the section on Metallurgy,” the falcon-man said. “You’re going to want to narrow in on anything that talks about forging herald weapons. Last time I was here, I only managed to walk away with that stupid monger, Igoric.” 
 
    “What ever happened to the annoying thing, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said with a negligent shrug. “Who cares?” 
 
    “Good point.” I narrowed my eyes when I remembered how the temperamental crane-mantis bit Shay and cut her finger last time. “Let’s think of a plan of attack so we can hurry this process along. Horus, how many books do you think you’ll need references to?” 
 
    “There are two-- possibly three sections with useful books I can think of,” the falcon-man said as he tapped his chin. “Totaling maybe three-hundred?” 
 
    “Easy as cloud-cake!” Tovish bellowed. 
 
    “The hard part will be gathering up the specific ones so Jenner and Tovish won’t have to read every book they come across,” Anwaar stated with a pragmatic nod. 
 
    “I believe I might be able to help with that,” Amaya spoke up and tented her fingers together so the tips were almost-but-not-quite touching. 
 
    A pale-violet glow resonated in the spaces between her fingers, and with a mirror-flash of her eyes, she crouched down and pressed her hands into the floorboards of the library. 
 
    After a few moments, her gaze returned to normal, and she smiled brightly. “The books want to help us. The poor things have been neglected for so long, their knowledge left to collect dust. It’s so sad. Horus, I would like to help with the gathering.” 
 
    “Milady.” Horus bowed with a hand over his heart in gratitude. 
 
    “Amaya, can you do what you just did and ask the books if the other half of this one is here?” I asked and rummaged in my pack for the mysterious text Mec tasked me to find the rest of. “Shay says it’s written in runes and only an Alchemist can read runes, so Horus, I was also wondering if you might be able to tell me what it is?” 
 
    I handed the tattered book over to the falcon-man, and when he examined it, his eyebrows arched dramatically toward his hairline. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” he asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Not important,” I said. I had a weird prickling feeling on the back of my neck, and something told me mentioning the Asher Lord’s involvement within the walls of what used to be my enemy’s fortress would not be wise. “Can you read the runes?” 
 
    “They’re runes, that’s true, but they are definitely not Alchemical.” Horus shook his head as he slowly flipped through what was left of the pages. 
 
    “The books are not familiar with that particular tome,” Amaya said and stood up from her crouch. 
 
    “May I see it?” Anwaar asked as she chafed her hands together, and Horus held it out to her. 
 
    The ibex-woman’s palms glowed a red-orange, and she placed them flat on the cover with the weird upside-down omega symbol. 
 
    “What do you feel, Ani?” Horus asked after she laced her hands and brought them up to rest under her chin. 
 
    “This is a book, but it has a magical signature like an artifact,” she said and opened her opalescent eyes. 
 
    “If it’s here, then it would be on the far end of the library on the upper level,” Horus said. “The whole floor is where my father liked to house his artifact collection.” 
 
    “Then I guess that’s where I should start looking,” I said. 
 
    “I will give you assistance, in case there are enchantments to beware of,” the ibex-woman offered. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “Since Anwaar is coming along with me, please, everyone be aware of anything that could be enchanted. If you run across an obstacle, send Roofus to get us. Now, let’s try to get through this so we can get the frox out of here.” 
 
    Now that we were armed with our respective tasks, we all broke off to our separate corners. 
 
    Even though haste was the goal, that was proving more easier said than done given the fact the library itself was about the size of the Sacramento Public Library, and then some. 
 
    Not to mention the fact the forest of towering book stacks was seemingly endless, and it took extra time for us to wind through them, especially so Anwaar could take care and not topple any of the precarious pillars with her long horns. 
 
    It was clear Doler was obviously a crack-pot who was undeterred when he ran out of appropriate shelf-space and apparently continued to amass his collection in spite of himself. 
 
    When Anwaar and I finally made it to the spiral staircase that led up to the mezzanine-like upper floor, a good twenty minutes had probably gone by. 
 
    That, or time was distorted within the labyrinth of book towers. 
 
    The upper level of the library was no better than the lower, but instead of stacks of books, there were piles of junk and more glass cases just like the weaponry. However, these glass cases were filled with objects and curios the likes of which could have belonged in a museum. 
 
    Actually, scratch that. 
 
    This place looked more like an antique shop and a flea market had an abortion. 
 
    “Damn, Archus.” I whistled low when I observed a cracked urn filled with dead branches sitting on top of a busted and moldy chair with crates of moldering papers all around it. “Hoarders much?” 
 
    “What is a hoarders?” Anwaar asked as she stared into a dusty case filled with nothing but teeth mostly still with evidence of dried blood on their roots. 
 
    “A hoarder is a person who feels compelled to keep everything even if it’s garbage,” I explained. “They made a television show of people who do that where I’m from.” 
 
    “What is televista?” she puzzled as she moved on to examine a black lacquered armoire with beautiful inlaid mother-of-pearl-type shells assembled in the iconic image of the Bhraya Comet. 
 
    “Television,” I corrected absently as my attention was grabbed by a display case of what appeared to be miniature all bright red pyramids. “Never mind.” 
 
    “You sound so much like a Traveler,” Anwaar mused. 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” I said and came to a stop in a mostly clear area so I could take out the book again. “I think this is about as good as it’s going to get. Do you need to touch the book one more time?” 
 
    “Yes, will you hold it for me?” she asked as she rubbed her hands together. 
 
    The ibex-woman placed her palms on the cover of the tattered book once more, closed her glittering eyes, and tilted her head as if she was listening for something. 
 
    It seemed like it was hard for her because a frown started to grow on her face the longer she held that position. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I questioned when several minutes had gone by. 
 
    “It is strange,” Anwaar said and finally dropped her glowing hands. “I cannot hear anything from this artifact even though there is enchantment woven within its fibers.” 
 
    “So, it’s not here,” I concluded. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” she said. “We might not be close enough.” 
 
    “I really hope we don’t have to find it the old-fashioned way.” I glanced around at all the piled junk and felt my heart drop. 
 
    “I think it’s-- no, wait a moment.” The mage turned slowly in a circle and then stopped and pointed away from me like a compass needle. “I feel something over there.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I offered with a gentlemanly gesture of my hand, and I followed behind the ibex-woman deeper into the piles of garbage. 
 
    The further we wound our way through the maze of artifacts, the darker and more claustrophobic things began to feel, and I was beginning to wonder if we should have tied some string somewhere like Ariadne in King Minos’ labyrinth. 
 
    Let’s just hope there wasn’t a Minotaur lurking anywhere. 
 
    Finally, when my Duelist Stone began to cast a faint glow due to how dim it was, Anwaar stopped in front of a mountain of piled stuff. 
 
    “There,” she said and pointed toward the peak of Mt. Trashmore. 
 
    “The book is somewhere up there?” I asked and looked around for something to climb on. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the other half of the book you seek,” the ibex-woman said. “But the signature is familiar to me.” 
 
    “How so?” I queried as we approached the base of the junk pile. 
 
    “It feels like there is a part of my sister attached,” she murmured, and without further ado, she began to climb. 
 
    “Careful,” I warned, but it was obviously for naught because like her species implied, Anwaar gracefully scaled the face of the junk heap like an ibex in the mountains of Siberia. 
 
    I watched as the mage sparked up another one of those glowing forcefield bubbles, which she then used to capture a smallish object without touching the thing itself. 
 
    “Alex, do you have a cloth or a pouch we can use to wrap this in?” she requested when she managed to climb back down. She gestured with her hand, and the floating bubble came to hover above her outstretched palm. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I pulled out the cloth I usually used to wipe my blade clean and held it in my hands. 
 
    The mage then lowered the object, and when it settled in my palms, the glowing orb keeping it afloat disappeared, and I could see it was a small hand-held mirror intricately carved out of wood. 
 
    “Don’t look in the mirror’s surface,” she warned as her rainbow eyes glittered ominously. Then she wrapped the mirror up and stowed it in the inside of the small pouch she had slung over her shoulders. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but the fact I can feel it has something to do with Amaya worries me,” she explained. “Since Archus is dead, his enchantments should be fading, but this is still strong. I wonder then if this is someone else’s doing.” 
 
    “Who would want to attack Amaya?” I puzzled. The oryx-woman was actual sunshine, I was convinced. 
 
    “In the Order, my sister has made quite a name for herself even though she is not the one to boast about such things,” Anwaar said. “Her gift is one that is most rare and powerful, and because of our Traveler lineage, some feel as if she is either a danger, or her blood is too diluted to deserve such power.” 
 
    “Rude,” I commented as we began to make our way back to more open space so we could regroup. 
 
    “It seems as if she has had enemies ever since her birth,” the ibex-woman sighed. “Her gift alone is a burden in itself, and it has always set her apart. However, I have noticed her smiles are brighter when she smiles at you, so thank you.” 
 
    “Um, you’re welcome,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “I think she’s pretty great, too.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Anwaar deadpanned with a thin copper eyebrow arched to her hairline. “She told me about your kiss.” 
 
    “Oh… should I be worried you’ve lured me here all alone?” I joked. “Is this where I get the Shovel Talk?” 
 
    “What is a shovel talk?” she asked instead. 
 
    “It’s the obligatory ‘older sibling’ talk where you tell me to be careful with your sister’s feelings or you’ll hit me with the shovel that’ll most likely dig my grave,” I summed up. 
 
    Anwaar blinked a few times and then smiled a slow smile that only made me a little worried. 
 
    Just a little. 
 
    Especially when she had that devious glint in her gaze. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear, Brightwood,” the mage-woman laughed a moment later and dropped the pretense of wanting to devour me whole and spit out the bones. 
 
    “Good, that’s, erm…” I cleared my throat. “Good.” 
 
    “Although, I must warn you,” she went on, and her voice turned a little sad. “Amaya is bound by her duties, as am I.” 
 
    “Horus mentioned something about an Oath?” I held up my Duelist stone for a little more light when something caught my eye. Some of the haphazard garbage would occasionally fall off a pile in a mini landslide here and there, and the combination of the rustling and movement were playing tricks on my imagination. 
 
    “Yes, the Oath, a time in every acolyte’s life where she is faced with the ultimate sacrifice and surrender,” she sighed again with a longing so tangible I felt almost punched in the gut by it. 
 
    “What does this Oath mean for you and your sister?” I asked in a way I hoped wasn’t prying. 
 
    “It is a pledge to only give your heart just like Mercedes did to give us the light of the Sun,” she explained in a way that sounded rote. 
 
    “Like in a symbolic way, or…?” I ventured, and I was a little concerned this was going to turn into some human sacrifice thing or something. 
 
    “It is mostly symbolic, however, there is a binding enchantment put upon the acolyte that attempts to bar her heart from ever feeling love,” she said. “And marriage, of course, is out of the question once an acolyte is bound.” 
 
    “But what about Dawn, Gavlain’s wife?” I asked. “They’re married and look pretty happily in love.” 
 
    “Dawn is a Deaconess,” Anwaar continued and tilted her head this way and that in order to maneuver through another narrow gap between trash mountains, but the tip of one of her horns caught a moth-eaten piece of fabric that sent a few items of the bric-a-brac to the floor. 
 
    “And Deaconesses can get married and feel love?” I stepped over a rolled-up carpet and offered my hand to the ibex-woman so she wouldn’t trip. 
 
    “They can elect to a different kind of pledge,” she said and hopped daintily off the carpet log. “If an acolyte wants to marry, she must submit how her marriage is more beneficial to the Order than if she were to not marry. In Dawn’s case, the union was smart politically because Gavlain is Asher Lord. However, it came with a price.” 
 
    “Oh?” I encouraged. 
 
    “Dawn had to drink of the Sacred Sea to prove she is worthy to carry both burdens of acolyte and Asher Wife,” she said in that ominous way of hers. 
 
    “My wife, Zoie, told me drinking from the ocean could make people go crazy,” I said, and I left out the fact that I totally gulped down the surprisingly fresh seawater when I first got here. 
 
    “The Ocean Mercedes is full of Her tears, and in them is Knowledge as well as great Sorrow.” She nodded. “Most cannot handle it.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, and I mulled that over in my mind as my heart sank. Amaya and Anwaar were trapped in a corner when it came to choosing how they lived their lives, and the only options of freedom were running away, or insanity. 
 
    “Do you?” she asked and stopped so she could regard me over her shoulder. 
 
    Before I could answer her, the sound of something rustling through the debris caught my attention. 
 
    “Wait, do you hear that?” I asked as the rustling grew louder. 
 
    “It is things falling off the stacks,” Anwaar said and looked around. 
 
    “No, this is different, hang on,” I said as I strained my eyes and ears. 
 
    This wasn’t the sound of a random object or two falling off a pile. No, this noise was coming from all around, and it sounded like something crawling through the garbage toward us. 
 
    A lot of Somethings. 
 
    I pulled my sword and moved the ibex-woman behind me as the noise grew louder. 
 
    “Look!” Anwaar gasped and pointed up to one of the tallest mounds of discarded statues, tapestries, and broken pottery. 
 
    There, swarming over the peak of the junk pile, were hundreds of spiders made entirely out of the broken parts of the debris they were crawling over. 
 
    And they were racing right toward us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    My eyes flew wide open at the sight of dozens of macabre junk-spiders the size of manhole covers skittering toward us on their eight freaky legs, and I shuddered as an icy claw dragged its way down my spine. 
 
    Nothing should have that many legs and eyes, and my old fear-- Extreme Dislike of Arachnids-- came roaring to the surface to play out a recurring nightmare I’d had since I was five. 
 
