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Chapter One

	 

	Unicycling had seemed like a funny gimmick when Wilburn Graves had first taken up, a way to potentially make some much needed friends in high school. Zipping through the quad of the University of Houston, hopping up on and cycling down the length of a garden railing to avoid a crowd of sorority girls, earning applause from several students and even a professor as he leapt off the end and continued on his way, he admitted to himself that this had been one of his better ideas. A few years ago his faulty teenage logic had figured that a unicycle would only cost half as much as a bike and require half the upkeep. It turned out to have been about the same and a considerable amount of his funds had been poured into the heavily customized model he now rode to class. 

	The unicycle thing had not worked at all in high school. Despite being attractive, intelligent, and reasonably athletic, actually communicating effectively with people and making connections was a skill that had eluded Wilburn his whole life. Nothing he’d done had ever worked. Face to face? He got tongue tied. Written notes? His handwriting turned illegible. Signing? He’d freeze. The closest he really came was gaming online, shouting into a headset with his cousin on the other end, and that only worked for short periods of time. It was as if, rather than getting better, he’d get worse. Nothing he did or tried ever worked.

	Or it hadn’t until a month ago when he’d moved into an apartment with three other students and started attending the University of Houston. Wilburn had suddenly found himself actually able to talk to people. In full, complete sentences! And the unicycle thing made him cool and eccentric now instead of extremely nerdy. Though he definitely was still that.

	He couldn’t put his finger on what had changed. Almost it seemed as if nothing had. Except that, and he could only barely remember the sensation now, it had felt as if there had been a faint buzzing in the back of his head whenever he tried to talk to someone. It wasn’t enough to completely disrupt his life but it was strong enough that friendships had been hard to form and relationships with girls were right out.

	That was something he was eager to change. In fact, he made an extra wide circuit around campus in an effort to run into Zuha Frost. She was beautiful, a girl of mixed Afghani and American heritage who dominated the girls’ soccer team. Every morning she was up exercising before everyone else, regardless of whether or not there was practice. Zuha literally went the extra mile, jogging around campus in a route that Wilburn had, without meaning to, committed to memory. 

	He rounded the corner, hoping that today might just be the day he worked up the courage to talk to her when she stopped for her water break at the fountain, and froze. There are many things you can do on a unicycle—coming to a complete full body stop is not one of them. Even remaining in place required a certain degree of back and forth movement to maintain balance. But Wilburn completely froze and an instant later toppled over, spilling across the unforgiving concrete and acquiring a road rash on his left arm. 

	He groaned, and got up, blinking and looking at his bloody appendage. It looked a lot worse than it was, he was sure. Scrapes were something he was well acquainted with from all the times he’d fallen while trying to learn to ride. Nothing was broken, so he looked back to the sight that had made him freeze, not entirely sure he wasn’t losing his mind. 

	A snow leopard stood on its hind legs, wearing athletic shorts and a sports bra. A very feminine snow leopard, with curving hips and a bust that strained against the confines of the bra. In fact, the snow leopard had more in common with a human than it did its animal counterpart. It eyed him with concerned curiosity, lifting up a water bottle and spraying Gatorade into her open mouth, before swaying over to him like grace incarnate. 

	“Are you okay?” she asked with a familiar, slightly accented voice. 

	“Zuha?” Wilburn asked. “Zuha Frost?”

	The snow leopard-woman smiled at him, flashing impressive fangs. “You don’t sound like you’re sure, Wilburn.”

	There was a buzzing in his head. An achingly familiar buzzing. It pressed upon Wilburn’s brain like vibrating cotton and the image of the feline features melted away, leaving him staring at the angelic, dusky face of a very human Zuha. 

	He shook his head. “Thought I was seeing things for a moment there.”

	Real concern crossed her face. “I didn’t think you hit your head. Are you all right?”

	“Yeah, yeah I’m f-fine. J-just…g-g-g-g-guess that fall messed me u-u-up-p-p-p….” Wilburn’s eyes widened in horror as the stuttering took over. No! He was through with this. He was cured. Better. College was a fresh start and he was now talking with the girl he’d been trying to ask out since he got here. What the hell was wrong with him?

	She giggled. “Here, let me help you up.”

	He knew she was strong—her workout attire left very little to the imagination and everything on display was seriously toned—but he hadn’t expected her to be strong enough to nearly lift him off his feet with just one arm as she righted him before his stuttering tongue could protest. It was almost enough to distract him from the vague sensation of silky fur against his skin where her bare arm touched his. 

	“Th-th-thanks,” he said, cringing. 

	She gave him a little pout. “You sure you’re all right?”

	He gave a nod, wanting nothing more than to just crawl into a hole and die. He was supposed to be over this. This was his moment, his chance—she still had her arm looped around his for crying out loud! And his tongue felt like it was swelling in his mouth, preventing him from saying anything. 

	“If you’re sure then,” she said, and let her arm slip from his. 

	“I thought I saw a putty tat!” came a voice from behind them, making Wilburn jump. 

	Suha’s pout turned into a full-on scowl. “Demetrius.”

	The young man coming toward them was attractive like the flash off a knife’s blade, sharp and lean and lethal. He walked with the kind of confidence Wilburn had always been envious, and slightly resentful of, as if the entire world was his to command. Dark haired and pale eyed, he wore clothes that, at first glance didn’t seem out of the ordinary, but which flattered him so well that they had to be tailored to his lean frame. 

	A pair of beautiful blondes followed behind him, dressed in tiny miniskirts and blouses that opened low enough that their impressive breasts were almost spilling out. Neither spoke, and though their attention was focused on Zuha, they moved as if they instinctively knew where Demetrius was and how best to orbit him. 

	The smile Demetrius gave Zuha was all edge as his eyes darted over to take in Wilburn. “This guy bothering you?”

	Zuha rolled her eyes. “Not nearly so much as you are.”

	Demetrius waved his hand, as if dismissing her words. “You wound me. I’ve got a place in my House just for you, you know. All you have to do is ask.” His eyes went back to Wilburn and then lowered to his bloody arm. “Of course, I won’t offer a red bouquet, but I think you can do much better than street meat.”

	Zuha’s eyes went to each of the blondes. “Funny. I could say the same thing about you. Did you hit up a strip club the second you got into town?”

	Demetrius’s eyes flashed. “Still that wicked tongue. Don’t worry, I know how to make your kitty purr.”

	 He reached into his pocket and produced a plastic baggy full of chopped up green leaves. Wilburn looked around nervously. He didn’t care how much money Demetrius had, flashing a bag of weed around was a good way to get arrested and he had no intention of going to jail.      

	“Don’t you dare open that,” Zuha hissed. 

	The buzzing sensation that had been pressing in on his brain vanished and with it, so did Zuha’s human appearance. Once again, where she had stood, was a snow leopard woman. Her ears were back and her shockingly blue eyes were wide. 

	Demetrius’s smile widened and he popped open the bag, mock-singing, “What’s new pussy cat, oh-whoa-whoa….”

	Zuha’s feline eyes dilated and she sucked in air through her nose and mouth simultaneously. Her whole world seemed to become centered around that bag, struggling with herself as she scooted forward, drawing her face closer and closer to Demetrius’s outstretched hand, which was holding the open bag. When her face was only inches away, Demetrius turned his hand over, dropping the bag on the ground. 

	Zuha followed, inhaling deeply and beginning to rub her face against the opening. 

	Wilburn heard something and glanced around to find several passersby gawking and giggling. None of them seemed as shocked as they should be though, seeing leopard woman. Could they only see Zuha, like she had always appeared to him?

	Wilburn had no idea what was going on, but Demetrius’ cat jokes suggested that he could see Zuha’s snow leopard form too. What was more, Wilburn had a good idea what was in the bag. Demetrius hadn’t brought weed; he’d brought catnip. 

	“The hell is your problem?” Wilburn demanded, before he could think better of it. He snatched the baggie out from beneath Zuha’s face, nearly getting clawed as she lazily swung a hand at him and rolled over, belly up on the ground. The instant he closed the baggie, she stopped where she was. 

	“Asshole,” she hissed up at Demetrius. 

	“Careful, Kitty,” he said to her, but now those sharp eyes were fixed unerringly on Wilburn. “Your mask is slipping.”

	The buzzing feeling returned, pressing in on Wilburn’s brain again. He shook his head, trying to fight it off. It didn’t work and a second later Zuha was crouching on the ground looking very human once again. 

	“You should mind your own business,” said Demetrius, and this time there was no doubt that he was talking to Wilburn. 

	“Sh-sh-shut up-p-p,” Wilburn managed, not quite snapping. His brain whirled with comebacks and retorts, but they all muddled together and blurred, becoming useless things that would become clear only later when they were no longer useful. 

	“Go back to your room and study,” Demetrius said suddenly, and there was something in his voice that drove the words him, digging them deep into Wilburn’s brain. They sliced through the buzzing fuzz, the clearest thoughts he’d had all day. 

	Going back to his room to study seemed like a really good idea. He hadn’t really understood his algebra homework all that well. Going over it one more time to make certain everything was perfect would be worth the late points. The professor would appreciate the effort and he didn’t really want to be in class anyway. He’d only come out early for the chance to talk to Zuha…Zuha! 

	The injection of Demetrius’s command lessened, pushed back. But it seemed to tangle in the haze around his Wilburn’s brain, caught so that he couldn’t push it all the way out like it should go. “No,” he said, voice hoarse with effort. “No, I need…Zuha…not….”

	Demetrius’s eyes widened and Zuha stared at him for a moment before bursting into laughter. Not at him, Wilburn realized, but at Demetrius. 

	“No wonder you only keep bimbos,” she cackled. “Anyone with a brain can resist you!”

	Demetrius’s cool demeanor vanished, his face reddening with anger. “No they can’t. I said, you want to go to your room and study!” 

	The words sent the force Wilburn had been pushing against thrusting back, slicing through his defenses to take root deep within his brain. Studying was a really good idea. Way better than standing around with this asshole. The only reason to stay was Zuha and he couldn’t even talk to her. Besides, there was an algebra test at the end of the week. He really needed to make sure that he understood how to solve those equations they’d gone over last class. 

	Without a word, he turned and walked away, leaving Demetrius, his blonde flunkies, Zuha, and his unicycle where they were. He was vaguely aware of Zuha saying something to his back but she sounded really far away and he was focused. He had his priorities and at the top of them was studying for that algebra test. He might even be able to qualify for a scholarship if he could keep his grades up. 

	He’d actually made it several blocks, completely lost in his hyper-focused thoughts, before a pair of arms grabbed him from behind and he was yanked off the sidewalk into a white van. He had a glimpse of a pair of dull-eyed, muscular men and a dark-skinned girl with crazy pink hair before the door closed and everything went dark. 
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Chapter Two

	 

	Wilburn awoke with the taste of blood on his tongue. 

	The room he was in was blindingly white and stank of urine and disinfectant. And it was cold. Part of that, he realized, was because he was covered by a very thin sheet and wearing a paper gown. Bits of machinery next to him began beeping and he realized he was in a hospital. What had happened?

	He brought a hand to his lips. Apart from the taste of blood there was a phantom sensation of lips against his, as if he had been kissed very, very thoroughly and very often. He could almost feel a small, feminine tongue still caressing his own. Where had that come from? Sad as it was to admit, he’d never kissed anyone before. How on earth would he even know what it felt like?

	“Oh good, you’re awake.” 

	He pulled himself from his reverie to discover an older woman in a nurse’s uniform stepping into his room.

	“How are we feeling today, Mr. Graves?”  

	Actually, he felt great. His arm didn’t even sting anymore. Glancing at it, he found that there was no sign at all of his tumble from the unicycle. His unicycle! He’d just left it lying there with Zuha and that Demetrius asshole. Was she okay? Was his unicycle okay? 

	Then it dawned on him. If his arm was completely healed, just how long had he been unconscious in this hospital room? “What day is it?”

	The nurse gave him a gentle frown. “Today is Tuesday.” 

	He breathed a sigh of relief. It was still the same day.

	       “You were brought to the hospital on Saturday,” she went on. “And you have been in and out of consciousness since. You were having terrible nightmares so the doctor gave you a sedative to help you rest and recover. It seems to have worked. You are particularly lucid right now.”

	       He had lost an entire week? “Wh-what happened?”

	The nurse’s frown deepened. “We were hoping that you could tell us.”

	“What can you tell me?” Wilburn asked. “How did I get here?”

	“I really can’t—”

	“Please,” he interrupted. “Please tell me. I need to know.”

	Something in his mind squeezed when he spoke, ejecting something from him and injecting it into the nurse. He felt it push its way inside of her brain and spread out until it connected with something he had no name for. His own brain felt lighter, like he was carrying less weight in his skull. It would have been disconcerting if he hadn’t been distracted by the sudden shift in the nurse’s demeanor. 

	Whereas before there had been an edge of wariness about her, now she seemed far more open, and was nodding her head in agreement. “Of course, you do, poor thing. I don’t know what all you’ve been through but the police are waiting to talk to you as soon as you’re up for it and you shouldn’t have to endure that not knowing anything.”

	The police? What did the police—wait. Hadn’t he been—

	       “You were grabbed off the street a week ago,” the nurse said, interrupting his thoughts. “No one knew where you were and we still don’t know what all was done to you. You seem healthy according to every test the doctor’s run. More than healthy, truth be told. A woman dropped you off out front and someone anonymously paid for your hospital bill. This, believe it or not, is one of our luxury suites. That’s why you have the room to yourself.”

	A woman had found him? “Did the woman leave her name? Or any way for me to get in touch with her?”

	The nurse shook her head. “I’m afraid not. She was African American and had pink hair, if that helps.”

	Wilburn tried to get more out of her but she seemed to have honestly told him everything she knew and no amount of questioning or prodding could. His aunt and uncle had been by to check on him and the police had made several visits, but nobody had any idea who had grabbed him or why.  

	When he did eventually speak to the police, they were closed mouthed, giving him vague or unsatisfying answers to every question he asked while questioning him so hard and thoroughly Wilburn began to think that they were under the impression that he had kidnapped himself. He tried to repeat what he’d done with the nurse, squeezing that intangible part of his mind and pushing it at the detectives when he asked, but unlike before, whatever it was he was pushing at them didn’t take, and the empty feeling grew, leaving him with a headache. It also left him wondering if it had been some kind of fluke. Maybe he hadn’t actually done anything at all. 

	Except that as the detectives were leaving, one glanced back at him and though his mouth didn’t move, Wilburn distinctly heard the man’s voice echoing through the room. Poor bastard.

	And then he was left alone, confused as all get out. Had he heard the detective’s thoughts or had he just failed to notice the man’s mouth moving? That must have been it. Hearing people’s thoughts was comic book stuff. 

	He checked out of the hospital that evening and, dressed in a pair of scrubs, made his way back to his shared apartment. The Houston public transportation system being what it was, the trip took nearly two hours, during which time he called his aunt and uncle to assure them that he was okay and that the police were looking into the matter and that, no, he didn’t have any idea what the whole thing had been about or why someone would want to kidnap him in the first place. Despite spending so much time laying down at the hospital, by the time Wilburn got home, all he wanted to do was climb into his bed and pass out. 

	Unfortunately, one of his new roommates—or possibly all of them—had decided to throw a party. Music blasted from his apartment so loud he could hear it from the stairs and by the time Wilburn actually reached his door the noise was so loud he could feel it reverberating through his bones. His head began to throb and it was only a small consolation that he didn’t have that vague, fuzzy pressure bearing down on his brain anymore. 

	The door flew open as he reached for the handle and a pair of drunk partygoers stumbled out, earning a scowl from Wilburn as they laughed and tripped over each other. How long had this party been going on? He sidestepped them when they nearly careened into him and made his way inside. The apartment was packed. 

	Everywhere he looked were people, all pressed together, half of them bouncing up and down in place with the music, and a good portion of them doing their best to engage in vertical wrestling matches that involved a lot of tongue play. It was hot, loud, and reeked of alcohol, body odor, and unless Wilburn’s nose was mistaken, burning marijuana. This was not what he’d been hoping to come home to. 

	“Hey man,” said one of the partiers as he stepped inside. “This ain’t a costume party! Where’s your invitation?”

	Wilburn crossed his arms. “I live here.”

	“No you don’t,” said the guy. He was tall, with a mane of curly red hair and freckles that overwhelmed the rest of his features. He also stank of weed and beer. “I know the guys who live here. Benny, Mitch, and Gil. Which one are you supposed to be.”

	“I’m the other roommate,” Wilburn said, getting more annoyed. “Wilburn.”

	“Dude, that’s sick. What is wrong with you?” 

	Wilburn was taken aback. “What do you mean?”

	The red head rolled his eyes and made an exasperated sound in his throat. “Like you don’t know? That is so not cool, man.”

	“I’m going to bed,” Wilburn muttered, and tried to move around the guy to get to his room, but the tall red head stepped in front of him. 

	“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” There was absolutely nothing remotely jovial in his expression now. Around them, several others were quieting down to gawk. 

	“To my room,” Wilburn said. “Now get out of the way.”

	“Okay, freshmen, the joke’s gone on long enough. It’s not funny anymore. It never was.”

	“What joke?” Wilburn demanded.

	“Pretending to be their dead roommate,” the guy exploded. “Not cool!” 

	“Oh, shit! Wilburn!” Mitch, Wilburn’s shortest and broadest roommate exclaimed. “You’re alive?”

	“Am I not supposed to be?” Wilburn asked, earning a laugh. 

	“No! I mean, no,” Mitch said, stumbling over his words. “It’s just that Benny said you were dead. He’s quit going to classes because he said if a roommate dies that the school gives you all A’s for the semester. He’s going to be pissed.”

	Wilburn didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed. Before he could reply, the red head, whose eyes had gone wide during the exchange, hurried to apologize. “Oh man, my bad. And you just got out of the hospital. Here, have a beer—wait!” he froze with a can halfway extended to Wilburn. “Can you drink with whatever medication they’ve got you on?”

	Wilburn decided that he liked the red head. Now that he knew the guy hadn’t been going out of his way just to be rude, but had actually been trying to protect his friends, he found it hard to stay angry with him. “As far as I know they don’t have me on anything.” He accepted the beer and popped it open. He’d had beer before and didn’t especially care for it but he didn’t want to be rude, especially now that the red head was trying to make amends. 

	“I’m Buddy,” the red head said. “Buddy Hyde.”

	“Wilburn Graves,” Wilburn said, shaking Buddy’s hand. 

	Buddy guffawed. “Seriously?”

	“Huh?”

	“You just came back from the dead and your name is Graves? That’s too perfect!” Buddy roared with laughter. So did everyone around him, though only a few of them could have heard. Buddy just radiated a kind of happy, infectious charisma.

	The fatigue that had been slowly creeping up on him gained a sudden and very strong foothold. Wilburn really was ready for bed. His eyelids stung and his limbs felt heavy. “I just want to sleep like the dead, right now,” Wilburn said. Glancing around his packed apartment, that didn’t seem likely to happen any time soon. He returned his attention to Buddy. “Think you could help me out?”

	He didn’t mean to do it, but as he looked at Buddy, tired and trying his best not to be a grouchy buzz-kill, Wilburn squeezed that same place in his mind as he had before when he’d asked the nurse to tell him what she knew. Something jetted out of him and struck home inside of Buddy, taking root far more easily and much more quickly than it had with the nurse. 

	“Yeah, no problem,” Buddy said, fishing in his pocket until he pulled out a set of keys. “My apartment’s one building over. 351A. Third floor. You can crash in my room.”

	Wilburn hesitantly accepted the keys. “Are you sure?”

	“Positive,” said Buddy. “It’s no sweat. I never know where I’m going to wake up anyway.”

	Wilburn didn’t have trouble believing that. He turned to go, pausing to point a finger at Mitch with the hand holding his beer. “You tell Benny to quit telling everyone I’m dead, alright?”

	Another squeeze and another easy taking. 

	Mitch bobbed his head and hurried to agree. “Sure thing. I’ll go tell him now.”

	Wilburn watched him go, a little perplexed. He didn’t know any of his roommates well but Mitch rarely did what anyone told him to do. Actually, he had a tendency to do the opposite of whatever someone told him to do just to be contrary. 

	Shaking his head, Wilburn went for the door and opened it to find a snow leopard woman standing on the other side, a hand raised to knock. 

	“Wilburn?” she asked.  

	He blinked. “Zuha. Hi.”

	She glanced down and blushed. “Hi.”

	She was holding something, and when he looked a little closer, he recognized it. “My unicycle!”

	“I rescued this from Demetrius,” she said, holding it out for him. 

	He took it, and for a second considered stashing it in his apartment, but the party was going full swing and he wasn’t sure that was a good idea. People tended to want to try wild things when they were drunk or high and giving them access to a unicycle just seemed like a bad idea., 

	“Thanks a ton,” he said, tucking it under his arm. “If you want to join in the party feel free.”

	She beamed at him, then her ears fell in obvious puzzlement. “You’re not staying?”

	He shook his head. “No. I’m going to crash at a new friend’s place and wait this out. I just got out of the hospital and—”

	She gasped, interrupting him. “Did Demetrius do something to you?”

	“What? No. Actually, I’m still not sure what did happen,” Wilburn said. “I was heading back to my place to study after running into you two and then next thing I know I’m waking up in the hospital and it’s been a whole week.” 

	It dawned on him a little belatedly that he was having an actual, honest to God conversation with Zuha. He wasn’t stuttering or tripping over his own words. He could talk!

	His sense of elation was not shared by Zuha. If anything, she seemed even more upset than before. “And you’re sure it wasn’t anything Demetrius did?”

	“Pretty sure,” Wilburn said. “I mean, the guy’s such a big asshole he kind of stands out.”

	She laughed. “I guess he does. But, you’re all right?”

	He shrugged. “Looks like.”

	She pursed her lips for a moment, considering something. “I’ll walk you to where you’re staying. Just to be safe.”

	He grinned at her. “My hero. And they say chivalry’s dead.”

	She hip checked him and he actually bounced off the railing that served to keep drunks and idiots from staggering off of the second floor where his apartment was and falling to the ground below. 

	“Dang you’re strong,” he said, and her smile widened. “Can I ask you something? It’s kind of a weird question, so you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

	She shrugged. “Sure. What is it?”

	“How come you look like a cat?”

	Zuha stared at him for a second and then there was no more distance between them. Her claws sank into the shirt of his hospital scrubs and she hurled him over the railing. 

	

Chapter Three

	 

	Wilburn didn’t hit the ground. In fact, he didn’t fall at all. One moment he was experiencing the sensation of leaving his stomach behind and feeling the wind rush past him as he flew up over the balcony railing and the next there was nothing but stillness and starlight. 

	It was as if Zuha had hurled him into the night sky, far away from suns, moons, or planets. There was darkness and there were stars in every direction. And within that infinite expanse there was nothing. Nothing, save for him and the distant stars. 

	Which was why when not one, but two voices spoken in perfect tandem, Wilburn jumped.

	“You are not alone, Wilburn Graves,” the voices said. “We are with you. We will guide you.” The voices were soft and feminine, speaking with a clipped precision that spoke of either being very cultured or very deliberate. 

	He twisted, trying to spin around, and awkwardly managed to spin in place. There was no one there. “Who are you?”

	“You still don’t remember us?” the voices asked. “That’s alright. We’ve remembered you. We’re going to make your dreams come true.”

	“Right,” Wilburn said. “How come I can’t see you?”

	“Because we are not actually here,” said the voices. “We are…you enjoy videogames?”

	The question caught him off guard. “Yeah, my cousin Stacy and I used to play together.” It was one of the few things he and she could do that didn’t end up with them locked in some kind of bitter argument. 

	As he thought of this, several stars flashed at him, drawing his attention. 

	“Yes,” said the voices. “We see that. That will be a helpful metaphor to guide you through your transition.”

	“Transition?” Wilburn asked. “What transition? Where are we?”

	“Have you ever heard of a mind palace?” The voices asked. 

	Wilburn was starting to get annoyed. “I think so. It’s that trick people use to envision a place so that they can store their memories. Supposedly when you put one together you never forget anything.” He shrugged. “I never could get the hang of it. What do they have to do with anything?”

	“This,” the voices said, and their words were accompanied by a sensation not unlike a hand being waved before him, presenting the expanse to him as if it were a gift. “Is your mind palace.”

	“I uh, thought mind palaces were supposed to be structures, like a building or something,” Wilburn said. 

	“The typical mind is chaotic and unstructured. Yours is not so different. It is why you have not received all of the powers we have gifted to you all at once.”

	“Powers? What powers?” Despite the voices earlier words, he kept trying to turn in place to see them. Hearing them perpetually come from behind him was more than a little disconcerting. It made him feel like someone was about to lay a hand in between his shoulder blades or perhaps even attack him. 

	“Surely you’ve noticed?” Several stars flashed and from their light came the elderly nurse from the hospital who had told him about his own kidnapping and condition. Then there was the face of the detective as he was leaving, the words Poor bastard echoing through the night sky, and finally there was Buddy, nodding along when Wilburn said he needed somewhere to stay and handing over his keys. Even Mitch briefly appeared, hurrying off to talk to Buddy at Wilburn’s direction.

	“I wasn’t using any powers,” Wilburn said. “That was just people telling me stuff.”

	“Doing what you wanted,” the voices said, and they sounded as if they were smiling. “A lot of people will be doing what you want soon. And more besides. You will be our greatest creation.” 

	Invisible hands seemed to run over Wilburn’s shoulders, back, and chest. Soft and small but pressing in with a needy firmness. “We wish we could be there with you now. Whoever has just tried to hurt you would be pulled apart piece by piece, our Darling. Our, hero.”

	Wilburn shivered, only half in fear. 

	“You’re going to be so powerful,” the voices whispered. “You have no idea everything we have given to you. But you are not powerful yet. You need to begin constructing your mind palace. Once that is built, you can save yourself.”

	“Save myself from what?” Wilburn asked. 

	“Dying,” the voices said, as if it were obvious. “When we pulled you into your own mindscape, you were falling. If you don’t land right it could kill you. And we did not sacrifice so much and wait so long just so that you could die now.”

	“Who are you?” Wilburn asked. “This is more than a little overwhelming. Wait—are you the ones who kidnapped me?”

	“Is that really important right now?” the voices asked. “If you do not follow our instructions you leave your survival to chance. Do you really want to do that?”

	“Uh, no,” Wilburn said. “I guess not.”

	“Good,” said the voices, and Wilburn experienced the feeling of phantom lips pressing in on both of his cheeks to deliver a kiss. “Because we really don’t want you to die. Now, let us begin pulling your mindscape together. This first part is pretty simple. Imagine a building. Any will do.”

	Wilburn did. A simple, almost cartoonish castle sprang into existence before him, simply floating through the nexus of space. It had high walls with those things at the top to protect archers while they shot their arrows—he couldn’t remember what they were called—and two towers sticking up from behind those walls. All in all, it was a small but effective looking fortress.

