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 Chapter 1 
 
    Warm days like this one made me miss having a summer vacation. There was something wonderful about the smell of the sun beating down on the asphalt, the sound of cicadas hissing in the trees, and the sight of kids running around in the sprinklers. 
 
    But there were no popsicles or lemonade stands for me. I had to prepare for a day of making coffee, wooing coffee sources, and smiling for each and every customer who walked through the door.  
 
    “Henry!” I heard a woman’s nasally voice screech from across the street, so I squinted from where I was standing on my front lawn and tried to find the origin of the screech. 
 
    Then I saw her, on a white porch with a rocking chair swinging down from a high roof. She was wearing a baby pink tennis skirt and a plaid t-shirt with a matching visor. She had blonde highlighted hair and an obvious spray tan. It was Chrissy McHugh, part of the Country Club crowd who sometimes visited the book and coffee shop I part-owned with my sister.  
 
    I’d told her she could call me Hank at least two hundred times by now. Being called Henry made me feel like I was going to get sent to the principal’s office at school all over again, especially when the person calling me Henry was a wealthy middle-aged housewife who regularly ordered the most complicated drinks imaginable.  
 
    It was a wonder that our houses were even in the same town, let alone on the same street. My house was a pretty average bungalow-style affair with one floor and a decent-sized backyard, while the McHugh’s house was, well… a McMansion. Joey McHugh was one of the most lucrative land development agents in this neck of North Jersey, and I’d known both of them for years.  
 
    But Chrissy still insisted on Henry, and I had a sneaking suspicion it was because she wanted to sound like a founding member of the country club crowd and not some Johnny-come-lately. So I was Henry, even though we were both running businesses.  
 
    But while I was still struggling to earn every dollar, Joey was apparently rolling in the dough. The word on the street was that a lot of Joey McHugh’s properties were on the riskier side of land development and were made up mostly of multi-family homes that offered low rents and high health risks. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he was caught up in organized crime, but that was the kind of thing it was better not to speculate about. 
 
    “Henry!” I heard again. 
 
    Great. I hadn’t even clocked in to work yet, and I was already getting harassed. 
 
    “Oh, Henry!” She called again as she waved her carefully manicured hands in my direction. 
 
    “Yeah, Mrs. McHugh?” I replied from across the street.  
 
    “Henry, are you on your way to the coffee shop?” She leaned over her porch, and I worried for a second that she’d get her bright orange spray tan on the white, polished wood. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed.  
 
    “Don’t take Main Street if you want to get there this week,” she said in a serious tone of voice. “Apparently, there’s been some kind of accident on the road, and the traffic is hell. I just heard it on the radio.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Mrs. McHugh,” I responded politely. “I didn’t have time to check the traffic report this morning.” 
 
    “You handsome boy,” she said dreamily, “I remember when Joey used to look just like you, so tall and so strong!” 
 
    “Awww.” I blushed. “That’s very kind of you, Mrs. McHugh…” 
 
    “How old are you now, Henry?” she asked. 
 
    “Umm… I’m twenty-five…” I replied as I started to inch away. 
 
    “Gosh!” She exclaimed. “Did you know that I was married at your age?” 
 
    “Wow,” I said weakly. “That’s amazing. Well, I have to get to the shop now, though. See you later, maybe?”  
 
    “I’ll see you later on, Henry,” she said. “I’ll stop by after my tennis lesson. I want to try that new vanilla drink, but I have a couple of changes to make.” 
 
    Of course she did. The woman had never ordered anything from any menu without insisting on a few changes. I started to call out a good-bye, but she had already slipped back inside her house and quietly closed the door. 
 
    I searched my pocket for the keys to my old Jeep Wrangler and jogged back across the street. The sun beat down on my face, even though I’d stuck an old Riversharks hat on my head before stepping outside into the New Jersey summer. Eighty-four degrees already, and it was only seven in the morning. I didn’t even want to think about what it would be like during my lunch break. Today was going to be an absolute scorcher. 
 
    The inside of the Jeep already felt like an oven, so I left the door open for a moment while I watched the dew evaporate from the red paint. When I was sure I wouldn’t melt as soon as I climbed inside, I sank into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The engine growled as it woke up, but I gave it a moment to settle as I searched for a decent song on the radio. 
 
    My ride wasn’t new, and it “featured” a stick shift, something my sister Ava seemed to find endlessly hilarious. But the Jeep had been our dad’s last gift to me before his incessant chain-smoking got the best of him, and it carried a lot of great memories of hours spent together as he taught me to drive a stick and how to keep it going.  
 
    Dad had been the town sheriff for most of my life, and he’d only retired when he’d gotten his final diagnosis. But even that hadn’t diminished his wicked sense of humor, and I could still remember him hauling me and my friends around in his cop car. It scared the shit out of my friends whenever my dad volunteered to take us to some party or other, especially when he started talking about some of the people he’d arrested over the years. My friends had been more excited about the Jeep than I had been, only because they hoped it meant my dad’s car would stop turning up at all the big events.  
 
    The Jeep had become my friends’ ride, but it was also what my dad and I used when we went camping, to a football game, or any place where he didn’t have to be the sheriff. The car stank of cigarettes, but I wasn’t going to let it go so quickly. 
 
    I gave up on the radio and put the Jeep in gear. I backed out of the driveway and then stopped while I debated which way to go. Normally, I’d make a left, but if Mrs. McHugh was right about the traffic, then I could take a right and stick to some of the residential roads on my way to the highway. 
 
    My mind made up, I turned to the left and cruised slowly down the road. It was a pretty town, and as I drove to the end of my block, I passed several little colonial houses and watched as moms packed their kids into the car for another day at summer camp. Manicured lawns with hydrangeas and window-gardens were the norm, and I felt a twinge of guilt that I’d let my grass grow so long. 
 
    I stopped at a red light and watched my neighbors walk by while I waited for the light to change. I glanced toward the left, where my sister lived, and wondered if Ava had already left. I was lost in my own daydream of beating Ava to work one day when I heard raised voices nearby.  
 
    A handful of people were on the corner and pointing toward something to the right. One woman had her cell phone out and was obviously calling someone. I idly glanced to the right and saw smoke. 
 
    Lots of smoke. 
 
    Either someone was having a bonfire at seven in the morning, or something was terribly wrong. 
 
    I looked up at the traffic light, which was still red for right-hand turns, but whatever was happening on Sagamore Street looked more pressing than a ticket for running a red light. I glanced up at my rear-view mirror and saw another car had pulled up behind me, but the driver already had his phone in hand and was laughing at whatever he was watching. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said under my breath and stepped on the gas pedal. 
 
    I veered right and heard the red Wrangler’s tire squeal in protest. I was just barely over the speed limit, but as I got closer to the source, I saw that there was a house on fire.  
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I sped up. 
 
    There was already a small crowd gathered in front of the house, and I was forced to stop as people ran back and forth across the road with their cell phones plastered to their ears. There were a few children among the onlookers as well, and at least two people who were filming the scene rather than calling for help.  
 
    The heat from the fire was palpable even on the road, and I had a sinking feeling that there wouldn’t be anything left by the time help arrived. 
 
    “Oh, it’s terrible,” one woman declared as she flapped her hand. “Won’t someone do something?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she expected any of the onlookers to do. The place was a four-story Victorian conversion, which meant lots of old wood that would burn quickly. I could still see the light blue paint on the old boards, but the pointed roof was starting to smoke, and one of the drain pipes from the roof had already crumpled in the heat.  
 
    Smoke now poured out of the windows, and the roof itself was smoldering with orange flames. The inside of the house glowed orange, and the haze made it impossible to see if anyone was inside.  
 
    “Where’s the fire department?” a pudgy man in a t-shirt and pajama bottoms asked. 
 
    I realized the fire truck was probably caught up in whatever was causing the traffic jam on Main. Even if they’d gone around it, it would take them too long to get here. The house would be nothing but a pile of ashes by the time they arrived, and the same was true for anything, or anyone, caught inside.  
 
    I couldn’t let that happen. I had to help. 
 
    “Is anyone inside?” I asked as I climbed out of the Jeep. 
 
    “We think one of the families is still inside,” the pudgy man replied. “They’ve got two little girls.” 
 
    Shit. If I’d been taught anything being raised in a small community by a sheriff and a kindergarten teacher, it was that service to others is everything.  
 
    “I’m going in,” I said.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” he asked. 
 
    But there was no question in my mind that I had to help whoever was in there. So, I pushed my way through the small crowd of people that had gathered. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I tried to sound as calm and polite as possible, so I didn’t worry the others. “Gotta get through here…” 
 
    I saw a guy in the crowd with a handlebar mustache wearing a red bandana. 
 
    “Hey, can I borrow that bandana for a sec?” I called 
 
    “Umm… sure?” he answered, and untied it from his neck and reached over to hand it to me. I gladly snatched it up and pushed my way through the crowd. 
 
    I’d never been so close to danger before, but by some instinct I knew it was right. I tied the bandana over my mouth and nose as I ran up the lawn and prayed that I could find the two kids.  
 
    The white door was slightly ajar, but I knew not to touch the metal doorknob, because it would burn my unprotected hands. I took a deep breath and then walked up the concrete path to the door. My eyes started to water, and then the world seemed to go silent except for the roar of the fire. 
 
    When I was on the porch, I could see that the first floor wasn’t engulfed yet. There were small fires that were spreading, but the really serious flames seemed to be upstairs. 
 
    “Is anybody there?” I called out, but when I inhaled I immediately started coughing profusely. I took several steps inside, and the blistering heat seemed to increase tenfold. 
 
    “Hello?” I screamed as I tried to make myself heard over the fire. “Is anybody in here?” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a soft thud from behind the door to my left. The door was shut, and I noticed that it was locked by a brass doorknob. 
 
    Shit. If I grasped that thing, my hands would be blistered for weeks. I looked around for something I could grasp it with, but the one blanket I spotted was already burning merrily. 
 
    There seemed to be only one solution, and that was to kick the thing down. It always looked so easy in the cop shows, but it took a couple of tries before I hit it with enough force to send it flying backwards.  
 
    With a loud crack, it revealed a pink bedroom. 
 
    I thought of the girls that the pudgy guy had mentioned as I took in the little bed with pink, floral bedding that had already caught fire. Flames crawled up the wooden headboard that had little hearts carefully engraved into it, and a picture hanging over the bed of some girls in ballet class was beginning to curl at the edges from the heat. There was an armoire as well, but it was hard to see it clearly in the shimmering air… 
 
    Holy shit. There was a woman standing in front of the armoire. How did I miss her when I first stepped into the room? 
 
    I was so surprised that I took a sharp inhale, which made me immediately gag and cough. I looked down at the floor until I could breathe again, which was slowly being covered in ash, and then back up at the woman.  
 
    She seemed completely unbothered by the flames that ate up her surroundings. In fact, she seemed completely impervious to the fire, and as I took a step forward, I noticed the air around her was slightly cooler. 
 
    She was at least a foot taller than me, which must have made her about seven and a half feet. She had long, flowing silver hair that reached her ankles, and when I looked up at her face, it looked ageless. The skin was smooth and pale, punctuated only by a pair of arresting blue-silver eyes. They were like jewels, and didn’t reflect the fire at all. In fact, when I looked into her eyes, I suddenly felt lost in a cool and calm blue world that somehow existed in the midst of the chaos around me. 
 
    She was wrapped in a long blue dress that didn’t seem like it could be of any Earthly fabric. As it billowed in the flames, it hinted at a long and lean figure, but it was hard to be sure because she was covered from the neck down. 
 
    Some part of my brain knew that there was something wrong with this scene. I was supposed to be looking for anyone who was trapped in the fire, yet all I could do was stare into this strange woman’s eyes. I could have stayed there for eternity, but the sound of an approaching siren finally broke the spell. 
 
    “Who are you?” I choked. “We have to go!” 
 
    The woman looked down on me and smiled a tight, close-lipped smile. For a moment, she seemed deeply familiar, like someone I had known my entire life.  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I wheezed, but it felt futile. Sweat pooled into my eyes and turned the phantom of a woman into a giant, indistinct blue haze in my vision. 
 
    I wiped the sweat out of my eyes and ran my hand through my hair, which was sopping wet. 
 
    “We have to go now,” I added. 
 
    She lifted a dainty white hand from the long, billowing sleeve of her robe. Then, she reached out one of her almost unnaturally long arms toward me and unfolded her hand. 
 
    A glistening silver ring sparkled on the backdrop of her startlingly white palm. It looked like something had been carved into the band, but it was hard to be sure in the smoke and flickering light. 
 
    “Take it,” she commanded, though I didn’t think her lips had moved. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, but then I decided that I would take the ring if it meant I could convince her to move. I snatched the ring with two fingers and dropped it into a pocket before I held out my hand toward her. But she had already retracted her arm, and she took another step backwards when I tried to grab her wrist. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I insisted as I reached again. 
 
    There was a cracking sound from above me, and I looked up just in time to see flames lick through the ceiling. Ashes and debris spilled onto the bed, and I was forced to back up. A moment later, the ceiling gave way, and the child’s room was buried in flaming detritus. 
 
    “No!” I yelled and moved toward the fire. 
 
    But whatever cooling wind the woman had brought was gone. It now felt like I was walking into lava, and I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. I heard another cracking noise behind me, a sure sign that the rest of the house would collapse soon. I scanned the debris for any sign of the woman, but the heat and the flames finally forced me from the bedroom and back through the front door of the house. 
 
    The scorching summer air felt like standing in front of an air conditioner in comparison to the heat inside. My eyes were full of sweat and soot, and the sound of the wailing fire truck that had finally arrived at the house was deafening. 
 
    I crumpled onto the front lawn and savored the cool grass beneath me. 
 
    “It’s Hank!” I heard a voice call out. “He’s safe!” 
 
    Before I knew it, a fireman had pressed an ice-cold water bottle to my lips, which I chugged like a thirsty baby.  
 
    This was not how I expected my morning to go. 
 
    I opened my sweaty eyes and saw that the fireman who’d given me the water bottle was Bernie, an old friend of my dad’s.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said between breaths and chugs of water. “I couldn’t get her out…” 
 
    The mustached man laughed and pushed his gray hair out of his face. 
 
    “Hank, what the hell are you talking about?” He shook his head. “You really are one hell of a kid. There was a family trapped upstairs, but we were able to get them out with the ladder.” 
 
    I turned around and looked back at the burning house. The firefighters had barely arrived, and yet, they already seemed to have the fire under control. I spotted the ladder truck in the driveway and watched as the family of four climbed down the ladder under the watchful eyes of two firemen.  
 
    “But there was another family,” I sputtered, “on the ground floor, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, there was,” Bernie replied and took the now-empty water bottle, “but they got out as soon as the fire alarm went off.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Everyone’s been accounted for,” he said and shrugged. “Why?” 
 
    “There was a woman in there,” I replied and pointed. “A woman in the room right over there.” 
 
    Bernie squinted at me and then turned to one of the men helping the family escape.  
 
    “Brian!” He shouted at one of the other firemen. “Brian, he says there was someone else in there!” 
 
    Brian said something to the dad and then jogged over to us. He frowned when he stopped and gave Bernie a questioning look.  
 
    “He thinks there was someone in the house,” Bernie explained.  
 
    “We’ve done a head count and questioned both the families,” Brian said. “There’s no chance someone was in there.” 
 
    “But… there was someone,” I insisted. “Maybe they didn’t know she was there?” 
 
    “What, you mean, like the Avon lady stopped by and got trapped?” Brian asked with a grin. 
 
    “Hank, you’ve probably inhaled a lot of fumes,” Bernie said. “Trust me, weird stuff happens in fires sometimes, even small ones. You can’t see clearly through the smoke…” 
 
    “You have to be sure,” I shot back. “You have to be sure that nobody is in the house.” 
 
    The two firefighters looked surprised at how adamant I was. I knew that it sounded crazy, but I saw what I saw. 
 
    “Hank,” Bernie said gently, “are you sure you don’t want to come with us in the ambulance? We’re taking one of the girls to the hospital for smoke inhalation, too…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I responded. I took a deep breath, stood up, and brushed myself off. “I’m just going to go home. Thanks for your help, though.” 
 
    The walk to the Jeep felt like it took an hour, but by the time I’d made it to my old Wrangler, my vision had cleared, and my legs felt strong again. I dug around in my pocket for my phone so that I could call Ava and tell her I wasn’t coming into work today. I was sure that due to my heroic efforts, she would be understanding, even if she did rib me a little. 
 
    Either way, it was a beautiful summer’s day. Other than the regulars and maybe a couple of college students, everyone would either be in the park or at the pool, not in our little book and coffee shop. 
 
    My hand felt something cool and smooth, though, and I froze as I debated if I really wanted to see what it was. Very slowly, I pulled out the ring that the mysterious woman had given me, and I nearly shouted for Bernie to come take a look. 
 
    But Bernie was busy directing the firefighters, who had nearly extinguished the fire by then. I looked back at the ring, and suddenly, I didn’t want to share it with anyone. It seemed more important to keep the secret of the woman’s existence than to make my case for searching the house. 
 
    I thrust the ring back into my pocket before anyone got nosy and asked about it. I needed to get away from the burning house and find someplace where I could study the ring in peace. 
 
    But first, I had to let Ava know what was going on. 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket and went to my ‘Recent Contacts’ where I found one name repeated over and over again.  
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
    Ava (missed) 
 
    Ava (missed) 
 
    Ava  
 
    Ava 
 
    Ava (voicemail) 
 
      
 
    I clicked on her name and held the receiver to my ear. The phone rang twice before someone answered. There was a large thud and lots of fumbling noises from the other end, which led me to believe that my sister had dropped the phone just as soon as she picked it up. 
 
    I leaned on my Jeep while I waited for the muttered curses on the other end to come to an end. 
 
    “Where the hell are you?” an abrupt voice came through the receiver. 
 
    “I’m on Sagamore,” I replied. “Being a hero.” 
 
    “What?” she replied. “What do you mean? Haul your ass here. I’m bored.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I replied. “I’ve just been in a burning building.” 
 
    “Wait,” I heard something slam on the other end of the line. “Why were you doing that?” 
 
    “There was a fire,” I said. “On Sagamore, in one of the houses.” 
 
    “Was it a McHugh property?” she shot back shrewdly. If the house had been a McHugh property, this was sure to be the talk of the town.  
 
    “I don’t know, Ava,” I said. “But I’m not coming in today. I’ve been inhaling smoke for the past hour or so, and the firefighters think I’m going loopy.” 
 
    I heard a sigh on the other end of the line. This was by far the best excuse I’d ever come up with to get out of work, and there was no way she could argue with me on it. 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” she said. “Don’t want another family member dropping dead on me due to smoke inhalation.” 
 
    “You’re so understanding,” I coughed. “How can I ever thank you?” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” she laughed from the other end of the line. “Looks like it’s going to be a quiet day here, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, duh,” I shot back. “It’s like, ten billion degrees out. Would you rather be at the pool, or stuck in a bookstore reading Moby Dick with only a cup of coffee for company? Even an iced coffee doesn’t stand a chance in this weather.” 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give to be in a pool,” she sighed. “Anyway, I was going to tell you when you came in today that you need to take some time off.” 
 
    “Huh?” I coughed. “Who are you, and what have you done with my sister?” 
 
    “I’m serious,” she laughed. “I don’t want to see you in here for a while. You’ve literally worked non-stop since mom died.” 
 
    I felt a twinge in my stomach. The property that we opened the store in had been in mom’s family practically since the town was built, and she’d left the deed to us in her will. 
 
    “But Ava--” I tried to argue. 
 
    “I’m super serious,” she started. “This is the accumulation of years of vacation days. I’m your boss, and--” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” I snickered. “We co-own, dumbass.” 
 
    “Well, I’m saying I’m your boss today. I don’t want to see you in these parts for two weeks.” 
 
    “Two whole weeks?” This was a nice surprise, but what the hell was I going to do in my home town for two whole weeks? Not like I had the money to travel anywhere, but I’d always kept myself busy. 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “Fourteen days. You literally ran into a burning building today, and you’ve been working every day plus weekends for years. Take a two-week long nap if you need it, just take some time for yourself. Sound good?” 
 
    I sighed, but knowing Ava, there was no taking “no” for an answer.  
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied and then smashed the red hang-up button. 
 
    I climbed back inside the Jeep and let out a deep exhale. It had already been a long-ass day, and it was only eight-thirty in the morning. 
 
    I pushed the key into the ignition and turned it. The familiar growl of the engine started, and I felt the fear and worry of the last hour fade away with the familiar sound. 
 
    Most of the gawkers had made it onto the sidewalk by then, so I turned the Jeep around and headed back to my house. This time, though, I didn’t notice all the neat little houses with the gardens and kids off from school. 
 
    I only had one thing on my mind. 
 
    I pulled into my driveway, hopped out of the Jeep, barely remembered to lock the vehicle, and then bounded up the stairs of my little house to the front door. I was met with a blast of cold air from the AC as I stepped inside, and the sudden relief made me stop in my tracks. I leaned on the wall in the entryway for a second, just so I could take in the change. 
 
    I put my hand into my pocket again to feel for the ring. In some ways, I couldn’t believe I had it, and I had to check if it was still there. 
 
    Of course it was. 
 
    I produced the ring from my pocket and stared at it in the palm of my hand. Then I clutched it in my fist and made my way to the kitchen. 
 
    My kitchen was poky, but functional. It had a gas stove, which I preferred to electric, and a small wooden breakfast table that I’d inherited from my parents. Ava never understood why I always took their old furniture whenever mom bought something new, but I liked the sense of history, even if it was just a kitchen table. 
 
    I set the ring carefully on my counter and then tugged open the junk drawer. I rifled through some inherited knives, old packages of takeaway chopsticks that I never used, and some errant kebab skewers. Near the bottom, I found the object of my search, the magnifying glass. 
 
    I whipped it out and slammed the drawer shut. Then I picked up the ring and brought it over to the kitchen table. 
 
    I sat down and studied the ring with my naked eye first. Etched into the center of the ring was a full circle surrounded by crevices of different proportions. It took me a moment, but I finally recognized what I was looking at. 
 
    The moon phases. 
 
    One of my friends in high school had gotten a tattoo of the phases of the moon on her forearm, and I’d spent endless hours staring at it as I’d tried to figure out why that was what she’d settled on. It wasn’t exactly super cool, and I used to dream about what awesome tattoo I would have gotten instead. I’d never gotten the tattoo, but at least my friend’s ink had helped me figure out what I was looking at. 
 
    Once I’d figured out the moon phases, I turned my attention to the inside of the ring. There was some kind of inscription that I couldn’t make out. It was very neat and precise with curly lettering, but I still couldn’t read what it said. So I grabbed the magnifying glass and tried to get a better look. 
 
    But the inscription still didn’t make any sense to me. In fact, the lettering looked like nothing I’d ever seen before in my life. Some of the characters were backwards like in Greek, and some of them looked like more of a rune than a letter. 
 
    I exhaled and plopped the magnifying glass back down on the table. Maybe I’d have to go to a library, or talk to some professor about it or something. Or maybe we had something in the bookshop that would tell me what this was. 
 
    Either way, I was beat. I needed a shower to wash off all the sweat and soot, and then I needed a long nap to revive myself. 
 
    I started to put the ring back in my pocket, but that suddenly didn’t feel right. So instead of putting the ring back in my pocket, I slid it onto my pinky, where it fit perfectly. 
 
    “Huh,” I muttered, and started to make my way to the bathroom. 
 
    But then a feeling rose up in my belly, like I was on some kind of a rollercoaster, and my kitchen disappeared. 
 
    The whole world turned black. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Bernie and Brian were right. I’d inhaled too many fumes, and now I was on some kind of smoke-induced acid trip. 
 
    I felt like I was free-falling in midair while electricity jolted in my stomach. It felt like my heart was in my throat, and everything around me was completely dark, like I was both ascending and descending through space, and my body was being stretched accordingly. 
 
    What the fuck was happening? 
 
    Where was I? 
 
    But as quickly as it had started, it all stopped. 
 
    I felt a thud as the ground materialized beneath me, and I reacquainted myself with my own weight. 
 
    Sweet, sweet gravity! I’ll never forsake you again. 
 
    I was lying face down on the floor of my kitchen, I assumed. But it felt different. 
 
    More like dirt. I pressed my hands into the floor and made a fist. 
 
    It was definitely dirt. 
 
    I pushed myself up onto all fours and looked around me. 
 
    “Shit,” I said under my breath. 
 
    I was definitely not in my kitchen.  
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 Chapter 2 
 
    I sat up so that I could take in my new surroundings.  
 
    To my left was a lush, green valley that glistened in the sunlight. Beyond the peaks and troughs of the valley, I could see hills and dales that stretched to the horizon and separated into uneven squares of land with low stone fences. There were patches of daisies and bluebells scattered over the hills, and in the distance I could see the beginnings of a forest. 
 
    All the familiar noises of traffic were gone. I could hear birds singing, but not the familiar sound of birds native to my north Jersey area, and the hum of cicadas was pretty much gone. Instead, there was a silence punctuated by the occasional call of one bird to another, or the low hum of a wood pigeon.  
 
    I could see three mountain peaks ahead of me in the misty distance. It reminded me of the mountains in Colorado or Utah, but there were no snowy peaks. Just green hills that disappeared into a translucent bed of clouds. 
 
    This was insane. Where the hell was I? This was truly something else. 
 
    I looked down at my left hand, at the ring which was wrapped perfectly around my pinky finger.  
 
    “What the hell is going on…” I murmured out loud to nobody but myself.  
 
    If I was going crazy, I might as well start talking to myself as well. 
 
    I tried to backtrack in my mind. One minute, not long ago, I was just sitting in my kitchen looking at the inscription on the ring. I’d decided to get up and put the ring on, and… 
 
    Now I was here.  
 
    Was I dead? I felt like that would make sense. Traveling through complete darkness and then landing in a beautiful, temperate landscape that looked like something you’d never even dreamed of before certainly sounded like dying. 
 
    Come to think of it, maybe I’d never even gotten out of the fire. 
 
    I wiped my hair out of my face and pressed my hands onto the ground.  
 
    Then, very slowly, I put my left foot flat on the ground. Then my right. I stood up and took a deep breath of the fresh, country air. 
 
    A cool, damp breeze that smelled of grass and fresh water hit my face and relieved me of all my circling thoughts about how I got here. God, it felt clean. I’d never felt air so untarnished by pollution in my life. 
 
    Yeah, maybe this was heaven.  
 
    And I could feel my usual strength coursing through my body again. I no longer feel as dizzy, like I had before I’d plummeted through time and space to wherever I was now. 
 
    I instinctively shoved my right hand into my pocket to reach for my phone. I know Ava said not to bother her while I was supposed to be on vacation, but this was just too weird for words. Surely she’d have some off-kilter piece of advice, but even if she was busy working, I could open the maps and find out where I was on GPS. 
 
    I wiggled my hand around in my pocket, but it was empty. 
 
    Weird, I thought. My phone was always in my pocket, and I was damn sure that I wouldn’t have taken it out. 
 
    I looked over at my other hand at the ring. 
 
    It seemed like putting the ring on had been the catalyst for this whole thing. I mean, that’s the last thing I remember before waking up here. 
 
    So what if I just… did it again? 
 
    I fastened my right hand around the ring and pulled it off. I swore that I felt a jolt of electricity rise through my arm when I did, almost like getting shocked, but nowhere near as uncomfortable. It was a warm and inviting feeling. 
 
    Then, just like I’d done back at home in my kitchen, I fastened the ring back onto my finger. 
 
    The world went black again. 
 
    It felt like I was a piece of dough being kneaded by forces beyond my comprehension. But this journey seemed quicker, and the nausea less serious. Within what felt like seconds, I was back in my kitchen in Jersey. 
 
    I looked around me and saw that everything was as I’d left it. The magnifying glass was still on the kitchen table, and the air conditioner whirred in the background. I grabbed the top of the chair I’d been sitting on just to make sure that it was solid and not some mirage. 
 
    The old wood was definitely solid, and it even creaked in my grasp. 
 
    “What the… fuuuuuck?” I muttered when I spotted my phone on the table. 
 
    I was ninety percent certain that I hadn’t set it on the table, yet there it sat. I picked it up and wondered if the GPS would still work in … wherever the hell I had just come from.  
 
    That drew my attention back to the ring and the next obvious question.  
 
    What would happen if I put the ring on my finger again? 
 
    Did I even need to wear the ring to make it work? 
 
    I tucked my phone into my pocket, closed my fist around the ring, and pictured the place where I’d landed before. It took a few seconds, but a moment later, I was plunged into darkness again. 
 
    But the infinite blackness was gone in less than a heartbeat, and then I was back in the bright sunlight of the seemingly alternate dimension. It was almost blinding, and not a good shock to my already queasy stomach. 
 
    I tried to keep my cool, but I finally gave in to the angry demands from my gut. I bent over and retched slightly until the nausea faded. 
 
    I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, and then thrust it into my pocket to collect my phone. Now I’d be able to see where the hell I’d been transported to. 
 
    But my phone wasn’t in my pocket. 
 
    I knew I’d stuck it in my pocket, but had it come out during the weird transport? Would I find it floating in the darkness when I returned to my kitchen? 
 
    It seemed important to understand what had happened to the phone, so I fastened my right hand around the ring again and thought about returning to my house in Jersey. 
 
    It felt like I was being dunked upside down into a magician’s tank or being born backwards while the world went black for a second, and then I was back in my kitchen. 
 
    And my phone was on the table. 
 
    “Okay, one more try,” I announced as I tucked my phone into my pocket again. “Just to be sure.” 
 
    I stared at the ring for a moment, but then I tucked it into my other pocket. It suddenly occurred to me that as peaceful as the scene had been, I really knew nothing about it. It seemed stupid to keep going back and forth without some sort of protection, and my eyes drifted to the knife set on the counter.  
 
    “Nope,” I muttered as I walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    I walked down the hall to my bedroom and stepped into the room. It hadn’t changed since I’d left earlier in the morning, which somehow seemed strange. The burgundy sheets were still crumpled, my gaming laptop was still in the corner, and the window blind was still closed against the early morning light. 
 
    The old boards creaked beneath my feet as I crossed to the bedside table on my side of the bed. I opened the drawer and rummaged through the contents until I found my Glock. 
 
    This would surely protect me from anything I’d encounter. 
 
    I tucked the gun into my waistband holster and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Okay,” I sighed at nobody in particular. “Fifth time’s the charm.” 
 
    I clasped my hands together and imagined the world I’d just been in. 
 
    I was swept into darkness, stretched to my breaking point, and then just as suddenly, dropped back into the strange world. I wasn’t feeling as sick when I arrived, so maybe I was starting to get used to it. 
 
    The place still looked peaceful, but it seemed weird that I hadn’t spotted anyone during my trips back and forth. The gun was starting to seem like a good idea after all, and I started to reach for the weapon with one hand while I went for the cell phone with my other hand. 
 
    But there was no Glock and no cell phone. 
 
    “Ah, come on!” I yelled into the empty landscape. 
 
    But there was no answer, which was probably just as well. I was ready to return to my home and forget all about this weird little trip when after about fifteen minutes of walking, I spotted a trail of smoke in the air. Way, way off in the distance I could see that it was coming from the chimney of a small cottage with a thatched roof that looked like something from one of those movies about knights. 
 
    In fact, the cottage was one of a handful that were clustered together, alongside a stable for horses and a pigpen. I could pick out about five pigs that were all happily sunbathing in the mud as well as a flock of chickens that strutted in and out of the pen in search of food. Bales of hay surrounded the buildings, like a less formidable wall. 
 
    Had I chanced upon some kind of Renaissance fair? In an alternate dimension, might I add. 
 
    At least there was some semblance of a civilization, and I sure as hell needed some explanations. I mean, maybe I’d been roofied and dropped upstate at a Renaissance fair for some reason. Yeah, that landscape could maybe fit. But this place seemed endlessly massive. I mean, I could barely recognize the birdsong. This place seemed like a different country, not just a different part of New Jersey. 
 
    I patted the dirt off my jeans and quickly wiped my hands on my shirt. I don’t know who I was trying to impress, but if I was going to go ask for help, then it surely wouldn’t hurt to look at least a little bit presentable, especially since I no longer had my weapon or my phone. 
 
    Maybe I could find someone to explain that as well. 
 
    Except the village didn’t look all that modern, and I had a feeling that no one there would even know what a gun or a phone was. Was that why I couldn’t bring those items with me? But I still had my clothes, which I was pretty sure included some sort of modern fiber blended with cotton.  
 
    Well, whatever the reason, I was now here without a way to call for help or defend myself. 
 
    Which really sucked. 
 
    At least I still had the ring, so I could always pop back to my home. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was supposed to be in this weird, alternate reality for some reason.  
 
    I nearly jumped when I felt someone breathe on my neck, but when I turned around, no one was there. I tried to convince myself it had only been a breeze, but everything else was so still, I knew that wasn’t right. No, someone had been behind me, and I was fairly sure I knew who. 
 
    The mystery woman who had given me the ring had been trying to nudge me toward the cottages, and the feeling that I belonged here made more sense. So was I going to find out why I’d been sent to this place, or was I going home and pretend this had never happened? 
 
    I studied the scene for a few more minutes and then decided that it seemed like a good time to make nice with the locals. If the woman in blue had sent me here, then maybe someone in the village could at least tell me her name.  
 
    The sun beat down on my face as I made my way down the hill, and I felt sweat trickle down the back of my neck. I nearly tripped in a couple of gopher holes, and I looked down at my old tennis shoes that were quickly gathering mud and other debris like pebbles and twigs in the soles. They barely seemed equipped for walking around in this new terrain I’d found myself in. 
 
    Another pleasant breeze hit me, but I caught a whiff of my sweaty, bewildered self. 
 
    Eh, I could go back and shower in a bit. For now, I wanted to see what was so special about this place. 
 
    As I got closer to the village, it crossed my mind that maybe this type of place was run by a cult. It certainly had all the hallmarks of prime cult property. It was secluded, looked agriculturally self-sufficient, and it seemed like all of these houses had been hand-built by the inhabitants. The only thing missing was the gold Rolls-Royce that the leader rode around in. 
 
    My mind was spinning with scenes from pagan initiations I’d seen in movies when I felt something hit my back. It was small but it was quick and stung like hell, and I immediately spun around. 
 
    A second stinger hit my exposed right bicep, but this time, I heard something hit the ground. I looked down and saw a jagged, gray pebble that was barely bigger than the ring I’d found. 
 
    “What the …?” I muttered as I stared at the rock. 
 
    I started to kneel down when a third pebble hit me square in the forehead. 
 
    This one didn’t just sting, it made me feel like some kind of boom was echoing through my head. At least my bicep had some muscle to protect me from the pebbles, but my head wasn’t so fortunate.  
 
    Great. 
 
    I’d been here for maybe five minutes, and it looked like I was already someone’s target. At least now I could rule out being in Heaven. I hadn’t always paid that much attention when we were dragged to church as kids, but I was pretty sure being besieged by tiny painful rocks wasn’t part of the deal. 
 
    And after the morning I’d just had, I wasn’t willing to put up with some stupid shit from the neighborhood bully, which was what this felt like. The kid had picked the wrong stranger to fuck with.  
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “Who’s there?” 
 
    There was no answer, not even a snicker from the bushes, so I resumed my trek to the village. I’d only taken a few steps when something whizzed past my head. It sounded like a giant mosquito zooming by, and then I heard the pebble clatter to the ground a few feet away. 
 
    “Hey, asshole!” I yelled. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    I looked around again, and this time, I heard rustling from behind one of the hay bales. 
 
    “Get out here,” I said with an air of authority I rarely got to use in my coffee shop owning life.  
 
    There was some snickering from behind the hay bale, and then a man emerged a moment later. He was about five foot, ten inches tall and wore some sort of puffy pants that MC. Hammer would have appreciated, a heavy cotton shirt with a drawstring, and a pair of well-worn brown boots. His blonde hair was shaggy and unkempt, and he watched me with two gleaming, green eyes. 
 
    He also held a sling in his left hand, and his pocket bulged like it was full of the same small pebbles. How long had it taken him to gather all those stupid rocks? 
 
    We eyed each other for a moment, and then he placed his hand on his hips and started to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked.  
 
    “Funny?” he repeated. 
 
    “Well, you’re laughing, aren’t you?” I spat back. “Why were you attacking me? You don’t even know who I am.” 
 
    “You think that was an attack?” he replied in an exaggerated disbelief. 
 
    The guy was studying me now, and he looked amused by my clothing. The Hulk t-shirt seemed to give him pause, at least, and then his eyes landed on the name tag I’d stuck on my tee when I’d left for work. 
 
    “H-ha… nk …” he sounded out. 
 
    Okay, obviously not a genius. 
 
    “Yes?” I demanded.  
 
    “Hank,” he repeated in a vaguely English accent, “what is your name?” 
 
    Okay. I was confused. Surely this guy had just read my name from my name tag? 
 
    “It’s…” I paused. “It’s Henry, I guess…” 
 
    The man looked at me like I was a fool, before shaking his head.  
 
    “Your family name, you stupid, little knave.” He gave me another superior smirk and pointed to the name tag. 
 
    Damn, was I back in eighth-grade English? I had never been called a knave before, but for some reason, the way he spat it at me made me feel offended. I could’ve just taken the ring back home, but I’d never been in this kind of situation, and I kind of wanted to see how far I could take it before I disappeared into thin air. 
 
    “My family name is Baker,” I replied. 
 
    “So,” he shook his head and wiped his hair off his face, as if trying to rid himself of any confusion. “So you’re a baker.” 
 
    “I actually own a coffee shop,” I puffed up my chest, but the man before me looked even more confused than before. 
 
    It was like we were speaking two separate languages, even though we could understand each other perfectly. My antagonist looked like he wasn’t sure what to say next, so he turned back to the hay bale instead. 
 
    “You have to hear this fool,” the man said to the bale.  
 
    A moment later, two other men nervously crept out from behind the bale of hay, one of whom also had a slingshot in hand. The man with the other slingshot had flaming curly red hair, which was neatly fastened with a strap of leather into a ponytail. He was shirtless, but had the same ridiculous pants as the blonde. 
 
    The third man had black hair which had been snipped into a bowl cut. He wore a kind of tanned, long-sleeved linen-looking tunic and blue cotton leggings. It took everything I had not to start singing Men In Tights. 
 
    “This baker says that he is not a baker, but a merchant,” the blonde declared. 
 
    “His garb is…” the man with the bowl cut noted with a sneer. 
 
    “Peculiar,” the redheaded man finished his sentence. 
 
    “Where do you come from?” the blonde guy demanded.  
 
    “Umm… I’m from New Jersey,” I said as I fingered the ring in my pocket. How much fun would it be to disappear right in front of them? Loads, but then, what would happen when I came back? And I had no doubt that I would be back. 
 
    “We have never heard of this … New Jersey,” the blonde said and sniffed. “Or Old Jersey for that matter.” 
 
    “It’s far away,” I offered. 
 
    “Then how did you travel here?” the man with the bowl cut hissed in a nasally voice. “You have no horse.” 
 
    “I--” I said and hesitated. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “You seem too stupid to perform anything complicated,” the blonde snorted. “Perhaps he is the first in a plague of idiots that will descend on Lupercalia!”  
 
    Luper-- what? 
 
    But the three men were all laughing like the blonde had just told the best joke they’d ever heard. There must not be a lot of good entertainment in the area. 
 
    “So, where exactly in… Lupercalia am I?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re in Stock,” the one with the bowl cut spat at me. “Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me know,” I said coolly. “So, what do you guys do for a living?” 
 
    The two cronies exchanged a look of confusion while the blonde ringleader pulled himself together.  
 
    “I don’t take kindly to strangers descending on the village, covered in dirt, and talking of imaginary places,” the blonde snarled. “It stinks of evil.” 
 
    “What do you find so offensive about me?” I asked. 
 
    “You look ridiculous,” the bowl cut, legging-clad guy piped in. 
 
    “So do you,” I retorted. 
 
    “You look like a barbarian,” the blonde said. “On your shirt is the symbol of a beast.” 
 
    I looked down at my Incredible Hulk t-shirt, which I’d bought in a clearance sale from Target.  
 
    “What… this?” I laughed. “This is from a comic book.” 
 
    The three men stared at me blankly, and my fears of being trapped by a weird cult started to bubble up again. A really out-of-touch cult. Even the Amish knew what movies were, right? 
 
    “Haven’t you guys ever seen a movie?” I asked. 
 
    “More evil words,” the redhead muttered. 
 
    “You know, maybe I’ll just try my luck somewhere else,” I replied. 
 
    I gave the trio my most winning smile and then started to trudge away from the village. The village wasn’t that impressive, so I didn’t think I’d be missing out on much if I took my business elsewhere. I mean, there had to be other villages around here somewhere, or maybe even a town or two. 
 
    But I hadn’t gone very far when I felt another rock hit the back of my head. It stung like hell, and I spun around to face the three men again. The trio were all grinning, and I noticed that both of the men with slings had reloaded and were ready to fire again. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I snarled. “You don’t need to keep shooting at me.” 
 
    “But we do,” the blonde replied. “We need to be sure you leave. Besides, it’s fun.” 
 
    The other two men laughed, and I felt real anger boil through me. My blood felt like it had been heated over a flame, my arms felt like they’d been hit with an electric current, and that weird stretched feeling I always felt as I passed between worlds coursed through me.  
 
    Only this time, I really did stretch. 
 
    By, like, three feet.  
 
    My vision sharpened as well, and I could have smelled these guys coming from across a football field. I could feel a faint breeze tickle the hairs that had suddenly sprouted on my body, though weirdly, I couldn’t feel my clothes anymore. I felt massive, free, and absolutely fucking ferocious, and I really wanted to howl in celebration. 
 
    I raised a hand and pointed at the blonde, but the threat I’d been about to issue died on my lips. My hand was now a very large, almost paw-like thing with very sharp claws and thick brown fur. I could kill the three men with one swipe, and I tried not to laugh as I realized I didn’t need a gun in this realm. 
 
    I glanced down at the rest of my body and saw that I had two massive paws for feet, a muscled body covered with wiry fur, and legs that were bigger than a running back’s. And, I realized, I also now had a long snout. 
 
    A sharp stench suddenly caught my attention, and when I looked at the three men again, I saw that the blonde had a growing wet patch on his Hammer pants. This guy was literally pissing himself with fear, and I felt a sense of pride that I’d unwittingly made this little shit submit to my power. Where the hell had that come from? 
 
    I looked over at the other two men then, and the shaking men quickly dropped to their hands and knees. 
 
    “G-g-g-great protector!” the bowl cut man exclaimed from his prostrate position. “We have forsaken your power, and debased ourselves! For this we are eternally in your debt!” 
 
    Eternally in your debt. Hey, I liked the sound of that. 
 
    “Eternal protector!” They all shouted in unison. “Eternal protector!” 
 
    I looked past the three men into the distance and saw that more people had appeared outside the cottages. They were watching the unfolding scene while they talked amongst themselves, though even from that distance, I could pick up the fear they felt toward me. 
 
    Like the men in front of me, the newcomers were dressed in what looked like costumes from some historical play, though the colors were muted. The men wore leggings and shirts, while the women were clothed in dresses that came to their ankles. 
 
    But with my enhanced vision, I caught a glimpse of one particularly lovely woman. If I hadn’t just grown to around nine feet tall, she probably wouldn’t have been that much shorter than me. She had dark black hair and green eyes that pierced mine. She wore a long green dress, the only spot of color in the crowd, that had loose sleeves and swayed around her ankles. She cocked her head in curiosity, but before I could move toward her, another man pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    “Make way!” he shouted at the others, who wordlessly obeyed. “Make way for the noble of Stock, protector of Lupercalia!” 
 
    I watched the man approach because it was clear he wasn’t just some local villager. He wore chainmail over his torso, for starters, and beneath that, he had a red tunic with blue leggings and long black boots that weren’t scuffed. He wore a silver knight’s helmet as well, which was still covering his eyes. 
 
    He lifted his helmet from his eyes when he was in front of me, and I caught sight of what looked like a serious, but kind, pair of eyes. 
 
    “Sir!” the new arrival declared. “Under the law of Lupercalia, you are to accompany me at once to the palace where you will be properly welcomed.” 
 
    “Palace?” I growled as the small crowd gasped. 
 
    It was the first word I’d uttered in my new form, and although I recognized the voice as mine, something about it sounded scratchier, deeper, and more guttural. 
 
    “Of course,” he responded patiently, and unlike the first three men he showed no hint of fear. “It is the proper place for an Eternal Protector.” 
 
    The whispers from the crowd were getting louder, but I noticed that the beautiful woman with the dark hair was simply watching the encounter. She seemed interested, but she also seemed determined not to be just another gawker. 
 
    “Come,” he said and motioned to me. “Under the law of Lupercalia, it is required that you are brought before the King!” 
 
    The King. 
 
    This vacation was beginning to turn out pretty different to how I’d imagined it. 
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 Chapter 3 
 
    I made my way through the crowd to the knight, who was waiting with an air of expectation. He was about six feet tall and had impeccable posture, and his chainmail glistened in the sun. I wondered how heavy it was, and how hot it must be under there. 
 
    I’d never felt so nimble in my life. I walked delicately up to the knight so that I didn’t scare the locals, but I felt like I could’ve run fifty miles. The view from being nine feet tall made me feel like I was walking on air. 
 
    But how long would this last? Was I just a terrifying walking wolf-guy now? 
 
    The knight seemed to think this was all quite normal, though, and the villagers, though terrified, didn’t seem to find it odd, either. Had something happened to me when I was in the wormhole, or whatever the hell it was? Is this where werewolf stories came from? 
 
    “How could it be?” I heard a whisper hiss from the crowd but couldn’t tell who it was. “A barbarian of blue blood!”  
 
    I passed a haggard, older woman who must’ve been about four feet tall, and her eyes widened in amazement as I passed.  
 
    I mean, yeah, I was pretty damn impressed that I’d gone from not knowing what to do with myself for a whole two weeks to an ‘eternal protector.’ But who the hell knew what that meant? 
 
    Other than being, like, a giant dog. 
 
    But this didn’t seem to be the time or place to get those answers. I had a feeling that the king might be the person I needed to talk to, so when the knight started to march off through the village, I followed him without comment. 
 
    We passed between two cottages, and I could feel the chaos that was behind me subside. We passed a cobbler who was working on a saddle in a small outdoor enclosure, and a woman beat a carpet with a broom from a window. Both watched us pass by, and again, though they looked surprised, I didn’t get the sense that they thought it was strange to see a man-dog walking along the road. 
 
    The smell of the leather was intoxicating, and then I concluded that I was technically a canine-- lupine actually-- now, and that my sense of smell would be heightened. 
 
    But it seemed like just as I remembered that, something happened. 
 
    The knight that I was following started to grow. Or was I shrinking? 
 
    Yep, I was shrinking. 
 
    As I was shrinking to human size I looked down at my hand and saw that it was normal again. 
 
    I started to panic when I thought I was walking around some foreign country naked, but I realized that my jeans and Incredible Hulk shirt were back. How freaking weird was that? 
 
    Damn, just when I was starting to get used to being nine feet tall. 
 
    But did this mean that they wouldn’t want to see me at the Palace? The knight hadn’t turned around, so maybe he didn’t know I’d returned to my normal size. What would he do when we arrived at the palace, and he found a regular guy following him around? 
 
    “Um, excuse me…” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” he responded as he glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Are you sure that I still have to go to the palace?” I asked. “I mean, I’m… well, me again.”  
 
    The knight took off his helmet and squinted at me. He was obviously confused by what I meant.  
 
    “You’re… underdressed?” he asked politely. 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I mean, I’m not a big wolf anymore. I’m a human again.” 
 
    “Have you ever shifted before?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, if you mean whatever happened back there,” I started, “then no. That has absolutely never happened before.” 
 
    “Very curious,” he responded as he nodded slowly. “I’ve never met a first-time shifter before. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hank,” I smiled. “Hank Baker.” 
 
    “And so you are from a family of bakers?” he asked. 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “That’s just our family name. My sister and I run a book and coffee shop, actually.” 
 
    It seemed like I’d lost the knight at the mention of a book and coffee shop. Either way, this was insane. I was obviously not in a renaissance fair. After all, how could I have just turned into a big fucking wolf? There’s no way that could’ve happened on Earth. Wherever I was, this must be the real thing … whatever real meant at this point. 
 
    “Come,” he turned around again and started toward a large barn. 
 
    I sighed, but I really wanted some answers, and I didn’t think anyone in the village would help me. So I followed him into the barn where I figured he probably had a horse or something.  
 
    But it wasn’t a horse that was waiting for us in the barn. 
 
    A massive, eight-foot-long black wolf was soundly asleep in the hay. It wasn’t like the wolf I’d turned into, though, which still seemed vaguely human. This one was pure canine, right down to the very sharp teeth I could just see inside its slightly open mouth. 
 
    And it was as big as a horse.  
 
    I instinctively pulled back and gasped.  
 
    The knight laughed. “Have you never seen a direwolf?”  
 
    “No…” I replied and caught my breath again. “They’re not…native to where I’m from. 
 
    “Bertie!” the knight bellowed into the barn. “Bertie, wake up! We’re going to the palace!” 
 
    The wolf opened one eye and spotted his master. Then he rolled over onto his other side and sighed. 
 
    “Direwolves…” the knight shook his head. “They’re supposed to follow you faithfully everywhere you go, but you disappear for thirty seconds, and he’s asleep in a barn!” 
 
    The wolf nestled deeper into the golden strands and made himself comfy in the hay. 
 
    “Bertie!” the knight shouted. “Bertie, do you think you’re a horse or something? We’re going!” 
 
    And then it was my chance to witness the shift. The knight shot up by about three feet while black fur grew rapidly from his arms, legs, and face. His face morphed into that of a wolf, and his chainmail stretched over his now powerful, muscular chest. 
 
    “Bertie!” the wolf-man growled. 
 
    The direwolf looked over and immediately leapt to his feet. He wasn’t terrified, though, and he bounded over like a puppy ready to play.  
 
    “You can shift, too,” I said before I realized how dumb that probably sounded. 
 
    The knight glanced down at me and laughed a throaty, growly laugh as he stroked the fur of the direwolf.  
 
    “Of course I can,” he replied. “Why do you think I was the one who came to get you?” 
 
    Then, he mounted the direwolf as if it was a horse. He looked at me expectantly, but I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to ride on the wolf as well, or if I was just supposed to run after him. 
 
    And honestly, I wasn’t sure how I felt about hopping on the back of a direwolf. Sure, it seemed friendly enough, but only when the knight had turned into a wolf himself. 
 
    Was I supposed to change? How could I? I’d only done it the first time by accident, when those idiots had pushed me too far … And as the anger rose in me again, I could feel the shift start to happen. The ground was now far away, my body was covered in fur again, and my feet were large canine paws.  
 
    “See?” The knight smiled. “You’re starting to get the hang of it. Let’s go.” 
 
    The direwolf turned around and swerved out of the barn. The canine was fast, but I followed effortlessly. In fact, it felt damn good to run beside the wolf, and I would have been happy to keep going until the sun set. 
 
    After what seemed like several hours of running, we came around a curve in the road and past a hedgerow, and I could see a palace in the distance. Well, I assumed it was a palace, though I probably would have used the word castle. There were turrets and towers, a thick wall several stories tall, and a blue and yellow flag that I couldn’t quite see well enough to pick out the details.  
 
    There was a large moat as well that looked to be about fifty feet wide, and a drawbridge that was already starting to lower. Someone must have spotted us on the road, or maybe the wolf-man had somehow signaled ahead. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked in my husky, wolf voice. 
 
    “My name is Charles,” he replied. “Petty noble of the village of Stock, as was my father and his father before him. Eternal protector of Lupercalia.” 
 
    There it was again, Lupercalia. That was certainly a mouthful. 
 
    “So, we’re in the country of Lupercalia?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course we are,” he said as he glanced in my direction. “Where else would we be?”  
 
    I was still trying to piece everything together. So we were in Lupercalia, and… 
 
    “And everyone here can turn-- or sorry, shift-- into wolves?” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Only the nobility,” he scoffed. “That’s why it’s called the blue-blood shift, and that’s why we are eternal protectors against all invaders of Lupercalia. 
 
    Okay, so you had to be a noble here to be able to turn into a werewolf, or was it vice-versa. That was interesting, but it only raised a thousand more questions. I felt like the annoying kid in the back of the car who kept yelling out questions with every mile, but as my grandma used to say, I’d never learn if I didn’t ask. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So if we can change into werewolves, why are you riding a direwolf?” 
 
    I could have sworn I heard the knight sigh, but at least he didn’t tell me to shut up. 
 
    “As shifters, we have three forms,” he explained. “There’s our human form, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed.  
 
    “Then there’s the half-wolf,” he explained. “That’s the shape you’re in now. You have the strength and power of your wolf self, but still hold some human capabilities. For instance, you can speak, and walk upright. Your hands are not fully paws, and you are just as dexterous as you are in human form.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands. They were hairy paws, but he was right, I still had opposable thumbs. 
 
    “When we are in this hybrid form or in our human form, we travel by direwolf,” he said. “To preserve our energy for battle, or any other matters pertaining to the protection of Lupercalia. Plus, the direwolves are faster than we are even in full wolf form.” 
 
    I thought back to all the fantasy books my mom had read to me as a kid. I always thought that royals traveled on horseback, but evidently this wasn’t the case here. 
 
    “Why not ride horses?” I asked. “Or do you even have horses?” 
 
    I realized how ridiculous it sounded as soon as I said it, but the knight only chuckled. 
 
    “Of course we have horses,” he snorted. “But horses can sense our wolf nature, even when we’re in human form. It’s almost impossible to find a horse that will let us approach them. Horses are for commoners.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “That makes sense. But you said there were three forms.” 
 
    “The final form for a shifter is, simply, the great wolf,” he said. “You have all the heightened senses of the wolf, as well as the speed and strength. The great wolf is a superb hunter, and it is the ideal form for stealth or ambush.” 
 
    That sounded fantastic, but I had no idea how to achieve the great wolf form. Getting really pissed off had only helped me reach the hybrid form. Did I need to be in actual combat? 
 
    I was sure the knight could have told me, but we were close to the palace by then, and the other shifter seemed intent on reaching it. He urged his direwolf on, and then he looked down at me and smiled. 
 
    “I’ll race you,” he declared. 
 
    Suddenly, Bertie charged full-speed toward the drawbridge.  
 
    I started running after him and was losing ground, but then, some kind of instinct kicked in. It was like my new wolf persona was telling me exactly what to do. Mid-run, I leaned forward and put my front paws on the ground, and the rest of my body responded. I grew even larger than I had before, and my weight shifted so that running on all fours felt like the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    I looked down and saw that my hands had become true wolf paws. I smelled the grass underneath me, but that was only the beginning. When I took a whiff of the grass, I could smell the scent of someone who had walked along the same path just a few hours earlier. That I could understand that from a smell was crazy, but then I realized I could detect even more detailed information from the dirt and the grass as I passed by. 
 
    So this is what it was like to be a dog. No wonder they spent so much time with their noses to the ground. 
 
    It was absolutely amazing, but I’d lost even more ground to the knight and the direwolf while I tried to sort through all the sensations. It was hard, but I ignored the enticing scents and focused on the wolf in front of me. 
 
    Now that I had four legs, I could gallop along at a speed I never could have achieved as a human. And it was more like jumping from spot to spot than boring old running. I stretched forward with my front paws and slammed them onto the ground just as my hind legs prepared to propel me off the ground again. Hell, running as a human had never been this fun.  
 
    I covered the distance between us in just a few paces, and I was only five feet away when Bertie looked over his shoulder with a grin. The knight slowed down to a trot and gave me a small salute as I drew even. 
 
    “Well done,” he said. 
 
    We were at the drawbridge by then, and I decided that I wanted to meet this king in human form. I stopped in the road and then imagined my human form. I stood up on my hind legs as I felt something tug and twist my body, and though it didn’t hurt, it felt … awkward. But it was over in a matter of seconds, and when I looked down at my paws, I saw ordinary human hands. 
 
    “Impressive,” Charles said. “Most noble boys are trained from a young age how and when to change shape. Have you ever seen a young boy of maybe three or four years throw a tantrum, and then change into a small wolf?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “Not once.” 
 
    “It’s a nightmare what these nannies have to put up with,” he said with a sigh.  
 
    I peeped over the side of the drawbridge into the moat as we crossed. The water below us was dark and foreboding, and swirls of dark green sludge floated on the surface. It seemed to be the perfect place to hide some sort of swamp monster that would eat uninvited guests, and in a world in which werewolves were the norm, that didn’t seem too far-fetched. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend falling in there,” Charles added in a droll tone of voice. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s poisonous,” he said matter-of-factly. “There are many folk-witches in this land who brew a concoction for the moat. Five minutes of swimming in there, and that’s the last we’ll hear of you.”  
 
    Then he laughed a low, growly laugh. I knew that royals and nobility had to protect their castles from being under siege, but I’d never ever heard of a poisonous moat. It did make me wonder what kind of enemies they had and whether I should just head back to my own world. But would I still be able to shift if I did?  
 
    A twenty-foot iron gate stood at the end of the drawbridge, manned by two knights in human form. Of course, I couldn’t be sure if they were just low-level soldiers or shifters as well, but the long, silver spears they held looked like they could cause some damage, even to a shifter in wolf form. There was something etched into the metal as well, but Charles nodded to the two men, and the gate opened before I could figure out what the pattern was supposed to be.  
 
    We stepped into a square courtyard surrounded by high stone walls and towers with narrow windows. The ground was covered with well-worn cobblestones that must have been swept every morning to remain so clean. Arched openings led to other sections of the castle, though it was hard to see much of anything in the shadows beyond the entrances. The only natural thing in the courtyard was an olive tree that stood dead center. 
 
    I really wanted to change back into wolf form so I could sniff for more clues, but a guy who looked to be about sixteen ran out of one of the doorways and came straight toward us. He was dressed in blue leggings, calf-high leather boots, and chainmail very similar to the piece that Charles wore.  
 
    “Sir,” the teen said as Charles dismounted. 
 
    Charles nodded and then ignored the kid as he looked around the courtyard. The kid gestured to Bertie, who licked Charles’ hand before following after the teen with a goofy, happy dog smile on his muzzle. 
 
    “Who …” I started to ask, but Charles was already heading for the tree. 
 
    He gestured to me to follow when he realized I was still standing by the gate, and after another quick check of the area, I followed him across the cobblestones.  
 
    Charles stopped beneath the branches of the old tree and looked around expectantly. He was studying the courtyard like he was expecting something to happen, and though he still had the face of a wolf, I could still read his expressions. Actually, I’d never seen a dog look like it was thinking so hard. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” he grumbled suddenly, and his eyes lit up. 
 
    A very short man, maybe five foot in heels, ran from one of the archways and headed in our direction. He wore a black tunic, scuffed boots, and a woven red belt that swung back and forth as he scurried across the cobblestones. Round spectacles glinted in the sunlight, and bits of dust seemed to fly from his wiry gray hair. But most interesting of all, he carried a scroll in one hand. 
 
    “You should assume your hybrid form,” Charles advised. 
 
    I shrugged and pictured myself as the half-man, half-wolf creature. There was the same strange tugging sensation, and then I stood next to Charles in my hybrid form. 
 
    The short man greeted me with a nod when he arrived. 
 
    “Who is this?” He asked in a friendly voice. 
 
    “Doctor, this man wandered into my village. He is possessed by the gifts of the Moon Goddess, but has no knowledge whatsoever of Lupercalia. It is as if he has amnesia.” 
 
    “Fascinating…” the little man looked me over. After a quick study of my hybrid form, he grabbed my right hand with his chubby little hand and started inspecting it. 
 
    “Hmmm…” he mused as he massaged my hand slightly. “Interesting.”  
 
    “Well?” Charles grumbled in a bored voice. 
 
    “He’s the real thing, alright,” the short man replied. “But I’d like to run a few more tests.” 
 
    “Um… Tests?” I asked and pulled my hand away. “What kind of tests?” 
 
    “I’m the royal physician of Lupercalia,” he announced to me and made a small curtsy. “And I do all the confirmations for blue bloods.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said as I glanced at Charles. 
 
    “We have to be sure,” Charles said with a shrug. “You’d be surprised how many people try to fake it.” 
 
    “How would that even be possible?” I asked, though there was a distinct possibility that I was faking it. I’d certainly never shifted before. 
 
    But neither man answered my question. The court physician started to walk away, and he waved for me and Charles to follow. 
 
    “So, what are these tests?” I asked Charles as I reminded myself that if things started to get weird, I’d just disappear. 
 
    “Nothing dangerous,” Charles assured me. 
 
    We followed the physician through the archway and down a tunnel-like hallway lined with torches. The orange flames did little to combat the darkness, and I wondered if that was because the ‘blue bloods’ could see so well in the dark.  
 
    “Return to your human forms, please,” the physician asked politely when he stopped in front of a wooden door. 
 
    I looked behind me and watched as Charles seemed to shake off his wolf form. The knight performed a quick shimmy that reminded me of a wet dog, and just like that, he shrank three feet and all the hair from his hybrid form was simply absorbed back into him. 
 
    It was kind of cool, but I wasn’t quite there yet. I closed my eyes, pictured my human form, and felt myself stretch and shrink until I was back in my normal body. I was back in my clothes again as well, and when I opened my eyes, I saw the doctor was staring at my Hulk t-shirt.  
 
    “Curious,” he said under his breath before he turned around and opened the door. 
 
    The room was obviously the doctor’s office in the Palace, but it was very different to what we had back in Jersey. Instead of saccharine posters in the waiting room with pictures of animals and motivational phrases on the wall, the stone wall was covered in terrifying metal instruments that I’d only seen in museums and horror movies. A table took up the center of the room, while a desk took up most of the space by the door. There was a slab of wood with a mattress to my right, and a back wall lined with shelves.  
 
    The shelves were packed with jars, and while some seemed to have powders and ointments, a few looked like something from my AP Anatomy class. I wasn’t close enough to see what was being preserved, but then I realized that the contents of one of the jars were still moving.  
 
    “Leeches?” I hissed as I started to back away. 
 
    “Oh, we won’t need them today,” the physician assured me as he opened one of the desk drawers. “If you would just take a seat on the pallet.” 
 
    “The… oh, you mean the bed,” I said as I headed for the uncomfortable-looking bed. 
 
    The mattress crinkled like hay when I sat down, and I tried not to sneeze as dust flitted around me. I glanced at the doctor and watched as he pulled out a pin, a scroll, a quill, and something that looked like a ruler.  
 
    “Alright,” he said as he moved toward me. “Hold out your arms.” 
 
    I did as I was instructed and held out my arms. The doctor took the ruler and measured the length of both arms, and then he turned around, dipped his quill in some ink, and wrote down what I presumed to be the measurements. 
 
    “Very well,” he said under his breath.  
 
    Next, he pulled out a stool from underneath the bed and climbed on top of it. His face was now mere inches from mine, and he peered into my eyes like he was an opthamologist. I had no idea what he saw, but I could see his own blue eyes very clearly.  
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “Yes, this is most strange.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I muttered. 
 
    “I have a few questions for you,” the doctor mumbled while he was trying to get off the stool. 
 
    In one swoop, Charles leaned over and held out his hand for support. 
 
    “Thank you,” the doctor mumbled. He pushed the stool back under the bed and dipped his quill in the inkpot again. 
 
    “Of course,” Charles said courteously.  
 
    “Alright,” the physician huffed as he held his quill at the ready. “Where did you come from?”  
 
    “New Jersey,” I replied. “I’m from New Jersey.” 
 
    Charles and the doctor shot each other a glance and then looked back at me.  
 
    “This… New Jersey is not part of the Kingdom of Lupercalia,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Er… no,” I agreed. “It’s… far away from here, actually.” 
 
    “Very well,” the doctor scribbled something down. 
 
    “Then how did you arrive in Lupercalia?” Charles asked me. “Did you come by ship?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but for a moment, nothing came out. I didn’t want to tell them about the ring because then they might take it, and I’d lose my way home. And what if one of them tried it on and turned up in Jersey? That had disaster written all over it. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I muttered and then sighed. “A lot of things are very hazy. I think I might have been on a ship … and I think I was robbed. I’m not sure how I ended up here, but I remember there were people yelling and fighting … And that’s really all I remember.” 
 
    Nice one. Good save. The old amnesia excuse always seemed to work on TV. 
 
    “I’m surprised these pirates were able to defeat you,” the physician remarked. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I replied. “See, I didn’t know I was a shifter. I’ve never done it before.” 
 
    “What?” the physician asked in disbelief. “You didn’t know you were a shifter?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Charles said. “He seemed unfamiliar with shifting. I gather it only came out when he lost his temper with some of the local oafs.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” the doctor said as he scribbled some letters onto the parchment with his quill. He stopped, looked at the scroll, and then he blew on it to dry the ink. “These pirates must have moved quickly and disabled you before you could reveal your true self.” 
 
    Charles squinted at me and crossed his arms, and I could tell that he was scrutinizing me. It seemed like my appearance in Lupercalia made just as much sense to these guys as it did to me.  
 
    “And you are a devotee of the Moon Goddess?” Charles added. 
 
    “Umm…” I wrinkled my brow. “I don’t think so? That’s not really a thing in Jersey.” 
 
    “Incredible…” the physician murmured. 
 
    “Indeed,” Charles added.  
 
    “So, who is this … Moon Goddess?” I asked. 
 
    “She is our creator,” Charles said. “She is our Mother Goddess.” 
 
    “Amen,” the physician added. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” was all I could come up with. 
 
    “The Moon Goddess bestowed the power of the wolf on her most devoted followers,” Charles added in an aggrieved tone. “In exchange, we defend her kingdom from those who would destroy Lupercalia and the Goddess. I don’t know why she would grant such a gift to a nonbeliever.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I tried to piece together what I knew. 
 
    It was all so crazy, but there were the phases of the moon on the ring, the very goddess-like woman who had given me the ring, and now this crazy ability to shift into a wolf. Had I really had a close encounter with Lupercalia’s Mother Goddess? 
 
    “Next test,” the physician declared as he picked up a pin. “May I please see your hand?” 
 
    I hesitated slightly, but it’s not like he’d taken out one of the terrifying tools from the other side of the room. It was just a pin, for God’s sake, so I held out my right hand, which he then flipped over so that the palm was facing up, and quickly jabbed it with a needle. 
 
    “Ow!” I snapped and tried to pull my hand back. “That hurt.” 
 
    But the doctor held on while he pulled a vial from his pocket. He squeezed the pinprick until a few drops of blood appeared, which he quickly collected in the glass container.  
 
    “Oh…” the physician muttered as he held the vial up. “This is most peculiar…” 
 
    Charles had leaned in for a closer look, and the slightly bored expression he’d assumed turned to one of shock. I couldn’t imagine what could be more shocking than watching a guy turn into a wolf, but apparently, the knight had found it in my blood sample. 
 
    “What’s most peculiar?” I asked. 
 
    The physician shook his head and then capped off the vial. He presented the small glass container to Charles, who held it up to a candle for a better look. 
 
    “Have you ever encountered such a case as this?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Never,” the doctor added. “Why, it’s unheard of. There’s no literature to consult about such a thing, either. If it had ever happened before, I surely would have heard about it in my training.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Charles added. “That is true.” 
 
    “Do you mind filling me in?” I asked. 
 
    “We can discuss that with the king,” Charles said. “It will be his decision.” 
 
    “What will be his decision?” I asked in alarm. 
 
    Charles ignored me as he opened the door and waved me back into the passageway. I was tempted to stay in the doctor’s office, but the short man gave me a shove before he stepped into the passageway as well. Well, that wasn’t reassuring. 
 
    “After you,” the physician said as Charles took off. 
 
    Charles led the way through a maze of dark passageways. The only light was from the torches, and as we made our way down the hallway, I could see our shadows stretch and follow us in the light of the fire. Sometimes, I thought I’d caught a glimpse of another shadow, but it always vanished before I could be certain. 
 
    “Up here,” Charles said as he started up a winding staircase. 
 
    Charles bounded up the staircase with ease, as did I, but I could hear the little doctor huffing and puffing behind us as he tried to keep up.  
 
    The staircase finally ended in a simple room that measured about ten feet square. There was only one door, a heavy wooden thing that had no decoration but could probably withstand a battering ram or two. 
 
    “Sorry to take you through the servants’ entrance,” Charles muttered. “It’s the fastest way from the doctor’s rooms, though.” 
 
    “The king likes to have me near in case of emergencies,” the doctor sighed. “You’d be surprised at how many nobles choke on fish bones in the banquet hall.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re at the royal banquet hall,” the knight replied. “It’s time to present you to the King of Lupercalia.” 
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 Chapter 4 
 
    Charles pressed both hands against the great wooden door, pushed it forward, and then beckoned for me to follow him into the royal banquet hall. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then stepped through the door, though I was a little disappointed when I first walked in. The back entrance made me feel like we were sneaking inside, and instead of a trumpet fanfare, I was welcomed by the sound of people eating and chatting. It was not the grand entrance I thought a royal banquet deserved. 
 
    “Damn, it’s hot in here,” I muttered as the heat in the room hit me, which was also not what I expected from my first royal banquet. 
 
    The room was about the length of a football field, but it was packed with bodies and lit by torches. That combined with the stone walls had turned the vaulted space into a heat trap. If I’d been in one of my other forms, I’m sure I would have started panting. 
 
    “It’s quite nice in the winter,” the physician replied. 
 
    I nodded, but I was already looking around at the rest of the hall. Large tables, maybe fifty feet long, stood in neat rows around the room. A blue, white, and yellow ribbon ran along the center of each table, and each ribbon featured a shining silver crescent moon. The ribbons were carefully placed so that each moon was in the middle of the table, and I noticed that no one dared to set anything on it.  
 
    A smaller version of the flag I’d seen flying from the battlements hung over the room, and I noticed the same silver threads like the ones in the ribbons. There was a Starry Night feel to it, which made sense if you worshiped the Moon Goddess. 
 
    The whole scene was like something out of a movie. I had never seen so many people dressed in old-fashioned clothing in one place in my life and thought that this is what it must feel like to be on a film set. 
 
    But it wasn’t a film set. This was just what Lupercalia was like. 
 
    Most of the women were wearing blue, yellow, or red dresses that were long and cinched in at the waist with a black rope tassel. Some of them were wearing crazy headdresses that looked like miniature fabric cathedrals on top of their heads. I couldn’t understand how they were able to keep their heads up, but they not only managed that, they were also chowing down just as heartily as the men. 
 
    “This way,” Charles growled, and we walked past a few of the tables. 
 
    I realized that I’d started to garner some attention from the other people in the room. A table of women looked over at me and then back at each other and giggled while some of the men we passed studied me the way a guard dog watches a stranger.  
 
    I felt like I was back in high school. In fact, when I think about it, there wasn’t much difference between the royal banquet hall and a plain old high school cafeteria. Both shared a love of long tables, clear cliques, and dislike of the new guy.  
 
    But thoughts of high school were quickly vanquished when I got a good look at the night’s feast. Each table had its own suckling pigs, massive bowls of fresh fruit, and loaves of bread that were as large as pigs. The scent was heavenly, and I was reminded that I hadn’t eaten in… well, hours, maybe.  
 
    I looked up just in time to avoid plowing into the back of my guide, and what I saw then nearly froze me in place. 
 
    Six very large wolf hybrids were standing on a dais and watching the people below. The hybrids were about nine feet tall, and they all wore long-sleeved chainmail shirts with hoods. On top of that, they wore a breastplate that had been etched with what I assumed was some sort of coat of arms. The armor shone brightly, even in the dim light of the banquet hall, and the closest thing I could compare it to was freshly polished silver.  
 
    Behind them was a massive tapestry that covered the back wall. It must have taken years to create, but I recognized the woman in the center of the piece. There she was, just as I’d seen her back in that burning house on Sagamore, with a long blue dress, long silver hair, and shocking pale skin. 
 
    “Whoa…” I trailed off. 
 
    “Indeed,” Charles agreed.  
 
    “So, you’re knights?” I asked the closest wolf-man because I couldn’t think of anything else to ask. 
 
    The wolf hybrids ignored me, and Charles shook his head at my ignorance. I sighed and decided I would just wait for someone to tell me what to do next. While I waited, I studied the six armed men on the dais. 
 
    As I looked more closely, I saw that most of the coats of arms were some variation of the moon cycle, and the chestplates were studded with jewels like sapphires and rubies that represented stars and the sun. The weapons were just as impressive, like the sword of the wolf-man to my left. The weapon must have been about five feet tall and featured a handle carved to look like a crescent moon and a blade studded with opals and rubies. 
 
    I glanced at the wolf-man on my right and saw he held another carved sword. The handle on his was shaped like a woman, and I decided it was supposed to be the Moon Goddess. It was actually a pretty good representation, if the woman who’d given me the ring was their goddess.  
 
    “Oh, my…” I heard the doctor mumble behind me.  
 
    I glanced back at the man and noticed that he was cowering in the face of these decorated knights. I didn’t really blame him. I mean, the swords alone were probably as tall as his entire body. 
 
    However, the large wooden throne that they all vaguely orbited around was empty. 
 
    “Where is the King?” Charles asked the knight with the Moon Goddess sword. 
 
    “He is attending to a group of witches,” the wolf knight responded in a low growl. “They have not found sufficient milkweed in the forest to make their poisonous brew for the moat.”  
 
    The wolf-man’s eyes never left the banquet hall behind us, and I wondered if these guys were supposed to be like the soldiers at Buckingham Palace, or if they really didn’t trust the people eating at the tables. 
 
    “Well, when will he return?” the doctor asked. 
 
    The wolf ignored him, and the wolf’s eyes passed over the physician and settled on the remains of one of the pigs like the poor man didn’t even exist.  
 
    “When is he expected to return?” Charles repeated, this time a bit louder. 
 
    “He is expected to return at any moment,” the wolf replied in a bored voice. “One of his squires is taking his direwolf to the stables as we speak.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Charles rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “I trust this is a matter of… great urgency?” The knight looked me up and down, and I could see that he was perplexed by my clothing. He wrinkled his brow, and his eyes widened slightly as he looked at my Hulk t-shirt. 
 
    “Quite urgent,” Charles confirmed to the knight. “A great mystery, in fact.” 
 
    “Oh?” the knight responded. “And who have you brought?” 
 
    “He is a shifter,” Charles replied to the knight. “But he is new to Lupercalia.”  
 
    “Well, a shifter who is not of Lupercalia… it’s simply unheard of.” The knight tried to sound bored, but his eyes had narrowed and his gaze was locked on me.  
 
    “That’s what I’ve been hearing all day,” I responded to the knight. “Yet, here I am.” 
 
    “He can’t really be… one of the gifted,” the knight growled. “The Moon Goddess would not choose someone like him.” 
 
    “He says he doesn’t even know about the Goddess,” Charles replied. 
 
    “Blasphemy!” the knight said in shock. 
 
    “I might have met her,” I offered. 
 
    That didn’t improve the situation, and now Charles, the guard, and the physician were all staring at me like I’d grown another head. 
 
    “Um… but I’d be happy to learn about the Moon Goddess,” I added. 
 
    “All that you need to know of our most esteemed Moon Goddess can be found behind me,” the knight growled. 
 
    For the first time, I really looked at the tapestry that covered the wall behind the dais. It was enormous, about fifty feet by seventy feet, and it was surprisingly well-detailed for such an archaic art form. The colors were bold enough to have just come out of the dying vats, and I wondered if some sort of magic had been used to protect the fabric. 
 
    But the knight hadn’t mentioned the tapestry because he wanted my opinion on the weaving skills of the people who had created it. So I studied the images and tried to make sense of whatever story the piece told. 
 
    In the center was a large green field and a village that reminded me of Stock. The village seemed to be the central point that the rest of the story revolved around, though I wasn’t quite sure what that story was. On the left-hand side of the tapestry it was night, and on the right side it was day. In the night portion of the tapestry, the fields were run rampant with evil-looking creatures straight from a fairy tale. There were vampires, ogres, and weird beasts that had faces in the middle of their stomachs and multiple legs.  
 
    The evil creatures were taking over the houses, lighting them on fire, and dragging people out. One of the creatures with a face on its stomach was munching on a baby, and even though it was just a picture, it felt like I could hear the baby scream. As I looked more closely, I noticed that some of the eyes of the creatures had been embedded with rubies for dramatic effect, which made them look especially evil.  
 
    The Moon Goddess was positioned between night and day, and she was handing a silver sword to a wolf-knight that was kneeling at her feet. With one hand she gave him the sword, and the other one was pointing forward, to the daytime segment of the tapestry. 
 