    Granted, working on the farm for several years helped me get over my EDOA pretty quickly. There were all types of spiders to look out for in woodpiles like widows and recluses, and after trapping a few hundred wolf spiders single-handedly, the sight of something that fast, hairy, and multi-legged usually didn’t bother me anymore. 
 
    But I also never had to deal with spiders this large outside of my nightmares before, so I gave myself a break for the prepubescent screech in my voice when I yelled: 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” 
 
    I slashed at the leg of the nearest spider, and the crap its leg was cobbled from exploded in a spray of thrift store shrapnel. 
 
    “We must have tripped a trap enchantment,” Anwaar said and kicked at another trash-spider who was getting too curious with fangs made of jagged shards of mirror. 
 
    “No shit!” I hacked at another spider on my left, and a weird rattling hiss I didn’t think was even possible sounded from the maimed junk-creature. 
 
    “Ch-ch-chhh!” The trash-spider tucked its stump of a leg back toward its body where more of the junk that was holding it together reformed the appendage as if I’d never cut it off in the first place. 
 
    Oh, fuck, no. 
 
    “Hss-ss-ss-sch-rrrreeeeekkk!” it shrieked like a possessed car trying to turn over on a dead starter. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted and grabbed the ibex-woman’s hand so I could keep her from lunging at the trash-spider as it tensed its own legs in order to pounce. 
 
    “I can fight it!” Anwaar yelled as I dragged her in and out of the junk towers. 
 
    “Maybe, but what about the others?” I shot over my shoulder. “They’ll just keep reforming anyway, it’s not worth it!” 
 
    She nodded a short jerky nod as if she was still torn between walking away and fighting until her foe was vanquished, and right then I understood what Horus saw in her. 
 
    I was also extremely glad she had my back. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    “Raaaaahh!” Anwaar roared, and I spun around just in time to see her put her impressive ibex-horns to use on a spider that just tried to jump on me from above. 
 
    “Hsssssss--!” It was launched back into a sizable mound of wooden armchairs with a powerful toss of her autumn head, and the chair-mound cracked and groaned. 
 
    I took a moment to glance up at the way the chair-mound was leaning, and I let my eyes do the math. 
 
    The spires of clutter surrounding the wobbling mountain of furniture were lined up like ill-fated dominoes no matter which way Chair Everest decided to fall. I knew we needed to step on the gas if we wanted to outrun what was essentially a giant Rube Goldberg machine made out of Macklemore’s Bargain Store Wet-Dream. 
 
    “Faster!” I bellowed and stowed away my sword so I could focus on getting my bearings around the crooked spires. We needed to get back to the spiral staircase before-- 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Chair Everest finally gave up the ghost and crashed into the even bigger mountain of what appeared to be instruments of all shapes and sizes. When that one toppled, it effectively set off the domino-effect I was dreading by taking out three more towers of various items and diverting our course sharply to the right. 
 
    “The staircase is the other way!” Anwaar shouted. 
 
    “So is death by hoard!” I yelled back and jumped over a broken-down bed. 
 
    Great big booms continued to signal the encroaching avalanche, and the spiders screamed out their Demon Chitty-Chitty Bang-Bang noises. 
 
    At least they were being taken care of for the time being, but there was still the factor of us being buried just like they were that was my immediate concern. 
 
    A junk-alanche wasn’t a gelatinous cube, but it was close e-fucking-nough. 
 
    “Left!” I screamed and jerked us both to the side just as the massive stone head of a statue crashed down in our path. 
 
    “How are we going to get out of here?” the ibex-woman asked as we both helped each other back to our feet. 
 
    Behind us, the statue’s head blocked the way we came, and on our right we were flanked with what looked like a massive, fifty-foot-long stained-glass cathedral window laying on its side. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I said as we started up jogging again. 
 
    I could actually see a break in the forest of junk through the multi-colored window, and I saw how we were actually running parallel to the railing of the mezzanine. That meant if we followed it for a little while longer, it should lead us to the stairs. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Anwaar cheered when she caught on to our bearings as well and rushed ahead. “If we turn right at the intersection up ahead, the stairs should be right there!” 
 
    This was of course when the trash-spiders caught up with us and careened in like a flash flood from the left aisle at the end of the intersection. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” I grabbed the ibex-woman around her waist and shielded her as best as I could with my right shoulder as I smashed us both through the glass. 
 
    That hurt like a motherfucker, but at least one of Anwaar’s curved horns protected the majority of my face from the brunt of the shards. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked while she helped me back up. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, even though I could feel all the places I got cut like a dozen hot knives slicing into my skin. “We’re not out of the woods just yet.” 
 
    The trash-spiders seemed to have learned their lesson with the junk-alanche, so when the rest of the cathedral window started to crack ominously, they slowed their approach. 
 
    It wouldn’t deter them for long. 
 
    “Come,” she urged, and we wove around the few remaining hoard stacks until we reached the mezzanine banister at last. 
 
    However, the only way to the stairs from here was completely blocked off by what looked like a piece of hull from a solid metal ship. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and then glanced around for an exit. 
 
    “Ch-ch-ch-hsssss!” The bravest of the spider-horde finally breached the hole I punched through, and they seemed to be trying to form ranks to try and corner us. 
 
    “Alex!” Anwaar called out and then tossed me a thin flagpole with the banner still attached. “Can you vault?” 
 
    I looked at the pole in my hands and then to where she gestured with a flick of her horned-head. 
 
    The towers of books as well as the tops of the bookcases were almost level with the height of the mezzanine and created little islands we could possibly vault to with the help of the poles she pulled from the junk. 
 
    “You’re a genius.” I grinned and adjusted the grip I had on my key to freedom. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Anwaar and I each stood up on the top of the railing and positioned our poles, and just as the spider-horde was upon us, we each pushed off and vaulted to the nearest platform. 
 
    My feet hit the top of a bookcase, and I smiled wildly at the ibex-woman when she landed on one adjacent to me. 
 
    “It worked!” she exclaimed. “The creatures cannot leave the place where their enchantment is meant for. We are safe.” 
 
    Before either one of us could really settle into the fact, a high-pitched scream ripped through the air. 
 
    Our eyes locked when we both realized at once whose voice that was. 
 
    “Amaya!” we gasped in tandem. 
 
    “Let’s put these to good use,” I said and readied myself for the next vault. 
 
    The ibex-woman and I made pretty good time leap-frogging the way we were, and it actually would have been really fun if my mind wasn’t blaring klaxons that sounded like Amaya’s name on repeat. 
 
    “Amaya!” Anwaar screamed out as we vaulted down to the floor back where we all started and then cast aside our poles. 
 
    “Ana!” the oryx-woman called back from around the corner where the biggest book towers stood like sentries. “Watch out--!” 
 
    I ran smack into Anwaar’s back and gawked at the sight of some bizarre-looking snarling creature in the center of my circle of friends. 
 
    “Booorrrrrrkkk!” It blatted like a trombone with a sinus infection, hacked up a wad of bloody sputum, and ripped a tuft of greasy feathers out of its patchy hide. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I yelled again and slung my crossbow around so I could load it with a bolt. 
 
    “It’s… it’s…” Horus said with a disturbed look on his face as he also took aim at the disfigured thing. “Igoric. I think.” 
 
    “Boooorrrrrkkk!” the monger squalled again, and a set of secondary wings burst from its scaly ridged back as the feathered ones almost rotted away and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Something feels really wrong about that creature,” Amaya said, but instead of being afraid, she took a step closer like she wanted to understand it more. 
 
    Anwaar immediately intercepted her sister and pushed the curious oryx-woman with the odd sense of self-preservation behind her body. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I murmured and had the strange feeling of deja vu. 
 
    Same conversation, different sister. 
 
    “How can that be Igoric?” Jenner asked as he helped support a crutch-less Tovish. 
 
    Maybe it was the adrenaline of the situation, but the old Archivists seemed way more sober all of a sudden. 
 
    “I have no frixen idea,” Horus said. 
 
    “That’s not how you use that word,” Tovish grumbled and rubbed his head as if it was sore. 
 
    “Ani?” the falcon-man asked as his green-gold eyes flashed toward the ibex-woman. “Any ideas?” 
 
    The mage rubbed her hands together until they glowed softly, and then she held out a palm toward the creature still contorting on the floor like something out of The Exorcist. 
 
    “Wait!” Amaya suddenly cried and went to stop her sister, but it was too late. 
 
    “Ahh!” the ibex-woman screamed and fell to her knees. 
 
    “Ani!” Horus bellowed and let two arrows fly at the creature slavering and moaning on the ground in a puddle of bloody feathers. 
 
    “Booorrrrrkkkk!” The Creature That Was Igoric made that awful noise again and stared at Anwaar despite the arrows sticking out of its hide. 
 
    “Ama… ya,” Anwaar gasped as she cradled her hand to her chest like an invisible force had burned her palm. Then she collapsed fully into her sister’s lap. 
 
    “Ani!” Horus shouted again, and I could tell he wanted to rush to her side, but the Creature was smack in between us and them. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I asked Amaya, who was cradling her sister’s head in her lap. 
 
    “This makes no sense…” she said as she cupped the mage-woman’s face. “Anwaar is sensitive to the presence of demons, but there is no Red Sky.” 
 
    “Boooorrrkkkk!” The Creature shuddered, and a gross crackling noise could be heard as its bones rearranged under its now slimy, scaly skin. 
 
    It snapped its now considerably larger wings until a small twister of loose parchments swirled up around it, and with another guttural groan out of its now-elongated alligator maw, it fixed its beady eyes on the two women. 
 
    “No!” Horus roared as he loosed another arrow with ill effect. 
 
    I fired my own bolt in an attempt to make up for the fact the falcon-man’s didn’t even cause the Creature to bat a lash. 
 
    “Breeeeccchh!” it shrieked when my bolt embedded itself in its eyeball. 
 
    This didn’t really seem to throw it off course, and even though its eye was now a ruined mess of leaking green ichor, it still readied itself to pounce on the augur-mage pair. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said as jammed my foot in the cocking stirrup of the crossbow in order to reload, but I knew I wasn’t going to be fast enough. 
 
    “Skra!” Roofus’ loud caw rent the air, and before anyone made another move, the gold-seeker zipped by in a flash of yellow and attacked the Creature with his sharp beak and talons. 
 
    This distracted the unholy abomination long enough so Horus and I could finally reach the women without getting our heads snapped off by the thing. 
 
    “Booorrrrrkkkk!” The Creature attempted to lift its bloated and grotesque body off the ground with a clumsy beating of its wings. 
 
    It was no wonder the beast was having such a hard time due to the fact its transformation had it growing almost to the size of a VW Bug. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Jenner said as he hobbled over with Tovish. 
 
    “Yes, quickly, while Roofus has it distracted,” the koala-elder said and gripped Horus’ lapels. “Fire stones! Do you have a pair?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” he answered, and he pulled a set of round stones out of his pack that were immediately snatched up by Tovish. 
 
    “The hellbeast cannot tolerate fire,” he said and popped the stones into a discarded wine bottle he found lying nearby along with the rest of the junk in this place. 
 
    Then he poured in the rest of the liquid he had left in the flask he and Jenner were drinking out of, corked the bottle, and gave it a violent shake. 
 
    The stones inside flashed rapidly in warning, and with a mighty swing, the koala-elder rocket launched the whole contraption at the flapping Creature. 
 
    It exploded like a Molotov cocktail would have, and the hellbeast, as Tovish called it, roared again and smashed into a pile of books and debris. 
 
    “This place is going to go up in flames, we have to go now,” I ordered, and Horus hauled Anwaar up and flung one of her arms over his shoulders so he could help her find her feet while I took Amaya’s hand. 
 
    “What about the archives?” Horus asked. 
 
    “We got everything of use, trust us, lad,” Jenner said as we all attempted to outrun the fire that was spreading like a cancer and devouring everything in sight. 
 
    “Ch-ch-ch-hsssssss!” 
 
    “Oh, fuck, we got company,” I said as the sound of the junk-spiders could be heard racing through the stacks of books. 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Anwaar panted as she leaned heavily on Horus. “They should have gone dormant once we were out of the area.” 
 
    “I’ve stopped trying to make sense out of this funhouse,” I said and darted my gaze around for an exit that wasn’t either crawling in fire or back in the direction of trash-spiders. “Horus, we need an exit!” 
 
    “Booorrrrrrkkkk!” The Creature roared as it recovered from the explosive Tovish threw at it, and Roofus attacked it again with a fury I didn’t think was possible from the little beast. 
 
    “Skrrrraaaaaaaawwwww!” the gold-seeker screamed out his little battle cry and then did the most Metal thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    First, Roofus flew behind the Creature’s head and ripped the bolt straight out of its freaking eyeball with all four fuzzy moth-paws. 
 
    When the hellbeast lashed its head back with a pained wail, the crow-moth was waiting in the perfect position to drive the bolt down through its alligator-like muzzle. The bolt skewered the Creature’s mouth closed, and the shock of not being able to get it back open caused the Creature to lose its focus on its awkward flight, and it came diving toward us like the fucking Hindenburg. 
 
    “Everyone, down!” I bellowed and threw my body over Amaya’s as the hellbeast flew over our heads and smashed through the library’s wall. 
 
    “We got our exit, chief!” Horus yelled as we all picked ourselves up off the floor now covered in chunks of book and shelf alike. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted and guided Amaya toward the hole that led out into the corridor with my arm over her head in case there was more falling debris. 
 