	The voices giggled and sounded very pleased. “Do you remember yet? No, you don’t. That’s okay. Some part of you does. We’ve waited this long, a little longer won’t hurt.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Wilburn said. 

	“We know,” the voices answered. “But that’s okay. Now, focus. Within this castle you need to place every experience you’ve ever had. Every memory you possess, even the ones you don’t know you possess, are somewhere in here. You can organize it later. For now, focus on imagining them all in the castle.”

	Wilburn gave a slow nod. It was difficult, more difficult than he would have thought, imagining that every one of his memories were in there. As he focused on this idea, however, stars began shooting into the castle, entering through the lowered drawbridge. 

	“What are those?” he asked the voices. 

	“Your memories,” they answered. “Keep going. You’re doing wonderful, Darling.”

	Seeing the stars flowing into his castle and understanding what they were sent a thrill of excitement racing through him and made it easier for Wilburn to continue feeding his memories into the castle, imagining that it held everything. Soon, he was standing upon its lowered drawbridge looking to the towers beyond its walls beneath an empty sky. 

	He let out a sigh, and realized that this had taken quite a bit of energy. “Okay, they’re all in there. Now what? What’s this whole thing for?”

	“Now you need to organize them,” the voices said. “They’re easier for you to draw upon now, but that’s right now they’ve been tossed in all willy-nilly.”

	“And having access to all of my memories is supposed to give me superpowers?” he asked, trying not to sound skeptical. After all, he had just built this place from nothing and presumably filled it with his memories. 

	“Memories and experiences create who you are,” the voices said. “They are critical to your powers and allowing you to decide who and what you are going to be.”

	Deciding who and what he was going to be? Wasn’t that choice already his? 

	“No, you don’t,” the voices said, and he knew that somehow, they had heard his thoughts. “You’ve never had a real choice,” they said, sounding bitter. “Your entire life starting from your conception was planned out and then, when there was a deviation, you were discarded.” Not just bitter. Furious. Whatever had been done to him, the voices positively frothed with frozen angry. “But you can now.”

	Wilburn swallowed. He did not think that he would enjoy the experience were those voices to turn their fury on him. 

	“Don’t worry,” the voices said, and once again he felt invisible hands caressing him. “We would never hurt you.”

	“Only kidnap me and put me in the hospital,” he said dryly. If they could hear his thoughts then there wasn’t much point in biting his tongue.

	The seemingly omniscient, omnipotent voices giggled. “That was for your own good. You’re going to have to let that go.”

	He nodded. “Okay. So what’s in the towers? Are those where my memories are?”

	“No. Those are the towers of Domination and Perception. As you learn to use your powers your towers will grow and you will add new towers to your castle. Think of your mind palace like your video games. It is a representation of you, your skills, and your abilities. You will draw upon your experiences and use them as fuel to increase these.”

	“Literal experience points,” Wilburn said, grinning.

	“Exactly,” the voices said. “Normally, everything would be mostly built by this point had you grown up like we did. However, you only ever had the potential to transition to a higher existence. And we have not only awakened that potential but fed it in abundance. So much so that I have had to erect barriers in your mind to prevent you from being overwhelmed by it all. That is why you slept for as long as you have. It is why you are still tired even now. You are recovering, like a butterfly newly free of its cocoon.”

	“I’m a butterfly, huh? Okay, so…if my memories aren’t in those towers, where do I need to go?”

	The voices giggled again. “The Tower of Perception, of course.”

	“I thought you said my memories aren’t in there?” 

	“They are not. What is in there is your heightened ability of perception. You have already begun to tap into some of the powers that it allows you for external use. Now you will turn them, inside.”

	Wilburn didn’t remember actually walking across the courtyard to the tower. One moment he was on the drawbridge, the next, he stood before a heavy oak door. He knew it was oak instinctively, though he had no way of actually recognizing that. It was simply a part of this world. He was Wilburn Graves and the door was made of oak. 

	He opened it and found himself facing a spiral staircase. Stepping inside, he began to climb. He passed several doors, each with a heavy iron lock on the door, before coming to one that did not have a lock. Soft candle light flickered through the crack between the door and the floor. 

	Wilburn wanted to go in there but the voices urged him onward. “This is a room you should spend time in studying, but it will not save you now.”

	He pressed on, passing several more locked doors until the voices stopped him outside of one. Looking at it, he couldn’t decipher it from any of the rest. “What’s in here?”

	“Open it and find out.” 

	“I don’t have a key,” Wilburn protested. “How am I supposed to get inside?”

	“Breathe deeply,” the voices said. “Feel that? The air outside the castle?”

	He could. Which made no sense. They’d been soaring through the vacuum of space. Hell, the castle was floating in space. How was there air here at all?

	“It’s not air,” the voices said. “It’s power. Real power. Let it fill you. Inhale. And exhale. Slow and steady now. Control your breathing.”

	He inhaled and exhaled several times, following their instructions. On the third time he exhaled the voices said, “Now ignite it.”

	Wilburn couldn’t have said what he did differently but as the air left him, he felt it combust. Flames leapt from his mouth and then coalesced into something solid, which dropped into his outstretched hand, heavy and cool to the touch. It was a heavy iron key, an old-fashioned kind that matched the lock on the door.

	“Okay, what just happened?”

	“We have filled you with power. The workings of our House have always been closely tied with fire. You drew upon a fraction of the power we filled you with and transformed it into a key that can unlock this door.”

	“So, I could go around unlocking every door in both towers and have access to the powers in each one?” Wilburn asked, suddenly wondering if he was about to become some sort of godlike being. 

	“You could,” the voices said. “But then you would have very little to give to develop those powers. You grow them with your experiences, yes, but also with this fuel or energy that we have given you. Consider your videogames. You have your experience points, yes? And these experience points help you go up in levels.”

	“Okay, I’m with you so far,” Wilburn said, nodding.

	“Each tower is a different area you can level up.”

	“Like skill trees,” Wilburn said. “Still with you. Keep going.”

	“And the energy we have given you, it is like the items in your games that bypass the experience and give you an instant level up.”

	Wilburn blinked. “And you gave me enough of that to create the…what, entire atmosphere?”

	“We told you, we have provided you with an abundance.” The voices sounded more than a little smug. “But it is not infinite. You must choose wisely how to spend all that we have given. You will acquire more, but we doubt very much that anything you do will ever equal this gift.”

	Wilburn swallowed. “I’m not entirely sure I understand everything that’s happening. But if all of that power whirling around out there making up the atmosphere in this place is energy I can use or points I can spend…then you gave me a ton. I think I owe you a thank you?”

	The voices purred. “You are welcome. Now, you don’t have much time. You’re almost halfway to the ground.”

	“You mean I’m still falling?” 

	“Yes. You had better hurry up.”

	Wilburn slid the key into the lock, twisted it open with a small clink, and stepped into the room as the door swung open before him.

	

Chapter Four

	 

	Wilburn came to still flying backward through the air. His trajectory had carried him out and now he was nearly upside down as he arced towards the ground. For a moment, he panicked, arms flailing wildly about him before abruptly calming. He had plenty of practice falling. Not from a height like this, but in the Tower of Perception he had activated a new ability, one that allowed him to turn his focus inward and collect his memories and experiences to draw upon them. The power was called Self Reflection, and with it, the culmination of his falling experience had been carefully combed through and learned from. 

	Every fall from his unicycle or trip, every slip and spill he’d ever had. All of them possessed a kernel of something he could draw from and having fed the whole of them into this ability, Self Reflection had transformed the act of falling into an art. And with it, Wilburn knew just enough to throw his weight backward, transforming his momentum and curling up so that when he hit the ground, it wasn’t full on, but in a roll. 

	The impact jarred him as he struck, but he didn’t splatter everywhere as he’d expected he would when he was first thrown and there was no crack of bones breaking. Everything happened so fast. One moment he was striking the ground, the next he was rolling backward, and then, at last his arms and core gave out in surprise and he flopped onto his back, coming to a halt on the grass beside the pavement. A little bruised but very much alive. 

	For a moment, he lay there in shock. Then he sat upright, threw his arms up in the air, and gave a victorious shout. “I’m alive!”

	Zuha Frost leapt from the second story and landed silently in a crouch in front of him as if it were as easy as stepping off the curb. 

	“Dammit,” Wilburn muttered. 

	She surged forward and brought a hand to his throat, claws tickling his skin. Her blue, feline eyes bored into his, her ears laid back, her fangs bared. “Who are you?”

	“Wilburn Graves,” he said. “Zuha, you know me. We have Rhet. 1301 together.”

	Her grip on his throat tightened. “What House are you? What game are you playing?”

	Wilburn had no idea what she was talking about. Instinctively he tapped into his new Self Reflection power and analyzed from the few memories he had when he’d given a command, exactly how he’d done it. With a mental shove, he squeezed the energy from his mind and shoved it into hers. 

	The thrust met with resistance, like an elastic barrier. He pushed forward anyway. “Zuha, you don’t want to hurt me. We’re—we’re friends.” This wasn’t technically accurate. They were classmates and casual acquaintances, though Wilburn had sincerely hoped for more. Friendship was about all he was ready to gamble on at the moment. 

	It wasn’t enough though. Even as he said the words he felt that barrier pushing him back his mental thrust, the command he’d instinctively given, drawing from his new Domination ability. Her blue eyes widened as they struggled and her lip curled back further, allowing a hiss to slither past her very lethal looking fangs. 

	Wilburn inhaled, envisioning himself back in his mind palace, his castle, in the Tower of Domination, drawing upon the energy the two voices had filled him with. He exhaled, pouring that power into leveling up his new ability. Inside his mind, the Tower shuddered, the room groaned and expanded. He hadn’t spent any real time inside of it and had no chance to look around now, but he caught a quick glimpse of bookshelves lining the walls with old tombs and the walls spreading apart to make room for a cozy hearth with a roaring fire. 

	The mental picture was shattered by Zuha’s expression, which had morphed from fury to fear as his mental attack swept through her suddenly feeble defenses to slam home deep inside her brain. Once inside, he sensed his command take hold—much firmer hold than any of his other previous commands and he felt that squeezing sensation again, pouring his energy into her. 

	She rocked back on her heels, blinking rapidly, one snowy white hand going to her face, as if she had a headache. 

	Wilburn gave a gasp of relief. “What on earth is going on?” he asked, rubbing at his throat. The points where her claws had pricked his skin itched. 

	“That’s what I’d like to know?” she said, looking at him with obvious confusion. “You’re a primus? Why on earth have you been pretending to be imus?”

	“Who’s been pretending what now?” Wilburn demanded. “Look, I am beyond confused at this point. Yesterday—or, you know, when I last saw you, you suddenly turned into a cat person. Then I got kidnapped and woke up in a hospital. I’m hearing things and people are doing what I tell them—not like in a normal way but in a…like they have-to-way—and now you’re here and I ask a simple question and next thing I know you’re trying to kill me. And in the midst of that I have an existential crisis and voices are telling me to make a mind palace and now you’re not trying to kill me and my brain fucking hurts!” 

	When he finished, he was gasping for breath. He hadn’t realized that he was yelling until he stopped and his throat was ached. 

	Zuha stared at him for a moment. Then, all at once, she burst out laughing, falling over backward onto the grass and clutching her sides. 

	Wilburn shook his head. At least someone was finding this whole thing amusing. 

	“What the hell are you two doing on the ground?” 

	Wilburn looked up to find a dark skinned, older man in a campus police uniform. Wilburn shook his head. “I honestly have no idea.”

	Zuha rolled upright, springing to her feet with feline grace—which Wilburn supposed was only appropriate—and beamed at the officer. “Sorry, Officer. We’ll get going.”

	She helped Wilburn to his feet. “Come on. We can talk back at my place.” And she took him by the arm and guided him away, leaving the police officer standing over where they’d been, with his arms crossed, shaking his head and muttering something that included the word “kids.”

	Wilburn started to ask her something but Zuha shushed him. “Wait until we’re back at my place, alright.”

	Before they made it more than a few steps, Wilburn stopped. “My unicycle! I can’t forget it again.”

	Zuha rolled her eyes. “Forget the damn unicycle, will you? I’ll buy you a new one.”

	“But I put that one together myself,” he protested. “Do you have any idea how much a good off-roading unicycle costs?” 

	“You can control people’s minds and you seriously think money for a unicycle is going to be an issue?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. 

	“Uh…hadn’t really thought about it. That whole thing is kind of…new,” he finished lamely. 

	Together they made their way across campus and to a parking garage. She took him all the way to the top level and to a royal blue Jaguar. Wilburn looked at the roaring feline miniature affixed to the hood mid-leap and then to Zuha with a raised eyebrow. 

	The fur on her face rose in what he suspected might be her equivalent of a blush. “Oh, shut up.”

	He grinned at her, and at her instruction, got in the passenger seat. 

	Once they were out of the garage, he asked, “So when are you going to explain what’s going on. Because I’ve got to say, I’ve never done drugs before but this is feeling more and more like a bad trip.”

	“It sounds like someone extolled you,” she said. “But…that can’t be right. You said, you started accessing your abilities after you got out of the kidnapping?”

	He nodded. “That’s right. Why can’t that be right?”

	“Because it sounds like you were already starting to see through my disguise before then. Actually—you were definitely not just imus then. You resisted Demetrius’s command to go back and study in your room. He really had to let you have it to make you go.”

	“Yeah, that was a really good idea he had,” Wilburn said, then started shaking his head. “Wait…no, no it really wasn’t.” Utilizing his new Self Reflection ability he was able to piece apart the encounter and examine it more carefully. “He used Domination on me!” 

	Zuha laughed. “Yeah, but all he did was give you a Suggestion. If he’d dominated you, you’d still be his bitch now, just like those blondes that were with him.” She gave him a curious, sidelong look. “Are you sure you don’t know what House you belong to? It sounds like you might….”

	“Might what?” 

	She shrugged. “Well a lot of houses breed their famulus for certain traits, including producing powerful offspring. But then you’d know all of this already, so that couldn’t be it.”

	Wilburn furrowed his brow. “What do you mean, ‘breed their famulus?’ What’s a famulus?”

	Zuha suddenly looked embarrassed and uncomfortable. “Forget I said anything.”

	“No, tell me what you meant.”

	She gave him a cutting look. “If I don’t, are you going to give me another Suggestion? I don’t doubt you could. I’ve never felt anything like what you did except from a magis and I’ve never heard of one of them who wasn’t already a House Lord.”

	Wilburn sighed and sank back into his seat, his head throbbing. He felt more tired than ever. “You keep dropping weird words like I should know what they mean, but I’ve got no idea what the hell you’re talking about. Let’s start over with something simple. Why are you a cat person?”

	The fur around her face rose again in another furry blush. “I’m a snow leopard.”

	“Yeah, I see that. Why are you a snow leopard?”

	She let out a long sigh and seemed to deflate. 

	“I got myself stuck,” she muttered. 

	At his look of confusion, she went on. “Transforming oneself into a bestial form is a really advanced ability among primuses—that’s what you and I are, by the way—and I thought I was skilled enough and strong enough to pull it off. I studied my ass off and was so sure of myself. I was so proud when I managed to transform myself…I was proud all the way until I realized I couldn’t transform back.” She let out another long sigh. “All my energy now has to go into maintaining a mental shield to keep the imuses from seeing or recording me. It’s so much effort that I can’t really do much else while I’m out. The only reason I’m able to even be in school is because of how powerful I am but…well, you saw Demetrius.” Her fur raised in embarrassment again and she couldn’t look at him. 

	“So…catnip?”

	“We will never speak of that again,” she hissed, still not looking at him. 

	In spite of himself, Wilburn chuckled. “Fair enough. Consider it forgotten.”

	“Good. And we’re here.” She pulled them around a corner onto a driveway that had been completely hidden from view a second ago by strategically placed trees and artful shrubbery. The end of the driveway was large enough to be considered a small parking and had a triple layered fountain at the center. Zuha drove around it and pulled into a four-car garage, which had a black Range Rover and a champagne Lexus already parked in it. 

	Beyond the garage was a three-story mansion. Artfully decorated, Wilburn couldn’t help but notice certain similarities between it and the castle he’d constructed to serve as his mind palace. He had very little doubt that this building was as much a fortress as it was a home and that it was designed with defensibility in mind. 

	A door at the back of the garage, presumably leading into the house, opened to reveal a blonde man and woman. He wore khaki slacks and black polo shirt but the woman wore an honest to God French maid uniform. The pair hurried out to meet them, giving Wilburn a curious glance before bowing—actually bowing—to Zuha. 

	“Welcome home, Lady Frostbite,” they said in unison. The man accepted the keys to the jaguar, which Zuha casually dropped into his waiting hands while the woman said, “Shall I put on a pot of tea, mistress?”

	Zuha shook her head. “This is most definitely a coffee night, Belinda.” She grinned. “Extra cream, please.” 

	Belinda gave a giggle. “Yes, mistress. I’ll bring it up to the lounge.”

	Zuha strode past them, stopping in the doorway to glance back over her shoulder at Wilburn with a smirk. He’d gotten out of the Jaguar, but hadn’t moved beyond that, more than a little taken aback at the opulent display of wealth. He’d had no idea Zuha was this well off. And what was with that odd nickname the maid had used? Giving the maid a glance, he noticed a slight bulge just below the small of her back. A quick glance at the man revealed a similar bulge on his waist. 

	Guns, he realized. They were both armed with guns. 

	“Are you coming?” Zuha asked from the doorway.

	Just what kind of world had he stepped into? “Yeah, but there’s something we need to do before anything else once we’re inside,” he said.

	Both of the armed help bristled but Zuha did nothing but raise her eyebrows. “Oh?”

	“You’re giving me a vocabulary lesson so I know what the hell you’re talking about.”

	Zuha burst into laughter and, with a sinking feeling in his stomach, and the hostile eyes of her maid and butler affixed to his back, Wilburn followed after her. 

	

Chapter Five

	 

	“We are primuses, that’s plural for primus,” Zuha said, several minutes later when they’d both settled into comfortable but refined leather chairs in a classic study overlooking a well-lit garden behind the house. 

	“That means that we have transitioned from regular humanity, the imus, to a higher, elevated state of being and awareness,” Zuha explained. “We are…it’s hard to explain. Especially to another primus. We all grow up knowing what we are, you understand?

	The blonde maid, Belinda, entered carrying a tray that gave off a gentle rattle as its contents were delicately brought over to them. She set the tray down beside Zuha, leaning forward as she did so and giving Wilburn what would have been a very lovely view had his eye not been drawn so firmly to the firearm holstered at the small of her back. She poured coffee for Zuha then added a liberal amount of cream. 

	She glanced over at him, her expression neutral, but Wilburn clearly heard, in a somewhat reluctant tone, He’s cute. He swallowed. He hadn’t really paid attention to Belinda before. He did now though. She was buxom in the best possible sense, and though he knew she was several years older than him, the way she’d styled her hair made her seem a little bit younger. Her eyes were a little too hard for him to believe the innocent act though, especially when, as she approached him to pour his coffee, he heard, I hope I don’t have to kill him. 

	“Creamer?” she asked with a gentle smile.

	“Please,” Wilburn said, trying to sound confident and sure of himself. 

	“Belinda,” Zuha said, making the made jerk upright and turn to face her. 

	“Yes, Mistress?”

	“Wilburn is my good friend,” Zuha said. “And is to be extended every trust and courtesy. When you return with cookies, please leave the gun behind.”

	       Belinda gave a curtsey, her face red. “Yes, Mistress.”

	She hurriedly finished preparing Wilburn’s coffee and left the room, glancing back at him briefly. This time the look wasn’t accompanied by the sound of her thoughts. 

	“Wilburn,” Zuha said, drawing his attention back. She had a teasing smile on her face. “Did you understand everything I was saying?”            

	He nodded. “We’re wizards, the rest of the world is muggles.”

	Zuha wrinkled her nose. “There’s no such thing as wizards. What’s a muggle?”

	Wilburn blinked. “You’ve never read Harry Potter? You’ve at least seen the movies, right?”

	Zuha shook her head. “No. But whatever that is, it is just a story. I’m talking about something real. What we can do isn’t magic. It’s…it’s just stuff that the rest of humanity isn’t advanced enough to accomplish yet. One day, maybe, but they’re nowhere near that yet. For now…well, it’s hard to relate to someone when you can make them do whatever you want.”

	“You mean there’s a whole group of people out there who can control other people’s minds?” Wilburn asked. 

	“Sort of,” Zuha replied, a little uneasily. “Domination is a popular discipline among primuses. It’s usually how we settle disputes and establish our Houses and territories. But calling it mind control is a bit of a stretch. The most obvious and well-used ability is called, Suggestion.” She smiled at this, and gave him a look that, if he didn’t know better, he would have called shy. “You wielded it wonderfully against me earlier.”

	Wilburn blinked. Was she saying that she had liked him giving her a ‘Suggestion?’ Wilburn took a sip of coffee and savored it a moment. This conversation was too confusing for his confused and tired brain to operate without it. 

	“Do you know anything about hypnotism?” she asked suddenly, jarring him out of that train of thought before it could turn into a fiery wreck. 

	“Uh, not really,” he admitted. 

	“This branch of Tower of Domination is a lot like it, though more direct. If you talk to an actual hypnotist, they’ll swear up and down that they cannot make anyone do something that they don’t want to do already but that’s not quite true. When they get someone into a deeply hypnotized state, they can present the hypnotized person with binary options—the human brain loves these by the way—and can create all kinds of logic traps to eventually shape or control the hypnotized person. Suggestion operates similarly, only it bypasses all the hypnotizing at the forefront. The more someone is already inclined to do what you are suggesting, the more likely you’ll get them to do what you want. Someone skilled in subtlety and suggestion is incredibly dangerous and can do some extraordinary things.” 

	Zuha stopped her and picked up her coffee. She took a long inhale and savored the aroma for a moment before bringing the mug to her lips and taking a long drink. 

	“That’s actually kind of terrifying to think about,” Wilburn said. 

	Zuha shrugged. “Welcome to reality. This is what exists behind the façade civilization would like to present to you. We are the true powers in the world. By the way, it’s more difficult to give a suggestion to a primus, but as you obviously proved, it is very possible.” Again, that shy smile. 

	“You said that Primuses aren’t wizards,” Wilburn said slowly. “That what we can do isn’t magic.” He gestured up and down at her. “I’m not sure how transforming yourself like that isn’t magic.”

	The smile turned into a grimace. “The body obeys the mind. This is another popular discipline. I don’t know any primus who hasn’t made at least some modification to their appearance. Sometimes the changes the Tower of Might enables are more…dramatic.” She looked away from him at this and took another drink of her coffee. 

	When she was done she said, “We are the basis for most of the world’s legends. Vampires, witches, shapeshifters, all manner of monsters, even gods sometimes—the imuses world likes to pretend we don’t exist, a pretense our magi are all too happy to help maintain.”

	The door opened to readmit Belinda, who was now carrying a tray of cookies. And unless Wilburn was mistaken, she’d changed her outfit. He didn’t remember the cut of her uniform being quite so low before. It was an effort not to let his eyes linger on her bountiful breasts. She put several cookies on a smaller plate next to Zuha’s coffee, and revealing that she had, in fact, left her gun behind this time, before presenting Wilburn with his own plate. 

	And a very warm smile. I’m so glad Mistress found him.

	She left, leaving Wilburn struggling to refocus himself on the conversation he’d been having with Zuha. “You’ve mentioned magis, magi, and Houses—what are they?”

	“A magis is a primus powerful enough to create a House, to dominate and claim other primuses, or make more primuses by extolling imuses.” She grinned at him. “I guess we are a lot like vampires this way. We’ve even got the whole blood thing—”

	“Blood thing?” Wilburn interrupted.

	She rolled her eyes. “Power comes in two forms. Life and death. Blood is a conduit for both of these things. You’d better get used to it. Even as powerful as you are, eventually you’ll have to recharge your energy stores and blood is one of the easier methods of doing that.” 

	Wilburn made a face. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of going all Dracula on someone. He had a mental image of being in a conversation with a stranger and then lunging forward to bite them on the neck. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

	She shrugged. “It’s not the only way, some Houses don’t mess with blood, but it’s definitely one of the easier methods.”

	Wilburn suddenly remembered something. When he’d first awoken in the hospital he’d had the taste of blood in his mouth. Had he actually been given blood to consume while he’d been held prisoner? What the hell had been done to him?

	He needed to think about something else. “Why did your, uh, maid call you Lady Frostbite? I thought your last name was Frost.”

	“My imus name is Zuha Frost,” she said, grinning. “But primuses choose a new name to be known by in our society when we come into our power. It actually helps us to control our abilities. I am called Frostbite. I can’t wait until you learn what yours is. I wish we knew who’d extolled you—that is, who raised you up from imus to primus. Usually Houses have their own internal naming tradition.”

	Zuha frowned. “Actually, it’s kind of disturbing to think that you were extolled and then set loose without a House to protect you.”

	“I’m actually finding a lot of this a little disturbing. It sounds like the whole world I’ve been living in is a lie.”

	Zuha offered him a warm smile. “Not a lie. Just not the whole of it. It’s…we can’t really explain our world to people who aren’t a part of it. It’s like…this is going to sound horrible, but it’s a lot like how animals just don’t get human society. They don’t have the tools to understand it. Maybe you have a special relationship with one, like a dog or a horse, but that doesn’t mean that they could understand what’s happening in your life.”

	“So I was a dog before?” Wilburn asked, earning a grimace from Zuha. 

	“I know, it sounds awful, I’m really, really bad at this,” Zuha said. “That’s just the best comparison I can come up with. I never ever thought I’d be having a conversation like this. It’s really surreal.”

	“Because you’re talking to a dog?”

	“No,” she said. “You were a very cute dog. But no, you’re not a dog now. You’re….” she took a deep breath. “You have to be one of the stronger primuses.” She looked away, ears flattening in embarrassment. “Definitely stronger than me…and I’m only telling you that because we’re friends! I hope you understand how much trust I’m placing in you by sharing that information.”

	He wasn’t sure that he did, but he gave a nod anyway. 

	Zuha gave a jerky nod of her own. “Good.”

	“Why is this so disturbing? Because I was extolled?” 

	“No, not at all. Extolling someone isn’t common, at all, but I’ve never heard of someone being extolled who wasn’t immediately brought into the ranks of their extoller’s House,” Zuha said. “It’s usually very organized and deliberate. And the one to be extolled is made aware of certain things beforehand. Like, they’ve been a part of a famulus for a long time and so have an understanding of how things work.”

	She took a deep breath. “What’s been done to you…it’s like putting someone through an accelerated Special Forces training program and then turning them loose with all of their gear but no guidebook or chain of command. And you’ve got a huge target painted on your back.”