    The day portion of the tapestry showed the villages as calm and thriving, with children running around and farmers happily tending their animals. It looked like one of those romantic images of rustic life, the kind that never showed how miserable things really were. And honestly, I hadn’t been in Stock long enough to know if the people there were actually happy, or if they were just as miserable as peasants everywhere. 
 
    At the top of the tapestry, in the sky, was the moon cycle with a full moon in the center, just above the Goddess herself. Plenty of silver thread had gone into that portion of the tapestry, and even in my world, I knew it would cost a lot of money. 
 
    “Incredible, isn’t it,” Charles remarked 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “I’ve never seen anything like it. But what’s happening on the left side?” 
 
    “The Moon Goddess imbued us with our shifting powers in order to protect the kingdom from the foul beasts that threatened to destroy it,” he explained. 
 
    “But everything’s peaceful now?” I asked. 
 
    Charles didn’t respond, and the physician cleared his throat. 
 
    “It might be a bit of an exaggeration,” the doctor sighed when I looked at him. “Things are not as peaceful as we would hope for them to be, and our duty never ceases.” 
 
    “It may not be perfect, but it is much more peaceful than it was,” Charles said with an edge to his voice. 
 
    “Of course,” the physician quickly agreed. 
 
    Before I could ask another question, trumpets sounded from somewhere, and a moment later the door to the banquet hall swung open. Everyone was on their feet by then, and every eye was turned toward the entryway.  
 
    “All hail the King of Lupercalia, eternal protector in the most high of the Kingdom of Lupercalia!” The crowd recited the line over and over, and I had to admit, it was pretty damn impressive. 
 
    The kingdom may not have been perfectly peaceful, but it certainly looked successful. The banquet was amazing, the weapons and armor were kick-ass, and the knights were clearly the favorites of the crowd. Maybe I could have a little fun on my vacation after all. Two weeks of being feted and celebrated might be just what my sister had ordered, and at the end, I could go home and tell her that I’d had a great time. 
 
    I was so caught up in my fantasy that I nearly missed the King’s arrival, and after everything I’d seen so far, it was… disappointing. 
 
    He was about six feet tall and quite fat. He was in human form and had thin gray hair that peeked out from beneath a floppy blue hat, and a gray beard that needed a good trim. At least his tunic looked expensive, from the royal-blue color of the velvet to the jewels and pearls that formed a scene of the cosmos. On top of this, he also wore a large silver amulet in the shape of a crescent moon, which rested in the middle of his round belly.  
 
    “Kneel down,” Charles whispered from below me, and I realized that everyone in the hall had already sunk to their knees.  
 
    I followed suit and lowered myself to one knee, like a football player on the sideline. But everyone else kept their eyes on the floor, so the only thing I saw when the King walked by was a pair of sturdy leather boots over blue cotton leggings. 
 
    When the king and his party had passed by, I risked a quick peek and watched as he clambered onto a relatively nondescript wooden throne. I’d actually thought it was just an ordinary chair, but the velvet cushion and the position of the chair directly underneath the Moon Goddess on the tapestry probably should have tipped me off. 
 
    “Alright,” the King announced in a friendly, old voice. “What news have you on this day?” 
 
    It was so silent that you could hear a pin drop.  
 
    “Sire,” one of the wolf knights finally replied. “Sir Charles of Stock has come with urgent news from the countryside, and brings a visitor.” 
 
    “A visitor!” The King laughed, and I heard a banging noise as he swung his legs against the wooden throne in excitement. “It’s been some time since we’ve had a visitor. Has he traveled far?” 
 
    “I… do not know, sire,” the wolf knight said. 
 
    “Well, bring forward Charles and his visitor, and we can attend to this most urgent matter,” the king said.  
 
    Suddenly, the court began to murmur. Charles stood up and tapped on my shoulder. I took that as a sign that I should stand as well, so I quickly dusted off my clothes and then turned to face the King of Lupercalia. 
 
    Charles cleared his throat, shook his head again, and then changed into his hybrid form. He gave me a warning glance to stay put, and then he took a step closer to the dais. 
 
    “Charles,” the King greeted him and cleared his throat gruffly. “Who have you brought for me?” 
 
    “A visitor,” Charles said. “Will you meet with him? He has a most peculiar story.” 
 
    “Ah,” the King said. “You know I can’t resist a good story. Very well, let’s meet this visitor.” 
 
    Charles beckoned at me to come over, and I took a couple of steps forward to stand next to the knight.  
 
    “This is Hank, of… of…” Charles hesitated as he tried to remember where I’d said I was from. 
 
    “New Jersey,” the doctor called out from behind me in a small voice before I could fill in the blank myself.  
 
    “Hank of New Jersey,” the King repeated slowly. “And do you have a family name?” 
 
    “My full name is Henry John Baker, your Highness,” I replied as I waited for the inevitable question about my family’s occupation. 
 
    Charles looked back at me and then back at the King. 
 
    “But you can call me Hank,” I added. 
 
    “Henry the Baker of New Jersey!” the King cheered, and opened his arms. “Welcome to Lupercalia!” 
 
    I heard some confused murmurs from the crowd, but no one seemed very impressed with the introduction, even though it was delivered by the King. 
 
    “No, I’m not actually a baker,” I started. “I’m…” 
 
    “He is a shifter!” Charles announced gruffly, and the entire banquet hall went quiet again.  
 
    “A shifter?” The King brought his fist to his chin and squinted. “A commoner?” 
 
    Charles and the doctor both looked at me expectantly. 
 
    What were they waiting for? 
 
    “Go on…” the doctor hissed.  
 
    Charles looked at me imploringly. 
 
    “Shift!” the doctor hissed again.  
 
    I felt kind of shit-shy about the whole thing. I wasn’t really convinced I could actually do it on command, but as I looked at the glittering armor and the giant gemstones, I knew I wanted in on the action, even if it was just for two weeks. 
 
    So I closed my eyes and imagined the feeling of growing. I felt an electric energy start to course through my limbs followed by the weird sensation of being stretched in every direction. When I opened my eyes, I was covered in brown fur, my nose had lengthened, and I was definitely a lot taller. 
 
    There were gasps from the hall, but the King looked unconvinced. He was definitely suspicious, though I don’t know how you could fake changing into a wolf. Then again, Charles had mentioned that people had tried to pose as wolf-people in the past, so maybe the King had good reason to doubt my shapeshifting ability.  
 
    Hell, I’d only just started shapeshifting myself. 
 
    The King glanced around the dais and then gestured to a small man with a large trumpet. The trumpeter scuttled over, knelt by the throne, and tried to remain still as the King used the trumpeter’s head to hoist himself from the throne. 
 
    “Well, it’s been a very long time since we had a shapeshifter we didn’t know,” the King murmured as he leaned in for a closer look.  
 
    “Sire,” the doctor said and cleared his throat.  
 
    “And here comes the part I won’t like,” the King sighed. “Well, out with it.” 
 
    “Sir Charles, the sample,” the doctor said. 
 
    Charles nodded and opened his fist to reveal the glass vial that held my blood sample. The knight held the vial up so that the contents could be seen by the King and anyone else who was on the dais.  
 
    It took a moment, but the King gasped, and the wolf knights exchanged angry looks. A couple of them started to reach for their weapons, but the King waved them away as he moved toward Charles.  
 
    What the hell was going on?  
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked, after a minute of intense silence.  
 
    “Henry…” the King murmured. “Why, your blood is as red as an apple!” 
 
    Alright, now I was confused. 
 
    “I mean…yeah… your Highness,” I replied. “Isn’t all blood red?” 
 
    That was the wrong question. The knights started to murmur in angry voices, and when I glanced at the rest of the banquet hall, I could see people sneering at me while others shook their heads in disbelief.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of this insolence!” someone shouted, and another wolf- knight emerged from the banquet hall crowd.  
 
    The newcomer wore a relatively nondescript bit of chain mail with no coat of arms. His fur was light brown, almost orange, like a fox. He was skinnier than the other knights, and I guessed that he was either a newbie or just not a very powerful knight.  
 
    “Great, it’s Hector…” Charles groaned under his breath. 
 
    “Your highness,” Hector said as he bowed before the King.  
 
    “Hector,” the King replied in a bored tone. “What interest do you have in this matter?” 
 
    “I merely wish to show Henry of New Jersey the error of his ways,” Hector replied. “For a commoner to pose as a noble is a grievous sin.” 
 
    As Hector spoke, it was hard not to cringe. He had a nasally voice that made him sound like a teenager going through puberty, and his careful diction made it clear he was the kind of teenager that had only attended the very best private schools. I could feel the anger and hatred radiating from the guy, and we hadn’t even spoken to each other yet. 
 
    Hector produced a small silver dagger from his sleeve, one that couldn’t have been more than six inches long, and dragged it across his own palm.  
 
    The King winced at the dramatics, but he didn’t offer a reprimand. Instead, the leader of Lupercalia kept his eyes on me as his knight held his palm up so I could see the blood that dripped from the wound…  
 
    Blue blood? I made a step closer just to make sure, and sure enough, my newly heightened senses were hit with a whiff of metallic, iron, and warmth. It was definitely blood. 
 
    Yep. This guy’s light brown fur was stained with blue blood, which was making its way down his arm in small streams. 
 
    The entire court had gone completely quiet. And it certainly wasn’t an awe-filled silence. In fact, it felt tense and awkward as hell.  
 
    “Oh…” I said. I didn’t know what the hell to say. I mean, these guys all thought my red blood was weird, but this guy literally looked like he had Gatorade pouring out of his hands. 
 
    Could this day get any weirder? 
 
    “So…” I started, “is that normal?” 
 
    The King snickered slightly as he returned to his throne, and Hector brought his hand down. 
 
    “Of course it’s normal,” Hector growled. “Blue blood is the mark of the shifter, and the mark of Lupercalian nobility!”  
 
    “Huh.” I let a smirk spread across my lips just because it would piss Hector off. “Well, now I understand why everyone is so hot and bothered.” 
 
    “This is madness,” Hector declared as he looked at the King. “We’ve dealt with posers before.” 
 
    The King shook his head and crossed his arms.  
 
    “And yet, we just saw him shift,” the King replied. “We’ve never had a red blood manage that before.” 
 
    “Perhaps Henry of New Jersey could be an asset,” Charles suggested. “Perhaps his red blood would allow him entry to places we can’t go, or--” 
 
    “Asset?” Hector scoffed. “What asset could he possibly add to the Knights of Lupercalia? He is just a cheating--” 
 
    Suddenly, a loud growl escaped from my left, and a voice boomed in our direction. 
 
    “Hector!” the new voice growled. 
 
    Hector’s eyes widened, and he straightened his back as another wolf stalked toward us. The new wolf looked like an older knight, with gray streaks in his coat and a large scar that ran from his left ear to his neck. He was also covered in glistening jewels. Opals, sapphires, and pearls adorned his chestplate, and his sword looked like a glittering garden of precious stones.  
 
    As he marched over, he sounded like a heavy keychain. That’s how much precious metal he was packing in that one outfit. 
 
    “Hector,” he growled again. “Enough of your ridiculous bravado.” 
 
    “But…” Hector whined. “But father…” 
 
    That explained a lot. Hector was an overeager little nepotistic baby who thought he ruled the roost. Luckily, his dad seemed pretty damn cool, and he wasn’t going to let his son’s shitty behavior fly. 
 
    “Hector, do you really think to counsel the king in front of your peers of the court?” the father wolf growled. 
 
    “Of course not, father…” Hector put his head down. 
 
    “As a questing knight, no less?” The great wolf shook his head. “In your lowly rank, you think to show such a great disrespect to your ruler and to your superiors by doubting their advice?”  
 
    Hector was practically shaking, but tried to look strong, but this felt like it was only the beginning. 
 
    “Of course not, father,” the younger wolf replied. “It’s just that this red-blooded wolf is an unfamiliar threat, and of course, the safety of the kingdom is my only concern, and…” 
 
    “Shut up, boy, before you embarrass yourself even more,” the great old wolf growled. “Get back to your quarters and think about what you’ve done here today.” 
 
    “Of course, father,” Hector whispered.  
 
    The young knight hung his head and began the long walk across the banquet hall, but not before he shot me a nasty glare. But the hall had gone silent again, and everyone watched Hector rather than me.  
 
    I was definitely not going to complain about that. 
 
    “So, what do we do with a red-blooded shapeshifter?” the King asked as soon as Hector was out of sight. 
 
    And just like that, everyone was staring at me again. 
 
    “He is a shapeshifter, Sire,” Charles replied. “Even if his blood is red.” 
 
    The King contemplated that for a long minute while the rest of the wolf knights glared daggers at me.  
 
    “Do you think that there is a chance he could be in league with…” the King started to ask and then waved his hand in the air. 
 
    “With vampires?” Charles finished. 
 
    “Yes,” the King replied. “Or any of our other enemies. It might explain the red blood.” 
 
    “Did you just say vampires?” I asked. “Like… real vampires?” 
 
    I glanced at the tapestry again and realized that all of the creatures it portrayed might be real in this strange world. Hell, werewolves appeared to be running the place, so why wouldn’t there be vampires as well.  
 
    Unfortunately, other than, like, Dracula, my knowledge of vampires was pretty spotty. I’d never really gotten into the whole vampire thing, though my sister had been a fan when she was younger.  
 
    I realized I was staring at an especially gruesome depiction of a vampire, which showed a vampire sucking the blood of a young boy. 
 
    And the blood was blue.  
 
    “I don’t know a thing about vampires,” I assured them as I forced my eyes away from the tapestry. “I mean, other than like, in the movies…” 
 
    “In what?” The doctor demanded. 
 
    “Sort of like stories,” I said. “But with moving pictures… Look, I can explain it later. But right now, I just want to say that I’ve never met a vampire, I don’t want to meet a vampire, and I don’t know anything about vampires.”  
 
     “If he is in league with any of the beasts of the forests or the vagrants, he will be punished for such an allegiance,” the King noted. 
 
    “What punishment?” I asked. 
 
    “There is only one punishment for what is, essentially, treason,” the King said. 
 
    “Treason…” I muttered. 
 
    “You will be beheaded,” Charles said.  
 
    There were a few gasps from the people behind me, but others clapped, and someone shouted ‘Do it!’ from the other side of the room. 
 
    I started to imagine my kitchen back in New Jersey, but then I stopped. That would be the easy way out, and for some reason, I had a burning desire to prove myself. Besides, I’d only just arrived in this weird alternate world, and I wasn’t quite ready to walk away from it. It would certainly be better than spending two weeks kicking it with some of my pals and playing video games all day. 
 
    Nope. I’d had a taste of wonder, and I just wanted more. I wanted to wear the silver armor and wield the silver sword. 
 
    I wanted to be a knight. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “I mean, hey, your Highness…” 
 
    I trailed off as the King and his knights turned to look at me. Most of the looks made me want to squirm, but I stood up even straighter and addressed the King. 
 
    “Look, I promise I’m not in league with anything like that.” I pointed to the tapestry behind them. “I’m really new to all of this. I mean, I work in a bookshop…” 
 
    “A merchant?” the King cut in. “But I thought that you were a baker?” 
 
    Oh, God, not this again. 
 
    “I’m not a baker,” I replied. “It’s just my name is Baker. I mean, maybe someone in my family used to be a baker, and that’s where the name is from, but I am definitely not a baker.” 
 
    The king looked at Charles, and then at the doctor.  
 
    “Most unusual…” the doctor muttered and shook his head. “Most unusual indeed…” 
 
    “Look, your Highness,” I said. “I only got here today, but maybe if I showed you this, it’ll change your opinion of me.” 
 
    Although I’d been reluctant earlier, it made sense to show them the ring now. After all, it seemed to fit with the whole cosmic motif they had going on, and I knew they would understand the implications. 
 
    I started to step onto the dais, but two of the wolf knights blocked my way. I didn’t fight them, but I did hold up my hand so the King could see the ring. I saw him squint, and then he waved the knights away.  
 
    “You see, someone gave me this ring.” I held out my left hand out so that the ring was visible on my pinkie finger. 
 
    “Surely not,” the King gasped and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s made of moon silver,” Charles said as he moved to my side. “I can tell moon silver from just a glance. Where did you find this? Did you steal it?” 
 
    “I didn’t find it or steal it,” I growled. “Like I said, it was given to me, by this woman.” 
 
    “A woman,” the King said quietly, like he was afraid of what I would say next. 
 
    “That woman,” I said as I pointed at the tapestry. 
 
    The world seemed to stop for a moment, and it felt like I was the only one who was still alive. But then someone gasped, the King blinked, and everything was normal again. Well, except for all the werewolves that were standing around. 
 
    “What does this mean, your Highness?” Charles asked. 
 
    The King raised his hand to his chin and furrowed his silver brow as he pondered the mystery before him. 
 
    “It is clear to me,” the King announced, “that he has been chosen by the Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “But he is not even a follower!” the doctor whispered. “Is such a thing even possible?” 
 
    “By the powers vested in me, I have absolutely no idea,” the King said and shrugged. “But even I must obey the will of the Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “So we will spare him?” Charles asked as if the point needed clarification. 
 
    “Of course we will spare him,” the King responded. “Not only will we spare him, he will begin training to become a knight.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 5 
 
    “As you wish, Sire,” Charles responded with a small bow. I looked down at the doctor, who followed suit and made a small curtsy. 
 
    I felt a surge of adrenaline rise in my chest. 
 
    I was going to become a knight. 
 
    I looked to my right at the knight who had pointed out the tapestry to me. He stood proudly looking ahead over the noble people of the court. That sense of purpose appealed to me. 
 
    Then I looked to my left, at Hector’s father. He certainly looked like he had a story or two to tell. I wanted to know how he’d gotten that massive scar that ran down his face to his neck. I wanted to know about the beasts that he must’ve fought and the battles he must’ve had in order to have his armor decorated like that. 
 
    I wanted it all. 
 
    As I looked over the gathered courtiers, I spotted Hector hidden among the diners at one of the long tables. He had apparently ignored his father’s orders to go back to his quarters and had snuck back in so he could wedge himself between two noblewomen. I’d only been here a day, and I already knew he was an untrustworthy little shit. 
 
    If only the guys I’d gone to high school with could see me now. My high school had been ruled by the kind of guys that thought they were better than everyone else because their parents paid for them to go to fancy colleges. They were the kind of guys who moved to New York after college to become consultants or Wall Street traders and thought that they were living the life. And here I was spending my vacation from my coffee shop as a werewolf in training to become a knight.  
 
    How sick was that? 
 
    Sure, the job of a knight was to protect the kingdom. But I had my secret weapon, because if anything got too close to killing me… 
 
    I could just head back to Jersey as easily as crossing the street. It was a foolproof plan. 
 
    And I was here for it. 
 
    The King cleared his throat, and the royal court fell quiet once again. 
 
    “Very well,” he said as he rested his chin on his hands. “I think I have just the mission for a new questing knight such as yourself…”  
 
    The knights that surrounded the throne threw each other knowing glances as the king trailed off, and I had a sneaking suspicion that I was about to be hazed, werewolf style. It was hard not to think about the scars on the other werewolves then, and I wondered how many had been won during their first assignment. 
 
    I looked back up at the King, who was obviously reveling in this dramatic pause. His legs were swinging down back and forth, and it gave the impression of a little kid waiting for dessert. 
 
    “You are to travel to the caves on the outskirts of the forest of Thoth,” he started. “We have recently received word of a cyclops that lives there who has been attacking and killing the people who live nearby. You are to slay the cyclops. You may keep whatever treasure you find, but you must return with proof of your success.” 
 
    “What kind of proof?” I asked, though I was still churning over the idea that a cyclops actually existed. 
 
    “A piece of the creature’s treasure will suffice,” the King laughed. “Everyone knows the only way to claim treasure from a cyclops is to kill it. Do you accept this quest? Will you vow on the Moon Goddess that you will not return until you have killed the Cyclops of Thoth or perished?” 
 
    The rest of the court laughed as well, and I felt my stomach drop because all I could remember about the cyclops legends was that the creatures ate people. 
 
    “I accept the quest,” I announced. 
 
    “It’s preposterous!” a voice shouted from the crowd of nobles at the banquet tables, and I had a feeling I might know who it was. Sure enough, Hector was bounding from the dining table back to the King’s stage. 
 
    I shot a look at Hector’s father. The older man’s eyes were practically red, and a low grumble sounded from his throat. 
 
    “Ah, it’s Hector again,” the King said in a placid tone and leaned back into his throne. “What say you, Hector?” 
 
    “Hector,” the father growled. “Do not defy the King again.” 
 
    “Let him speak,” the King said in a bored tone, and I had the feeling he was used to such outbursts from Hector. 
 
    Hector’s chin jutted out as he pulled himself as straight as he could. He shot me an angry glare before he turned to address the King. 
 
    “This man has no knowledge of what is required of a knight,” Hector declared as he crossed his arms. “True knights have trained since the day of their birth. A quest as important as this one should be given to someone who knows what to do. And then there’s the fact that he’s a red-blood.” 
 
    “I’m aware of all of those things,” the King said calmly. “But if this man is telling the truth, then he was chosen by the Moon Goddess. Do you challenge the Moon Goddess?” 
 
    Hector’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times before he finally shook his head. Despite that, he still looked like he was pouting. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the King continued. “There will be no concessions made for our Knight, Henry of New Jersey, on his very first quest. He will receive only the same amenities as the rest of the Lupercalian questing knights.” 
 
    This seemed to slightly appease Hector, because he uncrossed his arms and looked at the floor. 
 
    “Very well,” he said in a petty tone of voice. 
 
    “Is it ‘very well’?” his father growled from my left. “Are you satisfied now, you insolent little brat?” 
 
    I heard some stifled laughs among the wolf knights and the court, and I suspected that Hector was probably blushing beneath his fur. But the low-ranking knight lifted his chin again and walked slowly back to his table. 
 
    “Now, Henry,” the King turned to me. “As I said, you must show me a piece of the treasure as proof, but whatever you claim will be yours to keep.” 
 
    I smiled as I looked around at the glittering armor and bejeweled weapons. I realized that the knights had probably claimed at least some of those jewels on similar quests, and I wondered how many I could collect in two weeks. Hell, even if I just found a few jewels among the cyclops’ loot, I’d be a very wealthy man back on Earth. If I could take them back to Earth… 
 
    “Your Highness,” Charles said, “Henry of New Jersey has no weapons but tooth and claw. He will need some armor and a proper blade.” 
 
    “We can supply him with appropriate armaments,” the King declared and then snapped his fingers at the tiny man with the horn. “Fetch the proper equipment for a knight’s first journey.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.” The tiny man bowed at the King’s feet and then scuttled off somewhere behind the tapestry. 
 
    “In the meantime, I would like to join the feast,” the King announced as he stood up.  
 
    The King clapped his hands, and the merry-making resumed. The King watched his courtiers for a moment, and then he walked to the edge of the dais and leaned toward Hector’s father. 
 
    “I have been giving counsel to witches all evening,” the King whispered. 
 
    “Yes, I heard,” the old Knight whispered back. “How do things stand?” 
 
    “Not well,” the King sighed. ”They cannot find enough milkweed growing in the local forests, so they will have to travel further afield to find some.” 
 
    “The shortage could not come at a worse time,” the Knight noted. 
 
    “We must stay vigilant until another source is found,” the King replied. “In the meantime, we will keep up appearances.” 
 
    The King stepped down from the dais and made his way down to one of the larger tables, where a smaller throne had been placed. So I guess he had his leisure throne and his business throne. 
 
    Charles looked down at the floor, and I could see the worry that creased his brow. I remembered what the other knight had said about Lupercalia as well, and I glanced at the tapestry again. Charles had said that the kingdom was more like the left side of the tapestry, where creatures and evil forces ran rampant. He’d also hinted that the knights were shorthanded, and I wondered if the Moon Goddess had started recruiting others to her cause because there weren’t enough werewolves in this world. Could I expect other people from Earth to appear?  
 
    My train of thought was interrupted when the little man with the trumpet suddenly reappeared from behind the tapestry. As he scuttled closer to us, I could see he carried a chestplate that looked like it was made out of tin and a medieval-looking axe. The weapon had an ordinary wooden handle and an undecorated blade with a curve on the bottom that sloped down like a teardrop. At least the edge was sharp, though I was disappointed to see that the axe shaft was only about two feet long.  
 
    “Umm…” I started. “Thanks, guys…” 
 
    “The weaponry for a knight’s first quest is always plain, and is easily disposable,” Charles said. “So it will not be a great loss if, well… I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “And I can attack them with… my claws?” I asked. “And my teeth? So I can learn how to fight like a wolf?” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “If the simple blade won’t get the job done, the Moon Goddess has blessed us with claws that can cut through metal and jaws that can crush bone.” 
 
    “Incredible,” I said. 
 
    “Well, yes,” he scratched behind his ear. “The first quest given to a young knight is supposed to be difficult, and if a new knight were to rely only on his weaponry, then what kind of test would that be?” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said. “So not all of the knights come back?” 
 
    “The knights who are worth a damn will rise to the occasion and triumph, while some others will fail and rot in whatever cave they fight their first and last battle in.”  
 
    “Do any knights… refuse?” I asked gingerly. 
 
    “The knights that renounce their vows in the face of danger are denounced to live a life of shame.” he growled. 
 
    I thought back to the burning building and the calm energy of the Moon Goddess. She had chosen me specifically, so there was no way I was going to let this flimsy axe and tin-can armor stop me in my quest to show everyone that I deserved to be a knight. 
 
    I felt a fire in my wolf belly. I wanted to get on this quest as soon as possible. 
 
    “When do I leave?” I asked Charles. 
 
    “It would be best to wait for first light,” the older knight suggested. “Since you’re not familiar with Lupercalia, you will need time to prepare.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. “But with a wolf’s senses…” 
 
    “You can see very well in the dark,” the physician said. “But the terrain is unfamiliar. I doubt you would let Charles wander around… New Jersey in the middle of the night if he’d only just arrived.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh at the image of the large knight wandering around New Jersey on a quest. What would a quest in New Jersey even look like? A trip to White Castle and then hunting the Jersey Devil in the Pine Barrens? 
 
    “Hank,” Charles whispered. 
 
    “Er, yeah, sorry,” I said. “I was just thinking about New Jersey.” 
 
    “Homesick already?” the knight asked with a grin. 
 
    “No, no,” I assured him quickly. “I was just trying to imagine what kind of quests a knight could perform in New Jersey.” 
 
    Charles gave me a puzzled look, and I reminded myself that these guys had never lived in a world without knights or quests.  
 
    “Sebastian will see you to the quarters for questing knights,” Charles added a moment later. 
 
    “Sebastian?” I furrowed my brow. I’d met a lot of people so far, but I couldn’t remember anyone named Sebastian. 
 
    “Yes!” a small voice piped up. “Down here!” the voice said again.  
 
    I looked down at my feet, and the tiny man with the trumpet who had been standing next to the King was waving up at me and smiling.  
 
    “Oh, hey!” I said. “I’m Hank.” 
 
    “Hello!” the little guy said. 
 
    I thought that the only polite thing to do would be to get down on his level a little bit by shrinking back down to my human size. I closed my eyes and imagined my limbs returning to their former size, and the hair getting absorbed back into my body. I even did a little shake like I’d seen Charles do to get the whole thing going. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was shorter, and my body felt weaker than before, like I’d come off of a kind of adrenaline high.  
 
    “Most intriguing, Sir!” Sebastian declared. “Come with me now, Sir. I will show you to your quarters for the night.” 
 
    He walked off, and I looked back at Charles. The older knight offered me a smile and started to wave me after my guide, but then he took a step closer. 
 
    “If I don’t see you before your quest, I’m sure it’ll be a great triumph,” he said, “But…”  
 
    Then he winked at me and started to pull me in Sebastian’s wake toward the tapestry. The knights still on duty watched warily, but Charles ignored their stares. The older knight pulled back the edge of the tapestry to reveal a small gap and a door. He turned the brass doorknob and then pushed the door open. 
 
    “Watch your step,” Charles said as Sebastian started down another winding stone staircase. 
 
    I descended the staircase carefully since the steps were quite small and looked like they had been there for centuries.  
 
    “Is this the only way to the quarters?” I asked. I didn’t want to challenge his authority, but I was wary of the fact that it seemed kind of inconvenient to go down this precarious spiral staircase. 
 
    “Well, no,” he sighed. “But from the banquet hall, it is the quickest. And this is the staircase that most knights will use when they are to receive their honors and titles. You wouldn’t want to have to walk through an entire banquet hall to receive an honor from the King, would you?” 
 
    “I guess not,” I said. “So it’s like a kind of stage door?” 
 
    “A what?” I heard him say from behind me. 
 
    “Never mind…” I trailed off. 
 
    The spiral staircase finally came to an end, and I stood at the bottom of the stairs at another wooden door and waited for Sebastian to show me the way. 
 
    “I’ll let Sebastian guide you from here,” Charles said. “I have to play my part at the feast as a Knight of the Realm.” 
 
    The older knight started back up the steps, and I listened to the sound of his retreat for a moment until Sebastian cleared his throat. 
 
    “Could you grab that please?” the short man mumbled.  
 
    I looked to my right and saw there was a big, two-foot wooden torch on the wall. I plucked it from where it was hanging and held it in front of my face. It was incredibly heavy, but I was able to hold it with just one hand. 
 
    Sebastian turned another big brass doorknob and pushed the door open. I held the torch in front of us as we walked into a darkened hallway. 
 
    This hallway felt different. I could only see as far as the radius of the firelight, but it felt like we were in a nicer part of the palace. 
 
    I couldn’t figure out why I was so sure of that, until I realized that I wasn’t walking on cold stone anymore. I looked down and saw that the floors were carpeted with cowhide, which muffled the sound of our footsteps. 
 
    “This is the hall of great portraiture,” Sebastian squeaked. “But we only keep it lit during ceremonies. We don’t want to damage the artwork.” 
 
    I looked to my left, and there was a portrait of about ten by five feet of a highly-decorated wolf knight. The background was a stark turquoise, and the wolf held a sword with the different cycles of the moon engraved all the way to the top. Each moon had either a precious stone or a pearl set into it. 
 
    “Ah, yes…” Sebastian started. “That’s Greyback. All knights get buried with their weaponry, did you know that? We believe wholeheartedly that they must be earned rather than inherited, and that’s why you’ll never see a werewolf pass on his armor or his weaponry to his son.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “I suppose you need knights that are actually qualified enough to protect the kingdom rather than knights who just want all the fancy perks.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sebastian conceded as we walked on. “But we keep the hall of portraiture next to the questing knights’ quarters as a type of… inspiration… you could say.” 
 
    I certainly thought that all the loot these knights had on display was inspiring. Obviously, they earned their way to it, but I’d fight any beast that came my way if I knew that the payoff was the sickest weaponry in the entire Kingdom and made just for me as well. 
 
    At the end of the hallway was another large, wooden door with a brass doorknob. Sebastian turned the doorknob and pushed the door to reveal a brightly-lit hallway. 
 
    “You can leave that there,” my short guide said as he motioned toward a line of empty torch holders.  
 
    I popped the torch in one of the rings and then followed Sebastian around the corner into another stone hallway. This one had long arched windows on the left side and was lit with several torches. Several little hallways sprouted off on the right-hand side, and Sebastian led me to one of the shorter hallways about twenty yards further along. 
 
    “Alright,” he said and pointed to the door. “Welcome to the questing knights’ quarters. This is where you will sleep in anticipation of your first mission!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Well, uh… goodnight, I guess.” 
 
    “Goodnight!” he chirped and scuttled away through the hallway. 
 
    I was alone in the Palace. 
 
    That was not something I’d ever expected to say in my lifetime. 
 
    The door to my room looked like it was made of old oak, and it had a winding wooden pattern engraved in the center. There was also a torch directly outside, for emergencies I suppose. 
 
    I pushed the door open, and was pleasantly surprised by what I found. 
 
    The whole place must have been two hundred square feet, which was way bigger than the room I had back in Jersey. On the opposite side of the room was a window with an arch at the top. On the left was a King-sized bed, or knight-sized I should say, with burgundy bedding.  
 
    On the right-hand side there was a big wooden chest. Someone had left a lit candle on a small wooden bedside table that sat to the right of the bed. 
 
    I kicked off my sneakers and flung them near the chest. After looking around the room, I plopped down my axe and my armor on the chest so that I could find it easily in the morning. 
 
    It had been a long-ass day, and I was going to fight a cyclops tomorrow to boot. It was definitely time for some shut-eye. 
 
    But I caught a glimpse of myself in the darkened window before I could crawl beneath the covers. I looked the same as always, with short brown hair the same color as my fur, a strong jaw, and bright blue eyes. How was that even possible? 
 
    I sighed and started to pull the covers back, and I noticed that someone had laid out a cotton burgundy tunic that matched the bedding. I’d never been one to wear a nightdress, for obvious reasons, but I definitely didn’t want to wear my jeans or my sweaty t-shirt to bed if I didn’t have to. 
 
    So I pulled off my Hulk t-shirt and flung it onto the wooden chest. Then I kicked off my jeans and pulled the burgundy tunic over my head. 
 
    The cotton against my skin felt so fresh, comforting, and clean that I actually sighed. Even though I was wearing what amounted to a dress, I could definitely get used to this kind of thing. 
 
    Finally, I hopped into the bed and pulled the covers over me. The fabric was slightly coarser than what I was used to back home, but it was still comfy and clean.  
 
    I looked around the room one more time, just in case this all turned out to be a dream in the morning. I took in the stone walls, the wooden chest, and the axe I’d use to slay the cyclops, and then I blew out the candle. A tiny trail of smoke drifted in the moonlight, and then I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    My eyes flew open what felt like only a few minutes later, and it took me a moment to understand why I’d woken up. Someone was pounding on my door, and I sat up quickly as I wondered if my sister had come to check on me. 
 
    But then I saw the stone ceiling, the burgundy bedding, and the half-melted candle on the table and realized I was still in Lupercalia. 
 
    I glanced out the window, and though I didn’t know what time it was, the morning light looked delicate, like it was early out. 
 
    “Oh, brother…” I groaned as someone pounded on the door again. 
 
    I lumbered out of bed and looked down. 
 
    Yup. I was still wearing a nightdress. Or maybe I should call it a knight-dress. 
 
    I made my way over to the door of my room and pulled it open. 
 
    “Good morning, eternal protector!” 
 
    A girl that looked about my age made a very low curtsy in front of me. She had dark brown hair that was parted sharply in the middle and pulled back into a low bun. She was wearing a simple black dress to her ankles and a white apron to cover it. When she rose, I saw that she had pale, freckled skin and deep hazel eyes. Her lips were curved like rose petals, and she reminded me a bit of the actress Zooey Deshanel.  
 
    Her eyes flickered upwards and met mine. Her soft, pale hand flew up to her mouth as she tried to stifle a giggle, but I could tell it was out of shyness.  
 
    “Are you the new questing knight?” she asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I guess I am,” I replied. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Gosh… none of the knights ever ask about me…” her cheeks blushed a deep pink. “I’m Perdita.” 
 
    “Well, good morning, Perdita,” I said. “What brings you here at such an hour?” 
 
    “Well, it’s time for your departure of course.” The skin around her eyes creased in an affectionate way as a smile spread across her face. “I have your new garb in the sack. Best of luck on your mission. Oh, and I’ve been instructed to tell you to go to the banquet hall before your journey to eat breakfast.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. This was a pretty great wake-up call after all. 
 
    Perdita curtsied again, handed me the sack, and then turned away to leave. But then she stopped and turned back around to face me. 
 
    “Oh!” she said.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    “I just wanted to say… you’re very nice,” she giggled as her cheeks bloomed a deep pink again.  
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed. “So are you.” 
 
    “I really hope you don’t die,” she added. 
 
    “So do I,” I replied 
 
    “I’d… uhh. Like to see you again.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smiled. “Uhhh, see you again. That is.” 
 
    “It is settled then. You will valiantly slay the cyclops and then return. I will look forward to it!” She laughed and then lifted her skirt and skipped away down the hallway. 
 
    I closed the door and then turned my attention to the sack Perdita had handed me. I pulled out a blue tunic, suede pants, bright red woolen socks, leather boots, and a chainmail vest with a hood. 
 
    “Cool,” I declared as I tossed my nightgown on the bed. 
 
    The clothes were surprisingly comfortable and fit well, and the boots were definitely better for walking around a forest. Even the chain mail wasn’t terrible, though I did sigh when I picked up the armor plate. 
 
    The plate was definitely a one-size-fits-all kind of job, and despite the straps, it was hard to get it exactly right. I finally gave up when I found a decent balance between pinched skin and sliding armor, tucked the axe into the sack, and then set off for the banquet hall as instructed.  
 
    Since the only route I knew was the one I’d taken the night before, I passed through the hall of portraiture again. The images passed by in a blur, and I realized I was running. I forced myself to slow down since I didn’t want to waste my energy running around the palace, but it was impossible not to take the steps two at a time. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, I opened the door and peered at the banquet hall from behind the tapestry for a moment. There were a few people milling around, but it was nearly empty compared to the night before. The place looked vast in the early morning sunlight, and the silver thread in the table runners gave the place an ethereal glow. 
 
    I snuck out from behind the tapestry, walked quickly across the dais, and dropped to the stone floor. I made my way over to the nearest table that had been prepped for breakfast and stopped in my tracks when I saw another suckling pig was on the menu.  
 
    “When in Rome… ” I sighed and shook my head. 
 
    Plates, cups, and cutlery had been set out at each spot, so I grabbed a set, filled my plate with a slice from the belly, and then filled my cup with the liquid in the jugs. I nearly dropped my plate when the liquid turned out to be a dark brown color, and a quick sniff confirmed that it was coffee. 
 
    “Oh, that smells good,” I said as I took another whiff. 
 
    I found a spot near the back door and sat down with my breakfast. The pork belly was still hot enough that a small trail of steam wafted up from it when I sliced into it, and I caught the scent of something that reminded me of cumin. The first bite was divine, and I closed my eyes for a moment while I savored the meat. 
 
    I was nearly done with the pork belly before I remembered that I had coffee as well. I reached for the cup, took another sniff, and then took a tentative sip.  
 
    “Holy crap,” I muttered and took a long swig. 
 
    It was euphoric. 
 
    This coffee was unlike anything I’d ever tasted in my life, and I’d drunk probably three million cups of coffee in my life. Hell, I usually spent my morning curating and weighing beans, just like I had for the last seven years, and this was… 
 
    This was something else. 
 
    This was insanely good.  
 
    I could sense a feeling of happiness and energy rush up my spine and down my arms. I turned around to look at the other nobles, who were also quietly drinking coffee, but they didn’t seem to be having anywhere near the same reaction as I was. 
 
    Was it just me? Impossible. 
 
    This Lupercalian coffee felt like pure bliss. Every sip made me happy, and I could feel my thoughts sharpen as well. It was like I was suddenly at my physical and mental peak, and I hadn’t even changed into my wolf form yet. 
 
    I wondered if the coffee was only for the nobility, or if the ordinary people had access to it, too. I was obviously already a coffee guy, but this was undoubtedly the best drink that had ever crossed my lips. 
 
    If only my sister and I had this stuff on Earth, we’d make a killing. I’d seen chains sell a cup of joe for seven dollars a pop, and that was just fancy Colombian crap that tasted like soil. This, though? 
 
    If we could get this in the shop, we’d be minted. 
 
    I sucked down the rest of the coffee in blissful peace, polished off the pork belly, and then looked around again. I was ready to start the day, even though I had no idea where I was going or how long it would take. The one thing I could be sure of was that I wouldn’t encounter a McDonald’s along the way. I also didn’t have any of the local currency, so packing a few supplies seemed like a good idea. I piled some of the pork onto a napkin and added that to my sack. 
 
    When I stood up to leave, I noticed that several people were watching me. One of those was another questing knight who wore the same tin can armor and carried the same short axe. The questing knight shot me an evil eye before he leaned over to his companion to whisper something.  
 
    Apparently, Hector’s disdain for me was shared by some other members of the court. Yeah, I was going on my first quest, and yeah, I was red-blooded, unlike the rest of the nobility. 
 
    But I had something that none of them did, but all of them wanted. I’d been chosen by the Moon Goddess. And I’d be protected by her, too, if all else failed. I’d be able to pop back to New Jersey and spend the rest of my vacation sunbathing in my little backyard if things with the cyclops got a little too hairy. 
 
    Not that I wanted to, but it was always good to have choices. 
 
    It was time to prove my worth. It was time to get going. 
 
    It was time to be a werewolf knight.  
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 Chapter 6 
 
    As I looked around the dining hall, I realized that I didn’t actually know where the official exit was, or how to get out of the Palace from here. I’d taken so many secret staircases and shortcuts on my first night, that the only way I knew that led to the main gate was the one that would take me back to the physician’s lair. 
 
    It was that moment that reality hit hard. This wasn’t just some dimly-lit fever dream full of weird mutants and people who wanted to publicly embarrass me, even though that’s exactly what last night felt like. I really was in Lupercalia. And if I ever got out of the palace, I’d be merrily on my way to literally slay a cyclops in a very short amount of time. 
 
    “Come on,” I muttered to myself.  
 
    There had to be someone here who knew their way around. Well, I assumed everyone did, but specifically, someone who would be happy to help me. 
 
    But none of the other diners would meet my eye, and those that glanced in my direction either scowled or frowned. I was about to give up and head back the only way I knew when I spotted a small figure in front of one of the large windows. It was Sebastian, and he was watching something that no one else seemed interested in.  
 
    I picked up my sack and made my way past the long, wooden tables to where Sebastian was leaning on his trumpet, with the wide end resting on the floor. I felt a bouncy energy from the coffee beans that made me want to skip around and run toward the small man, and I realized that maybe I hadn’t impressed Perdita when she came to my quarters at all. Maybe she was just totally jacked up on coffee beans for her morning shift.  
 
    “Sebastian!” I grinned down at the noble little footman. 
 
    He immediately shook his head and broke out of whatever trance he’d been in as he stared out the window.  
 
    “N-noble protector!” He straightened his back and held his trumpet to his side like a sword. “Why, to what do I have the pleasure of assisting you with this morning, the very morning of your first quest!” 
 
    His shrill voice bounced off the walls and echoed through the royal dining hall. Unlike last night, there wasn’t enough of a crowd in the dining hall to drown out the little man’s voice. The little man squirmed uncomfortably when a few angry glares were cast in our direction, but at least he didn’t run away. The little dude might not be a shapeshifter, but he wasn’t a coward, either.  
 
    “It’s time for me to start my quest,” I explained. “So… how do I get out of this place?” 
 
    Sebastian stared up at me with raised eyebrows, and I doubted a lot of people referred to the royal palace as “this place.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said as he turned around and led me to a doorknob which seemed to just be in the middle of the large, wooden wall that was to the left of the windows. 
 
    I was puzzled. It was like they’d just put this giant metal doorknob in the middle of the wall for no reason. Then he turned it and leaned back with all his strength.  
 
    “Hnnnng!” An exasperated little noise escaped from his mouth, and I had to stifle a laugh. 
 
    Suddenly, the wall opened to reveal another hallway. The door was ten feet tall and blended perfectly into the wall. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. It seemed like secrets were practically built into this place. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “So that’s the main entrance?” 
 
    “Well,” he brushed himself off, “It’s the entrance closest to where you’ll be going. Take this hallway to the end, go down the stairs to your right, and remember, the ones to the right! The left staircase will take you to the jousting fields. But the right staircase will take you to the courtyard.” 
 
    Jousting fields? Guess I had a lot to learn about what these guys did for fun. But for now, it was time to set out for the forest where the cyclops lived. 
 
    “Thank you, Sebastian,” I smiled and then made a salute to my forehead. 
 
    He looked up at me and smiled blankly. Evidently the salute was not a thing for these guys. He placed his trumpet back on the floor and brought his right hand to his forehead, kind of like he was blocking the sun. 
 
    “Yes!” he squeaked triumphantly.  
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    I marched through the massive door and into a stone hallway with an unlit torch to my right. To my left there was a stained-glass window shaped like a flower. The center of the window was a deep, royal blue, and it was surrounded by bright red petals and pairs of green leaves. When I glanced at the floor, I saw that the light that streamed through the window was red and blue, in the shape of the flower. 
 
    These guys really knew how to decorate. 
 
    But my quest was calling to me, so I walked to the end of the hall as instructed, where I found another door. When I opened the door, I found a landing for a pair of staircases, one that curved away to the right, and one that curved away to the left. I could hear people on the stairs to the left, but the jousting fields were not for me. At least, not yet. 
 
    I trotted down the stairs to the right, under the blue and red light from another stained-glass window. Maybe it was just the coffee, but all I could think about was what kind of cool treasure I’d recover from the cyclops. And then I could return to the palace in triumph, gloat over Hector, and drink lots more of that sick coffee.  
 
    The steps seemed endless, and when I peeked over the side, it looked like I still had a hundred to go. No wonder these people could eat so decadently if they were making journeys like this multiple times a day. Suckling pig for breakfast? If I kept up that diet back in Jersey, I’d have a heart attack for sure. 
 
    The bottom of the staircase finally appeared, and I pressed my hand on the thin metal railing and jumped over the last two steps. I landed with a loud clunk on the stone floor that echoed up the stairwell. 
 
    To my left, the sun was streaming through a stone arch, the only way out of the stairwell. So I walked into the bright rays of sunlight that seemed to be beckoning me in the right direction. 
 
    The early morning heat felt good against my skin, and once my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness, I saw the familiar olive tree in the center of the courtyard. 
 
    And just beyond the tree were the guards that manned the drawbridge. Other than the guards, the courtyard was empty, which I found surprising. I’d assumed that there would be other knights getting ready to set out on their own quests, but I really had no idea what nobles did in the morning. Despite my mother’s obsession with the British Royal family, I’d managed to avoid learning anything about royalty, nobility, and what the heck they did all day. 
 
    I approached the guards, who were in hybrid-wolf form. As I stepped between them, neither of them even looked at me. They just stared straight ahead at the kingdom of Lupercalia. 
 
    And what a Kingdom it was. If they didn’t want to talk to me, so be it. I stepped onto the drawbridge and took in the beautiful scenery. 
 
    Lush, green fields with forests and a mountainous region in the far distance. The small town had smoke rising out of the chimneys, and the sky was as clear as ever, like no pollution had even touched it. 
 
    I knew that if I stuck to the road, I’d return to Stock, the little village where Charles had found me. But the road was empty, and the forests seemed to loom over the countryside. 
 
    I felt some of the sprightliness from the coffee disappear as my heart sank, and I realized I was setting off to fight a beast, and I had no idea where the hell I was going. 
 
    Okay. What had the King said again? 
 
    “You are to travel to the caves on the outskirts of the forest of Thoth…” 
 
    Thoth. That was a mouthful. 
 
    I peered to my left and my right. Well, there was a forest on either side of the road. Or maybe just one really big one divided by the road. 
 
    But which one was Thoth? 
 
    I looked behind me at the guards, who grasped long silver spears that glittered in the sun. They ignored me and what I was sure was the panicked look on my face as dust gathered on their eyeballs.  
 
    “Uh, hey, guys…” I tried. 
 
    Not even a blink of an eye. 
 
    “Um, can you point me toward Thoth?” I asked. 
 
    The guards remained perfectly still, and I fought the urge to punch one in the face. What the hell was I gonna do? 
 
    I decided to jack up my confidence by changing into my hybrid form, so I closed my eyes and shook my head, just like how I’d seen Charles do when he transformed. I felt energy coursing through me, almost like I was being electrocuted, but it was warm and inviting, like slipping into a warm bath.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I felt more alive than I ever had before. In fact, I felt downright invincible. The looming forest looked much less threatening, and the two guards were merely ordinary. But I still didn’t know where the hell I was going. 
 
    I took a few steps across the drawbridge while I debated where to go. I stopped in the middle for a moment and glanced at the poisonous moat. The witches might have been having problems finding the right ingredients, but the black and bubbling ooze still looked dangerous to me. I even saw a rat skeleton drift under the bridge, which sent a shiver up my spine. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “No more delays. I’ll go to Stock, ask where the forest is, and then go from there.” 
 
    “Hank!” someone called out behind me. 
 
    I turned around and saw Charles running toward me in his hybrid form. He ran powerfully and elegantly with large strides, but the clinking of his chain mail made him sound like a coin purse. 
 
    “Hank, wait!” Charles called out. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m waiting,” I laughed. I realized that my hybrid laugh sounded like a low growl, which I kind of liked. It was like I had the badass chain-smoker movie star voice I’d always wanted, but without completely filling my lungs with tar. 
 
    Charles slowed down as he passed the guards and regarded them with a regal nod. They made the same curt gesture to him and then turned their attention back to the road. Well, at least I knew now that they didn’t ignore everyone. 
 
    “Hank,” Charlie said in a low voice as he approached me. “I thought it was only right to see you before you set off on your quest.” 
 
    I thought back to the wink he’d given me last night, and I got the sense that this wasn’t exactly protocol. I also got the feeling that he was about to do me a solid that some of the other nobles wouldn’t approve of. 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll walk with you to the road,” he said as he started to walk onward.  
 
    We walked across the drawbridge together, and when we reached the far end, he stopped with his back to the guards and as close to me as he could get without actually hugging me.  
 
    “The palace guards are discreet, but I’d rather they weren’t involved,” he whispered. “Take this.” 
 
    He somehow moved in even closer to my side, pulled a scroll from his pocket, and then passed it to me. It looked like parchment paper, but I couldn’t see the contents because it had been tied shut with a piece of red twine. 
 
    “This map will help guide you on your way,” Charles whispered. “It’s quite accurate.” 
 
    “How much does it cover?” I asked as I tucked it into my bag. 
 
    “All of Lupercalia,” he replied with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll need it for your other quests.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “It’s nice to know someone believes in me.” 
 
    “I know many are still skeptical about you and your quest,” he whispered. “But… I believe your story, and I believe the Goddess sent you. I may not know why, at least not yet, but that does not matter. It is enough that She sent you.” 
 
    “Well, thanks again,” I said. “I wish I knew why she sent me here, but maybe we can figure that out when I get back.” 
 
    “I’d enjoy that,” he said with a laugh. “It would certainly be more interesting than most of the conversations around here.” 
 
    “What do people even talk about around here?” I asked. 
 
    Charles glanced back at the guards and then shrugged. 
 
    “Mostly how to get more,” he sighed. “More gems, more silver, more power. No one spends much time talking about why we’re here anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “There aren’t any nobles where I’m from, but there are plenty of people who want more.”  
 
    I thought about the McHughs and their bid to be somebody. They were certainly power-hungry, and they were willing to make shitty overpriced houses at the expense of their tenants just so they could play the American version of lord of the manor. 
 
    “That’s why I don’t like to stay at court,” Charles said, “I prefer it out in the village, protecting my people. When you’re in simple cottages, on the farms and in the fields, you remember how the Moon Goddess loves her people, and how they love her back. From the way they tend to their pigs to the songs they sing to their children before bed, their life is devoted to her, and it’s a beautiful thing to witness.” 
 
    “It sounds like it,” I agreed. “And it seemed pleasant, aside from the welcome wagon.” 
 
    Charles laughed and shook his head, and we both glanced in the direction of Stock. There was a wistful look in the older man’s eyes, and I had no doubt he was aching to return to his home. 
 
    “I was raised into this life,” Charles said. “Knights like the ones you met yesterday… Hector included… have been training in the chivalric code their entire lives.” 
 
    “Chivalric code?” I asked. That was something they always talked about in those movies set in the middle ages, but I’d never paid much attention to what the code actually was. 
 
    “Yes,” he explained. “But I have no doubt that you’ll learn it quickly.” 
 
    “Any pointers?” I laughed.  
 
    “Of course,” he started. “We don’t need to get into the particulars, but remember this. Fight hard, but fight fair. Fight for your Goddess, and for your Kingdom. Be loyal to your friends, and always show kindness to women.” 
 
    “Those are some pretty damn good rules no matter where you are," I said with a laugh. 
 
    “The forest of Thoth is that way,” he said as he pointed toward the edge of the woods on the left. “I’d recommend taking your four-footed form into the depths of the forest and using the map from there.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do,” I agreed. 
 
    Charles turned around and started back across the drawbridge. I watched him pass the guards, who gave him a curt nod, and then turned to look at the trees again. At least it was shaded, and it seemed like a good idea to reach the forest before the sun rose any higher, so I started to run toward the trees in my hybrid form. 
 
    I’d never been one to jog, but this felt invigorating in a way I’d never felt before. It was like I could smell every blade of grass, the village to my right, and the forest straight ahead of me. 
 
    But I felt kind of like a fool running with my tin-can armor. My too-tight chestplate and my chain mail knocked against each other uncomfortably, and my sack banged against my back. 
 
    Okay. Time to go full wolf style. 
 
    It was a weird maneuver, but I looked down on the ground and almost fell onto my arms. 
 
    And then, the change came over me. 
 
    It was like this was how I was supposed to be. My paws padded against the ground, and my speed increased by what felt like tenfold. 
 
    I’d never felt so free in my life. It was like I was completely guided by my senses, from my sense of smell to my super vision. Even at my speed I could see a gray rabbit a hundred yards away from me diving into its hole. 
 
    As I was hurtling toward the forest faster than I’d ever moved in my life, I did something I’d never done before. I stuck my tongue out of my mouth and let it hang out like the dog I was, because boy, being covered in fur and running at such a speed in the middle of summer was hot work. I could see my destination a few hundred yards away now, and the shadows beneath the trees beckoned to me.  
 
    For a moment, I thought about the coffee, and I wondered how much faster I would be if I’d had another cup before I set off. As it was, I felt invincible, despite all the dire warnings from Charles.  
 
    If we had the beans in the cafe, the coffee would sell like hot cakes. We made more money on coffee than books anyway, but we’d be McHughs rich if I could figure out a way to get some of the beans back to the shop. 
 
    I suddenly realized that I’d been racing forward without even thinking about it, and I was practically to the forest. It was like my body was a running machine, while my mind could focus on things like coffee and books. It was freaking amazing. 
 
    I slowed down to a canter and then to a trot as I tested the air. I knew where every small creature was within several miles of me just from that one sniff, and I had to fight the urge to chase a nearby squirrel. 
 
    “No wonder dogs always get so distracted,” I muttered. 
 
     Tree roots stuck up from the ground, and pebbles hid beneath a layer of dead leaves. Holes threatened to trip up unwary walkers, and a cloud of gnats hovered nearby. But none of these things bothered me as I stepped into the woods. In my wolf form, I could sense all of those dangers and avoid them with ease. 
 
    As I’d hoped, it was cooler beneath the trees, and my panting subsided. I licked my chops, pulled my tongue back in, and then peered around at the nearby trees. There was no obvious human trail, though I could see several paths that the local wildlife used.  
 
    It was tempting to turn back into a human and check the map, but Charles had said to wait until I was in the heart of the forest. I found it hard to believe that anyone else from the palace would just be strolling through this area, but I’d honor the older knight’s instructions anyway.  
 
    I pawed at the ground and then started a bouncy canter. I didn’t want to tear through the forest, because there was always the chance that I could hit a tree or something. Hell, it was still my first full day at being a dog. 
 
    It had never been so easy to move through such heavily-wooded areas before, and once again, I let my mind wander back to the coffee beans while my body cut a quick path through the trees.  
 
    I got a whiff of something to my right and slowed my pace. It was like a stream of scent, something super fresh that piqued my interest. The wolf side of me quickly identified the smell as water, and suddenly, I was thirsty.  
 
    I followed the scent, and as I got closer, the smell got clearer and bigger. A moment later, I heard the burbling of a stream. I hopped over a thick, winding tree root and saw a small brook just ahead. 
 
    And the water smelled like untouched rainwater. 
 
    I covered the last few feet with a single hop, and then I brought my face down to the water to drink. But I froze when I saw the image that looked back at me, and if I’d been in human form, I probably would have rubbed my hand along my chin just to be sure I was looking at myself. 
 
    The reflection revealed a great wolf with huge, terrifying teeth and a strong jaw. I had dark-brown fur that was the exact shade of my normal hair, and eyes that were the same striking, deep blue. If I’d met my wolf self in the dark forest, I’d probably be scared as hell. 
 
    I turned my head to the side and let my tongue flap out. Okay, not only was I a ferocious beast, but I was also kinda cute. 
 
    Then, with an animalistic abandon, I shoved my whole face in the brook. It had been a long run, and I wanted to cool off.  
 
    After submerging my snout for a few seconds, I whipped it out and shook my head. Water flew everywhere as my ears flopped against my head, and I felt like a child again as I sprayed the surrounding area until it was drenched. 
 
    Once that was out of my system, I bent down again and drank deeply from the stream. My tongue carried the water back into my mouth instinctively. It felt weird at first, but once I decided to just go with it, it became easier. 
 
    I drank until I was full, and after another good shake, I was ready to set off again. I sniffed the air, which seemed to be another instinctual behavior, and thought I detected a human scent nearby. Before I could untangle the array of scents, I heard a woman shriek in fear and anger. 
 
    Charles’ words came back to me, and I knew there was only one thing I could do. I set off in the direction of the woman’s voice at a fast lope as I tried to figure out how many people were involved in whatever was happening. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch me!” the woman shouted. “Stay back!” 
 
    My nose could isolate the woman’s scent easily enough, but the men were more muddled. I was sure there was more than one man, but they smelled so similar, I couldn’t be sure how many. 
 
    I had my answer when I reached a clearing and saw the backs of three men. I inched around for a better look, and saw that the one on the left had a long, four-foot whip in his hand, while the guy on the right was holding a dagger. I couldn’t tell if the guy in the middle had any weapons, but it seemed safe to assume that he did. 
 
    “I’ll curse you!” the woman shouted. “I’ll curse you and all your children, too. Your descendents will still be cursed long after you’ve been dead and buried. 
 
    There was something familiar about the woman, and then I realized I’d seen her in Stock. She had been the one bright pop of color in the place, and even now, I found myself staring at her shocking green eyes.  
 
    “Just give us the basket,” the man in the middle said. “And then you can go home to your hovel.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything valuable in here,” she replied as she pulled the basket against her chest. “It’s just some wild herbs for treating coughs.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” the man on the left snapped.  
 
    “We know you’re picking lamb’s ear sage,” the man on the right piped in. “And that’s going for a pretty penny these days.” 
 
    “So hand it over,” the man in the middle insisted. 
 
    “You would endanger the whole kingdom for a few scraps of gold?” she demanded. 
 
    “We would,” the man in the middle agreed. “And we’ll kill for it, too. Now, you can leave here alive, or your body can molder here with the leaves, but we want that basket.” 
 
    I was sure my wolf form would probably be enough to scare them away, but after listening to their threats, I wanted to do more than just chase them out of the forest. So I pictured my hybrid self, and a moment later, my skin started to tug and pull as my body shifted. When I opened my eyes, I towered above the men, as well as almost everything else except the trees. 
 
    It would be easy enough to rip them apart with my teeth, but once again, I remembered Charles’ words. I didn’t want to be one of those asses who got killed on his first quest because he was cocky, so I opened my sack and pulled out my axe.  
 
    Then, for dramatic effect, I leapt out from behind my tree and landed with a thud right behind them. 
 
    “Let her go,” I growled and gnashed my teeth. 
 
    The woman, who was facing me, was obviously shocked that a knight had come to her aid in the middle of nowhere. Her eyes widened in fear, and she nearly fell onto her back as she started to scramble away from me. 
 
    The brigands whipped around at my growl and froze. The guy on my right let out a pathetic gasp, but the guy in the center just smirked. He was holding a rope in his hands, and he twisted the shank as he eyed me. 
 
    “A knight?” he cackled. “You’re a bit far from the Palace, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Let the woman go,” I said. “She said she has nothing for you.” 
 
    He looked down at the rope and then back at me.  
 
    “Well, that isn’t much of a problem you see, doggy-boy,” he started, “because if she hasn’t got anything for me, she’s pretty enough herself that I could just take her home and, well, do whatever I wanted with her.” 
 
    The other two schmucks made jeering noises, and then the man on the right slapped him on the back. The man with the rope smiled and tilted his head down, like he was giving me some kind of Kubrick stare. 
 
    But the important thing was that the men were focused on me. I was the only one looking at the beautiful girl at the moment, and as she rose to her feet, I tried to signal her to run away.  
 
    She frowned at first when she caught my eye, but then she seemed to understand when I growled at the men again. She suddenly lifted her skirts and bolted in the opposite direction. 
 
    She made it about ten yards away before the three men realized that she’d moved, and the man with the rope grunted in frustration. He started after the girl, as if he was convinced that his two friends could deal with me. But before the buffoons could do more than stare at their friend’s back, I launched myself through the air. 
 
    It was amazing how much ground I could cover just by leaping, and as I sailed toward the man, I had time to bring the axe over my head. When I landed just behind the man, I grabbed the back of his shirt with my claws. 
 
    “Wait!” he choked out as he tried to pull away. 
 
    But his fate had been sealed the moment he’d attacked the woman, and I brought the axe down on his head and watched as it split open like a melon. He fell to the ground, first on his knees, and then his head hit the ground.  
 
    I growled at his body as blood gushed from his head onto the mossy woodland ground. The blood was bright red, like mine, but this guy didn’t have any special powers, and he never would. 
 
    I turned to the other two as the scent of blood filled my nostrils. It was all I could smell now, and it made me want to kill again 
 
    “Any takers?” I growled.  
 
    The one with the dagger bolted in the opposite direction, even deeper into the woods. He would be easy enough to track, if something else didn’t kill him first. That just left the man with the whip, and when I turned to grin at him, he looked pissed.  
 
    “I’m sick of you dogs running the show,” he hissed. “You think I don’t know what your stupid little outfit means? You’re a quester. And questers are just stupid little rich boys running around thinking they can kill monsters, just because they can turn into a walking dog. Well, what’s another lost knight on his first mission? They’ll assume you’re lost in some cave…” 
 
    This guy had some gall. I mean, talking to a nine-foot wolf who had just taken out his pal with an axe? Hell, I hadn’t even used my sharp, purpose built teeth, made for ripping flesh apart. 
 
    He pulled the whip behind his head as his face twisted into a scowl. He brought the whip over his head, but I waited for the strip of leather to start to drop before I lunged toward him.  
 
    My whole body felt on fire, and I could have sworn that I could already taste his blood. I opened my mouth wide as I focused on his neck, and before the whip could even crack over my head, I sank my teeth into his neck like it was butter. 
 
    The force of the impact flattened him into the dirt, though I didn’t feel a thing. My jaws were firmly locked around his throat, and blood filled my mouth. But I didn’t let go until I heard him stop gurgling.  
 
    I finally detached my mouth from his neck and sat up to check that he was down. His lifeless eyes stared at the branches overhead, and his face was forever frozen in a look of fear. 
 
    “I can’t believe you actually thought you would win,” I snorted as I stood up. “And I’m not some rich boy pretending to be a warrior.” 
 
    I looked around the clearing then, but there was neither sign nor scent of the woman. I hoped she made it all the way back to Stock, and I made a mental note to stop there on my way back and make sure she was okay. 
 
    But first, I probably needed to wash the blood off my axe and myself. Flies were already starting to circle my head, and I could hear their annoying buzzing near my ears. Even in my hybrid form, there was little I could do besides swat at the insects, and I sighed in frustration. 
 
    I collected my sack and started to backtrack to the brook when I heard a rustling in the bushes. I turned to look and growled in warning. I was pretty sure I’d killed or chased off all of the attackers, though my nostrils were so full of the scent of blood that I was worried that I might have missed one. 
 
    But a familiar dark green dress appeared from behind one of the trees instead. 
 
    “Hey,” the woman called over in a low, dulcet voice, “thanks for that.” 
 
    “I thought you ran into the woods,” I replied.  
 
    “I couldn’t resist watching that fight,” she admitted. “It’s not something I get to see every day. And to see a knight take out three oafs on two separate occasions is… well, unheard of.”  
 
    “So you remember me?” I smiled before I remembered that my lips and teeth were still covered in blood. 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” she laughed. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Hank,” I called over. 
 
    “You don’t sound like you’re from here.” She squinted her bright green eyes, like she was scrutinizing me. 
 
    “I’m not,” I responded. 
 
    “Hmmm…” she stared at me intently. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Sybil.” 
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 Chapter 7 
 
    She smiled at me and stepped further out from the tree she had been hiding behind. As she stepped into the sunlight, I saw she was wearing a delicate crown made out of the stems of flowers. Small gemstones had been woven into the crown, and they sparkled in her hair in shades of yellow, pink, and blue. She looked like a fairy tale creature right then, and it seemed appropriate that she should have a mythological name. 
 
    She had a shockingly white complexion and the top of her high cheekbones were lightly smattered with brown freckles. As I’d suspected, she was very tall for a girl, and lithe as well. But she wasn’t gangly. She looked like a ballet dancer, with a flat stomach and a very delicate swell of perfectly round breasts. Her bottom half was long and perfectly proportioned. 
 
    What struck me most about her was her green eyes, which were almost hypnotizing. They reminded me of Jolly Ranchers, and practically shone from underneath her long black eyelashes. When she directed her gaze at me, I felt like some kind of target, completely enrapt. 
 
    “Sybil is a very pretty name,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you,” her cheeks flooded with a light pink blush. “Sybil Foreman, after the Foremans of Stock. My family have lived in the village and tended pigs for as long as we have inhabited the village.” 
 
    “Ah,” I nodded, “So, you’re pig people.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess we’re pig people,” she agreed, though she looked puzzled. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “My name is Hank, but my full name is Henry Baker. But before you ask me, no, my family are not Bakers. I work in a shop in my hometown in New Jersey.” 
 
    “New Jersey?” Sybil cocked her head to the side. “I’ve never heard of that village.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” I said. “It’s very far away from here.” 
 
    “And yet you are a noble?” she asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied, “this is very new to me. I mean, I’m not really from around here… I have red blood, not blue.” 
 
    I saw her eyes widen and her eyebrows raise. She placed the wicker basket that she’d been carrying on the ground and moved her hands to her hips. 
 
    “But… you can shift?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It’s kind of an anomaly. Nobody knows why it happened.” 
 
    She glanced up and down at my hybrid form, and I felt like she was eating me alive with her bright-green eyes. 
 
    “But you managed to scare those morons from the village off yesterday,” she smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did.” 
 
    “Peter Carpenter and his stupid crew,” she chuckled. “They think that they’re the watchdogs of the village, but really, anyone who doesn’t look or act exactly like them is automatically a suspect and a target.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed, “I sort of guessed that. In New Jersey, they’d be called bullies.” 
 
    “Bullies,” she mulled over the word. “Yes, that’s a good word for them.” 
 
    “And those guys that were trying to attack you?” I asked. “What about them?” 
 
    “Brigands, looking for anything they can find,” she replied. “Especially sage, which is a commodity right now.” 
 
    “Because of the moat?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as she squinted at me. “But how do you know about that?” 
 
    “I overheard them asking about it in the Palace,” I said. “Are you one of the witches who prepares the brew for the moat?” 
 
    “No, I am a common folk-witch,” she said as she shook her head. “I was raised in the ways of my mother, and her mother before her. We have always been in tune with the nature of Lupercalia and our relationship to the Moon Goddess. The Moon Goddess has blessed us with all that we need, and the witches know how and what to use.”  
 
    “But you don’t work for the palace?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she smiled. “I live only for myself. In fact, when I saw you in the village yesterday, I had just returned from a long foraging trip.” 
 
    “A long foraging trip,” I mused. “That doesn’t sound very fun.” 
 
    “I live a seminomadic lifestyle,” she said and shrugged. “I had a happy childhood, but I don’t want to spend my entire life keeping pigs. I like to wander the woods and take note of everything that is growing here. Without being interrupted by thieves, of course.” 
 
    She brushed her dark hair out of her face and placed it behind her left ear. 
 
    “Does that happen often?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “Never before. In fact, if you hadn’t chanced upon us, I don’t know what I would’ve done.” 
 
    Her eyes trailed down to the two dead men on the ground. They were lying in a bloody heap, but she seemed unfazed by the whole thing.  
 
    “You don’t seem upset by their deaths,” I noted. 
 
    “I’d pity them,” she started, “but it brings me a great relief to see their blood spilled instead of mine.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied and looked down at the guy with the whip. “You know, I’ve never killed a man before.” 
 
    “No?” she looked up at me, and her eyes widened. “And yet, now you’re a knight. And to me, a hero.” 
 
    A hero. I’d never been called that before. It didn’t feel as good as the act of genuinely helping someone, but it still felt pretty damn good. 
 
    A playful smile crept across her light-pink lips, and she looked directly into my eyes.  
 
    “What do you look like as a man?” she asked. “I’ve only seen you in your wolf hybrid form, and that is… impressive.” 
 
    I’d obviously never been asked before, but I’m pretty sure it was the hottest thing a girl had ever said to me. And the way that Sybil dragged her gaze over my body made me feel a small burning in the bottom of my belly.  
 
    “You’d like to see me as a man?” I replied in a slightly softer growl. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied defiantly. “I mean, I can imagine what you look like from this form, but I may be wrong.” 
 
    “Oh really?” I asked. “Well, why don’t you tell me what you imagine? And we can see if you’re right or wrong.” 
 
    “Alright then,” she said and crossed her arms.  
 
    I was still getting used to quantifying the scale of people and things at nine feet tall, but I could tell that she was taller than average. She was also lean, but in a toned way, not a single leaf of lettuce for lunch kind of way.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to take a wild guess and say you have dark brown hair, like your fur coat,” she declared. 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    “Am I right?” she pressed. 
 
    “You’ll just have to wait and see,” I replied.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “And of course, your eyes are blue. But how tall are you?” 
 
    “Very tall,” I said in a playful tone. “Even taller than I am now. In fact, I was the first shifter who actually shrank in size when I turned into a wolf." 
 
    Sybil brought her hand up to her mouth and giggled.  
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” she declared with a stern look. “But then, everything else about you seems so unreal, so maybe you’re telling the truth. Maybe you’re as big as that tree.” 
 
    She pointed to an old oak tree that looked about twenty feet tall. 
 
    “You’d be right,” I said. “In fact, back in New Jersey, I have to stop birds from making their nests in my hair.” 
 
    She giggled even more. Apparently, my ability to charm the ladies had increased tenfold since I’d encountered Perdita, even though I was technically lying my ass off. 
 
    “Indulge me,” she said as she lifted her chin and looked up into my eyes.  
 
    “Well,” I sighed, “I am a knight, after all. It would be rude to deny the young Lady’s request.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and raised her brow playfully. “Indeed it would, if I were a Lady of course. But remember that I’m a peasant witch, and have never been referred to as a Lady.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and shook my entire body, almost like I was trying to shake my form off of me. I felt my limbs soften slightly and weaken, my body tug and shrink, and then the heat of the sun on bare skin. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked down. There I was, a man in boots and leggings, but still covered in blood. 
 
    “Impressive,” Sybil said.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “But you’re still covered in blood,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Ah, yes, that,” I rolled my eyes playfully. “I was actually going to clean myself off in a brook when you jumped out from behind a tree and distracted me on my quest.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I’d never want to distract a knight from his quest,” she smiled. “Let me escort you to that brook. I know these woods like the back of my hand.” 
 
    She came to my side with her basket and gestured her arm in front of her so that we could walk side by side.  
 
    “So do you have a house, or do you just roam the woods looking for shelter?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed, and we both stepped over a thick root that was jutting out of the tall oak tree she’d compared me to earlier. 
 
    “Well, I have my family house in the village of Stock, but I’m rarely there,” she explained. “My family is happy enough to be farmers, but I’m not. I find it hard to watch people struggle so hard for so little reward. If it weren’t for the good graces of the Moon Goddess and all the hope she gives us, I’m not sure what I’d do.” 
 
    “Are there many brigands around?” I asked. 
 
    “The brigands are the least of our worries,” she replied. “Didn’t they tell you about the monsters that terrorize us? It’s the whole reason the Moon Goddess created the wolf knights.” 
 
    “The King mentioned something about vampires and other creatures,” I replied. “But he didn’t really explain much beyond the Moon Goddess sending the wolf knights to protect Lupercalia.” 
 
    “That figures,” she sighed. “Well, the knights do what they can, but there seems to be more monsters every year. That’s why you get groups like Peter and his crew. They become paranoid of all newcomers because of the destruction that the monsters have caused over the years.” 
 
    We were back at the stream, and this time when I glanced at my reflection, I saw my familiar face. Though I had to admit, I looked a bit more rugged than I usually did. I hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, so I had dark stubble on my chin, and the blood smears made me look like an action movie star. 
 
    I scrubbed my hands in the cool water and then splashed some on my face. But I could still see blood dripping into the brook, so I dunked my head into the stream and scrubbed my face with my hands. I would have sworn I could feel the layers of blood and mud washing away, and I didn’t come up until my skin felt as clean as morning dew. 
 
    When I pulled my head out of the brook, I shook my head side to side like a wet dog. Maybe some kind of lupine instinct had been embedded in me even when I wasn’t being a wolf. 
 
    Sybil moved out of range of the spray and shook her head when I was done. She tried to look disapproving, but it was hard to miss the grin that tugged at her lips. 
 
    “So where do you live when you’re out roaming?” I asked as I stood up. 
 
    “Right now I’m staying in an old shelter,” she said. “It’s one the hunters use sometimes when they plan to be in the forest for a few days, but it’s been empty for a while. I can probably use it for a few more months, and then I’ll head north when the fall blooms hit their peak.” 
 
    “But nothing permanent?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said and shook her head. “I don’t have very much, so I don’t really need anything more than someplace that will keep me dry and warm. What about you? What’s it like in your home? New… something… ” 
 
    “New Jersey,” I said. “It’s… pretty nice. In some ways, it’s not too different from here." 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “My family has lived there for generations,” I said. “And there are rich, powerful people who try to boss everyone else around. But there are more opportunities there, and people don’t have to do the same jobs their parents did.” 
 
    “That’s why your name is Baker, but you’re not a Baker,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “There are some other big differences as well.” 
 
    “Like what?” she prodded. 
 
    “Well, instead of horses and direwolves, people get around in cars,” I said. 
 
    “Cars?” she repeated as she tested the unfamiliar word. “What type of beast is a… car?” 
 
    “It’s actually a machine,” I said. “A very complex machine. Lots of parts, a big engine… Anyway, that’s how most people get around town.” 
 
    “What does it look like?” she asked in a puzzled tone. 
 
    “Well, I guess it sort of looks like a box with wheels,” I said.  
 
    I squinted as I tried to come up with a better way to explain it, because ‘box with wheels’ had obviously not impressed her. She looked like she was about to start laughing, but I didn’t think a discourse on the internal combustion engine would impress her, either. 
 
    Then it hit me. Maybe the best way to explain a car was to show her one. We could pop back to New Jersey for a moment, if the ring would let me take someone else along, and then we could come back here. We’d only be gone for a few minutes, and then I could continue with my quest. 
 
    “Want to go?” I asked. 
 
    “Where?” she laughed. 
 
    “To New Jersey, of course,” I replied. “Want to come see it?” 
 
    “But I thought you said it was very far away,” she said. “And you’re supposed to be on a quest.” 
 
    “It is far away,” I replied. “But we can get there in a blink of an eye. I’ll show you a car, and then we can come back here so I can finish my quest.” 
 
    She laughed for a moment, but the happy sound died away when I didn’t join in. Her brow furrowed as she studied my face, and then she shook her head. 
 
    “How is that possible?” she asked. “I can’t even imagine how powerful the magic would be to accomplish such a thing.” 
 
    “It would take the power of a goddess,” I replied as I held up my left hand. 
 
    The ring glinted in the sunlight, and I heard her gasp as she took a step closer to look at it. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” she whispered. “It’s made of Moon Silver.” 
 
    “The Moon Goddess,” I said. “She came to me in a burning building in New Jersey and gave me this ring. When I put it on, I traveled here, somehow. I’ve been back and forth a couple of times, just to make sure I could do it. It’s pretty easy, and I think it’s strong enough to carry us both back and forth. Though it doesn’t seem to like metal.” 
 
    “The Moon Goddess,” she murmured. “I can’t believe she appeared to you.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” I said and shrugged. “But that’s what happened. I don’t know why she came to me, but I figure she must have had a reason. That’s why I’ve hung around Lupercalia and why I agreed to do the quest.” 
 
    “And if the King had ordered your death for being a pretender?” she asked. 
 
    “I would have used the ring to go back to New Jersey and probably not come back,” I admitted. “At least, not right away.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing he didn’t execute you then,” she noted. “And you’re right. There is a reason she brought you here.” 
 