    “Roofus?” Tovish called out and scrambled across the floor to reach a tuft of yellow feathers trapped under a large tome laying open face-down. 
 
    “Kt-kt-kt,” the crow-moth clicked weakly. 
 
    “Help me!” The koala-elder struggled to lift the huge slab of book off the poor gold-seeker. 
 
    “Jenner, take Amaya!” I ordered and jumped back through the hole in the wall in order to help the old archivist. 
 
    “Ch-ch-ch-hsssssss!” The trash-spiders hissed, and the first of them made their appearance at the tops of the towering book columns. 
 
    “Come, on!” I grunted as I heaved the book off poor Roofus. The thing was similar to flipping over a tractor tire, and it was a wonder the little guy wasn’t completely pulverized. 
 
    Tovish wasted no time in bundling up the stunned crow-moth, and we both backed away when one of the junk-spiders lunged at us. 
 
    “Run, boy!” the koala-elder yelled as I sprinted past him. His poor peg-leg just couldn’t keep up, so I doubled back and snatched him up by the back of his suspenders in order to basically toss him out of the library. 
 
    “The hellbeast destroyed the stairs!” Amaya caught my hand and prevented me from taking one step too many on my way toward the lower level. 
 
    I coughed as I waved my hand to clear the cloud of smoke and let the oryx-woman lead us to the right where Horus and Anwaar were already half-running, half-limping toward the stairs to the upper floors. 
 
    “Boooorrrrrkkkk!” the hellbeast wailed as it flew straight up the conical shaft of The Aerie and directly toward the ovular skylight overhead. 
 
    “Everyone, against the wall, now!” I commanded. “Horus!” 
 
    The falcon-man copied my posture, and the two of us braced our hands on the wall and used our bodies as a shield right as the Creature busted through the glass ceiling. 
 
    Since the Aerie boasted a curved design similar to a cone or a bowl, most of the lethal shards of glass missed us and fell to the floor below. 
 
    “Hrrrrreeeeeek!” Inhuman shrieks sounded as the glass destroyed more of the junk-spiders still hounding us. 
 
    “Is it just me, or are there more of those than before?” I nearly shouted over the still raining glass. 
 
    “It would make sense if Archus left the trap enchantment over the entire Aerie instead of just the library like I first thought,” Anwaar said in a thready voice as she shuddered under her sister’s arm. 
 
    “That limits our options of getting out of here,” I said and pushed myself away from the wall when the cascade of skylight shards finally stopped. 
 
    “Down to one, precisely,” Horus said as he glanced over the banister. 
 
    When I sidled up next to him, I could see what he meant. 
 
    At first glance, it looked as if the ground floor was roiling like the ocean, but when I stared harder, I could see how it was actually writhing with thousands of junk-spiders as if the horde had multiplied somehow. 
 
    I knew it wouldn’t be long before they regrouped after the chaos and came after us. 
 
    “Up it is, now climb!” I barked when it was apparent we only had one exit. 
 
    “Up?” Jenner exclaimed as he helped Tovish and Roofus hurry along. “Where do we go once we reach the top?” 
 
    “I haven’t planned ahead that far yet,” I said as I pulled my sword free. 
 
    “Alex, try as hard as you can to make a connection with Prosper,” Amaya suggested and put her hand back in mine as we ran ever upwards. 
 
    “I haven’t tried this far away before,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll help you, just try to focus on your bond,” she said, and her hand started to glow with warmth. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    Easier said than done when I had the overwhelming sense of dread bearing down on me. The best way I could describe it was to compare it to the icy/shivery feeling I used to get whenever I had to go down in the root cellar at the farm. I was convinced that as long as I didn’t look back and ran as fast as possible up the stairs, whatever monster was breathing down my neck wouldn’t get me. 
 
    Only this time the monsters were definitely real. 
 
    But no problem. 
 
    I could do this even if I did feel like an idiot yelling Prosper’s name over and over inside my head. 
 
    “It’s not working!” I yelled as our whole party careened around another corner like something out of The Breakfast Club. 
 
    If The Breakfast Club had actually set fucking fire to their library after unleashing an Unholy Tide of hellbeasts and cursed swap-meet garbage. 
 
    “Think about the bond!” Amaya shot back. 
 
    “Hss-ss-ss-sch-rrrreeeeekkk!” The sickening chittering of the spider-horde was almost deafening, and my veins iced over. 
 
    Don’t look back, holy fuck. 
 
    “Bond, bond, think of the bond,” I chanted to myself. “Nothing’s coming to mind!” 
 
    “Think about the first time you flew together as a team,” Amaya said and swooped down to pick up a lagging Tovish around the waist without breaking a single stride. 
 
    Her strength and stamina were impressive, especially because she was still in her low-cut white Handmaid’s dress. 
 
    I realized distantly this was not the time, but like. 
 
    She was hot. 
 
    “Alex,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry!” I said as I hauled us down a corridor and over a bridge that cut across The Aerie as a whole. 
 
    A narrow bridge. 
 
    Without handrails. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    “Asher Alex,” Tovish said from his place on Amaya’s back. 
 
    “Not now, Mr. Tovish,” I grunted as I tried to beat my brain into submission so I could walkie-talkie Prosper while simultaneously not-falling to my death. 
 
    “I know you are trying to concentrate, but I would like to point out the next bridge appears to be destroyed,” the koala-elder said in a mild-mannered way as he pointed up at said destroyed bridge. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I grumbled. “We’ll cross that bridge when we… cross that bridge.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said in an amused tone, and I got the impression this was all novel for him like he was on an amusement park ride and not running from Satan’s Lil’ Stocking Stuffers a.k.a. demon junk-spiders. 
 
    Crazy bastard. 
 
    There was nothing for it, and after we all crossed the bridge safely, I dug my heels in and willed the canterfly to hear me with all my might, Archus be damned. 
 
    Prosper! 
 
    Is a person? My person. My Alex-person! A voice that sounded like a combination of Jar-Jar Binx and Dug from Up popped into my head, and I almost swallowed my own tongue. 
 
    Buddy? Is that you? 
 
    Is Prosper! the canterfly beamed directly into my brain as if I was picking up Prosper FM. 
 
    This was wild. 
 
    “I can hear him talk!” I gasped to the oryx-woman, and she smiled her moonlight smile. 
 
    “Of course, you can,” she said in that unassuming sage-like way. “Everything living has a voice.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh a little giddily at this, and then I reached for the connection again that felt similar to Prosper’s leather reins. The bond was supple and familiar, and when I metaphorically tugged on it, I could feel an answering tug I figured meant he was listening. 
 
    Props, listen, we need your help. I projected a mental picture of The Aerie and zoomed in on the upper lip of the structure carved into the jagged mountain face. Can you meet us topside? We need a hasty exit. 
 
    Can helps! Bring Victory, too! Prosper said. Hold on! 
 
    “Prosper and Victory are on their way,” I shouted ahead at Horus, who now had the ibex-woman on his back like Tovish was on Amaya’s. “We need to get to the highest point of this place so they can air-lift us out of here.” 
 
    “Can do, chief,” the falcon-man panted. “However, what are we going to do about that?” 
 
    The time had come to deal with the second bridge, and we all screeched to a halt. 
 
    “Can we jump it?” I asked, but when I got closer, I could see how impossible that was. 
 
    “Not likely,” Horus said and pulled a flagging Anwaar higher up on his back. 
 
    “Tobiiiiiaaaas!” Jenner’s voice suddenly screamed out, and all of us turned in time to see him struggle with the bundled up Roofus as Tovish sprint-hobbled toward the right. 
 
    “Kaw! Kaw! Kaw!” the crow-moth wailed and tried as hard as he could to break free and fly to his owner, who was now just a white big-eared streak bee-lining for the large column holding up the ceiling. 
 
    “What is he doing?” I gasped, but before I could go toward the koala-elder, Jenner grabbed me as he was running by. 
 
    “Hurry, back to the corridor!” he ordered. “We have to take cover!” 
 
    “Take cover from what?” I yelled and watched Tovish stop at the base of the column, shuck off his wooden leg, and then brandish the metal cuff that kept his prosthetic appendage attached. 
 
    His behavior was odd, and I stopped once more. 
 
    “Alex, we must get to the corridor!” Jenner urged me again. 
 
    “But what is he doing?” I asked. 
 
    “The old fool is planning on making a bridge by blowing up that column,” Jenner barked. “Apparently, someone learned a thing or two about explosives and magic just as much as his employer.” 
 
    “What? No way, he can’t do that!” I said and started to run toward him. 
 
    “Listen to me!” Jenner launched himself around my legs and physically prevented me from moving. “There’s no other way, lad.” 
 
    “No!” I said and tried to take a step. “There’s got to be another option. Tovish!” 
 
    The old man stopped in the middle of closing the cuff shut, smiled at me, and then thumped his right fist over his heart. 
 
    “Alex!” Jenner yanked me to the floor right as Tovish snapped the cuff shut. 
 
    The resulting explosion was incredible, and the force of it knocked both of us off our feet and caused the spider-horde to shriek and howl. 
 
    A rumbling cracking noise vibrated the ground, and Jenner and I hurried to help each other to our feet so we could move out of the way from falling debris. The giant stone structure hung in mid-air for a split second before it broke off the ceiling like a stalactite and arched forward. 
 
    The koala-man and I ran back to the others where the corridor ended and watched how the column took out the remainder of the bridge. Then the massive structure rolled slightly before it wedged itself like a toothpick caught in the gullet of The Aerie. 
 
    “What happened?” the falcon-man asked as he climbed to his feet and took stock of everyone. “Where is Tovish?” 
 
    “He just--” I clenched my jaw and then kicked a piece of rubble away from me as hard as I could. “Why did he do that, Jenner? Why did he just make that decision without even saying anything? What gave him that right?” 
 
    “He said you’d be mad,” Jenner said with a sad smile. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I growled and looked around for something else to kick. 
 
    “As to the answer to your question,” he continued and stopped me from my pacing by tugging me down to his level. “Listen very carefully because these words are his last, and he used them on you.” 
 
    I blinked and cast my eyes down, but I forced them back up again. 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said. 
 
    “Tobias knew you would be angry at his decision because you are the type of person who has a hard time accepting the truth of the matter. You cannot save everyone, lad, but the simple fact you try is what makes you a Duelist actually worth his status.” 
 
    “He said that?” I huffed around the tightness in my throat. “He hates Duelists.” 
 
    “High praise indeed.” Jenner smiled and patted my cheek. “He also said you are what Ashers were always meant to be, and he told me it is up to you to save Aventoll from the Darkness.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I looked out at the bridge my friend sacrificed himself for and then got to my feet. 
 
    “Then we’d better do Old Tovish right by getting out of here so we can fight another day,” I said, and the words weighed almost as much as my heart. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Are you alright, chief?” the falcon-man asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed and marched forward with determination. “We have to keep going.” 
 
    Alex-person? Prosper tugged on the reins of our bond as we all raced across the makeshift bridge. Alright? 
 
    Hey, buddy. I’m fine. 
 
    But… sad? the canterfly ventured. 
 
    I’ll be okay. We’re almost there, are you ready? 
 
    Is! my noble steed confirmed. Also bring Gelf. 
 
    Gelf? 
 
    There was no answer to my last mental question, and I figured I would just have to find out who or what this mysterious “Gelf” was at a later time as the remaining five of us crossed the bridge Tovish made. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Horus said as he adjusted his grip on the ibex-woman now cradled in his arms. 
 
    It was worrying how now she seemed on the verge of completely passing out, and I forced myself to push harder so we could widen the gap between us and the spider-horde before it had a chance to reassemble. 
 
    When we all finally made it outside of The Aerie, the silhouettes of Prosper and Victory came with a sense of relief-tinged bittersweet with the loss of Tovish. 
 
    Shortly after we took off, it was by the unanimous and unspoken decision that we landed on a small plateau for a moment of silence. 
 
    I dismounted and walked toward the plateau with my arms crossed over my chest, and the distant screams of the spider-horde ricocheted off the sheer jagged cliffs as the mindless trash-monsters threw themselves off The Aerie. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was poetic or not, only that I felt a little empty inside. 
 
    “Most of us don’t choose when or how we die.” The oryx-woman came up behind me and pressed her forehead into my back right between my shoulders. “But Tovish did. He chose when to meet the Goddess, and he has met Her in the most Noblest of Halls.” 
 
    “Somehow, that’s comforting,” I said after I mulled over that odd wisdom of hers. “In an existential way. I think. Or like in ‘there’s hope left in Pandora’s Box’ sort of way…” 
 
    “Alex,” she stopped me before I could get all Existential. 
 
    “Hm?” I said and tried to pull together my scattered thoughts. 
 
    “What I mean to say is… I’m so sorry about your friend,” she said with a small sob in the back of her throat, and I whipped around right as she threw herself into my arms. 
 
    “Amaya…” I breathed and cupped the back of her head as she nudged her forehead into mine. 
 
    I closed my eyes when her hand came to cup my cheek, and I sighed when I sensed the distinct mingling of our spirits if that’s what it was. 
 
    That weird to Know and be Known thing that surrounded me like a warm blanket straight from the dryer. 
 
    That scattering of breadcrumbs in the sunlight. 
 
    “You must forgive me,” the enigmatic oryx-woman whispered and reverently stroked my cheekbone with her thumb. “I can’t help myself.” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive,” I said and took her hand in mine so I could place a kiss on the back of her hand. “How is your sister?” 
 
    “She needs rest, but she should be okay,” she said, and we both turned toward the rest of our crew and quietly observed them. 
 