	“Why? Because I’m dangerous?”

	“Because you’re unaligned,” Zuha said. “The Houses…we exist to protect our own people. We grow and we expand and the normal world just doesn’t appose us. But other Houses do. Being part of a House means having the resources to learn how to use your powers. It also offers protection from the other Houses. We resist one another’s abilities, but as you demonstrated earlier, we are not immune.”

	“So the Houses are afraid of each other?” he asked.

	She nodded. “And you’re a prime asset to be acquired or a threat to be eliminated. You’re open and exposed.” She stood up and paced the room, tail swishing behind her. “Are you sure neither of your parents were primuses? It would make a lot more sense that you’re someone’s bastard or a secret heir hidden away, rather than someone investing the energy into extolling you—because that’s not easy—and then turning you loose without a word of explanation. That just doesn’t make sense. It’s like buying a prize-winning racehorse and then setting it free.”

	Wilburn took another sip of coffee. “I’ve gone from dog to prize-winning racehorse. I’m moving up in the world.”

	Zuha rolled her eyes but couldn’t quite suppress a smile. “You know what I mean.”

	“I think so. My parents died when I was young. I went to live with my uncle, my dad’s brother, and then he got married a few years later to my aunt and she brought her daughter with her. None of them have ever said a thing about psychics or Houses.”

	“Then it’s possible,” Zuha said, perking, but then her ears and expression fell. “Except that you should have come into your powers much earlier. There wouldn’t be a need to kidnap you…which doesn’t make sense either! If you’re going to extoll someone, it should be someone you know and trust. Someone who can be responsible with their power and use it to better your House.”

	She shook her head. “What’s been done to you flies in the face of everything I know about our traditions.”

	Wilburn finished his coffee. “That’s not comforting.”

	“It shouldn’t be. Us becoming friends is probably one of the best things that could have happened to you.” She offered him a suddenly shy smile. “I’ll help you get through this, Wilburn. I don’t know why this was done to you, but I can sense a ton of potential. And I’ll be there to help you figure out how to use it in our world.”
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Chapter Six

	 

	Wilburn was more than a little in awe of the guest bedroom he’d been presented. It had a bed almost bigger than his room back at his apartment, an enormous television, an adjoining private bathroom, and a minifridge. It was like he’d stepped into a luxury hotel suite instead of just another room in the house. 

	He stood under the hot water in the shower, which sprayed from multiple nozzles to completely soak him and with enough pressure that it was almost massaging his muscles. Sore spots he’d only been peripherally aware of were worked over and eased and by the time he got out, he was more relaxed than he’d been since before his stay in the hospital. He was still tired, but the grossness of fatigue had been stripped away and he felt more alert, his brain less crammed full of confusing facts about his new world. Or at least, his brain was digesting the new facts better.

	When he finally stepped out of the shower, a fluffy white towel had been set out for him on the bathroom counter and a toothbrush, already loaded with toothpaste waited by the sink. Wilburn stared at them for a moment. He hadn’t heard anyone come in. Had Zuha been honest with him about there being no such thing as magic? It sure seemed as if these things had magically appeared. 

	He dried off, wrapped the towel around his waist, and brushed his teeth. When he stepped out into the bedroom, Belinda was there. She stood next to a heavily cushioned folding table that looked like it had a space specifically for someone’s head to rest upon and a black bag open beside it. 

	“Hello, Sir,” she said with a curtsey. “How was your shower?”

	“Uh, good,” Wilburn said, making an effort to keep his eyes on her face as she dipped low and not on her breasts. He would not be rude to Zuha or her employees. They’d been nothing but good to him, apart from the misunderstanding where he’d been thrown off a building, and he was going to be polite and respectful. 

	“Mistress suggested that your back might be sore,” Belinda said, cheeks flushing. “I took the liberty of bringing up my massage equipment.” 

	“Thank you,” Wilburn said, wondering if there was a way he could politely turn her down. 

	The look of determination on the maid’s face put any thought of not accepting her offer to rest. 

	At her direction he climbed aboard the table and lay down. The cushions were remarkably plush, absorbing his weight so that it almost felt as if her were floating. Belinda’s small hand ran down the spine of his back, sending a little shiver through him, until she reached his towel. Deftly she unbound it from his waist and simply let it lay over his backside, leaving him naked underneath it and his face burning in the pillowy cushion his head rested in. 

	Something warm and wet dribbled onto his back and a moment later, those small but strong hands returned, gliding over his flesh with eager expertise. Wilburn would have fallen asleep he was so relaxed, if it hadn’t felt so good. She worked around his shoulder blades, then up his neck, which was carrying far more tension than he’d realized. By the time she moved down to his spine, a small headache he hadn’t even realized he’d had was gone. His back was a little tender from the fall earlier, no matter how expert his recovery roll had been, and so she didn’t spend quite as much time there. 

	He thought she’d be done after that but instead Belinda moved down to his feet and began working out oiled fingers and knuckles into the tight spots there, slowly working her way up his legs. Her thumbs kneaded out his calf muscles and then slid further up with the help of a fresh application of oil to his hamstrings. 

	Wilburn’s face burned hotter as she worked her way up higher and higher and despite his best efforts, he found himself growing aroused. It wasn’t that kind of a massage, he told himself. Belinda worked for Zuha, there was no way anything like what his erection had him imagining was about to actually happen. 

	He clenched his teeth and fists as her hands moved to his inner thighs. 

	“Is this okay?” she asked. “You got really tense there all of a sudden.”

	He swallowed. “It’s fine.”

	“Good,” she said, continuing for a few moments before asking, “Could you roll over please so I can get your front?”

	“Um….” If he rolled over, there’d be no way to hide his erection. 

	I am going to be the best gift he’s ever received.

	That thought pulled him up. He lifted his head and looked up at her over his shoulder. Her face was red and she was biting her lower lip. She was just as nervous as he was, he realized. Maybe even more so. Terrified that he might reject her services. Might reject her. 

	“Sure,” he said slowly, and rolled himself over. She gave him a nervous, grateful smile. He returned it, and she leaned forward, holding eye contact until she was over him and her hands began working his neck from the front. When she finally looked down to pay attention to what she was doing, he glanced down as well, discovering that her nipples were tenting her uniform. The sight made his erection twitch. 

	His ears burned but when she returned her eyes to his face, it was with a grin. “Don’t worry. I’ll relieve that tension next.”

	Wilburn’s brain turned off. He went completely still and let her hands work their magic down his chest and slowly over his stomach. Surely he’d misunderstood what she’d meant earlier. That sort of thing didn’t happen to people like him. But then her fingers brushed the edge of the towel and dragged it lower. 

	Then lower still. His breath caught. Wilburn had never even kissed a girl, let alone gone been naked with one before. Belinda removed the towel and he was exposed. 

	That’s a nice one he heard her think. 

	She poured fresh oil into her palm and began to stroke him. Wilburn gasped and his hips jerked at the sensation. 

	Belinda beamed at him. “Is there anything I should know?” she asked, slowly pumping her hand up and down his length, giving it gentle squeezes at random intervals. 

	“Um, I’m a virgin,” he admitted. 

	She froze. A virgin primus?

	Then she seemed to realize that she’d frozen. Her ministration resumed at once and her smile turned gentle. “Has anyone ever touched you like this before?”

	It was hard to think but Wilburn shook his head. “N-no.”

	“I guess it’s safe to say you’re clean then,” she said, her strokes growing more vigorous. 

	A virgin primus. That’s something special. 

	Wilburn could only stare at her as she worked. Her arm’s movement made her breasts bounce and without thinking about it, without meaning to, he reached up and cupped one of them. It was warm and soft and heavy.

	I was wondering how long he’d keep his hands to himself, she thought, but her thoughts didn’t sound unhappy. In fact, she shrugged her top free of her shoulders and shifted so that it fell, exposing her breasts to him completely. 

	They brushed against his thighs as she lowered herself over him and took his erection in her mouth. He gasped again and one hand tangled its fingers in her hair. She smiled with her eyes up at him from her position, mouth still full of him. 

	Good thing I used edible oil, he heard her think, then laugh in her head. It’s cherry flavor!

	Her head began to bob up and down as she sucked his length, taking him all the way to the root so that he pushed into her throat. She sucked and slurped on him with even more expertise than she’d massaged him with, holding eye contact the entire time. 

	Soon he felt himself throbbing with the need to release. “B-Belinda, I’m—I’m going to come soon.”

	She slowly pulled her mouth from his length, leaving him just on the edge. “Sit up,” she said, and had him rotate so that he was sitting with his legs over the side of the table. She slid free of it and knelt before him. A quick adjustment lowered the table closer to the ground and she leaned forward to envelop his member between her breasts and began stroking him up and down with them. 

	“Come for me, Master,” she said eagerly. “Spill your seed all over me.”

	That’s how they always do it in the pornos.

	“Let it go and come,” she said. “There’s no need to hold back.”

	Wilburn wasn’t sure that he could hold back anymore, even if he’d been so inclined. Pleasure exploded through him in pulsing bursts and his seed jetted all across her breasts. 

	When he was finished, she pulled back, lifting her glistening breasts up so that he could see his handy work. “You came a lot,” she said.

	“Yeah,” he admitted, at a loss for what to say. 

	She grinned and leaned forward to give his slowly softening member a long, wet lick. “Let’s see if we can’t get just as much with round two.”

	

Chapter Seven

	 

	“Sleep well?” Zuha asked with a knowing smirk over breakfast.

	When Wilburn had woken up, there’d been a pair of silk pajama bottoms, a soft white t-shirt, and a fluffy bathrobe waiting for him in his suite’s bathroom. It was a little embarrassing to think that after he’d fallen asleep Belinda had gone about getting things ready for him in the morning. 

	After showering and putting on the morning attire he came into the kitchen to find Zuha getting back from her morning run. Still in her athletic clothes, she sat down at the kitchen table with a Gatorade and snapped her furry fingers for Bernard, the butler and Belinda’s cousin it turned out, to make Wilburn a mimosa. Belinda was already bustling about the kitchen making them both eggs benedict. 

	Wilburn, having just taken a sip of his mimosa, nearly choked Zuha’s words. She knew. He didn’t know how she knew but she did. Was that smirk a trap? They weren’t in high school and clearly this wasn’t a world he was familiar with, but in his experience, girls could be cruel and tricky, especially when sex got involved. Not that he and Belinda had had sex, at least not in a way that Bill Clinton would have counted it, but it had been something. 

	“Uh, yeah, I did,” he said carefully, once he’d caught his breath.  

	Belinda came over to the kitchen table and set down a plate before each of them. Eggs on ham on English muffins with homemade hollandaise sauce, looking as if it had come straight out of a restaurant. 

	“Belinda here is a classically trained chef,” Zuha told him. “My house has had her attending culinary schools since she was a teenager. She could probably have her own chain of restaurants.”

	Belinda gave him a smile, gave Zuha a bigger smile, and then withdrew from the kitchen. Was it his imagination or were her hips swaying a little bit more? The gun was back at the small of her back but it did nothing to detract from her appeal. He realized that he was staring and heat crept up his neck. Wilburn attacked his breakfast in an effort to distract himself. 

	Not much distraction was necessary. As soon as the first bite hit his tongue flavor exploded across his senses and he practically inhaled the rest. 

	Zuha laughed. “You were hungry.” 

	“Yeah, I was,” Wilburn said. “That was spectacular.”

	“I’ll be sure to let Belinda know,” Zuha said, smiling. 

	Wilburn cleared his throat uncomfortably. He had no practice in games like this—in fact he wasn’t even sure if Zuha was playing a game. The only thing he could think to do was endure it in silent embarrassment or take the bull by the horns and address the awkward issue flat out. After years of struggling to talk to people he was through holding his tongue. Of course, thinking that and actually doing it were two very different things. He had to take a deep breath to work up his courage and hoped he didn’t sound like a total idiot or an asshole. 

	“So, you’re okay with what happened between me and Belinda last night?” He honestly had no idea how to feel about the whole thing. After all, if wasn’t as if he’d had any prior experience. More to the point, he’d never had a girl—or woman rather, Belinda was several years older than him—come onto him before. Certainly not one who worked for the girl he’d been hoping to ask out. 

	And he was still pretty sure that he wanted to ask Zuha out. It was a little strange seeing her as a snow leopard were—a snow wereleopard? Weresnow leopard?—but she definitely made it look good. In fact, now that he thought about it, seeing her in this form hadn’t felt as weird as it probably should have since he’d never seen anything like it before. Or had he? For whatever reason, her feline form felt almost familiar. It felt far more normal seeing her like this than using or experiencing any of his newfound powers. 

	“Am I okay with it?” she asked, ears and eyebrows lifting. “Of course, I am. I sent her to you.”

	Wilburn froze with the glass of mimosa half raised to his lips. “You…sent her?”

	If he didn’t know any better, he’d have said Zuha preened. She certainly leaned back in her seat with a very smug expression. “She is very talented, isn’t she?”

	Was that experience speaking? Maybe she was gay. That would be disappointing but at least they could still be friends. He definitely needed more of those and Zuha’s knowledge about this secret world was invaluable and she was pretty damn cool. But then, even if they were friends now, that didn’t explain what was going on with her sending Belinda to him. 

	It was actually a little ego-deflating to think that Belinda hadn’t come onto him because she’d chosen to. That thought struck home with a sudden, sharp and piercing force. What had he been a party to?

	“Did she have a choice?” he asked.

	Zuha’s grin flickered and she cocked her head. “I suppose so…oh, I see. Belinda and Bernard are my famulus. They were raised and trained in service of my House and now share a psychic connection with me. But if you’re asking whether or not I gave her a suggestion, I did not.” The hair on her cheeks lifted again in what Wilburn was now certain was a blush. “I…I have trouble with the Domination abilities. Most, abilities, actually. I’ve been…stuck in bellua form, that’s what you call this kind of transformation…that I’ve lost most of my abilities. I’m great at concealing myself and misdirecting attention—I’ve just about learned to turn invisible, but the obfuscation abilities are really the only ones I get to practice and everything else has sort of…atrophied.

	“So, uh, I guess you have the right to know. I’m not…I don’t have any standing in House Leo anymore. I’m…I’m not outcast, but…it’s a near thing. You…may not want to associate with me.”

	Feeling a little better now that he knew he hadn’t been party to psychic date-rape, Wilburn’s spirits didn’t stay lifted long. As Zuha went on, her demeanor became less and less confident and she shrank in on herself. It occurred to him then that everything that she had done since he’d given her the suggestion that they be friends had all been geared toward impressing him. 

	“Screw that,” Wilburn said. “You’re my friend.”

	She perked up, ears lifting. A smile tugged at her lips. 

	“But, uh, not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but…why, did you ask Belinda to, um, do that?” His face was burning by the time he’d finished and Zuha gave a snicker. 

	“You look like a tomato,” she said. “No, sorry! I didn’t mean to offend. But you’re very cute when you’re flustered.” 

	He hadn’t known that he could blush any harder. Zuha grinned more widely, flashing fangs, then her expression faltered and her ears drooped. “I’m an idiot.”

	“No, you’re not,” Wilburn said hastily.

	“Yeah, I am,” she said. “The whole time you’ve been here I’ve been explaining how pieces of our world work and I go and…it’s hard to realize what you take for granted sometimes. Things just seem so obviously a part of life that you don’t really think about them, you know?”

	“I think so,” Wilburn said. “What did you take for granted?”

	She looked away, a feline blush on her face again. “It’s not important.”

	Wilburn reached across the table and laid his hand on hers. “Hey, you can talk to me. It’s okay.”

	Her ears actually seemed to be quivering. “When a primus wants to court another primus…we usually make gifts of our famulus and virgas. But you’ve only just become a primus and you aren’t part of a House, so you wouldn’t…last night must have seemed so weird to you. I’m sorry.”

	Wilburn didn’t know what a virga was but if he was understanding her right then… he swallowed. His stomach was in a knot. He wasn’t going to get a better opportunity than this. “Do you know why I was there the other day…at the school I mean, when you and me ran into Demetrius?”

	Her ears flattened at the sound of that name and she fixed him with a disgruntled glare.

	“No, listen. I knew you finished up your run there in the mornings. I was trying to work up the courage to ask you out.”

	Zuha’s ears perked up. They really were more than kind of cute. “You…already wanted to court me?” But then her ears drooped. “But that was when you thought that I looked like I used to….”

	“I’d still like to…court you,” Wilburn said, and gave a quick prayer of thanks to any higher power that was listening that he hadn’t stuttered. 

	Zuha blinked. “You would?”

	“Yeah, I would,” Wilburn said with a firm nod. Then he gave a bashful grin, “And, uh, maybe next time we enjoy each other’s company instead of one of your famulus?”

	Zuha beamed at him, but then her expression fell. “Um, you don’t have to, you know. I’ve seen myself in the mirror.”

	Wilburn scowled and the hand he’d laid to rest atop hers but had never removed, gave her hand a gentle but firm squeeze. “You’re beautiful just the way you are.”

	Zuha blushed and looked away again.

	From somewhere a phone started beeping. Zuha quietly swore. “We’ve got our Rhet class in an hour. We need to get ready.” She eyed him up and down. “I think Bernard might have some clothes that will fit you.”

	Half an hour later Wilburn was showered and dressed in a black polo shirt and khaki pants, neither of which quite fit him. Bernard was a little shorter and broader than he was, so that his clothes hung a little awkwardly on Wilburn’s taller, leaner frame. 

	Zuha actually giggled when she saw him. She always looked nice but the dress she wore was low cut and snug around her waist and hips, showing off her figure to great effect. The blue material matched her eyes and complimented her snowy fur. Beside her, Wilburn felt a little drab. 

	“We’ll have to get you some proper clothes later,” she said, when she got her giggles under control. 

	“Or I could just wear my own clothes,” Wilburn said as they got in her jaguar and drove off. “They all fit just fine.”

	“Sure,” Zuha said. “But…well, you’re primus now. Other primuses are going to judge you how you present yourself and since you don’t have a house backing you, that’s going to be important. Perception matters.”

	Wilburn gave her a sidelong look. “Why do I get the impression that you just want to dress me up?”

	Zuha smirked at him but didn’t answer. 

	They made it to Rhet. 1301 only a few minutes late and were told that the day’s assignment was to be a scavenger hunt. They were to go to different resource centers around the campus and take selfies of themselves there. The idea was that by the end they’d know where everything that could help them throughout the semester with their different assignments was located. The professor told them that their homework would be to print out their photos, labeling each of them and writing a brief paragraph explaining how each place could be useful. 

	That last part was a little irritating, but the overall assignment was something Wilburn could get behind. Especially since it gave him an excuse to stroll across campus with Zuha. They’d made it to three different places on their list and were just coming out of the library when they ran into Demetrius. 

	


Chapter Eight

	 

	Demetrius had a different pair of girls accompanying him this time. One was tiny and Korean. The other an athletic brunette long hair all the way past her knees and large, fake breasts. Her arm was covered in a tattoo sleeve of writhing dragons. Both were dressed in the same slutty attire as the previous blondes Demetrius had with him before, but only the brunette seemed comfortable in it. The Korean girl kept shifting, as if she could hide her exposed body. It would have been cute if it weren’t so sad. The brunette on the other hand, looked ahead with cold, hard eyes. Whoever she was, Wilburn didn’t care to mess with her. 

	And yet there was something about the brunette that called to him. Wilburn couldn’t have said why or even defined what it was. She was pretty, that was for sure, but he didn’t think it was just attraction. He pushed that sensation aside. There was no time or place for it in his life right now.

	Demetrius’s sharp eyes locked on Zuha and Wilburn, darting back and forth between them before a narrow grin split his face. “You got yourself a new famulus, Kitty Cat. That’s cute.” He gestured over his shoulder at the two women flanking him. “I’ve acquired a few new ones myself. Jung here was in my business class with me but I took your suggestion and picked up Athena here at a strip club.”

	He eyed Wilburn up and down, shaking his head. “I thought I was slumming but clearly you’ve been dumpster diving.”

	“Fuck off,” Wilburn said, and started to walk away, but Demetrius swelled up, eyes cutting with rage. 

	“What did you say to me?”

	“You’re ears clogged?” Wilburn said, holding out and arm and putting it around Zuha to guide her away. She was eyeing Demetrius nervously, and Wilburn couldn’t say he blamed her after the episode with the cat nip. “Get lost.”

	“Apologize,” Demetrius said. “Now.”

	Wilburn ignored him and continued to walk away with Zuha.

	“I said,” Demetrius snarled, enunciating each word. “You want to apologize.”

	“Really don’t, dickweed,” Wilburn said over his shoulder. 

	Zuha giggled. 

	“Y-you’re primus?” Demetrius said, and Wilburn took a certain savage pleasure in hearing someone else stutter for a change. 

	“I am,” he said. 

	“I am Swift, psion of House Vespa. I demand your name and house.”

	“Demand all you want,” Wilburn said without stopping. 

	Zuha placed a hand on his chest. “You need to answer him. If you don’t it could cause bigger problems later.”

	Rolling his eyes, Wilburn came to a stop and turned around. “Wilburn Graves. No fancy superhero name and no house. You done blowing smoke up my ass yet?”

	Demetrius bared his teeth in a rictus grin. “Nameless and Houseless. You’ve no claim to her. She is mine.”

	Zuha growled so hard the vibrations traveled into Wilburn’s chest. He pulled her more tightly to him. He’d never been aggressive or standoffish before or even particularly possessive but a monster was suddenly roaring in his chest. It demanded that he claim her, proclaim his ownership to the world, and make known in no uncertain terms that this asshole was not to touch her. Before he’d even considered what he was doing, Wilburn was baring his teeth right back at Demetrius or Swift or whatever the hell he wanted to call himself. 

	“No,” he said through his teeth, power rushing through him, overflowing and spilling out into Zuha. “She is mine.”

	Something connected between him and Zuha. It was similar to when he’d given a suggestion, power projecting into her, but this time, instead of meeting her defenses and being repelled, it was as if they snapped up to grab a hold of his power and pull it eagerly into her. It was over in an instant. One second his power was flooding into her from him, the next, there was a snapping sensation and her power was his. He could feel it thrumming through her, almost as if she were an extension of herself. 

	Zuha let out a sudden gasp, buried her face in his chest, and purred deeply.

	“Y-you!” Demetrius was practically vibrating in place. The two famulus with him didn’t seem to know what to do and the poor women shuffled from foot to foot awkwardly, glancing around at the people who were beginning to stare. “You are not a magis,” Demetrius hissed. “You are Houseless. You have no right. None at all. I challenge you.”

	“Uh, no,” Wilburn said, and this time when he walked away, Zuha didn’t stop him.

	“You dare! You dare!” Demetrius called after him, but Wilburn ignored him. 

	Instead of finishing their assignment for Rhet. 1301, he and Zuha made their way back to his apartment. He couldn’t have said why other than it felt like the most natural thing in the world, especially with the way she was suddenly holding onto his arm. 

	They didn’t say a word as they walked, and only when Wilburn was opening his apartment door, struggling to get the key to turn in the lock, did it occur to him to ask what had just happened. Unfortunately, door swung open, revealing Mitch, Buddy, and Gil, who had the TV set up with a multiplayer game and were in various states of dress and undress, clearly having not changed from whatever they woke up in. 

	“Damn!” Buddy said when he saw them. “No wonder you didn’t crash at my place last night.”

	“Excuse us,” Wilburn said, pushing his way into the apartment, navigating the beer cans littering the floor, and pulling Zuha into his room behind him and shutting the door—much to the protest of his roommates and Buddy. He turned, ready to apologize for the state of the place when Zuha threw herself at him and their mouths locked together in a kiss so fierce he staggered backward, bumping the door and earning a chorus of cheers from the living room.  

	“You made me your virga,” Zuha said when they came apart, breathing heavily. “You claimed me. You’re a magis.” Before he could ask what that meant, her mouth was back on his and whatever any of those words meant didn’t matter. 

	He kissed her back with everything he had, hands exploring her back, feeling her silky fur where her dress dipped down. She stiffened for a moment when his hands made contact with her fur but then she started purring into their kiss. Wilburn took that as permission to continue. 

	He pressed into her, pulling her more fiercely to him and the rumbling in her chest grew deeper. He didn’t want to push things too far too fast, but his erection strained against the confines of his clothing, pressing into her belly, driven to greater degrees of hardness by the feel of her beasts against his torso, her hard nipples poking into him. He shook with the effort of restraining himself. He had to be a gentleman. He had to—

	She threw her leg up around his waist, pulling his groin more tightly against her. The motion shifted the skirt of her dress and he could feel her hot sex through her panties as she pushed it against him right back. Fuck it. 

	His hands found her tight ass and he lifted her up off the ground, causing her to squeal. In short order, he’d closed the distance to his bed and they toppled over onto it together, finally breaking their kiss. With savage glee he yanked her dress up over her head, feeling her kick free her shoes and socks in the process, leaving her laying before him in just her bra and panties. The set matched and was way too lacy and sexy to be intended for practical use. This was meant for seduction. 

	“Expecting to get lucky?” he asked from above her, admiring the effect her lingerie had on her body. 

	Zuha’s ears lowered in embarrassment. “Hoping,” she said quietly. “Does it look okay?”

	“You look beautiful,” he said, and claimed her mouth again with his own, swallowing her renewed purrs. 

	His hands went everywhere, exploring her sides, her thighs, her back, her ass, her breasts. Every inch of her body was his to explore and lay claim to. Her bra vanished. Then her panties. Wilburn pulled back to admire her naked form and she lay down and spread her arms and legs so that he had complete and unobstructed view of her body. Her face was torn between embarrassment and excitement. She wanted this, he could sense that, but she was terrified that at any moment he’d reject her. Tell her she wasn’t beautiful enough or call her a freak. 

	Wilburn reached down with one hand and caressed her face, earning a new purr. His hand slid down, over her throat, over her breasts, feeling silky white fur the whole way down her belly, until he finally came to her glistening sex. He gently squeezed, pressing his palm into her folds, feeling her moist heat as she thrust her hips up to meet him, her eyes alight with need. 

	He slid a finger inside. Then two. Her passage was tight, clutching down on his digits as if it never intended to release them. She was wet and hot and perfect. He thrust his fingers into her, over and over again, curling them to explore every millimeter or her sex, pausing to focus on a particular spongey part that made her writhe when he curled his fingers over it. His ministrations were met by wet, squelching sounds and her whole body writhing beneath him. Wilburn had never felt so powerful as when she suddenly froze up, her entire body going rigid and sex clenching down on his fingers in a flood of fresh fluid. 

	She came up gasping and threw herself at him, claiming his lips in a kiss before breaking it and yanking at his shirt. “I want to see you,” she gasped. “I want you. Right now!”