    She reached for my hand, and I felt her soft fingers trail across my skin as she leaned over the ring. Her long black hair tickled my wrist, and I bit my lip before I said something stupid. 
 
    “So, do you want to see New Jersey?” I asked, though I wasn’t entirely sure I could take her with me. 
 
    “I trust the Moon Goddess,” she replied as she linked her arm through mine. “And I would like to see this box with wheels you call a car.”  
 
    ‘Great!” I declared. “Oh, but I should probably warn you. It feels weird when I use the ring. Like, you might feel like your insides are being stretched and rearranged before being put back in your body.” 
 
    “Is it painful?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not painful,” I said quickly. “Just… weird.” 
 
    She studied my face for a moment and then nodded slowly. She took a deep breath, looked around at the forest that was her home, and then turned to me with an expectant look. 
 
    It was time to get going, so I closed my eyes and I imagined my kitchen, my bedroom, and the sticky heat of the day. It took a moment, but then I felt like I was tugged away from the forest into a long, dark tunnel. I squeezed Sybil’s arm as tightly as I could because I had no idea what would happen to her if I lost my grip while we were in between worlds. 
 
    There was a moment when it felt like all my limbs were being both stretched and squeezed at the same time while I hurtled through the abyss. But I was somehow floating as well, and somewhere in the infinite blackness, I could almost see pinpricks of light that might have been stars. 
 
    I was somehow aware of all of this even though it was over in a flash. And then there was just a soft thud, and we were back in Jersey.
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 Chapter 8 
 
    I opened my eyes and peered around just to be sure that I wasn’t still in Lupercalia. The first thing I saw was the messy bed and the laptops, and then I heard one of the neighbors start a leaf blower. I was definitely back in New Jersey. 
 
    Then I felt the blood practically draining from my left arm. Sybil’s arm was still linked with mine, but she was hyperventilating as she dug her fingers into my skin. 
 
    “Crap,” I said, “Sit down on my bed.” 
 
    She looked up at me like a deer caught in the headlights, so I sat down slowly and pulled her along. She barely seemed to register that she was no longer standing, so I looked around for something she could breathe into like they always did on TV. 
 
    As I leaned over to rummage around on the floor, I realized I still had my sack slung over my shoulder, and more importantly, the axe was still inside. Apparently, the limits on what I could carry with me only worked one way.  
 
    “Here,” I said as I handed Sybil a paper bag from my dad’s old pharmacy. “Breath into this.” 
 
    Sybil stared at the bag blankly for a moment, but then she held it up to her mouth and breathed in and out. After a few minutes, her grip loosened, and she was able to look around the room. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Yes, I feel a bit better now. I understand what you mean about having to get used to that, though.” 
 
    “Do you want some water?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, water,” she nodded her head. “I’d be very grateful for some water.” 
 
    “Cool,” I smiled. “Let me just go to the kitchen.” 
 
    I stood up and felt the weight of my armor in a way I hadn’t before. It was stifling in the small room and the Jersey heat, and I huffed as I started to pull off the chestplate and then the chain mail. 
 
    It became obvious that everything we brought from Lupercalia was still with us: the chainmail, the armor, Sybil’s basket. It seemed that the only restrictions were on bringing stuff back from Earth to Lupercalia, as I saw with the gun and my phone. So, I’d have to be mindful of that in our travels back and forth between the two. 
 
    “Okay, water,” I muttered once I was free. 
 
    I walked into the kitchen, and as I pulled a Looney Tunes glass from the cupboard, I heard soft footsteps padding along the hallway. When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Sybil standing in the doorway and staring at the kitchen. 
 
    “You don’t have to stand there,” I said. “You can come in.” 
 
    “What is this room?” she asked in a small, quiet voice. 
 
    “It’s a kitchen,” I replied.  
 
    “But there’s no fire,” she pointed out. “How do you cook?” 
 
    “Gas,” I said. 
 
    “Gas?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I replied as I turned on the faucet. “Not sure how to explain that one without going into a lecture on thermodynamics…” 
 
    Before Sybil could ask what electricity was, I held the Looney Tunes glass under the tap and turned on the faucet.  
 
    “How is that possible?” she asked as she took two steps into the room. 
 
    “Um, what…?” I asked. “Oh, you mean the water?” 
 
    “You can just turn it on and off,” she noted. “It’s truly a marvel.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “Yeah, I guess it is.” 
 
    I grinned as I handed her the glass, and she tentatively accepted.  
 
    She sniffed at the water, like she wanted to be sure it was safe to drink, and then she took a small sip as she placed her basket on the counter. “It’s good,” she said in surprise. 
 
    She took another, deeper sip and then looked at the images on the glass. She looked puzzled, like she wasn’t sure what to think of the bulging-eyed creatures that cavorted across the surface. 
 
    “What deities are these?” she muttered as she ran a finger over Tweety Bird. 
 
    “Oh, they’re not deities,” I said. “They’re the Looney Tunes…” 
 
    “Are they monsters?” she asked. 
 
    “Ummm…” I looked at the glass and then pointed to the Tasmanian devil. “I guess that one kind of is.” 
 
    “What name does he go by?” She asked. 
 
    “That’s the Tasmanian Devil,” I laughed. 
 
    “A chalice with a devil,” She smiled a very naughty smile at me. “Such an item would be forbidden in Lupercalia, because it doesn’t pay proper respect to our Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think people here care too much about that,” I replied. “It’s just a novelty item my dad gave me--” 
 
    “So the chalice has been in your family for generations?” she asked. 
 
    “You could say that,” I replied. 
 
    She threw her head back and gulped down the rest of the water like someone who had just ran a marathon.  
 
    “More, please,” she smiled. “From the fountain!” 
 
    “Of course,” I obliged and felt a smile spread across my face.  
 
    I flicked the tap again, and Sybil did a little jump for joy. It was like everything I did was magic, and I still hadn’t shown her a car. My short trip back to New Jersey might not be so short after all. 
 
    I filled the glass up and handed it to her. She held her head back and gulped the water down greedily as droplets ran down her face. I’d never seen someone just drink a glass of water with so much reckless abandon. 
 
    She slammed the glass down on the counter and inhaled a deep breath.  
 
    “That was the best water I’ve ever tasted in my life,” she said. 
 
    I had a vague idea that the water in our town might’ve been from the Pine Barrens, which famously had the clearest potable water in the state, but I’d never paid much attention to the taste. It was just tap water, after all.  
 
    “So,” I said as Sybil started to walk around the kitchen. “Ready to see a car?” 
 
    She nodded, but she was too busy studying everything in the kitchen to be distracted by the idea of a car. She peered at the paltry contents of my spice rack, jabbed a finger at the stovetop, and then yanked open the refrigerator door when I nodded to say it was okay. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she declared. “It’s like it’s winter in here. Back in Lupercalia, we have to salt all our food to keep it fresh, and drink the milk the same day. But you can just keep it in here.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Makes life a lot easier. 
 
    “But I haven’t heard any animals,” she said with a frown as she pulled her head from the refrigerator. “Do you keep them nearby?” 
 
    “I don’t have any animals,” I laughed. “I just buy my milk at the grocery store.” 
 
    “The grocery store?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “They sell everything. Milk, meat, vegetables. Whatever you want.” 
 
    “That’s… amazing,” she said. “And what do you offer in trade?” 
 
    “Uh, well, money,” I said. “I have a job that pays me money, and I use that to buy food and whatever else I need. In fact, if my sister hadn’t made me take a vacation, I’d be at my job right now.” 
 
    “And what is your… job?” she asked. 
 
    “My sister and I own a book and coffee shop,” I replied. “Well, mostly a coffee shop.” 
 
    “What is a book?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmm…” I sighed. “Manuscripts, like scrolls or codices with stories in them, but we don’t have to print them by hand. We can mass produce them with machines.” 
 
    “More miracles,” she replied and shook her head. “Why would you give this up to come to Lupercalia?” 
 
    How could I explain that to her, or anything about my life in New Jersey? It reminded me of an exercise we’d done in the second grade. We had to explain to an alien how to make a peanut butter sandwich. It sounded easy, and we’d all laughed until the teacher had started to break down the instructions we’d written. After every sentence, she’d say something like ‘what’s a knife?’ or ‘what’s a peanut?’ It was infuriating and impossible, and I was starting to get that same feeling with Sybil. 
 
    “And what is coffee?” Sybil asked as she closed the refrigerator door. 
 
    “Coffee?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, coffee,” she said, “is that like a book?” 
 
    “No, you make it out of ground-up beans and add hot water and sometimes milk,” I explained. “But you know what coffee is. I had some this morning before I left the palace.” 
 
    Sybil frowned and cocked her head to one side. But something in my description must have sounded familiar, because her face cleared and she smiled. 
 
    “You mean moon bean brew?” she asked.  
 
    “Is that what you guys call it?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s kind of bitter and warm,” she said. “But it gives you energy. People like it in the morning because it helps them prepare for the day. I know many farmers who won’t even consider working a field until they’ve had at least one cup.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said with a grin. “Well, maybe not the working in the fields part, but the rest of it is definitely coffee." 
 
    So you sell moon beans in your shop?” she asked. “Along with the… books?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied, “We brew the coffee for them and sell it in cups. A lot of people like to drink it while on their way to work or just reading a good book. That’s why we sell books as well.” 
 
    “And people pay for this?” she laughed. “I carry a few handfuls of moon beans with me everywhere I go, so that I have energy for foraging in the morning.” 
 
    Then, she made her way over to the countertop where she’d placed her basket and rummaged around until she pulled out a small cotton sack with a suede drawstring. She held it up with a grin and then shook it slightly. 
 
    “Are those moon beans?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    Ava and I had tested so many different types of beans in our quest for the perfect cup that I’d lost track of the varieties. Ava, at least, kept a spreadsheet where she maintained meticulous notes on everything we sampled. We’d tried everything from Colombian to Guatemalan and even Madagascan coffee beans. Hell, we’d even tried the kopi luwak coffee, which was made out of partially digested coffee cherries that were then shat out by Asian palm civets.  
 
    Gross, I know, but it was good, even though it cost, like, two hundred bucks. Still, it had nothing on the moon bean brew from Lupercalia. 
 
    I had to show Ava. 
 
    “Sybil,” I asked, “would you mind if we used some of your moon beans to make some coffee? That is, a brew?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a shrug. “Do you want me to grind them up?” 
 
    “No need,” I smiled. “We’re going to the coffee shop. We have machines that do the grinding for us. And you can meet my sister, Ava, while we’re there.” 
 
    “Do we have far to walk?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll take my car,” I said. “It’ll be a lot faster.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “The box with wheels.” 
 
    “The box with wheels,” I confirmed. 
 
    I grabbed the keys from their usual spot in the fruit bowl I always kept on my kitchen table, and then I started back to the front door since I’d left the Jeep in the driveway. Had it really only been a day ago?  
 
    It felt like a lifetime ago, but in some ways, that’s exactly what it had been. I honestly wasn’t sure I could go back to just selling coffee and books, but I quickly pushed that thought aside. 
 
    “It’s so clear,” Sybil declared. “I can see myself perfectly.”  
 
    I roused myself and glanced at my companion, and I realized that she’d spotted her reflection in the small mirror by the front door. On my father’s advice, I kept it there so I could do a last check before I left the house, and it was yet another thing that I never gave much thought to. But Sybil was staring at it in awe, and it was hard not to grin as I watched her. 
 
    “I think I got this from a place called Ikea,” I said as I moved next to her.  
 
    We looked like a cute Renaissance Fair couple, and I wondered what my sister would say about my getup. Well, she’d probably understand once she saw the dark-haired beauty on my arm. 
 
    “Shall we?” I said as I opened the door and stepped back. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sybil said politely as she stepped into the bright sun and summer heat. 
 
    I followed her onto the porch, closed and locked the door, and then turned to scan the neighborhood. I almost expected Mrs. McHugh to appear and make snarky comments about our clothing, but she must have been at the country club, because the street remained neighbor free. 
 
    Sybil was staring at the houses along the tree-lined street, and she nearly jumped when there was a loud click and hiss from the neighbor’s yard. A moment later, the sprinklers came on and water sprayed across the lawn. 
 
    “W-what…?” she stuttered. 
 
    “Lawn sprinklers,” I replied. “They keep the grass from dying off in the middle of summer.” 
 
    “The farmers of Lupercalia would love something like that,” she replied. 
 
    “You should see some of the systems the farmers here use,” I said. 
 
    “This is an amazing world, Hank,” she said as she turned to look at me. “I really don’t understand why you would leave it.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I didn’t have a choice,” I laughed. “But I feel the same way about Lupercalia. I mean, there aren’t any shifters here, for one thing.” 
 
    “Really?” She furrowed her brow and looked puzzled. “So you have no shifters at all?” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied, “none at all. There are stories about werewolves and such, but they don’t really exist here.” 
 
    “That’s…” she started, but she didn’t seem to know how to finish that statement.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It sort of takes some of the magic out of it.” 
 
    I thought about a late-night documentary that Ava and I had watched when we were kids. It had been about skinwalkers, and it had left us both scared absolutely shitless. It didn’t help that there were tons of deer in our part of Jersey, and every time we spotted one on the lawn in the morning, Ava and I were convinced the poor animals were really witches coming to eat us.  
 
    Ava had gotten so obsessed with the idea that she started drawing pictures of a deer eating us, even during art class at school. The principal had to call my parents in to ask if everything was okay at home, which had put an end to our late-night viewing opportunities for the rest of the school year.  
 
    “That must be your car,” she said and pointed to the Jeep that sat in my driveway. 
 
    “It is,” I said as I led the way from the porch. 
 
    I walked to the passenger side first, unlocked the door, and held it open for her to climb in. 
 
    “It might be hot inside,” I warned. “It’s been sitting in the sun for a whole day.” 
 
    She peered inside the Jeep, and when I offered her my hand, she accepted it as she climbed inside. She still had her basket on one arm, and she tried to hold her skirts up with her other hand, so it was not an easy maneuver to pull off. But she finally made it into the seat, and I pulled the seatbelt across her shoulder and clicked it in place. 
 
    “For your safety,” I said when I caught her eye. “If you hit your head on something at the speeds we’ll be traveling, you could seriously injure yourself.” 
 
    “Then thank you,” she said as she tugged slightly on the seatbelt. 
 
    She placed her basket on her lap, and I slammed the door shut. I thought I heard her make a little peep when the door shut, but she smiled at me nervously through the window. 
 
    I walked around to the driver’s side, climbed inside, and started my old ride. The engine growled as it came to life, and I heard Sybil squeak again. I checked the road, but it was still empty of traffic, so I backed out of the driveway and pointed the Jeep toward the shop. 
 
    “Hank!” Sybil whispered between giggles. “We’re moving!”  
 
    “Yep,” I looked at her and smiled. 
 
    “And you’re controlling it?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I replied. “I’m driving this beast.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” she said as she shook her head. “I could never have even dreamed of something like this.” 
 
    More sprinklers came on, and Sybil was practically giddy with delight. I decided we would definitely have to do a run through the sprinklers at least once, but first, we needed to deliver the coffee. 
 
    My Jeep was old enough and basic enough that it didn’t have electric windows, so I started to turn the crank to let some air in. Sybil’s eyes went wide when she saw the glass start to go down, and when we came to a stop sign, I pointed to the crank on her door. 
 
    “Just turn that,” I said. “That moves the window on your side.” 
 
    She started to turn the crank so hard that I was worried she might break the glass, but she stopped just in time and then stuck her head out of the window. 
 
    “Hello, New Jersey!” she yelled. 
 
    A dog walker on her side of the street in blue athletic shorts and a varsity shirt scowled, but a couple of kids on bikes waved and smiled. 
 
    “Cool, right?” I asked. 
 
    We pulled up to the next stop light, and I realized it was Sagamore Street. I glanced to the right, but the street looked exactly like it did on most days. There was no sign of the fire, other than a faint wisp of wood smoke in the air. 
 
    “Why did we stop?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “It’s the traffic lights,” I said. “You see those lights on the wires? Those tell drivers what to do so we don’t hit each other. Red means stop, yellow means slow down, and green means go.”  
 
    “That’s ingenious,” she said as she waved to a couple of passing cars. 
 
    The light changed, and I decided to check on the house where my life as a future knight had begun. I made the right turn and drove slowly down the street. As we got closer, I could definitely smell more of a burnt smell, but it wasn’t until we were at the property that I could actually see the damage. There was nothing left but the shell of a house, and I realized just how lucky the families had been to make it out. 
 
    “Oh, a fire,” Sybil said as I parked in front of the house. “I’m surprised you still have them here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t happen very often,” I said. “But sometimes a place will get hit by lightning, or someone will forget to blow out a candle.” 
 
    “Was someone inside?” she whispered. 
 
    “There were two families living there,” I said. “But the fire department was able to help them escape.” 
 
    “The fire department?” she asked. 
 
    “People who are trained to put out fires and rescue anyone who might be trapped by the flames,” I explained. 
 
    “What a wonderful thing,” she said. “Did you know the families?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But this is the house where I met the Moon Goddess. I thought one of the families was still inside and that the fire department wouldn’t make it in time. So I ran inside. That’s where she was, and that’s when she gave me the ring.” 
 
    “You ran into a burning building?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “One of my more impulsive choices, but I felt like I had to do it.” 
 
    “Just when I think you can’t do anything more amazing than you already have, you tell me something like that,” she said and shook her head. “You are a true knight, Hank. That’s why the Moon Goddess chose you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sybil,” I replied as I felt a blush creep up my cheeks. “I don’t know why I wanted to show you this. I guess I thought you’d like to see where the Moon Goddess is hanging out on Earth.” 
 
    She laughed so happily that I felt myself grin in response.  
 
    “Let’s go to the shop,” I said. “You’ll enjoy it, and I can’t wait for Ava to taste this coffee.” 
 
    Sybil nodded and stuck her head out of the window again as I pulled back into traffic and headed toward Main Street. At Main, I made a right and drove past the shops that had been there forever. There was the bagel place, the diner, the old furniture refurbisher, some antique stores, and a few cutesy knick-knack shops. There wasn’t much in the way of industry in our town, but it was popular with the antique shoppers from the city, and the furniture refurbisher was famous throughout the tri-state area. 
 
    A block further on was the sign for Baker’s Books and Café. My sister and I were two years into running the place, and we’d finally managed to get our own sign. It somehow made it seem more real to see our names out front, and I felt a surge of pride as the gold letters glinted in the sun. 
 
    “There it is,” I said as I pointed to the sign. “That’s where I work.” 
 
    “So much gold,” she said. “You must be doing well.” 
 
     Ava’s dark green Mini Cooper was already parked in front, so I pulled in behind her. I hopped out of the Jeep and ran around to Sybil’s door to hold it open like the chivalrous knight I was. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, though she didn’t move from her seat. “Ummm…”  
 
    “Ah,” I laughed when I realized that she didn’t know how to undo the seatbelt. “Press down on the red part.” 
 
    She studied the seat belt for a moment and then pressed the release. The belt retracted with a soft whirr, and she grinned at me as she took my hand and stepped out of the Jeep. 
 
    “You really have no idea how magical all this is,” she said.  
 
    “Well, I’m starting to appreciate it more,” I replied. 
 
    Sybil stopped to stare at the books on display in the window, and then I opened the door and ushered her inside. We were hit with a blast of cold air from the AC, and I saw her shake her head again as she shivered in the sudden cold. 
 
    We walked past the tables packed with current bestsellers, the shelves filled with classics, and the small section reserved for local up-and-coming publishing houses if they had something that looked cool. Sybil nearly tripped twice as she stared at all the books, and more than once I caught her tracing a finger over the covers.  
 
    “Just back here,” I said as I led her to the cafe at the back of the store. 
 
    The coffee aroma was even more intense near the back, and the rows of shelves gave way to framed pictures of famous authors and a few mismatched sofas, armchairs, and small tables. We’d picked up most of the furniture at yard sales and clearance sales from the vintage shops over the years, but they were all high quality and still looked good. It felt homey, and not in a manufactured way, and it was one of the reasons I loved working in the store. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised there weren’t any customers buying coffee, but I was surprised that I couldn’t see my sister anywhere.  
 
    “Ava?” I called out. “Ava, are you there?” 
 
    I heard some rummaging noises from the basement, and I figured she was doing all the usual things that we did when nobody was there, like go over stock, archive our purchases, and research for new books that were hitting the market. 
 
    And research new coffee roasters, of course. That was always one of the best parts of our time at work. 
 
    “Sounds like she’s downstairs,” I said. “I’ll let her know we’re here.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Ava shouted from the basement before I could move.  
 
    “That’s Ava,” I said and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “She sounds… charming,” Sybil replied. 
 
    We listened to footsteps stomping up the very steep flight of stairs from the stockroom, and then my sibling appeared in the doorway. 
 
    She was wearing denim shorts and a varsity track shirt from one of her old boyfriends who used to coach the high school track team. She was covered in dust, and even her dark brown hair looked a shade lighter from the tiny particles. She had the same blue eyes as mine, though she still hadn’t looked up so Sybil hadn’t had a chance to see that yet.  
 
    “I need to hire a cleaning lady that will actually clean,” she muttered as she tried to knock the dust from her clothing. “Or maybe we should just install a shower…” 
 
    She finally looked up and nearly fell backward when she saw the two of us standing by the register. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Ava demanded. “I thought I told you to fuck off for two weeks.” 
 
    Sybil giggled, and Ava’s eyes narrowed as she studied the mystery woman by my side. 
 
    “Who is this?” Ava asked suspiciously. 
 
    “This is Sybil,” I explained. “She’s a… friend.” 
 
    “A friend,” Ava said and looked at me. “So how come I’ve never heard her name before?” 
 
    “We just met,” I replied. 
 
    “Did you meet at a renaissance fair or something?” she snorted. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. 
 
    “Alright, smart-ass,” she shook her head. “You come in here dressed like a total nerd with some random hot girl that you’ve never mentioned before? You better tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “I’ll do better than that,” I said as I nodded to the basket. “I’ll blow your mind.” 
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 Chapter 9 
 
    “You sound like one of those cheesy commercials that comes on in the middle of the night,” she said. “Don’t tell me your friend here is selling some shrooms or something.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I laughed. “It’s a million times better than that.” 
 
    “Like I haven’t heard that before.” Ava shook her head as she started to clear the clutter from behind the counter. “Hey, what is this coffee brush doing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ava,” I said. “You always leave it there, with all the pens and stuff. It’s unsanitary.” 
 
    “Not true,” she replied and plopped it next to the red coffee bean grinder to the left of the cash register. “You’re the one that puts it with the stationary. I went to that barista course in Madison, remember? I have a certificate on how to manage a coffee bar. You’re the one that’s always mixing up the book bric-a-brac and the coffee knick-knacks.” 
 
    “I never do that!” I protested. 
 
    “Uhm, yeah, you do,” she shot back. 
 
    “I haven’t even been in this place for two days, so if anything is out of place, it’s your fault.” 
 
    “No one’s been in,” my sister huffed. “So it’s probably been there since you left on your vacation.” 
 
    “We could do this some other time,” Sybil suggested as she looked back and forth between us. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I said quickly. “It’s fine. Ava, trust me, you’ll be glad you tasted this.” 
 
    “Tasted what?” she asked. 
 
    “Sybil, the bag,” I said. 
 
    The witch blinked and then rooted through her basket for a moment until she found the small bag, which she passed to me. Ava watched all this with a smirk, and when I lifted the lid to the grinder, my sister even snickered. 
 
    “What, did you steal the latest brew from Starbucks?” she asked. “If you were hoping the costumes would help you blend in over there, I’d say it was a fail.” 
 
    “Just wait,” I said as I poured about half the beans into the grinder and then looked at Sybil. “Is it okay if I use all of the beans?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a shrug. “They’re easy enough to come by. I collect some from my parents’ shrubs every week and roast them after I cook breakfast.” 
 
    I dumped the rest of the beans into the grinder and then hit the button. 
 
    “Your parents have a coffee plant?” Ava asked as the grinder did its job. 
 
    “A moon bean plant,” Sybil said. “But Hank said it’s called coffee here.” 
 
    “A ‘moon bean plant’,” Ava said slowly and looked at me. 
 
    I knew what my sister was thinking, but I didn’t care. Once she tasted the Lupercalian version of coffee, she wouldn’t care, either.  
 
    “Moon bean brew is very popular in my world,” Sybil continued. “It’s how everyone starts their day.” 
 
    “Moon bean brew,” Ava said, though her eyes were still watching me.  
 
    “Coffee,” I translated. 
 
    “So, are you from Philly or something?” Ava asked as she turned to look at Sybil. “You sound like you have a little bit of an accent going on there.” 
 
    “Actually, I am from the village of Stock, in the land of--” Sybil began to reply. 
 
    I whacked on the grinder really hard, and the motor grew louder. Ava gave me a raised eyebrow, and I knew she’d pester me with questions later. Or maybe she wouldn’t once she’d tasted moon bean brew. 
 
    The grinder finished, so I popped the top off and loaded the machine. The heavenly smell of moon beans filled the small store even before it started brewing, and I saw my sister sniff the air with delight. That was good, because then she wouldn’t ask me anything else. 
 
    “Where’d you get that ring?” Ava asked. 
 
    “What ring?” I shot back. Shit. It’s like she could read my mind. 
 
    “On your left pinkie,” Ava replied. “I’ve never known you to be a jewelry guy.” 
 
    “I’ve never known you to swear in the store,” I shot back. 
 
    “What?” Ava said. “Nobody’s here except for you two, my hippie friends.” 
 
    “The ring is from the moon--” Sybil started to say. 
 
    “Festival,” I smiled and gave Sybil a wink. 
 
    Ava’s brow wrinkled as she looked toward Sybil, but Sybil was clever enough to nod and smile like that was exactly what she’d been about to say.  
 
    “Moon Festival?” Ava asked. “Oh, so that’s why you guys are dressed like that. Is it like a music festival or something?”  
 
    “It’s like a music and art festival,” I said as I turned on the machine. “It’s over by the lake. Um, Sybil can tell you about it.” 
 
    It always took a minute for the espresso machine to warm up, and there were always a few unpleasant banging noises involved as well. The strange sounds filled the air for a moment, more proof that no one had been in the store yet, but I could tell by the way Ava was watching Sybil that my sister wasn’t going to just drop the topic. 
 
    “The moon festival is, by far, my favorite celebration of the year,” Sybil declared when the coffee machine finally settled. “It arrives on the eve of the summer solstice. We gather for music, games, and revelry. One of the farmers from the town is elected to slaughter his fattest pig, and we roast it over a stake. Then we all feast on it, and thank the moon goddess for blessing us with her bounty.” 
 
    My sister blinked, and I could tell she was trying to decide what was the weirdest thing in that whole description. She looked at me, then looked back at Sybil, and shook her head again. 
 
    “Okay,” Ava nodded. “But wasn’t the summer solstice last month?” 
 
    Sybil looked at her blankly and then inhaled. Then her face softened as she obviously figured out what she was going to say. It was like watching an idea come to someone.  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled. “But it was postponed this year, due to--” 
 
    “Flooding,” I said. “In the Pine Barrens. Lots and lots of flooding.” 
 
    “Huh,” Ava nodded and shrugged. “Well, it looks like you found something fun to do on your first day off, little brother, even though you’re back here at work for some reason.” 
 
    The machine made a sputtering noise, and coffee started to pour out into the mug in a small, exact stream. 
 
    I watched Sybil and Ava’s faces as the smell permeated the room. 
 
    It wasn’t just the regular comforting coffee smell. This one had almost floral hints, and it made you imagine somewhere beautiful. When I smelled this coffee, I immediately felt both energized and at ease. 
 
    Sybil turned on her heel and made her way to one of the bestseller tables to flip through a book. Ava, on the other hand, looked like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Hank,” she said. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s coffee,” I smiled. 
 
    “Coffee from the Pine Barrens?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s from Sybil’s town,” I said. “Lots of them grow it.” 
 
    “That smell,” she murmured. “Crazy good…” 
 
    ”Right?” I chuckled. “Let me make the next two cups so we can all enjoy it together.” 
 
    My sister nodded, and then she glanced toward Sybil. When she decided that the strange woman in the long dress was out of hearing range, she leaned in closer to me. 
 
    “Hey, your friend is a little odd, but she’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen,” Ava whispered. “She looks like she could be on the cover of Vogue or something.” 
 
    “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about anyone I’ve introduced you to,” I replied.  
 
    “No, seriously,” she whispered. “But--” 
 
    “Hold that thought,” I said as I started the next cup of coffee. 
 
    “I’m just saying, be careful,” Ava said. “She seems nice, in a hippie way, but are you sure this stuff is safe? It’s from the Pine Barrens, after all.” 
 
    “It’s safe,” I said and laughed. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Christ,” my sister sighed. “So how many cups of this have you had so far?” 
 
    “Enough to know it’s the best stuff you’ll ever have,” I said. 
 
    “This smells even better than the poop coffee,” Ava said as she watched me prepare the next cup. “And that stuff was very… unique.”  
 
    “Tasted kind of like blueberries to me,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but it wasn’t blueberries, was it?” Ava smiled mischievously.  
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” I admitted. “But there’s no shitting involved in this one.” 
 
    When the last cup was ready, I set all three on the counter and then checked for my companion. The witch had wandered to the front of the store, and I noticed she had a thick tome under one arm. 
 
    “Coffee time,” I called out. 
 
    “This manuscript is amazing,” Sybil said as she walked back to the counter. “There are so many plants in here that I’ve never even heard of. I would love to explore some time, and pick some new things to make new tinctures and potions with…” 
 
    “Why don’t you take the manuscript home?” I said. 
 
    Ava shot me a look, but she didn’t actually object, probably because she’d picked up her coffee cup and taken a deep sniff. 
 
    “Really?” Sybil asked. “You really mean it?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “We have plenty of copies downstairs. They haven’t exactly been selling like hotcakes lately.” 
 
    In fact, I couldn’t remember the last person who bought a botanical dictionary from us, if anyone had ever even bought one in the first place. People liked action, romance, and whatever the New York Times told them would either optimize their productivity or make them a better person.  
 
    “Oh, Hank.” She looked down at the book and back at me. “This is a most treasured gift.” 
 
    I was killing it in this whole knight business. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Ava said. “I’m glad that someone is getting so much joy out of that. It’s been on the shelf for months. But this coffee smells amazing, and if you guys aren’t going to start on yours, I’m going to be rude and drink mine without you.” 
 
    “It’s strange to drink some of the moon bean brew when there’s no work to be done,” Sybil commented as she picked up her cup. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ava replied. “I’ve been hauling boxes of a hardcover memoir that’s slated to come out next week all morning. The basement is full of them.” 
 
    “Oh, is that the one about the bear guy?” I asked. 
 
    But Ava didn’t respond. She’d taken a sip of the coffee, and her eyes had widened in a kind of moon bean brew induced ecstasy.  
 
    I took a sip of the moon bean brew, and it was like my body was in a warm bath of joy and energy. I felt it go from my throat into my stomach, down my arms and legs, and finally into my feet. 
 
    I looked over at Sybil who smiled, but otherwise, looked unimpressed. It was just another cup of moon bean brew to her, and maybe not even the best one she’d ever had.  
 
    “Oh, my God, Hank,” Ava declared as she set her empty cup on the counter. “Oh. My. God. Holy shit. This stuff is insanely good. That is the best coffee I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    “Right?” I asked. “I think it’s one of the best drinks I’ve ever had in my life, period.” 
 
    “You two are so funny,” Sybil said as she placed her unfinished cup on the counter. “It’s just moon bean brew. It’s not even what the nobles usually drink. Knights sometimes do because of all the fighting and such, but it’s really just a commoner’s drink.” 
 
    “What?” Ava asked in confusion. “What the heck are you talking about? Henry, is this some sort of cosplay thing you’ve gotten mixed up in?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” I said and slurped down the rest of my coffee. “That’s exactly what it is. Sybil just likes to stay in character even when we’re not, ah, you know, on location.” 
 
    “In the Pine Barrens?” Ava looked at me suspiciously. “Or is it a lake?” 
 
    “Well, a little of both,” I said. “See, they send us on a quest, and we have to go to different places to complete it. So, like, well…” 
 
    Ava looked back and forth between us again, but Sybil seemed to understand that it was best just to go along. The witch smiled at my sister and then started to flip through the book again. 
 
    “Fine, keep your secrets,” Ava huffed. “But that really is some amazing coffee. I can’t believe no one’s discovered it before now.” 
 
    “They don’t have a lot of visitors,” I said and then caught myself. 
 
    “Okay, this just keeps getting weirder,” Ava replied. “And everything you say only raises about another ten questions in my mind. But I’m willing to let it slide because of the coffee.” 
 
    “Your shop is amazing,” Sybil said as she looked up from her tome. “I’ve never seen so many… books in one place before. And to think that you sell them to anyone who comes in.” 
 
    Ava gave Sybil a puzzled smile, before turning to me. 
 
    “You going back to the Pine Barrens?” my sister asked. 
 
    “We are,” I said. “There’s a quest I have to finish.” 
 
    “Please don’t say any more,” Ava sighed as she held up her hand. “Just promise me you’ll bring more of those beans back with you. As they say in Twin Peaks, that was damn good coffee.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” I laughed. 
 
    “So, you two are off on a quest?” Ava asked. “Is this supposed to take the rest of the day, or will you be back later?” 
 
    “Oh, well, not sure how long the quest will take,” I said as I realized I still had to find the cyclops, kill it, and bring the loot back to the King.  
 
    “So what are your dinner plans?” my sister pressed. 
 
    “Um, we’ll just stop at a grocery store and pick up something,” I said. 
 
    “What’s a grocery store?” Sybil asked as she looked up from her book. 
 
    “Like I said,” I cut in with a laugh. “She likes to stay in character.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Ava said as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    It seemed like a good time to leave, before Ava could pester us with more questions that would only add to her suspicions. I could tell that my sister was still undecided about Sybil, and that she hadn’t quite bought my lie about staying in character. The only reason she wasn’t grilling the witch right then was the coffee, but Ava’s older sister need to protect me would emerge soon enough. 
 
    “So, we’ll be off,” I said as I started to push Sybil toward the front door. “But I’ll be back with more of those beans.” 
 
    “You’re damn right you will,” Ava called after me. “If you’re not, I might have to kill you.” 
 
    Sybil jerked and gave me a panicked look, but I laughed and waved to my sister. I yanked the door open and shooed Sybil onto the sidewalk before either woman could say anything else. 
 
    “She said she would kill you,” Sybil hissed. 
 
    “She’s kidding,” I said. “It’s just her way of letting me know how serious she is about those moon beans.” 
 
    “I could put a hex on her,” Sybil said. 
 
    “No need,” I replied as I ushered the witch back to the Jeep. “She really does love me, I promise.” 
 
    Sybil looked back at the store one more time and then climbed into the Jeep when I opened the door. She managed the seatbelt on her own, so I went around to the other side and climbed into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Tell me about his grocery store,” Sybil said as I turned the key. 
 
    “It’s a place to pick up food and supplies,” I said. “But, like, really big and packed with all sorts of things.” 
 
    “I’d like to see it,” Sybil said. “If it’s like the rest of your world, it must be… well, amazing. I can’t seem to think of any other words to describe it.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said and laughed. “I guess we have time to go to ShopRite before we head back.” 
 
    I waited for a couple of cars to go by and then pulled back into traffic. We passed three more antique shops, the police station, and a donut shop before we pulled into the parking lot for the closest grocery store.  
 
    Since it was summer, there were hanging baskets of ferns and flowers on display as well as bright bouquets of sunflowers. A display of seeds had been set up near the door next to an impressive stack of watermelons. 
 
    “I have to see the plants,” she declared. 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed as I pulled into a spot. 
 
    I’d barely put the Jeep into park before Sybil was trying to unfasten her seatbelt and open the door at the same time. I shook my head as I undid my own belt, and then I climbed from the Jeep to help her down. She’d managed to open the door by the time I made it to her side, but she accepted my arm as she stepped out of my ride. 
 
    Sybil dropped my arm as soon as we stopped in front of the plants. She drank in the variety of plants on display and then reached up to touch a dark purple petunia. 
 
    “They’re so soft,” she murmured. “They’re like velvet…” 
 
    She then made her way over to pots of daffodils and buried her nose in the flowers. When she looked up, she had a grin on her face. 
 
    “When my father and my mother were married, he presented her with daffodils,” Sybil said. “They’re considered good luck at a wedding ceremony which is why most people are married in the spring.” 
 
    “I think June is supposed to be the big wedding month here, but I’m not sure why,” I said. “I don’t think it has anything to do with flowers. Maybe it’s just a nice time of year?” 
 
    “Oh! What’s this?” She picked up a small cactus. 
 
    “That’s a cactus,” I said.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like a cactus!” She poked one of the spikes. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I checked her finger. “Sometimes the tip gets stuck in the skin.” 
 
    “I think it’s okay,” she said as she leaned into me. “It only hurt for a moment. I’ve never seen a plant with so many thorns.” 
 
    “They grow in deserts,” I said. “The… thorns are to keep bugs and animals from stealing the plant’s water that it has stored inside.” 
 
    “I know you’re tired of hearing me say this, but that’s amazing,” she laughed. 
 
    “I’m sure there’s something similar in your world,” I said. “Maybe you just haven’t seen any yet because no one from Lupercalia has explored that far.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed and then gave me a mischievous smile. “Maybe you could be that person.” 
 
    “I haven’t even finished my first quest yet, and now you’re sending me off to parts unknown,” I said and shook my head. “Someone who wasn’t very sure about themselves might think you were trying to get rid of them.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get rid of you,” she said. “I only mentioned it because you’re probably the only one who could do it.” 
 
    She gave me another smile that set my blood singing and my heart racing. It was all I could do not to wrap her in my arms and push her against the wall, but I made do with a quick kiss on her lips.  
 
    I thought for sure she’d pull away or reprimand me for being so forward, but she only giggled when I stepped back.  
 
    “Do you need some help?” a squeaky voice asked. 
 
    I glanced over and saw one of the teenage employees watching us. He was probably about sixteen, and he looked awkward as hell. His eyes lingered a little too long on Sibyl, so I stepped in front of the witch and gave him a not so friendly smile. 
 
    “We’re good,” I said. “Just checking out what plants you have.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” he mumbled and then wandered off to collect some stray carts. 
 
    “I want to see the food,” Sybil said. 
 
    “That would be inside,” I replied as I led her to the entrance, and then the door slid open. 
 
    “Hank!” she said, as we stepped into the cool, refrigerated air. “How did the door do that?” 
 
    “It has motion sensors,” I said. “It can tell when people are standing near it. 
 
    “Does it know other things about me as well?” she asked as she looked back at the door. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “It’s a machine, it’s not alive or anything.” 
 
    “You have so many machines in New Jersey,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged and started to tug her toward the bakery. There were always free samples to be had, and it was always one of my personal favorites. But as we passed through the cereal aisle, she stopped and pointed to one of the boxes.  
 
    “There he is again,” she said. 
 
    I took a closer look and saw that she was pointing to a box of limited edition Looney Tunes Rice Krispies. And on the cover of the box was a Tasmanian Devil with his hands wrapped around Tweety Bird.  
 
    “That poor little creature,” A look of genuine sorrow came over her face and she shook her head. “He really is a cruel devil.” 
 
    “If I’m being honest,” I said, “I was always kind of freaked out by Tweety Bird. His head is too big for his body. And besides, they’re not real. They’re just cartoons.” 
 
    “Car toons?” she asked. “They have something to do with your… car?” 
 
    “Eh, no,” I replied. “Um, they just sound similar.” 
 
    She looked up at me and shook her head again. 
 
    “Come on,” I laughed. “Let’s see if there are any good samples today.” 
 
    Happily, the sample table was still up, and a woman with blue rubber gloves and a hairnet was passing out samples with a smile.  
 
    “She looks frightening,” Sybil whispered. “Her gloves are odd.” 
 
    “They have to do that for health regulations,” I replied. “But it smells like they have cinnamon buns today. Have you ever had a cinnamon bun?” 
 
    “No,” she said as she sniffed the air. “But it smells wonderful.” 
 
    “You’re gonna love this,” I laughed. 
 
    We walked over to the table, and the lady smiled at us as she handed a sample to a woman trying to hide a chihuahua in her purse. 
 
    “Can I have two of the samples, please?” I asked as soon as the dog woman had left. 
 
    “Of course,” the employee said and then looked at Sybil. “And may I say, that is such a lovely dress you’re wearing. Did you buy that around here?” 
 
    “Oh,” Sybil said as surprise flashed in her eyes. “Actually, I made this from fabric that my sister wove.” 
 
    “You made it?” The woman shook her head. “You could sell those, you know. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Sybil replied as the woman handed her a quarter of a cinnamon bun on a small paper plate. 
 
    I accepted my sample as well, and then we stepped to the side so another customer could claim a sample. We bit into the cinnamon buns at the same time, and I watched a wave of euphoria cross Sybil’s face. It reminded me of watching Ava drink the coffee. 
 
    “This is so good,” Sybil moaned.  
 
    “They’re on sale right now,” the employee called over. “We’re doing boxes of twelve for four ninety-nine.” 
 
    “Want twelve of those?” I asked Sybil as she shoved the last bite in her mouth.  
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said when she could speak. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    The employee pointed toward a display of cardboard boxes before she turned to smile at a frazzled father with three young kids. While the kids argued over which samples were bigger, I picked up a box of the cinnamon buns and started to walk back to the registers. 
 
    “Can we eat them for dinner?” Sybil asked.  
 
    Who was I to say no? Cinnamon buns for dinner with a hot witch sounded sick. 
 
    I was heading for the self-checkout when Sybil suddenly stopped and then walked toward another display. I followed after her and saw that she’d spotted a display of seed packets near the fresh vegetables. I watched as she examined the images, and then she picked up one of the packets and smiled at the picture. 
 
    “What did you find?” I asked as I caught up with her. 
 
    “The purple flowers,” she said shyly as she showed me the packet. 
 
    “Want some?” I asked. “Maybe you can start growing them in Lupercalia, and then you can paint the town purple.” 
 
    “I’d love them,” she said. “Hank, you’ve really shown me so many good things today. Thank you for that and for saving my life.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really,” I assured her. “I wish we’d met under better circumstances, but I’m so glad that I got to show you what my neck of the woods is like.” 
 
    “I love it here,” she said. 
 
    We made our way back to the self-checkout, where I paid for the box of cinnamon buns and the packet of seeds. It was by far the best date I’d ever had, and it hadn’t even come to ten bucks. 
 
    Sybil skipped ahead of me as we walked through the automatic doors. I smiled as I watched her glide across the parking lot, but my moment of pleasure was rudely interrupted by a loud honk. 
 
    A Toyota had been pulling out of its spot and nearly backed into Sybil. She looked shocked for a moment, and I ran over to make sure she was alright. 
 
    “Hey!” the Toyota driver shouted as he rolled down his window. 
 
    “Hey, yourself,” I shouted back. “You’re supposed to watch for pedestrians!” 
 
    The man swore under his breath, but my glare was enough to keep him in his car. I took Sybil’s hand and led her back to the Jeep. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I sighed. “I should have warned you to look both ways. Some drivers don’t pay attention.” 
 
    “He was very rude,” she said.  
 
    “That’s not uncommon around here,” I laughed. 
 
    We were back at the Jeep by then, and Sybil climbed back inside as soon as I opened the door. She even pulled the strap across as I closed the door, and I found myself smiling at how quickly she had learned that. 
 
    I still had the box of cinnamon buns in my hand when I took my own seat, but before I could put them on the back seat, Sybil snatched the box and placed it in her lap. Then, with her delicate hands, she pried it open and detached one of the cinnamon buns from the rest of them. 
 
    “Want one?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Sure, why not,” I answered, and she handed me the cinnamon bun and plucked another one for herself. 
 
    We sat in the hot car munching our cinnamon buns while the icing melted and coated our hands and chins. I looked over at Sybil, and she looked so delighted that I didn’t care how sticky my Jeep was. 
 
    “Mmmmmfffff!” she said through a mouthful of bun, and then she swallowed. “We don’t have anything like this in Lupercalia.” 
 
    “It’s all the artificial ingredients and preservatives,” I smirked. “They’re addictive.” 
 
    “The what?” she asked distractedly through another bite of bun. 
 
    “Never mind,” I laughed. “You’re probably better off not knowing.” 
 
    I licked each one of my fingers clean of the icing, before I popped the keys in the ignition. Then I pulled out of the parking lot and turned right to take the shortcut back to my road. 
 
    “This has been such a wonderful day, Hank,” Sybil declared from the passenger seat as she tore off another cinnamon bun. “It’s been the most incredible day in my life.” 
 
    “Aw, it’s no trouble,” I replied. “This is just what every old day looks like in New Jersey.”  
 
    “Lupercalia seems so boring in comparison,” she replied. “Not to mention dangerous. I feel so safe here with you, even though there are dangerous drivers and doors that can sense things.”  
 
    “Well, this doesn’t have to be the last time we hang out here,” I smiled. 
 
    Now that I knew I could travel with another person, I could bring Sybil to Earth and also spend time on Lupercalia. 
 
    And even better, I could bring some of that coffee back to Ava like she asked. If we could find enough of the beans, the profit would be insane. We could sell it at some ridiculous price, just like Starbucks, and there’d be almost no cost to us. It was perfect, and I’d have an excuse to keep returning to Lupercalia, even after my two weeks of vacation were up. Which, I suddenly realized, was exactly what I wanted to do.  
 
    We were nearly back to the house when I realized Sybil hadn’t said anything in a while. I glanced over and saw that she was starting on her third cinnamon bun. 
 
    “You gotta slow down,” I laughed. “Remember how you felt when we traveled here? If you eat too many of those at one time, you’ll feel sick again.”  
 
    “If I’d had these, I’m sure it would’ve been better,” she smiled. 
 
    I parked the car and hopped out of the driver’s seat. When I went around to the passenger side, Sybil had already opened the door. I looked down at the handle, which was covered with melted icing. 
 
    “I’m a little sticky,” she said. 
 
    “I can tell,” I said, and once she’d hopped out with her basket and the buns, I slammed the door behind her. “I’ll clean it later.” 
 
    She polished off the cinnamon bun as we walked up to the front door, and she gave a cute little burp as she stepped into the house.  
 
    “You full?” I asked with a laugh as I closed the door behind us. 
 
    “Very,” she said. “I feel like a queen.” 
 
    We headed for the kitchen, and while I debated where to put the last of the buns, Sybil went straight to the sink and started to rinse the icing from her hands. It was too bad I couldn’t bring modern plumbing with me, but the portal wouldn’t let me bring either the gun or the phone, so I had to believe that modern pipes would be out as well.  
 
    So what could I take back? Clothing seemed okay, even if it was modern, and Sybil had brought her basket through, no problem. I’d been able to bring my armor from Lupercalia, and I assumed I could take it back, along with Sybil’s packet of seeds and the book. My tentative conclusion was that it was mostly one-way, I could bring anything from there to Earth, but couldn’t bring Earth items back with me. 
 
    “So many strange creatures you have in New Jersey,” Sybil said as she wiped her hands on one of my Marvel kitchen towels. “But you don’t see any of them on the street.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “They exist only in stories here. There aren’t any cyclops running around the forest or hoarding gold.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she said as she folded the towel and then looked at me. “You’ve got that look.” 
 
    “That look?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “The one that says you have a quest to complete,” she sighed. “I guess this means we’re returning to Lupercalia.” 
 
    “We are,” I agreed. 
 
    We returned to the bedroom where I slid back into my armor. Sybil waited until the tin-can plate was back around my chest before she linked her arm through mine again and gave me a nod.  
 
    “I really hope I don’t throw up all those cinnamon buns,” she said. 
 
    “I did warn you,” I laughed as I pictured the forest where I’d met Sybil. 
 
    The world turned black, and New Jersey disappeared into a vortex of darkness. We were being stretched like saltwater taffy, and the cinnamon bun definitely didn’t help. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt my face in a mound of cool dirt and moss. Sybil’s arm was still squeezed around mine, and I heard a small cough. 
 
    We were back in Lupercalia. 
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 Chapter 10 
 
    I lifted my head from the patch of dirt I’d landed on and peered around. We were surrounded by trees, and I could hear the sound of water rushing over rocks from the brook. 
 
    Yep. We were exactly where we had been before. 
 
    I rolled over onto my back and took a second to stare at the sky. Birds were tweeting, the trees were rustling, and there was a distinct calm here that I didn’t feel in New Jersey. There wasn’t the usual ambient hum of modern life, and it made it easier to forget about things like utility bills and sales reports. 
 
    I turned my head to the side and saw that Sybil was also lying on her back. Her long, dark hair was strewn across the mossy ground, and her hands rested on her stomach. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “That time wasn’t so terrible,” she sighed. “I wouldn’t say it was enjoyable, but it wasn’t terrible.”  
 
    “No, I feel the same way,” I said and decided I was starting to get the hang of traveling between worlds. 
 
    “Sybil,” I said as I sat up, “do you still have the things I gave you from New Jersey? The botanical book and the seeds from the supermarket?”  
 
    “Hang on,” she groaned and rolled onto her side. From there, she sat upright and took a second to brush her hair off her face. Then she plopped her basket in her lap and rummaged inside. 
 
    “Yep, everything’s here,” she confirmed. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    So the seeds and the book could be transported to Lupercalia, and my sack was still strapped around me with my map and my axe inside. That seemed to support my theory that anything too modern couldn’t come through, and I realized that I hadn’t used my phone in two days, but I didn’t miss it. I felt more present in the moment, and besides, it seemed ridiculous for a werewolf to have a phone. 
 
    “You never told me what your quest was,” Sybil said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed. “The whole reason I came back. Running toward my death.” 
 
    “You know, I have many tinctures for healing,” she said. “I know that werewolves have rapid healing, so it’s less for superficial wounds. But for soothing, relaxation, and focus, I’m sure I’d be able to help. My mother and grandmother used to make brews and salves for us when we were injured or sick, and they passed those recipes on to me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “But I’m hoping I won’t need any medical help after I finish.” 
 
    “Well, if you do, I’m sure you’ll find me,” she replied with a smile. “That wolf sense of smell and everything. And in the meantime, I have this new book to study. We may have to go seed shopping again after I finish reading it.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” I said. “Though you do seem to know a lot.” 
 
    “I try to keep my own records,” she said. “I’ve drawn pictures of all the plants in this area, and I write down what I know about them, like any healing properties or if certain animals are attracted to it. I’ve been doing it since I was little.” 
 
    “So you have your own botany book,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not nearly as nice as this one,” she said as she patted the basket. “And it doesn’t have as much information. The furthest I’ve ever traveled before today was to a cousin’s wedding, and I spent most of that time studying any new plants I could find.” 
 
    “I barely know anything about plants,” I confessed. “I just try to keep the grass alive so the neighbors don’t complain, and my sister reminds me to trim the bushes, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll teach you,” She raised her eyebrows at me. “But not until you tell me what your mission is. The palace never tells us about anything going wrong in Lupercalia, or if they do, it’s always very vague. I want to know what kind of missions they’re sending junior knights on these days. It might give me some idea of what’s really going on out there.” 
 
    “My quest is to slay the cyclops in the cave system outside the forest of Thoth,” I said with a shrug. “We’re in the forest of Thoth now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sybil nodded. “And do you know who Thoth is?” 
 
    “Umm… actually no,” I replied. “It didn’t even cross my mind that Thoth could be a person.” 
 
    “You’re so funny,” she said and laughed. “Thoth isn’t a person. He’s a consort to the Moon Goddess. But not like a husband. They are merely friends. The Moon Goddess blessed Thoth with the gift of language, and it is said that when she returns to Lupercalia to visit her subjects, Thoth presides in the heavens in her absence.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “So almost like her deputy deity?” 
 
    “Her what?” she asked.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “Just a bad joke.” 
 
    Sybil was still puzzling over my dad-grade joke while I dug through my sack to find the map. When I found the parchment, I pulled it out and unfurled it. 
 
    “Want to see the map?” I asked Sybil. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she replied. “Maps made in the Palace are of the finest quality. They use only the best hide for the parchment. And look. There’s gold leaf.” 
 
    She pointed to the outer edge of the parchment where a thin design had been added in gold leaf. It gave the map a frame of sorts, which seemed appropriate when I saw how much work had gone into the thing. 
 
    The map was detailed, though not in the way I was used to. It definitely hadn’t been downloaded from Google Maps or stuck in the center of a National Geographic. There were little trees to indicate the woods, bumps that I supposed were hills, little houses for towns, and even a large river on the bottom right-hand side that had a strange monster with a dog’s head and shark fins swimming in it. It was hard to get a sense of scale, but it looked like Lupercalia was rather large. 
 
    And in the top center was a large royal seal that said, “Reginae Lupercalia.”  
 
    “Did the King give this to you?” Sybil asked as she traced the gold leaf pattern. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Another knight who believed in me. And the Moon Goddess, of course.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she said as her finger moved to the center of the map. “That’s the palace.”  
 
    The palace was the most detailed part of the map, and the largest in scale. It made sense that it would receive the most attention since it was the center of the kingdom, but it also made it difficult to judge how far apart things really were.  
 
    “Someone spent a lot of time drawing that,” I said as I leaned in closer. 
 
    The palace was depicted from the front, and the detail was incredible. There were shadowy figures in some of the arched windows, flags flying from the ramparts, and even two knights on duty by the drawbridge.  
 
    “And here’s my home,” Sybil sighed as she pointed to one of the villages. 
 
    Stock was tiny in comparison and featured two houses, a pig, and the word ‘Stock’ in a tiny, handwritten font. I wasn’t from Stock, but even I felt snubbed. 
 
    “How can you tell how far apart things are?” I asked.  
 
    “Use the day markers,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    “The day markers?” I asked. 
 
    She pointed to a faint alternating pattern of suns and moons along the left-hand side of the map. The pattern continued along the bottom of the map as well, so I’d just thought they were part of the filigree.  
 
    “It measures the amount of days it takes to get from one place to another,” she said. “This appears to be for a horse or a direwolf, because there aren’t as many markers. Some maps are made for foot travel, and those have far more day markers because of how much longer it takes.” 
 
    Once Sybil explained it, I had to admit, I was impressed. I’d never seen or even heard of a map that marked distance in such a way, but it was clever. 
 
    “Distance is measured by miles,” Sybil said. “And for maps that just cover a small area, that’s all you need. But for larger maps, it’s more helpful to know how long it will take to travel between two points.” 
 
    “So, to get from the palace to these caves…” I murmured as I tried to count how many suns and moons existed between the palace and the far edge of Thoth. “Whoa, that’s, like, two weeks.” 
 
    “It’s almost nightfall,” Sybil said softly and peered up at the sky. 
 
    I glanced upward as well and saw that the sky was turning a kind of gray-blue color. The sun was setting, and thin clouds streaked the sky with the last wisps of daylight. 
 
    “We should find shelter,” I said. “Didn’t you say you had a place you were staying in around here?” 
 
    “It’s about three miles from here,” she said as she stood up. “I hadn’t meant to be gone this long. We may not make it back before nightfall.” 
 
    “Is there a trail?” I asked. 
 
    “Just follow the brook,” she said and pointed upstream. 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I said. “You can just hop on my back.” 
 
    “W-what?” she stammered.  
 
    But I was already focusing on the transformation. I pictured my full wolf form as I remembered what it had felt like to run as a wolf. I had never felt so alive or in tune with my surroundings. I felt my body stretch and strain in response as my clothes and satchel disappeared, and then I fell forward onto my arms. Only they were legs now, and they were ready to run. 
 
    “I’ve never seen that before,” Sybil admitted as she studied me. “Can you understand me?”  
 
    I stuck out my tongue and panted happily while I tried to nod. I knew I was scary looking in my full wolf form, and I hoped that my behavior might set her at ease. 
 
    “That’s good,” she said with a smile as she moved closer. 
 
    I dropped to my belly and turned my head to look at my back. When I glanced at Sybil, I saw that she had understood my idea, though she still looked uncertain. I nudged her hand with the top of my head and looked at my back again. 
 
    “I’ve only ridden a horse before,” she warned, but she lifted her skirt with one hand and climbed onto my back with a tight grip on her basket. 
 
    I stood up slowly, and I felt her grab some of the fur on my neck. She was probably hanging on for dear life, but I could barely feel it. I pawed at the ground just to let her know that I was about to start moving, and then I headed off at a light trot. At first she bounced around a little, but then I felt her slide into a more comfortable position at the top of my spine. 
 
    “That’s better,” she declared. “But go easy on me.”  
 
    I let out a light-hearted pant, and decided it was time to leg it. I bounded forward and hit the soft forest floor with my powerful paws. 
 
    “Hank!” Sybil yelped. “I said go easy!”  
 
    She dug her fists deeper into my fur, and I knew she wasn’t in danger of falling off. I let my instincts take over, and soon, I was running alongside the brook in a blur. Shadows seemed to swallow up the trees, and a cold wind ruffled my tail, but my wolf eyes could still see the stream even in the rapidly fading light. 
 
    “This is amazing!” she laughed. “And we’re almost there.” 
 
    In the distance I could see a tiny house with a thatched roof. I dropped down to a bouncy trot as we approached it, and then down to a walk. 
 
    “I’ll check the hearth,” she said when I stopped. 
 
    I tried to nod again, but I wasn’t sure she could see me. I watched her push the door open and head inside, but I didn’t follow her right away. There weren’t any other humans around, so I trotted over to the brook and drank my fill of the fresh water. 
 
    When that was done, I pictured my human body in its boring clothing, and though it seemed to take longer than it did when I shifted into the hybrid form, I finally returned to the normal body of Hank Baker. 
 
    I turned to study the house for a moment and decided that house might have been too grand a word for it. It was a basic wooden structure with a thatched roof, one window that was really just a hole, and a door that was barely attached to its hinges. The whole thing looked like it would blow down in the next breeze, and I opened the door cautiously just so I wouldn’t knock the whole thing over.  
 
    “Oh!” Sybil said when she saw me peeking around the door. “There you are. Nice to see you as a man again.” 
 
    “You didn’t like my wolf form?” I asked with a grin as I stepped inside. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, “but you never would’ve fit in the house.”  
 
    She leaned back on the wall with her hands on her hips, which were thrust slightly forward. I could see the outline of her hip bones through her green dress. There was a small fire pit in the center of the room, and the flames were just big enough to give her a healthy glow. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said as I studied the rest of the room. 
 
    It was roughly a hundred square feet, and while it was probably supposed to be a square, the walls tilted and turned to create more than four corners. Various plants and herbs had been twined together and hung from the ceiling to dry, and a black cauldron hung over the fire. I almost started laughing when I saw it, but I didn’t feel like explaining about the witch stereotype on Earth. 
 
    To the right was a shelf which had obviously been there when Sybil found the place. It held small jars and clouded-up bottles that I couldn’t quite make out, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what the contents were anyway. To the left was a mattress with a coarse, cotton mattress cover that was clearly stuffed with hay and a quilt with a moon on it.  
 
    “Does that ever get itchy?” I asked Sybil as I pointed to the mattress. 
 
    “Only if the hay is too old,” she said with a shrug. “I know you had a nice mattress, but I’ve only ever slept on straw. I find the smell very comforting.” 
 
    “This place is nice,” I said. “It feels like a home.” 
 
    “Well, it’s everything I have in one place,” Sybil smiled and threw an orange peel over the fire. “Did you know that dried citrus peels will always keep a fire going?” 
 
    “I did not,” I said as she tossed another orange peel into the fire. 
 
    “Go ahead and sit,” she said and pointed toward the bed. 
 
    I walked over to the mattress and dropped as gracefully as I could onto the hay. The gentle smell of fresh hay greeted me, and I was surprised at how comfortable it turned out to be. 
 
    “What’re you making?” I asked. 
 
    She stood up and went over to the little shelf. “I’m making a brew that is useful before a quest,” she replied. “It will help you relax tonight and leave you feeling energized tomorrow.”  
 
    “That sounds like something I could use,” I replied. 
 
    I watched as she checked the jars on the shelf, selected two, and then returned to the cauldron. She added what looked like more dried plants to the concoction, but I couldn’t be sure. I had absolutely no idea what she was making, and I was operating on blind trust right then.  
 
    “Trust me.” she said. “You’ll thank me in the morning.” 
 
    She scanned the plants that had been hung up to dry, grabbed a handful from one bundle, and then added the crushed leaves to the mix. At first, the shack smelled astringent, almost like a hospital room, but after a few moments, the scent turned pleasant. Between the subtle floral aromas and the warmth from the fire, I felt myself slipping into a dazed trance. 
 
    “When will it be ready?” I asked just to keep myself alert. 
 
    “Be patient,” she smiled from behind the cauldron. 
 
    Now I really felt like I was in the company of a witch, because it was like I was under some kind of spell. Every part of my body suddenly felt heavy, but I also felt unequivocally alive, like I was sharply aware of every inhale and exhale. 
 
    She stirred the brew with a carved wooden spoon while she hummed, and then she leaned and took a deep breath. Whatever she smelled must have met with her approval because she grabbed a battered mug from the shelf and then used the spoon to fill it with the brew. 
 
    There was a smile on my face as she walked around the cauldron and then sat down next to me. She took a sip from the mug and nodded.  
 
    “Perfect,” she said as she handed it to me. 
 
    I took a careful sniff and smelled mint, blackcurrants, and something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. “This better not be poisonous,” I said and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” she said in a low, cool voice. “I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you.”  
 
    It wasn’t the most reassuring thing I’d ever been told, but I took a small sip. After all, the coffee here was unreal, so what did the rest of their brews taste like?  
 
    It turned out they were delicious, too. It was like the flavor was cold, but the liquid was hot, and I could feel the warmth spread across my body while my tastebuds did a little dance.  
 
    “Do you have a name for this?” I asked as Sybil stood up.  
 
    “No,” she replied as she returned to the cauldron and bent down to retrieve something. “It’s just a family recipe.” 
 
    I took another sip of the brew and felt my muscles relax. It was better than being in a hot tub, and I made a mental note to have Ava drink some of this as well. 
 
    Sybil stood back up, and when she turned around, I saw that she was holding a short wooden flute. 
 
    “Damn,” I said, “is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
    She giggled, but it sounded so far away. And then her white skin started to glow slightly, and her green dress seemed to fade into the backdrop.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Maybe Ava had been right to be worried about the coffee. I was starting to feel really woozy, and not because of my run through the forest. 
 
    “I’ve been playing the flute since I was a child,” Sybil said. “All of my siblings were taught how to play an instrument. My younger brother plays a drum, and my sister a small harp. My other brother is the most wonderful singer you have ever heard in your life.” 
 
    “You have siblings?” I asked because it seemed to be the only thing my brain could hold onto just then.  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled and brought the flute up to her lips. “Lupercalian families usually have many children to help with the family trade and farmwork.” 
 
    She blew into the flute, and it felt like everything around me changed. I felt both highly aware and completely unaware of my body, like I was just some kind of vessel that existed in space. The music Sybil played sounded like it was miles away, but also like it was a part of me. 
 
    At first it was just a quick folk tune, but as she played quicker and quicker, I felt like I was rushing back through the forest of Thoth. The music filled me with images of hunting and stalking, and I could even smell my prey as I moved silently across moonlit forests. 
 
    When she slowed down, I saw the valleys of Lupercalia. I saw the Moon Goddess in the distance handing a glittering sword to a hybrid who lay prostrate at her feet. The hybrid wore no armor and carried no other weapons, but when he clasped the hilt of the sword, he raised it to the sky. 
 
    A beam of silver light shot upward, like a searchlight, and turned the dark sky into a glowing mist. It started to spread across the fields and the hills, and then there was nothing but white light. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything, but I surrendered to it. 
 
    Sybil’s flute song came to an end, and suddenly, the smells of the house came back to me. My nose was filled with the aromas of the brew, the low fire, and the straw bed I was on.  
 
    And Sybil was sitting next to me. 
 
    I turned to my right when I realized I was able to move my body again. 
 
    “Umm, Sybil,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yes?” she replied sweetly. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” I asked, but she just looked at the floor and let out a low laugh. 
 
    “I wanted to show you some of our Lupercalian lore in the best way I knew how,” she replied. “By giving you a sacred vision.” 
 
    “A sacred vision?” I huffed. “I thought you were giving me something to relax.” 
 
    “And it will do that,” she laughed. “After the other effects wear off.” 
 
    Other effects. I had to admit, my body felt amazing, like I’d been sleeping for weeks and had now been reborn and fully charged. 
 
    “But didn’t you have some, too?” I asked. “I swear you took a sip, so how could you play the flute like that?” 
 
    “I only had a tiny sip,” she smiled. “I’m also used to brews like this. It’s like the coffee. It’s just normal to me.” 
 
    Her skin wasn’t glowing anymore, at least, though her eyes still glittered like they were emeralds. She was watching me carefully, but I wasn’t sure what she was looking for.  
 
    “I really liked going back to see New Jersey with you,” she said. “I wanted to show you just as good a time here.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve succeeded,” I said. 
 
    “I like your man form,” she said in a husky voice as she trailed her dainty hand over my armor. “I’d like to see the rest of it.” 
 
    She unfastened my chestplate with her pale hand. 
 
    “Well, what if you’ve just bewitched me?” I asked.  
 
    I was burning hot, and it wasn’t just because of the fire. I wanted to take Sybil right here and now. 
 
    “Oh, stop,” she said. “You know I’d never do anything like that. Witches have rules, you know.”  
 
    She pulled off my armor and dug her hand under my chainmail top. 
 
    “So heavy,” she said. 
 
    “Really?” I raised my eyebrow. “I didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “You are strong…” She pulled the chainmail over me and cast it aside next to the fire. Now I was completely stripped of my armor, and I was wearing nothing but my shirt and my pants. 
 
    Sybil leaned over and put her face right up to my face. Her green eyes burned straight into mine, and I could feel her slender hand grasp the back of my neck. The heat from her hand sent a shiver down my spine, and she smiled when she felt it. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to undress me as well?” she whispered. 
 
    She leaned in and pressed her incredibly soft lips against mine, and my face flooded with heat. She ran her hands underneath my shirt and over my chest so that I was tingling all over. Bolts of energy spread out through my body. I could feel my cock harden in my pants as she ran her soft tongue over mine as she beckoned me to lick her back. Then she kissed along my neck and up to my ear, where she made a soft moan into my ear that flooded me with her heat. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never met anyone like you,” she purred. 
 
    I could barely stand her teasing. There she was in front of me, with her green dress clinging to her in the dark, though I could see every curve and every muscle. I’d had my share of girlfriends, but in that moment, I felt more turned on by the young, beguiling witch than I ever had on Earth. Even as a horny teenager, I didn’t feel quite the extent of testosterone that was coursing through my entire body. 
 
    Maybe it had something to do with being a werewolf. 
 
    “Sybil…” I growled. “Come here…” 
 
    “Of course, Hank,” she smiled.  
 
    She pulled my cotton shirt off so that my chest was exposed in the firelight, and I felt like a wild man. I grabbed Sybil by the waist and pulled her in closer to kiss her. 
 
    “Oh…” she said as I trailed my tongue down her neck and then gave her a light bite on the neck. “Oh, Hank…” 
 
    My hands found their way under her emerald-green dress as she kneeled on the straw bed. I couldn’t wait to see her slender, naked body in the flickering light of the fire. I ran my hands up her perfectly soft legs and realized that she wasn’t wearing any underwear under her dress. 
 
    That was hot as fuck. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” she clung onto me and moaned into my ear.  
 
    Her nails dug into my back as I caressed her ear and neck with my tongue. She started to moan when my fingers found the soft lips of her pussy. It was warm and wet under my touch, and I felt Sybil shiver with pleasure under my grip. 
 
    “Oh… Hank…” she moaned into my ear, and I hadn’t even removed her dress yet. 
 
    “Good girl,” I whispered into her ear. “Do you like me touching you like that?” 
 
    “Yes… yes…” she moaned into my ear.  
 
    By this point my cock was throbbing, but I wanted to give her some real pleasure as well. So my finger slid down her wet pussy lips into her entrance. I pushed in and out with my finger while Sybil practically vibrated with pleasure under me. 
 
    My tongue continued to trail down her neck, though I mixed in a few nips on her pale skin as well. She tasted so fresh, like the stream, but also with a hint of herbs from the fire. I felt like I could practically smell the pheromones rising off of her, something I’d never felt before becoming a werewolf.  
 
    God, I couldn’t wait to thrust my cock inside her. 
 
    “H-Hank…” she moaned in a heightened whisper. “Oh… oh…” 
 
    I pressed further inside her tight, wet opening with my fingers while she clung onto me. 
 
    “Do you want me to undress you now?” I growled playfully.  
 
    “Y-yes,” she begged. “Please undress me…” 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. 
 
    I pulled my hand from under her dress, and she reluctantly loosened her grip on my back. When I pulled back, she looked almost feral. Her dark hair was loosely frizzed around her head, and her eyes glowed with more intensity than ever. Her lips were slightly swollen from sucking on my neck, and her breasts heaved under her dress. 
 
    I pulled the green dress over her head and watched as it revealed a shockingly pale, smooth, and hairless body. She was finally free of the fabric, and I drank in the stunning sight with a growl. 
 
    Her body was exquisite, and it glowed like an opal in the light of the fire. She was pale and unblemished, except for the small smattering of freckles on her cheeks. 
 
    I took a moment to take in her unbelievably narrow waist, the top of her ribs, and the small shadows that were cast under her delicate collarbones by the firelight. She had a long, elegant neck, which she swept her long, dark hair off to reveal her breasts. 
 
    Her breasts were small, supple, and just big enough to cup in my hand. She had small pink nipples that were hardened from arousal.  
 
    Sybil kneeled before me, and a small smile crept up one of the sides of her face. She looked up at me shyly, and I gave her a wolfish grin in return. 
 
    “God, I want you so much,” I growled. 
 
    She leaned down and pressed her two hands on the straw mattress, so that she was on all fours. She looked like a cat, and I caught a glimpse of her perfectly smooth, pale ass as she did so. 
 
    She hoisted herself back onto her wrists and crawled toward me. Every instinct in my body could only focus on wanting to fuck her. 
 
    “I want you as well,” she purred, and I couldn’t take the anticipation anymore. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and in a flash, I swung my arm around her waist. 
 
    She yelped playfully as I flipped her over and laid her beneath me on the straw mattress. She looked up at me and laughed, and then she raised her arm and grabbed the back of my hair. 
 
    She pulled me down into her neck, and I reached down and grabbed her soft, plump ass. 
 
    “Ouch!” she yelped. 
 
    I kissed her neck and chest, and when they were pleasantly pink, I then made my way down to her breasts. I grabbed the soft tissue of her left breast and flicked my finger over her nipples. I ran my open mouth over her right nipple and sucked on it, and I felt her hips jolt up in shocks of pleasure. 
 
    “Hank,” she moaned as I continued to massage her left nipple. “Oh, Hank…” 
 
    I ran my tongue over her breast and then made my way down to her stomach. 
 
    I was hard as fuck, but I couldn’t get enough of her reacting under my touch. 
 
    I licked her stomach and nibbled on each of her hip bones as she writhed underneath my touch. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes…” she pleaded. “I’ve never been this turned on before…” 
 
    “Good,” I smiled. 
 
    I moved down to her pussy, which was hairless and had neat, pink lips. She was practically dripping with her own juices, and I wanted to taste her.  
 
    I lowered myself down and breathed heavily over her pussy. 
 
    “Oh!” she yelped. 
 
    Then, I plunged my tongue down beneath the folds and lapped up her juices. 
 
    She was so soft and wet, like eating a peach, and just the taste of her made shivers run down my spine and straight to my cock. 
 
    “Hank… Hank…” she called out as she grabbed the top of my head and pushed me deeper into her opening. “Please fuck me.” 
 
    “Be patient.” I lifted my head and smiled. 
 
    I circled my tongue around her clit and made small pulsating movements as I squeezed her pale, supple asscheeks. She tightened her grip on my hair as she moved rhythmically against my mouth, pushing herself in deeper as her sighs of pleasure increased. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” she said. 
 
    I lifted my head and hoisted myself up on my right arm and made circles around her wet clit with my left thumb. From this perspective, I got a full view of her body again, which was trembling with pleasure. 
 
    She looked up at me like someone who was thirsty for water. 
 
    “Are you going to come for me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she panted breathlessly. 
 
    It felt like all the blood in my body had rushed to my cock when I heard her say that, and I realized I’d never had sex this exciting before. I wasn’t sure if it was just the brew she’d given me or my new wolf senses, but I felt more turned on than I ever had in my life. It was like my body was overwhelmed by the power I had over her and the power she had over me.  
 
    I quickly undid the drawstring that kept my pants up and pulled out my cock. 
 
    Sybil looked down, then back up at me, and grabbed my cock. 
 
    “Oh,” I growled, and it was like my member was completely on fire from her touch. Hot jolts climbed up my spine, and she pulled me in over her. 
 
    I rubbed my cock against her pussy as I stared deep into her light emerald eyes. I watched them flicker in the firelight for a moment until they rolled back with pleasure. 
 
    By that point, I felt like I was going to explode, so I dragged my cock over her pussy lips and down into her entrance. 
 
    “Hannnk…” she moaned. “Yes, yes… I want to feel you inside me…” 
 
    I slowly thrust my cock into her, and it was like my entire body was being wrapped in a wave of warm pleasure. I thrust deeper and deeper into her wet tunnel, while I squeezed her ass and pushed myself as far as I could possibly go. 
 
    “Oh… yes… deeper… fuck me harder…” Sybil moaned underneath me as I pounded deeper into her. 
 
    She was so soft and inviting, and I could feel all her insides cushioning me as I fucked her deeper and deeper. I pushed harder and harder into her until she was so wet that I was sliding in and out effortlessly, and I could barely take it anymore. I pulled myself out for a moment and hoisted myself up to my knees while I pulled Sybil into me. I flipped her around and pulled her up so that she was on all fours. Her perfect, pale ass glimmered in the firelight. 
 
    I lifted my hand back and brought it down lightly on her right asscheek to spank her. 
 
    “Oh!” she yelped. “Yes! Again!”  
 
    I spanked her again and squeezed her perfect, pale asscheeks. I felt an urge that I’d never felt before to devour her whole, like I wanted to sink my teeth into her pale skin and take her right then and there. I pulled my cock out again and rubbed it against her clit while she was on all fours. 
 
    “Hank!” she yelped, and immediately fell onto her elbows. “Oh, God, that feels so good…” 
 
    Her pussy was so wet that I could barely restrain myself. I leaned under her and grabbed her left breast while I pushed myself into her hot channel again. I felt a head rush again as my cock was surrounded by her tight, fleshy sheath. It was like her juices were some kind of aphrodisiac, and I could barely take how good she felt. 
 
    Finally, I thrust my throbbing hard cock into her again as I leaned over her and grabbed both her tits. 
 
    “Your cock feels so good,” she whimpered. 
 
    I circled her dark hair around my hand and pulled back. Then I straightened up a bit and held her hair on her back so that her neck was craning toward me as I fucked her deeper and deeper from the back. 
 
    Fire was shooting up my spine, and she felt so good. I could feel her tighten around me as my cock grew harder and harder in her. 
 
    “I’m gonna…” she moaned into the ceiling as I gripped her hair. “I can’t stop it...” 
 
    She was shuddering like crazy by then, and my own body was responding. I didn’t think I could get any harder, but her vibes were sweeping over me in waves. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. “You like it when I fuck you like that?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned.  
 
    “Oh, Sybil,” I growled between thrusts, “You’re so tight, I want to come inside you.” 
 
    “I want you to come inside me,” she begged. “I want to feel your giant cock coming inside me… filling me up… ‘til I am full of your seed and it gushes out of me.” 
 
    “Okay, Sybil,” I said between breaths. “If you want me to come inside you, that’s what I’ll do. Will you come for me?”  
 
    “Yes, yes!” she shouted. 
 
    I grabbed her ass again as I thrust deeper and deeper into her opening. I felt a hot knot form in my stomach, and it was like my entire body was on fire. “Sybil,” I demanded. “Come for me, Sybil.” 
 
    “Oh… Oh! Hank! Hank!” she cried. 
 
    She yelped as I released the knot that had been forming into her warm, soft hole. She vibrated around me as I pushed all of my seed into her. It was like a tidal wave was washing over me, and I grabbed onto her as I released the explosion into her. 
 
    A warm, calm feeling trickled down my body from my head to my cock as I poured everything into her, and all I could think about was that this was the best sex I’d ever had in my entire life. 
 
    I clung to her soft ass as I pushed the last of my sperm into her, and then she rested her head on the mattress as she returned to her supine position. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” she murmured, her head in the straw mattress. 
 