    They were all taking this much-needed breather either apart or together to reflect in their own way. 
 
    Anwaar was sitting on a mossy log while Horus pretended he wasn’t hovering when he totally was. 
 
    It was kind of a cute sight. 
 
    For one, he had draped his own travel cloak around her shoulders and stood off to the side ostensibly as a lookout, but from here it was transparently obvious the only person he was looking out for was the ibex-woman. 
 
    And then there was Jenner, who was sitting rigidly on the extended saddle seat and absently petting the battered gold-seeker as he gazed out at the valley without really seeing. 
 
    “We should go,” I said with a pang in my heart, and I turned back to the oryx-woman where I felt soothed and held by her calm gray-morning gaze. She had a long black feather twisted around one of her flaxen curls, and I gently pulled it free with a grin that was a Solid Besotted on a scale between Smitten and Totally Gonzo. 
 
    Amaya blushed and then took the feather from me and twirled it between her fingers. 
 
    “Ah!” she abruptly gasped and dropped the feather. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I watched the feather float innocently to the ground. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s the hellbeast,” she said with a grimace and rubbed the center of her forehead. When she spoke next, her voice was that strange multi-octave tone that sent chills down my spine. “The feather belonged to the Creature Igoric, and I now Know of its plans. It is heading north where Ithaca lies, and behind her walls, it has tasted the blood of the one it plans to take like a robber in the night.” 
 
    “Tasted the blood?” I frowned as I tried to parse what she was saying now that her auguring instincts seemed to be distorting her speech patterns like they did. 
 
    “Shale-Lea!” she gasped, and I held her by the upper arms when her knees threatened to buckle. “It’s going for Shale-Lea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    One beat. 
 
    Then two. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked Amaya even though my ears were still ringing with her last pronouncement, and I squeezed her shoulders when her eyes grew hazy and distant. “Amaya! What do you mean the hellbeast is ‘going’ for Shale-Lea?” 
 
    “The C-Creature, it is an abomination, something demonic in origin, I-I don’t know what--” she rambled as her eyes grew wider and wider. 
 
    “Hey,” I said and flowed my palms down her arms so I could take her hands in mine. “Stay with me.” 
 
    Amaya’s panic and my yelling had attracted the attention of the rest of our group, and they came over to investigate. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jenner asked. 
 
    “We have to get back to Ithaca,” I said and started marching toward Prosper. 
 
    Leave now? Prosper FM beamed into my head, and I mentally tugged on the reins of our bond in a way that meant “yes.” 
 
    “Chief?” Horus came over with a hand on the small of Anwaar’s back. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Amaya thinks Shay is in danger,” I said as I quickly checked the straps of Prosper’s tack. The extended seat attached for Jenner looked odd somehow, but when I jiggled it, the rig felt sturdy enough, so I put it out of my mind. 
 
    “As long as they are behind Ithaca’s walls, everyone should be fine,” Jenner reasoned. 
 
    “The Blood is the blood inside the Inside,” the augur-woman chanted as she clutched her white-blonde curls, and her sister came over to gently pry her death grip free. 
 
    “The blood…” My mind hooked itself on her word choice like a barnacle. 
 
    This was the second time Amaya had mentioned something about blood, and the gears in my brain churned furiously as I sought out the connection between Shay and the hellbeast. 
 
    No. 
 
    It wasn’t just a demonic abomination, but also The Creature That Used To Be Igoric. 
 
    The same Igoric who recently bit Shay’s finger. 
 
    The same monger who tasted Shay’s blood. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner,” I said as something struck me. “How do Ithaca’s walls know who to let in and who to keep out?” 
 
    “It’s simple, really,” the koala-man said as he tweaked his monocle. “Because you put your conviction into the lanterns, Ithaca will only offer protection to those your heart has deemed worthy of protecting.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do the lanterns know how to do that especially when I’m not there?” I probed. 
 
    “Hm, well, alchemically, I suppose the lanterns recognize their essence,” he finished as he proudly rocked up onto the balls of his feet. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled. “The beast bit Shay’s finger and made her bleed pretty good. Amaya said it ‘tasted the blood’ of the one he wanted to steal.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” Jenner’s gray-furred face fell. “If the Creature has Shay’s blood, the lanterns will not see it as a threat.” 
 
    “We must go!” Amaya said with tears running down her face. She had picked up the black monger feather and was anxiously twirling it between her fingers. 
 
    “Aims,” I said, and I cupped her hands in mine until she focused on me and not on the Knowing. Then I gently took the feather from her fingers and let it fall to the ground while also bringing up one of her hands and pressing it to my own cheek. “Hey. What do you feel?” 
 
    “I…” The oryx-woman blinked rapidly like the beat of a hummingbird’s wings, and diamond teardrops fell heavy off her pale eyelashes, but she valiantly pulled herself together and took a deep breath. “I feel…” 
 
    I took a deep breath myself and focused on my own feelings so she could pick up on them and stop panicking. She was already pale, but her coloring now was ashen, and that would just Not Do. 
 
    “Come on,” I said and squeezed her hand. “You’re always so fond of telling me to focus. Now, it’s your turn. What do you feel?” 
 
    The augur-woman caressed my cheekbone, and her eyes flashed like silver dollars. 
 
    “I feel you,” she said in a voice that sounded like hers and mine spoken in stereo. “You are scared. You regret. You love, love, love. Oh, Alex, your soul is beautiful…” 
 
    The oryx-woman gasped, and despite the ringing terror I felt for Shay, I felt cradled and supported and…. 
 
    Embraced. 
 
    “What else?” I whispered and gripped her hand even tighter. 
 
    “I can see why the Goddess has Blessed you, Alex Brightwood,” she said as a serene smile smoothed her pretty face, and her eyes flashed back to their normal dove-gray. “With that conviction in your heart, there is nothing you cannot do.” 
 
    “I think… I might need you for this,” I admitted in the same strangled whisper as before. I was still grief-sick over Tovish, and more than a little terrified about what was to come, but also relieved someone like her was fully on my side. 
 
    “Then let us go,” Amaya said and lowered our hands. “Whatever weather the future holds, the smallest vessel stays afloat with the barest hope.” 
 
    The ride back to Ithaca was a blur, and despite Amaya’s solid presence at my back, I couldn’t stop my imagination from rampaging through various scenarios, each more horrible than the last. 
 
    As the flight waned on, my anxiety skyrocketed, and any calm I received from Amaya’s stabilizing Touch evaporated on the wind. 
 
    To his credit, Prosper didn’t question anything when I urged him on faster and faster, and he simply tried his hardest to keep up with my demands. If I wasn’t out of my mind with fear for my family, I would have felt more guilty than I did, but for now, I decided I would have to make it up to him in the future. 
 
    When Ithaca’s walls finally came into sight, there was no sense of relief because I could already hear the mournful sound of Zoie’s cries as they rose up into the early evening air, and I was already running toward her before Prosper had fully touched down in the main courtyard. 
 
    “Oh, A-Alex!” The cat-woman was curled up in the lap of Vel-Rala of all people as Madam Midgen tended to a nasty-looking cut on the side of her face. When she saw me, however, she ran full-tilt toward me and crashed into my arms. 
 
    “Shh, kitten,” I soothed and held her tightly as she began to shake all over. 
 
    “Shay is gone, she’s gone!” Zoie wailed as her tears soaked into my shirt collar, and the confirmation of my worst fears hit me like a battering-ram to the gut. 
 
    And with each soul-wrenching hit, one word kept ringing in my head like a clash of cymbals and flashbulbs. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    The klaxons in my head blared loud as my vision skipped boiling red and jumped straight to White-Hot Rage, and a primal roar started to build up in me that vibrated my very marrow. My blood was replaced with liquid fire, and I felt the overwhelming desire to fucking kill and maim. 
 
    It was a good thing Zoie was in my arms because it tamped my fury just enough for me to focus and not do something reckless. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I requested as I peered into her distraught face. 
 
    “Ig-Igoric,” she hiccupped, and I tried to brush away her tears. “He-he wasn’t-- I don’t know what it was, but it ch-changed somehow...” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “We saw it transform into that Creature when we were at Archus’ estate. Amaya told us something like this was going to happen.” 
 
    “That Creature fooled Shay into believing it was the injured monger,” my cat-wife explained as her fingers kneaded their anxiety into my chest. “And of course Shay had to help him, but when she did, it transformed, and she screamed. I tried to help her, but it knocked me away and flew off with her.” 
 
    “Did you see which direction it was headed?” Amaya asked as she crouched down and picked up another fallen black feather that was the only evidence the Creature left behind. 
 
    “It flew away dead east,” Zoie said, and we watched Amaya place the feather in her hand and close her eyes as she faced the direction Zoie told her. 
 
    “Come here, child,” Madam Midgen said as she approached my cat-wife and me. In her hand, there was a small clay pot of ointment, and she gestured for Zoie to couch down so she could reach the cut on her face. 
 
    “Madam, thank you for being here,” I told the bat-woman. “What made you come?” 
 
    Midgen waggled her wonky wing. “I had a feeling these hurt ones would be needing me.” 
 
    Hurt ones? Plural? 
 
    I looked around and saw Horus helping an insensate Anwaar over to the batty voodoo-like priestess. 
 
    “Hey, Midge,” Horus said. “This is Ani. She gets sick around the presence of demons.” 
 
    “Poor thing, come over here,” she tutted and led the ibex-woman over to a small bench in the courtyard so she could look her over with the quiet assistance of Vel-Rala. “You, too, Zoie. You be needing rest after such a shock.” 
 
    My cat-wife obediently followed the medicine woman and sat with Anwaar on the bench while Horus, Jenner, and I stood by and tried to figure out what to do next. 
 
    Now that Zoie was being tended to, the tide swelling within me was becoming hard to stifle again. 
 
    “That thing,” I forced out through gritted teeth. “It took Shay just like Amaya said.” 
 
    Horus clenched his jaw, placed both hands on the top of his head, and walked away a few paces as if he also needed to rein himself in. 
 
    “Just tell me if she’s still alive,” Horus said when he gathered himself. “Does she know that, at least?” 
 
    He gestured to where the oryx-woman was still wandering around the courtyard with a frown of concentration on her oval face. 
 
    “Shay has to be,” I said and tried not to sound like I was trying to convince myself. “Why else would she be taken if the goal was to kill her? And I don’t think Amaya would keep that a secret or try as hard as she is now if there wasn’t hope she was still alive.” 
 
    “Right.” The falcon-man nodded and visibly shook himself back to the present. “Okay, so best guess as to who is behind this latest nefarious plot?” 
 
    “Who would have the ability to change the monger into that abomination?” Jenner asked instead and tweaked his monocle. “That’s the question we need to be asking and is really the heart of the matter. On the flight over, I inspected the archive stones Tovish left when he…” 
 
    The koala-man cleared his throat and busied himself with cleaning his eyepiece on the sleeve of his coat. 
 
    “Mr. Jenner,” Horus said and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ahem.” The archivist cleared his throat again and valiantly continued. “It seems as if Old Toby left everything he yielded from Gella Vane on the stones as well. It would explain how he was knowledgeable about some of the incendiary devices he was able to use, but there was a lot archived on experimentation.” 
 
    “Alchemical?” the falcon-man queried. 
 
    “Some, but mostly on demonic essences combined with animals,” Jenner said as he put the monocle back where it lived. 
 
    “So, what, Gella and not Archus Frankenstein’d Igoric and turned him into that Creature?” I bit out a little impatiently. Every second that ticked by was another second Shay was gone. 
 
    “I don’t know this Frank-en-Stein, but the rest is an accurate description,” Amaya said and finally came over to join us as she continued to twirl the feather. “Igoric was given to Archus by Vane after he completed his experimentation on the Creature.” 
 
    “But that was ages ago!” Horus exclaimed. “Igoric has been in my father’s possession since… oh. Oh, wait.” 
 
    “What?” Jenner said. “Spit it out, lad!” 
 
    “When Shay was Fledgling, there were other suitors aside from Ren, but one of them specifically offered a great sum to bid for her hand.” The falcon-man rubbed his chin as he started piecing two and two together. “I never knew who it was because my father decided to go with Bala, but the suitor gave the monger to Shay as a gift for her to keep.” 
 
    “According to the archive stones, Gella was trying to make minions that could do his bidding and his spying.” Jenner’s eyes sharpened as if he was reading off something projected on the screen inside his head. 
 
    “You mean Gella Vane has been spying on Shay since she was sixteen through that thing?” I growled, and the lid over my temper rattled in a dangerous pressure-cooker sort of way. 
 
    “I’m going to take one out of your lexicon, chief, and say Vane is one sick fuck,” Horus snarled. 
 
    “I’m going to break him,” I said as cold as a desert winter. 
 
    “Wait, Alex!” Jenner said and jumped in front of me when I tried to get to Prosper. 
 
    We fight, Alex-person? Prosper asked. 
 
    You bet we’re gonna fucking fight, I replied, and then I looked down at Jenner and spoke very slowly and pointedly. “Move.” 
 
    “I understand your need for haste, Alex, but we must consider carefully who we are dealing with,” Jenner placated, and I growled in frustration. 
 
    “What we’re dealing with is a sick bastard who kidnapped. My. Wife!” I roared. “Now, you better tell me something about how the Council or someone can bring Gella Vane down, or I’m going straight there so I can tear his heart out.” 
 
    “Tell me there’s a precedent for this,” Horus said. “There has to be some major Edict that makes it against Asher Law to steal another Duelist’s wife without a formal challenge. Isn’t there?” 
 