	His borrowed shirt was shredded and flung across the room and the rest of his clothing followed suit. She pushed him over onto his back and grabbing hold of his erection. For a moment, she simply stared at it, then, looking up to meet his eyes, she gave it a slow, languid lick all the way from the base to the tip. Her tongue was rougher than Belinda’s but felt no less good for it. Zuha began licking in earnest, coving every inch of his length and even going down to lick his balls. 

	He gasped, then gasped again as she withdrew, only to nuzzle her soft face against his hardness, a look of pure pleasure on her face. He almost asked if it was better than catnip but thought he liked having his pieces attached. And the moment was too special to ruin with some stupid quip.

	“Belinda told me you’re a virgin,” she said, rubbing him against her cheek. “Is that true?”

	He swallowed. “Yeah.”

	“Then…if you don’t want to…we don’t have to go any fur—”

	He grabbed her and rolled them both over so that he was pinning her beneath him. He looked into her eyes and said, “I want you. Do you want me?”

	“God yes,” she whispered, lifting her hips up to rub her groin against his. “Yes. Take me.”

	He reached down and guided the head of his member to her opening. He could feel her heat before even making contact. 

	“Take me,” she urged again, and he pressed into her.

	There was some momentary resistance, then he slid all the way inside, his length completely buried inside of her. They both gasped as she clamped down on him. She was so tight, it was an effort not to simply explode right away. 

	Zuha lifted her head up, bringing her lips to his ear. “I’m yours.”

	He took her. Hard and fast, with every ounce of energy he possessed. 

	Every time his hips met hers and he bottomed out she cried “Yes!” Over and over and over again. He could feel her tail writhing and thrashing behind him and her legs wrapped around his waist, squeezing him with every thrust. 

	Her body tightened, went rigid, squeezing down on him. “I’m coming!” she cried. 

	He kept thrusting, pushing onward. Every ounce of her and her pleasure was his. She was coming because of him! He wanted to make her do it again. Wanted her to experience more pleasure in that moment with him than she ever had before. 

	She squeezed down again. “Yes-yes-yes—Oh YES!” 

	It was too much. This time when her orgasm struck, he couldn’t hold himself back and Wilburn exploded. He spilled himself deep inside of her and felt something more than seed leave him. Something else flowed through his body and into hers and he felt it exchange itself for something in her which flowed back along this blissful connection. It lit his nerves on fire and his orgasm blinded him with light. 

	He fell off of her, gasping for air. 

	They rolled over onto their sides so that they faced each other lying down. Wilburn took her hands in his, earning a pleased smile from her. 

	“Is it always like that?” he asked.

	She shook her head, still grinning. For a moment she looked like she was struggling with herself, then said, “That wasn’t like anything I’ve ever felt.”

	Wilburn’s heart danced with joy.
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Chapter Nine

	 

	Wilburn was a child. He didn’t know how old. He was playing outside. There was an enormous expanse of grass and several trees. He thought it might be out in the country somewhere, but he didn’t know. His child’s mind was only focused on the freedom that this place afforded him. He could do whatever he wanted. Be anything he wanted. 

	There were girls. Two girls who were actually one girl. It shouldn’t have made any sense but in the way of dreams it was simply accepted. The girls were fun and they played together. He became a knight and they princesses and he had to rescue them from the evil dragon. They thought this was fun except that they didn’t care for the dragon being the bad guy, so he became their dragon and he kept them safely inside his castle. 

	A giant came and crushed the castle underfoot, roaring and bellowing. The girls screamed and Wilburn’s head split open with pain as the giant loomed over him, trapping him underfoot. His princesses were screaming, crying. He had to protect them but the giant was too big, too powerful. It was rushing him. Crushing….

	Wilburn awoke panting with a slight pressure in his temples threatening to become a headache. He was covered in a fresh sheen of sweat but a quick examination of his naked body brought a smile to his face. He was a little sticky but immensely satisfied with himself and especially with the warm, sleeping presence next to him. He and Zuha had made love several more times—more times than he’d thought himself capable of, if he was being honest—and eventually fallen asleep together in his bed. 

	He rolled over, muscles stretching pleasantly, and stroked his hand down Zuha’s bare back. A shiver went through her and her caramel skin pebbled with little goosebumps as she moaned. Skin? Wilburn froze. Skin, not pale white spotted fur. 

	She shifted slightly and looked over her bare shoulder at him with a smile. “Hey.”

	“Hey,” he said, running his hand up and down her arm. “I thought you couldn’t change back into human form?”

	“I can’t,” she said, and then her eyes fell onto his hand. 

	Zuha flew from the bed faster than Wilburn had ever seen her move. She stood naked in the center of his room twisting and turning, examining every inch of her bare, supple flesh. Wilburn sat up to enjoy the show and felt himself stirring despite the amount of times they’d already made love. 

	“I’m not stuck!” Zuha said, running her hands over her face. “Hey, let me try….”

	She vanished. Wilburn gave a jump. Had she teleported or turned invisible? His head began to thrum with a familiar buzzing that brought a scowl to his face. 

	“You can’t see me at all, can you?” said Zuha’s voice from only a foot away, making him jump again. 

	“Don’t do that!” he shouted, nearly falling off the bed. 

	She giggled and suddenly he could see her. “Aww, did I scare my new master?”

	The buzzing in his head faded when she came into view. “No—I mean yes, but that’s not what’s bothering me,” he said, bringing a hand to his head. The pressure in his temples had erupted into a full-blown headache after that buzzing pressure. “My head is killing me.”

	Zuha’s grin turned into a frown. “You mean, you could feel my ability working on you?”

	“Is that what it was?” he asked. “As soon as you disappeared my head started buzzing…it used to do that whenever I would try to talk with anyone. I’d get all tongue tied and couldn’t say anything. I got better when I came to college except for…” he eyed her up and down, a thought having just occurred to him. 

	“Except for when?” Zuha pushed. 

	“Except for when I was near you,” he said. “It would come back and I’d get all tongue tied again. When I first saw you in your leopard form before I was kidnapped I couldn’t say a word.”

	Zuha’s frowned deepened, then turned pitying and she stroked his face. “It sounds like a primus did a number on you.”

	Wilburn shook his head. “Until you I’d never met a primus.”

	“Some of us can tamper with people’s memories,” she said. “Not a lot, you understand, that is something you have to be very powerful to do because of how memories effect our abilities. And it would have to be someone powerful to leave you with a subliminal suggestion like that.”

	“Subliminal suggestion?” Wilburn asked. “You mean like subliminal messages?”

	“Basically. Think of it like a suggestion that activates whenever you encounter a specific trigger. They’re really hard to pull off properly.”

	Wilburn shook his head again. “I have a hard time believing that anyone would do something like that to me.”

	Zuha raised an eyebrow. “Demetrius would.”

	“Yeah, but he’s an asshole.”

	Zuha laughed but rolled her eyes. “Actually, he’s pretty par for the course. Most primuses don’t give the imuses much consideration. I’m guilty of this too. It’s really hard to relate to people when you can hear their thoughts or even direct them.” She shrugged and stood up, reminding Wilburn most pleasantly that she was naked. 

	“Anyway, I think you gave me a serious power boost when you claimed me as your virga,” she said, putting her hands on her hips and smirking as she allowed his eyes to roam up and down her naked form, clearly reveling in her renewed humanity. 

	Claimed her as his. He liked the sound of that. It was very primitive, primal even, and the thought of it made his whole body, starting somewhere deep in his chest, resonate with power. At first Wilburn thought that it was just himself being slightly misogynistic, but then he realized that the thrum was real. There literally was a power filling him from her acknowledgement. He made a mental note to go back to his mind palace the first opportunity he had. 

	“What’s a virga?” he asked. “I mean, I like the idea of claiming you and us being together, but what exactly does that mean?”

	“It means,” she said, gliding across the floor and climbing up onto the bed with him. “That I am all yours.” She dragged her hand across his torso and brought it to rest over his sternum. “You feel it here, don’t you?”

	He nodded. 

	Zuha smiled. “The thing you have to understand about being a primus is that we like to collect people, binding them to us with our abilities. The first is what we do with imuses, making them famulus. They are easy to bind and will make up most of your power base, feeding you energy.”  

	She took a deep breath, pressing the palm of her hand more firmly against his chest. “Primuses on the other hand, are much more difficult to claim. We are not immune to each other’s powers but we resist them and claiming a primus who does not want to be claimed is…well, it’s hard enough with one who is willing.” She grinned at that and gave him a wink. “We call the few who can do it, magis primus, and there’s always a rush of power—of the energy that wells within us and lets us use our abilities—whenever a magis binds another primus. You and I have both gained from this arrangement. It’s the way Houses are formed actually. All of my famulus are now yours and…and….”

	Her face took on a suddenly worried expression and she leapt off the bed. “Clothes-clothes-clothes-clothes!” Dancing about, she struggled to pull her discarded dress and underwear back on. 

	Wilburn raised an eyebrow. “What just happened?”

	“I just realized that I’m not House Leo anymore,” she said in a rush. “I need to make sure that my house is still mine.”

	Wilburn furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

	“That house I’m staying at with my famulus, it technically belongs to House Leo. I was the psion but when I got stuck I became one of the lesser members. Now I’m not even part of the house anymore and that could mean a lot of complications. I can’t leave anything to chance.”

	Wilburn pushed himself up off the bed. “They wouldn’t just kick you out, would they?”

	“I don’t know,” Zuha answered. “They were quick enough to cast me down when I got stuck. Best I not make any assumptions. Stay!” 

	Wilburn had started to get up and get dressed, intent on helping her out. 

	“Sorry, Master,” she said, and strangely enough she seemed to mean both of those words. “I am not sure this will be safe for you. I need to talk to my family and the rest of the House Leo and…and this could be awkward.” She bit her lower lip, suddenly looking very sheepish. “I don’t suppose your roommates would mind if me and my famulus crashed here for a few nights if they kick us out?”

	“Probably,” Wilburn said. If it were just Zuha none of them would mind. Adding in two extra people though, and he didn’t think the other three would go for it. The apartment really didn’t have enough room for them all. “But we’ll work something out if that happens.”

	What was it she had said about her betas becoming his? What exactly did that mean? Was it like taking over a contract or was there more to it than that?

	“Thanks,” Zuha said, ducking forward to kiss him quickly now that she was dressed and darted for the door. “I’ll be back in a few days!”

	Wilburn leapt to his feet. A few days? “What?”

	But she was already gone, the sound of the apartment door closing cutting off his question.  

	A second later he had to throw a sheet over his legs to cover himself up as Mitch appeared in his bedroom doorway with a shit eating grin on his face. “Enjoy yourself, did you?”

	Wilburn grinned. “A gentlemen doesn’t kiss and tell.”

	Mitch waggled his eyebrows. “More than kissing I’d hope. No girl’s ever made noises like that just from being kissed.”

	“Maybe you’ve been kissing them wrong,” Wilburn said, attempting to hide his burning ears behind a smirk. 

	Mitch laughed. “We’re ordering pizza, want to chip in for some?”

	A few moments later, Mitch retreated, closing the door behind him and asking that Wilburn put some pants on before joining them. With a sigh, Wilbrun collapsed back onto his bed. His new Self Reflection ability allowed him to recall the incidents leading up to this moment with preternatural clarity but even so he had a hard time believing it. 

	Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and began to focus. The power thrumming through him demanded a place within him and the only way he knew how to give it purpose was through his mind palace. Another deep breath and the castle floated to the fore of his mind as he’d envisioned it, only now it held four towers instead of two.

	But the additional towers weren’t what made him jolt upright in the bed, gasping and feeling as if someone had just slammed a hatched into the back of his skull. The pain was so bad that he nearly threw up. Clutching his skull he rocked back and forth, trying to make sense of what he had seen and wondering why he hadn’t recognized it before. 

	Or, did he recognize it?

	The castle his imagination conjured to serve as his mind palace was the same one, childish proportions and all, that he had just dreamed of. He shook his head, slowly, and the pain began to recede. His subconscious mind must have drawn upon his experience with the mind palace when he’d been dreaming, it actually made sense that it would appear there. 

	He shuddered at the phantom sensation of being crushed. “It was just a dream,” he whispered to himself. “Just a dream.”

	The pain was all but gone now, as if it had never been. And the power he had gained from his new union with Zahu continued to thrum through him, demanding he give it place and purpose. With another deep breath, he laid down again, and returned to his mind palace. 


	
Chapter Ten

	 

	The night sky over his mind palace wasn’t empty as he remembered it. Shining down, bright and visible against the otherwise empty void, was a collection of stars. Wilburn frowned as he considered it. He’d thought that he’d put all of the star-memories inside of his mind palace. Had he missed some or were those new?

	“They are not new,” said the two voices from behind him. He was really beginning to dislike the way that no matter which way he turned, the two speakers were just out of sight. 

	“How did I miss them before?” He asked, and reached out, trying to will them down out of the sky as he had the others. The stars made no move, only continued twinkling down at him. 

	The two voices giggled. “They aren’t memories and you hadn’t begun using your abilities yet. Now that you have, the constellation of our House is visible to you.”

	Constellation? Wilburn had never been good at recognizing those. How anyone could look at the stars and think that they resembled half the things they were named baffled him. Maybe he could understand the Big Dipper. Maybe. But Orion? How was that supposed to look like a huntsman? Looking at the constellation overhead he could not identify it, though as a whole it was vaguely triangular in shape. It was easily over ten stars though before he could begin counting them the invisible girls behind him spoke up. 

	“We expected you back much sooner,” they said in tandem. 

	Wilburn started to say something but stopped. He got the distinct impression that his psychic guides were teasing him. Almost he could hear the smirks on their faces. 

	As if to confirm his thought, they burst into giggles. “Congratulations on making Zuha your first virga. You are going to be a wonderful magis primus.”

	Wilburns ears went red. “You, uh, know about that, do you?”

	The two laughed all the harder. “We are in your head! We are helping you build your mind palace, which holds all of your memories. Of course, we know about that. Every…little…detail.”

	Wilburn planted his face in his palm. “Shoot me now.”

	“No!” the voices cried, all humor gone. 

	Wilburn’s head shot up. “What?”

	“Do not ever joke like that,” the voices said. “The time when you can give false commands is behind you. As powerful as you are and are becoming, nothing you say may be idle.”

	Wilburn swallowed. “You mean, I might accidentally Suggest that someone actually shoot me?”

	“That is a very real possibility,” the voices said. “You must learn to mind your tongue.”

	Wilburn took several deep, calming breaths. The idea that he might accidentally use these newfound abilities had never even occurred to him. All the ways giving commands could go horribly wrong played through his head, ranging from telling someone to fuck off to shut up and die. Good grief, he gave all sorts of sordid commands when he was playing videogames with his cousin. They’d tell each other and other gamers to do all sorts of horrible shit. 

	“We are glad you begin to comprehend your position,” the voices said. “We suggest that you refine your abilities in the Tower of Domination and begin exploring your other towers. Some will need power to be summoned. Others are simply hidden. We will help guide you, but your decisions are yours alone.”

	There was a weight to that last sentence that Wilburn didn’t care for. “Would they not usually be?”

	The voices did not answer.

	“Uh? Spirit guide voices?”

	“No. Usually when someone is extolled, as you have been, it falls to their creator to lay the foundations of their towers and control the flow of power and experiences that shape their abilities. We have never heard of another primus giving one they have extolled the freedom that we offer you.”

	If Wilburn didn’t know any better he’d have said that the voices sounded nervous. But that made no sense. What did they have to be nervous about? He was the one who should be freaking out. 

	“What’s going on between me and you right now,” he said. “It’s a lot like what is happening between me and Zuha. I claimed her and now she has to do what I say. You made me and I’m supposed to obey you now, aren’t I?”

	The voices did not answer for a moment. “You are not supposed to. No. We do not want your obedience. We want…we want you to be free and powerful. We made you but have not laid the claim upon you that another primus would. You are your own man, Wilburn Graves. We would not see you diminished.”

	“That…that’s a huge relief,” Wilburn said. “Thank you.”

	There was a palpable flood of relief from behind him. It washed over and through him, leaving Wilburn gasping for air for a moment, before remembering that this was his mind and he didn’t actually need to breath here. 

	“We were worried,” the voices said. “That because we might hold you in thrall you might be angry with us.”

	“You’re not holding me in thrall or controlling my mind, are you?” he asked.

	“Of course not!” There was an almost childlike sense of urgency to their protest. 

	Wilburn smiled. “Then we’re good.”

	He turned to consider the towers of his castle. “Now, what should we level up?”

	The voices giggled. “It is like a videogame to you, isn’t it?”

	He nodded. “Oh yeah, and do you know what that means?”

	“No,” the voices said, sounding both puzzled and giddy at the same time. 

	Wilburn grinned. “It means that I’m going to munchkin the fuck out of these powers! Let’s go over options. Tell me everything.”

	Everything might have been too tall an order. There was no real sense of time in his mind palace, but soon his head was starting to hurt. Which, since this was all taking place inside of his head, was so confusing that it somehow managed to double the pain. 

	“Let me see if I have everything correct,” Wilburn said. “Just for a quick, layman’s gamer review.” He had taken up a seat on the ground beneath a tree that was growing from the center of his castle’s courtyard. 

	“The towers are skill trees. Each room inside is a different branch. The more I focus on one area, the more niche, or specialized it becomes. These are extremely powerful but very limited abilities.”

	“Yes,” the voices said, sounding now as if they were positioned on the opposite side of the tree. 

	“And the more specialized abilities down these skill tree paths, the more expensive they become to progress.”

	“Yes,” the voices said. 

	“But then there’s also mind palace itself,” Wilburn continued. “This is the most expensive to level up, but it increases the rest of my abilities. Kind of like a character leveling up. It’s the basic power behind everything else. So when calculating just how powerful any given ability is, it’s the strength of my mind palace plus the strength of the individual skill or ability that determines the total.”

	“Yes,” the voices said. “It is not quite that simple, but essentially you are correct. Some abilities the strength of your mind palace will count more towards, other less.”

	“And the House constellation,” Wilburn said, pointing at the cluster of stars overhead. “That will have some bearing on certain abilities as well.”

	“Yes,” the voices said. “You will naturally be more powerful with the abilities from the Towers of Domination, Might, and Fire.”

	“So basically, the best ones?” Wilburn said, only half joking.

	“Not necessarily, though Domination and Might are most prized among other primus.”

	Wilburn thought for a long moment. “I think I see a trap here.” 

	“Oh?” the two voices asked.

	“Yeah. Normally specializing is the way to go when creating your build. But that’s in a game. There’s no practical application per say. Just because I have these abilities doesn’t necessarily mean that I’ll personally be good with them.”

	“You would be powerful with them,” the voices said hesitantly. “But…applying the more specialized abilities is something that takes time to master.”

	“Kind of like the difference between having a really well-made sword and being a kick-ass swordsman,” Wilburn said.

	“…Yes,” the voices said. “Though again, we must stress that this is not always the case.”

	“Okay, is there any way to really determine what that rule won’t apply to ahead of time.”

	The voices sighed. “We are afraid not. No, you will only know how practically skilled with an ability you actually are after you have used and practiced with it. This is your disadvantage. A primus usually has their powers from the onset of puberty, they do not have it all dropped upon them at once but instead learn how to use their abilities as they grow.”

	 “Sure,” Wilburn agreed with a nod. “But how many of them have so much available to them right from the start?”

	“None,” the voices said. “In all of the secret history of primuses, there has never been one extolled with so much power and experience for growth as you. And you have already added to it by claiming Zuha.”

	“Then that’s going to set our course,” Wilburn said. “I don’t have the finesse that the other primuses do. What I do have is power, so that’s what we’re going to focus on. I want to improve my mind palace. Absolutely max it out until I can’t level it up any further. Then I’ll spend whatever’s left on expanding my Towers. We’ll probably focus on those three the constellation gives me a bonus to, but we’ll see how it goes after this.”

	He could hear the voices smiling as they replied. “Very good. This is an optimal time to spend your experiences as well.”

	“It is?” Wilburn asked. “Why’s that?”

	“Zuha explained some of this earlier. If experiences pave the roadway for a primus’s power, then life and death are fuel to your engine. And you have just lost your virginity. You are very well fueled.”

	Heat rose in Wilburn’s ears again.

	The voices continued. “Focus on your mind palace, make it clearer. Focus on the walls, the foundation, the towers that are growing from it. Reach out to the power in the night sky…. Now draw upon your experiences and those that have been given to you by us and by Zuha. They fill the night, now let them fill you and shape your fortress….”

	There was a rush as Wilburn obeyed and images flashed behind his eyes. All five of his senses exploded as memories began pouring through him. At first they were familiar, clearly his own. The sense of motion from riding a unicycle. The taste of his first bite of pizza. The pleasure from the first time he’d had sex. 

	But the memories came faster and faster, blurring together, overwhelming him. Some flew past that he knew did not belong to him. He had never climbed a mountain or driven a semi. He had never experienced sex as a woman. He had never tasted… touched… seen… heard… smelled… so much. It was all too much. 

	“Wilburn,” the voices cried out from very far away. “Wilburn you must stop. You are pouring in too much too fast. It is overwhelming you. Stop!”

	But he didn’t know how. His mind, his body, his very being, vibrated with energy, quivering as if about to combust. 

	He thrashed about wildly, reaching in any and every way that he could think of to break the stream of power flowing into him. It did not good. 

	He screamed….


Chapter Eleven

	 

	First he was aware of pain. 

	He was floating in an ocean of it. Drowning in it. Hurting so bad that up and down were the same thing and seconds became miniature eternities. He drifted in the currents, lost and sick until he found a light. 

	It was warm and welcoming and his. He recognized it. Knew it’s—her—name. He tried to call out for it but another name left him instead of the one he was familiar with: Frostbite. Her name among the other primuses, some distant part of him realized. It wasn’t just a name to sound cool. It was a marker of some kind. 

	Announcing the name drew that light toward him and when he touched the pain lessened enough that Wilburn could remember his own name and actually think.

	A shock ran through him at the contact and through Zuha too. He could feel her as if she were split in two. A part of her was very far away and moving very fast, faster even than a car could manage. The other part was with him. So close it may as well have been a limb. 

	“Wilburn?” Zuha asked. She did not use her voice. Wherever they were there was no need of sound. He simply felt her question. Felt her concern. “What happened to you? How are you reaching me?”

	“I don’t know,” he said, and he felt strangely at peace with that thought. He did not know what had happened. But he was okay now. 

	“You are in pain!” 

	“I am,” he agreed. But that didn’t seem to matter. As soon as he was able, he would eliminate the pain. Until then he would bide it and wait. 

	Was there something he was supposed to be waiting for?

	“Wilburn, you’re scaring me,” Zuha said. “Magis primus forge connections with their virga like this over years, not hours. We should not be able to communicate mind to mind like this. I need to know what happened.”

	“I leveled up,” Wilburn said. “But I used a cheat code and think I got all the levels.”

	“Are you drunk?”

	“Maybe. I don’t think so,” Wilburn said, contemplating the question for a moment. “No. I am not drunk. I just hurt a lot. Like, a lot a lot. I don’t think it was supposed to go that way.”

	“I’m coming to you,” Zuha said. “Hang on. My plane can’t turn around now because of fuel, but as soon as we land and refill I’m coming back to you.”

	“That’s why you’re moving so fast,” Wilburn said. “You’re flying. But you’re also here with me. You’re so shiny.” He stroked the light that was her and felt Zuha shiver miles and miles away in her plane seat. 

	“Oh wow! What was that?” she asked. 

	“I just kind of, stroked you,” Wilburn said. Her golden light was mesmerizing. He wanted it. Was glad that it was his. He pulled it closer and felt her shiver again.

	“Oh, that feels good,” she murmured. He could feel the pleasure scintillating off of her and swelled with pride.

	She was his treasure. 

	He spotted another pair of lights. Not nearly so bright but still shiny and well-cared for. They were connected to Zuha somehow.  And because they were connected to her they also belonged to him. He drew them close and basked in their collective light. Bernard and Belinda. They were his now too. He should have known that. 

	Together their light, their power, eased the pain away. It ebbed, driven back until all that remained of the ocean was a bearable agony. It didn’t matter how the pain touched him now. He was with his treasures and they gave him power. 

	“Hey, Wil!” A distant pounded sounded, echoing with fresh pulses of pain. 

	He wanted it to stop. Needed it to stop. He’d just gotten a handle on the pain that already existed.

	“You need a name,” Zuha said. “A primus name. You’re too powerful not to have one. I think it’s hurting you.”

	He had a name. What did she think was wrong with it? 

	“Wil!” The distant pounding continued. That voice sounded familiar. 

	“Okay,” Wilburn said, clutching his treasures tight. “A name. I’ll get right on that.” He wanted to curl up with his treasures. He wanted to claim new treasures. He couldn’t claim new treasures where he was now. There was nothing else to reach out to. Nothing. No matter how far he reached….

	Something touched his forehead. He was cold and sweaty and the touch was warm and soft. Inviting. And he was already pulling it into him, reaching for the light inside that touch and grabbing tight. The touch on his forehead stopped, frozen in shock and wonder and tingling with pleasure. This was a playful light and he got the sense that it thought this might be a game.  

	There was another light nearby it. Only the faintest thread connected them Wilburn yanked on it. He followed that light to a loud, familiar voice, and grabbed that light too. The voice stopped talking—he had no idea what it had been saying—and pulled it, along with the first new light, into his pile. They were his. 

	The pain all but dissipated. 

	Wilburn opened his eyes. 

	He was laying in his bed in his bedroom, naked save for a cold sweat and a tangle of sheets around his legs. 

	He wasn’t alone. 

	A young woman he’d never seen before gazed down at him. She was perched beside him on the bed, looking at him with bright green, adoring eyes. She had a smattering of freckles and the second wildest red hair he’d ever seen. 

	He blinked. There was a beautiful red head sitting next to him in his bed stroking his forehead. He had no idea who she was and he was naked and still covered in dried fluids from his earlier lovemaking with Zuha. All of this initially began to register very slowly, and then more quickly. 

	Wilburn launched himself backwards and out of the bed. The sheets caught around his legs and instead of the energetic leap he’d intended, he flew bodily into the wall hard enough to crack the sheetrock. Slamming a hand out to steady himself, his fingers went through the wall like it was papier-mâché, grinding the sheetrock into a fine powder and spilling it over his hand up to his wrist.

	“Damn,” said the girl. “That’s one hell of a grip.”

	Boisterous laughter sounded from the doorway and Wilburn’s head whipped around to face it. Buddy stood there, leaning against the doorframe. “Damn man, I’ve never seen anyone move like that!”

	Wilburn’s eyes flit from wild tangle of red hair to wild but stylishly managed red hair, a sense of recognition dawning. “You’re siblings.”  

	The girl’s eyebrows went up. “What gave it away?”