    I let out a few heavy exhales and pulled my cock out from her. 
 
    “Oh!” She made a small, fluttery spasm of joy as I did so. 
 
    My cum dripped down the back of her legs, and I felt like I’d made some kind of conquest over her body. But it was more than that. I felt amazing. 
 
    Between the fire and the mind-blowing sex I’d just had, I felt like a primordial man living out the most base and crucial necessities of his existence. 
 
    I felt totally amazing. 
 
    I flopped down on the mattress next to Sybil, and she rolled over to look up at me. The fire had started to die down slightly, and though the room was warm, it was hard to see much detail in the fading light. 
 
    But I could see my lover’s emerald-green eyes as they sparkled in the orange glow from the embers. For the first time, I really understood what the word bewitching meant. 
 
    “I’ve never had sex like that,” she said, and she curled her right hand over my chest and around my waist.  
 
    “Me, neither,” I admitted, and to be honest, I almost felt like it was an understatement. 
 
    It was more like I’d never even had sex before that because that’s how good it was. 
 
    I turned to lie on my back and stared up at the ceiling. Dried plants hung over me, and Sybil arranged herself so that she was lying on my chest. 
 
    “Mmmmm… Hank…” she cooed happily. “You smell so good.” 
 
    I felt her breathing deepen and her grip soften ever so slightly as she fell asleep on my chest. 
 
    My own eyelids were starting to droop, but I was still amazed at what a day I’d had. I’d woken up in Lupercalia, so I knew that my trip to this world had been real and not some fever dream caused by smoke inhalation. I’d set off on my quest to kill a cyclops, delivered the most amazing coffee beans to my sister, and then enjoyed the greatest sex of my life with the most beautiful woman I’d ever met after I’d saved her life.  
 
    Things were going pretty damn good, and as the last embers of the fire died away, I felt myself drifting off to sleep with unwavering faith in my prowess, my woman, and my abilities. 
 
    I closed my eyes and surrendered to the darkness of the woods. 
 
    After what seemed like two minutes, I heard tip-toeing around the cottage. I opened my eyes and saw that it was already light out, and then I saw Sybil’s bare feet poking out of her emerald dress. As my eyes adjusted, I looked up and saw that she was packing away tinctures into the basket and boiling some water in the cauldron over a small fire. 
 
    “Morning,” she said sweetly, though she wasn’t even looking at me. 
 
    “How did you know I was awake?” I laughed sleepily. 
 
    “I’m a witch,” she turned her head back and shot me a mischievous look with her bright green eyes. “I have eyes in the back of my skull!” 
 
    “Oh really?” I smirked, and she giggled and padded over to me. “Well, I didn’t see them last night, and I think I had a pretty good view of the back of your head.” 
 
    “Maybe next time, you can take a more… thorough look,” she suggested. “But for now, the sun has already risen, and I believe you have a quest to finish.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed as I stood up. “I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    I pulled the cotton shirt over my chest, followed by my chain mail and my tin can armor. When that was done, I looked around for my sack and tossed it over my shoulder. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “I don’t want to put you in danger, so I’ll understand if you don’t want to come with me.”
A look of concern flashed across Sybil’s face. “Nonsense,” she said. “Wherever you go and in whichever world you are, I’ll be with you always.”
I felt a warm feeling spread across my chest, and smiled. “Thanks, Sybil.” I responded. “Shall we get going then?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a smile. “Just one more thing to do before we leave.”  
 
    “And what would that be?” I asked. 
 
    She dropped something in the cauldron over the fire, and suddenly the whole room was filled with a familiar heavenly scent. 
 
    “You don’t want to go on a quest without some moon bean brew, do you?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    I felt a smile creep across my face. 
 
    

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 11 
 
    I used the same mug from the night before, though I couldn’t remember if it had been cleaned or not. Not that it really mattered, and when I felt the warm energy wash over me, I knew that I was ready for the day. 
 
    “You said it’s farmers that mainly drank this?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep,” she replied, “so that they have the strength to keep going in the fields throughout the day. In the warmer months, like this, it’s okay. The sun rises early, and although it can get hot, you can move into shade. In the winter months, though, the sun doesn’t rise until practically nine in the morning, which is terrible for farming. You want to be able to get up and go.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed. 
 
    “When I’m at my parents’ house, I make my father and brothers a cup every morning before they go out to tend the pigs,” she added. 
 
    “And there’s nothing that will incite any visions in this particular brew, I hope?” I asked. “No leftovers from last night?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said in a serious voice. “We don’t really have time for that on a quest day, I’d think.” 
 
    “Just checking,” I smiled. “What are you putting in your basket?” 
 
    “Just a few healing herbs,” she answered and neatly folded in the last of the little bags she had laid out. “In case you or I get hurt on this journey. And of course, some more moon beans, just in case.” 
 
    Perfect. I took one last survey of the little hut in case I’d forgotten anything and spotted the botany book I’d given to her back in Jersey perched neatly on one of the shelves. 
 
    I smiled. It was nice to know that she valued the things I’d given her. 
 
    “I’m ready to go when you are,” I said and propped the front door open. A cool spring breeze wafted in through the door, and I suddenly felt eager to run through the woods again. 
 
    “I think I have everything,” she said as she scanned the shelves again. “Okay, I’m ready.”  
 
    I stepped outside, and Sybil followed. She pushed the door shut, and the old hinges creaked in protest. 
 
    “Isn’t there a lock for this?” I asked. “What if thieves come and steal your stuff?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she assured me. “Nobody usually comes through here anymore, and even if someone does happen upon this place, they won’t find anything of value besides some herbs and books.” 
 
    “What about the lamb’s ear sage those men were asking about?” I checked. “That must be worth some money now that the king is having such a hard time finding it.” 
 
    “In my basket of course,” she replied. “But I doubt they cared much about that. They probably had their eye on attacking whatever young woman was walking through the woods, to… defile her in some way.” 
 
    “Men like that are assholes,” I said. 
 
    “I know they’re horrible people now,” she sighed. “But I also know that they didn’t start out that way. Most are good people who fell on desperate times, and that led them to dangerous places.” 
 
    “What kind of dangerous places?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know…” she trailed off. “Being in leagues with Vampires, trading dangerous herbs, and doing work for other dark beings. There’ve been vampires and dark creatures in Lupercalia for centuries.” 
 
    I remembered vaguely what one of the brigands had said about the werewolf knights being inept and privileged and that they hadn’t actually managed to succeed in wiping out the vagrants and evil creatures for as long as they’d been around. 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” She turned to me, and I heard a bird twitter in the background. 
 
    “Why haven’t the werewolves been able to… to conquer the beasts?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know much about the war efforts,” she sighed and shrugged. “I’m just a peasant witch. I’m hardly someone the King would consult with. But perhaps you can ask that question when you return with your loot.”  
 
    “Maybe I should,” I replied. “But first, I have to complete my quest. So…” 
 
    I dropped my sack onto the ground and felt around inside until I found the parchment with the map. I pulled it out, and Sybil stepped closer as I unfolded it.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So where in the forest of Thoth are we now?”  
 
    The witch pointed a narrow finger to a spot in the woods.  
 
    “We are right here,” she said. 
 
    Sure enough, the tiniest stream had been drawn in with a single stroke of blue ink. She was good. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “So where are the caves?” 
 
    “Up there,” she said as her finger moved to the upper corner of the map.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said, and I rolled up the map again. I popped it in my bag and slung it around my back again. 
 
    We both stood there a moment and listened to the birds twittering. 
 
    “So,” Sybil hummed and then looked at me. “Are we just walking today?” 
 
    “I would never ask that of you,” I teased. “Are you ready for the most amazing thing you’ll ever see?” 
 
    “You’re no automatic door, but I never get tired of watching this.” She smiled at me and pulled her basket over her elbow. 
 
    “Sorry I can’t be an automatic door,” I replied, “but maybe I can just save your kingdom from all the monsters that have been plaguing it for centuries.”  
 
    I heard her giggle as I prepared for my transformation. I liked the shaking technique that I’d picked up from Charles, and so I closed my eyes and shook my head back and forward, falling onto my two front legs as I did so. 
 
    Heat and energy pulsed through my body, and I felt like an engine revving up. When I opened my eyes, I was a hunter again. I was powerful, deadly, and fast as fuck. I was the great wolf. 
 
    Gosh, what a change this was to working in a cafe back in New Jersey. Not that I was ungrateful of the cafe, but this quest was the perfect time off. Now, the woods were my stomping ground. My wiry fur was my dusty coffee-apron, and instead of brewing bizarre vanilla concoctions for the regulars, I had been divinely ordained to slay evil creatures. 
 
    I felt pretty damn satisfied with myself. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sybil said as she climbed onto my back. “I know where we’re going. Start heading northwest, and if we start to veer off course, I’ll put you on the right path.” 
 
    She fastened her long, willowy arms around my neck, and I pawed at the ground to acknowledge her instructions. When she was settled, I started to run toward the northwest, though the path wasn’t as straight this time. We bounded between trees and dodged around ancient stones, and I could hear every leaf that crunched beneath my paws and the animals that scurried to get out of my way. 
 
    I took a deep breath and smelled the morning dew, a nearby rabbit, and a mix of pine and oak. I was starting to appreciate just how a dog’s sense of smell was their version of reading. If I’d taken the time to smell a tree, I would’ve been able to tell you every creature that had passed by in the last couple of days and when they had done so. 
 
    “Mind if we slow down a bit?” Sybil called out after we’d traveled several miles. “There’s a stream to drink from over there.” 
 
    I slowed down to a trot and lifted my nose up into the air to sniff. I could smell the clean water just to the east, and I veered toward the welcome scent. 
 
    “Such a good puppy you are,” I heard Sybil giggle from behind me. 
 
    The stream materialized, and like the last one, the blue-silver water gently burbled as it ran along the stream bed. The clean scent suddenly made me feel thirsty, and I started to pant in anticipation.  
 
    “Thank you,” Sybil said politely when I stopped near the edge of the brook. 
 
    She slid from my back and walked over to the edge of the water. She found a reasonably dry rock to sit on, but I trotted over and stuck my front paws in the cool water.  
 
    I stared at my reflection for a moment, and I was reminded of the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood. I had big teeth, big eyes, and I looked like a predator that could take down a bison on a snowy day in Yellowstone. I was the biggest, baddest fucker around, and it felt good. 
 
    I dunked my head in the cool water and took a long drink. For a moment, all I could hear was the gentle flow of the stream and my own tongue as I lapped up the water, but as soon as I lifted my head, I could hear the birds singing and the gentle wind once again.  
 
    I pulled my head back up, and the sound of birds and the rush of woodland air hit me again. But there was something different as well, and my ears swiveled as I tried to figure out what was off. There had been a sound, I knew that much, but it hadn’t sounded like any of the usual animals in the woods type sounds. 
 
    “Hank,” Sybil whispered. 
 
    The witch looked around nervously, and I could smell the sudden scent of fear on her. She glanced around at the surrounding woods and then looked at me.  
 
    I couldn’t talk, but I could make an almost imperceptible whine to let her know that I’d heard something as well. A look of relief spread across her face, and she inched closer to me. 
 
    “I just heard a rustling,” she whispered. “I think it was in that direction, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    I pawed at the ground as I looked toward the trees that she pointed to quickly.  
 
    “I don’t know what they told you at the palace,” she added, “but the deeper we go, the less friendly the inhabitants are. These are not people who will be happy to see a wolf knight.”  
 
    I nodded and looked up at her. As much as I loved my wolf form, I realized I really needed to be able to communicate with Sybil if there was someone or something in the woods. And besides, if there was a vampire or cyclops about to attack, then I would probably need to be in my best battle form if I was going to protect both of us. 
 
    As soon as I pictured my hybrid form, I felt my body start to stretch and reshape itself. The ground suddenly seemed very far away, and I could see the tops of the trees more clearly. My armor had reappeared as well, and I let out a low growl as I sniffed the air for anything that was out of place. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to that,” she whispered and then giggled nervously. 
 
    “I heard it, too,” I said in a low growl.  
 
    There was another rustle from some bushes behind us, and I realized why it was off. Whatever was making the sound was too heavy and too unsteady to be one of the usual woodland animals. And whatever it was, the other forest creatures were apparently avoiding it. The birds had gone silent, the squirrels were no longer chattering, and even the rabbit I’d smelled had gone deep into its burrow. The scent was unfamiliar to me, and it was so nasty that I wrinkled my nose. 
 
    The thing trampled a few more branches, and then it finally emerged. I actually just watched it for a moment because I didn’t know what else to do. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. 
 
    It was a naked man with a giant face on his body, and seemingly no genitals, just a cloaca type thing at the bottom of his body. He didn’t have a head, because his face covered all of his chest. Weirdest of all, he didn’t seem to know we were there. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I asked as I bent down to whisper to Sybil 
 
    She seemed slightly less freaked out than she had been, so I hoped that meant that the creature wasn’t normally dangerous. 
 
    “It’s a blemmye,” she said. “They can be kind of nasty, but I don’t think it’s anything you couldn’t handle. In fact, it’s probably more scared of you than you are of it.” 
 
    The weird creature puttered around while it looked through the dirt for something. It made a happy squeal when it spotted a worm, and then it knelt down to pluck the squirming insect before it could vanish. 
 
    It looked happy as it stood up, but then it spotted us with its unnaturally large eyes which took the place of its nipples. It blinked and fell backward, though it didn’t turn and run away. 
 
    Sybil glanced at me, but I just shrugged. I definitely wasn’t worried about the thing, just really weirded out. Still, I lowered my sack so that I could grab my axe if the thing decided to attack. It didn’t look particularly fast or like it was hiding some kind of amazing special skill, but I didn’t want to take that chance. 
 
    It wobbled around a little like it was trying to decide what to do and then stopped suddenly. The creature opened its mouth to reveal a smattering of dull, yellowed teeth, and then it let out a high-pitched wail that sounded like it belonged to a much smaller and more pathetic creature. It flailed its arms around, and I was reminded of those lectures about dealing with bears. 
 
    Sybil seemed to find the sound unnerving, though, because she backed up and dodged behind a bush. Her breath was coming in short gasps, and I couldn’t blame her. If I’d been in my human form, I probably would have wanted to hide from the thing as well. 
 
    But in my hybrid form, I was king of the forest, and rather than run for cover, I let out a long, loud wolf howl. 
 
    “AaaOOOOOOOOOO,” echoed through the woods. 
 
    The howl felt powerful and foreboding, and the sound waves coursed through my entire upper body, up from my diaphragm, and then into the woods. I felt like I was doing something primordial and instinctive, and it felt so right. 
 
    When I finally ran out of breath, I lowered my head and grinned at the blemmye. The strange creature ran off into the woods, though it ran like a frat boy after a long night of drunken hazing. It smacked into a couple of trees and finally dove behind a bush several hundred yards away. I heard it crash into the ground and then its frantic breathing as it tried to pull its face out of the dirt. 
 
    “Well, that was quite a show,” Sybil said as she reappeared. “I never thought to try to scare one away by howling at it.” 
 
    “It was nothing really,” I said as I scratched behind my right ear. “If anything, it was just a knee-jerk response to a guy with a face on his torso.” 
 
    I was playing the whole thing down, but it was obviously totally sick. I mean, it was like a battle cry. It was the most powerful “fuck off” I’d ever handed anyone in my life, let alone one of the weirdest living things I’d ever encountered. 
 
    “I’ve only ever seen one of those from a distance,” Sybil said. “Such odd creatures. They try to avoid humans, though as you saw, it’s hard for them to see with their eyes where they are. They can fight well enough if they have to, and I once had to help a farmer who was bit by one of those things.” 
 
    “What do they eat?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, nuts and berries, mostly,” she mused. “Sometimes bugs or small animals. Not like the cyclops you’ll be facing, which grinds up human bones with his teeth.” 
 
    “No one said anything about bone grinding,” I replied. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she laughed. “You actually know how to fight, unlike some of those knights, who have never done any fighting outside the tournaments.” 
 
    “I think I met a few of those,” I replied. 
 
    “The court is filled with them,” she said and then turned to listen to a bird. “We’re near the edge of the forest.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked. 
 
    “The birds sing different songs here,” she explained. 
 
    “That’s cool,” I said. “You probably wouldn’t be surprised to learn that I don’t pay much attention to the bird songs in New Jersey.” 
 
    “It’s not an uncommon skill here,” she laughed. “My father taught me how to recognize the different songs. It’s an easy way to figure out where you are when you don’t have access to maps and… whatever you use in New Jersey.” 
 
    “GPS,” I replied. 
 
    “What…?” she started to ask and shook her head. “No, you can show me next time we’re there.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “And if we are so close, then maybe we should get going. I don’t want to be stuck in the caves after nightfall. And I’ll be tired after fighting the cyclops, I’m sure, so we probably won’t be able to make the return trip as quickly, either.” 
 
    Sybil nodded in agreement, so I closed my eyes and imagined my wolf form. I felt that weird stretching and twisting sensation, and then I was on all four paws on the ground. I lowered myself to the ground so Sybil could climb up, and then we were off once again. 
 
    I could smell something in the far distance, something that didn’t smell like the fresh brook or trees. It smelled more like stone, damp, and rot. I lifted my head and sniffed around, and sure enough, the smell came from the northwest. 
 
    I could smell my way to the caves. This was totally awesome. I felt like a crime dog on a K-9 team or something. 
 
    As I galloped toward the new scent, I could feel the texture of the ground underneath my paws change. The soil was no longer as soft, and there were less plants growing. As we drew closer to the scent, more pebbles appeared along the ground, and the trees were far enough apart that sunlight chased most of the shadows away. 
 
    “This place doesn’t look good,” Sybil said into my ear as the last of the woods gave way to a rock strewn valley.  
 
    The smell of rot wafted in the air, and I wondered if Sybil could smell it, too. Of course, she couldn’t smell it as vibrantly as I could. But I wondered if she could at all. It smelled like dead flowers and old meat.  
 
    In the distance, I could see greener valleys and a small town, but that would’ve been miles away. In between were stone cliffs that had probably been carved out millions of years ago by Lupercalia’s version of the ice age. Sand, rocks, and pebbles covered the ground, and the only green I could see were a few ferns that grew out of the cracks. 
 
    There were several caves along the cliffs, and though the sunlight didn’t penetrate the darkness inside, my wolf ears could pick up something shuffling around inside one of the caves. I sauntered over and then sat down so Sybil could slide from my back. 
 
    “Do you think this is the one?” Sybil asked quietly as she dropped to the ground. 
 
    I nodded once and then focused on my hybrid form. My back stretched as I started to grow, and my arms bulged as the muscles grew. It still felt odd, but at least it wasn’t disconcerting anymore. When I opened my eyes, I was nine feet tall again, and I could feel power flowing through me. 
 
    I pulled the axe from my sack and took a step into the cave. But it was so dark that even my wolf eyes couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “I need a torch or something,” I muttered. 
 
    “I might be able to help with that,” she whispered.  
 
    She darted away for a moment, and when she returned, she had an old branch in one hand. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “But I don’t have anything to light it with.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” she responded.  
 
    She sat down on the ground and rummaged through her basket until she found a dried orange peel and a batch of some herb I didn’t recognize. But the herb was woody and brittle, and when she started to strike it against the branch, I realized it was like a match.  
 
    “Will that work?” I asked. “Don’t you need sulfur or something?” 
 
    “Be patient,” she replied. 
 
    After a few more strikes, smoke started to drift from the piece of wood. A tiny fire appeared a moment later, which quickly grew to cover the top of the branch. It was bright enough to light my way, but it wasn’t burning so quickly that it would die out before I was ready to leave, or so I hoped. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I declared as I accepted the torch. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Wait,” she called out. “I want to come with you.” 
 
    “No,” I said and shook my head. “That cyclops will have the advantage in there, and I don’t want you getting caught in the middle. And if you were injured, I might lose my focus.” 
 
    “Then at least let me stay just inside the mouth,” she replied. “So I can be there if you’re injured and need help.” 
 
    “If you promise to stay in the light,” I said.  
 
    “I will,” she agreed quickly. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed her, but it was time to kill a cyclops. The longer we stood there debating it, the more likely it would be that the creature would realize we were there and launch an attack of its own. So I nodded and stepped deeper into the cave. 
 
    The air inside was musty and rotten. It smelled like it was both abandoned but also slightly too lived-in, like someone hadn’t bothered to flush the toilet in awhile. It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten breakfast that morning, because I’d probably have heaved it all over the ground. 
 
    As I tried to shake off the stench, something glinted in the torchlight for a moment. I peered toward my right, and after a few seconds, I could pick out a shape just to my right. It was definitely metallic, and as I crept closer, I could see it was a spear. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” I muttered as I sauntered toward the spear. 
 
    But a giant roar erupted, and the stone walls started to shake. It spread like thunder through the cave, and dust and small rocks dropped from the ceiling. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Sybil had crept further into the cave. Her eyes were wide as she listened to the bellowing sound bounce around the cave, and she looked like she was frozen in fear.  
 
    “Get back,” I growled to get her moving. 
 
    She started to back away, so I lunged toward the spear. Sybil gasped a moment later, but I’d seen the movement as well. I already had my axe ready to attack, but I stopped as the giant came fully into view.  
 
    The cyclops was about twenty feet tall, and in the flame from the torch, I could see dark jaundiced skin with red pustules on his shoulders and back. He had no hair and a head that was slightly too small for his body. He was quite fat, but obviously powerful, like a sumo wrestler. He even wore a loincloth, though his was dirty and stank of shit. 
 
    But what drew my attention once I finally saw it was the ginormous single eye that blinked on his forehead. Part of me wished that I hadn’t seen that totally whack-looking blemmye in the woods, since it had almost desensitized me to just how bizarre this guy looked. 
 
    The difference between the two, however, was that the blemmye had normal teeth when he opened his mouth to scream. When the cyclops opened his mouth to roar, he revealed a set of sharp, yellowed fangs that were stained brown from blood. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said as the cyclops roared again. “Someone needs a breath mint.” 
 
    The cyclops stamped on the ground between me and the spear. But I still had my axe and plenty of targets on the cyclops’ unprotected body, so I charged forward and smashed my axe across the monster’s meaty foot, and the cyclops wailed in pain.  
 
    But the cyclops didn’t totter, or even hop around on one foot. He grunted and started to lift his arm, and that’s when I saw he was holding a long, wooden club. His eye finally focused on me, and I could see that the white part was actually yellow, and the iris was a dull gray-green color. 
 
    I needed to find somewhere else to strike besides his foot. I’d be here all day if that was the best I could do, and the cyclops was bound to get lucky enough to land a few strikes of his own. I needed to end this quickly, I decided, as I dived out of the way of the club. 
 
    The club whistled over my head and smashed into the ground where I’d been standing a few seconds before. I felt the ground shake beneath me, and I wondered how the giant hadn’t managed to bury himself in a cave-in already.  
 
    But my wolf ears had also picked up a different sound, and when I glanced around, I saw the source. There was a pile of sparkling silver nearby, and it jangled every time the cyclops struck the ground.  
 
    It was the loot. 
 
    Suddenly, I was filled with the need to take this fucker down and end this quest. I wanted that loot, and I wanted it now. 
 
    But first, I needed to kill the cyclops, and my eyes found something besides the spear that would help with that. Near the loot was a large boulder, and if I could reach the top, I’d be high enough to pounce on the giant and make a lethal strike. 
 
    I started to run toward the boulder, but the cyclops heard me. One giant foot came out to block me, but I leapt over it with animalistic precision. 
 
    The cyclops was quick, too, though, and as I made my leap, he swung his club toward me. The club smashed into the ground a half-second before I landed, and all I could do was crash into the club instead. I fell backward and landed on the rocky surface while I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    I heard my armor clang as I landed on my back, and I saw the torch skitter away as my hand came open. I could barely move, but then an odd feeling came over me, almost like I was under anesthesia. I could feel the full force of the impact, but I was only in pain for a split second, like my body was rapidly healing, as if I was Wolverine from the comics. 
 
    I looked up just in time to see the cyclops raise his club again. I timed my roll better this time, and I was able to escape the pounding unscathed. The cyclops bellowed when he realized he hadn’t smashed me, and he started to peer around the cave for me. 
 
    But his last move had exposed his wrist to me, and before he could stand up, I threw myself forward with the axe already raised. I plunged it deep into the monster’s wrist, and brown, gooey blood gushed out of the wound. 
 
    The cyclops jerked his arm away, but I was already moving again. The spear was just to my left, and I was sure I could throw it hard enough to drive it through something critical, like his heart. I managed to wrap my arms around the weapon, but then the cyclops jerked it from my grasp. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Something came over me, then, and I bit his hand. As my teeth sank into his skin, I heard him roar in pain. 
 
    But all I could think about was getting the spear so I could kill the cyclops and claim the loot. I could see it all so clearly, and all I needed was the spear. 
 
    I started to climb my way up his arm as he flailed around in pain, and my claws tore through the skin until it was a lacerated, bloody mess. The cyclops dropped the spear, and I heard it clatter to the floor. 
 
    I sank my teeth into his upper arm one final time and then dropped to the floor of the cave. I had to scramble as the cyclops stomped his foot again, but I claimed the spear as my own. 
 
    The cyclops roared so ferociously that I felt like I was being attacked by a sound wave. I flattened my ears against my head, but nothing seemed to stop the vibrations that moved through me. Everything was quivering, and it was almost impossible to keep my footing because my inner ears were fighting with the noise. 
 
    I spotted the boulder near the loot and made my own mad dash, but the cave shook with every step of the one-eyed monster getting closer. As soon as I made it to my destination, I scrambled up the rock face despite the small earthquake, and then I turned to face my opponent. 
 
    When the cyclops was just a few feet away, I launched myself toward his head. I pulled the spear back as I soared past the monster’s belly, and as the cyclops opened its mouth to roar again, I drove the spear into the middle of its eye with every ounce of strength I had.  
 
    The spear plunged through the eyeball and sent a viscous liquid squirting across the cave. I kept pushing, and I felt the spear drive through muscle and membrane, and then something harder, like a skull. The creature roared again, but I clung to the spear and pushed again, even though I was just dangling from the cyclops’ head by that point. 
 
    My hand was nearly in the eye socket before I felt the spear hit something soft again, and I knew I’d found the brain. I did everything I could to keep twisting the spear, and finally, the cyclops gurgled and started to reel around the cave. I hung on until the monster started to keel over, and I threw myself out of the way as the corpse collapsed with a thud. 
 
    As I stood up, I saw Sybil’s silhouette in the entrance to the cave. She had her arms above her head and was jumping up and down.  
 
    “Wooooo!” she yelled. “I knew it! I knew you could do it!” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” I yelled back. 
 
    I took a minute to catch my breath and regain my senses. As I stared at the cyclops’ body, I felt myself start to grin. I had been a shifter for just a few days, and I’d already proven that I had what it took to be one of the knights of the King of Lupercalia. There were going to be plenty of blue bloods who weren’t happy with that, but screw them. 
 
    I’d been chosen by the Moon Goddess just for this. 
 
    “Sybil,” I called out when I stopped panting. “Come here!” 
 
    She lifted her skirts and made her way over, careful to avoid the giant cyclops that was lying dead in the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Do you need any of my healing herbs?” 
 
    “Just a sec,” I laughed in a low growl. “I want you to be here for the best part.” 
 
    “What best part?” She wrinkled her brow, and I crossed my arms and felt a smirk spread across my face. 
 
    “Collecting our prize, of course,” I said. 
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 Chapter 12 
 
    “Yay!” Sybil jumped for joy and ran over to me. She held out her hand, and I reached out to take it, but she recoiled slightly. 
 
    “Nothing personal, puppy,” she smiled as she took back her hand and clasped both of hers together. “You’ve just got lots of cyclops blood under your nails and on your face.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed. “Got anything in your basket that’ll fix that?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” she replied, “But I think the first thing you’re going to need is a bath.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to stop at the stream again,” I laughed. “Grab the torch so we can see what the cyclops was hoarding.”  
 
    While she retrieved the torch, I located my ax and tucked it back in my bag. I thought about keeping the spear as a souvenir, but it was a plain wooden thing with an iron tip, and I’d probably end up wrecking it if I tried to pull it out of the cyclops. I also had a sneaking suspicion it had been left behind by a questing knight who didn’t survive his first assignment, and it seemed more fitting in that case to leave it where it was. 
 
    “I see something sparkling,” Sybil announced as she walked back with the torch. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I saw some silver earlier. Let’s see what else he has.” 
 
    Sybil followed me to the pile of silver in the back of the cave. It was a good-sized pile, enough to finish filling my sack, and I heard Sybil gasp as she registered the pile. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this much money before,” she whispered. 
 
    “Me, neither,” I said. 
 
    “To think what you could buy with all that…” Sybil trailed off. 
 
    I started to dump the coins into my sack, but I stopped when I spotted a necklace mixed in with the coins. It looked to be made of the same material as my ring, and it featured a pendant with some sort of runes that seemed to glow with their own light source. I was drawn to the necklace in a way I couldn’t explain, and when I held it up to examine it, I heard Sybil gasp. 
 
    “Do you recognize it?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But it’s made of moon silver, the sacred gift of the Moon Goddess. It looks like it’s been enchanted. Maybe the Goddess herself left it to aid in your next quest." 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied since that was my normal reality in this world. “You called this moon silver.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “What do you call it?” 
 
    I peered at the necklace and then at my ring. It definitely wasn’t sterling silver, but the only thing I could compare it to was my mom’s old wedding ring. 
 
    “I think it’s what I would call platinum,” I said. “But hey, like you said, I need a bath first. So would you like to wear it for now?” 
 
    “R-really?” Sybil’s face lit up. “Of course!” 
 
    I started to place the chain around her neck, but she took it from my paws and placed it on her head so that the pendant hung in the middle of her forehead. The moon silver glittered against her dark hair, and she looked more regal than ever. 
 
    “You look wonderful,” I said. 
 
    She did a little curtsy, laughed, and then started to hum as she turned a couple of circles. I shook my head, but at least she didn’t wander too far away with the torch. I scooped up the last of the coins as she waltzed back to my side, and then she stopped and pointed at something. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sybil asked. 
 
    Something else briefly flashed in the torchlight, and when the witch moved in closer, I saw that it was a silver dagger. It was about nine inches long and looked like it had never been used. I picked it up and was surprised at how light the thing was. 
 
    “Look,” Sybil squinted. “Something seems slightly different about it.”  
 
    I studied the blade for a moment and realized she was right. But what was it? There weren’t any runes on it, and nothing stood out in the firelight. It took me a moment, but I finally figured out that it had been inlaid with platinum. 
 
    “It looks like it’s made out of both silver and Moon Silver,” I said. 
 
    “It must be very valuable,” Sybil replied. 
 
    I was definitely content with my loot, and I had more than enough proof of the success of my quest. I added the dagger to my now heavy sack, gave Sybil a happy growl, and then headed back toward the mouth of the cave. 
 
    Sunlight greeted us as we stepped out of the darkness, and we both stopped and blinked in the sudden brightness. The heat felt good after the cold and damp of the caves, and I lifted my face to soak up the sun’s rays. 
 
    “Wow,” Sybil sighed, “I didn’t realize how terrible it smelled in there until just now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I shuddered. “I hope that wasn’t the remains of the last knight that we were smelling.” 
 
    “Hank!” Sybil looked up at me with her big green eyes. “What a terrible thing to say.” 
 
    “It’s a dog-eat-dog world, Sybil, especially when you’re a werewolf,” I teased. 
 
    “But werewolves don’t eat each other,” she protested. 
 
    “Ah, I guess that isn’t a saying here,” I said. 
 
    “Of course not,” she laughed. “Dogs don’t eat dogs. That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    She fell silent as we started to pick our way through the rubble. It was rough going, and I kicked more than a few rocks out of my way. But we finally reached the edge of the forest, and I grinned as I caught the familiar scent of woodland life.  
 
    “We should head back to the palace,” I said. 
 
    “It will be sundown in a couple of hours,” she replied. “I don’t think even you could make it back to the palace before then, especially after that fight.” 
 
    It sounded like a challenge, which I was ready to take on, but the human part of my brain reminded me that I would still need food and sleep, and if I wanted to impress the King, I probably needed a good bath as well. 
 
    “Then let’s get to your cabin,” I suggested. 
 
    I fell forward onto my two front legs and imagined the great wolf. When I opened my eyes, I was in full canine form again, and all I wanted to do was run through the woods until I couldn’t run anymore. 
 
    But I sat down on the ground and waited for Sybil to climb onto my back. 
 
    “That way,” she called out and pointed. 
 
    But I didn’t need her help with the directions. When I sniffed the air, I could see the path we had taken laid out before me like a GPS in my mind. I knew every tree and every rock, and I made a doggy laughing sound as I bolted into the trees. 
 
    We ran past the stream where we’d seen the blemmye, and flew over familiar branches and roots. The soil was starting to smell fresher and more fertile the deeper we ventured into the woods, and though I knew that we should stop, I didn’t want to. All I wanted was to reach the cabin to wash and then settle in for the night with the green-eyed witch. 
 
    The sky started to darken as I ran, and I could hear the daytime critters start to scamper back to their homes while the nighttime animals started to stir. We startled a pair of deer, and I had to fight the urge to give chase. I forced myself to focus on the cabin, and soon, I could smell the herbs that Sybil had left drying from the beams. 
 
    The shack came into view after a few powerful strides, and I trotted up to the door before I stopped and dropped so Sybil could climb down. She slid from my back, and I could see that she was unsteady for a moment, like a sailor who’d been at sea too long. But she gave me a reassuring pat and then walked proudly to the door and pushed it open. 
 
    I sniffed the air one last time, but I couldn’t detect anyone or anything that shouldn’t be there. Satisfied that we were alone, I rose up on my hind legs and imagined myself in my human form. I felt myself shrink down and immediately shivered when my furry coat disappeared. 
 
    Now I was normal human Hank, who struggled to carry the heavy sack full of silver while covered in blood and sweat. I was pretty sure I stank as well, so I dropped the sack by Sybil’s door and headed straight for the stream. I pulled off my chestplate, my chainmail, and my shirt, and after some consideration, I took off my boots and my pants as well.  
 
    I waded into the creek and sank below its cold water. Despite the chill, it felt refreshing, and I let myself roll around in the water for a few minutes before I started to scrub at the grime and blood.  
 
    When I couldn’t feel or smell any more cyclops blood on me, I climbed out of the creek and padded over to my clothing. But the fabric was still dirty and stained, and I really didn’t want to put it back on, so I did my best to rinse them off in the cool water. Afterwards, I gathered everything together and walked back to the shack and hung all the clothes except my underwear out to dry. 
 
    I threw the door open and stepped inside like a magician who’s just performed his greatest act.  
 
    “Ta-daaa!” I yelled. 
 
    Sybil was standing over the cauldron with a handful of herbs, and she jumped in surprise when I entered. 
 
    “Hank, you scared me!” she protested as she clutched the herbs. “I’m standing over a boiling cauldron, you know!” 
 
    “Sorry, Sybil,” I laughed. “But you saw me naked already last night, didn’t you? It shouldn’t be that shocking.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you weren’t sopping wet last night,” she replied. “And I don’t care if you are a werewolf, you’ll get sick if you don’t dry off. Here.” 
 
    I held my hands up and beckoned at her to throw me the thin blanket from the bed, which I caught effortlessly. I shot her a smirk as I accepted the blanket, and watched as she returned to her cauldron. 
 
    “I’m making you a healing brew for tonight,” she said, “That way, you’ll be ready to make the journey to the palace tomorrow.” 
 
    “No visions tonight?” I teased. 
 
    “Nope,” she smiled. “Just the most restorative sleep you’ll ever have in your life.” 
 
    “That sounds really good right now,” I said as I sank onto the bed. “I suddenly feel very tired.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” she said. “When you weren’t fighting, you were running.” 
 
    “Smells good,” I said as I sniffed the air. “Is that lavender?” 
 
    Sybil smiled as she dipped a mug in the concoction and came over to me. “It tastes even better,” she said and handed me the mug. 
 
    I took a sip and tasted honey, lavender, and oats or something. I felt calm, but also slightly woozy, so I let myself fall back into the mattress.  
 
    “You were an amazing Knight today, Hank,” Sybil whispered as she massaged my shoulders. 
 
    Her voice echoed in my ears, and all I could feel was the warm liquid running into my stomach, the heaviness of my joints, and her warm and comforting hands on my shoulders. I closed my eyes and felt the entire day and the resulting tiredness simply disappear in Sybil’s warm, comforting little house. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a clunking noise and shot awake. Shit, I was gonna be late for work. How long had I been out? Ava would have my head on a stake if I missed inventory again. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and I saw the herbs hanging from the ceiling and took in the smell of last night’s brew. Then it all sank back in. I was still in Lupercalia where I had defeated the cyclops in my hybrid wolf form. 
 
    And today was the day we triumphantly returned to the king. 
 
    But what the hell had woken me up? I realized I was the only one in the bed, so I turned to my side and saw Sybil packing things into her basket. 
 
    “How is it already morning?” I asked.  
 
    “You were out like a lamb,” she cooed. “But it’s good to see you’re up. We should probably leave soon, because even in your wolf form, it will take us most of the day to return to the palace.” 
 
    I grunted as I sat up, and after I’d wiped the grit from my eyes, I pulled my now-dry clothes back on and then my armor. I scowled at the plate as I tried to tighten the straps, and while I hadn’t suffered any serious injuries against the cyclops, I was sure that was due to my wolf abilities and not the old armor. 
 
    “There’s got to be something better than this,” I muttered when I finally had the thing strapped on. 
 
    “Maybe you can find something in New Jersey,” Sybil suggested. 
 
    “That’s an interesting point,” I said. “I wonder how kevlar would stand up to swords and cyclopes.” 
 
    “Kevlar?” she asked. 
 
    “Our version of armor,” I explained. “But it’s designed to withstand bullets, so I don’t know how it would do in this world. I’m also not sure if I could bring it through. The portal doesn’t seem to like it when I bring anything too modern here.” 
 
    “Bullet?” she asked as she slipped the basket onto her arm. 
 
    “I’ll show you next time we’re in New Jersey,” I said with a grin. “You ready?” 
 
    She grinned, so I swung the sack of loot onto my back and stepped outside. There was a single gray cloud in the distance, but otherwise, it looked like another beautiful day in Lupercalia. I took a moment to savor it, and then transformed into my wolf form while Sybil closed the door.  
 
    “Now, the easiest way--” Sybil started to say. 
 
    But I shook my head and focused on the scents around me. At first, all I could smell was the forest around me, but when I conjured an image of the palace in my mind and remembered the smell of the drawbridge and the musty corridors, a map formed in my head. I could see the way home, though it was built on scent rather than vision. 
 
    When I sat down, Sybil climbed onto my back and wrapped her arms around my neck. I waited a moment to be sure she was secure, and then I thought about all those Westerns I’d watched with my dad. At the end of the adventure, the cowboy’s horse always reared up dramatically, and I had the sudden urge to do that as well.  
 
    I stood up on my back legs, just like the horses, but I was careful not to stand up enough to knock Sybil off. I heard her gasp, and her grip on my fur tightened. 
 
    “Hank!” she protested.  
 
    A growl that was supposed to be a chuckle escaped my lips, and then I dropped back to all fours and started to run. I ran alongside the little river for a while, and then my internal map led me through the trees and thickets. I knew it wasn’t the same trail we’d taken to get to the caves, but that didn’t matter. I knew instinctively where I was going, and I was sure we’d get there much more quickly along this trail. 
 
    I don’t know how long I had been running when I noticed that the brambles and twigs were starting to give way to grass. We passed a worn path that a flock of sheep had recently used and the remnants of an old stone wall. We were almost out of the woods, and I could almost smell the palace. 
 
    “Whoa!” Sybil said into my ear. “That’s incredible, Hank. We’re almost out of the woods.” 
 
    There was a bright line of sunshine just ahead, and as I passed through it, the woods ended and a green, grassy field stretched before us. I was still moving quickly, but I was aware of Stock at the far edge of my vision. Smoke rose from the cottages, and tiny figures attended to their tiny animals. 
 
    But it was the palace that I was focused on, and it was straight ahead. 
 
    The drawbridge had already started to lower, so somebody had spotted us. I chuckled again as I picked up my pace, a job made easier by the smooth grass. Sybil’s laughter trailed behind us, and I added my own growling chuckle. 
 
    We arrived at the edge of the moat just as the drawbridge touched the damp soil. I stopped so Sybil could dismount, and once she was safely on the ground, I shifted into my hybrid form. I couldn’t explain why, but after seeing the two werewolves on guard duty, that felt like the most appropriate shape to take for what I was about to do. 
 
    I started across the bridge and then stopped when I realized that Sybil was still lingering on the far side. I turned around and looked at her, but she didn’t move on. 
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “It’s fine.” 
 
    She looked at the two guards and then cautiously started across the worn wood. 
 
    “I’ve been in the palace once before,” she said. “I was a child then, but the King invited all the pig farmers to a special celebration. Our whole family went.” 
 
    “The king did that for the pig farmers?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “He’s a good King,” she replied. “He really values the followers of the Moon Goddess and all that they do for Lupercalia.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I replied. “And I’m sure he’ll be happy to welcome you today.” 
 
    She looked less certain of that, but she lifted her chin and grinned at me. 
 
    I grinned back and then looked at the two knights who were on duty. One of the knights still stared straight ahead, but I felt the eyes of the other slide over me. When I looked in his direction, though, I saw that he looked more impressed than suspicious. 
 
    “So, where do we go?” Sybil asked as I stopped under the gate. 
 
    “Ummm, good question,” I said and then looked toward the knight who had been studying me.  
 
    He was facing forward again, but at least he seemed more friendly than his companion. So I walked over to him and gave him the werewolf version of a salesman’s smile. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “I’m… Henry, I guess. I’ve just--” 
 
    “Henry of New Jersey,” the knight interrupted. “We have been awaiting your return.” 
 
    “And here I am,” I said. “I completed my quest, so I need to show the king what I found.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” the knight said and nodded. “You have received the blessings of the Moon Goddess. The King will be most impressed that his red-blooded knight has succeeded in his quest.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as Sybil sidled up next to me and smiled at the guard.  
 
    “Hi,” she said. “I’m Sybil, from the village of Stock.” 
 
    The knight ignored her and motioned toward the courtyard with a nod of his head instead. “The King is in the banquet hall,” he said. “He has been anxiously awaiting your return.” 
 
    “Then I guess I shouldn’t keep him waiting,” I replied. 
 
    But the knight was ignoring me again, so I motioned Sybil to follow me as I crossed the courtyard toward the arch that led to the banquet hall. I heard Sybil groan when she saw the long staircase, but I was already bounding up the steps two at a time. Despite the fact that I’d been running for miles, I felt like I was burning with energy, and I couldn’t wait to show all the doubters just how fucking strong I was. 
 
    “Wait up!” Sybil’s voice echoed behind me, and I stopped and looked back.  
 
    She was only half as far up the stairs, and I could hear her panting as she struggled with the folds of her dress.  
 
    I waited until she was two steps behind me before I moved again, and then I tried to take the stairs more slowly. I was still covering two with each step, but I wasn’t actually bouncing up the staircase like a jackrabbit. At the top landing, I stopped to admire the rosette window for a moment until Sybil caught up with me. 
 
    “Just… give me… a moment,” she insisted as she fanned herself. 
 
    I waited again until she nodded, and I opened the first door. I held out my left hand to Sybil, and we walked the length of the hall hand in hand. I pushed on the next door, but it didn’t move. 
 
    “Crap,” I said. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Why not knock on the door?” she laughed. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, why not?” she demanded. 
 
    I shrugged and knocked politely on the door. I could already hear what sounded like a party in the hall, but I thought I heard someone scurrying toward the door as well. 
 
    “I think we’re in luck,” I said.  
 
    Sybil started smoothing her skirts and tucked her dark hair behind her ear. Not that it helped much, since our run through the forest had left her hair windblown and frizzed. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she laughed when she saw me watching, “it’s not often that I get to meet the King of Lupercalia.” 
 
    I heard a handle turn, and the door moved back slowly. The sounds of the midday meal washed over us, and I could see servants bustling around while the knights and their ladies chatted with each other.  
 
    “Oh, hello,” Sybil said, and I looked down to see Sebastian standing between us and the hall. 
 
    The little squire was dressed in burgundy, except for the dark green hat with golden tassels. He blinked as he stared at Sybil, and then he turned to me. 
 
    “Oh, good heavens!” he practically squeaked. “You’re back already! We were not expecting you so soon.” 
 
    I laughed and shrugged. 
 
    “And with company!” the little man noted. 
 
    “This is Sybil,” I explained. “We met in the woods. She’s a witch, and she gave me--” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, all good,” the tiny squire said. “You can save it for the King. That way you won’t have to repeat your tale ten times over.”  
 
    “Can we come in?” I asked when the little man didn’t move.  
 
    “Oh, certainly,” he said as he tugged the door open wide enough so I wouldn’t have to walk through sideways. 
 
    Sybil gave me a reassuring smile, and then I stepped into the banquet hall. My sack of loot clanked against my armor, and I felt a grin on my face as the nobles slowly stopped their conversations to watch me walk by. Soon, the only sounds were the clanking of the silver and Sybil’s footsteps as she trailed behind me. 
 
    I could feel the eyes of the nobles on me, but I ignored their stares. I was only interested in the King, and he hadn’t even noticed my arrival yet. He was seated on his throne on the dais, and he was locked in conversation with an older woman wearing a dark purple cloak. 
 
    I stopped a few steps away from the dais, and the King and his companion seemed to register the silence in the hall for the first time. The woman glanced toward the hall first, whispered something to the King, and then scurried away. The King, meanwhile, slowly turned to face me.  
 
    The place was dead quiet, but the King still didn’t move. He seemed to be waiting for me to say something, so I set the sack of loot on the ground with a loud thud and then gathered myself to address the leader of Lupercalia. 
 
    “Your Highness,” I heard my voice echo through the dining hall, “I have brought the rewards from the cyclops’ cave outside the forest of Thoth.” 
 
    Sheesh, that was a mouthful. But it made me feel powerful as fuck. 
 
    A smile tugged at the King’s mouth, but he cleared his throat and forced a stern expression on his face. 
 
    “Henry, the Baker of New Jersey,” his voice boomed across the banquet hall. “You have truly astounded all of us with your great success in such a short period of time. Please come forth with the fruit of your quest, and with your newfound companion as well.” 
 
    That was enough to unleash the whispering, and when I glanced around, I could see that the other nobles were sizing me up. Some of the stares were cast at Sybil as well, and for a moment, she looked like she might run out of the hall. But she gave the King a nervous curtsy and then nodded to me. I picked up the sack and walked the last few steps to the dais.  
 
    “That’s the great doom tapestry of Lupercalia,” Sybil said behind me in a frenzied whisper. “It’s one of the most sacred pieces of artwork in all the land.” 
 
    We reached the King, and I stood about three meters away from the throne. It seemed only polite. 
 
    To my right was the knight that had stood there on the first day. He grasped his sword, the silver one with the Moon-Goddess as the handle, and bowed his head to me. 
 
    I felt a jolt of social decorum, and I instinctively got down on one knee and bowed my head down to the King. I felt my knee boring into the stone floor and wondered how long it was customary to stay down there. 
 
    “Henry,” the King boomed again. “You may now rise and present the treasures that you have claimed.” 
 
    I stood up, set the sack in front of the King, and then opened it so he could see the pile of silver inside. I also held up the necklace and dagger, and the King nodded in approval.  
 
    The whispers started up again as the King started to hoist himself off the throne. Sebastian appeared from nowhere to offer his assistance, and the King’s meaty hand nearly knocked the poor squire off his feet as the larger man pulled himself up. 
 
    “It is clear--” the King boomed, but the noise in the hall had only grown louder. 
 
    The King looked down at Sebastian and rolled his eyes, and the little squire lifted his long trumpet to his lips. A long, single note rang out over the hall, and the sounds of chatter and gossip died away again.  
 
    “As I was saying,” the King boomed and squinted at some of his subjects with a look of disapproval, “It is clear that Henry the Baker of New Jersey has been blessed by the Moon Goddess. He might be red-blooded and a stranger to Lupercalia, but he has been transformed in our ways. A toast is in order!” 
 
    I looked around, and many of the nobles raised their metal goblets to me. Some of them were smiling while others regarded me with awe. 
 
    But a small handful looked resentful, and that included Hector. He looked like he wanted to bludgeon me to death rather than raise a toast, but he was still too loyal to the King to attempt that in the middle of the banquet hall. He lifted his cup after the man next to him nudged him, but I would have been surprised if he actually drank from it.  
 
    “A toast to Henry of New Jersey,” the King declared. “And of course, to the grace of the Moon Goddess. May we remain in awe at her wonder, at her gifts, and may we protect her land with all the power we possess. Aye!” 
 
    “Aye!” the entire chorus of nobility shouted. Just the sound of all their voices together made me feel like I was being lifted off of the ground and initiated into some higher order. 
 
    “Aye!” Sybil said next to me, and she raised a triumphant fist.  
 
    The whispering started as soon as the toast was complete, but before I could figure out what to do next, the King grabbed my furry forearm. 
 
    “Henry,” he said, “what you have already achieved is a great wonder. Not only have you received the distinction of a young questing knight, but you have earned the right to wear your own coat of arms.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire,” I nodded and took his hand with my own.  
 
    This was totally crazy. Not only had I defeated the cyclops, but I was having a coat of arms made for me. 
 
    “And who is this?” he asked as he turned to Sybil. “A new friend?” 
 
    “Your Highness, it is an honor,” Sybil curtsied before him. “I am Sybil from Stock.” 
 
    “Sybil of Stock?” he nodded. “And what is it that you do there?” 
 
    “I am a witch,” she smiled. 
 
    The King smiled back, but the happy moment was ruined by the appearance of a familiar sour face. Hector was apparently unable to contain himself, and he loomed over the King in his lanky body. For a moment, I thought he would stick his tongue out at me, but he decided to put his hands on his hips instead. Like that ever made anyone look tough.  
 
    “Sire!” Hector whined.  
 
    “Ah, Hector,” the King said in a tired voice. 
 
    “Sire, you should not allow your new questing knight to bring such peasantry into the Palace without your permission,” Hector spat. “She’s likely to steal something on the way out the door.” 
 
    That slimy little shit. 
 
    I looked over at Sybil, whose eyes became misty as her face turned bright red with rage.  
 
    “Steal from the King of Lupercalia?” she spat. “Am I not also a follower of the Moon Goddess? How could you presume such a thing!” 
 
    She looked back at the King and immediately regained her composure. 
 
    “Your Highness,” she begged and then took a deep breath. “I can assure you that I am not a thief. It’s true, there are many amazing things here in the castle, but I would not steal from you.” 
 
    The King removed his hand from my forearm and took her hand instead.  
 
    She looked up to the heavyset man, and her eyes widened with reverence and respect. 
 
    “Sybil of Stock,” he said in a gentle voice. “I know you to be a good and truthful witch. I have it on the best authority.” 
 
    Sybil looked confused, and I’m sure I did as well.  
 
    “Sire?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    But I heard someone else approaching us then, and when I looked around, I spotted Charles, also in his hybrid form. It made sense for the local lord to keep the King up to date on the people who lived there, but I was still impressed. I gave the older knight a look of gratitude as he bowed to the King and then nodded to Sybil. 
 
    “You have good timing, Charles,” the King said. “You returned on the same day as your foundling. Did you know that he is the sixth knight we’ve sent on that quest, but the first to return?” 
 
    I winced and thought back to the spear in the cave. Sucks for them, but it did kind of make me feel like I was invincible in some way. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Charles said. “Congratulations, boy. I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Charles,” I replied. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    He gave me a sly wink and then turned to Sybil. “Sybil Foreman,” he said, and she curtsied before him. 
 
    “Sir Charles, it is an honor to find you here,” she said. 
 
    “And you,” he replied.  
 
    “Sire,” Hector interrupted. “The girl is hardly--” 
 
    “The girl is a Foreman,” Charles said sharply. “They are good, hardworking people, as I’ve told the King on many occasions.” 
 
    “And I’ve seen the fruits of their labor,” the King added. “As has everyone in this room.”  
 
    Hector looked like he wanted to complain more, but the King turned his back on the young knight and smiled at me and Charles. 
 
    “I’m glad you two are friends,” Charles said as he looked at me. “You could not find a kinder soul to teach you about Lupercalia.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the King said, but his smile had vanished, and I saw him glance toward the archway where the lady in the purple cloak had vanished. 
 
    “Why don’t you two join me at my table?” Charles said quickly. “We are exchanging stories of the old days of Lupercalia, and--” 
 
    “Hector!” an angry voice bellowed. 
 
    The hall fell silent again as Hector’s father marched toward his son. Hector paled but stood his ground as the angry wolf-man descended on him. 
 
    “Hector!” he growled. “I cannot so much as direct duties to the guards downstairs without hearing that you have, once again, acted like a dog!” 
 
    The way he spat the word, “dog” made me think that it was a derogatory term in these parts. It was also good to know that word here traveled fast if you embarrassed yourself in front of the King. 
 
    “Father,” Hector replied. “You know I only have the protection of the Kingdom and the palace in mind. This… red-blood has brought another peasant before the King.” 
 
    Hector’s father glanced at Sybil for a brief moment, and then back to Hector.  
 
    “She may be a peasant,” he growled. “But that is no excuse for you to act like one yourself.”  
 
    Sybil’s eyes flared in anger, and I was ready to smack both men around, but Charles placed a hand on my arm and shook his head once.  
 
    “It’s a family affair,” the older knight whispered so quietly that I barely heard him. 
 
    Father and son glared at each other, but Hector finally backed down. He returned to his bench and sat down with a loud thump that echoed in the quiet.  
 
    “Sire,” the father said as he knelt down before the throne, “forgive my boy, he is--” 
 
    “Practicing, Greyback,” the King said and waved his hand. “Practicing to be an advisor, it seems.” 
 
    The old Knight stood up and shook his head in embarrassment. 
 
    “Although,” the King continued, “I will be long dead before he has enough sense to make a profession out of it. Please, don’t worry yourself. We have all been young knights.” 
 
    “Young knaves, more like,” Charles murmured under his breath.  
 
    The King raised an eyebrow at Charles, but the father stepped forward and bowed slightly to me and Charles. 
 
    “I must apologize for the disrespect that my son has shown you,” he said. “I would be honored to welcome you to my table and to hear the tale of your quest” 
 
    “All of us?” I asked as I looked at Sybil. 
 
    “Of course,” the other knight replied, though he didn’t sound very enthused. 
 
    “We would welcome the chance to dine with such a storied knight as yourself,” Charles replied and gave me another nod. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I added, though I would have preferred to sit with Charles and Sybil alone.  
 
    I picked up my sack because I wasn’t sure what else to do with it, but Charles placed a hand on my arm. 
 
    “A squire will bring that to your quarters,” Charles whispered. “If you take it with you, it looks like you’re taking it from the King. You must wait for him to return it to you.”  
 
    “Got it,” I replied as I set the sack on the floor again. 
 
    Sybil, Charles and I followed our host to his table. It was tucked into a corner so it was possible to have a private conversation, but it was still close enough to the King that no one would doubt the family’s power. 
 
    “You know, I always find I prefer to eat in my human form,” Greyback said knowingly. “It’s easier to accommodate than the stomach of a wolf.” 
 
    Charles shot a look at me, and I knew what he was saying. It was a custom to eat as a human. 
 
    As the other two began to transform, I closed my eyes and shook my head. I imagined myself as human Hank, and when I opened my eyes, we were three normal men at the table with a beautiful woman. A totally normal scene, minus the outfits. 
 
    Hector’s father had light, sandy hair and kind blue eyes. Even as a human, there was a large scar that ran from his eye down his neck. I felt myself staring at the mark and quickly looked away, though the amused look in the other man’s eyes was a sign that he’d caught me staring. 
 
    “Ah, mutton, my favorite,” Charles hummed. 
 
    The two older knights served themselves first, and I was forced to endure the heavenly scent of grilled meat and rosemary until they’d filled their plates. My mouth watered as I watched the two men carve slices for themselves, and Sybil shot me a warning look when I nearly started to drool. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Hector join you at your table?” I asked as I waited. 
 
    “He prefers to sit with his friends,” Greyback groaned. “But I can’t be angry with him, not really. I was much the same when I was his age. An arrogant pup, sure that I knew better than my elders. It took a few close fights for me to understand that I wasn’t nearly the unstoppable force I believed I was.” 
 
    “We were all like that,” Charles replied. “I used to wait until my father had left the hall before I’d even venture in. I ate a lot of cold meals, and I’ve come to regret the lost opportunities to learn from him.” 
 
    “I’m hoping my boy will come around before I die,” the other knight sighed. “But that hope grows more faint every day.” 
 
    The two older knights chuckled, and Sybil and I exchanged quick looks. I’d always enjoyed dinner with my parents, and sometimes, the hardest thing about their deaths was not being able to have an ordinary conversation with them.  
 
    “You said you were from Stock?” Hector’s father asked after a few minutes of silence and chewing. 
 
    “I am,” Sybil replied. “It’s a wonderful place. I spent most of my childhood wandering the fields and looking for plants. You could never do that in some of the other villages that always seem to be under siege.” 
 
    “You can thank him for that,” Charles said and looked at the other knight. 
 
    “You’re Greyback?” Sybil whispered in awe. 
 
    I thought back to the portrait that I’d passed in the portrait hall. But that knight looked completely different, and didn’t have a scar… 
 
    “Greyback the fourth,” he smiled.  
 
    “So the Knight in the portrait hall?” I asked 
 
    “Is my ancestor,” the knight replied. “And, by extension, Hector’s.” 
 
    “You saved Stock from Jochim the vampire,” Sybil said. “What an honor to meet you!” 
 
    “It’s only my duty,” the knight replied. 
 
    He pulled out his sword and held it up so we could see the jewels that were scattered across its surface. When Sybil and I made appropriate noises of approval, he pointed to an opal in the hilt. 
 
    “That’s where I got this,” he said. “It was the final piece, but that was what, twenty-five years ago? Now I’m just a jewel-encrusted old man who harasses the guards about remaining alert.”  
 
    I thought back to the dagger I’d collected from the cave of the cyclops.  
 
    “So, you put together that sword?” I asked. “It wasn’t made for you?”  
 
    “A knight’s sword is built of his triumphs, and only he can create that,” he replied. “During your quests, you will find swords and jewels of varying magical capabilities. They are yours to take and yours to use, but you must earn them yourself. The more you experience, the more you gain. And the more you gain, the better protected you are, and the better you can protect your people and the Moon Goddess.” 
 
    I realized then that the well-decorated knights I’d seen hadn’t been gifted the jewels and weapons by an indulgent King. They had fought their asses off to earn it, just like I had. And as I stared at the glittering sword, I knew I wanted one that was just as grand.  
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said. “Especially if they all have hauls like that cyclops.” 
 
    “You must be careful of dark creatures who carry silver,” Greyback said to me. 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    Charles and Greyback laughed at the question, and Charles even wiped away a tear.  
 
    “It’s like having a young boy again,” Greyback finally said. “So new to our world and still innocent of its dangers. What a privilege.” 
 
    “Silver is the deadliest weapon against a werewolf, or a vampire,” Charles added. “Nothing pierces us quite so powerfully, and the wounds it inflicts are not as easily healed as from others. That’s why we keep it out of the hands of our enemies.”  
 
    As I looked around the room, I suddenly understood how the system worked. It was brilliantly simple, and it really only had two parts. Part one was to build up your own arsenal with whatever powerful weapons you could find. Part two was to make sure your enemies couldn’t get their hands on what might kill you. It was a system I definitely wouldn’t mind being a part of. 
 
    “What are you discussing, Greyback?” a familiar voice came from behind me, and I realized that it was the King. 
 
    “I am instructing our young knight about the ways of our world,” the knight replied. “And this lovely young witch was telling us about her life in the village of Stock.”  
 
    “Your Highness,” Sybil said politely as a faint blush crept across her cheeks. 
 
    “Ah,” the King said and nodded. “Well, I have come to pass along some news of my own.”  
 
    “Your Highness?” Charles and Greyback said in unison. 
 
    “I’ve been reminded that our young knight missed out on the most exhilarating part of being a young werewolf in Lupercalia.” 
 
    “Are you proposing…?” Greyback asked and leaned forward. 
 
    “I am indeed,” the King replied. “And I think it is an excellent way for our newest knight to prove his character to the nobility. They won’t be able to speak against him.” 
 
    The other two knights nodded in agreement, though nobody had bothered to explain what the hell was going on yet. I wondered if I was about to be subjected to one of those weird initiation ceremonies that frat houses always seemed to have, but the King patted my shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “Be on the practice fields at dawn tomorrow,” he instructed and walked away. 
 
    And that was all anyone would tell me. 
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 Chapter 13 
 
    “I think it’s high time I attend to the night guards,” Greyback said. “They’ll be starting their post soon.” 
 
    “Of course,” Charles replied. “I think I’ll turn in myself. Tomorrow should be a long and entertaining day, and I don’t want to be half-asleep for it.” 
 
    “Asleep for what?” I demanded. 
 
    But Charles merely winked at me before the two nobles threaded their way through the tables to the door. They talked quietly between themselves as they moved, and though the conversation looked lighthearted to start, I could see that it turned serious rather quickly. 
 
    I turned around and looked out of the window. The sky had darkened, and squires were carrying around large torches to light the palace. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Sebastian, who was scurrying around with a large torch that looked like it was about two thirds of his height and probably weight.  
 
    “Should we get going?” I asked as I turned back to Sybil. “I have a feeling I’ll need to be well-rested for whatever happens tomorrow.” 
 
    She set down her knife and fork and then wiped her mouth with one of the blue and yellow napkins that had been set out on the table. 
 
    “I’m so full,” the young witch said. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten that much mutton in one sitting in my entire life.” 
 
    “Sybil, if there’s something I’ve really come to respect about you, it’s your appetite,” I laughed. 
 
    She blushed a deep crimson color and swiped her hair behind her ears. “Don’t,” she warned. “My siblings always made fun of me for how much I could eat as a child.” 
 
    I took her right hand with my left and pressed it gently. It was so soft and warm, and memories of the rest of her body flooded my mind. I felt my cock twitch and shook my head to keep it clear.  
 
    “But which one of you turned out to be the tallest?” I asked. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and looked up at the ceiling. It was one of the cutest things that she did when she was slightly confused.  
 
    “Well, now that I think about it,” she said, “I guess I am.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. It had been a guess on my part, but since she was taller than just about anybody else I’d met so far, I wasn’t surprised that she was the tallest out of her family. 
 
    “Where do we go now?” she asked as I stood up and stretched. 
 
    “Well, I guess we should go back to my quarters,” I shrugged. “No one mentioned finding a guest room for you, so I guess it’s okay if you stay with me. I mean, if you want to. I’m sure they could find you a room of your own if you’d rather be alone tonight.” 
 
    “No, no,” she said quickly. “I would definitely prefer to stay with you.” 
 
    It looked like she wanted to say more, but her face suddenly darkened, and a fiery look came into her eye. 
 
    Shit. Was it something I’d said? 
 
     Someone tapped me just a shade too hard on the shoulder, and I saw Sybil’s eyes narrow as she stood up just before I turned around. I wasn’t at all surprised to discover that it was Hector, and I tried not to pull away from the sour scent that wafted off of him.  
 
    In his human form, he had light, sandy hair like his father and a surprisingly long nose. Up close, he managed to look even skinnier, and I realized I wouldn’t have to even push by him. There was barely enough of him to take up space, much less block my path. 
 
    “Hello, Henry,” he sneered.  
 
    “Hello, Hector,” I growled. 
 
    “Just wanted to come and say that I’ll see you tomorrow,” he replied. “I’m sure it’ll be almost as exciting for you as it is for a peasant witch to sleep in palace quarters.” 
 
    He snorted and looked Sybil up and down.  
 
    “You little…” I felt my face contort into an ugly scowl.  
 
    “Don’t be impolite to your betters,” he smiled at me.  
 
    God, I wanted to punch that smug look from his face, but Sybil placed a hand on my arm and leaned in close. 
 
    “Everyone is watching,” she whispered. “And I’m pretty sure that Hector here is setting you up.” 
 
    I looked past the thin man and saw that the witch was right. Everyone was focused on our conversation, and more than a few of the knights were grinning in anticipation. Well, there was no way I was gonna give them the satisfaction of a fight. 
 
    “Let’s go, Sybil,” I said and held my hand out to the young witch. She took it in hers, and I led her to the secret door to the knights’ chambers. 
 
    “I can’t believe I get to see this wondrous piece of art up close,” she whispered as we approached the tapestry. 
 
    The door was behind the right side of the tapestry, the side that depicted a Utopian Lupercalia under the protection of the Moon Goddess. I was sure that was deliberate, though I did wonder whether the hall or the tapestry had been created first.  
 
    “Just wait until you see the portrait hall,” I whispered back. 
 
    In the dark space between the bottom right-hand corner of the tapestry and the wall behind it, I found the metal doorknob that led to the staircase. I pulled it open and peeped down the long, spiral staircase to make sure no one else was around. The last thing I felt like doing was explaining who Sybil was and why I was taking her to my room. I had a feeling that would lead to a fight that I didn’t want to have. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said as I stepped into the stairwell. 
 
    I made my way down the staircase, which was only lit by one torch at the bottom. The effect was eerie, and it felt like our shadows were creeping behind us down the staircase. 
 
    When I finally reached the bottom of the gray stone staircase, I plucked the torch from where it was hanging on the wall. I turned to check on my companion just as Sybil reached the last step. 
 
    “It seems weird that they’d have such small steps when everyone is…well, you know…” she said and waved her head over head. 
 
    “A nine-foot werewolf?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Exactly,” she laughed. 
 
    I pushed open the door that led to the hall of great portraiture and crept inside. I heard Sybil follow behind me and then the door clink shut behind her. 
 
    I held the torch high in front of us as we tiptoed over the carpet so that Sybil could catch a glimpse of all the resplendent artwork in the hallway. I slowed down so I could really take in the artwork as well, and I noticed that there was a lot more than just portraits on display.  
 
    There was a shelf with six silver goblets, all of which had the same moon-cycle inscription as my ring, and a couple of busts of very serious-looking men. There was also a tiny statue of the Moon Goddess that looked like it had been carved from jade, and a crystal bowl that glowed like the moon. 
 
    “Look!” Sybil whispered. 
 
    “There’s no-one here,” I said at a normal volume. “You probably don’t have to whisper.” 
 
    “I’m scared something will jump out at us from the dark,” she whispered back to me. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I whispered back to appease her. “What is it?” 
 
    “A witch circle,” she said as she pointed to one of the pictures. 
 
    I took a few steps to the right and looked at the giant painting before me. 
 
    It must’ve been six feet tall and four feet wide, and it depicted a woodland scene with a mind-boggling perspective. It somehow seemed like it went into the distance forever, and the trees got smaller and smaller in the background. However, in the foreground was a circle of witches dancing around the Moon Goddess. 
 
    “They look like you,” I whispered. 
 
    I wasn’t lying. They were all wearing long, flowing dresses and generally had pale and radiant skin. They were all holding hands, and whoever painted it had even gone so far as to insert a little basket in the right-hand corner. 
 
    The Moon Goddess they encircled was much taller than the witches. Her eyes were closed, and her face was jutting into the air. Her hands were held open with their palms facing upwards, as if in some kind of powerful surrender. Her long, silver hair floated around her in detailed curls, and her dress rippled in the painted wind. You could feel a sense of movement from the painting just from standing in front of it. 
 
    Sybil was rapt with devotion as she drank in every detail. Her eyes widened, and her mouth gaped open slightly as she reached toward the picture. 
 
    “So,” I asked, “do you and your witch friends do that kind of thing?”  
 
    She shook her head as she returned back from whatever trance she was in and slowly lowered her hand. 
 
    “Nope,” she laughed. “Just foraging, mainly. Unlike you, I have never met the Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “What can I say?” I replied cheekily. “I guess I’m just a lucky guy.” 
 
    Sybil shot a glance at me and smiled.  
 
    “Do you have witches in New Jersey?” she asked. 
 
    Suddenly, I had a flashback to having to read The Crucible in High School English class. I’d had to read John Proctor’s part, and my teacher made me scream “God is dead” in front of the whole class, which in turn led to some of the more conservative families complaining to the school. 
 
    “Ummm…” I stammered, unsure of how to proceed. “There’s a pretty checkered history of witches where I’m from. They used to… burn them at the stake." 
 
    Sybil’s mouth dropped open, and for a moment, nothing came out.  
 
    “They what?” she demanded angrily. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied nervously. “The more prominent religion at the time thought they were heretics, and so they’d punish women they suspected of being a witch. But don’t worry, this was like, hundreds of years ago. They don’t do anything like that anymore. It would definitely be considered murder today.” 
 
    I didn’t even realize Sybil had been holding her breath, but she let out a deep sigh of relief. 
 
    “Oh… that’s good,” she said. “I so enjoyed being in New Jersey with you. I felt a sense of safety there that I can’t quite find in Lupercalia. I felt like I didn’t have to look over my shoulder the whole time we were there. I’d hate to think that I’d have to watch my back in New Jersey as well.” 
 
    There was a lot to unpack in that statement, not least of which was her suggestion that she wanted to go back to New Jersey, but it seemed polite to ask about the other stuff first. Besides, the more I learned about Lupercalia, the better prepared I’d be for whatever it was the Moon Goddess expected me to do. 
 
    “But I thought you loved Lupercalia,” I said. “I thought you had been safe growing up, thanks to Greyback.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she said. “I was, but like you said, that’s thanks to Knights like Greyback who risked their lives to protect us. But they don’t always succeed. My father lost two of his brothers in a vampire raid shortly before I was born, you know.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about that,” I replied. 
 
    “We’ve been dealing with it for centuries,” she sighed. “Even if you had a relatively calm and safe upbringing like mine, you hear stories from the elders in the community. You can feel the anticipation around you, the fear that maybe this is the last day of peace. Maybe tomorrow, the monsters will be back, and they’ll take away everything and everyone you’ve ever loved.” 
 
    “You know that if you ever want to leave, you’re always welcome to come with me,” I replied. “I’m not saying New Jersey is a perfect place, but at least we don’t have vampires and cyclopes.” 
 
    She raised her eyes up to me, and her lips curved into a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Hank,” she replied. “I do love Lupercalia, but I also want to feel safe. Either way, being with you makes me feel safe.” 
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “Enough of this dreary talk. Let’s get to my quarters.” 
 
    She clapped her hands in excitement, and we walked to the end of the hall without stopping to admire any more artwork. I opened the door for Sybil and ushered her into the stone hallway on the other side.  
 
    “Where to now?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said. 
 
    I walked down the slightly curved hallway, past the other knights’ quarters on my right. I couldn’t sense any movement in the other rooms, so I assumed that everyone else was still in the hall or already asleep like Charles. 
 
    “Seems like everyone is asleep,” I muttered. 
 
    “Well, is it usually a party here?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “How would I know?” I laughed. “I’ve been crashing at your place!” 
 
    A familiar entryway came up on my right. I perched the torch in its stand in front of the door and fumbled with the metal latch. Finally it clicked open, and I pushed the door in. 
 
    “Ladies first,” I smiled at Sybil, and she curtsied as she walked in front of me. 
 
    “Wow,” I heard her say. “Hank, get in here right now." 
 
    I mean, I guess my room was cool to a peasant witch, but I’d already seen it all. 
 
    Or at least, I thought I had. 
 
    I entered the room, and my mind was completely blown. It was barely the room I’d woken up in the other morning, and I felt like I had been upgraded to first-class. 
 
    For starters, in the middle of the room was a polished wooden mannequin of myself in my hybrid wolf form. And boy, did he look good. But the mannequin was wearing a shining silver breastplate that had been engraved with a scene of the moon overlooking an empty field, which must have been the coat of arms that the King had mentioned. 
 
    “Whoa,” Sybil said as I moved in for a closer look. “Hank, that’s an entire suit of armor! How could they have completed it so quickly?” 
 
    “I know, and I don’t know,” I murmured as I studied the engraving. It was so precise, and the entire suit of armor glittered in the light of the torch that had been fixed in the room. 
 
    The rest of the suit wasn’t too shabby, either. I kneeled down and inspected the gauntlets, which would make for a deadly combination with my claws. There were cuisses at the thigh along with well-oiled knee cops at the kneecaps, and greaves for the calf muscles.  
 
    And then there was the helmet, which was a sight to behold. It was long to accommodate my werewolf nose, but it had two precise slots for my ears to pop out. It was practical and intimidating all in one. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said.  
 
    I was going to be unstoppable in this armor. It wasn’t as well-decorated as some of the armor the other knights had, but I didn’t care. This was, what? Barely a week into the job and I already had a suit of armor that looked this sick. 
 
    “I thought I’d never seen so much silver as the loot you retrieved from the cave,” Sybil said. “But I take it back. I think I’ve never seen as much silver as what I’m looking at now.” 
 
    I glanced to the right and saw that there was a dark wooden chest that was about four feet in length. I took a step over and saw that the same engraving was on the top of the box, with the little circle to represent the moon and a line at the bottom that clearly delineated a field. 
 
    When I opened the chest, I saw that my loot had been removed from my sack and carefully placed inside. The shiny coins and the silver dagger had been carefully placed in stacks on the right, while the sack had been neatly folded and placed on the left.  
 
    “Geez,” I mumbled. “Who does all this? There must be an army of people around here who handle all this.” 
 
    “Many people from the lower classes find work in the palace,” Sybil said as she peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “Still,” I said and shook my head. “This should have taken days.” 
 
    I noticed then that the burgundy duvet had been replaced with one that was a dark royal blue with mossy green at the bottom. In the right-hand corner of the bedding was a round circle. 
 
    “It’s your heraldry,” Sybil said. “They’ve put it everywhere.” 
 
    “This is insane…” I trailed off as I shook my head. The entire left-hand wall was covered in a tapestry that was exactly the same as the bedding. I walked over to take a deeper look, and realized that the fibers were handmade.  
 
    “Sybil,” I said. “They literally wove this.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a tapestry,” she didn’t sound too impressed. “How else would you make one?” 
 
    I thought of all the shitty dorm room tapestries I had seen when I visited my friends in college. They were either covered in lame psychedelic imagery or some kind of pattern that looked like it was trying to emulate an Aztec ruin. New Jersey might’ve been more forward than Lupercalia in some ways, but this level of craftsmanship was truly something to behold. 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” I said. “I can’t believe they’ve done all of this for me.” 
 
    “Well, you do a lot for them,” Sybil said as she set her basket down on the wooden chest. “You’re an eternal protector, after all. I’d say that deserves some kind of special treatment.” 
 
    She made her way over to the bed and plopped down. She smiled at me for a moment, but then her lips formed a perfect ‘o’ as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “This is so soft,” she sighed and rested her arms above her head. “I could stay here all night.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that the plan?” I laughed. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she replied sleepily. 
 
    I felt like I was back in the room of my best friend in middle school. The kid had been obsessed with the Mets, and everything in his room, from the sheets on his bed to the posters on the wall and even the curtains, had featured the Mets. The same was true in my room at the moment, where everything bore the new crest. 
 
    But instead of celebrating someone else, they were celebrating me.  
 
    I could get used to this. 
 
    I looked over at Sybil, who was fully dressed and quietly snoring as she laid sideways on my bed. I wished that I had some of her sleeping brew or was even half as tired as her. But all I could think about was whatever was happening tomorrow. Why were they all being so mysterious about it? Was it something dangerous? 
 
    I pulled off my tin-can armor for the last time and tossed it in the corner. Adios, hunk of crap. I was in the big leagues now, and I had a glimmering suit of armor that was personalized to my body and made just for me. 
 
    I slipped out of my chainmail and placed it on the wooden chest. Then I took off my boots and placed them next to it on the floor. I formed a neat little pile of my shirt and my pants on the chest, too, which was apparently going to take the place of the old armchair in my bedroom in Jersey that served as my clothes horse. Even as a knight, I knew that I was going to still be on the messy side. Something about not teaching an old dog new tricks. 
 
    “Sybil,” I called quietly as I shook her. 
 
    “Hmmmm?” her glimmering green eyes rolled back slightly in her head and then focused on me. “I will trade four pigs for this twelve-pack box of cinnamon rolls…” 
 
    “Let’s go to sleep the right way, Sybil.” I picked her up, hoisted her off the bed, pulled back the duvet with my free hand, and plopped her down again. “And that’s a terrible trade anyway.”  
 