    “To my knowledge, no one has ever disgraced Asher Law so despicably,” Jenner spat. “It’s unheard of to take the wives or property of another without going through the Rite of the Duel.” 
 
    “Fine! Then I Duel him!” I raged. “But the longer we wait the more time Shay is in his hands, and who knows what he’s doing with her!” 
 
    “Lad, I want to fly to her aid, too, but we must consider the facts,” my koala-butler said and stepped in front of me once more. “Gella Vane has been playing quite a long game here, and his intelligence is one of the deadliest things about him. He kidnapped your wife because he cannot Duel you due to his new higher status that he recently obtained in some inconsequential Duel, so he is expecting you to make the first move and Duel him, that much is obvious. But if you rush in and kick his door down, it could very well be headlong into a trap.” 
 
    “But--” I interjected. 
 
    “Think of Shay,” he cut in and stopped me dead in my tracks. “Gella knows you are probably on the warpath right now. He could hurt her if he thinks you aren’t playing by his rules. If we can understand just exactly what he plans for you, then we can find a way to defeat him.” 
 
    I understood what he was saying, but I couldn’t just stand there with nothing to do, so I took to pacing in short angry strides as I tried to curb my homicidal rage. 
 
    “Okay, so why does he want Shay in the first place, then?” I asked as my more rational thinking came online. “The fact he’s had his eye on her even before I became a problem is probably significant.” 
 
    “The more I Know Vane, the more I can feel the sickness inside him,” the augur-woman said in that distant tone of hers before she seemed to force herself to stay in the moment. She pinched her thumb and forefinger up the length of the feather as her eyes flashed. “He thinks his salvation lies with the young Shale-Lea.” 
 
    “Aye, Gella Vane be a sick, sick man,” Midgen piped up from where she was doing an interesting massage thing to Anwaar’s injured hand. “He has dabbled with demon essence, and his soul has begun to rot. The man be dying with the Wasting Disease.” 
 
    “Beg pardon, but how do you know this, Madam?” Jenner asked. 
 
    “Many seasons ago, the man himself turn to the mystic practices of the La-folk in hopes to curtail the Wasting,” Madam Midgen answered in her strange, lilting accent. “He came to me specifically for a remedy that does not exist. He would not take such as his answer and has searched for a cure ever since. It is only now I believe he has possibly found one.” 
 
    “You’re implying Shay is the cure for his disease,” I said. 
 
    “Aye, this be where his interest in her lie.” She nodded and finished tying a bandage around Anwaar’s hand. 
 
    “But how does that even work?” Horus asked. 
 
    “Think of your sister as a living artifact, boy,” the medicine woman said. “She be much more than a mere person.” 
 
    “You’re speaking about the Incarnate, aren’t you?” Vel-Rala’s added voice to the conversation was surprising, but not unwelcome. “You think Shay is the Great Mother?” 
 
    “Incarnate?” I asked. Something about that sounded awfully familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it until I locked eyes with Zoie. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Amaya gasped and from a small pouch in the pocket of her dress she pulled out the lava-like stone I won from the Flame Guardian. “The legends on Nata Isle talk about one woman who is born during an age where winged warriors are needed to fight back the darkness. She is the Mother of the Birdwomen.” 
 
    “The Mother of…?” Horus asked, and he looked just as confused as I was. “Huh?” 
 
    “How do you not know of this legend?” Vel-Rala accused. “It was always my favorite as a little girl. The story talks about how the Goddess chose to bless a Natavian woman with the power to bestow the gift of flight upon any women worthy and willing to fight The Demon Tide. The Incarnate was said to have died once before when the world was new, but she came back and was born among us when Aventoll needed her most. Even today, her descendants can be seen in the Fledglings she has left behind.” 
 
    “Our father was not the type to read us many bedtime stories,” Horus said. 
 
    “What makes you think this Incarnate-person is Shay?” I asked. 
 
    “Remember the grave, Alex?” Amaya asked as she cupped the lava stone in her palms. “We could only get into the crypt with a strand of Shay’s hair.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Horus asked and gestured to the object in the oryx-woman’s hands. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure at first, but if Shay is the Incarnate, then the grave was the resting place of her last incarnation, and thereby, this is her heart,” she said while holding up the rock shot through with brilliant gold. 
 
    “Okay, Gella is dying, and he needs Shay to… cure him?” At this, I glanced at Madam Midgen. “Explain.” 
 
    “The Incarnate come with her own power,” Midgen said in her calypso-like accent. “With her tears, she can heal the dying, but only if her heart belongs to the one she cures.” 
 
    I thought it sounded an awful lot like the legendary phoenix mythos from my own world, but I had no time to wonder over the similarities. 
 
    “None of the legends talk about that stone,” Vel-Rala said. “But they do talk about her ability to cure her love.” 
 
    “For all we know, then, Vane is operating under the assumption he needs to triumph over Alex because he is currently married to Shay,” Jenner said. 
 
    “And what?” I challenged. “Gella gets rid of me and suddenly Shay will love him enough to cure his disease? Is he mental?” 
 
    “To his delusional mind, it might make sense,” Amaya chimed in with her voice that managed to sound both dreamy and skeptical at the same time. She twisted the feather around and around one finger in a move that would at first appear like a nervous fidget until her eyes flashed yet again. “His… spirit has saturated the essence of The Creature Igoric. Vain, vain, Vane. His illness distorts reality. His pride consumes and blinds him. He believes in his twisted mind that he is noble for saving Shale-Lea from you.” 
 
    “This guy really is crazy,” I said as the scope of this dude’s vileness really started to take shape. “Okay, so let’s say he’s using Shay to heal him, but we all know she can’t do that, especially because we still have her ‘heart,’ correct?” 
 
    “Not we, Alex, but you,” Amaya said and placed the lava stone in my palms where it glowed and pulsed warmly like a cozy and familiar house cat. “See? Even if Shale-Lea hasn’t fully realized who she is, her heart knows it was you who fought the Guardian and won the right to claim her. All Gella has realized by now is he is still missing something, and that something has to do with you.” 
 
    The longer I held… Shay’s precious heart in the palms of my hands, the more the yawning chasm of despair threatened to swallow me whole. 
 
    Shay was gone, and it fucking hurt down deep. Like a hollow-point, it found the one crack in the hard shell I had crafted around my heart like armor. 
 
    Zoie was the only thing that saved me from falling into a dark chasm of anger and hate which there was little to no return from. 
 
    Violence that dark had an event horizon just like an all-consuming black hole, and I knew once I crossed it, I couldn’t escape. 
 
    “My love,” Zoie murmured as her hands cupped the outsides of mine, and she plucked me straight from the brink just like that. 
 
    Shay’s heart thrummed and purred as if sensing Zoie’s presence along with mine, and it was such a shock of pure love and warmth that it chipped away the frost growing over my soul like springtime. 
 
    “It’s Shay, Zoie,” I choked out as we both held the beautiful heart in our hands. “We have to get her back.” 
 
    “We will, husband,” she said and held my gaze so tenderly with her steady ocean eyes. “Now, take a breath, and tell us what the plan is.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as her forehead touched mine and followed her example by breathing deeply, in and out, like the waves of the calming sea. 
 
    When I opened them again, I felt tempered and cooled like hot iron and deadly steel forged with purpose. 
 
    I welded my anger into a tool and let the pieces of what I knew fall together in the trappings of my mind. 
 
    “One thing is blatantly obvious,” I stated as I tucked the heart-stone safely away. “Gella Vane is expecting me on his doorstep for a Duel, and I shall not disappoint him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Whap. 
 
    Always. 
 
    Whap. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Whap. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Alex-person is angry? Prosper beamed into my agitated thoughts with no warning and caused me to jump. 
 
    “Gah,” I said and looked down at what I was doing with my hands. Apparently, I’d been trying to tie Prosper’s tack, and I was whipping the strap around a little too forcefully as I secured it to the harness. “Sorry, buddy. I wasn’t paying attention, and I guess I was broadcasting a little too loudly, huh?” 
 
    The proud canterfly whistled and turned his head up and away. 
 
    “Aw, c’mon, don’t be like that, man,” I groaned and tried to brush his flank with a stiff-bristled brush, but he side-stepped away. 
 
    “Hee-oo!” he snorted. 
 
    “What happened?” Zoie asked as she came in with a small basket that smelled exactly like Arvid’s hearty stew. “I’m barely gone, and I come back to you two squabbling.” 
 
    “Who says we’re squabbling-- hey!” Prosper danced away again when I tried to approach him. “What’s with you?” 
 
    “Why are you talking to him like that?” Zoie asked but not in an accusing way, and I glanced at her curious expression. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. “I always talk to him this way.” 
 
    “Well… not anymore, right?” she ventured. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I tried to grab Prosper’s bit, but the difficult ass turned around in his stall and nearly knocked me over with his rear end. I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “It’s… just something Amaya mentioned,” Zoie said with an amused chuckle in her voice that she failed to restrain, and I mock-glared at her. “She just said something about how you and Prosper have strengthened your bond and can now communicate spirit to spirit. I just wondered why you have now reverted back to communicating with him out loud.” 
 
    “Oh,” I realized. “I… didn’t know I was using poor etiquette.” 
 
    Sorry, buddy. I’m still new at this, and my mind is all over the place. 
 
    Why we wait, Alex-person? Prosper turned around like all was forgiven, and it hit me that he was just as anxious to go get Shay, basically his handler-mommy, back from Vane like I was. Prosper is ready to fight now! 
 
    “We have to wait because…” I stopped and started again. We need to give our reinforcements a head start by at least an hour… hand-length? Whatever. 
 
    ‘Forcements? The butterfly-pegasus cocked his head, and his wavy antennae perked just like the ears of a German Shepherd. 
 
    Yeah, like Mec and Redburn and Ambassador Sskern. They need time to rally the troops. I huffed as the impatience I felt rebounded off the bond with Prosper, and we both spent a moment in a feedback loop of impotent rage. 
 
    We don’t need ‘forcements! 
 
    That’s what I wanted to say! I scoffed mentally.  
 
    No need ‘troops!’ We fight fearsome enough for ten persons! 
 
    Damn straight! 
 
    “Alex,” Zoie said and snapped me out of my compounding frustration when she caressed my jaw and tried to smooth the deep frown on my brow. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I sighed as I patted Prosper to get him to settle. “It really is the best course of action to wait for Mel and Bodin to get back with word from our friends, but it’s hard to just sit here and twiddle my thumbs.” 
 
    “You’ll not convince me you flying off by yourself without even Horus and Victory by your side as your Second is a smart idea,” Zoie chuckled and took the brush out of my hands and replaced it with the basket. “Especially since Jenner seems to think Vane was constantly expanding something he called his Minion Army.” 
 
    “Has Jenner discovered anything else from the archive stones?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” She shrugged. “Tovish recorded a lot of Vane’s notes, which apparently became more obsessive and indecipherable the deeper he delved into the dark magicks. The good news is he’s pretty sure the Council will be on your side even if you stray from the parameters of the Duelist Rite.” 
 
    “You mean they won’t throw me in prison if I kill the fucker on sight without even waiting for him to accept the challenge?” I growled sarcastically. “How nice of them.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with an exasperated roll of her eyes. 
 
    “I still feel like this is taking too long,” I complained and cracked my neck back and forth to dispel some of my pent-up energy. 
 
    “Not too much longer now,” my cat-wife soothed. “It is only until the sun is one-hand and three-finger-lengths from the horizon.” 
 
    “You still have to explain to me how you tell time with the sun like that,” I said. 
 
    “I will teach you,” she promised as she rummaged in the basket, produced one of those purple carrot-like ash roots, and offered it to Prosper, who basically inhaled it like a pig. 
 
    Much appreciate, filly-Zoie! ‘Shroots is Prosper’s favorite! the Goodest Boy beamed through the bond, and it made me laugh out loud. 
 
    “He says ‘thank you,’ and that these are his favorite, as if that wasn’t obvious,” I snorted. 
 
    “Of course, I know they’re his favorite,” she cooed as she scrubbed his flank with both hands and then turned to me. “Come. We have done what we can for now. Let us build up our energy before we face battle.” 
 
    Her eyes smoldered into mine in that old familiar way, and I instantly read between the lines and knew what “build up our energy” really meant. 
 
    Goddess, how did she always know just what I needed? 
 
    If I couldn’t slake my urge to destroy Gella Vane right this second, then a quick roll in the hay was just what the doctor ordered. 
 
    Literally, as Zoie beckoned me toward the ladder to the hay-loft of the barn. 
 
    “Mr. Alex!” Jenner’s voice piped from behind me, and I hung my head with a sigh. 
 
    “I’ll take this,” my cat-wife purred as she took our packaged supper from me. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, husband.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I vowed as she disappeared up the ladder, and then I turned to face my trusty koala-butler. “Tell me something useful, Mr. Jenner. Can we leave yet?” 
 
    “The brothers still have not returned with our allies’ confirmation yet,” he said. “But I believe I have uncovered more about Vane’s plan based on the erratic journal entries he had a habit of keeping before the insanity took over.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said intently as I felt the grasping need for as much information I could glean in the hopes it would help. 
 
    “He talks a lot about replacing the waters from his own fountain with the Ocean Mercedes,” the koala-man said as he slipped into his infamous lecture-mode. 
 
    “Isn’t that hella Against The Rules?” I arched my eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh, very much so,” Jenner said with a little rock up on his feet. “To tamper with the Sacred Ocean of Tears is all kinds of sacrilege.” 
 