	Wilburn took a deep breath. His whole body ached like he’d been run over by a Zamboni machine. That was a definite improvement from what it had been before. He was about to ask what they were doing in his room when he noticed that Buddy’s sister’s eyes were riveted on his torso. 

	He looked down and at first could only be grateful that the tangle of sheets had successfully protected his modesty, if only just. Somehow when he’d jumped he’d torn them nearly to shreds. After that brief sigh of relief, however, he did a double take. 

	The body he was looking down at was not his own. He wasn’t a softy—all his practice with the unicycle had given him a descent core and thighs, but not a six pack. With the sweat he’d woken up in giving his skin a sheen, he looked like he’d leapt off the cover of a fitness magazine. Each of his muscles was swollen and defined. Ripcord lean and chiseled, he tightened his abs just to make sure they really were his and clenched his jaw shut when they obeyed. 

	A slight whimper from the bed drew his attention back to Buddy’s sister. Apparently she’d appreciated the show. 

	“You like showing off, do you?” Buddy asked from the door, sounding as if he was stifling another laugh. 

	“Not really,” Wilburn said. “What’s going on? What are you doing in my room?”

	“Aw, you’re not happy to see me?” the girl asked, pouting. She hopped up from the bed and for the first time, Wilburn got a good look at what she was wearing, and the figure beneath it. 

	She was clad in short denim shorts and midriff baring halter top that struggled to contain a pair of breasts that should have been too large for her frame. A small silver chain dangled from her belly button. Everything about her attire was meant to attract attention and she certainly had his. 

	She knew it too, because she grinned at him. “Like what you see?”

	“Siobhan is visiting from out of town and wanted to go clubbing,” Buddy said, coming to his rescue, though he seemed to be enjoying Wilburn’s plight as much as Siobhan. “Thought we’d invite you along.”

	Siobhan got a mischievous smile across her face. “Heard you fell asleep after you had a lady over. I thought it might be fun to see how far I could tease you before you realized I wasn’t her.” She brought her thumb up to her mouth and bit her nail. “’Course, now I’m hoping you might not care.”

	“Damn, sis, I do not need to hear that,” Buddy said, clapping a hand over his face. “Lalalala, I’m not listening!” 

	“Okay, both of you step out of my room and let me get dressed,” Wilburn said. His ears were burning again but his tone was firm and steady. Commanding. 

	Siobhan gave a little shiver and hurried to obey and Buddy closed the door behind her. Before Wilburn could breathe a sigh of relief, however, Buddy called through the door, “Invitation to come clubbing still stands.”

	“You know what,” Wilburn called. “Thanks, but I’m not feeling to good. I’m going to clean up and stay in tonight. Maybe play some videogames.” His cousin Stacy would be online tonight, he was pretty sure. It would be good to catch up with her. And he wasn’t sure that going out was a good idea, in large part because he could sense Buddy and Siobhan standing outside of his door. He knew they were there just as surely as he could feel Belinda and Bernard across town and Zuha rocketing through the air miles away. He hadn’t been able to do that before visiting his mind palace. Just what had happened there at the end?

	He wanted to find out—needed to actually, but what if by revisiting he somehow set off all that pain again? He wasn’t sure his psyche could handle it. 

	Moving from his spot against the wall was an interesting experience and he tripped over several times as he relearned to walk. It was a lot like the difference between riding a bicycle and riding a motorcycle. Both required a certain similar balance and skill, but one had a lot more power. 

	Eventually he made it to door of the bathroom he shared with Mitch and tumbled in. The hot water washed away the sweat and soothed his aching muscles but with that pain diminished he was able to focus on how hungry he was. Starving, in fact. Staring at his new muscles, he could only surmise that they must be the cause. Spontaneous muscle growth had to work up an appetite—the proteins had to have come from somewhere.

	Stepping out a short while later, he dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, both of which were more than a little tight on his new body, he grabbed his phone and wallet, intending to call a pizza place to deliver. Stepping out into the shared living room, he froze. 

	A vaporizer had been set up near the couch and a pot cooking on the stove filled the living room with the aroma of chicken noodle soup. Buddy stood over the pot, stirring while his sister sat on the couch, a blanket folded over her lap and a small jar of something held in her hand. 

	She held up the jar. “Here, Wil, lay down and I’ll put VapoRub on your chest.”
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Chapter Twelve

	 

	“I thought you guys were going clubbing?” Wilburn asked, a little uncertainly. 

	Siobhan shrugged. “We were, but you’re not feeling well. You complaining?”

	“Little weirded out,” Wilburn said, eyeing the VapoRub. “Look, really, I’m just after a quiet evening. I’ll probably play videogames online with my cousin or something. There’s no need to, uh, take care of me.”

	“Might as well have some soup,” Buddy called from the kitchen. “This stuff’s good and you didn’t have to pay for it.”

	That last part was true. Wilburn may have only been a college student a short time but he’d already learned that no food was as good as free food. And Buddy’s soup did smell really good. 

	“Where is everyone?” Wilburn asked, glancing around for his roommates. 

	“Oh, they’re out at the clubs,” Siobhan said. “We sent them ahead.”

	“Oh, I see. You’re planning to catch up later then?” he asked.

	“Not really,” she replied, apparently without a care at all. 

	Something wasn’t right here. Wilburn’s eyes cut back and forth between the siblings. “Siobhan, where’d you say you were from?”

	“San Francisco,” she said brightly. “Dual major in theater arts and nutrition.”

	Wilburn wasn’t sure which was weirder, the way the siblings were taking over his apartment, or the fact that being a nutrition major was apparently a real thing. 

	“So, why are you making your brother cook then?”

	Siobhan grinned at him. “You want me to cook for you, Wil?”

	Wil had never had an expression that salacious thrown at him before. He met her gaze and held it. “I’m missing something. What’s going on?”

	“Not sure what you mean, Wil,” Buddy said. “But the soup’s ready if you’re hungry. Are you feeling up to eating? I went ahead and put the hospital on speed dial just in case whatever you’re feeling is some kind of relapse.”

	Wilburn could have smacked himself in the forehead. Here he was getting all weirded out because Buddy and his sister were being nice to him and they had a more than perfectly good reason. They weren’t even far off in guessing that the reason he was out of sorts had something to do with his recent stay in the hospital. He didn’t think a ‘relapse’ was in order, but there was no way he could legitimately explain away growing enough muscle to make an Olympic athlete jealous over the course of a few unconscious hours. 

	Buddy was just straight up the kind of guy who went the extra mile to look after his friends. Thinking back, Wilburn remembered their first encounter—Buddy thinking he was protecting Wilburn’s roommates from some asshole imposter. He’d loaned Wilburn the keys to his apartment without a second’s hesitation right after that so he could rest. 

	“Buddy, you’re a good man,” Wilburn said. 

	“What about me?” said Siobhan, arching up off the arm of the couch so that her breasts were prominently displayed. “Am I a good girl?” She smirked. “Good woman?”

	Buddy rolled his eyes, sparing Wilburn the need to answer. “Whatever, Sis. Save it for the clubs. Get your soup while it’s hot. What game you playing, Wil?”

	“World of the Sundered,” Wilburn said, finding a bowl that wasn’t dirty and ladling soup into it. “My cousin plays. It’s how we keep in touch.”

	“Is he as cute as you?” Siobhan said, sidling over.

	“She, actually,” Wilburn replied, then glanced at Buddy. He wanted to ask if Siobhan was always like this but couldn’t think of a way to say it that wouldn’t be offensive. His glance earned him a noncommittal shrug from the red haired giant and a sigh from Wilburn as he took a seat with his soup, followed by Siobhan. 

	“So is this like some kind of kid’s game or are you both just uber-nerds,” she asked. 

	“It’s pretty graphic,” Wilburn said. “But she’d probably get ‘uber nerd’ on a t-shirt. She’s way more serious about gaming than I am. She livestreams a lot of her playing and has a big following on YouTube.”

	Siobhan’s brow wrinkled and it had the effect of making her face look almost feline. “People actually get into watching her play videogames?”

	“Oh yeah,” Wilburn said. “Personally, I’d rather play them, but the way Stacy comments—she’s pretty funny.”

	They ate soup together, Siobhan moving around to sit next to him while Buddy took her spot. 

	“Why don’t you show me your character?” she said, scooting even closer to him.

	Wilburn resisted the urge to scoot away. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attractive—she was—but something wasn’t quite right. If being next to her didn’t feel as good as it did he’d probably have found an excuse to leave, no matter how sore he was feeling. 

	“Sure,” he said, then eyed Buddy.

	For his part the red-headed giant shook his head and grinned and asked his sister, “Since when do you care about videogames?”

	“Since when do you know how to make chicken noodle soup?” she snapped back.

	Buddy held up his smartphone. “Since I got Google. What’s your excuse?”

	Siobhan pouted and moved closer still to Wilburn, her bare thigh rubbing up against his jean-clad leg. “Since this evening. Your friend’s an interesting guy.”

	Buddy snorted. “You just want him for his body.”

	Siobhan got a wicked grin. “That definitely helps.”

	“Look, can you at least wait to come onto him until after I’ve gone home?” Buddy asked. “Seriously, it’s weird watching you fawn all over him.”

	Siobhan’s cheeks turned scarlet. “I-I—I am not fawning over anyone! You made him soup.”

	“That’s just being neighborly,” Buddy said. “I take care of my friends.”

	“He’s my friend too,” Siobhan snapped, then grinned at Wilburn. “Right?”

	Before Wilburn could say anything, Buddy interjected, “You do not get to put him on the spot like that. Seriously, what is wrong with you?”

	Wilburn wanted to ask what was wrong with both of them. No one had ever bickered over his company before. Was this what it was like for popular people? Somehow, he didn’t think so. Something felt more than a little off about this whole thing. Something that went a long way past just making sure he didn’t relapse and end up back in the hospital. 

	Domination, Might, and Fire.

	Those lights that he’d felt more than seen before waking up, the slight connection between them—it was the siblings! He’d claimed them somehow without even meaning to. Like how he’d bound Zuha to him, only they didn’t have a primus’s resistance to fall back on and he was much, much more powerful now.  

	Especially if his new physique was anything to go by. He must have successfully leveled up his mind palace. His base power, especially in those three areas, should be pretty damn strong right now. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in a position to check on them. In fact, the very idea of going back to visit his mind palace and risking that pain again made him a little nauseated. 

	His towers must have grown and opened proportionately, or at least the power put into them. But that didn’t mean he was any closer to knowing how to use the abilities they granted with any finesse. He must have grabbed a psychic hold on them while he was awakening. Those lights…it had felt especially good to pull them to him and add them to the others. 

	But were they really his? Only one way to find out. Taking a deep breath, Wilburn cut into their bickering in the best commanding tone he could muster. “Knock it off.”

	The siblings, who had been arguing the whole time he’d been thinking, abruptly stopped. Their expressions put him in mind of puppies who had just been told “no” for the first time.

	“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Wilburn said, still keeping his tone firm and sure, despite the trepidation he felt. He was half convinced that at any moment the siblings were going to blow up at him for not accepting their care and being rude, but they watched him with quiet, rapt attention. “And you’re going to answer completely honestly. Understand?”

	They both nodded. 

	“Why are you really here? Buddy you go first.”

	“Because you’re not feeling well,” Buddy said. 

	“But why does that matter so much to you? Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for the soup and everything, but I didn’t think you knew me that well.”

	Buddy grimaced. “I really don’t. I just know…you need to be taken care of. That’s all. If you’re happy, I’m happy. And it’s….um, it’s good to be around you.”

	Wilburn gave a slow nod. “Thank you. That was very good.”

	Buddy beamed at him and visibly sagged into his seat with relief.

	“Siobhan?” Wilburn asked. 

	“Kind of the same,” she said. “I was just wanting to mess with you at first, because your roommate said you were kind of a dork, but when you woke up…it was….” She blushed brighter red than Wilburn had ever seen, but she pushed forward. “It was like out of a fairy tale. You’re so…so…everything. And it’s good to be near you. I just…want to make you happy.”

	“Okay,” Wilburn said. “Okay, thank you. Your honesty made me very happy.”

	Siobhan practically radiated pleasure at his words, straightening up in her chair and beaming. 

	“I need you both to do something for me now,” Wilburn continued. “I know you want to be around me, but I need a little bit of space to think. Why don’t you go keep your original plans? Enjoy the club scene. Have fun. We’ll catch up tomorrow after my head’s cleared.”

	They both looked put-out for half a second, but they agreed and after a few minutes cleaning up and gathering the few things they’d brought over, they left. 

	Wilburn didn’t know what to think. He had famulus now. But these weren’t like Bianca and Bernard. If Zuha was to be believed, those two had grown up knowing what they were or were going to be. The siblings didn’t.  

	He needed to turn his brain off for a while and let everything that had happened to him process. A few minutes later he was seated on the couch, his headset on and a controller in his hand, logging into World of the Sundered. 

	Welcome back, Burngrave92, the screen said, then showed an incoming call from Un!c0rn69. 

	He answered it. “Hey, Stacy.”

	“What’s up fuckweed?” His cousin asked in a voice that sounded like it belonged to a twelve-year-old on helium. Despite Stacy being almost three years older than him, her voice always made her sound like a child. Or, as he’d sometimes teased, a chipmunk. “Suck any cock today or do you just suck at all of life?”

	He grinned. “Good to talk to you too, dumbass. What’s new?”

	“Got some sponsorship for my videos,” she said. “Some fucktard came out with a new controller add on and if I play with it and show it off like a good little whore they’re going to throw money at me every month. So that’s fucking cool. Also, got the key to the Fortress of Infinite Torment. Figure we could raid the shit out of that place together later.”

	“No shit?” Wilburn wasn’t nearly so into the game as she was, but even he knew how hard it was to get the single use item that allowed a raid on the Fortress of Infinite Torment where even the average mob dropped platinum items. 

	“No shit, throwback. Also got a new boyfriend and he doesn’t suck.”

	Wilburn had to laugh at that. ‘Not-sucking’ was about the highest honor Stacy ever bestowed upon anyone. “Good on you. Little surprised to hear you talking about it though. I thought you liked to keep your private life private. You told me to do something anatomically improbably the last time I asked after your dating life.” And that was the last time he’d ever made that mistake. 

	“Yeah, well my not-sucking boyfriend, who’s more of my master really—we got one of those alternate lifestyle things going—wanted me to let you know.”

	Wilburn blinked. Alternate lifestyle things? He couldn’t imagine his cousin obeying anyone, let alone calling them ‘master.’ “Okay, who is this and what have you done with Stacy?”

	“Suck a cock,” she said. “Anyway, he’s here now and wants to talk to you.”

	There was some background noise, presumably of her removing and handing over her headset. When the new voice spoke through the microphone, Wilburn’s blood ran cold. 

	“Hello nameless, houseless, scum,” Demetrius said. “Do I have your attention now?”

	

Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Wilburn hadn’t known that it was possible to get a plane ticket that fast. Bernard had known just what to do though and apparently didn’t mind spending Zuha’s money. Currency, it turned out, wasn’t something that most primuses put a lot of value in. At least not for its own sake. When he thought about it, that made a strange sort of sense. What was the point of hoarding wealth when you collected people whose own wealth essentially became yours? Or at least, that was the mindset as Wilburn understood it. He wasn’t sure he liked that, not at all, but for the moment it worked in his favor. Five first class plane tickets to Colorado Springs and a two hour wait through the security check in and Wilburn, Siobhan, Buddy, Belinda, and Bernard were all flying out to House Vespa. 

	The four famulus had to come, per Demetrius’s terms of the duel. If Wilburn wanted his cousin, he would have to wager everyone under his command. Including Zuha, which was who Demetrius really wanted. Wilburn couldn’t understand why he was so focused on her. Yes, she was powerful and gorgeous, but he’d treated her like shit with that catnip trick and by her own admission she wasn’t very well received by the secret primus society as a fallen psion. Her own house barely tolerated her. 

	Why was Demetrius obsessed enough to go and mind-jack his cousin? He supposed it didn’t really matter. The asshole was obsessed enough. He’d gone after her and had every advantage on his side. He’d even been able to name the stakes and stack them in his favor. The only famulus he would risk was Stacy. 

	He claimed, however, that he wanted to ensure that everything was utterly fair, so the duel was to take place at House Vespa outside Colorado Springs, where it would be witnessed by representatives from Houses Lyra and Delphinus. It was all a load of bullshit. Wilburn didn’t expect Demetrius to play fair for an instant. Unfortunately, he couldn’t see any way around this. The bastard had bragged about what he was going to have Stacy doing. 

	“How would her viewers like a live sex show next time she livestreams?” he’d asked. “It will be hard for her to narrate her gameplay with my cock in her mouth but I don’t think her fans will mind.”

	The complimentary bag of peanuts in Wilburn’s fist burst into flames at the memory, causing a frenzy of activity that took up most of the flight as attendants struggled to figure out what had happened. Only when he Suggested that they leave the whole thing alone, that it had been a freak accident, and that there was no need to worry about it, did they stop. And that was almost as freakish as the sudden explosion. Wilburn was making a conscious effort to speak as little as possible lest he dominate someone else. It was bad enough that Belinda and Bernard were on the chopping block because of him, worse still that the siblings were too. If anyone else was added by accident he thought he might be sick. 

	Try as he might, he couldn’t think of a way out of this. Demetrius was unreasonable and untrustworthy and Wilburn too ignorant of the laws and rules that governed the world primuses lived in. There was only one course of action. To meet Demetrius head on and with overwhelming force. And that, Wilburn had in abundance. More to the point, Demetrius had no idea just how powerful he was. 

	The only problem was that neither did Wilburn. Sure, he knew he’d leveled up, but he had no real measure of what that entailed. He needed to return to his mind palace. After what had happened last time it was the very last thing he wanted to do. He’d just about convinced himself that it would be safer for everyone if he didn’t go back, if he took on Wilburn as he was, but the exploding bag of peanuts convinced him otherwise. He was powerful now, but out of control, with no real idea of the limits of his capabilities. 

	So, with no small amount of reluctance and his stomach clenching in fear, he lay back in his seat, closed his eyes, and envisioned his mind palace.

	It was a fortress. 

	The nearly cartoonish quality of the castle had vanished entirely and in its place were thick, high walls with spiked battlements and a forest of spires like something out of Lord of the Rings. How had all of this fit here? How had it become so much more….more? It was only vaguely recognizable as the place that it had been before. 

	“It’s good that you acquired new famulus,” said the two voices behind him. “They stabilized you. Helped you find some equilibrium with the small power their binding offered.”

	The air was different. Not thinner, exactly, but almost drier. Like going from standing in the midst of a humid swamp to an arid desert, only less unpleasant. The energy, the experiences that had permeated the atmosphere were no longer present. 

	“Did I spend all of the experience you gave me?” he asked.

	       “Almost,” the voices answered. “You would have been very powerful on your own had you been extolled when you entered puberty and made a proper primus. We knew this. We did not expect that losing your virginity would open the pathway nearly so much. It was…like adding rocket fuel to the engine.”

	Wilburn swallowed. “So, boom, huh?”

	“Essentially. You very nearly razed your mind to ashes. If you had not reached out to your virga and your famulus, you would have become a vegetable, losing all of your higher functions.”

	By the time the voices were finished speaking, Wilburn’s hands were shaking. “Yeah, let’s not ever do that again.”

	“You could not, even if you wanted to,” the voices said. “No one has ever had access to so many experiences at once to pour into the spending. Now all that remains of our gift to you is a bare trickle. That, and your own experiences and those of your new famulus. A not insignificant amount but much more manageable.” 

	From behind he felt two pairs of invisible arms embracing him. Felt two faces press themselves into his back. “We are very glad that you are unharmed. We would never have forgiven ourselves if you had been broken because of our mistake.”

	Awkwardly, Wilburn tried to pat the areas where he felt the unseen hands in what he hoped was a comforting manner. As his own hands couldn’t actually feel anything there besides himself, however, he wasn’t sure how well this worked. “It’s okay. Hurt like hell but I came through it. This place…it’s a lot more impressive now.”

	“Yes,” the voices murmured into his back. “Yes, it is.”

	“I think I need to spend the rest of my experiences,” he said, almost hesitantly. 

	“It is very soon,” the voices said. “You are still raw, still growing.”

	“Yeah, and I keep accidentally using my abilities,” he said. “I need some control, otherwise every time I open my mouth someone’s going to be bound to me or whenever I get made, something will blow up. And…and I need everything to beat Demetrius.”

	“You need a name to defeat Demetrius,” the voices said. 

	“I have a name,” Wilburn said. 

	“No, a primus name.”

	“Okay, how do I get one?” he said. “Do I just pick it out or what?”

	The voices didn’t answer. 

	“Uh, voices?” he asked. 

	“We do not know how you will get yours,” they answered. “We know much, but no one knows how each primus finds their name. Until you have yours, wielding your abilities against Demetrius will be like…wielding a sword with a greased hilt. Slippery. Unwieldy.”

	“I don’t see that I have much choice,” he said. 

	“You should meditate on this,” the voices said. 

	Fury welled up inside of him. “My cousin is that bastard’s victim and you want me to meditate? You don’t even know if that will do any good. No. If I’m going to be doing something I’m going to be doing something useful, that I know will yield results. We’re going to divide the rest of my experiences up amongst the Towers that constellation up there gives me a bonus to.”

	The voices were quiet for a moment. “As you wish.”

	He dug the experiences up, drew them from his mind palace like water siphoned from a well, and poured them into his towers. Doors opened, rooms expanded, becoming more elaborate. It hurt, like chewing nuts with a sore tooth. The more experiences he spent, the worse it felt. He pushed forward until three towers rose above the others, titans among giants, and he had nothing left to spend. 

	“Find your name,” the voices said when he was finished. “Or it won’t matter how powerful your abilities are.”

	He opened his eyes. His forehead was beaded with sweat and Siobhan was wiping his brow with a napkin. She looked concerned. 

	“You were moaning in your sleep,” she said. 

	“I wasn’t sleeping,” he said. 

	“Right.” She gave him a small grin. “You were just resting your eyes.”

	He took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m sorry. You’re in this mess because of me.”

	She shrugged. “It’s okay. You need our help for this. I can’t speak for my brother but I’m just happy to be useful.”

	“Even if you’re at risk because of me?”

	Her grin turned wicked. “We’re only at risk if there’s a chance of you losing whatever this duel-thing is. So, don’t let that happen.”

	He laughed. “Okay. No losing.” 

	It hadn’t been an option anyway. 

	They landed soon after and were met at the gate by a trio of powerful looking men in black suits. Wilburn knew they were there for him because they held up a sign that said “Welcome Houseless” that had several people giving them second glances. 

	No one in the group had brought anything besides a carryon and so they were quickly ushered out of the airport and to a black stretch limo, which had both Buddy and Siobhan bouncing around inside of it like little kids in short order. 

	“They’ve even got champagne on ice,” Buddy exclaimed. 

	Wilburn’s stomach was too tied in knots to appreciate it. 

	One of the suited men had gotten into the back of the limo with them. He spoke up when Wilburn didn’t. “I assure you on the honor of House Vespa that it is not poisoned.”

	Nobody had any champagne after that and the mood became somber. 

	Sometime later, long after they’d left Colorado Springs behind, they pulled off the featureless road and onto a stretch of driveway that ended at a wrought iron gate with a pair of guards dressed in fatigues and body armor and armed with automatic rifles, each with a burly Rottweiler at his flank. The gates attached to a cement wall topped with curls of razor wire that went prevented anyone from getting a good look inside. 

	 Wilburn readied himself to draw upon his abilities. He wasn’t sure what good they might be against rifles and attack dogs but this place looked like a prison. He could just imagine Demetrius setting them up to arrive somewhere and be executed without warning. 

	The guards nodded to the men in suits and the gates swung open, revealing a second wall with a driveway that they had to use to circle around to a second, more heavily reinforced gate with a second pair of guards and dogs. This time when they were allowed through, everyone in the car gasped. 

	The walls surrounded a mansion so luxurious it made the one Zuha had been staying in look like a Motel 6. Easily five stories tall, it was surrounded by an ornate garden with fountains, exotic plants, and statues. It would have been even more breathtaking if each corner of the house hadn’t been topped with some seriously big ass guns on swivel mounts decorated with chains of ammunition, most of which were trained on Wilburn and his group as they stepped out of the limo. 

	Marble steps led up to the front door where an elegantly dressed man and woman waited, smiling down at the group with assured confidence that everything here was under their direct control. 

	“Mr. Wilburn Graves,” the man said as Wilburn approached. He extended his hand and Wilburn shook it, meeting his eyes. This made the man grin. 

	“Lemuel Ingram,” the man said by way of introduction, then gestured to his wife. “And this is my wife, Demeter Ingram. Welcome to House Vespa.”



Chapter Fourteen

	 

	When Demetrius had instructed Wilburn to meet him at House Vespa so that they could engage in a duel, Wilburn had not expected to be treated to a five-course meal first. Formal wear had been provided and custom tailored after his arrival by one of the Ingram’s famulus. The man worked fast, attending to Wilburn in the guest suite he had been escorted to. His own famulus stood around watching and offering their opinions as he was tried and fitted for a black, cashmere suit. They had been provided their own shared quarters in a different part of the house, but none of them, Wilburn included, had wanted to be separated while they were on enemy territory. Unfortunately, the dinner was for primus only. 

	When Wilburn arrived in the dining hall, he found both Lemuel and Demeter Ingram seated at the table as expected, along with Demetrius and two other individuals Wilburn hadn’t met. One was an olive-skinned woman with dark eyes, coifed hair, and wearing a blue dress. The other a giant Haitian man with small eyes that gleamed with fierce intelligence. Both looked to be in their late thirties or early forties, about the same age as the Ingrams. 

	“Wilburn,” said Lemuel at his arrival without standing up from his seat at the head of the table. “Allow me to introduce to you Myrtle Flores of House Delphinus and Maxwell Durand of House Lyra. They are here to bear witness to your duel with my son and ensure fair play on all sides.”

	Wilburn gave Myrtle and Maxwell a more thorough look over as they did the same to him. Neither seemed particularly impressed with him. That was fair enough. He wasn’t sure that he was impressed with them either. 

	“You’re here to referee?” Wilburn asked. 

	Myrtle’s mouth tightened and Maxwell’s eyebrows went up. 

	“Essentially,” said the big man, in a surprisingly soft voice.  

	“Right, so kidnapping doesn’t count as breaking the rules then?”

	The air of feigned pleasantness over the table evaporated. Demetrius started to rise but Maxwell raised his hand, forestalling the younger primus with a simple, “May I field this?”

	With visible reluctance, Demetrius nodded and made a gesture for Maxwell to continue.