    There was a snuffer hanging from a hook just below the lone torch in the room, so I put out the flame and then picked my way back to the bed in the sudden blackness. I managed to avoid stubbing my toe on anything, and when I finally had a chance to test out the new sheets, I sighed in happiness at how soft they were. My eyelids started to droop, and I only had a moment to wonder about the next day before I was out for good. 
 
    The next noise I heard was a loud banging on the door. My eyes flew open, but I quickly squinted in the sunlight that flooded the room. Holy crap. Had I been asleep that whole time? Was it already morning? 
 
    The banging on the door resumed.  
 
    “Coming!” I yelled as I tried to dislodge myself from the sheets and Sybil’s still sleeping form.  
 
    I hopped out of bed and rushed to the door. When I pulled open the door, I saw it was Perdita again, and I wondered if she was now my regular… maid? Alarm service? I wasn’t even sure. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped and blushed a deep crimson color as she brought her hand to her mouth in embarrassment. “I’m so sorry. You aren’t dressed yet.” 
 
    I looked down at my bare feet and my underwear. 
 
    “Oh,” I replied nonchalantly. “Guess I’m not. Is it time for me to go?” 
 
    “I have been told to come fetch you,” she said. “Dawn has broken and the festivities have started. Please get dressed in your armor as quickly as possible and join everyone on the field behind the palace!” 
 
    She lowered herself into a curtsy, but now was my moment. 
 
    “Wait!” I stopped her before she could scurry off and wake up any other knights. “How do I get to the fields behind the palace?” 
 
    “Oh,” Perdita raised an eyebrow and gave me a sly smile. “Well, you just take a right out of your room and go down the first staircase. It’s very handy for days like this!” 
 
    “Days like what?” I demanded. 
 
    “You really are new here, aren’t you?” She smiled and twirled a strand of her dark hair over her finger.  
 
    “Yep, he is,” a sleepy voice agreed. 
 
    Sybil appeared by my side and crossed her arms over her chest. The two women eyed each other for a moment, and Perdita stopped twirling her hair as they studied each other. A look of annoyance passed across Perdita’s face, but she managed to put a smile on her face when she looked back at me. 
 
    “I was only collecting Henry of New Jersey for the joust,” Perdita said. 
 
    “A-a joust?” I stammered. 
 
    “But of course,” she said happily and shot a look at Sybil. “And I’ll be in the audience.” 
 
    “Isn’t that nice,” Sybil replied as she took my bare arm. “Well, we better get you ready to go, right, Hank?” 
 
    “Um… yes, yes,” I shook my head. “Thank you, Perdita.” 
 
    “Any time, Hank,” the maid said as she slowly backed up and started to make her way to the next door.  
 
    “We’ll be sure to do that,” Sybil replied. 
 
     “Any time at all, just let me know,” Perdita added as her sultry voice echoed through the hallway. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    Sybil tugged on my arm, and I shut the door before Perdita could make any more offers. 
 
    “Charming,” Sybil smirked. “I think someone has a crush on you.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” I groaned. “She’s probably like that with all the knights, I’m just the new guy. Now help me into this armor.” 
 
    I pulled on my shirt and pants, my woolen socks, and threw my chain mail over it. But the armor was more complicated than the basic chestplate I’d been sent out with, and I was grateful for Sybil’s help as I tried to strap all the pieces in place. 
 
    “Sybil, I’ve never jousted in my life,” I said. “What the hell am I going to do?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she said and shrugged. “You killed a cyclops just yesterday, and you’d never done that before.” 
 
    “Ever the pragmatist,” I groaned. “I’m serious. Is this like a normal thing here?” 
 
    “For the nobility I’d say it is,” she replied. “Not so much for us peasant folk. There’s a reason that werewolves joust and farmers who need to be up at the crack of dawn tending pigs and lugging oat sacks don’t." 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Werewolves were built for battle,” she said. “But someone like my father? Not a chance. He’d probably keel over from fright before the battle even started.” 
 
    “And yet, somehow, I’m not reassured,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” Sybil giggled, and flashed her emerald-green eyes at me. “You were chosen by the Moon Goddess herself to come here. Look at the ring on your finger, if you doubt that. She would never let any harm befall you.” 
 
    I looked at the ring and decided she was right. The Moon Goddess wouldn’t have brought me here to battle a cyclops only to let me die in some stupid joust. I just hoped I didn’t embarrass myself somehow, like falling off my steed. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said and nodded. 
 
    “So…” she said and then looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Um…” I mumbled as I checked to see if I was missing any pieces of armor. 
 
    “The knights usually joust in their hybrid form,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “That makes sense.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and shook my head back and forth. I imagined being in my hybrid form, and then I felt it. It was like my blood became hotter and coursed through my veins with more purpose. I opened my eyes, and I was nine feet tall. 
 
    “I love watching you do that,” Sybil said. 
 
    Unlike the last one, this brand-new suit of armor fit like a glove. The feeling of the cool metal sliding over my chainmail made it seem less like a giant hunk of metal and more like some kind of exoskeleton, a hard skin built just for me. 
 
    I still had to put on my gauntlets and helmet, but those pieces looked far too small to fit my frame. But Sybil handed me the gauntlets, and somehow, the gloves stretched and slid onto my hand. I found myself wishing I had a mirror so I could see just how badass I looked. But I heard birds tweeting, and remembered that I’d promised to be at the field at dawn. 
 
    “Let’s go check out this joust,” I said to Sybil. 
 
    “You know where we’re going?” she asked as she picked up the helmet from the wooden chest. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I opened the door to my room.  
 
    I let Sybil go through first and then turned right. I’d never been this way before, but I trusted that Perdita gave me the right directions. When I walked, I had to be careful not to swing my arms against my sides, otherwise a loud clanking noise would echo through the hallway. 
 
    “We’re going to watch the joust,” Sybil sang. 
 
    We found a wide set of stairs at the end of the hall, and when I peered down from the top, I could see another wooden door down below. I tried to take a step down, but my knee cop wouldn’t bend. 
 
    “Crap,” I said and I bent down and fiddled with it a bit until it was looser. 
 
    “Maybe you just need to break the armor in,” Sybil suggested. “Like a saddle or something.” 
 
    “Could be,” I agreed, but the adjustment seemed to do the trick, and the rest of my descent down the stairs was a success. I pushed open the wooden door, and the small room was flooded with rays of sunlight. 
 
    The birds were chittering in the distance, and I could smell the fresh grass. I looked out ahead of me and saw a large, amphitheater setup about a quarter of a mile away from us. In the four corners of the jousting circuit there were four long, triangular flags in black, white, blue, and yellow. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Sybil gawked as we started our walk to the joust. “I’ve never actually been to one of these before, but I’ve heard stories from some of the boys in the village.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the first time for both of us,” I said in my low, husky voice.  
 
    I don’t know if it was my super werewolf hearing or just the way that sound traveled with no noise pollution, but the commotion of the crowd started to become clearer and clearer. There were drums, horns, and the roaring of the agitated nobility who were growing impatient for their entertainment. 
 
    As we neared the amphitheater, the roars and commotion got louder and louder. For a guy who hadn’t participated in a lot of sports, it was unnerving, but then I saw Charles running toward us in his hybrid form. He looked happy, so I took that as a sign that I wasn’t about to be drawn and quartered for being late or something. 
 
    “Henry!” he cheered. “Just in time!” 
 
    “Well, it’s dawn,” I said. 
 
    “A bit later than dawn,” he said with a grin. “But luckily for you, most of the other competitors were slow getting up this morning.” 
 
    “That’s why the crowd sounds so restless,” Sybil guessed. 
 
    “Some of them came early to stake out the best seats,” Charles said and shook his head.  
 
    “So when do I go on?” I asked. 
 
    “You will be competing in the second match-up,” Charles replied. “The first players are mounted as we speak.” 
 
    “I guess that’s good,” I said. “I can just get it over with instead of sitting around and getting nervous. Do you know who my opponent is?”  
 
    “Your opponent was drawn out of a hat by the King this morning,” Charles said. 
 
    “Anyone I know?” I asked as we arrived at the entrance. 
 
    There had to be at least two hundred people in the stands, and I noticed that most of them had brought coffee and snacks to help them pass the time until the jousts began. A few clapped along to the music, and a handful were slapping their thighs.  
 
    “Well…” Charles smiled at me. “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    I tried to think of who I possibly knew here to joust, and then it hit me. 
 
    “Oh, Charles, don’t tell me it’s--” I started to protest. 
 
    “Your jousting opponent will be Hector,” Charles finished.  
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 Chapter 14 
 
    The crowd roared in the background while I stared blankly at Charles. 
 
    I had to remind myself that I was a knight. My job was to face these types of challenges and push through them. And maybe jousting Hector wasn’t the worst thing that could happen.  
 
    I looked down at my left hand, where I was still wearing the magic ring under my gauntlet. I reminded myself that I’d been chosen by the Moon Goddess to come here, and I felt a fire raise in my belly.  
 
    “Very well,” I replied with a nod. “Or, as they say back home, bring it on.” 
 
    Sybil gave me a fiery look as she passed me the helmet, and I knew that with her in the audience, I’d be at the top of my game for sure. 
 
    “That’s my red-blooded knight,” Charles gave me a hearty pat on my right arm, and his claws clanked against the metal. “This armor is certainly becoming, isn’t it!” 
 
    “I certainly think so,” Sybil purred. 
 
    “Fits like a glove,” I added. 
 
    Sybil pushed her hair out of her face, and her eyes glimmered up at me with absolute adoration. I wanted to show her everything that I was capable of in this joust. And then I wanted to take her back to my quarters and have her right then and there. 
 
    “Henry of New Jersey!” a small voice called from behind Sybil, from inside the amphitheater. My lustful, testosterone-driven fantasies took a pause as I reminded myself I had a job to do before anything could happen. 
 
    “Sebastian!” Charles greeted the small squire as he scurried up to us. “Are you coordinating the joust today?” 
 
    “Just the general administration, Sir!” the squire said as he bowed. 
 
    Even though he wasn’t a knight, he was wearing a dark burgundy tunic and matching pants with a chainmail cover over the top. Between him and Charles in their chainmail, I guessed that this must’ve been the customary uniform for attendees of the joust. 
 
    “Shall I take the young lady to the box?” Charles asked Sebastian. 
 
    “If you would, Sir,” he requested politely. 
 
    “My lady,” Charles held out his forearm for Sybil to take. “It brings me great pleasure to be joined by a lovely citizen of Stock to witness her first joust. Though I don’t want to be rude and make any assumptions-- this is your first joust, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You are correct, this is my first time at a joust,” she said as she accepted his arm with a curtsy. 
 
    “Well.” Charles looked over to me and winked. “You certainly won’t be disappointed. I can’t tell you how invigorated I am to be able to experience such a hallowed noble event with a newcomer. It makes the whole thing all the more fresh and exciting.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” Sybil smiled.  
 
    “Hank, the best of luck, as always,” the older knight said. “And between you and me, this particular triumph is one that… well, one that I can’t wait to watch.” 
 
    Charles chuckled as he started to walk away, and I felt myself grinning in response. I wasn’t the only one who wanted to see Hector go down, and I was actually excited that I was the one who would do it. 
 
    When I’d set out on my quest to defeat the cyclops, I knew that I could go back to New Jersey if I needed to. The ring had given me an assurance that even if the going got really rough, I could just, well… get going. But I couldn’t exactly disappear from a joust with all of those hundreds of eyes on me, but that was fine. I had no intention of leaving the arena until I’d won.  
 
    “Henry?” I heard a small voice call. I looked down, and Sebastian was waving at me. 
 
    “Sebastian!” I said. “What do I need to do now?” 
 
    “You must follow me,” he said, and he turned around on his heel and led me into the amphitheater. 
 
    The change in energy from outside and inside the amphitheater was palpable. The second I stepped through the entryway, I could feel this frenetic excitement that made the fur under my armor stand up of its own accord. Most of those present were in hybrid form, which gave an animal intensity to the atmosphere. 
 
    I felt a rush of electricity as I took in the onlookers, most of whom were in single-colored suits with chainmail vests or tops. Even the women wore long, monochromatic dresses and chainmail vests. The audience was a sea of burgundy, yellow, blue and green dots. 
 
    Three hybrid wolves stepped into the center of the arena. They were each dressed in blue tunics and trousers with chainmail vests and silver helmets. A single, massive yellow feather sprouted from their helmets, and I wondered if that meant they were part of a team. 
 
    But one of the hybrids carried a massive drum while the other blew a massive horn. The third hybrid began to lead the audience in a chant, and I was suddenly reminded of a college football game I’d attended. 
 
    The pole is drawn, he battles on 
 
    to fight for Lupercalia! 
 
    with silver for the winner 
 
    and a tin can  
 
    for the failure! 
 
    I turned to Sebastian. “Does the loser actually get a tin can?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed. “It’s an old tradition we have.” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” I asked. 
 
    He furrowed his brow and tapped on his chin.  
 
    “Come to think of it,” he replied, “I don’t actually know. But I personally think it’s funny, because it’s depressing. I know some of the knights have grumbled about it, but I think it would be a great shame if they stopped doing it. It shows a certain lack of character to be unable to acknowledge one’s failures. Ah, here we are.”  
 
    The little squire had led me to a door along one side. He pushed it open to reveal a room hidden beneath the seats. It reminded me of the bleacher seats back home, but these were so well constructed that I could barely sense the commotion that was taking place literally right above us. 
 
    The knee cop on my right knee froze up again once we were inside, so I reached down and gave it a hard slap. The metallic sound rattled through the small passageway we were in, but Sebastian didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he walked determinedly forward with his hands in fists. 
 
    “This way,” he said and pointed to another door. 
 
    He pushed the door open, and we were outside again. I looked around, and realized we were at the back corner of the field and the forest came right up to the grass. This seemed to be a prep area of sorts, and as I looked around, I noticed that the other knights were dressed in similar armor, but with different engravings on their breastplates.  
 
    “I never would have known all this was back here,” I said. 
 
    “Something you’ll learn about life in the palace,” Sebastian replied without turning around, “is that there are many, many secret passageways. Even I don’t know every single one. And let’s not even consider what mysteries lie beneath in the catacombs.” 
 
    I surveyed the knights that were waiting for their joust. Like any athlete, they all had their own ways of handling the stress. One guy was actually doing stretches in his armor while another paced back and forth. A third guy seemed to be giving himself a pep talk, though I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Yet as I scanned the competitors, there was one that was obviously missing.  
 
    “Where is my opponent?” I asked Sebastian.  
 
    “Hector is on the other side of the stadium,” Sebastian said absentmindedly, and waved to someone behind me. 
 
    “Wait, so these are like teams?” I asked. 
 
    “No, no,” the squire replied. “It’s one opponent against the other, nothing more than that. The side you enter from is chosen completely at random.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Sebastian!” someone called out. 
 
    I turned around and saw another squire wearing mustard yellow and chainmail running toward us with his hands in the air.  
 
    “Dromgoole!” Sebastian shouted. “Is everything in place?” 
 
    The squire stopped in front of Sebastian, put his hands on his knees, and panted for a moment.  
 
    “Oh, Sebastian, tell me how it’s only dawn?” the second squire moaned. 
 
    “None of your hysterics now, Dromgoole,” Sebastian hissed. 
 
    The small squire straightened up as he muttered something to himself. Then he looked up at me.  
 
    “You are Henry the Baker of New Jersey?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I smiled down at him. “That’s what they call me.” 
 
    “And I was told that you have no direwolf of your own?” Dromgoole asked in disbelief. 
 
    I looked at Sebastian and then back to Dromgoole. Direwolf? 
 
    And then I remembered that horses were for peasants. Horses were scared of werewolves, so werewolves rode direwolves. How had I not considered this before? 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “How am I going to compete if I don’t have a direwolf to ride?” 
 
    Holy shit. I had only ridden a horse once in summer camp, let alone an actual direwolf. Charles had made it look easy, but he had spent his whole life in Lupercalia learning how to live the life of a noble. 
 
    “It’s no matter,” Dromgoole waved his hand in the air. “A certain petty noble, Charles of Stock, has offered his for this first tournament, in light of your peculiar circumstances.” 
 
    I felt a smile creep across my wolf face. At some point, I really needed to do something awesome for Charles. He’d saved my ass now on numerous occasions, and had never even expected the slightest bit of thanks. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” I said. “And just out of curiosity, how would I get my own direwolf?”  
 
    I mean, it didn’t hurt to ask. I was still learning the ropes of being a knight in Lupercalia, but if this was a perk of the job, then I wanted in. Sebastian shot a look at Dromgoole, and they both looked up at me. It was a wonder I could see anything these two did in detail, since they looked like toddlers next to me. 
 
    “You actually may be in luck,” Sebastian whispered and shrugged. 
 
    “But you have to win,” Dromgoole added. 
 
    I frowned at the two squires while I waited for someone to say something more. Tweedledee and Tweedledum were giving me big “one of them knows how you die and the other one knows when you die” vibes, but neither man looked like he was going to offer an explanation. 
 
    “Fine,” I huffed. “Keep your secrets. So where do I find my direwolf for the joust?” 
 
    Sebastian managed to keep a straight face, but Dromgoole started to giggle. 
 
    “Oh, go on, Sebastian!” Dromgoole urged as he nudged the other squire. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sebastian sniffed. “What if the King found out we’d told?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that serious,” Dromgoole pleaded as he hopped from one foot to the other and did a little dance with his hands. “And everyone will know soon enough.” 
 
    This was certainly weird. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Sebastian twirled his hand in the air and looked up at me. “Now, we don’t know if it’s for certain, but there’s talk among the squires and the maids.” 
 
    “So don’t get too excited,” Dromgoole added. “This is only hearsay, and certainly not from us!” 
 
    “I was going to tell him that!” Sebastian snapped. “Okay, basically, the King’s prized direwolf just had--” 
 
    “Puppies!” Dromgoole squealed.  
 
    One of the other knights looked over at the hysterical squires and then started stretching again.  
 
    “Oh,” I replied. “That sounds… great…” 
 
    “We think that he may present some to the winners of the joust,” Sebastian said. “But of course, direwolf puppies from the royal line go for more silver than I’ve seen in my whole career as a squire.” 
 
    A roar echoed from inside the arena and Dromgoole snapped out of his giggly state and looked back at me. 
 
    “Well, enough of this gossip,” Dromgoole declared. “You need to find your mount, Bertie, and get in line immediately.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Sebastian shook his head. “Follow me.” 
 
    Sebastian marched through the grass past the other knights and around the curve of the amphitheater. The crowd roared again, and I had a feeling that the first joust was about to begin.  
 
    But just ahead was a knight with a large, black direwolf with a saddle and protective face covering in one hand, and a pole that looked to be four or five yards long in the other. There was a large wooden shield next to him, and the knight appeared lost in thought as he stared at the plain device.  
 
    The drumming from inside the arena suddenly shifted to a slower rhythm that reminded me of a trotting horse. The horn and voices went quiet, and the drum was joined by the rhythmic clattering of feet. I didn’t know how these things usually went, but from the music alone, it sounded like the beginning of a joust. 
 
    “Watch what he does,” Sebastian said and motioned to the knight, who was now fastening his helmet over his head. “And pay attention. It’s rare that a joust is very long. If one of the opponents unseats the other off his direwolf, the joust is finished.” 
 
    “Seems easy enough,” I replied. 
 
    “Let me find Bertie,” Sebastian replied and scurried away.  
 
    A squire rushed over to the knight that was about to compete and took the jousting pole from him as the hybrid mounted the direwolf. The knight placed his left leg in the leather stirrup of his saddle and swung his right leg over the direwolf, holding the wooden shield in his hand the whole time. When he was comfortable with his position, the knight nodded to the squire who then handed him the pole.  
 
    The two said something to one another, and then the knight nudged the direwolf slightly with his heel. It growled and pawed at the ground for a moment, and then walked steadily through the entry into the arena. 
 
    The crowd roared as the knight appeared, and I ran up to the gate to watch the action. Close to me was the knight and direwolf that had been waiting for their cue to enter, and at the other end was his opponent. The direwolves pawed the ground and snarled at each other, and the crowd started to pound their feet even faster in response. 
 
    The drummer was still pounding out a rhythm, though it was more frantic now as he tried to keep pace with the crowd. The knights saluted each other and then dropped their poles to level them at each other. 
 
    Holy shit. This was actually happening. They were going to try and ram the shit out of each other, and nobody would win until the other one was on the ground. 
 
    The drumming increased even more. Some parts of the crowd were singing indistinctly, some were chanting the chant from before, and some of them were just rumbling with their feet. I quickly scanned the audience for Sybil, but couldn’t find her from my vantage point.  
 
    A drumroll echoed against the walls, and a moment later, the horn blew a single, high-pitched note. Both direwolves reared back, and then they ran at each other. 
 
    I watched intently as the opponent came hurtling toward me at a killer speed. He braced himself expertly with his shield, so much so that I could barely see his helmet from where I was positioned directly in front of him. 
 
    This was crazy. He could barely see where he was going, and yet, he was such a skilled rider that he seemed to almost float on his direwolf. The knight on my side, on the other hand, kept his shield low, and the angle of his pole raised slightly as he picked up speed. 
 
    And even though I didn’t know shit about jousting, I knew that the pole was too high. I could tell that the angle was wrong and that he’d probably miss the target completely. But the knight on the black direwolf didn’t seem to realize that.  
 
    His opponent, however, raced across the field like a bullet with his pole kept at a perfect right angle the whole time. His riding was flawless, and his balance on his direwolf was so good that he could keep the pole in place without having to constantly adjust the angle. 
 
    There was a thunderous crash as the two men met in the middle of the field, but it was the opponent who landed the winning blow dead center on the breastplate. The strike was hard enough to send the knight on the black direwolf sailing toward me, and I ducked down as the hybrid flew past. The losing knight rolled to a stop in the field, and a group of squires quickly rushed over to help. 
 
    Holy shit. Had he killed him?  
 
    The jouster was lying still, so I looked around frantically for the doctor. No one looked all that concerned, though, and a moment later, the losing jouster simply stood up and dusted himself off. He tore off his helmet and threw it on the ground, and it rolled around pathetically while he stretched out his arms. 
 
    Damn. I knew that werewolves were resilient, but this was insane. I mean, he’d practically flown thirty feet and hit the ground with a velocity that would kill any normal guy on impact. 
 
    “Timothy!” he yelled in an angry voice. “Timothy, come here!”  
 
    The knight’s ears drooped in disappointment as his direwolf dragged his feet out of the ring toward him. 
 
    But I wanted to see what a victory looked like. I peeped inside the amphitheater at the triumphant opponent, who tore off his helmet and held it up in the middle of the ring. The crowd roared, and the band started playing another song. 
 
    I whistled and clapped along until I felt someone tapping on my thigh. When I looked down, I saw Sebastian was back with Bertie the direwolf as well as a large wooden shield. Dromgoole followed a short distance behind with my lance. 
 
    Shit. This was real. I was about to ride a direwolf across the grass and try to knock Hector on his ass with a long pole. This was insane. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Sebastian demanded. 
 
    “Umm…” I remembered that I’d been holding my helmet the whole time, and quickly pulled it over my head. I pulled my ears out of the slots on the top and adjusted it so that I could see. It felt like I was in my own little silver world inside my armor. 
 
    “Hey, Bertie,” I said. “We’re going to knock the shit out of this punk, aren’t we?” 
 
    Bertie hopped between both of my feet playfully, and I got the idea that he knew what I was talking about. 
 
    “Well, off you go then,” Sebastian said as he handed me the reins and the shield. 
 
    I took the shield in my left hand, like I’d seen the other knight do, and the reins in my right. Then, I pushed my left foot into the left stirrup, lifted myself up, and immediately put my right foot back on the ground. Holy shit. I was going to be riding on a wolf. 
 
    I took a deep breath to center myself, and lifted my right leg. Then I swung it around and hoisted myself onto Bertie. 
 
    It actually wasn’t half-bad. Unfamiliar, for sure, but I kind of already felt like I was flying, and Bertie wasn’t even walking anywhere yet. 
 
    Dromgoole tottered up to me and offered the jousting lance. I took it in my right hand and brought it underneath my elbow. 
 
    It was heavy as all fuck, even in my hybrid form. It was like holding a seesaw. But from what I’d seen of the other fight, it was all about balance. If I could keep everything evenly balanced, I just might take Hector out. 
 
    I looked back at Sebastian and Dromgoole, who both waved and smiled.  
 
    “Good luck!” Sebastian called out. Then he turned and whispered something to Dromgoole, whose eyes widened. 
 
    Just like the knight before me had done, I nudged Bertie ever so slightly with my heel.  
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    “Bertie,” I said politely, “let’s get going.” 
 
    He still didn’t move. This was not a good development. After all, I wasn’t even his master. 
 
    Then I remembered when I’d first met Charles and the tone he had taken with the direwolf. Maybe I did just have to be more firm. After all, he was still a dog at the end of the day. 
 
    I straightened up as I let the full energy of the crowd sweep over me, and I reminded myself that I had been chosen to be here.  
 
    “Bertie!” I shouted just like Charles had. “Bertie, it’s time to go! Don’t just stand there smelling the grass… do you think you’re a horse or something?” 
 
    I felt him straighten up under me, almost like he was standing to attention. There we go. I nudged him again with my heel, this time slightly harder, and he obediently walked forward into the ring. 
 
    The energy from the crowd hit me like a heatwave. The drum hadn’t started yet, and the audience was still chanting with the band, but the air crackled with life. It was a chorus of voices, more than I think I’d ever heard in one place in my entire life. 
 
      
 
    The pole is drawn, he battles on 
 
    to fight for Lupercalia! 
 
    with silver for the winner 
 
    and a tin can  
 
    for the failure! 
 
      
 
    I saw my opponent approach on the other side of the ring, and I growled as I caught a whiff of Hector’s scent. Of course, I couldn’t see him beneath the armor, but there was something about the way he carried himself that just screamed Hector. He was slope-shouldered and gangly, and I knew that before the day was over, one way or another, I was going to pummel him. 
 
    Then something surprising happened. I watched as he balanced his pole on his shoulder and lifted his right gauntlet. He waved enthusiastically at someone in the crowd. 
 
    I figured he was waving to his father, but I looked anyway. It was hard to be sure, but I thought Hector had waved at the King’s private box. The King was there with a group of knights and a few other members of the nobility. I didn’t see Greyback, but I did see a very beautiful woman. 
 
    A beautiful woman who was staring straight at me. 
 
    I could see a shock of curly blonde hair and pale rosy cheeks. Her head rested in her hand as she leaned over the edge of the box, and when she caught me staring, her eyes widened for a moment before she gave me a quick smile. Her eyes were a soft brown that I very much wanted to see up close. 
 
    Damn, as if I needed another reason to win this joust. 
 
    But first things first, I had to knock Hector on his ass. I looked back at Hector, who was still waving to no avail. It was obvious to anyone who was paying attention that he was trying to wave to the cute blonde, but she had iced him out and was only watching me. 
 
    Hector finally gave up when the drumroll began. He looked pissed as hell, even through the narrow slits on the helmet, and I knew then that his strategy would be to hit me as hard and fast as he could so he could claim the quick victory.  
 
    I felt Bertie paw at the ground beneath me and prepared to drop my pole to an appropriate angle. But before the note could be sounded, several royal trumpets sent up a fanfare. They rang out through the entire stadium to silence the stamping of feet and the chanting of the nobles. The drumming stopped as well, and the crowd was completely silent. 
 
    All eyes turned to the royal box, so I peered up as well. The King had shifted into his hybrid form, which was only slightly less chubby than his human form. He wore a deep purple cloak and silver chainmail that glittered in the sunlight, as well as a silver necklace with a large opal the size of a baby’s fist. 
 
    “My loyal subjects,” the King called out. “I hope that you all enjoy today’s festivities.” 
 
    The crowd roared in approval, and the sound of stamping feet joined in. The King smiled benevolently for a moment and then held up one large hand. The crowd fell silent again, and when someone coughed, everyone turned to look at the noble. 
 
    “This next joust is of particular interest to the kingdom,” the King continued. “We have two youngsters who have only just earned their knighthoods.” 
 
    The crowd murmured in appreciation, but fell quiet again. It was clear the King had more to say, and we were all anxious to hear why the King was so interested in the joust. 
 
    “With two questing knights, it seems only appropriate that I should offer more than just the usual silver,” the King said. 
 
    The crowd erupted into a chorus of whispers while the King bent down and retrieved something from underneath him. He picked up what looked to me like a black ball of fur and held it up to the crowd, Lion King style. 
 
    The entire crowd sighed with appreciation, while the ball of fur squirmed in the King’s grasp. A nose appeared, and I realized it was a puppy. 
 
    “The winner of this joust will receive this direwolf puppy, from the litter of my own Ramona,” the King declared. 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles while the King returned to his seat with the puppy cradled in his arms. At a nod from the King, the drum started up again, and Hector and I turned to face each other. 
 
    Hector and his direwolf both growled as the other knight lowered his pole at a right angle. I did the same as I leaned forward slightly, impatient now for the signal that would unleash me. 
 
    The energy of the crowd was crazy. I felt like I was in the eye of the storm as their feet clattered all around me. The drums got faster and faster, and the clattering of the crowd’s feet almost became deafening. 
 
    I had to tell myself to breathe, and as I waited for the horn blast, I counted off the reasons this was a good idea. The Moon Goddess would protect me. There were hot girls in the audience. And I’d get to beat the crap out of Hector. 
 
    When my pole was at the perfect angle, directly in front of my eyeline, I replayed the last joust in my mind so I would know what to do. I had to stay behind the shield, keep my balance, and don’t hang the shield too low or let the pole go too high. 
 
    The drums stopped abruptly and the note from the massive horn sent shockwaves through my armor. But Bertie knew what to do, and the direwolf charged forward while I was still shaking off the weird effects of the horn. 
 
    And then time slowed down. I stood up slightly in the stirrups, like a jockey, and I felt the bouncing ease. I heard the wind blowing around my helmet as I brought my shield up as high as I could without losing sight of Hector. I could see every adjustment my opponent made as his own direwolf lunged forward. 
 
    Hector brought his shoulder and his elbow up too high, almost to his ear. He assumed a lopsided position and leaned slightly left so that his pole was at the center of the arrangement, but it didn’t look sustainable to me. 
 
    I kept my cool and my balance as we hurtled toward each other. It must have been mere seconds since we started, but I could barely hear anything. The roar of the audience in combination with my flying through space made me feel like I was a pure ball of energy. I felt like a meteor. 
 
    I braced myself and made sure to keep my jousting pole as straight ahead of me as possible without it turning upwards or downwards too much. And I managed it all while riding a direwolf. I couldn’t explain how, but it felt so natural to be on the back of the beast, like I’d been riding one my whole life. 
 
    It was all going exactly like the first joust until Hector’s direwolf picked up its two front legs and launched itself at me. Part of me was aware that the crowd had stopped pounding their feet, and a collective gasp seemed to ricochet around the field. 
 
    After that, everything was in slow motion. For a moment, both Hector and his snarling direwolf sailed through the air, and then Hector started to angle his pole neatly downward toward me. There was no way this could be legal. Nobody had told me about this kind of move, and the rules of the joust seemed pretty straightforward. Run at each other and knock them off first.  
 
    This guy really was a piece of shit, and what’s more, he risked his own integrity in the sport just to have a chance at hurting me. There was no way I was gonna let that happen, though, so it was all for nought. 
 
    But Hector was now a few feet higher than anticipated, and I had to think quickly. Clearly, there was no reason to keep my pole pointed ahead, so while Bertie stampeded underneath me, I angled my pole upward and focused on Hector’s breastplate.  
 
    I felt my heart beat twice, and then, everything sped back up to normal. Hector and his direwolf tried to use their landing to pile-drive into me, but instead, Hector was now staring down the length of my pole. 
 
    My pole hit the sniveling knight in his right shoulder. But instead of pushing him off the direwolf, like I’d seen in the last joust, the point went clean through his armor and all the way out the other side with a sickening pop that sounded like a watermelon being smashed. 
 
    Holy shit. I’d impaled him, and then I realized that his weight was about to pull me off my own mount, so I let go of the lance just in time as Hector crashed to the ground in a heap of metal and bright blue blood. 
 
    Hector made a spluttering noise as he tugged at the pole in his shoulder. Despite his werewolf strength, he was having a hard time sitting up, and even his direwolf had walked off and was now exploring the field rather than checking on its owner. 
 
    Bertie slowed down to an elegant canter and then paced around as he sniffed the ground. The direwolf finally stopped and looked up, and that’s when I realized that the crowd was going wild.  
 
    And they were going wild just for me. 
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 Chapter 15 
 
    The horn sounded in the background, and the drums started back up. I scanned the crowd frantically, but all I could see was an ocean of burgundy, blue, and yellow hues. It was hard to find a particular person among the masses, but then my eyes finally landed on just who I had been looking for. 
 
    Sybil. 
 
    And Charles, of course. They were right above the entrance I’d taken into the arena. Sybil was jumping up and down while she waved at me from the front row of the seats. I felt a smile spread across my lips as I watched her, and then I dropped my wooden shield and pulled off my helmet. 
 
    A wall of sound crashed into me, but I ignored it all as I waved back at Sybil. The dark-haired witch blew me a kiss, and despite the noise level, I could have sworn I heard her laugh in giddy excitement. 
 
    Charles, meanwhile, was waving his fist triumphantly in the air, much to the annoyance of the noble behind him. I laughed, and the older knight gave me one of those sneaky winks of his. Once again, the werewolf had found a way to help me, and I knew I was going to have to find a way to start returning a few of the favors, but for now, I decided to soak in the love from the crowd. 
 
    As I turned to wave to the rest of the crowd, I saw that even the King had stood up and was now clapping. The blonde was still there, and when she caught my eye, she raised one elegant eyebrow and gave me a coy smile. She was clapping as well, but very slowly and with no intention of making any noise.  
 
    I was into Sybil, but I still felt my heart skip a beat in my armor just from looking at the blonde woman. Greyback still sat next to her, so maybe the decorated knight could pass along some of her deets, if he wasn’t too upset that I’d just impaled his son. But even Greyback nodded to me, so I smiled and looked around the arena again. 
 
    It had only been a few seconds since I’d knocked Hector on his ass, but it felt like hours. I was soaking in the adulation when I saw movement on the ground, and I turned to look. 
 
    Hector rolled onto his side with my lance still stuck through his shoulder. A small pool of cerulean-blue blood was beginning to form in the dirt, but he finally managed to sit up. He removed his gauntlet from his right hand, yanked his helmet off, and turned to growl at me. 
 
    Then he simply stood up. A few drops of blue blood fell onto the ground, but not anywhere near as much as I’d have expected from literally having a pole rammed into you. 
 
    “Hector,” I called out as I looked around for a squire, doctor, or anyone who could help the knight. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Hector snarled as he grabbed the pole with both hands. 
 
    He grunted, took a deep breath, and then yanked the tip from his shoulder. He started to shout, but he clamped his jaw shut and stared at me as he dropped the weapon to the ground.  
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. I knew that werewolves were resilient, but this guy had just been impaled and was now going about his day as usual. And I had to admit that however much he was an annoying little shit to me, I didn’t actually want to kill the guy. 
 
    “Bartholomew!” Hector yelled at his direwolf, who was licking the horn-player affectionately. “Bartholomew, we’re leaving!” 
 
    Bartholomew quickly left the horn player alone and dutifully joined Hector who grabbed Bartholomew’s reins and started the long, slow walk back to the exit. But before he passed beneath the arch, he turned back to look at me. 
 
    His eyes were narrow slits, and he seemed to want to rip me apart with just a glance. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he glanced toward the royal box and then shook his head. He glanced once more at me and then disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief and decided it was time to leave the field as well. I turned Bertie’s head, but I heard someone running toward us. For a moment, I thought Hector might have returned for a last attempt, but when I looked around, I saw Sebastian and Dromgoole were running up to me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “You did it!” Sebastian declared and patted Bertie on the head. 
 
    “Yes, a very good job on your first joust,” Dromgoole added. “You know, I’ve never seen anything quite like it. You should see the young knights when they first take to the field. Oh, it’s just carnage. But you handled that like a seasoned jouster.” 
 
    “Time for that later,” Sebastian cut in and then turned to me. “I will take Bertie back to his quarters now. Dromgoole will accompany you to the royal box, where you are to receive your prizes and congratulations from the King.” 
 
    I managed to dismount without crashing to the ground on my backside, and I grinned as I landed on my feet with a satisfying thud. I handed the reins and my shield to Sebastian, who accepted both with a grin. 
 
    “Enjoy yourself,” the squire whispered before he scurried away. 
 
    “This way,” Dromgoole ordered as he started in the opposite direction. 
 
    I shot a look left and motioned to Sybil and Charles where I was going. Both nodded, and I saw Sybil start to bounce up and down with excitement. I felt like I was Elvis, or the Beatles, or something. I’d never expected anything this cool to happen to me, and it was blowing my mind. And I still hadn’t made it to the royal box. 
 
    Charles nodded, and he leaned down to whisper something to Sybil. A moment later, both of them started to force their way through the still screaming crowd in the direction of the royal box.  
 
    I finally started after Dromgoole, who was heading up a set of steps. I started up after him, but as soon as I did, the people in the crowd started to reach out toward me while they chanted my name. It was slow going, and I was starting to understand why rock stars hated groupies. One man on my left with bright orange hair and a yellow tunic even followed me and tapped me on my arm insistently until I turned to look at him.  
 
    “Henry, yes?” he asked.  
 
    “Umm… yeah, yeah, that’s me,” I smiled and scratched the back of my head. 
 
    “Henry, is it true that this is your first joust?” he asked eagerly as his eyes widened. 
 
    “That’s what I heard!” another man piped in from two rows underneath him. 
 
    I looked around for a second and realized that all eyes were glued to me. This was crazy. I really was a celebrity. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said casually. “That was my first time jousting. How do you think I did?” 
 
    It was snarky, but they loved it. The man with the red hair slapped his knee and looked around at his friends. 
 
    “Are you being coy?” he replied. “You’re some kind of battle wizard!” 
 
    I got a little lost in being admired for a second, before I heard Dromgoole’s voice waft over the others. 
 
    “Henry!” the squire called out, and I looked around and then located him next to the royal box.  
 
    “Thanks guys, but I’ve gotta get my prize,” I said as I eased away from my fans. 
 
    I bounced up two steps at a time until I met Dromgoole at the entrance to the royal box. Up close, I realized just how large it was, and I could see it was paneled with dark wood and included much more comfortable seats. A railing kept the riffraff out, and like any good skybox, it jutted out slightly, like a balcony, so the view would never be blocked by someone below standing up. 
 
    Dromgoole opened the door and led the way inside. The King was seated on yet another throne while the rest of the occupants sat in more ordinary chairs with cushions. Greyback sat next to the King at the moment, and the old knight laughed at something the King said just before he noticed me. 
 
    “Congratulations!” Greyback boomed and held his arms out expectantly. 
 
    I felt Dromgoole poke at my leg, so I made my way over to Greyback. The knight scooped me up and gave me one of the tightest squeezes I’d felt in a long, long time. I was shocked that he could pick me up so easily while wearing his entire suit of armor, and I made a mental note not to pick a fight with the old man. 
 
    “Thanks,” I sputtered as he put me back down. 
 
    “Well done, boy!” the knight laughed. “I must admit, I didn’t know who I was rooting for more! But there’s nothing I love more than watching a young knight find his new talents. You are a great asset to Lupercalia, my boy, a great, great asset.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” I replied as I began to remove my gauntlets. 
 
    “A great asset indeed,” the King added as he leaned over the edge of his throne and grabbed something from the ground.  
 
    “Henry, close your eyes,” the King instructed. 
 
    “Oh, you love games far too much,” Greyback chided with a laugh. “We all know--” 
 
    “Don’t spoil this for me,” the King replied with a grin. “I haven’t had this much fun in ages. Henry, you must close your eyes and hold out your hands!” 
 
    So I closed my eyes and held out my great wolf hands. Then, I felt something warm and fuzzy wriggle in my palms, and I tried not to grin as it made a happy yipping sound. 
 
    “Can I open my eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course!” the King responded in a stately voice.  
 
    I opened my eyes to see the most adorable puppy I’d ever seen in my entire life. It was black with big, green eyes and enough fluffy fur that it reminded me of a rabbit. It looked so tiny in my hands that it was almost impossible to believe that it would grow into a large direwolf that would accompany me on my quests.  
 
    But for now, it sniffed my hands with excitement before its eyes met mine. The bright green of its eyes and the pink of its tongue were the only bright spots of color on my new puppy. The rest of the details were lost in the ultrablack coat, and all I could think of was the color vantablack. 
 
    “S-sire,” I stammered as I looked up to him and back down at the puppy. “This is amazing!” 
 
    “He’s one of the strongest in the litter,” the King assured me. “As long as you spend time together and bond, he will be one of your greatest assets as a knight. He will make a loyal companion and be a friend on your quests.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “And that of course is not all,” the King continued. “Your portion of silver for your success today will be found in your private quarters.” 
 
    I hadn’t even remembered that I was also going to get paid for this. This was completely awesome.  
 
    Suddenly, from behind me, I heard a desperate gasp. 
 
    “Oooooh!” I heard Sybil coo. “Please, please, please, can I hold the puppy?” 
 
    I turned around to see her hands were pressed against her pale cheeks. Charles was just shutting the door to the royal box behind him, and he turned around and smiled at me. 
 
    “Of course you can hold him,” I laughed. 
 
    I handed the witch the puppy, which looked substantially larger in her small, delicate hands. As she took the little puppy from me, she looked up into my eyes. 
 
    “Oh,” she blushed. “And well done on your first joust.” 
 
    I felt a jolt of heat rise up my spine as she batted her eyelashes at me.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” I laughed. “No big deal.” 
 
    “Ooooooh,” she squealed as the puppy licked her nose. “He’s the cutest!” 
 
    “So,” Charles asked as he reached out to pat the puppy on the head, “have you thought of a name for your new direwolf puppy?” 
 
    “Just keep it in mind that he’ll have the name for the rest of his life,” the King chimed in with a grin. “So you may want to avoid anything too… cute.” 
 
    “Like old Burnham,” Greyback chuckled. “He let his ten-year-old daughter pick a name once. So here was this grizzled knight riding around on a fierce direwolf named Cupcake.” 
 
    I looked at the little puppy, who seemed quite taken with a strand of Sybil’s hair that he was trying to capture with his tiny paw. I thought about the other direwolf names I’d heard like Bertie, Bartholomew, Ramona, and Timothy. Even though I knew that this puppy would grow into a massive wolf, those types of names seemed too official and formal for such a little guy.  
 
    But the King was right that I couldn’t go with anything cutesy, either. As I watched Sybil coo over him, I was reminded of the reaction of the audience as well. And then I knew what the pup’s name would be. 
 
    “Casanova,” I declared. “His name is going to be Casanova.” 
 
    “Casanova,” Sybil repeated and shook her head. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Is that someone important in… New Jersey?” Charles asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied. “There was a real Casanova centuries ago who was an adventurer, among other things. But today, it means the type of guy who ladies love." 
 
    “Ha!” Greyback laughed. “Well, that sounds like a lucky name to me. I’m sure you’ll break a great deal of hearts with that pup in your care. In fact, it seems as if you already have…" 
 
    The King elbowed him in his breastplate, and the old knight pretended to cough. However, when I looked over at Sybil, she winked at me and then nuzzled her face against Casanova’s fur. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” the King said as he waved vaguely around the royal box. “As a champion, you’ve earned the right to watch the other matches from here, if you so choose. Afterwards, you will join us at the royal table for the feast.” 
 
    “Wait,” I replied in disbelief. “Sit at your table?” 
 
    “Of course,” the King smiled. “As a victor, it is customary to dine at the royal table after the joust. It will also give me the opportunity to discuss your next quest. I believe I have the perfect one for you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied and nodded as I did so. “I’d be honored.” 
 
    The King smiled, but his attention was soon drawn back to the field where the next contestants were preparing for their own match. Charles pointed to a group of empty seats near the back of the box, and the three of us sat down quickly. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m sitting in the royal box,” I murmured as I studied the other nobles. 
 
    “Most knights spend the day up here after their first win,” Charles replied. “But after a while, you learn that it’s more fun to celebrate with the other knights behind the arena.” 
 
    “Maybe for the knights,” Sybil replied as she accepted a mug of moon bean brew from a servant with her free hand. “But Casanova and I prefer the box.” 
 
    The pup yipped in agreement and wagged his tail as he tried to stick his nose into the witch’s brew. She bopped him gently on the nose, took a sip of the drink, and then sighed as she slouched back against the cushioned seat.  
 
    “Much more comfortable than those hard wooden benches,” she remarked. 
 
    Charles and I both laughed, and then we settled into our own seats as the single note resounded against the stone walls once again. I watched the charging direwolves for a moment, but I found myself scanning the box for any sign of the blonde. I spotted her a moment later, but she was deep in conversation with a knight I didn’t recognize, and she left a few minutes later. 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning watching knights tumble from their mounts while others waved their lances in celebration. The crowd grew louder with each joust, though I had a sneaking suspicion that had more to do with the flasks that were being passed around rather than the quality of the fights. The King distributed some other gifts, but none were as remarkable as the direwolf I’d won, and as soon as I could pry Casanova from Sybil’s grasp, I set the pup in my lap and let him chew on my finger. 
 
    The last joust was between two of the most experienced knights in the realm, and it took several passes before a victor emerged. I studied every move the two knights made, and I vowed that I would one day be as natural at the joust as they were. 
 
    After the King had given the last winner a sapphire the size of his palm, the trumpeters sounded a few notes that were clearly the signal to head inside. The crowd began to head for the exits like those fans who rush for the parking lot to try and beat the traffic home. 
 
    “Time to head for the feast,” Charles said as he stood up. “The good thing about sitting with the King is you don’t have to worry about someone else eating all the best parts first.” 
 
    “Is that why everyone is running back to the castle?” I laughed. 
 
    “That’s exactly why,” Charles agreed with a grin. 
 
    We joined the crowd from the royal box as they made their way slowly toward the little gate and then down the stairs. I checked the crowd for the blonde again, but she hadn’t reappeared in the box. I wondered if she’d be at the table with us, and if she was, if I’d have the chance to at least ask her name. 
 
    I did spot several of the other competitors from the day, both winners and losers, as they joined the flow of people. The winners were cheered while the losers were gently teased, but everyone seemed happy. Well, almost everyone. 
 
    “Where’s Hector?” I asked Charles. “I don’t see him anywhere.” 
 
    “Who knows,” he sighed and scratched the back of his left ear. “He might have left straight for the banquet hall after his loss, just so he wouldn’t have to face the humiliation, or he might be pouting somewhere. Either way, there’ll be a tin can with his name inscribed on it waiting in his room for him when he gets back to his quarters.” 
 
    “Well, he earned it,” I replied with a grin. “And thanks for letting me ride Bertie today. I’m not sure I would have won without his skills.” 
 
    “Bah!” Charles replied and waved his hand. “That old wolf hasn’t been in the ring for… well, it must be nearly fifteen years now. You earned that victory with your own quick thinking.” 
 
    “Fifteen years?” I chuckled. “Just how long do direwolves live?” 
 
    “Oh, forty or fifty years is pretty common,” Charles said. 
 
    “Wow,” I murmured as I looked down at the puppy in my paws. 
 
    “I can’t believe that this little guy will grow into such a big direwolf,” Sybil said as she snatched the puppy from my grasp and gave Casanova a kiss on the forehead. “Who’s a good little puppy?” 
 
    “He’ll grow quickly,” Charles warned. “Direwolves reach their full size in a matter of months.” 
 
    We reached the arched exit to the arena, and I stopped for one last look at the place where I’d had my first big win at the joust. It seemed enormous now that I wasn’t facing down a werewolf on a direwolf, and for a moment, I wondered if this was actually real. 
 
    “Wait,” I said to Charles. “That thing Hector did when he tried to jump at me with his direwolf… is that legal?” 
 
    “I was wondering about that myself,” Sybil added. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Charles replied as we started walking again. “It wasn’t completely illegal, but it was a dirty trick. Direwolves aren’t allowed to pounce during a tournament, but if the parties are still a certain distance apart and the direwolf doesn’t rise to his full height, it isn’t considered a pounce. Either way, it shows poor sportsmanship to bend the rules in such a fashion. He got what was coming to him back there.” 
 
    I felt a smirk stretch across my face as the image of his blue blood dripping onto the ground from the pole in his shoulder came back to me.  
 
    “That man is relentless,” Sybil sighed. “Everyone in the audience was shocked when he did it. It’s like he’s programmed to publicly embarrass himself.” 
 
    “He’s from a storied family,” Charles replied. “There’s a lot of expectations on his shoulders, and just as many doubts as to whether he’ll live up to the name.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t excuse his behavior,” Sybil sniffed. 
 
    The witch and the knight started to discuss some of the other matches, and I found myself watching the people again. It was midday by then, so everyone had been up since dawn. Yet everyone looked happy and energized, unlike most of the office workers I usually saw at lunchtime in the store. 
 
    I was about to ask Charles about it when I finally spotted the blonde. At least, I was pretty sure it was her. I could only see the back of her head, but no one else had that really pale blonde hair. 
 
    She was with four other noblewomen, all in ankle-length dresses that brushed the ground ever so lightly and chainmail vests that glinted in the sun. The blonde, however, wore navy-blue suede leggings that clung to her perfectly round ass, a black-and-white checkered tunic, and a chainmail vest, like the rest of the women in her group.  
 
    Actually, she was the only woman who wasn’t in a dress, a fact I hadn’t really registered until I saw her moving through the crowd. I wondered if she had to deal with snarky comments just because she chose to be comfortable, though I didn’t realize I was still staring at her until she looked over her shoulder and straight at me. 
 
    A surge of warmth made its way up my spine as she let her soft, brown eyes float up and down my body and then raised an eyebrow in approval. Her cheeks blushed a perfect shade of pink, and she brushed a wisp of her curly blonde hair behind her right ear. 
 
    She bit her lip and smiled coyly at me, seemingly unnoticed by her friends. As her teeth dragged across her bottom lip, I noticed how plump her lips looked. I couldn’t help but imagine myself nibbling on them as I dragged my tongue across her rosy face. 
 
    I looked around at Sybil and Charles, who were chattering about direwolves. For those brief few seconds, this mysterious blonde and I were in our own little world. 
 
    But she looked away a moment later, and time returned to normal. A woman in a burgundy dress said something to the blonde, and she rejoined the conversation without so much as a glance in my direction. But I saw the blonde lean in close to the woman on her left and whisper something into her ear.  
 
    The other woman responded and then said something to the group. There was an explosion of laughter, and all four women turned to look at me for a moment. 
 
    I felt like I was back in high school, but in a good way. I pretended not to see the girls who were obviously interested in me, but out of the corner of my eye I could see them sneaking glances with raised eyebrows and nods of approval. 
 
    We’d reached the stone steps to the palace by then, and the quartet of women scurried up the steps and out of sight. I still had no idea who the blonde was, but I decided I would ask Charles as soon as we were seated. 
 
    “I love the feasts on jousting day,” Charles said. “The cooks always outdo themselves.”  
 
    “I can’t wait,” I replied. 
 
    “Especially if you’re sitting with the King,” Sybil whispered and smiled up at me. “I can’t imagine he’s ever even tasted so much as a burned piece of toast.” 
 
    “Can I hold Casanova?” I whispered back. 
 
    “Of course.” She laughed and placed the tiny ball of fur in my hands.  
 
    I held him up to my face, and he licked my nose. My heart really was going to burst, and I wondered when I’d become such a sucker for a cute face. 
 
    “He really is adorable,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t care what Charles says,” Sybil replied. “I just know he’ll always be adorable, even when he’s fully grown.” 
 
    Casanova wriggled in my hands and sniffed at the other people in the hall. He was anxious to get down and explore, but there were so many people that I was worried he might get crushed underfoot. So I patted him on the head, held him up to my face, and promised to let him go for a romp as soon as the meal was over.  
 
    “These stairs are killing me,” Sybil panted when we reached the top of the staircase.  
 
    “You’ll have to get used to them if you’re going to stay here with me,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” she teased. 
 
    Before I could respond, the door to the banquet hall was opened, and the noise of the celebration spilled out. I could hear glasses clinking, people laughing, and someone trying to sing loud enough to be heard over the noise. I smiled down at Sybil, took a deep breath, and then stepped into the noise right behind Charles. 
 
    It took a moment, but the partygoers spotted my arrival. At first it was just those closest to the door who cheered and called my name, but soon, the rest of the crowd joined in. 
 
    Damn, I could get used to this.  
 
    “This way,” Charles whispered as he tugged on my arm. 
 
    We made our way to the dais, where the throne had been replaced with a long table. The King was already there with a few of the other winning knights, but there were still enough seats for me, Sybil, and Charles. When I stepped onto the stage, I glanced back at the banquet hall to drink in the sight. 
 
    Lavish bouquets of wildflowers lined the tables atop tablecloths with sparkling bead patterns that depicted the night sky. Long blue, white, and yellow ribbons hung from the ceiling while a thousand candles gave everything a warm glow. 
 
    “To the victors!” a voice shouted. 
 
    “To the victors!” the crowd chorused.  
 
    Mugs and glasses clinked together for a moment, and then most of the people took a deep sip of whatever they were drinking.  
 
    “This is unbelievable…” I trailed off.  
 
    My mind was totally blown. The change between when I’d first arrived couldn’t have been more dramatic. The whole court had gone from sneaking glances at me and sneering at me with suspicion to smiling at me and raising their glasses to my success. And all it had taken was a successful quest and a strong win at the joust. 
 
    “This way,” I heard a voice say, and when I looked down, Sebastian was standing by my feet. 
 
    “Hey!” I called down to him. 
 
    “I’ll show you to your seat,” Sebastian added as he walked along the length of the table.  
 
    Another round of cheers went up for one of the other winning knights as he stepped into the hall, so I knew that there was at least one more knight heading for the dais. There were three seats together near the middle, which is where I thought Sebastian would take me, but instead, he led Sybil and me to the end of the table and seats next to the King. 
 
    “We have a cushion for Casanova,” Sebastian said as he held out his hands to me.  
 
    I patted the little ball of fur, who opened his tiny mouth and yawned, and then handed the pup to the squire. Sebastian accepted the direwolf carefully, like I’d just handed him a very expensive piece of glass, and eased the pup onto a blue velvet cushion that was hidden in the shadow next to my chair. 
 
    “So sweet,” the King said as he grinned at the puppy. 
 
    “Hank,” Sybil whispered. “They’re all in human form.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I replied and closed my eyes.  
 
    I shook my head as I imagined my human form, and I felt the strange tugging sensation that meant I was changing shapes. When I opened my eyes, I’d shrunk back to my human size, but so had my armor. My gauntlets fit perfectly, as well as my knee cops and my breastplate. How was that even possible? 
 
    “This is amazing!” I said out loud.  
 
    “Yes, they’ve done a rather beautiful spread this time, haven’t they?” the King agreed as he selected a hot roll from a basket. 
 
    Sybil nudged me, and the three of us sank into our chairs. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Sybil asked as she fingered the bouquet in front of her, “how do you grow irises at this time of the year? They are so temperamental even at the best of times.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know much about growing plants,” he replied. “But I do know we have a hothouse where the staff grow many of the flowers we use and the plants we eat. If you’re really interested, I’m sure we could arrange a tour or something.” 
 
    “I’d enjoy that,” she said with a blush. 
 
    The trumpets sounded, several doors swung open, and then the staff scurried out to deliver the food for the feast. The smell of roasted meat and spices followed the servers around the room, and I was nearly drooling by the time the meal for the royal table was laid out.  
 
    The spread was truly something to behold. Whole fish of different varieties and different sauces sat alongside spiced vegetables and buttery potatoes. Aside from this, there were three suckling pigs and stewed apples on the side. There were grapes, pears, and different varieties of cheeses, more fresh bread, some sort of small birds, like quail, and a plate piled high with nuts and figs swimming in honey. 
 
    I watched as Sybil helped herself to a hefty serving of a pink fish and topped her plate with buttery potatoes and a bunch of grapes. She grinned at me as she added a few of the figs and then licked the honey from her fingers. 
 
    Since I already knew that I liked the suckling pig, I added some of that to my plate along with stewed apples and some broad beans that smelled like they’d been seasoned with rosemary and thyme. I added some cheese, some bread, and a few of the nuts and smiled as I took in my meal. 
 
    “Eat up,” the King urged. “We can discuss your next quest once you’ve finished. Though it looks like you might have to save a few morsels for Casanova to eat later.” 
 
    I looked down to my right at Casanova, who had passed out after all the excitement. His tiny pink tongue fell out of his mouth as he snoozed through all the chatter and the clinking of cutlery. 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” I heard an unfamiliar voice say. 
 
    I looked up and saw the knight who had won his joust before me. He nodded to the King and took the seat across from me.  
 
    He had shaggy, dirty-blond hair with a few gray wisps and friendly, hazel eyes. His skin was tan and weather-worn, like someone who spent a lot of time outside, and if I hadn’t just seen him at the joust, I probably would’ve mistaken him for some kind of surfer dude. 
 
    “George!” the King declared as he smiled at the knight. “When will you give over and let someone else have a seat at the table? You’ve been a victor some four times in a row now.” 
 
    George threw his head back and laughed heartily before he removed his gauntlets and cast them aside on the floor next to him. 
 
    “Your Highness, how could you say such a thing?” he said. “Are you tired of my company already?” 
 
    “I could never tire of your bawdy tales,” the King laughed. “Have you met our newest victor, Henry the Baker of New Jersey?” 
 
    The knight turned to face me, and Sybil gave me a light kick on the shin so that I didn’t groan at being referred to as a baker for the ten billionth time. However, her kick backfired because of the armor, and she immediately stubbed her toe.  
 
    She yelped, and before I could introduce myself to the knight, he turned to Sybil. 
 
    “Is everything alright, my lady?” he asked in the smoothest, most sincere voice I’d ever heard come out of a man’s mouth. This guy obviously lived and breathed the chivalric code. 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled through gritted teeth. “Just… nearly swallowed a bone.” 
 
    “Such an annoying thing to happen” George said with a shake of his head. “I am George of Fonthill, and it’s a pleasure to meet both of you.” 
 
    He smiled at Sybil, who nodded politely, and then he turned to me. 
 
    “That was a remarkable victory today,” he said. “That dirty move would’ve confounded even a seasoned jouster, and to think that you hadn’t even mounted a direwolf beforehand.” 
 
    He popped a grape into his mouth, looked at the King, and then back to me. He seemed to be looking for an explanation, so I smiled and shook my head.  
 
    “Watching you do it before me was helpful,” I said. “You made it look easy. I figured all I had to do was do the same thing.” 
 
    “It’s second nature at this point,” he laughed and leaned back in his chair. “In fact, the jousts are the only reason I come to the palace.” 
 
    “For which I haven’t quite forgiven you,” the King chuckled. “You make me feel like I’m poor company.” 
 
    “Not you, Your Highness,” George assured him quickly. “Never you. But there are plenty of troublemakers here that I would rather avoid.” 
 
    “So you’ve told me,” the King sighed. 
 
    “So, you live in Fonthill,” I asked after a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    “I do,” George said as he started to fill his own plate. 
 
    “That’s southwest of here, isn’t it?” Sybil piped in. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” he nodded. “I am a knight of the realm, but I like to stay in the country. It keeps me feeling young, and I feel like I’m better prepared for battle.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Sybil replied.  
 
    The King grunted and took a sip of his wine, and I realized that this was probably another sore point between the two men. This was going to be a short conversation if we kept running into all these uncomfortable topics. 
 
    “Would it be rude to ask how old you are?” I asked since I couldn’t think of anything else. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said and laughed. “I’m fifty-four.”  
 
    I almost spat out the mouthful of beans I’d just shoveled in, and I’m sure Sybil was about to kick me again until she remembered the armor. 
 
    “You’re… fifty-four?” I asked. I didn’t want to sound rude, but this guy looked seriously good for thirty-four, much less fifty-four. 
 
    “George is in line to be one of our most decorated knights,” the King said, “even though he chooses to live a life in the country and dress like a peasant. He adamantly refuses to become a moon knight and take his place in my inner circle.”  
 
    The King raised an eyebrow, which George responded to with a sly smile.  
 
    “Oh, come now,” George protested. “But it is true. It’s the way I prefer to live my life, even though it isn’t typical.” 
 
    “George forged his moon-sword at the ripe age of thirty-two, which is almost as unheard of as your victory today,” the King continued. 
 
    “Moon-sword?” I asked, but then I remembered that werewolves earned their weaponry. 
 
    George turned to his side and fumbled around for his sword, which he pulled out delicately. 
 
    Like the swords of the other knights of the realm, it was incredibly tall and decorated with several gems. However, this obviously wasn’t something that he just held at banquets. There were nicks and scratches from battles, and the leather wrapped around the hilt was stained and worn. Of course, George was still too young and agile for retirement, and it seemed like he had no intention to stop fighting until he absolutely had to. 
 
    “I forged this with moon-silver that I gathered from a nest of vampires some thirty or so years ago,” the knight said. “My father and my father’s father fought that same nest, so it seemed right to use it for my own weapon once I’d destroyed it. The bastards were always finding more victims to turn into vampires, and they plagued our little village of Fonthill for generations.” 
 
    “How did you destroy the nest?” I asked.  
 
    This guy had the voice of a storyteller, deep and comforting, and I felt like I wanted to learn everything he had to share. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t easy,” he laughed. “They had overtaken an old inn, one that had been there when my father was young and had seen generations of travelers. But five vampires had managed to force their way inside, and despite the efforts of the owner, anyone who didn’t flee was killed or turned. So it came down to me and my only backup, my trusty direwolf, Judith.” 
 
    He took a bite of some herby potatoes and nodded, like he was being transported back to the scene. 
 
    “I’m a skilled knife thrower, and I had brought ten daggers with me just in case,” he continued. “But it’s important to remember that even though vampires are persistent, they’re dim. I set up traps in the inn to make the sound of footsteps, as well as a beartrap, and all of the vampires eventually gathered in one room.” 
 
    “My older brothers told me about this!” Sybil said with excitement. “It was all anyone could talk about for… well, for a long time.” 
 
    He gave her a sly wink and turned back to me.  
 
    “Vampires, like werewolves, can only be slain with silver,” the knight said. “Their skin is thick and taut, like a corpse, but as I’d hoped, one was caught in the beartrap and couldn’t escape. The others tried to come to its rescue.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” I asked as he paused to eat another forkful of potatoes. 
 
    “I killed most of them quickly with the daggers,” he replied with a glint in his eye. “And two more with my axe. But that left one who was… smarter than the average vampire.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh!” Sybil struggled to hold back her excitement. “Is this the one you killed with the chain?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “This… unusually persistent vampire tried to taunt me. His master had been killed by my father in a similar siege many years ago. I don’t know how familiar you are with vampires, Henry the Baker, but vampires do not age, and they do not suffer from diseases. The only way to destroy them is with silver.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that,” I replied as I nodded slowly. 
 
    “The things this vampire said weren’t only cruel, but perverted and suspicious,” George said. “He awakened an anger in me so feral that I simply plucked the silver necklace I was wearing from my neck, and I strangled him with it.” 
 
    It seemed relatively tame compared to everything else, but Sybil was still rapt with his story.  
 
    “But that’s only part of it, right?” she asked, and the knight laughed at her enthusiasm, but he nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Your brothers must have some good sources,” the knight noted. “It sounds like they learned all the details. But in any case, you’re right. I was so angry that I pulled the chain hard enough to decapitate the creature. I brought the head to the King, and because of that, I became a Knight of the Realm.” 
 
    “That’s… insane,” I said as I tried to imagine how much strength it would take to even do that. 
 
    “And you know what the moral of that battle is?” he asked. 
 
    I looked at Sybil, who shrugged and popped a grape in her mouth, so I turned back to George. 
 
    “Don’t piss off a werewolf?” I suggested. 
 
    “Ah, I like that,” George said. “I might have to add that as the second moral to the story. But the first lesson is don’t ever doubt silver. It’ll prove itself in the most exceptional circumstances.” 
 
    “And that, as George mentioned, is how he went from Knight Errant to Knight of the Realm,” the King said. “Though what he neglected to mention was that the head proved useful in finding other vampire nests. That’s why he was promoted.” 
 
    “You can use the head to find other vampires?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a good dinnertime discussion,” the King replied. “Best left for another time.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I said as I looked between the knight and the King. 
 
    “So, once my moon silver sword was forged from the loot I collected in that battle, I could officially be called a Knight of the Realm,” George said. 
 
    “Huh,” I muttered. 
 
    “The forging of a moon-sword is what distinguishes a Knight Errant from a Knight of the Realm,” George explained. “Once the King agrees, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” the King replied. 
 
    So that was it. Once I was in a battle that was lucrative enough, I could get the materials I needed to forge my own sword. I was shocked at how youthful and vigorous George seemed for his age. The life of a knight seemed like a lot of work, but this guy seemed like one of the most content people I’d ever met. 
 
    George was happily chewing on a piece of hen as he watched me, and he grinned like he knew what I was thinking. He started to reach for his cup, but then his eyes moved to the right and he tipped his head in a sign of respect.  
 
    “Your grace,” George said. 
 
    I looked to my side and found the mystery blonde smiling at me.  
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 Chapter 16 
 
    The King snapped his fingers, and Sebastian came rushing to his side.  
 
    “Yes, Sire?” Sebastian puffed. 
 
    “Bring Miss Blueclaw a seat at once,” the King said. 
 
    “Thank you, your Highness,” the girl replied and offered a brilliant smile. 
 
    Sebastian ran off with more haste than I’d ever seen from the little guy, and returned a moment later with a wooden chair with a burgundy velvet cushion on the seat. The squire seemed to debate for a moment where to put the chair, so the blonde pointed to a spot between me and the King. 
 
    “Thank you very much, Sebastian,” the woman said as she sat gracefully in the chair.  
 
    If I’d been back in New Jersey, I would have guessed that she was a chain smoker. She had the deepest, smokiest voice I’d ever heard on a woman, but I didn’t get the impression that she smoked. It was almost like she didn’t even have to bother to speak in anything more than her faint, smoky drawl, because speaking in a normal voice would’ve just been too much effort for her. It was sexy as hell, like Lauren Bacall. 
 
    She looked at me and swiped her curly blonde hair behind her ears. 
 
    “Tabitha,” she said as she held out her hand. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Tabitha,” I replied as I took her hand and shook it. It was incredibly soft, like she had never seen a day of hard work in her life. But when she shook my hand back, she had a surprisingly firm handshake. 
 
    “I just wanted to see your new direwolf puppy,” she said with a smile. “My friends and I were admiring him at the joust. But I see the little one has fallen asleep.” 
 
    I peered down and saw that Casanova was still snoring happily on his cushion, with only the occasional leg twitch to show that he was still alive. 
 
    “He’s had a tiring day, I guess,” I said and shrugged. 
 
    “Not as tiring as you,” she purred as she studied me. “My friends and I were wondering who was going to win the puppy. I’m glad it was you. It’s rare that you find genuine newcomers in the Palace.” 
 
    “So you spend a lot of time here?” I asked. 
 
    “Tabitha is the daughter of Hieronymous Blueclaw, one of our most revered knights,” the King said as he tuned into our conversation for a moment. 
 
    “Thank you, Sire,” she said politely.  
 
    The King nodded and turned back to George. Tabitha waited until both men were locked in their own conversation again before she gave me a wink and a sly smile. 
 
    “I have my own life,” she whispered. “I’m not just the daughter of Hieronymous Blueclaw.” 
 
    “Still, that’s not a bad thing to be,” Sybil noted as she stared at the blonde. 
 
    Tabitha was considering her response when the King stretched and stood up. He nodded at George and a few others at the table before he gave me a wink. 
 
    “I need to spend some time with the other knights and nobles,” he said. “Part of my royal duties. But stay here and enjoy the food. I have an announcement to make, and you should be here for that.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can find plenty of reasons to stay,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    The King chortled as he summoned Sebastian, and then the pair joined the crowds below. I watched the two men stop and greet various people with smiles and slaps on the back, and I realized that the King was, in many ways, just like a politician back home. 
 
    “I’m also glad you won the puppy,” Tabitha said. “I’m sure you’ll take much better care of him.” 
 
    She smiled at me and then looked toward one of the tables. I followed her gaze and saw Hector had finally made it to the feast. My nemesis was seated next to George’s opponent, and neither man looked very happy. 
 
    But Hector must have been watching the royal table, because he quickly realized that Tabitha was looking in his direction. His face lit up, and he started to wave to her until he saw me as well. 
 
    His face darkened, and he lowered his hand slowly as a scowl settled onto his features. I was surprised when he didn’t leap to his feet and march over to our table to announce that I had too many fleas to sit so near the nobility, but instead, he straightened his back and started talking to the other knight next to him, like he’d never seen either of us in his life. 
 
    “So he’s causing you trouble, too?” I laughed. 
 
    “He’s nothing but trouble,” she sighed. “And not even the fun kind." 
 
    “That’s a shame,” I replied. “Seems like a waste of time.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” she said and laughed. 
 
    Her eyes ran over my body again, and I found myself studying her plump lips and long eyelashes. It felt like every detail of this woman, from the way she spoke to the way she looked, was just the height of decadence. 
 
    And I was all there for it. 
 
    “So what has he been doing?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s been a pest,” she replied. “He’s wanted to marry me since we were both ten, and he’s been his same, sour self that entire time.” 
 
    “But you must have a lot of people who want to marry you,” I said. “You have the looks, the wealth, the title.” 
 
    “Which is all good for the husband,” she sighed. “For Lupercalian noblewomen, though, getting married can be a death sentence of sorts.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “How much do you know about the training that we receive?” Tabitha asked as she glanced at Sybil. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Sybil said. “All I can tell him about is pig farming.” 
 
    “And hunting for herbs and plants in the woods,” I added with a smile. 
 
    “Well,” Tabitha sighed. “Noblewomen are expected to run the household, help our husband with his affairs, and even provide comfort after a battle. So we’re trained from a young age to handle all these tasks. We’re also taught how to fight, though our classes are much more intense than what the boys go through since we can’t shift. By the time we’re ready to marry, we’ve learned accounting, management, combat skills, and basic medical care. And yet, most of us will spend our time just sitting around the palace because the men think we’re too delicate to do anything more.”  
 
    “That sucks,” I replied. “It used to be like that where I’m from as well, but that’s not true anymore. Women can do whatever they want, with or without a husband.” 
 
    “I’d like to see such a place,” Tabitha sighed. “I can’t believe it really exists.” 
 
    “It exists,” Sybil replied. “And it’s a wonderful world.” 
 
    Tabitha’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the witch, but Sybil smiled and popped a grape into her mouth. 
 
    “What is this dream world you come from?” Tabitha asked as she turned to look at me. 
 
    “New Jersey,” I said. 
 
    “New Jersey?” she repeated. “I’m not familiar with that name. Please, tell me about it.” 
 
    I tried to remember what had amazed Sybil the most about my hometown since that seemed like the best way to demonstrate how different it was. Sybil, for her part, watched me with a smirk, but it was clear she wasn’t going to help me with this. I shook my head at the witch and then turned back to the noblewoman. 
 
    “Well, for one thing,” I said, “every type of food is available all of the time. You can have whatever you want at your fingertips.” 
 
    “Don’t you think growing up in a palace is exactly like that?” she laughed. 
 
    Okay. Time to step up my game. 
 
    “But this is for everyone,” I said. “Not just the nobility.”  
 
    “Interesting,” she hummed. 
 
    “We have doors that sense if someone is in front of them, and open and close of their own accord,” I added. “And houses have running water and plumbing, so you don’t have to bring in buckets from a well. Oh, and we have doughnuts and cinnamon rolls.” 
 
    “Oh, the cinnamon rolls,” Sybil sighed happily. 
 
    “I’ll admit, this sounds like an… intriguing place,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    “I think you’d love it,” I said. “Women can wear whatever they want, say whatever they want, and people celebrate them for it. If they don’t want to get married, they don’t have to.” 
 
    “That does sound like paradise,” the noblewoman sighed. “I’d like to see it someday.”  
 
    “I would love to show you where I’m from,” I replied. “It’s the least I can do after all the hospitality that the Lupercalians have shown me.” 
 
    “Well, you were chosen by the Moon Goddess herself,” Tabitha said. 
 
    When she said the word “chosen,” she touched my breastplate with a single finger and trailed it all the way to my shoulder, then down my arm. 
 
    I was covered in metal, but it was almost like I could feel her finger as it left a trail across my armor, but before I could reply to her, the trumpets sounded again, and the crowd fell silent. I shook my head and turned to find the King, who was now at a table where many of the Knights of the Realm were seated. 
 
    “I would like to thank everyone who participated in today’s matches,” the King began. “I think we can all agree that we saw some excellent jousts and that all of our knights are true warriors!” 
 
    The crowd clapped and cheered in approval, and a few banged on their tables as well. The King waited for the noise to die down, and then he waved toward the dais where the winners were seated. 
 
    “I think George of Fonthill deserves special recognition for yet another victory,” the King declared. “It seems no one can unseat him.” 
 
    Another cheer went up, and George waved to the crowd. 
 
    “Also, congratulations to Geoffrey of Blanton, who not only won his second joust today, but did so only two days after his wife delivered his first son,” the King added. 
 
    “Way to go, Geoffrey!” someone shouted as the rest of the revelers clapped and whistled. 
 
    “Another boy for the lists,” the King joked as the crowd laughed. “And I would also like to offer special thanks to Henry the Baker of New Jersey, who has proven that a red-blooded knight can be as true a knight as a blue blood.” 
 
    The court clapped and cheered again, though not as loudly as they had for George and Geoffrey. Most simply looked politely happy, though Hector and a few others scowled and refused to join the cheering. 
 
    “Henry has shown the type of bravery and mental agility that proves his fitness as a Knight,” the King continued. “And he has done so without the benefit of any formal training. Clearly, the Moon Goddess has chosen well, and so I believe it is time to send Henry the Baker on his next quest.” 
 
    The hall fell silent, and as we waited for the King to continue, the only noise I heard in that vast crowd of people was the clatter of a fork being dropped on a plate. The King turned to look at his Knights of the Realm, who one by one, all nodded in agreement with whatever the King was about to say. 
 
    I felt a jolt of adrenaline run through me, and my breath started to come more quickly. The joust had been fun, but I knew that what I really wanted to do was keep questing, and here the King was about to hand me another mission. God, this was awesome.  
 
    “Our Henry of New Jersey will travel to the Obsidian Temple,” the King said. 
 
    The crowd gasped, and more than a few startled looks were cast my way. Obviously, this temple was a big deal, so I turned to Sybil to ask what the heck it was, but her eyes had gone wide with awe as she absorbed what the King said.  
 
    “Ummm,” I mumbled and then looked at the knight across from me. 
 
    “A well-deserved honor,” George said and nodded in approval. 
 
    “He must think highly of you,” Tabitha whispered. 
 
    “Henry is to slay the vampire that has seized the Obsidian Temple and cleanse the place of evil” the King declared. “I have no doubt that there will be enough riches for our young knight to begin his own sword, and thus begin his path to becoming a Knight of the Realm.” 
 
    The crowd was quiet for a second or two, and then someone started to pound his feet against the floor. Others soon joined in, and soon, the rumble echoed through the great hall.  
 
    “Death to the vampires!” someone called out. 
 
    More people cheered, and the pace of the stamping increased. I could feel the vibration in the great stones beneath me, and a couple of grapes fell off the plate and rolled across the table. 
 
    There was a whine nearby, and I realized that the pounding had woken Casanova. The pup was looking around the room in confusion, but before I could move, Tabitha scooped him up. 
 
    “Oh, puppy!” Tabitha cooed. “I haven’t had a chance to pet your furry little monster yet.” 
 
    “I’m quite sure that’s not the only furry monster of yours she wants to pet?” Sybil whispered in my ear. 
 
    “What?” I choked out as I turned to the witch. 
 
    “She’s been flirting with you,” Sybil whispered as she winked at me. “I’m not jealous. If anything, I think that both she and I could—” 
 
    “Silence!” The King held up his arm then, and the noise quickly faded away. He looked at his subjects for a moment and then turned to face me. Every eye in the place watched me as well, and I fought the urge to squirm under the combined scrutiny. 
 
    “Henry the Baker of New Jersey,” the King said. “This is not a simple quest. You will require the assistance of a squire. Do you have one in mind?” 
 
    My mind went blank for a moment, and then I spotted Sebastian hovering near the King. Surely, the King didn’t mean that I was supposed to take the little trumpet player along? 
 