    “Ocean of Tears…” I mused as I recalled some of my Aventollian History. “Zoie told me the Ocean was formed when the Goddess wept so much for her people it created the seas. And the Incarnate can heal with her tears, right? Don’t tell me that’s just a big fat coincidence.” 
 
    “You are definitely on the right track to the same conclusions I was,” Jenner said with a proud grin. “Now, because the legends of the Incarnate have become romanticized through the ages, there is not enough information to prove it, but Gella was convinced the Incarnate was the manifestation of the Goddess herself coming down among us. He believed if he could harvest some of the Ocean, this would be enough to get whomever he thought was the Incarnate to Manifest her powers.” 
 
    “Hang on, you make it sound like he’s tried this before Shay,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed.” Jenner scowled as his eyes flickered back and forth in that teleprompter way when he was reading off his photographic memory. “There were at least two other Fledglings he attempted this on before he got to Miss Shay. To summarize, with each failed experiment, he adapted his theory. The last coherent outline of his plan includes contaminating the Great Tithe Pool in the Sun Temple during a Red Moon, having his own fountains Blessed by a Deaconess, and then lure you and Shay there during the Ceremony.” 
 
    “It worked,” I remarked. “We were all there in that very water, but nothing happened, so what gives?” 
 
    “Maybe it was another failed test?” Jenner offered. 
 
    “No…” I said as I cast my mind back to the day of the Ceremony and of the weird interaction I had with the man. “I mean yes, I think he was testing for something, and it both succeeded and failed at the same time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he questioned and leaned forward as if willing his oversized ears not to miss a single thing. 
 
    “After the Ceremony, Gella came up to Shay and me as she was showing me how the waters healed the cut on her finger.” My mind raced ahead a thousand miles an hour as I recalled that unsettling tete-a-tete with the owl-man. “He grabbed her hand and called her healed wound ‘interesting.’ He then invited us to stay for additional ‘hospitalities,’ or something, but Mec interrupted for me and told him we had business.” 
 
    “Then the tithe pool did work, so that must mean the only reason he kidnapped Shay now was to actually lure you into the Duel because you slipped away the first time,” Jenner said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s not completely delusional like we first thought,” the koala-man surmised. “He knows Shay can only summon the healing waters when you are there. I always wondered how you managed to escape the Ceremony with minimal wounds. Normally, Ashers have a hard time walking or wearing their boots after wearing the shackles for so long, but you carried on like it never even bothered you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s because she healed me without noticing, and I thought it was just an Aventoll Thing, so I never brought it up,” I said. “I brushed it off, but something about Vane immediately struck me as creepy then, and now it just makes so much sense in a sickening way.” 
 
    “The good news is your instincts were correct that Vane will be waiting for you to make the next move, and this illumination confirms it,” he concluded. 
 
    “Argh, that only makes me want to leave even more!” I said through my gritted teeth. 
 
    “I know, lad,” Jenner sighed. “Take heart he will wait for you to come to him before he enacts the rest of his plans, whatever they may be. You will have no problem holding him off just enough until the cavalry shows up to make him pay.” 
 
    “I’m not waiting a second longer than I have to, Mr. Jenner,” I warned. “I’ve put this action off long enough, and I’ve made up my mind that after I confer with Zoie one last time, I’m leaving no matter what. The brothers have until then, and Victory or not, Horus will just have to catch up to me later.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Alex, and I will not try to sway you otherwise,” he said. “Go, be with your wife. I’ll make sure folks stay clear of the barn for a while.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    Jenner nodded, patted my knee, and then bustled out of the barn in order to see to other preparations. 
 
    I sighed and tangled my hands in my hair as I tried to get a grip on myself. 
 
    Sure, I knew more about what the psycho was up to, but it didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it just made me feel like a rocket stuck on its launchpad as it tore itself to smithereens. 
 
    “My love.” Zoie’s hands came up to grip my wrists and gently untangled my fingers from their abuse of my scalp. 
 
    I opened my eyes and wondered when it was that I closed them, or when it was that she came down from the loft. 
 
    “Help me forget,” I pleaded as I stared into her sapphire eyes. “Just for a little while. Please?” 
 
    Instead of saying anything, my beautiful cat-wife kissed me on my lips. The sensation was like the first gasp of air after drowning, and I felt her affection soak into me like the desert after a long-awaited storm. 
 
    “Baby,” I breathed when we broke for air, and she tangled her hands in my hair. 
 
    “It’s getting longer,” she purred, and her sapphire eyes dilated with arousal. “I like it.” 
 
    “Oh, well, okay if you li--” My words were swallowed as my passionate cat-wife devoured my mouth in another kiss, and I clutched her hips as she began to gyrate slowly against me. 
 
    My blood zinged through my veins like champagne, and I already felt drunk off her. Her taste was as sweet as it was tart, like ripened raspberries, and she added a sharp little nip to my lower lip here and there that sent tingles down my spine. 
 
    It felt like fireworks on the Fourth of July. 
 
    She pushed on my chest until I got the hint and let her push me to the storage area in the back corner of the barn. 
 
    “What are you-- oof!” I grunted as my knees hit the back of something lumpy, and I landed on a pallet of what appeared to be flour sacks. Then I gasped when she nibbled at the pulse point under my jaw and down to my clavicle. 
 
    “Hello,” she purred and crawled over me to straddle my waist. 
 
    “Hi,” I whispered and then frowned when I examined the cut on her cheek that curved down from the outer corner of her eye like a teardrop. “I’m glad you’re okay, by the way. I’m sorry I haven’t-- ” 
 
    “Shh, none of that,” Zoie murmured, and she kissed and licked her way into my mouth as her hands found my belt and tugged the obstacle free. “Don’t think. Just feel.” 
 
    My heart rate skyrocketed when her nimble fingers unlaced the front of my pants, so I decided to up the ante by sitting up and practically tearing off the armored skirt she was so fond of. 
 
    Her hands then reached for my tunic, and I let her strip it off me while I whisked off her simple black shirt as well. 
 
    “Goddess, you’re so beautiful, kitten,” I murmured and admired the way her milky skin glistened in the late golden light streaming in through the barn’s rafters. Everything about her made my breath catch, from her stark ebony hair, to her rose-colored nipples, and even down to the way she sat so demurely in my lap. 
 
    All of it reminded me of a Van Gogh painting because it was like I was seeing the ordinary world bursting with wonder when I looked at her. 
 
    Her eyes held the universe, and I pushed everything out of my head that wasn’t those eyes, that face, or her toned waist between my rough palms. 
 
    My hands were like grasping beggars as I molded them up her supple body like I was a sculptor molding clay, and I was close enough to admire the subtle goosebumps that erupted after every caress. 
 
    “Ah!” she gasped when I finally focused my massaging on her beautiful breasts. “Ohhh.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed in encouragement and brushed the callused pads of my thumbs over her peaking nipples. 
 
    Each broad stroke had her flinching and juddering with sensation, and I watched how she unabashedly felt every spark of pleasure with abandon. 
 
    Zoie came alive under my touch in the way she bit her plush lower lip, threw her head back, and circled her hips against my groin. Her shivery breaths came out in pretty pants, and her hands traveled sensually up her own body like she was now comfortable with making her body feel good just as much as I was. 
 
    We really did fit together like two halves of a whole, and we read each other without needing words. 
 
    “Yes, my loveee,” she rumbled in her sultry voice like warm drops of honey. 
 
    She swirled her hips faster, and I groaned when the friction rubbed me just right and flexed my hips upward as that lovely molten arousal pooled in my lower belly. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I finally switched our positions and took care to cradle Zoie’s head as I flipped us faster than she had time to prepare for. 
 
    “Alex!” she gasped, and I immediately pulled her skin-tight pants down just enough for me to reach my prize. 
 
    “Suck,” I ordered as I offered her three of my fingers. 
 
    Her eyes blew so wide they looked black under dim light, and her tongue came out to curl around the pads of my fingers. After I felt they were wet enough, I removed them from her hot mouth and drifted my hand between her long legs. 
 
    “Oohh-- huhh!” She squirmed when I breached the moist folds of her pussy lips with my questing fingers. 
 
    “That’s it, kitten,” I murmured as I placed sucking kisses on the tops of her luscious breasts right before sucking one of those succulent rosebuds into my mouth. 
 
    “Aleeeexxx,” the cat-woman moaned. Her thighs trembled when I circled around that hard little nub, and I was surprised when it only took a few rubs before she was coming. 
 
    “God, you’re gorgeous,” I commented as I eased her through the aftershocks with minute movements of my hand until the cat-woman gripped my wrist due to over-sensitivity. 
 
    “Husband, I need you,” she whined and pawed at my waistband again. 
 
    “Yes, baby, hold on,” I said and pulled my throbbing cock out of my pants. 
 
    Zoie arched her hips and went to take her pants the rest of the way off, but I stopped her with my hand on hers. 
 
    Then I wiggled the offending garment down a little more until it was around her knees, pushed her legs up so I could sink inside the shell of her pussy, and then gently twisted both of her legs to the side. 
 
    The squeeze around my shaft was incredible, and we both hissed when I attempted to draw myself out just before shoving myself back in. 
 
    “Oh!” Zoie yelped as one of her hands flew up to clutch at her dark hair. “Alex! You feel so big, uhhhh! Please. Move. Take your pleasure from me.” 
 
    “Fuck, Zoie,” I groaned as I slowly thrust in and out of her crazy-tight channel. “You feel incredible like this.” 
 
    “I can feel everything,” she hissed and clawed at where my hand was supporting her legs so she could urge me on. “Faster, Alex. Please, give me your passion-- ooh, Goddess.” 
 
    In this position, I could only go so fast, but I tried to comply as best as I could. 
 
    Each drag set my nerves on fire, and I swore I saw the Goddess every time her tight inner muscles flexed around my hard cock. 
 
    The intensity of our lovemaking had me on a hair trigger, but I was determined to make my wife come one more time before I allowed myself to let my foot off the gas. 
 
    “Zoie,” I ground out and pushed up harder. 
 
    “Ahh!” she yelped again, and I knew I had found that spot inside her that made her wild with pleasure, so I tried to hit it again and again until she was finally mewling and coming around my cock like a masterpiece. 
 
    “Fuuuuckk,” I said as my climax wrung out of me long and slow, and I moved my hips to prolong the feeling as best as I could. 
 
    “Yes, husband, pour your seed inside meeee,” Zoie growled and bucked through the last waves of her second orgasm. 
 
    Finally, things were too sensitive to move anymore, and I carefully slid out of my sated cat-wife so I could sidle up behind her. 
 
    She sighed and undulated sensuously against me as I held her through the effervescent after-glow. 
 
    My brain felt like CTRL + ALT + DEL had been hit, and the thoughts coming online felt organized and objectified with clean cut rationale. 
 
    I was sure things would work out all the way down to my toes. 
 
    “I’m going to get her back, Zoie,” I said. “I’m--” 
 
    Grrrrrlllg. 
 
    Zoie kissed my nose as I frowned down at my traitorous stomach for interrupting. 
 
    “I know you are, my love,” she said and sat up so she could start putting on her clothing. “But let me take care of you first. Come.” 
 
    After we both set ourselves to rights and were finishing off a delicious semi-cold helping of Arvid’s awesome stew, Zoie and I were finishing the remains of ‘hot-cocoa’ prepared by a familiar someone out of clay jars. 
 
    “So, Rylan made this for us, huh?” I commented as I drained the last of my lumpy and a little sour attempt of pappa-sweet cocoa. “He hasn’t come by to say goodbye or even argue he be allowed to come along. Is… is he okay?” 
 
    “I think he knows you are going to tell him to stay behind,” she said and paused for a beat. “Just like I am curious as to when you are going to ask me the same.” 
 
    I froze but then exhaled a moment later. “I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t crossed my mind. But I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t make it farther than the end of the road without you.” 
 
    “Correct,” she said and rubbed her nose against mine. 
 
    “Mr. Alex!” 
 
    My eyes flashed to the west where the much-welcomed sight of the white canterfly filly flashed in the twilight. 
 
    The raccoon-brothers waved at me, and the adrenaline thundered through my veins. Zoie and I bolted down to meet them in the front of the barn so Victory could take a much-deserved drink while Mel tended to her tack and iron shoes so she would be ready to take off again. 
 
    Bodin filled me in as it was suddenly all hands on deck to prep Zoie and me on Prosper, followed by Horus on Victory, but I was only halfway listening to the raccoon-man due to how loud the pulse of vengeance was hammering in my ears. 
 
    Apparently, Mec and Redburn were both on board with rallying as many Ashers who were willing to rise up against Gatetown’s corrupt Magistrate, and they promised to bring forces in droves. 
 
    Also, there had been no word from Ambassador Sskern after the Tithing Ceremony, and that was just another worrying thing I just had to shove to the back of my brain for now. 
 
    “Take care, Mr. Alex,” Jenner said with a fist over his heart. 
 
    “We’re right behind you, boss,” Mel said in his gruff voice and thumped his fist over his breast bone as well.  
 
    Bodin and even Vel-Rala nodded solemnly, and I made sure to make eye contact with each one of them. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked my Second. 
 
    “If Dark takes me,” Horus growled. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “And as long as you don’t mind, I would also like to accompany you,” Amaya’s pan-flute voice floated from my left where the oryx-woman had just come from the forest bordering the western side of Ithaca. She flipped the hood of her brown cloak up and smiled her sage yet dreamy smile. “I’m afraid the explanation as to my presence is obscured even from my Knowledge. I only feel as if I must go.” 
 