	Rather than moving to squarely face Wilburn, the man settled into his seat more comfortably, like a grandfather getting ready to read a story to the children gathered around his feet. “Your cousin, the girl you are here to fight for, was an unclaimed imus. Binding her was in no way a breach of our laws. If you had wanted her, you should have bound her yourself.”

	“She should be free,” Wilburn said, fighting to keep his temper from flaring up. “She should not be bound to anyone.”

	Myrtle gave a piercing laugh. “Don’t be preposterous. Binding requires Suggestion and Suggestion is just that. Just because Demetrius is adroit in the use of Domination does not mean the girl did not consent to his binding. Besides, she’s imus. Only primuses can be said to truly be free.”

	Wilburn ground his teeth together to keep from saying that he’d bound two people without ever talking to them. Nothing good could come from tipping his hand about his abilities. Either they wouldn’t believe him, or if they did, it might break one of their laws or let Demetrius plan some kind of counter. He didn’t know enough. 

	Maxwell’s small eyes rolled over to take him in. He seemed to be having some deep thoughts. Whatever they were, he gave a small cough a moment later, and said, “You have no idea the honor being presented to you now, do you? A Houseless allowed the opportunity to duel a psion? If Demetrius did not have such a sense of fair play, he could just take your virga and famulus from you. There are none who would come to your defense.”

	“I still don’t believe he’s a magis,” Myrtle said, taking a sip of wine. “Where is his virga, anyway? It’s always some pretty little twit these young men fight over.”

	“Where’s my cousin?” Wilburn asked. Honors be damned. He didn’t care about this secret society, he cared about getting Stacy back safely and not letting Zuha or any of his famulus end up under the thumb of this arrogant ass. Sense of fair play? What did any of these people, psychics and mind controllers, understand about fair play?

	A little voice inside of him warned that he was running the risk of being a hypocrite now that he’d joined their ranks and bound famulus of his own. He crushed that voice down flat. Their worldview, what little he could piece together of it, was totally askew. If he was understanding what they were saying about him being Houseless, then the real reason the Houses existed was to defend against one another. Might made right. He supposed that when you were more powerful than the vast majority of the world’s population that idea might be very appealing.

	“Where’s Zuha?” Demetrius countered, ripping Wilburn from his epiphany and back to the present. 

	Maxwell raised his hand. “Neither of you are required to present the prizes. I have it on good authority that Zuha Frost is well and we have both seen that Stacy Hess is in good health. If Mr. Graves does not want to utilize his virga in the duel tomorrow morning, that is his prerogative.” 

	Zuha could be used in the duel?

	Demetrius’s sharp eyes borne into him. “You thought you could keep her from me by not having her present? It won’t matter, your connection will be mine after I sever it from your mind tomorrow.”

	Several waitstaff came in carrying salads on elaborate trays, only to freeze when they realized that not everyone was seated. 

	“I don’t think I’ll be joining you for dinner after all,” Wilburn said, turning on his heel to leave the way he’d come. 

	There was a noise behind him and he looked back to find that Demeter Ingram and stood up, shoving her chair back, her face livid. “You dare spurn my hospitality?”

	The entire table had gone quiet, every face masked and stoic. This, apparently, was a grave insult. Good.

	“You are the most well-spoken gathering of thieves I have ever met, ma’am,” Wilburn said. “Tomorrow I’m going to break your son’s head open like a piñata and take away what doesn’t belong to him. Good night.”

	He turned once again and left.

	

	~

	 

	His famulus had all had dinner brought up to them by the House Vespa staff and gladly shared their food with him. Once he’d shed his tailored outfit he joined them and their far superior company. If so much hadn’t been on the line he would have more easily joined in with their laughing and the easy camaraderie that had sprung up between the pair of siblings and the pair of cousins. 

	After making himself eat several bites he went to bed early. Whatever the next day had in store for him, he needed to be rested. As soon as his head hit the pillow he realized that sleep had sent him a “fuck you very much letter” and decided to take a vacation. Wilburn stared at the ceiling for several long minutes, tried laying on each of his sides, and counting backward from one hundred. Nothing worked. 

	The door creaked open. 

	Wilburn raised his head to find two forms silhouetted by the light of the suite’s main room. Then the door closed and they were swallowed by darkness. He could hear them moving though, stepping carefully through his room. If he hadn’t been able to sense exactly who they were through his connection with them, the thoughts he heard coming from them were ‘heard’ in their voices, immediately letting him know that Siobhan and Belinda were in the room with him. 

	I can’t believe I’m doing this, Siobhan thought, her mental voice tinged with excitement and nervousness. I can’t believe I’m doing this!

	Master needs to relax and take his mind off of things, Belinda thought. There is no way he’ll turn us away. I hope he doesn’t turn us away. Please don’t turn us away.

	They split up at the foot of his bed and crawled up onto it from either side. Wilburn pushed himself upright and they came to a stop. He smiled. He wasn’t sure how much of their attraction to him was due to his status as a primus or how much might have come before. In that moment he didn’t care. They wanted him and it was a sweet gift that made him smile, both touched and aroused. 

	“Good evening,” he said, a grin pulling at his mouth. “You girls come here often?”

	Belinda gave a very unladylike snort but Siobhan giggled. 

	“That was terrible,” she said, resuming her crawl up the bed until her face was almost level with his own. “But I hope I’ll be here often.”

	They kissed, slowly at first, tongues only just touching, and then more hungrily. 

	“We’re here to help you sleep,” Belinda said.

	Her magical hands slid over his skin, steadily undressing him as he and Siobhan continued to kiss, only breaking it when his night shirt was pulled over his head. Both women enjoyed the sight of him naked through the moonlight coming in from the window, slowly running their hands over his chest and abs, making their way lower and lower until they found his erection. The two exchanged a glance, then moved as one, lowering themselves so that they each brought a mouth to either side of his member. 

	Wilburn let his head fall back, gasping at the sensation of two mouths licking and kissing up either side of his length. He felt himself twitch with need, craving more, then one of them engulfed him. From the easy way he went into her throat, he recognized Belinda. She bobbed up and down on him several times before pulling away and handing it over to Siobhan.

	Siobhan couldn’t take him as deeply and clearly lacked Belinda’s expertise, but she made up for it with enthusiasm, moving up and down twice as fast and lashing her tongue over every inch she could. After a few moments, she pulled back, allowing Belinda to take over at her more sedate and thorough pace, only unlike Belinda she didn’t just hang back. Her mouth found his testicles a few seconds later and she began tonging them with all the enthusiasm she’d attacked his erection with.

	When she pulled back, Siobhan moved to take over again, and Belinda stripped herself free of her sleepware, baring herself to his eyes and the moonlight with a shy, but pleased smile, before moving behind Siobhan and divesting her of her clothing. Siobhan stiffened at Belinda’s touch, then relaxed when she saw Wilburn’s gaze riveted to the sight before him. A mischievous grin spread over her face and she turned very deliberately to kiss Belinda so he could see. 

	That kiss turned into a squeal when Belinda’s hand found her breast. I’m not gay, Siobhan thought frantically. I just kiss girls to turn on the guys. What is she doing? That feels kind of good—Oh!

	Belinda’s other hand had snaked its way down Siobhan’s side and between her legs, where she had slid two fingers up inside the red-head. You’re going to feel so good to Master, Belinda though. She eased Siobhan’s thighs apart and scooted her over so that she was straddling Wilburn. Breaking their kiss to grin at Siobhan, Belinda reached down and guided Wilburn’s erection to Siobhan’s now hot and ready entrance. 

	Grabbing Siobhan by the hips, Belinda pushed her down, burying Wilburn’s length inside of her and making them both cry out. Siobhan was hot and wet, her passage silken and welcoming. 

	“Oh, God!” Siobhan cried out. “Oh, God!” Why has it never felt like this before?

	“That’s it,” Belinda urged. “Ride the Master. Ride him.” Her hand slipped back up, teasing Siobhan’s clit as she rose up and down on Wilburn’s member. Her other hand slid around behind them and gently massaged his sack. 

	Wilburn thrust his hips upward in time with Siobhan, meeting her every downward movement with a wet slap of flesh. He brought his hands to her breasts, making her gasp, and squeal. A few moments later, she seized up, an orgasm tearing through her body and her thoughts becoming too muddled to make sense of as she fell forward onto his chest, his erection still buried inside of her. 

	Belinda grinned down at her like the cat that ate the canary. Until Wilburn rolled free and then pulled her underneath him, capturing her mouth with a fierce kiss and thrusting himself inside of her. 

	She squealed in delight and wrapped her legs around him, thrusting her hips up to meet him. Yes! Yes! Yes! Use me, Master! He kisses so good. I must have pleased him well to get kissed.

	Wilburn broke the kiss and kissed his way along her jawline to her ear, where he whispered, “You please me very well, Belinda. Very well.”

	She threw her head back and screamed as an orgasm tore through her like a tidal wave. Fluids sprayed from her to coat Wilburn’s thighs as she clamped down so tight he had to quit moving. When she finally came down from her high, she was gasping, and looked up at him, her arms around his shoulders, with absolutely adoring eyes. 

	“Wow,” Siobhan said from next to them. She had propped herself up on one arm to watch. “Where can I get one of those?”

	“Right here,” Wilburn said, moving back and rolling Belinda over on top of Siobhan, who squealed. 

	“Hey—hey!” she called out from beneath Belinda, who’s heavy breasts were pressing into hers. “I am strictly dickly, okay.”

	“Nothing but my dick will go inside of you,” Wilburn agreed, and thrust before she could protest any more. 

	She threw her head back, squealing, and Belinda took advantage of her position to kiss her neck. “Oh, oh, oh….” Siobhan moaned, her thoughts turning to puddles as pleasure overrode her higher brain functions. 

	Every time Wilburn withdrew from her, Belinda would thrust her hips forward, grinding her sex into Siobhan’s. Over and over until, just as she was nearing orgasm, Wilburn withdrew and slid home in Belinda, earning curses and protests from Siobhan. 

	Belinda grinned down at her and shifted up and forward, allowing her to present Siobhan with one of her breasts. Siobhan half gazed-half glared at it and for a moment, then took Belinda’s nipple in her mouth. After several minutes, Belinda stiffened, a small orgasm rippling its way through her. She gave a contented sigh and looked back at Wilburn over her shoulder. “Fuck her, Master. Siobhan has been good girl. Fuck her.”

	Withdrawing from Belinda, Wilburn realigned himself with Siobhan and slammed home. He held nothing back, again and again and again slamming into her, making her moan and squeal and claw Belinda’s back until she came, screaming. 

	Wilburn let her orgasm finish him and he came, buried to the hilt inside of her, spilling his seed until he collapsed. Rolling off of them, he watched as Belinda pulled back from Siobhan and eyed between her legs. 

	Siobhan’s thighs slammed shut. “Uh-huh. We are so not there.” 

	Belinda gave her a small smile, crawling up to kiss her on the forehead. “You did very well.”

	Siobhan blushed. “Uh, yeah. You too.”

	Belinda crawled over to position herself on Wilburn’s other side and made herself comfortable. 

	“Damn,” Siobhan said a moment later. “I always thought I was the wildest one in the room. This takes the cake.”

	They had a chuckle and soon, both girls were asleep at his sides.

	They’d been right, Wilburn realized, as sleep began creeping up on his consciousness. That had helped. But, not nearly so much as the awareness that now grew within him, bringing a grin to his face. 

	He now knew exactly where Zuha was. 

	

Chapter Fifteen

	 

	The air in Colorado was thinner and dryer, even with the mist hanging over House Vespa’s manicured lawn. Wilburn felt distinctly underdressed in his jeans and t-shirt beside the surrounding company. The Ingrams and both ‘referees’ weren’t attired as formally as they had been at dinner though they were still formal. And Demetrius’s outfit was workout gear that looked like it was straight out of a science fiction magazine, clinging to him and divided by sharp lines. It almost looked as if parts of his clothes were detachable. Wilburn couldn’t begin to imagine all the things that the gear was supposed to do. The sword in Demetrius’s hand seemed pretty obvious though. 

	It was identical to the one in his own. After being guided down by one of the household staff, the Ingrams had presented a pair of identical swords to both him and their son and allowed Wilburn first choice, claiming they wanted to ensure fair play. This had earned a nod of approval from both Myrtle and Maxwell. 

	The weight of the sword in his grip was both comforting and alien. On the one hand it felt good being armed. On the other Wilburn had never used a sword in his life. From the way Demetrius casually tested the weight of his own weapon he didn’t have that particular problem. 

	They were ringed by men in black suits, their jackets bulging slightly with the hint of guns. Just in case one of them decided to cheat. These had been brought by Maxwell and Demeter and their lapels were decorated with little badges to distinguish them. Maxwell’s had some kind of harp that Wilburn assumed was supposed to be a lyre, while Myrtle’s leaping dolphin badges looked very out of place so close to the men’s holstered firearms. 

	“This is to be a traditional duel,” Maxwell said, breaking the silence that had hung over them all for the last minute and a half while Wilburn and Demetrius readied themselves. Demetrius was posed almost dramatically across from him as Maxwell spoke in what Wilburn thought he intended to be a threatening pose. It certainly made him look like he knew how to use his sword. It also made him look like an idiot. 

	Glancing around, he couldn’t help but feel that this whole thing was some kind of farce. A duel in the morning? Them standing here with swords? What had happened to algebra and Rhetoric 1301? He’d stepped out of college and into a world of crazy people.

	Maxwell’s voice fell like weighted silk over the lawn. “The first to break through the other’s mental defenses and claim the agreed upon prizes is the winner. Both duelist may use any means at their personal disposal to achieve this goal.” 

	Glancing at the swords, Wilburn supposed that included stabbing each other. Pain was apparently as good a motivator as any. No real surprise there.

	“Neither’s House shall seek retribution for defeat and all grievances that led up to this duel are to be resolved here and now,” Maxwell continued. “Are all parties agreed?”

	“Agreed,” Demetrius said quickly. 

	“Sure,” Wilburn said. “Let’s get this over with.”

	That made Demetrius pull his lip back in an angry snarl. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it quick.”

	“Then are both combatants ready?” Maxwell asked.

	“Ready,” they both said at the same time.

	“Then let none interfere,” Maxwell said. “Upon pain of retribution from House Lyra.”

	“And pain of retribution from House Delphinus,” Myrtle added casually, examining her nails as if their fight had no bearing on her whatsoever. 

	Maxwell walked out to join the circle of onlookers. “Then let the duel commence.”

	Black, insectile wings erupted from Demetrius’s back and glossy black chitin spread over his body in a wave, with touches of poisonously bright yellow. The clothing popped free in several areas, accommodating his new bulk and appendages, flapping in the air behind him as he launched himself across the lawn at Wilburn, sword first. 

	Despite everything he had seen and done since waking up in the hospital, watching a man suddenly turn into a giant bug person and attack him took the cake. The shock of what he was seeing, accompanied by the sheer aggression of Demetrius’s attack made Wilburn hesitate. It almost cost him his life as Demetrius came on in a buzzing thunder.

	Wilburn didn’t bring his sword up to block. Using the thing never even crossed his mind and he reacted on pure instinct. Just as Demetrius’s sword point touched his chest, Wilburn exploded. 

	A firestorm leapt from him in a great tidal wave of heat and light, blinding everyone present as it rushed forward. The sudden presence and force of it created a concussive wave that washed over them all and by the time it was finished, all that remained of the once pristine lawn before Wilburn was charcoal and ash. Several of the suited men hadn’t been quick enough to get out of the way and the one directly across from Wilburn rolled on the ground, screaming in pain, his clothes still on fire.

	Demetrius was a good dozen yards outside of the circle that they had been created, shock evident on his face even with the chitin covering it. It was hard to tell how badly he’d been hurt but his clothing had been reduced to singed rags and his chitin didn’t look glossy anymore. He must have raced just ahead of the flames themselves, Wilburn thought, but not enough to escape all of their heat.

	Myrtle and the Ingrams were shouting. 

	Maxwell cut them off. “The match continues! Do not interfere, under pain of retribution from House Lyra.”

	“That’s my man burning over there,” Myrtle screamed at him. 

	Maxwell shrugged. “We underestimated the Houseless. Men, draw back!” 

	Myrtle followed with similar orders. Wilburn grimaced. There went his element of surprise. 

	Oh well, Wilburn thought, and surprised himself when his grimace turned into a grin. Something savage rose within him, hot and angry and happy to be both of those things. 

	“Come on,” he cried at Demetrius. “I thought you said you’d end this quickly!”

	Demetrius set his jaw and took off. Wilburn couldn’t tell if he was capable of actual flight with those wings but they sure made him fast. He was almost a blur as he circled around the lawn, trying to find another angle to attack from, darting this way and that before finally zeroing in on Wilburn. 

	Wilburn’s grin widened as joyous rage welled up within him and he let forth another explosion of flames. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Demetrius darting off to the side and then coming at him again, faster even than before. Wilburn smirked and sent another explosion of flame at him, driving him back again. 

	The yard was a smoldering wreck. One of the fountains had been caught up in Wilburn’s last blast and had actually cracked under the sudden onslaught of heat. 

	“You can’t keep up attacks like that forever,” Demetrius cried out. 

	Wilburn scowled. It sure felt like he could. As large as those blasts had been, he felt like he’d barely tapped the well of power within himself. Realization dawned a moment later. He had more power at his disposal than anyone else on the property. The voices that had gifted him with his abilities had filled him with so much that there was no real comparison between him and them in terms of raw power. No, his real disadvantage was skill. 

	Unfortunately, something in his puzzled expression must have given him away, because Demetrius didn’t press his attack like he thought Wilburn was almost out. He zipped in, feinting, and easily avoiding the explosion of fire Wilburn directed at him. 

	His opponent had decided on a new strategy. Instead of trying to end things quickly, Demetrius began a series of feints and false strikes, darting around the enclosed estate in a thunderous blur. Wilburn let fly blast after blast of fire, unleashing one every time Demetrius tried to dart in close, whether or not Wilburn believed the attack to be genuine. He had the power to back it up. Each attack, despite its size, barely cost him a thing. 

	Even so he began to grow frustrated. The voices in his mind palace had described wielding his abilities without his name to trying to wield a sword with a greased hilt. He decided that a sledge hammer would have been a better metaphor. Gathering the power and unleashing it was easy. Directing it, not so much. As fast and agile as Demetrius was, Wilburn had yet to land a direct hit. 

	The duel had turned into a war of attrition. Frustrating as that was, it suited Wilburn just fine. He could burn things all day without any effort at all. Buzzing about like Demetrius was doing, however, had to be taking its toll, especially with how large Wilburn’s blasts were. It was only a matter of time before exhaustion overtook his opponent and Wilburn could either incinerate him or rip through his mental defenses. Honestly, savage as he was feeling, he wasn’t sure which he’d prefer.

	

	~

	 

	“He’s going to kill him!” Demeter Ingram shrieked. Only her husband’s grip around her shoulders kept her from throwing herself into the cacophonous firestorm of her son and the Houseless bastard’s fight. 

	“We can’t interfere,” Lemuel said through clenched teeth. 

	 Demeter gave a shriek as another of those ungodly huge blasts of flame nearly overtook her only son. Aside from her husband, he was the only thing in this world she loved more than her own power. She’d watched him grow into his abilities, proud of the confident young primus he’d become, wielding his power with complete assuredness. A true little alpha male. 

	And this freak of nature was not going to take him away from her! 

	She had poured her experiences into the Tower of Domination and opened many rooms within it, letting it guide her to more and more impressive abilities. The one which she prized above all others and which she kept secret from all save Lemuel, allowed her to push suggestions into imuses minds without ever uttering a word, issuing her commands through silent telepathy. 

	She drew on this ability now, sliding her power through the defenses of one of House Lyra’s servants. Against anyone else, such defenses might have proved impressive, but she was the queen of House Vespa. She knew how to slip unnoticed through defenses like these. 

	Her suggestion was given. Wouldn’t your master be pleased if you ended the houseless now? You want to kill him. He killed one of you all ready. Vengeance is your right. You want to kill him. You would be rewarded for killing him. You want to kill him….

	The man went for his gun, drew it, and took aim—only to be dropped by three of his own companions an instant later, the gun going off harmlessly into the air. Maxwell glared at the man in fury, then his tiny, piecing gaze fell upon her. 

	“You do not interfere!” he demanded. That melodious voice of hers nearly slipped past her own mental defenses with his command. 

	Maternal fury burned it away more surely than the Houseless’s own fire. “I won’t let him kill my son!”

	She tore herself free of her husband’s grip, throwing herself at one of the Delphinus men, along with a rush of mental energy that stunned him long enough for her to rip his gun free of its holster. She spun around wildly, gun extended in one hand, and aimed for the houseless bastard.

	A flash of silver. A spray of red. Her hand went limp and the gun fell to the ground. 

	A crimson gash had appeared across her wrist, blood pouring out of it. She could see bone at the center and the ends of severed tendons. That was when the pain hit and she screamed.

	Zuha Frost stood over her in her snow leopard guise, dressed only in tailored workout clothes and holding a curved scimitar almost casually in one hand. The apex of the blade’s curve dripped with Demeter’s blood. 

	The primuses all gaped at her. Even Demeter through the pain of her ruined wrist. “Where—how?”

	“You never even sensed me,” the former psion of House Leo said with a smirk. “When my master claimed me, my power grew so much. Enough that I can hide even from the likes of you House Lords.”

	She looked over at Maxwell Durand. “No one is to interfere with the duel.”

	The man gave a slow nod, looking contemplatively at the wounded Demeter Ingram. 

	“No one interferes,” he agreed with his soft voice. 

	

Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Gunshots drew Wilburn’s attention away from the fight. There was a gathering of people, all clustered around a fallen figure clutching her arm. Zuha stood over her with a curved sword, looking sexy and dangerous and very, very pleased with herself. 

	The distraction lasted only a few seconds. It was a few seconds he couldn’t afford. 

	Demetrius zoomed in and thrust with his sword. Wilburn rolled backward, drawing upon experiences and memories that should have been inaccessible to him, as well as his newly enhanced physique to keep from having his heart run through. The blade tore through his t-shirt and cut across his pectoral, spilling his blood. 

	Wilburn roared in pain, but instead of continuing the retreat, threw himself forward, inside the reach of Demetrius’s sword and swung a tight punch that connected with his opponent’s face. He felt chitin crack and pop beneath his knuckles and for a moment was filled with the utter satisfaction of having finally hurting him. 

	Demetrius ended that an instant later, bringing his own fist up to catch Wilburn below the ribs. Pain exploded through him and as Demetrius’s fist pulled back to deliver another blow, he saw why. The fucker had stingers on his fists!

	The punch came again, the blow to tight and close to block. Pain. 

	Wilburn roared and called upon his fire. The flames leapt from him and fresh pain took him, killing the flames.

	Wilburn wasn’t immune to his own fire. 

	This close up, the flames had started to cook him as well as Demetrius. Demetrius seemed to realize this too because he jabbed again and again with his stinger, even as he twisted his sword in an effort to direct the point at Wilburn’s core. It was all Wilburn could do to keep the lethal implement at bay. 

	That was when Demetrius’s true attack began. 

	A buzzing filled Wilburn’s head and in his mind’s eye he felt more than saw an army of wasps assaulting his mind palace. The first wave of them splattered against his walls. So did the second. They tried to fly higher, to simply go over the walls, but they were too high and it was all too easy to envision them all dying in a wave of fire. The wasps died in droves but they didn’t stop. 

	They simply changed tactics. Instead of trying to overcome the walls, they began burrowing into the cracks between the stones, worming their way through spaces too tight for any normal insect to get through. Many were crushed by their own determination, pressed into spaces too confined even for them. Had his walls been less thick, the swarm would have passed through them almost instantly. Wilburn didn’t know how to defend against this technique—his walls were as thick and tightly constructed as he could make them and judging by Demetrius’s contorted face, they were more than frustrating him. 

	The point of Demetrius’s sword bit into Wilburn’s shoulder. The pain loosened the masonry in his mental walls and he felt the wasps crawling into his brain. He cried out. Not in pain—he’d felt so much worse when he’d opened himself up to level up his mind palace—but in frustration. He was going to lose. 

	He couldn’t afford to lose. Belinda and Bernard deserved masters who actually cared about them. Buddy and Siobhan had never even stood a chance. He’d just made a real connection with Zuha and needed to explore what it really meant. And this fucker had kidnapped his cousin Stacy! 

	At the thought of her he drew upon his flames, not caring how badly they burned him so long as they burned his opponent worse. Even as he did so, and they both screamed in fresh fury and agony, the thought of his cousin brought an image to his mind. Their relationship had been established primarily through gaming, most of their conversations conducted through a headset while he looked at a screen. He saw a screen now, saw the username he had always used because he was too lazy to come up with another one. Even its creation had been simple, a joining of his first and last names and trimming away a few letters. 

	And he knew his name.

	The flames around him and Demetrius rose higher and he drew upon everything his Tower of Might had bestowed upon him to keep the blade of Demetrius’s sword from burying itself in his chest. Above his mind palace, his constellation glowed, sending trickles of power into his Tower of Might. The voices had told him that it was one of the Towers the constellation of his unknown house enhanced.  

	He drew deeper upon that tower, his new name firmly in his mind, and for the first time, his abilities snapped into place, truly obeying him. He’d thought that he had been controlling them before. Now he knew otherwise. Before he had been like a first-time pet owner with an excited but untrained dog. It wanted to please him very badly but was so energetic and excitable that every command obeyed had seemed a triumph. Now…now he was partnered with a fully trained attack dog. 

	“My name,” he snarled through the fire at Demetrius. “Is Burngrave.”

	The Tower of Might, lit by the constellation of his House, drove power through him. It flooded him and he felt his entire body change. 

	His clothing, what hadn’t been burned away all ready, tore as he expanded and rose, his body twisting. Enormous, bat-like wings exploded from his back, followed by a long, serpentine tail. Blue scales the color of the sea before a storm spread over his flesh like armor, claws sprouting from his twisting feet and hands. His head expanded, sprouting horns, his jaw becoming a maw filled with fangs and fire. 

	In an instant, the flames that had been engulfing them vanished and he towered over Demetrius. He ripped the sword free of his opponent’s grip and tossed it aside, grabbing both of his chitin covered forearms before he could get away. The natural armor cracked beneath his grip, spilling bloody ichor. 

	Wilburn bared his new fangs at the terrified Demetrius, fire licking through the gaps in his teeth as it issued up from his throat. “I am House Draco.”

	With deliberate, concentrated force, Wilburn launched his mental assault upon Demetrius’s mind. Demetrius’s defenses were lowered, cracked wide by exhaustion, pain, and terror. Great as Wilburn’s power already was, concentrated and directed now that he had his name and a firm grip on its use, the force behind his assault increased exponentially. Demetrius’s defenses shattered like papier-mâché before a fire hose. 