    “Oh… er…” I stammered and then glanced at the witch. “Well, Sybil helped me on my last quest. I’m sure she’d do just fine on this one.” 
 
    Sybil smiled and nodded, but the crowd was murmuring, and they didn’t sound happy. 
 
    “A peasant cannot be a squire!” Hector shouted. 
 
    “Look, you little shit--” I grumbled as I started to stand up. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Hector snapped as he stood up. “Our noblewomen are trained their whole lives in combat and weaponry, and they can offer invaluable assistance in battle as well as helping you prepare beforehand. A simple folk witch isn’t going to offer you the assistance you need on such a prestigious journey.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the banquet hall when Hector was done, and he looked as surprised as I felt that he seemed to have the support of the majority.  
 
    “He’s right,” Greyback said reluctantly. “The quest requires a squire who has been properly trained.”  
 
    “Perhaps a volunteer,” one of the other Knights of the Realm suggested. 
 
    People looked around the room, but no one leapt up and announced their intent to serve as my squire. I was hoping it was because people were terrified of this Obsidian Temple place, but I had the feeling that many of the courtiers still didn’t trust the redblood. 
 
    “I’ll still accompany you on your quest,” Sybil whispered. “I don’t care what they say. We make a good team.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Looks like it’ll just be the two of us again.” 
 
    We exchanged smiles, but then I felt a rush of movement on my other side. When I glanced over, I saw that Tabitha had stood up. 
 
    “I’ll accompany Henry the Baker on his quest to the Obsidian Temple,” Tabitha declared. 
 
    The noblewoman was still holding Casanova in her arms, and the pup wagged his tail as he tried to lick her nose. The whole scene looked cute and slightly silly, and yet the crowd started to shuffle and whisper in unhappy tones. 
 
    “Very well,” the King replied. “Tabitha Blueclaw, do you swear that you will do all in your power to aid Henry of New Jersey on his quest to reclaim the Obsidian Temple?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” she declared. 
 
    “And Henry of New Jersey, do you accept Tabitha Blueclaw’s offer of support in your quest?” the King asked. 
 
    I glanced at Sybil and then at my new squire as I rose to my feet. Tabitha kept her eyes locked on the king, but I could see the smile that tugged at the corner of her lips. 
 
    “I accept,” I shouted. 
 
    “Then it is done,” the King said. “Henry the Baker of New Jersey, you are hereby charged with the liberation of the Obsidian Temple.” 
 
    The crowd didn’t break out into another round of cheering, but I could see plenty of people nodding, and more than a few nobles looked excited. The noise level started to increase again as the chatter resumed, and the King turned to talk to his Knights of the Realm after one last nod to me and Tabitha. 
 
    “Well,” my new squire said in that husky voice of hers, “now we’ll have lots of time for you to tell me about New Jersey.” 
 
    She grinned as she finally let Casanova lick her nose, and then we both sat down like it was no big deal. 
 
    “Tabitha, are you sure that this is something you are willing to do?” George asked. “I was going to suggest my own squire, since I plan to return home for a few days.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said. “I’m aware of my reputation here in court. They think I’m unruly and too free-thinking to succeed. Well, fine. I’d think they’d be excited to see me paired with a red-blooded knight. If we fail, the court will have two less problems to worry about.” 
 
    “Tabitha,” George sighed. “You know I’ve never thought that about you. And I don’t care what color Henry’s blood is.” 
 
    “I know, George,” she replied quietly. “But maybe this is the opportunity we both need.” 
 
    George considered that for a moment and nodded.  
 
    “Very well then,” he said. “I’ll wish you a safe journey then.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tabitha and I said at the same time. 
 
    I saw Tabitha scowl as she looked over at Hector’s table, so I took a quick glance. The other young men at his table were whispering among themselves and occasionally looking back at us. One of them even rolled his eyes back and shook his head, probably to indicate how crazy he thought the whole situation was. Hector, however, was hunched over his food and refused to look at anyone. 
 
    “I bet Hector regrets coming down so hard on Sybil,” I noted. 
 
    “Yes,” Tabitha mused. “But that’s life with Hector. Nothing ever quite works the way it’s supposed to.” 
 
    She looked down and gave Casanova a rub on his tiny belly, which made him kick his fluffy black legs in the air. 
 
    “I’m Sybil, by the way,” Sybil said as she offered Tabitha her hand. “I’m the other person on this quest. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Sybil,” Tabitha said as she accepted the witch’s hand. “You’re obviously a good friend of Henry’s, since you helped him on his first quest.” 
 
    “Call me Hank,” I interjected.  
 
    “So you really know how to fight like a boy?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Tabitha laughed. “I’ve been doing it since I was big enough to pick up a wooden sword. I’m just glad I’ll finally be able to put it to use. And what do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a witch,” Sybil said. “I deal in plants and botany.” 
 
    “Hexes and curses, too, I’ll bet,” Tabitha squinted. “Well, I don’t know much about plants, so I’m certainly glad that someone else on this journey does.” 
 
    “Tabitha!” an unfamiliar voice from the table of the Knights of the Realm powered through. “Tabitha, I wish to have a word with you.” 
 
    The three of us looked toward the table, and I heard George snort as he shook his head. I finally tracked the source of the voice to an older man with the same light blonde hair as Tabitha. He wore heavily decorated armor and had a scar along his jawline. 
 
    “My father,” the noblewoman groaned. “He’s either going to try and convince me to stay here, or lecture me about what I need to take on the quest. Like I would forget fifteen years of training.” 
 
    “My guess would be the lecture,” George replied. “Since you’ve spurned all of the young questing knights at court, he’s probably hoping a successful stint as a squire will rehabilitate your reputation.” 
 
    Tabitha rolled her eyes as she handed me Casanova, but she gave me a smile before she slipped away. 
 
    “She spurned all of the knights?” Sybil asked a moment later. 
 
    “They’ve all asked for permission to court her at some point,” George replied. “She basically said no to everyone, even if her father agreed. She did try to serve as a squire I think twice before? Both of those ended in disaster as well before they’d even left the palace. The other knights said she wasn’t obedient enough.” 
 
    “I don’t need someone obedient,” I replied. “I need someone who can help me understand what I’m facing and how to defeat it.” 
 
    George looked at me shrewdly for a moment and then smiled. “I’d say the King chose well for this quest,” George commented. 
 
    “So, no one else wants her?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Well, Hector has asked for her hand in marriage,” George replied. “She turned that down as well.”  
 
    “I like her even more just for that,” Sybil laughed. 
 
    “So, what do you know about this Obsidian Temple?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s considered one of the great wonders of Lupercalia,” George replied. “It has existed in some form or another for centuries, and it was blessed by the Moon Goddess herself. However, it has been under siege for years now by a Vampire named Wenderoth.” 
 
    “Wenderoth?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” he added. “He’s managed to seize control of the temple and grounds.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Vampires may be dim, but they are also strong and alluring,” George replied. “They know how to lure people in, and even if the victim realizes that it’s a vampire, it’s often too late. Vampires can move quickly and can pin someone before they even have the chance to draw a weapon or cry for help.” 
 
    “They’re horrible,” Sybil said and shuddered.  
 
    “And remember, where there’s one Vampire, there’s often more lurking around,” George added. 
 
    “But why haven’t the knights managed to eradicate the Vampires?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s a problem we’ve lived with for generations,” George said and shook his head. “With each generation, we’ve gotten stronger and better in battle, but the same is true with the vampires. We can’t seem to get far enough ahead to defeat them once and for all.” 
 
    I looked up at the tapestry that loomed over our heads. I knew that it was supposed to depict a story of triumph and success, but in some ways, it felt like a kind of warning as to what would happen if we didn’t succeed in our mission. 
 
    “Henry the Baker,” the King said as he returned to the royal table. “Will you be ready to leave by tomorrow morning?” 
 
    I glanced at Sybil, who nodded, and turned back to the King. 
 
    “We’ll be ready to leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Good,” the King replied and then looked around the room. “Ah, I see your squire is receiving some last-minute instructions. Tabitha!” 
 
    Tabitha, who had been kneeling next to her father, stood up quickly and looked toward the dais. 
 
    “Yes, my King?” she called out. 
 
    “Your knight wishes to leave first thing in the morning,” the King replied. “You might want to retire from the festivities so you can prepare for the quest. I assume you’ll want to meet him at the drawbridge with everything prepared and ready to go.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire,” Tabitha replied and curtsied.  
 
    The noblewoman planted a kiss on the top of her father’s head and then hurried toward the door. If she was disappointed to be missing out on the rest of the party, she didn’t show it. She looked radiant as she made her way through the crowd, and I had to grin when I caught the longing look that Hector cast in her direction. 
 
    “That was a nice save, Sire,” George noted as the King slumped into his seat. “Tabitha will be offering prayers of thanks for your timely intercession.” 
 
    “They’d have been here all night discussing everything that was required, right down to the exact number of grains,” the King chuckled. “And you know Tabitha. She would have argued with her father about every detail just to annoy him.” 
 
    “True,” George agreed. 
 
    “But don’t worry,” the King quickly added when he looked at me. “She’ll be an excellent squire. She knows how to prepare better than most of the knights in this hall. You won’t regret having her along.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, but before I could offer my own views on Tabitha, Sebastian approached our table with his trumpet clunking along beside him. 
 
    “Henry,” the little man squeaked, “I must admit that due to some… administrative issues… the moon silver you won from the joust has not yet been delivered to your quarters.” 
 
    The King shot a scowl at Sebastian, who wiped away a bead of sweat that was rolling down his face. 
 
    “For the sake of convenience,” the small squire continued, “I thought it fit to ask whether you would rather collect your prize yourself, or have it delivered to your room later?” 
 
    I was about to say that later would be fine since I would be leaving again the next morning, but then I stopped and considered my prize for a moment. The moon silver was fine, as far as it went, but I couldn’t do much with it back on Earth without attracting a lot of attention, and I figured I’d earn enough from my quests to build up my armor and weapons in Lupercalia. So maybe I could swap the silver for something more useful. 
 
    “Sebastian,” I responded. “I’m actually very glad that the moon silver hasn’t been delivered.” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “I’d like to do a trade,” I said. 
 
    “A-a trade?” he stuttered and glanced at the King. 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” the King said. 
 
    “I’d like to trade the moon silver for an equivalent value of moon beans,” I said. 
 
    Sebastian looked up at me blankly, and the King looked around like he thought someone was about to jump out and announce he was on Candid Camera. 
 
    “Sorry,” George said. “Did you say you wanted the value of your prize in… moon beans?” 
 
    “Yes,” I shrugged. “Then I won’t have to buy them myself.” 
 
    “But…” George protested and shook his head. “Why would you need to buy them yourself?” 
 
    “To sell the brew,” I replied as if that was obvious. 
 
    “Well,” the King harrumphed. “It’s an odd request, but one that’s easily done. Sebastian, see to it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” Sebastian replied and ran off with his trumpet banging behind him. 
 
    “Moon beans,” George muttered and shook his head. 
 
    “If the man wants moon beans, so be it,” the King said. “But Henry, I really do want to wish you good luck on this quest. The Obsidian Temple is very dear to us Lupercalians. It has been a sacred place for generations, and it would go far toward lifting the spirits of our people if they could safely visit there again.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promised. 
 
    “We’ve already seen your best,” the King chuckled. “I think you’re up to the task. What do you think, fair witch?” 
 
    “I agree, your majesty,” Sybil replied. 
 
    “Then go with the Goddess,” the King said. “Now, where’s that juggler?” 
 
    “Entertainment!” George yelled as the King pounded the table. 
 
    The cry was repeated several times until a small service door opened and a group of tumblers and jugglers entered the room. The crowd cheered, and all eyes turned to the agile performers. 
 
    “Hank,” Sybil whispered, “why did you ask for moon beans over moon silver?” 
 
    I looked into her bright green eyes and knew that it was time to go. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I smiled. “But first, let’s go back to our quarters. We have a busy day tomorrow, and I want to pay my sister a visit before I go on this quest.” 
 
    An eager smile spread across Sybil’s lips.  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Really,” I said.  
 
    She held Casanova up to her face and gave him a kiss on the top of his head. At that moment, I wished I could’ve been a tiny puppy in her arms, but being a wolf-man wasn’t a bad alternative. 
 
    “It was a pleasure to meet you,” I said to George as Sybil and I stood up. 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine,” George replied with a grin. “Safe journeys, and I’ll see you when you return.” 
 
    I nodded, made a small bow to the King when he glanced in my direction, and then led the way to the hidden door at the back of the stage. I hated to leave Tabitha with the task of packing, but I needed to make sure that I fulfilled my promise to my sister as well. It was time to head back to New Jersey. 
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 Chapter 17 
 
    “I feel like the tin man,” I said as I started down the winding staircase. 
 
    “A tin man?” Sybil asked in a confused voice from behind me. 
 
    “It’s from a movie that I used to watch as a kid called The Wizard of Oz,” I answered. 
 
    “Ooh, a wizard!” Sybil said. “I’ve never met a wizard from Lupercalia, but I’d love to see the kinds of things they’re working on.” 
 
    “We don’t have wizards back where I’m from,” I smiled. “And the one in the movie turned out not to be a real wizard.” 
 
    “That’s not a very good story,” she replied. 
 
    “Well, the story wasn’t really about him,” I said as I clanked down the last step. “It was really about a girl named Dorothy and the friends she made on her journey to find the Wizard. The tin man was one of those friends. He was hoping the wizard could give him a heart.” 
 
    I opened the door to the portrait hall and waved Sybil through. When she and Casanova were clear of the door, I stepped inside as well and let the door close behind us. 
 
    “I’d like to see this… movie,” she replied. “But first, you need to tell me why you want the beans.” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I promised as we moved quietly across the cowhide carpet. 
 
    She pouted, but I didn’t say anything else until we’d reached the end of the hall. I opened the door again and waved her through again, though she still gave me a pouty look as she stepped past me. 
 
    I could hear the voices of other knights echoing along the corridors, and it was pretty clear that most of them had probably been drinking heavily. It reminded me of a college dorm rather than a military barracks, and I wondered if the palace cooks had their own secret recipe for a hangover cure. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get this armor off,” I said. 
 
    “It must be hot,” Sybil commented as she buried her nose in Casanova’s fur. 
 
    “Well, it’s not the most comfortable thing I’ve ever worn,” I agreed. “Though this armor is a lot more comfortable than that tin can I was wearing when I met you.” 
 
    “You do know how to charm a girl,” she laughed. 
 
    “I try,” I replied. “Say, are we allowed to keep Casanova in here? I didn’t think to ask anyone, but I know that the direwolves are usually kept in the stalls.” 
 
    “I asked Charles when the King announced the prize,” Sybil replied. “Puppies like this spend all their time with their masters so they bond with them. Once he’s full grown, he’ll live with the other direwolves.” 
 
    “You must have been happy to hear that,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Maybe just a bit,” she said. “I knew you would win.” 
 
    I opened the door to my room and saw that it was exactly as I had left it. The tousled sheets were still on the bed, the mannequin stood in the corner, and my Hulk t-shirt was draped across the wood chest. But there was also a giant canvas sack of beans on top of the chest as well. And I mean giant. If I’d wanted to, I could’ve curled up in a ball and slept in the sack. 
 
    “Wow,” Sybil purred as she stepped into the room. “I can smell those moon beans all the way from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they smell great,” I replied. 
 
    “Here you go, sweetheart,” Sybil said as she walked over to the bed and set Casanova down on one of the pillows. 
 
     The pup curled up into a ball, bit the tip of his tail, and then looked at us inquisitively with his big, flying saucer eyes. He wagged his tail as he waited for some signal about what would happen next. 
 
    “Help me out of my armor?” I asked as I pulled my gauntlets off. 
 
    “I’ll set you free from your armor if you tell me why you wanted to be paid in moon beans,” she replied. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I rolled my eyes playfully. “So, you remember how my sister Ava and I were obsessed with the moon-bean brew that you let us try?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” She smiled and unfastened my breastplate. 
 
    “Well,” I replied, “I thought of an idea for a little business model.” 
 
    My voice echoed through the metallic breastplate as she helped to lift it over my head. 
 
    “And what would that be?” she inquired.  
 
    “I think that Lupercalian moon-bean brew could sell for a lot of money back in New Jersey” I explained. “I mean, you saw how we reacted to it, and we’re coffee connoisseurs. Imagine what a random guy who just wants to grab a cup of Joe on his way to work would think. He’d be floored, and then he’d be back every day for another cup.” 
 
    “Who is Joe?” she asked with a puzzled expression. “And how do you get him in a cup?”  
 
    “Oh, no,” I said quickly. “That’s just what we call coffee back in New Jersey. Sort of like a nickname, I guess.”  
 
    She knelt down to deal with the leg guards, and I could feel the air rush against my skin as soon as she removed each plate. I took a deep breath as I realized I could move freely again, and I flexed my toes and fingers for a moment. 
 
    “But why is it so important to sell our moon-bean brew in New Jersey?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m only supposed to be off for two weeks,” I explained. “Which means that I’d have to go back to New Jersey forever in, like, ten days. But if we can sell so much coffee that I don’t even need to work in the store anymore, I can pretty much come and go between Lupercalia and New Jersey.” 
 
    “And I could come and go with you?” she asked as she stood up. 
 
    “Of course,” I assured her as I pulled off the chainmail. 
 
    I tossed the heavy vest onto the chest, and it clattered so loudly that Casanova jumped and growled at the links.  
 
    “It’s alright, little one,” Sybil assured the pup. 
 
    “So the first thing we have to do is bring Ava enough beans that she can start brewing and selling the beans right away,” I said. 
 
    “And she needs to sell enough in ten days that she won’t need you to work in the store,” Sybil said as she caught on. “Do you really think that’s possible?” 
 
    “With these beans?” I laughed. “Hell, yeah.” 
 
    “Then let’s get these beans to New Jersey,” Sybil replied. “Oh, but what about the baby?”  
 
    We looked over at Casanova, who stretched his fluffy little front legs out and then padded his way to the middle of the duvet, where he sat and cocked his head to the side. He looked up at me, and I could have sworn he was smiling. 
 
    “He’s still pretty small,” I said. “I don’t think anyone will realize he’s a direwolf. Let’s take him with us?” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be okay on the journey?” Sybil asked. “It is pretty unsettling.” 
 
    “As long as we make sure that we’re holding onto him tightly, I’m sure he’ll be fine,” I said. “I definitely don’t want to leave him here. I know what puppies can do when they’re left alone.” 
 
    “You take the beans, and I’ll take the puppy,” Sybil said as she scooped up Casanova 
 
    “Wow, this is heavy,” I said as I tried to pick up the sack. It must have weighed over two hundred pounds, and it didn’t budge.  
 
    “Do you know how cheap moon beans are here?” Sybil laughed. “That’s a crazy amount you have there. It’s at least three months’ worth of beans for a whole peasant family.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “I mean, it’s heavy now, but it’ll be worth it when we get there." 
 
    I imagined flocks of people from our town lined up all the way down the street to get a taste of this stuff. And maybe one day, we could open stores in other nearby towns, or even the Big Apple. Of course, the ultimate dream would be to take on Starbucks itself, but first, we had to get this sack to the shop. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Sybil announced as she tucked one arm around mine and pulled Casanova to her chest. 
 
    I kind of wrapped my left arm under the bag of beans tightly, and then I twisted the ring that was on my left pinkie finger. 
 
    I held my breath in anticipation of the weirdness that I knew was coming, and then, the whole world went black. 
 
    I held onto the bag of beans as tightly as possible as my insides were stretched and put back again over and over. I felt like my head was being broken open and squeezed all at once, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 
 
    As soon as it started, it stopped, and I could feel a hardwood floor beneath me and smelled the familiar smell of heat and plastic. I could hear birds chittering in the distance and a lawnmower going. 
 
    We were back in Jersey.  
 
    I looked over at Sybil, who was panting next to my bed, but didn’t seem to be showing any other signs of distress. Nothing like last time, at least. 
 
    Casanova, on the other hand, wandered out of Sybil’s hand and straight under my bed as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Hey, boy,” I said and clicked my fingers.  
 
    From the dark under my bed, his flying saucer eyes peeped back up, and then he ran up to me with a happy yip. I picked him up and nuzzled him for a moment and then turned to the witch. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “Of course,” she said and heaved slightly. “I might just need to get another glass of water from your magic tap, if that’s okay." 
 
    “Sure,” I said and helped her to her feet. “I can get that for you.” 
 
    “No,” she said as she took a deep breath. “I want to do it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I know where everything is,” she said. “I can do this.” 
 
    She took another deep breath and then stepped into the hallway. A few moments later, I heard one of the kitchen cupboards open and then the sound of water from the sink. It seemed ridiculous to celebrate such a moment, but considering where Sybil had come from, it was actually pretty amazing. I did a high five with my pup and then set him back on the ground. 
 
    “I’ll get the beans out to the car,” I called out as I rummaged in my closet for some spare burlap bags. I found them easily enough, and then I started dividing the beans up into smaller sacks that I could actually carry.  
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute,” Sybil called out from the kitchen. 
 
    I walked toward the front door with two of the smaller bags and my pup nipping on my heels. I retrieved the house keys from the bowl and started to open the door when I saw my reflection in the mirror. I had a manly stubble along my jaw and cheeks, and it gave me a certain rugged handsomeness that I hadn’t noticed before. No wonder Tabitha and her friends found me so interesting. 
 
    “My reflection is so clear!” Sybil said as she stopped next to me. She turned her head to one side, the other, and held her hair up. “Maybe I should start doing my hair in braids, like some of the noblewomen.”  
 
    “I like it just the way it is,” I said. 
 
    She smiled back and then snatched Casanova when he tried to bolt through the open door ahead of us. “Not so fast, buddy,” she said. 
 
    We were greeted by a blazing hot day as we stepped outside. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky, and the sun beat down on us without mercy. My grass was starting to turn brown, and I knew it was only time before one of the neighbors stopped by to comment on it and ask if I needed help with the sprinkler system.  
 
    “Here we go,” I huffed as I lugged the sacks over to the Jeep. I opened the door, tossed them onto the back, wiped the sweat from my forehead, and then helped Sybil into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Yippee!” she yelled. “We’re going back to the store!” 
 
    I turned the car on so she could get some air, and then I made two more trips into the house to get the rest of the bags.  
 
    Once my loot was loaded up, I climbed into the driver’s seat, and as I shut the door behind me, I looked over at Sybil and Casanova. It was a perfect sight. My woman and my loyal puppy in my car in my hometown. We were in the first stages of building an empire, one that would span two worlds, and that was something no one else could claim. 
 
    I was grinning as I started the Jeep, and though Casanova barked at the growl from the engine, he seemed to enjoy the trip to the shop as much as Sybil did. Sybil talked to the puppy the whole time, and the direwolf watched the town go by with great interest. 
 
    “Here we are!” Sybil giggled excitedly as we pulled up in front of the shop. 
 
    “Let’s be quick,” I said as I hopped out of the Jeep. “We do need to be ready to head out on a quest tomorrow, so we can’t just hang out here the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sybil replied as she hugged Casanova close. 
 
    I tugged the first two sacks from the back of the Jeep, somehow closed the door, and then lugged the beans into the store. The little bell over the door announced our arrival, and the cold blast of air from the AC felt good after a day of jousting.  
 
    I spotted Ava, who was leaning over the counter and doing some stock reports with the calculator. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a functional ponytail, and the green t-shirt she wore revealed the summer tan that had bronzed her skin. She looked up with a blank stare, like her mind was so lost in the ledger that she wasn’t really seeing me. 
 
    “Hello, sister,” I said playfully. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” she said as she recognized me. “And… uh, Sybil, was it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s good to see you as well,” Sybil replied. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” I laughed as I carried the sacks toward the counter. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Numbers and stuff. Shit you are supposed to be doing. But why are you back here again? And what the hell is that thing?” 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was talking about Sybil, but then I realized her gaze was focused on the furball in Sybil’s arms. 
 
    “My new dog?” I snickered.  
 
    “Oh, my God…” she trailed off. “Hank…” 
 
    “Yes?” I said innocently. 
 
    “That is literally the most adorable thing I have ever seen in my entire life,” Ava declared. 
 
    “Want to hold him?” Sybil asked as she held out the puppy. 
 
    “Yes!” Ava squealed.  
 
    My sister ran around from behind the counter and took the ball of fluff in her arms. As Ava cradled him in her arms, I decided to go grab the other four bags of beans from my Jeep. It only took a minute, but the girls didn’t seem to even notice I was gone because they were so obsessed with Casanova. 
 
    “How’s the store been in my absence?” I asked as I set the last bag down behind the counter.  
 
    “Oh,” Ava said without looking up, “nothing much other than a few regulars. Nobody’s really been in because of the heat.” 
 
    “Well,” I said as I gestured to the beans. “All that is about to change." 
 
    “Did you rob a bank?” Ava asked as she finally looked at the sacks. “But there’s no dollar signs on them. What is that?” 
 
    “It’s coffee,” I said. “And not just any coffee. It’s the same stuff we tried the other day.”  
 
    “Seriously?” she asked as she took in the size of the sacks. “That’s a lot of beans.” 
 
    “We’ll need a lot when people hear about this,” I replied. “And I can get more.” 
 
    “Damn,” my sister whistled. “How much did we pay for that poop coffee?” 
 
    I racked my memory for a moment before I could come up with the number. 
 
    “That coffee was, like, thirty-two bucks,” I said. “And this stuff is way better. What if we started at nine bucks a cup, and then when interest grows, we can raise the prices. Supply and demand, right?” 
 
    “How am I gonna push a cup of coffee for nine dollars in this town?” Ava asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Look, I know it’s crazy,” I said. “But maybe do, like, a free tasting day or something. Gather some interest. And then, when everyone’s going crazy over it, you can start charging more.” 
 
    “I mean, this all sounds great,” Ava said. “But where are you in all of this? Are you going to be here to help me make all this coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll be getting more coffee beans,” I said. “If you really do need a hand, then I can help out every so often, but it might be time to hire another employee. Maybe someone who’s tired of working for Starbucks.” 
 
    “And where exactly am I going to tell our loyal customers that these coffee beans are from?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Say they’re from overseas,” I said and shrugged. “If they push for more say it’s a trade secret.” 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling as she debated my plan, and Casanova couldn’t resist. He wriggled up to her face and licked her chin, and just like his namesake, he stole my sister’s heart. She grinned at the fluff-ball and then sighed. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” she said. “I’ll start pushing the coffee beans. So what are we calling this miracle drink?” 
 
    “Moon-bean brew,” Sybil laughed. “That’s what it is, after all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ava said as she patted Casanova on the head. “We’ll call it Moon-bean brew.” 
 
    “Maybe we can say that it has to be harvested at night,” I added. “That’ll add to the allure.” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” she agreed. “I mean, we tried coffee made out of poop, so I can’t see why people wouldn’t try coffee that was harvested at night.” 
 
    “Well, we need to be getting back,” I said as I glanced at the puppy. 
 
    “To your festival?” Ava teased as she handed me Casanova. 
 
    “Yes,” Sybil agreed. “Hank is setting out on his next quest tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Ava replied. “And what kind of hippie-dippie business is this?” 
 
    “I have to kill a vampire in a sacred temple,” I said and shrugged. 
 
    “Just don’t do anything that will get you on the six o’clock news,” my sister sighed. “Or on one of those true crime podcasts.” 
 
    “You’ll never hear a word about it,” I promised. 
 
    “It was so lovely to see you again,” Sybil added as I started to head for the door. 
 
    The door closed with a clunk behind us just as a short breeze blew by. It wasn’t enough to really cool things down, but at least it gave the illusion of cool air for a moment. And then the heat swamped us again, and I started to sweat just on the short walk to the Jeep.  
 
    “How’re you feeling about tomorrow?” Sybil asked as I helped her into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Good, actually,” I replied as I handed her Casanova. “I think that having Tabitha on our side will be really helpful.” 
 
    “I just hope she knows a lot about vampires,” Sybil said just before I closed the door. 
 
    “I’m sure she knows a lot about them,” I said as I climbed into my own seat a moment later. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sybil murmured. “Hank… before we leave… I didn’t really eat that much at the feast.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in disbelief as I started the engine. 
 
    “I’m just a little bit hungry,” she replied. “And so is Casanova.” 
 
    The puppy yipped and wagged his tail in agreement, and I knew that we wouldn’t return to Lupercalia until we made another run to the grocery store. 
 
    “Anything you’re in the mood for in particular?” I asked. “Maybe more cinnamon buns?” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” she sighed. “I don’t know if I feel like cinnamon buns.” 
 
    Then I remembered how futile it was to ask a girl what kind of food she was in the mood for. It almost always ended in circles of indecision, and that was with women who were familiar with the food.  
 
    “I know just the place I’m going to take you,” I said and a smile spread across my face. “And we don’t even have to get out of the car.” 
 
    “Oooh!” She wriggled in her seat, which made Casanova yip excitedly in return. 
 
    I pulled out of my parking space and drove to the next intersection. I made a left-hand turn instead of a right, and pulled into the burger joint a couple of blocks later. It was just a local place with an eighties color scheme, but they had the best burgers for miles.  
 
    “What is this place?” Sybil asked as she took in the turquoise sign with ‘Moo Burger’ spelled out in magenta letters. “It’s very… bright.” 
 
    “It’s a restaurant,” I said as I joined the line for the drive-thru.  
 
    “Is that supposed to be a cow?” she asked as she pointed to the logo. “What happened to the eyes?” 
 
    “Those are shutter shades,” I laughed. “They were super popular years ago.”  
 
    “And what do they serve here?” she asked. 
 
    “The best burgers in town,” I said as I pulled up to the speaker. 
 
    “Good Evening and welcome to Moo Burger,” a scratchy voice mumbled from the speaker. “What can I get for you guys tonight?” 
 
    Sybil gasped, and Casanova whined in response.  
 
    “I’d like two classic cheeseburgers and two cokes,” I said and then looked at Casanova. “Oh, and a kid’s burger, plain.” 
 
    “Mhm…” the scratchy voice sounded. “Two cheeseburgers, two cokes, one plain kid’s burger, coming right up. That’ll be seventeen-twenty. Pull up to the window.” 
 
    “Is this going to be as good as the cinnamon buns?” Sybil asked as I drove around the corner and stopped behind a minivan packed with kids. 
 
    “Definitely,” I said as I reached over to the glove compartment and fished around for some change. 
 
    I always tried to keep a few bills in the compartment in case of emergencies, but I couldn’t remember if I’d refilled it after my last stop for gas. It took a deep dive, but my fist finally closed around a few bills, and when I pulled it out, I saw I had a twenty and a ten. 
 
    The van finally drove off, and I pulled up to the window with my money at the ready. I recognised the redhead on duty, who was a frequent visitor to the bookshop. She sometimes picked up coffee, but mostly, she browsed the books and usually left with the latest mystery. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Hank,” she said. “Remember me? You really helped me out a few months ago when I needed to order a geometry textbook at the last minute.” 
 
    I racked my mind for the specific order, and then it came to me. She’d lost her book in the middle of the semester, and the usual campus bookstores couldn’t get a replacement for at least a week. But I managed to find a tiny distributor upstate who still had a few copies and was willing to ship overnight. 
 
    “Yes!” I smiled. “You’re Rita!”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” she smiled and then handed me a big paper bag with our food, which I took from her and carefully placed on my lap.  
 
    “Here,” I said as I started to hand her the twenty. 
 
    “Oh, don’t bother,” she shot me a smile and waved her hand. “You really helped me out of a sticky situation that time, so it’s on the house.” 
 
    “Oh, wow!” I responded. “Thanks so much!” 
 
    “No problem,” she smiled. “You guys have a good one. And by the way, that is the cutest puppy I have ever seen in my life." 
 
    “He is pretty adorable,” I laughed. “You have a good night.” 
 
    “Thanks, you, too,” Rita replied. 
 
    “What a strange place,” Sybil said as I headed for the exit. “But whatever is in that bag smells incredible.” 
 
    I had to admit, the smell of the burgers wafting up from the paper bag was kind of heavenly. And that deserved a special spot to consume our meal rather than the seats in my old Jeep as we drove down Main Street. There was a lookout point that was popular with teenagers that offered a great view of the river, and if there was enough time, it would even give Casanova a place to run around. 
 
    “I know just the place where we should eat this,” I said as I made a right turn. 
 
    Sybil hummed softly to Casanova, who was curled up in her lap and probably asleep. It was a pleasant little tune, and I found myself humming along as well until we pulled into the lot for one of the prettiest spots in the state. 
 
    “Hank,” Sybil sighed. “This is beautiful.” 
 
    There was a low fence that marked the edge of the parking lot and a couple of empty cars, but other than that, there was nothing but nature. Ancient trees glowed in the fading light while the sun-dappled river splashed over rocks before disappearing around a bend. Birds hopped between the branches, and a pair of squirrels chattered at each other.  
 
    “It is pretty nice, isn’t it?” I said. “Want your burger?” 
 
    “My what?” the witch asked. 
 
    I reached into the bag and pulled out one of the cheeseburgers that had been wrapped in wax paper. On the paper was the logo of the cow in shutter-shades. 
 
    “Here,” I said. “It’ll blow your mind.” 
 
    Sybil unwrapped the burger and blinked at it, while I pulled the two cokes, my cheeseburger, and Casanova’s kid’s burger from the bag. I noticed the pup had woken up as soon as Sybil unwrapped her food, and I quickly fed him some of the patty before he could try to steal hers.  
 
    “Go ahead,” I said as I unwrapped my cheeseburger.  
 
    I took a large bite to demonstrate and made happy yummy sounds as the perfect blend of sauce, meat, and pickles danced on my tongue. And while the food in Lupercalia had been delicious, there was just something about a really good burger that was hard to beat. 
 
    “Just use your hands,” I said and took a sip of the Coke. 
 
    “I thought New Jersey was supposed to be more civilized,” she said with a grin. 
 
    But she held the thick patty on a bun up to her mouth and took a giant bite. As she chewed, a wave of ecstasy lit up her face. Her eyes widened, and she started to chew more slowly so she could savor every bite. 
 
    “Hank, this is incredible,” she moaned. “This is one of the best things I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “Right?” I replied and took another bite. 
 
    For several minutes, the only sounds were of us smacking our lips and chewing our food. Even Casanova seemed to love the meat patty, and he wagged his tail every time I gave him another bite.  
 
    “And what are these?” Sybil asked when she’d polished off the last bite. “I saw you do something with this tube.” 
 
    “It’s Coke,” I replied. “You just suck on the straw, that’s the tube, and the drink comes up.” 
 
    “Why not just sip from the cup?” she asked as she picked up her drink. 
 
    “Well, it’s supposed to keep the drink from spilling over you while you drive,” I said. 
 
    “Ah,” she said and nodded. 
 
    I showed her how to use the straw, and she placed her lips over the tip. She sucked so hard that she nearly choked herself, but she caught on quickly. After she recovered from her coughing fit, she tried again more slowly. 
 
    “It… stings,” she said and laughed. “But not in a bad way.” 
 
    “Those are bubbles,” I said.  
 
    “I’ve never tasted a flavor like that before,” she mused. “What is this made out of?” 
 
    I tried to remember if I’d ever heard anything about the ingredients in Coke. There was water and sugar, sure, but I had no idea what actually gave it the flavor. 
 
    “Umm… nobody knows,” I replied. “It’s a closely held secret, so no one else can make it.” 
 
    “Mm,” she nodded. “That makes sense. If I knew how to make this, I wouldn’t want to share it with anyone else. I’d want to keep it all for myself. Like you and Moon-bean Brew.” 
 
    By now, the sun had disappeared behind the trees, and the sky was slowly beginning to turn a deep blue color. I thought about taking Casanova for a quick walk along the path, but Casanova was splayed out across Sybil’s lap again, and a soft snore was the only sound he made. 
 
    “How about we head back to Lupercalia?” I said, “I’d like a good night’s sleep before the start of the quest tomorrow.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she agreed. “And I have a few things I need to prepare as well.” 
 
    I turned the key, and the engine grumbled to life. As I pulled back onto the road, I felt like we’d accomplished a lot even though we hadn’t been in Jersey all that long. I couldn’t wait to see the lines of people that would be winding down the road just for a cup of moon-bean brew. 
 
    The lights started to come on as we drove back to the house, and Sybil ‘oohed’ at every porch light and street light we passed. She clapped her hands when we passed a neon sign for an all-night diner and waved to a couple who were waiting for the bus. It was so ordinary to me, but it made Sybil happy. I decided I would bring Tabitha as well, just so she could see a world that would appreciate her feisty independence. 
 
    “Here we are,” Sybil murmured as we pulled into the driveway. “I’m quite tired.” 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” I replied as I shifted into park and turned off the engine. 
 
    We climbed out of the Jeep and headed to the front door. Casanova was still sound asleep in Sybil’s arms, though the witch looked like she was ready to head for bed as well. And now that I thought about it, I was starting to feel like I needed a long rest. 
 
    Neither of us spoke as we entered the house, and Sybil started back to the bedroom while I made sure to lock the door. When I caught up with her, she was sitting on the edge of the bed, and she yawned as she looked around the room. 
 
    “It’s a wonder that you found Lupercalia,” Sybil said. “Or that you would want to return to it. Life here is so easy.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “But that’s what I like about Lupercalia. There are challenges that I have to meet, and I feel like I’m really making a difference there. Here, I’m just another consumer.” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” she murmured as she stood up. “I’ll have to think about that.” 
 
    She slipped her arm through mine, held Casanova to her chest, and nodded to let me know she was ready. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said as I twisted the ring. 
 
    I was starting to get used to the sudden blackness and the pulling sensation, but it still felt weird. I felt like the boundaries between my body and Sybil’s dissolved, and were all put back in the wrong place. It felt like ascending and descending in a single elevator, both at the same time. 
 
    But then, like every time, the ground materialized beneath me, and I was aware again of my own weight. I took a look around, just to make sure that we were in the right place. 
 
    Yep. We were back in my quarters in Lupercalia. 
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 Chapter 18 
 
    The room was lit with an eerie glow that wasn’t from the usual torch. I looked around and saw that the curtains were slightly open and the light from a full moon had bathed everything in a white halo. 
 
    “The full moon,” Sybil whispered. “Surely, this is a good luck sign for our quest tomorrow.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I mean, the cycles of the moon are predictable, so it’s not like this is rare or something.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she shook her head. “The Moon Goddess arranges all things. Your quest wouldn’t have fallen at this time if she weren’t by your side, protecting your every step.” 
 
    She set the tiny, sleeping Casanova on the end of the bed. Then she pulled her green dress over her head and threw it onto the wooden chest, where my armor was sitting. The impossibly smooth surface of her pale skin made her look like an opal in the moonlight. She noticed me staring and smiled at me.  
 
    “What?” She asked. 
 
    “You’re incredibly beautiful, Sybil," I replied. “I’m not sure I tell you that often enough.” 
 
    I watched as her entire body blushed a deep crimson color that started as her face and moved all the way down to her neck and her belly. I didn’t even know you could full-body blush, but then, the witch was full of surprises. 
 
    “Shall we go to sleep?” she purred. 
 
    “Yes please,” I replied and kicked my boots off.  
 
    I hopped out of my suede pants next and pulled off my cotton tunic. I didn’t even look where I was throwing my stuff. I was so tired and preoccupied with the thought of the quest that I just wanted to get some shut-eye before we had to meet Tabitha. 
 
    “I’m really tired,” I said as I tried to bite back a yawn of my own. 
 
    “Then come to bed,” she said as she took the side closest to the wall. She patted the sheets with one delicate hand and gave me a lazy smile as she sank beneath the duvet. 
 
    I clambered into the crisp, clean bed with a happy sigh. I had a burger in my belly, a beautiful woman by my side, and it felt like the moon was full that night just for me. Oh, and I’d won my first joust. It had been a damn good day, and I felt myself smile as the sheets welcomed me.  
 
    Sybil rested her soft cheek against my chest and grasped me around my waist, and I felt Casanova wriggle slightly at the end of the bed. I took one last look around the room and fell into a perfectly content sleep. 
 
    It felt like I’d been asleep for five minutes when I felt something warm and wet on my face. It took a few seconds for my brain to realize that I was being licked awake. 
 
    “Sybil…” I mumbled, “Sybil, stop that…”  
 
    I brushed at my face expecting to feel Sybil, but was instead greeted with an incredibly soft ball of fluff. My eyes flew open, and I realized that it was obviously Casanova who was licking me awake, and not my adoring witch, who wasn’t even in the bed. 
 
    “Good morning, Hank,” Sybil sang from across the room.  
 
    I looked around and saw that she’d folded up all my clothes that I’d so carelessly cast aside and that she’d already packed a bag for our quest. She was looking as fresh as a daisy, and I tried not to groan at her happiness. 
 
    “Morning,” I replied as I sat up tiredly. I looked down at Casanova, whose legs seemed ever so slightly longer than the day before. 
 
    “Is it me,” I started, “or does he look a little--” 
 
    “Bigger?” she cut in. “Yep, he does. Charles was telling me about how rapidly direwolf puppies grow. Especially ones born in certain moon cycles. This little guy was born on the New Moon, which is apparently a very powerful placement.” 
 
    I looked down at Casanova, who was pawing at my foot as I moved it around under the duvet. 
 
    “Is that so…” I trailed off. 
 
    “How’re you feeling about today?” Sybil asked as she padded around the room.  
 
    “Good,” I replied as I saw that my sack was now on top of the chest, along with my map and dagger. “And thanks for cleaning up.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said as she folded up a towel. 
 
    I set Casanova on the floor before he could bite my foot and then climbed from the bed. I did a few quick stretches to work out the kinks, and then I wrapped an arm around Sybil’s waist. I pulled her in for a quick kiss, and I noticed that she was wearing the silver necklace from the cave of the cyclops. 
 
    “Have you figured out what powers that necklace has?” I asked as I pulled on my pants and shirt. 
 
    “No,” she replied and shook her head. “I’m not familiar with the runes. I’ll have to ask some of the other witches if they recognize the symbols or even the spell.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s something we can do when we finish this quest,” I suggested as I started to pull on my armor. 
 
    She nodded and then looked around the room. She rearranged another pair of pants that I didn’t even remember owning, and then she picked up a pouch and added it to her basket.  
 
    “Did you find everything you wanted to take along?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It’s just some herbs that will help with any injuries you might receive. And Casanova can travel in my basket as well when he gets tired. The rest of the time, dire wolves are quite dependable at following their masters.” 
 
    I looked down at the tiny direwolf puppy, who had successfully caught his tail and was running in indistinct circles with his teeth attached to it. He looked like a tiny black vortex. 
 
    “Are you sure we should bring him along?” I asked. “He’s very… well… little.” 
 
    “He’s young, yes,” she said and scooped him up in her arms. “But Charles specified that the more time a direwolf puppy spends with his master early on, the more attuned they’ll be later on in their journey. It’s essential to build that instinct when they’re still pups. And as you can see, they aren’t pups for long.” 
 
    “But--” I started to protest. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sybil said quickly. “Tabitha and I will make sure he stays safe. You won’t need to worry about him or us.” 
 
    I still wasn’t sold on the idea, but Sybil looked so stubborn that I knew I’d never win the argument. So I packed my sack with my map, dagger, helmet and gauntlets while Sybil placed the pup in the middle of her basket. She looked like a very sexy Dorothy as she grinned at me, if Dorothy had been a vampire slayer and not just some poor kid who got lost in a storm. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    Sybil nodded so I opened the door for her and then led the way down the now empty and quiet hallway. We reached the portrait hall and crept quietly along its length. I thought for sure we’d at least encounter a servant scrambling to light the fires or something, but the whole palace felt empty. 
 
    At least there were signs of life in the banquet hall as I took in the pitchers of hot coffee that had been set out and sniffed the aroma of fresh bread that drifted in from the kitchen. But the usual huge breakfast buffet hadn’t appeared yet. 
 
    “I hope you’re not too hungry,” I joked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sybil said. “As it turns out, I’m actually still full from yesterday. Whatever was in that burger is still with me.” 
 
    “Preservatives, I assume,” I replied and grabbed two mugs from one of the tables. I poured us both a fresh mug of moon-bean brew, and then I threw mine down in a single swig without even sitting at the table. I felt the warm rush of energy pulse through my body as my skin tingled from my scalp to my toes. 
 
    “All good?” I turned to Sybil, who was finishing her last gulp of coffee.  
 
    “All good,” she replied as she set her mug down. “Let’s meet Tabitha.” 
 
    As we made our way across the empty banquet hall, I was acutely aware of how much noise my armor made.The clangs echoed through the big, empty room, and I was surprised that no one came out to investigate the noise. 
 
    “I wonder where Charles is,” I said and realized that I was kind of sad to have missed him before this quest. 
 
    “In Stock, I assume,” Sybil sighed. “It’s an important time of year for livestock trade, so there are lots of travelers with their animals on the road around now. My brother is somewhere trying to push some of our pigs to market, I’m sure. Charles will be there as well, to make sure everyone makes it safely to the right town.” 
 
    “The less glamorous side of being a knight,” I chuckled. “But just as important.” 
 
    We started down the steps to the courtyard, and I found myself bounding down two at a time again. I couldn’t help myself. I was too excited to start my next quest, and the moon-bean brew had given me a huge burst of energy.  
 
    I only stopped when I reached the bottom, and I grinned when Sybil frowned at me for making her move so quickly. I forced myself to match her pace as we walked past the olive tree toward the drawbridge, where a lithe figure in a blue shirt, navy-blue leggings, and a chainmail hood stood. 
 
    It was definitely Tabitha, unless the guards had suddenly developed curves in some very feminine locations. 
 
    When she turned around, I saw that her breastplate conformed to her small torso perfectly. It showed off her perfect hour-glass shape, and when combined with her shock of blonde hair, she looked like a medieval Marilyn Monroe, complete with metallic knee-high boots, thanks to the armor she wore. I was impressed as hell by the look. 
 
    “Hey!” Tabitha called out in her husky voice. “Nice to see you three finally. I was starting to wonder if you were sleeping in or something.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” I laughed. “And it’s just barely dawn, so we’re on time.” 
 
    “Fair,” Tabitha replied with a grin and then turned to Sybil. “And how are you two doing this morning?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re ready for anything,” Sybil assured her. 
 
    “Well, I’ve mapped out a route for us,” Tabitha said as she started to paw through the sack at her feet. “Where was your first quest?” 
 
    “Uh, the forest of Thoth,” I replied. 
 
    “We’ll be heading in the opposite direction, then,” she said as she pulled out a parchment. “Seems you’ll get quite the tour of Lupercalia.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to the Obsidian Temple?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “I haven’t myself, because it had already been seized by Wenderoth before I was old enough to go,” Tabitha sighed. “But I’ve learned everything there is to know about it. Come, I’ll tell you as we walk.” 
 
    We started across the drawbridge, with Tabitha in the middle, me on the left, and Sybil on the right. The guards ignored us as we went by, though I could have sworn I saw one of the knights stare at the two women’s bodies just a few seconds longer than necessary. 
 
    I couldn’t blame them. 
 
    “I’ve spent most of my life on the palace grounds,” Tabitha began once we were on solid land again. “But we were taught to fight from the age of five. First with branches, then with wooden swords, and then, when we were teenagers, we were given iron swords that were twice the weight of a regular one.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “To increase our stamina,” Tabitha said with a smile. “If you can wield such a heavy weapon, then surely you can wield silver. It’s as simple as that. Oh, this way.” 
 
    Tabitha started to lead us along a road toward the right, though I could see Stock straight ahead in the distance. Apparently, we wouldn’t be passing by Charles’ lands, and I felt a twinge of regret.  
 
    “That’s where I grew up,” Sybil said as she pointed to Stock. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Tabitha asked in her upper-class drawl. “And were you taught a skill from a young age?” 
 
    “Well,” Sybil mumbled and cleared her throat, “as I said yesterday, my family are pigkeepers, so I am well versed in the behavior of pigs.” 
 
    “I like to think I’m well versed in the behavior of pigs as well,” Tabitha remarked. “Though the ones I know walk on two legs rather than four.” 
 
    “I think I’ve met one or two of those,” I said. 
 
    “I think we all have,” Sybil replied, and the two women giggled. 
 
    “So if you don’t mind me asking,” I continued, “how did Hector propose to you?” 
 
    “I won’t bore you with the ridiculous details,” Tabitha said and laughed. “Suffice to say there were flowers. Lots of them. And they made me sneeze the entire time. By the time he’d finished outlining why I’d be an idiot not to marry him, and yes, he did literally call me an idiot, I had tears streaming down my cheeks. He actually believed that I was so emotionally overwhelmed that I’d accept." 
 
    The two women threw their heads back in uproarious laughter, and even Casanova made a small yipping noise to join in the gossip. 
 
    “I do love flowers,” Sybil said. “I grew up roaming the fields and making diagrams of the plants that lived there. I know every type of flower there is to know in Lupercalia. But I don’t think I’d want to be surrounded by that many flowers.” 
 
    “There you are.” Tabitha shrugged. “I know nothing about flowers, except that I’m allergic to orange ones.” 
 
    Suddenly Sybil’s eyes widened, like she’d remembered something essential. 
 
    “Hank!” Sybil said urgently. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I looked around for whatever creature was about to pounce on us. 
 
    “I still have the seeds from New Jersey in my basket,” she said as she started to go through the contents. “Perhaps I can sprinkle them around the forest, so that I can see them in Lupercalia as well.” 
 
    “You were talking about what a magical place New Jersey was,” Tabitha said.  
 
    “It’s a truly wondrous place,” Sybil cooed. “We went back last night after the festival.” 
 
    A look of confusion crossed Tabitha’s face as she wrinkled her nose and cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Last night?” she asked. “But I thought you said it was very far away?” 
 
    She looked up at me with her inquiring brown eyes and set her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Hank has a ring the Moon Goddess gave him,” Sybil explained. “It allows him to travel between Lupercalia and New Jersey in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “And you went last night?” Tabitha demanded in an offended tone. “Without me?” 
 
    “Oh,” Sybil said and looked at me. “We didn’t think--” 
 
    “I promise that I will take you to New Jersey as well,” I said to Tabitha, “and I always keep my promises. But first, we have to complete this quest.” 
 
    Tabitha was still scowling, and I could tell she was trying to decide if we were pulling her leg or if we’d really been to New Jersey. Short of taking her there right then, I didn’t know how to convince her that it was true. 
 
    “The quest,” I said. 
 
    Tabitha took a deep breath, straightened her back, and forced the frown from her face. She looked like a soldier as she marched along the road, and it wasn’t hard to picture her chasing the other kids around with a heavy iron sword. 
 
    “What would you like to know first?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, what’s this forest we’re heading toward?” I asked. 
 
    “We are now approaching the forest of Yarikh,” she answered in her best tour guide voice. “I have chosen this route because there is an inn we can reach by nightfall, as long we keep up our pace. We’ll reach the temple on the second day.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “We won’t be worn out from the journey.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tabitha said with a nod. 
 
    “The forest of Yarikh is known for its soft mosses,” Sybil piped in. “Some say it’s like walking on a carpet.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Tabitha nodded. “Yarikh is a remarkably soft woodland compared to Thoth. We were encouraged to play-fight in here as young children because the soft ground would prevent any serious injury. There are also different kinds of birds that live here than in Thoth. I’m sure Sybil knows all of this in greater detail than I do. I’ve done most of my learning from books rather than from real life, and I forgot most of it as soon as I could escape the classroom.” 
 
    Tabitha shot a smile at Sybil, who smiled back.  
 
    “Well, I may only be a peasant, but my education has been rich in other ways,” Sybil replied. 
 
    We approached the entrance to the woodland, and I understood what Tabitha had meant. The ground underfoot was significantly softer than the grass we’d been walking through, and the air of the forest was different than that of Thoth. It was damper and slightly more humid, like a rainforest, and it carried the scent of flowers rather than pine. 
 
    Tabitha opened the scroll, checked our location and then pointed toward a faint path. 
 
    “That way,” Tabitha said with a nod.  
 
    “Why is the Obsidian Temple so special?” I asked as we stepped beneath the trees. 
 
    “Are you familiar with obsidian?” Tabitha asked. 
 
    I racked my mind for my knowledge of rocks and minerals that I hadn’t revisited since the seventh grade. 
 
    “Isn’t it a type of rock formed from lava?” I asked.  
 
    “Clever puppy,” Tabitha purred in her low, smoky voice. “You’re absolutely right. Centuries ago, the land of Lupercalia used to have a volcano. Now it’s only a mountain, but many Lupercalian artifacts are made from obsidian. In the palace you’ll find swords, jewelry, and mirrors from those ancient times that are made of the material.” 
 
    “You can still find shards of it in certain parts of the forests,” Sybil added. “We used to try and look for them as children, because it can still go for a lot of money if you can find a piece that’s large enough.” 
 
    “The history of Lupercalia is often separated into before the Obsidian Temple was blessed by the Moon Goddess and afterward,” Tabitha said. “After that, our most sacred material was moon silver, which began to appear as the landscape changed following the blessing of the Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “So just to clarify, basically, the Obsidian Temple existed before the Moon Goddess arrived on the scene? Like, it bridges the gap between both parts of your history?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tabitha said. 
 
    I turned around briefly and saw that the entrance to the forest had disappeared from my sight. We were fully in the forest of Yarikh, and the palace was long behind us. I’d been so engrossed in our conversation that I didn’t even notice how far we’d walked. 
 
    “So, was it always a religious site?” I asked. 
 
    “The Obsidian Temple was built over hundreds of years,” Tabitha replied. “Every generation added to it. And the really amazing part is that there are no plans for the temple. Everyone just… knew what needed to be built next.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Sybil agreed. “And when the Temple was complete, the townspeople gathered inside it. That’s when the Moon Goddess appeared and blessed it, and those villagers gained the ability to shift. The nobility are the descendants of those villagers that were there when the Obsidian Temple was blessed.” 
 
    “Whoa.” I shook my head. “So this is one of the most sacred spaces in Lupercalia?” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” the two girls said in unison. 
 
    “And the King asked me to go on this quest,” I murmured when I finally understood just how important this quest was. 
 
    “That’s what I meant yesterday when I said that he must trust you,” Tabitha replied. “He really believes that you were sent by the Moon Goddess to defeat our enemies once and for all.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Sybil said. “Because you were chosen by the Moon Goddess. Why else would she send you here, all the way from New Jersey?” 
 
    “That’s what my father told me when he called me over last night at the banquet hall,” Tabitha said. “The elders and the Knights of the Realm have a great deal of faith in you to carry out this quest successfully. And my father is very pleased that I am joining you on such a quest.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to have both of you coming with me,” I said as I shrugged. “Sybil, your knowledge of the landscape and company is invaluable. And Tabitha, I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have someone who was trained in the ways of a knight’s quest.” 
 
    “It’s a gift from the Goddess for me,” the noblewoman replied. “If I hadn’t gone on this quest, I probably would’ve lurked around the palace, while the other nobles talked about me behind my back." 
 
    “Why do they do that?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not like them, I guess,” Tabitha replied and wiped her blonde hair back. “I won’t get married to a bore, I won’t spend hours just sitting still and smiling… even my own mother questions my motives. She’s great, but she’s a proper noble lady who expects her daughter to be the same.” 
 
    “Well, we’re certainly happy to have you,” Sybil smiled. “And it’s not like either of us really fit into Lupercalian nobility. I mean, I grew up a pigkeeper.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “Three misfits on a quest to one of Lupercalia’s most important sites of worship. What was the vampire called again?” 
 
    “Wenderoth,” Tabitha said. “Want me to let you in on a little secret?” 
 
    Sybil’s ears perked up, and Casanova stuck his fluffy black head out of the basket. It was like he could understand what we were saying. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Give me all the secrets of the nobility. I’m here for it.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that kind of a secret,” Tabitha shot back slyly. “It’s about the inn that I told you about.” 
 
    Casanova curled back into a ball and made himself comfy in the basket. 
 
    “Ooh, what is it?” Sybil asked eagerly. “I’ve never been anywhere in this forest.” 
 
    A look of mischief flashed through Tabitha’s eyes, almost like a distinct sparkle. Her left eyebrow raised and the corner of her left lip curved upwards, and then she looked down at the ground like a naughty kid. It was one of the cutest things I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Well, when we were younger, me and some of my fellow noblewomen would sneak into the forests the night after jousts, and this was one of our favorite places,” the blonde whispered. There were so many people coming and going that the guards wouldn’t notice if we slipped out. Or if they did, they just assumed we were part of one of the groups.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Sybil giggled. “What would you do?” 
 
    It was nice to know that even in a land as fantastical as Lupercalia, teenagers still acted like teenagers. Maybe some things were the same no matter where you went. 
 
    “We’d take a horse from one of the groundskeeper’s barns and would ride through the forest until we reached this inn,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    “Wait,” I shook my head. “That’s crazy dangerous! I mean, this is a place with vampires and cyclopes roaming around.” 
 
    “Well, young pups are stupid!” Tabitha laughed. “Especially ones who were raised in the confines of the palace. The dangers you hear about in the real world form the stuff of legends at that age. None of it seems very real.” 
 
    “You know that Hank saved me from a bunch of brigands in the forest of Thoth, right?” Sybil asked.  
 
    Suddenly, a flash of fear swept through Tabitha’s eyes. She looked up at me. 
 
    “Really?” She asked. “So you’re the most promising young knight we’ve seen in years, from a magical faraway land called New Jersey, and you saved Sybil on top of it? You really do manage to accomplish a lot in a day.” 
 
    “It’s all true,” Sybil insisted. “That’s how we met properly. And wait until you hear how the Moon Goddess gave him the ring.” 
 
    “I’ll guess she didn’t just walk up to you and hand it to you,” Tabitha said. 
 
    “Well, there was a bit more to it than that,” I laughed. 
 
    “He ran into a burning building to save his neighbors,” Sybil said. 
 
    Tabitha looked up at me with her soft, brown eyes, obviously bewitched. Her eyes widened and sparkled, and I felt like I could get lost in them. 
 
    “I guess I’m lucky that no packs of brigands ever tried to get us when we were stupid teenagers,” the noblewoman laughed. “Most of the time, we would ride out to the middle of the woods, drink mead until dawn, and ride back. We’d put the horse back in the groundskeeper’s barn before he noticed it was gone and then convince the guards that if they said anything to our fathers, we’d be sure to point out that the guards had failed at their duties.” 
 
    “That is the most spoiled thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” I laughed. 
 
    “Of course it’s spoiled,” Tabitha laughed heartily with her husky voice. “I grew up in a palace, and I didn’t know any better at that age. It was what everyone did.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t seem spoiled at all now,” Sybil replied. “Nothing like Hector, at least." 
 
    “Well,” Tabitha sighed. “Feeling like an outcast as everyone gets older can do a number on you. All those friends I used to sneak out with are married now, to the boys we grew up in the palace with. And I’m happy for them, but I know what they think about me. They think I’m a freak of some kind, and if I just settled down into my duties then everything would be easy.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” I declared in an affected dialect that sounded like Tabitha. 
 
    “Ha!” she barked. “You sound like me whenever someone suggests I just need a good husband!” 
 
    “You can’t listen to them,” I said to her. “You’re amazing. I know that it must be hard when everyone wants you to act a certain way, but we don’t care about any of that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sybil said softly. “I never ever thought I’d be on a knight’s quest. I thought I’d be boiling plants and raising pigs my whole life. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but this feels right, like this is what I should be doing.” 
 
    “And I bet Casanova doesn’t care about any of that stuff, either,” I laughed. 
 
    Casanova popped his tiny black head out of the basket, and his pink tongue flopped out of his mouth. He gave a happy yip in agreement before he curled up again. 
 
    I looked up at the sky, which had settled into a dull blue. It had been so nice to just hang out with Tabitha and Sybil that part of me had lost track of the time. 
 
    “Tabitha,” I said.  
 
    “Yes?” she chirped. 
 
    “How much longer to the inn?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if we continue on at this rate, I think we should reach there just after nightfall,” she replied. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I murmured. “I think I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Ooooh!” Sybil cooed and looked over at me. “I think I know what this means.” 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the path and shook my head back and forth. I imagined myself turning into the great wolf and the feeling of reorientation in my new body. I felt electric energy course through me as I fell forward onto the ground, onto my hands, which were now paws. 
 
    I realized that I liked being the great wolf whenever I was in nature. It made me feel one with the outdoors in a way I never had before. I looked up toward Sybil and Tabitha, and curved my lips up in a friendly smile. 
 
    I noticed Casanova looking at me with his big eyes, and he was clearly besotted. My head was at a perfect level to make eye contact with him as he peered over the edge of the basket, and he made a low, growling noise as we stared at each other. But I got a sense that it wasn’t a warning, and in the back of my mind, I heard the words, “you look like me!” 
 
    I was shocked. It wasn’t like talking, but something more instinctive, like I understood the nature of his little whine. 
 
    “Yes, I’m your master!” I tried to communicate with a low noise of my own. 
 
    The tiny puppy leaned out of Sybil’s basket and licked the tip of my nose with his tiny pink tongue. I licked his face back, and he scrambled playfully back into the basket. 
 
    “Look at my two puppies!” Sybil cooed.  
 
    “If any of the noblemen could hear you now,” Tabitha snickered and shook her head. 
 
    “Well, we have no need for formality in our little group,” Sybil smiled. 
 
    I sat down on the soft, mossy ground so that the two girls could hop on. Tabitha straddled her legs around close to my shoulders and grabbed me around the neck. 
 
    “I’ll let you know if we need to change directions,” she said, “But for now, we go straight in the same direction. Sybil, take my waist.” 
 
    I felt Sybil wrap her arms around Tabitha’s waist.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Sybil laughed. “I’ve been dying to do this all day.”  
 
    I charged forward, and the world blurred around me. Trees came and left in my vision, and the other animals were little more than squeaks and tweets that I rushed by. The soft ground was surprisingly bouncy, and I knew I could run even faster than I had through the forest of Thoth. 
 
    The wind whipped through my dark mane, and I let my tongue hang out of my mouth. I felt so strong and so energized in my wolf form that I had no doubts that we were going to kick ass in the obsidian temple. It was a challenge for sure, but I believed in myself and my companions, and I was sure we’d have no trouble at all. 
 
    And not only was success inevitable in Lupercalia, but also in New Jersey now. When I brought Tabitha back to New Jersey, I’d get to see if Ava had gotten on with the moon-bean brew. Surely that stuff was gonna sell like hotcakes back in New Jersey. I mean, people were willing to pay outrageous sums for good coffee, but the best coffee known to man, in a little town in New Jersey? We were going to make a killing. I didn’t know if it was the prospect of so many successes, or just the feeling of nature coursing through my entire animal body, but I felt freer than I ever had. 
 
    “Hank,” Tabitha said directly into my ear. It made me shiver slightly, hearing her smoky voice so close to me like that. “We’re really close. Up here on the right, you can slow down once we reach the bluebells.” 
 
    Bluebells. I’d bear that in mind. I knew that back in New Jersey, dogs were supposedly color-blind. But I could see everything here in more vivid detail than I could even as a human. Being a werewolf was like being the most highly optimized version of a dog there was. 
 
    Then, just like Tabitha said, I smelled something sweet and fragrant wafting toward me. It was coming to me from the right, and a few strides later, bluebells started to appear along the path. 
 
    I thought that Tabitha had just meant a patch, but the few stragglers by the side of the road suddenly gave way to an entire forest of bluebells. The moss transformed into a carpeting of the tiny flowers underneath my feet, so I slowed down to a bouncy trot so I wouldn’t crush them all. 
 
    “This is incredible!” Sybil laughed. “How did I not know that this place existed before?” 
 
    “It’s a well-kept secret,” Tabitha replied. “The only people who come to this inn are generally travelers and questing knights. I’ve never met the same set of people there twice in all my years of sneaking out, except for the bar mistress of course.” 
 
    The trees opened up, and a few strides later, I could smell the signs of humans nearby. Two large oak trees loomed over a patch of cleared land, and just beyond that, I spotted one of the most charismatic buildings I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    It reminded me of the Tudor buildings I’d seen pictures of when we were learning about them in school. Unlike the small, thatched cottages in the town of Stock, this place was about three stories tall.  
 
    The wood was entirely whitewashed, but it had black wooden beams. The top of the building reached as high as the tops of the trees, and sloped slightly to the right. On the side of the buildings, there were large ’S’ shapes in metal. I wondered what they were for, but couldn’t ask in this form. 
 
    I decided to slow down and stop. I wanted to talk again before we were around people, and we had reached the inn way before we thought we were going to. So I sat in a patch of poppies and waited for the others to slide off.  
 
    “Thank you ever so much, Hank,” Tabitha said.  
 
    I waited until all the weight had been lifted off of my back before closing my eyes and shaking my head. I reared up onto my back legs and imagined myself as human Hank in my glittering silver armor, surrounded by two ridiculously beautiful women, the most adorable puppy ever, and a field of poppies. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was back to human Hank. My sense of smell wasn’t as acute as before, but the sweet scent of bluebells still wafted from the ground up to my nose. It was heavenly. 
 
    I turned around and watched as Sybil plucked bluebells from the ground and dropped them in the basket where Casanova was curled up in a ball. Tabatha, on the other hand, was leaning on the oak tree outside the inn as she inspected her map, which was outstretched in her hands. 
 
    “All good?” I asked. 
 
    “All better than good,” she cocked her head and raised an eyebrow at me. “Thanks to your sprint back there, we’re ahead of schedule. 
 
    “Good,” Sybil said as she stood up. “We’ll have plenty of time to… do… whatever tonight.” 
 
    The two women exchanged a glance, and I had a feeling that they had already made plans for the evening without me hearing. 
 
    “Well, what does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I think it’s about time we had some good old-fashioned fun, Lupercalian nobility style,” Tabitha replied with a grin. 
 
    I smirked and looked between the both of them. 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” I said. 
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 Chapter 19 
 
    The door to the inn was painted black, but there was a small rosette window on the top of the door that looked similar to the one in the castle. On the center of the door, there was a brass knocker in the shape of a crescent moon. 
 
    Tabitha pulled the brass knocker back and rapped three times on the door. The noise bounced around the forest, but no one opened the door. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tabitha said. “The innkeeper is old, and it’s a tall building. She’ll probably take some time to climb down the stairs.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Sybil put her hand affectionately at the bottom of my back. I smiled back at her and then looked down inside her basket for Casanova, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. 
 
    “Where’d the puppy go?” I asked. 
 
    “He needed to run around,” she replied and pointed toward the field of wildflowers. 
 
    I looked over, and Casanova was practically swimming in the poppies. He pounced and dove through the patches of flowers, a tiny black cloud among swathes of deep red flowers with black centers. It was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    “My basket got kind of full, so I decided to let him roam around,” Sybil said. “Doesn’t hurt to stretch his legs a little after such a long while in the basket.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smiled. “You’re probably right about that. So, are there any special properties of poppies?” 
 
    “Yes, do tell us,” Tabitha added in her smoky voice. 
 
    “Well,” Sybil said, “I actually use them to bind the pages of my plant diagrams. They produce a special glue that doesn’t damage the paper.” 
 
    “Mmm, clever bunny,” Tabitha nodded. 
 
    “They also have some more magical properties, if that’s what you’d like to know…” Sybil trailed off. 
 
    “Of course I would,” Tabitha smiled mischievously. “Since it doesn’t appear that we’re going to be let inside anytime soon.”  
 
    With that, Sybil rapped on the door another three times and then sighed, and Casanova wandered over to join our group. We all stared at the black wood like we could make it open with our willpower, but the door remained stubbornly closed. 
 
    “Well,” Sybil sighed. “In certain forms poppies can have very potent effects.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Back in New Jersey, they make opiates from poppies.” 
 
    “They make what?” Tabitha asked. 
 
    But before I could answer, we heard the sound of a lock being turned, and then the door swung open to reveal an overweight woman with graying ginger hair and freckled, tanned skin. She had kind, twinkly blue eyes that were surrounded by smile marks, and wore a deep red dress that was covered in a white apron. She held up one of her large hands and gestured inside as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” she heaved between gasps. “We’ve had… to kick out… a family of mice… They’ve been giving us trouble all week… what with breaking into the pantry… and eating all the crackers… and the radishes and the like.” 
 
    When she finally stopped huffing, she seemed to register that a knight and a noblewoman were standing in front of her. She immediately straightened up and curtsied as far as her short legs could take her. 
 
    “Good heavens!” the innkeeper exclaimed. “My Lady! It has been quite a turn since I’ve seen you around these parts.” 
 
    “No need to bow, Sallyanne,” Tabitha replied with a smile. “It’s our pleasure to stay here for the night, if you have rooms available?” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” the innkeeper insisted. “It’s an honor to put up Tabitha Blueclaw and her handsome young knight. Oh, and your friends as well. And what are your names, if I may be so bold?” 
 
    “My name’s Henry,” I held out my hand for her to shake, “but call me Hank." 
 
    “Hank,” she repeated and took my hand. Hers was plump but rough, like it had seen a lot of hard work in its time. “I’ve never met a knight called Hank before.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s new to Lupercalia,” Tabitha told her. “He was chosen by the Moon Goddess herself to traverse worlds and become a knight of the realm.” 
 
    “Ooh!” Sallyanne said and blushed. “Well, isn’t that exciting. What I wouldn’t give to see the Moon Goddess in person. Such an honor.” 
 
    “Yep,” I responded. “It was quite something. It’s changed my entire life.” 
 
    I thought back to that burning building, and the first memory was of all the dark smoke, like I was inside a cloud. I remembered how my clothing had clung to my skin because of the heat and sweat. And then, all of that had vanished in her presence, and I’d felt like I was held in a cool layer of protection while I was in her presence. She’d handed me the ring, and while I sometimes wondered whether she would’ve given the ring to the first guy that jumped in, I knew deep in my heart that she had been waiting just for me. 
 
    “And who is this?” Sallyanne turned to Sybil. 
 
    “I’m Sybil of Stock,” Sybil curtsied politely, and Sallyanne repeated the gesture, but with nowhere near as much reverence as when she’d greeted Tabitha. I guess it was because Sybil was a peasant. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Sybil,” Sallyanne said. “And you’re of Stock, are you? Good village, that. What is your family’s trade?” 
 
    “Pigkeepers,” she said.  
 
    “That’s very noble,” Sallyanne responded, looked up to the sky, and tut-tutted to herself. “Looks like it’s starting to get dark. It’s best if you all come in. There’ve been talks of thieves around here recently.” 
 
    Tabitha walked in first, and I gestured for Sybil and Casanova to go second. I was a knight, after all. Chivalry was part of my job description. 
 
    “Is that a puppy?” Sallyanne suddenly gasped. “He’s so cute. May I hold him?”  
 
    “Of course,” Sybil laughed and handed Casanova to the innkeeper.  
 
    Next to Sallyanne’s large bosom, the pup looked even smaller, and she held him up to her face and rubbed him against her cheek. 
 
    “Oh!” the innkeeper cooed. “He’s softer than a little bunny!” 
 
    While the innkeeper fussed over the pup, I looked around at the inn. It was all dark wood and thick rafters like something from a medieval movie. Candles on long tables provided most of the light, and dried herbs hung from the rafters. A basic iron candelabra hung from the middle rafter to provide some additional light, but the corners were still dark and vaguely ominous. I could just make out a staircase hidden in the back as well as a rough painting of what I thought was the Moon Goddess. 
 
    The whole place smelled of dust and mulch, but in a comforting way. It reminded me of the smell of an old church. The floor was dark wood that creaked with every step, though someone had tried to dress the place up by adding a few hide rugs. I was almost sure that I heard a mouse scurry somewhere under the floorboards, and I just hoped none of the furry guests would visit our room. 
 
    Best of all was the massive fireplace, complete with a crackling fire. A long bar was next to that, and the shelf behind the bar featured a silver sword, a collection of copper mugs, and a pile of unlit candlesticks. A stack of wooden barrels sat nearby, and I grinned at the image of a drunken Tabitha holding court among various types of mead. 
 
    “This is a lovely place you have here,” Sybil said as the innkeeper shut the door behind us.  
 
    “Well, Tabitha’s certainly seen enough of it,” Sallyanne chuckled.  
 
    “Oh, stop it!” Tabitha said in her droll, smoky voice. “Everyone’s got to have a bit of fun when they’re young.” 
 
    “It’s been quiet with all these rumors of thieves in the forest,” Sallyanne sighed as she picked up a broom and moved toward the bar. “You’ll have your choice of rooms.” 
 
    “We’ll take the attic rooms,” Tabitha said quickly. “Hank and Sybil can have the big one, and I’ll take the little room that looks over the flower fields. That will leave you plenty of rooms for other guests.” 
 
    Sallyanne looked at us, shook her head, and settled against the bar. She patted Casanova on his head one more time and then handed him back to Sybil to tuck into her basket. 
 
    “As I said, there’s not been many customers,” the innkeeper chuckled. “But I appreciate your consideration. Why don’t you go clean up after your journey while I heat up some pies. Only the best for the protectors of Lupercalia.”  
 
    “I know the way,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I said. 
 
    Tabitha blushed faintly, but I barely had time to see it since she’d already started toward the stairs. I nodded to the innkeeper and started after my squire.  
 
    “Come on, Casanova!” Sybil said as she started up the steps behind me. 
 
    The stairway was dimly lit, and my only guide was the light of a few candles and Tabitha’s shamelessly heavy footfalls.  
 
    “Wait up!” I called to my squire.  
 
    Luckily, this stairwell was nowhere near as small or cramped as the ones that were in the palace. I stopped at a landing, caught my breath, and waited for Sybil to catch up. As she came up the steps, I saw that her brow was furrowed.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Are you okay? You look upset.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really,” she sighed. “But sometimes it’s just a bit disheartening to see all the special treatment the nobles get. They get to do all this fun stuff like jousting and having luxurious banquets every night, and everyone treats them like they’re better than the rest of us. But aren’t the peasants hardworking as well? Aren’t we the ones that keep the entire kingdom afloat?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I know it doesn’t seem fair, but as long as I’m around, I’ll make sure you see the best of everything. Both in Lupercalia and in New Jersey. I know exactly how hard you work, and it doesn’t matter to me whether you were born with blue blood, green blood, or yellow blood for all I care. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    She smiled, and in the dim stairwell her green eyes twinkled in the light of the candle.  
 
    “Oh, Hank,” she said. “I’ve really never met anyone like you.” 
 
    She leaned in and gave me a soft kiss with her plump, rose-petal lips, and snaked her dainty hand to the nape of my neck. I would’ve taken her right in that stairwell if I could’ve, but I felt Casanova scurrying around my feet, and Tabitha’s voice came booming from the top floor. 
 
    “Did you slugs get lost in the dark or something?” her voice carried all the way down the stairs. 
 
    “I’ll race you up?” Sybil suggested coyly as she pulled away from the kiss. 
 
    And with that, she immediately hiked her dress up and ran up the next flight of stairs. Casanova caught onto the excitement and hopped up each stair with great care and speed. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled. “I thought I was the strong and fast one here!” 
 
    I bolted up the stairs and almost caught up with Sybil at the next landing. But her giggle echoed over me as she bolted up the last flight, and the full weight of my armor finally hit me. It might have been some kind of magical armor, but in my human form, it was still heavy, especially when I was trying to run. 
 
    I was panting as I hit the last landing, but at least there was a window that let in the last bit of daylight, so I could see where I was. I quickly noted that the roof was sloped, so if I got too close to the walls, I’d probably whack my head. I made a mental note to stay in the middle of the room, and then I walked over to the door on the right, where the sound of the girls was coming from. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said as I took in Sybil’s and my room for the night. 
 
    There was a giant rosette window, two king-sized straw mattresses with an array of quilts, a large table, and wooden chairs. It smelled like fresh hay and lavender, and a small prism hanging by the window cast rainbows around the room. 
 
    Tabitha dumped her chainmail, breastplate, and her silver boot covers on the chair and shook out her hair. The blonde was down to a very tight suede number that clung to her ample curves, and my canine self wanted to howl in appreciation.  
 
    “Hey,” I laughed. “You have your own room!”
“I know, I know,” Tabitha smiled cheekily. “But it’s only the size of a cupboard! It wouldn’t fit all my armor in it, and you guys have the biggest room in the whole inn!” 
 
    I shrugged, then set my sack down and started to remove my armor. As I peeled off the layers of metal, I saw Sybil drape herself across the bed and start to search through her basket for something. The witch looked so tantalizing that I almost forgot to remove the last few pieces. 
 
    “Bet that feels good after a long day, doesn’t it?” Tabitha purred as I finally set the last piece of armor to the side. 
 
    “It’s surprisingly comfortable armor,” I replied, “but I definitely feel like I can relax now.” 
 