    “Hop on,” Horus said, and I felt like it was a good call to have her along as well. 
 
    Then the four of us took to the violet skies on a tailwind as if the Goddess Herself was urging us relentlessly onward. 
 
    Time seemed to go both fast and slow at the same time, and my breathing quickened as my senses sharpened the closer we flew to Gatetown. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Horus shouted over the wind just as the sun sank below the horizon. 
 
    Before I could answer, a hellish shrieking rose above the lake as bloated winged creatures flapped toward us and slung their oozing sludge from their dripping mouth tentacles. 
 
    Minions. 
 
    The battle for Monger Estate had officially begun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    “Horus, bank left!” I ordered as I reached for the crossbow slung across my back, hooked it over my booted toe, and cocked it. 
 
    Zoie was a great help because she was already handing me the bolt she got from the case on my hip, so when the flying hell-beast chased after the falcon-man on the back of the white canterfly filly, I was already firing my shot just as it flew into my direct path. 
 
    “Reeeeeaaaaaaarrrrrccccchhhh!” it screamed and then slammed into Gatetown’s large lakeshore with a tidal wave of a splash. 
 
    “Circle around, there are four more!” I shouted at the falcon-man as he readied his longbow. “Lead them away from the water if you can!” 
 
    I looked down into the surface of the lake as the felled minion’s drool oozed into the crystal waters. The people in Gatetown relied on the lake for various things, so I figured making sure these blimp-like minions weren’t destroying the ecosystem should be a bit of a priority. 
 
    Prosper? I tugged on the mental reins of my bond with the majestic canterfly. 
 
    Is here! he beamed across the connection. These beasts is poison. 
 
    I know, I don’t want any more of them to end up anywhere near the water. I cocked my crossbow as we came out of our lean and guided us even higher for a better vantage point, even though the light of the half-moon was poor. Any ideas? 
 
    Pastures! Prosper said. 
 
    Good idea, partner. 
 
    As one, we flew and dodged two more of the flying minions in order to reach Horus and Victory again. 
 
    “Horus, veer east!” I shouted and then banked sharply left so one of the minion’s lashing mouth tentacles wouldn’t slime us. “Prosper spotted some fields we can drop these fuckers in!” 
 
    “Sound’s good, chief!” the falcon-man hollered back and loosed one of his jet-black arrows at the closest minion’s eye. 
 
    It squalled to the heavens again and careened off to the left until it crashed into its brother like a flying puffer-fish the size of a taxi. When they hit, they were knocked off course in an uncoordinated swerving that reminded me a little of croquet. 
 
    “Zoie, bolt!” I said, and she slipped it into place like the Hephaestus to my Zeus before I fired into the Creature that Horus just shot at. 
 
    “Reeeeeaaaaaaarrrrrccccchhhh!” Toxic Blimp Number Two went down with a screech and a shower of dirt. 
 
    Three more to go. 
 
    One of the flying minions tried to double back toward the lake again, and I circled us around in order to head it off. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t!” I yelled and aimed another efficiently-loaded bolt at one of its scaly wings. 
 
    The minion jerked in the direction of the tree line and smashed through the forest with a roar. 
 
    We need to make sure it’s dead, I telegraphed to Prosper as I glanced over where Horus and Victory were keeping another flying minion busy running in circles. 
 
    Prosper follow smelly smell of Poison-Beast. The canterfly uncoiled his butterfly muzzle and stuck it up in the air like a periscope, and after a few moments of sniffing, he beelined into the dense forest. 
 
    “Zoie, can you see?” I asked over my shoulder as I pushed my toe through the cocking stirrup once more. 
 
    “Listen,” she murmured against my ear as she loaded another bolt for me. “The Creature’s labored breaths are ahead. It tried to find someplace where it may lick its wounds, but it was only able to wedge itself between those two trees there, do you see?” 
 
    I was able to see the outline of the two trees limned in the pale moonlight, and I maneuvered my mount to hover what I guessed was only about twenty-five feet away. 
 
    “Help me aim for its eye,” I whispered as I brought my weapon to rest against my shoulder. “That seems to be the most vulnerable place to kill it.” 
 
    Zoie only made minor adjustments to my position before she gave me the go-ahead to shoot. 
 
    The powerful twang of the expertly-crafted mechanism made the resulting shriek of the beast extra satisfying, and the resulting triumph was shared over the bond. 
 
    “Woohoo!” I cheered as we flew up and out of the pitch-black forest just in time to see Amaya take Victory’s reins while Horus actually stood up on the saddle to fire two arrows into the remaining beast’s skull. 
 
    “Roooooorrrrcccccchhhh!” The minion gurgled and croaked as it spiraled to the field next to the other one and was still. 
 
    “Where’s the last one?” Zoie asked. “There were five.” 
 
    I glanced around and realized she was right. 
 
    “Look!” Amaya shouted and pointed to the bloated shape of Toxic Blimp Number Five flapping toward the backdrop of Monger Estate against the starlit sky. “It’s heading back to its master.” 
 
    “Let’s go!” I ordered and tore after it. 
 
    When we all got closer, I armed my crossbow again and aimed for its wing like I did the last guy. 
 
    My bolt ripped through the main knuckle of the minion’s wing and shredded it so badly the Creature crashed against the side of Gella Vane’s imposing mountain estate and fell over the lip of the main balcony. 
 
    “Reeeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrr!” it squealed, and I urged my mount and I up and over. 
 
    The beast had fallen into the water of the tithe fountain where the Ceremony was held only days earlier. 
 
    But that wasn’t the only addition to the place. 
 
    “Alex, it’s Shay!” Zoie gasped as she pointed to the limp figure dangling by their wrists between two stocks. The whole suspension apparatus was jutting up from the center of the fountain now frothing with sick greenish waters as the toxins from the hell-beast seeped into the pool. 
 
    “Shay!” I bellowed, but she remained unmoving with her red head bowed to her chest. 
 
    “Right on time, Brightwood!” A maniacal cackle reverberated from the top of the steps looming over the tithe fountain. “Minions! Away!” 
 
    Before we even had a chance to come in for a landing, hundreds of winged gator-beasts just like Igoric exploded out of Monger Manor like a swarm of bats vacating a cave. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelled and pulled us sharply upwards in order to get above the chaotic mass of flapping things all about the size of an albatross. 
 
    “Amaya!” Horus screamed as the oryx-woman leaped off the back of Victory’s saddle and caught herself on one of the gator-bats. 
 
    “Get Shay!” she shouted back and managed to crash-land the minion at the base of the estate. 
 
    I tried to keep an eye on her white-blonde head for as long as possible, but the swarm forced me to circle higher, and I eventually lost sight of the oryx-woman. 
 
    Dodge, Props, dodge! I encouraged my steed as I stowed my crossbow and pulled out my Roman-like Herald Blade. 
 
    “Reeeeeeoooowwwwwl!” Zoie yelled and launched one of her deadly throwing stars right in the craw of a minion who snapped its jaws too closely to Prosper’s wing. 
 
    “Keep going, Zoie!” I said as I slashed two minions out of the sky in rapid succession. 
 
    “There’s too many!” she growled and took down three more. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    Like a Hydra with the power of flight, the second one was down, five more seemed to take its place. 
 
    “Fuck!” I sliced my blade through the snapping jaws of another minion, and I twisted my other hand in Prosper’s reins as he whiplashed us in the other direction. 
 
    “I’ve lost Horus!” Zoie shouted over the din of the flapping, and I tried to look around for the falcon-man, but the swarm was forcing us ever upward, and I could feel the air getting thinner and thinner. 
 
    Just when things seemed to be at their grimmest, a hail of arrows suddenly rained down from the sky and caused a solid fifty or sixty gator-bats to plummet from the sky. 
 
    “What--?” I swiveled my head around for the source. 
 
    ‘Forcements! Prosper beamed and zig-zagged in a furious pattern as he attempted to get us out of the center of the swarm. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Mec’s powerful voice could be heard booming through the night air as he led an army of Ashers on the backs of their own canterflies. “Our brother is caught in the horde, hold your arrows!” 
 
    Up and out, Props. I slashed another minion out of the sky and kicked a second one in the snout when it got too friendly with wanting a taste of Prosper’s leg. Up and out. 
 
    “Hee-oo-hee!” My steed trumpeted a fierce battle cry before he did a series of moves that made Zoie’s claws dig into my sides as we wove our way up and out of the swarm. 
 
    “He’s clear!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Fire!” the ram-lord bellowed, and the next wave of arrows thinned the hoard enough for us to make a break for Gella’s. 
 
    “Alex, look!” Zoie pointed down to the winding switchbacks leading up to Monger Manor. 
 
    Below I was just able to make out an angry mob of people racing up the road to Vane’s estate. The only thing they were missing were torches and pitchforks, but I was pleased to see the whole thing was being led by Asher Redburn. 
 
    The Duelist was on the back of a stout manapillar brandishing a sword and finishing off any minions stupid enough to get within reach of his lightning-fast reflexes. 
 
    When we flew overhead, the jackrabbit-man waved at us, and Zoie and I were just able to spot Mel and Bodin right behind him each on the back of one of Ithaca’s poracks. 
 
    “It’s time to finish this,” I said and mentally tugged on Prosper’s mental reins. 
 
    Alex-person? 
 
    Hey, buddy. I telegraphed an image of Prosper flying over the spot the owl-man was last standing. I need you to drop me off as close as you can so I can deal with Vane. Then I need you to take Zoie down by the fountain so she can figure out how to get Shay down. 
 
    Yes, okay, Prosper confirmed by sprinting even harder through the air now that the swarm was being taken care of by Mec’s infantry. 
 
    The balcony came into view again, and this time there was nothing stopping me from getting to the ground. 
 
    “Alex!” Zoie shrieked as I rolled to a stop, jumped to my feet, and started running. 
 
    “Find Horus! Get Shay down!” I yelled and sprinted across the ledge where the owl-man was teetering on the edge in a delusional trance just two-hundred yards away. 
 
    With that, Prosper banked down and to the left while I homed the laser beam of my vengeance and ran at Vane with my sword brandished. 
 
    “Booooorrrrrrrkkkkkk!” The Creature that Was Igoric suddenly smashed through the wall like a wrecking ball and came to a tumbling stop in the middle of the circular balcony. 
 
    Right between me and my goal. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” I growled as I picked myself off the ground and gripped my blade. 
 
    “Do you like my pets, Brightwood?” Vane said in a hollow voice and finally turned to face me. 
 
    “Give me back my wife, you freak,” I spat. 
 
    “Hm,” the owl-man thought with a clawed hand riddled with arthritis poised up to his mouth. “No.” 
 
    “Haaaaarrrrrrkkkkk!” 
 
    The Creature suddenly projectile vomited a sooty and sticky barb of ooze right at my head, and I barely ducked in time. 
 
    The ooze landed against a tapestry and immediately began eating a hole through the center, and acid-loogies immediately skyrocketed to the top of my list of Things To Avoid. 
 
    “Boooorrrrrrkkkkk!” the Creature wailed again and started to chase me down the stairs on its stubby reptile legs as its scaly tail lashed back and forth. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I muttered as I leapt down the stairs three at a time. 
 
    “Yes, run, Brightwood, run!” Vane laughed hysterically as he sauntered down the steps behind his rampaging demonic experiment gone wrong. 
 
    When I finally made it to the lower part of the balcony where the fountain was, I had to immediately take cover as part of the swarm that had gotten by Mec started dive-bombing me. 
 
    “Not these shits again,” I growled as I skewered one gator-bat through the jugular and then kicked it off my blade like a stuck pig. 
 
    “Bork!” A smaller swarm-minion tackled me from behind and dug its razor-sharp claws into my back. 
 
    “Arrrrrghhhh!” I screamed as trails of fire were scored into my back, and I struggled to flip myself over. 
 
    “Alex?” Shay’s scared and hazy voice entered my awareness, but I couldn’t take the time to even look in her direction due to the abomination clinging to my back and trying to snap my spinal cord in half with its powerful jaws. 
 
    “Watch how he suffers for you, Shale-Lea!” Vane shouted to the sky, and his demented words ricocheted off the walls of Monger Manor. “When he dies, will you shed your healing tears?” 
 
    “Fuck off!” I snarled as I finally managed to twist enough to the side so I could bash the thing in the head with the weighty pommel of my sword. 
 
    “Buk-buk-bork!” The swarm-minion kept mindlessly fighting me no matter how hard I bashed it, and with its weight on my legs like it was, I couldn’t find any leverage to stab it with my weapon. 
 
    The distinct whistle of a longbow's arrow cut through the air and embedded itself right between the minion’s eyes, and I whipped my head around to see where it came from. 
 
    “Run, chief!” Horus bellowed as he gestured at another two swarm-minions that were diving right toward me. 
 
    My legs were still tangled up in the beast’s gangling limbs, and the minions were coming in hot, so I dove deep within me and summoned the time-stop faster than I ever had before. 
 
    Tick. Freeze. 
 
    The scene was instantly frozen like a snapshot for the few seconds I needed to get back to my feet. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    “Guh,” I panted as time rebounded and hit me in the sternum again like it had when I fought the Flame Guardian. 
 
    I hardly had any time to recover, however, and I brought my blade up to guard my left and right flank on reflex. 
 
    Two sets of snapping teeth glanced off the hard steel and caused the persistent ache in my branded right arm to flare up into a sharp throb. 
 
    Fwip. Fwip. 
 
    Horus took the minions down with two more of his expertly aimed arrows, which gave me a much-needed breather to dive behind a fallen column as the Creature fired another poisoned barb at me. 
 