	Demtrius screamed. Screamed the scream of a man whose entire mind was being scoured, burned away by something totally and completely beyond his power to control. For the first time in his life, Demetrius felt the fear of a lesser.

	Wilburn found his light and claimed it. Claimed it like he had Zuha’s and Buddy’s and Siobhan’s. Saw the multitude of threads, almost like chains, connecting his light to a plethora of others. Wilburn yanked on those chains and claimed them too, adding them to his horde of treasures. They were his. They were all his.  

	He released his grip on Demetrius’s arms and allowed him to fall limply to the ground. 

	“No!” 

	The shriek drew Wilburn’s attention away from his fallen opponent. Demeter Ingram was on her feet, clutching her bleeding wrist in one hand, a cloth torn from her skirt stemming the flow of blood, as she staggered forward. “No! You can’t have him!” 

	Her husband glared at him with raw fury. “You can’t be House Draco! House Draco is dead—they’re all dead.”

	“I am House Draco,” Wilburn bellowed, white flames frothing from his mouth with every word. “I am alive. And he and all that was his is mine.” 

	He could feel the power he’d gained from claiming him, the experiences and energy. His own power would grow as soon as he decided what to spend it on. 

	“Those were not the terms of the duel!” Demeter screamed. “You wagered your famulus and virga against your whore cousin!” She whirled upon Maxwell and Myrtle. “You are here to oversee things—do something!” 

	Myrtle looked torn between trying to be still enough to vanish completely and wanting to spit venom. Maxwell on the other hand, turned to coolly regard the Ingrams, eyes leaving them only briefly as they darted over to Wilburn’s new draconic form and the unconscious Demetrius at his taloned feet. 

	“He has broken no rules,” Maxwell said. “Victory was to be decided by wresting control of the targets from the opponent. Burngrave has succeeded in that. There was no rule that said he could not achieve that by claiming his opponent as well.”

	“No. No-no-no—NO!” Demeter shrieked.

	Lemuel’s hand came down on her shoulder and she fell quiet, looking up at him in frantic silence. His face was stoic, an emotionless mask, ruined only by the hard set of his jaw. “I will handle this.”

	He pulled out his phone and spoke into it. 

	The doors to the house opened and Wilburn’s famulus came out, accompanied by three men in black suits, each with a gun trained on the group. Buddy and Bernard had pushed Belinda and Siobhan behind them, and the two women were holding a smaller, limp figure between them. It took Wilburn a moment to recognize the figure as Stacy—the slut-wear that was the standard uniform for Demetrius’s famulus had thrown him off. 

	“Yield,” Lemuel said. “Or they die.”

	Zuha was the first to move, a silver and white blur as she struck for Lemuel’s throat—only for her blade to encounter another blade as Myrtle stepped into her path, weapon shimmering out of thing air, a nasty smirk curling her lips. “You’re not the only one who can obfuscate,” she snarled and counter attacked.

	Across the lawn, gunfire sounded and people screamed. But Wilburn’s famulus didn’t drop. Instead, the men who were holding them’s heads exploded in quick succession, leaving the tall brunette with the dragon tattoo on her arm standing in the doorway to the house, a smoking firearm in her hand, and a dull expression on her face. She looked back over her shoulder and screamed at someone to move, and the Korean girl and one of the blondes who had been with Demetrius on campus rushed out behind her. 

	They clearly didn’t know about the gun mounted turrets on top. 

	Wilburn had started to rush forward the second Zuha had moved, half flying half running as he raced across the blackened lawn. The machine guns on the roof took aim and started firing. He barreled into the group, throwing himself on top of them. Several shots tore through his wings, others bounced off his scales, and a few bit deep into muscle and flesh. 

	He found the brunette, Athena he thought her name was, and Stacy pinned next to his face. Stacy was screaming, not recognizing the monster on top of her as her cousin, let alone her rescuer, but Athena was silent. For the barest instant, the hardness in her eyes melted and she stared up at him in undiluted wonder. Then it was gone and she pulled up her gun, ready to return fire as soon as they were given the chance.

	Wilburn couldn’t afford to wait. He lifted his head up and roared, letting fly a gout of white fire that engulfed the turret and gunner on the roof directly in front of him. The ammunition exploded, demolition that corner of the house completely. 

	Zuha had already been breaking through Myrtle’s defenses, quickly overwhelming her. Years being trapped in her bellua form and training her physique had made her far more dangerous than the other primus had suspected. Only Myrtle’s primus abilities had kept Zuha’s offense at bay and the explosion provided Zuha with the opening she needed. Her curved blade sliced across Myrtle’s face, knocking her to the ground. 

	She leapt over the fallen, screaming woman, and brought her sword to Lemuel’s throat. “Yield!” 

	The other gunners on the roof went up in flames. The rounds of ammunition linked to them went off an instant later, exploding in every direction with a series of cacophonous bangs that tore the roof apart. The house began to collapse and catch fire. 

	Zuha pressed the edge of her scimitar deeper into Lemuel’s throat, spilling a trickle of blood. “Yield!” 

	The man bared his teeth in anger but threw his hands up. Even as he quivered with rage, he said, “I surrender. Men, stand down!” 

	The men in the yard lowered their weapons but the flames engulfing his house did not stop. He looked from Zuha to Wilburn. 

	“My men are surrendering! Call of your attack!” 

	Wilburn shook his head in stunned disbelief. “It’s not me!” 

	A shadow passed over the estate. Wilburn glanced up just in time to see twin streams of fire, each large enough to rival the explosions he’d been casually tossing around, erupt from above and engulf the armed men. A gale of wind drove everyone but Wilburn from their feet to their knees or even to the ground. All the while, the flames never let up. Wilburn stared in away at the infernos. He hadn’t been able to keep up his fiery attacks for more than a quick burst. Whoever was striking now, their fire seemed unending. 

	And then it was over. The yard was in ruins. Fires blossomed everywhere. The only ones outside who remained alive were Demetrius, Lemuel, Demeter, Myrtle, Maxwell, and Zuha. The betas were all dead. Wilburn felt a momentary stab of fear in his chest for his own, but their connection was still there, still strong. He could sense their fear, but they were alive. 

	The shadow passed over the estate again and a massive shape dropped onto the burning roof of the House Vespa mansion. It spoke in two voices that rolled over the destruction like the whisper of thunder. 

	“Burngrave is victorious,” they said, and despite their depth, those voices were intimately familiar. “You disgrace yourselves and now suffer the displeasure of House Draco.”

	Wilburn, the only one still standing, stared in awe. Perched atop the wrecked house, flames licking its wings, its four wrathful eyes glaring down at them all, was an enormous, two-headed dragon.


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Wilburn struggled to process what his brain told him was right in front him. Zuha had said there was no such thing as magic, that everything that the primus could do was simply a natural part of the universe, that they could simply access parts of their brain or energies and use them differently than other humans. Strange in the extreme, but easier to swallow than the sight before him. 

	The dragon wasn’t a humanoid version of some animal like Demetrius’s wasp-man form, or Zuha’s snow leopard-woman shape, it wasn’t even like his own fantastical new form, which while draconic, still bore a decisively humanoid element. The two-headed dragon towering over them all from the burning mansion of House Vespa was just that—and it should not have existed. 

	The body was easily the size of an African elephant, if not two, and the enormous bat-like wings fanning from its shoulder blades only made it seem bigger—maybe the size of a small house. The entire body was covered in glossy, sharp scales that seemed deepest black until the light touched them, then shone with red highlights. The talons of the forelegs gripping the edge of the mansion were each as long as Zuha’s scimitar and the tail thrashing behind it was easily the length of a school bus. Both of its heads rose up on serpentine necks, maws bristling with fangs, eyes glowing crimson. 

	“Styx!” Demeter screamed up at the dragon. “You’re dead! House Draco is dead!”

	Maxwell stepped forward, ignoring the screaming, bleeding people around him to look calmly up at the dragon. Or at least calmer than anyone else in the yard. Wilburn noticed that his hands, which he’d hidden behind his back, were shaking.

	“House Lyra offers its condolences for your loss, Styx,” he called up, raising his voice for the first time since Wilburn had arrived. 

	The dragon snorted, flames and sparks shooting from the nostrils of both heads. “Save your condolences, Sonnet. House Draco more than earned its fate.”

	Maxwell took a step back, and when he spoke, his voice trembled. “Y-you? You murdered your own House?”

	“Our House is reborn!” the dragon, Styx, bellowed in both of its voices. “You have insulted, belittled, and dishonorably attacked our new psion.”

	Demeter’s wailing rose at this point. “You’re mad! You’re mad!”   

	Both of the dragon’s heads swiveled to take in the Ingrams. They stiffened, then fell over, stiff as boards. “House Draco charges House Lyra to bear witness to the fraudulent activities borne of House Vespa.” 

	Maxwell rose up, as if he were a soldier about to receive a medal in front of a cheering crowd instead of standing amidst burning wreckage. “House Lyra will bare witness and spread the word of House Vespa’s treachery.”

	“T-traitor,” Lemuel snarled through clenched teeth on the ground. 

	Maxwell’s lip curled as he glared down at him. “The psion of House Draco acquitted himself honorably. You, on the other hand, tried multiple times to violate the sanctity of this duel. What befalls your House now, you have more than earned.”      

	As they spoke, Wilburn slowly rose to his feet. He was bleeding from multiple injuries. Several of his blue scales had been ripped clear off, exposing bloody flesh underneath. It was hard to gauge just how badly hurt he was though. He was so much bigger than before and he had nothing to compare his current state with. If any of those machine guns had shot him while he’d been in his human form he would have been torn in half. His bellua form was clearly made of stronger stuff. 

	The others rose back up and, looking them over quickly, nobody seemed seriously injured. The woman, Athena, was very carefully not looking at him, but had taken up point beside them, her gun at the ready. Hadn’t Demetrius said she was a stripper? Even with her slutty clothing she looked more dangerous then than just about anyone else on the field. 

	He realized he was staring and looked away, to find that his entire party was gaping at him, Stacy worst of all. 

	He grinned, baring a maw of fangs. “Hey everyone.”

	“W-Wilburn?” Stacy asked, the tone and attitude she adopted when she played videogames completely gone. “Is that you?”

	“Hey, Stacy,” he replied, and his voice rumbled with power and authority. He liked the way he sounded now. 

	Stacy froze for a moment, then burst free of the others and threw herself into him, wrapping her arms around his middle and burying her face in his stomach, shaking with dry sobs. “Y-you’ve got a l-lot of explaining to do,” she said into his belly.

	Zuha rushed to meet them then, Demetrius’s unconscious form, still insectile, slung over her shoulder. The blonde rushed to her side, followed by the Korean girl, but Zuha bared her fangs and brought them up short. 

	“You’ll want to take him with you,” she said to Wilburn. “You claimed him. He’s yours.”

	Wilburn didn’t want him. He’d claimed Demetrius because he didn’t know anything else he could have done to him and in the heat of the moment that had seemed the thing to do. Now though, he had no idea what he was going to do with him. Throwing him off a cliff struck him as a good idea though. 

	He suppressed that urge. Plenty of time to figure out what to do with everyone once they got out of there alive. If they got out of there alive. The dragon seemed to be on their side but he wasn’t about to bet everyone’s life on it. 

	An armored car is waiting for you at the front. You should go now. 

	Wilburn jumped, then stared up at the dragon. The voices, the pair he only ever heard in his mind palace, had just spoken in his head. And he was pretty sure that they’d come from Styx. 

	It’s rude to stare at us, Burngrave, the voices said in his head, and one of the dragon’s heads winked at him. 

	The voices…even that little playful tone. Styx, the two-headed dragon, was his House Lord and the primus who had extolled him. It was her voices that were in his head, helping him construct his mind palace. Promising that they only wanted what was best for him. He took a deep breath and nodded. There wasn’t much point in doing anything else. Either he trusted Styx or he didn’t and whether he did or did not, the dragon could probably kill him by sneezing. 

	That solved that for Wilburn. Crouching down, he wrapped his free arm around Stacy’s thighs and picked her up, ordering everyone else to start moving. He took the rear, just in case some of House Vespa’s men decided to resume hostilities while Zuha hurried to take point, Buddy and Bernard guarding their flanks as they moved, grabbing weaponry from fallen Vespa men as they passed. 

	Athena stayed by Wilburn’s side, and as before when they’d met on campus, something about her drew him to her. A light in her mind and chest. He coveted it a little, but more than that, a part of him wanted to stoke it, understanding that it was like a spark eager to become a fire if only it were given the right fuel. She glanced at him, and once again, for the briefest of seconds, something warm peaked through those cold eyes. Then she was focused again, a killing machine in a micro-miniskirt. 

	No one stopped them as they wound their way around the roadway created between the two walls surrounding the manor and to the exit proper, where the second strangest thing Wilburn had seen that day waited for them.

	“Is that a tank?” Siobhan asked, staring at the vehicle ahead of them. 

	The vehicle in question resembled a tall green box of heavy metal with a v-shaped front that gave it a vaguely whale-like appearance. It sat on eight tall wheels, had a flat top and fencing of all things placed around the exterior, presumably so that people could walk around on top while it was moving, and a big ass gun on the back. A glass square seemed to have been wedged into the front to serve as the part where the driver sat. 

	“That’s an M1253 Stryker,” said Athena. The group collectively turned to stare at her. 

	She shrugged. 

	A hatch at the rear of the vehicle opened up and a voice called out from inside. “She’s beautiful alright, but you want to stare at her all day or you want to get the hell out of here?”

	Buddy and Bernard took up positions near the hatchway as if expecting an attack to come at any moment while the girls hurried on inside, carrying the unconscious Demetrius and helping Stacy down from his arms. Soon, only the two males, Zuha, and Athena remained at his side.

	“You’re going to need to turn back or it’s going to be a tight fit,” Zuha said as she resumed her own human form, saving them several inches of space. 

	Wilburn nodded and tried to shapeshift back…absolutely nothing happened. He furrowed his brow and concentrated. Still nothing. He looked down at himself, sure that maybe he was missing something, that maybe he was transforming and not realizing it. He wasn’t.

	He was at least seven, maybe eight feet tall with a tail at least that long and a wingspan easily double that. Very, very not human. 

	 His stomach sinking, he said, “I’m stuck.”

	She gave a nod and a sympathetic smile. “This happens to a lot of people the first time they use this ability. It’s okay, you’ll just need a little psychic lubrication.”

	He blinked down at her. “And how do I get that?”

	The look she gave him should have been illegal in every state and US territory. “Sex, of course.”

	Both of the men with them coughed. Athena blushed. So did Wilburn. 

	“Uh, not the time or the place, I think,” he said, sidestepping the whole ‘he was a dragon’ issue.

	Zuha laughed. “We’re all going to have to really squeeze in there.”

	They managed, barely, by having Wilburn lay on the floor with his wings, legs and tail curled up and everyone else resting their feet on top of him. By the time they were all situated, Wilburn’s head was pressed into the cockpit and whatever feelings of badassery and triumph he’d been experiencing before were well and thoroughly put out. 

	The driver beamed down at him from her chair and Wilburn did a double take. She was tiny, smaller even than Stacy. African American with bright pink hair like cotton candy and three stars tattooed on her cheek. “Feeling good down there, Boss?”

	“I’ve been better,” Wilburn rumbled, and she laughed.

	“I’ll bet! My name’s Shine and I’ll be your getaway driver this afternoon. Let’s get out of here before the murdering starts!”

	Wilburn scowled, a memory tickling at the back of his mind as the Stryker rumbled to life and pulled away from the burning house. Pink hair…He did a double take. “You kidnapped me!”

	The driver beamed at him. “And now I’m your getaway driver. Funny how things work out.”

	He couldn’t talk. It was as if his mouth had forgotten how to make words. He managed a “Y-y-you—”

	Only to be cut off a second later. “I’m happy you remember me. It’s Burngrave now, isn’t it? Good to finally meet you and have it matter.”

	What was that supposed to mean?

	“Who are you and what is going on?” he demanded, sounding much more impressive now that he’d kicked his stutter. 

	“You probably know more than me at this point,” Shine said. “I just do what the boss ladies say. They say pick you up, I pick you up. They say drop you off, I drop you off. I’m taking you to a private airfield now. Your girl, Frostbite’s, got a private plane waiting to pick you up, courtesy of House Leo.”

	Wilburn scowled. “I thought House Leo didn’t like her.”

	“Houses are complicated messes. Families, politics, and business all rolled up into one. I don’t know what they’re up to now, but I think you may have an ally there. Don’t quote me on that,” Shine said, and suddenly looked nervous. “The Boss Ladies wouldn’t care for it if they thought I was swaying your opinion.”

	“You’re her, their, famulus?” he asked. 

	She nodded. “But I know even less about their plans than you do, so don’t ask. Couldn’t tell you even if I did.”  

	Wilburn was left cramped and uncomfortably contemplative as they drove. This morning had given him a lot to think about. 
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	Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 It turned out that House Leo was, or had members who were, part of an elite club with a private airfield and Demetrius had his own private jet. No customs, no hassle, just hop in and go. Nobody even batted an eye at the eight-wheeled-gun-toting vehicle or the towering dragon-man who stepped out of it after a bevvy of beautiful women. Shine stayed with the Stryker and hauled off as soon as they were all out. Where she’d come from and where she was going, none of them had been able to get her to say. 

	A plane was already waiting for them. Apparently it had been waiting for them since dropping Zuha off last night. Wilburn tossed Demetrius’s unconscious body on the plane’s floor to recover and let the pilots do their thing. The girls all got themselves situated, leaving him once again, stuck. None of the chairs were big enough for him and even if they had been they had no way to accommodate his tail or wings. 

	Sensing his budding distress, Zuha took him by the hand and guided him to the rear of the plane, where she pushed open a door to reveal a bedroom, complete with a flat screen TV and a king-sized bed. Only after he’d ducked inside and made to close the door behind him did Wilburn realize that Athena had been sticking to his side the entire time. She followed him in and stood off to the side, standing at attention like a soldier, eyes fixed on the closed door as if guarding them. 

	Zuha gave her a cursory once over, then climbed up to stand on the bed so that she was of a height with Wilburn and pulled his draconic face to hers for a kiss. 

	When she pulled back, she was beaming at him. “I am so proud of you. That was amazing. I wasn’t there to help you and you handled everything perfectly! You even took the psion of House Vespa! Do you have any idea what this means? How powerful you are?” She shook her head, not waiting for him to answer. “And I can count the number of days you’ve been a primus on one hand. You even bound some famulus on your own.” She pulled him back into her and kissed him again. 

	When she pulled back, it was with a sultry expression on her face. “Now, let’s see if I can’t reward my master and help you change back.”

	Wilburn wanted to—oh God he wanted to—but… “What if it doesn’t work?” 

	Zuha shook her head. “You won’t be stuck like me. You’re far too powerful.”

	“If I’m so strong, then why am I stuck now?” he asked.

	“It’s like you’re using a whole new muscle,” Zuha said, caressing his face. “You’ve used it for the very first time and got a cramp. That’s all.” 

	They started to resume their kiss, her hand caressing his broad shoulder, when the fingers found a spot where a scale had been torn free and he winced, breaking away. 

	“Sorry,” she said. “You o/kay?”

	“Yeah,” he said, then remembered that they weren’t alone in the room. He glanced over at Athena. Her expression hadn’t changed, but she seemed to since him looking at her. She met his eyes and said, “I don’t know if there’s a first aid kit or not, but I can treat those hurts if you’d like.”

	“No need,” Zuha said. “Once we charge up your batteries and let you rest, you’ll change back and the worse of those injuries will be gone. You’ll be down to bruises and a few cuts at most.”

	Wilburn nodded. “That’s reassuring.”

	But he didn’t start kissing her again. A threesome was one thing, doing it while somebody stood by and watched? He wasn’t sure he was up for that. 

	Zuha seemed to sense his discomfort and grinned past him at Athena. “You. Come here.”

	Athena looked to him first and only at his nod did she obey, coming to stand before Zuha, who towered over her from her position on the bed. “Why are you here right now?”

	Athena scowled. “I want to make sure Burngrave is okay.”

	“The last few days have been confusing for you, haven’t they?” Wilburn asked, a little taken aback by her use of his primus name but not altogether displeased. 

	Athena shrugged. “Not a lot has made sense.” She glanced up at him, cheeks flushing. “Not even you throwing yourself between me and those Browning M2HBs.”

	When they both just stared at her she said, “The giant mounted machine guns.”

	Wilburn gave an uneasy chuckle. “Yeah. I kind of thought we were all going to die there when those were aimed at us.”

	Zuha smacked him on the shoulder. It would have been harmless except that she hit a part where his scale had been shot off. 

	“Ouch!” 

	“You didn’t know you could survive that?” she demanded. 

	“Who looks at a bunch of machine guns and goes, oh yeah, Bro, I can take that?”

	She struck him again. “You are not allowed to get yourself killed! No dying!” She struck again and he caught her wrist. 

	He met her eyes. “No dying. It’s a rule. That goes for you too.”

	She scowled at him, but the purring that suddenly sounded from her chest ruined the effect. Her face turned scarlet. 

	Wilburn kissed her. She kissed him back. Their tongues glided over each other, dancing between their mouths. When they broke apart, both were out of breath. 

	And Athena was staring at them, a small flush creeping into her cheeks. 

	“Why are you here?” Wilburn asked again, gently this time. “We’re taking off in a few moments. Unless the Houses have missiles, we’ll be safe in the air.”

	“I need…I want to take care of you,” she said quietly. “You saved my life. You…cleared my head. It was like being in a fog. Everything and nothing made sense.”

	Zuha gave a slow nod. “Demetrius must not have done as good a job binding you as he thought.”

	Athena scowled. “I don’t really get that but…I’m bound to you now, aren’t I?” She looked up at Wilburn. 

	“We are bound,” he said, and that earned a small smile. 

	Then she was biting her lip and blushing like a school girl. 

	“What is it?” he asked. 

	She looked like she didn’t want to answer, but the words came out anyway. “I heard you talking before. About what you need to get un-stuck and change back.” Her face turned even redder. “I want to help. You saved my life. I think you saved my mind. And…” her hand went up to rub at her tattoo. “I really like dragons.”

	Zuha gave a bark of laughter, jumped from the bed, and pulled the taller woman into a hug. “Let you in on a secret?” she said in a mock-whisper. “I like dragons too.”

	She gave Athena a quick kiss on the cheek, then turned a sultry expression on Wilburn. Her hand slid up Athena’s bare belly to the knot holding her too-small top in place, deftly undoing it. Athena glanced down as her breasts were exposed and Zuha quickly undid her skirt, letting it fall to the floor about her ankles. She wasn’t wearing panties and her sex was completely bare. 

	She made no move to cover herself up. She just looked up at Wilburn, nervousness playing in her hard eyes. Again there was that fear of rejection. She had to know how good she looked, standing there naked save for her heels and a gun.

	In fact, his own body was reacting, his member swelling to fullness, heavy and huge. His nudity hadn’t really been an issue before. The scales between his legs had concealed his genitals, kind of like a lizard. Aroused now, they parted and his penis slid out, massive and black. 

	“Damn,” Zuha said with a laugh. “Think that’ll fit?” She only half-sounded like she was joking. 

	Athena licked her lips. “I want to find out.”

	That was all Wilburn needed to hear. 

	Something inside of him snapped. He surged forward, lifting Athena off the ground, and claiming her mouth with his. 

	Zuha quickly took away the gun and Athena’s arms wrapped around his. Their touch was electric, sending tingles of energy coursing through each of their bodies. He could sense that light inside of her thrumming in time to his heartbeat. His erection rose up to slap her bare ass.

	He carried her over and dropped them both to the bed, breaking their kiss and lowering his mouth to her heaving breasts. She moaned, thrusting her chest up to meet his lips and tongue. Her hips gyrated, lifting off the mattress, eagerly seeking his erection. 

	Wilburn grabbed her hips to hold them steady and slid down her body, kissing her taut belly, before coming face to face with her bare mound. She smelled of sex and her lips glistened with need, partly opened as if inviting him in. He dragged his long, thick tongue through her folds, making her gasp and cry out, first as her nether lips parted, then again as the length of his tongue slid over her clit. She gushed fluid, drenching his mouth, making him grin with the primitive pleasure of a man pleasing his woman. 

	He attacked her sex, licking over and over and over again. Long, hard, and fast strokes that covered every inch of her. Every now and then he’d break rhythm, slowing down to a more languid lick, or sliding his tongue into her hot passage. She squealed every time he changed things up. Had he not held her hips so firmly in his powerful hands they would have bucked away. 

	Through the sound of her unintelligible gasps and moans, Athena’s thoughts flowed into Wilburn’s mind. Oh yes, oh yes. I’m gonna cum. What is wrong with me? I never come this fast. Oh yessss!

	Hot fluid gushed over his tongue, bringing a feral grin to Wilburn’s predatory jaws. 

	“Hot damn,” Zuha said, climbing up on the bed wearing nothing more than her smile. Wilburn paused to admire her figure. Her breasts were wonderfully formed though smaller than Athena’s and capped with dark nipples instead of pink. Wilburn loved the contrast between the two athletic women. Both were beautiful and powerful yet each so unique. And they were both in bed with him. His women. Treasures. 

	His member pulsed with aching need and, as if sensing this, Zuha crawled forward to take Athena’s legs and pull them up and apart, completely opening her up for him. She kissed him, tasting Athena on his lips, before grinning. She took one of his hands from Athena’s hips, guiding it up to hold one of her legs, freeing her hand up to take hold of his immense length and guide it to Athena’s entrance. 

	She held him there, the tip just inside her nether lips, looking into his eyes with a smile both mischievous and sultry. “Take her.”

	He thrust forward, burying several inches inside her tight passage. She screamed, hands clawing at the sheets. Oh God, Oh God. There’s a dragon inside of me. I’m having sex with a dragon!

	Her thoughts earned a chuckle from Wilburn, who thrust again, plunging still deeper inside of her. 

	Zuha stared down between them at the place where their flesh met. “That is beautiful.” 

	Her fingers found Athena’s clit and began rubbing it in circles, making her seize up and clamp down on Wilburn’s length over and over. Oh God, it feels so good!

	Another powerful thrust and he was buried to the hilt inside of her. 

	“Oh fuck!” she squealed. 

	Zuha slowed her fingers, but only for as long as Wilburn gave Athena to adjust to his invading girth. Several moments later he began to slowly pull out and thrust back inside of her, and she timed her fingers to his movements. Steadily he picked up the pace. 

	His mouth found Zuha’s and he kissed her as he pounded into Athena, moaning into her mouth as Athena cried out with her own pleasure. She spasmed as an orgasm crashed through her body, rolling into another as he continued his assault. Another hit only moments later. Oh God, I can’t take anymore!

	He came, exploding deep inside of her, filling her with his seed. Power flooded into her then into him. He felt that spark inside of her swell, shining with invisible but palpable light. 