    “Good,” Tabitha raised an eyebrow. “That’s exactly what we’re supposed to do before the quest. Sybil, will you join us for a pie?” 
 
    Sybil groaned, sat back up, and held up the flute she’d dug out of her basket. 
 
    “I’d love nothing better than a pie,” the witch replied. “This little guy looks like he’s out for the night anyway, so we can probably leave him alone up here.” 
 
    Casanova was already splayed across one of the pillows next to Sybil. He was lying on his back, and his four little paws hung limply from his legs. His tongue hung out of his mouth, and the only thing that moved was the tip of one ear. 
 
    “We can save some pie for him if he’s hungry,” I said. 
 
    “Puppies are always hungry at that age,” Tabitha laughed. “He could probably eat an entire one on his own.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say,” I warned as one drowsy puppy eye opened for a moment. “You’ll give him ideas.” 
 
    We all laughed and then left Casanova to his dreams as we returned to the first floor. The place now smelled of spices and mead, and my stomach rumbled at the promise of food. 
 
    “What’s on the menu today, Sallyanne?” Tabitha asked sweetly as she headed to the bar. My squire leaned against the dark wood with one hand and propped the other on her hip, accentuating her hourglass frame. 
 
    “Venison and sage tonight, darling,” Sallyanne replied.  
 
    The innkeeper picked up a long pole and turned to the fireplace, and I noticed that there was now a cast iron pan hanging from a spit in the middle of the fireplace. The large woman slipped the pole beneath the pan’s handle and eased the piping hot iron from the flames. She set it on a nearby table, removed the pole, and then picked up a pair of thick woolen oven mitts. She pulled the top off the pan, and a heavenly scent of rosemary, sage, and thyme filled the room. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said as I peered into the pot and saw several small pot pies. “Those pies smell amazing,” 
 
    “Just let it set for a moment,” Sallyanne warned. “Or you’ll burn yourself.” 
 
    We sat down at the table as Sallyanne pulled the pot pies out and set them on plates. The pies sizzled as they were placed on the cold metal, and I heard my stomach rumble again. 
 
    “These smell so good,” Sybil said as she risked a nibble from the crust. 
 
    “Hot,” Sallyanne warned again when she caught Sybil poking at her pie. 
 
    “Let’s have some mead,” Tabitha suggested.  
 
    “Well, of course,” Sallyanne laughed. “You’ve had so much mead here, I daresay, you could help yourself.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be very proper now, would it?” Tabitha replied. “To come in here and act like I own the place.” 
 
    Sallyanne tut-tutted and shook her head. Then, she produced three copper mugs of mead and placed them on the table. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Let me know what you think of this brew. We’re using the last of the apples that we had, and we want to see if it’s worth charging for.” 
 
    I thought of how Ava and I had tried all those coffee beans and smiled. As different as Lupercalia was, there were a lot of things that were just like New Jersey. And that included small local businesses trying to find ways to survive. 
 
    I grasped the cool copper mug and brought it to my lips. I hadn’t had any kind of hydration in hours, and I wasn’t sure that mead would help, but I knew it’d be good to swig something down. 
 
    I joined Sybil and Tabitha in taking a few big gulps from the mug. The mead tasted like a mix of light beer and honey-apple cider, and even had a slight pinch of cinnamon. 
 
    “This is great, Sallyanne,” I called over. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the innkeeper said and laughed. “I thought it was a winner, but I had to be sure. And it looks like Tabitha approves as well.” 
 
    The blonde had thrown her head back like a frat boy at a kegger and was gulping the mead with gusto. Drops of cider trickled along her chin and cheeks, though most of the liquid disappeared into her mouth. 
 
    “Another round!” the noblewoman yelled as she slammed the mug onto the table and held her fist up triumphantly. 
 
    Sybil and I shot a look at each other and gulped down the rest of our mead quickly.  
 
    Once I finished, I turned to Tabitha. “That was--” I started. 
 
    “Not what you expected of a Lupercalian noblewoman?” she finished my sentence in a single, gravelly breath. 
 
    “Nope,” Sybil chimed in. “But I like it. Where’d you learn to gulp down mead that quickly? If my brothers could see a girl do that, let alone a Lupercalian lady, they’d cower in fear.” 
 
    Tabitha smiled and nodded while Sallyanne approached us to take our mugs away and refill them. 
 
    “She’s spent one too many nights in this old place.” Sallyanne raised her eyebrows and grinned at Tabitha. “Those pies should be ready just about now. I’d have a little taste if I were you, to help counter the mead.” 
 
    That was all the encouragement I needed as I picked up my pie and took a careful bite. The flaky, buttery crust melted on my tongue and released the heavenly flavors of deer and sage. I tasted peas and gravy as well, along with a few small bites of potato. It was like nothing I’d had before, and yet, it tasted like home. 
 
    “Sallyanne is a genius at meat pies,” Tabitha said between bites. 
 
    “Now don’t talk with a full mouth,” Sallyanne chided as she waddled back over and placed three full mugs on the table. “I shouldn’t be having to remind you how to act like a lady!” 
 
    Tabitha rolled her eyes and took a few dainty bites out of her pie for show. Sallyanne only tsked and walked away, and Tabitha turned to me with a grin. The noblewoman took another large bite from her pie and then glanced at Sybil, who had nearly finished her own pie by then. 
 
    “How do you stay so skinny when you eat like a pig?” Tabitha laughed at Sybil. 
 
    Sybil, however, did not find the comment funny at all. She looked shocked. Her face became resolute as she looked down at the table, furrowed her brow, and pursed her lips. 
 
    “I don’t appreciate being compared to a pig, thank you very much,” she said as she wiped a crumb from her chin.  
 
    “Oh, come now!” Tabitha laughed and started on her next mug of mead. “I’m sorry if that offended you, but it’s quite common to tease like that in the court.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Sybil asked and picked up her mug. However, she still wouldn’t make eye contact with Tabitha. 
 
    “Ladies,” I cut in as I tried to bring the two together. “There’s no real insult here, right? Just a misunderstanding?” 
 
    Sybil peeped up from under her long eyelashes and looked between Tabitha and I. 
 
    “I promise I didn’t mean it as a bad thing,” Tabitha laughed and then took another impressive swig of mead. “I envy your very quick metabolism." 
 
    “Thank you,” Sybil said in a quiet voice and sipped at her mead. “When you grow up on a farm rather than in a banquet hall, your body learns how to burn fat quickly.” 
 
    Tabitha balked slightly, but then she and Sybil made eye contact. And in that girlish way that never made sense to me, they slowly started to giggle at each other, until they were laughing, and then finally, cackling while they pointed at each other.  
 
    Tabitha slapped the table and shook her head as she tried to catch her breath. Sybil wiped a few tears from her eyes and smiled at the other woman.  
 
    “A toast!” Tabitha yelled and held up her mug of mead. 
 
    “A toast!” Sybil and I replied as we held up our mugs as well. 
 
    “To friends from all ends,” Tabitha said. “All ends of Lupercalia, and all ends of the Universe!” 
 
    “To friends!” Sybil and I replied. 
 
    We all laughed and clinked our mugs in the center of the table. As the noblewoman started to gulp down her mead, I decided it was time to show her what us Jersey boys could do. So I threw back my mead in one gulp. I was impressed but also kind of scared by how nicely it went down. This stuff was easy to put back. 
 
    “Another round!” Tabitha laughed, and Sallyanne tottered over. 
 
    “I can’t be hungover for our quest tomorrow…” I muttered as the innkeeper scooped up our mugs again. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Tabitha said. “Do you really think with the rapid healing of a werewolf you’re going to get a hangover?” 
 
    Suddenly, I sat up straighter. Had she really said what I thought she said? 
 
    This was totally sick. Not only could I rapidly heal as a werewolf, but I was totally impervious to being hungover? At that moment, I knew that I couldn’t have asked for a better fate. 
 
    “Well, you were all hungry,” the innkeeper noted as she returned with our mugs. “That’s what I like to see.”  
 
    “I’ll need a little while longer to finish,” Tabitha said, with a slight slur in her voice. “Since I’m a lady.” 
 
    Sallyanne rolled her eyes this time as she collected the plates from me and Sybil, but she walked away without further comment. 
 
    “What shall we toast to this time?” the blonde asked through a mouthful of pie. 
 
    “The quest!” Sybil piped in, and she held up her mug. 
 
    “To the quest!” I bellowed. 
 
    Our mugs met again in the center of the table, and I immediately brought the cool copper to my lips. This stuff was starting to taste more like apple juice, and I actually smacked my lips when I was done. 
 
    “I think I need a break from these rounds,” Sybil said and coughed.  
 
    “Didn’t you bring your flute with you?” Tabitha suggested as she wiped a few crumbs from her chin. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Sybil replied and grabbed the wooden flute she’d set on the empty chair. “Any requests?” 
 
    “Do you know The Maiden and the Sow?” Sallyanne called out. 
 
    “Of course,” Sybil said. “Do you know it, Tabitha?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” the noblewoman drawled. “Though I’d love to hear a folk tune. They’re always so charming.” 
 
    Sybil winced slightly but turned back to Sallyanne.  
 
    “Will you do the honors of singing?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s been some time since I could really sing,” Sallyanne replied. “My voice isn’t what it used to be.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Tabitha replied. “I’ve heard you sing. You have a lovely voice.” 
 
    “Well,” the innkeeper sighed. “Alright then, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Sybil brought the flute to her lips, looked at Sallyanne, and nodded. Then, she pursed her lips and played a small, charming introduction. She bobbed her head to the bouncy rhythm of the song as she did so, and it was easy to imagine people dancing along. 
 
    Sallyanne took a deep breath, and in a plucky, deep voice started to sing: 
 
      
 
    “The maiden and the sow, 
 
    The best of mates they were! 
 
    And when she ventured through the field, 
 
    That great pig followed her! 
 
      
 
    And through the hills and dales they trekked, 
 
    Until they found a boar! 
 
    That pig got married then and there, 
 
    The best of mates no more!” 
 
      
 
    As Sybil played a short interlude on her flute, Tabitha leaned into me. 
 
     “What a truly bizarre song,” she slurred. “It’s about a pig that--” 
 
    “Gets married?” I wheezed, and we both leaned back in our chairs as we laughed. 
 
    Sallyanne shook her head, and her eyes got slightly misty as she gazed into the distance. 
 
    “You know it’s a traditional Lupercalian wedding song,” the innkeeper sighed, and Sybil stopped her short instrumental solo. “To warn against the dangers of forgetting your friendships after you’re married.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sybil added. “In my family, my brothers always added another verse where the maiden brought the two pigs to a butcher shop, and it always made me cry!” 
 
    She placed her flute on the table and shook her head.  
 
    “I think I’m a bit drunk,” the witch giggled and sat back in her chair. 
 
    I leaned forward to pat Sybil on the shoulder and found I had to grab the edge of the table to keep myself from falling over. I felt something prick my finger, and when I pulled my hand from beneath the table, I saw a small drop of blood working its way toward my palm. 
 
    “Crap,” I muttered. “There must be a nail or something.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh!” Sallyanne peered over. “What’ve you done there? I’ll get a cloth to wash off that blood.” 
 
    “Oh, it doesn’t hurt or anything,” I replied. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I can’t have my guests bleeding all over everything,” Sallyanne protested. 
 
    “We can take care of it,” Tabitha purred as she grabbed my hand with hers. 
 
    The blonde looked up at me with her soft brown eyes, and for a moment, I felt like she was trying to hypnotize me. She was searching my face for something, and I felt a jolt of warmth down my back as our eyes met. She was the kind of soft and cute that made me almost want to bite her. 
 
    “You know,” she whispered. “I hardly ever see red blood, and it’s usually just from whatever meat we’re eating. Although there was that poor scullery maid who fell down the stairs when I was a child. That was a lot of blood.” 
 
    “Did she survive?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Tabitha sighed as she watched the blood on the tip of my finger. “She hit her head and never woke up.” 
 
    “That’s so sad,” Sybil whispered. 
 
    “It’s a lot brighter than I remember,” Tabitha mused. “It’s not like the red on the tapestries, or the red wax they seal letters with. It’s darker, but more alive.” 
 
    She held my hand closer to her face. Then, she flashed a look up at me from under her soft, black eyelashes, and back down at my wrist where the initial blood drop had finally made its way. She brought my wrist to her mouth, and in one quick motion, licked the blood from my wrist all the way up to my wound. My cock was absolutely engorged as she shot another lazy, intent look at me and swiped her tongue across my wrist, all the way up to my hand. Her tongue was surprisingly cool from all the mead, and the feeling of her saliva against my skin made me feel like I was going to melt. 
 
    Once she’d licked the blood off my hands, she put my hand back and bit her plump bottom lip. She looked directly at me, and that now familiar smile materialized across her face. 
 
    “I’ve never tasted human blood, either,” she said. “Probably a bit taboo, since it’s our job to fight the vampires.”  
 
    I exhaled deeply, and found myself completely unable to say anything at all. 
 
    “So,” Tabitha said and cleared her throat. “Does everyone in New Jersey have red blood?” 
 
    I took a moment to gather my breath and let some of the blood redistribute back from my cock to my brain so that I could form a coherent thought. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “Yes, in fact it’s the only color of blood there is back home.” 
 
    For some reason, I immediately thought of all my University of Michigan pals who wore “I Bleed Blue” shirts on their last day of High School, but I quickly tried to shoo the memory out of my head. What was happening in front of me was way more compelling. 
 
    “Oh, New Jersey is wonderful,” Sybil’s muffled voice trailed off.  
 
    At some point, the witch had slumped forward so her head was resting on the table. I could only see part of her face, but her eyes were closed, and I wasn’t sure how aware she really was of her surroundings.  
 
    “Hey, Sybil,” I called out. “Would you like to go see Ava again?” 
 
    “What?” Sybil asked as she immediately woke up. “Yes, yes! A thousand times yes!” 
 
    “Ava?” Tabitha asked. “Is this someone in New Jersey? Are you two going back there?” 
 
    I looked over at Sallyanne, who was busy polishing mugs behind the bar.  
 
    “Let’s go upstairs,” I whispered to the girls. 
 
    “But my pie,” Tabitha protested. “I didn’t finish it.” 
 
    “We’ll give it to Casanova,” I assured her. “If you’re still hungry, we can get you something in New Jersey.” 
 
    I managed to stand up, and the two girls did so as well a moment later, though they were both unsteady on their feet. 
 
    “Off so soon?” Sallyanne’s voice called over from behind the bar. 
 
    “Yep,” I called back. “I’m beat.” 
 
    “Well, sleep well, and I wish you happy dreams,” she called back. 
 
    Tabitha held onto her plate like it was the crown jewels, and Sybil nearly dropped her flute five times, but somehow, we made it up the steps all the way to the top without losing a crumb, an instrument, or a person.  
 
    I opened the door and let the ladies enter the room first, and then I shut the door behind me. The place looked untouched, and Casanova was still fast asleep on the pillow. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Tabitha asked as she set the plate on the floor. 
 
    “Link arms,” Sybil giggled. 
 
    Sybil wrapped her arms around my right arm, and after a brief hesitation, Tabitha took my left. I looked over at Casanova, who hadn’t even stirred when we walked back in. Maybe next time, little buddy. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Ready for what?” Tabitha replied, and her voice shook slightly.  
 
    “It’s going to feel weird,” Sybil replied. “But it doesn’t last long, and there’s a magic water fountain on the other end that will make you feel a lot better.” 
 
    Tabitha nodded, and I felt her grip tighten on my arm. I glanced at Sybil, who smiled, and then I turned the ring on my pinkie finger. 
 
    Lupercalia was swept out from under us like a rug, and we all plummeted into an indistinct darkness. The silent, black space bellowed around us, and I felt like I was being pushed by a powerful wind that went right through me. 
 
    And then, something soft materialized under me, so I opened my eyes. 
 
    We were back in Jersey, and we had all landed on my bed. I don’t know what made us land there versus the floor this time, but I was happy that we had a crash pad because too much mead did not mix well with interdimensional travel. My stomach felt like it was still sliding around, and I heard Tabitha groan as she placed a hand over her face. 
 
    I felt motion to my right and looked over at Sybil, who sat up immediately and started bouncing up and down on the bed. 
 
    “We’re here,” the witch declared gleefully. 
 
    I managed to sit up, slowly, and I looked over at Tabitha. My squire was staring at some indistinct spot in the distance, but I was glad to see that she had at least opened her eyes. 
 
    “Hank,” Tabitha mumbled. “What in the Moon Goddess’ name are those?” 
 
    I looked over to the wall and realized that she was staring at my computer monitors. 
 
    “That’s a computer,” I said. “It can do almost anything, from typing words to playing games to talking to people from different parts of the world all at once…” 
 
    Her gaze traveled from the computer to where Sybil and I were sitting. 
 
    “This is a very odd room,” she said.  
 
    “Want me to get you a glass of water?” Sybil giggled and stood up. She brushed herself off and held out her hand to Tabitha, who was still splayed on the bed. 
 
    Tabitha stared deeply and intently at Sybil’s hand before taking it. Then she looked back at me with a look of suspicion as her eyes squinted, and her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Hank,” my squire said again. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked sweetly as I stood up.  
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” the blonde mumbled 
 
    “Let me get that water,” Sybil replied as she dropped Tabitha’s hand and darted from the room. 
 
    I didn’t think Tabitha would be able to keep it in, though, so I scooped her up in my arms and headed for the bathroom. I saw her hand cover her mouth and felt her heave, but I made it to the toilet before she lost all control. I placed her in a sitting position in front of the toilet bowl and then held her hair as she puked into the john. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Sybil asked as she appeared in the doorway with a glass of water. 
 
    “I’m fine now,” Tabitha replied a moment later. 
 
    I reached over to the towel rack and grabbed a fluffy lime-green towel that had the Incredible Hulk embroidered into it. I recalled a sale at Target that had featured a ton of Incredible Hulk items, which I’d obviously thought was awesome at the time. But now that I had two hot girls in my house, I was beginning to question whether all my coordinating Hulk merch was actually kind of weird. 
 
    But Tabitha didn’t seem to notice as she wiped her mouth and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, and then stood up more quickly then I would have thought she could given what was now sloshing around in my toilet bowl. 
 
    “Alright,” the noblewoman said. “Do you have an attendant to carry that away?” 
 
    “No attendants,” I replied with a laugh. “No, we have plumbing. Watch this.” 
 
    I pushed down the handle, and the contents of Tabitha’s stomach swirled away and were replaced a moment later by clean water. The tank hummed as it refilled, and then the whole thing went quiet as it hit capacity. 
 
    Tabitha’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “How?” Tabitha whispered. “I’ve never seen anything like that…” 
 
    “I told you,” Sybil whispered back and handed her the Looney Tunes glass full of water. 
 
    Tabitha took a big gulp, then another, and finally polished off the whole glass. 
 
    “Want another one?” Sybil asked. “There’s plenty.” 
 
    Tabitha nodded and handed the glass back to the witch.  
 
    “Why are we whispering?” I whispered, but neither answered. 
 
    Sybil went over to the bathroom sink and flipped the tap. She held the glass under the faucet, filled it with water, and then turned it off. She handed the glass to Tabitha, who looked completely overwhelmed. 
 
    Still, the blonde took the glass and knocked it back. 
 
    “Quite a peculiar place you have here, Hank,” Tabitha finally said. “No attendants, but you appear to have trained the furniture very effectively.” 
 
    “That’s what it’s like here in New Jersey,” Sybil smiled. “Everything is magical.” 
 
    It crossed my mind as a little weird to hear a witch refer to a toilet as magic, but I was just happy that the girls were happy. 
 
    “How about we see how Ava is faring with those coffee beans?” I asked. 
 
    “And maybe I could find another book,” Sybil replied happily. 
 
    “Who is Ava?” Tabitha asked suspiciously. “You didn’t answer that question the first time I asked.” 
 
    “She’s my sister,” I replied as I shooed the women from my bathroom. 
 
    “A sister,” Tabitha mused. “You didn’t tell me you had any siblings." 
 
    “I guess the topic never came up,” I replied. 
 
    “Are we taking the Jeep?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Always,” I laughed as Sybil bounced down the hall to the front door. 
 
    “The Jeep?” Tabitha asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I promised. “But what about your family? Do you have any siblings?”  
 
    “Unfortunately no,” Tabitha sighed. “My father was desperate for a boy, like all of the knights, but my mother couldn’t carry any more children. On the upside, I was spoiled rotten by both my parents.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s no matter, really,” Tabitha shrugged. “I grew up surrounded by all the other children in the palace, so I was never lonely.” 
 
    When we reached the front door, I grabbed the keys from the bowl and glanced out the window. There was still some late afternoon sunlight, and I could see the first of my neighbors returning from their jobs. It didn’t seem like there was much of a time change between here and Lupercalia, but it definitely went darker a lot sooner over there. 
 
     I opened the front door and let the girls step out first. Tabitha took two hesitant steps outside and stared around the street in amazement. It suddenly occurred to me that she looked like a superhero in her suede number, which would probably garner a few comments from some of the cattier neighbors, and then Sybil joined her as a breeze ruffled her green dress. I soaked in the sight for a moment and then locked the door behind me. 
 
    In her suede number, she looked like she had stepped out of a Marvel movie. Sybil, on the other hand, trailed behind her with her green dress billowing in the cool breeze. 
 
    “What…?” Tabitha started to ask and then pointed to the sprinkler across the street that had just come to life. 
 
    “To water the grass,” I replied as I led the way to the Jeep. 
 
    “Come on,” Sybil urged. “You’ll love this.” 
 
    Sybil guided Tabitha toward the passenger side of the Jeep, and while the noblewoman didn’t shy away from the machine, she did look puzzled. 
 
    “Where’s the horse?” Tabitha asked. 
 
    “No horse,” I replied. “Just an engine.” 
 
    “You can ride in front this time,” Sybil said as she pulled the back door open and started to climb in.” 
 
    “No, no,” Tabitha protested. “It’s not proper for a lady to ride with the carriage driver… Is there a driver?” 
 
    “I’m the driver,” I replied. “But you can ride in the back if you want. It doesn’t matter here.” 
 
    “Yes, okay,” Tabitha mumbled, though she was clearly still confused. 
 
    “Here, get in,” Sybil urged and half-pushed, half-shoved Tabitha into the back seat. “Now, you’ll need to wear that strap, because this moves very fast.” 
 
    The witch showed the noblewoman how to fasten the seatbelt, closed the back door, and then clambered into the front seat. Sybil looked at me as she clicked her own belt into place, so I climbed into the driver’s seat, fastened my belt, and turned on the engine. 
 
    “Yay!” Sybil cheered as I started to back out of the driveway. 
 
    Sybil smiled and waved at the people we passed and kept up a running commentary on places she wanted to visit at some point. But there was no sound from the backseat, and when I checked in the rearview mirror, I could see that Tabitha’s brow was still furrowed.  
 
    “Everything alright back there?” I laughed.  
 
    “Yes…” she nodded. “Yes, it’s fine. It’s truly fine." 
 
    The evening rush hadn’t really kicked in yet, so we made good time to Main Street. We pulled into a parking spot just as Ava stepped outside and locked the door to the shop.  
 
    I honked the horn, and my sister looked over her shoulder. She spotted the red Jeep, waved, and then returned to locking the door while I switched off the ignition and hopped out of my ride. 
 
    Since Sybil seemed to have a handle on how things worked, I went to the back door and opened it for Tabitha. The noblewoman accepted my hand and stepped out of the Jeep as gracefully as a gazelle. 
 
    “Well, what do you think of New Jersey?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s almost too much to take in,” she replied as she stared at Main Street. “So many shops. And all these carriages without horses. Does everyone have one?” 
 
    “Well, most adults do,” I said.  
 
    Tabitha shook her head while I locked up the Jeep. When that was done, I took the noblewoman’s hand and led her to the door to the shop, where Sybil and Ava were locked in conversation. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re back here again,” my sister teased when I stopped next to her. “Don’t you know what the word vacation means?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I replied. “I’m definitely enjoying myself.” 
 
    “So I see,” Ava replied as she studied the newcomer. 
 
    “Ah, Tabitha Blueclaw, this is my sister, Ava,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you,” Tabitha said as she held out a hand.  
 
    Ava’s eyebrows went up as she took in the upper-class accent, and my sister shot me an amused look before she took Tabitha’s hand and shook it firmly. 
 
     “So, are you from the Pine Barrens as well?” Ava asked. “Or are you just there for the festival?” 
 
    “I’m, ah, Henry’s squire for the quest,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    “His squire?” Ava choked out and laughed. 
 
    “I told you about that,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Ava said and shook her head. “Geez. A squire. This is one weird festival.” 
 
    “Festival?” Tabitha asked and glanced at me. “The festival was yesterday.” 
 
    “And it’s still going on,” I added with a smile. 
 
    Ava squinted at me, but she looked more amused than suspicious. She finally shook her head and then glanced back at the store. 
 
    “I’m actually glad you came around today,” my sister admitted. “You were right about the coffee. We had a long line of people all day for the tasting, and everyone said they’d be back to buy a cup tomorrow.” 
 
    “I knew it!” I declared. 
 
    “I’ve set the price at nine bucks for a regular,” Ava continued. “If even half of the people return tomorrow, we’ll make a week’s profit in a single day.” 
 
    Damn, I was good. 
 
    “So I was wondering,” Ava continued. “Is there, like, some kind of special soil in the Pine Barrens that makes the Moon Bean brew taste that way? Or would we be able to grow it here?” 
 
    “Sybil?” I asked and turned to the witch. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said and brought her hand to her chin. “The soil has to be moist and more… ummm… I’m not sure what the word is… like the opposite of lye?” 
 
    “Acidic?” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Sybil said and nodded. “And not a lot of sunlight. It’s mostly planted in the autumn so there’s no danger from the heat.” 
 
    “But,” I interrupted, “we’ll be able to bring back plenty of moon beans for the next few months. I mean, coffee beans.” 
 
    Tabitha shot me a look of total confusion. I remembered that I hadn’t told her at all about my coffee empire, and that she was also probably facing the biggest culture shock of her life. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tabitha said, “but may I ask what kind of establishment you run here?” 
 
    “It’s a book and coffee shop,” my sister replied as she brushed a stray lock of hair from her face. “Didn’t Hank tell you?” 
 
    “We’ve been pretty busy at the festival,” Sybil said. 
 
    Tabitha shot a look between Sybil and I and straightened up. I could see that she’d caught on to the fact that there were one or two secrets at work here, and that it was probably best to not reveal too much information about Lupercalia. 
 
    “I see,” Tabitha drawled. “Well, whatever those things are, they sound marvelous, and I wish you the best of luck in this… business.” 
 
    Ava nodded, though I caught the look of surprise that crossed her face. She studied Tabitha more closely for a moment, and I could tell my sister was trying to figure out if the accent was real or just another part of the festival performance. At least Ava hadn’t noticed the odd comment about books and coffee yet, though I’d probably hear more about that once she realized that Tabitha had just stated that she had no idea what books and coffee even were. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Ava finally said. “Hank and I have run the place for years now, and we’ve put our hearts and souls into this joint.” 
 
    Tabitha nodded intently, like I’d seen politicians doing on television when they were speaking to members of the crowd. This was apparently a thing among people with power. 
 
    “I said I’d help Connie move houses tonight, otherwise I’d ask you guys for a beer,” Ava said as she turned to me. “Another time, maybe?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and shrugged. I looked over at Sybil and back to Tabitha, whose big eyes were staring up at me expectantly. 
 
    “So what should we do now?” Sybil asked.  
 
    “I heard there’s a 90s night at the Rio,” Ava offered. “If you guys wanted to go to a movie. It’s four bucks a ticket because it’s a weekday, and there probably won’t be that many people there.” 
 
    “Want to see a movie?” I asked my two companions. 
 
    “A what?” Tabitha inquired politely. 
 
    “You sound like a member of the Crawley family,” Ava said as she squinted at Tabitha.  
 
    “I don’t know the… Crawleys,” Tabitha replied. “Do they live here in New Jersey?” 
 
    “What?” Ava asked in confusion. “No, you know, the family from Downton Abbey.” 
 
    Tabitha shook her head, but at least Sybil had learned not to ask too many questions in public. She nodded, like she was a close friend of the Crawleys who visited the stately home all the time, and then turned to me. 
 
    “A movie sounds fun,” Sybil said. 
 
    “Alright then!” I clapped my hands together before either of my girls could reveal how little they knew about life in America. “Let’s go to the Rio!” 
 
    Sybil guided Tabitha back toward the Jeep, but before I could follow, Ava grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Between you and me,” she hissed, “I’m really glad you made some new friends. But they’re kind of weird. Super hot. But strange. What is really going on with you?” 
 
    “I know they’re a little different,” I replied. “But I promise, they’re really nice once you get to know them. They’re just… really devoted to the whole renaissance thing.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” my sister muttered. “Just… be careful and don’t join any cults. You aren’t in a cult, are you? I heard they lure people in with hot people of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “No cults,” I laughed. “Got it.” 
 
    Ava gave me a stern look, but finally sighed and shook her head when it was clear I wasn’t going to offer anything more. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “But I’m holding you to those beans. Go enjoy the movie.” 
 
    I gave her a brotherly peck on the cheek and waved as I made my way over to the Jeep. I unlocked the doors, helped Tabitha into the back again, and then climbed into the driver’s seat. The engine growled as soon as I turned the key, and I eased into traffic while my sister waved goodbye. 
 
    “This place is very strange,” Tabitha declared as she leaned forward. “The clothes are very odd, and I’ve never seen buildings like these. Look! The whole front of that one is glass. How is that possible? Why doesn’t the building just fall down?” 
 
    “But you like it?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Of course I do!” Tabitha laughed. “It’s like being in a completely new world! Well, it is a whole different world, but, well… I don’t know. I guess I didn’t expect it to be so different from Lupercalia.” 
 
    “I love it here,” Sybil declared. “But Hank, what is a… movie?” 
 
    “It’s like a play,” I said. “But it’s recorded, so people all over the world can see it.” 
 
    “A play?” Sybil asked in a puzzled voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “You know, like, with actors and a script.” 
 
    “Like a Pantomime!” Tabitha laughed. “With costumes and tricks and jokes and slapstick?” 
 
    “Yes!” I said. “Well, maybe not all of those things at once, but certainly a lot of them…” 
 
    “Oooh!” Sybil said. “The village of Stock puts on a pantomime every year in celebration of the coming of spring.” 
 
    “We have one in the palace as well,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    I took a left and saw the sign for the theater straight ahead. It was a local operation left over from the sixties, before stadium seating and twenty theaters became a thing. It still used one of the letter board style of signs to announce the movies, and the bright orange ‘Rio’ sign hadn’t faded since the day the place first opened.  
 
    As Ava had mentioned, it was indeed nineties night at the Rio, and I saw that the current offering was Ten Things I Hate About You. I couldn’t remember a whole lot about the movie, but I had a feeling the girls would enjoy it, especially, Tabitha. 
 
    “Hey Tabitha,” I said, “I think you’re gonna love tonight’s movie. It features some strong women.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “Usually the only women in the pantomimes are there to be rescued.” 
 
    “Remind me to tell you about Lady Macbeth sometime,” I laughed. “In the meantime, you can watch Kat.” 
 
    I pulled into the small parking lot along the side of the building, found a spot near the front, and pulled in before the minivan behind me could try to sneak in. Sybil and I climbed out of the front seat at the same time, and we started to walk away before we realized that Tabitha was still inside. 
 
    “What a princess,” Sybil muttered and rolled her eyes.  
 
    I opened the back door, and Tabitha hopped out.  
 
    “I was waiting!” the noblewoman whined. 
 
    “You can open a door yourself, you know,” Sybil raised her eyebrow at her. “It’s what everyone here does. I can show you how, sometime, if you’d like to learn.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Tabitha replied as she waved her hand in the air. 
 
    I was about to point out that if the noblewoman really wanted to be independent, she might have to open a few doors on her own, but I didn’t want to ruin the night before we’d even made it inside the theater. So I nodded and shot Sybil a warning look, who rolled her eyes again but refrained from further commentary. 
 
    We managed to beat the woman and four kids from the minivan to the box office, and I kept my fingers crossed that they were there for the latest Pixar movie instead. Two of the kids were already in a shouting match, and the mom looked like she had no plan to intervene. 
 
    “I’ll have three tickets for Ten Things,” I said. 
 
    “Twelve bucks,” the high schooler replied as he tapped at his computer screen.  
 
    I shoved the twenty through the slot in the window, and the kid slid the bill out of sight. The printer spat out three tickets a moment later, and the kid slipped them through the slot along with my change just as he yawned.  
 
    “You know,” I said, “if you’re feeling tired, the bookshop in town is selling a new kind of coffee. It’ll make you feel good, and you won’t get that crash like you do with the usual stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the kid said and nodded. “I heard a couple of other people talking about it. I might have to stop by tomorrow on my way into work.” 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll love it,” I assured him. 
 
    I left the counter and ushered my companions into the cinema. The inside was cool from the air conditioner and smelled of popcorn and soda. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Sybil said. “What’s that smell?” 
 
    “It’s popcorn,” I said. “It’s sort of a classic movie treat. Want some?” 
 
    “Do you really have to ask?” Sybil laughed as she headed straight to the snack counter.  
 
    “It smells like burnt wheat in here,” Tabitha murmured. “But the detail on those portraits is amazing. They look so… realistic.” 
 
    I looked over and realized that she was talking about the film posters. She spied one of the Avengers and came to a dead stop. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a painting,” I laughed. “It’s a photograph. They take it with something called a camera, and it records exactly how those people looked at that moment in time. Then they put it on a computer, like the one you saw in my room, and make it look even cooler.” 
 
    “It must be magic,” Tabitha muttered. 
 
    She seemed safe enough as she studied the images, so I made my way over to the snack counter where Sybil was quizzing the bored-looking teen behind the counter about the candy options on display. 
 
    “Let’s start with the popcorn,” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Sybil replied with only a hint of disappointment. 
 
    “One extra-large popcorn,” I said to the cashier. 
 
    “Four dollars,” the girl replied as she pressed a couple of buttons on the register.  
 
    I handed her the five, waved away the dollar in change, and then watched as the teen grabbed one of the buckets from the stack and started to fill it with popcorn. The popcorn smelled fresh, and I grinned at Sybil when she started to bounce up and down. 
 
    When the tub was overflowing, the cashier passed it to me and then turned to the couple waiting in line behind us. Sybil took the tub of popcorn from my hands and stuffed a big fistful of it in her face. 
 
    “Mmmmhhhhhh!” she groaned, and her eyes rolled back into her head. She chewed furiously and finally swallowed the entire mouthful. “It’s perfect!”  
 
    I started to lead her toward the theater and waved Tabitha over. My squire finally joined us, though she stared suspiciously at the tub of popcorn. 
 
    “Is that what we’re eating?” the noblewoman asked. 
 
    “I am,” Sybil replied and shoved another handful of popcorn into her mouth. 
 
    There was hardly anyone else in the theater, so I led the girls toward a row of seats about halfway up and pointed to the middle seats. Sybil went in first and claimed a seat, I sat next to her, and Tabitha sat gingerly next to me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, as Sybil stuffed another ball of popcorn into her mouth. “Don’t hog all the popcorn!”  
 
    The witch stopped chewing and scowled at me as her green eyes glowed with rage. I was shocked by the sudden anger, and I couldn’t understand what had happened. 
 
    “You’ve done it now,” Tabitha mumbled. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered as I realized what I’d said. “I’m so sorry, Sybil. It’s just a common expression around here. I wasn’t trying to belittle you in any way.” 
 
    I started to stroke her soft hand and offered her my most hangdog look. I watched her gobble another handful of popcorn, but at least the anger died away. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” the witch said with a smirk. “I’m merely jesting.” 
 
    The lights dimmed, and both girls gasped as the trailers began. Their mouths hung open as the latest action hero dropped from a helicopter, and I heard gasps when something with glowing eyes lunged at the screen in a scene from an upcoming horror movie. But at least the last trailer was for a rom-com, and I heard Sybil resume her munching while Tabitha seemed to finally relax in her seat.  
 
    Ten Things started after a pitch for the snack counter and a reminder to turn off cell phones, and I sank into my seat with a handful of popcorn. I hadn’t watched the movie since high school English, when we’d studied Taming of the Shrew, and I had to admit, I enjoyed it more when I wasn’t expected to write an essay about it. 
 
    “Plunder him!” Tabitha shouted at the screen during the paintball scene. “Ask for no mercy! Divert the attention of your opponent!” 
 
    “Tabitha,” I whispered when I heard grumbling from the other moviegoers. “This isn’t exactly like a pantomime. People don’t usually scream at movies.” 
 
    “But she has to plunder him!” she whispered and stuffed a fistful of popcorn in her mouth.  
 
    By the time that famous, final speech at the end of the film came around, Sybil was crying her eyes out. The lights came back up, and somehow all of the popcorn had been finished before I could enjoy another bite.  
 
    “A betrayal,” Sybil sniffed. 
 
    “Yes,” Tabitha agreed with an intent look on her face. “But she carried it with honor and pride. Like a true noblewoman.” 
 
    “I thought you might relate,” I replied. 
 
    “Hank, this has been greatly informative,” Tabitha said. “And I’ve never seen anything so amazing in my life.” 
 
    “Are there more?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “What, more movies?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” the two girls said in unison. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, as we filed out of the seats. “There are millions of movies, and they make new ones all the time. You can see romances, action movies, thrillers, whatever you’d like.” 
 
    They looked at each other and squealed.  
 
    “New Jersey is the best land ever!” Tabitha screeched in an uncharacteristically high voice. That’s when I knew that I’d won her over.  
 
    The girls looked like they were prepared to sit there all night and wait for the next movie to start, but the two guys on clean-up duty were already sweeping and mopping. So I stood up, tugged the girls to their feet, and led them back to the foyer. 
 
    “We can always come back another night,” I said when Sybil started to pout. “Oh, and we can also watch shows and movies at home on my TV. The screen is not nearly as big, but it would be a lot cozier.” 
 
    “Can we have popcorn?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Definitely,” I replied. 
 
    The lot was filling up as we stepped outside, and I waved to a guy in a Nissan to let him know that I was leaving. I unlocked the doors, opened Sybil’s, and turned to my squire. 
 
    “Do you need any help getting in?” I asked. 
 
    “No!” the noblewoman replied and opened the car door triumphantly. “After watching Katherine in her plight for independence, I want to open my own carriage doors and make my own bed.” 
 
    Tabitha hopped in and slammed the car door shut behind her. 
 
    Once I was in my own seat, I pulled out of the movie theater lot and took a shortcut back home that would take us past the supermarket. Outside the window, the suburban shrubbery glowed with the light of thousands of fireflies that twinkled like Christmas lights. For a moment, my old hometown felt magical. 
 
    “So beautiful,” Sybil sighed.  
 
    Neither woman made another sound until we pulled into the driveway and parked the car, when Sybil sighed heavily again. We piled out of the Jeep and headed inside, and once I’d secured the front door, we went straight to my bedroom. 
 
    “Alright, all, gather round,” I said.  
 
    I put both of my hands on my hips and waited for the ladies to interlace their arms in mine.  
 
    “I don’t ever want to leave,” Sybil whispered.  
 
    “I would love to stay, too,” Tabitha agreed. “But we have a duty to Lupercalia.” 
 
    “You know, Tabitha,” I said. “You may be an outcast in the royal court, but you’re just as honorable as the knights. You love Lupercalia, and you obviously believe that the duties you have been given are important, not just for your own success, but for that of the kingdom as well.” 
 
    She blushed and looked down at the floor with a type of shyness that I had never ever seen from her. 
 
    “Thank you, Hank,” she said. “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    Sybil squeezed my arm, and I knew it was time to go.  
 
    I looked down at the ring on my left pinkie, and twisted it with my right hand. 
 
    A dark curtain was pulled over my bedroom in New Jersey, and we were thrust into darkness. We flew through a freezing night and felt the energy of motion without any particular direction. 
 
    And then, I smelled cinnamon and hardwood. I opened my eyes and found myself on the attic floor of the inn back in Lupercalia. 
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 Chapter 20 
 
    I stood up, and so did Sybil and Tabitha. 
 
    “That wasn’t nearly as bad,” Tabitha mumbled, “but coming home is always a good feeling.” 
 
    “Aww…” Sybil said as she headed toward the bed. “The little one is still sleeping.” 
 
    I looked over on the bed, and sure enough, Casanova was still fast asleep. But from outside the window, I heard an owl hoot, and I realized that it was already nighttime in Lupercalia. 
 
    “We should try to get some sleep as well,” I said. “It’s a big day tomorrow, and we need to be in top form if we’re going to slay Wenderoth and reclaim the Obsidian Temple.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Sybil replied as she patted Casanova on his head. She stood up and pulled her green dress over her head and cast it on the floor. Then she went over to the bed and plopped her tired body on the side closest to the window without even bothering to pull a quilt over her. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Tabitha murmured. “I guess we really are bonding on this quest.” 
 
    “What?” Sybil asked as she yawned. Her eyes were half-closed and out of focus, and she already seemed half-asleep. “Do they not allow nudity in the palace?” 
 
    “We’ll say they have a stiff upper lip,” Tabitha replied and shrugged her shoulders. “But I was always a fan of skinny-dipping." 
 
    But there was no reply. I looked over at Sybil, who was splayed on her stomach on the bed with Casanova at her head. She was already snoring lightly, and the sight of them passed out together like that made my heart warm. I turned back to Tabitha. 
 
    “Wow, she was tired.” I stretched my arms over my head, and my back even cracked slightly. 
 
    “We probably all need a rest…” Tabitha said, and then the tension in the room turned up as we stared at each other. 
 
    “Yeah… rest…” I finally cleared my throat and glanced back at my sleeping lover. “You should probably go back to your room…” 
 
    “Of course,” Tabitha whispered. “But… Just so you know… I don’t know what it’s like in New Jersey, but you know, a lot of the knights in Lupercalia have more than one female companion…” 
 
    She blinked at me with her big, brown eyes, and the right side of her mouth curled into a smile. I obviously thought she was sexy as hell, so hearing that this was the norm in Lupercalia came as a relief. 
 
    “Ohh,” I responded in a low voice. “I suppose that is a good thing to know.” 
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “Something to think about, perhaps. I really like spending time with you and Sybil… I think we’ve had a lot of fun together.”
She turned and walked over to the door, and lifted her small, elegant hand and waved at me. 
 
    “Goodnight, Tabitha,” I smiled. 
 
    “Goodnight Hank,” she replied and closed the door behind her. 
 
    I pulled off my shirt and stepped out of my pants, and made my way over to the bed. I lay next to Sybil and thought about Tabitha’s proposition: I’d never had more than one girlfriend at a time before, but it was obviously every dude’s dream. 
 
    I turned to the candle on the night table and blew it out. The room went completely black except for the moonlight, and I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep a few moments later, and I didn’t wake up until something wet started to lick my face. 
 
    “Who…” I mumbled and peeled my eyes open. 
 
    Casanova looked back at me with a happy doggy grin on his face, which I returned with one of my own. I then looked around the room and saw that Tabitha was back, and the women were sorting through our supplies. 
 
    “How long were you going to wait before waking me up?” I laughed. 
 
    “Dawn just broke,” Tabitha assured me. “And squires are usually up before their knight to make sure everything is ready for the day.” 
 
    “And to prepare breakfast,” Sybil said and rolled her eyes. “Or to demand that the innkeeper prepare breakfast.” 
 
    “Breakfast?” I said and rubbed my eyes.  
 
    Breakfast definitely sounded good, and I was even willing to ignore the snark from Sybil if it meant food. 
 
    Tabitha brought over a tray that she set next to me on the bed. There was a bowl with what looked like oatmeal and stewed apples that smelled absolutely divine, like all of autumn rolled into one, even though it was still summer. More importantly, there was a copper mug full of moon bean brew next to the bowl. Just the smell alone made me feel invigorated. 
 
    “This smells incredible,” I said, and dug in. 
 
    While I ate, the girls finished the preparations for the day. When everything had been packed, Sybil slipped Casanova into her basket. 
 
    “Should I give him some of the oatmeal?” I asked when I realized I only had two spoonfuls left. 
 
    “He had the leftover pie for breakfast,” Sybil replied. “See? He’s being perfectly taken care of on his first quest!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s going to need some meat soon,” I laughed as I washed down my porridge with the steaming moon-bean brew. I felt like I was drinking pure light. 
 
    I gulped down the last of my meal, took care of my morning business, and then began the process of preparing for battle. The clothes were easy enough, but Tabitha helped with some of the armor, which definitely shortened the time it took to get ready. When the last piece of armor was in place, I picked up my sack and turned to the women. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” Sybil said and headed out the door. 
 
    I followed her out, and as we descended the creaky staircase, Tabitha tapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve figured out our route for today,” she said. “It’s slightly northwest from where we are now, so I’ll be sure to steer you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we found that the inn was empty. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Sybil sighed. “I was hoping that we could say goodbye to Sallyanne after all of her wonderful hospitality.” 
 
    “Don’t fret,” Tabitha smiled. “I already told her as much this morning. And she invited us all to come back here for a night after we defeat Wenderoth.” 
 
    We slipped outside quietly and were greeted by the first bright rays of sunlight. The smell of sweet Williams filled my nose, and I took a deep breath while Tabitha studied her map.  
 
    “So, are we walking the whole way?” Sybil asked innocently. 
 
    Oh, right.  
 
    I started shaking my head back and forth and instinctually fell forward onto my hands, like I was doing a push-up. But when I opened my eyes, I could see everything in much more detail. 
 
    I was the great wolf again. 
 
    I sat down on my hind legs to make sure that the girls could crawl on top of me. Tabitha sat closest to my neck again, and Sybil took a seat behind her. 
 
    “Remember, northwest,” Tabitha said into my ear. “I’ll guide you if we start to head off course.” 
 
    I pawed the ground and started out at a light trot to get going. Once my muscles felt loose, I broke into a jog and then a full run. 
 
    I was speeding again through the soft woods. I smelled dew and moss in the air and became more aware of my animal senses. I passed trees, critters, and patches of bluebells and daffodils. I kept running until the inn was miles in the distance. 
 
    Sybil and Tabitha didn’t say a word, but I could feel their heart rates seep into my back. I felt like we were all perfectly synchronized on that run. 
 
    Suddenly, I smelled something fresh to my right. I had never seen a melted glacier, but when the fresh and cold smell hit my nose, I imagined a glacier in my head. 
 
    I dropped down to a trot to investigate, and I saw a pale blue ribbon in the distance that broke up patches of moss and brambles. We had found a stream of very cold water, which explained why I’d imagined a glacier. 
 
    “Let’s stop here,” Tabitha announced authoritatively and gave me a comforting tap on the shoulder. “We can have some water and refresh ourselves before we reach the temple.” 
 
    I started to walk toward the stream, but I heard Casanova whine behind me.  
 
    “Don’t worry, little one,” Sybil cooed. “We’re going to have some water soon.” 
 
    From where I was standing, I could see that the water was blue and clear. In fact, it was almost the sheen of blue gatorade. I couldn’t remember seeing water that blue in my entire life except in pictures of ice in the Arctic. 
 
    I sat down on the ground and waited for the girls to dismount. 
 
    “Thanks, Hank!” Sybil shouted, and once I felt the weight of the girls and Casanova disappear, I decided to switch back. 
 
    I raised up on my hind legs and transformed. But this time, I didn’t imagine myself as a human. I thought it would be more wise to become my hybrid form since we were close to the temple. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I still found my height startling in this form. It always took me a moment to adjust to the sudden height difference, and I felt myself grin as I scanned the area for any problems. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Tabitha purred. “Aren’t you a big puppy.” 
 
    I smirked, which felt very different with my hybrid wolf jowls, and then I made my way over to the stream. I took a quick look at my reflection, which revealed a slender wolf face and armor that glistened in the dappled sunlight, and then dunked my head in the water and sucked in three massive gulps with my face submerged. 
 
    When I pulled my head out of the water, I felt a cool hit of fresh air. I breathed in the scent of cypress and cedar while I let my eyes drift over the nearby forest. 
 
    I saw movement near some branches and realized that Sybil had wandered away from the stream, no doubt to look for some plant or other. I gave a low growl, and the witch looked back and waved her hand.  
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Sybil called back. “I thought I just saw some lavender, which would be excellent for relaxation after a battle. I’m just going to go fetch some.” 
 
    “Don’t go too far,” I warned. “Stay where I can see you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s only lavender,” Tabitha said, and wiped the blue water from her chin. “I doubt there’s any real threat.” 
 
    But just as she said that, a scream sounded from the bushes.  
 
    It was Sybil. And she was still carrying Casanova, to boot.  
 
    I looked over at Tabitha, who immediately drew a silver ax out of her pouch. It wasn’t the most refined weapon, but it was more refined than the one I’d been given on my first quest. 
 
    I considered my own options for a second and went with the silver dagger. I dropped the sack to the ground once it was in my hand, and then Tabitha and I leapt across the brook together. 
 
    “Sybil!” Tabitha shouted as he landed. 
 
    We pushed through a wall of bracken before finding Sybil, who was being chased by a man in the opposite direction. By now, all of my senses were tingling, and I could sense something fetid and rotten in the air. 
 
    As Tabitha and I gave chase, I could see that the man was dressed in a silk shirt and cotton pants. The silk suggested money, but the shirt looked old and faded, so it could have been stolen. 
 
    But it was the smell that I was focused on. It was a sort of rotten sweet, like fruit that had been left out in the sun, and just beneath that was the heavier scent of iron. It took me a moment, but I soon realized that we weren’t chasing a man. 
 
    We were chasing a vampire. 
 
    He looked over to see who was following him, and I got a look at his ugly face. He had pale, mottled flesh and an open gash from his mouth to his cheek. But there was no blood or veins, just thick, gummy flesh that flapped open. 
 
    He spread his deformed face into a grin, and I could see a dirty yellow fang popping out of the side of his jaw where his cheek should’ve been. If I were in my normal human form, I probably would’ve barfed at just how ugly he was. 
 
    The glowing red eyes were the only thing that looked alive. Everything else was dark and bruised, from the circles under his eyes to the yellow patches on his exposed skin. Anyone who thought vampires were romantic hadn’t seen one of these bastards. 
 
    His rotten scent grew stronger as I closed in on the creature, and though the thing didn’t seem to have a heartbeat, I could sense that he was starting to flag. Still, he was a predator with its prey in sight, just like me, and he kept running after Sybil even though he had to know that there was no way he could win this battle. 
 
    I heard Tabitha’s steps start to slow, though, and when I looked over my shoulder, I saw her lean against a tree to catch her breath. 
 
    “Keep going,” she shouted and waved her axe. “I can protect myself.” 
 
    I hated to leave Tabitha behind, but I couldn’t smell any other vampires nearby, and at least the squire had an axe and knew how to fight. I nodded and then focused on the race again.  
 
    Sybil was starting to tire as well, but she’d managed to put some real distance between her and the vampire. The thing probably hadn’t eaten in some time because it had slowed to little more than a jog. 
 
    I closed to within a few yards and then leapt into the air. I opened my jaws at the peak and stretched my claws on my left hand. Everything around me slowed down, and I somehow knew what precise adjustments to make to my flight to ensure that I landed in the middle of the vampire’s back. 
 
    There was a brief moment when the vampire looked back at me again, and I saw the red eyes widen. But then our bodies slammed together and smashed into the soft ground. I held his face in the soil with my free end, and then instinct took over. I bared my teeth and tried to bite the vampire in the neck. 
 
    But instead of going in smoothly, like it had with the brigands, it felt tough. It reminded me of thick leather, or bubblegum that had been chewed for way too long. His skin was gummy in my jowls, and I couldn’t penetrate it to rip him to shreds. 
 
    I threw back my head and howled in frustration as the vampire squirmed beneath me. I saw Sybil finally stop running and turn around to look, though wisely, she didn’t come any closer. 
 
    “Hank,” Tabitha panted as she ran up behind me. 
 
    The vampire hissed and reached out with one of his mottled, yellow hands toward the voice. I dug my claws into the back of the hand, and the vampire made a howl of its own. 
 
    “This one’s weak,” Tabitha panted. “But we have to kill him, or else it’ll keep following us.” 
 
    The vampire must have understood Tabitha’s warning, because it suddenly started to squirm even harder beneath me. Somehow, it managed to turn beneath me so that I had another view of its ugly face.  
 
    The jowls had been torn in two, and the teeth were yellowed and broken. Splotches marred the skin, and slices showed where others had managed to use a knife on the creature.  
 
    He looked at me and hissed, and then his hands flew up toward my face. His fingernails were full of blood and dirt, and something that looked like pus covered one palm. 
 
    Before I could strike, Tabitha kicked out. Her boot made contact with a forearm, and there was a cracking sound before both arms flopped to the ground again. 
 
    “They just keep attacking until they’re dead,” she warned. “You have to destroy the brain.” 
 
    I nodded, lifted the silver dagger over my head, and plunged it into the vampire’s ugly forehead as hard as I could. 
 
    Now that felt smooth. 
 
    The silver dagger took to the vampire’s pale, leathery flesh like a knife to warm butter, and I understood now why it was deemed such a powerful weapon. Using silver against this predator felt even easier than when I’d attacked the brigands with my sharp teeth. I felt like it could cut through anything. 
 
    The vampire made an ugly, animalistic sound that seemed to sink into my skin before he finally went still. His mouth was still hanging open, and his eyes stared blankly at the sky, but there was no movement and no signs that he was still… well, not alive, exactly, but definitely not going to follow us. 
 
    I stood up and scanned the forest for any other vampires as well as the witch. I spotted my companion in the distance, where she had clearly decided to remain until she was sure the vampire was dead. 
 
    “Sybil!” I yelled. “It’s done. You can come back.” 
 
    Sybil raised her hand and started to walk back toward us. As she picked her way toward us, I used my wolf senses to check for any more vampires in the area, but the one I’d just killed seemed to be the only one. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “Good to have a dress rehearsal.” 
 
    Tabitha’s face was twisted in an expression of disgust. Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession after running for so long, and her hands were placed firmly on her hips. Her entire face glistened from sweat in the dappled sun, but she still managed to look badass. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a vampire in real life before,” she admitted and shook her head. “But that was exactly what my father said they were like, down to the last detail. Fast, but stupid. That one barely had any idea of how to fight.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Though it was very determined, and that can make it very dangerous. So, do you want to do the honors, or shall I?” 
 
    She looked at me with a confused expression, so I gestured at the silver dagger that was sticking so satisfyingly out of his head. 
 
    “Oh,” she said and scowled slightly. “Well, guess I’ve got to learn someday if I’m going to be a squire. Recovering weapons is one of my tasks, after all.” 
 
    “Attagirl,” I laughed. 
 
    She bent down, grasped the dagger with both hands, and pulled as hard as she could, but it didn’t budge. Then she looked up at me and laughed. 
 
    “You really pinned him down, didn’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “I wanted to be sure,” I replied. 
 
    She shook her head and then tightened her grip. She grunted as she tugged at the dagger, and I could see the muscles in her arms bulge as she tried to free the knife. And then there was a wet popping sound as the knife came free, and Tabitha stumbled backwards and landed on her butt in a pile of leaves. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I should do my own weapon retrieval from now on,” I suggested as I helped her to her feet. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said as she brushed a few bits of dried leaf from her butt. “And I do need the practice.” 
 
    I grinned at her and then looked at the vampire. There was no blood around the wound, just a gaping hole in the middle of his forehead and some gray pulp that I assumed was his brain matter. It was disturbing, but not in the gory death way. There was something eerie about the whole thing, and I felt myself shudder as I looked at the corpse. 
 
    “Are all the vampires like this one?” I asked. “I mean, it seems weird that they’re so hard to get rid of when that one was so…” 
 
    “Weak?” I heard Sybil’s voice say. 
 
    She stomped through the pile of leaves that Tabitha had fallen into and glared at the corpse. Her face was flushed completely red, and the bottom of her green dress was covered in mud. Casanova was curled up in the basket, surrounded by lavender, though I saw the pup study everything around him. 
 
    “Are you doing okay?” I asked as I reached for Sybil’s arm. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?” 
 
    “I feel like some kind of target for creepy forest men,” she sighed as she leaned against me. “Good thing you’re always around to save me.” 
 
    “That wasn’t just any creepy forest man,” Tabitha said. “That was a full-blown vampire.” 
 
    We all took a second and looked down at the gross, lumpy pile of flesh and ripped clothing.  
 
    “He didn’t even say anything,” Sybil replied. “He just growled like some sort of strange creature as he popped out of the bushes.” 
 
    “Must be malnourished,” Tabitha asserted and picked up her sack. “That’s what happens when they don’t feed. They lose all their strength and their senses. Not that they have much sense anyway. Vampires are some of the dumbest monsters to set foot in our fine Kingdom." 
 
    I shot a look at Sybil, and she squinted at me. We were both on the same page. 
 
    “Is that what you were told?” Sybil asked in a sweet voice. 
 
    “Well, of course,” Tabitha said. “When they’re well fed, they’re powerful and can create more vampire cronies to keep the species going. But they’re pests, like rats or wasps or something. They’re nowhere near as intelligent as us Lupercalian folk.” 
 
    “But then why have we all been under the siege of vampires for so long?” Sybil probed. “If the nobility is so much smarter, then why are these pests, as you put it, still here?” 
 
    I could tell that the question was getting under Tabitha’s skin, because she squirmed slightly in her armor and shook her head. 
 
    “Look, Sybil, it’s a reasonable question,” Tabitha admitted. “But you’re just a folk-witch, and I’ve been educated in the ways of Lupercalian battle since birth, so I know that there’s only one way to kill a vampire for sure, and that’s what makes it so difficult to eradicate them.” 
 
    “I have family members that have been killed by vampires!” Sybil protested. 
 
    “Ladies, ladies,” I said. I looked at both of them, and I could sense that their heart rates had risen. Even Casanova was watching the argument with a look of concern. 
 
    “She thinks she knows everything,” Sybil muttered. 
 
    “This is new territory for all of us,” I said quickly before Tabitha could respond. “Tabitha, you said that you’ve never seen a vampire in person before today. And neither have we. I think the most important thing is that we take all of these things as they come. Maybe some vampires are stupid, maybe some are not, but the important part is that we beat them. Okay, guys?” 
 
    Sybil exhaled, and Tabitha looked at the ground and nodded. 
 
    “Sorry for being a know-it-all,” the noblewoman said. “They just crammed all this information into my head since I was a child, and the only thing I really know to do with it is spout it off like I’m taking another test.” 
 
    “And sorry for sounding suspicious of the nobility,” Sybil said. “I know that the knights do the best they can and that things would be much worse if they weren’t here.” 
 
    Casanova joined in with a low whining sound that distracted the girls from their argument. Sybil gave him a reassuring pat on the head while Tabitha made a soft cooing noise at him. 
 
    “Well,” Tabitha declared a moment later and started to look around. “It’s got to be here somewhere. That vampire couldn’t have traveled very far.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sybil asked. 
 
    “Vampires are like magpies,” Tabitha replied. “They collect shiny things. I’ll bet we could find some good loot if we can find his hiding spot.” 
 
    I smiled and started to look around our immediate area as well. After all, I did have a certain advantage at nine feet tall.  
 
    But it was my nose that led us to success. When I sniffed the air, I could detect the faint trail the vampire had left as it moved through the trees, and as I followed it, I saw that it led to an old rabbit hole. 
 
    “This smells like the vampire,” I said as I knelt beside the hole. “Let me get my sack.” 
 
    I found my sack where I had dropped it and then stomped back to the rabbit hole. Neither of the girls had reached inside yet, though they were both staring at the old den curiously. 
 
    “We thought we’d let you have the honors,” Tabitha said as I knelt down. 
 
    “In case there’s any snakes or something in there,” Sybil added with a wink. 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I replied, but I grinned as I said it. 
 
    I reached inside of the hole and pulled out a small box. If I had been back in Jersey in one of the antique shops in my hometown, I definitely would’ve thought it was some kind of old cigar box, but I didn’t know if they had tobacco in Lupercalia. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Tabitha said. “Why would a vampire have a pipe-leaf box?” 
 
    Well, I guess that answered my question. 
 
    “What’re pipe-leaves?” I asked as I pried open the thin wooden top to the box. 
 
    “It’s what you put in a pipe, of course,” Sybil laughed. “We grow them on our farm and dry them in the summer, and the boys like to smoke them after a successful sale or a good harvest.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why his teeth were so yellow,” Tabitha purred. 
 
    In the box, I found two bars of moon silver and what looked to me like an amulet. It had a thin leather chain, but the amulet itself was round and had a man and a woman in the middle who were holding hands. Out of their conjoined hands grew a flower that looked like the rosette windows in the palace. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said and stood up. 
 
    Surrounding the man and woman, around the rim of the circular amulet, was an inscription that I couldn’t make out. It looked like a mix of Sanskrit and Greek lettering, and I didn’t even know where to begin with it. 
 
    “Sybil,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm?” she perked up. “What’ve you got there?” 
 
    “It’s an amulet,” I said. “But there’s an inscription, which I can’t make out at all.” 
 
    She held out her pale, lithe hand and took the amulet from me. It looked so small in my hands, but when she held it, I realized that it almost took up her whole palm. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she sighed and took a closer look. 
 
    “What is it?” Tabitha asked as she leaned in for a closer look. “I don’t recognize that script.” 
 
    “It’s an apotropaic inscription,” Sybil announced matter-of-factly. 
 
    “A trophy what?” I asked and shook my head. 
 
    “Bless you,” Tabitha said drolly. 
 
    “It means it’s a magic inscription,” Sybil explained. “And if I understand this spell correctly, this amulet aids quick healing in battle.” 
 
    “How the hell did you decipher that?” Tabitha asked as she plucked the amulet from Sybil’s hand. 
 
    “I’m a witch,” Sybil said and shrugged. “We learn runes and symbols and plants. You’re a noblewoman, so you learn battles and manners and how to convince guards not to tell on you.” 
 
    Tabitha let out a big, hearty laugh, and Sybil joined in. 
 
    “Here,” Tabitha said and held out the amulet. “Put it on for good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed and pulled the amulet over my head. It rested on top of my armor elegantly. 
 
    I looked up at the sky, and saw that it was definitely mid-morning and rapidly approaching noon. I didn’t want to wait much longer to get to the town. After all, we had to get back as well, and if our first vampire kill was anything to go off of, there might be more of the creatures lurking in the woods and not just in the temple grounds. 
 
    “I think we should get going,” I said. “Tabitha, can you point us in the right direction?” 
 
    “We go straight north from here,” she said and pointed. 
 
    “Well, I still managed to get some lavender,” Sybil noted.  
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Tabitha laughed. “Makes the whole vampire thing worth it then!” 
 
    I shook my head back and forth and summoned the energy of the great wolf to course through me. I let myself fall to my arms, and when I looked down, I saw the great big paws that had emerged where my hands used to be. I sat down, and the girls piled on top of me. 
 
    Tabitha wrapped her arms around my neck while Sybil wrapped her arms around Tabitha’s waist. I felt like some kind of furry motorcycle. 
 
    “Onward!” Tabitha laughed, and I sped into the distance. 
 
    As I ran deeper into the woods, I began to notice more of the differences that the girls had told me about. The birdsong, for example, was lower in tone and less melodic so that they sounded more like humans than birds. It reminded me of being in a crowd in a large building, where everyone is talking but it’s hard to pick out just one particular conversation. 
 
    The colors of these woods were also deeper, like a camera filter had been put over the whole thing. The greens of the plants looked like they were layered in shades of green, and the splashes of water we passed were an almost psychedelic shade of blue. 
 
    At a certain point, the smell of moss and dew began to dwindle, and I began to pick up on something more arid and stony. My paws were beginning to feel the weight of having carried two girls for miles, and I started to pant as I ran. 
 
    The stony, arid smell got stronger, and I realized that we were approaching the end of the forest. Slowly, the moss petered out into a drier kind of dirt, one that was less soft and bouncy. But even the hard dirt started to disappear, and patches of shiny, black sand started to appear.  
 
    “We’re close,” Tabitha whispered in my ear.  
 
    I could see where the tree line ended just ahead, and as I neared it, I slowed to a walk. The air had gone still, and the sun beat down like we were on the Jersey shore in August.  
 
    I stepped cautiously from the trees and took in the scene. The black sand covered everything, and the ground was devoid of plant life as far as I could see. But just ahead was another small town, though this one had been built of gray stone rather than wood. 
 
    “This is it,” Tabitha said. “This is the village of the Obsidian Temple.” 
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 Chapter 21 
 
    The village looked and felt empty. There were no livestock or horses nearby, and I couldn’t hear any voices from the buildings. Everything was gray and drab, and if I hadn’t been there on a quest, I probably would have left without even bothering to look around. 
 
    But I was there to kill Wenderoth, so I plodded across the black sand to a stone courtyard. Despite the sun overhead, the stones beneath my feet were cold, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck start to prickle. 
 
    “It’s such a shame,” Tabitha sighed. “This place used to be one of the busiest market towns in Lupercalia.” 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the courtyard and looked around. The courtyard was surrounded by two-story buildings that looked like homes, and further along the road were shop fronts. It looked like something out of a horror movie, where the hero stumbles across what was clearly a prosperous town but can’t find any people. 
 
    And hovering over the town was a shining black dome that somehow seemed to reflect as well as absorb the gray light that surrounded the area. 
 
    I sat down in the middle of the courtyard to signal that the women should get off, because if anything jumped out at us, it was best that I was in my hybrid form to deal with it. 
 
    Both of my ladies slid off my back, and when I felt their weight was gone, I reared up onto my hind legs. I imagined myself at a towering nine feet tall, and when I opened my eyes, I was in my hybrid form, armor and all. 
 
    I took a quick sniff of my surroundings, which was now my natural first reaction when venturing into an unfamiliar area. But all I could detect was cold and damp, full of fog. In fact, it seemed like the atmosphere was thickening around us into a cloud. 
 
    “Do you see that?” I asked the two girls and nodded toward the approaching cloud cover. 
 
    “Yep,” Sybil said. “We’re at a higher altitude than the forest. In fact, this area is known for its rapidly-forming fog, which can turn into clouds.” 
 
    I looked down at Tabitha and noticed that her features were less distinct as my vision was clouded with gray. I took a step closer toward the girls so that we wouldn’t get separated from each other, though I was sure I could still track them by scent even in the thickest fog. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Tabitha said. “Is that why this place was chosen by vampires?” 
 
    “That’s what I heard,” Sybil nodded. “It’s an ideal hideout. Not only is it an affront to the Lupercalian nobility because it’s a Holy site, but it’s almost impossible to hunt when the fog is at its thickest.” 
 
    I looked down and realized that I could barely see my feet. This was some seriously thick fog, and I wasn’t convinced that it was entirely natural, but we had to go forward no matter what. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed. “At least I can still use my nose. Come on, take my arms.” 
 
    I held out my elbows like I had when we were about to travel back with the moon ring. But this time, we just needed to make sure we could stick together while we kept walking forward. 
 
    Sybil laced her arm through my left arm, while Tabitha took my right. 
 
    “Hey, Sybil,” I said.  
 
    “What?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “Remember when I was telling you about the Wizard of Oz, back in the castle?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and squinted up at me. 
 
    “Well, this is what the tin man and his friends did so they could be sure they’d stay together,” I said. “They linked arms.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tabitha interjected. “Did you mention something about a movie?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “It’s called the Wizard of Oz. It’s an adventure that I was telling Sybil all about when we were in the palace. The next time we go back to New Jersey, we can watch it.” 
 
    “I love movies,” Tabitha replied with a grin. “When we finish this quest, I want to watch all the movies in the world.” 
 
    “That’s not very noble-sounding of you,” Sybil giggled. 
 
    “But it sounds like the perfect way to end the day,” I replied. “Just sitting on the couch with your best friends, your dog, and a box of popcorn. What could be better?” 
 
    “Not much,” Tabitha replied. 
 
    “Except cinnamon buns,” Sybil added. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “We’ll have to pick up some cinnamon buns as well.” 
 
    “But only after we complete this quest?” Tabitha asked. 
 
    “Right,” I assured her. 
 
    We reached the merchant buildings, and while the homes had still looked habitable, this part of the town looked dilapidated. Doors were missing, windows had been smashed, and I could see holes in the roofs that let sunlight stream inside the buildings. We passed an inn with rosette windows, but an ugly stench wafted out of the building to discourage any further investigation, and just up the street was a once stately home, but a sickly vine had already started to work itself between the stones.  
 
    I could feel Tabitha’s weight pull at my right arm, and when I looked down, I saw that she had started to slump over. I’d never seen the noblewoman look so uncertain before, and I nudged her gently with my elbow. 
 
    “Everything okay, Tabitha?” I asked when she looked up. 
 
    “It’s shameful,” she sighed. “This is my kingdom… our kingdom… to protect. You spend years learning about all the victories of Lupercalia, but looking at this is making me wonder if we can ever win our battle against the vampires.” 
 
    “This may be a mess, but that’s why we’re here to fix it,” Sybil replied. “I saw what you did back there to that vampire, and we’ve both seen what Hank can do. He was chosen by the Moon Goddess, for goodness sake, so you can’t start doubting yourself now.” 
 
    Tabitha peeped up from under her long eyelashes, and a subtle smile spread across her lips. 
 
    “Thanks, Sybil,” she said. “That means a lot.” 
 
    “She’s right, Tabitha,” I agreed. “We’re going to get this place back in shape. And what’s a better place to start than where Lupercalians were given the gift to shift in the first place?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tabitha said. She perked up, and I could tell by her quickening walk that our pep talk had erased whatever doubts had started to creep into her mind. 
 
    “Look at how it glows,” Sybil said and pointed to the great dome. “It just feels magical.” 
 
    The slick black surface did seem to give off a light of its own, despite the encroaching fog. The temple wasn’t all that large, which surprised me, and I knew a couple of churches in my hometown that were definitely bigger.  
 
    The surface of the building was so smooth that it looked like the temple had been carved from one giant piece of obsidian rather than carved blocks. There were windows as well, and it looked like there was even a pane of glass at the top of the dome.  
 
    Tiny flecks of lights danced in the air around the temple, like it was surrounded by a halo. I had a feeling it had something to do with the way the obsidian blocks had been cut and put together, but my high school physics classes were a bit of a blur, and besides, sometimes it was just fun to enjoy the magic of a place. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whispered. “This place is…” 
 
    “Sacred,” Sybil finished for me. “You can feel the Goddess’ presence here, despite the vampires.” 
 
    Casanova popped his head out of the basket to get a better look at the temple. He sat there with his tongue hanging out of his mouth, which is kind of how I felt as I stared at the great black walls. 
 
    We’d made our way out of the thickest of the fog by then, and as we neared the Temple, I unlinked hands with both the girls so I could reach for my weapons. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “No going back now.” 
 
    “Ha!” Tabitha barked. “No chance of that now. I’m ready to take on whatever’s in there.” 
 
    Sybil didn’t say anything, but she nodded in agreement, so I knew that it was time for us to do what we came to do. It was time to defeat Wenderoth. 
 
    We approached the entrance slowly, and though at first I thought the massive black door was also obsidian, I quickly realized that it was actually wood that had been painted and polished to resemble the black stone. The door sat beneath a great archway that sparkled with tiny bits of light that looked like glitter in a night sky. A silver crescent moon and a hybrid-sized silver doorknob were the indications of whose temple we were about to enter.  
 
    I looked back at the girls one more time, and Tabitha nodded. So I stepped ahead and laid my hand on the cool, silver doorknob. Part of me was expecting that something would happen as soon as I touched it, but nothing did. 
 
    I turned the knob slowly and opened the door barely an inch. I was actually surprised that there wasn’t some sort of lock, but I quickly forgot about that when I was hit with the stench. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess!” Tabitha spluttered while Sybil covered her nose with her hand and Casanova darted into the basket full of lavender. 
 
    The fact that I wasn’t the only one who could smell it this time really spoke to how powerful the stench was. It was like rotting fish and dead flowers, an aroma combination that I hoped I’d never have to smell again. 
 
    “Here,” Sybil coughed as she handed Tabitha a bunch of lavender. The witch then plucked a second bunch from the basket and handed it to me. 
 
    I held it up to my nose. It didn’t make the smell completely disappear, but it certainly made it a hell of a lot more tolerable. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tabitha said. “You know, that was a good instinct to pick that. It really did come in useful.” 
 
    I quickly reached inside my sack and pulled out my helmet. I hadn’t worn it so far other than the joust, but this was the battle I’d been preparing for this entire journey. I pulled the helmet over my head and arranged it so that my ears stuck out. I felt different in the helmet, like I was some kind of machine. I pulled the dagger from my sack as well, and I saw Tabitha pull her own weapon out as well. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked quietly. 
 
    The girls nodded, so I took a deep breath and then flung open the door. 
 
    The air was noticeably colder inside and not just because of the stone. It was like winter had descended on the temple. There wasn’t much sunlight to heat up the obsidian walls, either, but the glass at the top of the dome let in just enough to create beams of light that bounced off the dark glass like a really weird laser light show. 
 
    The remnants of an old tapestry hung in tatters from one of the other windows, and a smashed altar had been pushed to one side. There were other chunks of debris scattered on the floor, and a moment later I realized that most of it was human bones in various stages of decay. Apparently, Wenderoth simply left his victims where they fell once he’d had his fill. 
 
    “Fucker,” I muttered. 
 
    “This place feels like death,” Tabitha said in her low, husky voice, and her words rattled and jumped off of the walls as they traveled around the circumference of the temple. 
 
    A blood-curdling laugh erupted from somewhere in the temple, and I had a flashback to the voice of the possessed girl from The Exorcist. 
 
    Sybil jumped, and Casanova burrowed deeper into the basket. Tabitha, however, took a battle stance with her legs slightly bent and her ax held behind her head. 
 
    “Where are you?” I shouted. “Show yourself!”  
 
    My voice echoed around the temple, and then I heard footsteps. It was hard to see clearly in the inky blackness of the temple, so it took me a moment to spot the opening in the opposite wall. The footsteps were coming from the opening, and they sounded like they were coming up a set of stairs. 
 
    “Have patience,” the voice replied. It was sonorous and gravelly, and it made my skin crawl. 
 
    The echo of the footsteps died away, and Wenderoth appeared in the empty space. Unlike the other vampire, Wenderoth still looked nearly normal. His cream shirt was clean and carefully fastened with a leather cord near the throat. His pants were tight brown suede rather than the usual leggings I’d seen around Lupercalia, and a delicate silver chain glittered around his neck. Hell, the vampire looked like a rock star, from the glossy gray ringlets to the red eyes, though Wenderoth’s red eyes weren’t from contact lenses. His skin was white and plump, and glistened like the Obsidian rocks around him, and his beard and mustache gave him a devilish look. 
 
    The vampire also wore rings on both hands, and I could tell that most were moon-silver rings, though one was made out of Obsidian. They glittered in the beams of reflected light as he held out his hands and smiled at us. 
 
    “Welcome to my hovel, dog,” he said in his low, creepy voice. “Have you just come to insult the place, or are you here as a blood delivery?” 
 
    I growled, but Wenderoth smirked in reply. 
 
    “We have been sent by the King,” Tabitha replied. “We are here to reclaim what has been stolen--” 
 
    “Quiet, squire!” the vampire shouted, and I could hear the bones on the floor rattle as his voice echoed through the temple. 
 
    Tabitha went quiet as she grasped her weapon even tighter and seethed. But I knew that she wouldn’t let her anger lead her. She’d been training for this type of thing for years, and bad things happened when a fighter gave in to emotion instead of listening to their training. She took a breath to steady herself and then scowled at the vampire. 
 
    “Very good,” he growled. “I’m glad to see you can follow basic instructions. As for you, good knight, I assume you’re the one who’s supposed to kill me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I growled.  
 
    “How special,” the vampire rolled his eyes. “And so I suppose you know my name?” 
 
    “You’re Wenderoth,” I answered. “And I’m here to end your tyranny.” 
 
    Wenderoth cackled again, and the sound sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “It’s so good to feel notorious,” he smiled. “You spend weeks and weeks living practically under a rock, and the first person to come and find you knows exactly who you are and what you’re doing there. That truly makes me a special kind of vampire, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I was fixated on Wenderoth, but I could almost feel Sybil wince. There was something up with this guy, and not just that he was an evil creature whose house was full of dead bodies. He seemed to have some kind of bizarre self-obsession, and this was clear from our short conversation. 
 
    “I said,” he growled. “doesn’t that make me special?” 
 
    The word “special” boomed throughout the temple, rattling the bones on the floor even more than last time. 
 