    “Stop interfering!” Vane bellowed at Horus, and Igoric whipped its long tail and sent the falcon-man slamming into a wall. 
 
    “Horus!” Shay screamed, and I couldn’t resist poking my head up from behind my shelter. 
 
    “Brrrhg!” the Creature gurgled, and I ducked as another barb splattered the place next to my head. 
 
    “Shay!” I called. 
 
    “Alex!” she cried back. 
 
    “I’m here, and I’m going to get you out of this!” I promised. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand!” she sobbed. “It’s a trap!” 
 
    “Hurk-hurk-hurk!” The Creature paused to make regurgitation noises, and I popped my head up again to see what the fuck was going on. 
 
    “Yes, Igoric,” Vane encouraged as the Creature continued to hack as if it had a hairball. “Now, the blood of the Fledgling.” 
 
    “Huuuuurrrk!” A brownish red thing covered in slimy viscera plopped into the brackish green water of the fountain. 
 
    “Yes!” Vane bellowed and fell to his knees to watch the thing hiss and smoke as it sank to the bottom. 
 
    The Creature coughed and staggered a few times before it sneezed and snorted in the back of its throat as if gathering up more toxic phlegm barbs to spit. 
 
    If I didn’t do something to end this now, something was going to end it for me, and probably in a way I wasn’t going to like, so I flexed my sore hand around my blade as I glanced around for something to help me. 
 
    My sword thrummed in that familiar sentient way, and I looked down in shock. 
 
    The sapphire half-moon sigil at the hilt winked back at me almost cheekily as if reminding me, “Hey, I’m a pretty awesome Herald blade, and even though I only have one use left, you could totally rain down some Righteous Judgment right about now.” 
 
    This was definitely as good of a time as any, and I reached for that odd partnership of master and blade and let it fill me up until I felt like I was overflowing with Indignation. 
 
    “Vane!” I roared at the top of my lungs and then walked out from behind the fallen column. “You have been weighed and found guilty for your crimes. You will die by my blade tonight!” 
 
    “We shall see about that,” the owl-man sneered. “Igoric!” 
 
    “Hur-hur-hur-hur--” The Creature rattled and shook as it horked the phlegm to the front of its mouth, but to my horror, instead of facing me, Igoric was now aiming for Shay. 
 
    “No,” I said at the same time as my time-powers nearly imploded inside me. 
 
    Tick… 
 
    The Creature poised itself. 
 
    Tick… 
 
    I sprinted with my Judgment blade held in both my hands. 
 
    Tick… 
 
    “Arrrrrrrgghhh!” I screamed, and time snapped back right as I tackled the abomination. 
 
    We rolled two whole times, and I made sure to wrap my legs around the Creature so I had a better chance to control our momentum. When we came to a stop, I was effectively straddling the beast, and with an almighty roar I plunged my now-glowing blue sword straight through Igoric’s face as if I was slicing through warm butter. 
 
    With a pained squeal, the Creature expired in a stinking heap of already rotting flesh as its malformed body practically decayed before my very eyes. 
 
    I breathed hard through my nose and slowly turned around. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Shay wailed as if her heart was breaking, and at first I didn’t understand. 
 
    It wasn’t until I tried to take a step only to end up crashing to my knees when I realized what the problem was. 
 
    “Ahh!” I hissed as I poked the toxic barb embedded deeply into my side. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “Alex!” Shay screamed again, and Gella’s high-pitched and off-kilter laughter shattered the air. 
 
    “No!” Zoie’s anguished voice joined in, and I looked up to see my cat-wife being held back by the enigmatic oryx-woman at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Look at him, all of you!” Vane gloated with one bone-white hand flung out toward me, and I struggled to my feet with the help of my sword that was now growing dimmer by the second. “He is dying, Shale-Lea! Your love, the one who holds your heart, will be dead very soon, and still you will not change the waters!” 
 
    “I told you!” she shouted. “I can’t give you what you ask!” 
 
    “Look at him!” the deranged man roared again, and I lost the battle with my watery legs once more. 
 
    Everything was starting to feel… so cold. 
 
    “Alex,” Shay sobbed, and crystalline tears began to pool heavily in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, yesssss!” Vane hissed as the phoenix-woman’s tears splashed down into the water. 
 
    Nothing happened, but going off Vane’s feverish smile, it looked like he’d just won the lottery. 
 
    “At last!” Vane cried and ran out into the knee-high water still contaminated with toxic ooze as if it was the purest natural spring in the world. 
 
    Crazy fuck. 
 
    I looked down at my herald blade and watched the last pulse fade as the metal corroded and turned to dust in my hand. 
 
    Even though the weapon was gone, I still felt the Righteous Judgment flowing through my arm, and it gave me the strength I needed to pick myself back up and march out into the fountain. 
 
    “I did it, it worked, I knew it would work, I knew it was She-- and look! The waters are… the waters…” The owl-man stopped splashing around and drinking the water as something seemed to dawn on him. “Wait. No, it can’t be. It-it-it’s not working! How can it not be working? I should be healed!” 
 
    I stopped just in front of the man as he turned his jaundiced eyes up at me like the frightened and broken man he was. 
 
    “Because your soul is rotten beyond all chance of repair.” I delivered my verdict and wrapped both hands around his scrawny neck. 
 
    And for the first time, I tore the lid off the box where I kept all my darkness locked away, and with a roar, I dunked the man under the water and held him there until he. 
 
    Stopped. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Moving. 
 
    “Alex. Alex!” Someone barked. “Chief! Stop!” 
 
    I let the man who used to be Gella Vane go, and I watched his corpse float away from me as I struggled to catch my breath. The pain in my side suddenly made its presence vividly known, and I gripped the slimy barb as best as I could and ripped it out. 
 
    “Oh, god--” I choked as the feeling of pain hotter and brighter than any I had ever felt almost paralyzed me and whited out my vision for a second. 
 
    “Listen, chief, you’re the only one who can help Shay down right now, so I’m going to need you to stay with me just a little longer,” the falcon-man instructed in a steady voice. 
 
    “O-Okay,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The world swayed, and my leg folded under me like an ironing board. 
 
    “Hang on, Alex!” Zoie called from the upper balcony as she and Amaya tried to work some sort of lever device. “We got it, are you ready?” 
 
    I sucked in a breath, and with the last shreds of my strength, I pulled myself to my feet for the last time as Shay was being lowered from above. 
 
    “Alex,” she wept. 
 
    “I have you,” I murmured as the mechanism lowered her into my waiting arms. “I always have you.” 
 
    The cuffs around her wrists popped open after a flash of my Duelist Stone, and I absently glimpsed the change in status by the appearance of a fifth fish now carved into the Stone’s surface. 
 
    Rank-Five. Somehow, even though we didn’t officially Duel, I’d won Vane’s rank.  
 
    Huh. Isn’t that the rub? Finally move up the ranks, and I won’t even get to enjoy it. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, what have you done?” Shay whispered as she looked into my face with a devastated expression. 
 
    “What I had to, and I would gladly do it twice if it meant k-keeping you alive.” I tried to smile reassuringly, but the effect was ruined by the trickle of blood I could feel dribbling down my nose and upper lip. 
 
    “Oh, my Alex.” She wiped my face and cuddled her head under my chin as I started walking us both to the fountain’s edge. 
 
    The pain in my side was now radiating through every joint and ligament as if I was slowly being dissected with acid knives from the inside. My steps faltered, but I forced myself to carry Shay to safety this last time. 
 
    “Keep coming to us, chief, you’re almost there,” Horus encouraged as tears streaked unnoticed down the falcon-man’s face. 
 
    “I m-must be really bad off f-for you to look that u-ugly,” I tried to joke through my spasming jaw as I pushed myself the last remaining feet. 
 
    The minute I was within grabbing distance, several pairs of hands dragged Shay and me to safety, and once I knew my wife wasn’t in danger anymore, I collapsed on the side of the fountain. 
 
    “Alex, no, no, no, stay with me,” Shay sobbed as she tucked her knees under my head. 
 
    “Can’t we do anything?” Zoie cried. 
 
    “He has been poisoned with the essence of a demon, there is no antidote,” Amaya said as her warm palm came to rest against my cheek. “Stay strong for just a little longer, brave one.” 
 
    Then the oryx-woman reached inside the breast pocket on the inside of my tunic and pulled out the pulsating and glowing heart-stone I stashed away for safekeeping. 
 
    “It’s so much brighter now!” Zoie gasped as the stone glowed nearly white through the augur-woman’s hands. 
 
    “Alex may be dying, but all hope is not lost,” Amaya said with her shining silver dollar eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shay asked, and her voice trembled with the faintest hint of fear. 
 
    “You have been fighting the Call for too long, child,” the oryx-woman said in her eerie voice. “It is time you accept who you were meant to be. Embrace your legacy. Embrace the Incarnate!” 
 
    Shay glanced down at the phoenix stone in her hand with an odd expression on her elfin face. 
 
    At first she looked afraid, but then her gaze found mine, and her features softened. 
 
    “Shay,” Amaya continued in her normal voice. “You have long wondered about the last fortune I had for you before we were interrupted. You asked me if I could tell you what it was, but I said you were not ready. I think you are now.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Shay asked. 
 
    “I was afraid to tell you because it would have only caused you pain, but now I Know it is for your understanding,” Amaya continued and cupped her hands around the one of Shay’s still holding the heart. “I foresaw a great love delivered to you on a boat, and then taken from you again as quickly as he came.” 
 
    “Oh, noooo,” Shay wailed and bent her body over mine. 
 
    “However, now I believe there is more to your future, but I cannot see it because you are meant to thrive onward as a new entity,” Amaya continued. “And who Knows what future that woman has.” 
 
    Shay slowly straightened up so she could regard the oryx-woman as she took in what she was telling her. 
 
    “I’m scared,” she admitted. 
 
    “I know,” Amaya said. “But you cannot run from yourself any longer.” 
 
    Shay frowned but brought the phoenix heart up to examine it one more time. Then she turned her emerald eyes on mine. 
 
    “I know what I must do,” she said and brought the heart to the center of her chest where it started to melt and be absorbed into her body. 
 
    She gasped, and suddenly she and I were engulfed in flames as a miniature explosion took place that she shielded me from by curling her body over mine again. 
 
    “Back, everyone, back!” I could hear someone yelling, but that was quickly cut off by the sound of angelic singing and the feeling of Shay’s tears dripping on my face and sliding into my mouth. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” I screamed as all of the numbing frigid pain flowed out of me all at once and left me feeling overly sensitized as if my whole body had fallen asleep and was now experiencing the stabbing rush of circulation once again. 
 
    It took my breath away and spiraled me into a panic. 
 
    “Alex,” a familiar voice reached out, and I gripped the person I was holding onto even tighter. “Alex, open your eyes.” 
 
    I took a breath and looked up into a pair of iridescent golden irises that were both strange and familiar at the same time. 
 
    “Sh-Shay?” I croaked out when I finally focused on her face. She still looked like the same Shay, but an inner light seemed to shine out from her now gold-colored eyes and gave her a different air. 
 
    “Hello, dearheart.” She smiled, and that, at least, was all her. 
 
    “How…” I reached up and twined my fingers into her scarlet and gold hair now shot through with streaks of magenta and violet. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here.” 
 
    “And you’re here,” she said as her tears continued to flow down her face. 
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked as we both reverently caressed each other’s faces as if committing each other to memory all over again. 
 
    As if we were falling in love all over again. 
 
    “I don’t know what was different this time, but the thought of losing you was too much to bear, and I don’t know…” she said and bit her blushing lip. “I felt this incredibly ancient power well up inside me, and I just knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” I asked mostly because I just didn’t want her to stop talking or moving or living. 
 
    “What Amaya said was right,” she said, and her smile was so beautiful it hurt. “You and I might have a long future ahead of us.” 
 
    “Wait, might?” I frowned. 
 
    “As long as you never scare me like that again, your life will be very long indeed, Alex Brightwood,” she huffed and dipped her head until it touched mine. 
 
    And I laughed the type of laughter that was at least fifteen percent tears of relief until the two of us were laughing and sobbing together. 
 
    “Is he-- Alex, are you alright?” Horus asked as the rest of the group dared to approach us now that Shay wasn’t a human Roman candle, and I used his offered hand in order to sit up. 
 
    “I, um…” I smoothed a hand down my front and was pleasantly surprised at the absence of gut-wrenching pain. “I think I am. Yeah, I’m okay.” 
 
    After I said these words, I was instantly mobbed and buried under a pile of people each trying to squeeze the life out of me. 
 
    “I’m okay, you guys, I promise!” I laughed and hugged all of them back. 
 
    When it actually, truly, finally hit me that I actually had a life left for them to try to squeeze out, no words could actually encompass the feeling inside of me. 
 
    If I had to try, I probably would have described the rush of gratitude I felt for all of them in its simplest, basic terms. 
 
    These people I’d grown to love were my everything. 
 
    They were finally the reason why I wanted to hang onto my life so much, and it shocked me now to think I’d gone my entire twenty-five years of life simply existing without truly knowing the meaning of Living. 
 
    But because they were who they were, I didn’t even need to say any of this. 
 
    All I had to do was hang on tighter. 
 
    And so, I did. 
 
    With everything I had. 
 
    They all held on just as hard. 
 
    Whatever tomorrow brought, hell, whatever the next five minutes had in store, none of it mattered because I knew I would always come out on top no matter what Aventoll threw at me in the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 3 
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