	Zuha giggled. “Wow, I guess that takes care of tha—whoa!”

	Wilburn surged forward, lifting her from Athena’s prone form and spilling her backwards onto the bed. His still hard member found her ready entrance and he thrust inside of her. She threw her head back, eyes wide, mouth open in a soundless scream of ecstasy. 

	Her legs tried to wrap around him but his waist was too thick. Her hands tried to claw at his back and shoulders but met only scales. She thrashed and writhed and rose to meet his thrusts, eager and overwhelmed. “Oh, yes!” 

	She was so small beneath him that he couldn’t reach her mouth for a kiss. On the other hand, the advantage of their size difference and his newly increased strength allowed him to grab her hips with one hand and move her. He pulled her forward with every thrust so that he buried himself to the hilt over and over in rapid succession until she cried out, her pleasure overwhelming her as she came. 

	       She collapsed backwards, breathing heavily, her breasts rising and falling, glistening with a fresh layer of perspiration. “That was unexpected.”

	He started thrusting again. Her eyes went wide. “You’re still hard? Oh!”

	He brought her again, this time coming with her, his seed spilling from her passage as he pulled free, still erect. Something burned inside of him. It needed out, needed release. It was more than simple sexuality—it was power. He needed to expel it. 

	“Guess it’s my turn again,” Athena said, from beside them. She’d rolled onto her side and propped herself up on one elbow to watch. She spread her legs for him before Wilburn had even moved. He was quickly between her legs and spearing himself deep inside of her. 

	She gasped, staring up into his eyes, her hands on his hard chest. “Come inside me,” she moaned. “Take me. Let it go, Baby. That’s it.”

	He did take her. He took her until she exploded again and he followed suit. This time, the power inside of him welled up, overflowing. It was like a liquid. He could soak it all up, pulling it back into his own well for later…or, he sensed a hunger in that light shining inside of Athena. He fed the power to it, instinctively understanding that she craved it. Needed it. 

	Athena screamed, a scream of primal ecstasy louder even than before. The entire plane shook as his power flooded her and her light ignited, transforming into a raging inferno. The shaking grew louder, stronger, and then tapered off as they came down, the plane having risen up into the air. 

	Wilburn collapsed to the bed, utterly spent. Both Zuha and Athena curled up into him, breathing hard. Wilburn couldn’t put his finger on it, but something about his connection with Athena had changed. Sleep tugged at his exhausted mind and he grinned, baring his fangs. He didn’t know what it was, but it was definitely a change for the better. 

	

Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Wilburn was dreaming. He knew it was a dream just as surely as he’d know if he were awake. He stood in the courtyard of his mind palace, the constellation of his house shining down on the forest of towers that had grown out of it. Three of the spires seemed tall enough that they just might reach it. Somehow, he knew that asleep like this he would not be able to enter any of them. 

	The castle had filled out, becoming filled with more buildings and chambers, including what he knew to be an armory and a great hall for feasting. The armory not only gave a sense of non-entry, but heavy chains barricaded the doorway, which had also been crossed with yellow CAUTION tape that was at odds with the entire medieval motif. 

	The great hall, however, welcomed him. The doors were cast wide open, spilling forth light and merriment. He wanted to go there. He sensed…life was in there. Too vivid and tumultuous and vital to be a mere dream. Was this all in his head? 

	“I thought,” he said, hoping that the two voices might appear. “That I had to consciously create this place in my head to come here?”

	The invisible weight of delicate hands settled on his shoulders from behind. He breathed a sigh of relief. After seeing the two-headed dragon he hadn’t been sure if they’d still be here. Despite the differences in these voices and that of the dragon’s there was no doubt in Wilburn’s mind that they were the same people. 

	“There are many different ways to come here,” they said. “Each one for a different task. You have grown powerful enough that your mind palace welcomes you into it now, even as you sleep.”

	Wilburn glanced at the boarded-up armory and then at the forbidden towers. “I’m not feeling very welcomed.”

	“The barricades are your own doing, protecting yourself. Your powers will not allow you to make permanent changes whilst you are asleep, no matter your strength. It is a natural bit of self-preservation possessed by all primus. Imagine what might happen to someone growing up, still growing in their power, if they could spend their experiences in the midst of a nightmare.”

	That didn’t sound like it would be particularly beneficial. 

	“And that?” he asked, gesturing toward the armory. “Why am I not allowed in there? I’ve never seen it before.”

	“You have not seen most of your own mind palace yet,” the voices said, and they sounded sad. “You’ve not had much opportunity. That is where you shall learn to try your abilities. A safe place for you to practice and come to understand what you are capable of without putting those around you or yourself at risk.”

	Wilburn grunted. “That would have been very useful earlier.”

	“You acquitted yourself well,” the voices said. 

	“You were watching the whole time?” He tried his best not to sound accusatory as he said this.

	“We are trying to let you grow on your own, to not dictate your choices or influence you. You’ve had more than enough of that already.”

	Wilburn’s head buzzed with a familiar cottony feel. “W-what?”

	“The effects are still lingering,” the voices said sadly, and invisible hands caressed his temples. “No one will ever control you again, Wilburn. And we will never allow anyone to hurt you as House Vespa intended. For all their talk, Toxin would have murdered you for what you did to her son.”

	“I didn’t mean to,” Wilburn said, a note of apology in his voice.

	“Why not?” the voices asked. 

	“Huh?” 

	“The world is yours for the taking, Wilburn,” the voices said. “Whatever you desire, whatever you want, we have ensured that you have the power to take it. To change it. To survive it. You are not invincible and you are not a god, despite our best efforts, but you shall be one of the most powerful forces on this plane of existence.”

	Wilburn swallowed. “Why?

	It seemed a stupid question. Like the old expression about looking a gift horse in the mouth. It also wasn’t something he could ignore. People did not just randomly give out power like this. Not, and expect nothing in return. 

	“Because you promised once to be our dragon,” the voices said. “And our dragon cannot be weak. Because we and our House are broken but through you will be reborn. Because we can. Because many reasons.”

	He felt a pair of faces pressing into his back, arms, slender and petite, enfolding him in an embrace. “Most of all because we love you,” the voices whispered.

	“You don’t even know me,” he whispered back.

	“We’ve known you since you were born,” the voices said. “We have watched you, have been furious at your treatment, and now we have corrected House Draco’s gravest mistake.”

	That last was said with such venom that he flinched. “And what was that?”

	“Taking you from us,” the voices hissed.

	Wilburn swallowed. He wanted to ask, ‘Is that why you killed them?’ but refrained. Not because he was afraid that the voices would be offended or hurt him. Because he was afraid that they would leave. “Let me see you.”

	The voices did not answer.

	“Please?”

	“You should visit the hall,” the voices said. “Your tables are being set. You’ve extolled the newest member of our House. You should be proud. We certainly are.”

	The arms released him and, instinctively knowing that no more would be said on the previous subject, Wilburn entered the hall. It was filled with light and the smell…it was an aroma of pleasure. Of everything good he had ever smelled in the kitchen all at once, indistinct and yet not muddled, somehow all coming together to create a sense of ease and relaxation, even as his mouth watered. 

	Three long tables ran the length of the hall with a great, raised table at the head of them all running perpendicular to them. An enormous high-backed chair carved with dragons sat at the center of that table, positioned to look out over everyone and everything. Lights, familiar lights, in the shape of people sat at the different tables. 

	At his right, which would be at the left were he to take that dragon-carved seat, sat the greatest congregation of lights. On the other far side, sat two humanoid lights, each at different ends of the table. One gave off a sense of sheer joy, the other seemed more subdued and withdrawn. And at the center table there sat only a single light. It seemed pleased to be at the table and at the same time confused as to how it got there.

	“Athena,” Wilburn said, looking at the light sitting by herself. The he looked over to the table seated with two. “Zuha and Demetrius.” Zuha’s light shone significantly brighter than Demetrius’s. He was willing to bet that before she had been bound to him that that hadn’t been the case.

	“All the treasures of House Draco,” whispered the voices. “Our sin before was to forget that we are dragons, that though we hoard our treasures, they are no less precious for it. We would urge you to keep them all well, but we already know that you will.”

	“Why’s Athena by herself?” he asked.

	Now that she was his focus, could sense lines of connection flowing from her out of his hall, out of his castle, and out into the world. He knew that, were he awake, he might be able to tug on them, or follow them to whoever or whatever they connected her two. For now, though, he understood that he could no more do that than he could enter his Towers. He was, after all, asleep. 

	It was, however, interesting to note though that she had such powerful connections. In fact, they were so bright that he had to look hard to find the splintered and broken thread connecting her to Demetrius. What was left of it was quickly unravelling. Soon it would snap completely. 

	“Because she is the only one you have extolled. The Table of Famulus, the Table of Virgas, and the Table of the Extolled. Each has a different bond with you. Do not worry, I suspect that none of your tables shall remain empty for long.” The voices sounded very pleased about that.

	Wilburn gave a slow nod, then gestured to the table at the head. “What about that?”

	“That is the seat for you and your mates. Your Table of Nobilitatis. Nobility.”

	“My seat’s the only one up there,” Wilburn said, a little uneasily.

	“For now,” the voices agreed. “You care for all your treasures, but love has not turned to partnership yet. I think Zuha might be close, though only time will tell who you truly share your heart with and who will share theirs with you in return.”

	“Where is your seat?” Wilburn asked. “Shouldn’t you be at the Table of Nobility?”

	A sensation of warmth and pleasure washed over him from behind. “We would be honored. But you do not love us. Not yet. Maybe not ever. We hope…but that is for you to decide. Later. When you truly know us.

	“Now take your seat and savor being surrounded by your treasures,” the voices said, and Wilburn swore he could hear their smile. “After all, that’s what dragons do.”

	

Chapter Twenty

	 

	Wilburn awoke with Zuha and Athena sleeping on either side of him in the bed, all three of them naked and very much human. He breathed a sigh of relief. Being a dragon was badass, but it would have really complicated things if he’d been stuck that way. No matter the fun that he’d just had. 

	Gently, he extricated himself from the girl’s limbs and the sheets, careful not to disturb them. He felt a swell of pride in his chest as he looked at their sleeping and thoroughly exhausted forms. A primitive and very masculine part of himself cheered the sight, going ‘oh yeah, we did that.’ 

	He found clothing in the closet, slipped it on, and crept quietly out of the room, careful not to wake the girls. He grinned. Could either of them really be called girls? Athena was pretty, but she was almost twice his age. And Zuha was as old as he was but had been living in a much more dangerous world than he her entire life. Women then. Definitely women.

	Stepping out into the main cabin, he found their party split neatly in two. On one side, gathered around a sofa or sitting on the floor if there wasn’t enough space, was Buddy, Siobhan, Belinda, and Stacy. On the opposite end, closer to the pilot’s cabin, sat Demetrius, with the unnamed blonde curled into one side and the Korean student sitting placidly on his other. Stacy was on her feet the instant she saw him. 

	“Fuckward you had better have a damn good explanation for what’s going on or I’m gonna rip off your cock and shove it down your throat,” she shouted, earning a shocked look from Belinda. 

	Wilburn looked down at her and calmly raised an eyebrow. A flush crept up Stacey’s cheeks. Wilburn had never carried himself so confidently and aggression had always been the quickest way for her to get what she wanted from him. Now though, Wilburn felt their size difference, and more importantly, felt the weight of his own power. Listening to her now was a little like watching a terrier trying to intimidate a bull mastiff. 

	He smiled down at her, and the flush grew deeper, her mouth twisting into a frustrated scowl. “I’m glad you’re safe Stacy. This has been crazy.”

	He looked around at all of them. “I think you all deserve a little more explanation of what’s been going on.” So, over the next hour of flying he told them everything starting from the first time he started seeing through Zuha’s Obfuscation all the way to the duel with Demetrius, leaving out only the more intimate moments, making it seem as if binding Zuha as his virga had magically changed her back, rather than her doing so after losing his virginity to her. 

	Belinda and Bernard knew everything already, but they sat silently throughout, nodding when appropriate. Buddy and Siobhan had only gotten an abbreviated version before. Wilburn almost felt bad about their being there, only it was hard to. He liked them. For the first people to bond as his famulus he couldn’t have picked any better. It was hard to feel bad for something he didn’t truly regret. 

	Stacy was the only one with absolutely no clue what was going on, and she looked like she wanted to interrupt several times. When he was finished, she was the first to speak. “So basically, you got turned into a superhero and dropped into an episode of Game of Thrones, only with psychics and now I’ve been dragged into it to because superheroes always have their girlfriends or best friends made into targets. That about right?”

	Wilburn blinked. He wouldn’t have put it like that but… “That’s actually a pretty fair summation.”

	“Damn right it is,” Stacy said, looking pleased with herself. The smugness didn’t last long. “What’s going to happen to me?”

	“That’s up to you, I think,” he said. “Some of his famulus are still bound to Demetrius in addition to me, but I severed your connection as soon as I was aware of it.” That hadn’t been difficult to do in the great hall of his mind palace. Some of the threads of light connecting his treasures seemed impervious but others were barely there at all. Demetrius’s connection with Stacy had been one of the latter kinds.

	“You could go back to college and live out a normal life if you want,” he offered, and for a fleeting moment, he thought about making that offer to Siobhan and Buddy. As if seeming to sense this, they both stiffened and narrowed their eyes, as if silently daring him to banish them from his side. 

	“Dragons and psychics and shapeshifters are real!” Stacy shouted, exploding to her feet. “And you want me to go back to pretending the world is perfectly normal? Oh hell no, dipshit. Hell no, you’re stuck with me. I’ll transfer to UH as soon as we land. There’s no way I’m missing out on this shit. How do I get super powers?”

	 Wilburn thought back to what had happened with Athena. He didn’t sense the same light or connection in Stacy and, despite her being his famulus now, he wasn’t about to tell her that sex might do it. She’d been his friend for too long, if an overbearing one, and deserved better. 

	He settled on, “I don’t know. But as soon as I figure out how to get you some, I’ll let you know.”

	She grinned. “Cool.”

	“Same here, if you can swing it,” Buddy said. “Maybe I could get laser vision or learn to fly.”

	Bernard glanced at him, speaking for the first time in Wilburn’s memory. “That is not how the primuses’ abilities work.”

	“Don’t ruin my buzz, man,” Buddy said. “Come on, you never day dreamed about being a superhero?”  

	“No.”

	The group devolved into playful bickering while Wilburn watched in silence. It was an old habit of his, watching and listening to people. For years it had been his primary form of interaction, being a part of a group but not the conversation. It felt good now, instead of frustrating, to sit back and let his treasures be.

	He wasn’t sure what it was that made him glance over to catch Demetrius studying them. The primus turned virga looked away as soon as Wilburn caught him, his sharp face stoic. With a sigh, Wilburn got up. “Be right back, guys. I need to go take care of something.”

	Stacy looked past him to glare at Demetrius. “Throw his ass out the airlock.”

	“I’ll help!” Siobhan added cheerfully. “Do planes have airlocks?”

	“I don’t know,” Stacy admitted, and that sparked a whole new conversation and debate behind him as Wilburn closed the distance between him and Demetrius. 

	He stopped in front of Demetrius, not giving the other primus enough room to stand up. Wilburn towered over him and the other man tightened his jaw. 

	“We need to talk,” Wilburn said, crossing his arms. 

	“You’re the boss,” Demetrius said flatly. “Whatever you so goes.”

	Wilburn sighed. “Seriously, man, what is your malfunction? This whole fucking mess…because Zuha didn’t like you?”

	Demetrius flinched. “That…that wasn’t it. I am…sorry, Master, for the trouble I have caused you.” Every word seemed to hurt him, as if by speaking them he was stabbing himself in the chest. 

	“Okay, you start calling me ‘Master’ and we’re going to have problems. It’s weird enough when Belinda or Zuha do it, but they at least make it sound sexy. No offense, but you are so not my type.”

	Demetrius blinked. “Uh, right. Glad to know that.”

	The blonde reached over and grabbed Demetrius’s hand. He stiffened but didn’t push her away. 

	“Please tell me that we did not just go through all of this because you had a crush on Zuha?” Wilburn said. 

	“That wasn’t it,” Demetrius said promptly. So promptly he to surprised himself. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

	“That’s not the only thing,” Wilburn said. “No being a douche to me or my people.” 

	Demetrius nodded. “Understood.”

	Wilburn glanced over his shoulder to make sure his famulus were completely engaged in their conversation before speaking again, this time in a quieter, more threatening voice, one threaded with power from the Tower of Domination. “What did you do to my cousin?”

	Demetrius swallowed. “I bound her as my famulus. That was all. I never…I said things to make you angry because I wanted Zuha. I never wanted anyone to get hurt.”

	Wilburn’s eyebrows rose. “You challenged me to a fucking duel. With swords and guns and shit.”

	“That…did not go as planned,” Demetrius said, sinking in on himself.

	“No shit,” Wilburn replied. “What was the plan here. What the fuck was all this really about.”

	Demetrius didn’t answer at once. He was shaking, his knuckles white on his blonde famulus’s hand. “I am too weak to be a psion,” he said, voice barely above a whisper.

	Wilburn blinked. “What?”

	“I am too weak,” Demetrius repeated. “I’ve…I’ve managed to conceal just how weak I am, but it’s all smoke and mirrors. House Vespa couldn’t afford for me to become the House Lord if everyone knew how weak I am. I had…I had to appear strong. Zuha…Zuha used to be the psion of House Leo before she got trapped in bellua form. If I could make her my virga, no one would doubt my abilities.”

	He sighed. “That’s why I had the catnip that day we met. I was trying to lower her defenses while she was distracted maintaining her obfuscation to bind her.

	He looked down at the floor. “It doesn’t matter now. House Vespa…Styx will have killed my parents by now and me…the House cannot be led by a virga. They’ll destroy themselves trying to put someone new in charge and the other Houses will pick them off.”

	 Wilburn thought for a moment. “Why can’t a virga be in charge?”

	Demetrius scoffed. “No one would accept a virga as House Lord.”

	“Is that a power thing or a politics thing?” Wilburn asked.

	Demetrius shrugged. “A little of both. Most members of the House are virga to someone else, but the Lord never is.” 

	The seed of an idea began to take root in Wilburn’s mind. He stored it away in the vaults of his mind palace where it could grow and be kept safe for later. 

	“You owe both Zuha and my cousin apologies,” Wilburn said.

	Demetrius looked up in surprise. “Your cousin? But she’s not a primus.”

	Wilburn scowled. 

	“I’ll do it, of course,” Demetrius said hurriedly. “I just don’t understand. You’ve made her you famulus, and she’s strong-willed, but that’s all she’ll ever be. Just a famulus, barely a step above the imuses.”

	Wilburn’s scowl deepened. “You don’t actually think you did anything wrong, do you?”

	Demetrius shrugged. “I misjudged you. You were more connected and far more powerful than I suspected. I thought for sure that a new primus, with no name or House, would have easily breached defenses, even if you were strong. Defeating you and claiming Zuha…the illusion of my strength would have been perfect.”

	“Apologize to her,” Wilburn said. “And think about why you owe it to her.”

	“I will,” Demetrius promised. 

	Wilbrun started to leave, then stopped. “I’m sorry about your parents. From what I saw they were horrible people, but they definitely loved you.”

	That broke something in Demetrius. He fell into his blonde famulus’s embrace and wept.

	

Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	Normal life seemed anything but normal after they landed in Houston. Stacy caught another flight to go back to her school so that she could start the moveout process and transfer to Houston, followed quickly by Siobhan. Demetrius and the famulus Wilburn left him returned to his own house while Wilburn moved into Zuha’s. Buddy already had his own place and they were all having to cram to make up the work they’d missed for their classes. 

	Athena had become quiet and withdrawn, stoic save for the few moments when Wilburn caught her looking at him, which she always pretended she hadn’t been doing. He couldn’t hear her thoughts any more. That was probably a good thing. He wasn’t sure what all extolling her entailed but he intended to find out with her as soon as he was caught up on all of his late work. She’d been instrumental in getting everyone moved and situated, easily settling into Zuha’s house, though the opulence seemed to unnerve her a little more now that she was more aware of things. Demetrius it seemed, had never had a good hold of her, most likely because she’d had the potential to become a primus. 

	Wilburn still hadn’t asked her about her past. He figured that was something he’d learn about eventually when they started building her mind palace. At least the voices in his head had known everything that had gone into his own, so he assumed he’d be learning a lot more about her. 

	Zuha’s relationship with House Leo was precarious. Styx, it turned out, was infamous among the Houses. A little over a month ago, Styx’s own House, House Draco, had vanished. From what the other Houses had been able to piece together, every single man, woman, and child had been murdered. Until Styx had shown up at House Vespa, they had been presumed dead as well. Their being alive begged a number of terrifying questions. Not the least of which was the state of the two-headed dragon primus’s sanity. According to Zuha, many believed that Styx herself had murdered her own House, which she assured Wilburn was ludicrous because that just didn’t make any sense.

	Wilburn wasn’t so sure. He recalled when he’d fed experiences into his mind palace, how many of them weren’t actually his own. And he recalled waking up with the taste of blood on his tongue in the hospital. He couldn’t have reasonably explained himself to anyone, but he was convinced that House Draco’s fall and his own extolling were connected somehow. It had been about a month ago, after all, that he’d finally been able to speak with other people. 

	Zuha drove him to campus where they both sat for their algebra exam. The material was exactly as hard as Wilburn had feared but everyone else in the class had studied at least as much as he had and their answers were practically being screamed at him. On the one hand it was distracting to the point of being almost painful, on the other, he thought he’d gotten enough of his questions right to score an A or at least a B+.

	He and Zuha hugged each other with relief when they stepped out of the math building. 

	“We did it!” she exclaimed.

	“I’m not sure which was scarier, fighting Demetrius when he was all bugged out, or those equations,” Wilburn said with a mock-shudder. 

	“The math is scarier,” Zuha said. “Definitely the math.”

	Wilburn grinned at her and leaned in for a kiss. This was one of the changes in his life he most definitely did not regret. Their lips touched and his phone went off. He ignored it, kissing her with enough passion that he could feel several eyes of passersby on them. He didn’t care.

	His phone rang again. He broke the kiss, scowling as he brought it up to dismiss the call. Only he didn’t. The call was from Belinda. He answered it to find her frantically trying to explain herself. 

	“Whoa, whoa, slow down,” he said, after thirty seconds of unintelligible gibberish. “Slow down. Start from the beginning.”

	“Athena’s left,” Belinda said, sounding on the verge of tears. 

	Wilburn’s stomach sank and his heart dropped. “Is she okay?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Why did she leave?”

	“I don’t know!” Belinda wailed. “I caught her leaving a note on your bed. I went after her. I tried to stop her but-but…I lost her! I’m so sorry, Master.”

	“Hey, hey, none of that,” Wilburn said. “You did a good job. You hear me, Belinda? You did good.”

	She sniffled. “Thank you, Sir.”

	“Look, Zuha and I are on our way home now,” he said. “Where are you.”

	She told him and his eyebrows rose. She had followed Athena several miles before losing her. That was some dedication. “I have the note she left,” Belinda said.

	“Okay, what’s it say?”

	“It’s sealed, Master,” Belinda said. “I think it’s just meant for you.”

	“You have my permission,” he said to her, as he and Zuha got into her jaguar and she drove them away from campus. “Unseal it and read it to me.”

	There was the sound of shuffling, then tearing paper, before Belinda’s voice came over the phone again. “She has terrible handwriting.”

	“Belinda, please read it,” Wilburn said.

	“Okay. Dear Wilburn. I am sorry I have to go. There are some things I need to take care of. Please don’t look for me. Thank you for saving my life an everything else. I have your number. I hope to talk to you soon. Love, Megan.” 

	Megan? He had to mull that over for a moment before it clicked. Her name wasn’t Athena. That was her stage name as an exotic dancer. He’d never asked her what her real name was, he’d just sort of assumed it was Athena and had been cool with that. He felt like an idiot. An inconsiderate idiot at that. 

	Glancing out the window, he scowled. The clear blue sky was marred by a column of black smoke rising from somewhere nearby. “Belinda are you still there?” he asked, nervousness creeping into his voice as they rounded the corner into Zuha’s neighborhood and a sneaking suspicion came over him. 

	“I am,” Belinda said. “What’s going on?”

	“Did you leave a stove on or anything?”

	“Of course not,” she said, then gasped. “That smoke. Is that?”

	He found out himself a moment later as they pulled up to find three firetrucks, sirens blaring, parked along their street. Hoses had been hooked up and men in heavy equipment were spraying down the flames engulfing Zuha’s house. 

	“Bernard!” Belinda cried out. “My cousin was still there when I left. Is he okay?”

	Wilburn had no idea. 

	“Please, please, Master. Tell me if he’s okay!” 

	“I’m going to find out now,” Wilburn said. “Don’t come home, Belinda. Go to Buddy’s apartment. Go now.”

	He hung up and Zuha parked. There were questions, there were accusations, and there were long conversations. The fire was deemed an accident, but Wilburn didn’t believe it for a second. Neither did Zuha. Accidents like this just didn’t happen to primuses. Especially when they cost the life of a famulus. 

	Zuha wept for the quiet man when they pulled his body out of the wreckage. 

	A while later, they learned that Demetrius’s house had burned down as well, killing two of his famulus. Definitely not a coincidence, Wilburn decided, as they all reconvened at Buddy’s apartment. Buddy only had one roommate, but he was off getting stoned with his band, so they had the place to themselves. That was good, because Wilburn wasn’t sure if they could squeeze one more person inside the tiny living space. 

	“What the hell happened?” Buddy asked when they were all situated. 

	“Someone blew up Zuha and Demetrius’s houses,” Wilburn said. “They’re good. They made it look like an accident. But we know better.”

	Everyone nodded.

	“We need to investigate and retaliate,” Zuha said, earning a nod from Demetrius, who followed that up with, “Agreed.”

	Everyone looked to Wilburn. It was strange suddenly being the centerpiece of all of this, everyone turning to him for leadership. He thought back to just a few days ago, when he’d wanted to turn his brain off and play videogames for a while instead of properly dealing with his new powers. He felt like an entirely different person now. That kind of delay, of procrastinating and relaxing, was a luxury he couldn’t afford anymore, he realized sadly. 

	Everyone was depending on him and all of their lives were at stake. For all that he’d gained so much, he stood to lose it all to, and to enemies he didn’t properly understand. Whatever remnants of his childhood had come with him to college, they had been burned away by those fires. 

	With a slow nod, he said. “Agreed. We’ll need to move quickly to regroup. We don’t know who hit us so our safety is the first priority. After that, we begin reconnaissance so that we can counter attack.”

	He took a deep breath and stepped up to lead his House. “Here’s what we’re going to do….”

	~
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