    “I suppose it does,” I answered coolly as I re-evaluated just how stupid vampires really were.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said in a slightly pitiful voice. “It’s always important to recognize each other for our talents. Now, what were you saying about killing me?” 
 
    I was silent for a moment, because whatever I said, he would probably twist it in some weird way. 
 
    “Shy?” He sighed. “No matter. I know that you’re here to kill me. They have no sympathy in the palace for our way of life--” 
 
    “Your way of life is to terrorize our people,” Tabitha snapped. 
 
    “And?” The vampire’s eyes glowed more brightly, but he didn’t move any closer. “Answer me this, princess, how else am I supposed to eat?” 
 
    “You look like a fresh specimen,” he said as he turned back to me. “Your armor is nowhere near as beautiful as some of the other knights that they have sent to try and kill me, so you’re clearly new to the court. Now, that is interesting. Why is that King of yours sacrificing one of his young pups to the vampire Wenderoth, rather than sending another seasoned fighter?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that I’m a special kind of knight,” I replied. 
 
    “Ah!” His face lit up. “A man after my own heart!” 
 
    I could feel the lavender that Sybil had given me crumpling in my hands. 
 
    “So special in fact,” Wenderoth continued, “that he can’t step into the lair of the vampire without his smelling salts? Why, it seems like you’re just another one of the privileged little boys that the palace sends out on a heroic but useless mission that ends with your slaughter.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Tabitha seethed.  
 
    Wenderoth turned his head and looked directly into Tabitha’s eyes. She managed to keep her stance despite his terrifying gaze, but I could tell that something about this whole encounter was getting to her. Vampires weren’t supposed to be witty and discerning. They were supposed to be like livestock. Wenderoth, however, was definitely not the type of idiot that the palace had told us about. 
 
    “How dare I?” The vampire laughed. “I think I know a little bit more about battling knights than you do, girl. If I could place a bet, I’d say that you’ve never seen a vampire in the flesh in your life. Am I right?” 
 
    “We took out one of your little friends in the woods only this morning," the noblewoman replied with a laugh of her own. 
 
    “Ah,” he sighed. “Yes, them. My children. I always think I’m going to want a friend to stick around perhaps, so I’ll turn them into a vampire, but… then I get sick of them, you know? And how many Lupercalians are really going to travel to a village that’s known to be teeming with vampires? At first, I strike up a deal with my offspring. They bring me all the humans they find, and they can keep a share of the blood for themselves. But then I get sick of sharing with these sniveling beasts, and so I’m forced to send them away… or kill them outright. And what happens next? The king sends out children like you to come and fight them, and then receive a trophy for shooting a fish in a barrel.” 
 
    “Bastard!” Tabitha cried and ran at the vampire. 
 
    The noblewoman had clearly decided to toss her training aside, and before I could grab her arm, she launched herself into the air and flew toward the vampire. The axe swung over her head as she began to drop toward the vampire, but the not-so-stupid creature was already grinning and ready for her attack. 
 
    The vampire stepped out of her path at the last possible second, and as she tried to turn the axe toward him, he grabbed her arm and slammed her into the ground. Tabitha yelped as she smashed into the hard stone, but before she could find her feet, the vampire pinned her against the floor. 
 
    A greedy smile flashed across Wenderoth’s face as he opened his mouth and hissed like a snake. His fangs were white enough to be in a toothpaste commercial, though I thought I saw a drop of red blood drip from one.  
 
    But I was already moving forward, and my silver dagger found his arm before he could plunge his fangs into Tabitha’s neck. The vampire hissed again, though this time it sounded more pained. The vampire tried to jerk his arm away, and the movement gave Tabitha the opening she needed to squirm free. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll turn you into a vampire after I kill this pup,” Wenderoth hissed at Tabitha as she scooted across the floor.  
 
    I reached for the vampire’s neck, but the bastard was fast. He ducked beneath my grasp, and then the next thing I knew, the creepy bastard was trying to climb his way up my armor.  
 
    I tried to shake him off like he was an insect, but the vampire’s nails gave him enough grip to hang onto the armor. He gave me a smug smile as he climbed higher, and soon I could smell his fetid breath. I realized he was heading for the exposed skin between my chest plate and the helmet, and I wondered if that was how the other knights had been killed. 
 
    Well, today was not Wenderoth’s lucky day. I grabbed him with my left hand and yanked on him until he finally lost his grip on the armor. As he tried to find something else to hold onto, I flung him like a shot put into the wall of the temple 
 
    There was a loud crack as he crashed into the obsidian, and a puff of black sediment flew out of the wall as he fell to the floor. Now was my chance to kill the vampire, but I saw Sybil leaning over Tabitha, who still seemed to be having trouble getting to her feet. 
 
    “Here!” I shouted as I pulled the healing amulet from my neck and tossed it toward the witch. 
 
    The witch snagged the amulet, but then her eyes went wide, and she started to say something. I spun around, and no surprise, the vampire was back on his feet. He plowed into me, and though I stumbled back a step, I managed to keep my balance. 
 
    He started to hit me in the legs and to grab onto the armor in an attempt to knock me down, but I started to punch him in the head. He hissed with each blow, but he was still fast enough to avoid more than a scratch from the dagger. 
 
    “Give up, puppy, or you’ll have to watch me kill your women,” the vampire panted. 
 
    In a flash, he was out of my grasp and nearly on top of the women.  
 
    I was right behind him, but he still managed to grab Sybil’s arm, and the witch yelped as the vampire’s claws sank into her skin. 
 
    “No fucking way,” I shouted as I grabbed the vampire’s shirt. 
 
    I jerked so hard that both Wenderoth and I went sailing backwards. We clattered to the floor, and I felt the full weight of my armor as I tried to get up.  
 
    The vampire was sure he had the advantage then, and I saw the evil grin on his face as he clambered on top of me. His fangs glinted as he opened his mouth, but he’d forgotten about the silver dagger that I still clutched in my hand.  
 
    I waited until I was sure he couldn’t wriggle away, and then I plunged the blade into his back.  
 
    “You stupid mongrel!” the vampire cursed as he tried to crawl away. 
 
    “You are the idiot who forgot I held the dagger.” I yanked the blade from his back and then drove it in again. There was another hissing sound, and he finally stopped crawling. 
 
    “Look, dog-boy,” he coughed, “at least look at me when you kill me. Don’t be a coward who stabs someone in the back.” 
 
    Well, I’d already done that, but I pulled my dagger out of his back again and flipped him over. 
 
    “I’m no coward,” I growled.  
 
    “You Lupercalians have no idea,” he laughed wildly as the red glow of his eyes began to flicker. “You have no idea what is in store for you all… this is only the beginning.” 
 
    “The beginning of what?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll find out, puppy,” he said and coughed. “And you won’t like it one bit.” 
 
    I wanted to know more, but the vampire used the last of his immense strength to lunge toward me again. I did the only thing I could and drove the dagger straight into his skull. The red light disappeared, and his jaw flopped open one last time. 
 
    “Are you both okay?” I asked as I looked at the women. 
 
    “Yes,” Sybil said, but Tabitha could only nod.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “That was Wenderoth. But what do you think he meant about the beginning?” 
 
    I felt something pawing at my foot and looked down. From my nine-foot height, Casanova looked even smaller. 
 
    “Hey, little guy,” I laughed. 
 
    I bent down and scooped him up with my right hand. With my left, I pulled off my helmet and let it fall on the ground. It felt good to get some air on my face, even if this place did smell like rot and decay. 
 
    Casanova licked my cheeks and my nose while he wagged his little tail. When I placed him on my shoulder, he nestled comfortably between my neck and my shoulder armor. 
 
    “Hank,” Sybil said. “That was incredible. If you’d pounced a second later, I would’ve been--” 
 
    “A snack,” Tabitha croaked as she tried to sit up. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I walked over to them.  
 
    “My knee,” Tabitha replied with a grimace. “But the amulet helped. I can actually feel it healing.” 
 
    “It wasn’t broken,” Sybil added. “But it was definitely tweaked. I can give you some salve to help speed up the healing process.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and looked around. “I don’t think there’s anyone else in here. Are you two okay if I look around?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Sybil replied as she pulled a small jar from her basket.  
 
    I watched the pair for another moment, then stood up and moved toward the spot where Wenderoth had appeared. Whatever treasure he might have had was probably downstairs since that seemed to be his lair. 
 
    “I’ll be right downstairs,” I said.  
 
    “We’ll be right here,” Sybil replied as she sniffed one of her jars. “Yes, this will do. Ginger, rosemary, and pepper. Tabitha, I’m going to take off your boot and roll up your pants.” 
 
    Tabitha groaned, and that seemed like a signal to leave the two women alone.  
 
    As I passed Wenderoth’s body, I knelt down and pulled the dagger from his head and the chain from around his neck. I knew that he was a vampire, but I was still shocked to see that no blood came from the wound at all. It almost made the whole ordeal seem less real. 
 
    With the dagger recovered, I made my way to the stairs. Up close, I saw that they were made of gray stone instead of obsidian, which made me think that maybe they weren’t a part of the original plan. I put my foot down on one of the steps, which crumbled slightly as I shifted my weight onto it. 
 
    Wenderoth had been significantly smaller than my hybrid form, and the steps clearly weren’t designed to handle a full werewolf. It looked like I was going to have to complete this mission in human form. 
 
    “Go back to Sybil, little buddy,” I said as I put the puppy on the ground. “Keep them safe while I’m downstairs.” 
 
    He barked and then obediently scampered over to the girls. 
 
    I shook my head back and forth and imagined myself in my human form. When I opened my eyes, I was a human again and the journey into the dark space seemed more manageable. 
 
    I clutched my sack and headed down into the basement. There were only about five steps, and a grate over my head let in some of the light from the temple. I’d expected the place to smell like death and decay as well, but all I could detect with my human nose was damp and spices. 
 
    The room at the end of the steps was small, and it reminded me of the room where the choir robes had been stored in my boyhood church. There wasn’t much to see beyond a desk with a flickering candle and another cigar box. Clearly, the vampires in Lupercalia were big smokers, but then again, they didn’t have to worry about cancer, so why not? 
 
    When I flipped open the cover of the box, I was surprised to find that it was actually full of herbs. I removed the dried leaves from the box, but instead of finding anything good hiding underneath, there was only a small, leather-bound manuscript. 
 
    At any other time, I probably wouldn’t have opened the volume because I didn’t want to be the kind of guy who read someone else’s diary. But since this was the only clue I had to the location of the vampire’s loot, I picked it up and flipped to the first page. 
 
    There were pages and pages of tiny writing, and even with my wolf-enhanced sight, I had to squint just to make out a few of the letters. I sighed and decided I would need a magnifying glass if I was going to decipher any of the tight, cursive writing in that journal, but further in I found some illustrations. 
 
    The first sketch was of what looked like some sort of gemstone, with an arrow pointed to it. Makes poisonous were the only words I could make out, though I wasn’t sure if the gems could be used to poison something, or if the gems could be made poisonous. 
 
    “This could definitely be useful,” I muttered as I turned a few more pages. 
 
    The next illustrations were maps of what I assumed to be different parts of Lupercalia, because they were of natural landscapes. Wenderoth had drawn large circles over certain parts, which he’d covered with gold leaf. They were clearly important to the vampire for some reason, though I had no way of knowing if one of the spots held his loot or just another nest of vampires. 
 
    The most interesting sketch was on the last page of the book, though. It showed what looked like two Earths side by side. A large black dot was drawn next to each planet, though the position of the dot was different. Every sci-fi show that featured people traveling through a wormhole flashed through my mind, and I wondered if the ring I wore was somehow tied to these two black dots. Was it possible that the vampires knew about my home planet, and even worse, that they could somehow get there?  
 
    That was a scary thought, and I definitely needed to take a closer look at Wenderoth’s journal. I shoved it into my sack and then took another look around the room. I found it hard to believe that the vampire hadn’t kept some of his moon-silver nearby, but then again, Wenderoth was clearly smarter than the average vampire.  
 
    “Hank!” Sybil shouted, though she didn’t sound panicked or worried. 
 
    “Yeah?” I called out as I moved toward the stairs. 
 
    “Hank, Casanova’s found something,” Sybil replied. 
 
    Back in the temple proper, I spotted Casanove scratching at a spot on the floor. The pup looked like he was determined to dig through the hard rock, and he even growled in frustration when he couldn’t reach whatever was on the other side. 
 
    “What is it, little guy?” I asked as I made my way over. 
 
    I looked at where he was pawing on the floor and saw that there was a large crack. When I knelt down for a closer look, I saw that the crack was really more of a seam between stones, and the lack of dust suggested that someone had moved one of the stones recently. I traced the seam with my fingers until I found a spot in the top right corner where a dagger could just slide in. 
 
    My own dagger fit into the narrow slit easily, and even in my human form, I was surprised at how smoothly the tile lifted from its spot. I grabbed it with my other hand and then pushed it out of the way so I could see what had been hidden beneath the floor. 
 
    “Guys,” I smiled. “I think we’ve hit the jackpot.” 
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 Chapter 22 
 
    The treasure in front of me glittered as the light hit it, and I felt myself grinning as I took in the treasure. There were bars of moon-silver and two silver necklaces, but the thing that caught my eye was the large dagger with opals in the hilt. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize that the opals looked exactly like the ones in Wenderoth’s book. So, did that mean that the dagger had poisonous qualities now? That could be handy, though I’d have to find a way to test my theory.  
 
    There were several other opals lying loose in the pile, and I thought they’d make a nice addition to the sword I was planning to create. Between the moon-silver and the potentially poisonous opals, I’d have one hell of a weapon. 
 
    And there was enough moon-silver in the hole to get me started. Just a little more, and I’d be ready to think about forging my own sword. I could already picture it in my head, though I was still undecided what type of design I wanted on the hilt. But I had time to figure it out.  
 
    “Casanova,” I smiled at the puppy, who sat proudly by the hole full of treasure. “You really are a prize direwolf.” 
 
    He scampered over to me and pawed at my leg. This really was the beginning of a great team. 
 
    “Hank…” Sybil said as she leaned over the hole. “I’ve never seen so much treasure in one place.” 
 
    “You’re making me jealous!” Tabitha called over. 
 
    “Oh, don’t complain,” Sybil laughed. “You grew up in a palace. I’m sure you saw knights returning with much larger hoards than this.” 
 
    “Fine, ” Tabitha drawled. “Just leave me here to rot, like all these other poor souls. Here lies Tabitha Blueclaw, left behind for a few baubles” 
 
    I was feeling so giddy that I actually giggled and then burst out laughing. It was still hard to believe that these last few days had actually happened to me, and as I stared at the loot, all I could think was that this had been the most successful week of my life. 
 
    “Are you okay, Hank?” Sybil giggled. “I’ve never seen you so excited.” 
 
    “Ah, Sybil,” I chuckled. “Things are too good to be true. There’s so much to be grateful for.” 
 
    The witch smiled back at me and then looked into the hole full of treasure. 
 
    “Except for the smell…” Tabitha called over. 
 
    I reached in and started to scoop all of the bars, jewelry, and opals into my bag. I would’ve been happy to defend Lupercalia even if there wasn’t any loot, but these kinds of rewards made everything way better. 
 
    “Here,” Sybil said. “I’ll help.” 
 
    My sack was soon full, even though there were still bars of moon-silver and a few opals in the hole. I tried stuffing a few more opals in my sack, but there was no room left. 
 
    “I could try putting some in my basket,” Sybil said. “But I don’t think it’ll hold all of this.” 
 
    I heard a shuffling behind me and saw Tabitha hobbling over with her sack.  
 
    “This should help,” Tabitha said and tossed the sack toward me. When it hit the ground, a cloud of black dust formed around it. 
 
    “Tabitha!” Sybil scolded. “You shouldn’t be up so quickly!” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no bother,” Tabitha insisted. “That salve you put on me worked wonders. You’re the most absurdly talented healer I’ve ever met in my life. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Sybil replied as her cheeks turned a dark crimson color. “I’m sure that the amulet helped as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Tabitha said. “But I won’t hear of you selling yourself short. You should be employed by the palace as an expert or something.” 
 
    Sybil quickly looked away, but I could see that the witch was smiling. The dark-haired woman snatched up the canvas sack and started to scoop the rest of our loot into the bag before I could even comment on Tabitha’s suggestion. 
 
    “There,” Sybil declared as she sat back. “That’s the last of it. 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here,” I replied. “That lavender isn’t working so well anymore.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to tell the King that we’ve cleared the Obsidian Temple,” Tabitha replied. “I’m sure there will be a party to celebrate.” 
 
    “The palace always seems to find a reason to celebrate,” Sybil teased. “But I do think that reclaiming the Obsidian Temple is a good reason for a party.” 
 
    I smiled, but then I thought back to the leather-bound book in my bag. I didn’t want to spoil the mood, but I had to tell the King about what Wenderoth had claimed. It seemed like things were far from over, and I wondered if anyone could decipher his cryptic notes. 
 
    But first, we had to return to the palace. I slung my sack across my back, and in my human form, it felt very heavy. I tried not to wince under the weight as I stared at the other sack. 
 
    “Here, Casanova,” Sybil cooed as she plopped the puppy into her basket. 
 
    The witch kissed the pup on top of his head and then picked up the second sack as easily as if she were lifting a feather pillow.  
 
    “Are you okay with that?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much hay I’ve hauled in my life?” she laughed. “I’ll be fine. Let’s just get out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Tabitha said as she started to hobble toward the door. 
 
    “Well, I can still help Tabitha,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    I scooped the noblewoman into my arms, who felt nearly weightless despite the armor she wore. She started to protest, but gave in as I picked my way through the piles of bones and other hazards that could have easily tripped her up. 
 
    When we stepped outside, we were met by a cool evening breeze that carried the scent of wildflowers and moss. It smelled so alive and so green that I took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds just so I could savor how wonderful it was. I had never smelled that much death and rot in one place, and I knew I never wanted to again.  
 
    “I could drink in this air forever,” Tabitha sighed. 
 
    “It’s tempting,” I said. “But I think we need to get back to the palace as quickly as possible. Are you okay with riding through the night?” 
 
    “My, aren’t you determined to party,” Tabitha laughed. 
 
    “That’s me,” I replied, though something in my tone must have given me away. 
 
    Both women studied me for a moment, and then Sybil finally nodded. Tabitha had suddenly become more solemn as well, and she slid from my arms without further comment. 
 
    I transformed so quickly that I barely had time to picture my wolf shape. Once the girls were settled and the loot that wouldn’t transform with me was safely strapped to my back, I started to gallop back through the ghost town. I barely registered the buildings we passed or the small creatures that were starting to emerge for the night. All I could think about was getting back to the palace. 
 
    “At this pace, we’ll be at the palace within hours,” Tabitha shouted into my ear as the wind whipped past. 
 
    Perfect, I thought. 
 
    The moon had risen as we ran past the inn, and owls called to each other as I flew beneath the trees. I was moving faster than I had ever done in my life, yet my wolf instincts helped me avoid anything that might slow me down. It was an amazing feeling, yet I couldn’t shake the notion that I needed to run even faster.  
 
    The soft, mossy ground gave way to packed earth, and I knew we were nearing the edge of the forest. The fields near the palace spread out ahead of us, bathed in moonlight. Since there was no need to stick to the path with my night vision, I sprinted over the grass and through a wheat field to save some time. 
 
    “We’re home!” Tabitha cried out triumphantly as the drawbridge came into view. 
 
    I didn’t slow down until we were about ten yards from the drawbridge. I could see that the flags were still up, and a soft breeze sent them rippling against the midnight sky. A fog had rolled in, but it wasn’t the thick clouds that had greeted us near the temple. This was more like wisps of magic that floated across the ground to give everything a gentle glow.  
 
    Even though I’d only been in Lupercalia a week, this place already felt like home and that the Moon Goddess was shining over us. It felt like she had willed our success, and this beautiful night was her reward. 
 
    I slowed down to a walk and felt the dewy grass underneath my paws. I couldn’t believe that the quest was already over. We had defeated Wenderoth, and I had run faster than I could possibly imagine back to show the King everything we’d achieved. 
 
    The hybrid knights on duty didn’t even look at us as we approached the bridge. No doubt they were used to knights returning at all hours from their quests, but I had to admit, part of me would have liked to have at least received a nod, like Charles.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re already back,” Sybil mumbled, and I thought I heard her yawn. 
 
    I sat down on the soft, dewy ground at the edge of the moat and waited for the girls to dismount. Sybil slid off first, followed by Tabitha. The noblewoman gave me an affectionate pat on the head before I stood up again. 
 
    “Just so you know,” she said, “I’ve never even seen a horse run that fast. If you ever lose steam as a knight, you could have a racing career ahead of you.” 
 
    If wolves could roll their eyes, I would have. Instead, I made a snorting sound and shook my head. I spotted Casanova peering over the edge of the basket then, and I could see the excitement in his face. 
 
    The pup whined softly at me, and I got the sense that he was saying “I’m excited, but tired.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, little one,” I growled back. “We’re back home now.”  
 
    That seemed to work, because he brushed his face with his front paws and curled up in the basket again. It had certainly been a long day for the little puppy, and as I watched him snuggle down among the herbs, I realized that the fight and the long run back to the castle had taken it out of me as well. But there was still some business I needed to tend to before I could head for my own bed.  
 
    I stood on my hind legs and imagined myself back in my hybrid form, and when I opened my eyes, I was a nine-foot-tall, armored wolf-man just like the guards guarding the castle.  
 
    “I’m not sure which form is the most impressive,” Tabitha said. “But I like them all.” 
 
    “They’re all handsome,” Sybil replied with a grin. 
 
    “And strong,” Tabitha added. 
 
    I was grinning as I started across the drawbridge, and maybe I was walking just a little taller as I neared the guards. I nodded to the knights, and then caught a whiff of something that reminded me of stuffing on Thanksgiving. I realized that the smell was sage, so the King’s witches must have found the lamb’s ear sage that was needed to make the poison for the moat. 
 
    We walked across the drawbridge without speaking, though Tabitha’s boots and armor, as well as mine, clanked loudly against the wooden bridge, while Sybil seemed to glide effortlessly as if she had no weight at all. 
 
    “How’s your knee doing?” I asked when we reached the other side. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” Tabitha waved her hand. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Don’t be a stoic. I don’t want you to push yourself if you’re hurting. You’re no good to me as a squire if you’re injured.” 
 
    “Really,” she insisted. “Whatever Sybil put on my knee made my leg feel brand-new. I’m not lying when I say that salve was genius.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Sybil giggled and blushed. 
 
    “There’s one other thing, though,” Tabitha said as we stopped for a moment to gaze up at the walls of the palace. “You know that a knight needs an estate, don’t you? You can’t be a true knight without your own lands.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow in confusion. Neither Charles nor any of the other knights had told me about this, and even the King himself had failed to mention that these knights had estates. 
 
    “Wait,“ I replied. “An estate… like, a place of my own?” 
 
    “Well, of course,” she laughed. “Thank goodness you have me here to tell you how things work in Lupercalia.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I shrugged. “But what do you mean by an estate? You dad is a knight, and you grew up in the palace, right? So, do I just need an acre of land somewhere, or am I supposed to have an actual castle and stuff?” 
 
    “All young nobles are raised in the castle,” she explained. “It’s to ensure that we all learn the proper rules of being a noble person and, though no one will admit this, to make it easier to find a spouse. But all the knights are landowners and have homes of their own. Some prefer to remain on their own estates, while others, like my father, prefer to remain close to the King. It’s really up to the knight, though obviously you’re expected to come to court on certain important days or if summoned." 
 
    Tabitha’s instruction was cut off with a yawn. She put her hands on her breastplate, leaned back, and let out the most confidently loud yawn I’d heard in my life. 
 
    “Don’t be shy,” Sybil laughed. 
 
    “I’m not,” Tabitha continued and shot a smile at Sybil. “Anyway, knights need an estate not only to support themselves financially, but also as a sign of rank. Although knights are put in a position to win a lot of silver and moon-silver, through things like quests and jousting, it is usually advisable that a knight makes money from his land ownership as well. It’s more sustainable, and furthermore, it can be passed to his descendants and provide an income for them as well.” 
 
    “Ah,” Sybil quipped playfully. “So that’s how you guys stay so rich?” 
 
    Sybil was obviously joking, which I could tell from the light tone of her voice, but Tabitha turned bright pink and looked at the cobblestones with a sense of shame. 
 
    “I suppose it’s just how these things work,” she said.  
 
    I tried to imagine having an estate of my own. No longer would I just be some guy who lived in a normal one-story house in small-town Jersey. I was going to be a werewolf knight with my own estate. That meant my own house on my own land, and I could fill it with my own puppy and the women who helped me on this quest.  
 
    And I was determined not to be one of those landowners who charge people some outrageous price to live on my property. There was no way that this entirely transformative experience would end with me just being some shitty landlord who couldn’t even be bothered to install fire alarms.  
 
    No, I was going to be a farmer.  
 
    A coffee bean farmer. 
 
    “Tabitha,” I prompted my young, attractive squire. 
 
    “Yes?” she responded politely. 
 
    “How common is it to have your estate be a farm?” I asked. 
 
    She crinkled her nose and brought her hand to her chin to think.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s that uncommon, depending on what type of farm it is,” she replied a moment later. “Most nobles lease the land to tenant farmers. The farmers then pay for their lease with a portion of what they grow. My father has a few tenant farmers who grow wheat and several vegetables as well as raising chickens and… um, pigs. Whatever they don’t turn over to my father, they can keep for themselves or sell for a profit. I know there are knights that have silver mines on their property, and those are very profitable, though there’s always the danger that the silver will run out. And there’s a knight from the south who sells dirt from his lands.” 
 
    “A dirt farm?” I chuckled. 
 
    “He’s one of the wealthiest knights in the kingdom,” Tabitha said with a shrug. 
 
    “Oooh!” Sybil cooed dreamily. “We can have a flower farm. And we can grow spices and herbs and vegetables ourselves to make all kinds of brews and tinctures. And a pig or two, of course.” 
 
    “Well, of course we can have some herbs and flowers,” I agreed. “But that’s not what I had in mind as the primary crop for my estate.” 
 
    “Then what are you planning?” Tabitha asked as she folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    I glanced back at the two knights, and while the one on the left was still ignoring me, the one on the right gave me a slight nod. I nodded back quickly, before the girls had even noticed, but that was okay. It was enough to know that I was finally winning over some of the other knights after all. 
 
    “Come here,” I said and led the way to the olive tree. “I’d rather tell you away from prying ears.”  
 
    “Ooooh,” Tabitha cooed. “Now I’m really intrigued.” 
 
    The girls sat down on the low wall that surrounded the tree, and I could tell that both of them were trying not to yawn. I glanced around again, but the courtyard was still empty. Nonetheless, I leaned in closer. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Remember how I gave all those moon beans to Ava to sell moon-bean brew in New Jersey?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tabitha drawled. “I couldn’t believe how you two were raving about a simple peasant’s drink.” 
 
    “It was very odd,” Sybil agreed. “But it sounded like everyone else who tried it really enjoyed it as well.” 
 
    “I want to start a moon-bean farm,” I said. “Basically, we’re going to grow as many moon beans here as possible, in their natural habitat. Then, I’m going to ship them to New Jersey with my magic ring and sell them for as much as we can in the shop. We’re going to make a killing. People will pay big bucks for this stuff, and we’ll be living like kings and queens everywhere we go in my land. Sound good?” 
 
    The two women were looking at me, though I wasn’t quite sure what to make of their expressions. There was definitely surprise and confusion there, but they also didn’t look completely opposed to my idea. The witch and the noblewoman then turned to look at each other, and I once again had the feeling that they were having some sort of private conversation. 
 
    “I know kings,” Tabitha finally said. “And it sounds like we’ll be living even better than that.” 
 
    “I could live like that,” Sybil laughed. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Tabitha mused. “This would be a good time to request land, now that you’ve slain Wenderoth. The King really can’t deny anything you request. You could ask him for a moon-bean farm.” 
 
    “That will probably set the rumor mill in motion,” Sybil said. “The rest of the nobles will wonder what you plan to do with all those moon beans. It’s not like it’s a cash crop.” 
 
    “And I’m sure Hector will have something to say about it,” Tabitha added. 
 
    “Let them gossip,” I said and waved away their concerns. “We have a monopoly on moon-bean sales in New Jersey, and we’ll soon be the richest people in the kingdom.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Tabitha laughed. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I stood up. “Let’s go get our estate.” 
 
    I led the way through the archway and opened the door into the servants’ corridor. Tabitha shot me a look but ducked inside without saying anything. Sybil, however, looked surprised when she stepped into the decidedly less glamorous hallway, and she looked at me suspiciously as the door slammed shut behind us. 
 
    “I’m thinking this isn’t the passage the King uses,” Sybil noted. 
 
    “It’s for the servants,” Tabitha explained. 
 
    “I want to surprise everyone,” I said as I bounded toward the stairs.  
 
    “More stairs,” Sybil sighed. 
 
    I managed to restrain myself on the staircase, but by the time we reached the rosette window, I was having a hard time not running straight to the door. I could hear the sounds of late-night revelry in the banquet hall, and I wondered if anybody ever went to bed in this place. Well, at least I’d have an audience for my presentation to the King. 
 
    “Here goes,” I said as I knocked on the door.  
 
    There was a scuffling sound from the other side of the door, and a moment later, the door swung open to reveal Sebastian, who was wearing an emerald-green velvet tunic with his usual leggings and a hat with a bright yellow feather on top. He was carrying his long trumpet in his right hand and had a chicken drumstick in his left.  
 
    He jumped back when he saw all of us, and pressed his long trumpet to the floor. He swallowed the chicken he was chewing on and straightened his back, which increased his height by maybe a tenth of an inch. 
 
    “Why, Henry of New Jersey!” he choked. “And company, of course!” 
 
    He made a small, perfunctory bow at the ladies, and Sybil replied with a curtsy, but Tabitha only bowed her head a mere inch. 
 
    “Yep,” I smiled. “We’re back. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Well, it’s been barely any time at all since I last saw you,” he laughed. “So I’d say, same as it ever was.” 
 
    He stepped back and ushered us into the dining hall, which smelled like thyme, butter, and grilled meat. My mouth started to water, and I glanced at the tables to see what the night’s offering was. 
 
    There were platters of roast chicken, large sides of beef, stewed broad beans, and baked potatoes slathered in butter. Still steaming rolls sat in large baskets on the tables, and bowls of grapes and strawberries added a sweet contrast. One of the servants went by with a large jug filled with hot spiced wine, and I could almost taste the apples, oranges, and cinnamon.  
 
    “Seems a bit warm outside for spiced wine,” I remarked. 
 
    “Today is Greyback’s birthday,” Sebastian explained. “And by Lupercalian tradition, the court celebrates the birthdays of every Knight of the Realm by eating their favorite foods.” 
 
    “He wants mulled wine in this weather?” Tabitha whined. “That’s madness, true madness.” 
 
    “Tabitha,” Sebastian chided. “How many times has the court had to eat creamed corn for your father’s birthday? It haunts me to this day. I won’t hear any complaints about mulled wine in the middle of summer.” 
 
    Tabitha rolled her eyes at the tiny squire, but then she looked at me and winked. 
 
    “I’ve come to tell the King about Wenderoth,” I said as I looked toward the dais with the loot from the vampire in hand. 
 
    The King was there, but he wasn’t seated on the throne. Instead, he sat at a small round table with Greyback. The two men were sharing a generous portion of roast chicken and buttery potatoes, and aside from the clothing, they looked like two middle-aged friends enjoying a meal together. I could almost regret interrupting their meal. 
 
    But Sebastian brought his trumpet to his lips and blew out a short, perfunctory trill. The banquet hall slowly fell quiet, and I could see people looking around to see who had arrived. Eventually, everyone turned toward the servants’ entrance, and the whispers started up before Sebastian could even formally announce my return.  
 
    “To his majesty, the King of Lupercalia,” Sebastian shouted with all of his might. “I wish to present to you Henry the Baker of New Jersey, who has returned from his quest to the Obsidian Temple!” 
 
    The King, who stood up and squinted at me, and it felt like everyone in the room was holding their breath. Eyes darted between the King and I, and for a moment, I was actually worried that the King was going to toss me out of the court. 
 
    “Come here, boy!” the King laughed. “And prove to us that you have indeed defeated the vampire, Wenderoth!” 
 
    I nodded and started to walk slowly along the aisle formed by the long tables. I could hear Sybil and Tabitha walking behind me, as well as the whispers that followed us all the way to the dais. But I kept my eyes straight ahead, and all I could see was the King, who waited patiently, and Greyback, who remained in his chair with a leg of chicken in one hand. 
 
    “Well, then Henry the Baker,” the King said when I stopped in front of him. “You have proof of Wenderoth’s death?” 
 
    I held my bag of loot, as did Tabitha. I then set mine in front of the King and opened the top so the man could look inside. The King ran his hand through the silver, held up a couple of the larger opals for everyone to see, and then nodded to me. 
 
    “Well done, Henry,” the King declared.  
 
    “That’s my girl!” I heard a voice to the right yell, and when I looked over, Blueclaw was being hushed by the other knights of the realm. However, he waved his fist in the air at Tabitha and gave her a knowing wink. 
 
    Tabitha snickered and blew a small kiss to her father, but then immediately looked back and tried to keep a straight face for the King as she placed her own sack in front of the King. 
 
    “Such riches,” the King mused as she stared at the second bag. “But this is nothing when compared to the knowledge that the Obsidian Temple has been cleansed. Lupercalia owes you a great debt, Henry the Baker of New Jersey.” 
 
    “To Hank!” Charles shouted from one of the nearby tables. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and spotted the knight. He was sitting with a pretty woman with ginger hair who gave me a genuinely kind smile and a nod. Across from the pair were two adorable little kids, a boy and a girl. The knight had never said anything to me about having a family before, but it made complete sense to me, given what Tabitha had told me. 
 
    “Henry, come up here,” the King called. “And your ladies, as well.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” Sybil murmured as we stepped onto the dais. 
 
    “Henry,” the King welcomed me with outstretched arms. “How does it feel to be an eternal protector?” 
 
    

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 


 Chapter 23 
 
    “Eternal protector.” That’s what everyone had called me when I’d first shifted into my hybrid wolf form back in Stock the first day I got here. And at that point I had no idea what it meant, but now I had lived it. I knew exactly what it meant to be an eternal protector, and exactly how I was going to carry out my duties. 
 
    I set my sack on the floor and rooted around for a minute until I found the long dagger with the opal in the handle. I pulled it delicately from the plethora of other goods and held it out to the King, who took a step forward and inspected the dagger.  
 
    “Indeed,” he said in a low voice. “Poison opals. Use this weapon carefully, boy. There’s a lot of damage to be dealt when you combine the sharpness of silver and the magical properties of the opal.” 
 
    “Then the opals are poisonous?” I whispered. 
 
    “They are,” the King agreed. “But there will be time to discuss this properly later. When there aren’t so many ears around. For now, it would be best to tuck it safely back among your treasures.” 
 
    I bowed my head and then buried the knife among the piles of silver once again. 
 
    “I knew that we could count on a feisty pup like you for a quest like this,” the King said as he turned to Tabitha. 
 
    “Thank you, Sire,” my squire responded and then curtsied. “And by the way, I wouldn’t be standing if it wasn’t for Sybil’s amazing salve. My knee was damaged during our battle, but she was able to get me back on my feet. She’s a really talented folk-witch.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The King smiled, looked over at Sybil, and bowed his head. “Well, then it is a great honor to have her here in the palace with our young knight Henry.” 
 
    “The honor is all mine,” Sybil replied as she blushed. 
 
    The King chuckled and then stepped back so he could address the gathered nobles. 
 
    “The Obsidian Temple is safe!” he shouted. “Our sacred temple will be returned to the hands of the Lupercalian people!” 
 
    A seismic wave of stomping commenced, and the entire banquet hall rumbled with the sound of the nobles’ feet. On the hard stone, it was even louder than it had been during the joust. 
 
    “They love doing this,” Tabitha said and elbowed me playfully.  
 
    I looked down at my two favorite girls, and I saw Casanova pop his head out of the basket as he tried to make sense of the sudden storm that had awoken him from his slumber. 
 
    “But there is one more issue we must deal with,” the King shouted and raised his hands in the air.  
 
    The rumbling slowly petered out until the court was silent again, with all eyes and ears glued on the King. 
 
    “Henry,” the King turned to me. “I’m sure that Tabitha has brought up the question of your estate?” 
 
    “Yes,” I responded. “We were actually talking about that on the way here.” 
 
    “Very well,” the King nodded. “And have you taken into consideration what you will do with your estate? Build cottages, or start a business raising direwolves perhaps? There is always a demand for new puppies, you know, and you do have a royal pup with which to start your line.” 
 
    “Actually,” I smiled. “I had a different idea.” 
 
    I could feel people’s ears perking up. I guess we were just full of surprises in our little group. 
 
    “I was wondering,” I continued, “if my estate can be a bean farm?” 
 
    The King furrowed his brow and looked up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “A bean farm?” he repeated and brought his hand to his chin. “And what kind of beans would those be?” 
 
    “Moon beans, Sire,” I proffered politely. “For moon-bean brew.” 
 
    The whole court fell silent again as the King obviously toyed with the idea in his head. After the last couple of days I’d had, it seemed like I’d be invincible, but there was always a chance that the King could say no, though I couldn’t imagine why he would refuse my request. 
 
    “Moon beans,” he repeated. “Interesting indeed. And very unconventional. Very well! My Bean Knight shall have his bean farm.” 
 
    I let out a massive sigh of relief. For half a second there, I thought that the King might say no, and my plan of building empires both in Jersey and Lupercalia would be thwarted. 
 
    But of course it wouldn’t. Everything that had happened since I had arrived in Lupercalia only suggested success. Evidently, I had the skills to be not only one of the most powerful knights in Lupercalia, but also a successful business owner in New Jersey. These moon beans weren’t just going to be a novelty drink. We were going to start a dynasty. 
 
    As the chatter in the dining hall started back up again, I felt a tap on the back of my armor. I looked down and saw it was Hector, still in his normal human form. 
 
    He looked up at me blankly, but with an inescapable air of authority. He brushed his sandy hair back from his piercing eyes, and cleared his throat.  
 
    “Hello, everyone,” he said politely. “Hank. Tabitha. And, um… witch.” 
 
    “My name is Sybil,” Sybil said dryly.  
 
    “Right,” he corrected himself. “Sybil. Well, I just wanted to congratulate you on your success in this quest. The Obsidian Temple is a cherished sacred site for us Lupercalians, and I am just as grateful as everyone else that it is no longer in jeopardy.” 
 
    I wanted to believe that last part was true, but I thought back to Wenderoth’s black book, and I knew it wasn’t that simple. But the contents of the black book and Wenderoth’s last words were a conversation for myself and the King, and one that wouldn’t take place until we were alone. 
 
    Hector looked up at me and sighed, like he had mustered all of the kindness he possessed to congratulate us. 
 
    “Well, Hector,” Tabitha replied. “Sounds like someone whipped you into shape while we were away.” 
 
    Sybil snickered, and Hector blushed a deep crimson color as he looked at the floor. 
 
    “No matter,” I said with a smile. “Thanks for saying that, Hector. It’s good to know that in my short time here, I’ve done something to help the Lupercalian people.” 
 
    Hector nodded before making his way back to his table with his friends. 
 
    “Ugh,” Tabitha said. “He really does have something to say about everything--” 
 
    “Even if it’s nice,” Sybil shrugged. 
 
    “You know,” I replied. “I think he really did mean it. Maybe he’s getting better.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Tabitha laughed. “We’re the heroes of the court now! The Obsidian Temple is going to be restored to its former glory, and all because of you.” 
 
    I smiled and then looked out at the banqueting Lupercalian people. My stomach grumbled again, and I had the sudden urge to snatch up a drumstick and devour it on the spot. 
 
    “So,” I asked. “Anyone else hungry? 
 
    I looked back and forth at Sybil and Tabitha, who seemed pretty nonplussed. 
 
    “Actually,” Sybil said. “I’m not too interested in food right now, but I don’t know if I want the night to end just yet.” 
 
    She looked up at me from underneath her long, black eyelashes, and I got a flash of emerald. She grabbed my hand with hers, and her skin was hot to my touch. When she squeezed my hand, I felt a warm jolt down my back, and knew exactly what she wanted. 
 
    “Yes,” Tabitha said from my other side. “I’m not hungry, either. I want to see what your Knight’s quarters look like.” 
 
    I had the sudden urge to sink my teeth into Tabitha’s soft, pale flesh, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the knights’ quarters for a taste. 
 
    “Very well,” I smirked. “Let’s go back…” 
 
    I started toward the tapestry, but Sebastian ran in front of me just as we were about to reach the door. 
 
    “Hank!” he said breathlessly. “I just thought I’d let you know… we have once again paid your prize silver to you in the value of moon beans. I hope that is agreeable to you? We did the same as last time, but if that doesn’t work, please let me know immediately.” 
 
    I laughed as the tiny squire rested his hands on his knees and caught his breath.  
 
    “Don’t you worry about it, Sebastian,” I said. “The beans are perfect. I’m the bean knight now, remember?” 
 
    “Very well,” he breathed, and set back out to the dining hall as he muttered to himself. 
 
    “More administrative issues?” Tabitha laughed. 
 
    “Nope,” I smiled. “Everything seems to be working out exactly as it should be…” 
 
    She shot me a look from underneath her long, black eyelashes, and I couldn’t wait to feel her smooth, pale skin under my grip. 
 
    As we approached the door to the knights’ quarters, I remembered just how narrow the staircase was and thought it’d be easier to change back into my human form. I quickly shook my head back and forth and imagined myself at the same height as I was when I was a man. It was nice being a nine-foot wolf, but I didn’t want to break anything that wasn’t meant for something bigger than a man to use. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was plain old Hank again. I pushed open the door, and the three of us hopped down the steps. 
 
    When we reached the bottom of the staircase, I pushed open the door to the hall of portraits, which was lit by candles, for a change. Most of the light was near the portrait of the senior Greyback, though the other heroes enjoyed some candlelight as well.“Your image will be here one day soon,” Tabitha mused. 
 
    “I’m not sure I really blend in with this crowd,” I replied and laughed. “These guys all look very… knightly.” 
 
    “You look more like them than you know,” Sybil replied. “You’ve changed since that first day.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Look!” Tabitha said and pointed to a well-polished shield that hung next to one of the portraits. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect mirror, but I could see that I had shed the old Hollywood glam look. I was definitely looking more rugged, with about an inch of beard and hair almost long enough to cover my ears.  
 
    “Wow,” I laughed and pushed my hair back. “I barely noticed. But now that I think of it, I haven’t shaved for about a week.” 
 
    “I kind of like this more rugged look,” Tabitha said as she shot me a sexy grin. “Though if you really want a shave, there’s a barber in the palace.”  
 
    “Of course there is,” Sybil sighed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Tabitha swaggered down the hall, and her peachy ass swayed deliciously from side to side.  
 
    If I’d still been in wolf form, I definitely would have howled as I took off after her. 
 
    We reached the end of the candlelit corridor and came to the door that led to the knights’ quarters. But before I could open the heavy wooden door, it swung open on its own accord. Behind the door was none other than Perdita. 
 
    She quickly dropped into a polite curtsy, and then looked up at me with a playful little smirk. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” she breathed. “I wasn’t expecting to run into you here, but I heard about your great success with the vampire Wenderoth.” 
 
    Tabitha sidled up to me and made a very obvious job of sizing Perdita up.  
 
    “Yes, it was a very exciting quest,” my squire replied.  
 
    Perdita smiled a fake-polite smile that seemed so common in the palace, and then looked over to Sybil and Casanova. 
 
    “Would you like me to bring him to the nursery?” She gestured at Casanova. “It might be good for him to play with some other puppies after such a long trip.” 
 
    “That might be a good idea, actually,” Sybil replied. “He’s been traveling in the basket for a few days now. He’d probably enjoy running around with the other pups.” 
 
    “Lots of the nobles hand their direwolf pups to the nursery after they go on a quest,” Perdita explained. “It’s important for them to bond with their owners, but it’s also important for them to socialize with other wolves, so that they don’t become lapdogs.” 
 
    I suppose it made sense. I needed this little guy to become a wolf I could joust on, not a giant golden retriever. So I nodded at Sybil, who set the basket that held a curious Casanova on the ground. Sybil pulled Casanova out of the basket and handed the ball of fluff over to Perdita. 
 
    He wagged his tail and pawed at Perdita’s face before she placed him gently in the pocket of her apron.  
 
    “Such a sweet little one,” she cooed before she looked back at me. “You can collect him after breakfast. Ask any of the squires where the puppy nursery is, and they’ll tell you.” 
 
    “I also know where the puppy nursery is,” Tabitha reminded the servant. “I’ve spent plenty of time there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Perdita replied without taking her eyes from me. “And remember Hank, if you ever need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask me.” 
 
    The maid curtsied again, but this time, without breaking eye contact. I had to admit, the gesture made me feel pretty hot under my armor as I watched her bend down and rise up like that. Even hotter than I already felt from the thought of my women joining me back in my quarters. Then, Perdita pushed between me and Sybil and scuttled out through the portrait hall, with Casanova tucked in her apron pocket. 
 
    “Looks like you have an admirer in one of the chambermaids,” Tabitha noted as she opened the door. 
 
    Sybil and I looked at each other, and then we started to laugh. Tabitha raised her eyebrow at us and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Something amusing?” my squire asked casually as she inspected her fingernails. 
 
    “Tabitha,” Sybil said between tears, “that was truly the most rotten thing I’ve heard you say since we first met, and I’ve heard you say a lot of rotten things. You’re just jealous!”  
 
    Tabitha giggled to herself and turned bright pink. She looked like a perfect rose, until she stared naughtily at us. 
 
    “Oh, you love it!” she teased. “Now Hank, where do you sleep?” 
 
    “Let me show you,” I said, and before she knew what was coming, I knelt down, grabbed her legs, and hoisted her torso over my right shoulder. 
 
    “Hank!” Tabitha squealed as she squirmed in my arms.  
 
    However, I knew that she loved the whole ordeal, because she wrapped her hand around my neck and felt around my armor until she touched skin. The feeling of her hand sent jolts of warmth down my spine, and I felt my cock twitch under my armor.  
 
    Sybil danced ahead as she ignored the blonde’s cries, and the witch pushed open the door to my quarters with a grin. The scent of coffee washed over me, and when I peered through the door, I saw why. Four giant sacks of moon beans sat on top of my chest and two more were on the floor. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get the beans back to Ava. We were going to make a killing on the brew. 
 
    But for now, I had my women to attend to. 
 
    Sybil shut the door behind us while I dropped Tabitha down on the burgundy bed.  
 
    “Hank!” the blonde protested. 
 
    “What, you don’t like that?” I smirked and tore off the armor from my arms with a hungry force.  
 
    “Of course I do,” Tabitha purred. “But nobody’s ever manhandled me like that before. They wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    She was sprawled on the bed with her legs spread open and her back arched, which made me want to tear off her armor to reveal the perfectly soft breasts underneath. 
 
    But I had a better idea. 
 
    “Sybil,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, Hank?” the witch said softly and licked my cheek.  
 
    The rush of her saliva against my skin made my cock even harder, and I felt like I was about to explode. 
 
    “I want to watch you undress Tabitha,” I growled as I tore off my breastplate and cast it on the ground. 
 
    Both of the girls giggled and looked at each other. 
 
    “We want to tease you,” Tabitha whispered in her low, smoky voice.  
 
    God, the noblewoman made me so hot with that voice. It was all I could do to kick off the leg armor and my boots without tripping over myself. 
 
    “Yes,” Sybil agreed. “Until you can’t take it anymore.” 
 
    Sybil crawled onto the bed and ran her finger over Tabitha’s silver breastplate. Then she unfastened it from behind, delicately suspended over her in her green dress. 
 
    Tabitha reached up and played with Sybil’s flowing, black hair as she did so. Sybil looked up at me as she cast Tabitha’s silver breastplate onto the floor by the bed. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “It’s not fair if we’re the only ones getting undressed. We want to see your body, too.” 
 
    Then the girls broke into another fit of giggles as Sybil pulled off Tabitha’s tight blue suede shirt. 
 
    The noblewoman’s pale, voluptuous breasts dropped out of her shirt. Sybil reached up and cupped Tabitha’s right breast in her hand and massaged it slightly. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Tabitha moaned. “Oh, that feels so good.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked, and by now my cock was rock solid, and I could barely take it anymore. 
 
    I pounced on the bed, grabbed the hair on the back of Sybil’s head, and pulled her in. I ran my tongue across the bottom of her neck to her ear and breathed into it. I could feel her quiver under my touch. 
 
    “Oh, Hannnnk,” she moaned. 
 
    “I want you to touch yourself,” I growled into her ear. 
 
    She pulled away from me, and her emerald eyes seared into the back of my skull.  
 
    “Anything for you, Hank,” she sighed happily. 
 
    She pulled off her green dress to reveal her lithe, pale body and perfectly round, pert breasts. Her nipples were hard, and she ran her hand over her torso, all the way down her waist and her legs. 
 
    “Do you like how I look?” she purred. 
 
    “Always,” I grinned, and I felt Tabitha wrap her arms around me. 
 
    “I’ve wanted you since I saw you,” the blonde growled into my ear and bit down on my neck. 
 
    Her hard teeth brushed the base of my neck, right where it met my shoulders. I let out a moan of pleasure as her warm, soft hands ran over my chest and my waist, while her mouth moved over my throat. It nearly drove me crazy, and I was so turned on that I felt like I was high. 
 
    I watched as Sybil’s hand moved down her body. She reached down for her tight, hairless pussy and moved her middle finger into the soft folds of her lips. 
 
    “Oh,” the witch moaned and grabbed her breast with her other hand. “I wish this was you inside of me instead of my finger…” 
 
    As Sybil played with her nipples, Tabitha’s hand moved down over my crotch and started feeling my cock through my pants.  
 
    “Mmmmmhhhmmmmm,” the blonde purred into my right ear and licked it, which almost sent me over the edge. “Your cock is so hard. Are you ready to play?” 
 
    I turned around and flipped the noblewoman onto the bed so that she was on her back. Then I pulled her suede leggings from her muscular legs and threw them somewhere onto the floor. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” Sybil moaned. “I love watching you and Tabitha. It turns me on so much… I’m so wet.” 
 
    I squeezed Tabitha’s fleshy ass in my hands. I felt like a hunter, and she was my prey, and I wanted to rip into her perfect, soft little body. 
 
    I pried her legs apart slightly and perched my elbows under her thighs so that her pussy was at an incline. I hovered for a second over her lips and breathed into her crevices. 
 
    “Oh, yessss,” Tabitha moaned with a sudden breathlessness, and I felt her quiver under me, even though I’d barely touched her yet. 
 
    I ran my tongue over the lips of her pussy, from the bottom to the top. 
 
    “Unnnhhh,” the blonde moaned. “Oh, Goddess, you feel so good.” 
 
    I brought my tongue up and tasted her juices. I could feel her getting wetter by the second, and I continued to lap her up like a hungry beast. She tasted amazing, almost addictive. I dug my head in, and brought my tongue in over her clit. I made small circles for several long seconds, and then I massaged and sucked on the soft tissue of her pussy as her body vibrated under my power. 
 
    “Oh… oh!” my squire yelped. “Yes, yes, yes… Hank… Hank…” 
 
    I brought my head up for a moment and watched as Tabitha lay in a heap of pleasure on the bed while Sybil continued to touch herself. 
 
    “Do you like watching us, Sybil?” I growled. 
 
    “Oh, yes Hank,” she purred as she rubbed her clit with increasing speed. “I want to watch you fuck Tabitha.” 
 
    I stood up and dug my hands into my pants. My cock was as hard as a steel pipe, and I looked down at Tabitha’s perfect, inviting body. Her round, pale breasts, her impossibly small waist, and her wide-open hips were all begging me to do more. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you?” I asked the noblewoman sweetly. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she begged. “I want you to fuck me right now.” 
 
    Then, she brought her arm up to mine and pulled me on top of her while I wrangled off my pants and slid my cock over her wet pussy. 
 
    Hot jolts of electricity seemed to come over my entire body like fireworks. The more I rubbed her pussy, the more she moaned, and I felt like I was about to explode. 
 
    I slid my cock down into Tabitha’s opening and then thrust in with full force. 
 
    It was like my whole body was plunged into warm, tight pleasure, and I pumped in and out of her tunnel as it quivered and tightened around my cock. 
 
    “Oh, yes… Deeper, deeper… I want to feel all of you inside me.” She pulled me closer in and pressed my body against hers.  
 
    I could feel sweat dripping down my back from the sheer force of how hard I was fucking her. The bed started hitting the wall, and I guessed that whoever was in the room next to me was in for a treat. I reached down and grabbed her ass as I pushed myself even further into her plush body. 
 
    “Oh, Hank!” she yelped and dug her nails into my back. 
 
    I roared as the feeling sent a hot sting through my torso and around to my cock. I never thought I was the kind of guy to be into a little pain, but I felt hotter than ever. I felt like I was completely burning up.  
 
    “Hannnnk,” she moaned. “I’m going to cum. You’re going to make me cum.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby?” I growled into her ear. “I want you to cum for me.” 
 
    I fucked her even harder as I grabbed the back of her head and pulled it in to me. 
 
    “Hank!“ she yelped. “Hank, oh, Goddess.” 
 
    I fucked her even deeper than before, and it felt like I was going to burst at any moment. I felt her pussy tighten around my cock with each thrust, and jolts of pleasure shot up my spine. 
 
    “I’m going to cum with you,” I growled. “I’m going to cum inside you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she begged. “Please. Fill me up with your seed. I need it all deep inside of me.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I panted, and my cock was about to explode. “Okay, do it, now!” 
 
    “Oh!” she yelped, and I felt her pussy vibrate around my cock as her entire body shook under me.  
 
    “Yeeesss…” I growled as I released all of my load into her, and as I kept cuming, I continued to thrust in and out of her until every last droplet of my sperm pushed into her womb and my shaft was surrounded by fiery warmth. 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed and watched as Tabitha crumpled down onto the bed in a heap of lust with my shaft still buried deep inside of her tunnel. 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    That was some of the best sex I’d ever had in my entire life. But still, I was hungry for more, and my cock was as hard as ever. It was like the werewolf in me had taken over, and I could just keep going and going, so I gently slid my cum-slick tool out of the noblewoman and turned to Sybil, who was still rubbing her nipple and touching herself.  
 
    “Did you like watching us?” I asked as I took her by the waist. Then I hoisted her over onto her hands and knees, and I towered over her as I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “I love watching you,” the witch replied. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You want me to fuck you like that?” I growled as I reached down and slapped her right asscheek. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she sighed. 
 
    I brought my hand down to my cock, which was still covered in my sperm and Tabitha’s sweet juices, and thrust it between the lips of Sybil’s hungry pussy. 
 
    “Hnnnnnnhhh,” she moaned and flipped her head in the air. “Hank, please fuck me.”  
 
    “Be patient,” I smirked. And then, I plunged my cock into her wet hole and started fucking her from behind. 
 
    “You look so strong,” Tabitha purred.  
 
    I looked over and saw that the blonde was sprawled across the burgundy sheets like some kind of Renaissance painting. When she caught my glance, she lifted her finger into her mouth and then dragged it slowly around her tan nipples. 
 
    Damn, I was the luckiest guy in two worlds. 
 
    I got up on my knees on the bed and pulled Sybil in by the waist so that I could fuck her deeper. 
 
    “Yes!” the witch begged. “Yes, yes, deeper! Pull my hair!” 
 
    I wrapped her long, black tresses in my hand and then pulled her head up so that her neck was perfectly displayed. She looked so pale, perfect, and elegant like that. 
 
    “Your pussy feels amazing,” I growled as l plunged deeper into her with every thrust of my hips.  
 
    “Yes, yes.” the witch moaned as she wiggled and spasmed on my cock.  
 
    I was finally getting breathless, and I felt sweat drip down my forehead. I leaned over and grabbed one of her breasts in my other hand and growled into her neck. I’d never felt more like an animal in my life, as if I was completely driven by instinct and desire. 
 
    “Oh, Sybil,” I growled. “God, you feel so good. I love fucking you.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she moaned breathlessly. “I love it when you fuck me.” 
 
    I pumped deeper and deeper inside of her until it felt like my member was about to explode again. Her pussy contracted around my cock, which made me feel like I was locked into her forever. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” she moaned. 
 
    “Good” I growled. “Cum for me… cum for me now…” 
 
    “Oh, Hank!” she cried. “Hank! I’m coming!” 
 
    “Me, too…” I hissed as my balls tensed, and I began to spray inside of her.  
 
    I felt her pussy tighten around my cock so much that I felt like it was squeezing everything I had left in me. I plunged deeper and deeper until she was completely full of my seed. Even once I felt totally emptied, I kept pushing myself inside of her slowly, just to make sure that everything I had was inside her. 
 
    “Oh, Hank,” the witch whispered when I was done. “I love feeling your warm seed inside me…” 
 
    “Mmmm… me, too,” Tabitha purred from her upright position on the bed.  
 
    The noblewoman’s head was resting on a pillow, and she was gazing at the ceiling in a kind of post-coital daze. 
 
    “Glad to be of service,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    I lifted Sybil and plopped her on the bed so that her head was also on a pillow. 
 
    “Thank you,” she giggled. 
 
    Then, I lay between my two women in the center of the bed. There was no way that there was any guy either on Earth or in Lupercalia that was having a better time than me right then. The notion seemed completely impossible, and I felt my lips spread into a goofy grin. 
 
    “Wipe that silly grin off your face,” Tabitha murmured, and Sybil let out a light laugh from the other side. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be grinning?” I turned to her and ran my finger along her nipple. “You’re grinning just as much as I am!” 
 
    It was true. The blonde’s face was flushed and sweaty, but she had never seemed more girlish and bashful. 
 
    “Can I tell you a secret?” my squire asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Sybil and I said in unison. 
 
    “I’d never done that before…” she trailed off, before she turned and looked at me with her big, brown eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “Wait.” I smiled. “The wild child of the royal court is actually a virgin?” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” she nodded and somehow blushed even more. “That’s how things tend to work in the Lupercalian royal court. Young nobles are encouraged to have sex only once they’re in an upstanding marriage to another noble. So, it never really came up.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Sybil agreed. “Lupercalia is quite old-fashioned in that way." 
 
    I stared at the ceiling, feeling the weight of my body sink into my soft bed sheets.  
 
    “Well, what can I say?” I smirked. “I’m honored to be your first.” 
 
    Tabitha laughed and then jolted up. She started to climb out of the bed, which suddenly left me feeling cold along one side. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked. 
 
    “The torch is still going,” she replied. “I may not care what most people have to say about me, but I don’t want to be known as the person who burned down the palace.” 
 
    She went over to the chest and reached for what looked like a giant, metal candle extinguisher. I’d always liked how those strange metal objects looked, like some kind of iron flower. She held the top over the fire, and the entire room was suddenly bathed in the moon’s silvery glow. 
 
    “You look beautiful in the moonlight,” I said as I watched her walk back to the bed, and I couldn’t help but notice that the insides of her thighs were slick with our cum.  
 
    “So do you,” she laughed as she reclaimed her spot. 
 
    Both girls snuggled into me. I’d never had two girls’ heads on my chest at the same time, but it definitely felt nice. I wrapped my arms around both of them and felt myself drifting off to a happy place. 
 
    I woke up in what felt like five minutes later, but surely, it must’ve been more. I looked outside, and saw that dawn was breaking. I had been asleep for hours, but the quest had been so tiring that I’d slept like a log the whole night. 
 
    Memories of the feast and the entertainment that had followed filled my mind, and I grinned as I drank in the sight of the two women who were still slumbering next to me. Something glinted in the morning sunlight, and I realized it was the ring on my left pinky. 
 
    Since I’d finished the quest to the Obsidian Temple, it felt like a good day to take care of my other businesses. We’d deliver more coffee to the shop in New Jersey, and then maybe the girls and I could spend some time relaxing with a movie.  
 
    I gently squeezed the two girls in my arms, until Sybil shuffled around and opened her bright green eyes. 
 
    “Hmmm?” the witch mumbled sleepily. “Oh, it’s morning already!” 
 
    Tabitha, who had turned the other way, rolled over and put her head back on my chest. 
 
    “Morning, team,” the noblewoman said in a soft, droll voice. “Any new quests today? To the banquet hall for breakfast, perhaps? Or to check up on the puppies in the nursery? That would certainly be nice after the past few days we’ve had.” 
 
    I pulled both of them closer to me and laughed. It was only the crack of dawn, but I felt more awake than ever. 
 
    “I think I have a better idea,” I said. “This morning, we’re going to New Jersey.” 
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 Chapter 24 
 
    Sybil, who was closest to the edge of the bed, rolled off and stepped onto the cold floor of the room.  
 
    “Not even the birds are awake yet,” she murmured as she rooted around for the green dress that she’d carelessly cast off yesterday. 
 
    I also hopped out of bed and pulled on my pants and my cotton Hulk shirt. I was relieved to be free of my armor for a day. I obviously loved wearing it, and it fit me like a glove, but there’s no way I was going to walk around New Jersey in it without attracting a lot of unwanted attention. 
 
    “I liked your sister,” Tabitha said matter-of-factly as she stepped out of bed and pulled on her navy, suede outfit. “She seemed tough in a way. I like that in a woman.” 
 
    I smiled as I thought of all the heinous pranks we’d pulled on each other as children.  
 
    “Oh, she’s tough alright,” I laughed. “Remind me to tell you some stories about growing up with her. But first, let’s get these beans to Ava.” 
 
    “You sure you’ll be alright this time?” Sybil asked Tabitha sweetly. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I will,” Tabitha replied, but her voice belied a sense of fear. “I’ve done the journey once before, after all, so I’m sure my body will know what’s in store.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “It gets easier.” 
 
    “It does,” Sybil agreed as she claimed one of the sacks. “Plus, you were kind of drunk last time, which I’m sure didn’t help.” 
 
    Tabitha rolled her eyes and dragged a sack of moon beans into the center of my humble quarters. The noblewoman then gave me a raised eyebrow, which I met with a grin as I grabbed a third sack.  
 
    I looked around before I twisted the ring, just to be sure there wasn’t something else I wanted to take. The room still looked like we’d hosted an all-night rager, but we could deal with that once we’d delivered the next round of beans to my sister. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked as I looked at the girls. 
 
    Sybil was smoothing out her hair, whereas Tabitha hadn’t bothered. Her blonde, curly hair stuck up in all directions, and she stood with one hand on her hip and one clutching the canvas sack of moon beans. The level of attitude was truly inspiring. 
 
    “I’m all set,” Sybil smiled. 
 
    “So am I,” Tabitha yawned. “But I’ll be wanting a cup of moon-bean brew once we get to the shop. It’s not like we don’t have enough.” 
 
    “Very true,” I replied as I lifted my elbows so the girls could wrap their arms around mine. 
 
    “Here we go,” I declared as I twisted the ring.  
 
    The whole world turned black, and I felt like I was hurtling backwards at ten thousand miles an hour. There was a brief moment of panic as the sensible part of my brain insisted that nothing good could happen from slamming into the ground that hard, but then the darkness evaporated and there was something solid beneath my feet. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw a cheap linoleum floor beneath me. The sound of lawnmowers whirred in the background, and it sounded like one of the faucets was dripping. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We landed in the kitchen this time. At least we keep landing in the house.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tabitha said. “That one was actually a lot easier than last time.” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you?” I laughed. “Now, let’s drag these out to the Jeep real quick, and then we’ll go get the last three bags.”  
 
    As the girls and I dragged the giant sacks toward the front door, I decided I might have to invest in one of those hand carts that the UPS guys used. It had to be easier than trying to tug the cloth bags across my floor. 
 
    When I opened the door, I saw the sky was still slightly pink from sunrise, though the heat was already starting to rise off the asphalt. It was early morning, but Ava would probably already be there to set up for the morning rush. 
 
    “I’ll do the hauling,” I said as I wrapped my arms around my sack. 
 
    I picked up the sack of moon beans, which must’ve been about two hundred pounds, and carried it to the back of the Jeep. I fumbled around with the keys for a moment, but I finally got the back open and heaved the beans inside.  
 
    “How the hell did the squires get these sacks of beans to your quarters?” Sybil asked as I scooped up her sack of beans. “None of the squires I’ve seen look like they could carry a single brick, much less one of these sacks.”  
 
    “Those squires are deceptively strong,” Tabitha mused as she followed behind me with her own sack. “That, or they get some of the hybrid guards to do it.” 
 
    I tossed Sybil’s sack on top of mine and then added Tabitha’s. I was covered in sweat by the time I was finished, but I figured each bag was probably worth $50,000, so I had a smile on my face when I loaded them in the Jeep and started back toward the front door.  
 
    “Right,” I declared. “Let’s go get those last three sacks, and then we’ll head over to the store. I’m sure Ava will be happy to brew us a nice pot of moon-bean brew.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tabitha huffed. “Though you should know I was built for combat, not heavy lifting.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sybil laughed. “Well, I was built for prodding pigs. So…”  
 
    And with that, she cheekily poked Tabitha in the butt just as we got to the entryway of our house. 
 
    “Hey!” Tabitha laughed and scampered back inside. 
 
    I followed the girls inside and shut the door behind me. Then we headed to the kitchen, where we linked arms in our typical Wizard of Oz fashion for such journeys. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” I said and clutched the ring on my pinky finger. 
 
    Once again, the world we were in was ripped from under us like a tablecloth. I felt like I was free-floating with no structure around me, until suddenly, once again, there just was. 
 
    We were back in my room in Lupercalia. 
 
    “This really is wondrous,” Tabitha murmured. 
 
    “It never gets boring,” I laughed. “Okay, everyone grab a sack.”  
 
    “I think I’m starting to like this way of travel,” Sybil said as she dragged one of the bags to the center of the room. “I like the feeling it gives me. At first I hated it, but now, I’m starting to crave the rush of… of…” 
 
    “Adrenaline?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess so,” she shrugged. “Whatever that is.” 
 
    “Well,” I replied. “You’re gonna love rollercoasters, then.” 
 
    Hell, yeah. That was one of the best ideas I’d had in a while. At some point, I had to take these girls to one of the amusement parks, just to see what their response was.  
 
    But first things first. We had some beans to deliver, and then we’d have the rest of the day to do whatever we wanted. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked as we linked arms. 
 
    “Ready!” they replied in unison, Charlie’s Angels style. 
 
    I clutched the ring on my pinkie, and Lupercalia was suddenly gone. It was like a cold wind was propelling us in every single direction at once. I wish I knew how this thing worked, but that was a question for a different time, because suddenly, I was supported by a floor, and my kitchen spread out in front of us. 
 
    “To the… Jeep!” Sybil declared as she started to drag her sack across the floor. 
 
    “Be careful,” I laughed. “We don’t want to poke a hole in the bag.” 
 
    We made it to the Jeep without losing any of the beans, and when I opened the back, I was nearly overwhelmed with the amazing aroma of the beans we’d already tossed inside. There was no way something that delicious smelling wouldn’t catch on, and I know I was grinning as I added our last three sacks of beans. 
 
    There was just enough space for all six sacks, and I wondered if I’d need to buy a truck as well. If my plan worked, we’d be bringing a lot more coffee from Lupercalia, so I’d either need a bigger vehicle or be willing to make a lot more trips. 
 
    “I wonder if that movie is still playing,” Tabitha mused. 
 
    “Or we could see a different one,” Sybil suggested. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I said as I unlocked the Jeep for the girls. “That gives me an idea. You two go ahead and get in, and I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    I ran back into the house and then stopped in the doorway as I tried to remember where I’d left my phone. When Tabitha had mentioned the movie, I’d realized that I could play the soundtrack for my girls, but only if I could find my cell phone. I hadn’t used it in what felt like ages, and I hadn’t really missed it, but this was another chance to let the girls enjoy a slice of life, Jersey style.  
 
    “Kitchen,” I murmured as I remembered my failed attempt to bring it to Lupercalia.  
 
    I trotted back to the kitchen, and after checking the counters, I finally found it in the fruit bowl on the table for some reason. I checked the charge, and while it wasn’t at a hundred percent, there was enough power that we could enjoy some music on our way to the shop. 
 
    I was actually whistling as I returned to the Jeep, and I’d turned the engine on and was plugging in my phone before I realized that Tabitha was seated up front, and Sybil was in the back. 
 
    “You’ve switched spots,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to be the noble for a day,” Sybil said in a faux-drawl. “And also, Tabitha wanted a better view. I’ve been here more times than her, so I only thought it fair.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that,” Tabitha replied. “I’m also less shocked by the whole experience this time, and I really want to see New Jersey.” 
 
    “Works for me,” I said as I scrolled through Spotify. “Okay, here we go.” 
 
    I pulled up the soundtrack for Ten Things I Hate about You, and a moment later, the car boomed with the introductory drums to I Want You To Want Me by Letters to Cleo. 
 
    Suddenly, both Sybil and Tabitha perked up in their seats and looked at each other. 
 
    “Wait!” Tabitha said with more enthusiasm than I’d ever heard her say anything. “This music--” 
 
    “It’s from the movie!” Sybil squealed. “It’s the music from the movie!” 
 
    As I backed out of the driveway, both girls squealed and danced around in their seats as the vocals kicked in. 
 
    “It’s like we’re in the movie!” Sybil declared. 
 
    “Hank,” Tabitha said breathlessly as I coasted down my street without a care in the world. “How did you make this song play here? It’s magic.” 
 
    “Well,” I smiled and made a right onto Main Street. “It truly is magic.” 
 
    The girls looked at each other for a moment, and Sybil looked like she was about to remind me that I’d once told her there was no magic in New Jersey. But the witch and the noblewoman both grinned instead and continued dancing and shouting out the few lyrics they knew. 
 
    The hot summer sun, the girls singing in the car, and the sweet smell of those moon beans really got to me. Life was so radically different to how it had been only a week ago that I couldn’t even compare it. It was time to just roll with the punches and trust whatever the universe and the Moon Goddess had in store for me. 
 
    “Who are all those people?” Sybil asked a moment later when we rounded the corner and saw a line stretching around the block. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a long line in New Jersey before.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” I replied. “Unless it was for Bruce Springsteen tickets.” 
 
    But that seemed an unlikely event for our small town, and I couldn’t figure out what was going on until the bookshop came into view, and I realized that the line that snaked down Main Street was there to get moon-bean brew. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt like I was high. A smile spread across my face. This was insane. Could the word have spread that quickly? 
 
    “Guys,” I whispered as the final cords of Bad Reputation faded away. “They’re lining up for the moon-bean brew.” 
 
    Tabitha and Sybil exchanged a surprised look as we neared the coffee shop. I pulled into my usual spot and saw that Ava had opened both of the front doors of the bookshop. 
 
    It was madness. 
 
    “I was hoping we could get these inside without anyone noticing,” I said. 
 
    “Well,” I don’t think that’s a real possibility,” Sybil replied. 
 
    “We have handcarts inside we use for moving boxes around,” I said. “I could probably find an old tarp or something, too.” 
 
    “I can go get it,” Sybil volunteered. “I’ll let Ava know we have the goods.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound at all like a gangster stereotype,” I laughed. “But sure, tell Ava we have the goods. She’ll know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Sybil nearly sprinted from the Jeep before I’d even turned off the engine, and I watched her elbow her way into the store. 
 
    “You know,” Tabitha remarked. “I’ve never made friends with either a peasant or a man from New Jersey before.” 
 
    “Well,” I turned to her as we unfastened our seatbelts. “I’ve never taken the virginity of a noblewoman, either, so I guess we’re even.” 
 
    She blushed bright red and looked at me as if I’d revealed some terrible secret. 
 
    “Hank!” she whispered. “You’re making me blush!” 
 
    “Just as long as I don’t die in some bizarre accident arranged by your family,” I laughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “We only save that for other noble families.” 
 
    The noblewoman gave me a saucy grin as we stepped out of the Jeep, and I couldn’t decide if she was serious or not. There wasn’t much time to think about it, though, because Sybil was soon back with one of the dollies that was usually buried beneath a stack of boxes in the basement as well as an old blanket. 
 
    “I had to shove a bunch of boxes on the floor,” Sybil said apologetically. “But Ava said it didn’t matter. And the line is getting longer.” 
 
    I glanced down the road as I heaved the first sack onto the dolly, and I saw that the witch was right. The line now disappeared around the corner, and I could see others hustling to join the crowd. 
 
    “Looks like we got here just in time,” I said. 
 
    We unloaded the rest of the sacks, and though the dolly groaned under the weight, we managed to get it moving. It took all three of us to maneuver it through the door, and we had to elbow more than a few people out of our way. 
 
    But the first thing I noticed when I was inside was that the book displays had all been pushed to the outer edges of the shop so there was more room for the line. Ava looked rushed already, and she didn’t even look up as the wheels scraped against the floor. 
 
    “That’ll be twelve dollars, please,” my sister said as she handed a cup to one of the guys that worked in the antique place across the street. 
 
    “Thanks a bunch,” the bald man smiled. “I’ll be back at lunchtime!” 
 
    “It looks like we have a bestseller on our hands,” I said as I cut in front of the next customer. 
 
    “I’ve had so many people in here the last couple of days that I’m not even sure what day it is,” Ava said with a grin. “But please tell me you have more beans.” 
 
    “We have more beans,” Sybil said and waved toward the dolly. 
 
    “Thank God,” Ava sighed. “You can just leave them there for now, but Hank, can you help me with something for a minute?” 
 
    “But I thought I was on vacation,” I teased. 
 
    “Sure, when there wasn’t a line down the block for this moon-bean brew,” Ava replied. “So really, this is all your fault.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said as I slipped behind the counter and smiled at the next customer. “Let me just get Sybil and Tabitha a cup, and then we can talk.” 
 
    “Do you see all these paying customers?” Ava asked in disbelief. “We can’t just give it away, or everyone will expect a free coffee.”  
 
    “They are the people who introduced us to the beans,” I pointed out. 
 
    “And we’ve been up since before dawn to get more of those beans today,” Tabitha added. 
 
    “Fine,” Ava sighed, though I knew she hadn’t really meant to begrudge my ladies their coffee. “But only because your appearance was perfectly timed. If you guys hadn’t come, I would’ve sold out of coffee within the hour.” 
 
    “So fill me in,” I said as I emptied the contents of the coffee grinder into a coffee wand and pressed it into the drip. 
 
    “Basically,” Ava said as she poured more beans into the grinder, “we’ve made two months of profits in two days.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. “And that’s just from the sale of the coffee?” 
 
    Somehow, this plan was going even better than I had anticipated. 
 
    “Yep,” she whispered. “And one of the New York Times food critics is supposed to be coming here tomorrow. Sales will be through the roof once his piece comes out.” 
 
    “Already?” I asked in disbelief. “How did the Times hear about it?” 
 
    “Who knows?” she sighed. “I mean, plenty of their employees live in New Jersey, I’m sure. Maybe one of them stopped in for a cup. Anyway, I’m glad you’re back. You can explain where the beans are from and all that stuff, because I sure as hell don’t know anything about it.” 
 
    “Uhhh,” I hummed as I tried to figure out what I would even say. 
 
    “Don’t do that while you’re talking to them,” Ava warned. “They’ll think you’re smuggling in beans from North Korea or something.” 
 
    I grinned at my sister and decided that she was right. I couldn’t lie about where the beans were from, so maybe I would just tell the reporter from the Times the whole story, from the moment I ran into a burning building to the ring that teleported me to a world full of lords, vampires, and werewolves. I’d tell them that I had a magic bean estate in this other world, and that that’s where the beans came from. 
 
    It was the best branding move ever. They’d think we were crazy storytelling mavericks who were way too cool to do some silly spiel on artisanal farming and how our working practices differed from all the other coffee farmers. It was so outlandish that readers would just roll with it. 
 
    I looked over the counter at Sybil, who was fingering another book on gardening. Then I looked back at Tabitha, who was sipping the fresh cup of moon-bean brew that she’d taken straight from the machine. 
 
    We were making more money than we could’ve ever dreamed of. Business was booming, and I had two of the greatest ladies I could imagine by my side.  
 
    I closed my eyes and took in a deep sniff of the fresh moon-bean brew. It was heavenly, and even better, it was going to make us richer than kings. 
 
    I took a step back and looked at the growing line of people that were waiting patiently for just one sip of our magic brew. It felt like the whole town was on our side. And it felt like all of Lupercalia was on our side, too. 
 
    I felt a smile spread across my face. It was only up from here. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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